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      Space twisted in front of the bow of the ESS Valley Forge. The rift that formed meant only one thing to her experienced crew: a hyperspace jump.

      An unknown ship was rising out of the warped space in front of the Valley Forge, forming right in their path.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” Captain Simms did not so much shout as project his voice. Coming so fast after the disappearance of the Atlantis, could this sudden arrival mean enemy action?

      The helmsman, Ensign Sarah Cole, had only to flicker her fingers across the controls. Her reaction times were two to three times faster than a normal human’s with no loss in accuracy. Like many specialist pilots and most infantry, Cole was webbed. An artificial nervous system supplemented her own.

      Simms had refused that surgery. Half of those who accepted a web could never have it removed. Especially the infantry. They tended to become jittery. Edgy. Dangerous.

      Irrelevant! Mark turned his thoughts back to the business at hand.

      That was no human vessel. The ugliest thing he had ever seen, it looked like it had been designed by a particularly argumentative committee out of parts of several different ships. “Broadcast video from our bridge.”

      If he could open communications with the invaders, then a fight might be avoided. He had to try. “Ready weapons, but fire only if fired upon.”

      He leaned towards the vidscreen. They might send video. They might only send audio. He only cared that they sent a response.

      Silence. Tension throbbed in his temples. Communications officers had to learn each other’s protocols. Mesh the two systems. Or the aliens did not intend to respond. Then the screen flickered into life.

      Captain Mark Simms was face to face with a being from another world. It was bipedal, its hands having, by some coincidence, five digits like a human’s. It stood a few feet back from the viewscreen, showing its entire body. Its hairless skin seemed heavy and had an almost metallic gleam to it. Two eyes and one central orifice seemed to serve as both nose and mouth. It wore clothes. That surprised him. He’d always figured aliens would be more, well, alien. It spoke, but he didn’t understand a word. It moved, and the movement hit him like the sound of nails on a chalkboard. Had he been asked to describe it, he would not have been able to. He only knew it was wrong, so completely wrong that he gave a strangled cry and leapt back from the vidscreen.

      “Fire!” Choking, he tore the order from his throat, but the crew was already moving. No rational thought to send a message to Earth, no thought to wait and see if the aliens were hostile.

      A moment later his weapons officer, Todd Marsden, opened fire on the alien ship.

      Fire blossomed and silence enveloped space. The silence of the dark and deep, and the madness was over.
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      General Daniel Anthony paced the ring of Orbital Facility Three, generally called Launchpad. Pacing a habitat ring was easy. He never had to go back in the other direction.

      Six weeks ago, Earthforce had sent the Endeavour off to a system with a habitable planet, but the mission had been a gamble. The Atlantis had vanished from the same location five months before.

      The last thing the higher-ups had suspected was enemy action. Then, no more than a couple of weeks ago, Endeavour had found and rescued a good part of the Atlantis’s crew, which had been marooned on that planet. That crew reported that aliens had attacked them, had destroyed the ship, and left them stranded. It was now trying to hide. From her last message, Captain Chang seemed to fear she would lead the aliens back to Earth.

      Would her sensible precaution in not returning be enough? Anthony shuddered. How smart were these aliens? Did they care about other forms of life? They probably would not come searching for Earth, but if they did, he had to assume they would eventually find it.

      Every defense post in the system was on alert. Anthony feared that expanding aliens would be hostile. Non-hostile ones would surely not leave their own home system. Or would they? Aliens who chose to stay in their own system would be vulnerable to being surrounded, taken out by more active species. Anthony continued to pace. He had been thrown out of his own control center because he was not letting people get any work done. The General had acquiesced only because his aides were right. If anything showed up, communications would call him right away.

      Hours passed, and nothing happened, no call was made. The dizzying spin made viewports a sickening mistake. Maybe one day humanity would use artificial gravity on all of the stations. Or maybe not. Spin would always be cheaper. The energy requirements were just so different. Besides, artgrav made some people motion sick. Anthony shook his head, dismissing the torrent of stray thoughts.

      Sleep. He needed to sleep and he was tired enough to do so. His quarters were spartan, despite his rank, but the bed felt hard under him. The same thoughts went round and round in his head. In the end, he got up to write reports. Then it hit him. What a fool to not see it sooner. The Endeavour and Atlantis had trespassed alien territory. The enemy action must have been defensive. They were not going to attack Earth. At least, he would believe it when he saw it. He wanted to think humanity would be perfectly safe if it stayed within Sol’s heliopause, a seductive idea to cling to. Maybe the aliens intended that. To pen up the new and potentially troublesome species.

      He cursed himself out loud, stood up, and headed for the mess. After filling a plate with the stew they were serving, he took a mouthful and then pushed it around. His stomach rebelled against the metallic taste. Then his comlink beeped.

      “Sir,” came the voice. “You’d better get back to C and C.”

      He frowned, and then did so, at a quick enough pace that he was glad Launchpad had only defense personnel. Civilians were slower to get out of the way. Finally, he stumbled into command and control, the heart of the station.

      Most of the people who had been there the previous night had gone off-shift. He recognized this crew, though. Launchpad’s C and C was the main communications center for all of Earthforce’s deep space operations. “What’s the trouble?”

      “Twenty minutes ago we lost contact with the ESS Valley Forge.” The report was delivered far too calmly. “We just found her again. What’s left of her.”

      “Was it enemy action?” Anthony’s tone was flat, cold.

      “Yes. We also found the enemies. They’re coming.”

      Anthony’s stomach sank. He knew what those simple words meant.

      War.
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      Show the appropriate amount of grief, Suza reminded herself as she walked away from the crematorium. Glancing down at the black she wore, she shook her head. Her hair needed cutting. Stray sandy strands fell across her blue-grey eyes, which must by now be darkened to almost true blue by the tears she forced to come. She was supposed to cry at funerals. She didn’t even do funerals, she’d only come for her mother and then listened to her complain and whine and attack.

      “Do you want to see the stars, Suza?” Suza’s father’s voice echoed in her memory.

      Mars was not a good place from which to see the stars, not with its domes and its dust storms, not with its tendency to look inwards since the war. Earthforce had retreated at first, but were now reaching out again, reaching beyond the Red Planet. They had sent a colony ship, the Endeavour, out into a neighboring solar system. Any idiot could tell they would not keep control of the colonies. Reclaiming was over. The war had changed both sides. Suza knew it all from her schoolbooks.

      Her mother blamed Earthforce for Suza’s problems. She blamed Earthforce for Suza’s father’s death. She blamed everyone but herself for everything around her. Suza’s world spun for a moment at the thought, then shattered to pieces that she pulled together by sheer strength of will.

      Her father was dead. Her mother would die one day. Then she would be put into the barracks. Mars valued only independence and strength.

      Suza had more strength than anyone she knew, strength that mingled with her bitterness. Her mother had been almost impossible to live with. Now, she was sure it would no longer be “almost” but “entirely.”

      The only way to escape would be to leave Mars. It was a cold decision. She did not wait for her mother, but walked towards their home. They lived in Central, the largest center of population on Mars. Still smaller than most Earth cities. Most people walked, comfortable in the low gravity and the simple clothing Marsfolk wore. Green was a popular color. Humans needed green.

      Suza preferred the honest red of Mars.

      City officials had placed a large news screen in the center of Viking Square. Suza stopped, transfixed for a moment. Her mind threatened to shatter again. No sound came from the screen, just the anchor’s talking head and the news ticker, a format unchanged since the last century. The Endeavour had sent a signal back to Earth.

      The signal, which was undoubtedly being censored on Earth and Luna, was being forwarded straight to the people of Mars. Freedom from censorship was part of what they had fought for.

      Aliens had destroyed the first ship sent out, years before. Now they had attacked the Endeavour.

      The signal meant war. The Endeavour skulking out there with her colonists, afraid to return to the Sol system. Afraid to lead the enemy here.

      For whatever reason, the aliens had registered humans as a threat. They did not need the Endeavour to lead them here. All they needed was the radio noise Earth gave off.

      Suza would not be drafted. Yet, she felt cold nonetheless.

      She knew exactly what war meant. She had been raised in it, lived it, breathed it. She knew the fear of the civilian under fire.

      And yet Suza did not understand the war. She could not grasp why they had tried to keep hold of a colony that cost more than it could ever have earned. Suza, in truth, could not grasp humanity. Yet, when she knew of the start of the Contact War she leapt, mentally, to the side and defense of her species.

      She remembered her childhood, and feared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Suza!” Her mother’s voice raised, strident. The older woman stepped out of the kitchen.

      Suza did not react. She had her mother thoroughly tuned out. The supplies were in place and she walked away.

      “I was talking to you.” Her mother’s cool blue gaze rested on her.

      “You were talking at me. I’m the one with the social disorder,” Suza snapped back.

      “I was talking about being prep—”

      Suza slashed into that word. “I heard. The first time. I’m not slow and I’m not stupid and I’m tired of being treated like a child!” She did not face her mother but kept her gaze turned away, even as her heart rate elevated. Marsgov would not give Suza an independent living certificate. She was twenty-two and still a minor. An adult did not go into rages over the stupidest little things. An adult could talk right and did not give everyone the creeps. She was good at other things, but she was still a child in the eyes of the law and of society.

      Her mother took half a step back. “I’m worried about you.”

      “Why? They won’t exactly let me go fight the aliens. Or do anything else.” She could not even volunteer. Suza indicted her mother, the Republic, all of independent Mars. She finished the job by adding, “Earth would let me be useful.” The empty threat came from her before she thought about it. She could never set foot on Earth without an exo.

      “Earth would not give us the allowance we get so you don’t have to stretch beyond your abilities,” her mother said softly, gently.

      Suza just stared. One, two, three. She couldn’t make it to ten. “My abilities consist of more than sitting around doing a few hours of scutwork a week. I could be a translator.” She turned and stormed out. She did not need to hear her mother’s response. She already knew what it would be.

      She could leave the house, and she did, walking through Central’s streets. The sandstorm-scuffed dome above made it impossible to really see the sky. She wondered what it would be like to do so, to live beyond the semi-inverted, opaque fishbowl. Suza could be more than she was, but she’d never gotten therapy or special education. The dome imprisoned Central, but less material things imprisoned her, kept her from leaving. She knew in her heart that she’d walk right back home before her mother could get somebody to drag her.

      Right back to a life as dull and opaque as the scratched dome.
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      Warren Taylor stared up at the stars. He ran his fingers through his receding hairline, something he had no desire to fix. Even now, seeing the heavens chilled him, the chill of remembered darkness. Of battles fought in cold grey rooms, flesh hitting flesh. He flinched as if he had received those blows, not delivered them. The stars gazed down on him like the million eyes of God. Somewhere amongst them, though, were eyes that might have been those of Satan.

      He stood in the parking lot of the Ealing Science Museum. About fifty yards from here Doctor Clarissa Johns had accidentally invented the star drive.

      She didn’t know what trouble she had caused. She didn’t know much these days, having caught a mutant retrovirus that gave her a form of dementia. They kept talking about a cure, but Warren feared that one of the most brilliant minds of the era was irrevocably lost. He had met her only once, but she was a warm flame in his memory.

      But Earthforce didn’t need a physicist. It needed an anthropologist. No, not quite. An expert on non-human intelligence. His own past flickered through his mind again, an intermingling of interrogations and interviews, of war and peace overlaying one another in a confused pattern. He was not the expert they needed, but that would not stop the government from begging for his help. He was retired, dammit. Yet, how could he stay that way when Earth needed him?

      “Penny for them?” came a voice from behind him, marked by a familiar accent. Californian.

      Warren turned, and he felt himself relax, the very sight of the woman enough to loosen the tension in his muscles. He wondered why. She was no great shakes to look at, small with a flat chest, and hair as close cut as possible short of a clean shave. “Irene. I was just wondering where we would find an expert on non-human intelligence.” His own speech betrayed his origins in northern England.

      Irene’s face took on an air of mischievous contemplation. “Chimp researchers?”

      “Chimps are dangerously close to human. Didn’t somebody try to get them reclassified again?” Not that he was sure he believed that, but there was something human about them, something that echoed men. “That’s why I thought of you.” Irene loved her fish-eating subjects, and he was not going to argue about it now. The cold returned to his core, as if his heart had been frozen. “We don’t know why the aliens keep attacking. If we could get hold of the Valley Forge’s black box...”

      “That would only tell us how she died.” Irene frowned, her face otherwise set into a theater mask, unable to decide if it was comedy or tragedy. “Non-human intelligence.”

      “You dolphin people are the closest we have to experts.”

      Irene broke her mask, for a moment, to grin. “It’s a shame we can’t design an interface to have a dolphin fly a spaceship.”

      Dolphins flying spaceships? Irene was a bit of a loon, but he liked her anyway. She might even have a point: who would have better three-dimensional maneuverability? For now, he humored her. “If it was possible and the dolphins were willing...but right now, we have a more immediate concern. Lack of data about the aliens. No pictures beyond this one tape, no language information, nothing. The hostility seems to have no reason behind it.” His voice raised in frustration, more with each word. A knot formed in his stomach.

      Her grin went away, back to tragedy. “There can’t be no reason.”

      Warren felt her eyes on him, not quite a stare. “I see your point. No reason or provocation we can see or tell,” he corrected. Yeah. Aliens did not have to have a reason he could understand. The image in his mind was of implacable, expressionless faces.

      “How do we know they fired first? How do we know they didn’t somehow provoke the Atlantis or the Valley Forge?” Irene asked.

      “We don’t.” Warren’s tone was grim. “Our best hope is that it is all a misunderstanding. Could you see who you can get involved on the dolphin side? And I don’t just mean human researchers. Be careful who you talk to, though. Earthforce has a news blackout in place - no gossip mongers, please.” He trusted her, but he didn’t trust all scientists.

      The blackout was smart. For a moment, Warren envisioned a panicked mob. It drew him back into the war, into its horrors. He shuddered as the memory sprung from the back of his mind, trapping him for a moment.

      “I’ll call some people,” was all Irene said, turning to walk away.

      Warren watched her go. Nice woman, once she left her lab or the dolphin tank. He let her swaying walk distract him for a moment. Only a moment, though. He could not afford more.

      Slowly, he made his way back to his car. He did not look at the stars again.
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      Warren’s head throbbed slowly, but with increasing pressure. He reached for an aspirin.

      The news blackout had held for less than a day. Now the media was full of reactions.

      One group of people had taken over the Mayan city at Chichen Itza by force. They were meditating on top of the pyramid while they waited for the aliens to come and pick them up.

      Another group had bought out all the canned goods at a grocery store in the American Midwest, then all the ammunition they could get. They had driven off into the desert.

      No less than forty web preachers were certain the aliens were the anti-Christ. Another twenty were claiming they were servants of the Most High who were here to cleanse the Earth of unbelievers. The Muslims were pretty much in agreement that the aliens were infidels who should be driven back to their own solar system.

      Not a bad plan, Warren thought. Things would have been better had the aliens never come, of course.

      Yet, the invaders were here now. The deep space sensor net had picked up six ships at the edge of the system. One of them might have killed the Valley Forge. Or more than one. Without her black box, they would never know.

      Now there was a message. Thankfully, it had been broadcast in such a way that hams on Earth or Mars would never pick it up. His finger hovered over the icon for the file, hesitant.

      Truth was, he didn’t want to put a face to the menace. That way, he could think of them as just targets to be destroyed. At the same time, he wasn’t a soldier, and he wasn’t going to have to shoot at them. Earthforce would have to be pretty desperate to draft him and put a gun in his hands. Trying to think of the aliens as people would help what he needed to do. But his stomach knotted at the thought of dealing with them, his imagination filled with little green men. With giant bugs. With grey faces with huge eyes. He was stronger than these nerves, he had fought in the war. He had faced the darkness that threatened him, the feeling left from killing. Just not aliens. He reached for the file icon again, his hand missing twice.

      Video. Why would it be video? He thought back to every communication. Video wasted bandwidth. They would not speak each other’s languages. It flickered a little, as if not quite in the right file format for his screen.

      Then the image cleared. A bipedal alien with armored skin and clothing. More humanoid than Warren would have expected, and at the same time less. No hair. No separate mouth and nose. Darker skinned than any human. It was ugly, and his skin went clammy, his heart beginning to pound. The creature spoke words he didn’t understand. Then it moved, and his fear exploded, took over every part of his mind.

      He wanted to run, he wanted to hide, he wanted to get away from that thing. He gasped, and managed to turn the screen off, with such a clumsy motion he knocked his coffee cup over. It was, fortunately, all but empty.

      A thin stream of liquid fell out of it as his head dropped into his hands. He had not been able to watch for more than two minutes.

      The accompanying text file said nobody had. That the aliens drove everyone to instinctive fear and aggression. Earthforce had tried sending written messages, but they had been ignored, the aliens either not understanding or not wanting them.

      Warren could see nothing but war between the two species. At that moment, there was no way he could want anything else.
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      Warren did not try to view the tape again. Instead, he read all the messages he had been sent. Nobody could watch it without wanting to run away, strike out, or both. As if the aliens were some predator from human racial memory. Culture had no effect. Whites, Asians, Inuit, Australian Aborigines.

      Warren had a sinking feeling the aliens were not the ones who had attacked unprovoked.

      No. Humanity had fired first. Knowing that set things in a different light. If people kept firing at you, you’d fire back. Sooner or later, you’d start firing first. Unless he, or some diplomat, could somehow tell the aliens what was going on and how they made people feel.

      Warren forced himself to think tactically. The invaders clearly had the superior firepower, at least in space. On the ground, how could commanders discipline troops who turned into gibbering fools at the sight of the enemy? How could he face them? The only answer was to become what he had been during the war.

      He stared at the screen some more. He longed for the illusion, if not the reality, that humans were the only sentient beings in the galaxy. Yet they were not the only ones on their own planet, and he shivered again.

      Maybe the dolphs could try to communicate. But that created one more layer of translation, and he did not want to rely on them. Getting dolphins to focus on something for more than a few minutes was tough. But if they didn’t have the same kind of reaction and could be persuaded... It was their planet, too. He called Irene.

      Her face appeared on his terminal, tired and drawn. “Has anyone tried showing the tape to an ape or a dolphin?” he asked her.

      “Dolphins, not yet. It’s been shown to chimps and bonobos, and they react similarly to humans. Not quite the same...” She trailed off for a moment. “Straight aggression, not fear - aggression.”

      Warren nodded. “Let’s try with the dolphins. Not that I’d want to use them as diplomats.” He should not expose his feelings to Irene, who claimed she got on better with them than with humans.

      “I’m not so sure about that; most of them couldn’t handle it, but some could. The right one... Any luck with any human ethnic group?” Irene responded. Her tone was sharp, and there were bags under her eyes. She was clearly approaching becoming a “wreck.”

      “Nothing. The reaction seems to be universal and instinctive,” Warren said. “And only when they move. Of course, the obvious answer to that is audio-only communication.” He forced himself to outward calm, for her sake. Lingering effects from the tape caused his stomach to flutter.

      “Why aren’t we doing that?” Irene asked.

      “Because the linguistic analysis indicates the spoken language is incomplete. They think word meanings may be colored by body language. We don’t have a chance of understanding them from sound alone.” Warren’s shoulders rose, then fell. “Once we can start translating, we can probably work out a pidgin, but we can’t even view the tapes to analyze them. I tried computer analysis. No dice. I even tried the full AI they have at Ealing, and guess what?”

      “The AI was reduced to gibbering fear?” Irene struggled not to laugh. “Well, I suppose an AI programmed by humans...”

      “Yeah. And the artificial stupids couldn’t recognize the patterns well enough. We need a sentient translator who can talk to them.” Warren sighed softly.

      Irene let her shoulders slump. “Written communication?”

      “Ignored so far. Try the dolphins. I think they’re our only hope.”

      He turned away, so she could not see his face. He did not want to trust dolphins. After what had happened during the bomb disposal and search projects in the twenty-first century, he found it impossible to believe they did not hate humans. He also found it hard to believe they were nearly as intelligent as homo sapiens, let alone as intelligent. He would not want to rely on them. Besides, they were not quite as all there, as focused as humans. He ended the call.

      “This entire thing is ridiculous,” he told himself out loud. No, think it through. If somebody, or some AI, could analyze the movements and show them out of context, then he could translate. He’d only have to hear the words. He switched on the soundtrack alone.

      It did sound thin, almost incomplete, and he shook his head. He needed somebody who was good at learning body language.

      Something niggled at him, but he couldn’t immediately place it.
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      The researchers had made some minor progress. The dolphins didn’t freak out at the tape, but they didn’t like it and made that clear to the humans working with them. Very clear. Getting cooperation from them might be possible, but it would not be easy. Big surprise.

      For his part, Warren was trying to chase down the thought he had had. Good at... Finally, he gave up and went to get lunch. That, of course, was when it flashed into his mind. He shot off an email to the other researchers. “Has anyone shown the tape to an actor?”

      Nobody’d thought of that, but they tried it and responses came back quickly. One of them managed to watch the video, but it had taken all of his willpower, and he could not focus on anything else. Computer analysis was clearly their only route. The problem was getting together enough data to do it without relying on the most sophisticated AIs.

      Another message came from General Anthony.

      The aliens had just blown up another system patrol ship, a Japanese vessel with an unpronounceable name. They were now heading for the Jovian system with its orbital facilities. Defenses were being gathered. The outposts there were full of civilian scientists.

      May was out there. He’d given up any claim on her, but that did not mean he wanted her dead. They might have very thoroughly fallen out of love, but... Breathe. Her face floated in his mind. He did not still love her. He did not. Forcing himself to focus on the matter at hand became tough against the memory of her touch, her lips against his. Of the fights that became more and more common until she moved out.

      He finally forced his thoughts back where they belonged, but her perfume lingered.

      He told himself that reasonably civilized aliens would not commit genocide. He even believed it for a moment. Then he remembered that reasonably civilized humans had done some pretty bad things.

      His email icon flickered again. He opened it, and the distraction returned, elevating his heartbeat. It was from May. “Try using people who can’t naturally read body language.” Who had brought her into the loop? He might never know.

      If body language wasn’t a component of the alien language, Warren would have searched for a blind linguist. But everyone could read body language. “Like who?”

      Photon entanglement meant instant communication now. No more waiting for light speed lag. But there was no response. He frowned, trying to think it through. May was a planetary scientist, not an anthropologist, but that did not mean she’d never had a good idea. He remembered...and again, forced the memory away.

      She’d only sent the message to him. He forwarded it to Irene. “Any clue what she might have meant? She sent this, then...nothing.”

      “People with some developmental disorders,” Irene wrote back, “have to learn how to read and understand human body language.”

      “She’s suggesting we use nutcases?” How could they trust somebody like that? It was the craziest idea. He did not want to think about insanity, about his mind falling apart as others had, when that virus had swept through the scientific community, always seeming to seek out the best and brightest. When the vaccine had come too late for so many.

      “No. What we need is an autistic savant,” Irene sent back. “I don’t know of any who are linguists, though. They tend not to have language skills.”

      “Then we may have to make one,” Warren typed back. Now he understood what she meant. Some autistics were geniuses in a specific area. If they were also immune to the effect of the aliens...then it could be part of the answer.

      But only part, for who on Earth had the necessary training?
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      Kerehin paced the observation lounge, to and fro Viewports showed the stars, but she ignored them, stepping around the table and chairs in the center without conscious thought.

      “This makes no sense,” she said out loud, her body language shifting for an invisible audience.

      No, perhaps the aliens had been provoked, unintentionally, but how? Or the species had no myoran. No myoran, yet spacegoing. That was the ky’iin’s worst fear. It meant war, inevitable as the life cycle of a star.

      That first possibility also meant war, for now. However, it was a war that could be contained, controlled, and eventually ended. The President would be hoping to hear that.

      For now, Kerehin had no choice but to go on the offensive. She would have to make sure she took out their means to fight back, but only that. She hoped she would be able to tell.

      She turned on her heel and strode into the corridor. This was her ship, she was comfortable on it. A male crewmember bobbed his head as he ducked past her on some swift errand. She made her way to the lift, and then to the bridge. Where she belonged. She could not leave it much longer.

      When Kerehin strode onto the bridge she was met by a flurry of salutes. They definitely made them younger every year. That or she was getting too old for this. The latter seemed far more likely. Not that she would ever admit that to anyone. A Captain could not afford to show weakness, or discipline would start to erode. That was especially true on a modern ship with a good number of males on board.

      “Report,” she said, before stepping onto the low dais that held the command station.

      The young woman who had had the bridge watch dipped her head. “Nothing to report, sir.”

      “They’re quiet?”

      “It seems that way.”

      Kerehin let herself relax into her command chair, tapping long fingers on one arm. If the aliens weren’t going to come hunting, she could take things slowly and establish exactly what she needed to do.

      She sighed. She had never seen action; few had. War was something the ky’iin had done their best to leave behind, but explorers knew the risks.

      What would her people do if they did encounter a species that literally could not be reasoned with? Wipe them off the face of the galaxy?

      The possibility churned in her head. She hoped it would not be necessary, but realism necessitated that she consider and be ready for it.

      “Any thoughts on why they attacked?” The voice of her first officer, Aurelin, cut into her reverie.

      “No idea yet,” Kerehin admitted, but quietly. For their sake, and the mission’s, the young people must not realize just how serious the situation was for them and for all ky’iin.

      “Good thing we have a negotiator on board.”

      “Assuming it was some kind of misunderstanding. I went over the logs. I know we did nothing to provoke them.” Kerehin faced her for a moment. “Any ideas?”

      “Maybe they’re highly territorial?” was the only suggestion Aurelin could make.

      “That doesn’t explain the first fight or the second. We weren’t on their hunting grounds then.” Kerehin turned towards the view screen.

      “Maybe we approached in a manner that doesn’t seem hostile to us but did to them?” Aurelin was, perhaps, clutching at straws.

      Kerehin could not blame her. She was hunting for a few herself. For any reasonable explanation. These people were the most similar to the ky’iin, physically, they had so far encountered. She wanted them to be friends and allies. If instead they were implacable enemies, then she would not be the only one who was unhappy.

      A war would cost a lot in lives and treasure, and a war of containment would gain them nothing. These aliens already had the stardrive. Containing them would be hard.

      The ky’iin could not let these people walk free unless there was peace. Yes, she had contemplated genocide, but knew she could not carry it out. For the entire future of these people, the ky’iin would have to watch them. Watch them and pray for some evolution that would change things.

      Kerehin did not tend towards hatred, but what she felt was dangerously close to it.

      “There has to be some way.”

      Aurelin was younger. She was bound to be more optimistic. Kerehin wished she could share her confidence.
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      Haniyar paced through the ship. Had ly known ly was copying the Captain’s actions, ly might well have stopped.

      The government was counting on lin experience, and lik capacity as a ly’ir, one of the ky’iin third gender, to solve this. There were other ly’ir on board, but none had lin training as a negotiator.

      No race would start a war for no reason. War was expensive, on so many levels. Peace was always the desirable state. That meant they had to have a reason. Maybe it was honor, maybe they needed living space, maybe it was saber-rattling in the hope of a stronger diplomatic position.

      Maybe they were just nuts. “Who are you?” ly murmured towards the viewports. Kerehin’s job was to work out a plan to fight these people. Haniyar sought to make the plan unnecessary.

      Ly felt lin stomach tighten at the idea of fighting another entire civilization.

      “What are you?” ly asked the aliens, even though they could not hear lik.

      Some things Haniyar knew. Oxygen breathing, carbon-based; just like every form of intelligent life they had found so far. They originated from the third planet, a water world, cooler and wetter than Home. A nice planet, especially if you had aquatic tendencies. They had colonized the third planet’s smaller, airless companion and the fourth planet, a prime candidate for terraforming if there ever was one.

      They had the star drive. They had decent weapons technology, but not enough to truly threaten the ky’iin. The question was whether they had myoran. Whether they had the “true wisdom” necessary to transcend their own instincts and evolution. They should, by all the laws of history. But did they? Or was their myoran imperfect, not well enough tested to deal with the alien?

      Haniyar did not know. “Why are you?” ly asked. Ly could not answer any of lin own questions. Ly needed more information, so ly turned on lin heel and left the room. Ly stalked towards lin quarters. Maybe ly had missed something obvious. Maybe the solution could only come clear when both sides started working together.

      Maybe they never could.
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      Suza sat on a bench in the plaza. Her head was sunk between her knees, which did nothing to silence the pounding between her ears.

      She felt as useless as they claimed. Some days she couldn’t pour herself a drink without spilling it or remember what to buy from the store. Some days, the worst, all she could do was sit and stare until the patterns in her mind came back together. Some days, her thoughts were absolutely clear. Maybe she should learn more languages. If she kept at it, maybe she could make some money from it. Money for her mother to hoard and refuse to let them spend. There was no point. Besides, most people would not hire somebody with no Independent Living Certificate.

      She lifted her head to watch the big screen. No sound, only the caption, the anchorwoman’s words. “The invaders have destroyed the patrol ship Ikazuchi.” Japanese. She lowered her head again. She could not bring herself to hate them or, for that matter, to feel anything. She just didn’t want a war. She didn’t want to be huddled in the underground shelters again wondering if they would survive, eating rationed food, and hating every part of her existence.

      Tears began to stream from her eyes, uncontrolled. On a good day, she could hold them back, just manage not to cry in public. It simply wasn’t appropriate. But today she could not stop. Her head dropped again. Worthless. Useless. Helpless.

      Worthless. Useless. Helpless. Round and round in her head, locked into a downward whirl of emotions. Pain pushed all else out of her mind. She might have sat like that for a very long time had not somebody placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Go ’way,” she said, in tones a ten-year-old might have used. She was aware at some level of how young she sounded, but her inner self was a passive observer right now. All she could do was watch, knowing this was why she would always be treated as a child. He didn’t go away, but rather stepped around to face her. Yes, it was a he, she recognized as she lifted her head slowly. A stranger. An Earther, too. She could tell from the way he moved. She, born here, accepted Mars gravity as normal. He wasn’t used to it yet.

      “You want to talk about it?” he offered.

      His words hit her as individuals, not part of a sentence. She had to concentrate to stitch them together in the right order. “No,” she said grimly, firmly. She stood. She had just enough focus to make her way, slowly, back home.

      Even if she hated it, she had no place else to go.
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      Suza clung to her access to the Mars web. Interplanetary was far too expensive, but most important stuff was mirrored. Now, she accessed an old Earth classic, a time travel story. Time travel was was still clearly indicated as impossible. She didn’t understand why, but accepted it. It made a good story, though.

      She let the words flow within her, and the rhythm of the language take over. This happened anytime she read. And not just English. Any language. The book took her out of her world, transported her into an adventure. Not that she wanted one of those. Adventure struck her as a fundamentally uncomfortable experience. By definition, it would be full of hardship and sleeping on the floor and stuff.

      She liked her creature comforts and her security. Not having to worry about anything was seductive.

      A flashing icon in the corner of the screen disturbed her. At least she knew it wasn’t her mother. She would just knock on the door. That meant it might actually be somebody she wanted to talk to. She pulled it up.

      She recognized the name immediately. The note was from one of the people who had tested her, assessing how “functional” she was. It wasn’t copied to her mother that she could see.

      

      Suza McRae,

      

      I’d like to solicit your assistance in a psychological experiment. We need people with your condition. You’ll receive a small payment if you agree. It won’t involve a lot of your time or any invasive medical testing.

      

      Dr. Hargrove

      

      She studied the message for a long moment. She was not supposed to agree without clearing it with her mother. She wasn’t supposed to do anything without her guardian’s agreement, except maybe walk to the plaza. According to her mother, she was supposed to eat and breathe and that was about it.

      She responded with “Yes” before trying to go back to her book. Probably one of Hargrove’s stupid color matching exercises, but it would be something to do. A purpose, if only for a short period of time.

      That was what she needed. A purpose, and they would never trust her with one.

      She couldn’t concentrate on her book at all now. Instead, she pulled up her Chinese lesson. With over half of the colonists being Chinese, she felt she had to try.

      It gave her something to do, something to stretch herself with. It helped her think about what she was saying and not use the wrong word as much. Or call somebody by the wrong name, which was another favorite.

      Her email icon showed up again. He wanted her to come to his office tomorrow.

      Well, she could do that. She tensed. Hargrove might be up to something. He had never called her in at such short notice before.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The fact that her mother asked her where she was going indicated he had broken the rules altogether. She managed, “out for a walk,” and fled. She was a crappy liar and even worse at knowing when she was being lied to. She had to concentrate so hard to understand the unspoken.

      She had to concentrate so hard on every little thing. Martians prided themselves on their independence and physical fitness. No wonder she felt perpetually guilty. A weird feeling invaded her head, like the beginnings of another headache. Worry brought aching tension to her muscles, slowing her motions. What could the doctor want with her?

      Usually these psychological tests were kind of fun. She’d gotten paid to play video games before. She could hide the cash from her mother, so she would not have to beg for whatever she needed, to prove it was a need and not a want. Her mother was so austere. Suza was not allowed anything that was not strictly necessary, no luxuries. With her own money, maybe she could buy something she just wanted, something pretty...

      ...that her mother would promptly scream at her for having, pointing out how much food it would buy. She shook her head.

      The doctor’s office was not far away, in the same central tower as the main hospital. She’d been here far too many times in the two years since the war had ended. Trying to catch up on the years of therapy and training she should have had. Back during the war, they’d given up on her, a form of therapeutic triage. Now it was almost too late. She would never be “fully functional,” according to them.

      Suza stepped into the building and checked in with the AI. Mars’ scarce human labor would have been wasted on a live receptionist. Up to the eighth floor. Narrow corridors, and then a knock on his office door, feeling that reasonless fear grow within her again.

      “Come in,” came his voice from within.

      She took hold of the doorknob, hesitated, and stared at the door for a long moment. A large part of her wanted to flee. This was stupid. Doctor Hargrove treated her like a human being and talked about things other than what she couldn’t do. She stepped inside.

      Even she could tell something was wrong. Hargrove had bags under his eyes, a pale, drawn expression, and no coffee left in the pot. “Are you all right?” she blurted.

      “Miss McRae, sit down, please.” His voice, too, sounded thin and tired.

      Suza sat, folding her hands into her lap, and tried for stillness. “What’s this about?”

      “I told you I had a psych experiment. In a way that’s true, but not entirely. I don’t want your mother knowing what’s going on, or she’d forbid you to come here. How are your Chinese studies coming along?”

      That wasn’t an expected question. “Pretty well, but I’m approaching the point where I’m going to need a learning partner. Tape can only take you so far.”

      “Okay. I’m going to ask you to watch a video. All I want right now is for you to tell me how it makes you feel.”

      Hargrove was jumping from subject to subject. Suza could not see how any of it connected. Curiosity, though, trumped concern. “All right.”
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