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      Our galaxy is more than thirteen billion years old, but Humans have only been around for some three hundred thousand. By comparison, most of the other sapient beings are old news; their interstellar empires, federations, and consortia having traded, battled, and otherwise intermingled longer than the Earth has existed. They’re set in their ways and bored with one another.

      Consequently, they embraced Humans for our novelty. We possessed social, cultural, and a host of other internal problems, and in our short existence made a point of expressing our issues with words, often in great profusion. The larger galaxy hungered for that: words reflecting different perspectives, concepts that were in part familiar and yet not, ideas which spoke to an unrealized absence in their own hearts. They yearned.

      Everything we possessed was up for grabs. The other sapiens offered us the galactic equivalent of shiny baubles and strings of beads — anything to get the job done — in exchange for whatever was distinctly Terran in flavor. It was the perfect situation for piracy; the wholesale theft of Human literature proved no exception.
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        * * *

      

      No one outside of his home world knew Boggacio Brendant existed, and certainly not that he had reinvented himself as the Dread Pirate Brendant, deliverer of the stolen intellectual property of humanity to the galaxy. Some insisted he traveled as part of a vast armada, others that his vessel was little more than a single passenger corsair, while some believed he zig-zagged through space hidden in the tail of various cometary bodies. It was said he controlled access to everything ever written on Earth and through “channels” converted novels and plays, music and lectures, to whatever perceptual formats were in use by other races. He employed armies of translators to convey work from dozens of Human languages into the galactic pidgins of Traveler, Shpoto, Hrel, and Lentucksian. Distribution of these works earned him notoriety.

      His success now threatened his existence. Someone had piggybacked a software virus on his most popular sales items. That virus infiltrated the ship code used by more than a dozen races, shutting down their propulsion systems and leaving them dead in space. Now those aliens wanted the pirate’s head. Before they found him, Brendant needed to find the virus’s creator. Fortunately, his intel was better than his pursuers’. He tracked her to an outpost operated by a race of bright yellow aliens who had allowed a Human coder to set up shop there. Her name was Guðrún Bjarnidóttir, but everyone called her the Librarian.
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        * * *

      

      Most assumed the Dread Pirate Brendant wasn’t Human, but that he was a Pelk would have astonished everyone. Diminutive, relatively unathletic, pacifistic, and dull, the Pelk stood half the height of Humans, and possessed six limbs and a dark green complexion. They excelled at vocations of anonymity, blending into larger corporate structures or organizational hierarchies. Having no interest in either conquest or even colonization, the Pelk kept to a single world. Their cities were placid, orderly, and rarely exciting. As a race, the Pelk were best suited to being accountants, shopkeepers, tailors, and the occasional documentarian.

      Every Pelk child came from a solid home of three parents: a father, mother, and fledge. Each typically grew up with at least two siblings and became well-mannered and dependable adults. On a whole, they were a good, but not passionate, people. There were rare exceptions, of course, individuals who broke the civilized and tranquil mold. Being a practical race, Pelk society created an escape valve to handle such outliers. They were encouraged to devote themselves to a life of rigorous religious study, eventually throw themselves at the feet of their elder gods, and beg a boon, a divine gift to give purpose to the strange feelings that stirred within them.

      As a young child, Boggacio Brendant had stumbled upon an archive of visual entertainment media from Earth and lost his way within its tales. On the brink of adulthood, uninterested and ill-suited to follow in the millennia-old family business of baking fine loaves of multi-grain bread, he journeyed to a temple to lose himself in strenuous exercise, ancient texts of obscure knowledge, optical media detailing contemporary theories of software design, and long days of fasting. He inhaled potent vapors that brought him ecstatic visions. He tested the limits of his body and mind. When at last he felt ready, Boggacio beseeched the elder gods and asked them to provide meaning and purpose to his life. The gods perused his celluloid memories and answered his plea. They made him a pirate.

      Picture a chubby green child with an extra set of arms, a head resembling an emerald bowling ball with large eyes like white saucers, a slit for a mouth, and a pair of gleaming tusks thrusting upward from its jaw. Now dress this being in impractical boots, loose trousers, and a blousy shirt. Give him a cutlass hanging on his right side and a saber on the left. Add a brace of knives balanced for throwing. Include a semi-transparent eye patch that actually fed an infra-red, full three hundred sixty degree view directly into the visual centers of his brain so he could literally see where he’d been, a large, floppy hat that nearly swallowed his head, and last but not least, a haughty, devil-may-care attitude, and you had the Dread Pirate Brendant.

      For the last several years he had “provided” both classic and contemporary Human literature to alien races throughout the galaxy, releasing dark buoys at clandestine rendezvous, loaded with petabytes of data that gave up their contents only upon receiving a complex sequence of password phrases and counter phrases, and self-destructing in any case in short order. His customers naively assumed him to be of their same race. His wares matched their linguistic needs and storage preferences perfectly, but that was hardly surprising; the Pelk excelled at customer service.

      The pirate encouraged both his mythology and anonymity. He utilized several marketing agencies to promulgate wild stories of who he was, where he might be found, and what new materials he was bringing to his data-hungry customers. But as more and more of his clientele found their vessels hacked because of his virus-infected wares, those same agencies wove and distributed conflicting explanations, excuses, and justifications that delayed the ire building from so many stranded ships. Brendant knew it was just a matter of time before the pragmatics of the situation caught up with him and brought his pirate empire crashing down. Before that happened, he needed to find a cure to the digital virus, as well as put an end to the bane of his existence, the source of the ruinous code, the Librarian Guðrún Bjarnidóttir.
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        * * *

      

      In a galaxy as big and old as the Milky Way the races sorted themselves out by their various interactions. Most embraced the truism that you don’t know what you don’t know. Thus the Wolly had no idea that they were so genial until their interactions with non-Wolly beings defined them. Likewise, Glamorkans naturally assumed anyone they might one day meet as they expanded into the galaxy would share their innate understanding of spatial aesthetics and preoccupation with all things architectural, an assumption they quickly found to be false. Ditto the telepathic gift that allow the Arconi to know when they are being told an untruth, or the Arcturans to project harmony, or the Clarkesons to catalyze every social situation they encounter.

      A race’s dominant attribute is a blind spot and requires an outside perspective, the lens of beings who are not them, for it to be identified. This accounts for part of the fascination the rest of the galaxy has with Humans. We were so new, the other races were still working out precisely what our deal was. We had yet to be categorized.

      The slice of the galaxy referred to as Human Space occupied an amoeba-shaped blob with stellar pseudopods stretching out toward or even touching several more established realms of alien civilization. One such intersection was called Chum, an outpost in deep space, a city created by the Wolly, a race of bright yellow porcinoids who got along famously with every race of sapiens they met. They’d placed their outpost near a tip of Human Space as a gesture of goodwill, expecting to make friends with humanity but doing so cautiously because, let’s face it, Humans were still mostly an unknown barbarian species. Guðrún Bjarnidóttir accepted the extended hand of friendship and was doing her part to show that in fact Humans might indeed be civilized. She’d opened a storefront on their outpost and called it the “Book Bar.” The establishment evoked the feeling of a 19th century British gentleman’s club (albeit writ small) with a roaring holographic fireplace, a dozen or so genuine calfskin chairs scattered in configurations that made intimate conversation pits, and walls lined with leather-bound books. The bar itself was imported mahogany that shone from a high gloss lacquer-like compound with a high friction coefficient that kept drinking vessels in place. Guðrún served seven types of hot tea (two that changed daily), five varieties of small beer, three forms of dessert wine, Uncle Waldo’s Raspberry Root Beer, and seltzer. The bar’s patrons — both Human and otherwise — either took their beverages to one of the comfy chairs along with a book borrowed from the shelves, or settled at the counter on a stool to discuss literature and the pros and cons of assorted authors.
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