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      Oh, the dangers of being a xenobiologist.

      My five military caste donor-parents and nineteen vat-siblings would use that phrase to mock me, relentlessly, when—at year five—I chose to spend every minute of our two free hours during the day to study alien lifeforms.

      My sibs did as our rents encouraged by choosing to read biographies of exalted military strategists, logistic recounts of military campaigns, and to put in extra time training in the four-meter-tall exo-armor or the multi-ton mechanized war-armor. Not me. I had gotten enough of that in the constant training in our non-sleeping hours.

      Now, as none of my sibs could, I stood on the white misty banks of Kelmer-5’s largest sea appreciating the way the mist always whited out natural vision beyond five meters.

      The white-out would have my sibs on edge. As much as I’ve tried to grow as an individual, I can’t help but think about them and the collective.

      They’d be keeping a weather eye on the radar mappings that—when unimpeded over the sea—swept out to five kilometers. They’d be searching the hundred meters from the shoreline up to the banyan-like trees that ranged up the ridge behind us. They’d be scanning for enemies, tracking lifeforms like the chirping birds in the trees in case they turned hostile, and minding the locations of their fellow combat-squadmates. They’d also bemoan the dense O3 stratosphere that kept enough ultraviolet light away from the surface that their mili-exo-armor’s UV option would be almost as useless as the naked eye.

      Unlike me, they wouldn’t appreciate the way the warm fig-scented O2-rich air pressed through exo-armor vents—when opened—to weigh on our SCUBA-like undersuits. They’d also mock the meter-shorter and slimmer sci-exo-armor. Hell, they probably would’ve kept the mili-armor on instead of taking the respirator and leaving the armor idle a few meters behind. They’d never strap their loose O2 tank between their scant breasts to revel in the cool upper layers of green-black algae-rich mud crowding around their undersuit-bootied ankles like it did to me and my nineteen fellow all human—or vat-born human—sci-squadmates.

      Familiar with the terrain, all of my sci-squadmates were also walking sci-armor-free in the mud ten meters from the shallow cobalt blue water line, which was five meters from the sea shelf. Like me, they were checking up on various measuring instruments and experiments.

      When staking study-claim years ago, I had chosen a spot closest to an inlet that was exactly fifty meters away from my fellow scientists. It was the furthest that protocol allowed. Because of my military upbringing and bearing, they preferred to have me as far from them as possible, and frankly, that was the way I liked it, too.

      Like them, I may have graduated with honors in xenobiology and xenoculture, but they—almost as biased as my rents and sibs—used my military honors to still define me as military caste even though my discovery of the brawn who lived in the inlet had propelled my crest into the science caste years ago.

      Brawn were a sleek basil green dolphin-like land-capable mammalian species with three independent shoulderish ball-and-socket half-body length arms that started just behind where their pharyngeal-jaw of canines was, and that they usually kept down their belly. The arms ended in long webbed hand-like eight-digit, five-phalanx fingers.

      With adults measuring nearly a meter long, brawn were unlike most of the other waterborne species on Kelmer-5, or anywhere, that already had a named equivalent. Their oral teeth were mostly incisors, but they had premolars on the side for chomping on vegetation when hunting was slim. They were also smart like cats and I had zero doubt that, given time, they would become the dominant species of the planet. If, that is, we humans stayed away.

      Fat chance.

      Once the brawn were verified as an entirely new species, I had the honors of naming it. And, immortalizing my military house name in a scientific field, I chose brawn.

      When word had reached my rents, it had earned their respect. They had finally offered me the right to get our house words inked in our crimson and violet house colors around my—like all vat-born—pigment-less neck. However, having been denied at graduation, I had already had Oh, the dangers of being a xenobiologist inked in sharp narrow houseless-gun-silver militarized characters. Not to disrespect them or my house, I had all non-inked portions of my neck filled in with two-tone crimson and violet.

      I still believe that the science caste only brought me in to keep me from giving militarized names to anything else I may discover.

      A sharp pinch closes around the outer edge of my undersuit-covered metatarsal bootie in the mud. It feels like a Kelmer crab.

      Reflexively, I grab the machete handle on my hip. I curl my toes to prep for the next two grabs.

      A pinch closes on the inner edge of my metatarsal and the third pincer slips ticklingly down past my heel.

      Thank goodness it doesn’t range to my toes. Trying to bring the crab up from the mud, I raise my foot.

      Tri-eye stalks out of the mud. It realizes that I’m too big to eat and its pincers release me.

      From the mist, a dark brawn with mint green specks around its mouth comes charging forward. Its hands dig into the mud where the crab landed and is trying—unsuccessfully—to dig back down to hunting depth. Normally, brawn pounce in with a slapping-splash that can propel them four meters forward. It charging in instead of slap-pouncing is unusual.

      Noting the position of the specks, I smile and greet, “Hey, Charlie.”

      Holding up the crab with one arm, Charlie has propped his upper body away from the water with his other two arms.

      In brawn culture, I was the one to lead out the catch and have rights to first bite. If I were in my armor, I’d break off a piece of choice claw meat, but have no way to do it with my bare hands. So, signifying that I’ve already eaten, I tap my belly with both hands.

      Charlie bites off a pincer with a sharp chitin crunch and tosses the rest of the squealing crab back.

      Two brawn bound in from the white-out, catch it in midair, and land. From the mint dotting around their eyes and mouths, it looks like Sarah and David.

      They jostle against each other before David lets go.

      Sarah chomps off a second pincer and hands it to David.

      David bites off the third and hands the body back into the edge of the white-out. A set of brawn hands takes the still squealing crab body out of sight. There are several more chitin crack crunches before the crab stops squealing. And many more crunches after that.

      Charlie, Sarah, and David come forward and pet my legs. Making sure to respect their situational hierarchy, I take turns petting Charlie, Sarah, and David between the pair of their topmost blowholes.

      Showboating for Sarah and David, Charlie rolls over displaying the dual set of blowholes between his shoulders. Just as humans court with a gift in the intended’s house colors, brawn court or claim others as theirs by rolling over and showing their blowholes.

      Carefully, as to not catch a bite, I ease my hand in to rub the slick-soft sweet spot between the set of blowholes.

      Taking hold of my hand to keep me petting, Charlie taps his fin happily on the mud.

      Once he releases me and I safely retract my hand, I grin dumbly back at my armor that I—from my military rearing—always keep recording. I’d look stupidly cheesy to most, but fellow xenoculturists would understand my joy at the ultra-rare social advancement.

      Charlie is using me to show off to the others. He doesn’t know it, but what he’s just done has earned me the right to bring on some understudies and start the formation of my own field squad.

      He’s used me to show off so I can bring fellow humans to show off my connection with this pod of brawn to them.

      Sarah goes to roll over, too, but Charlie turns and keeps her moving on the mud until she’s belly down again.

      This is his moment, and I’m his human. No one else’s. It’d take time before he’d allow another brawn the same claim.

      Asking permission to walk into the inlet, I extend my hand that way.

      All three shake their heads and drop flat.

      Danger?

      All three crawl to the legs of my armor and, looking at me, pet its legs like they had mine.

      Contrary to every other interaction I’ve had with them over the years, they want me in my armor.

      What’s going on?
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        * * *

      

      Typically, ten years into most newly visited habitable planets finds several budding cities, human-built or otherwise, sprouting up like weeds where the various spacefaring species prefer to dwell. Entirely jungle, forest, swamp, or ocean, Kelmer-5 had been an exception. The only settlement was our science base at the top of the ridge that had been deforested and pulverized into a mesa above the constant mist. Science teams would zipline down to the central point near their study-claims and would be airlifted by drones at the end of their day or night.

      Before the sci-settlement, forward advance military teams had spent a year on Kelmer-5 begrudgingly collecting soil and fauna samples while ranking the threat level of all native land-based animals. The two-diamond rating that they had given the planet meant some animals posed danger to man, but were manageable by anyone in any of the various exo-armors.

      The fact that Charlie, Sarah, and David want me back in my armor makes me want to call for an early airlift to switch into my beefier mili-armor and zipline back down. The brawn could distinguish my sci-armor from the other scientists, but the taller, wider, better-for-this-purpose mili-armor would be new to them and there’s no way of knowing how they’d react.

      Back in my sci-armor, I close all vents to fully secure myself. The tinge of my own leathery sweat closes in around me.

      Hoping to find more than bio-born prejudice, I still occasionally research into why vat-facilities added a leathery scent to vat-born military caste. While I have yet to find a scientific reason, I have discovered—what my nose had told me long ago—that science vat-born have an astringent additive to their sweat glands and there are various floral scents given to admin and casteless vat-born workers.

      Habit cuts my gaze to the hundred slug-shot count on Knock-Knock, my 12.7mm shoulder mount rifle. I may be science caste now, but I was born mili and no mili goes anywhere unarmed.

      It had taken some jury-rigging to switch the counter from registering the ten soil samplers on my forearms to tracking my hundred-clip count, but I got it done. And the annual minor reprimand during sci-armor inspection for not having a functioning soil counter was worth the peace of mind. Besides, keeping track of ten was simple.

      Checking the gray radar mapping, I count all nineteen painted green sci-squadmates at fifty plus meters from their armor further up on the mud bank. Not military or security minded, it’s typical for them to range well out of the five meters distance that can be seen in the white-out.

      To be on the safe side, as usual, I thumb my precautionary suit-up button and it triggers the soft warning pings in their armor. Each subtle ping temporarily paints their armor pastel green.

      On radar, eighteen of them stop what they’re doing and hustle toward their armor.

      The nineteenth—or, as Maximillian likes to be referred to, Number One—throws his head back
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