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      Leigh squatted down, letting the bamboo around her hide her from view. Her calves burned from the stretch. Almost instantly her thighs started trembling. A tiny adjustment, feet moving wider, then a second, and it was like her legs went 'oh' and relaxed. Stunningly, it was a pretty darn stable position. Almost comfortable if, you know, she wasn't hiding the bamboo to escape Kagiso Novak, her least favorite person on the station.

      At least Kagiso wasn't likely to start shoving his way into the shrubbery. He was one of those third-generation station dwellers who'd never once in his entire life been on an actual planet. He wouldn't know what to do with natural insects and non-mass-produced dirt if someone held a blaster to his head.

      Ridiculous twerp. He kept talking about how he liked substantial women, ones with meat on their bones but damn if he didn't just stare at her tits every time he trapped her somewhere. 'Substantial', her fat ass. One of these days she was going to haul off and clock him one even if it would get her in trouble with the station authorities.

      That was the very first thing Leigh's one friend Darby had said when they started working together.

      "I know you're from Old Earth," Darby had said soft and quiet so no one would overhear them or at least no one would admit to overhearing because of that weird pretending that there was privacy when there was none thing that station dwellers had. "Station Master Cohen is very serious about keeping the peace. He doesn't allow any fighting whatsoever."

      Leigh snorted. She carefully shifted her head just enough that she could peer through a tiny gap in the bamboo. Kagiso stood in the middle of the walkway, glaring at the plants surround him as if he expected them to attack him. His skin suit showed not just his bony frame but also the weird hollow in his chest where his congenital birth defect had nearly crushed his heart before he was born. If she was Kagiso, she wouldn't worn anything that made it so obvious but hey, Kagiso seemed to think everyone would admire him for surviving when his own body tried to kill him.

      That was, arguably, the weirdest thing about people born on the stations versus those born on Earth. On Earth, admitting you had a birth defect or genetic flaw was enough to get you banned, shunned, forced out of society and all but driven off the planet. Here? Nobody looked sideways at you for it, even if you bragged about it. So strange.

      Kagiso looked Leigh's way, eyes narrowing. She bit her lip, all her bravado draining away. As much as she wanted to hit him, to scream at him to leave her alone, Leigh couldn't do it. No, every time he cornered her, she cringed and smiled hesitantly. Instead of smacking him, Leigh tried to hide her shaking knees for long enough that she could get away.

      "What are you doing in here?" Darby asked from off to Leigh's left. Leigh couldn't see Darby but man, that was Darby's strip paint from the hull tone of voice. "I thought you considered plants to be useless leftovers from our evolutionary past."

      Leigh pressed her lips together hard to keep from laughing at the way Kagiso sneered and then shifted backwards with a wary expression on his stupid face.

      "I do," Kagiso replied in his fake deep voice.

      That he openly admitted to taking vocal coaching lessons to have a deeper voice befuddled Leigh. It wasn't something she'd ever have admitted to but then most of what Kagiso did, believed and said made no sense to her.

      "And yet," Darby said, strolling into view like a lioness stalking her prey, "here you are."

      "If you must know, I was waiting for Leigh," Kagiso said. He looked down his nose at her. "You might as well leave. She wouldn't want to spend time with someone like you."

      "Kagiso, she's my best friend and you're a stalker who won't take no for an answer," Darby replied. She looked pissed, glaring up at Kagiso who sneered back at her. "How many times does she have to say she's not interested before you figure it out?"

      "I believe you have that backwards," Kagiso said. He sniffed and then wrinkled his nose as if he'd smelled something rancid. "She's quite fascinated by me. I've seen her studying me many times. Do go on. She's here somewhere. Probably frightened into these noxious weeds by your ugly face."

      Leigh expected Darby to roll her eyes. She didn't. Darby flinched and turned away from Kagiso. Her expression was so hurt, so humiliated that Leigh stood up, hands on her aching knees, before she even realized what she was doing.

      "You take that back, you little mutant freak!" Leigh snapped as she shoved her way through the bamboo.

      Both Darby and Kagiso started. Kagiso's eyes snapped straight to Leigh's bust which bounced just like always as she stomped up to him. He didn't even see Leigh's hand swing around to slap him in the face hard enough to spin him one-eighty. Darby shouted and grabbed Leigh's arm before she could knock Kagiso right off his feet.

      "Fascinated by you?" Leigh bellowed. "Are you out of your probably defective mind? You're a mutated monster who advertises the fact! Look at you! Look at that chest. I can't believe you show that to people very day. It's so damned revolting. I can't even eat when you're in the room. The thought of genetics like that being anywhere near me makes my skin crawl."

      Kagiso turned back around, one hand on his reddening cheek. His eyes were so wide, so horrified. Leigh quailed for a moment but Darby tugged at Leigh's arm to try to get her to stop and the sneer came back to Kagiso's face.

      "What the ever-loving hell is wrong with you?" Leigh shouted as loudly as she possibly could. The words echoed in the garden despite all the plants making perfect sound baffles. "Darby's at least got clean genetics and doesn't look like the underbelly of a dead, decaying fish!"

      "But… my skin," Darby said with such shock that Leigh frowned at her.

      "Yeah, you're brown, so what?" Leigh asked.

      "It's radiation damage," Darby admitted. "You know that. You're the same."

      "Sweetie," Leigh said, staring up into those lovely eyes with completely shock, "I'm African descent. My skin is this way genetically. This is what the first humans who evolved look like. If your parents had dark skin and their parents, too, you're just naturally dark skinned. It's not radiation damage. That," she pointed at Kagiso's caved in ribcage, "is congenital radiation damage mutating his body. What the fuck are your schools teaching you?"

      Both of them stared at her as if she'd suddenly grown a second head. Kagiso shook his head, going so pale that she could see the blue of his veins like spiderwebs across his cheeks. Leigh shuddered and backed away from him which just made him stare even harder.

      "So creepy," Leigh moaned. "Will you leave me alone, damn it? I can't stand to talk to you. Look at that. My God, I can see straight though his skin. It's so gross!"

      Kagiso made a garbled noise, somewhere between shock and fury, before turning and running out of the garden. As soon as he was gone, Leigh allowed herself the shudder she'd been dying for. Seriously, what was wrong with him?

      "You mean that," Darby said. Her stare was so utterly confused that Leigh stared at her. "You actually believe that he's mutated."

      "I think he's creepy, actually," Leigh said. "Mutated? Well, yes, obviously something went wrong with his development. That's perfectly obvious and he says so to anyone who asks. And people don't ask. And people who specifically tell him not to tell them about it, like me, he still tells them. So. Creepy!"

      Darby swallowed a laugh, shaking fingers pressed against her lips.

      "The paleness of his skin?" Leigh continued more for Darby's sake than anything else because wow, she clearly needed a laugh. "It's terrifying. He looks like a washed-up corpse that's been dead for a couple of weeks. And yes, I've seen that. I can't imagine why anyone, anywhere, would consent to have children with him. I wouldn't believe a clean gene scan even if he gave it to me."

      "And me," Darby said. There were tears in her eyes. "You really mean it about me."

      "Honestly, I assumed you were just, you know, Hispanic descent or something. Maybe a bit of South Asian thrown in. I've seen you in the showers, Darby. You're brown everywhere. Radiation damage leaves patches of darker scar tissue, not a perfectly smooth all-over brown color."

      Leigh gasped as Darby grabbed her for a ferocious hug. Took a second before Leigh hugged back but once she did she didn't want to let go. Seriously, what was with people on this station? The education system had to be so messed up for them to think Kagiso was normal and Darby wasn't.

      Not that Leigh's education had been the best either but hey, that was Earth. There wouldn't be generation ships leaving the solar system all the time if Earth were a paradise the way rich people back home tried to claim. It was messed up with thousands of years worth of humanity at its worst, not just several hundred like the many space stations orbiting the sun.

      "Thank you," Darby whispered.

      "Hey, what are friends for?"
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