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Tit for Tat


Astri was a tiny port, less than a city, more than a town. A collection of hundreds of tightly pressed white and blue houses stacked on the side of the cliff overlooking the sea. At the top, a small airpad and the roads leading out. Heading down, the streets were mere alleys, stone steps from hundreds of years ago instead of sleek sidewalks or lifts to the water. The faces that peered out from windows were mostly human, in all the varieties humans were capable of. They wore the plain clothes of craftspeople or fishers or sailors or pilots. A few had flash and silks and the like. Others, the stiffly collared shirts of cops or the searchers. Even fewer chose the scarves of the Ven from across the waters, because to do that attracted the attention of the searchers. 

Tat didn’t mind the long walk down, although she was eager to be home. She could use a shower and a nap, which said a lot because Luudi did not tire as easily or as often as humans. But she had stopped at the stalls around the airpad to buy salt and flour from further inland. Mak always requested more for the kitchen, and if the price was good, Tat was happy to comply. It was less suspicious, as well, to make trips through town with her arms full of purchases. 

She took the most direct path, which was a zigzagging switchback through sunny, if cold, streets, and more fun than taking the same route back up, even on a Luudi’s sturdy legs. The Step, the level of Astri’s streets above the water and the docks, was as crowded as usual, even on a chilly day. Tat blended in despite her purple iridescent skin and her tail, and nodded to people she knew, and smiled at people she knew better because humans liked smiles. 

The cafhouse was full of talk—it was always full of talk. But new people in town was worthy of gossip because most people didn’t stay. Astri had been a fishing town for hundreds, if not thousands, of years, and would have stayed only that if not for the tensions in Ven, and the Ven’s glorious leader, and Ven’s cries of war and shouting about who to blame for it all, and the steady stream of refugees that fled openly or in the shadows. They fled in all directions, but Astri, close and insignificant, was a popular choice. 

Astri was a free city, under the dominion of the Toll, and nominally had the right to do as it pleased with any Ven visitors. But the Toll, in debt, or struggling, or cowardly, looked the other way when Ven searchers arrived to capture and drag their citizens back to Ven. What happened to them once returned was something that people in Astri did not speak of if the searchers were around. They spat contemptuously near, but not on, the boots of any searcher officers and the local cops who sat with them. They served them last in restaurants and got their orders wrong. But the searcher’s tacit approval from Astri’s police and the Toll government meant no one, so far, had done much beyond that. 

Tat drank her cup of thick, steaming, dark caf and left before the owner could draw her into a discussion about Ven’s newest enemy of the state or ask her what she thought of it. Back out on the street, she stopped to admire the rippling fire of the setting sun over the water and to readjust the bags hanging from her arm before she continued on. 

The stall that used to house Hess and his low-budget tech repair before he’d moved on to the city was now overflowing with greenery. Tat had left in the dead of night several days ago, and hadn’t been in town for days before that, but the new stall couldn’t have been there long. She would have heard.

New things attracted attention. Which was why Tat was not surprised to see two uniformed searchers leaning against the counter at the front of the stall to pester whoever worked there. She slowed her steps anyway, although she doubted that a refugee who needed to hide would be out in the open like this. The searchers were probably throwing their weight around, the way pathetic nobodies did when given any power. 

Tat edged closer to the stall and let out a surprised puff of breath at the sight of a tomato plant. Mak had a lot of things to say about the cost of vegetables. Fiya might like the tomatoes as well. The Ven were fond of them. 

“Not feeling friendly today?” one of the searchers asked the stall worker as Tat approached the counter. 

“Might be keent,” the other searched replied, leaving Tat tenser than she’d been a moment ago. Keent was some sort of pun in Veni, an insult toward one of their more hated groups. Tat didn’t understand the pun, but she knew what the word meant. Fiya was keent. Tat, sometimes, was called that when she ignored nosy searchers. So was Rhiel. So were many of the others, although not nearly as openly, not if they were human, or citizens, or as intimidating-looking as Omba or Bel. 

According to Rhiel, what was happening in Ven had happened elsewhere, and it always started with names—with insults disguised as jokes until bullies felt it was safe to admit they had never been jokes in the first place. It was easier to treat people like trash if you didn’t refer to them—or think of them—as people. 

Tat, Luudi but Luudi-ka, lower caste, had understood that from a very early age. It didn’t make it any easier to listen to. 

She set her bags down with a heavy thump and smiled distractedly as she dug through her pockets. 

“Good evening. Is that a tomato plant or did I get it wrong?” She spoke loudly. Humans often expected Luudi to have trouble hearing because they did not have an outer ear formation like humans did to assist in catching sounds. Tat’s ears were holes in her skull on either side of her head. She continued to speak over the searchers as she looked up. “I have only seen pictures of the whole”–for a moment, Tat almost forgot words when the stall’s owner, or worker, turned toward her—“plant.” 

A Pros. The stall’s owner was a Pros.

Human beauty standards changed by country and planet but some things were close to universal, like symmetry. Humans valued facial symmetry so much that when the Pros had first been engineered, it had been one of their selling points. Now, even though the descendants of the original Pros were free, and often mated—intermarried, as humans said—with regular humans, their perfect faces were usually how they were spotted. The other big sign that someone was talking to a Pros was their love of body modification. Pros of all genders often modified their bodies with dyes or skin etchings or piercings or implants. A sacred act of defiance, Tat had once thought, to remember the days when someone had thought to own their bodies. 

This Pros had skin like a golden pearl and short-cut hair dyed in a cascade of greens. It fell over the Pros’s ear on one side of their head and was shaved close by their other ear, highlighting the etchings that began near their temple and reached part of their cheekbone. The ink was in swirls, which might have special meaning or might merely be pretty. The Pros had dark-colored eyes and three little hoops at the top of their exposed ear. 

They had on a blouse which exposed the curving top of human breasts, but Tat did not assume any gender, especially not with humans. The blouse was ruffly and somehow untouched by dirt, although the Pros’s hands were not. They had rich, black earth in the cracks of their knuckles and under their short fingernails. 

Whether they were in business or not, a Pros did not need rescuing. But Tat was there, so she started again. “How much for the tomato?” She nodded vaguely toward the disgruntled searchers, not wanting to risk leaving them unacknowledged for any longer. 

“Hello. Didn’t realize you were there,” the Pros answered after a brief hesitation, then stepped away from the searchers to come over to Tat. “Sorry. And yes, it is a tomato plant.” 

“Foods made with tomatoes are extraordinary,” Tat continued, not allowing silence for any searchers to fill. “Although I prefer them cold. Someone once gave me a baked tomato and it was too much for me.” Fiya had teased her for days, though Luudi tastes were different. “Is it difficult to grow?” 

The Pros swept a look over the top half of Tat, the part visible above the counter, perhaps wondering what this Luudi in a fishing town was doing talking about plants. “They can be. Especially around here. You have to import the dirt.” The white and red soil around the cliffs supported only a few hardy native plants.

Tat nodded, familiar with that because of Mak. “Does it come with instructions? Or could we find them with a dig through the Sources?” The ship was not automatically linked to any comms network, but they did have isolated units set up specifically for easy, ordinary research. 

A smile came and went on the Pros’s mouth, which was painted dark pink. They either found Tat amusing or they were glad to see the searchers finally disengage and walk away. 

“It needs water and sun and good dirt. It’s not going to give you any tomatoes until the weather warms up again. Keep it covered, if you leave it outside. Don’t let the frost get it.” They stopped. “But it’s going to be expensive. I had to haul it here from deep inland.” 

Tat nodded again. “How much?” 

The Pros flicked a look to the retreating searchers, then back toward Tat. “You don’t look like a fisher.” 

Tat was not sure what that had to do with anything, but didn’t bother to glance at her long-sleeved shirt tucked into her pants, or her suspenders, or the boots that barely fit her four-toed, slightly webbed feet. “Salvage crew. General errands. Deliveries. That sort of thing. Ask for Rhiel, if you ever need something tricky done. Someone will direct you to him. He’s in charge.” 

“And you need a plant?” But the Pros hauled the plant to the counter and set it down with a tiny grunt of relief. “Special today. Fifteen rows and not a ced more.” 

Tat considered the little plant, green and bright, then sighed. “Deal.” She got the fifteen from her pocket and set it on the counter before scooping up the planter with her tail. 

The Pros’s lips parted in soft surprise. Maybe they had never met a Luudi before. A first for them both today. 

Tat tried not to imagine what the Pros would think of her, her mostly bald head with the narrow band of tall black hair that ran from her forehead to the base of her skull, the absence of ears as humans saw them, the shiny purple skin that did not darken around her mouth to color lips the way human skin did. Tat had two almond-shaped eyes and a slight nose and no piercings or etchings whatsoever. Luudi elders did not discourage them—but they did not encourage them, either. She also did not have breasts, which confused even the humans who should have known better but still assumed things when they heard her use “she.” Tat was female. Whatever her genital configuration, if she were male, she would have grown her hair out. 

“Didn’t realize your tails could actually do things,” the Pros explained, their smile returning. Tat spared a moment to consider her long tail, broad with muscle at the base but slowly tapering to a point. Some Luudi tails had a ridge, but Tat’s did not. “Lot of things I didn’t know were true about Luudi.” The Pros took Tat’s fifteen and pocketed it before leaning over the counter. They stared at the planter and the plant, then at Tat. “They really can be tricky to grow. You’ll need the right set up. Maybe some help....” 

“Oh, yes, I know.” Tat nodded seriously. “But I have it in mind for someone. He’s good with these things.”

The Pros pulled back and drew their eyebrows together. Tat thought their eyebrows were plucked or shaped in some way to be thin and delicate. They might have been drawn on, like the lines of color on the lids of the Pros’s pretty eyes. 

The Pros stared hard at Tat, then tightened their mouth in what could have been frustration before releasing a huffy breath. Their voice was gentle. “Well,” they said, studying Tat’s face as though Tat was utterly foreign to them, as Tat might, in fact, be, “if you need help with it, come find me.” 

Tat couldn’t help her surprise. “You’re staying here?”

The Pros tipped their head to one side, exposing a smooth neck and a hint of a human undergarment. “I shouldn’t?” 

Tat might have insulted them. She hadn’t meant to, and gestured expansively, sending the bags full of flour swinging. “Lots of people pass through. But it’s far from any of the Toll cities, so most don’t stay.” 

“It’s beautiful here.” The Pros shrugged and left their undergarment strap visible, although they had to know Tat and anyone else could see it. “Being on the edge of civilization doesn’t scare me. I could stick around.” 

A Pros might not feel embarrassment the way a Luudi would. Tat should remember that. They might not even feel it the way that other humans generally did. And it was a pretty undergarment, from what Tat could see. Probably part of the chemise top that went beneath the corsets some of those with breasts chose to wear. 

Tat pulled her gaze away from it and felt herself flush despite the cold. “That will be good,” she said, then straightened. “Astri could use some new faces—” that aren’t snatched away, she finished silently. “Thank you for the plant.” 

“Thank you,” the Pros returned, with a hint of a grin and almost a hum in their soft voice. 

“The plant will be appreciated,” Tat answered, confused. 

The Pros rolled their eyes—a human statement if there ever was one. “Not for that. For the other thing.” They nodded discreetly in the direction of the searchers, who had decided to stand against the wall of the cafhouse to intimidate anyone going in. “Thanks. The support was nice.” 

Tat quickly shook her head. “I didn’t mean to insult you by stepping in—” 

The Pros gently cut her off. “Thanks, I said.” 

“Oh.” The planter was too heavy for Tat’s tail to twitch. “It was no problem.” 

With that, breathing much faster than she had been before stopping at the stall, Tat walked away. 
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WHOEVER WAS watching the security stream must have spotted the tomato plant before Tat was halfway down the docks. Their security was not part of the town’s system, though Wren and Omba spliced into that when needed. Rhiel liked to have eyes around the ship and his people at all times. Fiya made fun of him for calling them ‘his people’ but, in quiet moments, Fiya would admit that was exactly what they all were, and the ship was their home. 

The Holliday, with the extra ‘l’ painted on accident and never corrected, was about thirty years old, extensively but cheaply remodeled and renovated, and designed more for hauling than speed, although it rarely moved from the pier. They had another, smaller boat for that. The Holliday had an old galley and mess, a makeshift greenhouse, an equally makeshift laundry room, and a library of whatever old books any of them found on any of their travels. Any spaces not in use had been converted into bedrooms. Tat, as one of the first, had a small area to bunk in on the port side, with close access to the head and the showers. 

The barely rigged together ship was the complete opposite of the airship docked up at the top of the cliff, but that was Fiya’s doing. He was the sort of pilot to keep his ship meticulously clean, even when he had crumbs on his scarf. 

Bel and Mak had the cargo doors open but didn’t lower the gate to the top of the dock to make a walkway over the water. Tat jumped over the gap and onto the ship, landing solidly before shoving the plant at Mak. Mak, with shoulders much broader than the rest of his slender body, wheezed at the weight. Bel, laughing, set the doors to close and took one of the bags of flour from Tat’s arm and began to head up toward the mess. 

Bel was taller than Tat, which Tat found comforting. It was often difficult to be the only nonhuman on the ship, even when the others tried to think of her, and being the tallest would have been another thing to make her stand out. Bel was big, with a long reddish-brown beard and mustache and almost no hair on the top of his head. He was also the oldest on board. He wasn’t born in Astri, and so didn’t have the folds at the corner of his eyes or the warm amber skin that Lettie, Cudjel, and Mak did. 

Mak was nineteen and liked trying to make their food taste as good as what he’d grown up with. His parents lived on the outskirts of town, but he didn’t speak to them. From what Tat had overheard, they were too sympathetic to the Ven, and approved of how the Ven ostracized and punished troublemakers and keents and the like. Mak had an eye for other human boys, and while this once would not have been an issue in Astri, now it was. 

Poison had a way of spreading, as Rhiel would say. 

“Tat brought me a plant!” Mak called out as they came into the common area, a circle of couches and chairs not far from the mess itself. Tat hadn’t said the plant was for him, but obviously, it was, since none of the others had any skills or interest in growing things. 

“If you need help with it, they suggested you go visit them!” Tat shouted as Mak slipped from the room, already on his way topside to get to the greenhouse. 

“Who did?” The others, either done with their tasks for the day or bored or taking a break, began to pop into the room. Cudjel and Lettie, former fishers who preferred salvage and demolition work and the occasional brawl, and who hated fish. Wren and Omba, both from other worlds, were gifted with technical skill with wires and drives. Fiya had knowledge in that area as well, but was officially only responsible for the airship. Wren, a dark-skinned Xer, who kept a faith with no temple on Astri or anywhere near, and who had once been married to a Suri woman, would have been anathema to the Ven.

Rhiel poked his head out from the main comms room, then frowned and brought the rest of his body in as well. He was, much like Mak, too thin for the bones of his human body. Times were not hard enough that any of them had to go without, but they did monitor costs, and Rhiel monitored them most of all. He monitored everything. It was, Fiya had despaired, Rhiel’s nature to worry about others over himself. 

Rhiel was also the dearest person to Tat in the universe, the one human who truly made an effort to pronounce her name Dtadt and not Tat, and who listened to her talk about the castes, and was outraged for her while she was only tired of it. Tat considered it her duty to help calm him and get him to eat. Which was why stopping for flour was no bother, even after two days with little rest. 

“Who suggested you visit them?” Rhiel demanded, already worried. 

“Not me. Mak.” Tat handed the other bag of cooking supplies to Omba when he offered to take it. “It was the owner of the new stall on the Step. A Pros. The stall was full of greenery and things to make all the greenery grow.” 

“There was not a new stall two days ago.” Wren collapsed onto a couch with her plump face hidden behind one of the handheld comm units she built herself, cheaper than the brand-new ones found in a city. 

“It’s there now.” Tat walked over to Rhiel and brushed her lips over his cheek, something that always soothed his anxiety a fraction. He was darker of skin than Wren, and kept the thick, interlocked strands of his hair tied back at the nape of his neck with whatever was handiest, ribbons or strings. 

“It go okay?” he asked in a whisper. There was no need to whisper, but Tat nodded and he pushed out a breath and gave her an actual smile. “Good. You should get some rest. Tell me the details later.” 

“Did you say a Pros?” Omba froze, then slowly turned around. He had etchings all over his face and arms, a cultural tradition like the one the Pros had, but much older and not about defiance. His skin was a deep brown, like his eyes, which were almost like Fiya’s, although Omba’s people had no relation to the Ven. 

“There’s a Pros in town now?” Wren made a lip-smacking noise. “There is going to be chaos. That poor thing.” 

“They are selling plants, as far as I saw.” Tat had some knowledge of human interactions and matings, though no knowledge at all of the inside of a house of prostitution like the Pros in town might have come from. But she didn’t think anyone who could make that sort of money—and any Pros could demand the highest price—would be renting a stall on the Step to work with plants unless that was what they wanted to do. 

Pros had not just been engineered to be every conceivable flavor of perfect human beauty. They had also been designed with pleasure in mind—the pleasure of the client, Tat assumed, although some thought had gone into making sure each Pros would want to do their job. Their creators had done a lot to their genes, made them beautiful, made their fertility easier to control, and also stolen some genetic material from the Auex. Something that, technically, made the Pros not fully human, although no one ever seemed to acknowledge that. 

Tat knew very little about the Auex except that they read minds, or something similar, and that for that very reason, they avoided humans and their loud, messy thoughts, and stuck to their part of the known systems. But some human bioengineer had decided it would be great if their perfect Proses had similar abilities. The Pros did not read minds, but a Pros was able to judge mood and heighten it without ever laying a hand on a client if they didn’t want to.

Of course, the Pros weren’t the Auex. It hadn’t taken long for them to figure out that their own increased pleasure caused some psychic feedback issues—and that the ability to make someone else feel could be weaponized. The Pros had taken control over themselves, established their own home and culture, and that was that. 
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