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The air inside Sub-Level 4 of the Earth Interstellar Diplomatic Complex tasted faintly of vending machine coffee and neglected carpet.

Above ground, the building rose in a soaring, vaulted spire of smart-glass and brushed titanium, a monument engineered fifteen years ago during the short-lived euphoria of the 'Golden Age' of first contact. Back then, when humanity first detected the carrier waves of a populated galaxy, the Global Parliament had poured trillions of credits into a cathedral of diplomacy, anticipating a seat at a grand galactic table.

Now, half the lights were permanently dark to preserve power cell margins. The towering holographic projectors in the central atrium, designed to cast three-dimensional star maps and alien anatomies, sat dead under a grey velvet patina of dust. To the tax-paying public, the complex was a bloated mausoleum for a racial dream that had turned into a multi-trillion-dollar global embarrassment.

Four first-contact attempts.

Four abject, incomprehensible failures.

Humanity hadn’t been invited to join a community; they had been isolated like a planetary pathogen, and the department was in a state of terminal, suffocating depression.

François tapped a blunt fingernail against the edge of his workstation, his dark brown eyes straining against the harsh, amber flicker of a legacy data-pad. To prevent data corruption, he was manually re-archiving the logistical expenditure reports from the Krypton-6 disaster, the fourth and most recent summit to collapse into instant, mutual hostility.

It was numbing, bureaucratic archaeology. He was tracking the fuel costs of the three dozen luxury transport shuttles that had travelled halfway across the quadrant, only for the human delegation to be dismissed within ten minutes of landing by an avian court that refused to even look at them. François shifted his posture, his lean, unassertive frame settling uncomfortably into the government-issue chair. He hadn't spent four gruelling years at the Academy mastering extra-solar law and comparative linguistics to become a glorified data-clerk, burying the financial corpses of dead careers. But down here, in the basement of a dying institution, there was nowhere else to go.

A soft, rhythmic slide of footsteps broke the silence of the corridor. François didn't look up. He knew the cadence.

Rae stepped into the archival bay. She stood just under one-sixty centimetres, occupying the space with an efficient, deliberate stillness that made her presence feel compact and contained. Her dark hair was pulled back simply, without styling, and her face held its habitual expression of neutral, quiet attention.

"The high-band fibre optic on Row 7 is down again," Rae said, her voice even, carrying none of the performative panic that usually echoed from the senior tiers upstairs, but still carried a hint of her Japanese origin despite the years of training towards the linguistic diplomatic standard. "The routing switch must have seized. I need your terminal's uplink."

"My terminal is currently processing the economic fallout of Ambassador Carroll’s spectacular diplomatic intuition," François replied, still not looking away from his screen. "Unless your data is going to retroactively save the Krypton-6 trade accords, it can wait."

"It’s a hardware audit for the automated defence perimeter on the colony outposts," Rae said, stepping closer. Her balanced, unremarkable build moved with an unhurried precision as she slid a data-drive onto the edge of his desk, just millimetres from his pad. "And considering Parliament is debating another twenty-percent budget slash next Tuesday, keeping the automated guns online is slightly more critical than your financial post-mortem. Move over."

François let out a short, cynical breath but shifted his chair, conceding a fraction of the console’s interface. Rae leaned in, her pale skin catching the amber glow of the terminal. Her features were evenly balanced, soft rather than sharp, the kind of ordinary face that required familiarity to truly resolve in the memory.

They had tied for the top of their class at the Academy... a bitter, four-year intellectual war fought in the margins of exam scores and debate trials. Now, they sat at adjacent dead-end desks, their fierce rivalry preserved like an artifact in the ambient frost of the complex even though they technically had the same goals now.

"Did you see the manifest for the upper decks this morning?" Rae asked quietly, her fingers moving across the secondary input panel with a practiced, economical speed.

"I try not to look up," François murmured, watching the data bars transfer. "It’s bad for the morale."

"Director Hauer filed for an emergency transfer to the Sino-African Aerospace Cartel," she said, her neutral gaze fixed on the screen, though a faint, sharp edge crept into her tone. "And Under-Secretary Laurent took a private consulting position with United Quantum. They’re rats clearing out of a hold that’s already up to its knees in seawater. By the end of the fiscal quarter, Carroll will be the only senior officer left with a title, mostly because his ego is too large to fit through the exit hatch. Are you sure the Under-Secretary isn’t a relative of yours?" Her eyes flickered over to him, the corner of her mouth turning up at the old jibe.

“No more than your name makes you related to half of Tokyo,” François said. “Common names travel well.” He glanced at her profile. "Every time a senior diplomat goes into a room with a new species, they come back broken. They follow the scripts, they project the strength of the Global Parliament, they wear three layers of body-moulded dress uniforms to hide their heart rates, and the aliens treat them like they just defecated on the carpet. The galaxy doesn’t want us, Rae. We're the squishy anomalies in an arm of space that prefers scales and chitin."

"The galaxy is a system," Rae corrected him sharply, her dark eyes flashing toward him for a brief, competitive second. "And a system that large operates on logic, communication and facing realities. If our scripts are failing, it’s not because the universe is inherently xenophobic. They wouldn’t throw away trillions of credits just because we were ‘squishy’. It’s got to be because there is an uncalculated variable in the data we are presenting. The senior staff are looking for a political conspiracy. They're trying to out-manoeuvre a bureaucracy they don't understand."

"And what are you looking for?" François asked, his relaxed posture tightening just a fraction, the old academic friction warming his chest.

Rae paused, her fingers hovering over the terminal. Her eyes reflected the rolling columns of human failure, the trillions of wasted credits, the silent, mocking distance of a populated universe.

"I'm looking for the glitch," she said softly. "Because if we don't find it before the Silicate transmission is officially processed, there won't be an Interstellar Diplomatic Corps left to employ us."

"Everyone is looking for a glitch, Rae." François’s voice carried a dry, weary edge as he watched the progress bar on her data transfer crawl forward. "What makes you think you'll find it when hundreds of senior analysts and quantum-tier processing clusters have spent fifteen years failing to do exactly that?"

Rae didn’t flinch. Her expression remained perfectly neutral, a study in compact, efficient stillness. "Because the senior analysts are looking at the political rhetoric. They’re analysing the translated transcripts for semantic insults. They are treating a systems problem like a legal trial."

She tapped a command, splitting the console’s primary display. The historical files for humanity's four catastrophic first-contact attempts expanded in cold, high-definition data blocks.

The timeline of defeat laid itself out across the amber terminal. First came the Chitinous Hive, a sprawling swarm-intelligence whose initial perimeter drones had simply ceased transmitting the moment humanity’s heavily armoured vanguard arrived. Then the multi-species trade syndicate that had slapped Earth with a total quarantine order before the human delegates had even finished their opening remarks. Third was the Keth, the proud reptilian dynasty whose ambassadors had sat in absolute, suffocating silence for twelve minutes before walking out of the summit chamber without uttering a single vocalisation. And finally, Krypton-6, the Avian Consortium, who had violently terminated communications within seconds of the visual feed opening.

"Look at the economic telemetry," François muttered, pointing a blunt finger at the descending red graphs flanking the files. "It’s not just a diplomatic snub anymore. The Chitinous Hive has completely locked down the Orion corridor. The Keth trade sanctions are costing the lunar manufacturing hubs eight billion credits a week. We aren't just being ignored; we are being methodically, ruthlessly starved out of our own arm of the galaxy. The Silicates are all that’s left. But equally, as important as the rest of them put together."

"And the consensus from the upper decks is always the same," Rae said, her eyes tracking the rolling footnotes of the official reports. "Alien arrogance. An exclusive, non-mammalian club that naturally despises soft-tissue biology."

"Can you blame the analysts for reaching that conclusion?" François leaned back, his lean frame sinking into the mesh of his chair, his relaxed posture carrying the heavy exhaustion of the basement. "Every premier diplomat we’ve sent into those rooms has come out psychologically shattered. These weren't rookies, Rae. They were career professionals trained in high-stakes terrestrial crises. Ambassador Carroll spent three months in psychiatric rehabilitation after the Avian encounter. He swore on a Bible to the Global Security Council that the alien premier looked at him with nothing but pure, unadulterated, irrational hatred. It breaks them because there's no pattern to it. It’s just wall-to-wall xenophobia from every species out there."

"Hatred is an emotional response," Rae countered, her voice dropping into that quiet, academic register they had used to tear each other’s theses apart at the Academy. "Emotions are energetically expensive. Why would four completely disparate evolutionary lineages... insectoid, reptilian, avian, and the multi-species syndicates... all expend identical psychic energy to despise a race they have barely met? It defies basic evolutionary efficiency."

François gave a bleak, humourless shrug. "Look at the phenotypes. The Hive is armoured chitin. The Keth are thick, interlocking keratin scales. The Avians are dense, overlapping feather-shields. We are the only intelligent mammals in the quadrant, Rae. To a galaxy wrapped in natural, unyielding armour, we are soft, sweating bags of fluid. Maybe our very existence is an evolutionary insult to them."

"A physical phenotype isn't a declaration of war," Rae said, her fingers tapping a final rhythm against the chassis of the terminal as her data transfer clicked to one hundred percent. She pulled her drive from the slot but didn't move away. Her dark eyes remained locked on the four files of human failure. "They didn't shoot at our ships. They didn't invade our colonies. They just looked at us, formed an instant, collective disgust, and slammed the door in our faces."

"Exactly," François said, shifting his data-pad back to the centre of his desk to resume his mindless archiving. "They looked at us, and they hated what they saw. It's a closed loop, Rae. There's no glitch to find."

"There is always a variable," she murmured, her stillness holding its ground against his cynicism. "We just haven't stripped away enough layers to see it yet."

Before François could construct another counter argument, the amber glow of the terminal was violently overridden.

A stark, rhythmic crimson flash pulsed across the archival bay, accompanied by a low, sub-audible chime that vibrated directly through the floorboards. It was a Tier-One facility-wide priority alert... a sound that hadn't echoed through the deep basements of the complex in over three years.

François froze, his fingers hovering over his data-pad. On his screen, the automated archiving script for the Krypton-6 logs stuttered, its processing queue destabilising under the priority override. He knew if he left the program running in the background without a manual buffer, the local cache would likely corrupt and force him to restart the entire six-hour extraction from scratch. But
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