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      Raskli sank onto one of the conference room chairs, thankful someone had left a backless one vacant for her. All the other variations of seating—the bowl, the multi-armed, the single-backed—squished her spines, and she would've broken the T-perch.

      The row of spines down her back refused to lie flat, which would've made certain chairs even worse, but the unscheduled meeting set off her ambush alarms. The ship's doctor, Oolob Blub, occupied a bowl chair, her hydro-suit a slick sheen over her tentacles. The captain, Kteket Tse, had the largest multi-arm chair at the head of the table, their mandibles clacking in a worried frown. First mate Mmnem Nnep had decided on an oblong shape that afternoon and sat, more or less, in one of the straight-backed chairs.

      Definite ambush. No other security officers present. Were they rotating her out? Had they decided having a Growlan security officer was too close to stereotyping? Raskli didn't mind. She would tell them so. She liked her job. It better not be a transfer to Engineering.

      "Growlan Raskli," the captain hissed and clacked, translated to a genderless, fluid voice by Raskli's omnilang ear cuff. "We are concerned for Human Jen."

      "Captain, I— What?"

      "Human Jen is not behaving within previously observed species parameters," Dr. Blub sent telepathically to the omnilang. "Her vital functions are within normal specifications, but she appears to… well, we are uncertain."

      "Previous behavior has included melodic chanting during work cycles," Mmnem Nnep read from his holo-notes in his low, burbling voice. "As well as the Human sound they categorize as laughter and a social need to interact verbally with workmates. These behaviors have not been observed for three days."

      Raskli looked from one officer to another. "So, you're saying Human Jen is… sad?"

      Captain Tse's mandibles clacked hard. "We must be cautious not to assign our own emotional responses to unfamiliar individuals of other species. It is quite possible that this is some normal Human cycle."

      "But we find little evidence in the interspecies manuals to support these changes as normal Human behavior," Dr. Blub added. "Hence our concern."

      Raskli scratched her head spines. "Well, um. I'm sorry our Human is broken?"

      First mate Nnep leaned forward, his organelles redistributing with the movement behind his translucent outer membrane. "We would like you to attempt an investigation. Try to ascertain if there is an issue. We hope a better understanding will allow us to assist."

      "Me? Why me?"

      "Because you are both members of lactating placental species." Dr. Blub blinked all four of her dark eyes slowly.

      "I'm not lactating!" Raskli closed her mouth carefully, not wanting her tusks to catch her lower lip in her agitation.

      "No, but your species does." Captain Tse shifted uncomfortably, folding several of their arms over their abdomen. "We have no other Human crew members. You are the most biologically compatible crew member on our rosters."

      Raskli snuffled for a moment, thinking, ears swiveling. "I suppose if there's no one else. But I'm not xeno-psych trained. Not more than the basic intro courses. I can't promise anything."

      "Any effort will be appreciated, Growlan Raskli." Captain Tse rose on their four hindmost legs. "If you learn anything of interest, please bring it directly to Dr. Blub."

      "Yes, Captain."

      The ship's senior officers left Raskli alone in the conference room. Thinking. Yes, that's what she was doing. Though not doing a good job of it. She smacked the table with both palms and shoved back from the table. Manuals. She'd start by looking up the parts about Humans. Had to be a good starting place, right?
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      Two hours later, Raskli sat in her quarters, drumming a frustrated beat with her claws on her holo console. She'd always found Humans a little scary. They were these weird, unstoppable killing machines who lived in every extreme environment on their home planet and had a history of warfare that put Growlan battle culture to shame. They killed creatures many times their own size for food and hunted other predators to extinction. They ate certain poisons because they claimed they liked the taste.

      They ate everything. It was a wonder that any other life on the planet had survived.

      As individuals, they worked hard, learned quickly, and were extremely adaptable, but their social lives were strange. Aside from mate and domestic bonding, their social alliances appeared to be random and unpredictable. They had no formal ceremonies or rituals for building social groups. Instead, they had friends who could be co-workers, familial associates, age-mates from learning centers, geographical neighbors, Humans who shared some random interest, or complete strangers with whom they initiated verbal contact.

      Fine. It's just like any other investigation. I'll begin by questioning witnesses.

      Raskli gathered her hand pad, fixed her translator cuff to her ear, and headed off to Xeno-botany, where Human Jen worked as a junior botanist. Tarc Bettik, the head of Botany, was alone in the lab, scales gleaming in the overhead lights as he bent over a specimen magnification.

      He startled when Raskli gave a polite cough. "Growlan Raskli? Has there been some violation?"

      "No, no. Nothing like that. The command staff are concerned about Human Jen. That she hasn't been, ah, right recently."

      Bettik straightened, his long, sinuous neck putting him a half-meter above Raskli. "Yes, of course. I'd mentioned the change in behavior to Dr. Blub. I'm even more concerned today, since Human Jen has requested a leave day."

      "Human females have regular reproductive cycles, right? Could that be it?"

      "Doubtful." Bettik pulled up a lab stool so he wasn't looming. "Human Jen has been with us long enough for seven cycles. She's never exhibited these behaviors previously, and Dr. Blub assures me that the issue isn't physical."

      "Hmm." Raskli leaned a shoulder against a support pillar, cognizant of where her spines were around all the delicate equipment. "Does she have any social contacts she designates as friends?"

      "Oh, that strange Human word." Bettik shook his head. "Hard to say. She participates in group activities outside of work hours with the other Science Section staff. Perhaps that makes all of her workmates friends in Human terms. But she does not appear to have a particular attachment to any one individual over another."

      "I see." Raskli shut down her pad. "Thank you, Tarc Bettik. I'll see what I can find out."

      After a few quiet inquiries, Raskli had hunted down the crew members Human Jen most often accompanied to meals, but neither the brightly feathered Piwip Twill nor the golden-skinned Em Sharva'a ever recalled the word friend being mentioned. They liked Human Jen's company, though, and hoped she would be well soon.

      Perhaps that was it. Friends seemed central to healthy Human function. Their sole Human crew member had been unable to create meaningful social bonds and was suffering an emotional crisis because of the lack.

      If the crew member in question had been Growlan, and there had been interest in forming a social bond, Raskli would have issued a sport challenge. There would have been a fierce battle with weighted foam weapons, and if that spark of recognition occurred during battle, that feeling of you and I are compatible, there would have been a bonding ritual afterward.

      But Humans? She pored over the manual for any useful information and came across a short section called Dating.

      The initiator of the date will sometimes bring a small offering to the domicile of the acceptor. Angiosperm blooms or boxes of sugar-and-cocoa-bean globs appear to be traditional for one-on-one dates, while offerings of substantial, meal-oriented food or fermented drink are more common for group dates.

      "So there are formal friending rituals," Raskli muttered to the holo-text. "I'll attempt this dating approach."

      Plants weren't purchasable during interstellar transit, though, and there were no Human sweets at the commissary. Raskli settled on a box of jellied fruits and marched through the corridors to Human Jen's quarters. The door chime brought no response for several uncomfortable moments, even though the light on the door pad clearly showed the quarters were occupied. Finally, the door snicked and slid open.

      Human Jen's head fur was in disarray, and her eyes were red-tinged. That wasn't right, was it? They were normally a deep brown with white surrounds? "Growlan Raskli? How can I help you?"

      "I'm not here about an investigation." Raskli held out the box. "I've brought these as an offering. I hope it's not offensive in some way."

      The large Human eyes widened. "An offering? What sort of an offering?"

      "A friending offering? Is this not how dating is done?"

      For a long, uncomfortable moment, Human Jen stood with one hand on her doorframe, staring wordlessly. Raskli was about to offer profuse apologies when Human Jen finally shook her head.

      "Come in, come in." She waved a hand to confirm her invitation, then drew a square in the air between them. "Okay. I'm declaring a cultural safe zone between us because I'm pretty sure there's some miscommunication."

      "Agreed." The concept of a cultural safe zone was taught at most interspecies academies now. Raskli's spines relaxed in relief to find that Human Jen knew the concept.

      "Good. Now, um, we've never even spoken socially before. What do you think dating means for Humans?"

      Raskli took another step into the room so the door would shut behind her. "It isn't a friending ritual?"

      Human Jen scratched her head with her blunt nails. "I suppose in a way. But dating is what some Humans do when they're romantically interested in each other."

      The translator had no equivalent for romantically. It simply left the word the way Human Jen said it. "I need to clarify. Romantically?"

      "When Humans are, um, interested in each other." Human Jen's brown skin darkened, possibly a sign of mortification, if Raskli remembered correctly.

      "It's a mating ritual, then?"

      Now Human Jen smiled. Good. Smiles were good. "It's the ritual Humans go through to see if they're interested in mating rituals with a person. To get to know each other. And it might lead to more. That's not what you were doing, was it?"

      Raskli's ears flattened in her own mortification display. "Ah, no. I had intended only a friending offering. I hope I haven't caused offense."

      "No, no. I was just confused." Human Jen sat down hard on one of her chairs as if she had no energy left to stand. "The friend gift is a nice thought, but if you wanted to be friends, you could have come
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