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      Addison hummed as xe crouched down under the blackberry vines. They were heavy with berries, drooping so low that a lot of the vines had already put down roots at their tips. Pretty soon they would have to trim everything back, much as Addison hated doing it. Made for terrible harvests the following year but being able to walk down the paths was important. More important to most everyone.

      The blackberries filled the air with sugar-sweet richness. Xir nose twitched with it. Well, that and the sap that coated the vines' thorns. Sticky sweet mixed with acid burns, that was blackberry season. At least the blackberry roots did a lovely job stabilizing the soil. Nothing shifted where you had blackberry.

      Of course, nothing could walk there either so that wasn't saying much.

      The station shuddered as something impacted. Or maybe something exploded at the other end. Addison couldn't tell. Xe waited, counting the seconds until a full thirty passed. No alarms. Nothing falling from the sunlight way overhead. Couldn't be too bad so xe went back to plotting out how to make xir way into the vines to get at the best berries.

      Over that low vine, then crouch, push through the other three and then stand at the center of the bunch. That should do nicely. Xe'd be able to pick pretty much all the best berries that way without twisting around too much and getting torn up by the thorns.

      Getting into place wasn't as easy as planning it but Addison made it without too many scrapes. Xe'd have about half an hour before the sap started to burn xir skin. Long enough for the amount of berries xe needed.

      Someone had to make Caelan and Shahnaz a proper berry pie to celebrate their engagement, after all.

      Ma had outright said that there was no way they'd stay together, an unaltered human and a Gensyn. Da had said, mild and calm and far too agreeably, that they might. They just might. You never knew, an outsider could learn. And of course Ba, heavy with the latest set of twins filling xir belly, had huffed and scolded them for being so rude until the babies had kicked and everyone had to gather round and feel it.

      Like they hadn't felt babies kick before. Addison had done the obligatory thing, put xir had on Ba's belly, but xe'd gone to the kitchen and frowned at the supplies right after. It wasn't right, not celebrating love like that. Shahnaz had saved Caelan's life, he had. He'd saved xir and helped xir and brought xir right home when he didn't have to do anything of the sort.

      Caelan's Ma and Da had both been overjoyed to have xir home but they'd been lukewarm at best about Shahnaz. Xe thought that it was his clothes at first, so formal and enveloping. Every inch of him other than his face and hands were covered by fabric. Loose billowing fabric. Pretty, yes, with embroidery that Shahnaz was more than happy to explain was meant as prayers to Allah. Prayers for protection and thanks and lots of stuff.

      As Addison picked, xe wondered if Aunt Karena realized that Caelan was looking to convert to Islam when xe married Shahnaz. Xe didn't think so. Caelan had said so, outright, defiant and angry about the limp way everyone had welcomed Shahnaz but that didn't mean Aunt Karena had believed it. Ma and Da certainly didn't. Ba had gasped, eyes wide with horror, hands over xir belly, but xe hadn't said anything else.

      Xe would have to ask Sadorr about it. For a Drathanni and a hyperactive one at that, Sadorr could be very good at picking out truths that Addison hadn't understood. Yet. Usually he got it in time but Sadorr got there much faster than Addison did. Sometimes Addison blamed Sadorr's brightness on being Drathanni but right now, hip deep in blackberry vines that could tear xir to shreds, xe thought it must be that xe was young.

      Too young to marry, to court someone like Russ or Leora, but definitely not so young that xe wasn't interested. Russ had gotten really tall in the last year or so, coming up on six feet tall with broad shoulders and a low full bust that complimented xir widening hips. Leora was still whip-thin but xe had put on muscle so that xe had biceps that bulged when xe lifted anything and thighs that made Addison's mouth go dry.

      Sadorr had laughed, ears all floppy and muscular tail wrapping into corkscrew loops, when Addison mentioned it to him a few days ago.

      "Humans," Sadorr had sighed once he was done laughing. He'd flopped down on the grass, legs splayed out in front of him and tail still loosely looped. It put his tail-hand over his rump where he scratched idly. "You're so endlessly fascinating."

      "I don't see what's so funny," Addison had huffed at him. "They're both really good looking."

      "Granted," Sadorr had replied much more seriously. "For human esthetics, yes, they're quite attractive. That wasn't what amused me. You should pay closer attention, my boy. Human noses are terrible but your eyes are quite good. Watch. You'll see things you've missed if you do."

      And that was all that he'd say.

      Fat lot of good that did Addison. Xe'd watched both Russ and Leora but neither of them would meet xir eyes. Russ turned red every time xe saw Addison looking and Leora went pale when xe caught xir. Neither of them seemed very happy about it, either. They would hurry away if xe kept on staring even after they caught him.
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