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      The sound was tremendous. Dust raced upwards into the surrounding atmosphere to join that which was already making the sun thin and wan.

      The concrete building swayed as fire and smoke rose from its base. It collapsed in on itself, falling into rubble, vanishing among the dust in a matter of moments. An acrid smell spread through the area, the scent of explosives and of bits of dust. Despite her protective gear, Yoshi sneezed, almost blowing the mask from her face. Even at this safe distance, even with ear protection, her head was starting to ache, but it was done.

      The last of the buildings they had put here to process the ore was a heap of rubble, everything useful already having been removed. Now it was clean up, but it was clean up everywhere, all across the face of Tyranis where they had left scars.

      Scars that Yoshi herself bore, thin lines of white that ran through her fur from the time in her youth when one of their machines had failed, shattered, and sent shrapnel through the factory.

      The time when she had studied at night, illicitly, not for ways to fight them but for ways to repair the damage. She had been young then, a girl. Now she was a woman and her children were in school, learning what they needed to know.

      Hopefully they would live to see the sun again as she feared she might not. To see it as it should be seen, from the surface of this poor, ravaged world. Her love for her world was strong.

      Strong enough that she had to watch the implosion, but now she headed back to the site office, the dust settling on her fur such that she wished for a brush. She shook herself, sending some flying, but it didn't help, it was in the air, and it was their dust. Not toxic, because they'd stripped the toxic crap out. But it was of them and they still flew and still lived and loved and part of her wished things were otherwise.

      She knew better than to cling to that thought. It would not hurt them, only her. It would fester until she became one of the bitter, angry old tyrar who shook ancient muskets and had yet to leave the revolution behind.

      She had no desire to become one of them.

      No desire at all.
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        * * *

      

      Inside the site office there was the smell of tyrar sweat and, yes, a little of dust. She shook herself again before actually entering, trying to track in as little of it as possible.

      It was inevitable, though. Reclamation sites were always dusty, and the rain that should have come was still missing in action.

      Rain where there shouldn't be rain, no rain where there should be, and the snowpack in the Verias Mountains not remotely close to what it should be for the season. She wondered if it would ever rain in these hills again. Even if it did, would it do anything other than wash the soil into the valleys, leave bare rock with stick like dead trees, until the trees burned.

      Until the world burned.

      It was all their fault and she pushed down the anger again. She would not become one of those tyrar, as much as she wanted to.

      Chiran rumbled a greeting and she turned to nod to the man after a moment. The frost of age that dusted his dark gray fur was something to be respected. He was an administrator, not a scientist, but it was natural to respect those who were older.

      And, of course, those who were good at what they did, who played their role in the herd with aplomb. There was no arguing that Chiran was an excellent administrator. He even occasionally made his work sound interesting.

      Occasionally.

      She went back to her desk, listening with one ear swiveled towards the engineers who were talking numbers. The implosion had been a success; no part of the storage building remained standing. The rubble could be recycled.

      But being engineers, they were still talking about how they could do better next time and what they could learn from it. Their voices rose and fell quietly in the background. Something comforting about that, the presence of a herd, even if she wasn't involved in their conversation.

      It reminded her that she was not alone. Never alone. Once she'd been alone, only once, and the thought still scared her.

      She didn't need to be in the conversation, she could get on with her own work. But she needed it to be there, that soft reminder.

      Sometimes she wondered what it would be like to be one of them. To be a predator. To not need the safety of numbers, the protection of the herd.

      Maybe that was what kept her from becoming one of those tyrar.

      But she went back to her numbers.

      Her numbers were not good.

      Not good at all.
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        * * *

      

      Yoshi couldn't make the numbers any better by staring at them. Instead, she got up and slipped her respirator mask back on. She walked back outside into the dust. What had been thrown up by the implosion had now largely settled. Suited engineers examined the rubble, in preparation to haul it away for recycling or disposal. It might be contaminated, too toxic to reuse.

      She did not go that way. She walked over to the old tailing pit, the waste pit where she had been growing the phytoremediation algae. It looked like the numbers suggested; not a healthy purple but a dulling blue. Yeah. This batch had done no better than the last batch.

      Too many heavy metals. Too toxic for any plant she knew of or could think of to deal with. She was not sure what to do about it, either. Her instinct was to take a deep breath, her stronger instinct was to drift back to the others.

      Yoshi engaged her willpower and did neither. She wasn't entirely alone, she could convince herself of that for long enough to take a sample. Taking a deep breath get her a nose full of even more unpleasant smells and potentially toxins off gassing from the pools and the dying algae.

      She knew better than to ever take a deep breath, much less curl her lips up in flehmen as if she was looking for a strong male to sire her next child.

      There would be no more children. She had decided two was enough years ago, and five years ago she had had it all taken out before it could cause the problems sometimes experienced by older women.

      Two was definitely enough. Some days it was too many.

      The instincts had not completely gone away, though. She headed back to the site office with her sample, sealing the bottle carefully, and she didn't relax until she was there.

      Next time she would take somebody with her, but she wasn't a child, to need to cling to a parent's fur.

      Or maybe she was.

      Maybe they all were, these days. Maybe they were all children, struggling towards maturity alongside the rest of their species.

      But she was not going to act like one. So she kept her dignity as she went back into the office.

      "That batch failed too?" Chiran sounded entirely supportive.

      "They've all failed. I don't think we have many things left to try."

      They could cap it, bury it, put the problem off for a few years or decades or centuries.

      She wasn't willing to do that, not yet.

      "There's always something to try."

      She wrinkled her lips at his optimism, but went past him into the lab building. In there, two of the younger scientists were working on something, heads so close together that she could not hear them speak, language transmitted bone to bone in the old herd huddle.

      She didn't need to.

      All she needed was to work out why it had failed...and what she could try next.
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      Beverly had never imagined that she would leave Earth; let alone that she would leave the solar system.

      Of course, she hadn't even thought it was possible until relatively recently. Now she was sitting on the observation deck of the EFS Endeavour, looking out at a completely alien solar system.

      The system held a singleton star, similar to the sun in color. It was larger; everything in this system seemed to be just that bit larger, but it was still a main sequence yellow dwarf. The exact kind of sun around which one expected to find a habitable world.

      She couldn't quite see said habitable world yet. Not quite. It was there, though, and it was her destination. About which she was decidedly nervous. An alien world inhabited by aliens. Not the ky'iin, who's brief war with Earth had seen casualties and fear but, thank God, nothing like some of the on planet wars of the past.

      No trench warfare, no destroyed cities, just a relatively clean fight in the skies and a peace treaty. A peace treaty that also included these people, who were not at all like the ky'iin. She pushed her chair back slightly and looked at the view again.

      Maybe it was avoidance. She was not looking forward to working with aliens. No, she would never have called herself xenophobic. It wasn't xenophobia.

      It was some very real concerns about how they would view her. They were herbivores, would they see her as a predator and get nervous?

      Or would they see her disability and...

      The first sign of civilization is a healed femur. It wasn't actually true, Mead never said that, but it was one of those seductive lies that people wanted to believe.

      And it had a point. Social creatures supported those who could not contribute in one way to ensure that they could contribute in others. She suspected that disabled Neanderthals had been the babysitters and the storytellers.

      But she had no idea how these people would react. Would they feel they had gotten a "defective" human?

      The ship gave a slight shudder. They were normal, but they made her tense. If the artificial gravity cut out she might end up in a quite embarrassing situation.

      Maybe it was time to go.

      Soon it would definitely be time to go.
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        * * *

      

      As she rolled back to the elevator, she saw the head pilot, Lt Lauxon, moving in the other direction. The French-Canadian woman smiled at her. "You should stick around. You'll be able to see Tyranis soon."

      Beverly hesitated. "I'd say I'll be seeing enough of the place."

      "Not from orbit."

      She turned around. The ship had changed course.

      "There," Lauxon pointed to a sphere that seemed...

      "It looks redder than Earth." Maybe that was the purple hue the vegetation had, thanks to the slightly different combination of solar radiation and atmospheric composition.

      Maybe it was the pollution.

      "It does, doesn't it. Larger, too."

      Another thing Beverly wasn't looking forward to. Larger planet meant higher gravity and while she would adapt, she would probably feel kind of miserable for a while. That was the warning.

      Kind of miserable for a while. It was probably an understatement, but it wasn't like she wasn't used to pain, the pain that still occasionally shot up her spinal cord or flickered through her legs.

      "Half again as big. And apparently everything down there matches." Beverly heard the wryness in her own tone before she really grasped that it was coming out.

      "Send pictures."

      Now she laughed. "You mean you aren't going to come down and see the sights? Try the local cuisine?"

      "The cuisine, maybe."

      The tyrar were herbivores but they did still apparently cook and prepare their food. Hopefully they would...

      ...well, Beverly was not one of those people who got sick if she didn't eat meat. She'd still need supplements, though.

      She was going to be down there a while.

      She was going to be down there for as long as they needed and wanted her. She was hoping they wanted her. It was not going to be an easy, or entirely pleasant, duty. But it was a duty and she suspected, no she knew, that it would feel good when it was done, just like the last project.

      The projects that had restored a struggling Earth to a new balance.

      How much of that red hint was pollution?

      She didn't want to know.
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        * * *

      

      The Endeavour glided into orbit. Beverly was packed and ready. Her luggage and an exo that she hoped she would not need were already on the shuttle.

      Just her and the chair, the one with the all-terrain tires. She had no idea what she would be facing down there. Where she might have to go. She was envisioning rocky trails and muddy fields.

      She rolled onto the shuttle and one of the crew expertly secured her into place. It worked better than most planes she had flown on. People had gotten much better at catering for wheelchairs until the neurological web had made most of them obsolete. Much better than the bad old days when disabled people had been out of site, out of mind.

      Now, she was a rare bird, a failure everyone stared at. Something of a bygone age. The c word, spoken entirely too often in her hearing.

      The looks of pity.

      Maybe the aliens would be better after all. The other scientific advisors were strapping into their own seats. Then the shuttle was away. The small windows showed little, but somebody had tuned the view screens to a pilots' eye view of the descent. The curve of the planet.

      Oxygen-nitrogen atmosphere, breathable if it wasn't so polluted. She had a mask that she was to wear whenever she was outside . She had cartridges for it. She'd had to wear masks before.

      But never because the entire planet was polluted. Earth had pulled back from that fate only to run headlong into another, into climate change and the megastorms and coastal flooding. Into mass extinctions.

      In this case, the planet was dirty.

      Dirty and starting to warm up.

      They roared into the upper atmosphere and she could see the heat rising around the shuttle. Some of the others looked away.

      She trusted to the craft's design. It was meant to do this and it would be more of a problem if she couldn't see it, she had been told. Well, for the moments before they blew up.

      Heat. Rattling. And then the shuttle was an airplane, gliding down towards whatever the planned landing site was. To the spaceport. There it was. There, in the middle of a cold, high desert, with a city nearby that no doubt had not existed before somebody put a spaceport here. The city looked more like something in the Middle East than her native North America.

      Well, except without people sleeping on the roofs. And then they were turning towards the runway and they were touching down. She pulled her mask on before they opened the door and waited to be unstrapped.

      A helpless moment. She could probably do it herself if she had to.

      She told herself she could do it herself if she had to.

      Then the cool air of the planet was rushing in, and with it the acrid smell of death.
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      Home and herd. Yoshi was tackled by two children as she reached the house, they wrapped themselves around her as if still small enough to cling into their mother's fur.

      They were Varsha's children, both of them nearly black in color. The older, the boy, had a white line down the center of his back.

      They were two years apart, a good gap in ages. The girl almost was still small enough to cling into fur and ended up wrapped around Yoshi's leg as she walked into the house. "Varsha!"

      Varsha laughed and ran to retrieve her daughter. "Come on Sree."

      The girl, thankfully, switched her attention to her mother.

      "Shankar's making dinner."

      That was good news to Yoshi; Shankar was an excellent cook, and she trusted him to provide a good meal. "Good. I'm starving."

      "Not too much, I hope."

      "Don't worry. We imploded the storage facility today, the site will be clear soon."

      "But clear for what?" Varsha voiced her own words.

      Not that Varsha, a poet, knew all that much about Yoshi's work. Like any good herd, they were no two of the five in the same profession, not counting the children.

      When Varsha sat down, Raju, the boy sat next to her. "Are the algae growing?"

      She shook her head. "Not yet."

      He was smart, and she suspected he would go into science. In the old days, that wouldn't have been something people thought a male capable of; their sex hormones tended to get in the way.

      Of course, that had proved to be bullshit. They had weird ideas about that kind of thing too.

      Her terminal beeped.

      She considered not checking it, but she knew full well that it could be an emergency.

      She checked it.

      No emergency, just a notification about an all hands meeting in two days, in the middle of her shift. She added it to her calendar then firmly turned the terminal off.

      She was home now, with her herd and her family, and unless it was a genuine emergency, they would get her back in the morning.

      Leela and Naveen came in together, practically clinging to each other, gray and chestnut fur combining into an interesting pattern.

      They often managed to time that arrival, given they worked in the same part of town.

      They were also lovers, which Yoshi tried to forgive them for and mostly succeeded. You generally didn't do that kind of thing inside a herd. Even if it was the kind of loving that didn't result in babies. But this was the modern world and the rules were made to be, if not broken, at least tweaked to allow for freedom the ancients had not known.

      Raju nudged her, and she turned to the boy and started to answer his barrage of questions while the lovebirds went upstairs to change out of their work clothes.

      Despite everything, life was good. Or at least, life was meaningful. This, she thought, was what she was fighting for.
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        * * *

      

      She was thinking the algae were a dead end, but she had no idea what to try instead, what to even think about trying.

      If they couldn't clean up the heavy metals on this site and others, then they would be unusable for generations. Literally. Some people thought that the best future for the tyrar was to colonize some other world.

      She thought that was not a bad idea, but as well as fixing their own, not instead. Looking at the numbers from the last assay she sighed.

      There was just too much for them to deal with and also the weaker sunlight was affecting photosynthesis...and thus food supplies.

      Lights? What about sun lamps over the pools? It was worth a try and she set the AI assist to run the numbers on the cost, to see if it was potentially feasible.

      So many of their limited resources had to go towards making the air more breathable, the water more drinkable. Except that it all tied together. She had to solve the algae problem.

      Her frustration made the all hands meeting a welcome interruption rather than  a source of dread. Yoshi hated meetings, but it would at least force her to think about something else for a while, force her to let the less conscious parts of her brain work the problem.

      She lumbered into a room which smelled pretty much entirely of other tyrar, a comforting smell. Herd-smell.

      Never alone.

      Chiran talked for a while about inanities, then he dropped the bombshell. "Now, here is the big one. If you have been following the news, you know we have signed a treaty with the ky'iin, glen, and two newly discovered species."

      The humans and...there was an aquatic species on their world too, but the name escaped her.

      This was about the aliens?

      How could it be about aliens?

      "The humans have offered scientific assistance and expertise."

      There was an immediate rumble of, "We don't need more aliens." And "We don't need them telling us what to do."

      He lifted a paw. "Oh, I understand, but they have promised they will only act as advisors. One of them is going to be coming to look at the site.

      So, they had to have an alien here. An alien who might...

      No.

      Even the ky'iin had not done that, but it always felt like they might.

      "When are they coming?" she found herself asking.

      "Next week."
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        * * *

      

      It was almost amusing to see who was scrambling to be on site and who was scrambling to be anywhere but on site.

      Yoshi volunteered to be on site. She would rather see the alien than hear about them second hand. If they ended up sticking around for a while, she would have to learn to deal with them.

      They would all have to learn to deal with aliens. It would probably be easier for the children.

      Probably.

      Kids were tough and kids dealt with change better than adults, they didn't get so anxious about it.

      One alien.

      Like the ky'iin, then, they didn't turn into anxious messes without a herd. It was a strong advantage to be able to spread out like that, to be able to send scouts who were less easily seen. Probably predators then, like the ky'iin.

      That made her nervous, but she would rather meet this person, this alien, than hear about her. So, she made sure she was scheduled to be on site. Watched the others. There was excitement and there was fear and there was the natural concern that the alien would...

      Would act like them. Would pretend to know what was best for them, would not listen, would make things worse.

      Did the alien understand that they...she, apparently...had to be careful? Yoshi didn't know. She didn't know anything about humans.

      So, that night, she decided to try and find out what she could. She used the large screen in the office.

      Humans, like tyrar and ky'iin, had a four limbed bilateral body pattern, walking on their hind legs to free the forelegs for tool use. They were furless like the ky'iin, but had separate breathing and eating orifices...a much more sensible arrangement.

      Definitely predators, with their eyes set forward for maximum binocular vision. Even more forward than the ky'iin. Were they...well.

      She wasn't the kind of biologist to speculate. They covered their bodies with clothing, but she was able to pull up naked versions. Male and female, like the tyrar, but the females had grotesquely swollen teats, a pair of them at the top of their chest. To them no doubt it didn't look grotesquely swollen.

      To her, it made them all look like they were in the throes of nursing. It was almost weirder than the oviparous ky'iin.

      They did have fur, on the top of their heads, and longer on the females. Then she realized that, no, some individuals trimmed it and the fact that more women didn't was probably culture or fashion.

      They were predators, but not like the ky'iin. Humans were apparently omnivores. Which meant they could probably manage a tyrar diet, maybe with some supplementation. That would make things easier if this scientist stuck around.

      She wasn't satisfied.

      They were still predators.
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      Even with the mask, Beverly could tell how bad the air was, but they had her inside a building quickly.

      It was a hotel, recognizable as such on any planet. Everything was a little bit larger - the native tyrar averaged seven feet tall, and doorways, elevators, and furniture were all made for them. Her room was huge.

      In fact, her room was clearly designed for the kind of occupancy that on Earth generally occurred only during conventions that attracted people without much cash. Anime cons, for example.

      She was going to be there for a couple of days and sharing this huge room with Rosa Lawrence. Rosa had already claimed her bed and half of the room and was, in fact, flopped on said bed, fully clothed and snoring.

      Beverly managed not to wake her. The bathroom was easy enough to deal with; they had set up some rails for transfer to the toilet and the fact that everything was so big made it much easier to navigate. Also, they didn't believe in over the tub showers.

      The shower looked like it was designed to be shared too.

      The tyrar were herbivores and herd animals. Did they like to sleep in cuddle piles? At least there was more than one bed.

      Or maybe they'd switched the furniture around for the humans because somebody had told them humans didn't like to sleep in cuddle piles.

      Sometimes she thought sleeping in a cuddle pile would be awesome. This wasn't one of those times.

      Unlike Rosa, she managed to get herself undressed and under the covers, chair parked next to the bed, before she passed out.

      She was woken by a knock on the door, but thankfully Rosa answered it while she was transferring herself back to the chair, pulling her legs into position. Two tyrar were outside. Both seemed a little nervous and the slightly smaller one was sniffing the air.

      Beverly worried a bit. Did she smell of meat eater to them? She wasn't going to eat meat while she was here; it seemed peculiarly disrespectful to do so in front of people who had been prey for so much of their evolution.

      Of course, the ky'iin had no choice, but she was not a ky'iin.

      Maybe that was it.

      The ky'iin were why this world was the way it was.

      And humans were their allies.
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        * * *

      

      The tyrar were escorts and translators, and the place they escorted Beverly and Rosa (once Beverly was dressed) was the hotel restaurant. Beverly could not speak their language, but she had taken a crash course on understanding it. It required a frequency transducer to hear everything they said; tyrar voices were designed, like those of elephants, to carry over long distances.

      Some kind of pidgin would probably develop, but in the interim she had studied klion, a dominant tyrar language and they had studied English, so they could each speak their own language and be more or less understood.

      Dinner consisted of an assortment of unidentifiable vegetables, some kind of grain mush and a selection of pills.

      The tyrar slid a glass over to her. "I hear humans drink alcohol."

      She sniffed at it. It smelled like wheat beer. "We do." She took a cautious sip, and was rewarded with a pleasant ale-like taste, but she could also tell it was rather more alcoholic than regular beer. "This is a little potent. But thank you."

      She would just drink less of it, and hope they understood and were not offended. Tyrar were larger and had a digestive system designed for browsing.

      No doubt this was their idea of a normal strength beer.

      Rosa, on the other hand, took a large swig of it.

      Was her roommate a lush? It didn't matter, it wasn't like they were going to be in the same place for that long.

      And if Rosa got a hangover, Beverly would offer help but no sympathy. She had been there, most had.

      The food was good too, and it didn't make her sick, although her stomach was perhaps a little disturbed. No doubt because it was food from a different planet.

      They were lucky they could eat the food here at all, she thought wryly. Honestly, they shouldn't have been able to. It shouldn't work like that. Fortunately, it did. After they finished eating, or at least finished the actual meal...there was still food on the table and the tyrar occasionally nibbled, the tyrar explained their assignments.

      Rosa was going to liaise with two dolphins that had come on the expedition for a marine exploration to check the health of an analog to a coral reef.

      Beverly was going to start her "tour" at a mine reclamation site. That should be interesting. With a sigh, she decided she might end up needing the exo after all.

      She would very much prefer not to. It was uncomfortable, it made her ache in places she did not want to think about. It was something that made her uncomfortable so she could fit in with others. She would not do that, not until and unless she absolutely had to.

      But before that they were being offered a tour of a different kind. A chance to explore this city and these people, and what they had salvaged of their ravaged past.
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        * * *

      

      The city was not built for humans, but it was built better for wheelchairs than most.

      "Why do you not use a powered chair?" the tyrar guide asked her.

      "First of all, they might break down. Second of all, it keeps me fit." She smiled up at him; he loomed above her even more than a human would, and the tyrar males were a little smaller than the females.

      "Ah, I can see that."

      It hadn't felt like an intrusive question. She did see some tyrar using mobility devices; she hadn't seen a wheelchair, but she had seen a grey-furred elder walking with a cane and another with something akin to a walker.

      He was guiding her to a museum, and held the door for her. That made her flinch, but she probably wouldn't have managed it, not in this gravity and not the size it was. She did wish he had asked, though.

      Once inside, though, she found herself in a riot of exquisite blues and greens. Stained glass covered the roof of the atrium, not in a picture, but in a pattern clearly designed to flow down into the room. Not much red in it. The tyrar didn't see red. But it didn't matter. She couldn't resist a gasp of delight.

      "This is the Venora Cultural Institute, and the atrium roof was designed by Yoshi var Bevrit." He gave a date that meant little to her.

      Yoshi of the herd Bevrit. To distinguish them, no doubt, from any other Yoshis. "It's beautiful."

      "I was a little worried. The ky'iin do not always appreciate our art."

      "I've seen ky'iin art."

      The ky'iin would have filled this place with murals of triumph and death and of families and mating. Their art had to tell a story.

      Perhaps they just didn't have a strong cultural appreciation of this abstract beauty.

      "What about human art?" He turned towards her.

      "We brought a lot of data files. And one day, perhaps, you'll be able to come to Earth and get a tour of, say, the Louvre. But our art varies a lot."

      "So does ours. It's just..."

      "The ky'iin like all art to tell a story."

      "They like all life to tell a story. They don't just sit and be. Perhaps..."

      "Perhaps it's because they have to hunt all of their food." Well, they didn't have to, but she knew the ky'iin homeworld held large hunting preserves where ky'iin could deal with their instincts.

      "Perhaps. But please, come this way. I have more loveliness to show you."

      She wasn't sure loveliness was the right translation, but nonetheless, she followed to see what beauty lay in the galleries.
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      The advisor would arrive by train. They could fly them in, but flying used more fuel, created more emissions.

      You took the train unless you were in that much of a hurry. After a day on a train, the assumption was that they would be tired and hungry.

      Somebody had looked up human dietary requirements. "No toshi seed," somebody said to her. "Potentially toxic to them. And they can't eat..."

      There was a list of things they couldn't eat, which were mostly high fiber, high cellulose plants. Omnivorous animals generally didn't eat those either.

      Yoshi tuned it out. She'd get a printout of it if the herd ended up actually needing it, which she supposed might happen if the alien stuck around for any length of time. Instead, she hopped up into the vehicle.

      Why had she volunteered to be part of the group meeting them at the station? Oh, right. Because she was less nervous meeting the alien than she would have been waiting for her to arrive.

      The truck started down the dusty road, sending up little flurries in its wake, the electric motor whining. At least somebody had remembered to charge it.

      She hoped somebody had remembered to charge it. Breaking down would be embarrassing, whether before they picked up the human or after.

      Desultory trees, weak and gray, lined the sides of the road down the mountain. They would bring the advisor first to the village where she could eat and rest in the inn.

      She. Her name was Beverly Muller. You addressed human women as Ms and the second name or the first. In this case the second. Cultural differences akin to whether somebody was var or kar their herd, she supposed.

      The first name was more casual, should not be used until permission had been given. She could see that.

      Wait, no. She was wrong.

      It was Kre Muller, because the woman had higher degrees, and her fur stood on end for a moment. If she had made that mistake in front of the human. Probably it would have been forgiven as a cultural faux pas.

      By the human.

      Kre Muller. Or whatever the human title would be.

      She rehearsed it in her mind. The sounds were relatively easy and she knew the humans carried devices that would raise her voice so she didn't have to struggle into a falsetto.

      Doctor Muller. She was pretty sure she could get it right.

      Down the mountain. She could actually see, through the fog, the approaching train. It snaked up the valley, across the bridge, towards the village.

      For a moment, everything seemed normal and alright. It seemed to her that life was back to how it had been before.

      Before? Before they hadn't had trains.

      Before the trees had been healthy.

      It was not a good trade. Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      The station had once been used primarily to move goods. It did not have a raised platform, only a low one, with stools set out to help people step on and off the train. The train was still thirty minutes out.

      Yoshi adjusted her mask and wandered over to find a place to sit. There were enough people here to keep her comfortable.

      She longed to be able to go outside without a mask. Or perhaps she didn't. Would she be able to, if they ever told her it was safe? Or would she and those her age and older never be able to handle it?

      Would they develop phobias?

      Would the kids laugh at them for it?

      The kids would laugh at her for something. That was the way of life. Younger people and older people alike teased each other for the inevitable differences.

      Technology changed.

      Life changed.

      She looked out across the valley. A bit further down the track was where they had loaded the trains. The mine was exhausted, so those buildings had been taken down, but their footprint remained.

      Had it not been exhausted, would they? They would have had to, but perhaps they would have done it better.

      They had not cared about the future of the planet. It wasn't their world. Now the ky'iin were allies on paper, but they could never be allies in reality.

      No, that wasn't true. Give it enough generations, give it enough time and reaching out across the divide and they could be.

      Better than fighting them.

      Anything was better than fighting them again, and she shuddered. She was a scientist, not a warrior.

      They had turned her into a freedom fighter.

      The kids didn't remember.

      The kids were lucky.

      About this, though, she would not allow herself to be teased.

      Then she saw it.

      A sign of hope.

      A soarer! A watiswaw soarer flying above and across the valley. They had almost become extinct and now one was right there in front of her eyes, it's cry echoing in her ears as it sought food in the valley below.

      As long as that food wasn't her. She planned on living a long time yet.

      But something caught in her throat as she saw it, as she watched.

      She almost didn't notice the faint booming sound in the distance.

      She did notice Chiran swearing.

      She had not thought he even knew all of those words.
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        * * *

      

      Yoshi stood. Turned.

      The train's engine lay on its side, the carriages crumpled up behind it, tilted. The dust from an explosion.

      Somebody.

      Somebody had blown up the tracks. No sense asking who had access to explosives.

      They all did.

      Then she was running. Running full speed, loping, her arms occasionally touching the ground to spur her pace. It wasn't that far.

      It was faster to run. Faster to run than to try and start up a vehicle, and she wasn't the only one who had come to that conclusion. Although she did hear the whining of the motor behind her, she heard voices.

      She ran as if an extinct paxtri was after her.

      She ran as if an extinct paxtri was after the children.

      Down hill, slightly, almost tumbling, almost going head over butt down the slope, but she held it together despite her overall lack of fitness.

      She wasn't the first there. The younger women had beaten her to it and were getting windows open, helping people out of the train onto the bare slope.

      Rather than climbing up herself she positioned herself to help them down, to support them as they dropped to the ground where the desultory trees grew. Some were coughing, struggling to get on masks they had removed in the comfort of the climate-controlled and properly conditioned train.

      One of them was a child. She caught her as her mother tossed her down, easily, set her on the ground then turned to help the mother.

      The truck showed up at that point, and started loading up people. The village had no hospital, but they had a clinic and they could evacuate anyone who needed more than that.

      She got into the rhythm of it. The rhythm of removing people from the train, of...

      Of not thinking about what had happened.

      That had definitely been an explosion.

      This wasn't an accident. This was something somebody had done and she didn't know why, and she didn't want to think about terrorism in this small corner of the world.

      Because it was, probably, something somebody she knew had done.

      And that, she didn't want to think about, not now, and not any time soon.
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      The tyrar reserved flying for long distances and emergencies, part of their attempt to clean up their world. Instead, Beverly found herself being driven to the train station. A porter took her luggage and another one assisted her on board. Thankfully, this station had an elevated platform so she could pretty much just roll on.

      The porter, a gray-furred woman, helped her secure herself into position.

      Woman.

      She was doing her best to think of them as that, not females. Technically they weren't women, because they weren't human.

      But the English language held within it no real allowances for people who weren't human. There were the dolphins, and nobody would call them men and women. They didn't mind bulls and cows, even if that made them sound like animals.

      She couldn't use the gendered words in the tyrar language. Well, she could inside her head. They were deep rumbling sounds her human vocal cords could not reproduce. Tyrl and tyrn were as close as she could get.

      She'd stick to women until she got her head around it better. They got her settled in, her chair slid in and secured next to a table. Had they removed a seat for her or was this...no, it appeared to be normal accommodation for disabled tyrar. Somebody slid into the seat opposite.

      She looked up. Even sitting down, the tyrar loomed a little, but she suspected she would get used to both that and the faint smell of horse that wafted from them.

      Well, not quite horse, but horse was the closest thing she had ever smelled to their faintly musty, grassy scent. She wondered what she smelled like to them.

      Hopefully not "person who might eat them."

      This particular tyrar was a large woman, her fur a remarkably light blonde. Large size and light fur...and a lot of fur. An arctic ethnicity, perhaps.

      "Hello," the tyrar rumbled.

      It wasn't even a bad approximation of the English word. It showed a major effort, in any case, from a species that was not exactly designed to produce human speech.

      "Hello," she said back.

      The tyrar then switched to their own language, and she had to listen carefully.

      "I'm Pallavi. You are...Dr Muller?"

      "You can call me Beverly." She had never been one to "stand" on ceremony.

      "I'm going to be your on-site escort," the tyrar said. "Did you have time to read the brief?"

      "I did. Mountaintop removal was a problem in the place I grew up, and it's hard to restore those sites even when people are being more careful than the ky'iiin were."

      There was an odd relaxation in the tyrar's form. "You think so?"

      "Yes. If you're having difficulty, it's reasonable. And, of course, you will never quite get the topology back the way it was."

      Which sometimes meant you could get it back to something better.

      Sometimes.
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        * * *

      

      One problem Beverly was definitely going to have on this planet: Food.

      The tyrar cuisine was quite tasty and her escort was happy to warn her away from anything not suited to human physiology.

      Which was the problem. Because of their larger guts, tyrar needed to eat more bulk than humans and more frequently. Which meant that she was eternally being plied with food!

      If she actually ate like a tyrar, she would cease to fit into her chair in short order. But she wasn't entirely sure how to say no.

      Which meant taking only tiny mouthfuls occasionally and hoping that they didn't notice or that they thought she was acting normally for a human.

      It was going to be an issue and maybe she should explain. Lay it all out so that they knew she wasn't being rude. They knew about aliens. On the other hand, she didn't want to remind them of the ky'iin.

      The train trip was long and the view out the windows was depressing. She pulled out her tablet and pulled up a classic science fiction novel. She found them amusing reads, to see what the writers had right and what they had utterly wrong.

      No, science fiction wasn't intended to predict the future, but it was fun to see whether it did or not. Just not judging the author by the success of their guesses.

      This particular one had wormholes from planet surface to planet surface and kids doing some kind of scouting final exam.

      Wormholes from planet to planet were definitely not a thing and never would be, but the story, which was very old, appeared to be a subversion of Lord of the Flies that she could 100% get behind.

      It distracted her as the train rumbled on, but she did look outside sometimes. She wasn't sure, but the forests did not look healthy, and there were familiar-looking bites taken out of the mountains.

      It did remind her of the Appalachians; it was a bit colder, Tyranis being in general a colder world. But it looked like them.

      She was glad of her jacket and glad the tyrar hadn't said anything about her clothing.

      Of course, the ky'iin also wore clothes, and for much the same reason. Tyranis was a world on which fur was particularly useful.

      She suspected she would be envying them their fur before this was over. But it also meant that if this world warmed, they would suffer faster than humans. Or would they? Fur kept heat out as well as in...

      The train was reaching the mountains now. Dull gray leaves and the same acrid smoke in the air, as if smog had spread across the entire face of this world.

      From what she knew, it had.
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        * * *

      

      Beverly had dozed off. What woke her was a massive and sudden jolt, and the entire world shaking and then flipping, turning to the side. Her chair was on its side and she was lying against the window.

      They'd crashed.

      She was bruised, but she was conscious, not particularly hurt, and coherent enough to think "If it had tipped the other way." If it had tipped the other way, then she would have fallen out of her chair and across the width of the train and probably would have been hurt.

      As it was, she was very stuck. There was no immediate sign of Pallavi, but then she saw her. With a couple of the other tyrar that were in the car, she was getting the emergency exit windows open. Beverly fumbled for her mask, managed to pull it on despite her awkward position.

      Somebody was going to have to pull her out, and she grumbled. She never liked to be trapped or helpless.

      She told herself it could happen to anyone and waited patiently for somebody to come rescue her from her predicament. She realized she couldn't hear them shouting and cursed mentally. She'd fallen on her frequency transducer.

      Now she wouldn't be able to hear the tyrar at all. She tried to shift off it so she could see what condition it was in, whether it was broken. The spare was in the baggage car. If she was unlucky it would be damaged too. Then again, she could get another. They could send one in by electric drone if all else failed.

      Breathe. She had the mask on before she got too much of the acrid outside air. Not as bad as in the city.

      Pallavi came over to her. Her lips moved.

      Beverly shook her head, then recalled the tyrar could hear her. "Can't hear you. Can you pick me up?"

      In answer, Pallavi lifted her from the chair carefully. The frequency transducer was crushed. She would have to hope the one in the baggage car was in better condition.

      Her tablet had fallen against the window. She grabbed it as Pallavi lifted her, supporting her carefully. She was handed up through the window to another tyrar, who lifted her as if she weighed nothing, and perhaps to beings this size she did not.

      And then she was out into the forest and being handed down to another tyrar.

      She was safe.

      But she doubted everyone who had been on the train was.
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