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      Gena hurried down the hallway carpeted with short, grasslike plants. Of course it couldn’t be actual grass. Whatever the plant was, it came from Catalpa. As did all the plants in the Consulate. The Catalpans demanded that they be allowed to bring their native plants to Earth. Something about the energy the plants gave off being necessary to the Catalpans’ well being. And the Catalpan’s got whatever they wanted from the Unity, since they created and controlled the most important parts of Unity technology.

      She entered the outer door, closed it, then opened the inner one to the Maintenance Room and stared up at the communications system hardware. It hung down from the ceiling, surrounded by the glittering lights of the Catalpan systems which lined the walls. A pervasive smell of dampness hung in the air here. It smelled like a heavy rain had just passed through. It always did and she never understood why.

      The human system was down. Again.

      She closed the lightweight inner door behind her. It was made of clear plastic-like material called niro. Stronger than metal and invented by the Tolpians. The anti-grav was stronger here. She barely had to use the handholds to pull herself up the wall. She slightly unzipped the high collar of her jumpsuit. It was warmer here too. Almost tropical. The system had been made to cool itself, but its normal temperature was hotter than she felt comfortable in. Having her hair tied back in a ponytail made it a little cooler for her, but not quite enough.

      She stood for a minute, getting herself used to the heat and the closeness of the room. It always felt as if there were tendrils of energy reaching out to her from the Catalpan System, entering in through her skin. Searching. Searching for something. She shivered, as she always did, feeling the hair on her skin standing on end.

      Then she climbed upwards. Gena floated there, examining the different components.

      Grimacing, she pulled the transducer. It was coated with the same scentless, clear goo as the last one she’d taken out. She pulled a new one from her bag and inserted it, then rebooted the system.

      The transducer coated with goo floated beside her. She bagged it to take to the lab. Why was the system doing this? Or was it sabotage? This was the fourth one she’d replaced this month. But she’d only sent the last one in to be analyzed. Two dead transducers were understandable. Faulty parts, normal equipment failure. Three were suspicious. Four indicated a major problem. Either on the system’s part or the user’s.

      But the Catalpans didn’t touch this particular system, even though everything else in the room was theirs. This section was the human communication system. Which was why she was here. To fix their part. As far as she knew, no other humans came here.

      Gena examined everything else, but found nothing else wrong. She pulled herself back down the wall.

      She left the room, sealing the inner door and palming the ID Pad on the wall, to let herself back out the outer door. The Catalpans had really high security here in the Consulate. That somebody could get in and mess with things was unlikely. She wondered if there were any recordings that could be checked to see who came and went or who might be doing this. It was difficult to believe the system had done this on its own.

      Maybe there was some sort of reaction between their technology and the human systems. Nobody really understood how the Catalpan’s organic technology worked. Not even the Unity. They just let the Catalpans do their own thing, because they created so much that was useful to the Unity.

      Gena had studied their technology with no success. When a Catalpan Engineer tried to explain it to her, afterwards she understood less than before he started. There was some sort of fusion between the engineers and the machinery that she couldn’t grasp. That sort of thinking made her crazy.

      She was concentrating so hard on the problem of the goo, she nearly ran into the woman who’d been at the reception desk when Gena had checked in. She was short for a Catalpan. About seven feet. With the lean, lanky body Catalpans were known for. They had four arms. Two where a human’s shoulders sat and two where humans had hips. But Catalpans had no joints. It was as if their entire body was made of rubber. They could bend any part of their body in any direction. Silky white hair sprouted from the oddest places and their smooth skin’s color could be whatever they chose on any given day, even patterned.

      She really couldn’t tell individuals apart, except for the few who wore badges. Each Catalpan contained all genders, but marked themselves so they were easy to spot as to what gender they were using at any given time. Males decorated their white hair, those acting as females didn’t, although they had piercings and wore decorative jewelry. And those who were taking on an androgynous role removed their hair. Catalpans not wanting to have any sexual identity or neuters dyed their white hair in different colors.

      The Catalpan said, “Oh, please excuse me. I didn’t see you,” as she looked up from a tablet she carried.

      Most of the Catalpans at the Consulate spoke flawless English. They seemed to have a facility for languages and she rarely met one who didn’t. They picked up slang more quickly than older humans did. And they never forgot it. They were as likely to quote Shakespeare as parody what was said on the news two days ago.

      “No, it was my fault,” said Gena. “I was too busy thinking.”

      The Catalpan nodded as if to say, ‘Humans always thinking, not paying attention.’ It was a catchphrase among the aliens ever since the Unity showed up on Earth and took over everything.

      The peaceful invasion came with benefits for most people. Gena didn’t have anything to complain about, but other people grouched quite a bit. She was prepared to believe they were the same people who would complain no matter who was in power.
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