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Chapter One: The Man Who Studies Language
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Isaac woke at 05:47, three minutes before his alarm.

He always did. Some internal mechanism calibrated years ago now pulled him from sleep with mechanical precision, leaving him those few quiet minutes to lie in the dark and prepare himself for the performance of being awake. The alarm when it came—a soft ascending tone designed not to startle—felt like a formality. He silenced it anyway.

The quarters were small. Institutional. The walls held that particular shade of off-white that appeared in every orbital facility Isaac had ever inhabited, as though someone had decided decades ago that this specific absence of color best represented humanity's venture into space. His bed occupied one corner, made with hospital corners he'd learned from a roommate in graduate school. A desk dominated the opposite wall, its surface empty except for a reading tablet and a ceramic mug that held three pens he never used.

He showered. Dressed. Made tea.

The kettle was the only object in his quarters that felt like a choice rather than an assignment. He'd brought it from Earth seven years ago when he'd first accepted the position at the Institute. Brushed steel, pleasantly weighted, with a whistle that reminded him of his grandmother's kitchen in a way that was more memory than actual recollection. He couldn't remember her face clearly anymore, but he remembered that sound.

The tea steeped while he checked his messages. Forty-seven new emails since he'd gone to sleep six hours ago. The Institute operated on a twenty-four-hour cycle, but the work never stopped. Teams in different time zones, different orbital facilities, different planets now—all contributing to the vast collaborative effort of preparing humanity for first contact with an alien civilization that had, eight months ago, responded to Earth's decades-old transmission with a message of their own.

Isaac had been the third person to see the translated response.

He'd read it seventeen times that first night, analyzing syntax, searching for nuance in the grammatical structures, trying to understand not just what they'd said but how they'd chosen to say it. The message had been brief. Formal. Carefully constructed to convey peaceful intent without presuming familiarity.

It had been, Isaac thought, the most beautiful thing he'd ever read.

He answered twelve emails before his tea finished cooling. Brief, precise responses that anticipated follow-up questions and provided exactly the information requested. His colleagues often commented on his response time. "You're always awake," Dr. Okonkwo had said once, laughing. Isaac had smiled and said something about insomnia. It was easier than explaining that answering emails felt purposeful in a way that sleep rarely did.

The Institute's corridors were already busy when he left his quarters at 06:30. The morning shift change brought a particular energy—people moving with direction, conversations half-finished, the smell of coffee from the commissary mixing with the recycled air that always tasted faintly metallic. Isaac navigated the flow with practiced efficiency, keeping to the right, making himself narrow when clusters of colleagues stood talking in the hallways.

"Morning, Isaac," someone said. He thought it might be Chen from astrophysics, but he wasn't certain. He nodded, smiled, kept walking.

The cafeteria occupied a large section of the Institute's central ring, positioned to take advantage of the viewport that offered a panoramic view of Earth below. It was beautiful in an abstract way—the planet rotating slowly beneath them, cloud patterns shifting, the terminator line dividing day from night in a clean arc. Isaac had stopped really seeing it sometime during his second year aboard. Now it was simply the backdrop to breakfast.

He collected his tray with the efficiency of routine. Oatmeal, berries that had been grown in the hydroponics bay and tasted almost but not quite like the ones from Earth, black coffee. He found a table near the viewport, away from the clusters of colleagues who sat together in groups that had formed organically over months and years of shared meals.

He ate slowly, methodically, while reading a paper on comparative syntax structures on his tablet. Around him, the cafeteria filled with conversation. Laughter from a table near the serving line. An animated discussion about resource allocation two tables over. Someone's birthday—he could hear the good-natured teasing, the easy affection of people who knew each other well enough to mock gently.

Isaac finished his oatmeal. The berries left a slight tartness on his tongue. He drank his coffee and returned his tray to the collection station, nodding to the staff member who took it with a smile he returned automatically.

No one had sat with him.

No one ever did, really, unless they needed something. A consultation. A translation check. His opinion on a linguistic problem. He was always happy to help. People thanked him sincerely. Then they returned to their own tables, their own conversations, their own lives that continued in spaces where Isaac remained professionally valued and personally optional.

He told himself it was a choice. That he preferred the quiet. That eating alone meant he could read while he ate, could think without interruption, could maintain the careful focus that made him good at his work.

Some mornings, he almost believed it.

—-
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THE LINGUISTIC ANALYSIS Lab occupied a corner of the Institute's research wing, a large room divided into workstations that hummed with the quiet industry of translation. Twelve linguists worked here on rotating shifts, analyzing every fragment of communication from the alien civilization that had introduced themselves—through their translated message—as the Anaxi.

Isaac's workstation faced the wall rather than the room. He'd requested it that way during his first week. Fewer distractions, he'd said. Better focus. What he hadn't said was that facing the wall meant he didn't have to watch his colleagues' easy camaraderie, didn't have to see the way they swiveled their chairs to ask each other questions, shared jokes, made plans for drinks after shift.

His screens displayed the latest transmission—a response to humanity's inquiry about Anaxi cultural protocols for formal meetings. The message had arrived sixteen hours ago. Three other linguists had already provided preliminary translations. Isaac's job was verification, nuance detection, the careful work of ensuring that what humanity understood was what the Anaxi had actually meant.

He read the message in its original form first. The Anaxi language was partially gestural, partially vocal, with a written component that seemed to serve as a formal register. The transmission included all three elements—video of an Anaxi diplomat making careful hand movements while speaking, accompanied by a text file that provided what Isaac had come to think of as the "official" version.

The preliminary translations were competent. Accurate in the broad strokes. But they'd missed something.

Isaac leaned closer to his screen, replaying a three-second segment of the video. The Anaxi diplomat—a being roughly humanoid in shape but with an additional set of smaller arms that seemed to serve primarily communicative functions—had made a specific gesture with their secondary left hand while saying a word that the translation matrix had rendered as "respect."

But the gesture didn't match. It was subtle, easy to miss if you weren't looking for it. The hand had turned slightly inward, fingers curling in a way that suggested... not respect exactly. Something more personal. Regard, maybe. Or recognition.

Isaac pulled up his notes on Anaxi gestural grammar. Cross-referenced the hand position with seventeen other instances in previous transmissions. Found a pattern.

The word wasn't "respect." It was closer to "seeing." The Anaxi diplomat wasn't saying they
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