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      Carrie Hatchett was late. She was trying to find the room where she had been interviewed for her job as a Transgalactic Intercultural Community Crisis Liaison Officer, and the seam of her fluorescent orange jumpsuit was working its way uncomfortably high.

      She was walking alongside her colleague and friend, Dave. Dropping back a step or two, she stealthily tugged at the seam and jiggled her leg to ease the tension.

      “What are you doing?” Dave had turned and was watching her.

      “Nothing.” Carrie cleared her throat. “Now, where is that room?”

      “I thought you’d been here before?”

      “I have, but I kind of stumbled on the right place by accident. I can remember what it looks like from the outside, but I’m not sure how to get there.”

      They were in a set of cream-coloured ceramic tunnels that had large oval recesses embedded in the walls, floor and ceiling. Bordering each recess was a line of symbols, some black, some luminous, some flashing. They approached a recess crossing their path and were forced to leap over it before taking a left-hand turn. The tunnel walls emitted a soft glow.

      “You know,” said Dave, “I shouldn’t have come along.”

      “It’ll be fine, honestly. Anyway, I need you. I really do.”

      Dave had accompanied Carrie on her previous—first—assignment, and she was sure she couldn’t have succeeded without him. When the Transgalactic Council had contacted her about her next task, she’d persuaded her friend to come with her to the briefing, though he was technically an ‘unauthorised companion’. Glancing at Dave’s profile, Carrie sighed. Dave was stunningly good-looking, but also—for her—disappointingly gay.

      He shook his head. “You’ve shown you can do the job. I’m sure you can manage.” He looked nervously from side to side. “Maybe there’s some way I can go back? I could feed Toodles and Rogue for you.”

      Carrie’s brow wrinkled. Dave knew as well as her that when they returned through the green mist that had conveyed them here from beneath her kitchen sink, no time would have passed. To Toodles, her sweet, affectionate cat, and Rogue, her lovable, handsome dog, it would be as though they had never left. Studying her friend’s face, Carrie saw beads of sweat, though the temperature was only pleasantly warm. She realised what the problem was. “Stop worrying. Gavin won’t hurt you, you know.”

      “I know, but…” Dave’s shoulders slumped and he swallowed. “You’ve got to admit… those eyes, and the j-j-jaws, with the extra set inside and razor sharp teeth, and the legs… He’s definitely got far too many legs. I mean, why does he need that many?”

      Gavin, Carrie’s manager in the Transgalactic Council, was a massive insectoid alien with ten pairs of legs, a bronze carapace and two sets of viciously sharp mandibles. At moments of high tension, his inner jaws had the unnerving habit of protruding several centimetres, and he had a poor understanding of the human need for personal space.

      Carrie rolled her eyes. “Gavin’s lovely. You just have to get to know him.”

      Dave tugged at his shirt collar and grimaced.

      As always, he looked effortlessly stylish. He was wearing denim jeans, brogues, and a button down shirt under a crew neck pullover. Carrie regarded her orange jumpsuit, the uniform for her role in the Transgalactic Council. The colour was intended to help Council officers stand out in conflict zones and mark them as neutral personnel with diplomatic protection. The jumpsuit squashed her boobs to one homogeneous lump and the tight material neatly profiled her pot belly. The central seam had worked its way too high once more. She reached behind to pull it lower.

      Glancing at her, Dave said, “That jumpsuit’s too small for you.”

      “I know.”

      “Didn’t they have a bigger size?”

      “Yes, they did.”

      “Then why didn’t you⁠—”

      “Because I’m on a diet,” Carrie said between her teeth. She sighed and tilted her head. “I thought it would fit me when I lost a bit of weight, okay?”

      “Okayyyy.” Dave lifted his eyebrows.

      “Wait, is this it?” The symbols alongside the recess looked familiar. One was a black circle above a triangle with two long rectangles below, like the symbol for the women’s restroom. Carrie slipped her bag off her shoulder and put it down. The bag was her Transgalactic Council Officer ‘toolbox’ and held a translator, magnetic field neutraliser, briefing screen and other useful devices.

      She rubbed her palms together, then lightly touched the recess. Nothing happened. “Maybe not.” She put her hands on her hips.

      “Come on, Carrie,” said Dave. “Don’t you have any idea where this room is? We’ve been here for ages. We’ll be wandering around forever at this rate.”

      She looked up and down the corridor. Dave was right. Their situation was difficult. The tunnels were endless and she didn’t know where they were nor how they could get back to the place where they had entered. Not that it would do any good to retrace their steps. The green mist that transported lifeforms between worlds always disappeared within a few minutes, and only authorised Transgalactic Council staff could open the gateways. She didn’t have the authority.

      She needed to find Gavin soon. He would be wondering where she had got to. Though he was far nicer than his appearance suggested, he was still her boss and he wouldn’t be pleased about being kept waiting. “Right. Let’s go this way.” She set off decisively.

      “That’s the way we just came.”

      She halted mid-stride and about-faced. “Okay, this way then.”

      Dave sighed as he followed her.

      Traces of a rich, complex, spicy scent appeared in the air. As they walked on, the odour grew stronger. It seemed to be coming from the place they were approaching.

      “Can you smell something?” asked Carrie.

      Dave sniffed deeply as they turned a tight bend. “Yeah, it’s kind of musky, like a—” Before them loomed a huge, twenty-legged, razor-jawed, bronze-shelled alien.

      “Whoa.” Stumbling back, Dave grabbed the wall to steady himself.

      “Gavin! Great to see you again,” said Carrie.

      The head of the massive alien insect turned from vertical to horizontal, and the spicy scent grew stronger. Antennae quivered on the wedge-shaped head as ten pairs of legs were set in motion. The bug approached Carrie, its inner jaws protruding until they were centimetres from her face.

      “G-Gavin?” Carrie took a step backwards.

      Bobbing up and down, the creature advanced, forcing Carrie to continue her retreat. Its one hundred eyes blinked, transparent membranes flashing over their surfaces, and its antennae weaved to and fro.

      “Carrie, are you sure...?” asked Dave as they retreated around the bend in the corridor. He reached out and clutched her arm. “Are you sure Gavin’s okay?

      “Errm, now that you come to mention it...”

      The scent became a reek. Carrie covered her mouth and nose as she gagged. The alien increased its pace and so did Carrie and Dave, walking in reverse so quickly they were nearly running. As the creature’s inner jaws flashed out, Dave cracked. He turned and sped off down the tunnel. Carrie was not slow to follow, wondering what was wrong with her boss. Why doesn’t he say something? His English is great.

      The seams of Carrie’s jumpsuit tugged painfully as she ran, and she cursed her idiocy in choosing a size that was too small. On the floor ahead was her Transgalactic Officer’s toolbox. She had left it behind after trying to open the recess, and her friend was heading straight for it.

      “Dave—” she called, too late. In his blind panic, he didn’t see the bag. He tripped over it and sprawled on the floor. Carrie stopped to help him. As she tugged on his arm to pull him to his feet, the alien caught up, its massive form overshadowing them.

      Dave’s muscles relaxed under Carrie’s grip.

      “Oh, okay.” Unfastening Carrie’s fingers from his arm, he turned to her. “It’s all right.” His foot was caught on the handle of her handbag. He disentangled it and fished inside the bag.

      “Here,” he said, handing her the translator, “I think you need this.”
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      “What is the meaning of this behaviour?” A voice resounded in Carrie’s mind. She had taken the translator from Dave and was gripping it tightly, her other arm linked with her friend’s to provide the contact that meant he, too, would hear the translator’s broadcast. The two humans sat close, knees raised, while the bronze insect loomed over them. A dribble of mucus from the creature’s mouth hit the floor. Carrie squirmed and eased away from the splatter as it steamed.

      Looking up from beneath, Carrie noticed for the first time that Gavin had an opening at the centre of his abdomen, surrounded by soft tissue and leading to darkness within.

      “I’m sorry, Gavin, I didn’t expect you to talk to me with pheromones, I⁠—”

      “Gavin? Who is this Gavin?”

      Carrie frowned. “But...aren’t you...?”

      The alien loomed closer, until its knife-like inner mandibles were filling Carrie’s field of vision. “I will ask you once more. To whom are you referring? I know no one of that name. And who is this other human accompanying you? Who gave you permission to bring him with you? Are you aware of the laws regarding the use of transgalactic gateways? I authorised only one entity. Why are there two of you?” The jaws retracted and the head lowered and tilted, bringing the multitude of eyes within an inch or two of Dave’s face, which turned a ghostly white.

      “C-C-Carrie, I did say this wasn’t a good idea.”

      Carrie squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed. “Right, let’s sort this out. Come on,” she said to Dave, grabbing his arm and pulling him up as she rose to her feet. Recalling Gavin’s cultural misunderstanding of the human need for body space, she said, “Would you mind stepping back a bit, please? You’re crowding us.”

      The insect shuffled marginally backwards, and Carrie and Dave simultaneously exhaled.

      “Gavin,” said Carrie, “what’s going on? Why aren’t you speaking English?”

      A vanilla odour crept into the spicy scent and the creature’s head reverted to vertical. Its antennae became still. “I believe I understand your mistake, though it is hardly credible. You imagine me to be your former manager.”

      Carrie’s eyes widened. “You aren’t Gavin?”

      Antennae wildly waving, and bobbing up and down on its long spider-like legs, the bug said, “If that was the Earth name of your previous manager the answer is no, I am not him. Of course I am not. Do you have some kind of visual sense dysfunction? I had heard that humans had excellent eyesight. Are you unable to perceive the clear difference between myself and your former manager?”

      Peering at the creature’s head, body and many legs, Carrie said, “Umm...no?”

      The creature scuttled around, turning full circle.

      “Ow,” exclaimed Carrie, and unfastened Dave’s vice-like grip on her arm.

      The spicy vanilla odour became laced with a growing stink. “I am female,” spat the creature.

      In the following pause, a flush crept up Carrie’s cheeks. “Whoops, sorry.”

      The bug turned away and reached out, touching a recess in the floor with a claw. “We will speak further in here,” she said as the door melted away and she disappeared through the entrance.

      Carrie peeped over the edge and down into the room below. The drop was about two metres, but there seemed no other option but to follow. She sat down, dangling her legs beneath her, and lowered herself down as far as she could before jumping the rest of the way.

      Dave followed and landed heavily next to her. “Ouch,” he said as he stood uncertainly, rotating his ankle. “I think I twisted it.”

      Inside the room the lighting was dim, and the insect’s many eyes glimmered in the glow from the passageway above. Carrie held the translator out to Dave and they gripped it together. The alien seemed to have forgotten Carrie’s earlier request for some body space. As she approached them closely once more the two humans moved backwards until they could go no further, their backs pressed against the wall.

      “Your confusion results from your expectations,” said the alien. “My name is Errruorerrrrrhch.” A stench of rotting fish filled the air.

      “I—I’m sorry,” said Carrie.

      “I said my name is Errruorerrrrrhch.”

      “No, I heard you, I just...never mind.”

      “You expected to meet the manager who formerly held responsibility for your assignments, but he is investigating the threat posed by the placktoids.

      “For the foreseeable future you are under my management, and I can see that you require close supervision. Your previous manager was unreliable and I doubted his glowing recommendation from the outset. I see my suspicions have been confirmed. Your failure to perceive the clear differences in appearance between myself and him are evidence of poor observational skills. You will need to work hard to remedy this.

      “You were also so late in attending our meeting that I was forced to roam the corridors to find you. Thirdly, you have brought with you an unauthorised companion. Your previous manager informed me of this human, but I did not give permission for him to attend your briefing. He is not to accompany you again. Unauthorised persons moving through gateways is a serious transgression of transgalactic law.”

      “I told you,” murmured Dave.

      “Now that I have given you your formal warnings, I will explain the nature of your forthcoming assignment, though I am uncertain of your ability to complete this task.”

      Carrie’s heart sank. All her life she had failed at her jobs, but she’d thought she was beginning to turn the corner. Her work as a call centre supervisor was going quite well, and she thought she’d made a great impression in her first assignment for the Transgalactic Council. Now it looked as though her new manager had a low opinion of both Gavin and her. She sighed. Just as things were starting to improve she was back to square one.

      Dave nudged her. “Wow, look at that.”

      Beyond the alien bug’s imposing body, in the centre of the shadowy room, a hologram was forming. A wide landscape spread out. A snow-capped mountain range, surrounded by deep blue, wide lakes that disappeared into the horizon. Lush, verdant trees and plants cloaked the mountainsides up to the snow line, and on the lake beaches were tiny figures. The hologram zoomed in and showed people frolicking, laughing and chasing each other along the shore, swimming in the clear, turquoise water and relaxing on the sand.

      “This is the planet Dandrobia, the site of your next assignment,” said Errruorerrrrrhch.

      “They’re aliens?” blurted Dave. “They look like us.”

      “Your observation is correct. The dandrobians’ resemblance to humans has been noted and widely studied as a remarkable example of convergent evolution.”

      {Carrie recalled the beautiful Belinda, the stuck-up bank manager Gavin had called in to replace her when she wasn’t doing too well on her first assignment. Belinda had said she was half-dandrobian. Gazing at the idyllic scene, Carrie became lost in thought. What a wonderful place. I wonder what it would be like to live there?

      Her insect boss’ tone cut through her musings. “Dandrobia is a prison planet.”

      “Prison?” said Carrie. Prison? What had the dandrobians done to get sentenced to confinement on their home planet? As a Transgalactic Council Officer, after ten years’ service she could retire to the world of her choice. Dandrobia. She made a mental note of the name and wondered if they allowed dogs and cats.

      “The necessary information is in your briefing documents, but I can tell you what you need to know. Dandrobia’s gravity is 80 per cent of Earth’s, but this won’t have any long-lasting physical effect on you for the brief time you will be there.

      “The dandrobians have been confined to their planet for thousands of Earth years. They are one of the oldest civilisations in the galaxy, and they once ruled it, invading, colonising and terrorising its citizens to its farthest reaches. After a long war the dandrobians were finally defeated and the Unity took over, founding the Transgalactic Council to facilitate the day-to-day running of galaxy affairs. After their defeat all dandrobian technology was confiscated and their society returned to a pre-industrial level of development. They are strictly prohibited from developing new technology.

      “Now, your assignment involves one of the species tyrannised by the dandrobians, the squashpumps. Some time ago this species demanded a formal apology and reparations for the wrongs they suffered under dandrobian rule. As is usual in these cases, the settlement was reached only after a long period of negotiation. Unfortunately, the Liaison Officer assigned to mediate has been called away to help deal with the placktoid crisis and could not witness the final agreement. That is your task.

      “This is an easy, straightforward assignment, appropriate for an officer still within their probationary period, as you are. In view of your inexperience, I summoned you here to speak to you face to face. Your behaviour today has confirmed my reservations were correct and your previous manager overstated your abilities. Are you aware that if you fail an assignment during your probationary period you must attend remedial training, and if you fail that you are dismissed? Perhaps you concur this task may be beyond you?”

      Carrie did not answer. She always struggled to pay attention when people spoke to her at length, and she was distracted by the beautiful scene playing out in the hologram. Dave elbowed her, snapping her out of her trance.

      “What?”

      “She thinks you can’t do the job,” he whispered. “She’s offering you the chance of turning it down.”

      “Oh no,” Carrie said, her eyes on the people laughing and having fun on the beach, “I can do it, no problem. Don’t worry about me.”

      Dave sighed and rolled his eyes.
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      Back home, in Carrie’s kitchen, she hoisted her Transgalactic Intercultural Community Crisis Liaison Officer’s handbag higher on her shoulder.

      “Now you’re sure you’ve got everything?” asked Dave.

      “Of course I’ve got everything.” She silently wished her friend would stop being so bossy, though, in truth, the prospect of travelling to Dandrobia didn’t seem as enticing as it had while Errruorerrrrrhch was explaining the assignment. “This is all I have to take, you know that. So you’re going to look after Toodles and Rogue for me?”

      “They don’t need looking after. You’ll be back only a minute or two after you leave.”

      “I mean, just in case… I don’t come back.”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course you’ll come back. It’s only a meeting, Carrie.”

      She nodded. He was right. This assignment was nothing like her first. After being submerged in the custard-like oootoon and fighting the placktoid commanding officer, a giant intelligent office shredder, witnessing a statement of apology and reparations from the dandrobians to their former victims should be a piece of cake.

      Not only that, this time round she had studied the briefing information Errruorerrrrrhch had provided. She had learned her lesson about being uninformed, and she was not going to make the same mistake again, though the report on the dandrobians had been nearly as boring as the complaints procedures she had to follow in her call centre supervisor role. She did not understand much of it, that was the problem. She wasn’t one of the few humans who knew all about life on other planets and the whole Unity setup. There seemed to be lots to learn.

      One piece of information that had fascinated her was that the dandrobians were immortal. They had become masters of genetic manipulation eons ago, preventing themselves from aging and creating a kind of paradise where all their needs were met. The dandrobian representatives she was about to meet were the same aliens who had ruled the galaxy while humans still believed that the stars were gods.

      “Carrie? You only have a minute to go, you know?”

      “Yes, I’m ready.” She bit her lip. “I wish you were coming too.”

      “Your new boss made it very clear that I’m not allowed.”

      “I know, but still…” Carrie once more doubted that she could have made it through her previous assignment without her friend’s support. Could she do this alone, no matter how straightforward the job was?

      She hoisted her bag up again, and patted Rogue on the head. His long pink tongue flopped out and his tail thumped on the floor. Carrie had already said goodbye to Toodles and bore the scratches to prove it. Apparently her cat had not wanted to be disturbed from her sleep, but Carrie felt confident that, deep down, she was sad to see her go.

      The cupboard door beneath Carrie’s kitchen sink began to glow, and Carrie’s hand grew sweaty as she clutched her handbag’s strap. She was as prepared as she could be. If she messed this one up there was no one to blame but herself. Feeling sick, she said, “This is it, then.”

      With a bang, the cupboard door flew open. A swirling green mist appeared, transgalactic gateway to Dandrobia. The mist tugged at the air. Carrie swallowed. At least there was one thing to look forward to: Dandrobia seemed to be some kind of paradise. Wisps of mist drifted from the cupboard and lifted her hair, pulling it towards the vortex. Dave patted Rogue, who was barking at the green vapour. Toddles’ yowl echoed around the flat.

      Carrie stepped forward, but hesitated. She had remembered that her good friend Dave had a habit of taking things that did not belong to him. Though she had promised herself she would not say the words that were on her lips, but she couldn’t help it and they spilled out anyway. “While I’m gone, you won’t… you won’t…”

      “What? I won’t what?” Dave frowned.

      The green mist lifting her up, she said, “I know where everything is, you know.” She just had time to catch her friend’s glare before she was drawn under the sink.

      The last sounds she heard as she entered the gateway were Rogue’s fading bark and Dave calling, “I have a condition.”
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      Landing on a pile of downy cushions, Carrie sank so deep that she was buried to her waist and only her legs were left free.

      “Mmmrf,” she said as she struggled to emerge, imagining what kind of a first impression she must be making on the dandrobians. They had been informed of her arrival and were no doubt watching her. In her mind’s eye she saw her plump, tightly clad, fluorescent legs wriggling in the air. The only upside was that the cushions and lower gravity made for a far softer landing than she was used to when travelling by transgalactic gateway.

      Strong hands gripped her and pulled her free, setting her firmly but gently on her feet. Sweeping her hair off her face, she found herself at eye-level with a large dandrobian bosom, draped in a vivid green, silky material. Carrie craned her neck to look up at the creature’s face before turning in a circle to see the seven aliens waiting to greet her, smiling politely.

      In the recording Errruorerrrrrhch had shown her, the dandrobians had looked human-sized, but she now she realised her sense of scale had been wrong. Though dandrobian bodies and faces were very similar to humans, they were much taller, averaging about 220 centimetres.

      “Welcome to Dandrobia,” said the female who had extracted Carrie from the cushions. She was shorter than the others and had ebony hair that was piled on top of her head.

      Carrie gazed, open-mouthed, at the alien’s face. She was the most stunningly beautiful creature she had ever seen. With an effort, she closed her lower jaw. “Thank you, and thanks for providing the cushions.” As she studied the other dandrobians more closely, it was as much as she could do to drag her eyes from one face to the next, their features were so even and perfectly proportioned. Strong, well-defined muscles lined each alien’s arms and neck, though their expressions were polite and mild.

      “Welcome to Dandrobia,” echoed the assembled aliens in a drawn-out, cooing tone.

      The silky material that covered their perfect physiques was in bright jewel shades that gleamed in the strong sunlight beaming through the windows of the hall. Each dandrobian also wore an identical shell-like, golden brooch, either clasping the material at their shoulders or elsewhere on their bodies. One dandrobian wore his in his hair.

      The room was long, wide, and empty but for the piled cushions, which, Carrie suddenly realised, were actually rounded, dense clumps of soft, dried moss. Like the dandrobians themselves, the room’s shape seemed in perfect proportion and was pleasing to look at. The walls bore brightly coloured friezes of dandrobians performing simple tasks. Both the images and the room seemed familiar to Carrie, though she couldn’t understand why.

      “This is our receiving hall, my dear,” said the ebony-haired woman, spreading her arm wide. “Please accompany us and we’ll take you to a retiring room where you may rest and prepare for the reconciliation meeting.”

      “Thank you.” Carrie followed the dandrobians as they led the way out of the hall, her tense muscles relaxing. This was very different from her previous assignment. She shouldn’t have worried so much.

      Leaving the hall, the party stepped out onto deep green, fine, mossy turf that sank beneath their feet as they walked across it and sprang up behind, leaving no trace of footprints. Carrie felt strangely light as she walked in the low gravity. Surrounding them were single-story buildings, all as well-proportioned as the receiving hall, all decorated in rich colours. The source of the intense daylight was a large sun high in the sky, giving out pink-tinged beams.

      Other dandrobians were crossing the turf or lounging around outside. They all stopped what they were doing and watched Carrie. She also noticed several faces at windows, but the dandrobians did not seem at all aggressive or confrontational, only curious. Carrie wondered about their history. She had expected something quite different from these mild, relaxed aliens, something more intense and aggressive in their nature. Was this a case of the victor rewriting history, or maybe the Transgalactic Council’s information was simply wrong, as it had been before? In her previous assignment it had been up to her to find the truth about the oootoon.

      “Here we are,” said the female dandrobian and invited Carrie to enter a building. Inside was a single room containing a chaise longue large enough to accommodate a dandrobian. A tap was mounted on the wall, and in the centre of the room was a low table. A more simple yet tasteful room Carrie had never seen, but she drew back. On the floor just inside the threshold was a large, dirty grey slug.

      “Urgh,” she said, and picked up the slug between the tips of her finger and thumb. As she flicked it out onto the grassy sward, there was a collective gasp from the dandrobians.

      The female stuttered, “I-I would like you to meet the Foreign Secretary of the squashpumps.”
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