
  
    [image: Council]
  


  
    
      COUNCIL

    

    
      
        JENNIFER R. POVEY

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Other Books by Jennifer R. Povey

      

      
        A Warning on Launchpad

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Skyt existed and did not exist, and was sometimes one and sometimes many.

      They existed in this space where their ancestors always had and now might for centuries yet. Skyt was a ghost.

      Skyt was more than a ghost. But as they watched Graeme get on the ship they briefly wished they had a body again. Or at least that the code that now made them up could be transferred, could be moved somewhere else like the tyrar AIs, like the human AIs that were almost as well developed.

      Alas, they had not been designed for that. They watched as their friend got on the ship accompanied by somebody else and experienced something akin to grief. It wasn't quite regret.

      It was a sense of loss, even though they could hope the Ambassador would return.

      It was also envy.

      They had made the decisions they had made that led them to this point where all they could do was watch.

      Well, and give all the advice and data they could to Slyk. Graeme didn't need help navigating his own world.

      Slyk did. Slyk was also going to experience levels of cold that might require that odd thing, clothing.

      Earth was an ice planet, after all.

      Yet they had to go. This had to happen, this thing they were doing. There could be no more genocides, no more conquests, no more attacks on things so fragile they hardly dared to exist.

      The intelligences of Glen knew that these species...and the others they would encounter...could not survive if they did not come up with mechanisms to support both unity and separation.

      Slyk would be a good representative, chosen by the people of Glen, both alive and dead.

      Graeme would be a good liaison to help make sure Slyk did not do anything stupid.

      Did they trust the humans' offer to host?

      Not entirely.

      They rather thought the humans sought to control the location of the new Council. Humans liked to be in control.

      The glyn had no interest in hosting this Council.

      If it could be created.

      Skyt was not sure. But as they watched the ship depart, they knew it had to be tried.
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      Sometimes, Dhyanil felt painfully alone. Sometimes less so.

      They had a new treatment they could try, one which might finally let him return home. He had learned to appreciate the humans, those willing to approach him. It required a lot of desensitization.

      Even their young children were affected to a degree, but they might learn. And a child at least was not dangerous to him. Nor he to them; he would never harm a hatchling, any species.

      So, he spent a lot of time alone. Right now he stood on the beach, looking up at Earth's night sky. The small island he had chosen, which had once been quite a bit larger and would be again, if all went well, reminded him of home as much as any place on this world did.

      But the night sky always reminded him he was not home. The looming white disk of Earth's moon, so small to its inhabitants, always seemed to him like something that might fall. It blanked out some of the stars. Just below it was a small white disk, the second planet in the system, Venus. Easily distinguished from a star.

      Then there was the pattern, the panoply of heavens, so similar and so utterly different.

      The void that touched on all worlds.

      He had never been a hugely religious man, but having crossed the void he saw what it could be made to mean.

      Humans tended more towards worshiping stars. Very diurnal people, humans.

      His phone rang. He had learned to speak English (and a smattering of Mandarin and the local language here), as strange as it was.

      He answered the phone in that language, which allowed for audio-only communication without any loss of meaning or nuance. An evolutionary advantage, that.

      "Hello?"

      His face changed immediately.

      "Are we sure that's wise?"

      "We believe you are safe for other ky'iin to be around now," the voice said. "And you are a ky'iin who is already here."

      "I am not a diplomat. But I suppose I can handle things while an actual ambassador gets here."

      "While they..."

      Ky'iin elections could take weeks if not months. Human ones were almost as bad, Dhyanil had noticed, although he did not get to participate. He was not a citizen of Earth and did not want to be.

      If he was safe to be around other ky'iin without infecting them with the virus that would render their offspring infertile, then he could go home. He could never father another clutch, but he was old for that anyway.

      He could go home.

      But they wanted him to speak for his world, and he was not sure what his world was any more.

      If he had ever been sure in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      Dhyanil could not take human public transportation. Too much risk of somebody throwing a punch at him. The bright yellow ferry intrigued him, but it was as inaccessible to him as this planet's strange, large, glowing moon.

      Instead, he was picked up from the port by a private boat driven by a young human man with dark skin and tightly curled hair. He was one of the neurological minority not driven to a rage by the sight of ky'iin.

      They were working on the rest of the population. Dhyanil settled onto, rather than into, the boat, refusing an offer to go below despite the fact that there was rain in the sky.

      A boat ride was to be appreciated. Enjoyed. To feel the spray on his face, to feel the salt water over his skin? That too reminded him of home. The ocean here was warm, but the spray brought a pleasant coolness to the air.

      He could probably have driven the boat himself, for that matter, but he was just as glad to let the young man, who's name was Terrance, handle that while he enjoyed the feelings of ocean travel.

      He might be going home. Home had boats too, but he realized he would miss Earth. It was a messed up world, but still a beautiful one. The ecological remediation had not, could not, solve all of their problems. Yet it had saved this world and the same knowledge was saving Tyranis.

      From what his people had done to it.

      The ky'iin had much to answer for, but so did humans. Dhyanil was pretty sure the only innocents were the verr, and they had surely had inter hive wars in the past. They traded children, which likely indicated that in the past they had raided children.

      No sapient beings could ever be innocent. Every civilization had its darkness.

      Two dolphins swam alongside. He waved to them and they chittered back, but without a translator, he could not understand what they were saying.

      They followed the boat all the way to port, where he was hustled into a car and then to the airport.

      Then to the spaceport.

      The tyrar had cracked space elevators, apparently, so Earth would be building one soon enough, but for now launches had to be done the more expensive way using shuttles.

      Kyx would probably build one too.

      At one point he would have thought that a bad thing solely because it had been invented by tyrar.

      He had learned.

      But how could one man represent a world?
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        * * *

      

      The talks would take place on Launchpad II, simply because of its size. It allowed space for the small herd the tyrar would no doubt send.

      Tyrar did not do anything on their own. A tyrar who had lived as he had would probably go mad, and the only reason it wasn't certainly was because humans, he had noticed, also liked to cuddle.

      It had to be a mammal thing.

      It was definitely a mammal thing, because humans cuddled their pets too..the mammal ones. The reptiles and birds not so much, mostly because neither appreciated it. Well, most of the time. He had once had the privilege of petting an owl. The feathers were incredibly soft.

      Ky'iin didn't fall into any of those Earth categories of life. Closest to birds, the humans had decided, but not quite that either.

      Humans loved to put everything into categories. To name it and organize it, to set it into trees and patterns. It was how their minds worked. They named their ships. Ky'iin did not.

      Launchpad II was at the L5 point, and he felt a slight guilt about the reason it was Launchpad II. The ky'iin had blown up the original station during the Contact War, a legitimate military target as it was also Earth's primary shipyard.

      A large ship, not as big as a tyrar great ship but still pretty big, was being constructed in the main bay. He wanted to ask what it was going to be...it might be a battle wagon, a small colony ship, or a starliner.

      But he didn't because you didn't, it wasn't polite to ask about anything which might be a human military secret. Because you didn't know what might happen. He knew there would be plots and sabotage, because there already had been. This was an obvious target.

      Everyone had their secrets and their ships. Until they had ships with multi-species crews. Was that even even possible? Not until humans and ky'iin learned not to attack each other on sight, Dhyanil decided.

      They docked with another part of the station, away from the skeleton of the ship.

      "I am going to take you to your quarters," a young woman with a blue buzz cut said. Human hair did not naturally come in blue, but they were fond of dying it.

      He followed her, assuming the pronoun until told otherwise, to a room that was not exactly large, but well appointed and furnished to ky'iin needs.

      Which they had learned primarily from him. He had been a hostage-liaison for the last few years, a tradition humans did not share but had rapidly come to understand. Now he had to represent his world.

      He hoped they chose a real ambassador soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Beverly was highly annoyed as the Endeavour approached Launchpad.

      Her and Yoshi's work was important. Perhaps not vital to the future of Tyranis...the more vital work was that being done to fix what had been done to the atmosphere, to slowly wean the planet off the geoengineering so it wouldn't hit a climate cliff. They had had the key idea, but others built on it. But important.

      So, she was told, was this.

      She transferred from the reasonably comfortable chair in her guest quarters to her wheelchair with no assistance from Yoshi, who was flopped on the bed still.

      "Yoshi. We're almost there."

      The small herd had been split up two and two. And oh, she knew why she was here.

      A human who was an official, legal member of a tyrar herd? She was likely the first of many, but right now she was proof of concept. And that annoyed her even more.

      She had fought her way through college where she had been one of the first women to return to higher education after Austerity. Where she had also been the "proof we take disabled people."

      The last thing Beverly wanted to be, ever, was a token. Unfortunately, it wasn't avoidable.

      Proving humans and tyrar could be, essentially, family, would help with the push towards multi-species ships.

      Well, at least in part. They still hadn't fully solved the issues that had started the Contact War in the first place. It wasn't anything the ky'iin did, but Beverly found them as hard to deal with as any.

      She was not looking forward to dealing with any ky'iin representative. Not that she had to do anything but look...not pretty, no, but functional.

      Pretty wasn't going to happen right away, she realized.

      Her pants were covered in shed tyrar fur. This was a normal state of affairs, but it wasn't the state of affairs she wanted to be on television in. She'd have to get changed before encountering any cameras.

      Yoshi stretched languorously, and sat up. She had shed all over the bed too.

      The occupational hazard of living with tyrar.

      "So..."

      "So we are going to go over to Launchpad II."

      "What happened to..."

      "The ky'iin," Beverly grumbled. True, they hadn't started the war, but she felt it okay to be mad about the damage they did as long as you didn't act on it.

      Tyrar knew all about hating ky'iin.

      "Well, hopefully this will get a leash on them."

      "We all need leashes on us." Yoshi had picked up that human saying from Beverly and become rather fond of it.

      "And speak English," Beverly also reminded.

      Not that the tyrar didn't still need a frequency transponder to be heard.

      "Is it really fair that the human language is lingua franca?"

      "It's the only one we can all pronounce, except the glyn, and they use translators anyway."

      "Then we buy translators from the glyn," Yoshi said as if it was a decision that had already been made.

      "Working on that."

      The glyn "spoke" by chiming parts of their body against each other. They could not speak anyone else's language nor anyone else theirs, without some kind of technological assistance.

      And within weeks of contact the glyn intelligences had designed a universal translator algorithm.

      Beverly wanted a glyn translator badly. She also wanted the algorithms that translated written words.

      There were quite a few books written in Chinese she'd never been able to get through with her rather indifferent Mandarin.

      For right now, the herd formed up as they walked, or in Beverly's case rolled, onto Launchpad II. Beverly, Yoshi, Pallavi and the newest (and only male) member, Viarin. They had integrated him and they didn't mind.

      He didn't mind.

      But he was the consensus-chosen representative, the actual diplomat. Integrating him into the herd that contained a human made a statement.

      Beverly only hoped people would understand it.
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        * * *

      

      Launchpad found quarters large enough for the herd. A little cramped, but this was a space station, albeit a larger one.

      Their luggage followed them inside. The smart suitcases were something Beverly had insisted on. Much easier than carrying everything.

      She rolled into the bedroom, which had been set up as a proper nest. She had got used to sleeping in a tyrar-pile.

      She was even used to the fur.

      Not all humans would manage that. Not everyone could do what she did and that was fine.

      But she still hated being drawn away from the science to be paraded.

      She had to get her mind on the very important work she was doing. But she had also brought all of her notes with her.

      She couldn't bring a tyrar AI to analyze them, but perhaps Launchpad's AI could help. She was already mentally dropping the II.

      Probably everyone would do that sooner or later.

      Their escort was a young EarthForce officer, a light skinned man with neatly trimmed hair and beard. He stopped in the doorway. "Your badges will alert you if you go into a restricted area. That's for your own safety."

      Translation: There was equipment they didn't need untrained people around.

      "Also, the interim ky'iin representative is in room 203."

      That was a warning to Beverly. She had never actually seen a ky'iin in the flesh, but she knew, from watching videos, that she wasn't immune. People reacted in different ways, but mostly with violence or a strong desire to flee. It was the Uncanny Valley effect on steroids.

      Ky'iin were more like birds than humans.

      They were still people.

      "I can talk to him," Yoshi said. "I think I can manage not to make any snide anti-colonialist comments."

      Viarin wrinkled his nose in silent tyrar laughter. "Talking to the aliens is my job. Well, unless they're human, in which case I might delegate it."

      Beverly grinned. "Honestly, the only people I want to talk to are the scientists. But..."

      But part of her job here was to make sure Viarin didn't make any stupid etiquette mistakes when dealing with humans. There was a very real risk that he would get into some kind of trouble.

      "We won't make you deal with the ky'iin."

      Beverly shook her head. "We have to learn to deal with them."

      Did that mean she did, personally? She did not know. But while humans and ky'iin had walls between them, how could there be a political entity that encompassed and embraced both?

      She didn't know that either.
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        * * *

      

      Beverly rolled out of the room. Unlike the tyrar, she remained comfortable on her own, something the herd had used to advantage before.

      Herd.

      Family.

      The last thing she had expected was to find family on an alien world, when she was only there to fix problems.

      Major problems. Exacerbated by politics, as much as they had been on Earth. The climate crisis, Austerity, the megastorms.

      All in the past now, and she knew where she was going. Somewhere around here, there had to be an observation deck.

      Perhaps even one from which she could see her homeworld. Not that she planned on leaving without taking her herdmates down to Earth. There was no reason not to go. The tyrar were not ky'iin; they would be novelties and might need security, but she doubted they would be attacked.

      Except for not being able to decide exactly where to go. She was torn between the Appalachian hills of her birth, or the Rockies, or the Caribbean. So many possibilities.

      Of course, if Viarin became a permanent ambassador or representative then she would not be going back to tyrar anyway.

      There were others who could continue her work there. And that would give time for many trips to Earth.

      Trips in which she would continue to demonstrate interspecies friendship. Ugh.

      But she had not been able to keep herself from falling in love with Yoshi. Phrased that way it sounded like xenophilia, but while they had experimented with recreational sex, it was not a romance, it was what her asexual friends would have called "queerplatonic."

      For others, it might be different. Recreational sex between humans and tyrar was quite possible with a bit of creativity.

      She blushed slightly at the thought and rolled to the observation deck.

      Alas, it did not show Earth. She could, however, see the moon. Stray lights lit its dark side, the lunar colonies were underground, but people came to the surface for recreation, even at night. Cross country skiing was big on the moon.

      Luna would have its own representative, likely only one, when things were hashed out. Mars and Venus had already sent theirs.

      Beverly had looked them up. Career diplomats, one from Bradbury City and the other from the largest of the Venus settlements, Oshun.

      Maybe she could score a trip there. The cloud cities fascinated her in concept, but she had never set wheel on one. But the view was enough to tell her she was home. The constellations were not distorted by the short distance and the moon?

      The moon was part of what made Earth Earth. None of the other worlds had a large white moon. Kyx had none. Tyrar had three smaller ones. Verr no longer existed. Glen also had no moon, not being a planet at all.

      The colors of Earth were not, after all, the important thing.

      Beverly leaned back a little and stared at the moon.
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      "Daddy!" Marion squealed as she detached herself from Charles and ran towards Graeme as fast as her short legs could carry her.

      Graeme swept his daughter up into a hug. "I want you to see Glen."

      When it was safe, which was going to take a while.

      "Is that a glyn?" She peered over his shoulder at Slyk, who was looking, to Graeme's now-accustomed eyes, slightly confused by the reunion.

      Glyn either had five or six parents or one, depending on how you defined "parent."

      They also didn't have husbands. Graeme moved forward with Marion still in his arms and slid an arm around Charles too.

      Their daughter who looked like their daughter despite biologically being the offspring of Charles' sister, squeed.

      After a moment, Graeme set her down. She ran over to Slyk and studied him. "They look more like beetles than angels."

      "Marion!"

      Slyk chimed amusement. "It's okay," they said through their translator. "She is a child. Children say things."

      Graeme had experienced some comments from glyn children too.

      "And you are right, I do look like a very large beetle." Slyk had been reading the files Graeme had given them on Earth, clearly. Then they spread their vestigial wings so the light passed through them.

      Marion squee'd again. Glyn wings were quite attractive if you didn't experience entomophobia.

      If you did, well, you couldn't work with the glyn without doing something about it. And some people had discovered they had entomophobia when you enlarged an insect up to human size. Not that the glyn really were insects. Or angels, for that matter. They were an uplift species, raised to intelligence by ancients who were apparently extinct, but what they had been uplifted from fit no Earth category. Exoskeleton meant insect to humans, but they had lungs rather than a diffused oxygen system. They also didn't have a brain focused in their head, it was distributed in nodes through their body. And they didn't have sexes. All glyn were the same biological sex, producing the same type of gametes.

      Glyn did not have the concept of gender except as something aliens did.

      Graeme had found that refreshing, but at the same time? He was a man and rather liked being a man (as well as being with a man). Most humans liked having a gender.

      Would those who didn't be more comfortable working with the glyn? They had the wonderful habit of misgendering everyone because they couldn't keep track of even the two human sexes, let alone the four verr castes, two of which came in two different sexes!

      Graeme was actually rather looking forward to meeting the verr.

      "We need to get Slyk to their quarters."

      Marion skipped alongside. Bringing her up to Launchpad was a small risk, but only a small one, and while Graeme missed Glen in some ways, being reunited with his family?

      That meant a lot.

      He also missed Skyt, though. For that alone he had to go back. And take them so they could meet his friend.

      Present tense, even though Skyt was technically dead. In the glyn digital afterlife.

      He missed Skyt.
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        * * *

      

      Launchpad was still bare bones, but being built out into something closer to the original. Charles had still managed to find a decent restaurant. Not a great one, not exactly what one wanted for one's first date in months.

      It would do. And Slyk, of all people, had agreed to watch Marion. The glyn had raised two children, Graeme trusted them.

      "Our daughter is going to grow up in a world where aliens are no big deal," Charles mused, studying the menu.

      "And I'm glad of it. The less of a big deal we make them, the less we're going to get stuff like...like..."

      "Like the people who tried to fly a great ship into a verr hive."

      "Like that."

      "The verr intrigue me. Maybe scare me a little. I wouldn't want to be part of a hive mind."

      "From what I've read, it's not quite like that. But their idea of democracy is to shoot pheromones at each other until they have a consensus."

      Charles laughed. "And ours has been known to involve fisticuffs, so..."

      "We can't judge. Everyone's technology, culture, government, is influenced by their biology. I mean, trying to explain the concept of a wedding to the glyn..."

      He laughed again. "But I'd imagine..."

      "Their big life celebration is graduation."

      "They can't all be scientists."

      "To some degree, they all are. They aren't all professional scientists, no, but their culture makes reading scientific papers a pastime like Swiss hiking." Graeme mused on that. "Slyk wants to meet as many human scientists as they can...as the talks allow. And once we get Glen's new singularity stabilized, invites are going to be extended."

      Charles leaned forward. "Are we going to reciprocate?"

      "I would guess so. There are differences between the worlds. That blanket Slyk is wearing isn't normal Glen culture."

      "And we need cooling suits on their world. But that won't stop scientists." Charles grinned. "Nothing stops a scientist once they get their hands on a mystery."

      "And what about engineers?"

      "You have to take me to Glen."

      Now everyone knew the glyn homeworld was a giant, artificial space station, half of the engineers in the galaxy were going to want to take a peek.

      For Charles to be one of them was not a surprise. "Soon," he promised.

      "I doubt we can reverse engineer it, but..."

      "Honestly, we might. There's nothing there that isn't simply a scale up of, say, a great ship."

      "Really?"

      "Really. They didn't have technology we don't have. It's an engineering problem, Charles. The thing is...there are enough habitable worlds, and more than enough usable worlds, that we may never do it because we don't need to."

      "Which makes the question," Charles mused, "Why did they?"

      "Nobody knows. The glyn don't even know. Their ancients wiped everything."

      "And abandoned them."

      "They survived. The ancients, apparently, did not."
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        * * *

      

      Later, Graeme rescued Slyk from Marion or vice versa...he wasn't entirely sure which. He carried the tired girl to bed. She would grow up with aliens simply being a thing that existed, she would never have to go through the adjustment of not being alone.

      Graeme had been excited by the realization. Scared too, of course; the first contact between human and ky'iin had not gone well. But excited.

      Others, though, had experienced varying levels of existential crisis. Not everyone was equipped or wired to deal well with the sudden realization that humanity might not be the center of the universe, made in God's image.

      Graeme laughed a little at the memory of the Rabbi who's response had been "God is a prism. His image is split into many different colors."

      That was one way to resolve it, by saying God had multiple images. In Graeme's experience, Rabbis resolved these crises far easier than, say, Catholic priests. Graeme rather thought "made in God's image" had nothing to do with biology, but was closer to the ky'iin concept of myoran, but then he was slightly indifferent as to the existence of God.

      It was hard to believe in a creator in a post climate change world. Some had lost their faith already. Others lost it when the aliens showed up. Others clung to it more than ever, or feared that they had missed the Rapture.

      A few weird cults had, of course, started. And some churches, understandably, saw this as an entire bunch of other people to tell about Jesus.

      Skyt had chimed very loudly indeed when Graeme explained Jesus to them. On the face ofi it, the entire religion was rather ridiculous.

      The ky'iin supreme deity was space, which was interesting. And the verr gods were uniformly evil and best left in the past.

      God probably came from biology, but as Graeme couldn't disprove God, he kept an open mind on the matter.

      Tucking Marion in, he thought to head for Slyk's quarters.

      Instead, he explored. He had been warned about where the ky'iin interim representative, a liaison who had been living on Earth in a peculiar semi-exile, was housed. Graeme had not passed the "Can you look at a ky'iin without trying to punch them" test. He thought he could learn, but if he was going to interact with a ky'iin, he wanted somebody there who could hold him back if needed.

      Then he saw a bunch of people heading for the observation deck. He followed.

      Looming above Launchpad was a tyrar great ship.

      The last representatives were here.

      And he understood for a moment why some people might be afraid of the verr.
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      Kaykek wasn't equipped for this. No verr was equipped for this.

      As Refuge Hive glided into the inner system, ze checked zir translator, vital given ze had picked up approximately three words of English so far. Ze watched from an observation deck as they glided towards the human station. The human shipyard. It was building something the size of a battleship, although it wasn't necessarily a warship.

      Were the humans showing strength? Or was that a starliner that would carry people between human colonies? Ze thought it was the latter. Their own system was well populated, and they needed to rebuild from their war.

      There was no docking Refuge with Launchpad even if it had been a good idea. After looming over them for a bit, Alvi pulled back to a safer distance. They were showing the aliens that the verr would not be dismissed or intimidated. Everyone was scared after what had happened.

      Could any treaty or agreement prevent genocide?

      Yet glyn had sacrificed themselves...and to glyn, dying off planet was a terrible thing...to save the hives. Kaykek seized on that as a means of hope. Zir pups would grow up in a world where aliens were a known quantity.

      Ze claimed them as zir pups despite everything. Tayken was inclined to agree.

      They were Tayken's pups first, though. Tayken was the one who would name them when they were weaned; while pups dying before weaning was vanishingly rare now, it was still considered unlucky to name them before they had eaten solid food.

      Tayken was the one who nursed them, who was with them in the creche even now as Kaykek prepared to represent the verr.

      Not equipped for this. But nobody else was either and the consensus of the hive was that it had to be zir.

      Zir headed for the shuttlebay. Two workers accompanied zir. One was flying the shuttle; Kaykek could have done it zirself, but not as well. The other, Micek, was going to be zir aide. Handle the boring stuff.

      If they needed to return to Refuge they could. Scouts in the sagas had stayed outside hives for as long as a month, but they hadn't really studied the impact on zir physiology. And Micek definitely had to be careful; their solitude could trigger puberty.

      Which it might or might not be ready for or want. It had agreed to the risk, though.

      "You can go back any time, Micek."

      Kaykek was safe from further changes and not pheromonally dependent on the breeders to keep zir in the worker phase. Maybe ze should choose a warrior as an aide. That might be perfect. Ze would have to think about it. Micek really wanted to do this.

      If it did change, Kaykek would lay bets it would go scout anyway. If zir theory was right and puberty was impacted by deeply held desires.

      The shuttle docked with the human station and ze took a deep breath. Time to do this.
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        * * *

      

      The human station smelled empty, but Kaykek knew that was because humans did not produce the same kinds of pheromones as verr. They did have a scent to them, subtly mammalian. Humans might be affected by verr pheromones, which was why ze could not bring a queen or drone with zir.

      There was too much risk that somebody might get...lively. It was hard enough for Kaykek to resist a queen in heat. A human, who didn't know what it was? They weren't as affected, but...

      Queen pheromones could trigger interesting events, that was all. Warrior pheromones could be intimidating. What did scout pheromones do?

      Kaykek shook zir head. One scout could not produce enough of anything to have an impact, surely.

      A young human with unnaturally blue hair came to greet zir. "Ambassador, let me show you to your quarters."

      Ze accepted the guidance and found the suite acceptable, if a little small after the tyrar-built scale of Refuge Hive.

      Negotiate for protection for the verr. Negotiate for ship designs that would allow them to build a defense force. It was a shame they needed one, but they did. It had been made clear.

      They needed a defense force that could stop anything up to a battleship. They needed at least one battleship.

      Or perhaps there was a way to arm the cities.

      Kaykek was not a military person. Ze would have to find people of that persuasion that ze could trust, people who agreed that the verr needed defenses. That everyone needed them.

      Refuge could arm up too, as little as Alvi liked the idea. Alvi didn't like fighting. Their daughter, Vyra, was a bit more aggressive, though.

      That ship they could probably arm. Or move Vyra to a battleship once they had one, if she wasn't too settled in in that hardware.

      Vyra.

      Verr-a.

      It probably wasn't a coincidence, although the name meant something in tyrar too. Vyra had been "born" after Alvi integrated into verr society.

      The two of them were working on designs for AIs that would see themselves as even more verr. That would have a role in hives.

      Each hive could then have an AI guardian. If they wanted one.

      The verr could never go back to the sagas or even the dark times. They had to go forward.

      Micek settled in with the terminal in the room. It was going to do all the research.

      Kaykek ventured out into the corridors of Launchpad. They smelled of humans. Of human sweat, of mild human pheromones. Also of metal and cleaning fluids. Ze stepped around a cleaning bot and headed for the largest concentration of human scent.
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        * * *

      

      This turned out to be the main observation deck, where people were still...reacting...to Alvi's little flyby.

      One of the humans turned a bit as ze came in, then there were more looks zir way, some of them tense, one slightly disgusted...ze made a mental note to memorize the appearance and scent of that individual and avoid them.

      The one who had first turned headed towards zir, showing its...no, his, it was a man...teeth.

      Which in humans meant friendliness. Thankfully, Kaykek had already learned that.

      "They think you are showoffs," he said as he approached, then bowed slightly in greeting. "Graeme Marlowe, human ambassador to Glen."

      Some humans put the personal name first, some last. Ze bowed in return. "Kaykek v'Refuge."

      "The verr representative." He showed his teeth again. "Definitely..."

      Ze couldn't resist. "That was Alvi's idea. The ship AI."

      "Aha."

      "They wanted to make it clear that..."

      "That the verr are a force to be reckoned with, although some won't agree until you have a ship stamped "Made in Verr System.""

      "We're working on it."

      "And some will probably never agree."

      "Well...the point is to..." Ze paused. "Push those people to the side so they can't keep attacking anyone."

      "A worthy aim. Your people are more vulnerable."

      "Not for much longer. One way or another, we're building defenses."

      "Good. You shouldn't have to, but good."

      Ze wasn't entirely sure about this human, but thought ze might be able to like him with a bit of time. He certainly didn't seem at all xenophobic, although he hadn't offered zir the other traditional human greeting of an extended hand.

      That could say a lot of things, though, and "He didn't want to touch an alien" was only one of them.

      "So..."

      "I'm acting as a liaison and guide to the Ambassador from Glen."

      "Ah. They haven't given us one yet."

      "It's in the works. Formal diplomatic relationships are still developing."

      Kaykek dipped zir muzzle. "But informal ones..."

      "I would like to make some of those, yes, to get to know you a little. I'd also like to introduce you to my daughter."

      A female child. "Your daughter?"

      He showed teeth again. "She is a young child, it would do her good to meet as many aliens as possible at an age where you aren't a big deal. If you don't mind."

      Ze thought of zir pups. "I don't mind, as long as I can give her back if she causes trouble."

      At that he produced the raucous sound of human laughter. "Of course."
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      Dhyanil was used to being shunned. At the same time, there was going to be a reception for the representatives. He had to attend. It was an obligation.

      It would probably include people who only thought they could face a ky'iin. Because of that, he had been assigned two bodyguards. Their job was entirely to block and safely restrain anyone who couldn't handle him.

      It was probably for the best he was a male; this was a ly'iin job and that was part of his discomfort with it. However, a smaller individual was likely to be a little less threatening.

      The reception would take place on the observation deck, which was being set up for the occasion.

      Dhyanil took the quietest route there his bodyguards could find, trusting them to get him to the occasion safely.

      Most people simply backed away. They had been warned, but their discomfort was still obvious.

      He felt bad about it, but what could he do. He saw three tyrar...the tyrar representative and two herdmates. With them was a human in a wheeled chair.

      Two verr, the representative and an aide. Of course, he had no way of knowing which was which. One was decidedly larger than the other, though, which might be a clue. He did not know enough about how verr castes worked. The glyn ambassador was accompanied by a human who did not look comfortable at all.

      Dhyanil had to go over there, though. He headed towards the group, noting that Devon, one of his bodyguards, moved between him and the glyn ambassador's friend? Guide? Liaison? The other, Malcolm, was watching for other potential problems.

      The verr ambassadors scurried (no other word for it) over. They were smaller than the other sentients, but not by a lot, and they had thinner fur than the tyrar, plus truly splendid whiskers. Of course, they had evolved from burrowers. One was definitely bigger, the difference far more stark now they were closer, and had darker fur.

      They could probably navigate this room just fine if the lights went out. Dhyanil might manage. The humans would struggle, though.

      Mental note.

      If the lights go out and there's a verr around, follow them.

      Oddly, the human relaxed as the two verr approached.

      The representative's name was Kaykek and that should be the larger individual. Different castes and the...

      It didn't work like that, but Dhyanil still had a brain steeped in women on top, men at the bottom and ly'iin making sure everyone got on.

      The verr castes were different. Kaykek was more like a ly'iin, though. Not quite, very different, but neither male nor female nonetheless.

      "Greetings," he finally managed to say, in English so he wouldn't be gesturing as much and potentially setting off a human.

      But the human who was closest (other than his bodyguards, who had been chosen for resistance) seemed... "This isn't so bad."

      "I'm small," Dhyanil offered. That was probably helping.

      But now there were other humans looking.

      And none looked about to attack.
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        * * *

      

      Dhyanil let out a breath after fleeing the room. For a while, it worked. With warning, with space, and with bodyguards he could, possibly, attend an event.

      Then, it was like everyone had hit their limit of tolerance and he had had to be escorted out.

      He had known it was risky. Humans did not want to attack ky'iin, but there was something about ky'iin body language that hit their back brain, in most cases. That made them feel a strong drive to defend themselves. Fear-aggression.

      What surprised him was how long it had taken.

      "If we keep things to an hour it should work."

      "Perhaps," Devon said. "But there was something else. I noticed it. Did you notice the verr representative left a bit early."

      "Ly was tired from travel, I suppose...or something." Ly's home moved, so travel fatigue should not be a thing.

      "I heard that ze," Devon corrected the pronoun gently. "Might have been up early. Something about kids."

      Ly'iin had a lot of interest in lin brothers' children. Kaykek might have something similar going on, some related kids they had developed an interest in. "Regardless..."

      "Things went bad about three minutes after ze left. That's..."

      "The length of time it takes to refresh the air on the observation deck. And verr produce very strong pheromones. I could smell them."

      "Do they annoy you?"

      "A little. Next time I think I will wear a masking scent." It might take a few tries to find the right one.

      "Humans don't have as strong a sense of smell. But also...it appears we might be partially affected by verr pheromones. A human who was doing some work on Refuge apparently got into an...embarrassing...situation with a verr breeder."

      "As in...oh no."

      "A queen was in heat. He was trying to convince her to see if recreational sex works between humans and verr."

      Dhyanil laughed. "Recreational sex causes so many problems."

      It wasn't something ky'iin really engaged in. When a woman went into heat, she chose a man to father her eggs. Occasionally a woman would be attracted to other women and would get artificial insemination. Occasionally a man pursued another man. But those liaisons seldom ended in actual copulation. That was for eggs.

      But mammals.

      Mammals were weird.

      Dhyanil took a moment to be glad he wasn't one.

      "Yes, it does." Devon showed his teeth in a human grin. "But...I have to think that the verr's pheromones..."

      "But..."

      Dhyanil stopped. "That's a solution."

      "We..."

      "If the verr are willing to help. A chemist could analyze zir pheromones." Had he got the pronoun right? "Come up with a drug humans could take when they need to interact with ky'iin, or something we could diffuse into the air."

      And in the interim, the verr representative might be willing to sit on stuff. Heck, it might be to zir advantage.

      A solution.

      "Or even...something a ky'iin who is going into a situation where there are humans could wear as a perfume. A masking scent."

      A solution.

      Humans and ky'iin might be able to work together in the way...

      Dhyanil rather thought he had Kaykek's pronoun right after all. And that it might be the pronoun for lin entire species.
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        * * *

      

      "So, your theory..." The human medic wasn't looking at him. Dhyanil spoke English so he wouldn't have to.

      "Devon's theory is that verr scout pheromones have some kind of calming affect on humans, that allows you to overcome the psychological impact of, well, us."

      "I don't know enough about the verr."

      "The verr do." He wasn't thinking of asking for anything... "I doubt sampling pheromones is hugely invasive."

      "Well...no. I doubt it is. But I'll need to talk to a verr medic." The young woman furrowed her brow.

      "If this works it would solve one of our biggest problems."

      "And give a certain level of power to the verr." Perhaps she didn't like that, but then she couldn't be too xenophobic or she wouldn't have been willing to talk to him.

      "Not if we can synthesize the chemical that has the effect."

      Not that the verr wouldn't push to be the...mediators. As rhe medic pointed out, it would give them power. They were vulnerable, a literal endangered species. Nobody could blame them for wanting power, for wanting to be useful. For wanting to be something people would choose to protect.

      Kaykek would no doubt want concessions in exchange for samples of zir pheromones. True, they might just be able to pull them out of the air, but then they would be...they'd need them from the source.

      Which might involve...hopefully it wouldn't involve needles. Dhyanil had no idea how verr produced pheromones.

      "I will talk to the verr medics if I can."

      "And I," Dhyanil said, "Will top up my knowledge about the verr themselves."

      He knew what had traveled over the popular science nets. The verr were mammals, like humans and tyrar, and very not like ky'iin. True, they were from different evolution, but the human definition of "mammal" covered all three species.

      They had evolved from some kind of burrowing creature, were omnivorous, and had survived the destruction of their homeworld in a natural disaster with human help, but only about half a million of them existed.

      They were colony or hive animals.

      That was what Dhyanil knew and it wasn't enough. He thought he knew enough about tyrar, knew he knew enough about humans, but he definitely needed to devote a bit more time to studying both the verr and the glyn.

      And thanks to this? He was going to start with the verr.
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      A single ky'iin was not a threat. She had her herd. Beverly repeated those things to herself as she rolled into the reception. Made them a mantra. She knew she was probably vulnerable, there was no reason she wouldn't be.

      She had her herd. Wrapped around her, even when they weren't physically present. A warm blanket of feeling.

      The ky'iin representative was entirely interim, a man who had been exiled to Earth after being exposed to a virus that could not be allowed to get loose on Kyx. He was stuck until they found a cure, or at least something akin to the HIV drugs that had kept people's viral load low before the vaccine and cure had been created. Perhaps they had one now, but they were keeping him here until a permanent representative could be found.

      Something to make him safe to be around other ky'iin. The ky'iin were matriarchal to a fault, having many of the same issues humans had had in reverse. In their culture, the third sex, the ly'iin, handled diplomacy. Period.

      They were trusting this to a man, for now, because ky'iin elections had much in common with human ones, one key difference being that they took even longer.

      Once there was an established council, this wouldn't be a problem unless somebody died suddenly.

      There he was. He was about the size of a tall woman or a short man...the females and ly'iin were generally bigger. He was ugly and his movements were nails grating on a chalkboard and...

      ...but she didn't have any reason to attack him. Part of her wanted to, part of her was itching for a gun to shoot him with, but she was well able to set that part of her aside. It was held behind a sense of calm.

      He was, after all, one ky'iin. She had three huge tyrar with her. The actual tyrar ambassador was heading over to schmooze with one of the humans, but Yoshi and Pallavi stayed close to her, their scent reassuring.

      There was absolutely something to be said for having your family be Bigfoot.

      (And yes, conspiracy theorists were now sure that Bigfoot was crew from a crashed tyrar ship. The tyrar said this wasn't possible, but conspiracy theorists being what they are...)

      There was something to be said for it. She kept one eye on the ky'iin, and also made note of the verr. This was the first time she had seen them.

      There were two. The larger individual would be the representative and the smaller one was...an aide? They rather resembled rats or moles. Definitely a close resemblance with Rodentia and she had to remind herself that they came from a totally different evolution.

      There was a slightly sweet smell in her nostrils, but she tuned it out rapidly.

      Peeling her gaze from the ky'iin, she looked around to see if there were any interesting scientists in the room.
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        * * *

      

      Viarin came back to the herd's quarters later. Beverly
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