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      Shouts and rattling pursued Skyt as they fled the building. They were only too glad to make their escape.

      Outside, rare raindrops fell from the slightly yellow-hued sky, plinking slightly off their carapace but doing nothing to cool the air. If anything, the rain was warmer. It almost sizzled as it fell.

      It was hot even for Vakra City. Hot enough that Skyt scurried as quickly as their limbs would carry them to the nearest juice bar. They ducked inside and got halfway to the counter when the world blew apart.

      Shrapnel from the window jabbed against them as they ducked under a table. Their entire body rang like a bell from the force of the shockwave. They could smell a faint, acrid, stench, as if something metal had burned.

      This was bad.

      This was very bad.

      They didn't know who was responsible, but they knew what this was. Something the citizens of Vakra had never worried about in the past. Something that nobody had worried about since the world had formed.

      This had always been a peaceful city, where people from all over Glyn came together to learn and to work. Even people who might have political and ethical differences set them aside when there was a good project involved. Vakra had always been peaceful. Even more than other cities on a world that had never used war to solve its problems.

      Now it wasn't.

      Skyt blamed the offworlders.

      No, that wasn't fair.

      It was the way people reacted to the offworlders. They stayed still, very still, until they were sure there would not be another explosion. Tucking feet and wings under their natural armor. It was all they could do.

      Then they got up, counted their limbs, and scuttled back outside to see what they could do to help. The rain fell harder across a scene of carnage. Glen and pieces of glen had been flung across the courtyard. The burning smell was thankfully not glen flesh, but a burned out groundcar that might, or might not, have been the explosion's source.

      Their body still ached, but they saw others far worse off. Worst of all, the body of a child, their exoskeleton still juvenile-soft, flung against the wall. Their care-parent was keening loud and high, although Skyt could only feel it from their distance, through their antennae rather than their ears.

      The air oppressed, the rain falling through it, the heat enough for even glen to suffer.

      It didn't matter anymore.

      They were going to...but it was not their job to find out who did this and why. It was their job to study and learn.

      And, for now, to help patch people up and wonder what was becoming of a world which had never been known for violent solutions to its problems.

      It was hard not to blame the offworlders.
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      Graeme was not a scientist. He still knew that the solar system they were approaching was...wrong.

      It made no sense even to somebody who had just slid through layers of space, tugged by a tame black hole in the ship's back pocket.

      That didn't make a huge amount of sense either. He was not a stupid man, but he also had not put in the effort needed to deeply understand the physics.

      He'd leave that for people who enjoyed that kind of thing. Who thrived on it like Charles thrived on engineering, although his husband was also a surprisingly good analyst when he put his mind to it.

      He almost wished Charles could have come along, could have met these aliens that weren't quite insects and weren't quite not insects either. He even more wished that Charles could see this solar system, for perhaps the mind of an engineer would see something the mind of a diplomat and spy missed.

      But bringing along his family right now, while it might seem like a gesture of trust to the glen, felt far too risky.

      Once they had an established embassy...but right now, he wasn't bringing a six year old here, not his lovely daughter who came from their combined DNA and his sister's willing donation of her eggs and womb.

      He could never repay that debt. So he didn't try. He just loved Marion, and his husband and his sister and her two boys.

      But no, this system was wrong. Two stars and a single planet that spun idly in a Lagrange point, stuck there rather than orbiting. Stable, but not stable forever.

      Nothing else but debris.

      Nothing but the planet and a ship or two and the station that orbited the planet. This was the home world of the species which had somehow caused more disruption to the human psyche than even the predatory ky'iin (the tyrar were cuddly, and it was acceptable for aliens to be cuddly).

      They were beautiful bugs, the glen. Angelic and terrible and alien enough that they had thought they might be silicon based for a moment.

      They weren't, it was all forms of carbon not used by Earth life. Spun out diamond-like to form a carapace and limbs, but not as hard as diamond, no.

      All forms of carbon and beauty and evolution, but looking through the observation dome at this planet he wondered if it was evolution at all.

      Or if something else was going on here. Something that explained the strangeness of this system. The way it could not, in fact, work. It was as if somebody had designed it.

      Something that might hold many answers, if he could only tease them out.

      Graeme Marlowe, first human ambassador to Glyn folded his arms and stared at the yellow-green orb, trying to work out what it meant.
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      The glen did not build for humans, especially not tall ones. Graeme found himself ducking several times...certainly more than the small woman escorting him, her light brown skin likely a strange visual contrast to the aliens, startlingly different from his own pale Scottish hues.

      He couldn't, yet, tell individual glen apart. Or rather, he could see that there were differences in conformation and in the specific shine of their exoskeletons, but it would take a while for him to identify individuals. So far, he had seen no variation in color.

      It was like being surrounded by an entire colony of subtly different tabby cats, where time would teach which one was which, but where the first impression was merely of piles of moving stripes.

      There were three glen moving to meet him. They didn't wear clothing, but they did wear amulets and medallions, some of which appeared to be glued to their exoskeletons. The middle one spread their vestigial wings and then dropped into something akin to a dog's play bow.

      Graeme bowed in return, recognizing the gesture from the etiquette videos he had watched and hoping the glen would understand this as the human equivalent.

      "Ambassador. I am Vryn al Reket," the central glen greeted. "You are well come to our world. I hope that we have your quarters set up to meet your needs."

      What he needed was a higher ceiling, but he didn't say that. This particular area was high enough that he could stand straight. Just about. He felt claustrophobic, but he was in no danger of hitting his head unless he jumped...or the gravity went out.

      It was probably better on the planet, and he hoped to get a tour soon enough, although he would need environment gear.

      The glen considered 130 degrees Fahrenheit "brisk."

      Even on the space station, he was wearing cooling gear and sweating in what they considered a comfortable room temperature and "shirt sleeve" environment.

      "Thank you."

      "Please let us know if anything needs to be changed," the glen on the right of Vryn al Reket said. Their voices were bell-like behind the mechanical translators they were using. For now. He wanted to learn their language, even if he couldn't pronounce it. The glen spoke by rubbing their mandibles together, producing sounds no human could manage...and vice versa. "I think we got the climate control set up right," they added.

      The machine had no wryness, but he was sure he heard it in the bell tones. "I will let you know if you didn't."

      A glen on Earth would need to be wrapped in a blanket. Unfortunately for Graeme, it was harder to cool down than to heat up.

      "Appreciated."

      Vryn spoke up next. "We have arranged for refreshments for you. Some of us know personally that space travel can be tiring. Let us know when you are ready to accept meetings."

      "I will."

      Vryn turned to the other glen. "Please escort the ambassador and his aide to the embassy."

      He glanced at the sailor, who was serving as his aide for now. She seemed relaxed enough, but given what he already knew about Toni Bruscha, that was not a surprise.

      "Alright."

      He followed the glen through the corridors. It was clear this was somebody permanently assigned to the station, familiar with all of its twists and turns.

      "This is our embassy row. The modules here are custom built to the needs of the inhabitants. You can even adjust the gravity."

      He thought of bringing Marion here.

      Then he thought of an interstellar school. How would that work? Virtual learning had been shown not to be great for the development of children.

      He did say it, then, "And the height of the ceiling?"

      He was pretty sure the bell tones that came from the glen's mandibles at that point were laughter.
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      The embassy was...not perfect.

      But it was such a good effort that Graeme was instantly suspicious. First of all, the ceilings were, indeed, high enough. Not only did he fit fine, but his 6'7 friend wouldn't have had any issues either.

      The furniture was...simple and familiar. It looked like...

      The glen informed him, "We made the furniture based off of a digital catalog we asked for. Any of it can be changed."

      Brilliant, whoever had thought of that. He tried out one of the chairs. "It'll do."

      He wouldn't ask for changes right away. The lighting was different, and while it didn't feel like Earth, it lacked the yellow tint of the rest of the station. The bedrooms were identical on either side.

      After the glen left, he turned to his "aide." "What do you think, Toni?"

      Antonia Bruscha nodded. "They are entirely too welcoming."

      "Well, that's why we're here."

      They were here to make peaceful relationships with the glen.

      They were here to find out what the heck the glen wanted.

      The ky'iin weren't hard to understand. Underneath everything, they were not so different from humans. They wanted trade, they wanted colonies, they had oppressed and been oppressed. They wanted to interact with other beings that had myoran and had finally learned that expanded beyond the ky'iin themselves.

      The tyrar wanted colonies too, because the ky'iin had conquered them, oppressed them, and left their world in ruins. They wanted to establish a viable off world population in case it couldn't be fixed. They also, rumor had it, wanted cats, of all things.

      The glen? They were sophisticated, they were technologically advanced, and nobody seemed to know what they wanted. Something, clearly, or they would not have intervened to help bring peace, would not have signed the treaty. Would not have allowed him to come here and would not be putting together a delegation to shiver on Earth.

      He would get to know them and do it well enough that, with all luck, he could simply ask.

      Failing that? He would find out some other way.

      Toni Bruscha was military intelligence. Graeme Marlowe was MI6 detailed to EarthForce. They were both spies. Good spies, from his own ego and what he'd heard of Ms. Bruscha.

      "So..."

      "We have to assume they can hear and understand everything we're saying. We have to assume they know that." Toni grinned. "Which is why I don't mind saying it."

      That was the issue with a space station.

      Or perhaps it wasn't. The same techniques that worked on Earth might work...go somewhere crowded where surveillance mics couldn't necessarily pick everything up, for example.

      Write stuff down and make sure the cameras couldn't see it.

      But for right now? Did the glen have the same thin line between diplomat and spy humans did?

      Toni had found a terminal and turned it on.

      It was the news, although it... She was fiddling with it, adjusting the volume.

      "An explosion." A crater in the ground. Bits of glen near it...severed limbs. Unlike humans, the glen could grow those back, but he could only think it had to hurt. And be hugely inconvenient for the time it took them to recover.

      "A bomb," Toni said, her eyes narrowed. "Look at the blast pattern. Also, they don't use natural gas. I'm not sure this planet has natural gas." Apparently she too was suspicious of the origins of the world.

      A bomb.

      This just got quite a bit more interesting.
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      Back in the museum, Skyt was finally able to relax. They ordered a wrap from their favorite place, to be dropped off at the office, and curled up in there, legs and wings tucked inwards. Part of them did indeed want to crawl back into the egg, where it was safe.

      Part of them wanted, for a moment, not to have hatched. That was just the mental shock setting in.

      That child.

      Children could be replaced, but that didn't mean they could be replaced. You could hatch more, but that child, that specific individual that was growing and developing was gone.

      That was perhaps part of what was hitting Skyt so hard.

      One attempt at being a care-parent had been enough. One attempt that had not gone well, and Skyt hadn't huddled in years.

      In more years than had passed since they last spoke to their child.

      In more years...but their child was alive. They could in theory call them, hear their voice, but they knew that voice would be raised in anger the moment Ktyl worked out who they were.

      No.

      Best to leave Ktyl alone. Best not to make things worse as it seemed nothing they could do, nothing, would make things better.

      So, why try?

      Why try at all? So, they didn't call Ktyl, no matter how much they wanted to. If Ktyl called them? They had no idea what they would do.

      Eventually, they uncurled, in time for the arrival of their food. They munched on it while they started to pull up the research they wanted.

      The news interrupted them. The human ambassador had arrived. Warm blooded, bipedal, mostly covered in thin hide. Omnivores.

      Skyt very much wanted to meet the ambassador, to sit down with them and talk. As hard as it was not to blame the offworlders, they didn't, and they were fascinated. Or perhaps that fascination was what kept them from blaming them. They wanted even more to meet humans with the same interest they had, in that bizarre place where technology and biology and culture intersected. They wanted to share a meal and talk shop.

      No doubt at some point that would be possible, but Skyt wanted it now. Thinking about the humans distracted them from...

      ...but the coming of the humans could also be part of why now, of why the bomb had gone off. Not everyone thought it was a good idea to commune with offworlders.

      And some thought that just taking one of their planets would solve the glen's problems. As if! Kyx was potentially warm enough. Earth was a freaking ice planet after its inhabitants had warmed it up some. Tyranis was a mess. No, none of those worlds would serve the glen. They needed new, fresh worlds, worlds that were actually warm enough. Worlds that would not offer everything they wanted but on which they might be able to live.

      None of those worlds would, and Skyt was very much on the side of those who wanted to just talk to the offworlders, lay everything out and ask for their help. Not everyone was.
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      Spending some time reading about the humans seemed reasonable. Making a petition to meet the ambassador also seemed reasonable.

      Knowing how slowly the gears of bureaucracy ground, Skyt elected to do the latter first. They explained why it was important for them to talk to the humans, putting the category as "Science."

      That would get it at least read. No doubt if it was granted they would be primed with appropriate questions, aimed at getting as much data out of the humans as possible. No doubt the humans would be doing the same thing in an intricate dance that mixed diplomacy with science with spycraft.

      Skyt was not a spy. But the kind of things they wanted to know would be useful to the spies. What technology could they trade with the humans for? What were they better at than the glen?

      What could the glen learn from their history? A lot, they suspected.

      Of course, Skyt knew full well how an offworlder archaeologist would react to certain deep glen truths.

      Certain things you didn't talk to offworlders about but no, it would come out sooner or later, it would all come out. Hence why Skyt believed they should just talk to them.

      Just open it up and acknowledge what was going on. Acknowledge what they needed. A new homeworld.

      Oh, this one would last them a while yet, but with nothing to maintain the orbit, eventually it would drift out of the Lagrange point, become unstable and then the math showed various possibilities.

      Not one of them left Glen habitable.

      Either they needed the technological understanding to fix the ancient machinery or, more feasibly, a new homeworld.

      A natural planet where they could thrive, but then there was...there was the sub layers and everyone was afraid to leave and some, Skyt knew, would choose to die with their world. It wouldn't be an issue for them.

      This wasn't going to happen tomorrow. They hoped. Sometimes, though, they thought they felt disturbances in the fields of the planet, flowing through them. Maybe humans could even help with that, somehow, or tyrar. Tyrar could sense magnetic fields some, more than most sentients.

      Skyt looked at the pictures of the chilly human homeworld. They shivered. The humans were fighting to keep their world in an Ice Age instead of appreciating its departure, because that was their normal climate. Hard to believe something so fragile came from such a cold, desolate world.

      Hard to believe they wanted to keep it that way. He wanted to talk to one even more than he had before.To understand them. To learn about them.

      To appreciate this world, and to learn what it had done to their technology.
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      Out into the fading light. It was more pleasant now. The rain had faded out, leaving cooler temperatures and a light breeze.

      Glen liked it hot, but there was still a point at which you wanted to be inside sucking juice or blood, not outside in the heat.

      Prime was setting, turning deep red from the atmosphere. Second was still high, but not giving off as much heat. A dimming evening in the balanced twilight of the world. A world which turned its face to one sun or the other on a stable pattern, predictable.

      Skyt was heading home. Oh, Skyt could do most of their research at home and often did, but today had required some time in the museum and sometimes? Sometimes it was just nice to know other glen scurried through the building.

      The area where the bomb had exploded was cordoned off. Peacekeepers, black bands around their forelimbs, were keeping away the curious while forensics worked on establishing what had blown up.

      What kind of bomb. Who had planted it. Or had they blown themselves straight to the sub layer with it?

      Skyt did not know. Sometimes it seemed like death was a better alternative than life and perhaps they had been old. Or perhaps it had been planted in a vehicle. The burned out care they had smelled. Or perhaps it had just been...

      Skyt decided they didn't need to know. Didn't want to know. Wanted to know.

      Curiosity drove them, but they still gave the scene (and the peacekeepers) a wide berth. Two juveniles, exoskeletons fully hardened and perhaps a molt or two into adulthood, were staring at the scene with fascination, chiming at each other rapidly.

      Skyt gave them a wide berth too. At their age, they would have reacted the same way; the scene of death and destruction as fascinating as the lights of a duber drawing in its prey.

      Not nearly as deadly, although for a duber to be deadly one had to be about three inches long or less.

      Still, the image stuck with them now, the image of a giant duber. One that preyed on glen.

      It was a monster under the bed, that image, it was an image that care-parents used to frighten the young. Behave, or the giant duber will get you.

      Their own rey, their own care-parent had been more fond of trying to make them grateful they were allowed to hatch.

      Maybe that was why Skyt had failed as a care-parent. Because Vryn hadn't been a good one either.

      And Vryn was in the diplomatic service.

      Vryn would see the...well. There was nothing that could be done about that. All they could do was hope for a fair hearing. Or wait and make sure...well. It was sent now. They could do nothing to change it.
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      Getting all of the glen news summarized and translated would have been a lot harder if the glen didn't make heavy use of AIs.

      Thankfully.

      The AI was, in fact, the sentient variety. Graeme had developed more comfort with them since working with the department's AI, Moneypenny...named after the secretary from a certain series of ancient and hugely inaccurate spy movies. Graeme only wished he was as handsome as the protagonist.

      "So..."

      "I want everything you have on any group that might be responsible for the bombing," he told them. "That's accessible to me, of course. I'm assuming nobody has admitted to it."

      The AI was a disembodied voice, a server-based entity with no body. That too he was used to.

      "There has been no admission of responsibility. There are four groups which could have been responsible. I will send you the data. Are you hoping that an outside viewer might see something?"

      Graeme nodded. "Yes. It has certainly worked more than once on Earth."

      It might work here. More likely not, he was probably too far outside the culture and politics. But it was worth a try.

      "Then we appreciate it."

      He wasn't sure who the AI included in that we. AIs on Earth had a bit of their own society, although they had never tried to take over. Well, the non-sentient ones almost had, when people became overly reliant on them. Trusted them even as they invented facts and pushed out human judgment.

      But that was not the same thing at all.

      "There was a child killed. Humans value children." He wasn't entirely sure how the glen felt about children. They were r reproducers, laying hundreds of eggs and then only selecting a few to hatch.

      Biologists were fascinated by that. It wasn't supposed to work that way.

      Or perhaps the way they...

      "The child was a tragedy," the AI said. "Although not a particular one."

      A partial answer to that question. "Also, depending on who did this..."

      "Two of the groups on the list might be tempted to target offworlders."

      "I thought so." He rather thought he was safe-ish on the station, but he wanted to see the planet, even if he would have to wear special gear to handle the heat. If he did, he would have to make sure he had enough security.

      "Not all glen believe that working with offworlders is the answer."

      "Not all humans do either." He didn't ask the AI for their personal opinion; the fact that the AI had offered to help with the news search for him and had spent cycles on learning English told him that either they did or they were trying to get close to him for other reasons. Surprisingly, AIs tended to make poor spies, so he was inclined towards the former.

      The door chimed.

      "I think I have a visitor."

      The door opened. It was Vryn, the glen who had greeted him on the first day. Their wings were a little more droopy now, perhaps because they were not trying to look impressive.

      "Hello," Graeme said.

      Vryn's translator responded with the same word, which might or might not have an equivalent in the glen's one language.

      Now that was weird. Nobody else only had one language...they had dialects, but everything was mutually intelligible. They had developed translation only after contacting offworlders. And developed it they had, solving a problem that humans were still struggling with after some decades in a metter of months.

      The glen were weird. He wished he understood why.
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      Vryn glanced at the screen. "Ah."

      "I thought an outside perspective might be useful, and Verl-35 agreed."

      "Are you worried for your personal safety?"

      Graeme considered that. "No more than I was before. Assassinating ambassadors has a long and ignoble history on my planet."

      "Not here."

      Vryn set down the box they were carrying, and opened it. "I assure you these are safe for human digestion."

      Clearly, the glen wanted something. Or they would never have brought what were clearly recognizable as cookies. Graeme took one, sniffed at it, then took a bite. It tasted more of lavender than anything else.

      Glen were omnivores. He wasn't surprised they had baked goods. "Interesting. What kind of cookies are these?"

      "Lia flower cookies. From the bakery on the station promenade."

      Or the baker wanted something...perhaps just... "Aha, let me guess, somebody wanted the humans to know they exist."

      Vryn made bell-like laughter. "Trade."

      "If it wasn't a universal, we wouldn't be here." Ultimately, it was all about trade. In goods, in knowledge, sometimes in people.

      "Indeed."

      "So...other than taking bribes in cookies from the bakery, why are you here?"

      "A lot of people are going to want to touch your wings."

      A saying, perhaps close to... "And you wanted to get in before I have to make appointments two weeks out."

      "Exactly." Vryn hesitated. "You did not bring much security with you."

      "I will gladly accept assistance as long as they're properly vetted and don't think humans are potential..." He paused.

      "Threats? Dinner?" More laughter. "We have those movies too."

      "So do we, and we had to be psychologically screened." Some people thought the glen looked like Biblical angels and would probably do whatever they said. Others would see giant bugs and run screaming.

      "Are you saying some of your alien monster movies feature..."

      "On our world, things shaped like you are very small. Scaling them up makes for easy monsters. I'm sorry."

      "Here too. Giant dubar are a classic"

      Graeme decided to look that up later, but the glen continued.

      "Don't be. Unless you personally wrote one of those movies, it's far from your fault."

      If only everyone apportioned blame so fairly. "So..."

      "So, the embassies have certain protection already built in. Your air is, in any case, being treated to make the gaseous composition closer to Earth's, which makes it easy to screen out contaminants. Your food will be scanned...including the cookies. If you go out and buy food..."

      "Test it. I know the drill. What about physical attacks?"

      He didn't think he had to worry about those. But one never knew. Fanatics could do some very foolish things.
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      The bakery was on the station's main promenade, and Graeme was surrounded by glen.

      This was why they got psychological screening. An arachnophobe could never have handled this. They moved more like insects than spiders, but they had a spider's eight eyes. Graeme wondered how their...well, they didn't have a brain, they had distributed nodes. Did they have multiple consciousness? It didn't seem so. At the size they were, at the size they had to be to be sapient, they were a chattering, chiming mass of moving bodies. There weren't even that many people here, but it felt like a crowd.

      He had to duck through the entrance. Once inside, he noticed a young glen behind the counter. Their exoskeleton was hard, but they were clearly not quite fully grown. No doubt the teenaged child of the owner. All eight of their eyes focused on him in sudden surprise and they lifted a set of pincers to their mandibles.

      Just like a human teenager might have reacted to an alien walking in and it helped him relax in a peculiar way.

      So human. Just people despite their very different body type. "I came to say thank you for the cookies."

      "Oh. Rey wasn't sure what humans would like." Even the baker had a translator.

      How had a species with no distinct languages developed the best translation technology...it was another part of the mystery of the glen.

      Maybe he should ask the AIs. They had probably designed the algorithms.

      "Well, this human liked those cookies very much, but we're not all the same. Is your...rey...here?"

      "Parent" in the glyn tongue was a series of chimes, and that one was the first of them. Mama, then. Or papa. Neither. Both.

      "They're in the back." They turned and chimed through the door. An adult glen emerged moments later.

      He looked between the two, trying to read the family resemblance. Glen parenthood was not like human parenthood, but shared genetics remained a part of it. Just not in the same way.

      It would help him learn to tell them apart, though, if he could pinpoint a family license.

      "Ambassador."

      He kept his face fairly neutral, not sure how the glen would react to a tooth-baring smile. "The cookies were amazing."

      The glen lifted their wings and chimed, then, "Well, perhaps..."

      "I was hoping for more delicacies to sample, yes."

      It also occurred to him that his first corruption of the glen, for such was inevitable, might well be the introduction of the simple donut. He saw nothing like them on display.

      Corruption. Cross pollination. Every species and every culture would change with contact.

      Which might be why somebody had planted a bomb.
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      Nobody had admitted to the bombing. Perhaps that was deliberate. It said something about the people behind it. They didn't want to make a point just yet. They were...the cool of the night made things no more clear. The stars appeared, twinkling but uncertain. Skyt only knew one thing.

      They wanted people scared. Skyt was scared. They had never before been involved in violence. Violence was an aberration, something which interfered with the proper development of society. It got in the way of hope.

      Of hope for a way out of their situation as a species. Some thought they shouldn't seek one. After all, what happened to the sublayer when the planet spun off into the void? Without it, they were not glen.

      Skyt agreed. Skyt just didn't think that was necessarily a bad thing. Or rather, that it wasn't worse than dying.

      Not that Skyt didn't like being glen. Certainly, they wouldn't want to deal with the messy ky'iin hormones or the tyrar herd sickness.

      But they were profoundly curious about what they would become when they weren't glen any more, how they might change and evolve. What they might turn into which might be worse or better but at the same time?

      They had some understanding for those people, although not when they resorted to violence.

      Not when that violence killed a child who was still potential, not actual. At that most vulnerable of ages. Before...

      No. They could not feel sympathy for that. They could not agree with it. It was predatory behavior, and glyn did not hunt. Not any more. Not as, perhaps, their nature once had.

      Yet as they looked up at the sky, at the stars...this part of Glyn was in true night now, both suns at least partially occluded...they saw a hope and a future and something glen might be part of and not part of all at the same time.

      Was there an answer for saving their world?

      If so, did the offworlders have it?

      If they didn't, it was still worth asking. If they didn't ask, the only possible answer could be no.

      Skyt scurried into Eelk Square. The big screen was showing a conversation, the captions running across the bottom saying it was about the bombing, but opinion, not news or fact. A number of individuals, clearly having consumed a little more than their fair share of intoxicating substances, were engaged in a play fight that was dangerously close to being real. Skyt gave them a wide berth, not wanting any holes in their carapace that would need to be patched.

      Skyt never did understand getting so drunk that one lost control of one's faculties. But for some people it was how they coped with the world, with existence, with their own biology.

      Skyt preferred to lose themselves in the past, the past so known and yet so mysterious.

      Because there was, after all, a solution to their problems.

      If they could only find it.
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        * * *

      

      Skyt finally found the establishment they were heading for. Slipping inside, they made their way to a certain corner table and hopped up on the bench.

      The person they were meeting was not yet there. That suited them just fine. They ordered something very mildly intoxicating and tried to relax.

      They felt as if they were engaged in a conspiracy, even though they were doing nothing illegal, nothing they would consider immoral. The person they wanted to talk to was in some ways a heretic, not to religion, which the glen lacked, but to everything the glen were. They were a glen experimenting with themselves, trying to work out what the glen would become if they lost their world.

      And Skyt needed to know that.

      Because it was easier. It was the easy way out. Find some planet too hot for even the ky'iin to be comfortable on, some world nobody else wanted and just leave and move and become something else.

      That was the word. Migrate.

      But they would not be glen.

      The person concerned finally came through the door. They were old, well into their final decline, their carapace dulled from the diamond shine of health. Their wings were ragged from some old injury.

      This was a glen approaching the natural end of their life. The natural end nobody tried to extend...oh, of course they did to a point. Everyone wanted to be healthy and happy as long as possible.

      But once senescence set in, that was it. You didn't fight against it.

      Not like Tly al Veran was fighting against it.

      Because that was part of the heresy. That fear of death that, likely, the humans understood far more. From their appearance, they had yet to succeed at that and would not succeed in time to save themselves. They made their way, limb by limb, over to Skyt's table. Slid onto the bench with the awkwardness of age.

      "Tly al Veran."

      "Skyt al Vlyn."

      Names formally exchanged, although Skyt winced at the genonymic they seldom used, for reasons.

      For reasons their own child shared. Perhaps parenting was learned and perhaps bad parenting was also learned. Perhaps it was just a pattern that went down through the generations, started in times the glen did not speak of.

      "You wanted to talk about the Movement."

      "I am curious." A pause. "I have no interest in voluntarily joining you."

      Tly chimed. "But if the Migrators have their way we will all..."

      "Precisely."

      And the Migrators were almost certainly the only answer.

      The screens above the bar flickered. Two showed a game of kil. The third was the news.

      Skyt kept one of their eyes on it through the entire ensuing conversation.
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        * * *

      

      It was the sound of breaking glass that interrupted their deep discussion of philosophy.

      Somebody had dropped a bottle. It shattered on the floor and Skyt pulled themselves out from under the table.

      "Are you alright?"

      "I was a bit closer than one would like to the bombing."

      Skyt knew they should talk to a trauma counselor. Should. It was easy to say it, to think it. It was not as easy to do it.

      Tly did not help them up...and Skyt did not ask them. The elder was frail enough that it would more likely have turned into Skyt helping them down, as it were.

      They scrambled back onto the bench. Stayed there until they felt more steady. Definitely a trauma counselor. But at least it had only been a dropped bottle.

      Hadn't it?

      Skyt slowly realized that the bar had gone very quiet, too quiet. All eyes, or at least the vast majority of them, were on the screens. And it wasn't because somebody had just won a kil game.

      It was the news. There had been another attack, another bombing. And this time responsibility was claimed. Some faction of the Remainers. Those who thought that they should stay on Glen and die with it.

      They'd attacked the spaceport and blown up a shuttle. Nobody had been on it.

      Skyt doubted they had cared whether or not anyone was on it. And there were spares. It had been more symbolic than destructive. More of an inconvenience than a disaster.

      They hoped this didn't mean there was more than one group that had started resorting to planting bombs. One had been enough and more than enough.

      "It's the influence of those violent offworlders," somebody said.

      The timing...the human ambassador was here and the ky'iin and tyrar would soon follow. Not their influence, though. It could be a reaction.

      "The offworlders are going to find us a new planet."

      "Exactly why the Remainers have started blowing stuff up!"

      This was going to turn into a fight. Skyt decided it was time and past time to be somewhere else.

      Glyn avoided organized violence. But personal violence? That was acceptable as long as you kept it within certain boundaries.

      As long as nobody died, nobody cared if a few holes were punched in a few carapaces, a few limbs gnawed on. In some quarters that was considered a vigorous debate.

      But more people were, Skyt knew, going to die. It was inevitable.
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      Bombs.

      Plural.

      The second bomb had destroyed a ground-to-orbit shuttle but thankfully caused no casualties. That had been fortunate timing. Or deliberate. Graeme put the two together and did not like the picture he was seeing.

      There was no motive that quite hung over both of them. True, he was dealing with aliens, and the glen did not think like humans. But those differences in thought were more at the biological level, differences that came from body plan, reproductive strategy, and the like.

      There was a level at which people were people. At which sentient biological organisms converged in some kind of strange psychological evolution to experience some of the same issues and problems. Perhaps it was about complexity, perhaps it was that there really was a Prime Mover.

      He didn't believe that. One bomb had been set to scare and kill people. The other was simple sabotage.

      "It's the Remainers," Vryn explained.

      "Remainers?"

      "A political faction who think glen should not leave the planet. It is..." The glen paused. "It is a religious thing."

      He had not been given the impression the glen particularly believed in any kind of god or gods. Maybe something more like Buddhism, or some other "godless" faith.

      "Sabotaging a shuttle would definitely fit with that mindset." He thought about it for a moment.

      "Thankfully, they don't seem to have the resources to try for anything bigger."

      "Agreed." A pause. "How do they feel about offworlders? Do they think we should all go home?"

      "Offworlders don't have..." Vryn paused. "...souls." Their wings shook. "Understand that I am not..."

      "You are not saying the same thing that a ky'iin says when they accuse us of not having myoran." And many humans thought offworlders didn't have souls. Graeme wasn't sure anyone had a soul. He kept his mind open on the matter, because there was that convergence. That shared appreciation of beauty. That numinous sense. That quality all consciousness shared regardless of its biological or technological underpinnings.

      At the same time, Graeme thought he was being lied to, but how could he tell? The glen body language was still alien to him. Their vestigial wings were a huge part of it; they talked with them the way humans talked with their hands, but he was sure there were meanings there that he was unable to tease out.

      The word, for example, that Vryn had hesitated and stumbled on. That the translation algorithm had...

      ...no, it hadn't been Vryn stumbling. It had been the translator stumbling. Of course it had. "Tell me. What do you mean by souls?"

      Vryn paused."So, the Remainers...and many others...perceive that an essential part of us, when we die, becomes part of the planet. As you were not part of this planet while alive, obviously..."

      "Obviously I would not have a soul in that sense." That made sense.

      "Most people believe this to some degree. The Remainers believe that it is too dangerous for glen to leave because if they die on another world..."

      "...their soul might not be able to find its way home. So they're against space travel. Got it."

      It seemed too illogical for the scientific glen, but religion typically was. By its nature, it did not make sense. There was no difference between this and an Orthodox Jew wanting to be buried in one piece, or Muslim corpse-washing customs or...well. All funeral customs were kind of silly from the outside, all were important.

      "Right"

      "Every species has those types who take some religious belief a little far."

      But he still was sure and certain Vryn was lying to him. Maybe he should ask to talk to a Remainer. Even a priest, if they had them. A religious teacher, somebody who could explain it all to him in words of one syllable.

      He was here to build relations. He was here to find out what was really going on, and glen religion couldn't be part of that. Or could it?
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        * * *

      

      Vryn had kept Graeme a little isolated. So he turned to Toni. They talked not in the bubble of the human embassy, but outside a cafe on the promenade, where surveillance was less likely, even if it was less comfortable.

      Cold juice helped. And it was cold, too, not just cold for glen. The cafe owner had chilled it past what would normally have been needed. No doubt this changed the flavor, but...

      "So, apparently the second bomb was set by religious fanatics who think that the glen who die off planet will lose their souls or something."

      Toni wrinkled her nose. "It's a very common belief. I mean, not to the extreme of we shouldn't leave, but I saw a very old glen being escorted off a ship and they said they had come home to die."

      Probably not in the suicide sense, but in the hospice-on-the-homeworld sense. Although who knew with an alien. "Well, sometimes people want to do that anyway."

      "Right. So, you don't think there's anything at all strange about the combination of that belief and a planet in an orbit that can't have formed naturally in a system with nothing else there."

      "It's all strange," he said with a sigh. "The glen religion, which doesn't appear to worship anything except maybe their own ancestors, which we see as a primitive belief, but they may see as advanced. The planet. The fact that they're a sapient species with an r reproductive..."

      Toni lifted a hand. "Modified r. They don't keep all the eggs." She lowered her voice. "They don't want to say it around us because apparently it hugely offended the ky'iin...but apparently...they eat the surplus."

      Graeme raised an eyebrow. Lowered it. "So, what, they choose the strongest ones to raise?"

      "Right. And then consume the rest to regain the nutrients. Not at all immoral to them, but apparently..."

      The ky'iin were also oviparous. Eating somebody else's eggs was probably fine. Eating your own? That was... "And amongst the ky'iin, I bet that would be considered a sign of some form of severe mental illness."

      "Or something. Either way, they thought we would...and I'd imagine a lot of people would be offended."

      There were still people on Earth who thought an unborn child more important than its mother. Graeme would love to tell those people about the glen eating surplus eggs. At a distance.

      "And then they put a lot of resources into the ones they keep, like a typical K strategy," Graeme finished.

      "And they value children a lot, between hatching and puberty."

      A pause. "And at puberty?"

      "Until puberty, children are more important than adults. You die for them. At puberty, they are no longer more important."

      "But are seen as the same as an adult. Got it." A pause. Something formed in his mind and then went away again.

      There was something important here they were all of them missing. "I need to talk," he continued, "to some glen without going through Vryn."

      "What about that AI?"

      Graeme considered."Hrm."

      "The AI could probably get you in touch with some glen researchers who would love to talk shop with a human."

      It wasn't a bad idea at all.
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        * * *

      

      The AI had given a name, Vrel-35, last time they had talked.

      It was a personal name, it was a glen name. Given he'd known an AI on Earth named Diana, that did not surprise him. The number probably said something about AI reproduction and branching. Having a name
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