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Advance Reader Copy

Version 1.0




This is the first “complete” version of my book, just shy of six years into what I initially thought would be a six-month project. I’d greatly appreciate your feedback, whatever its form — especially if it’s to fix a problem, whether it’s an unclear story beat or a grammatical error. Please email me at a@a8o.co with your thoughts.




Alessandro Corazza
January 2026
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  Panic!

  
  





Work together, Eate Bread together, Declare this all abroad. We have now begun to declare it by Action, in Diging up the Common Land, and casting in Seed that we may eat our Bread together in righteousness. And every one that comes to work, shall eate the Fruit of their own labours, one having as much Freedom in the Fruit of the Earth as another. 
— Gerrard Winstanley, The True Levellers Standard Advanced







“What’s the hurry?” Eadi craned its neck to look at Cynrid as the older scientist galloped across the small lab, past tables of computers and vials bereft, as usual, of any other apprentices to operate them.




Its tutor glanced back and huffed in its habitual staccato fashion. “I got a message asking me for advice. They say something’s eating the stitha. The crop’s getting wiped out.”




Eadi scratched an ear-hole with one of its claws. “Do they know what’s causing it?”




“A bug. I have to go. You can come if you want, but I won’t have time for pupsitting.”




Eadi hesitated, its gaze bouncing between the samples it was analyzing and Cynrid waiting in the doorway. Finally it pushed away from its desk, taking one last look to make sure it wasn’t forgetting anything. Samples and notes were strewn about but it didn’t look like there was any time to tidy things up; there was nothing worse than coming back to work in an environment that had been left in disarray, but this would take time Eadi clearly did not have. It wobbled its long neck in resignation and followed Cynrid out of the stout, low-slung building. The two Thili leapt into the nearest transporter and Cynrid quickly swiped its armpad against the dashboard to reserve the vehicle for a while. “Which farmstead is affected?” Eadi asked as it watched Cynrid pan across a navigation map to enter their destination.




“Several families around Haefoda, so far.” Cynrid contorted its face slowly as it always did when deep in thought. “But I’ll know more when I get there.”




“When we get there, you mean!” Eadi replied cheerfully, until it realized the lab would remain disorderly for days on end.




“Right. If you insist. They said they need an entomologist to take a look at this bug they’ve found. We’re the only ones nearby.” Cynrid let out a long huff. “I’m sure they didn’t want to talk to me by choice. I may as well have you around to tend to their feelings if they’re easily offended.” Eadi swivelled its head towards its stubbornly undiplomatic tutor with despair and watched Cynrid shift its belly on the bench seat, two legs draped on either side. Its dense winter fur was being supplanted by a rust-coloured summer coat flecked with small bald spots that had started to appear shortly after the scientist’s one-hundredth birthday. In the past few years it had become fashionable for elders to get fur transplants to hide these telltale signs of age, but Eadi guessed that Cynrid would sooner jump into the ocean than give in to such vanity. “Let’s each stop at home to get our things,” Cynrid said as it finally found a comfortable seating position. “I expect we’ll be away for seven or eight days.” Eadi said nothing as the pair floated low over a sea of purple stitha plants covering the northern plains of the small planet Tundal, its horizon always looming near. A pleasant silence lingered, broken only by the soft rushing of a warm breeze and the distant squawk of six-winged figolu swooping through the air in pairs, their first breeding season just beginning. One of them gripped a bright red fruit in its claws; an offering for a potential mate.




“Are you just about done with that?”




Startled, Eadi turned to its tutor, who was reviewing data as the transport noiselessly floated on. “Sorry?”




“Tapping your digging-claws together like a pup counting a big number?”




“I was?” Eadi looked down at the hard, trowel-shaped tips of its hands, clasped together tensely. “I guess I was lost in my thoughts.”




“Hm. At least you think. That already puts you ahead of most other people. What’s the problem?”




“There’s no problem,” Eadi looked up to the sky and wobbled its head. “Just thinking about this trip. Eight days is a long time. I’ve never been away from home for more than one night.”




Cynrid’s face puffed in amusement. “Ironic, coming from someone who’s always complaining about how nothing exciting ever happens around here. Now’s your chance. There’s no better way to learn than by doing. You’ve spent enough time in the lab and need to put claws to soil sometime. Assuming entomology is still the field that interests you the most?”




“It is,” Eadi replied while still looking dead ahead. “And I do want to go with you. I guess I’m just nervous because I don’t know what to expect, but I’m sure this will be a good learning experience for me.” Although studying insects was far from the most glamorous of the life-sciences, Eadi had always shown an interest in it. It didn’t hurt that one of Tundal’s foremost (and very few) entomologists lived in the same settlement: Eadi had as a pup befriended several of Cynrid’s descendants and would often visit their farmstead, so perhaps that closeness to the eminent scientist had been what nurtured Eadi’s interest in insects. At any rate, when the year came to choose an apprenticeship, it had been an easy choice. “So what is this bug, exactly?” Eadi asked after a while. “What do we know about it so far?”




Cynrid looked up with approval from the data scrolling on its armpad. “People in a few farmsteads around Haefoda say they’ve found tiny, bright blue insects that are eating Stitha. They brought samples to a lab there. Scientists ran checks against all known species. They say it doesn’t come close to matching anything we’ve seen before. Mind you, the scientists in question are just botanists, so they’re probably doing it all wrong. It’s possible this bug is something we already know how to deal with.”




Eadi considered this for a moment. “So this could be a previously undiscovered species? Or a mutation of a known one?”




“Good question. I don’t know. Based on the data they sent me I don’t think it’s a mutation. I also can’t imagine anything native to Tundal mutating this quickly nor staying hidden this long, but we’ll see.”




Cynrid’s phrasing bounced around Eadi’s mind as the transporter alighted halfway between its home and its tutor’s. Towards what was Cynrid digging?




The scientist held its armpad up to the transporter’s display to indicate that they would need it for a while longer, and leapt off before the vehicle had fully settled to the ground. Cynrid glanced quickly to Eadi. “Meet me back here at midday!”




Eadi watched it gallop through the fields; it had never seen it in such a hurry.




* * *




Eadi strode briskly between the neat rows of stitha, their spongy purple fronds parting as Eadi passed through. The snowmelt-dampened soil required gentle steps to avoid sinking down to one’s ankles. Near the outskirts of the field, Eadi spotted its broodmate Ingul with a vacuum drone in tow, collecting spores to sow later in the summer. Ingul was an engineer by trade, but like all Thili in the small settlement of Botwic it also contributed time to maintaining the family farmstead. “Eadi! You’re early!” Ingul exclaimed, wobbling its head after taking note of its sibling’s concerned expression. “Oh no, what happened? Is Cynrid alright?”




“Huh? Oh, yes, fine. It got called to Haefoda for an entomological emergency.”




“Yeah right. Like that’s even a thing. What’s really happening?”




“It’s true. There’s some kind of bug eating stitha.”




“Eating stitha? Lots of insects do that, and we coexist just fine. We can plant a little more for them next year.”




“I wish I could share your optimism, but the scientists in Haefoda don’t recognize this particular species, and they say things are bad. They did their best to figure this out but there’s no entomologist over there, so that’s why they called Cynrid — to confirm what this thing is, exactly. I’m following for the work experience, and to help in any way I can.”




“Hm. It must be some kind of mutation. Has to be,” Ingul replied while poking at a stitha frond. “Wait… How long will you be gone? You’ll miss the festival!”




“Possibly.” Eadi tackled each question in turn, accustomed to its sibling’s concurrent trains of thought. “Although that shouldn’t happen on such a short timescale. Mutations take a long time to be transmitted to a large population. And yes, I guess I will have to miss this year’s festival,” it added, feigning sadness. “We’ll be gone for seven days or so. It isn’t the end of the world — there’ll be another harvest next year.”




“Sure, but you’re the best harpist in the household, and now we’ll have an odd number of dancers, and that’s annoy— Oh! Maybe we can remove the bugs from stitha plants by mechanical means. Nonviolently, of course. Like a thresher, knock them off the plants.”




Eadi huffed. “If someone can build that, it’s you. Let me know if you come up with a working prototype.” It left Ingul to its scheming and continued on towards the household, nestled in a small valley formed by low hills. Like most buildings in the higher latitudes of the planet it was covered in turf; other than the entryway jutting out, it looked like a mound of soil with wind turbines growing on its summit. The plants on the roof swayed in the gentle breeze. Someone was up there reading, and leaned over the entryway.




“Hi Eadi! You’re home early!”




“Hi Scea.” Scea was Eadi’s bearer, the one who had incubated it until birth. All members of a Thili household were nominally of equal standing, but tended to naturally have a closer relationship with those they had conceived or borne. Scea took that protectiveness to the extreme. “I have to go to Haefoda with Cynrid. We’ll be gone for a few days.”




“Why?”




“Ingul can explain — I don’t have much time. Cynrid is waiting for me.”




“What? I’m sure you can take a few minutes to tell your own—”




The chastisement trailed off as Eadi shut the heavy front door, wiped the mud from its feet, and trudged through the common room that lay empty while the rest of the household worked or played elsewhere. The large round space was dominated at its centre by a cooking-hearth crowned with salt bins, and the domed ceiling above was dotted with skylight tubes that made the interior bright and sunny and fuelled the variety of leafy plants that most every Thili home featured in an effort to make the indoors feel as little like indoors as possible. Various lounging areas surrounded the hearth, their comfortable cushions doubling as beds at night. Eadi ducked past the small irrigation drone which had just detached from its dock to tend to one of the plants and reached into the shower to retrieve its shampoo, a flowery, extra-sudsy type. This was Eadi’s only personal possession; everything else was shared with the rest of the household, as every Thili had always done since they first put claw to soil.




* * *




“Ready?” Cynrid turned to look at Eadi.




The young apprentice stomped a foot in acquiescence, and looked up as the airship gingerly decelerated towards the airpad. Eadi was seldom impressed by any construct on Tundal; buildings were utilitarian, made of rammed earth or excavated from the ground itself, and transporters and agricultural equipment were built with an open tubular frame designed to use the bare minimum of materials. Airships, though, were something else altogether — a balloon of reflective tessellated facets attached to a small passenger compartment that looked like an enormous (and very shiny) cousin of the spore harvesters. Eadi had seen airships land here before, of course, but was always struck by their majestic carriage. The vessel came to a halt, hovering a stitha’s breadth from the ground, and a panel in the side of the passenger compartment swung downward to form a ramp. Cynrid bounced away, briskly striding towards it; Eadi hurried behind. Inside were three long benches and a small open latrine tucked at the back. Behind that was the engine compartment, also open, with placards showing maintenance procedures and emergency repair guides. The front and sides of the passenger compartment were entirely windowed, offering a sweeping panorama of the landscape. Eadi settled down at the front of the central bench, where it could be surrounded by windows that would hopefully impart a feeling of free flight. A gentle tone rang and an even gentler computer voice asked for their destination. Cynrid replied “Haefoda” and Eadi waited for the vessel to lift off. Nothing happened. “One passenger has not yet confirmed its destination,” the computer offered as a reminder. Eadi stared at the ceiling in confusion then blurted out “Haefoda also!”. The automated pilot replied with a warm thanks, then began reciting a security briefing. “This is so unnecessary,” Eadi complained as the mellifluous voice went through its script. “What kind of idiot would try to open the door mid-flight?”




“You’re starting to sound like me,” Cynrid huffed as the airship pulled straight up, lifting itself away from the ground with the nearly imperceptible whirring of machinery expelling excess air from the large balloon overhead. Eadi got up from its bench and wandered around, its breath condensing on the glass as it watched fields and hills recede below. Tundal offered quite a different perspective from the air. It was easier to see rivulets of snowmelt winding their way down into the fields where stitha plants soaked it up. Individual dwellings could be seen, just barely — their soil-covered roofs gave them the appearance of hillocks, and the occasional glint of sunlight off their wind collectors was the only giveaway of their presence. The air up here was a darker shade of its usual bluish-pink, and the curvature of the planet was easily visible. Tundal felt small.




They floated on, the journey interrupted only by a silent rendezvous with another airship shimmering in the distance, too far away to see who was inside. Eadi waved at it anyway; odds were the passengers were somebody it knew, or at least a relative of an acquaintance. That was always the case. Everybody knew everybody else on Tundal — one of the great sore points of living here.




After getting its fill of sightseeing Eadi sat down again, fidgeting. It hoped to engage Cynrid in conversation but the scientist was still fixated on its armpad, occasionally grunting in thought. Eadi whined in boredom at the samey landscape scrolling by. Finally, near sunset, a chime announced their arrival in Haefoda.
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  Haefoda

  
  





Overall, it must be said that those who kill or harm living creatures, or set them up to fight each other for their own pleasure, are no better than wild beasts themselves. If you pause and look carefully at the birds and animals, and even the little insects, you will see that they love their children, feel affection for their parents, live in couples, are jealous, angry, full of desire, self-protecting and fearful for their lives, and far more so than men, since they lack all intelligence. Surely one should pity them when they are killed or made to suffer? If you can look on any sentient being without compassion, you are less than human. 
— Chomei, Hojoki







Stitha plants don’t turn towards the sun. For that matter, they don’t even sway in the breeze — their fronds are too rigid, too thick. They sometimes wobble a little in particularly strong winds, but only just enough to avoid snapping in two. Otherwise they stay put, their ghostly white flesh turning purple to protect them from sunlight as the snow disappears during Tundal’s all-too-brief warm season. Once summer has darkened their skin their spores fall to the ground; the first snowfall then signals the time to start growing again, absorbing moisture from the snow and nutrients from the soil. Ancestral Thili had concocted various stories about this cycle: Stitha must be sentient, they said — how else could it know exactly what to do at exactly the right time, when to sleep and when to wake? How did it grow under the snow, unlike other plants? Surely this meant the visible fronds were but small appendages of a vast creature which lay underground. Some even went so far as to postulate that this being was intelligent and benevolent, producing the stitha as a lifeline for the Thili struggling to cope with the harsh climate on the surface.




Eadi found this almost offensively naive and was appalled when it first read those fanciful stories. Thankfully, no one in the present day believed those primitive tales: current technology permitted the Thili to analyze stitha in excruciating detail, and the scientific consensus was absolute in its determination that stitha was very much a plant, and in no way intelligent. But still, as much as it was merely a plant, it was an important one. Perhaps the most important of all, if one could allow such a chauvinistic statement: stitha may be able survive without Thili tending it, but Thili could definitely not survive without stitha. They had been intertwined for so long that the plant had for millennia been their only food source. Stitha and water — these were all a Thili needed to survive. A good thing, too. The meaty fronds lent themselves perfectly to drying, which meant they could be preserved indefinitely — an ideal food source for prehistoric Thili with whole families packed into underground burrows, enduring the long winter as best they could. Small wonder they had taken such a liking to this plant and forsaken whatever other food sources may have been available. Even now, nobody remembered a time before stitha and nobody imagined a future without it.




* * *




Eadi didn’t notice the airship was descending towards Haefoda until it broke through the heavy cloud cover and vistas of the capital filled the ship’s windows. Eadi stuck its face against the glass and stared for a long moment.




“That’s… it?”




Cynrid huffed gently. “What did you expect?”




Eadi scanned the city from either side of the airship. “It looked more impressive in pictures and videos. It’s just a bunch of small huts with the Yara building sticking out of it!”




“There’s nothing wrong with that, other than the Yara building. The town serves the needs of families who live here. What else would it need?”




“It doesn’t seem impressive at all. It’s the foremost city on our planet and the Yara who come here must think it’s a backwater village.”




“Pups…” Cynrid flopped its head back. “Eadi, I don’t want to give you another lecture about our history. You’ve only known life under the Yara occupation, but…”




“First of all, it isn’t an occupation, please stop calling it that… And So have you!”




Cynrid waved its arms in frustration. “Yes, fine, me too. But my parents knew what life was like before. They remembered the Yara’s arrival. They told me the stories. And I for one happen to think we shouldn’t discard their ways of doing things.”




“But we should make a good first impression, show others the best we have to offer! And this,” Eadi poked a claw at the window, “isn’t it!”




“This is the best impression we can make. Yara build those monstrosities they call buildings as monuments to their own vanity. You think we couldn’t build something even bigger than that if we wanted to?” Cynrid gestured animatedly at the small cityscape. “We can cure diseases, communicate over the air, launch things into space! We build like this by choice. The Yara see everything as a beak-measuring contest. The tallest building! The biggest city! They can’t help it. They think it makes them look superior but it does the opposite. They’re insecure and needy. Plus it casts such a big shadow that nobody wants to build near it,” Cynrid huffed. “A fitting metaphor!”




Eadi stared silently at the approaching airpad, trying its best to remain calm. Thili were part of a galaxy-spanning community now, and old-fashioned beliefs should be updated to reflect that reality. That didn’t necessarily require discarding buildings of stone and turf in favour of monumental Yara-style architecture, but Haefoda should still be a reflection of what the Thili civilization was today, not what it was a hundred harvests ago. They should at least build something over one storey tall! The Yara may open up travel to other protectorate species one day, and what would they think when they arrived here? Why would they take seriously this planet full of six-limbed peasants?




The two Thili sat in tense silence as the airship descended among the low hum of pumps and compressors. From its seat Eadi could make out two people waiting at the landing pad’s edge. The ground drew closer; the vessel came to a halt without touching it. As the hatch swung open the elder of the welcome party walked towards the airship, fluffing its fur warmly and greeting the arrivals in a flat southern accent. “Cynrid and Eadi? Welcome to Haefoda. My name’s Roanim. This is Erne, my apprentice.” Eadi greeted its fellow apprentice with the stomp of a back foot.




“Good to meet you in person, Roanim,” Cynrid said as they wove their necks together. “You’re brighter than most, especially for a botanist.”




Roanim patted Cynrid on the back with more force than was customary. “Thanks, elder one. Can you follow us to the lab or do you need a nap first?”




Cynrid offered only a grunt in reply as it hefted its saddlebags.




The group meandered through the narrow streets of the city, much denser than Botwic. People in the south had long preferred to cluster buildings together and leave stitha fields on the outside rather than interspersing the two as in northern regions, giving Haefoda these alleys which Eadi’s hometown lacked. Metal posts on building facades held out woven cloth awnings in warm colours, forming a mostly uninterrupted arcade which offered shaded spots for passersby to walk and gather out of the sun. Here and there people stood tucked away with eyes closed, some leaning against walls, catching a few moments of sleep.




After a short walk they arrived at the lab used by Roanim and its team, which by happenstance occupied the building that had at one time served as the planet’s short-lived central assembly hall. Tundal had never officially had a capital city but Haefoda had de facto filled that role since the Yara had landed here the first time they came to the planet. Representatives from each region would congregate twice a year to debate whichever decisions needed to be made at the planetary level and to confer with the Yara representatives. This was the closest the Thili ever got to having a ‘government’ that the Yara might have called by that name. Due to those requirements — representatives would easily total into the hundreds — the building was quite a bit larger (and fractionally taller) than most other structures in the city, other than Yara headquarters. It was fronted by a small plaza with a shallow theatre-like pit which had been added to accommodate debates that sometimes spilled outdoors. This planetary government had been one of the most visible early changes precipitated by the Yara’s arrival — until then there hadn’t been much government at all, with each region tending to its own matters and communicating with its neighbouring settlements as much (or as little) as it saw fit. Today, since the development of the commons which allowed all Thili to communicate and debate issues virtually, there was no longer any need for those in-person conferences. This was just as well — Thili had never been quite at ease with such hierarchy, however minarchist it may have been. The assembly hall therefore sat unused as Thili turned to their armpads for matters of governance, as it were. Most other species might then have converted the building into a museum or a monument, something to remember this vestige of their past. Thili, though, considered it wasteful (and a bit vainglorious) to leave a building empty just because it had once served a purpose that was arbitrarily deemed more historically significant than others. The assembly hall was, after all, just another building. It was therefore converted to whatever purpose was needed at the time — it had since been a stithary, storage for farming equipment, a hospital, and now housed a botany lab. This was where Roanim and Erne took Cynrid and Eadi. As the four Thili ambled into the laboratory, Eadi noted with approval that everything here was well-maintained; the local volunteers were doing a good job of upkeep. Roanim stopped at a terminal and pulled up some data; Eadi craned its neck to peek at the screen. “Here are our preliminary findings. Three of our researchers went into the field to make observations. We also interviewed some of the affected farmers to get their thoughts on what they saw.”




“Good instinct, but,” Cynrid said, drawing a glare from Roanim, “your colleagues are botanists. They have no idea what they’re looking for. If you don’t mind I’d like to visit one of the farms myself. Or myself and Eadi, rather.”




Roanim had the grace to not look offended. “Of course.” it said flatly. “You’re the subject matter expert.”




“Exactly,” Cynrid agreed, and continued unperturbed by Roanim’s choked reaction. “I’d like to speak to your colleagues, though. Their point of view could still be helpful.”




Roanim fluffed its cheeks and untensed a bit. “Lucky us. I think we’ve got something you’ll find interesting — follow me.”




The few technicians still in the lab looked up from their work as the visitors walked past. Eadi felt uneasy being the centre of attention and focused on the unfamiliar pieces of equipment to avoid their curious glances. The group stopped at another terminal which was being operated by one of Roanim’s colleagues. “Can you show them your latest data?” the botanist asked.




“Sure, take a look.” the technician replied as it scooted out of the way to let the visitors stand in front of the display.




“Well. Hm.” Cynrid drooped its neck so that its face was nearly touching the screen. “That just about confirms it.”




Roanim stomped its foot gently. “I told you you’d like it.”




“Could somebody please explain?” Eadi chimed in, finding the data incomprehensible.




“This is almost certainly a foreign life form. Look at this,” Cynrid tapped the screen with one of its thumbs, indicating a graphic that showed bands of colour. “Too much silica.”




Eadi wished it hadn’t put off learning about spectroscopy. “Foreign — you mean from space? Another planet?”




“Either that or this evolved with a wildly different composition to everything else here. And we’ve somehow never stumbled upon it since the dawn of recorded history. Unlikely. I bet the Yara let it loose somehow. Negligent fools.”




“What do we do?” the lab technician whimpered. “We can’t kill it.”




“No, we can’t,” Roanim agreed. “I’m not even sure that we can ethically do anything about it at all.”




Cynrid whipped its neck back. “You can’t be serious! We can’t let it run unchecked. There are dozens of nonviolent options. We can try feeding it something else, or sequestering this area so that it doesn’t spread elsewhere on the planet, or see if any predators—”




“But it has a right to live…” Roanim interrupted.




“So do we!” Cynrid insisted. “Hundreds of thousands of Thili to feed! We can’t let this thing wipe out our only food source. It has a right to live but not the right to kill us all.”




Roanim turned to look at the screen and let out a long huff. “This harvest was off to such a good start. Let’s visit one of the farms tomorrow. Maybe you’ll notice something we humble botanists missed.” 




Cynrid only stomped in response, and the two visitors followed Roanim out of the lab and along the short walk to its household, a typical Haefodin residence set behind a smithy. Eadi found it odd to have corners inside a house but, other than the boxy layout, things were much the same as back home — the usual topics of discussion enlivened the communal meal, then cushions were set up around the hearth for a welcome night’s sleep.
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When our ancestors would praise a worthy man, their praise took this form: “good husbandman, good farmer”. One so praised was thought to have received the greatest commendation. 
— Cato the Elder, On Agriculture







Even from their distant perspective far aloft in the transporter, Cynrid and Eadi were aghast at the sight of the stitha fields. Sections of infected plants had been excised from their healthy neighbours, leaving bare patches everywhere; these mottled patterns transformed the once uniform fields into islands of purple within a sea of rubble. After an automated course correction a farmstead became visible, with specks of people milling outside. As the ground grew closer, these people scattered to let the vessel settle down in a clearing next to the house. Roanim leapt off first, closely followed by Erne, then the two visitors. Cynrid and Eadi gawked at the damage as they disembarked and walked towards the farm. The surrounding fields were strewn with toppled-over stitha plants whose spongy leaves were chewed through so badly that they were no longer able to support their own weight, and their usual lush purple had turned a sickly mottled brown. An odd smell permeated the area; Eadi wondered what that might be until it realized that it, and probably everybody else here, had never smelled rotting stitha before. It nearly bumped into Cynrid, who had stopped to pick up a broken frond and observe one of the minuscule interlopers still eating it. Cynrid put its digging-claw in the insect’s path and watched it climb on. Eadi leaned in to take a closer look at the fuzzy bright blue orb propped up on four articulated legs. Cynrid stared at the insect as though trying to communicate telepathically, to make the creature explain why it was here. After a moment the old scientist made a disgusted expression and held its claw against the stitha stalk so that its passenger could disembark and continue its meal. “Those feathered idiots,” it said as the likely-alien visitor scurried into a hole it had doubtless devoured earlier. Cynrid set the stitha on the ground and strode off to regroup with Roanim’s team.




With everybody busily looking elsewhere Eadi wandered, inspecting the soil around the areas with dead or dying stitha. It spotted a dead bug alone in a patch of bare soil and picked it up gingerly to avoid crushing the tiny corpse. Taking a vial from its backpack, it carefully placed the dead insect inside. After inspecting the area for a while longer, Eadi sauntered up to Cynrid and poked the scientist’s flank. “I found this.”




“Wh… Is that alive?”




“No! Of course not. I wouldn’t do that.”




Cynrid gave Eadi an exaggeratedly skeptical glance and trotted off without a reply. Eadi stashed the sample in its backpack before following along. The two made their way back to Roanim, who was standing before a cluster of stitha that had managed to stay upright despite being riddled with holes. “Do you think they could survive our winters?” Roanim asked, its neck bent down to take a close look at the pockmarked plant. “Or might they die off after we’ve harvested the unaffected stitha?”




“That shouldn’t change our plans,” Cynrid replied tersely. “It’s reckless to do nothing and hope they don’t come back next year. What if they do? And in greater numbers?”




The botanist’s back bristled at Cynrid. “I’m just trying to find hypotheses. I have yet to hear any great insights from you.”




“What we need is a coordinated effort,” Cynrid replied, unperturbed. “Not haphazard guesses.”




“Good point,” Roanim agreed. “We should take this to the commons.”




“No. Let’s involve only the affected locals for now. And your lab. I’m not ready for every clueless know-it-all to enlighten us with their wisdom.”




Roanim recoiled in surprise. “That’s quite the bold statement, especially for one of your generation.”




“I’m no elitist!” Cynrid demurred. “I just don’t think people without a scientific background will understand the gravity of the situation. We need to explain it in detail and we don’t have any details to give right now. Let’s figure out what’s happening and come up with recommendations before we go to the commons. I don’t want people to pass a vote based only on panic.”




“You make a good point, but we can’t bear this forever.”




“Do I look like a Yara? We’ll bring this to everyone soon enough,” Cynrid said with a fluff of its back. “Let’s talk to the families here. Then give us a day to analyze things.”




With a stomp of its foot Roanim led the way to the centre of the farmstead, where a few of its residents had gathered to chat with other representatives of the scientific team. “They’re very strange,” one of the farmsteaders said. “Never seen anything like them before. I’ve even asked a few Yara friends if they have any ideas.”




“Y—”




“Oh, sorry about that, Cynrid,” Roanim said as it stepped on one of the elder’s feet. Eadi doubted it was accidental, and judging by Cynrid’s expression, so did its tutor. The botanist turned back to the farmsteader. “Have any of you travelled afar recently, or had any guests?”




“No, only our usual trips into town,” it replied with a broad gesture in the direction of Haefoda. “Wherever these things are from, we aren’t the ones who brought them here.”




Cynrid butted in. “How quickly did the insects spread? Do they appear to have any predators? Have you seen them eat any other type of plant? Do they stay on the stitha through the night or go elsewhere and climb back on during the day?”




“I, aaaaah…” The resident’s neck wobbled. “Spread, I’m not sure. Awfully quickly, maybe twelve days or so between everything being normal and fronds falling over. I haven’t noticed anything trying to eat them, and they don’t seem to eat anything other than stitha. At least while we’ve still got any,” it looked around. “What was the other thing? Oh, nighttime… I have no idea. Didn’t think to check that.” Cynrid stomped a foot in satisfaction; the interrogation continued for a short while longer until all felt that they had gleaned as much as they could. Under Roanim’s direction, the crew unloaded large glass boxes equipped with ventilators from their transporter, then placed infested stitha fronds inside to bring them to the lab for further study and eventual re-release at this farmstead. Eadi looked on at the proceedings, feeling like it should do something to help but not knowing what or how.




* * *




The afternoon and evening were a blur. After a conversation-less ride back to Haefoda and a brisk walk to the lab, Eadi executed the work Cynrid assigned it without much conscious thought; the intense focus required made each task feel like a discrete action dissociated from the crisis it was intended to resolve. Cynrid, on the other hand, was in its element in a way that Eadi had never seen before, dispensing the wisdom of its many years with the energy of an individual a third of its age. It bounced from one researcher to the next, always knowing exactly the right advice to give or the right question to set them on the best course of inquiry. In one day it had turned this group of exhausted botanists into serviceable entomologists. One of the many criticisms that others levelled against Cynrid was that it was impatient; that may be the case, but if those critics could see it here, see the breadth and depth of its intellect fully deployed, they would understand that for Cynrid, speaking to a single person or doing one thing at a time must feel like walking with its legs tied together in pairs.




“Eadi? Eadi!”




Startled, it looked around the room to see who was yelling its name. Cynrid wore a befuddled expression and was waving its claws. “If you’re going to sleep do it elsewhere, not standing at your station!”




Eadi looked down at the microscope before it and a datapad with a sentence that remained half finished: “Its cellular structure is”. It must have closed its eyes for a moment and fallen asleep. It turned to check the windows: dark. What time was it? Its head swivelled back as a hand gently touched its back. Roanim.




“There’s a sleeping room down the hall. Go rest,” it said, patting Eadi. “Don’t worry, we’ll work in shifts.”




The beginning of an objection formed in Eadi’s mind but exhaustion prevented it from coalescing. “Alright. Just a short while, though.”








  
  4

  
  
  Museum

  
  








If you want a servant to follow your orders, you can’t give them in an unknown tongue. 
—  Pierre Tolet







Cynrid stretched its neck, looking up at the ceiling and swivelling towards Eadi. “The sun is rising. Enough of this for now. Go for a walk or something. Take in the sights. I’m going to get some sleep.”




A walk wouldn’t hurt, Eadi agreed; it had spent a day and a half poring over vials and microscopes, analyzing the damaged stitha and trying to find a way to slow down the insect’s rampage, whether it be with a secretion, enzyme, or anything else. It had had no such luck. As much as these creatures relished stitha, nothing else on Tundal seemed to perturb them in any way. At Eadi’s suggestion — over some objections, which were outvoted — the group even agreed to gradually refrigerate one of the samples to midwinter temperatures to see if the bugs would be affected by the cold: they were not, and no other hypotheses were forthcoming. Eadi shoved off from its workstation and set foot outside the lab expecting the light frost that still blanketed its home village on late spring mornings, but was instead greeted with a sun as warm as midsummer. Yet another reason to dislike this ersatz capital.




It took to the streets, hiding under the shops’ awnings whenever possible. Across the way it spotted an establishment selling handwoven goods and went in for a closer look. The weaver fluffed into a friendly welcome from behind its loom. Eadi asked to see a pretty shawl made of Thili wool dyed stitha purple, a close and heavy weave that was still supple enough to drape nicely. This would dull the bite of those cold winter days back home. “I’ll take it,” Eadi said after trying it on.




The weaver took the item with a flourish and folded it primly. “What will you do with this gift?”




“Oh, it’s just for me. It’s… a souvenir, I guess.”




The weaver fluffed into a slight laugh. “Souvenir, eh? Alright. That’ll be twelve hours, please.” Eadi swiped its armband near the weaver’s, which automatically deducted the banked work-hours from Eadi’s account. Skilled handcrafts were common but not those made of real wool — Thili didn’t shed much, so wool was fairly hard to come by. The hours would be divided between the weaver and whoever had donated the fur, well-earned leisure time in exchange for Eadi’s new garment, or hours that could be banked again to purchase something in return.




A wall of warm, dry air greeted Eadi as it left the shop’s cool confines. Although Haefoda’s weather was unpleasant and the city was deeply underwhelming as a planetary seat of government, Eadi had to admit there was a cozy charm to the place, with vines climbing over thick soil-walled buildings outlining gentle alleys. Structures were low enough to let a breeze flow through but just tall enough to block the Yara administration building from view. This imparted a sense of close community quite unlike the detached farmsteads of Botwic. A little claustrophobic, perhaps, but nice in its own way. Eadi wondered to what extent Haefodans were all hypocrites: this was one of the very few Tundalin communities where, long before any Yara set foot on the planet, farming grew into a dedicated profession and left most of the population without fields of their own, trading hours spent on other tasks for stitha. Buying food! And now, with such division of labour having gained Yara-like associations, they all pretended to have dirt on their claws…




These thoughts of stitha making it peckish, Eadi eventually found a public kitchen tucked into a side alley. It was quite small, only a single table with a grill in the middle and six benches arrayed around its perimeter. An older Thili sat there eating and acknowledged Eadi with a fluff. Eadi took a stitha leaf from the basket, placed it on the cooktop, still warm from when the other guest had used it, and hesitated when it opened the fuel compartment. Seaweed, instead of the grasses used back home! Eadi grabbed a fistful and smelled it before placing it into the firebox. Did the ocean smell like this? As the stitha started crackling on the grill, Eadi checked which kinds of salt were available. It reached for one from the same area as the seaweed with the assumption that the two would be a good match. The stitha cooked to perfection — with a little firmness left to it — Eadi sprinkled it with salt and took a bench at the table. It grasped the leaf and took a bite. The salt’s mineral tang delivered an explosion of flavour and the seaweed lent a peculiar bouquet, quite strong for Eadi’s liking but an exciting change from the usual fare at home.




“Where are you from?” asked the elder as it watched.




Eadi realized with disappointment that its seaweed-smelling and wide-eyed enjoyment of an ordinary meal had given it away as a foreigner. “Botwic, a half-day north of here by airship.”




“Ah yes, I can tell by your accent. I didn’t recognize you and you seemed unfamiliar with the kitchen, so I guessed you weren’t a local. Don’t you folks have your harvest festival at this time of year? I’m surprised you’re missing that.”




“Urgent work business,” Eadi replied with feigned sadness. “What about you, where are you from?”




“Born and raised Haefodin! Been here since I was a pup.”




Not surprising, Eadi thought. Few Thili ever moved far away from home. Why bother when the most interesting thing one might find is a different type of salt? “Any suggestions for places to visit while I’m here?”




The elder Thili bobbed its head. “The museum’s pretty good if you’re interested in history.” It caught itself and added, “Our museum, not the Yara one.”




Ah, right, Eadi thought, there was a Yara museum here! That would be fun, unlike the Thili counterpart. Why go see display cases full of historical farming implements when you could enjoy… the things Yara put in their museums? Whatever those things may be, they were certain to be far more exotic than anything Eadi had seen before. “Thanks for the tip!” Eadi quickly chomped down the rest of its stitha. “I’ll definitely check out that museum.”




* * *




Eadi wove through Haefoda until it began catching glimpses of the alien edifice that towered above the city. After a few blocks it emerged from an alley and into a large plaza surrounding the Yara administration building. Eadi had known it was big, but wasn’t prepared for the impression its scale gave from up close. The boxy structure dominated the landscape, standing several times taller than any surrounding building. Yara apparently modified their architecture somewhat to suit the local vernacular, in this case by using local Tundal stone, but the structure still felt entirely alien. It looked impassive and strong, as though it had been hewn from the planet itself and could stand for thousands of seasons. In a small wing off to the side was a door with an unassuming sign above it that read ‘Museum’ in cuneiform Thilin and presumably the same in the scribbly Yara characters which Eadi hadn’t learnt to decipher. Eadi strolled up to the door, walked through it, and froze with a sudden realization: it had never seen a Yara in person before. In the middle of the lobby stood a lectern with an attendant behind it — female, Eadi guessed by the bright ruff of feathers on her forehead. She was about half again as tall as Eadi and wore a bulky jacket with a few stray feathers poking out of the neckline. The Yara flashed an open-mouthed smile and held up its scaly, talon-tipped hands as a greeting in the Thili fashion; Eadi knew the alien was trying to be friendly but its eyes kept getting drawn to her double rows of sharp teeth.




The Yara squawked something. “Oh no,” Eadi mewled and wobbled, “I don’t have a translator”. The Yara tilted its head and eventually noticed the absence of a headset on the agitated Thili who stood before her. She rifled through a cubby behind the lectern and made her way to Eadi, headset in hand. Eadi’s attention fixated on the Yara’s awkward gait, a graceless waddle caused by the species having only two legs and their knees far too high. Eadi had a sudden mental picture of a Yara running in slow motion, tipping side-to-side, arms flailing for balance. Imagine walking around missing half your legs — with every step you’re left teetering on one foot! Trying not to huff at this ridiculous physiology, Eadi concentrated on placing the translation apparatus on its head and mumbled thanks to the attendant, who gave off a dusty-sweet smell like sunshine after a light rain.




“There we go! Can you understand me now? Good! Welcome to the Museum of Yara-Thili Cooperation!” the attendant exclaimed with a pop of its crest. “Is this your first visit?”




Eadi finally composed itself. “Um… Yes.”




“Wonderful! I am confident that you will enjoy the experience. Would you like a guided tour, or do you prefer to visit at your own pace?”




“At, uh, at my own pace, thanks.”




“Understood!” The Yara leaned in with a conspiratorial side-eye, “Many visitors like to try the shuttle launch simulator more than once. I suspect they find it — my apologies, your translator will not parse this very well — the Yaraman word is hajaya [the dropping sensation during the brief moment of freefall before one begins to fly].”




Fly? Eadi’s thoughts jumped to the people who were wandering the halls of the Thili museum at this very moment. Enjoy your boring display cases full of rusty spore scrapers! I’ll be over here, flying!




Eadi went straight as a furrow down the hall towards the launch simulator, which stood perched on powered struts. A door on its side slid open and Eadi walked into what was little more than a large wraparound viewscreen and a few rows of Thili benches. Eadi took a seat as a brief video explained how the launch system worked. A countdown came on, and at zero a dull roar piped into hidden speakers just before the simulator began to buck and heave. Eadi slung its arms under the bench to grip it tightly. As the simulator gained in ‘altitude’ the shaking mostly abated; the viewscreen showed a bright sky with clouds that drew ever closer and vanished behind the shuttle in an instant. Shortly thereafter the simulator pulled back towards the ground and Eadi’s inertia made it feel weightless for a brief moment; the mock shuttle then rotated to let Tundal fill the viewscreen. Eadi had seen images of its home planet before, of course, but not at such a large scale, in a setting that almost made it feel as though one were looking at the real thing. That’s where Haefoda is, it thought, inland from Haer Bay, near the beach where the Haefodin kitchen’s seaweed was gathered. That was only a guess, though — the Thili’s greatest city was invisible from orbit. Could Payakht, capital of the mighty Yara, be seen from space? Eadi was certain of it. In its momentary distraction Eadi realized it had missed a dramatic voice-over during this scene; it caught only the end of it. The simulator’s door slid open but Eadi stayed put to wait until the next scheduled “launch”. The shuddering takeoff and momentary weightlessness were just as exciting the second time. The parting message, as it turned out, was about the Yara putting great care into every planet in the protectorate. Eadi debated waiting for a third ride, but decided to take in the other sights and perhaps come back to the simulator before leaving the museum. It staggered out of the device, slightly woozy.




The museum’s main hall featured examples of various technologies that had originated with the Yara, paired with whatever the Thili had been using before. Some of the originals were strikingly similar to their foreign counterparts, while others were very crude. The only device that didn’t have a Thili predecessor at all was the translator headset; the hundred-and-fifty-harvests-old artifact on display was comically large compared to current models, but headsets just like it had been enough to enable communication during the Yara’s first meetings with the Thili. Looking at the ancient device, Eadi realized it disliked this hall — there was something depressing about these old objects, like their continued existence was encumbering the present with things that were best forgotten. It left the hall, which terminated into a dead-end room with a few benches arrayed before a blank wall. The lights dimmed as soon as Eadi entered, and a video began playing on the wall. Eadi took a seat. The opening scene was of Tundal in the spring. The camera panned up to show a shuttle falling from the sky and settling gently into a freshly-harvested field. A small group of Yara stepped out of it, with one being especially well-dressed and also slightly taller than the others. A subtitle indicated that this was the ‘Padesh’ of the time, the twelfth one to bear the title. Eadi already knew the basics, but a helpfully-placed monologue from the Padesh to his crewmates explained his role in detail: something of a diplomat responsible for dealings with aliens. The group of Yara marched towards the settlement — Haefoda! — where they were greeted by cheerful Thili. The Yara handed out various gifts to the Thili, who clamoured for more. Through his translator headset, the Padesh promised the onlooking Thili that an infinite amount of riches was available if they would join the Yara protectorate, which offered trade as well as defence against any hostile species that may come along. The Thili enthusiastically agreed to join right away, and the Padesh accepted their request with an eloquent proclamation that the Yara and Thili shall cooperate to ensure mutual flourishing forevermore. Eadi wondered how historically-accurate this extremely tidy first contact was, but figured the Yara must have known how these events really unfolded — they did after all keep meticulous records. After the room’s lights came back up, Eadi trotted through the artifacts hall and returned to the launch simulator. This launch was not quite as exciting as the first two, so Eadi decided to forego a fourth and avoid tarnishing its memory of the experience. It returned to the entrance, where the Yara attendant stood guard alone at her post. “Did you enjoy your visit?” she enthused, trying to mimic a Thili’s open-armed gesture for emphasis.




The museum had already faded from Eadi’s focus; there was so much more it wanted to discuss with the attendant, the first Yara it had ever met. “Where do you live when you aren’t working here?” it blurted out.




The Yara smoothly adjusted to the non-sequitur. “We all live in the administration building. The south side, the windowed part, is a housing quarter. It is easier for everyone that way.”




“That seems lonely”, Eadi replied before politeness could catch up to its mouth. “You could live alongside us,” it added, hoping this would soften the statement.




Eadi took the attendant’s wild eye movements and raised crest as a happy reaction. “Your comment is warmly received. Perhaps one day I — we — could live among the Thili, in houses like yours or perhaps even together under the same roof. Call your comrades, turn the battle / In solitude we only fall. Our species only met not so long ago, but close friendship is something we strive for.”




“Me too,” Eadi replied as it looked up to the earnest alien wrapped in a thick jacket. It removed the loaned translator from its head and handed it to the attendant, who returned the device to its hiding place within the lectern. Thili and Yara stared at each other, now unable to communicate other than through best guesses at body language. Eadi made a note that the attendant’s pose — it had forgotten to ask her name! — must signify goodwill. It did its best to reflect that impression as it said goodbye and set off towards the lab.
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To have friends come from afar is happiness, is it not? 
— Confucius, Analects








Yara year 3/12
151 harvests before the present day







“Nawzban Padesh,” the communications clerk spoke, looking back over his chair. “We are entering orbit.”




Finally, after four long weeks, Nawzban thought. He looked up from his desk, where he was drafting a message to the Kshathrak of the Qiqu. The Padesh had received complaints from the aliens that their Yara governor was treating his charges unfairly. This was the second time Nawzban had to tell him to behave, and he hoped it would be the last; the individual in question was very well-connected and it would be next to impossible for Nawzban to sack him. He scratched his head tiredly. This was becoming unmanageable — he could not be expected to lead contact missions while fielding every diplomatic issue in the protectorate. He made a note that he should see to finding a solution to this once he returned home. Nawzban closed his terminal and shuffled to the large display screens on the bridge. This was the last stop in a series of three contact missions; he hadn’t been home in over thirteen months. A quick visit to greet the inhabitants of this snowball was the only thing standing between him and the warm sun of his home planet.




“The shuttle is ready for descent, Padesh.”




“Very well,” Nawzban replied as he consulted the panoramic display one last time. It showed a smallish planet unpleasantly distant from its star; a thin ring of icy rocks orbited it, likely blasted there by another body in the system’s distant past, if the planet’s tremendous iron reserves were any indication. “Their winters must be unbearable,” he thought as he took in the featureless landmasses blanketed in white. A thin band in the northern hemisphere seemed to be enjoying the brief respite of whatever passed for summer here, so Nawzban informed his crew that this was where they would make first contact. It already looked cold enough on this little rock — he didn’t need to add waist-deep snow to the mix. Anyway, all the settlements seemed interchangeable. This species was nowhere near developing a planetary government. His pupils contracted with displeasure as he turned away from the viewscreen. With a gesture to his second-in-command he left the bridge and made his way down the hall to the shuttle’s docking port, where he climbed into the landing craft, dropped heavily into his seat beside the rest of the landing party, and strapped in. As soon as he had secured his harness, the shuttle disengaged from the ship with a dull clank and fell towards the planet. The fire of atmospheric entry flashed briefly and soon they were gliding over never-ending fields of an unusual purple hue standing against an equally unusual pink sky. The shuttle descended near a settlement which would not even qualify as a village by Yara standards, had they still anything small enough to be called a village at all, and thudded to the ground in the middle of a field. Nawzban stepped off the ramp into a chill wind and uncomfortably high gravity. “Some species are just unlucky,” he told himself as he struggled to crank up his heated suit’s temperature control with his heavy gloves. He scanned the landscape while adjusting his jacket’s tight cuffs. “Imagine knowing only this,” he said to no one in particular. “At least the atmosphere is breathable.”




The landing party made its way across the field over stumps of thick purple plants that had been threshed just above the ground. Nawzban poked at one gently with his boot to get a feel for its spongy texture and pointed out to his assistant-diplomat how uniform the cuts were — all the stumps stood at exactly the same height, perfectly level. There was no detritus of any kind. “Fastidious,” he said with admiration. “Perhaps our species will get along rather well.”




The settlement now came into better view as the Yara drew nearer. Nawzban squinted at the buildings, bizarrely crude for a society which had developed telecommunications. Scans showed the planet was very rich in metals, making this primitive architecture all the more inexplicable. This civilization had all it needed to build modern structures in Yara fashion, so these buildings must be deliberately archaic. Nawzban briefly wondered if this village was a historic monument of some sort, like his own Padeshga, but then remembered that all the settlements had looked the same from orbit. Apparently this race of highly developed farmers had chosen to live in old—fashioned buildings — or perhaps the interiors were modern and simply wrapped in the trappings of a bygone romantic era. If so, these people must be very attached to their history indeed. Perhaps he could use this common ground to endear the Yara to them.




Nawzban’s reverie ended abruptly as a large group of the natives spilled out from several of the village’s narrow alleys. He felt the other members of his landing party tense. The quadrupeds were shorter than the Yara, perhaps only chest-height, but were built far sturdier. Instead of feathers they had dense fur like some of the rock-dwelling animals on Lanekhan. Their torso, if it could be called that, curved upward awkwardly into a long neck (or was it shoulders?) with two more limbs attached to it. These arms had gripping-claws for hands, made up of two bony, trowel-shaped fingers flanked by two opposable thumbs on each side. Nawzban eyed the claws with some concern. Surveillance had indicated the species was harmless, but he couldn’t help but wonder what kind of damage one of these weapon-like appendages might do if thrust in anger at someone.




“Hold position!” Nawzban squawked to his shipmates. He didn’t want to cause an incident here. The natives were coming en masse, yes, but were walking slowly — casually, even. It was as if… as if they were happily sauntering over to see long-lost friends. Some were carrying bundles of what Nawzban presumed were the plants that had been harvested. Welcoming gifts? Nawzban was grateful that current policy now required enough surveillance to decipher native languages before making contact; he wasn’t sure how he would have reacted to this bizarre display otherwise. He felt pity for his predecessors who had barged onto inhabited planets without being able to communicate with the natives, until he recalled that they had mostly brought that upon themselves. Entrusting delicate diplomacy to the military — idiotic. Then again, some of the previous Padesh had done worse… but this was not the time for such reflection. Nawzban fidgeted, adjusting his headset’s microphone in front of his beak. “Thili,” he said, the speaker on his suit projecting his speech toward his expectant audience. “We the Yara greet you in peace.”




The six-limbed natives stopped in their tracks and turned to each other with mouths moving and arms flailing. They were still too far away for Nawzban’s translator to pick up what they were saying, so he turned up the input gain.




One of them finally yelled: “Welcome, outsiders!”




Another added: “Do you really come from space?”




Dozens of them now chimed in, speaking over each other in an unintelligible ruckus. Others turned to their fellows, seemingly berating them for speaking too loudly, or for speaking out of turn. Nawzban looked over to his colleagues who were all staring at him, waiting for his instructions. He decided to wait. The Thili clamoured amongst each other for another little while, until some of them noticed their visitors stood immobile and quiet. A wave of silence spread over the furry quadrupeds, then a low murmur as they argued to decide who should speak on their behalf. Their volume gradually rose again but quickly fell as one of them took a step forward.




“Outsiders, I’m sorry about that. We’re not used to receiving guests from outer space.” The Thili puffed the fur on their heads; the lack of synchronization among the crowd made this look like blinking lights. “Please join us. We will prepare a meal for you. What kind of plants do you eat?”




Nawzban motioned his crew to follow the Thili as the flock turned back towards the settlement, several members looking over their shoulders at the Yara and chattering among each other, pointy hands waving about. Hatchlings wove around the Yara, nearly tripping Nawzban as they galloped by. The welcome party led the Yara through the village’s narrow alleyways, which were not proper straight, wide streets, but more like rivulets winding randomly around the large boxy pebbles that were the buildings. The Yara instinctively huddled together to form a rough formation in case of ambush. Buildings were oppressively close together and only one storey tall, a perfect setup for somebody on a roof to pelt the Yara from above. The Thili’s carefree demeanour did nothing to reassure him. On his other first-contact missions Nawzban always sensed unease from the natives — it was wise to be apprehensive when a race of superior beings descended from who-knows-where, and since the Yara’s technology always outstripped the natives’ own, caution on their part was logical — but the Thili betrayed none of this with their laissez-faire attitude and naive friendliness. Nawzban decided they were either stupid or cleverly hiding any misgivings while they lured the Yara into a trap. He looked to his comrades, whose eyes were darting around anxiously as the claustrophobic alley finally opened up into a small plaza. No — it appeared to be a kind of kitchen. Some of the Thili walked over to cooking surfaces and laid great piles of the purple leaves onto them, chatting casually amongst themselves as they did so. One of them trotted over to Nawzban. He tensed up reflexively but the Thili stopped and gestured towards a large circular table. “Have a seat, please! Join us!”




Nawzban eyed the “seats” — padded horizontal bars that stood barely off the ground, arrayed around the table in a radial pattern. There was no way a Yara could conceivably sit on one, other than perhaps sideways. “Regretfully, I do not believe we can use your… chairs.”




“Oh! Silly me, of course.” The Thili yelled into the crowd, several members of which galloped off in a hurry. They returned impossibly quickly with armfuls of cushions, which they piled together on the ground so that the Yara could squat in relative comfort.




Nawzban and half of the landing party took seats — or rather, cushions — at one of the tables; the other half of the party sat at the adjoining table.




“What brings you to our planet?”




Nawzban turned to the Thili who appeared to serve as the leader here. “We are here to officially welcome you to our protectorate.”




“A what?”




“A defence and trade network under our protection.”




“Defending from who, and trading what? We’re not wanting for anything right now.”




“Perhaps not currently,” he said as he poked at the strange plant which had just been laid before him, “but I am certain you will reevaluate once you see the mutual benefits that will…”




The Thili cut him off. “Also, I noticed you said ‘welcome’, not ‘invite’? Is that right?”




Nawzban raised his head, feathers tight. He had underestimated these beings. “That is correct. Sapients remaining outside the protectorate would disrupt the mutual safety of—”




“Look,” the Thili interrupted again. These people were friendly but not very polite. “We’re not going to disrupt anything. We’re quite happy keeping to ourselves here. You’re more than welcome to visit again if you like, but I can’t see us joining any kind of protectorate, whatever that means.”




“I regret to say this is not optional. Allowing species to develop covertly is a risk that none of us can accept.”




The Thili at the table looked at each other in silence. Nawzban didn’t need a translator to read the expression in their eyes.
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I learn with great satisfaction that you are about committing to the press the valuable historical and state-papers you have been so long collecting. Time and accident are committing daily havoc on the originals deposited in our public offices. The late war has done the work of centuries in this business. The lost cannot be recovered; but let us save what remains: not by vaults and locks which fence them from the public eye and use, in consigning them to the waste of time, but by such a multiplication of copies, as shall place them beyond the reach of accident. 
— excerpt from a letter by Thomas Jefferson to Ebenezer Hazard, 18 February 1791










> Duwan of Treowfal replying to Cynrid of Botwic
  We can't just exterminate the insect. They have as much of a right to life as we do. Maybe we can isolate some stitha fields for their use?





> Cynrid of Botwic replying to Duwan of Treowfal
  Did you not read my original comment? We already tried that. It didn't work.





> Duwan of Treowfal replying to Cynrid of Botwic
  Maybe somebody else should try.





> Cynrid of Botwic replying to Duwan of Treowfal
[Reply content deleted by moderator]
  Personal attacks are not welcome on the commons. Please consult the Usage Guidelines for a list of unacceptable terms, as well as tips on how to express disagreement in a respectful fashion.





> Duwan of Treowfal replying to Cynrid of Botwic
  That was uncalled for. And your other idea about the natural predator - how would we even do that?





> Cynrid of Botwic replying to Duwan of Treowfal
  We'd need to go see the Yara for that information. This can only be their fault. They'll have the details.





> Laeni of Andfera replying to Duwan of Treowfal and Cynrid of Botwic
  And then what? Assuming the Yara help us in this, which isn't guaranteed, what if the predator brings unintended consequences? For all we know it could rip stitha to shreds while it's hunting these things.





> Wilo of Cot replying to Laeni of Andfera
  That's unknowable. We have to reap that once it's grown. If we do nothing we won't be alive to face that problem anyway.
  As for who gets to talk to the Yara, as much as it pains me to say this, Cynrid of Botwic is the logical choice. We need someone who understands entomology and can explain the research that has been done so far. Cynrid could ask the Yara to give it access to their data and find out more about this bug. After all, it seems to know a lot about how this should be done.





> Ingul of Botwic
  In the meantime, we could use this scraper I've designed to remove them! The grip strength is still a bit too high but I'm working on a more advanced prototype. Don't mind the crushed stitha in the background - those were test subjects. [View Attachment]





> Cynrid of Botwic replying to Wilo of Cot
  I have no desire to visit that eyesore but it does make sense that I be the one to go. We need someone who knows what to look for and who can interpret the data. Eadi comes with me.





Eadi, still elated at being chosen for this important task, followed Cynrid into the plaza before the Yara Administration and stopped at the monumental sculpture set in its centre,  two sweeping arms of intricately dimpled metal representing the galaxy. On its pedestal were engraved the names of each species in the Yara protectorate and their respective star systems, in Thilin and in Yaraman. At the top of the list, bigger than the others, was written “YARA - ZHAWARU”. Eadi spotted “THILI - SID” right away, pointing at it enthusiastically, then others Eadi had read about before — “KHAMU - NAR”, “SHIKEI - JIHONAA”, “EOMEN - SOL” — and dozens more it didn’t recognize at all.




After a few moments, Cynrid motioned towards the building. “Let’s get this over with. And don’t stare at their teeth,” Cynrid warned while putting on its translator headset. “They can be distracting when you see a Yara for the first time.”




“I kn—o problem!” Eadi replied cheerfully, placing its own translator on its head and adjusting the small transparent viewscreen in front of its left eye.




The two Thili walked through the colonnade and imposing doors of the Yara administration building, where a gust of stiflingly hot, dry air greeted them. Eadi looked up and involuntarily let out a low yelp which echoed embarrassingly around the cavernous atrium delimited by polished stone walls that rose up to a vaulted ceiling divided into sixty facets all ornately inlaid with swirling shapes; the wall was entirely covered by a mural depicting Yara history, starting at the bottom with tribal villages and rising to show the galaxy spanning the whole breadth of the ceiling. At the foot of the wall, in front of a depiction of a paleolithic settlement nestled in a cave, was a polished desk with a Yara clerk behind it, wearing a loose-fitted robe in muted colours. He greeted his guests with a toothy smile. “A lovely midday to you both. I hope you are well. What ask you of us?”




“We need to talk to the Kshathrak.” Cynrid stretched its neck far above the desk. “An unknown insectoid has been ravaging our stitha plants. Our research indicates it isn’t native to Tundal. That leaves only one possible explanation. You.”




The clerk’s feathers drew tighter. “This does appear to be a dire matter,” he agreed. “Please allow me to convey your request to the Kshathrak. If you would kindly give me a way to contact you, I can advise you of the date and time of your appointment once I am apprised of the Kshathrak’s availability.”




Cynrid waved an arm towards Eadi. “We’re here right now. Can’t you send her a message and tell her we need to see her right away?”




Eadi felt bad for the clerk, who was staring at Cynrid with his beak open, unsure how to respond. He scratched his head briefly. “Very well. You may take a seat in the waiting area while I do so.”




The Thili looked over to a smattering of benches off to the side; they barely had the time to settle down when the clerk wobbled his way over. “The Kshathrak has generously made herself available to accommodate your urgent request. Please follow me.”




Eadi moved aside as Cynrid sprang from its bench — it always complained about the lethargic pace of Yara bureaucracy, but this didn’t seem to be the case to Eadi so far. The clerk led them to the far side of the large hall, where a glass elevator climbed up the wall and opened up to face a massive set of stone doors into which was carved a stylized scene of space travel featuring exaggeratedly large Yara peering majestically into the distance. The doors opened of their own accord, welcoming the visiting Thili into an enormous office where the Kshathrak sat behind her polished Tundalin stone desk, surrounded by shelvesful of exotic baubles. Eadi scanned the room until its eyes locked with those of a mask frozen into a primal snarl. Which world did that come from, Eadi wondered? Who crafted this, and for what purpose? How did it come to be in the Kshathrak’s collection? Its thoughts were interrupted by a voice coming from the back of the room. “Please, sit.” Eadi looked back to find the Kshathrak gesturing with a robed arm towards benches arrayed across from her desk. The clerk had already gone, retreating behind the monumental doors. Unlike the clerk, the Kshathrak’s robes were riotously bright and busy. “My clerk has informed me of your predicament. How may we be of service?” Eadi finally dug up the thought that had been nagging it since they arrived in the Yara Administration, that feeling of something ever so slightly out of place. These Yara were speaking Thilin! Scratchy and sibilant but passable nonetheless, to the extent that Eadi hadn’t noticed its translator laying dormant the whole time. Had Cynrid picked up on it yet? The Kshathrak’s speech returned Eadi’s attention to the conversation after it had already missed part of it. “And do you know where this insect originated?”




“No. But we do know it isn’t from Tundal,” Cynrid replied. “Which leaves only you and your ships. And of course we don’t have access to your star charts and fauna records to determine where it does come from. That’s why we’re here.”




“What would be your course of action if you had this information?”




Cynrid waved its head around. “We don’t have any solution that I really like. They’re much too small to collect them manually or to try and contain them in any kind of enclosure. None of our native life forms seem to register their presence at all. They have no predators or susceptibility to microorganisms. The only other option we’ve come up with is to try and balance its place in our ecology. We need to identify this insect’s natural predators and bring back enough of a population to keep the insect in check. I hate the idea of introducing yet another off-world species, but the other ideas were even worse than this one.”




“And if you do nothing?”




“It’s spreading much too quickly. We’ve been in Haefoda only three days now and it’s already jumped to another farmstead.”




“I see. And why not simply destroy the insects?” the Kshathrak added with disinterest, as though she knew the answer but nevertheless had to ask. “It does not matter where they come from if they are not native to Tundal. They do not belong here.”




Cynrid’s fur flattened. “They’re here now, and they deserve to live as much as you or me.”




“I meant no disrespect to your religious beliefs. I had to ask, because although I can understand your worldview as it relates to intelligent life, this creature is not even sapient.” The Kshathrak leaned back in her chair and scratched her neck with a detached expression. “This is a more significant request than you may realize. Embassies are not equipped with information regarding other worlds.” Cynrid tilted forward ever so slightly but said nothing, letting the Kshathrak continue. “Our Central Archives in Payakht city will have what you need, but you would have to go to Lanekhan in person.”




“We have to go to your home planet in person?” Cynrid repeated unnecessarily. “Can’t you just download your database here?”




“Download the contents of our archives?” Her pupils grew, nearly filling her eyes. “They are far too sensitive to transmit, even with encryption. Somebody must travel to the archives to consult them directly, else we would have to send several rounds of messages back and forth to the archivists. We cannot monopolize courier ships in that fashion, which leaves travel as the only viable option — assuming of course this is as urgent as you say.”




“I’m not here for my personal enjoyment,” Cynrid confirmed with a dismissive huff.




This plan was becoming exponentially worse, Eadi thought. Going all the way to Lanekhan for such a simple task seemed absurd — but then again, the Yara’s access control must be an important part of their success, no? Free sharing of information on Tundal meant that every Thili considered themselves qualified to speak on every subject, causing decision-making to bog down as each felt entitled to have others hear their opinion, even if said opinion was based on skimming a synopsis of the topic moments earlier so that the speaker could make a show of their supposed expertise. This left the commons littered with regurgitated replies that at best contributed nothing to the debate and at worst were misinformation caused by an inept reading of the source material. Eadi imagined that chaos scaled up to billions of Yara and decided their approach was in fact quite sensible.




It watched Cynrid intently as it digested the Kshathrak’s proposal. Would it be the one to embark on this trip? What little it knew about the planet Lanekhan came from Yara textbooks and documentaries, but seeing a projection of a hot desert and tall buildings could never be the same as standing there looking up with one’s own eyes at what the mighty Yara had built. Whoever would go would be very fortunate. Cynrid finally finished pondering the question. “I suppose you’re right. Given the circumstances, this is the least bad option. We’ll have to see what the commons say, but I can be pretty convincing.”




“That may well be the case,” the Kshathrak replied with a head tilt. “Be aware that I cannot requisition unscheduled travel to get you to Lanekhan. The Vezamad’s office must vet visits by non-Yara. Your assessment of the situation is compelling, therefore I will expedite a request for emergency transport. My staff will notify you of their decision. If approved, this will not be a private transport — you will have to travel aboard the next tradeship.”




“And how long do we need to wait for your people to get back to us?” Cynrid asked with a level of restraint that surprised Eadi.




“It is impossible to get a message to Lanekhan and back in less than three days. Allowing time for the Vezamad’s office to make a decision, I would estimate eight to ten days total, but it could take longer.”




Cynrid’s diplomacy evaporated. “Wonderful. It’s not like this is an emergency or anything, nor your fault in the first place. Please, take all the time you need. I wouldn’t want to keep you from your priorities. I imagine you have lots of other planets to infect.”




“Will that be all?” the Kshathrak replied, talons scraping against her desk.




“Couldn’t the Padesh help us?”




“What are you talking about?” Cynrid barked over the Kshathrak’s “Why?”




Eadi melted into its bench. “The Padesh, like the one who came to meet us the first time — isn’t their job to help aliens? Could they get help for us faster than the Vezamad?”




The last time Cynrid looked this angry with Eadi was when it had brought a live sample into the lab during its first few days of apprenticeship. The Kshathrak, however, leaned forward intently. “A good thought, young one, but I do not believe things will need to escalate to that level. There is already a tradeship scheduled to arrive in a few weeks — we need only secure you quarters aboard it. There is no need to commandeer a private transport or undertake some other onerous intervention. Please leave this matter with me.”




“Yes,” Cynrid replied without diverting its gaze from Eadi. “Let’s go.”




* * *




With her guests gone, the Kshathrak dictated a message to her clerk, who then digitally compressed the file, tagged it as Priority Level three (one being the highest — this matter was important, but posing no risk to the Yara themselves) and sent it off. A Yara satellite orbiting Tundal captured the transmission and redirected it, aiming its tightbeam laser to point towards the exact spot where one of three repeater satellites orbiting the star Sid would be by the time the laser’s light arrived. The receiving satellite then relayed the message to one of the other two repeaters, which had line of sight to the courier ship that was at that particular moment orbiting behind the star relatively to Tundal. That ship, like all other couriers, had a crew of three, drawn from the Yara space service. The first few courier ships the Yara had launched hundreds of years ago had only a communications officer aboard in an effort to reduce their mass and size, but severe psychological problems affecting the lone individual quickly became too common to ignore. A shipmate was added but the pairs were prone to bickering; many would effectively spend their time alone by isolating themselves in opposite parts of the ship. Thus, after a while, crews of three were found to be optimal for performance and reliability. Around the star they spun (with their ship itself also spinning like a pendulum around a counterweight containing capacitors), waiting for a message to carry back. They did this for a month at a time as part of their regular tour of duty, living in their small habitat encased in layers of water tanks and radiators without which the crew would never survive the radiation pummelling them from the star below. The ship pinged its crew upon receipt of the Kshathrak’s message, signalling its commander to order a jump; the courier’s tunnelling drive poked a hole into the fabric of space and popped out in the home system of the Yara, after which the ship automatically sent a message to the other courier vessel paired to it. That second ship had been orbiting alongside many others around the star Zhawaru, waiting for its compatriot to deliver a message for home. The second ship then engaged its own tunnelling drive to take the first ship’s place in the Thili’s star system. This was a complex and convoluted dance, even by Yara standards; the twinned system would have been superfluous if ships could perform two jumps in rapid succession, but even with their large solar arrays, the couriers needed about three days to recharge their capacitors. This left an unpleasantly long interval between messages — Yara leadership was keen to shorten it, and physicists and engineers worked doggedly to reduce recharge time, but, for the time being, halving the delay between messages was judged to be worth the cost of maintaining twice as many couriers. And so, the first ship, the one that had only just left the Thili’s home system, broadcast its message to a satellite orbiting the Yara sun, which relayed it to the Yara’s home planet of Lanekhan. The commander then ordered her two crew to stand down; they would wait here until their sister ship jumped back from the Sid system or until their sortie ended. This routine had been executed countless times; if there was one task the Yara performed with rigorous speed and precision, courier jumps were it. Their dominion depended on it.
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Of all men’s miseries the bitterest is this: to know so much and to have control over nothing. — Herodotus, Histories




> Cynrid of Botwic
  The Kshathrak says we can send two people on the next tradeship. Who are the lucky winners?





> Alodis of Fyrthe replying to Cynrid of Botwic
  You already know we've no choice but to send you, Cynrid. You're the one who has met with them and you have the most relevant experience for this task. You know insects and you've participated in every step of this process so far.





> Udel of Maest replying to Alodis of Fyrthe
  I have to (reluctantly) agree that Cynrid must go, but the second person should have diplomatic experience. We'll need someone who can calm Cynrid before it ruffles the wrong Yara's feathers and they decide to incinerate Tundal rather than help us fix this.





> Cynrid of Botwic replying to Udel of Maest
  No need. Eadi of Botwic comes with me, or I won't go.





Eadi’s terminal pinged during a conversation with one of Roanim’s apprentices. It pinged again. And again. “Do you need to check that?” the budding botanist asked flatly.




“Sorry. Let me see if it’s urgent,” Eadi responded with a head wobble. It pulled up the commons vote where it had been tagged and stared dumbfounded at Cynrid’s last reply. Why was it doing this? Eadi was the furthest thing from a diplomat, and barely deserved the title of entomologist. It had nothing to contribute to this adventure other than a close rapport with Cynrid which may or may not be enough to soften the scientist’s abrasiveness. It looked as though every other Thili agreed. New comments poured in after Cynrid’s last reply, either directly questioning Eadi’s suitability for the role or indirectly doing the same by suggesting alternate people in its stead. Neither did much for Eadi’s self-confidence or its desire to single itself out by leaving with Cynrid, but its wizened tutor disagreed.




> Cynrid of Botwic replying to 17 others
  Do you all suddenly have a problem with apprenticeship? Eadi is an excellent student. This trip is an ideal opportunity for it to learn from me and from its own lived experience. You all sound like Yara, chirping about credentialism. Do you prefer to send another elder alongside me, so that the knowledge we gain here dies with us?





Gratitude washed over Eadi; the old scientist wasn’t prone to such emotional appeals, especially not in public or on a commons vote which would be archived for posterity. The fact that this was a transparent ploy for Cynrid to get its way didn’t matter. Replies stopped as Thili all over Tundal stumbled over Cynrid’s frustratingly compelling argument, one that struck right at the middle of a core Thili precept. And where was Cynrid, anyhow? It had left the lab a short while earlier but hadn’t returned. It clearly wasn’t too busy. Eadi excused itself and made its way to the large sleeping room with its dozens of cushions strewn around the hearth, which was thankfully powered off — it was already hot enough with all the people and equipment crammed into the building, not to mention the hot weather outside. Cynrid was lying down in a corner of the room, furiously typing away at its armpad. “I take it you’re up to date on this drama?”




Eadi nearly took a moment to rearrange the cushions but instead leapt into the pile and wrapped its neck around Cynrid’s. “Thank you.”




“You’re welcome,” the old scientist mumbled. “Don’t squander this.”




* * *




With off-world travel now guaranteed, Cynrid suggested that the pair return home to prepare for a trip that was likely to take them away from Tundal until well into the winter. After drawn-out goodbyes at the botany lab and yet more at the landing pad, the two settled into the airship that would take them to Botwic. This time, Eadi made sure to be first to reply to the onboard computer when it asked for their respective destinations.




“Where did you go during that morning break you took from the lab? Before we met the Kshathrak?” Cynrid asked after the vessel had lifted off.




“To… I walked around for a while, bought a shawl, ate… went to the museum…”




“Which museum?”




Eadi hesitated before it blurted out the truth. “TheYaramuseumandithasthislaunchsimulatorjustlikearealshuttleand…”




Cynrid pointed to Eadi with its claw to signal it to stop. “I’m glad I pushed to bring you on this trip with me.”




“You’re not angry with me?”




“Yes I’m angry. That’s why I’m glad. This is one of the many problems with your generation. You chomp down Yara propaganda without understanding how unhealthy it is. You need to melt away the stories they tell and expose the way they really are. Seeing them up close is the perfect way to do that. This trip will teach you solidarity with your own people.”




Eadi digested that for a long while. “Are we religious?” it finally asked Cynrid.




“What an odd question. Who’s to say? Does it matter?”




“The Kshathrak the other day — she mentioned our religious beliefs. I hadn’t thought about it in that way before. I don’t think it’s really a religion, at least not like people used to believe in ancient times.”




“Thanks a lot,” Cynrid replied with a jerk of its head. “I’m glad to learn that my elders were ancient. Anyway, I don’t care what the Yara think about our beliefs. I don’t expect a species that came up as scavengers to value the sanctity of life.”




“How do you know that?” Eadi asked. That trivium certainly hadn’t come up in textbooks or documentaries.




“I don’t know it for sure, but I’d bet on it. Have you noticed how their eyes are on the sides of their head, unlike ours? They evolved alongside predators and yet are carnivores, again unlike us. That, and they’re so paranoid in their oddly susceptible way. Don’t they remind you a bit of an irngeit, but on two legs?”




The comparison to the highly territorial carrion-eater seemed offensive to Eadi — apt too, but offensive. And what did it matter, anyway? Thili and Yara had both evolved from their planet’s version of primordial sludge, so it would be ridiculous to say that one was now inferior because it happened to evolve differently. The more Eadi thought about this the angrier it became, so it said nothing and spent the rest of the trip looking out the window, wondering if it would be possible for a unicellular creature to attain intelligence.




* * *




From the landing pad, the two parted to return to their respective farmstead. Eadi barely made it past the fields before its broodmates accosted it with questions about its work and how research was going. Their anguish was apparent — the bug was all that anyone could talk about since Cynrid and Eadi had obtained the Kshathrak’s permission to travel to Lanekhan. Despite widespread misgivings about the Yara, their endorsement of the foreign parasite theory served as confirmation of the situation’s direness. An alien plague was far beyond anything any Thili had dealt with before. Farmsteads all over Tundal were resigned to this being insoluble until the duo returned, but in the interim they did their best to grapple with the hungry insects. Most began by segregating infected areas, slashing away stitha to leave broad gaps of bare soil, but the wingless parasites still found a way to spread from one field to the next — the working theory was that they were light enough to sail on the wind. Subsequent attempts were a mishmash of homegrown methods, none of which had any significant effect either.




Eadi fell into its normal routine but struggled to deal with the influx of messages it received on the commons. Its days blurred together — checking messages after waking, helping at the lab throughout the morning, checking messages again at midday, working in the fields in the warmer afternoon, and checking messages twice again before sleep. It lingered in Botwic long enough for the harvest festival to arrive but the mood was far less celebratory than usual, with dancing and singing replaced by huddled conversations and worried expressions. Eadi only played the harp to one song, and to its surprise, wished it could have played more — it would have played fifty in exchange for the jovial celebration that usually took place at harvest. Even the great communal meal was so subdued that the loudest sound of the evening was the accidental breaking of a glass. In a final ironic twist, the first sighting of the parasitic insects in Botwic was at Cynrid’s, the following morning; Eadi wondered whether they had arrived via their own machinations or travelled with them from Haefoda.
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Though reason is common, most people live as though they had an understanding peculiar to themselves. 
— Heraclitus of Ephesus







On the extremely rare occasions when Thili had visited the Yara homeworld, the delegates had reported needing Yara currency to purchase transportation and other incidentals; the commons therefore allocated a generous amount of it to Cynrid and Eadi from the public trust managed for that purpose. The Yara periodically added to this fund based on inscrutable formulae — no Thili had yet found a logical pattern to these payouts, but there was clearly no correlation to anybody’s time input. Much of the total had come from ‘royalties’ for the use of natural resources, especially fissile material used to refuel long-range ships, but the Yara mined this themselves from Tundal’s ring, so why they felt the need to pay the Thili for it was a longstanding mystery.




Food was of much greater concern. There was certainly no stitha on torrid Lanekhan, so the two travellers would need to pack enough for their entire trip. Transit time from Tundal to Lanekhan to a planet in another system to Lanekhan and back to Tundal was estimated at 124 days. The amount of food needed for that duration was tripled in an overabundance of caution so that all told, the two travellers each had about thee-quarters of a year’s worth of dried stitha, weighing roughly as much as eleven Thili and vacuum-sealed to fit neatly into two of the Yara’s voluminous motorized crates. With these crates in tow, Cynrid and Eadi walked to the airpad where the Yara shuttle was waiting to lift off and dock with the transport vessel in orbit around Tundal. The shuttle was the first Yara vehicle that Eadi had ever seen, and to one accustomed to the Thili ethos of building unobtrusively, quietly, naturally, this ship was the perfect opposite: imposing, blunt, unapologetically Yara. For all that, however, there was still a sculptural quality to this flying monument made of dull metal rather than carved stone — a clarity of purpose and lack of pretension. A female Yara stood at the foot of the vessel’s ramp and greeted her guests with outstretched arms, her thick overcoat barely moving in the breeze. “Welcome, travellers! May I see your iden… Ah!” she beamed as Cynrid displayed on its armpad the two codes that had been sent by the Kshathrak’s office. “I appreciate your preparedness. Please have a seat and allow me to secure your harnesses for you,” she said, gesturing to the single long bench running down the left side of the passenger compartment, complicated webbing dangling from its edge. The Thili slowly complied, setting themselves down on the bench. Eadi took the foremost position.




“Are those straps really necessary?” Cynrid complained.




“Yes!” Eadi answered, to the surprise of both its tutor and the steward. “Like, um… Like the simulator I told you about. There’s a lot of shaking, and then you feel like you’re floating.”




“You are correct!” the steward enthusiastically confirmed as it finished tightening the buckles on the straps. “We will experience weightlessness for several minutes as we match orbit with the ship.”




Eadi took in the rest of the small shuttle’s interior, both out of curiosity and to avoid Cynrid’s glare. Four chairs, all occupied by brightly-clothed Yara officials, formed a row along the opposite side of the aisle. One of the Yara locked eyes with Eadi and grinned politely. The shuttle’s interior was far plainer than Eadi expected based on Yara architecture and clothing; it felt more like a farming implement than a vehicle. As the door-ramp glided shut, the steward apologized to the Thili about the heat; the ship would be better, she promised as she settled into a rear-facing seat behind the cockpit. She pressed a button on the wall and cast a practiced glance across the passenger compartment, looking at no one in particular. “We will be lifting off momentarily. Please ensure your safety restraints are securely fastened. Do not unbuckle your harness or attempt to use the grab bars until we have docked with the ship. Until then, savour this moment of bajafa [flying effortlessly without needing to use one’s wings] as we soar to the stars.”




The steward settled into her seat and Eadi squirmed impatiently until a sudden onrush of sound and vibration tore away its attention from anything else. It was like standing next to — or more accurately, being caught inside of — a never-ending avalanche of boulders tumbling down a hillside. The simulator had given a rough approximation, but being subjected to a chemical rocket in practice vividly brought to light why the Thili of generations past had chosen to pursue development of a magnetic catapult instead — the sonic pollution from these rocket engines would have been an intolerable alternative. They were effective in their brutality, though. The shuttle’s punishing acceleration propelled them upward, shoving the passengers down towards the floor. Eadi wished there had been a viewscreen, as in the simulator. What a waste!




The feeling of gravity lessened as the acceleration eased off, and continued to fade away as the shuttle coasted into orbit. Eadi’s undercarriage began to lift completely off the bench, with only the harness preventing it from floating around the shuttle. Necessary, indeed. The steward, who looked as though this was the most mundane experience in the world, turned to the Thili. “I hope our ascent was not too uncomfortable for you. I understand this is your first time leaving the surface. Did you enjoy the experience?”




“We’re fine. Thanks.” Cynrid said tersely.




“Is it always so loud?” Eadi asked. “You fly in these ships all the time — how do you deal with the noise?”




The Yara’s neck extended and her feathers shrank against her body. “I am very sorry about that. Very sorry! The shuttle has extensive sound insulation, but I understand you have much more sensitive hearing than we do. I am afraid there is no way to reduce the noise levels further; I looked into this when I learnt you would be travelling with us.”




“No, I didn’t mean it like that!” Eadi exclaimed, saddened that the Yara had taken the innocent question as a complaint. “You’ve been great. I was just curious.”




The steward loosened up. “You are too kind, honoured guest.” She glanced around the small compartment. “One does — if their hearing is as dull as a Yara’s, of course — get used to the sound. Being strapped into a seat is more uncomfortable for us than the sound is.”




“Why is that?” Eadi asked, eager to learn all that it could about the Yara during this trip.




“I have speculated about it,” replied the Yara. “I suspect it is a subconscious reaction to being constricted, something that has carried over from our ancestors when they could still fly.”




Eadi pondered the theory. “That would make a lot of sense from an evolutionary standpoint. I’m Eadi, by the way, and this is Cynrid.”




The steward’s crest rose, rubbing against the wall behind her. “My name is Byarsha!” She straightened out as though remembering something, and her voice projected louder: “We are about to dock with the ship.”




“Huh? Already?” Eadi yelped just as complete disorientation set in; a spinning sensation that felt like the shuttle was rotating on its axis, then slight jostling, and after a few more seconds a dull thud and loud clanking sounds. Byarsha unlatched from her seat and skilfully used the grab bars to right herself and open the airlock hatch. Eadi and Cynrid watched the Yara passengers make their way through the airlock and into the ship. Their robes, rather than fluttering, mostly stayed in place, as though some inner structure were preventing them from gathering and revealing— what, exactly? Eadi had never seen an unclothed Yara, not even in illustrations. It had no idea what they looked like under their bright wrapping.




After the Yara had disembarked, the Thili undid their own harnesses. The only thing that happened was a slight lessening of pressure against their benches. Eadi cast an anguished glance to Byarsha. “Push yourself away gently and use the grab bars to get around,” she demonstrated with practiced ease. “Think of it as jumping between tree branches, but without gravity.”




“Oh, no problem then,” Cynrid muttered. “We have so many trees on Tundal, and we jump between them all the time.”




Contrite Byarsha positioned herself above the Thili, holding onto a grab bar with one hand and offering the other to Cynrid. “I am sorry, that was insensitive of me! Please take my hand and I will help.”




The old scientist didn’t move a single hair. “Eadi. You go first.”




Eadi acquiesced and held out a claw; Byarsha’s scaly hands gave it a gentle tug that was enough to pull Eadi from its bench and send it floating around the shuttle’s interior. It reflexively pedalled its four legs to gain momentum, but this only imparted a slight spin to its body. The ceiling approached quickly and Eadi managed to grip one of the many handles strewn across it and every other surface inside the shuttle. Once there, it was not that difficult to swing from one handle to the next, although a Thili could never execute it with the elegance of a Yara’s lithe physique and limber arms. Eadi felt a twinge of regret at having ever mocked the Yara’s waddle — it must look at least as awkward fumbling its way across the ceiling as they do when walking. After much inelegant flailing it made its way through the airlock and into the ship. Holding onto a grab bar in the hallway, it turned back to watch poor Byarsha with her boundless patience direct Cynrid to the exit, only once making the mistake of touching the elder Thili to help it along its way.




Turning away out of embarrassment at Cynrid’s behaviour, Eadi observed its surroundings: a narrow hallway occupied by a row of Yara in an orderly queue behind their own steward, waiting to board the shuttle for its return to Tundal. The air was as suffocatingly hot in the ship as it had been in the shuttle, and its interior was equally cramped and unadorned. Eadi had expected large spaces and luxurious materials as in Yara buildings, not a claustrophobia-inducing passage finished in flimsy metals and composites. Cynrid, once it finally arrived beside Eadi, cursed when it noticed the grab bars dotting the hallway as it curved into the distance.




“Each deck has a hallway like this which circles the perimeter,” Byarsha pointed out. “Once the ship is under way and has thrust gravity, we suggest passengers use them to exercise. Please refrain from running, however! This way, please,” she glided gracefully before stopping before a closed door a short way down the hall. “This is your suite. It has benches compatible with your physiology and is climate-controlled to match your preferred environment. You will excuse me if I do not show you inside, as it is too cold for me without a jacket. Please use the communications panel if you require my assistance. I will issue an announcement before main propulsion is engaged.”




Eadi opened the door while gripping one of the grab bars for leverage. The ‘suite’, as Byarsha had called it, had the shape of an annular sector and was barely large enough to accommodate the aforementioned benches, a rickety electric griddle strapped to tie-downs on the wall, a bare patch of floor to serve as a sleeping area, and a washroom.




“Wait.” Cynrid beckoned to Byarsha, who had begun floating away. “Where’s the rest of it?”




Tight-feathered, she turned around to peek into the room, as though to confirm there indeed wasn’t a part of it missing. “Let us go in, you must be sweltering,” she suggested to the Thili with a wave of her hand. Cynrid stomped into the suite and Eadi followed, already much more comfortable moving around without gravity. Byarsha used her own momentum to shut the door behind her. “Your people can launch spacecraft, correct?”




Eadi stomped its foot, pushing it off the floor and drawing a blank stare from the steward. “Sorry, I mean yes. Satellites.”




“Ah, a similar problem, but amplified here because of propulsion and passengers. In essence, this ship must have as little mass as possible. A large passenger area would result in more mass, and more mass would require more energy to accelerate and jump. This would require more fuel and larger batteries, which in turn would increase mass even more. You see the problem! These ships are therefore designed to be as light as possible, while allowing for an acceptable minimum of comfort. This is the same reason there are no windows — they would add weight, in addition to structural weakness. And speaking of windows, or the lack thereof, you can use this at your leisure,” she activated a viewscreen on the wall, and demonstrated a small joystick used to flip between various displays. “It can show an outside view as well as diagrams of the ship itself.”




Eadi noticed Byarsha’s feathers were getting fluffier; it navigated to the door and opened it. “Should you get out of this cold? You don’t seem so well.”




“Your understanding is noted and appreciated,” the Yara said as she pulled herself into the hallway. This seemed to instantly improve her composure. “I must attend to other duties, but we will be spending much time together in the following weeks. I will see you again soon.”




“Oh! Wait!” Eadi blurted out. “What about our luggage?”




Byarsha’s head tilted. “It is stowed with everybody else’s. You have but to ask when you require food and I will fetch it for you.”




Eadi watched as the kind steward swung past the bend in the hallway, then returned to the Thili’s cramped quarters. The viewscreen was still on, set to a diagram of the ship, a long spindly thing with the passenger compartment in front and the engine bay far behind, both joined together by a very long set of trusses sheathed in radiators. Eadi manipulated the joystick to spin the virtual vessel, taking in all its details. It was clear now why the Yara had to use small shuttles to get to and from the surface — this ship could never support its own weight under planetary gravity, let alone take off. Worse, even if it could have managed to do so, upon arrival at its destination it would be shredded to pieces by atmospheric entry — which, in addition to killing all aboard, would also have the unhappy side effect of sowing its radioactive fuel over the planet below.




Eadi was still toggling through various readouts as Byarsha’s announcement came on, instructing passengers to take their seats and strap in. The Thili quickly complied. Eadi expected another thundering roar, but there was only a lurch so weak that it felt like it came from somewhere outside the ship. A semblance of gravity gradually appeared, keeping the Thili planted to the floor. The viewscreen automatically switched to a diagram illustrating their current position next to Tundal and their destination next to the star Sid, along with a mark near the halfway point indicating where the slip would flip end-over-end to begin its deceleration burn. Numbers above showed their velocity and acceleration, and the total transit time.




“Here we go. Twenty-two… Twenty-eight days stuck in this box,” Cynrid complained as it undid its harness. “As if this weren’t tedious enough, I have to remember how to convert Yara days to our own. How much time dilation will happen versus home?”




“Hmm.” Eadi teetered while attempting to calculate the ship’s velocity against the immense speed of light — relativistic physics were not its forte, despite Cynrid occasionally insisting upon their importance for some reason. “I’m not sure, but certainly much less than a minute. And don’t worry, time will pass quickly, we have a whole ship to explore!” it replied cheerfully, bounding towards the door. “I’m going to start right away!”




Cynrid flopped from its bench to the cushions on the floor. “Great. Say hi to all the Yara for me. I’m taking a nap.”




Eadi looked at its tutor for a moment and quietly snuck out of the suite, closing the thin door on its way out. The hallway was a mirror version of itself in each direction, curving to form a circle. Eadi decided to head away from the airlock into completely uncharted territory. There was nothing to see but more ‘suite’ doors, until a hallway branched off towards the centre of the deck. Eadi followed it into a large circular lounge whose walls were bisected by the hallway and another on the opposite side. These walls, and the ceiling above, were enormous viewscreens projecting a view of space outside. This left only the floor anchoring the passengers in reality as they seemingly hurtled through the cosmos while standing on a circular pedestal. With the ship now powering away from Tundal, the planet was invisible below the floor; the viewscreens instead showed surroundings ‘beside’ and ‘above’ the ship. Eadi almost felt as though it were in vacuum and should hold its breath. It ruffled its fur and took in the lounge’s seating area, finding Byarsha there, attending to a Yara with particularly elaborate clothing. The steward glanced up at Eadi and her pupils flashed. “I will be with you in a moment!” Eadi fluffed its cheeks and continued to absorb the all-encompassing view. The thousands of visible stars were unblinking and immobile, making the ship feel as though it were perfectly still, frozen in time, holding its station in the void. Eadi knew this was an illusion caused by the immense distances between it and the stars but still reflexively felt the desire to accelerate, to see the scenery recede towards the floor as the ship sped away. Looking up, it found Sid looming dead centre in the ceiling, the same size as it appeared planetside. A sense of vertigo and smallness made Eadi quickly level its gaze again, just in time to see Byarsha approaching.




“Many passengers feel disoriented when looking at the ceiling from a standing position. We only have Yara seating in the lounge, but it would be my pleasure to place cushions on the floor for you if you wish to look up in the direction of our travel.”




Eadi considered this for a moment. “I’d like that, but we’ll have plenty of time to do that during our trip. I’ll keep exploring the rest of the ship for now!”




Byarsha’s feathers flattened. “Please allow me to recount an anecdote. I have just spent eighty days on Tundal since taking the last passenger shuttle down. This was my first time on your planet, and one of the first things I learnt was that your people have a different perspective on private spaces compared to mine. I was surprised to see that I could go anywhere without asking; Yara tend to limit entry to certain locations, or in this case, certain sections of the vessel, only to people who have official business there. I am afraid you will not be able to visit as much of this ship as you may expect.”




“Can I at least see the cockpit?” Eadi wobbled its head. “And the engine bay?”




“Those are the areas with the most limited access. Even I am not able to enter, let alone our passengers.”




“Oh,” Eadi slumped and looked around the lounge, trying to recover from this devastating news. “Can you… Can this ship jump anywhere you want?”




“Technically yes! Although in practice there are limitations. The first is that the ship be in a stable, highly predictable orbit around a system’s barycenter,” Byarsha explained, using her fingers to draw ellipses in the air, “whether this is a single star or a stable pair. It is too dangerous to jump if that predictable orbit cannot be guaranteed. The ship could exit the tunnel too close to a star, or even inside it!”




“Inside the star…” Eadi repeated as it imagined what that might look like, were it possible to avoid being simultaneously incinerated by the heat, squashed by the pressure, and cooked by the radiation.




“Indeed! Brown dwarfs are unreachable for the opposite reason — their gravity nest is too shallow to plot a predictable jump, and it may be impossible to ret… Did I say something inappropriate?”




“Oh, sorry,” Eadi huffed. “It’s just the way my translator rendered that term, gravity nest! We call it a gravity pit.”




Byarsha’s pupils grew. “I suppose it would be odd if Thili called it a nest. How charming!”




“You seem to know a lot about the sciences,” Eadi observed. “Why do you apprentice here instead of a lab?”




“You are generous with your praise. I am very much interested in doing just that, once the opportunity is open to me. If I continue receiving excellent performance reviews, I can apply for reexamination in two years.” Byarsha said as she stretched to her full height. “I have been studying in my spare time and hope to secure a position in the Central Laboratory, or at least in a prominent regional one.”




That sounded prestigious, Eadi thought. Good for her. Parts of her statement were profoundly confusing, but Eadi didn’t want this to become an interrogation, and there was hopefully much more of the ship to get to despite the access restrictions. “I wish you great success, then! I’m training under Cynrid to learn entomology. Maybe we’ll get to work together one day.”




“I would be honoured to work alongside you. Your trust in me will serve as inspiration. I will not disappoint you.”




Eadi hesitated, finding this an odd way to acknowledge a compliment, and replied as best it could. “Me too, thanks.”




* * *




Eadi quickly ran out of ship to visit. Only two decks were open to visitors — the one with the Thili’s suite, and another directly above it with identical rooms but a dining hall instead of the observation area. Eadi wished it could stay during one of the scheduled Yara meals to see how the event unfolded, but there were no Thili benches available there and Byarsha had gently requested that it abstain from standing in a corner while others ate. With little else to do, it retreated to the suite and indulged in the Yara video entertainment available on the viewscreen. Expanding on knowledge gleaned at the museum, it began with the historical epic Padesh, a biography of the Yara who had unified his people hundreds of seasons ago.




A Yara steps out of a small hut in a sheer cliffside cave. He walks out to the ledge and proudly looks down over a great city. A meteorite blazes across the sky. Ominous music; a title card reading simply PADESH; a flashback to his wife’s charred body in his arms after a raid by another Yara settlement. Anguish. Pain. Retreat into himself and his job as the tutor of a radar monitoring facility. One day, a signal from beyond Lanekhan — intelligent life! Panic strikes the Yara people, deathly afraid that a predator may fall upon them for the first time in their history. The soon-to-be Padesh calls upon his people to stop their internecine warfare and unite against this outward threat. Acclaim. Praise. Adulation. Rivalries are forgotten and the newfound peace brings an efflorescence of scientific development focused on developing faster-than-light travel. Cut back to his hut; he is now an elder. He looks up at the sky again. It is empty. He smiles.




That wasn’t all that good, Eadi thought as it grilled another batch of stitha — the story didn’t even have a tidy finish. Perhaps Thili lacked the historical context and cultural reverence needed to appreciate it. Rather than follow it up with Padesh 2: The Second Padesh, Eadi decided to watch an episodic adventure series featuring a heroic government official singlehandedly overcoming evil plots at great personal risk, and was enthralled. Such a departure from the boring Thili series that universally preached cooperation! Eadi imagined this bold Yara protagonist dropped into the long-running Thili serial Fields of Purple, where those who ‘sow together grow together’, as the theme song cheerfully reminded viewers. Each episode would have been resolved in moments with decisive action instead of endless debate. No wonder Yara have accomplished so much! They didn’t bicker and wait for everybody to reach consensus — they simply got things done. Cynrid, omnipresent in the cramped quarters, seemed less pleased with Eadi’s choice of entertainment, huffing loudly every time it queued up a new episode. “So old-fashioned,” Eadi thought, watching raptly while chewing on stitha.
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To do exactly the opposite is also a mode of imitation, and the definition of imitation should by rights include both kinds. 
— Georg Christoph Lichtenberg, The Waste Books







“Rotation for braking will occur momentarily. Please stow any loose belongings in the cargo nets, take your seats, and secure your person. You will be notified once the procedure is complete.”




Cynrid’s exhalation of relief was interrupted by the realization that this only indicated the one-twelfth mark of their trip. It turned to Eadi, who was still watching Yara drivel on the viewscreen and hadn’t seemed to notice the announcement at all. It barked a shutdown command at the screen which went blank, much to Eadi’s dismay, and insisted that it buckle itself onto its bench. Shortly thereafter, a loud chime sounded; Cynrid felt its weight shift upward. It glanced over to Eadi, whose body was also lifting away from its bench. More, even. Far too much. “Eadi, what are you doing?”




Eadi had unbuckled its belt, pushed off from the floor, and launched into a slow front flip while chuffing gleefully. Retractable handles powered out of compartments in the walls, ceiling and floor. “The ship will turn around me! Look!”




“No, it won’t! We aren’t in the fulcrum! The wall will—” Cynrid was interrupted by the aforementioned wall, the ‘upper’ one of the room, running into Eadi at a moderate clip as the ship’s manoeuvring thrusters slowly flipped the vessel to position its engines ahead for deceleration.




“Get buckled in again,” Cynrid yelled, trying in vain to grab Eadi’s legs to haul it towards the benches, “or you’re going to get launched into the floor!” Eadi tried to push itself away from the wall but without thrust gravity to restrain it, flew far wide of the bench and frantically flailed its arms as it tried to gain hold of one of the grab bars. Its claws scrambled against the textured metal floor, giving it just enough impetus to grasp a harness strap which it used to haul itself back onto the seat and buckle in moments before the ship’s main drive lit back up and pressed its passengers gently towards the floor. Eadi looked at Cynrid with startled eyes, like a pup the first time it has to be rescued from deep snow. Cynrid’s back bristled. “You could have broken your neck! We aren’t meant to live in space, Eadi. Stop acting as though this were natural for you.”




“I miscalculated a bit this one time, but I’ll be fine! I have eleven days’ experience already.”




“Stop using the Yara calendar.”




“We’re on their ship, going to their planet! We may as well acclimatize now.”




“You clearly don’t need any encouragement to do that. Speaking of which, you should reconsider watching all those Yara videos.”




“Oh, really? Why, are you afraid you’ll start finding them too interesting,” Eadi poked Cynrid’s flank with a claw, “and want to watch them with me?”




Cynrid’s fur matted to become nearly as smooth as the room’s composite walls, then decompressed. This was not the time for moralizing. Eadi was young, impressionable, easily distracted; it would forget all about the videos, and probably the entire trip so far, once the Thili landed on Lanekhan. Best to leave it be for now. “Sometimes I wonder how our ancestors managed to spend a whole winter in their burrows. I’m going to take a walk.”




Cynrid enjoyed Eadi’s surprised reaction. Just because it hadn’t left the ‘suite’ until now didn’t mean it would have spent the entire trip in this cage. It had enjoyed many uninterrupted days working on the updated edition of its entomology textbook; now inspiration had run out, which made this a good time to stretch one’s legs by walking around the slightly larger cage that was the ship itself, in all its antiseptic-smelling sterile glory. It fumbled with the unergonomic Yara door handle (too high off the floor!) and took to the circular hallway at a brisk pace, watching the floor as its inner monologue ran unfettered by the distraction of writing. Eadi’s a good pup. Most Thili would already have gone crazy out here, away from their household for so long. If it can finally mature emotionally it’ll be a good successor for me when I tire of the lab. That, and if it can stop its obsession with the Y—




The steward — Baysha? — crashed chest-first into Cynrid as both rounded the hallway in opposite directions. Thankfully she hadn’t been carrying anything sharp or liquid. “My apologies!” she squawked. “May I be of assistance? Are you in need of anything?”




Cynrid took a moment to recover and fluffed its cheeks before realizing the Yara wouldn’t understand the gesture. “I’ll live. Needed a walk. My legs were getting sore. Thili aren’t built for low gravity.”




The Yara did something with her eyes and feathers. “I apologize for the long duration of this journey. Not to be impertinent, but I have heard that you are here about an insect that is eating your stitha. I understand your feelings of urgency.”




“I see gossip isn’t exclusive to us. That’s right. A nice gift from your people.”




“You are probably right that we inadvertently caused this,” she said while doing the feathers thing again, but more, this time. “I am crestfallen.”




Cynrid huffed at the Yara’s — or the translator’s — choice of adjective and began walking around the steward. “Sorry for the inconvenience. I should get back to my walk.”




* * *




A ‘coronal mass ejection’, astronomers called it. Cynrid had considered that domain in its youth, encouraged by the still-recent arrival of the Thili’s interstellar guests, a time when technological advancement was progressing so quickly that Thili space travel seemed a real possibility.




It had liked the Yara, back then. It remembered the first time it saw one in person, a cultural attaché sent to Botwic to proselytize. He taught the settlement’s eager pups, a furry mass huddled in a storage shed borrowed for the purpose, about the Thili’s membership in this great galactic community, one of peaceful trade and mutual security assured by the Yara’s benign presence. He showed them videos of the Yara homeworld and fantastic alien planets inhabited by aliens who looked very different, but who were people just like Cynrid. It wanted so badly to meet one and asked the official how travel might be arranged; it was only later that day that Cynrid realized the Yara’s answer, which felt satisfactory in the moment, hadn’t really answered anything at all. Thankfully, once it outgrew the naiveté of a pup, Cynrid learnt to redirect its inquisitiveness from above to below.




And now I’m here anyway, it huffed to itself, alone in the observation room, clutching two grab bars and looking at screens showing tenuous tendrils of flaming-hot matter soaring through the vacuum. Roiling pools of fire were easily visible on Sid’s surface, fuelled by the star’s awesome power. The ship’s bland interior betrayed nothing of the chaos outside. Cynrid, for the first time, wished the vessel had windows. It wasn’t even sure if the simulated image was to scale, or a calculated exaggeration to impress the uninformed while they waited for the storm to abate. For all their bragging, the Yara’s technology had yet to impress Cynrid. How could they travel from one star to the next when a simple solar storm prevented their ships from jumping? And was there really no way to generate a semblance of gravity while they orbited the star? This was all so tiresome.




Thoughts of home welled up again — not thoughts of return so much as thoughts of what was happening there while Cynrid was aimlessly orbiting their sun. There had been no word from Tundal since a perfunctory update five days earlier, and that news had been dire. It was estimated than a tenth of all stitha on the planet had already fallen to the alien invasion, and harvest was not yet complete. No insects had been spotted in the southern hemisphere so far — perhaps because they were just entering their own winter, and stitha had not yet grown — but that seemed only a matter of time. An unfamiliar lack of agency was what gnawed at Cynrid the most; being trapped in this ship, unable to help, and especially being constricted by the Yara and their incessant rules! The very fact that the Thili had to spend months travelling to the Yara homeworld to view a database was so absurd as to be a satirical punchline.




As Cynrid floated, only just beginning to acclimatize to weightlessness, the steward’s voice cheerfully chirped through the ship to announce that the tunnelling jump was imminent. Cynrid scrambled for a handhold and tugged its way back to the Thili’s suite, where it found Eadi already strapped to its bench and eagerly watching Sid on the viewscreen. Eadi whined as the screen went black; Cynrid had barely buckled in before the air recirculation system stopped and the lights switched to emergency standby. The deathly quiet without the omnipresent background thrum of the spaceship was unsettling — Cynrid felt as though the oxygen in the room was thinning out. Oh well, it thought. We tried.
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Man is born a barbarian, and only raises himself above the beast by culture. 
— Baltasar Gracian, The Art of Worldly Wisdom







Eadi looked over to Cynrid, whose eyes were fixed on the blank display screen. “When’s this jump going to happen? Are we stuck here again? Another delay?”




Byarsha’s voice came over the speaker just as the viewscreen and ambient lights reactivated. “We have arrived in the Zhawaru system. Transit time to Lanekhan will require twelve days. You may now unfasten your safety harnesses.”




The Thili were pressed into their bench as the ship’s main drive lit back up and Eadi stared at Cynrid in silent astonishment. It had expected to feel something when the ship made the jump, and wondered for a moment whether this was an elaborate prank on the Yara’s part. Were they still sitting in the Sid system? There had been no sense of elapsed time, no tingly feeling, no shuddering of the ship around them, no engine sound, nothing. One moment they were circling their home star, and the next they were over four hundred light-years away. No wonder the Yara had swept across the galaxy so quickly — this tunnelling technology was like magic.




“Huh. Interesting,” Cynrid commented in perhaps the greatest understatement in scientific history. “That wasn’t what I expected. Anyway, at least the Yara’s planet orbits close to their sun. This’ll be quicker than the first leg.”




Too stunned to reply, Eadi got up from its bench and cycled through the viewscreen’s options until it found a stylized orrery illustrating the Yara’s star system and the ship’s place in it. A long curve showed their path of travel from their current location next to the star to an empty patch of space which would be occupied by the planet Lanekhan, speeding along its orbit, by the time they arrived there. Another display showed the star Zhawaru slowly receding behind the ship. A faint black speck was visible off to the side; Eadi zoomed in to see a featureless cylinder with blunt ends. It adjusted the camera’s view in an attempt to find courier ships, but concluded that despite their great length, their two halves must be too small to resolve against the bright star. It then panned back to where the cylinder had been, realizing how immense it must be, but could no longer find it.




The transit went by surprisingly quickly; Eadi devoured the catalogue of on-board videos and documentaries while Cynrid slept or read Thilin books. Neither spent much time outside their cabin — Eadi because there was nothing new to see, and Cynrid out of simple disinterest. As the vessel neared Lanekhan the planet’s sprawling dockyards became visible in their high orbit, shimmering metal and sharp angles contrasting the dull tones and wispy clouds of the planet below. Only three ships were docked there, all visibly having work done to them. This was not surprising to Eadi, who was now an expert on all matters Yara thanks to the documentaries it had watched. There were hundreds of systems in the protectorate, therefore Yara ships always had somewhere else to be. Lingering here would be tremendously wasteful.




After they entered a stable orbit, a shuttle from the surface docked with their transport. The Thili, guided by Byarsha, climbed aboard, leaving the transport ship for the first time in weeks. This shuttle lacked permanent Thili benches like the one on Tundal; two were mounted into adapters on the floor, ready to be swapped out with new seats to accommodate whichever alien came next. This ride should be more comfortable regardless — the descent to the planet would use gravity to its advantage rather than struggle to overcome it, so unlike the liftoff from Tundal this flight would require firing chemical rockets only for braking. Eadi had a moment’s panic about their luggage, but a glance back showed the two crates were already present aboard. Byarsha and the Thili took their seats, where Eadi was thrilled to find a real window — small, but real nonetheless! The shuttle detached from its parent and a braking blip of its thrusters slowed it just enough to send the craft falling toward the haze of atmosphere enveloping Lanekhan. Eadi craned its neck to peer down at the planet itself but could only make out clouds and nondescript swirls of beige, along with surprisingly large oceans for such a supposedly arid planet. Suddenly the shuttle’s windows were engulfed in flame. Eadi noticed that several passengers were looking at it; it realized that it had reflexively let out a loud yelp. The flames disappeared almost as soon as Eadi’s eyes adjusted to the bright light; it tried to look outside again but in this thicker air the shuttle’s unpredictable rocking caused Eadi’s snout to keep hitting the window. An abrasive sound enveloped the shuttle and the view turned uniformly beige. “We are experiencing mild turbulence due to a dust storm,” announced Byarsha. “We will pass through it in a moment.”




The shuttle bucked for a few tense moments, finally falling clear of the cloud of sand to reveal a landscape of craggy cliffs, branching valleys, and dune-filled plains. There was not a speck of purple anywhere. What there was, however, was a thicket of colossal shimmering skyscrapers standing side-by-side in a perfect grid, nestled next to a looming cliffside dotted with caves where ancient Yara dwelt before the planet warmed and they took to ground. Eadi began to make out bright swirls, stripes, and patterns of colour on the city’s structures, boxy and inorganic as machines in a workshop. Their scale was hard to grasp; from a great height they looked like toys, but as everything grew increasingly larger all sense of perspective scrambled. Finally Eadi managed to identify people milling around the city’s wide streets, allowing its mind to grasp how truly enormous this city was. Buildings were incomprehensibly large — their footprints were several times those of their analogues on Tundal, but their height was by far their most astonishing feature. Eadi tried to count the floors of a building clad in alternating horizontal stripes but only made it to 137 before running out of time as the shuttle banked shallowly away from the cliffs and towards an open area abutting a very broad but much squatter building. That must be the starport, Eadi thought. It had seen something similar in a few Yara documentaries and procedural series. Noise levels inside the shuttle briefly increased as the landing thrusters braked their descent, and after a tense moment of hovering the shuttle gently heaved as it settled onto the airpad. They had arrived. Eadi was standing on an alien planet, or rather, for a few moments yet, standing in a ship which stood on an alien planet. A mechanism whirred as the door swung open, letting in a blast of hot air. The stinging dryness of the wind felt familiar to Eadi in all but temperature, a close sibling of that particularly cold stretch in midwinter when the air carried no moisture and seemed to hungrily devour any it encountered. Byarsha led the way off the ramp and gestured to the Thili. “Please follow me. I will guide you through the arrivals procedure. Do not worry about your luggage — it will be delivered to your hotel [an establishment where one pays by the night for access to a room to sleep in].” The Thili hadn’t the time to ask about the strange word, quickly falling in behind Byarsha as she waddled off. Despite there not being a body of water to be seen, a thin layer of sand chafed between Eadi’s feet and the paved ground. Eadi gawked at the sprawling starport building and the view around it. The city’s towers were far enough away from it that the blazing star Zhawaru shone unimpeded in the bright blue sky, looming much larger than Sid did back home. The omnipresent hum of the city was punctuated by loud roars as other shuttles arrived and departed, their exhaust leaving a grill-like smell hanging in the air.




After a short walk outside, they were waved through a security checkpoint flanked by armed guards — a distressing sight — and stepped into the starport, where a crush of people enveloped Eadi immediately. A whole city’s worth, or more! Not only Yara, but other people! Unable to see through the throng, Eadi felt claustrophobic. As is stumbled through the crowd, it bumped into an alien who had no visible legs and rode on a motorized platform; the individual gurgled something that did not make it past the profanity filter in Eadi’s translator. Cynrid grabbed onto one of Eadi’s saddlebag straps and gently tugged it forward. Eadi let itself be guided, using the opportunity to study the many other alien species present. The majority were, to Eadi’s surprise, bipedal like the Yara, although most were taller than their hosts, let alone the Thili. This was disconcerting — Thili were the largest life form on Tundal by a significant margin, so Eadi had never felt small. Yara were taller, yes, but not by that much, and their lithe bodies made the difference less intimidating. But here, the giants clambering around looked as though they could accidentally crush the Thili with a wayward step. How had they even fit into the Yara transport ships? As Eadi peered up at them it noticed that many wore breather devices on their head or other parts of their body, while others were fully encased in airtight suits. As if reading Eadi’s mind, Byarsha glanced back to the Thili. “The species you see here are protectorate members who, like you, are sufficiently compatible with our biosphere to visit our planet. Others, such as those with hydrocarbon-based biology,” she mimed an explosion with her hands, “avoid our oxygen atmosphere for obvious reasons!”




Byarsha funnelled Eadi and Cynrid to a row of clerks fronted by imposing desks and stopped before one of them, handing him her datapad. “These are Thili envoys from the planet Tundal. They are on approved business.” The clerk flitted his eyes between the steward and her documents without acknowledging the presence of Eadi and Cynrid in any way. He held the steward’s datapad against a terminal on his desk; a brief tone sounded, after which he returned the pad to Byarsha and waved the trio through without a word.




“Talkative fellow,” Cynrid observed after they had moved past the checkpoint and into a common area reminiscent of the Yara administration building on Tundal — a wide, tall, open space whose walls were adorned with artwork. The bulk of them depicted individuals fully covered in feathers. They looked strange, but unmistakably Yara, with the same bauplan as those that shuffled around this hall, clothed in flowing robes.




“Far-gazing Merak, atop cliffs he watches / Seeking the glint of all near and far / For riches and flock he lay ready, defending / Nowhere and no one is out of his reach.”




“Huh?” Eadi diverted its attention from the wall it was looking at to Byarsha, who had her beak open in a smile.




“That mural. It shows a mythical character of our prehistoric period, Merak. Those are the first lines of a famous epic poem about him.”




“Oh.” Eadi turned to the mosaic again as it digested the nuances of that word — how was a poem different than prose, if the words weren’t to be set to music? It could see now that the skulking Yara was indeed perched atop a tall cliff with a sprawling landscape visible in the background, greener than the present day, but recognizably the same planet. Shiny tiles inlaid here and there reflected light like jewels.




“That’s great,” came Cynrid’s voice as it stretched its neck, looking for the exit. “Can we ‘reach’ to the Vezamad now?”




“You have an audience scheduled for tomorrow morning,” Byarsha reassured the scientist. “In the meantime, I will call for a transport to bring you and your baggage to your hotel.”




“How far is it?” Eadi asked.




“Approximately two fasel”, Byarsha replied.




Cynrid huffed loudly. “You can’t be serious! That’s a short walk — how lazy do you think we are?”




Byarsha’s crest drooped. “Honoured guest, I did not mean to offend. It is merely habit on my part. We do not walk as adeptly as your people do. In this, we are the lazy ones. Please accept my apologies.”




“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Eadi reassured Byarsha with a pat on the back. “We’re all made differently.”




Byarsha flinched under Eadi’s touch. “Please follow me, then. I will lead you outside. Would you be willing to ride the conveyors to our destination?”




Eadi managed to reply first. “Of course!”




The Thili followed the steward through the proud colonnade of the customs building and froze in place as their eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight. An immense plaza opened up before them, so large that the buildings that delimited it were blurred by a haze. These buildings and others in all directions loomed like a forest of glazed tiles; bright reds, yellows, greens, blues, and purples formed a wall so high that it blocked all but a sliver of the sky above, a scale that made the Thili look like insects between rows of stitha.




“These reflections are frying my eyes!” Cynrid complained. Eadi had to agree; certain shades of red were aggressively reflective. Eadi could now see how much the Yara had adapted their presence on Tundal to fit the provincial hamlets of the Thili. Many complained that the Yara buildings in Haefoda stood out like stitha during autumn, but they were in fact a mere fraction of the full expression of the Yara aesthetic. Few of them were walking; instead they rode an intricate and impeccably synchronized web of conveyor belts — these must be what Byarsha was referring to — which met at junctions tracing the same grid pattern as the streets. On the streets proper, wheeled vehicles of every type flowed in disciplined columns. Some were clearly transport or delivery lorries; between them wove garish single-passenger vehicles. Eadi covered its ears as a particularly loud one roared by.




The Thili carefully hopped onto one of the conveyors, struggling to get all four of their legs onto it at the same time. Byarsha guided the crates onto the belt and followed them aboard with practiced ease. Once under way, Eadi realized the device didn’t move all that quickly — judging by the other passengers, its primary goal was not speed, but comfort. Most Yara aboard were squatting to rest their legs. Their sweet smell was noticeably stronger in the hot sun; something about the comforting aroma made Eadi want to bury its face in their feathers. They glided through city blocks packed so densely with imposing mural art and exotic storefronts that it took a tremendous exertion of willpower for Eadi to stay aboard the conveyor. Finally, Byarsha asked her guests to disembark before a building that was conspicuously unassuming compared to the rest of the city.




“Is this our ‘hotel’?” Eadi asked. “Why is it so plain compared to the other buildings?”




The steward looked up at the towering structure. “It is a deliberate design choice. Since guests of many sensitivities stay here, it was judged best to keep its appearance as neutral as possible.”




“If only the whole city could be like that. My eyes hurt,” Cynrid complained before marching through the front doors. Eadi and Byarsha quickly followed. The building’s interior was noticeably more temperate than the outside air. In the lobby roamed many other visitors from the hundreds of worlds in the protectorate. Eadi tried its best not to stare at any of them for too long, but their facial expressions were so inscrutable that it would not have understood an annoyed glare either way. It thought it recognized one of the fully-suited aliens from the starport, and wondered what its room might look like — did it mimic this person’s natural habitat closely enough that they could remove their suit, or was this emissary doomed to wear that portable spaceship during their entire stay? Eadi hoped for an introduction so that it could ask this question and more, but Byarsha guided the Thili to a room on the forty-seventh floor, which anywhere but here would have offered a commanding view of the surroundings; instead, all Eadi could see from the room’s expansive windows were other buildings and a cropped streetscape below. The steward showed them around the main area with its two Thili benches and a portable grill much like the one in the transport ship, then moved on to two oddly private rooms off to either side, loaded with a variety of blankets and pillows of varying thicknesses and sizes. Each of these rooms had an attached washroom featuring a large shower with adjustable jets on the floor, ceiling, and walls; beside the shower there was a hole in the floor with an array of adapter seats and nozzles that guests could choose from to relieve themselves in comfort. Peering appreciatively into the many-jetted shower, Eadi retrieved its shampoo from its satchel and set it on a shelf, eager for a chance to use it later.




Byarsha, standing by the exit, clicked a few buttons on her terminal and handed it to Cynrid. “I have set this to your language. You can use it to contact me,” she pointed to an image of herself on the screen, “and others who may give you their contact information.”




Cynrid promptly tossed the small tablet to Eadi. “You can be in charge of this.”




Eadi stashed the device in its pouch to keep it close at hand, and noticed Byarsha lingering awkwardly. “Are you our guide during our time here? Will we see you tomorrow?”




“I cannot, I am sorry,” the steward replied while flexing her feet. “The tablet will provide you with navigation and communications, but please contact me if you are unsure what to do. I must return to the starport for reassignment but will continue assisting you to the best of my ability.”




“Oh, that’s too bad!” Eadi exclaimed. It ran up to Byarsha and tried to wrap its neck around her as though she were Thili. “You’ve been so nice, we’ll miss you!”




Byarsha was stiff as a corpse and held her arms out perpendicular to her body. “As will I,” she said as she slithered out of Eadi’s embrace. She turned back to the Thili before closing the door. “Goodbye, Eadi and Cynrid.”




Cynrid, meanwhile, had begun dragging pillows from the separate rooms into the common area. “Let’s get some sleep. We have a tedious day ahead of us tomorrow.”
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  The Seventh Padesh

  
  





They make a desert and they call it peace. 
— Tacitus, Agricola








Year 7/3
Lanekhan Orbital Yards







“When, Marzad, will you cease abusing our patience? When will we finally see the end of this misguided pacifism? I regret my earlier hesitation / As I am taken from the living,” Commodore Ferozan emphasized with a slap of the table. “The Sekarz uprising would never have happened if we had made its consequences clear from the first. The smooth-skins felt confident enough to revolt even when we already had a presence on their planet, and, once subdued, their punishment was far too lax. What then with complete unknowns? Our scouting missions have no way of revealing aliens’ true capabilities — it would be foolhardy to go in with unarmed diplomatic vessels. We would be like naked chicks putting ourselves at the mercy of these barbarous foreigners. That is why we build these,” Ferozan’s crest rose with pleasure as he gestured past Marzad to the windows on the far wall, through which one could see fitters who had just begun installing the outer sheathing on one of the pair of mighty warships, their cylindrical shape apparent even with their skeletal structure still exposed. “We cannot leave home without our finest weapons! Yandaz knew this.” He looked again to the window, dwelling on the replacements for the aging vessels which first saw service under Yandaz Padesh a century earlier. A proper leader, that one. She may have been a politician in title but she had the heart of a warrior, unlike Marzad who was nothing more than a simpering bureaucrat.




“You know nothing of the Sekarz,” Marzad replied in his condescendingly calm manner. “and should not distort Yandaz’ legacy to your own ends. Had you been in her place — or that of my predecessor, who put down the uprising with such a commendably light touch — their planet would be a wasteland rather than the productive scientific centre it is today. We cannot assume foreigners will be violent, and if we suddenly appear in a threatening posture they will assume it is we who are barbarous. We cannot hold an entire galaxy by force nor build or staff enough warships to maintain order in that fashion. Our contact strategy must centre upon a fleet of smaller unarmed ships staffed by civilians only, and maintaining order through diplomatic means. The warships are to be for defence only, remaining in Zhawaru and securing peace by being prepared for war.”




Ferozan dismissed that approach with distended pupils. “A cowardly plan. And how would aliens even know whether our ships are built for war or for peace, having never seen such a vessel before, or likely any spacecraft at all? They have no frame of reference — they are as fledglings seeing everything for the first time. That initial state of confusion is the opportune moment to permanently pacify them.”




“Perhaps they will have advanced sensing equipment,” Marzad blundered in a poorly-reasoned argument typical of one with no military experience. “We cannot assume what they will see or infer.”




“Exactly!” Ferozan leaned forward and pointed at Marzad for emphasis. “If we go in unarmed, they will simply assume we are hostile regardless. They will not waste time by scanning our ships, even if they have the means. They will attack on sight and there would be nothing we could do to stop them. It is with good reason,” he said with a gleeful ruff of his feathers, “that the conclave reduced the unlimited powers your office once held, Marzad Padesh. We cannot have civilians making this kind of decision. We saw what your predecessor’s soft approach yielded.”




“Let us not get blown into a tangential argument about the Sekarz,” Commodore Bardaya chimed in. “Returning to the matter at issue, I agree that we cannot use unarmed vessels. Aliens will have no way of knowing their capabilities — the ships will appear to them as featureless cylinders, but we inside will be secure and prepared for any eventuality.”




Now contented, Ferozan sank back into his chair and tilted his head to Bardaya in acknowledgement. A small part of him wondered how aggressively his colleague would pursue the command of a contact ship — with only two available, the competition was sure to be fierce indeed, and it would be a pity to have to outmanoeuvre his longtime friend.








Year 7/5







Contact with the first species, primitive creatures only just beginning their first stone age,was inconclusive. The Yara landing party disembarked outside the largest village, resplendent in their crisp uniforms and shiny regalia, as one should do to make a memorable impression, but the sapients immediately made off into a nearby hill dotted with small tunnels. Yara search parties tried their best to probe the hill, but their efforts were in vain. This went on for three days until one of the creatures — either an emissary or a sacrifice — came back to the ramshackle village to get a closer look at its feathered visitors. Commodore Ferozan thought the alien was hideous, a three-legged blob whose internal organs were faintly visible through its translucent skin. As it drew close to the Yara it excreted a slimy liquid from its undercarriage. Ferozan winced — was this some clumsy means of communication, or had this repugnant creature soiled itself in fear? The Commodore had his staff place a translator on the ground. The alien simply stood there, perhaps looking with unseen eyes, perhaps frozen in stupidity. After a tedious silence it made a sound like ringing chimes. Ferozan waved his arms in frustration and the alien reared away, hobbling as quickly as it could back into the forest. The Yara scouted the planet for another two days, finding nothing of value; it was resource-poor and its inhabitants had no meaningful technology of any kind. The landing party finally left and dutifully transcribed all the data they had gathered into their shipboard archives, to be downloaded upon their return to the new Central Archive in Payakht.




The two subsequent planets were even more of a waste of time — there would be no hope whatsoever of any meaningful communication with a bacterial hive mind or sentient plants. The fourth planet was different, with the Yara warships’ sensors spotting artificial satellites in orbit as soon as they jumped into the system. Ferozan stood proudly in his uniform and instructed his signal officer to set up a broadcast where he loudly announced that this world and all on it were now part of the Yara protectorate. There was no reply, so he had the ship gradually creep closer and repeat the message. The planet remained silent. Once they got very close, a half-dozen of the satellites started launching projectiles at the warship. The Yara retaliated swiftly with their ship’s guided missiles, vaporizing the projectiles and the satellites instantly. Commodore Ferozan was about to order the destruction of the communications satellites that also orbited the planet until a junior officer reminded him that the aliens may need them to broadcast their eventual surrender. They then detected a rocket launch from the surface, and the Yara dispatched two more missiles for point-defence. They were successful in their task, but momentum carried the cloud of shrapnel onward, pelting the ship. Trace radiation showed the missile had carried a nuclear warhead. Ferozan was incensed by this disproportionate response and ordered that a railgun be fired to destroy the launchpad. He also made a note in his personal log to initiate a follow-up mission to this planet to mine its radioactive resources — Lanekhan didn’t have much fissile material in it, and the Yara had a growing need for it for propulsion and, more importantly, for weapons. Just as Ferozan looked up from his log the railgun’s tungsten projectile found its target and obliterated the launchpad; its shockwave knocked down nearby buildings and a dust plume rose high in the atmosphere.




The Commodore looked to his communications officer, waiting for a broadcast from the planet, expecting anything from a declaration of surrender to an angry ultimatum. Long-range optical scans showed a mad scramble at ground level — people taking to the streets, looking up at their planet’s sky as though they might see whatever was pelting them from orbit. Passive radio scans of the surface spiked dramatically but their language was incomprehensible — completely different from the Yara’s. No communication was directed to the Yara, even after two days of wind had carried most of the dust away and revealed the rubble-strewn crater. Ferozan and his senior staff hotly debated whether they should send down a shuttle to demand the aliens’ unconditional surrender, but even the bold commodore could not countenance sending a vulnerable landing craft onto a hostile planet whose natives wielded weapons not much more primitive than the Yara’s. Sound doctrine dictated that they needed more ships and more people in order to pacify these aliens, and the commodore had not attained his rank by disregarding sound doctrine. Both contact ships reinforced by a few companies of ground attack troops should be sufficient. Satisfied, he ordered the ship’s departure. The lengthy return home had always been a nuisance to Ferozan, but for once he looked forward to it; those weeks without much to do beyond drills would offer the perfect opportunity to begin drawing up his invasion plan.




* * *




Ferozan stared at the wall, unmoving. Marzad was doing his utmost to twist this outcome to his own unheroic ends, even though the Commodore hadn’t done anything wrong — he had run into two uncivilized groups of aliens and reacted swiftly and appropriately. “You bloodthirsty fools!” the Padesh said, melodramatically as always. He was unbearable. “You terrorized the first sapients you met, and launched a war against the second! I warned about this. This is why we need to send diplomatic ships! We cannot afford to ignite conflicts with every species in the galaxy!” On and on the demagogue rambled. Ferozan maintained the stillness befitting a soldier until the Padesh finally finished his diatribe, and then he left the meeting room without a word. In his quarters he looked at himself in the mirror — distinguished — and unpinned his medals one by one to place them in their impeccably-polished display case. As he often did, he reflected on how he had been born in the wrong era, long after the heroic ages of the past and trapped in a society that valued effete casuists like Marzad more than people of action like himself. With a shiver, he finished removing his uniform and went to bed.




A high-priority override from Commodore Bardaya woke him early. Marzad was being interviewed: that petulant little brat, unable to have his way against the admiralty, had run to the media to rail against what had happened on Ferozan’s two contact missions. “Disastrous,” Marzad was calling them. That puny hatchling didn’t know what he was talking about — he wasn’t even there. Ferozan knew he had acted in the best interest of the Yara, whereas Marzad, the sheltered fool, was whining on and on about how the Yara needed a peaceful first contact protocol and how the big bad military had overruled him. A naked power play, Ferozan thought in disgust — the hypocrite didn’t even understand his own people’s history. The conclave would see it for what it was and hopefully kick Marzad out of office. “And maybe install me as Padesh,” Ferozan hoped. “Think of all the good I could do for my people”.




This went on for two more days, during which the clueless masses increasingly clamoured for peaceful contact protocols. Ferozan grew agitated and even considered breaking with tradition by making his own case directly to the public, but he knew he lacked Marzad’s unctuous charisma, and in any case the people were long past the point of understanding a rational argument; they would not listen, much less understand that the problem was insufficient military intervention rather than too much. More than this, he was saddened that he would never make admiral now, much less be named Padesh. Would he even remain a commodore?




His brethren abandoned him the following morning, when it became too politically inconvenient to be courageous. Even Bardaya, his friend since the academy, voted against him, passing a resolution to relinquish the Admiralty’s right to conduct first contact missions. In a final insult to Ferozan there was a growing movement to reinstate the Padesh’s former powers as a ‘check against militarism’ and redefine the role as ‘a surrogate for the Yara’s collective conscience’, whatever that pablum meant. They said the Padesh would remind them of their duty, as if ‘duty’ somehow meant letting aliens have their way with you. The insult was not even really to himself — it was to the generations who came before, those who had fought to secure the Yara’s present safety. Hard times create strong people, strong people create good times, and good times create soft people — and now the soft people were putting their fate into the hands of a politician, nay, a pacifist! Aliens would probably rule over the Yara within a generation. Ferozan’s crest nearly drooped to his back as he imagined his people subjugated by the hideous, gelatinous creatures he had had the displeasure of encountering a few months before. Even if he did keep his rank, the best Ferozan could look forward to was endlessly pacing in one of the warships impotently circling Zhawaru. Much good it would do the Yara there in such an awkward tactical position, letting the enemy take the initiative, ducking behind the star at their leisure and launching projectiles into Lanekhan’s orbit! Yes, he would either die overwhelmed by invaders or after a life of inaction, having worn grooves into every deck of the ship. Neither outcome was worthy of his talents, and Ferozan was not going to let others decide his fate. 




On the fourth day, he awoke with the purest sense of determination he had ever felt, as though his life to date had been lived behind a dirty pane of glass that had just been wiped perfectly clean, clean like the glittering medals he carefully affixed to his uniform’s sash. His apparent weight decreased as he rode the elevator from the spinning ring to the hub of the shipyard where the Parmyz Padesh was docked. A surprised crew member hastily saluted him as he stormed (as much as one could storm using grab bars — how he wished he could stomp) through the airlock and down the corridor in full dress, a terrifying sight to the maintenance crew. A technician who had been updating one of the terminals in the bridge was expelled by the commodore who took his seat in the middle of the room, itself in the middle of the ship. The reassuring hum of the ventilation system was still there, but the room was otherwise free of the usual noises of staff walking in and out, clacking at terminals, confirming orders… There was such peace to be found here in this caged animal waiting to be let out to exercise its purpose, and such cruelty in forbidding it. He had never noticed how uncomfortable this chair was — the angles were all wrong and he felt like it was trying to fold him in half, even in this microgravity. He pushed himself out of it and back into the elevator that ran up and down from here. The weapons bay was a few decks up but he was disappointed to find it empty and made his way outward to an airlock opposite the yard’s docking bay, identical to the one he had used to come aboard except that it currently faced out into the great nothingness beyond. He activated the inner door and walked in, resealing it behind him. The quiet here matched that in his mind. His muscles relaxed and his breath slowed to a normal rate. He felt at peace. He stared out the window for a long moment, the glass dimmed to shield against Zhawaru’s bright rays, and then Commodore Ferozan Tamakhara juj Akayad Yazdan Kuhan stood as upright as he could, straightened out his medals, tugged on the sleeves of his uniform, and opened the outer airlock door.
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I am a friend of the right, of wrong I am not a friend. It is not my wish that the weak should have harm done him by the strong, nor is it my wish that the strong should have harm done him by the weak. To the man who is a follower of the lie I am no friend. I am not hot-tempered. What things develop in my anger, I hold firmly under control by my thinking power. 
— Inscription on the tomb of Darius I







The Thili arrived at Central Administration comfortably ahead of the assigned time. Eadi thought of it as ‘the Vezamad’s building’ — an odd thing, to refer to a building as belonging to a single person, but for some reason the label seemed appropriate. They walked across a giant plaza that offered an unimpeded view of the structure, much squatter than the behemoths beside it and styled in a way that implied it was older than them too. The surface of the plaza was off-puttingly smooth, like the floor of a laboratory. Eadi wondered how slippery it must get in the rain — but then again, this planet could well receive very little, making a slippery square a non-issue. While crossing this city-sized clearing, Eadi kept trying to maintain its distance from — and nearly bumping into — Cynrid, until realizing that its tutor was attempting, perhaps subconsciously, to shield Eadi from the row of armed guards who stood watch ahead of the entrance. Eadi was not worried at all: these guards were there for protection, although from what, exactly, was unclear.




Once inside the atrium — much like the one in the starport, or even the administration building on Tundal — a Yara detached from a neat row by the door to intercept the Thili. “Cynrid of Botwic and Eadi of Botwic?”




“No need to be so formal,” Cynrid replied with a wave. “Are you the Vezamad?”




Eadi puffed its cheeks at Cynrid’s poor attempt at humour and closely studied the attendant’s reaction. This is what dumbfoundment looks like on a Yara. The pupils in each of his eyes alternated in size as he stood immobile, beak half-agape, staring at Cynrid. “I am not.” the embattled individual finally managed, probably more curtly than he had intended. He held out his scaly hand to point towards two doors on the far wall. “If you would follow me.”




Eadi looked around as they walked, both at the building and the people in it. This really was like a scaled-up version of the administration on Tundal — busier in form and in function, but recognizably made by the same people for the same purpose. Even the elevator was like its Tundalin counterpart, with a heroic scene embossed into sheets of shiny metal, and once they had climbed to the top floor they were faced with yet more friezed doors. The attendant swung these open with a flourish, revealing the Vezamad’s immense office, which overflowed with shelves upon shelves burdened with trinkets of all shapes and types.




“Do you like that one?”




Eadi hadn’t realized it had walked up to a particularly attractive sculpture, a curvaceous metal base holding up a glittering jewel; it whipped its head around to see a Yara in colourful robes bordered in shiny curlicues walking away from what had to be the most ornate desk in the galaxy.




“It is called the Crown of Ayim,” the Yara said as he glided to a halt beside Eadi in a cloud of perfume, an amalgamation of wholly unfamiliar yet distinguishable smells. The drooping sleeves on his scented robe tickled Eadi’s neck as he plucked the gem from its stand and caressed it like a newborn pup. “It came up for auction on the planet Inkanye a few years ago. One of my buyers notified me, and I knew I had to have it. Even you can see why.” He looked into Eadi’s eyes, still cradling his prized possession. “Yara once lived to collect things like this. Now we know better…” he trailed off as he returned the artifact to its place of honour, “but of course, if we happen to stumble upon something…”




With Eadi’s expanding knowledge of Yara economics, it had to wonder how expensive this acquisition had been, without even taking into account the rest of the shelf ornaments in this room. It didn’t have time to ask; Cynrid had set itself down onto one of the benches before the unoccupied desk. “Do you know why we’re here?”




“How provocatively brusque. Thili, yes — Kadnaha [the diggers]. I have read about you in some detail. Like you, we too consider ourselves pacifists, you know, although in our case the label is genuinely earned. People who have never exercised authority tend to conflate pacifism and harmlessness, for they do not realize that inaction is no great virtue when one does not hold enough power to do otherwise. Having the wisdom and restraint to remain peaceful when one could easily do whatever one wishes, unopposed — now that is…” He paused to steal a look at the Thili. “Well, in any case, it is good for you that you came under the Yara’s wing before a less enlightened species found you. I cannot fathom how you would have put up any resistance. You would be ruled by violence, unable to use your language or perpetuate your culture — and perhaps worse, far worse.” The Vezamad waited as though expecting thanks; Eadi saw Cynrid’s fur tighten. The Vezamad showed no sign of noticing, and walked past his supplicants with a pomp undermined by the trademark Yara waddle. He paced before the large windows, his embroidered robe swaying as he watched the city outside. “I also know of your dependence on this single plant, the Stitha, as you call it. I wonder, do you not find life dreary when eating the same thing every day, never tasting the delicate sweetness of tufaran [the fruit of the eponymous shrub-like plant native to polar regions of Lanekhan] or having a cool drink of zharabak [a chilled beverage made from a combination of fruits and spices]? Do you even know what ‘sweetness’ means, what it feels like in the mouth?” Another pause and a dramatic about-face. “Eating but one thing throughout your long life… Has access to the our trade network not broadened your mind, after all these years?”




“It’s being broadened as we speak.” Cynrid replied curtly.




“I do not mean to offend,” the Yara continued. At least he could be perceptive. “It merely seems regrettable never to partake in the niceties that modernity has to offer. Traditionalism is important, but taken too far it becomes mere obstinacy.” He looked at his guests while slowly ruffling his feathers, and returned to his seat. “In any case, you have not come here to learn about high culture. Your Kshathrak informed my office that a plague has befallen your homeworld? A foreign insect?”




Cynrid’s fur loosened up. “Yes. And since no one can travel anywhere without you people, this must logically be your fault. The insect has to be from another world in the protectorate. We’re here to take a look at your archives to figure out where that is, and go there.”




“You do not make the decisions here.” Eadi didn’t need the translator to tell the Vezamad’s voice had taken an edge. “What is your evidence for this?”




“Here’s our research,” Cynrid produced a datapad and slid it to the Vezamad, who hastily snatched it away and inspected the surface of the desk for damage. “Its biology is so completely unlike anything on Tundal that it can only be foreign in origin. We’re surprised it’s even able to digest any native flora.”




The elderly Yara clicked his talons on the pad and tossed it back to Cynrid in frustration. “Yara cannot use your touchscreens. Tell me the essential details.”




“Right.” Cynrid seemed surprised and perhaps the tiniest bit embarrassed. “Its chemistry doesn’t match our planet’s. That’s as simply as I can explain it. It’s as obvious to me as my alienness would be to you if you found me roaming the desert outside this city.”




The Vezamad leaned back a little. “Clearly stated. And what of you, youngling? Do you have anything to add?”




Surprised, Eadi looked to Cynrid for assistance, but its tutor only waited expectantly. “No!”




The Yara gave a little twist of his head. “I will consider your request to grant you temporary entry to the Central Archives. If I deem it worthy of approval, you will have an appointment scheduled for you and someone there will assist you in determining where this insect came from. If its planet of origin is in Yara space, we will have a record of it. Expect a response from my office within ten days.”




“Ten days? For such a simple request?” Cynrid complained. “We just need to consult a database!” Eadi had to agree — could they not expedite things? The Vezamad had nearly boundless authority, and what was the point of having that if one couldn’t use it when urgency required it?




“The Central Archives contain the collected knowledge of all of Yara history and every world in the protectorate,” the Vezamad moralized. “We do not let anyone simply walk in — foreign visitors are exceedingly rare. You will be screened and, should your request be approved, which, I remind you, is not guaranteed, a senior member of the Archives staff will be present during your visit.”




Cynrid wobbled for a moment, then stomped its foot. “Fine. We eagerly await a positive response.”




The Vezamad waved them out without a word.
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Precisely because the tyranny of opinion is such as to make eccentricity a reproach, it is desirable, in order to break through that tyranny, that people should be eccentric. Eccentricity has always abounded when and where strength of character has abounded; and the amount of eccentricity in a society has generally been proportional to the amount of genius, mental vigour, and moral courage which it contained. 
— John Stuart Mill, On Liberty







Even Cynrid could not stay confined in the hotel for ten full days, so it finally consented to visit the city of Payakht. Eadi was struck by the sheer amount of noise: raucous yells and squawks rose from stalls and shops on either side of the wide boulevard, vehicles rumbled through the streets, shuttles boomed overhead. The strange smells of the alien city created discrete bubbles that the Thili pierced through in sequence as they made their way down these streets incomprehensibly far removed from the quiet footpaths of Botwic or the rustic alleys of Haefoda — although, admittedly, this single city housed roughly two hundred times as many Yara as there were Thili on all of Tundal. Eadi hurried past a window displaying animal flesh and a short distance later was drawn in by particularly alluring scents, trotting into a shop and nearly fainting from the olfactory cacophony wafting from a grid of spice bins. Cynrid followed, keeping a close eye and still huffing angrily about the Yara being butchers. The shopkeeper stopped refilling one of his bins and straightened out to his full height. “How may I help you?” he hesitated, staring at his customers’ unfamiliar bodies.




Eadi looked to Cynrid. “Can we buy some of those spices? We could put some on our stitha!”




“We don’t need that junk. We can prepare our own food just fine. Those spices will fry your digestive system and make you sick for days. We don’t have time to waste nursing you back to health.”




“It would be such a missed opportunity! Look — look at all this! We can’t come all the way here and live exactly as we do back home!”




Cynrid’s slight delay in replying announced to Eadi that it had won the argument. “Fine. Pick one kind and get a small amount.”




The shopkeeper waited expectantly; Eadi had no idea what to choose and pointed to the brightest-coloured bin. The Yara, although clearly not accustomed to aliens, paused for a moment to consult his lens and listed several chemical compounds, asking the Thili whether they were sensitive to them. Eadi looked expectantly to Cynrid, who only puffed its head and replied that how could it know what Thili would find spicy when they only eat one thing, and could they get out of here already? Eadi turned back to the bins, unwilling to leave without at least one foreign foodstuff. “I’ll take that one,” it again gestured to the livid red powder.




“That is one of our strongest blends,” the merchant replied. “If it affects you and you are not accustomed to it, you will be tahnd [the devastation left behind by an uncontrolled fire].




Eadi decided that was worth a gamble and got Cynrid to pay for a small bag, after which the scientist immediately went back outside. Before following, Eadi glanced up towards the shopkeeper. “Is there a public kitchen nearby where we can rehydrate our stitha leaves?”




The Yara’s gaze drifted off as he again consulted his translator to parse the alien verbiage. “I am sorry, I do not know what those words mean.”




“Stitha is a kind of plant. Public kitchens are where people can prepare a meal if they’re away from home. You know, you grab food and cook what you need?”




The shopkeeper tried his best to understand. “Like a restaurant [business establishment where one pays for a prepared meal]?”




Eadi wasn’t surprised that this word didn’t have a Thilin equivalent — the very concept was absurd. Paying somebody else to prepare a meal for you? Why wouldn’t you cook it yourself? “Uh, never mind, sorry. Thanks for the spices!”




Baffled, Eadi left the shop and followed Cynrid down the busy street, the scientist’s back bristling all the way. “There isn’t anything for us to do out here. We can’t eat the food, they don’t let us enter most of the buildings, and the weather’s too hot. We should go back to the hotel and eat there.”




Eadi disagreed but didn’t voice it, deeming it better to save its objections for more important debates. “Fine,” it breathed, falling in next to Cynrid as they made their way through the now sweltering streets and back to their room. Both sat down, wearied by their walk in the scorching heat. Eadi grilled a stalk of stitha and dusted it with the Yara spice blend, feeling a sense of great urbanity upon the realization that it was probably the first person in the universe to spice stitha. Cynrid was at ease in its bed of cushions — now was a good time to see what the pair’s short-term plans might be. “What else can we do while we wait?”




Cynrid bristled. “Sleep here all day, hopefully. This city is practically designed to be unwelcoming. I’d much rather be on my quiet rooftop back home.”




“I like it here!” Eadi coughed on its dinner, panting and waving around the dangerously spicy stitha. It wished it had the words to describe the flavours it was experiencing — the Yara had doubtless coined dozens for this very purpose. “There’s a lot going on here, so many things to try and learn about!”




“Not good things. This is hardly a culture worth emulating, Eadi.”




“Well, I like it.” Eadi repeated quietly. And I could see myself staying here.
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Good fortune renders a man agreeable if the good fortune is not seen. 
— Publilius Syrus, The Moral Sayings of Publilius Syrus








Lanekhan
Year 17/16
4035 on the Thili calendar
Six Yara years before the present day







Artav stood stiffly and tried to listen in as the officiant of the graduation ceremony bestowed positions upon the young Yara’s competitors. He wished he could turn to look at them and gauge their reactions to what was given; he especially wondered who would receive Sanitation, the perennial target of jokes and jeers. Not him, certainly. His patrons had been very good to him, understandably so given his natural talent for his profession and for demonstrating the piety of a grateful client. Artav could with nearly absolute confidence trust that he would at last receive his coveted prize, the posting for which he had toiled during the five years since his adult plumage broke free of its sheaths, years that felt nearly as tedious as this ceremony where he had been standing long enough to completely memorize the mural on the back wall of the great hall, or at least those parts of it that were visible above the heads of the people ahead of him; he knew this because he had passed the time by closing his eyes and imagining a certain part of the mural, and then opening them again to compare his recollection against the original.




“Artavafana juj Kiandak Baktur Rudkana, take one step forward.”




Artav’s feathers tightened as he moved towards the officiant whose face betrayed no attempt to hide the tedium inherent in promoting row upon row of younglings one by one. “Be proud,” he droned, solemnly placing both his hands on Artav’s head and squeezing lightly to ruffle his crest. “You have successfully completed your examination and have been assigned the position of Deputy Assistant Curator of the Payakht Central Archives.” Artav let his feathers expand. The Central Archives, with access to every scrap of data about everything on every planet, enough to spend several lifetimes learning about the dozens upon dozens of subject species under Yara control and carefully documenting and categorizing new data gleaned from them — a dream come true! “Your name is henceforth Artavafana Indarz juj Kiandak Baktur Rudkana. Live up to the expectations placed upon you by your patrons,” the officiant continued, “do honour to your brethren and to those above you, and be just to those below. Go now and know your place among your people.” With that, the old Yara released his grip on Artav’s head and waddled to his neighbour (who turned out to be the unlucky recipient of Sanitation, something Artav did not take notice of until reading about it days later, long after his mental state finally settled from the excitement).




“Artavafana,” he heard behind him after the dispersal of the ceremonial lineup and the end of a quick chat with a few longtime acquaintances close enough to be friendly but not so close as to be rivals. He turned on one foot, startled. A middle-aged woman wearing a robe in the fashionable minimalist style stood before him: Thirit Datab.




Artav stiffened and straightened up, already sore from holding that position all morning. “Deputy-Director-Diplomat!”




“You seem happy with your posting.”




“It is an immense honour, one I will strive not to squander. I cannot overstate how appreciative I am of the assistance and advice with which you have been so generous over the years.”




The future Padesh gazed up to the vaulted ceiling of the great hall. “Warmly received. I long debated whether I should influence this process in order to have you assigned to the Central Embassy, but I eventually decided against it, given how clear you had made your preference. I maintain, however, that it is a waste to leave bound up in a laboratory one who has such affinity and goodwill for foreigners. You could accomplish great things with me and my staff.”




“Oh,” Artav dithered. He liked learning about foreigners very much indeed, but preferred doing so from afar. The few times Thirit had arranged for him to sit in as an uninvolved spectator during diplomatic meetings had been stressful enough; he could not fathom the anxiety that must be induced by being at the table while those faces stared right at him (those which had visible eyes, at least) while the probing minds behind awaited his decision on whatever high-stakes question was at issue, after which he would of course have to speak that decision out loud — in front of everybody, foreigners and Yara — all the while conveying confidence and authority and not stumbling over his thoughts as they formed in his head. The very thought of it shrank his pupils into pinpoints; it was the antithesis of the welcoming embrace of a laboratory. Thirit was astonishingly, intimidatingly, naturally skilled at it — but not him. “That would be a great honour,” he finally replied, “however, much like Orstaban discovered in the Ballad of Dastana, I believe my demeanour is better-suited to being a scholar than a public official.“




Thirit’s crest rose a little in amusement. “Perhaps if Orstaban lived not in ancient times long before contact but with us today where he could see and speak to foreigners, he would have decided otherwise. You are also still young and underestimate the extent to which demeanour blossoms with age, or how it can be directed and refined — but I will not press the issue. Whatever your decision, I trust you will leave your verse in our history. If one day you bore of inanimate objects and wish to fully exercise your talents, contact me. I will find a worthy posting.”




Artav nearly replied ‘I will’ but realized that may be taken as a firm commitment, so he spent a painful moment coming up with his response: “I am in your debt.”
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Of all the things which wisdom has contrived which contribute to a blessed life, none is more important, more fruitful, than friendship. 
— Epicurus, VS 78







Yara government buildings were becoming familiar to the Thili — one could only see so many soaring arches and atria before becoming numb to them. Yesterday, on the ninth day after their audience with the Vezamad, they finally received the long-awaited call from a clerk who was very pleased indeed at informing them that their request had been approved a full day ahead of schedule. This morning they rode the conveyors to the Central Archives, Eadi now perfectly accustomed to hopping onto the moving platform and standing alongside crowds of Yara busily going about their day. Its aim was now to appear blasé enough to blend in with the city’s inhabitants, as though it had lived here for years. It managed this with some success, drawing fewer glances than before as the Thili rode on and alighted before a nondescript building — if a garishly-decorated tower whose peak disappeared into its vanishing point could be described as such — and strutted beside Cynrid through the door and up to the ubiquitous reception desk where a clerk patiently awaited the guests whose identity he clearly already knew, his only alien visitors of the day, and perhaps of his life. “Let me contact the Assistant Curator,” he finally said after they had made their introductions. After a short while a youngish Yara ambled down the hallway, greeting the Thili with the most enthusiastic grin they had received from any of his species. “Greetings, honoured guests. I am Assistant Curator Artavafana Indarz juj Kiandak Baktur Rudkana. For ease of pronunciation, you may call me Artav.”




“I’m Cynrid of Botwic,” the elder Thili said casually, “and this is Eadi of Botwic. It’s my apprentice.”




The Yara’s pupils went wild; Eadi wondered what he was thinking. Amused by Cynrid’s loose interpretation of etiquette, perhaps? Or simply not used to meeting offworlders? Whatever the case, he bade them follow him onto a conveyor that led them down the hall from whence he had come. The building’s interior lacked the bright colours featured outside, trading shimmering tiles for endless white corridors which branched off into offices and laboratories where every surface was spotless and shiny and every piece of equipment looked modern and capable. Artav led them into an elevator to the penultimate floor, then down the hall. “Please, join me in my office,” he said while opening the door himself, the unadorned door to a room that was quite large, with shelved walls carrying widely-spaced trinkets. Artav wheeled around abruptly. “I am told you have a sample? May I see it?” Cynrid pulled away from the large windows where it had just begun scowling at the sweeping view of Payakht and handed over the glass vial to Artav. “A very pretty and distinctive colour,” he observed while holding the vial up to the light, rotating it in his hands and staring intently with one eye before turning his head to do the same with the other. “I have a theory as to its origin.” The Thili followed closely behind him as he shuffled over to his access terminal and rapidly clicked a few buttons. Eadi moved its head aside as his crest shot up. “As I suspected. It is called Sabhasha Deraksouandgai, native to the planet Deraksouandga in the Sorsetur system.” He turned to the Thili and seemed surprised to see them. “Quite a special system, in fact: the star is a red giant that has swallowed up its inner planets. Deraksouandga bore no life before that, being too distant from the star which then was smaller and yellow; even now it is a cold world, covered in snow year-round. Despite that, it is fascinating how life manifested itself on a previously-barren planet after such a calamity.”




“That is fascinating,” Cynrid replied with uncharacteristically genuine interest. “Climate is bad news, though. I guess they’ll survive a Tundal winter after all.”




Eadi rocked side to side. “We need to go there, then! We need a way to keep their population in harmony!”




Artav tilted his head, an expression that must have signified puzzlement. “Harmony?”




“Stabilize the population,” Cynrid interjected. “We need to find its natural predator and bring some to Tundal. The two should even out eventually.”




“Understood,“ Artav replied, although Eadi’s reading of his body language disagreed. “But is not the insect, since it is foreign to your planet, the one disturbing Tundal’s harmony? Why allow it to thrive?”




Cynrid straightened up to its full height, eye to eye with the Yara in his chair. “That’s how we do things.”




Artav stared at Cynrid for a long moment. “Very well. Let me consult the database— here. There is little information about its place in the ecosystem, but it appears this flying animal is one of its main predators.” The display showed a three-dimensional model of a translucent-skinned creature with stubby wings. “It is named Khovash [flying jelly]”. Artav gestured to his office door. “We have a specimen here if you would like to see it. It is preserved in stasis, but no longer alive.”




Eadi recoiled. “Uh, no thanks.”




Cynrid turned to Artav’s display screen. “Well. We finally know where we have to go. Let’s head to that planet and bring back enough of these khovash to sustain a local population.”




Artav leaned backward. “Go? I suppose that would be far more expedient than waiting for the next scientific expedition,” Cynrid and Eadi watched him disappear into his thoughts. The terminal’s keys clacked as he rifled through lines of text. “Yes, it would be a very long time indeed before the next mission to Deraksouandga, since the last was little more than nine months ago. The expedition is not yet complete, in fact — a geologist named Itara Resht juj Casand Hytapse Danesh and her team are visiting several planets consecutively to minimize travel time. Deraksouandga was the second stop on her journey. She then continued on to…” Eadi could read only a single word in Yaraman, and this was the one it now saw on the display: two pictograms spelling tu-da, the elocutionally-challenged Yara’s transliteration of ‘Tundal’. “I am sorry.” Artav’s crest drooped as he looked at his petitioners. “This confirms it was we who caused this.”




Eadi hurriedly intervened as Cynrid was just opening its mouth. “This isn’t your fault, Artav — not yours personally.”




The words of reassurance did little to help the young Yara fluttering his fingers against the keyboard, too lightly to engage its mechanism. “They neglected to follow sterilization protocols, the most elementary and critical part of such an expedition. Carelessly they plunder / While we lay in hiding / Comeuppance awaits. Cross-contamination is inexcusable,” he emphasized before retreating into his thoughts once more.




Eadi looked to Cynrid, hoping for some assistance, but the old scientist simply fluffed its head. “He’s not wrong. It certainly wasn’t our fault.”




“Please don’t blame yourself for this,” Eadi again tried to reassure Artav. “You’ve been a great help to us. Without you, we would never have found the solution we were looking for.”




Artav distractedly scratched his feathery neck. “Solving a problem of one’s own making is but a means of apology, and not something praiseworthy — but I am nonetheless grateful for your compassion. I will have my office inform the Vezamad of these findings. Please,” he said as he pushed off from his chair and waddled to his office’s exit, “let me show you back to the atrium. There is not a moment to lose.”




As soon as the door was cracked open Cynrid surged ahead into the hallway, choosing to walk rather than use the conveyor. Artav boarded the device and Eadi fell in next to him, seizing this ideal opportunity to interrogate a high-ranking Yara. “This seems like a very fancy building for an archive — I would have expected something more like a warehouse filled with shelves.”




“A warehouse, for such a prestigious institution?” Artav twitched. “The Archives are one of the preeminent paths on the course of honour!”




Eadi politely put a hand on his back. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to understate the importance of your post.”




“Please,” he said, deflating. “I am the one who should apologize for my unthinking reaction to an innocent question. My people put great value in one’s appointed office. Too much, perhaps, and I myself…” Artav trailed off, tilting his head to cast one eye towards Eadi’s digging-claw. “Among Yara, touching another’s back is considered a romantic gesture.”




Eadi pulled back quickly, taking a step away from Artav for good measure. “Oh! I didn’t mean to. Not that— of course—”




“Please do not trouble yourself — I am certain I would commit far worse faux pas were I on your planet.” After a short silence, he leaned over and spoke to Eadi as quietly as he could; thankfully the translator’s microphone was very sensitive. “If I may, during our introductions earlier, I noticed your colleague referred to you with a word that my translator renders as ‘it’. Forgive my bluntness, but does Cynrid hold you in low esteem?”




“It? Oh! No, not at all. I wondered the same about your language when I first read it. I’m a bearer,” Eadi explained as it took the tablet out of its pouch and put it back in to demonstrate the act of bearing, “and Cynrid is a seeder. I think you’d be the equivalent of a sower, but in Thilin all three of us would be referred to as ‘it’.”




“Ah…” Artav stared intently, failing to camouflage his curiosity regarding the pouch before regaining his composure. “Certain Yara languages were similar, before standardization. We are not so different.”




Eadi huffed. Not so different? The Yara, so advanced, so polished, so powerful, using their tunnelling spacecraft to administer their galaxy-spanning dominion from the towering buildings of this great city? Thili were little more than wild animals in comparison. ‘Different’ didn’t even begin to describe the chasm between the two species, but Eadi changed the subject to avoid putting Artav in an awkward position. “What does your full name mean? It seemed very long.”




“Artavafana is my given name; Indarz is the position I occupy, director-scientist; juj Kiandak Baktur means “child of Kiandak and Baktur”, my parents; and Rudkana is the prefecture where I was born.”




“The steward on the ship we took to get here mentioned that position part a bit.” Eadi recalled. “She’s hoping to take a test to get promoted to worker-scientist.”




“I am glad to hear she is motivated to advance. It is unlikely to happen, but her descendants could benefit greatly if she succeeds.”




“They’d inherit her position?”




“Inherit?” The pupil expanded to fill the eye that stared at Eadi. “Certainly not — where would be the merit in that? It would give them access to more rarefied social circles and better-connected patrons, but they would have to take the same examination as anybody else. Inherited titles are a symptom of decadent and corrupt societies, a medieval concept we left behind long ago.”




“Oh, uh…” Eadi stammered. “I agree, and Cynrid definitely would, too. So, if people can get promoted,” it tried to redirect the conversation, “does that mean they can get demoted too?”




“For severe crimes, yes.”




“Does that mean your parents would get demoted too, if you did something especially bad?”




The feathers of Artav’s crest sprang up as the trio entered the atrium. “Parents? I wish we could compare our cultures in much greater detail, but your companion appears to have urgent matters to attend to. Perhaps later in your stay, if you have time to spare, you would do me the pleasure of meeting again?”




Eadi’s reply was drowned out by Cynrid bellowing from just within the building’s doors. “Eadi! Are you coming, or what?”




Bitterly disappointed, Eadi turned to Artav in anguish, so desperately wanting to continue what most others would have considered an interrogation but was with this kindred spirit a fascinating conversation. The young Yara gave a shallow bow of his head, drawing a surprised glance from the nearby clerk. “I greatly appreciate the opportunity to have shared this time with you, Cynrid of Botwic and Eadi of Botwic, although I regret the circumstances which led to our meeting. I wish you success on your journey and good health to all Thili. As per my earlier promise, my office will submit a request to the Vezamad to confirm the details of our conversation and to request a follow-up audience with him; his office will notify you when that meeting is approved. May I use your tablet for a moment?” He watched as Eadi fished it from its pouch and handed it to him. “Here is my communications identifier,” he demonstrated, pointing to his face next to Byarsha’s. “Please notify me if I may be of further assistance, or if you are available to continue our conversation.”




“Great, thanks,” Cynrid shouted from a distance as it waggled its arm, beckoning Eadi. The younger Thili puffed up and returned Artav’s bow; unsure where it should bend its long neck, the bow ended up looking more like a drunken wobble. Rather than double the embarrassment with an equally-clumsy spoken reply, it left things at that and followed Cynrid out of the building where the scientist leaned over, whispering: “Let’s go straight to the Vezamad’s office. I’m not waiting another ten days.”
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A persevering steadfastness of purpose counts for a lot, so that even inertia if stubbornly maintained may carry a certain weight. 
— Seneca, Letters from a Stoic







Eadi and Cynrid walked straight from the Archives to the Central Administration, which took the better part of two hours in the beating midday sun. Eadi hurried behind as Cynrid parted the crowd at the entrance and strode past the line of waiting attendants to the reception desk; the eyes of the clerk who sat there opened fractionally wider in a curious mixture of alarm and carefully-practiced restraint. “Greetings, honoured Thili. Have I mistakenly omitted an audience for you from today’s schedule?”




“No,” Cynrid replied curtly. “We don’t have one. We just got back from the Archives. We need to speak to the Vezamad right away.”




“This,” the clerk searched for sufficiently diplomatic phrasing, “is highly irregular. The Vezamad is very busy, and his schedu—”




“Look,” Cynrid interrupted, “the fate of our entire species is at stake. I’m sure he’s busy but I’m also sure whatever he’s doing can wait a few moments. We can’t.”




The Yara dithered for a long while. “I will contact his assistant. Please be seat…” he said with a glance to indicate the waiting area that he now realized held only Yara chairs clearly incompatible with his guests’ physiology. “Please stand over there.”




Cynrid had the look of one about to add a sharp reply but stomped in acquiescence and shuffled off with Eadi close behind. After an animated conversation with an unseen counterpart, the clerk came over. “Exceptionally, the Vezamad has agreed to delay today’s schedule to consult with you. Please follow my colleague, who will show you the way.” Again the Thili went down the long halls leading to the great doors which were swung open before them. The Vezamad, visibly frustrated, gestured to the Thili to come forward.




“Could this not wait? Protocol exists for a good reason. This is most disruptive.”




“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Cynrid replied. “We went to the Archives and found the bug. It’s on a planet called Drasanuaga. Do you know it?”




“Of course I do. And its name is Deraksouandga, not that butchery you made of it.” The Vezamad slapped his hands on the desk and leaned forward. “I am the chief administrator of the Yara protectorate — I know every planet in it better than you know your own. Is this your emergency? You came here to test my knowledge?”




“What?” Cynrid replied in confusion. Eadi, still standing near the doors, wished it could slink back through them. Cynrid was a brilliant scientist but when it was in these states of single-minded focus it was not one for manners or subtlety of any kind.




“Why are you here?” The Vezamad repeated. “I will be notified by the Central Archives of their findings in due time, and my staff will review the docket they submit to us on your behalf. Your involvement is superfluous.”




“Our involvement… We don’t have time for your pointless bureaucracy!” Cynrid exclaimed. Eadi sunk even lower. “You’re the one who decides where the ships go and when, right?”




“Indeed I am, and you would do well not to—”




“Then what are we waiting for?” Cynrid continued. “You know our situation, you know how we can fix it, and you have the power to make it happen. Why should we wait another ten days, or twenty, or thirty? The harvest is coming soon and your bug is eating all the stitha. My people will starve. Get us a ship.”




Eadi stifled a fluff while imagining what the scene might look like to an onlooker without a simultaneous translator — these individuals of two utterly different species making completely unintelligible noises at each other, limbs flailing in equally-unrelated body languages. The Vezamad looked as though he was trying to contain his astonishment at the impertinence of his furry interlocutor. “I will not bypass protocol based on the conjecture of an unqualified alien. Once I receive the data from the Archives I will, as precedent and procedure demand, call a commission that will study the situation and provide its recommendations to me. I will then execute a plan of action in accordance with those recommendations and my own expertise.”




“Your own expertise!” Cynrid yelled, explosively abandoning whatever pretense of diplomacy was left. “How long will it take until this ‘commission’ accomplishes anything?”




“Behave yourself or I will have you expelled from my building! The commission will take whatever time is necessary to resolve the issue satisfactorily.”




“Which means what? More people like you, with no expertise in either biology or entomology, much less in the biosphere of Tundal, will tell us what to do? We already know what needs to be done. We need to go to this planet, and we need to go now.”




“Should there be a mission to Sorsetur, you will absolutely not be present. We would send a qualified team of scientists as soon as the travel schedule provides an opening, and—”




“An opening? You’ll squeeze this in between the next two shipments of shiny rocks?”




“Are Thili always so bellicose?”




“Yes we are. We argue until we agree on what needs to be done, and then we do it. Unlike you, who have unlimited power yet accomplish nothing at all.”




The Vezamad ignored that obvious bait. “Do you realize the exorbitant cost of sending a private transport to not one, but two star systems? There is a reason we have protocols. The protectorate cannot finance every personal errand of our subject species.”




“Personal errand! The survival of my people is at stake! We’re not heading off to collect baubles,” Cynrid gestured wildly towards the shelves that glittered with artifacts. “We’re trying to prevent a genocide!”




The Vezamad leapt up from his chair. “Genocide! You accuse us of genocide! The Yara have been devoted to the protection of foreigners since before you people discovered electricity. Without us, you would be another species’ livestock. I will not tolerate your slander — it is we who know the best course of action, not you! You will wait while we resolve your problem in the proper fashion.”




“Our problem? Oh yes, you are so wise!” Cynrid replied, waving its hands wildly. “This bug wouldn’t have come within a thousand light-years of Tundal were it not for the all-seeing wisdom of the Yara! You’re the reason this is happening in the first place! That’s why I call this a genocide! You infected our planet and now you sit on your scaly hands rather than fix your mistake, even after we tell you how to do it!”




“Enough!” The Vezamad squawked, pounding his desk. “You have the luxury of this antinomianism only because we are here to watch over you and make difficult decisions that never enter your field of vision. You lack even a fraction of the awareness required to understand the situation! Now, get out of my office or I will have you removed! Get off my planet, while you are at it!”




Cynrid’s fur seemed vacuum-sealed to its body as it stared at the Vezamad; after a tense moment during which Eadi tried its best to become invisible, the scientist finally broke off and turned towards the door. Eadi didn’t need to be told to do the same. The Thili stormed out of the building without a word; a guard at the door waveringly yelling goodbye to their backs as they hurried through the exit.








  
  XVII

  
  
  The Third Padesh

  
  





The powerful exact what they can, and the weak have to comply. 
― Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian War







The architecture of the Jazraha — or whatever name they used for themselves — was quite attractive to Yandaz Padesh’s eyes. She peered past her armed retinue to the organic shapes of the buildings, interconnected via floating pedways in a way that made the city look like a single living organism with misshapen appendages sprawling over the verdant landscape.




Yandaz knew that what she was about to do to their builders was a great tragedy; this was the first time they would meet face-to-face with a Yara, and they would think her a villain. The same fate would befall them after they would be branded ‘Sekarz’ for consumption by the Yara, in two different senses of that word. So be it, she told herself. This epic required its antagonist. Tragedies abound in the universe — evolution (and simple bad luck) ensure that countless species fall at the hands of others better suited to survival. It would be comforting to believe that sapient beings such as the Yara would be beyond such naturalistic impulses, but that was hopelessly naïve. The same rules still applied to everyone: feed yourself and your own, protect them from danger, reproduce, and do your best to ensure that your descendants can do the same. The only difference here was one of scale: rather than Yara clawing at each other while flying from one cliffside to the next, they were now doing it to other species on a galactic scale — more indirectly perhaps, ideally without any bloodshed at all, but the underlying principles were the same.




Most people would agree that an action which seemed unpalatable in the moment became acceptable if an unarguably good result came of it, but Yandaz knew there still had to be a line somewhere, a point where no triumphant outcome could counterbalance what had led to it. Where is the cutoff at which point these ends no longer justify the means, she wondered? And how many schemes could one layer upon each other before the whole accreted to such a size that it could no longer be hidden? The worst of it was that she didn’t even agree with what her predecessors had done — if anything, they had left her quite the poisoned gift, one she had only learned the extent of after accepting her post. Worse, there were now only a few people with whom she could potentially discuss the true extent of the situation, and all of them would seize the opportunity to use her weakness against her.




Despite this, everything had gone improbably well so far. The Yara were wholly united, which was nothing short of miraculous, and she was on an alien world, bludgeoning its people into submission. She wondered whether posterity would be as kind to her as it had been to her predecessors; the almost godlike Parmyz Padesh and his able successor Savah who had plucked Yandaz from the Tamkasa, the negotiator-soldiers, in what had proved to be a remarkably prescient decision.




In any case, Yandaz’ legacy was for someone else to decide. All she could do was focus on executing her little corner of this great artwork. Striding towards what would hopefully be her first and last meeting here, she stole one last glance at the her shuttle behind her. It was not an attractive vessel. Its large parent ship circling the planet was even less so, but that one at least impressed with its tunnelling drive, the fruit of nearly sixty years of focused effort back home. How remarkable what we can accomplish when we are not obsessively robbing each other! The threat of the Sekarz had done its job; with this unpleasant business out of the way, the Yara could hopefully fly on to more noble matters — like conquering ever more innocents. No, conquest is too strong a word, Parmyz rationalized. Do we ‘conquer’ pets we care for every day? Does government ‘conquer’ its own people by providing benevolent oversight? No reasonable person would make that argument.




* * *




It seemed the Jazra delegate was not a reasonable person.




Let us no longer belabour the point. If you truly seek peace, submit to us and let us end this. Yandaz typed into the awkward device which she slid across the table to the interlocutor who had been arguing in circles for half the day, by her reckoning. She had long passed the point of hunger and longed to return to her quarters in orbit, even with that insufferable microgravity.




The lanky biped grabbed the translator with his long fingers and read the text that appeared for him in his own language. He typed out his reply and returned the device to Yandaz, whose feathers tightened in frustration. How can we trust you when you threaten us into submission?




Was he going to force her to order orbital bombardment? She angrily entered her reply. You can trust that it is in our best interest to not be unduly harsh. You will find we are a reasonable and pragmatic people. We want to maintain peace. That is why we have come.




His retort came quickly. We were already at peace. You come as conquerors; we did not need protecting. Know also that even if we accept, this will reflect poorly upon you. There are certainly other sapient species like both of ours. How will they react to your arrival to their planet when they know what you have done to us?




Yandaz lifted her gaze past the translator’s screen to look at the ambassador. She took in his wet eyes, his skin as naked as a burn victim’s, his flat face that contorted into too many expressions. He is a good person, she thought, and wise. His people chose well in selecting him to meet with me. He may appreciate a more forthright approach. She typed another message, re-read it to ensure she was not revealing too much, and managed to pull her body out of the mushy cushion atop the too-soft chair that had been offered to her. On her tip-toes she hefted the translator and placed it on the tall table before the Jazra. As a leader among your people, you, like I, understand we must always choose a certain solution to a current problem over a hypothetical solution to a future problem. Time will polish this away — your children will see things differently than you do, and their children’s children will not remember any of this at all. As far as they will be concerned, the Yara will always have been present here, and they will know we mean no harm.




She had barely made her way to the room’s window when she heard the translator being slid back across the table, far too soon for a considered reply. She shuffled back and climbed into her seat to read the message. You have no right to speak for our children. They will never accept your presence if all they have known their whole lives is slavery.




Yandaz jerked in indignation and barely caught herself before starting to speak out loud. She typed furiously, read her text, and elected to delete it and start over. How dare you call this slavery! What we request is prudent oversight. You will all be allowed to live your lives freely. See it from our point of view: we have the opportunity to secure the safety of our people, and we can do this without going to war with you or anybody else. You should consider yourself lucky that your first visitors are so good-willed.




The ambassador tilted his head — like a Yara, Yandaz thought — and entered his reply. I cannot countenance the word ‘luck’ when today leaves my people far worse off than yesterday. If you truly seek peace, can you not leave us be if we guarantee to never interfere with your kind?




For this tactic Yandaz already knew her rebuttal. And then what? You would have me let you build up your strength in secret so that you can cut our wings when we least expect it? You are asking me to leave my people vulnerable to attack rather than guarantee their safety when I have the chance.




He was also ready with his retort. Can your people not accept the notion of us simply being neutral?




Yandaz paused after reading this; how she wished it were the case. She chanced a blunt reply. My people will much more readily accept a position of absolute strength rather than one of apprehensive coexistence.




The Jazra shoved the translator back towards Yandaz and stared at her with his bright blue eyes. What if we resist this annexation, or whatever euphemism you use to refer to it?




Finally, progress. Yandaz reached for the tablet she had brought along and showed the ambassador a video of a flyby she had taken before landing; it showed the ship that lurked in high orbit. She then flipped to animations of the weapon systems aboard.




The Jazra grabbed the translator before she could use it. You don’t need to explain to me what I’m looking at. Its purpose is clear. This is an ultimatum, then. You are leaving us with only two options: give up right now, in which case we immediately lose, or choose to fight and hope we’ll prevail.




Although this was astute, it was the opposite of the interpretation Yandaz had hoped for. She wished she could take the time to articulate something nuanced and insightful but didn’t want the ambassador to think he had caught her in a crosswind. She fired off a reply and hoped Jazra physiology was similar enough to her own. You would be throwing away your people’s lives, whereas my proposal will result in no deaths whatsoever. Do you truly want your compatriots’ blood on you?




His face knotted as he hammered out his response. Don’t patronize me! You can’t cloak your dishonourable actions in virtuous words. You are the ones who would kill those people, not us! How will you live, knowing what you have done here?




Yandaz closed her eyes for a moment, then looked at the flushed Jazra. She sensed the argument was finally nearing its conclusion and took the time to type a longer explanation. She turned the screen towards the ambassador and watched him read his translation. My people have lived through nearly constant warfare for centuries, and have come to understand that honour and virtue can never assure one’s survival as much as overwhelming strength will. You may call this unfair or ignoble, but it is true. It is due to our understanding of this reality that today I can present you with only one course of action, and why you must accept it. As for me, I will gladly live and die with the consequences of my actions if these ensure my people’s safety.




The ambassador’s gaze locked with hers and she knew he had understood. She pried herself out of the chair — hopefully for the last time — and grabbed the Jazra translator before making her exit. Such a device would prove useful to the Yara in the future.
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The ruler, insofar as he is a ruler, does not make mistakes; and not making mistakes, he sets down what is best for himself. And this must be done by the man who is ruled. 
— Plato, The Republic







The Thili cleared the building’s colonnade; Eadi followed Cynrid as it silently simmered its way to a bench in the courtyard, straddling it in parallel with feet barely touching the ground as Yara passersby looked on with what must have been amusement. “That arrogant dotard!” Cynrid exclaimed, then paused. “At least I assume he’s old by their standards. Thankfully they don’t live very long.”




Eadi’s torso fluffed up to its maximum extent. “Don’t wish for anyone’s death!”




The scientist’s head swung around to face its apprentice. “I didn’t say I wanted to kill him. I just won’t be sad when nature takes its course. It’ll do us all a favour. And!” it added with conviction, “he’s the one who’s killing us. Not the other way around.”




Perhaps, Eadi thought — but perhaps it was Cynrid who had doomed the Thili with its brute-force approach to diplomacy. The Vezamad may have been more receptive to someone coming to him as a supplicant rather than an adversary. Eadi glanced around the courtyard with all its Yara flowing by like motes of dust in a light breeze. It decided to sit next to Cynrid, but in the Yara fashion so as to avoid embarrassment. It raised its backside up to the tall bench but couldn’t extend its legs enough; it managed only to scrape its bottom against the bench’s edge a few times. Attempts to jump backwards onto it bore no harvest either. It turned around to face the bench and gauge whether it could jump onto it and then climb its front legs down, but the bench’s height and narrowness gave that prospect little chance of success. Finally Eadi gave up and approached the bench sideways, raising one leg at a time and hopping up to face Cynrid. It avoided its tutor’s glare, instead taking in the scenery as gaggles of Yara ambled by. Those here seemed even busier than their compatriots elsewhere in the city, hurriedly talking into their headsets or to those walking alongside them. The Administration was like the roots of the Yara governmental organism, Eadi decided — ferrying nutrients from all over to the places that needed it, albeit without the impartiality of a plant. Its mind wandered to the possibility of plants that could selectively seek out and allocate resources to themselves when it felt a poke on its chest. “Hm?”




“I said, do you want to keep daydreaming here or should we go fetch our things and go back home?”




“Home? But there must be something else we can do?” Eadi pleaded.




Cynrid swung a hand towards the Administration building. “Not without getting through to the clod of mud in that office. He’s the one who controls everything around here.”




Eadi considered that for a moment, then recalled the videos that had so entertained it during their journey to the Yara homeworld. Did things still work that way? The role certainly existed in the present day, as the Kshathrak had confirmed, but how did one contact that quasi-mythical person? “Artav would know,” it blurted out.




“I doubt it,” Cynrid replied with a derisive huff. “He got us the audience but he’s just a pup. They grow up quickly but he doesn’t seem to have much of a say in anything.”




“What audience?”




Cynrid stared at Eadi for a long moment, its fur painting a transition from surprise to confusion to concern. “Are you tired? Let’s go back to our room to rest.”




“Oh!” Eadi’s neck straightened with a jolt. “You were still talking about the Vezamad! I was thinking of something else. Do you remember in ‘Padesh 7’ when he delivers a speech about being the Yara’s conscience and protecting aliens?”




“No. I must have been doing anything else at the time.”




“And at the Yara museum in Haefoda,” Eadi pressed on despite Cynrid’s flare of anger, “they showed how the Padesh was the one who led the mission when the Yara contacted us for the first time. We can contact the current Padesh! She has a responsibility to help us.”




Eadi watched as Cynrid’s every fibre tensed up to launch into a furious rebuke and slowly abated. “I suppose it’s better than crawling back home with empty bags. Did your videos explain how to do this?”




“No, but Artav will know!”




“I see,” Cynrid replied flatly. “That explains why you mentioned him earlier. Fine. Call him on your… thing.”




Eadi beamed as it pulled the tablet out of its pouch and pressed Artav’s name. Its owner sprang up shortly thereafter. “Eadi!” Artav grinned. “I did not expect to hear back from you today. Not that I am unhappy about it, of course, but we only just saw each other.”




“How can we meet the Padesh?” Eadi blurted out. “Oh, sorry Artav, thanks for responding so quickly. We’ve hit a rock. We just spoke to the Vezamad and I don’t think he’ll help us. Could we talk to the Padesh instead? Do you know how?”




A pause. “You spoke with the Vezamad already?”




“Give me that,” Cynrid gestured towards the tablet in Eadi’s hands and grabbed it once proffered. “I thought since our situation was urgent we should go right away. He didn’t agree. He’s calling a commission to think about what to do instead.”




“Ah,” Artav replied with a craned neck. “And this will take time. Time which you do not feel you have to spare.”




“You’re more perceptive than your patron.”




“He is not my… That is not important. Do you and Eadi have dinner plans?”




“Dinner? Same thing we do every day. We don’t need the elabor…” Cynrid trailed off as Eadi frantically waved for the tablet. Cynrid handed off the device with a loud huff.




“Hi Artav, it’s me again. No, we don’t have plans.”




“Good. If you would join me at a restaurant, we can discuss this in more detail.”




Eadi was overjoyed at this, and happy that it already knew what ‘restaurant’ meant, but there was the matter of Cynrid. It looked up to gauge the scientist’s reaction. Cynrid eventually stomped its foot in the air by way of assent, but made it clear that it was none too pleased to do so.




“Cynrid said yes.”




“Very well,” Artav replied. Eadi was reasonably certain his raised crest was a sign of joy. “I will send you a message containing directions and a meeting time. The reservation will be under my name.”




“Reservation…” Eadi trailed off as it parsed the translation. “We will have our own table waiting for us?”




“Yes. When you arrive, simply tell the attendant that you are my guest. I will meet you there. Do you require transportation?”




“No, thanks. We like to walk.”




“Ah, yes, you do,” Artav replied knowingly. “I will see you soon.”
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Among the arts of conversation, no one pleases more than mutual deference or civility, which leads us to resign our own inclinations to those of our companion, and to curb and conceal that presumption and arrogance so natural to the human mind. 
— David Hume, Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences







Eadi arrived outside the ‘restaurant’ at the appointed time, with Cynrid dragging its feet a short distance behind. The establishment occupied the ground floor of a large building, its windows partially screened by ornately sculpted metal shapes. The star Zhawaru was beginning to set over the city of Payakht; its rays touched only the topmost floors of the tall buildings to form shaded canyons in the street below. Lanterns lit the restaurant’s facade, flames flickering inside and giving off a rich, pleasantly smoky smell. An immaculately-dressed Yara attendant stood before the intricately-embossed door; he kept glancing towards Eadi and eventually to Cynrid once it too arrived. “May I help you find an address?”




Eadi was far too busy taking in the sensory overload to look at the attendant. “No thanks! This is the place,” it replied cheerfully.




“I see.” the Yara murmured as he inspected the loitering aliens. “Do you have a reservation?”




“I do. Well, my friend does. His name is Artav…afana.”




If the Yara had had fur, his entire body would have puffed up. “Artavafana Indarz juj Kiandak Baktur Rudkana? Assistant-Curator Of The Central Archives?” Eadi could hear the emphasis on every word.




“Uh… yes.”




Eadi heard Cynrid huffing derisively in the background as the Yara bowed. “If you would be so kind as to follow me.” He pulled open the restaurant’s elaborately-carved door and held it to let the Thili follow him in. Eadi nearly stumbled as soon as it entered — it could hardly see anything in the gloomy interior. Dark fabrics and rich wall coverings soaked up what little light was given off by ceiling-mounted lanterns. A squawk alerted Eadi that in its distraction it had just walked into a patron’s chair; it apologized profusely but the Yara’s agitation made it clear that it either didn’t have its translator enabled or the device didn’t know which language was in use. Eadi’s translator, however, worked all too well in deciphering the patron’s reply. Cynrid’s did too — the scientist complimented the Yara on its creativity before walking away. The droopy-crested attendant handed them off to another Yara who led the way to the back, past another set of carved doors which revealed a secluded area with even more luxurious furnishings than the restaurant’s main area. A single table occupied the middle of the room. Around it were arrayed an almost comically intricate Yara chair and two utilitarian Thili-style benches. Where did these come from, Eadi wondered? The restaurant certainly did not keep Thili furniture on hand. The attendant gestured to the seating. “Please make yourselves at ease. May I bring you a refreshment or appetizer while you await your friend?”




Eadi was momentarily confused, then remembered how these ‘restaurants’ worked. “Yes please — it’s very kind of you to offer. Could I get a glass of water?”




“A… glass?” The Yara blinked, probably consulting its translator. “Yes… of course. And for you?” it asked Cynrid with forced deference.




Cynrid heaved its saddlebags off its back and grabbed a bundle of stitha. “Where’s the kitchen? I’m going to cook these.”




Eadi had never seen such a total state of befuddlement in anyone as it now saw in this poor Yara. His head was wobbling almost like a Thili; Eadi huffed quietly at this shared trait. The attendant finally regained his composure. “The kitchen is for staff use only, but I will gladly take these and have them prepared as you wish once your companion has arrived”.




Cynrid, still clutching the stitha in its claw, turned to look at Eadi as though for approval. Eadi stomped gently and Cynrid handed over the dried stalks in resignation. The attendant took them in both hands with obvious apprehension. “How shall we prepare these for you?”.




“Grill them at twice-boiling until they just start to char,” Cynrid mimed the act of rotating the stalks, “then sprinkle them with sea salt.”




The Yara’s feathers tightened slightly as he backed out of the room with a bow. The doors shut behind him in perfect silence.




“What a ridiculous civilization,” Cynrid exhaled. “And I’m starting to get confused with all these Yara we’re meeting. They all look the same to me. Pretty soon I’m going to call one by the wrong name.”




“He didn’t even tell us his name, actually.” Eadi pointed out, realizing it hadn’t introduced itself to either of the attendants. Shame and worry sprang up — was it becoming impolite, or worse yet, elitist? That would be so easy here, it thought as it looked around the room, with all these people milling about, millions in this city alone, probably more in a city block than there were Thili on all of Tundal. What was the point of cohabiting with far too many people to meet in a lifetime? Such a crowd made one feel isolated.




Eadi walked up to one of the walls, running a claw over a stone carving of an idyllic village. No, not idyllic — a closer look showed scenes of great violence. Hand-to-hand combat. An armed group outside the settlement gesturing towards it with intent. Strange low buildings with grated towers rising from their roofs. One of them on fire. War. These Yara were clothed and flightless, unlike those in the murals at the spaceport, so this scene was more recent than those mythological stories but still ancient if the almost Thili-sized houses were any indication. Eadi walked away from the mural, its fur tight with discomfort. What an odd scene to display in what should be a place of communal enjoyment. It strode to the Yara chair and caressed the seat’s rich upholstery, a wonderfully fine and delicate weave with a directionless nap. The frame was of beautifully-carved material, softer and warmer than stone, fibrous, almost plant-like, the legs and back arranged like elegant feathers that had happened to gracefully fall into the shape of a chair. Eadi fluffed its back and looked around again, wondering how many hours of work had gone into this small room. Everything had the slight imperfections characteristic of handicrafts rather than the flawlessness of machine-made goods. On Tundal any one of these pieces would be an artwork worthy of great admiration, an achievement of self-expression refined over countless hours of leisure; here, these masterpieces were dissociated from their creator and reserved for the enjoyment of the few people who entered this sealed-off room. How many rooms like this were there on Lanekhan? Finally Eadi noticed that Cynrid had been quietly watching it this whole time. Their gazes met. “Looks like you’ve learnt a lot in these few moments,” Cynrid said with an unusual degree of compassion. “Remember it.”




Before Eadi could reply, the doors swung back open behind it. It turned, expecting the requested glass of water, but saw a panting Artav.




“I apologize for my tardiness. I was delayed due to a meeting with the Curator.”




The attendant rounded the corner with Eadi’s water — not in a glass, but rather a bowl with handles on either side — and nearly dropped it in surprise when he saw Artav. “Esteemed Indarz! My sincere apologies, I did not know you had arrived. You honour our establishment with your presence.”




“You are too kind,” Artav replied with a shallow bow. “I am in your debt for welcoming my guests. I will have an abja [a carbonated beverage made with water and distilled extract of plant matter].”




Eadi saw the attendant’s pupils flash with joy; he hurriedly set Eadi’s water bowl on the table and rushed off to fetch Artav’s order. “Please, have a seat,” Artav gestured towards the benches. “Let us order our meal.”




“Thanks!” Eadi replied as Cynrid silently plopped onto its seat. “By the way, did you arrange for these to be brought here?”




“Yes. I inquired beforehand and had them delivered, since you would be unable to sit on our chairs. “I apologize that they are so rudimentary. I had hoped to find some made of wood,” he added with a tap of his own chair.




‘Wood’, was it? Eadi wondered what a wood-plant looked like and nearly asked many hours had been spent on this room’s furnishings before catching itself itself at the last moment, fearing this may come across as offensive. “That was very thoughtful of you,” it finally managed.




Artav’s pupils dilated and contracted rapidly. “It is my duty. I am glad you could both be here. I hope that together we can determine a plan of action. What would you like to eat?”




“It shouldn’t be hard to remember that we eat only stitha,” Cynrid complained from across the table. Only its head and a little of its neck were visible over the edge — the Thili benches were the right height to sit on, but this made them slightly too low relative to the Yara table. The scientist looked like a pup trying its best to use adult furniture. “I gave some to your servant. He wouldn’t let me cook it myself.”




“Maybe they can add spices to it, or prepare it differently than we’re used to,” Eadi chimed in before Artav could apologize. The doors opened yet again and the attendant strode in triumphantly holding another bowl-like vessel. This one was quite a bit larger than Eadi’s and seemed to be made of glass cut with swirling geometric patterns. With visible effort the Yara used one hand to place the heavy bowl on the table before Artav. A pungent aroma of spices, fruit, and alcohol wafted towards Eadi.




“A drink?” Artav asked, showing the goblet to Eadi and Cynrid. The Thili looked at each other, puzzled.




“Sure looks like one to me,” Cynrid replied. “Very astute.”




Artav paused, holding the mug in mid-air. “My apologies; I meant, would you like to try it?”




Cynrid scowled at the frothy beverage. “I’m glad to see that Yara know how to share after all, but I’m not touching that.”




“I will!” Eadi exclaimed. “Just a little sip,” it added, noticing Cynrid’s puffed-up back across the table. Artav handed over the bowl and Eadi struggled to fit a few thumbs inside the two handles. It hefted the heavy container and began to tilt it towards its mouth; Artav let out a sudden squawk and Eadi froze in mid-air.




“Do you want it to try your drink or not?” Cynrid chided with a wave of an arm.




“I am truly sorry. Your method of drinking looked as though Eadi was about to pour the drink onto its face. My reaction was a reflex and I cannot stress enough that I meant no disrespect.”




“Don’t worry about it Artav, it’s fine!” Eadi reassured him. Tiring rapidly from holding up the massive goblet, it set it onto the table and wriggled its arms before picking it up again. Once more it tipped the bowl back. Artav tensed but looked on in silence. Eadi tensed too as the beverage hit the inside of its mouth; it was full of tiny bubbles that exploded like raindrops hitting the ground during a thunderstorm. There was not enough sweetness to offset the burn of the alcohol and the carbonation kept getting worse, making it difficult to swallow. Eadi managed to gulp down its sip and struggled to hand the oversized chalice back to Artav. He took it with both hands and a slight bow of his head in acknowledgement; he then held the glass steady and lowered his beak to slurp from the level surface. Of course, Eadi thought. Even Cynrid betrayed an expression of understanding. Artav set his beverage down and primly wiped his beak dry with one of the pieces of fabric on the table that had so puzzled Eadi. “Would it suit you if I order my meal now?” he said. “I will ask the kitchen staff to have your stitha ready at the same time.”




Eadi wondered at the logistics of this. “You ask them for anything you want and they prepare it for you?”




“Not quite anything,” Artav said with a slight crest lift. “They have a set list of items. You will see.” He pressed what Eadi had thought was a decorative inlay on the table and the attendant slid into the room almost before Artav’s hand let go of the button. At Artav’s request the obsequious Yara rattled off a list of dishes that Eadi’s translator struggled to cope with, replacing short names with cumbersome ingredient lists and often going on further tangents to explain some of the more exotic components. After a while Eadi gave up and listened to the Yaraman itself, something it hadn’t really taken the time to do before, as following along on the translator required all of one’s focus. The language sounded quite different than the translator’s transcription in Thilin; it was repetitious, with only a few phonemes strung together over and over, not seeming to provide enough variety to express all that might need to be said — but of course it clearly did, so there must be some nuance that eluded Eadi’s ears.




“Is there anything among those choices that you would like to try?”




Eadi and Cynrid’s necks bolted upright; it seemed both had let their minds wander. Eadi mumbled something about not having understood the options but that’s fine and please choose whatever you’d like, whereas Cynrid’s reply was a vehement refusal to partake in any of whatever that was all about. After briefly considering this, Artav asked the attendant for a dish that the translator rendered as a type of roasted fruit and another one centred on a small burrowing animal poached in oil. The attendant backed through the doors with a curtsy, which reminded Eadi of a question that had been nagging at it all evening. “Artav, why do the attendant and others here keep falling over themselves when you’re around?”




“That is because of my position.”




“Right — you’re an Indarz?” Eadi said to look smart, suddenly regretting bypassing that presentation at the museum in Haefoda.




“Correct. We are director-scientists, and there is no need for many of those.”




Cynrid perked up now that the conversation had turned to science and the directing of it. “How many?”




“About five thousand.”




“Out of billions of Yara?” Cynrid slapped its claws on the table. “Five thousand of you decide all the science that gets done here?”




Artav seemed unsure whether that was a question or a criticism. “Yes?”




“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard a lot since we’ve been stuck on this planet. What kind of ossified…” the scientist struggled, unaccustomed to searching for words. “Five thousand? Assigned from adolescence by your stupid exams? What happens if someone develops aptitudes later? What if one of your underlings turns out to be better at directing science than you? Incredible. No wonder you all think the same. How could new ideas ever grow to the surface?”




Artav’s beak worked silently until he managed a reply. “We are good listeners. We direct, but do not dictate.”




“Oh right, of course not!” Cynrid exclaimed. Eadi tried to wave it down, but the scientist would not be contained. “We got to see that fairness and compassion with the Vezamad.”




“He is not…” Artav reacted, clearly offended to be lumped in with the cause of this emergency meeting. “Not an Indarz. I admit our system is not perfect, but it has evolved greatly throughout our history and continues to serve us well.”




Eadi seized the opportunity to redirect the conversation. “Speaking of the Vezamad, should we decide what to do next?”




“Yes.” Artav turned to look at Eadi. His feathers seemed to have fluffed up a little.




“Do you think he’ll try to punish us in some way? I’m worried about the way Cynrid, uh…” Eadi looked to its tutor, whose back fur was still upright. “… about the way their conversation went.”




“Certainly not.” Artav replied confidently. “If you were Yara he might try, but it would be most uncouth to do that to a subject species. A Yara, and especially one in his exalted position, must be above that. If he were to retaliate against you, it would be perceived by others much as though…” he trailed off. “Please excuse this gauche metaphor, but it would be as though he had punished a hatchling who was incapable of knowing they were acting incorrectly.”




Eadi could almost feel the air expelled by the exaggerated huff that came from Cynrid’s side of the table, but chose to ignore it. “That’s good to know.”




“Earlier, you inquired about the Padesh.” Artav said. “I am not sure who told you she could intervene on your behalf; although it is true, that is not a measure that has been taken in my lifetime.”




“I took some time to learn about Yara government during our trip here,” Eadi replied in a technically correct interpretation of the truth.




Cynrid took over. “Your Vezamad clearly doesn’t want to help us, so if your propaganda videos are accurate, the Padesh is our best option.”




“We could petition the Padesh. She is my patron and… a friend, I suppose.” Artav equivocated from his carved throne.




Eadi found this improbable. “How do you personally know the Padesh? Isn’t she almost god-like to your people?”




“Not at all, but perhaps a paragon — a person of unimpeachable character who is the best able to represent us among other species. With that said, her influence is not absolute. She is in practice merely the first among equals. There is also some friction between her and the Vezamad — the Embassy has long contended that the interstellar transportation network should be under their purview rather than Public Administration’s, since it is our means of interfacing with other species.”




Cynrid perked up. “If the embassy are the ones who deal with aliens, why did we waste all this time with the Vezamad?”




“Probably for that same reason,” Artav replied. “This was not truly a diplomatic issue, but a logistical one. The Vezamad is the one who must ultimately authorize your travel. Your Kshathrak likely believed going directly to him would be the most expedient means to accomplish your goal, perhaps assuming the Vezamad would be more receptive to your plea. "




“Too bad he wasn’t at the same table as the rest of us.” Cynrid thought out loud. “And your Padesh would change the Vezamad’s mind? Get him to stop his nonsense?”




“I would not use that terminology, but yes, that is my hope. Her voice will certainly carry farther than mine.”




“This is all so typically Yara,” Cynrid said as it let itself drop off its bench and wandered around the room. Eadi and Artav looked on apprehensively as the entomologist stared at the war mural. “I do believe you people think you’re doing good. We have a proverb on Tundal. It probably won’t translate too well. It says that giving a plant too much water will make it as unhappy as letting it wither.”




Artav leaned forward a little. “I am not certain that I understand what the proverb is meant to convey.”




“It means that good intentions can have bad consequences if done without understanding. Knowing that ‘water is good for plants’ isn’t enough. Too much water will kill a plant just as surely as not enough water would. You have to know each different plant. You have to learn about it, what it needs in order to thrive, before trying to help it.”




Artav considered this. “And you believe we Yara are overwatering the Thili, and perhaps others.”




Cynrid turned away from the martial scene on the wall. “You think you’re helping but you caused the problem in the first place. Then you revel in fixing it. Like you’re doing us all a favour.”




“That isn’t fair! You can’t criticize Artav like that!” Eadi angrily rocked from side to side. “It isn’t like he personally decided Yara policy for the past hundred and fifty years. If anything, he’s already been more of a friend to us than any Yara has ever been before.”




“All Yara bear responsibility,” Artav replied stiffly. “It is—”




The trio went quiet as the room’s doors swung open with quiet authority; the attendant strode through, triumphantly wheeling a cart stacked with polished platters. Cynrid regained its bench and let out a wheeze of disgust as the unidentifiable dishes were proudly laid on the table before Artav. Once this was complete, the attendant slid two plates of stitha before the Thili, nearly succeeding in camouflaging his disdain before tiptoeing out of the room. Eadi looked down at the plate, the reflection of its face partially visible in the parts that weren’t covered with stitha. The stalks appeared to be adequately cooked, if a little soft. It glanced up to see Cynrid’s reaction; its tutor was chomping on its meal with the frustrated mien of one who wants to complain but cannot find any grounds to do so. Meanwhile, Artav was parcelling off chunks of his order into small bowls. “Please do not feel obligated to eat any of this, but I have prepared portions for you if you wish to try.” He got up and delivered two each — Eadi could identify the fruit dish, so the other must be the poached meat, floating alongside round… somethings… in a bowl of bright red liquid. “That one is quite spicy,” Artav warned as he handed off Cynrid’s share, “even by Yara standards. I do not know how that would compare to Thili tastes.”




“My people think salt is spicy.” Eadi looked around the table, wondering what was the expected way to eat this. Drinking directly from a bowl filled with hot oil was out of the question, so it decided to use its claws, taking care to wipe them on a napkin as Artav had done with his beak. Hopefully this would not be seen as barbaric.




“You’re not really going to eat that, are you?”




Eadi’s claw froze a short distance from the surface of the liquid; it looked up to bear Cynrid’s withering glare. “That was alive at one point. You may as well splay me open on the table and have at it.”




The entrancing smell wafted into Eadi’s face, causing its eyes to prickle slightly. It wanted to taste this concoction so badly, but dejectedly shifted its claw towards the fruit dish. It took Cynrid’s silence as approval — or at least indifference — and dropped a piece into its mouth. The urge to spit out the mushy wad of food was overwhelming. After chewing it for a moment, the char and cloying sweetness became slightly more bearable; finally the mouthful went down with a deliberate gulp.




Artav had been quietly watching this scene unfold, his own portion remaining untouched. With a toothy grin he ate a slice of fruit and dipped his beak into his bowl to fish out a chunk of meat that quickly disappeared down his gullet. “They pair well together,” he said as he wiped hot oil from his beak. “I must also point out that the meat is not from a living creature, or at least not in the sense you likely assume; it is grown from sample cells taken without harming the donor. It is unsustainable at scale, but there are still small-scale pastures for those who seek the luxury of— forgive me, I digress. Cynrid, is the stitha prepared to your satisfaction?”




“Surprisingly. But I’m not going to eat this,” it said with a gesture towards the two Yara dishes, “whether it’s grown in a tube or a living being. Enough about the food. How do we talk to the Padesh?”




Artav set down a piece of charred fruit. “Typically one must request an audience through the Padeshga’s staff, but I can contact her directly. She has taken an interest in my career since before she was Padesh and generously allowed me to ask her for guidance.”




“Just like you do with me, Cynrid!” Eadi said with its mouth half full and its head fluffed.




“Hilarious. What makes you so special, then, to warrant this attention?” Cynrid said, poking its claw towards Artav.




“I wonder the same every time I think about it.”




Eadi set down its stalk of stitha to look at Artav and glanced to its tutor, who was carefully considering their Yara companion. Cynrid finally broke the silence. “I didn’t mean that as a slight. You obviously care about helping us. I wish we didn’t need your assistance but I do appreciate it. Nobody else here is making any effort at all.”




Artav’s pupils flared at Cynrid. “I do not feel that I have any alternative in this matter. These are the moments when we establish what will be written about us,” he bowed his head, looking at his reflection in his plate. “I shall contact the Padesh after our meal and will apprise you of what she says.”




Cynrid finished its last bite shortly thereafter and asked to return to the hotel; Artav agreed to leave, so Eadi had little choice but to follow — although it did wait for Artav and Cynrid to exit the eating-room first so as to furtively spear a piece of meat from the bowl of oil. It was indeed very spicy — nearly as much as the tahnd spice blend — but it was the texture that had an intuitive wrongness to it. While attempting to chew the fibrous mass, Eadi took great care to not stumble over anything or anyone in the gloom; once outside, with mastication finally out of the way, it took a deep breath of the surprisingly chilly city air. The length of a Lanekhan day was close enough to Tundal that adjustment to the diurnal cycle had been easy, but the bright lights of the immense city at night made for a very different experience than the dark countryside of Botwic or even the dimly-lit alleys of Haefoda — and that was without accounting for the noise. This mighty city’s streets were as bright at night as the interior of Eadi’s home at midday. 




Artav and Cynrid, aglow in reflected light of various colours, stood awkwardly between two conveyors; both were clearly trying to loiter in companionable silence but neither quite pulled it off. “Ah, Eadi, there you are” Artav said without fully hiding his relief. His feathers were much fluffier than Eadi had seen before. “I will call a transporter to return you both to your hotel.”




“Seriously?” Cynrid replied. “Our legs will atrophy if we live like you people. Especially in this gravity.”




Eadi petted its tutor’s back and spoke to Artav. “Thank you for your offer — it’s very kind, but we can easily walk that distance. And we’ll get a better view of the city!” it added, feeling Cynrid twitch.
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And those who were subject to him [Cyrus the Great], he treated with esteem and regard, as if they were his own children, while his subjects themselves respected Cyrus as their Father. What other man but Cyrus, after having overturned an empire, ever died with the title of “The Father” from the people whom he had brought under his power? 
— Xenophon, Cyropaedia







Eadi woke from its thicket of sleeping-cushions to find Cynrid already peering out the hotel window, fur tight. “Morning,” its tutor mumbled without turning around. Eadi spent so long weighing how to reply that it resolved to remain silent rather than appear foolish. The old scientist, accustomed to debating and analyzing — and sometimes browbeating — its way out of any challenge, had met an unfamiliar foe in the Yara. It was surprising, in a way. Cynrid was probably the smartest person Eadi knew; it should have seen this possibility, anticipated that this might be a problem they would have to overcome and prepared accordingly, but logic and reason had failed it, swept away by passion and leaving only blind instinct, or hatred and prejudice perhaps, although Eadi was beginning to understand how the Yara may have earned such reprobation.




The pair ate their stitha in silence and exited the hotel to find Artav waiting outside in a beautiful robe that even to Eadi’s unaccustomed eyes stood out from others on the street. “It is good to see you both” he said in greeting, along with an awkwardly-executed but heartfelt Thili-style wave. His other hand holding a piece of folded paper as though it were a great prize he had just won. “I hope you were still able to sleep well despite my late message last night. I received our official invitation from the Padesh early this morning,” he said, holding the document up for all to see and then struggling to slip it into his robe’s pockets, which were being buffeted by the breeze that funnelled into the city street.




“You can put it in my saddlebags if you want,” Eadi replied as it pivoted to give Artav access. “Does it say anything we should know before meeting her?”




The young Yara hesitated, either lost in thought or disturbed by the way Eadi swivelled its head far enough to look at him head-on while he did his utmost to work the satchel’s clasp. “In short, no — the broad details are as I told you last night after I spoke to her. The letter is a formal document that grants us entry to the Padeshga. She asked to meet us there rather than the embassy, which is very unusual — in fact, it is unusual for her to meet foreigners at all.”




“Really, the Padeshga, like in Padesh? I can’t wait to see it!” Eadi hopped with excitement and turned to Cynrid. “It looks amazing — it’s built into a cave on a huge cliff! Sixty times higher than anything back home!”




“I’m sure. Artav, is she as irritable as the Vezamad?”




“I have yet to be introduced to him — of course I have the utmost respect for him and his position — but I am confident you will find the Padesh agreeable.” His expression went blank as he consulted his lens for something, then continued. “That is after all an essential trait for her office. An obdurate person in such a role would do much damage to our foreign relations.”




Cynrid seemed to accept this without comment, but only for a moment. “I take it the Vezamad doesn’t usually deal with aliens, then. How do we get to this cliff?”




By way of answer, a passenger vehicle hummed to a halt just behind them: a streamlined box with a mirror finish much like a Thili airship. “This will take us to the Sacred Walk,” Artav said as he opened the transporter’s door before the driver — a driver, how odd! — could do so for him, “and from there we must climb on foot.” Eadi jumped into the vehicle with such enthusiasm that it rocked on its suspension; the interior had only Yara seating but a large enough floor area that Eadi could stand without any trouble. It turned to the opening through which Cynrid had stuck its head, looking around the interior in disgust; after a laborious huff it stepped in one leg at a time and sank to the floor like a tetchy adolescent. Artav followed them in and carefully stepped around the Thili to take a seat as the driver closed the door and returned to the cockpit, setting the vehicle in motion — a surprisingly quiet motion considering how loud the streets were from outside the cabin. Inside this climate-controlled cocoon, the roaring city was muffled to a low thrumming. Condensation formed on the glass just in front of Eadi’s mouth as it watched vehicles flow past, slower in absolute terms than a Thili transporter but with a much heightened sense of speed from being so low to the ground. The Padeshga! Eadi was almost happy that the Vezamad had proven so intractable, else this opportunity, this exceptional opportunity, would never have arisen. It called upon the mental image of the small house it had seen in various videos to ensure its memory was ready for comparison to the genuine article, although Eadi was absolutely certain the latter would be far more spectacular than any reproduction could convey. And all this with Artav — how good of him to come with them!




The vehicle stopped where the forest of buildings abruptly gave way to a barren landscape, the edge of the city intersecting a cliff that tapered down to nothingness where Eadi now stood. The top of the cliff, for all its loftiness, still surprisingly surpassed only a few of the city’s buildings. The way Payakht simply ended here, buildings and street clipped in a straight line, had a comical quality, as though the city had been excised from a different location and dropped here earlier today. Eadi turned as Cynrid growled a colourful euphemism about a ‘sacred walk’ and blew into its fur to clear it of the sand carried by the hot wind. An automated device swept past, its great brushes gathering sand from the paved street and leaving it perfectly clean. Eadi hadn’t realized until now how much hidden effort must go into keeping Payakht so spotless; part of it also found this also betrayed a strange antipathy towards the city’s natural surroundings. It was, after all, built in a bowl of sand.




Sand! Eadi leapt off the edge of the street and stood in sand for the first time in its life. Its broad feet allowed it to float comfortably on the loose surface; Eadi shifted its bulk to one of its four legs to see how the tiny rocks responded to more of its weight, and the sand slid and sank a little, about as much as wet snow, oddly slipperier too, and very hot and uncomfortable — a heat that was made much worse by the absence of the intermittent shade usually cast by the city. Eadi bent its head down to take a closer look at the loose surface and scooped up a hearty portion, opening a minute gap between its two claws to let a trickle through, fine enough to make out the individual grains, all roughly the same size but of different colours. Crushing the sand in its hands was a curious experience — it felt almost liquid at times, yet also very much solid. Eadi considered packing a few handfuls to bring home, but decided to do so later rather than have that dead weight sloshing around its saddlebags all day.




“Shall we begin?” Artav suggested with a gesture towards the intimidating climb that lay before them. With the Thili’s agreement he led the way with seeming ease; his charges trundled behind him in a much different state. As Eadi slogged through the sand that scalded its feet, it for the first time in its life wished for footwear, and perhaps a close shearing too. It distracted itself by observing the small creatures skittering here and there, popping in and out of sand drifts or finding refuge under the few plants that managed to survive here, all of them shades of green, a most unplantlike colour. How could they grow while reflecting so much light? Then again, sunlight was not so precious here; Eadi was absorbing so much of it that its fur felt like an unremovable heated blanket.




“Would have been nice if they had taken us up in a shuttle,” Cynrid complained from an arm’s breadth away. “What nonsense about needing to ‘preserve the sanctity’ of the area. I’m sure the Padesh doesn’t have to waddle all the way up here herself.”




“She does, in fact,” corrected Artav. “It is an integral part of the significance of the Padeshga. Recall the masabara [long upward march] of the great commander Yatara, she and her mercenary band retained to serve a faraway lord who, just before their arrival at his capital, was betrayed by a usurper, forcing them to execute a months-long retreat across hostile lands and harsh desert.” Eadi tried to respond but coughed after inhaling a mouthful of blowing sand. Artav continued: “Their great journey would lose so much of its significance if they had simply ridden a conveyor home! There is much to be said for making life efficient — it is, after all, too brief — but we still have to live! If everything is done for us, what is left for us to do? When would the great struggles and accomplishments have space to happen? A third of my time is behind me already, and who tells tales about a life spent before a terminal?” Cynrid, head puffed, stopped for a moment to look at Artav, but resumed walking after the Yara did not notice or turn around. Eadi stared at his back, watching him float onward over the ever-shifting sand.




As midday loomed, both Thili struggled to keep pace with their companion; Eadi was very lightheaded and knew Cynrid must be faring even worse. After asking Artav for a short break to rest and rehydrate, they continued on, finally closing in on a fence that surrounded a few outbuildings. There, a guard stopped them and asked to see their invitation, which Artav produced from Eadi’s satchel; the guard stared at the aliens and then at the letter for a long moment, as though surprised it was genuine, and stepped aside to allow the visitors through. A short distance farther, perched at the edge of the cliff, stood a small structure with large doors that opened when Artav spoke his name. The Thili followed him into a waiting area with another set of sliding doors, even more ornate than those at the Vezamad’s office. These slid open to reveal an elevator. Other than its carved doors, it was all glass. Eadi breathed onto the curved pane as it eyed the glittering city below; Cynrid faced the other way. “How long has this place been here?” Eadi asked Artav as they descended towards their destination.




“The Padeshga was built — in the classical style — three hundred and thirty-one years ago,” Artav replied, “But this cave has been inhabited in some way for millions of years. Our precursors lived here before our current species even existed.” The elevator door opened into a surprisingly bright cavern; its ceiling was coarse natural rock, but the floor had been hewn and polished flat. In the centre of the cave stood a stone house not much different than a typical building in Haefoda or elsewhere in Tundal’s equatorial regions. What surprised Eadi the most, however, was the garden that ringed the house, it and the building combining to form a scene remarkably Thilin in character.




Artav led them forward as the weather-worn wooden door of the house opened to reveal a female Yara; she conveyed advanced age, although what gave that impression was not readily apparent. “Greetings, Artavafana,” she spoke. “It is good to see you again. And welcome to his honoured guests — Cynrid and Eadi, yes? Please come in and let us discuss how I may be of service.” The Thili did as instructed and stumbled into a completely empty space. The room in which they were standing was fairly large but plain, finished in various natural materials, their sandy beige tones comforting and unassuming. There was nothing at all in the room save for frosted windows that let in a diffuse, cozy light; a single door leading elsewhere was closed. Eadi looked down to see they were standing on an off-white carpet that covered the entire floor; in a panic it checked its feet to see whether it had tracked in any sand. “Do not trouble yourselves with that,” their host said as she plopped into the thick pile, her stark robe pooling around her with sculptural grace. “Please sit.”




“You are too kind, honoured Padesh,” Artav said, mirroring her while casting a significant glance towards the Thili.




“Oh, come, Artavafana. You know there is no need for such formalities with me. You and your guests may call me Thirit. Sit!”




Eadi bent its knees to settle into the comfortable carpet and took in the room again. It had now spent long enough on Lanekhan to understand its symbolism: its emptiness and restraint made this room the ultimate expression of power and refinement. Unlike the restaurant, no accoutrements were required to preen for guests, to dazzle and impress them; its inhabitant was awesome enough that decorations would only detract from that gravitas. “Did they really record the Padesh series here?” Eadi asked without thinking, immediately regretting being so forward.




Thirit’s crest bounced up in amusement. “You watched that, did you? No, they built a replica — we would never allow the use of the Padeshga for such a purpose. Its significance lay in its sanctity, and abasing it even once would destroy that forever. Thili are a highly moral people as well, so I am certain you can appreciate this. Now,” she shifted her stance and looked to both aliens, “Artavafana informed me late yesterday that you are on an errand of dire urgency and are being stymied by the Vezamad. I was heartened to see that this young Yara,” she looked at Artav, who stiffened, “understands our duty to other species.” Eadi watched as Artav squirmed; it had seen enough of the Yara to recognize the signs of embarrassment. “And so,” Thirit continued, “he tells me you must travel to the Sorsetur system to retrieve a few non-sapient native lifeforms?”




Cynrid tapped its elbow into the carpet in assent. Eadi noticed it was showing much more restraint than usual. “That’s right.”




Thirit leaned forward in thought. “The problem is, as I am certain Artavafana already explained to you, that ultimately only the Vezamad can authorize the travel you are requesting. I cannot impose this decision upon him.”




Cynrid huffed. “Artav told us. We thought the Padesh was some kind of supreme leader.”




“Artav? How charmingly familiar you and the young Assistant-Curator have become. Your misapprehension of my role is a common one, likely aggravated by the manner in which the position’s history has been presented to you, and,” her pupils grew as she turned to Eadi, “due to melodramatic adaptations.” She leaned back a little and glanced at the ceiling before continuing. “If you would allow me a brief explanation: the early history of the role of Padesh is complicated, but prior to the creation of the Central Embassy, we served as the ultimate authority with foreigners, first chosen by the previous Padesh and later by the conclave that served as our leadership for a time. As the protectorate kept expanding, this task became too much for one person to manage; the twelfth Padesh therefore created the Embassy to take over that responsibility so that he could continue leading first-contact missions. As the protectorate’s expansion slowed, new species joined only very rarely; this left the Padesh’s role gradually diminished. The position became more abstract and generally disengaged from everyday governance, and in time few ever saw the Padesh in person because there was rarely any need to do so.” She looked at her three guests in turn. “That left us with three options: make the role ceremonial, which would be dangerous given the influence the office still commanded; abolish the position of Padesh, which was — and still would be — politically untenable, and a third option, finally chosen early in the term of the fifteenth: reintegrate the roles of Padesh and head diplomat, returning to the old ways. And so, here I am: occupying both roles as my distant ancestors once did. Audiences with foreigners happen so seldom nowadays that I seized this opportunity to meet in the Padeshga,” she gestured outward to encompass the cozy room, “to lend our proceedings some sense of occasion. My office at the Embassy feels far less special.” She shifted a bit. “But you are not here for a history lesson. Would you be so kind as to explain your predicament?”




Eadi hoped that Thirit’s apparent casualness wouldn’t put Cynrid too much at ease. “Well?” The Padesh’s gaze shifted between them both.




Cynrid craned its neck. “Don’t you already know? You just said that Artav spoke to you.”




“Yes, yes. I want to hear from you directly.”




“If you insist,” Cynrid replied with annoyance that would hopefully go unnoticed. “Our people’s only food source is being eradicated by an insect. It was brought to our planet by a Yara geology mission. We need to go to the insect’s home planet to retrieve some of its natural predators and bring them back to our planet to control their population.”




“Artavafana mentioned something about ‘balance’,” Thirit replied. “I found that most intriguing.”




“Why?” Eadi spoke out of turn.




The Padesh looked down at it with a gentle manner. “It is not unlike our own guiding philosophy, in a sense. My predecessor sixteen times removed convinced my people to fly across the galaxy so that we could eventually serve as benevolent guardians, and this is what we continue to do for your people and all others in the protectorate. Without our oversight, who knows how many violent civilizations would have arisen and caused untold acts of barbarism?” Eadi cast a worried glance at Cynrid, who, at least outwardly, remained silent and composed. Thirit continued. “Despite the frustration you doubtless feel towards the Vezamad, you should know that he was nominated to his post to ensure the efficient operation of our government, just as I was chosen for my aptitude in interacting with foreigners. Please do not fault him for conducting his responsibilities with his duty in mind. Our transportation network is not inexpensive to maintain, and we have few ships to spare for private, unscheduled travel.”




“So I’m told.” Cynrid snorted, making Eadi sink into itself.




The Padesh tilted her head minutely at Cynrid and continued. “There is something I must ask you about your concept of balance, however, and please forgive any impertinence; no disrespect is meant.” She paused, confident and unhurried. “If I understand your belief system correctly, aside from your husbandry of stitha, you seek to preserve life as it exists, in its most unspoiled state, interfering as little as possible?”




“Essentially right,” Cynrid replied, clearly annoyed by the oblique questioning. Eadi glanced back at Artav, who was focused reverently on the Padesh.




“Do you then consider these current events — the arrival of this nefarious insect, and so on — unnatural?” she continued.




Cynrid bristled a little. “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”




“This entire sequence of events spanning centuries,” Thirit swung her arms wide, “Yara welcoming you into the protectorate, one of our people travelling to Deraksouandga and inadvertently contaminating Tundal with an insect that happened to enjoy eating your only source of nourishment — all this could be seen as part of a natural cycle, no? Why do you assess these events, and only these, as existing outside the ordained future of our universe?” Eadi saw Artav twitch and wondered whether he had understood something the Thili had not. The Padesh pressed on. “How does this stand apart from the long and random process that led to your species evolving in the first place? What logic leads to the determination that a singular event is unnatural, when all those that led up to it were not?”




“Oh, come on!” Cynrid complained, far too loudly to be considered polite. “Yara have agency! Don’t pretend you’re some implacable natural force. Someone was negligent. This wouldn’t have happened otherwise.”




“But that is still natural, no? It was the action of one person, yes, but it was still luck, or destiny, or whatever label you prefer. Yara happened to evolve so that a single Yara could do what she did, and Thili themselves would not exist if the primordial conditions on Tundal had not been just so, with your planet at just the right distance from its star and remaining spared by stray meteorites or some other cataclysmic event. Are those not outside forces? Is not everything that we see somehow touched by an outside force at some time in its existence? Individually, we have agency, yes, but at cosmic scales of space and time, the agency of individuals dissolves into random noise — yet curiously, from this noise, you now pluck out what displeases you and claim it never belonged there.”




“If I were eighty years younger I’d find this debate very intriguing,” Cynrid replied coldly. “Will you help us or not?”




“I appreciate your patience in entertaining the inquisitiveness of the young,” the Padesh replied, ignoring Cynrid’s brashness. “You bring me to the crux of my questioning. You seek the help of the Yara — but if we follow your own line of argument, the Yara, due to our agency, exist outside the normal cycle of events. So which is it: do you reject outside forces or embrace them? Do you choose to only allow those outside forces that yield a positive outcome? Are you in effect asking my people to violate your own beliefs in order to save you?”




“Is this teleological nonsense what passes for wisdom here?” Cynrid said with a sideways glance to Artav. “Look. Think of this as the Thili walking down a path,” Cynrid illustrated with its claws held forward in parallel. “You people shoved us off the path. We want you to put us back on. We don’t know where the path leads. What matters to us is following it.”




“Well spoken! But the problem as I see it, and as you acknowledge, is that the path is in fact unknowable. None can tell whether they are on it or not, and it appears to me that you are using that to redefine the boundaries of the path at your convenience.”




“That isn’t for you to decide.”




“If you will pardon my outsider’s interpretation, I do not believe it is for you to decide, either.”




The Padesh and Cynrid stated at each other, both proud, obstinate, but Eadi sensed an undercurrent of mutual respect. Thirit spoke again. “In any case, the choice, and the path, are yours. Our role, as I have said, is to protect you. The reason for this esoteric line of questioning is my concern that, were we to do as you ask, your people would then rail at us for treading over your beliefs and upsetting the balance of life on your planet or in the broader galaxy. I have seen how easy it can be for foreigners to blame us for both sides of any situation, so how can you assure me that your personal views reflect those of the Thili majority? We cannot proceed without confirmation that an intervention would not spark widespread outrage among a large subset of the population.”




“It won’t. I — we, Eadi and I — obviously wouldn’t be here if it would. Everyone knows we’re here to secure your help.”




Thirit leaned closer, the feathers on her head expanding a little. “Cynrid, I deeply regret that this happened. If I could travel back in time and undo it, I would. I assure you the geologist in question will face discipline in proportion to her negligence — demotion, at the very least. That is an internal Yara matter, but I must also consider the implications for the relationship between our two peoples. I know that many of your kind have long wished we would leave Tundal and never return. Frankly, this mishap notwithstanding, I do not see why they hold that viewpoint. We have come as friends since the very first contact between our species, offering our assistance in times of need and access to our transportation network and technology. No Yara wish you any ill will, nor have we exploited your people at any time — in fact, our presence is so unobtrusive as to be practically invisible. If we commit to assist you in this, will you personally defend us in your commons and ensure your fellow citizens view our action as just? You will tell them this yourself? I absolutely will not have us intervene only for your public to suddenly declare wrongdoing; we both know its opinion has the permanence of handwriting on water.”




“I already said—” Cynrid’s fur tightened. “I will. Don’t expect me to start praising the Yara, but yes, I’ll remind everyone that you’re merely doing what we requested.”




The Padesh got up briskly and patted down her robes. “Very well then. Consider it done. I will relay our conversation to the Vezamad and I am confident he will agree to what we have discussed. Go and save your people, with the blessing of the Yara. You will have a transport vessel in two months or so, and may both remain our welcomed guests in the mean—”




“Two months!”




The Padesh — and the two Thili — looked up at Artav, who had bolted to his feet. “They do not have such time to spare! Their sole food source is being ravaged because of us. We cannot ask them to wait two months while we squat in place rather than right a disaster of our own making!” Eadi watched Artav’s feathers as they slowly expanded and tightened, and then stole a glance at Thirit, who was staring at her young protégé with an expression that Eadi could not yet decipher. Artav started to fidget and wobble on his feet, eyeing the depression he had left in the carpet as though it were a safe refuge where he longed to hide.




“Cynrid and Eadi,” the Padesh said without breaking her gaze, “you may go. The Vezamad’s office will notify you once your transport is ready. Artavafana, stay.”




Eadi turned to Artav — as though a lowly Thili held any sway in here, as though it could ask Artav whether he in fact preferred to leave immediately — but Cynrid gave a poke of a digging-claw to demand a speedy exit. They left the hut to find the wind had died down completely; Eadi hoped this was an omen of things to come. They trudged down the sandy hill which was mercifully beginning to cool as the afternoon gave way to evening. Cynrid remained silent until about halfway down. “Damned birds! They think they can blame us for their own mess, then make us beg them to fix it.”




“What are you talking about?!” Eadi swung its arms emphatically, making Cynrid recoil. “Artav probably just threw his career away in there. Stop calling them birds and stop referring to them as if they all thought the same way. Artav is a hero.”




“Thili don’t have heroes,” Cynrid muttered. “You’ve been watching too much of that Yara garbage.”
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Governing a great state is like cooking small fish. 
— Laozi, Daodejing







“Sit.” the Padesh ordered with a low voice and a head tilt towards the spot where the Thili had lain moments before. Artav’s talons churned the pile of the carpet for a moment until he regained his bearings and was able to comply. He sat and felt as though all his senses were heightened. The carpet chafed between the scales on his legs; the air in the room felt suffocating and stale; the silence thrummed in his ears. Is this the reaction of a prey animal, he wondered, like a hoja that suddenly finds itself standing in the shadow of a shahan circling overhead? He finally managed to look at Thirit’s face — he had expected anger, but saw only disappointment. “You have never struck me as a person prone to histrionics.”




He contracted his neck. “I endeavour not to be.“




“Then what was that about?” Thirit asked softly in a tone that reminded Artav of his youth, when his father would do his best to tame his reaction to Artav’s missteps.




“They… they do not have two months to spare, Padesh. They have already been waiting three weeks.”




Thirit cocked her head. “You are calling me ‘Padesh’ now, Artavafana?”




He extended his neck again. “I felt I should be more formal, given my outburst. It was highly inappropriate.”




Thirit waved her hand dismissively and rose, slowly walking to one of the frosted windows and facing it as if to peer outside. Artav found her unadorned robe a little passé. “I forget how little government experience you have,” she said. “Your little monologue hardly registers on the scale of others I have seen.”




Artav’s talons finally loosed their grip on the carpet. “Still, I should not have done that.”




Thirit turned her head to look at him askew. “But?”




“But?” Artav replied, his feet clenching again.




“Your tone suggests you regret the way you delivered your message, but not what it contained.”




Artav looked away from her, focusing on the far corner of the room. Thirit turned from the window and slowly strode around him.




“There is nothing wrong with being an idealist, Artavafana. If anything, we need more people like you, and fewer of the cynics we already have in ample supply. But if you are to find your place among those who direct our people —” she stopped beside him and looked him in the eye, “and I think you will — you must practice your ability to fully consider your point of view before speaking, rather than blurt out inchoate thoughts.” She sat, facing him. “Do you not think I would prefer to immediately resolve the difficulties of everybody who comes here? Do you think that two-month delay is for my own entertainment, to watch the Thili suffer while who knows how many of their compatriots die?”




Artav’s hands slashed away the suggestion.




“I thought not.”




“But two months is excess… is longer than I expected. Can we not spare a ship before then?”




“At whose expense, Artavafana? You may not yet be aware of how long in advance these ships are scheduled, are you?”




“I am not.”




“Three years. Missions leaving today were scheduled three years ago. We cannot tell those people, who have been waiting all this time for their day to come, that we have given their ship to someone else.”




“But…” Artav insisted, “most of those travellers must be on far less urgent missions. How many have their people’s survival at stake?”




“That is why your friends will get their ship in two months, not in the three years this would normally take.”




Artav let go the tension he had been holding, not out of a sense of relief but because he knew he had lost this battle.




Thirit’s expression became more compassionate. “Artavafana, we cannot be held responsible for every accident of fate that befalls our charges, otherwise they would twist us in knots and our civilization would fall apart. We have far too many outstanding needs to attach ourselves to one ‘emergency’ at the expense of everything else. What may seem an insignificantly slight deviation from protocol could, after a while, lead us irreparably off-course. I will never let that happen. I am willing to swerve when circumstances demand it, but only so far as this does not impede our direction of travel. So much rests upon us! We are not sewer-cleaners, the Vezamad and I, and you too, in time — our decisions carry such weight! One stray thought leading to one stray action can destroy what our ancestors built over centuries. It falls upon us to ensure our people’s greater purpose proceeds as it should, and because uncertainty is the most insidious of all the perils that lay along that trajectory, we cannot constantly change direction — we must remain on the safest, most predictable route. Do you understand?”




“I do.”




“I know this is difficult to accept, particularly when the people in question are your friends. These are the first aliens with whom you have spent any significant time, I presume?”




“Yes.”




“It shows in how quickly you have bonded with them. ‘Artav!’” she exclaimed in an exaggerated voice, fluffing her head like a Thili. “They have clearly done the same with you, especially the hatchling — although it is probably older than you are… Tell me, what would you do if another group of aliens, from a different world this time, came to you for help today? A group with whom you struck up an even quicker friendship than with the Thili, or whose situation was even more dire? Would you give the first ship to them instead, and have the Thili wait for the next?”




Artav considered this for a moment. “I suppose that would be the appropriate response. I would evaluate each case on its merits, and my personal feelings would be set aside.”




“Most magnanimous,” Thirit replied, “But the Thili were here first. You would snatch transportation from their pointy little claws to give it to someone else?”




“They would understand,” Artav riposted, but then hesitated, imagining Cynrid’s reaction to such a scenario. “Or perhaps I would put them on the same transport. That would save a return trip to Lanekhan. Both parties would see that we did the best we could with the resources available.”




Thirit got up and scratched Artav’s head. “An elegant solution, and perhaps even a possible one. And what happens to the Yara who were originally scheduled to use that vessel? Shall we squeeze them aboard as well? Do you see now how difficult this is? And our hypothetical scenario has only three parties involved. Imagine adding dozens more.” Thirit paced around the room again. “This is the way it has to be. Our situation is fragile, much more than you know.” She looked down to scratch a two-armed spiral into the carpet with one of her feet. “You will eventually see for yourself how tenuous is the grasp of a civilization spanning an entire galaxy, how we strain against the wind to merely maintain our position, let alone improve it — and we do all this with an irenic ethos that others lack. The forbearance this requires does not come naturally to any species — not even ours. Our ancestors sacrificed much for our inheritance. They made far more difficult choices and bore a far heavier weight than you or I would ever dare to. Some of these choices, if they became widely known, would disgust most of our own people today. It is all too easy for us to pass judgment with the benefit of hindsight and centuries of peace. Things were very different back then. Precarious. Take a walk with me.”




Thinking he had misheard, Artav remained seated until Thirit tuned to leave. He hurried up to follow her as she opened the Padeshga’s front door and walked through the garden to the cave’s mouth. Artav took position beside her, standing as close as he dared to the lethal fall that lay beyond the edge. “Few people know the story I am going to tell you, Artavafana — only directors and above. You will be one soon enough, and I believe now is the time for you to hear it. Do not make me regret revealing this to you.”
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And, henceforward, little by little, turning and drawing the city down towards the sea, in the belief that whereas by land they were not a fit match for their next neighbours, with their ships they might be able to repel the Persians and command Greece, thus, as Plato says, from steady soldiers he [Themistocles] turned them into mariners and seamen tossed about the sea, and gave occasion for the reproach against him, that he took away from the Athenians the spear and the shield and bound them to the bench and the oar. 
— Plutarch, Parallel Lives







Parmyz tended the garden outside his cottage, as he had come to think of it. He liked the clean air up here, and the view never failed to give him a shudder of excitement. He waddled over to the lip of the cave and leaned on his rake. A clear sky, as it was nearly every day, allowed the sun to wash over multi-coloured Payakht, its tallest buildings still far below where he stood. A pebble next to his right foot caught his eye; he briefly considered throwing it to see how long it would take to hit the ground. What it must have been like for his ancestors to launch off this ledge and take to the sky! How many of them must have tumbled to their deaths outside this very cave during the raids that would have happened here over the centuries, locked in the talons of their enemies or with wings slashed by obsidian knives! This was the most impressive cave in the most impressive cliff on Lanekhan; generations of leaders and chieftains would have chosen it to hold their court, as he did now. Padesh! He had come to hate the atavistic title — not due to its connotations of generalship and martial spirit which were decidedly unlike his own disposition, but because a growing part of him felt he was qualified to wield the autocratic powers of those ancient warlords. Better than them, even! Parmyz was a good listener, well-read, devoted to his people, and astute enough to recognize most of his faults. Were those qualities not ideally suited to an absolute leader? The voice of reason in his head, reminding him of his averageness and halting speech and of the fate that befalls the overambitious, grew fainter with every sunrise that grazed this maw of stone. He was, after all, the most consequential Yara in history. It would be foolish to deny it. Crest down, he returned to the cottage and plopped down onto the carpet in the middle of the plain, unfurnished main room. With eyes closed he pretended to gather the building’s energy into his body, a nexus at its centre.




A faint wheeze came from the bedroom and Parmyz got up, shuffling slowly to the door; he opened it quietly, so as to not wake his mate, and sat on the floor next to her bed. This side of her face still had its feathers, untouched by the blast. She looked almost the same as she did when Parmyz had first met her — radiant. Her other side, where he rarely sat, bore witness to the raid that had upturned their life. Reassured that she was comfortable for now, he returned to his garden to water the plants he had just added to the rich coastal soil delivered here at great difficulty for his benefit. He waddled to the back of the cave to check the water level in the cistern; satisfied that there was enough, he activated the irrigation system and watched the sprinklers do their part to maintain this oasis. The air took on the scent of humid loam that Parmyz enjoyed so much. It had been hard work at first, but the little ecosystem was thriving now, and largely self-sustaining if watered regularly.




With this he ground his beak, finally admitting to himself that the time had come to step down as Padesh. He glanced back to his cottage — the Padeshga, as others had taken to calling it — that would likely be reassigned to his successor, assuming there was one. The prospect of that loss saddened him, but less so than the thought of what he would become if he stayed here; he knew his inner voice would not remain audible much longer. He weighed whether that eventual successor should know what he had done. A few others already did, but several had passed on, and the others too would leave their knowledge to be picked clean in the desert. Parmyz could easily let this secret die with him — certainly more easily than recounting it and justifying what he had done, although the justificatives wold be easier with decades of peaceful hindsight. There would also be something deeply selfish about withholding the truth, and more than a little arrogance too by granting himself the privilege of being his own judge and destroying the evidence. That would not do, especially since his people would eventually take to the stars and discover his ruse. Some would need to know the truth in order to tailor history to better fit reality.




He recalled when his idea had come to him, standing outside the building in Vazya where he and his mate had settled after the raid. Everybody’s lights were off out of habit, even though their enemies’ weapons could see in the dark. Parmyz had singled out one of the nearby stars — he still knew exactly which one, barely seven light-years away — and wished he could redirect his workplace’s radio antennae away from ground level to there instead and listen to whatever signals may be weaving their way through the void to intercept Lanekhan. How much better that life would be than one spent tight in fear, paralyzed by warfare and paranoia! Where would the Yara be, he wondered, if all of the technology and time and effort wasted on internecine fighting had instead been focused together on something productive, something hopeful? Parmyz kept staring at the bright yellow star — would they have visited it by now? Did another species like his live on one of its planets or moons? What would that species be like? Covetous like the Yara? Even more aggressive and militaristic, allowing their hatchlings to be sacrificed in even stupider wars? Or maybe they were passive and docile? Would they still be in their stone age, or so advanced that they could travel faster than light and sweep the Yara aside like grains of sand? Now there was a thought. Surely a civilization that had developed the godlike means to journey between the stars would not be as petty and tribal as the Yara — they must be enlightened and brilliantly intelligent if they had survived and developed to that point. Such a species overpowering the Yara could impel them to be peaceful, but Parmyz knew his people would fight to the last against any invader. The historians Parmyz loved to read always said that nothing unites a people as much as a common enemy.




That was when his thoughts flew away faster than his mind could follow. Would the aliens actually need to be seen? Could the idea be enough? The fear? Could he convince his people that they were under threat, forcing them to work together rather than kill each other? It would be impossible for almost anybody else on the planet, but Parmyz had the skills and the opportunity — it was trivial to falsify a signal when he was the one directing the radar facility and interpreting what it collected. A repeating sequence here, a bit of background noise there, and the end result would be indistinguishable from a real transmission.




The difficult part was convincing enough people.




First, he needed someone to corroborate his ‘findings’. As frightening as it was to bring in accomplices to a crime that would be punishable by death, he had no choice if he was to succeed; such an unlikely discovery from a single station would be too easily dismissed. The first director he approached demurred, to Parmyz’ great disappointment and fear, but swore to keep silent. Parmyz debated having him killed, but decided this would draw too much attention and carry more risk than trusting him. Thankfully, as it later turned out, the director had proven worthy of this trust. The second candidate Parmyz contacted was now Kshathrak of Payakht, that posting being the reward for his collaboration and continued discretion. In the sprawling city below, Parmyz singled out the building where he doubtless stood at that moment.




With that in place, Parmyz had to be certain that the alien message itself appeared genuine. To the radio operators he admitted into his plan he also added a popular author whose skill in crafting works of speculative fiction would lend enough plausibility to the made-up species they would hold up as a threat to the Yara. They agreed upon a sequence that these ‘Sekarz’, as the author had named them, might transmit into the unknown as a blind greeting to others, containing physical constants and stellar coordinates rendered in an obtusely alien fashion. It took less than a year for Yara researchers to ‘decipher’ the message, and from that point the winds blew everything wildly out of Parmyz’ control. He hadn’t expected to be put in charge of the great project that coalesced after the discovery of intelligent alien life was confirmed — all he had wanted was for people to listen — but he had from the first moment been the spokesperson for this discovery, and nobody else had the right combination of notoriety and knowledge to wrest leadership from his hands after the public had placed its trust in him.




The project, in proper Yara fashion, was to take battle to the Sekarz with a preemptive strike; the dread of a neighbour who could attack at any time was unbearable, and was made intolerably worse by the neighbour in question being an alien species with unguessable motivations and thought patterns. The only obstacle to addressing the problem was the minor challenge — still ongoing — of discovering a way to travel faster than light. After two decades without a breakthrough, Parmyz hoped this would remain impossible, that the Yara would labour in vain and eventually give up after having enjoyed such an extended period of peace that reverting to warfare would seem pointless. He feared that space travel without the shackles of lightspeed would encourage the Yara’s baser instincts, perhaps making their society expand and fray to a point where faraway colonies would declare war against Lanekhan, petty tribal warfare extrapolated to the galactic scale. Parmyz’ pupils shrank as he crouched to tuck in a stone that had come loose from the border retaining the soil around his cottage. This was all conjecture, a theoretical problem for another person at another time. All Parmyz could do for now was tend to his garden.








  
  23

  
  
  Travel Arrangements

  
  





Everyone gets their pleasure from whatever they’re really devoted to. If you’re a devoted horse-lover, you get pleasure from riding horses; if you love sightseeing, you get pleasure from seeing the sights. And in the same way, if you love doing what’s right, then doing what’s right is something you take pleasure in; and every other aspect of being a good person gives you pleasure, if you love being a good person. 
— Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics







“We can’t go barging into the Vezamad’s office again,” Eadi pleaded to its tutor who was sprawled out in the hotel room. “There’s no way they’ll let us see him without an appointment — not after what happened last time.”




“Fine. Good riddance to that idiot!” Cynrid replied, gesticulating so vigorously that the cushions upon which it was resting slipped out from under it on the smooth floor. “Here, I’m done with this,” it said as it slid Eadi’s borrowed Yara tablet back to its temporary owner. “The only way he’ll help us is if we give him some shiny bauble in exchange. Or money. That’s all these people value.”




“Do you have to be like that?” Eadi complained, returning one of the cushions to its rightful location under Cynrid’s hind quarters, then peering out the window at the glittering buildings outside. “I hope Artav is alright. The Padesh was so angry with him. I should call him. What do you think? Cynrid?” it turned to ask its tutor, who remained in its padded nest, head bobbing gently. “What’s wrong?”




“Nothing. We’re very wealthy, you know? By Yara standards, with that money the commons gave us. We don’t need to beg for travel if we can buy it.”




Eadi turned the idea over in its head. “But the Vezamad owns the ships. Are you suggesting we offer him money to borrow one?”




“No, not that doddering fool!” Cynrid exclaimed. “And I doubt he personally owns them. They’ve been doing this for a long time, so the ships probably belong to the government. Whatever the case, the Yara don’t have enough ships to go around. I’m sure that’s why the Padesh imposed that ridiculous delay before we get our own. What we need to do is get somebody who already has a ship to bring us along and make a detour before their regular itinerary.”




“… by paying them.”




“Exactly.”




“This feels unlikely. How much money do we even have?”




Cynrid beamed with the pride of one who had unwittingly shown great foresight. “All of it, of course. What else could the commons have done with it? I told them it would be better to have too much than not enough.”




Eadi doubted that Cynrid had a good grasp of the value of this money: the Yara had after all given it unprompted, and it seemed unlikely that they would donate a large sum to people who had no use for it. “So we have all of it. What does that mean in practice?”




“It’s an obscenely large amount — thousands of lifetimes, millions even. I was doing some research on that clumsy machine of yours. Based on what I’ve seen we could buy about a dozen of these buildings” it emphasized with a wave towards the window, “depending on size and condition.”




“Cynrid! You’re crazy! What did you expect us to do with all that?”




“Who knows?” Cynrid said with puffed cheeks. “Like I said, better to have it and not need it. Looks like we may need it after all. We could maybe even buy a ship outright, if any are for sale.”




Eadi’s fur bristled in a sequence of explosions crossing its whole body. “How do we do this? Do we go to the spaceport?”




“That’s what I was thinking. We introduce ourselves to people who look like they’re heading off-planet. We need a ship that has its own shuttle, though. The ship that brought us here doesn’t. I assume most are the same. They depend on shuttles from the surface. Dranagaga won’t have any waiting there.” Cynrid cast a glance around the room. “We should gather our things in case we have to leave right away.”




“Oh! Good idea,” Eadi said, galloping to the washroom to fetch its shampoo, which it stuffed into its saddlebags while placing the latter on its back in a motion so smooth it hoped Cynrid would notice and offer a compliment. It did not, and the two set out from the austere hotel, hauling their one-and-a-half crates of stitha into the clutches of Payakht’s already-sweltering morning. They struggled to wheel the crates onto the conveyor belt, whose movement sent the crates spinning sideways as soon as one wheel touched the platform; finally, by working together, they managed to shove the crates aboard one at a time, although this resulted in the first crate being carried quite far ahead of the other and its Thili attendants. This gap filled as Yara boarded, with those nearest the crate eyeing it curiously. Eadi fished the tablet from its pouch. “I should call Artav to let him know we may be leaving today.” Cynrid let out a long exhalation but said nothing, so Eadi activated the device, pressed Artav’s picture, and waited for him to appear on screen. “There’s no answer,” it said with a wobble. “Would the Padesh have punished him? They imprison people here!”




“For what, blurting out an innocuous — and true — comment? I doubt even the Yara are that sensitive. He’s fine. Likely just busy.”




Eadi tried to convince itself to agree. “You’re probably right.” It studied the city as it flowed by, hoping to remember as much of it as possible. It was unlikely that it would ever return here — its memories would have to last a lifetime.




The conveyor reached its terminus just before the spaceport; where the moving ribbon became static pavement, the first crate’s momentum sent it freewheeling just far enough to be an obstacle to all passengers alighting behind it. A moment later, the Thili stumbled off the conveyor themselves and pushed the crate away while towing its companion. “Where do we start?” Eadi asked.




“Let’s try to find the shuttles,” Cynrid said while scanning the building’s signage, “and see if there are models different than the ones we’ve been on. If a ship’s carrying its own, it’ll be lightweight. Probably smaller too. This way,” it pointed to a throng of people delving deeper into the building. “If they aren’t heading into the city, they must be leaving.”




The Thili melded with the crowd flowing into the great hall with its bejewelled mural until they were funnelled into a security checkpoint where a Yara guard waved them down: “Identification?” Eadi produced the requested information on its tablet, but the guard’s posture stiffened. “Where is your steward?”




“Byarsha was reassigned to someone else,” Eadi offered, pointing to her portrait on the screen. “We can call her if you want?”




“If that is the case, I must ask you to turn around. You cannot travel without a steward.” The guard looked past the foreigners, implying the end of this conversation. The Thili complied and fought their way upstream through the people flowing into the checkpoint, finally finding refuge in a quiet area against the wall where the mosaicked Merak surveyed his domain. “That guard didn’t seem like the type to be swayed by money,” Cynrid said as it straddled a Yara bench, “so I didn’t make her an offer.”




Eadi eyed the bench but decided to remain standing. “What if we find a group of people who have their own steward? Then we’ll be part of a group and the guard should let us through.”




“Good idea.” Cynrid dropped from the bench and accosted a group of rough-skinned bipedal aliens led by a Yara. “Hello. My colleague and I,” it said with a gesture towards Eadi, “need to travel to another system. We’d like to join you and,” Cynrid struggled to speak around the steward who was now trying to stand between Cynrid and the aliens, “we can pay you very generously for the detour.”




“Please do not solicit my guests,” the Yara said with aggressive politeness. “Kindly contact your steward, or the embassy if you are unable to locate them.” He did not wait for a reply before turning back to his cortege and urging them away.




Eadi felt a nudge behind it as a guard herded the Thili and drove them towards the exit. “Harassment is neither permitted nor accepted here. Why are you here without your steward?”




“Sorry, we got lost,” Cynrid lied without any concern regarding plausibility.




The guard said nothing, but seemed content with having gotten the meddlesome aliens out of the building. “Please coordinate with your steward before returning here. Enjoy your stay in Payakht.”




Standing at the foot of the broad staircase, the Thili turned to look back towards the great building where the guard who had escorted them out was speaking to others posted at the gate. The way they all stared at the Thili and shifted their weapons made it obvious they would not be allowed back inside. Eadi heard a chime from its pouch and fetched the tablet. “Artav! You aren’t imprisoned? What happened with the Padesh after we left?”




“Eadi. Where are?.. Never mind, it would be better to discuss this in person. Please collect all of your belongings and meet me at this address as quickly as possible. Do not speak with anyone until you arrive.” An itinerary popped up on Eadi’s tablet after Artav terminated his message; the translator rendered its destination as ‘service landing area’. Eadi held the tablet and spun around to orient the map against the city.




“He must have found a ship for us,” Cynrid said. “He’s more cunning than I gave him credit for. Good for him.”




The Thili set out again in a direction perpendicular to that of their hotel. It was faster to walk briskly than stand on the conveyors, but even with that pace they ran out of daylight long before they reached their destination: a small spaceport in an industrial part of the city, still colourful but lacking the grandeur of the area where the Thili had first arrived. A guard at the compound’s gate waved them over and let them through. Artav and a female Yara were visible a short distance away, next to a utilitarian-looking shuttle parked beside a building that had the look of a warehouse. Both Yara turned as the Thili drew close; a small loading crew continued their work in the background, wheeling crates into the shuttle.




“You were not followed?” Artav asked.




“By who?” Cynrid huffed. “Members of the Lanekhanian Thili Appreciation Society? Of course not.”




The female Yara recoiled; she seemed much less at ease than Artav, who Eadi guessed had by now fully acclimated to Cynrid’s prickliness. “Good.” He turned to his companion. “Eadi and Cynrid, this is Viraz, an excellent pilot whom we can trust completely.” By the speed with which Viraz’ crest rose, Eadi wondered what kind of relationship these two had. Its thoughts were interrupted by the sudden illumination of the spaceport’s lights; Eadi felt on display for all to see now that the boxy grey shuttle stood out starkly against the darkening city.




“It will not be as comfortable as the one you rode on the way down,” Artav said as Eadi fixated on the spacecraft. “I did what I could. The benches inside are the same pair we used at the restaurant.”




“This doesn’t seem official,” Cynrid said as it walked towards the shuttle to take a peek inside the yawning door on its side. “Or usable for interstellar travel.”




“You are correct on both counts,” Artav acknowledged. “We are borrowing it only for a short time — enough to get us to orbit — then it will return here.”




“And where do we go?” Eadi asked.




“To Viraz’ ship, an exploration vessel that has been at the docks for refitting. The outstanding tasks can remain unfinished while the ship fulfills this mission.”




“A voyage approved by the Yara bureaucracy, I’m sure!” Cynrid’s voice echoed from within the shuttle.




Artav and Viraz both shifted their weight from one foot to the other. Eadi was appalled. “So you’re hijacking her ship to take us to Sorsetur and then coming with us all the way to Tundal?”




“Yes.”




“Won’t everyone here be angry? The Padesh, the Vezamad? What will happen to you when you come back? What about your household?”




“Perhaps during our trip we will have time to discuss how our families differ from yours, “ Artav said before staring at the ground for a long moment. “As for the Padesh and Vezamad, I have a sufficiently high position that they will not retaliate.” At that, Viraz glanced towards him, then quickly turned away.




“Why are you doing this?” Eadi pleaded. “We already told you this isn’t your fault.”




Artav faced Eadi and turned his head slightly to better bring an eye to bear. “The more I learn, the more I question. I am doing this for me as much as for you.”




Eadi wanted to embrace the anguished archivist so badly, as it would do to a Thili who went to such great lengths to help another in need, but held back to avoid any misunderstandings with Viraz or the other Yara. Viraz, perhaps sensing this, quietly stepped away to assist with loading; Artav took notice of her departure and turned to Eadi. “We should help them so that we can leave quickly. Every delay increases our chances of being interrupted.”




Eadi acquiesced and began pushing crates into the shuttle. Cynrid’s inspection of the vessel completed, it too lent a hand. Eadi noticed one of the crates had Artav’s name on it. “Is this all your stuff?” it asked. “It’s huge!”




“I was having difficulty deciding what to bring,” Artav said, his feathers expanding a little. “It struck me that I should be prepared for any eventuality, therefore I packed everything.”




“I guess that makes sense. How many of these trips have you been on?” Eadi asked.




Artav’s feathers grew fluffier. “This is the first time I leave Lanekhan.”




Eadi too fluffed up dramatically. “You’re doing all this for us without even knowing what it’s like to leave your planet?” It looked down at the massive case. “Are you sure? You’ll be in much less trouble if you decide not to come with us. You could say we stole the ship.”




Artav held out his hands in a Thili shrug. “I am certain. In any case, that excuse would never stand. I am already committed.”




“You’re doing the right thing,” said a voice from the back of the cargo area. Eadi and Artav both stopped to stare at Cynrid. “Oh come on. Don’t look at me like that. We need to encourage good behaviour from the Yara when it happens. Which is rarely.”




To Eadi’s relief, Artav’s beak clacked gently in laughter. “Artav,” it asked him, “you said it can get pretty snowy where we’re going. You must have gear here to keep you warm?”




“Oh yes, I have a heated suit, boots, gloves, and sealed goggles. I will be perfectly comfortable.”




“You’re sure? You’ve never seen snow or experienced cold before. This planet is scorching hot.”




“I will be fine, I assure you. I have read extensively on this planet and on proper procedures for extreme climates.”




Eadi eyed the overconfident Yara but said nothing. He had done so much to help them — and in a wintry climate, Eadi reassured itself, the hardy Thili should be able to help him in return. After securing two more crates, the shuttle was fully loaded. Artav, Viraz and two other Yara went forward to the cockpit once they finished securing Eadi and Cynrid onto their benches, which had themselves been strapped to tie-downs in the cargo hold. The bright lights in the windowless cargo bay remained lit as the ground crew shut the door. Eadi regretted it hadn’t taken the time to meet them.
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A road is made by people walking on it. 
— Zhuangzi, Zhuangzi







“Prepare for launch,” Viraz’ voice announced. Eadi barely had time to do so before the shuttle’s engine fired up and pressed its passengers against the floor. The cargo crates behind the Thili creaked and rattled in their moorings as the shuttle was jostled by Lanekhan’s sandy atmosphere. Eadi wasn’t sure if the lack of windows was an improvement or detriment to the experience. Finally, the pressure and noise lessened, tapering off to silence and now-familiar weightlessness. The lack of any view out of the hold became resolutely disadvantageous as the Thili were pushed around without any visual or temporal point of reference. Artav’s voice came on before Eadi could point this out. “My apologies, I forgot you cannot see. We are aligning our orbit with the ship’s. We will flip and decelerate…” mumbling as he spoke to Viraz, “soon.”




“I hope he doesn’t plan on making a career of this,” Cynrid told Eadi once the speaker had switched off. “I find the accommodations lac—” the scientist trailed off as the shuttle spun in an about-face. Eadi wished it could have unbuckled itself from its seat to finally experience a ship rotating around it. A few more bursts of the positional thrusters nudged the passengers around; latching sounds confirmed their docking with the larger ship, and noise in the airlock announced pressurization of the exit.




Artav and Viraz emerged from the cockpit, Viraz skilfully floating to Cynrid’s bench and undoing its buckles over loud complaints about the lack of gravity. Artav, fumbling from one grab bar to the next, eventually did the same for Eadi. “I hope that was not too uncomfortable,” he said, moving aside the webbing of straps that held the Thili in place. “We must transfer our cargo as quickly as possible. The transport authority will already be investigating why these vessels are moored alongside.”




“Other than not being able to walk, I must say I’m enjoying this,” Cynrid commented, now free from its bonds. “I wish I could see your Vezamad’s reaction when he finds out what you did.”




“Artav’s position means they can’t punish him,” Eadi reminded the scientist. “He’s assistant-curator, remember? It’s an important role, and they respect that.” Artav and Viraz remained silent; a faint knocking rang through the shuttle’s hull. Viraz glided to the door and activated the mechanism to slide the airlock open, letting a Yara through; the two ground crew also floated their way into the cargo area and began detaching the crates.




Cynrid gripped its bench and ducked its head to avoid the Yara. “It’s getting crowded. What are Eadi and I supposed to do here?”




Artav gestured towards the airlock. “Please follow me. Viraz will help the crew.”




“This again. Eadi, you go first.”




Eadi fluffed its head at Cynrid and pushed diagonally off the shuttle’s floor, launching right towards a grab bar at the edge of the airlock. It nearly stole a glance back to see whether the others were as impressed as it was, but decided that a seasoned spacefarer would continue on as though this was all routine. With alternating hands it managed to make a graceful exit into a hallway that looked much like those in the ship that had carried them away from home. After a long wait, Cynrid exited the airlock with Artav close behind. “This way, I believe,” he said, seeming utterly lost. “Ah, yes. Here we are.” Expecting to be led into private quarters again, Eadi was confused when Artav directed his guests into an elevator. “The cockpit is at the top of the ship. We can wait there while Viraz and the crew secure our cargo.”




Not a single patch of fur moved on Eadi’s body as it processed this development; instead, it focused its mental energy on committing everything about this moment to memory as best it could. The ride “up” took only an instant and the elevator door slid open at the bottom of a cylindrical pit in the middle of a room with a hemispherical ceiling. Artav was already halfway up the ladder-bars that ringed the pit; Eadi nearly flung itself out of it in its hurry to follow. Once on the grating that made up the deck, and holding onto a chair for stability, it had a full view of the ceiling, a perfect dome covering the entire room. After its eyes adjusted to the dimness Eadi realized that the odd off-centre light above was in fact a projection of the star Zhawaru: the entire ceiling was a screen showing the cosmos that lay ahead. Eadi was overcome by dizziness and looked to the floor to reset its perspective. When it looked up again, it saw Artav similarly disoriented, scratching his head with both hands. Cynrid appeared unperturbed and was inspecting two chairs just ahead of the elevator pit. “Hinged to make a quarter-turn back. That makes sense. I’d hate to fly head-first. I don’t see how we’ll fit, though.”




“The crew will bring your benches,” Artav replied, “but you will have to remain horizontal. Once we are under way you may walk around freely, of course.”




Eadi, now reoriented, instinctively reached out towards the starfield; that patch of ‘space’ automatically drew closer. Eadi recoiled and the zoom receded. It repeated the gesture against different regions. “Sid is in that one,” Cynrid spoke up after the fourth such exercise. “The dim orangey one at bottom left, near the blue giant.” Eadi poked its hand forward to see if the screen would magnify again, and it did. It repeated this two more times to make the blurry orb appear as large as one of the chairs.




“Your home?” Artav asked rhetorically. “You are lucky. It will live a very long time. Sorsetur will explode in only a few thousand years; Deraksouandga will never have the chance to produce a sapient species.”




Cynrid huffed. “I thought I was good at dampening the mood, but I’m a mere pup compared to you, Artav. Where’s Viraz? When do we leave?”




“She will join us here when unloading is complete and the shuttle has decoupled.”




“Speaking…” Eadi hesitated, “Speaking of couples, are you—”




The mechanical sound of the elevator interrupted the question, Viraz emerging from the pit with her formal, proud posture, followed by the two other Yara, each carrying a Thili bench and a handful of harnesses. “Cargo transfer is complete,” Viraz announced. “Once these are secure, we will be ready to depart.”




Artav turned to her and bowed his head. “I am very appreciative, Viraz. This would be impossible without your assistance.”




She settled in the pilot’s seat and swivelled it to face the group. “I am not certain this is doing you such a favour. We shall see.” Viraz appeared far more at ease here than she was at the launchpad, moving about like one born in space — which, come to think of it, was not impossible. In any case she now looked like one enjoying time with friends rather than expecting to be ambushed by a wild beast. Meanwhile, the two crew completed their quick work of tethering the benches to the grated floor and, after a stiff bow to Viraz and Artav, began to climb down to the elevator.




“Wait!” Eadi cried out, freezing everybody else in place. “Sorry… What are your names? I’m Eadi, and this is Cynrid.”




“Darava” — “Katab” they answered, frightened-looking heads peeking above the edge of the pit.




“Are they staying with us on the ship?” Eadi asked Viraz.




“No, just the four of us and Mahidara, our engineer, who was already aboard when we docked,” the pilot replied. “He must remain in engineering during departure. You can meet him afterwards. You two are free to go,” she gestured to Darava and Katab while getting up from her chair and pushing away to float towards one of the Thili benches. “We should strap you in — the shuttle will detach momentarily.” Artav remained in his seat while her practiced hands worked, easily securing Eadi and Cynrid — who surprisingly uttered not the slightest complaint — to their benches. Just as she rejoined her own seat, a dull thud announced the separation of the shuttle from the airlock. “Perfect timing is so satisfying,” Viraz muttered to herself as she tapped a series of switches and settled her hands on two levers that jutted from her chair. Her seat and Artav’s tilted back, after which nothing happened until a slight nudge pushed Eadi downward. It tilted its head up to look in the direction of the ship’s travel but felt no sense of movement at all — the stars on the ceiling were just as immobile as before.




“Can we unbuckle now?” Cynrid huffed with the impatience of a pup.




Viraz looked over to Artav as she returned her seat to its horizontal position. “Artavafana, would you be so kind? I must finish a few things here.”




Artav undid his harness and nearly fell out of his chair — only its armrest within easy reach saved him from embarrassment. He stole a glance to Viraz, who did not seem to have noticed his mishap, and made his way to the Thili, freeing them from their repurposed cargo netting. Cynrid walked up to Viraz’ chair, investigating the controls as the pilot watched, one hand hovering slightly, ready to swat away an errant alien limb.




“Artav,” Eadi asked, “since we have access to the whole ship, can you give us a tour? We hardly got to see anything last time.”




“I would love to, but you in fact have much more experience on such vessels than I do. I will try, however, and at the very least can give you access to whatever areas you wish.” He peered down the elevator pit. “Perhaps we should first determine how to get you down there now that we are under gravity. I do not think you should attempt using the grab bars.” The eventual solution, suggested by Viraz, was to use the cargo webbing that had served as harnesses for the Thili as a kind of stretcher; the two Yara could each hold a strap tied to either end and gently lower one Thili at a time to the bottom of the pit. Cynrid, however, demurred, claiming to prefer staying in the cockpit for a while, although Eadi suspected it in fact did not want to suffer the ignominy of being hefted in that contraption. Eadi was successfully lowered and Artav followed; the pair rode the elevator down to the deck immediately below, a large and open laboratory. “Outfitted for biology, I believe,” Artav said as he walked around with Eadi in tow, who was stretching its neck to see above the shiny white tables housing shiny white instruments.




“The name of this world we’re going to, Deraksouandga,” Eadi asked, “my translator says that’s place of the tree-climbers?”




“Indeed. Deraksouand means ‘tree-climbers’. Deraksouandga has tall vegetation and many species who live in it, thus those who discovered the planet found that name fitting.”




“Oh, so you just make up a placeholder name for planets that don’t have their own name?”




“That is correct.”




“Then what was your name for Tundal before your people first met us?”




Artav hesitated. “I hope this is not offensive to you: our name for your kind was Kadnaha, ‘those who dig’, making Tundal Kadnahaga”




“That explains why the Vezamad called us by that name when we first met him!” Eadi bobbed its head with satisfaction. “I’ve been wondering about it ever since. I’m not offended at all; it’s actually very similar to our own name for ourselves. ‘Thili’ in our language — well, in Haefodin, the one we all use since, uh, you — has a meaning that combines cultivator and preparedness.”




“I suppose it is understandable that our peoples both chose a name based on that distinctive trait,” Artav agreed. “But what did you call yourselves before you developed agriculture?”




“Best we can tell, agriculture came before language, so we were always Thili,” Eadi replied while opening and closing storage compartments at random, each filled with objects it did not recognize or understand.




“Have you seen enough here?” Artav asked. “We can go a deck below.”




Eadi eyed a padded seating area that looked like it would be just wide enough to… “I’d like to just sit for a moment, if you don’t mind.”




“Not at all,” Artav said as he followed the suggestion and took a seat. Eadi jumped up and had no choice but to lay transversely on the narrow bench, facing Artav’s profile as he settled against the padded backrest.




The two aliens sat in a silence that Eadi hoped was comfortable to Artav; it tried not to stare at him too much, its manners fighting its curiosity, its patience fighting the urge to fidget. “Artav,” it finally blurted out, “can I hold your hand? Not as a romantic gesture,” it hastened to add, “just to hold it so that I can feel the scales and the texture and see how warm it is — and your feathers too, if you’ll let me — because I hope you don’t find this strange but I’ve wanted to try so badly since I first saw a Yara in person and you’re the only one I feel I can ask and you can hold mine too if you want to see what my claws are like, or my pouch…” it trailed off, hoping it hadn’t frightened its friend or transgressed an as-yet unspoken social more. Artav turned his head to stare at Eadi head-on, the Yara’s least-flattering angle and one Eadi found comical, cartoonish, until suddenly and silently he held out his hand, palm down to show its coarser backside. Eadi reached out to hold it, and used its other hand to gently touch the grey-brown scales, more pliant and less sharp than it had expected, almost smooth in one direction but grating uncomfortably when rubbed in the other. The hand was warm, too, at least as much as a Thili’s. It touched the talon at the end of each finger, not quite as hard as a digging-claw but not far behind — and far, far pointier. “Now you try mine,” Eadi said, offering up a hand for Artav to inspect. He did so awkwardly at first, as though he was afraid of being caught by somebody barging in, but became so focused and methodical that Eadi felt like a test subject in a biology lab, which, it realized with a fluff of its head, it literally was at the moment.




To Eadi’s surprise, its four thumbs drew Artav’s interest far more than the claw. “This must have been incredibly useful to your species,” he said, turning Eadi’s hand over. “Having use of your claws while being able to manipulate an object in each hand, and all this with four feet still on the ground. Remarkable!”




“As long as the things we’re holding are small enough, yes. It’s great for harvesting. The pouch is convenient too, although only a third of us have it. Do you want to see it?”




“Your pouch?” Artav stared at the closed opening. “That seems a grave intrusion — I cannot.”




“It’s just a pouch, Artav, come on,” Eadi said, pulling the edge away to reveal the bare skin within. Artav looked in alarm at Eadi’s face before finally plunging his hand inside and removing it right away.




“It is so warm. It feels… cozy,” he said, feathers all afluff.




Eadi beamed and turned its back. “Now try my fur!” Artav acquiesced, weaving his fingers between the long strands oh so gingerly, as though Eadi were made of thin glass. He closed his eyes for a moment and gently scratched Eadi’s back with his talons, which, after the initial surprise, felt very satisfying. “Your hands work much better for that than ours. Can I try your feathers?”




Artav pivoted to present the nape of his neck, where the feathers were thickest. Eadi snuck the tip of its claw in edgewise; with each touch the feathers parted like a stack of fabric, dry and bristly yet also soft and forgiving, returning to their interlocked positions whenever Eadi removed its hand. His neck was tiny under there, implausibly so, more like a delicate wrist than something able to hold up an entire head; and again, Artav felt much warmer than Eadi had expected. It gave the back of his head a friendly scratch and touched the long, flat feathers of his crest for good measure. “Thank you. Thank you so much. There’s nobody else I would have asked.”




“Then I am honoured; and, having tried it, I now regret my earlier uneasiness. I am grateful, Eadi. I will never forget this.”




Both returned to their original seating positions, in silent agreement that they needed time to come back down from this flurry of emotion. Eventually a soft chime sounded, followed by Viraz’ voice. “Artavafana?”




“Yes?” Artav raised his head towards the speaker.




“We have received a message for you. Priority two.”




Eadi saw Artav’s body slacken as though a long-awaited moment had finally come, or perhaps gone. He got up from the bench and beckoned: “Shall we?” Artav led the way to the cockpit, where he climbed the pit first and then helped Viraz hoist Eadi. The pilot shot a questioning glance to the Thili and then to Artav, who took her meaning. “They can stay.”




“Very well.” Viraz returned to her seat and pressed a button on the instrument panel. “He is here.”




A Yara appeared on screen several seconds later. “Artavafana Indarz juj Kiandak Baktur Rudkana?”




Viraz glanced back at Artav one last time, as if to make sure he hadn’t changed his mind and snuck out of the cockpit. “Yes, that is I,” he confirmed.




The four waited while Artav’s message made its way to Lanekhan. Eadi, suffering in the heavy silence, realized why there was so little communication between ships and planets — even at the speed of light, and so close to the planet, there was a noticeable and cumbersome delay. Finally, the Yara reappeared. “We have a message for him. I have attached it to this signal.”




Artav kneaded the hard metal floor with his feet. “Please play the message, Viraz.”




“Don’t you want some privacy?” Eadi inquired.




“That is not necessary. I do not want to keep this from you and Cynrid.”




Viraz turned to her controls, clicking a few buttons. Another Yara appeared on screen, an older female. Eadi yelped, but Artav was nonplussed as the Padesh’s face loomed before them. She was not in the Padeshga — Eadi assumed this was her office at the embassy. “Artavafana.” she spoke slowly and held a long pause, making Artav’s name a complete sentence encapsulating a world of meaning. “I know you believe that you are doing the right thing, and I am certain that you have considered the ramifications before choosing this course of action. I am not disappointed in you because of your worldview — this naive compassion is something I shared when I was your age. No, I am disappointed because you have utterly disregarded what I attempted to teach you; or perhaps, despite your age, some remnant of immaturity impelled you to do the opposite of what is adult and responsible.”




Eadi looked over to Artav, who had not moved at all.




“Whatever your motivation,” the Padesh continued, “you should know better; you have made me look like a fool. I supported you over the Vezamad, and this is how you chose to repay my trust?” She leaned back in her chair as the city of Payakht glittered in the windows behind her. “You had so much potential, Artavafana. Even now, after such contumacious behaviour, I find myself protecting you. The Vezamad wanted to have you intercepted, arrested, and tried for theft of state property. I convinced him — on the basis of not wasting resources! — to wait until you arrive on Tundal, which I assume is your final destination, so that we can see whether you will release the ship and its crew.”




Artav still did not flinch.




“That last point is important. I am certain that this little plan you have hatched has the pilot and crew return to Lanekhan with the ship you have… borrowed, conspiring to place full responsibility on you to ensure they will not face permanent punishment. I will uphold that, if only to avoid publicizing this debacle. You, however, must suffer consequences for what you have done. The Vezamad agreed to give you a choice: return home with the ship and bring demotion to yourself along with whatever other judgment is deemed appropriate, or never again set foot on Lanekhan.” The Padesh looked away for a moment, as though to peer towards the future. “He thinks you will choose the first option, of course — coming back and begging for lenience, since it is what most would do — but he does not know you like I do. I must make this absolutely clear, Artavafana: you are now an exile.”




With that, the recording ended.




“Impressive!” Cynrid exclaimed through its fluffed face, clacking claws together. “Is that true? Your plan is even crazier than I thought. I like the way you’ve jabbed all of them. I’d have done the same. Especially the Vezamad. He deserves worse. Would it help if we pay you? We have lots of money.”




Artav’s crest raised a little. “That is very generous, but this is not a financial decision on my part, nor theirs, and no amount of money could rectify this. What I have done is arguably morally right but certainly judicially wrong; were I in their position I would mete out the same punishment. They are only doing what I deserve.”




“No appreciation for piratical spirit. Most of us have lost that spark too,” Cynrid lamented. “Things were different before.”




“Cynrid, stop making this about yourself!” Eadi cried, back fur bristling. “What’s Artav supposed to do now, after this? We find these… these khovash, and go home, and then what? He’s uprooted his life for us, and all you can think to do is complain about the past?”




Cynrid raised both arms in the air. “I was giving him a compliment! I’m sure he has a plan.”




“Not a firm one,” Artav admitted. “I have a list of planets that could be suitable places to settle, but few contacts and no transportation.”




“You really aren’t going back home?” Cynrid asked, bringing its hands down along with its speaking volume. “You should. Take the punishment. Start a movement. I’m sure there are others like you. Anyway, you’ll have ample opportunity to think about this by the time we reach Tundal. And remember, we have money. You all value that so much — take it. Buy your way back in, and a building or two.”




Cynrid seemed to take Artav’s silence as acknowledgement, but Eadi knew enough of Yara body language to be certain that was not the case. It would need to have a conversation with Cynrid when they had some time alone.
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All that is mine, I carry with me. 
— Bias of Priene







Even with full access to the ship, transit to the star Zhawaru was nonetheless long enough for Eadi to run out of things to do. This vessel was different than the previous one — as Cynrid had correctly intuited, it carried along its own landing shuttle to ferry its crew onto uninhabited planets, and the docking bay, cargo storage, laboratory, and a very well-appointed medical bay all encroached into the already-cramped passenger accommodations, leaving little space for much else than living and dining quarters. At least the cockpit more than made up for the lack of a viewing deck! And the ship had a name: Tasila [Searching for something one desires without knowing precisely what it is]. A proper name, as though it were a person — a very odd affectation, to name inanimate objects. Eadi found out from Viraz that other spaceships had names too, but not the vehicles that roamed the streets of Payakht, nor the devices in the ship’s laboratory, and not even the shuttle held within Tasila, which despite being a spaceship itself had only a numeric code in lieu of something more fanciful. None of it made any sense, especially held up to the Yara’s usual rationality.




One ‘afternoon’ during the deceleration burn, Eadi paid one of its frequent visits to the engineering compartment that occupied the ‘lowest’ deck of the building-like ship. “You remind me of my broodmate Ingul,” Eadi observed from its crouch on the floor, watching Mahidara flit from one control panel to the next, talking to himself. “It’s an engineer too.”




He froze mid-step and turned his head, pupils so dilated that his eyes were nearly black. “Oh, hello again, Eadi. I am not surprised. I have felt much kinship with certain aliens I met on my travels. Some individuals are unpleasant, but broadly speaking we tend to be strikingly similar. You and I, for instance,” he pointed to Eadi with a piece of computer equipment, “could have been born in the same society. I have at least as much in common with you as I do with many Yara.”




Eadi fluffed its head. “If you have time when we arrive to Tundal, you’re welcome to visit my home and meet Ingul. The two of you would get along, I think!”




The engineer’s pupils contracted. “I would have enjoyed that very much, especially now that I have read the Thilin history you gave me, but that will not be possible. Artavafana has been very emphatic that Yandaz and I must not dally in returning home as soon as you and Cynrid — and Artavafana, perhaps — have left the ship.”




“Right, of course.” The necessity of a conversation with Cynrid that Eadi had been endlessly deferring drifted into its consciousness, but Eadi quickly tamped that down to ask another question to Mahidara, who over the days had proven to be a veritable fountain of interesting trivia. “How do you decide when someone’s ready to join the protectorate?”




“Did we not discuss this the other day? Perhaps not. There are two factors taken into account,” the engineer said without diverting his gaze from an inscrutable readout. “First, they must have reached a level of technology which enables them to consistently project power beyond their planet, either in person or with satellites and probes.” A long pause, as he calibrated something by tapping a few buttons. “This was less strict in the past. Microorganisms on an ocean planet or creatures grazing in a gas giant’s atmosphere were always left alone, but uplifting stone-age civilizations was permitted. That proved harmful. I have been to one of these worlds and their culture was irrevocably changed by ours. They have become too much like Yara.” He turned an eye towards Eadi. “Do you think Thilin society would have evolved differently if not for us?”




“I guess that’s unknowable, but probably not that much. Don’t tell Cynrid I said that!” Eadi added with a wobble. “Sure, our culture has changed — our society isn’t as loose, if that makes sense — but I’m sure that would have happened eventually anyway. That’s how societies develop, right?”




“Perhaps. It is, as you correctly pointed out, unknowable. In any case, your people amply met the second, more subjective criterion for inclusion: the analysts assigned to a planet must rule that its sapients have sufficient social stability to become a good citizen of the protectorate. A rare few, such as you, attain this before building spacefaring equipment. These are the easiest to integrate after diplomatic contact. Others develop spacefaring primarily as a weapon, before they have learnt proper comportment. In those cases we wait and observe, containing any threats which may spill beyond the species’ home system. One candidate species destroyed itself shortly before I was born; a faction released a virulent biological weapon which mutated and killed most of the population, including its creators.”




Eadi remained silent, no response seeming appropriate as a reaction to that, but resolved to remember that grim story for the next time Cynrid complained too loudly about the Yara. Cynrid… With very little enthusiasm, Eadi got up from the floor, wished Mahidara well and set off to the Thili’s quarters up on the second deck, hoping its tutor would not be there so that it could evade debating Artav’s fate. Its hopes were dashed. “Oh, hi Cynrid. Sorry to interrupt your writing.”




“How was engineering?” it asked, seeming in good spirits at least. “Hello? Don’t just stand there!”




Eadi wobbled. “Do you really think Artav will return home, or that he should?”




“Sure. There are billions of them, and no close bonds. He can find a place in there somewhere. The Padesh and Vezamad are just mad because they expect everyone to blindly follow their orders, whether it’s aliens like us or their own people.”




“That’s not!..” Eadi faltered. “Well, I guess that’s true, but you should be more compassionate.”




“I’ll be more compassionate if we succeed. Anyway, what do you expect us to do? Petition the Padesh on his behalf? I’m sure she’d be thrilled to hear from us again.”




“I don’t know… I just feel like we need to do something — anything.” Now came the dreaded question. “What if he stayed on Tundal?”




Cynrid was quiet for a moment. “And then what? I assume this exile prevents him from staying at the administration. I doubt the Kshathrak would take him in just to have the Padesh poke her later. And all our money would be useless to him on Tundal.”




That had gone over better than expected. “He… He wouldn’t have to stay with the Yara.”




An incredulous wheeze was the only reply from Cynrid, who returned to drafting its textbook.
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You have the right to action alone. You never have the right to the fruit. Do not be motivated to act because of the fruit. But don’t be motivated to not acting either. 
— Unknown author, The Bhagavad Gita







Cynrid, claiming it wanted to test a hypothesis, slept soundly during the tunnelling jump from the Zhawaru system to Sorsetur. Eadi closely observed the elder Thili from its own bench on the other side of the cockpit to see if Cynrid would be jolted awake by the unnatural folding of spacetime: nothing happened, and Cynrid had no recollection of the event. Looking up to the domed display over the cockpit, Eadi found it less difficult than usual to get a sense of scale. The star Sorsetur wore its ‘giant’ label well: its seething mass of orange-red was oddly hazy, lacking the defined outline of Sid or Zhawaru. In fact, it barely looked like a coherent object, seeming rather more like a cluster of hot embers evaporating into the black vacuum. The travellers’ planetary destination was invisible in the distance, Deraksouandga’s star having expanded just barely close enough to the faraway planet to heat it to a temperature where life could take hold.




The five crew settled into a pleasant routine as the ship powered into the black, broken up — to Eadi’s great joy — by communal meals in the ship’s dining area. From Lanekhan to Zhawaru, Cynrid had insisted the Thili eat alone in their cabin, but Eadi’s entreaties that this antisocial behaviour was un-Thili-like eventually convinced the scientist to join their hosts. During these meals the Thili sat on cushions eating oven-baked stitha, the best that could be managed since nobody had thought to pack a griddle during their hasty departure. Eadi was not bothered by this in the least and paid little attention to the soggy food as it conversed with its friends and watched Artav interact with his peers; in this casual setting he seemed a different version of himself and was referred to as ‘Artav’ by the other Yara for the first time that Eadi had witnessed. Even Cynrid — although still aloof — sometimes engaged with the others, in particular when Viraz and Mahidara told stories about other planets they had visited.




After many such meals, ship and planet were close to meeting at last. The two Thili and Artav stood behind Viraz in her pilot’s seat, watching Deraksouandga grow on the viewscreen. Its size was somewhere between Lanekhan and Tundal; its landmass, or at least the parts visible through the thick white clouds blanketing it, was covered in interlocking patches of white snow and red forests. “There’s a lot of snow down there,” Eadi commented. “You weren’t joking about its climate.”




“That would have been a poor attempt at humour,” Artav agreed as he pinged Mahidara in engineering. “Perhaps this would be a good time to gather our equipment and secure it aboard the shuttle.”




The four left Viraz to her duties and began stashing their cargo — food, pop-up tent, incubators for the khovash, a net-launching rifle that Eadi hoped it would get to try, other miscellanea — inside motorized carts with balloon wheels. Mahidara enthusiastically pointed out how these were well-suited to both sand and snow, he having been on expeditions in both settings. “Will you still get to go on missions after this?” Eadi asked him in an aside while the two guided the first cart into the shuttle’s cargo area.




“I believe so. It is much more politically expedient to blame these things on a single person rather than a conspiracy of several. Conspiracies imply widely-held beliefs. They will likely exculpate Viraz and me with that in mind.”




“Oh, that’s!..” Eadi was overjoyed for him and Viraz, but this somehow seemed even worse for Artav. “I’m happy for you.” With two more carts installed in the shuttle, the landing party — Viraz, Artav, and Thili — regrouped outside the docking port with Mahidara in attendance to see them off. Eadi bent its neck forward to take a close look at Artav’s clothing. “Is that what you’re wearing?” it waved at him from head to feet. He was clad in his usual bright, flowing robes, topped with a comically unwieldy jacket that could more aptly have been called a padded sack; it had large fasteners around the cuffs (to seal against his gloves) and the ankles (to do the same around his boots) and appeared to be made with a patchwork of different animal skins. Eadi scratched its own fur in revulsion.




“Yes, why?” Artav replied without any misgivings.




“Will you be able to walk around in that? It looks so bulky.”




He held out his arms and considered himself. “Perhaps, but this is the warmest clothing I could find on Lanekhan. I asked the shopkeeper for her very best. She said this manufacturer outfits many scientific expeditions.”




“Alright,” Eadi persisted. “What about your boots? Will you be able to walk on the snow without sinking? We’re built for it, but you have only two small feet.”




“Yes, I looked into this before our departure. Although I have two—”




“They were a flighted species, Eadi,” Cynrid butted in. “You saw him on the sand. His body is much lighter than ours, even wearing that ridiculous gear. And what about you?” Cynrid looked at Viraz, who was wearing only her usual utilitarian robe.




“I will remain in the shuttle while you are outdoors.”




“Smart,” Cynrid replied. “Artav should keep you company.”




Artav’s crest drooped. “I must assist you on your mission. In any case, we will be exposed to nature only for a short time after the shuttle has dropped us off near a group of khovash.”




“I will defer to your collective expertise on this,” Viraz said, “but I believe the shuttle’s noise may frighten them. Shuttles have certainly tended to disperse the wildlife on other worlds where I have piloted one. You may want to consider landing in a clearing and walking through the forest until you find what you need.’”




“Oh,” Artav replied quietly. “Well, this is the warmest equipment available, so it should be up to that task — and we have the tent if conditions become too harsh.”




“Suit yourself,” Cynrid mumbled as it turned to pass through the docking port and board the shuttle.




* * *




“You’re confident you know which plant the insects eat?” Cynrid asked Artav as the shuttle swayed under them. Rather than relocate the benches from the cockpit of the Tasila, the Thili had each been strapped sideways across two of the shuttle’s regular seats.




Artav fidgeted with his safety belt. “According to our survey mission, it is a tree with curly brownish-red leaves, quite tall.”




“Great. A reddish tree will be easy to find in a forest of red plants. I can’t wait.”




Eadi elbowed Cynrid’s seatback and looked to Artav. “Is there something wrong with your harness?” As soon as the words had left its mouth it realized what the problem was — this was Artav’s first-ever planetary landing. Eadi considered itself a veteran, having experienced a genuine shuttle landing once before, in addition to several simulator flights at the museum in Haefoda.




Artav whipped his head up, startled. “I am merely ensuring it is securely fastened, and—” Fire filled the viewscreens as the ship entered the atmosphere, then abated as quickly as it had begun.




Viraz, from her seat in the small, open cockpit, guided the ship through the cloudless sky. “I will land the shuttle here,” she pointed to a map on screen showing a large meadow, “near the terminator. With this planet’s slow rotation, that will afford you approximately two weeks before nightfall.” She let the shuttle drop, carrying much more speed than Eadi expected, and with a blast of thrusters at the last possible moment let the vessel settle onto the snow; the pings of its cooling metal skin could be heard from inside. Artav finally let go of the grab bars next to his seat and helped Eadi and Cynrid don their saddlebags. Viraz opened the shuttle’s door-ramp and the three travellers wheeled out one cart each; once on the ground, Viraz demonstrated how to fasten them together and gave Artav the wearable sensor that the train would follow. Eadi demanded to try it (for ‘testing’ purposes) and scampered over the snow as the three carts followed benignly, starting and stopping whenever Eadi did; with this done, it solemnly decreed that the test met with its approval and handed the sensor to Artav, who had already said goodbye to Viraz and allowed her to close the shuttle door to ward against the cold piercing her light robe. Eadi waved to her in the cockpit window as the trio set off towards the forest.




Artav resisted requests to lead the way and used the proximity of the sensor to the cart train as reason to stay behind the Thili, who headed shoulder to shoulder into the forest of tall trees. ‘Tall’ in fact seemed wholly inadequate as a descriptor; Eadi estimated they were at least four storeys high, dozens of times more than any plant on Tundal. “Artav,” it asked, “do you have plants this tall on Lanekhan?”




Artav looked up and just barely caught himself from tripping in his baggy oversuit. “Of this intermediate height? Yes, a few.”




Intermediate? Eadi assumed this was another of Artav’s attempts at humour. The idea that plants could grow taller than this was absurd, it thought as it bent its neck back to look at the layer of branches and leaf-like structures that formed a quasi-roof far over their heads, like the awnings of Haefoda as seen by an insect. Happily, the branches and leaves filtered much of the star’s oppressively bright dawn light, although now that it directed its mind that way, Eadi found that for all its light output this mighty star did not throw much heat at all — even less than Sid, perhaps. Eadi heard a loud crack in the distance and turned to ask Cynrid what might have caused it, when it subconsciously registered silence where the constant crunching of the carts had once been. Turning its head a little further it saw Artav frozen still. “Are you alright?”




He opened his beak very slightly and closed it again, an action he repeated a few times and whose meaning was lost on Eadi. “I thought we were trying to make this quick?” Cynrid bellowed at him.




Artav looked side to side and quickly shuffled to meet the Thili, the carts following along implacably. “Are you not concerned that that fracas was caused by a predator species which may see us as a potential foodstuff?”




“Predators? No,” Cynrid answered. “We’ve never been concerned about predators.” Eadi stomped in assent. Cynrid set off again and the two others fell in, Eadi now staying next to Artav to reassure him. The leisurely pace gave it ample time to observe the trees; a closer look suggested that the flat canopy overhead was not their natural state of being. Gouge marks were visible in a spiral pattern around the thick trunks: these trees had been shorn. Eadi deemed it best not to share this discovery with Artav and continued looking around at the curiously quiet, empty forest. Wasn’t it rather odd, Eadi wondered, that they hadn’t noticed a single life form here, other than whatever had caused that cracking noise earlier? It didn’t expect creatures hanging from every branch, but still, it was—




Artav was the first to spot it, again freezing in place in what Eadi now assumed was a defensive reflex. His face was locked in the direction of a long — truly, awesomely long, two shuttles back-to-back or thereabouts and tall as a Yara — tubular creature with… twenty-four, no — yes, twenty-four — articulated pairs of legs. The unfathomably large beast was in the process of winding itself around one of the few trees that still held on to its full complement of branches, clearly a temporary state of affairs as the creature wrapped its bulk around one of the larger branches near the tree’s base. The off-puttingly sensual motion of the flexing continued until the branch snapped free with a neat crack. Without letting its prize touch the snowy ground, the beast hinged a dozen of its legs upward to place the branch on its back and skittered off, away from the Thili staring with interest and Artav with poorly-concealed terror. “I wonder what it’s going to do with it,” Cynrid asked as the creature deftly skittered to avoid snagging its branch in the other trees. “Food? Shelter? Anyway, let’s go.”




On they walked for a very long while in this nearly uninhabited forest; the only other life-form they encountered was an enormous flying insect that roared towards them and tried to attack (or perhaps mate with) the transport carts, its diaphanous wings moving enough air to cause a stiff breeze. Whatever its intentions, these were eventually abandoned, and it too sped off between the trees. After yet more walking, Eadi could take no more. “What time is it?” it lamented.




“Good, I’m not the only one who’s tired,” Cynrid replied. “I didn’t want you two to complain about the elder holding you back.”




“This steady daylight is unintuitive,” Artav added. “My body and brain are at odds with each other. Perhaps we should rest once we are able to make camp. We will require a clearing approximately the size of a shuttle.”




Mercifully, this was a modest enough requirement that many such clearings were to be found, so the travellers soon began setting up their camp which consisted precisely of one pop-up tent, a rigidly-walled eight-person model that had but to be set on the ground in its folded position and snapped into place with the press of a button. “It’s less luxurious than the buildings you’re used to, Artav,” Eadi gestured towards the shelter. “But at least it has windows!”




“And a heater,” Artav added longingly as he opened the door.
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Remember what the ancient proverb says: ‘If you walk in front, you protect your comrade; if you know the route, you safeguard your friend.’ 
— Unknown author, The Epic of Gilgamesh







Artav squatted on his mat, unable to sleep despite his tiredness; his mind refused to stop conjuring horrific images of the great worms and flies lurking outside, kept at bay only by the tent’s thin foam walls and thinner polymer windows. To distract himself, he watched Eadi and Cynrid sprawled on their roll-out mattresses and wondered how they managed to sleep so peacefully despite the great danger and incessant sunshine. Was Artav weaker than most? What had Viraz and Mahidara been through on their travels? And while they were there, did they struggle with something so simple as sleep, which is merely the act of doing as little as physically possible? Unlike those brave emissaries of his species, Artav was proving so inept that he was failing at doing nothing at all. The welcoming embrace of a laboratory, indeed: this feeble academic could play at being a bold hero — piratical, as Cynrid had so aptly put it — but he would never fill the robes of such an individual. And yet, none were born into it; all had plopped into being on the same decadent planet, which meant that piraticality was a learnt behaviour — and Artav was very good at learning. He could improve. As he considered the best ways to put this into action, Eadi stirred. “Good morning! You’re up already? Did you sleep well?”




Bleary-eyed Artav tried to answer without lying. “I am ready to continue on our journey.”




“Great!” Eadi said as it stretched out to poke Cynrid.




The scientist raised its neck but remained on the ground. “I’m awake. What time is it?”




“Does it matter?” Eadi replied. “It’s always light. We can sleep when we’re tired and wake when we’re not. Right, Artav?”




“In theory, yes”.




A quick breakfast and on to teardown of the tent, which was simply the reverse of assembly; with a button press it collapsed onto itself and the trio hefted it back onto one of the carts before resuming their endless walk over the strange medium that was ‘snow’. On this second day, with anxiety abating, Artav could pay more attention to it; he found that his booted feet allowed him to float comfortably on the spongy surface, but if he shifted his weight too much to one side he would begin sinking. To his surprise, the snow was less slippery than sand, although this did not make up for how cold and uncomfortable it was. He debated whether he should lean forward to scoop up a handful to take a closer look. Perhaps just a little—




“How are you managing in this weather, Artav? Is your gear warm enough?”




Artav’s self-assessment confirmed that he was very much freezing; unfortunately he could never say that to Eadi, whose head was turned back to look at him while its body still faced forward and walked along. Artav had on multiple occasions insisted that he must be present on this trip; complaining now would make him look unprepared at best, and foolish at worst. There was also the matter of his status as a Yara. As disillusioned as he was with his people — he still thought of them as his people, even though he may never again set foot on his planet — he felt a responsibility to live up to the ideals which had been inculcated into him. And what of the Thili’s perspective? What would it look like if one of the Yara’s (relatively) high officials came to this planet only to be ineffectual, or even burdensome? That would not do. With that in mind he replied to Eadi as convincingly as he could manage despite the cold that permeated him like bath of frigid water. “My equipment is currently heating at maximum capacity.” This was evasive, but true — he had indeed turned the heat up as high as it would go as soon as they left the tent, but this was not enough. Eadi fluffed its face in a manner that Artav now understood to signify contentment, or something close to it. He rubbed his eyes; the air, which so far had felt as dry as one of Lanekhan’s deserts, had taken on on a slightly humid chill.




Cynrid looked at the sky. “I hope that jacket of yours is waterproof.”




“Feels like coming snow, doesn’t it?” Eadi added.




Artav followed Eadi’s eyes upward but saw only a dull mass of grey clouds peeking through gaps in the forest’s canopy. “Snow? How can you tell?”




“Don’t worry!” Eadi replied. “That means it won’t be as cold.”




Artav failed to understand how that statement logically followed the other, but kept walking between the Thili and the carts long enough to feel that the temperature was indeed warming. Artav wondered why he hadn’t noticed these strange flecks of white floating in the air before, until he realized that they hadn’t been there until now. Snow. One of the flakes landed in his eye and he blinked quickly, afraid it might injure him. He stopped to rummage through the cart and found his goggles, thanking his past self for showing such foresight; these made him comfortable enough, until the disconcertingly immobile sun overhead was diffused by clouds disgorging ever more snow. Artav’s movement became sluggish as he trudged through the sticky, wet accumulation. He reflexively squinted as wads of snowflakes blew onto his goggles; his heavy gloves did little to wipe off the slush that kept accumulating on the lenses, leaving wet smears rather than a clear view. He wished the goggles were heated like his jacket; their gasket pressed against his face uncomfortably. The edge of his hood never sat quite right on his head either, allowing stray flakes and snowmelt to creep down his neck. Although the air was less bitterly chilly, the moisture wicking into his feathers sapped what little heat his body and jacket were able to muster, leaving him feeling far colder than before. At least the growing numbness caused the tingling sensation to recede. The Thili kept tramping on far ahead, seemingly without a care in this world or any other. “So be it,” he thought. “I have done my utmost to discharge my duty. Better that I came here and died than did not come at all.”




* * *




Eadi periodically glanced back to Artav, who kept clawing at his goggles and alternated between slowly falling behind and quickly waddling to catch up. “Cynrid, wait.”




The scientist, who had been walking at the head of the group, stopped and assessed the situation. “What’s he doing? I knew we shouldn’t have brought him here.”




“He’s the one who brought us here! Can you stop being so ornery, just once? He looks like he could collapse at any moment.”




Cynrid fluffed various parts of its body in sequence. “Fine. Pointless argument. But why didn’t he plan for this?”




“He tried!” Eadi waved back to Artav relentlessly shuffling his way forward. “He’s still trying. How would you feel if you had to walk across a scorching-hot desert for days?”




“I wouldn’t have gone,” Cynrid replied, and recoiled as Eadi exploded:




“What is your problem? Stop acting as if you’re so perfect and have the answers to everything! Yes, you’re an elder and a great entomologist, but that doesn’t make you infallible and doesn’t give you the right to judge everyone else all the time! When’s the last time you put your life in danger to help others, like Artav is doing?”




“You mean other than this very moment?”




Eadi blinked. “Fine! That was a bad example. But please! We’re all trying our best. Sorry if that isn’t enough for the almighty Cynrid of Botwic.”




“Excuse me for not settling for mediocrity,” Cynrid poked the air in front of Eadi. “You wouldn’t be who you are today if I hadn’t pushed you to reach your potential.”




“I know you mean well, and I’m used to it — that’s why I’m still your apprentice and haven’t told you to go take a swim. But there are ways of helping others grow without being so mean.” Eadi checked back on Artav, who had closed the distance between them by a quarter. “Wait. Is that what you’re doing with him?”




“Doing what with who?”




“Pushing Artav? To make him better? You like him?”




Cynrid’s fur twitched. “We’re wasting time. You said he was ready to collapse, but you’re arguing with me instead of helping him.”




“Incredible,” Eadi said with a wobble. “Let’s go check on him.”




* * *




Artav could no longer tell how quickly he was walking. Since the snow had gotten heavy he had fallen far behind the Thili, but through the haze of his goggles he could see that he had drawn much nearer. The gap was closing even faster now — was he running? He looked at his feet, immobile, boots caked in snow. No. Then how? Ah, eight legs moving — Eadi and Cynrid were backtracking towards him. How long had he been standing there? He cursed himself for causing a delay. One step forward…




* * *




Eadi came within reach of Artav just as he folded to the ground. “Help me get him up!” It gestured to Cynrid, close behind. “Artav! Can you hear me?” The embattled Yara’s eyes were barely visible through his slushy goggles; his beak opened slightly but only a faint popping sound came out. Eadi held him and shot a pleading glance to Cynrid. “Can we put him in the incubator?”




“No. It’s divided into small compartments. Won’t work.”




“What can we do? His coat isn’t enough to ward off this cold. Snow keeps chunking up on it and turning into ice.” Eadi flapped its arms around frantically. “What happens if he stays cold too long? Will he die?”




“How should I know? I’m an entomologist, not a specialist in Yara physiology! Thili die if we get cold enough, and he’s warm-blooded too. He’d probably die. But maybe Yara go into stasis and thaw back out. I have no idea.”




“That isn’t helpful! We have to do something.”




“Well, standing around isn’t it,” Cynrid said as it looked at the path ahead. “He was doing much better before it started snowing. Let’s set up camp in the next clearing and wait out the storm. He doesn’t look like he can walk, though.”




* * *




Something hard scraped the snow from Artav’s goggles, and he opened his eyes. Had Eadi just asked him to get on its back? He twitched, trying to resist the four hands hauling him up from his supine position. Panic washed over him, a wave of profound embarrassment and vulnerability, like those dreams where one is walking naked down a crowded street. Now he was back on his feet. “N… No.”




Eadi gestured emphatically at its midsection. “Yes! Get on! You can barely move!”




Artav stood frozen, but not by the cold. He looked at Cynrid carrying two sets of saddlebags, then back to Eadi, still waving its arms. Not knowing what to do, he closed his eyes. A moment later he felt the four hands again.
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Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. 
— Unknown author, The Gospel of John







Cynrid gently peeled Artav off Eadi’s back to set him atop the incubator while the Thili flattened out a patch of snow and set up the tent. Once the shelter was unfurled and its heater activated, they brought Artav inside and removed his ice-encrusted coat and wet robe. “I wonder what these flaps of skin are,” Eadi asked as it tried to place Artav upright on his cushion. “Right here: you can see a bit under his arms, and there, between his legs too. No, don’t— Let me hold his side. Tilt— Wait! He won’t stay squatted! Stop— Let’s lay him on his back for now,” Eadi huffed, exasperated. “This isn’t working! I don’t know if he should be on his back, front, upright… We need to warm him up quickly,” it added, eyeing the sprawled-out Yara emanating a vaguely wet-Thili smell. “Body heat would work…”




Cynrid huffed. “Go ahead, cuddle all you want.” Eadi raised its head at a suitably glacial pace; the scientist took a moment to notice and fluffed its back defensively. “Fine! Fine. But only with our backs to him. I’m not going to cradle him as if he were my pup.”




Eadi wobbled its head and settled to the ground on one side of Artav; Cynrid made a show of doing the same on his other flank. Both Thili fluffed their fur as much as possible to warm the lethargic Yara and lay sweltering as the tent’s built-in heater worked to raise the ambient temperature to Yara standard, ludicrously high above the freezing point. Eadi wanted so badly to swing its neck up to see Artav but dreaded Cynrid’s commentary if it were to do so. ”Cynrid,” it said when it could no longer endure the silence, “we really need to help Artav figure out what he’ll do after this. Do we invite him to settle on Tundal? Do you think he’d want to?”




“This again? I don’t see how it’s our responsibility,” came the very delayed reply. “No, listen. We didn’t force him to do this or even suggest this to him. He made his own decision. It isn’t our place to interfere.”




This time, Eadi decisively swung its neck up. “Oh, come on! He isn’t a wild animal — he’s a sapient. We can at least offer to help. He did this for us.”




Cynrid too raised its head so that the Thili spoke face to face, their necks forming an arch above Artav. “He did this at least as much for himself. I’m sure of it. Look. I don’t hate him. He’s less annoying than many people I know back home, let alone other Yara. Maybe one day I could even genuinely like him. But he isn’t Thili. On Tundal he’d forever live as an outsider. If you offer this to him he may say yes out of some misguided obligation. Then he’ll be miserable and die alone.”




“Don’t you think you’re being a bit dramatic? There are already… I don’t really know how many, but many dozen Yara living on Tundal, for more than a century!”




“But how do they live? They huddle together in their building and hardly ever go outside. It’s like a spaceship, life support and all.”




“You’re right,” Eadi enunciated with a proud fluff. “They should all live with us instead.”




Cynrid, by way of reply, dramatically flopped its head to the ground. Before doing the same, Eadi seized this opportunity to peek at Artav; he was still breathing, at least, but both sets of eyelids were firmly shut. Eadi settled back down and waited and thought and wondered how it would react if it had to live the rest of its life on Lanekhan. Frankly, other than the heat, it would be rather exciting — for a while, at least, until the inevitable yearning to see its family and friends collided with the impossibility of that ever happening again. Already it longed for the gentle hills of home, the unimpeded view… Oh, Tundal was backwards and rustic and simple, yes, but perhaps it had upsides too, preserving an endearingly rough texture that had long been flattened away on Lanehkan by the weight of great cities filled with millions of people. Still, though, a lifetime spent on Tundal? Eadi wondered if Artav’s exile extended to the Thili as well — Lanekhan was doubtless off-limits, but could they even travel off-planet at all? The Yara would certainly remain in charge of transportation for the foreseeable future — perhaps forever. Artav was sure to wake up eventually, wasn’t he? Asking him would be inconsiderate, but maybe if—




Eadi felt a twitch against its back and heard the familiar popping sound again. It hurried to its feet and moved aside as Artav’s feathers slowly fluffed up. His eyes snapped open, and once his pupils had settled down he jerked upright and kneaded his head with both hands. Eadi stretched its neck forward to look at him closely. “Artav?”




“Eadi. My apologies.”




“For what?”




“Wasting time. How long was I incapacitated?”




“I’d guess about four hours.” Cynrid chimed in and then pointed at one of the windows. “It looks like the storm’s passed.”




“Wait here,” Eadi reassured Artav with a nurturing head pat. It poked its head out of the tent and found the great orange sun presiding over a clear sky; trees and ground were caked in a layer of sopping wet snow which had compacted the older powder underneath. “Travel should be easier now,” Eadi announced to the others after returning inside. “The temperature is near freezing and the snowpack is firmer. It won’t be as difficult for you to walk, Artav!”




The Yara, slouching on his mattress, looked to Eadi. “Good. I must continue.”




“Er, well, if you want to. If you don’t feel up to it we can leave the tent up as a base camp and Cynrid and I can roam around it.”




Artav’s crest drooped as he looked at the ground. “I am explaining myself poorly. I must continue.”




“You’ve been through a lot, Artav,” Eadi said, laying a hand on his head. “I thought we might lose you. Take as much time as you need to recuperate.”




Artav stared up at Eadi with the helpless expression of a sad pup. “It is almost evening. I suppose I could rest until we break camp tomorrow.”




“Great!” Eadi was very pleased at that concession. “I’ll get dinner ready,” it said, trotting from the tent to the carts to fetch the portable oven along with stitha and a packet of Yara rations, taking care to select the variety with the tangy sauce in which Artav had let Eadi dip its stitha the day before. It returned to the tent amidst what looked like an interrupted conversation between Cynrid and Artav; this so flustered Eadi that it remained mute and set up the oven, placing the sealed packet that held Artav’s meal inside and setting stitha on top. Was this the first time that Cynrid and Artav had been alone? Eadi could not recall an earlier time where it had left them both together. It hoped its tutor had been inquiring about Artav’s future plans, but dared not ask; Cynrid’s prickliness was but a shield for its sensitive innards, and although Eadi knew that Cynrid knew it knew this, it could not let its awareness of that be known. Cynrid must be allowed to remain in character. The scientist was now uncharacteristically silent, awkwardly so, and Artav hadn’t left the squatting position he had assumed since waking up; Eadi fetched the now-warm food from the oven and knelt next to him, holding up the hot bowl just below his beak so that he could eat without exerting himself. Eadi didn’t even ask for any of the sauce.
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I’m truly sorry Man’s dominion
Has broken Nature’s social union,
An’ justifies that ill opinion,‍
Which makes thee startle,
At me, thy poor, earth-born companion,
An’ fellow-mortal!
—Robert Burns, To a Mouse, On turning her up in her Nest, with the Plough, November 1785







Artav thought he was first to wake that morning from the much-overdue embrace of sleep, but as his comfortable daze lifted he realized Cynrid was already outside the tent. Eadi remained in a stupor, arms and legs splayed at uncomfortable-looking angles. Taking care not to rouse the resting Thili, Artav quietly ensconced himself in his outdoor gear and exited the tent to join Cynrid. “Did you sleep, this time?” the Thili asked.




“I am adjusting to this environment,” Artav replied after slight consideration.




“Ever the diplomat. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Come on up,” Cynrid gestured to its side. Artav complied; he had been hanging back, a little intimidated without Eadi’s more relatable presence. It was unsettling to think that this elderly scientist, for all its vigour, had for a time lived concurrently with Artav’s great-great grandparents. The pair stood in silence on the alien planet. Artav considered speaking, but to say what? Make small talk about the weather, or express frustration at this planet’s lack of sunrise in the morning? Thankfully Cynrid turned and looked up at him. “By the way, you’re young and a bit sheltered, so you think I dislike you. This is just the way I am. Don’t take it personally. You’re not that bad.” Artav processed this and reached the conclusion that it was a compliment, but still said nothing. The Thili continued. “If there were more Yara like you, especially a few centuries ago, the galaxy would be a very different place.”




To that, Artav had to respond. “They made difficult choices, the best they could do given their situation and the options at their disposal. I cannot judge them after the fact from my comfortable vantage point.”




“You don’t look all that comfortable,” Cynrid said while eyeing Artav’s bulky clothing. “But sure, I understand what you mean. You weren’t there and it’s easy for the young to criticize the old. Still though. I doubt many of them would’ve come out here to freeze like an old turd in a snowdrift. If you were Vezamad or Padesh I bet I’d have fewer reasons to get mad at the Yara.”




Artav looked down to the furry foreigner. As always, he felt the urge to crouch to the Thili’s height when speaking, but he heeded Thirit’s exhortation from years ago that this could come across as either threatening or demeaning. “That is very kind, if I grasp your meaning, but I am not the only Yara here. Viraz,” he gestured vaguely in what he hoped was the shuttle’s direction, “is risking her position as well, as is Mahidara aboard the ship. I am not alone in wanting to help you.”




“True, but you got the process started. Inertia is the hardest challenge to overcome. Anyway, I wanted to tell you this, in case you still thought that—”




“Good morning!” Eadi cheerfully announced as it sauntered out of the tent. “How long have you two been up?”




Cynrid turned its head to reply before Artav had time to open his beak. “Not long. Artav just got up a moment ago and came out to ask me about the weather. Let’s get moving.”




Artav did as he was told. Dismantling the tent was now a comfortable routine and the group were soon off again, continuing on the same bearing as before — a roughly straight line away from the shuttle, that tiny outpost of civilization receding into the wilderness. Once underway, Artav understood what Eadi had meant about the wet snow; it was indeed much firmer now, like dense, wet soil instead of fluffy sand. Even the cargo carrier seemed happier on the hard-packed surface. Artav felt surprisingly good, considering his recent ordeal — the suit’s heat was amply sufficient to keep him warm, and there was no snow melting down his jacket or onto his goggles. Perhaps this was a sign that things would go well from here.




It was. Around midday, by Artav’s reckoning, Eadi yelped as the group emerged into a tree grove of a heretofore unseen species, a little taller than the worm-food trees, as Artav had come to think of them, bearing long branches growing in a radial pattern, each of them garlanded in flowing rust-coloured fronds spiralling towards the snowy ground. Eadi galloped to the nearest tree and stared up its broad trunk to the lowest branch, about ten Thili-heights above, well out of reach of the saw-worms or anything else it had yet seen on this planet. Cynrid followed and poked the tree’s scaly bark. “I can’t see anything from here. We need to get up there somehow.”




The two Thili turned to Artav, who shrank at their silent implication. “Ah. You cannot climb. I should point out that Yara are also poorly suited to scaling trees. Our ancestors lived on cliffsides, not in forests.”




“Do you expect us to fly up there?” Cynrid flapped its arms. “You’re our best option.”




“Cynrid!” Eadi exclaimed. “Artav, we can find another way. Let’s call Viraz and get her to hover the shuttle next to the tree. We could get close enough to the leaves that way.”




That was a pragmatic approach, but Artav sensed this may be his last opportunity at making his presence here worthwhile. “Viraz said that may frighten the native wildlife. It could also damage the shuttle, were it to strike the tree, leaving us stranded here. Cynrid is correct.” He straightened up. “I will climb.”




Eadi persisted. “If you do that, the bark will shred your jacket and robes. Look at how rough and spiky it is.”




Artav patted his coat with one hand and the tree with the other. “Indeed. I am not certain how to avoid that.”




“Easy,” Cynrid said. “Take it off.”




Eadi wobbled; Artav could only stare blankly at the old scientist.




“What? Do you two have a better idea?”




“Have you already forgotten that he nearly froze to death earlier today — or yesterday, or whenever that was — with his heated gear on?” Eadi replied while gesturing emphatically towards Artav’s torso. “Now you want him to climb a tree without any insulation at all?”




“Artav, how long do you think you could go in this temperature without your clothing?” Cynrid asked.




He removed one of his gloves and waved his hand around in the cold air. “I am not certain. My feathers offer some insulation, so long as they remain dry, but my hands and feet will chill rapidly.”




Cynrid held out a hand in front of Eadi before it could speak. “Great. If you climb quickly enough you can take a look at the leaves and come back down before you get too cold. We can even set up the tent so that you can warm up afterwards.” This last point seemed to mollify Eadi, who closed its mouth and scraped its claws together.




One issue remained, however. “I would be in the nude. In front of you both.”




The Thili looked at each other, and Cynrid was the first to speak again. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not wearing anything at all. Eadi only has that shawl on its back. You’ve never seen us wear anything more. Plus, we already stripped you down after you froze. But if you prefer we can turn around while you do your business.”




Artav realized for the first time that the Thili had indeed been completely unclothed since he had first met them. He hadn’t noticed — perhaps because they stood on four legs, or because of their fur, or because their foreign physiology did not offend his modesty. He concluded that this must work both ways and, as Cynrid pointed out, the Thili had already stripped him bare with their own hands. “That will not be necessary,” He looked back to the tree. “In any case, I will need you to supervise and provide me with instructions once I am up there.”




The trio set up the tent yet again — a fine testament to Yara engineering, Artav thought with borrowed pride — and set its heater to higher than normal temperature so that Artav would be able to quickly recover from the cold. The Thili then left him his privacy so that he could disrobe; he debated leaving his boots on but decided the loss of dexterity would be worse than the gain in comfort. Feathers fully exposed, he stepped out of the tent before the two Thili. Eadi was doing a terrible job of hiding its curiosity towards the flaps of skin which hung from his limbs; although the younger Thili had touched his hands and back and head, he was deeply uncomfortable at having his vestigial wings under such scrutiny. Already feeling his toes tingle in the wet snow, he hurried up to the tree and seized the trunk with his talons. The bark was spongy but covered in hard barbs that were just the right size to jam uncomfortably between the scales of his hands. He remained stoic as the tree dug into his palms; the opportunity had finally come for him to do his duty, to take under his wing another species of the galaxy as countless Yara had done before him! Viraz must never have done anything this bold, much less Mahidara; if that accomplishment meant enduring this momentary indignity, then so be it. The Thili needed his help, and climbing a mighty tree to do it seemed to Artav a perfectly apt metaphor. He put one clawed hand above the other, clenching his feet to hold steady, until his head was level with the lowest branch. He paused and glanced down to the Thili who were looking at him encouragingly; they were so small from up here, like toys left in the snow by a forgetful fledgling. Artav reached outward, grateful that the Yara had not yet evolved a fear of heights; shifting his body onto the branch, he pulled himself forward just far enough to grip it with his feet. From this relatively stable position he crouched down and began rifling through the leaves, searching for anything crawling on or through them. He found nothing. He paused and looked farther down the branch, noticing that a few of the outermost leaves seemed rather more decrepit. His cold hands and feet gripped the branch tightly as he made his way outward; it tapered dramatically, and Artav’s weight made it flex and bow with every step. He hoped his fear didn’t show as he made his way to the tip, now drooping at an alarming angle. With a moment’s hesitation — and a foreboding vision of being catapulted into a faraway part of the forest — he crouched lower to inspect the leaves and nearly let go of the branch as he shivered with relief. “I have them!“




The Thili danced below. “Look closely and come back down to let us know what you saw!”




Puzzled by that roundabout plan, Artav plucked a single leaf, stood up shakily, wobbled back and forth as he struggled to grip the branch with his feet, and turned to look at the long path down the branch to the spiky trunk. That descent would be just as unpleasant as the climb. There was only one alternative: he let himself fall face-first towards the ground. Cynrid and Eadi yelped and galloped forward only to do an about-face as Artav glided above their heads and landed with a clumsy stumble in the small clearing behind them. He shook himself vigorously and began to preen with his empty hand.




“What?!” Eadi exclaimed. “You can fly?”




Artav looked to Eadi but continued to put his feathers back in place. “No, we lost that ability millennia ago, when our wings evolved into limbs better suited to manipulating than to flying. We are still able to glide over short distances with these,” he pulled at the vestigial flaps below his arms. Eadi’s eyes were wide and its entire body was fluffed up; Cynrid seemed more interested by what was in Artav’s hand. He hurriedly added, “Gliding is also rightly held to be crass, a mockery of flight. I would ask you to keep this incident between us. Anyhow,” He held up the leaf with pride, “Here it is. Sabhasha Deraksouandgai, the insect you seek. Could you please hold this while I put on my clothing?”




He retired to the tent, got dressed, turned up his jacket’s heat to its maximum setting, and returned to find the the Thili huddled together, inspecting the leaf. It looked like an uncoiled spring and had a tough, rubbery texture; small tunnels were bored through it, with a few of the blue insects wandering through them. “How are your hands and feet?” Eadi asked. “Do you need more time in the tent?”




“No,” Artav was glad to be able to answer truthfully. The combination of clothing and excitement made him forget the cold completely. “What do you make of it?”




“It’s fleshy, quite thick,” Cynrid pointed out. “I can see why these insects were drawn to stitha once they landed on Tundal. The texture is similar and the colour isn’t that far off from stitha after it’s turned purple. Maybe the bugs are attracted to a certain wavelength of light that both plants reflect.”




Artav recalled what the Padesh had said a few weeks ago. This small bug had happened to evolve to eat a plant which happened to evolve in much the same way as stitha had happened to evolve, and then happened to escape onto Tundal, hundreds of light-years away, due to the Yara happening to have the ability and inclination to visit both planets. What were the odds? Was the Padesh right when she told Cynrid this was the natural course of events?




“What do we do about the khovash?” Eadi asked. “Do we wait here until they show up?”




“I don’t think so,” Cynrid replied. “There’s no guarantee that any of them will come to these particular trees anytime soon. We should continue hiking to find trees that already have some around. If we stay we could wait here for weeks. By the way,” it waved the bug-infested leaf in Artav’s face, “you shouldn’t have ripped this off the tree. How are we supposed to get them back up there?” A chill overcame Artav as he debated whether Cynrid was being facetious; it had not fluffed any part of its body, which suggested normal conversation. Back up… there?




“Rope! Let’s just use rope,” Eadi suggested. Cynrid stomped, somehow understanding what this meant, and Artav stared at the two Thili as they tied a long piece of thin rope — which the travellers thankfully had in absurdly large quantity — to the leaf and tossed it over the branch. With the other end of the rope secured to the tree’s trunk, the leaf was snugged up against its compatriots in a manner that the fauna of this planet would find incomprehensible, were they capable of comprehending anything at all, but that at least restored the insects to their natural habitat and left them free to destroy more of the tree’s foliage at their leisure, something that, as ridiculous as it seemed, was clearly very important to the Thili. The trio then disassembled the tent yet again, and Eadi and Artav set off into the forest; Artav turned to see Cynrid lingering a moment longer, its face contorting as it bent its neck back to take a long look at the tree towering overhead, far higher than any snowdrift could ever hope to reach, even on this wintry planet. Finally, the old scientist turned to follow its companions trudging through the woodland.
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Harvest life like standing stalks of grain grown and cut down in turn. 
— Marcus Aurelius, Meditations







Eadi walked beside Artav, who seemed in surprisingly good spirits considering his ordeal the day prior. It wondered how it would fare in his stead. At minimum, it would currently be disbursing the temporary surplus of sympathy to extract concessions from Cynrid: possibly an apology for all the times it had been doubted on this mission, or even a general recognition of its contribution to Thilin society. Maybe Artav was nursing plans of his own at the moment, or waiting for the Thili to show more appreciation for his tree-climbing exploits of today by helping him find a place to spend the rest of his cruelly brief life. Eadi looked up; the sun had measurably changed position in the sky now, climbing a quarter of the way or so on its way towards the other horizon, and the tall trees’ shadows no longer formed long stripes on the snow. Poor Artav: the Thili lifespan must feel to him much like the unnaturally long days here felt to Eadi — an aberration, but made more painful by jealousy. He must be, no? How could one not be jealous of somebody who has five times the opportunity to revel in the tiny blip in the universe during which the particular atoms that made one up were arranged just so? Eadi would give Artav a few of its own years if it could. Not too many: maybe four or five. After conversion to Yara years that would give him quite a bit longer. Still, he looked happy today, confident in a way he hadn’t been since the restaurant. Cynrid, tramping ahead, was happier too — probably the happiest it had seemed since the day they left Tundal. That was understandable, with their prize so close at hand. They had found two more clusters of the helical-leaved trees that afternoon — neither had any khovash present, but their discovery seemed inevitable now.




“Eadi,” Artav turned his head to speak, causing his coat’s hood to twist and bunch up, partially overlapping the side of his face, “There is a clearing just ahead, near those spiral-trees. Would you agree that this is an appropriate time to set up camp?”




“Cynrid!” Eadi bellowed without responding. “Camp!”




“Eh? Alright, fine. Artav needs to recuperate.”




Cynrid really was in a good mood, Eadi puzzled as it helped Artav unload the tent from one of the carts. What had it and Artav been talking about the other day? And this morning was suspicious, too… Even dinner proved more convivial than usual. Best not to ask any questions, it decided: a mild winter never explains why it came.




Once all had eaten their fill and set up their respective sleeping arrangements, Eadi surreptitiously watched Artav to confirm that he was indeed sleeping — it suspected that the weary Yara hadn’t been able to rest very much during this trip. Their strenuous day must have done the trick, because he was now squatting over his legs with his arms wrapped tightly around his body and his head tucked into his back feathers. Eadi fell asleep to the soft grinding of his beak.

* * *

“Wha… Wake up!”




Artav’s eyes sprang open, his head still tucked into his back feathers. Had he just imagined someone—




“Wake up, Artav!” Eadi rasped as it violently shook Cynrid, who was barely half-awake and still sprawled out on its mattress.




“Khovash?”




“Yes, yes! Look!” Eadi whispered as it gestured emphatically towards the window.




Artav stepped around Cynrid, who was languidly getting up, and stuck his beak against the window. One of the reddish trees’ branches was visible; flying creatures crowded it, wings flapping as they manoeuvred around the helical leaves. “I will fetch the net,” Artav said as he hurriedly put on his outerwear and ran to the cart to unpack the cumbersome gun-like contraption which he nearly smashed into Eadi’s face as he turned around; the Thili was staring at the tool as though it were the world’s most alluring toy. “Would you like to use it?” he asked, handing the heavy hunk of metal to Eadi, who tried its utmost to grasp it with hands utterly unsuited to the task.




“I… can’t.” it replied with a dejected tone that needed no translator. “My claws don’t fit in the… thing, that part of the handle.”




“Perhaps you can hold it while I activate the firing mechanism.”




“Will you two get on with it?” Cynrid hissed behind them. “Artav, you do it. Let’s finish this and go back home. Eadi, hold the other side of this mattress.”




Artav looked up at the bug-eating animals hanging carefree off the mighty trees’ slender branch-ends, long tongues probing its leaves for the tiny insects. Their skin was a dull translucent grey, revealing colourful jewel-like organs within — a superb candidate for a taxidermic diorama on a display shelf… Ignoring those vestiges of his past life, Artav hefted the bulky net launcher, sighted down the barrel and fired; a muffled thump sent the net flying and expanding to envelop the branch and its inhabitants.




“It’s stuck in the tree. The bark’s too spiky.” Cynrid commented, as though the two others were unable to reach the same conclusion.




“I will fix it.” Artav took off his coat and robes and threw them into the tent; again he dragged himself up the coarse bark, wasting no time in climbing the trunk and crossing over to the bough where he gripped his way over to the net that had become woven into the tree’s barbs. He gingerly plucked the net’s strands free and tipped it and its prisoners down towards the two Thili, who were waiting with mattress in hand to prevent the khovash from smashing into the snow. Perhaps their obsessive thoughtfulness was not so ridiculous. This clearing was too small to offer Artav a safe landing area, leaving him no choice but to climb back down the tree — surprisingly more difficult than climbing up.




Once clothed again, he returned to the Thili, who were very carefully extricating the khovash from the net and placing them into individual cubbies within the incubator. “May I hold one?” Artav asked.




“Sure,” Eadi said as it handed one over, “but be careful. They’re squishy.”




That was an apt description, Artav noted as he held the small animal up to his face. The creature did not seem frightened, at least — merely confused in the simple, primitive way of non-sapients, unable to consider the future and therefore seeing no need to panic or react in any way. As he inspected the docile animal, Artav realized with some consternation that this was the first time he ever touched a living alien (other than Eadi, of course). He thought of Thirit, and how right she had been all those years ago: given the opportunity, Orstaban would most definitely have joined this expedition. Artav finally put the creature in the incubator and let the Thili handle the rest; when they finished, he set the device’s controls to stasis mode. “Until later,” he told the sleeping khovash as he latched the protective cover. His crest raised in satisfaction as Cynrid and Eadi looked on. “You forgot to buckle up your jacket,” Cynrid said as Eadi fluffed its cheeks.




“Ah, indeed,” he replied, looking down. He didn’t feel that cold. As he did up the latches he reached into one of the pockets and held out a small device. “Eadi, would you be so kind as to guide the carts during our return?”




The young Thili’s eyes grew wide and it snatched the fob away, drawing the carts precariously close to the tent ‘to make packing it easier’. With this complete, Artav considered the most straightforward way to board the shuttle and return to their ship waiting in orbit. “I will call Viraz and ask her to land in any sufficiently large clearing near to our location, unless you prefer to retrace our steps.”




“Whichever’s quickest,” Cynrid replied. “We don’t have time for sightseeing.”




“Very well,” Artav confirmed as he sent off a message to Viraz with his instructions and looked up to the patch of sky that was visible through the tree canopy.




“Thili are evolving hands too, you know.”




“Hm?” Artav turned to Eadi.




“Our claws are getting shorter.”




“Oh, yes, I know.”




“How could you have known that?”




“Recall my profession, and the boundless information to which I have — or had, rather — access,” Artav replied, straightening his body. “Amusingly, when I was younger I found a great sense of wonder in the immensity of the galaxy and in imagining the myriad ways in which sapient species would be different, but now I find a far deeper joy in our interactions together, where I encounter daily examples of how fundamentally similar we are. Ah, here is Viraz.” A faint whirring increased in volume and the shuttle roared overhead, unnecessarily close to the treetops; if these reckless manoeuvres were habitual, it was hardly surprising that Viraz frightened local wildlife wherever she went. The sound of the shuttle abated a while later; Artav’s lenses showed him the location, so he bade the Thili follow him. The small clearing in which the shuttle had set down began revealing itself through the trees. Artav had never been so happy to see a vehicle before; he had felt completely untethered from civilization during this challenging and quasi-lethal ordeal. The shuttle brought thoughts of a return home, but this elation was short-lived as he recalled that his home was now forbidden to him. The shuttle’s ramp crunched into the snow and Viraz strode down it only to quickly about-face as a blast of cold wind buffeted her light robe. “You are certain this will keep them alive?” she asked as she checked the readout on one of the incubators once they had been secured in the cargo area. “Are they tasty?”




“Quite certain, I assure you,” Artav replied “And I do not know. I hope your time alone was not too difficult?”




“Not at all — I worked on my poetry. Here…” She reached around her pilot’s seat to grab her tablet. “Would you tell me what you think of the first stanza?”




Wrathful and relentless winter envelops / The ground trembles as its song howls through the air / Announcing its presence, its power unbounded / Lest others believe they hold authority.




Artav was still attempting to count out the meter on his hands when Cynrid offered its feedback. “Do you really want to begin a song with ‘wrathful’? And what’s the music going to be?”




“It is a poem — there is no music.”




Cynrid stared, dumbfounded. Viraz, receiving no further feedback, fell back on her pilot’s duties and melted away a great crater of snow as she powered the shuttle away from the ground. Artav felt much more comfortable this time, and found enjoyment in watching the forest recede on the viewscreen as the planet’s curvature became perceptible. “Viraz,” came a voice from behind his seat, “You need to flip the shuttle to dock with the ship, right?”




“In a manner of speaking, Eadi, yes; otherwise we would rendezvous with it at a highly destructive velocity.”




“Then… Can you let us know before you do it, and can you unbuckle my harness first?”




Puzzled, Artav turned to Viraz just as she looked at him with her crest nearly vertical. She leaned around her seatback to speak to Eadi. “I understand you perfectly. A common rite of passage for members of the service. It would be my pleasure.”




Artav looked to Cynrid, expecting a reply, but the old Thili was silent despite various patches of its fur fluffing up through gaps in the harness. Eadi seemed surprised too, looking over to its tutor as Viraz left her seat to undo the clasps. “Do you want to try it too? She can unbuckle yours once she’s done with mine.”




“No.”




“Well,” Eadi added as, now untethered, it started to float away from its seat, “Thanks for letting me do it.”




Artav was checking that his own harness was as tight as possible when Viraz returned to her station and strapped back in. “Prepare for flip.” With those words, Artav finally grasped Eadi’s plan, and why Viraz had instantly understood its desire for such reckless and unnecessary behaviour. A gentle nudge of the lever on Viraz’ seat sent the shuttle into an equally-gentle pivot around its axis.




Yelps from behind made Artav turn to see Eadi floating freely. “I’m doing it! I’m finally doing it!” it chuffed, appearing to spin as the ship rotated around it.




Artav heard a faint clacking from Viraz’ direction and she turned again towards the cargo area. “Please use the grab bars to return to your seat and hold on tightly to the harness. I must execute braking and adjustment manoeuvres — there is no need to latch you in, but do be careful.” Eadi managed to do as told with surprising grace, while Artav reflected upon different values of carefulness. His recent life decisions had shown him to be, by any objective standard, the least careful one here: he had already realized this during the long days on Deraksouand. But the thing — the dangerous precedent — he now struggled to accept was how good it made him feel.
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That you are patriotic will be praised by many and easily forgiven by everyone; but in my opinion it is wiser to treat men and things as though we held this world the common fatherland of all. 
— Erasmus, In Praise of Folly







“Oh come on,” Eadi begged, “Do you really want to end our trip without seeing engineering?”




Cynrid looked at its eager apprentice and wondered how it still had such boundless energy after spending the better part of a year on this adventure. It doubted that it would have managed it, even at Eadi’s age. How did it not tire of all this Yara nonsense? Still, there were several days of travel remaining to Sorsetur, then another jump and weeks more from Sid to Tundal — one had to pass the time somehow. “Fine.”




Eadi leapt ahead, leading the way to the elevator that brought them down to Mahidara’s workspace. “Cynrid — welcome.” he said, briefly raising his eyes from his typing. “Feel free to visually inspect what you like, but please consult me before touching anything. Eadi, I have nearly finished writing my essay.”




“About what?” Cynrid asked as it attempted to read a display screen filled with scratchy Yara gibberish.




Mahidara tilted sideways in his chair. “A treatise on a hypothetical mode of government. In essence, imagine a large council with multiple Padesha and Vezamadam—”




“Sounds awful. One of each is bad enough.”




The engineer’s pupils shrank to tiny dots. “But by having many, any capriciousness is counterbalanced by the rest of the group, and—”




“Then wouldn’t it be even better to have none at all?”




“—and that is only one of the multicameral—”




“Cynrid,” Eadi exhaled, “Mahidara and I have been discussing this for days. Lanekhan could never function like Tundal, because there’s too many people. We can’t pretend our way is the right answer to every question — you always complain about how the— how others do that.”




Cynrid, trying to hide its admiration for its pupil’s newfound assertiveness, turned to Eadi. “You won’t win an argument by using my own words against me. I disagree with myself at least as much as I do with others. But,” it hesitated, “you’re right.” Cynrid stifled a huff as it saw the fur on Eadi’s face fluff up and immediately tamp down. Pups. Time to do it a favour. “Speaking of the Yara: Mahidara, did Artav tell you what he’s doing after this?”




“He asked me about the worlds I have visited,” Mahidara replied, “and whether any appealed to me enough that I would consider settling there.”




“And?” Eadi asked.




“No. Some held short-term interest, but they are not home. Would you live on Lanekhan?”




Cynrid again watched Eadi as it squirmed in thought. “Well, it’s nice — amazing, really — but I don’t know anybody there — except you, if you go back — I mean, you will, of course — well, if you want to. And Viraz too. But my family is on Tundal. And Cynrid. And I’m not sure I could even get any food there. I don’t know.”




“My thought process was not unlike yours,” Mahidara added. “The more I reflected upon the question, the more I realized that the location itself counted for less than the people with whom I would share it.”




* * *




Cynrid didn’t even bother to strap in for the jump, and neither did Eadi. It was odd — one moment you were looking at a certain set of stars, and then the entire firmament changed without any flash of light or dark or feeling of motion whatsoever. Reality simply… shifted. This particular reality, though — this perspective of the cosmos, with the stars in this layout — was very familiar indeed. Cynrid had more than a hundred harvests’ experience in looking up at it.




“Would you like to send a message home?” Artav asked Eadi, who agreed eagerly. Cynrid didn’t mind that Artav didn’t ask it first; it slid off its bench and walked around the dome of the cockpit to get a closer view of the stars. Artav looked to Viraz, who pressed a few buttons and gestured towards Eadi. “Hello?” it spoke hesitantly.




“Remember the time delay,” Artav said.




“Oh, right. Can you delete that so I can start over?” Viraz complied and Eadi squirmed in place. “Hello Tundal, this is Eadi and Cynrid and… Yara friends. We’ve found a predator for the blue bugs.”




The reply came about an hour later. “That is… good. We will alert your compatriots. Please proceed to Tundal and request a shuttle once in orbit.”




“Shuttle!” Cynrid huffed. “They’re expecting a regular ship. Nobody told them what really happened.” Maybe Eadi was right: maybe the Yara wouldn’t actually retaliate against Artav. Better to let him fade into this remote part of their domain and disappear forever. Cynrid began to understand why their histories were so important to them: canonicalizing the people the Yara wanted to remember ensured that those left out were more easily forgotten.




The time in transit between Sid and Tundal crawled by. Cynrid had long finished writing its textbook and had very little to do, so little that it roamed the ship every day, closely inspecting even the most mundane elements — wall panels, door hinges, laboratory equipment, everything — not because these were interesting in any way but because they were things to look at, and after looking at enough of them, a day would eventually pass. It rarely saw Eadi, who generally spent its time with the Yara immersed in a tabletop game that involved invading and holding the other players’ territory. Making a game of that was a testament either to the Yara’s obliviousness or arrogance, and Cynrid had no interest in participating, so it continued its inspections. Sometime one day — morning or afternoon, it was hard to tell — it decided that visiting the bridge would be a welcome interlude. After Artav and Viraz hoisted it up it found Eadi already there, standing behind the pilot’s seat with its hands on the seatback; it fluffed in greeting and returned its attention to the ceiling, which transposed the view ‘below’ the decelerating ship overhead to avoid confusion and discomfort. Cynrid looked up too, and could just barely make out a faint blob dead ahead. Tundal, finally! But so close, so large? “Shouldn’t we be slowing down by now?”




“Indeed, we should,” Artav replied. “Viraz suggested that we use aerobraking to slow down. This approach will save five days of travel time.”




Cynrid continued to stare straight up at its home. “If that means what I think it does…”




“Viraz explained it to me!” Eadi exclaimed. “We’re going to use the friction of Tundal’s atmosphere against the ship to—”




“Yes, yes, I know how it works.” Cynrid considered its next reply. “It’s dangerous, but any time gained helps.”




“I will be cautious,” Viraz said with a pop of its crest. “Once we have shed enough excess velocity to safely launch the shuttle, I will activate station-holding and land with you. Unless,” she added with a clack of her beak, “Eadi would like to pilot the shuttle.”




Thankfully, nobody seemed to have taken that as a serious suggestion. “The Vezamad will likely not be pleased about the damage to the ship,” Artav added. “He can send me a message to chastise me if he wishes.”




Cynrid let out a long breath. “Viraz, can you zoom in on Tundal?” Without a word the speck grew to fill the entire display, its deep blue oceans bordering continents of white snow mottled with reddish-brown soil. The planet’s thin ring was barely visible. Tundal, big enough to hold all Thili, all stitha, all that Cynrid and Eadi had ever known until last year. Cynrid wondered what its apprentice — no, that label no longer fit — what Eadi thought of this moment, of its planet hovering so close overhead. Cynrid tilted its head as little as possible, hoping to steal a glance at Eadi: it too was staring upward, silent.
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The existing universe is bounded in none of its dimensions; for then it must have had an outside. Again it is seen that there can be an outside of nothing unless there be something beyond to bound it, so that that is seen, farther than which the nature of this our sense does not follow the thing. Now since we must admit that there is nothing outside the sum, it has no outside, and therefore is without end and limit. 
— Lucretius, On the Nature of Things







Viraz dropped the shuttle like a rock through the atmosphere toward the Yara landing pad in Haefoda, waiting until the very last moment to blast the thrusters and brake their descent. Somehow, for all that speed, the shuttle heaved almost weightless just above the ground before daintily setting down with no perceptible jarring. “Well done, Viraz,” Artav said. Eadi had to agree. It would miss these theatrics. Viraz, already out of her seat, opened the door-ramp to reveal two Thili standing at the landing pad’s edge.




“Not to have a Yara’s self-importance, but I expected a bigger welcoming party.” Cynrid said. Eadi didn’t reply. It had taken the better part of a year to complete their quest. How badly had things gone here? Was everybody else dead?




The two Thili walked towards the shuttle with a hesitancy that alarmed Eadi. “Welcome back,” Roanim waved from the foot of the ramp. “We need to talk. There’s been a lot of— Oh, hello?” Eadi and Cynrid turned around to see Artav was behind them, head swivelling around as he took in Tundal.




“This is Artav,” Eadi gestured. “We couldn’t have done it without him. Artav, meet Roanim and Erne. Oh, and— Viraz!” it shouted towards the cockpit; the pilot poked her head around her seatback and mumbled a quick greeting.




“A pleasure, Artav and Viraz,” Roanim replied. “Eadi and Cynrid, if you’d join me at the lab, we need to discuss—”




“Let’s do that after we release the kho— the predators.” Cynrid interrupted. We burnt off half the ship’s plating to save time. Let’s not waste it on meetings.”




Roanim swayed from side to side. “They won’t be necessary. That’s what we need to discuss. Can we talk somewhere more comfortable?”




Eadi looked at the town that wrapped around the landing pad. “There must be a kitchen nearby — will that do? I haven’t had grilled stitha in months.”




“Months?” The fur on top of Roanim’s head bristled. “Of course — let’s do that then. There’s one right around this corner,” it said as it set off.




“Wait!” Eadi yelled to stop the botanist. “Artav should come too. Viraz, can you wait here a bit?”




Viraz leaned forward in her seat to look out the shuttle’s window, searching for Sid’s position in the sky. “I can wait until sunset but will have to leave no later than that.”




“That’ll do. Please don’t go any sooner — we’ll come back to get our things and say goodbye! Come on,” it gestured to Artav and a curiously docile Cynrid. Roanim and Erne were several strides ahead while Artav lagged behind, running his hands on building walls, touching the vines that climbed them, reaching up to feel the fabric of the awnings. He looked far less urbane than Eadi must have during its first moments on Lanekhan, or at least so it hoped. It too took a moment to absorb being back on Tundal, in this comfortable gravity and with the horizon so reassuringly close. For the first time, it could smell its planet as an outsider would — rich snowmelt-logged soil, crisp air, and the scent of charred stitha given off by the kitchen as the group arrived and quickly took seats around a table — all but Artav, who first tried sitting sideways and finally decided to straddle his bench as though he were riding an animal.




Roanim let Eadi cook a few stalks before beginning its briefing. “The bugs are dead.” Eadi’s head whipped to Cynrid, who said nothing. It seemed, if anything, unsurprised. “None of them survived the winter,” Roanim continued. “As soon as snowfall covered the ground we didn’t see any more of them. The melt hasn’t yet finished but we’ve been taking samples everywhere — soil plugs, other plant species, snow, groundwater, everything — and the bugs are gone. We found carcasses but not a single living one, and we’ve teams checking twice a day, every day, all over the planet. In autumnal regions there’s already snow on the ground and they haven’t seen any either.”




“But… How?” Eadi asked.




Cynrid grabbed one of Eadi’s pieces of stitha and spoke between bites. “The odds of their survival here were always very low. Remember how tall those trees were? Snow never touches their branches. On Tundal they had nowhere to go. Everything here gets completely buried during the winter. Maybe they can’t breathe under the snow, or maybe they need sunlight, or a year-round food source, or a place to breed and deposit their offspring. There are too many variables.”




“And you didn’t think to mention these suspicions until now?” Roanim asked with seething annoyance.




Cynrid casually sprinkled more salt onto its meal. “If I had, we’d still be debating what to do. A sense of urgency focuses the mind.”




Doubtless sensing the rising tension, Erne spoke up for the first time since Eadi had met it. “Well, I’m glad we don’t have to worry about this anymore. Roanim had a message sent to Lanekhan to let you know, but we never heard back — we assumed you were already on the bug’s planet by then.”




“They may not have passed on the message either way.” Cynrid said. “Long story.”




“This was all for nothing? Artav, I’m so sorry,” Eadi said, lifting its hand from the table and quickly setting it back down. “You threw everything away…”




Roanim got up and wrapped its neck around Eadi’s. “It wasn’t for nothing. Despite what Cynrid says, we had way of knowing this would happen. What you did was brave and appreciated, I assure you.” It unwound from Eadi and looked to Artav. “And why is Eadi saying you threw everything away?”




Artav looked at the table. “I have been exiled for commandeering the ship we used for our otiose expedition.”




“Then you have my respect, Artav.” Roanim’s chin fur fluffed out intensely. “Hm. I don’t think I’ve ever said that to a Yara before.”




A long huff came from Cynrid’s side of the table. “He has my respect too. We couldn’t have done it without him.” All turned in surprise, Artav included. “Don’t look at me like that. It isn’t his fault he was born a Yara.”




Artav broke the awkward silence. “This means your ‘balance’ has been restored?”




Roanim sank back onto its bench. “Definitely not. Last harvest was so bad that even with reduced rations we’ve just about depleted our emergency reserve, and we don’t have enough spores from last year to sow extra this season. I’m not sure we even have enough to sow a normal crop’s worth. We’ll be stuck in this loop for years, until we slowly build enough of a surplus.”




“You do not have a backup supply of spores?” Artav asked.




“Oh yes,” Roanim replied, “but not a half harvest’s worth. We’ve never seriously considered that anything could wipe out so much stitha worldwide in one season. The worst-ever event was a drought two centuries ago that reduced the harvest by one in eight or so. This time it’s one in three.”




Artav’s pupils shrank. “I see.”
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It’s not what happens to you, but how you react to it that matters. 
— Epictetus, Enchiridion







Artav’s beak clicked against the window of the Thili airship as he chewed the meat that sympathetic Yara had secreted out of the administration building for him that morning. They had seemed oddly at ease, handing Artav his package in fullness of view and of daylight, whereas he had pulled his hood far over his head by way of camouflage. Did they not fear the Kshathrak’s retribution, were she to discover they were aiding a traitor and exile? Had they grown impetuous after spending months among the Thili, enough to chance being left here at the end of their rotation? To be fair, Tundal did have its charms, like these free-of-charge dirigibles that, untroubled by buildings or tall landforms, wafted along so close to the ground that individual Thili could easily be made out even against the reddish soil. And one had only to look a little farther to see the horizon and the pink sky — so much sky! — unobstructed in all directions. The view almost made up for the heavy gravity that was now pulling the airship down towards a clearing beside a small hill trapped in a grid of plants of a colour Artav instantly recognized, having seen his friends eat nothing else for months now.




“Put that away, will you?” Cynrid fluffed in either disgust or exasperation — the patterns were still hard to decipher. “We’re about to land and nobody wants to see you eating flesh. It’s bad enough you’re wearing a herd of slaughtered animals.” Artav shoved the meat into its wrapper which he thrust deep into the biggest pocket of his fur coat. The low oxygen on this little ball of iron was causing every muscle in his body to ache and he had barely eaten since arriving yesterday; he imagined a variety of cutting replies for Cynrid but kept them to himself. The old entomologist was almost amiable now and the botanist Roanim and its apprentice were also present, so the lenient manners of an appreciative guest were in order.




The door-ramp opened and hovered elegantly just above the ground as the airship held its station; Cynrid and Roanim alighted first, followed by Eadi and… Erne, was it? Artav waddled close behind but devoted most of his attention to the purple stumps all around. Cynrid and Roanim stopped, causing the rest of the train to do the same. “I don’t smell rotting, at least,” Cynrid said.




“Not a bug anywhere — you’d think we made the story up,” Roanim added with a kick of dirt for emphasis.




Artav peered over Eadi to the upturned patch of soil and wondered how the Yara would have reacted to such constraints on their food supply. He doubted they would have agreed to the strict rationing the Thili had enacted — although at least the Yara could find substitutes. The Thili had evolved into an incredibly vulnerable state of codependency with this plant. No galaxy-spanning civilization for them, certainly. Bad luck.




“Eadi! Eadiiii!” yelled a Thili running towards them with wide-open arms that locked around Eadi in a tight embrace, then petted it all over its back and head. “You’re finally back! What did you see! How was Lanekhan!”. Artav’s translator rendered these as exclamations rather than questions — this individual was clearly agitated.




“Artav,” Eadi said after its acquaintance had settled down, “meet Ingul.”




“A Yara! Here! With Cynrid around! Eadi, you heard the bugs are gone, right? Wait,” Ingul said, turning again to Artav, “Are you from Lanekhan?”




“Yes, he is,” Eadi replied in Artav’s stead. “He’s been helping us since then. Viraz — our pilot, you would really have liked her, and Mahidara too — she was with us yesterday but she had to go back home. Artav is staying for a while, though, so we brought him here to show him the damage, I guess — I don’t even know. Honestly, Ingul, we’re lost. I have no idea what we’re supposed to do now. We’ve been away for so long, and through so much, all for nothing…”




Artav heard none of that; from ground level he could now see that the grassy hillock had a door in it. “Is that your residence?” A ridiculous notion, but it would explain the lack of buildings here compared to the capital hamlet whose name escaped him.




“Oh, right — you’ve never seen these,” Eadi replied. “Cynrid, we’re showing Artav the home!” The old scientist held out its hands and tuned back to Roanim, leaving Artav to follow the two (relatively) young Thili into the inhabited dirt-pile — an admittedly cozy one, Artav decided once the pain of his head slamming into the low door jamb began to subside. Rustic, yet sophisticated. Small, too, but no worse than many suites in Payakht.




Without asking, he squatted into the pile of cushions next to the large structure in the middle of the single room. “There is an intuitive rightness to this place. It is as it should be. In a curious way, it reminds me,” he again looked around the simple, unpretentious space, “of the Padeshga.”




Eadi knelt down next to him. “I didn’t mention it at the time because I didn’t want to offend you, but I thought so too. Like you said the other day, sometimes we’re — how did you phrase it? — ‘fundamentally similar’.”




“I can’t believe there’s a Yara in our home! Sitting right here!” came an exclamation behind them. Eadi’s sibling was staring longingly at Artav, or more specifically at the feathers poking out of his jacket.




“Ingul, don’t.” Eadi said, perhaps feeling the same foreboding as Artav. “Actually, could you leave us for a while? We’ll meet you outside.” At this, Ingul started a rapid-fire huffing and skipped out of the building with its entire body fluffed up.




“Eadi,” Artav said as soon as the door had shut, “may I finish the rest of my food? I am desperately hungry. I can turn away from you if you wish.”




He saw Eadi’s hand begin to reach out towards him and then tuck back in. “How many times have we seen each other eat? I don’t mind at all. Make yourself at…” it trailed off and its fur shivered.




“Thank you,” Artav replied as he reached into his pocket, unfurled the packaging, and stared at the little wad of meat in his palm.




“Is there a problem with it?” Eadi asked.




“No.” He stared and stared and wished he had thought to inquire more about stitha in the past — not that that would have confirmed anything, but… “I must ask the Kshathrak for a meeting, if she will have me. Urgently. Your presence and Cynrid’s would be greatly appreciated, if she agrees to extend me an audience and you are willing to accompany me.”




* * *




Eadi seemed in its element by Artav’s side in the the administration building; his crest twitched a little at his friend’s almost Yara-like affected nonchalance. Perhaps that was why Cynrid decided not to join them — Eadi may have finally surpassed the threshold of apprenticeship, whatever that may be, and become the individual best-suited to this task. It certainly seemed the part here, striding down the hallway with the confidence of a practiced diplomat. Artav wished the Padesh were here to see it, and that he could tell her she was right that such confidence could indeed be learnt. This little Thili was hardly the same person as the one he had met at the archives only a few months ago. He wondered whether he had changed half as much.




“Welcome,” the Kshathrak said as he and Eadi walked through the ornate doorway to her office. “Eadi,” Artav’s translator relayed as she unexpectedly switched to Thilin, “it is good to see you again. I hope you will not mind if I speak Yaraman for your guest’s benefit. Artavafana Indarz—” Was he even still an Indarz? He hadn’t thought to ask, and now was certainly not the time. “I assumed we would eventually meet, but did not think it would happen a mere two days after your arrival.”




“I cannot find the words to show my appreciation for your magnanimity,” Artav said as he took a seat before the high official’s desk and Eadi dropped down onto the bench beside him, “given my recent actions which have so disgraced the ideals of our people.”




“We are still too close to those events to write their history,” she casually replied as she too sat down. “I hope your emergency does not pertain to that, because I am in no position to influence your standing, at least not beyond this planet.”




What a curious comment, Artav thought. “Not at all; I deserve my fate and chose it clear-eyed. Were I to face that test again, I would make the same choices. I am here not for me, but to inquire about the meat-production capacity of this facility.”




“Meat?” The Kshathrak’s eyes focused past Artav and her fingers traced invisible shapes on the surface of her desk. She did this for a long while, until her crest finally sprang up. “Ah, yes — how beautifully obvious in hindsight, like all the best ideas. I will make our full resources available. But,” she added, staring at him intently, “before we continue, we must first discuss your legal status.”
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My fate is to live among varied and confusing storms. But for you perhaps, if as I hope and wish you will live long after me, there will follow a better age. This sleep of forgetfulness will not last forever. When the darkness has been dispersed, our descendants can come again in the former pure radiance. 
— Petrarch, The Dark Ages







Artav wondered, as another Thili stranger greeted him — “Hello, young apprentice! Slacking off today?” — whether the khovash he and his two friends had captured had any recollection of their travels. The diminutive animals had never even left their incubator until their repatriation to Deraksouandga. By now they must be back to hanging upside-down from their tree branches to hunt their infamous food source, oblivious to their long sleep and to having traversed six thousand light-years during that time.




The months which had passed since then allowed Artav to find humour in the futility of the quest he shared with Eadi and Cynrid. When he and Eadi first met with the Kshathrak she — Artav was uncertain whether out of necessity or amusement — insisted that nothing could be done while he remain stateless. The solution she seemed all too delighted to present was for Artav to become Eadi’s apprentice, which, from the Yara’s point of view, would instantly make him a Tundalin citizen — a purely Yara distinction, as the Thili of course had no such concept, but useful to him nonetheless, as in addition to project clearance and much ribbing by both species, this was supposedly a prerequisite for the Kshathrak to grant him access to common areas of the administration building and dispensation to join his people in the dining hall. The occasional company of Yara was welcome, but he still deeply missed the friends he had left behind on Lanekhan — not just those who had assisted him in this mad scheme but those before, with whom he had enjoyed so many outings, gatherings, and lengthy discussions about life and their place in it. He felt less need for those conversations now that he lived outside the nexus of Yara society, but it was precisely this excision from the tapestry of his people that left him adrift. The only threads of Yara-ness that remained within his grasp were his visits to the administration, but the other Yara here in many ways resembled Artav more than they did people back home; they too were quasi-exiles in this little outpost on a faraway planet, every new day osmosing them with the culture of their hosts both in ways physical — shrugging hands abounded here — and others more subtle. Compared to the admittedly stuffy conventions of Payakht high society, these Yara were shockingly brash and insubordinate, but they all seemed unaware of it.




Artav found himself visiting the administration frequently during those months, as the apprentice to the official Thili liaison (Cynrid had declined Eadi’s attempted abdication) for ‘Project Paste’, as it was retroactively known. Notwithstanding her ambiguous treatment of Artav, the Kshathrak proved more generous and accommodating than any Yara official he could remember, besides perhaps Thirit. Working tirelessly that summer, Yara technicians, with the assistance of Thili scientists, successfully programmed their meat-cloning vats to process stitha. The process didn’t work as well as Artav had hoped — it yielded a lumpy porridge which could not be dried for storage like stitha fronds, nor grilled in the usual fashion — but the pap at least offered all of the plant’s nutritional value. The machines were worked without respite to produce twelve days’ supply of paste to all Thili households; once enough Thili had tried it and found it satisfactory, the commons determined there was no longer a risk of famine and voted to end the strict rationing that had been self-imposed since the harvest. The paste even provided a failsafe against a subpar harvest in the future, in the unlikely event that any of the blue insects had somehow survived.




But even with this partial reintegration into Yara society — and his celebrity status among the Thili — there was still only one place on Tundal where Artav could lead what felt like a normal life. After lunch, he stepped into the airship and settled into the chair which had been installed for him in his favourite spot, front and centre before the great windows at the prow. Now that he was out of the bitter cold he dialed back the heater on his new insulated fabric jacket; as his first Tundal winter began to loosen its fierce grip he had come to accept that he would never become accustomed to this planet’s climate. The airship lifted off and Haefoda faded away into a nondescript landscape of white, small hills casting just enough of a shadow to lend some texture to the thin blanket of snow covering most of the planet. Artav had not yet made this trip enough times for it to become tedious. Once the airship touched down, he turned his jacket’s temperature back up to its maximum setting before disembarking. His boots crunched in the snow as he shuffled to a nearby transporter and swiped his custom-made armpad to enter his destination — home.




* * *




Ingul, scraping ice buildup from the wind turbines on the roof, waved to Artav as he walked up to the farmstead. He waved back, his hands now used to mimicking the shape of a Thili greeting, crouched through the doorway, closed the heavy doors amidst greetings of welcome, hung his bulky jacket on the large hook which had been added for that purpose, but kept on his sweater. The Thili had initially increased the main room’s temperature to accommodate him, but Artav could not accept the discomfort this imposed on the others, so he commissioned a sweater from a weaver; upon taking delivery weeks later, he learnt that all involved had waived their fees when they realized who had requested it. That was just as well, since Artav found the time-based currency of the Thili deeply morbid; whenever he was forced to use it he could not help but think of his mortality, and felt as though every transaction brought him closer to death. Regardless, once he got over the strangeness of wearing a garment made of somebody’s body hair, he found it quite comfortable, and in his bedroom, at least, he could remove the sweater and set the ambient temperature as hot as he wished. The newly-built wing attached to the house had taken some getting used to, but not for Artav — it was the Thili who for the first few months were visibly bothered by a door blocking off a private indoor space. He had barely placed his week’s food supplies in their vacuum storage when Eadi burst through the main entry, breathless. “Sorry I’m late! One of the students accidentally knocked over a table, and we had to clean up.”




Eadi and the new entomologists in Botwic were doing their best to manage without Cynrid. It was in good spirits and still lived on the family stead, where Artav and Eadi visited regularly, but generally stayed away from the lab outside of unpredictable and unannounced drop-ins where it did nothing in particular for a few hours before returning home to the telescope it had installed under a new glass dome on the roof. Neither Eadi nor Artav asked it why — why the telescope, why no more entomology — because it was plain that these changes carried the inevitability of events whose time has come, like a harvest or the slow decay of a star.




The absence of the lab’s erstwhile leader therefore left Eadi to juggle its own workload while doing its best to train a glut of eager apprentices. Entomology had enormously gained in prestige thanks to the trio’s exploits, despite their mission being ultimately unneeded; the number of applicants had increased so much compared to previous years that for the first time anyone could recall, they had to turn some candidates away. Artav himself fielded occasional requests on the commons for a mentor to teach archivism, and had to explain to the disappointed querents that there was very little work of that nature on Tundal, with everything being so scattered about. He had helped Roanim revamp its lab’s archival system, but that took only a few days, and after his methodology was posted to the commons, other Thili quickly picked up the general principles on their own. Neither was Artav enamoured with his current occupation — tutoring students in Yaraman was an exercise in frustration, as the Thili were either unable or unwilling to mimic the correct tones. Still, he was flattered by the trust and acceptance these requests signified. He hadn’t dared ask anyone, but he suspected he was the first ever non-Thili to live among them. As he took his seat around the grill and looked around at his adoptive family, he let himself feel some pride at that.
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