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  Arrival


Treating minor injuries failed to provide Dr. Bryony Sherman the thrills she expected when she signed on to the UNSF Hammarskjöld. The interstellar spacecraft was renowned for its role in making first contact with extraterrestrial civilizations. She had traded her surgical career to become a general practitioner in space. 
As the ship decelerated toward the mining colony on Empousa IV, she examined Linguistics Specialist Reinaldo of the First Contact Team.
"This your first, first contact mission, doctor?" he inquired.
Bryony gently rotated Reinaldo's foot, feeling for any abnormalities. "It is," she admitted, her voice tinged with a mix of excitement and nervousness.
He flashed her a bright smile. "Ship doctors don't earn much. Why'd you sign on?" 
It's barely a sprain. Is this an excuse to see me? She returned his warm smile. "The thrill of discovery, I suppose. The chance to be among the first people to meet a new alien race." Bryony's eyes lit up. "Wealth can wait. I'm young, and the galaxy's been calling to me since childhood."
Reinaldo flinched as she probed a tender spot. "A starry-eyed idealist," he chuckled. "How's a ship's doctor going to become famous?" 
Her hands paused mid-examination as she gathered her thoughts. "Ever heard of Wernbacher Prions?"
The linguist shook his head. "No, I haven't."
"You've certainly heard of the lost colony of Eden Prime."
Reinaldo snorted. "The fable told to scare young colonists into not touching strange plants or animals?"
Bryony's smile turned enigmatic. "You probably weren't taught about the discoverer of the cause of the tragedy."
Reinaldo's curiosity was piqued. "Isn't it just a story about colonists who died on a remote planet centuries ago?"
"Eden Prime was the perfect Earth-like world for mankind's early colonization efforts. The colonists encountered small, furry animals with bright blue fur called Milioth, which became pets."
Reinaldo shifted in the medical bed, his full attention on Bryony. "If the pets were Milioth, what are Wernbacher Prions?"
"Prions are misfolded proteins that cause similar proteins to fold incorrectly. Without functional proteins, living cells die—especially nerve cells—leading to fatal neurodegenerative diseases. 
"The colonists were unaware Milioth mate every three years when Eden Prime's twin moons are full. A dormant prion in their bodies that increases fertility activates and multiplies." Bryony's passion for the subject energized her speech. "Afterwards, excess prions are excreted in their feces. When colonists cleaned up after their pets, they became infected."
Reinaldo's face paled. "The story's true?"
Bryony's hands were gentler as she finished the examination. "Yes. Lacking the Milioth immune response, the prions destroyed their nervous systems, eventually killing nearly everyone." 
She paused, letting the severity of the story sink in. "Astro-medicine expert Dr. Karl Wernbacher identified the prions as the cause. He gave them their name, becoming famous in xenobiology and medicine. Maybe, someday, I'll get to discover an alien pathogen."
"While that's unlikely, I hope I'm not there if you do," Reinaldo mused. "This is my fifth first contact mission. I haven't experienced anything as interesting as catching an alien disease. Sure, my name will be in all the history books for centuries to come, but it's lost most of the excitement." 
"Aren't you concerned the colonists have stopped responding? Is it normal to ask for assistance and then go silent? What if these aliens are dangerous?"
"It's a mining colony. They attract isolationists uninterested in contact with the rest of humanity." Reinaldo flinched when she pressed a sensitive spot. "Want to know what I've learned?" He paused for dramatic effect. "If they agree to meet us, they aren't hostile. Trust me, there's nothing to worry about."
Bryony raised an eyebrow, pausing the examination. "Nothing to worry about? Surely each new race brings new challenges and mysteries?"
Reinaldo shrugged. "We'll spend a few days getting to know each other, agree on a joint outpost on our borders, and that'll be it. Not quite the 'expansion of our interplanetary society' they tout in recruitment brochures."
His words dampened her enthusiasm, but she pressed on. "Still, it must be fascinating to observe cultural differences and unique biological adaptations-"
"Learning new words and ways of thinking has its thrills. Honestly, I find certain humans to be more fascinating." 
Despite her attempts to remain professionally detached, Bryony's pulse quickened. "Any humans in particular?"
He lowered his voice to a conspiratorial tone. "I got the sprain in the gym. Tatiana Danilovna, the representative from Interplanetary Mining Corporation, likes to work out at this time. You live in the female crew space. Can you tell me anything about her? Single? Interests?"
Bryony blinked, realizing the true nature of his visit. "Tatiana? The woman who looks like a Russian Barbie doll?" She kept her face neutral, masking her disappointment. You do this every time. Think a man will override their preference for boobs over brains. She shook her head. "I'm afraid I don't know her that well."
Reinaldo nodded, a bit too eagerly. "Ah, I see. Well, I was just curious. She seems... interesting." He made an awkward cough. "So, doc, how's the foot?"
Bryony completed her examination, her professional demeanor firmly back in place. "It's a minor sprain. I'll wrap it and give you a crutch." She locked eyes with him. "Use the crutch or the injury will get worse." 
"Thanks... Bryony is it? See you on the ground."






  
  Landing


The UNSF Hammarskjöld settled into orbit, and Yang Jun-Ho, as ground team leader, assumed command per naval regulations. His first act was to call an all-hands meeting in the mess hall. For an hour, he briefed the crew on how to behave around aliens. Many of whom had been on multiple missions stared blankly until he asked for questions. 
The ship's captain asked, "Have you or Miss Danilovna heard from the colony leader? Our hails for landing clearance are going unanswered."
Jun-Ho connected his earbud to the ship's communications. "New Bingham Canyon colony, this is Jun-Ho of the United Nations First Contact Team. We are ready to land. How copy, over?"
Seconds ticked by with no answer. Then the muffled voice of the colony leader came over the speaker. "Yes. They are friendly. Please come negotiate."
The captain raised his voice. "Clearance to land at the platform farthest from the alien ship?"
More seconds passed. "Yes. Please land."
The ship touched down on the landing platform situated between the town of New Bingham Canyon and the copper mine, officially designated Site 457-B. Despite growing up in a megacity crowded with skyscrapers, Bryony marveled at the incomprehensible size of the mine complex.
Colossal buildings and massive equipment sprawled over an area seventeen times larger than the town. A web of conveyor belts and pipes rising one hundred feet in the air connected everything. Nestled next to the dirt-streaked industrial structures, the alien ship's simple elongated egg shape and smooth hull looked elegant.
The assembled group of aliens outside the General Management Office looked miniscule by comparison. As the human delegation approached, Bryony's excitement made her want to pee. Her lifelong dream was about to be realized.
Her dreams deflated when they drew close enough to make out details. 
The aliens were so unalien. So mundane. No profusion of spider eyes or menacing tentacles. Reinaldo's jaded attitude made sense now. 
They were a giant flightless bird species, seven to eight feet tall, and otherwise indistinguishable from their Earth cousins. Even their rhythmic bobbing reminded her of a childhood friend's parrot, excited for a cracker. Giant talking birds might make for nice pets, except these giant birds might think the same of humans.
Their feathers dazzled in an explosion of color, but Bryony's eye was drawn to their clothing. Each alien was festooned in vibrant-colored outfits and a gaudy amount of glittering jewelry. First Contact Team leader Jun-Ho halted everyone when the aliens started dancing and peacocking.
He asked over his shoulder, "Could they be an offshoot of the Flocklings of Antares whom we already have relations with?"
"I don't think so, sir," Reinaldo replied. "I've been to Antares. Flocklings are always a group of four birds with none larger than a vulture."
"Good to know. If they are, this was a wasted trip. Where are the colony and mine leaders to meet us? Miss Danilovna?" 
"Probably GMO conference room drinking coffee. Is time for shift change," the Russian replied.
Noticing the bird-creatures had stopped their display, Jun-Ho told the group to hang back. He stepped forward and bowed.
A hawk-like alien approached him. The alien leader's sharp, intelligent eyes struck Bryony. They were golden yellow with a ring of bright green around the iris and seemed to pierce right through her. His beak was long and sharp, and his feathers were vibrant blue, green, and yellow. The other aliens were equally resplendent in the blue-white morning sunlight.
Jun-Ho's voice quivered as he looked up at the imposing bird-creature. "I am a human of Earth. We come in peace."
Bryony couldn't help but cringe at the low gasps and groans of her teammates. Did he quote an overused movie line?
Tatiana growled, "This why you don't put political appointees in charge. If tall bird people have low tolerance for idiots, they will eat him like worm."
The alien leader turned to Reinaldo, who was leaning on his crutch, inspected him, and warbled a melodious bird song. Everyone's communications earbuds translated the song to, "And you, with the big stick, do you come in less peaces?"
Reinaldo stammered, "I, uh, come in peace too. It's a prosthetic, not a weapon."
Jun-Ho cleared his throat. "I am the designated representative, and I assure you all the humans come in peace."
The bird-man nodded and sang a response. "Delightful, you all come in peaces." He rubbed the ends of his arm feathers together. "Your peaces are precisely what our people seek! I am called Xoc. You have the great honor to be in the presence of the Preeners of Prolaxon."
Jun-Ho extended a hand. "I am called Jun-Ho. I am honored to meet you, Xoc, and your fellow Preeners."
Xoc took Jun-Ho's hand and pulled it to his beak, licking and nibbling it. Jun-Ho pulled his hand back, his face flushed with embarrassment. He apologized and demonstrated a handshake with Reinaldo.
Xoc crouched, extended a feathered arm-wing, and shook Jun-Ho's hand. "Is this Earth?"
"No," Jun-Ho replied. "This is a desolate planet we mine for its metals. Earth is a beautiful mix of biomes with vast oceans, forests, jungles, deserts, and arctic tundras. What can you tell us of your home planet?"
Xoc's eyes gleamed. "Prolaxon is a jungle planet hailed throughout the galaxy as the land of exquisite fashion and delectable cuisine. How many humans does Earth and your colonies hold?"
"Ten billion humans call Earth home and another billion are spread throughout our solar system and three others, not including this one."
Xoc and the other preeners whistled and cooed. Several preeners raised their head feathers. "Eleven billion humans? How...delightful," Xoc trilled, his voice a melodic mix of chirps and warbles. "You must have vast resources to feed so many. We Preeners number only in the hundreds of millions, but our influence spans fifteen star systems. Tell me, Jun-Ho of Earth, why would your people leave Earth for this desolate world?"
Jun-Ho straightened his posture, clearly trying to project confidence. "This planet, while not beautiful, is rich in metal resources vital to our civilization's growth."
Xoc's emerald-ringed eyes fixed on Jun-Ho as he tilted his head. "You call yourselves a civilization while wearing guano-cloth and no jewelry," he said and cackled.
Whispering over his shoulder, Jun-Ho asked, "Uh, Reinaldo? How do I respond?"
"I believe he said our uniforms look like, wiping cloth... er, toilet paper. I believe it's a joke."
Jun-Ho smiled broadly while beads of sweat rolled off his forehead as he ad-libbed. "Yes, our attire is not as elegant as yours, out of respect." 
Xoc waved a wing-arm. "A species that can express humor is one we can entertain. Come, let us discuss relations between our flocks."
As the Preeners walked away, Jun-Ho turned to address his group. "First Contact Team on me. Everyone else return to the ship." 
Jealousy dampened Bryony's spirit as she watched the First Contact Team join the Preeners. The colorful aliens glided away, their tail and wing-arm feathers rustling with each graceful step. What history is about to be made?
She turned to go when her earbud buzzed. Jun-Ho's voice filled her ear. "There is no one here. When I asked the aliens, they made a coughing sound like a sick person. Dr. Sherman and Miss Danilovna, find out where the colonists are and if they need your assistance."
Tatiana's face showed her disdain for Jun-Ho. In a soft Russian accent, she muttered, "The gall to think he can give orders and we jump. You are ship crew, not First Contact Team, da?"
Bryony straightened her shoulders, determined not to let Tatiana's sour attitude rattle her. "I am the ship's Medical Officer, Dr. Sherman. Your stateroom is across from mine..." Tatiana showed no sign of recognition. "We've passed each other dozens of times during the flight."
Tatiana's perfectly sculpted eyebrows rose slightly. "Oh yes. I see it now. Did not recognize you. You did something with your hair... for once?"
Bryony bristled at the jab, but admired Tatiana's effortless elegance. The other woman always looked like a movie star, even in zero-g. Bryony self-consciously ran a hand through her own wavy brown hair, feeling frumpy and out of place.
Eager to shift the focus away from herself, Bryony asked, "Shall we look for someone in town?" 






  
  Warning Signs


As the women descended the downhill slope toward town, Bryony scanned the planet out to the horizon line. Empousa IV was a high plains desert of scrub brush and spindly trees. The chilly morning air smelled of sulfur but left a coppery taste in her mouth and a mild burning sensation in her eyes. Tatiana pulled her scarf over her nose and mouth. Bryony fished in her pockets and found a medical mask to wear. 
The rigid geometric layout of 3D-printed concrete duplexes radiated an unsettling sense of corporate-designed uniformity. Bryony trudged through the eerily quiet streets of New Bingham Canyon, the silence was broken only by the staccato clicks of Tatiana's heels. No dogs barked. No one peered through windows at the strangers. The place was a ghost town. 
Approaching a home with an open door, they called out before entering. Everything appeared normal until they went into the bedrooms. Closets and dressers had been emptied, clothing strewn everywhere. More homes showed the same signs of hasty packing. What could have caused the entire town to abandon their homes so quickly? New Bingham Canyon was the only settlement on the planet.
Continuing their search, they encountered a small, fenced-in area that made Bryony's heart sink—it was the town's cemetery. A dozen fresh mounds of earth stood out starkly against the barren ground, and beside them, three open graves gaped like hungry mouths.
Without a word, Bryony strode to a nearby shed, emerging moments later with a shovel. Determined, she approached a fresh grave and began digging.
"What are you doing?" Tatiana asked, incredulous.
"These graves likely hold victims of whatever happened here. Examining them might provide some clues." Bryony looked Tatiana in the eye. "I could use your help with the digging but understand if you don't want to assist with the examination."
Tatiana didn't respond. She instead walked away and disappeared around a corner.
“Guess Barbie’s too good to get her hands dirty.” Bryony returned to the task at hand. She had barely broken ground when the rumble of a small engine caught her attention.
To her surprise, Tatiana reappeared, perched atop a small excavator. The redhead maneuvered the machine with practiced ease, positioning it beside the grave.
With a hint of smugness, Tatiana explained, "I notice holes not dug by hand, so must be excavator nearby."
Bryony blinked, taken aback. "Looks like you know how to use it."
Tatiana smirked. "Da. And you thought I was just pretty face?" Her emotionless façade slipped, allowing Bryony to glimpse a flicker of pain in her eyes. "Unlike Mr. Yang, I worked my way up from bottom."
Recalling her Barbie comments, Bryony said, "Thank you. I would have been here all day without you."
Together, they made quick work of unearthing the first coffin. When they pried open the lid, Bryony's breath caught in her throat. Inside lay four pristine adult skeletons mixed together. The bones were completely devoid of flesh.
"This... this isn't normal," Bryony muttered. "Let's check a few more."
They exhumed four more coffins, revealing the same impossible sight: multiple skeletons in each.
Tatiana's voice cut through Bryony's thoughts. "This is not a good sign. Could mean lawsuit for IMC."
Bryony stared at Tatiana, disappointed as her newfound respect for the redhead ebbed. She expected shock, horror, or at least concern for the victims who had worked for her company and uprooted their lives to come to this planet. Instead, Tatiana saw only corporate liability.
Swallowing her frustration, Bryony forced herself to focus. Whatever Tatiana's motivations, they needed to work together to unravel this mystery. She cleared her throat, pushing aside her personal feelings. "Would you agree the pristine skeletal remains is the result of an industrial accident," she ventured, her voice steady despite the unease churning in her stomach.
Tatiana nodded, her face a mask of cool professionalism. "Da. Sulfuric acid leak is most likely cause. When mixed with water, it dissolves flesh in twelve hours." She checked the readout of a hazardous substance detector on her wrist. "Let's return to ship to put on hazard suit. Then I take you to Sulfur Furnace and Absorption Tower."
* * *

An hour later, encased in bulky hazmat suits, they stood in the cavernous Sulfur Furnace. Bryony looked for obvious signs of spilled liquids or gas clouds, but found nothing so obvious. 
Methodically, they inspected valves, checked gauges, and examined pipes. As they concluded their sweep of the Absorption Tower, Bryony grew frustrated—everything appeared in perfect working order. Tatiana hadn't made any comments or gestures to suggest anything was amiss.
Bryony turned to Tatiana, her voice muffled by the respirator. "Is there anywhere else an accident would have killed people?"
Tatiana's eyes narrowed behind her faceplate as she considered the question. She nodded decisively. "We inspect Leaching and Floating tanks now."
Bryony trudged alongside Tatiana, her mind racing with questions. The silence between them felt oppressive, broken only by the hiss of their respirators and the crunch of their boots on the rocky ground.
"I know nothing about mining," Bryony ventured, her voice tinny through the suit speaker. "How does all this turn rocks into copper?"
Tatiana's eyes crinkled behind her faceplate, a hint of a smile. "Is simple process, really. Miners dig ore underground. Ore is crushed into small rocks called gangue."
As they neared the massive liquid tanks, Tatiana continued, "Here, sulfuric acid dissolves copper from gangue, creating a copper sulfate solution. Solvent extraction and electrowinning yield pure copper."
"Electro... winning?"
"Is like electroplating. Electric charge pulls copper atoms out of solution. Deposits on stainless steel sheets. Last step uses leaching and froth flotation to separate copper compounds from waste rock."
Bryony nodded, absorbing the information and scanning the massive liquid tanks for signs of damage or leakage. Like the Sulfur Furnace, everything appeared intact, pristine even. No signs of an industrial accident.
Turning to Tatiana, Bryony voiced the question that had been gnawing at her. "Any other ideas on how those colonists could have been reduced to bones?"
Tatiana gestured at the desolate landscape. "Boring backwater colony. Instead of a spill, maybe they went crazy—came here for a swim?" The dark humor irked Bryony, yet, without clues, the macabre scenario seemed as plausible as any regarding the colonists' disappearance.
Exhausted and frustrated, Bryony suggested they return to the Hammarskjöld. Plagued by unanswered questions, she methodically completed the decontamination and sterilization process.
Over dinner, Bryony and Tatiana briefed Jun-Ho on their fruitless investigation. Tatiana leaned forward, her food forgotten. "Jun-Ho, you ask Preeners, how many colonists were alive when they arrived? Why they not warn us something killing colonists before we landed?"
She does care about human life after all—hers at least. Encouraged by Tatiana's boldness, Bryony added, "We're no closer to an answer. They were the last to see living colonists. They must know something. Have they had any Preener illnesses or deaths since arriving? If they have a medical officer, I'd like to compare notes."
Jun-Ho stiffened. "Negotiations are delicate," he warned, his tone patronizing. "Asking the Preeners about potential health risks would be interpreted as an accusation. Do you want to risk destroying our first contact mission?" 
"If there's even a remote chance of a communicable disease, we have a responsibility to investigate and follow all leads." Bryony leaned forward, her voice low and precise. "Under Interplanetary Medical Protocol 7.3, I have the authority to mandate a full quarantine if I find sufficient evidence of medical threats." 
His response was measured, almost gentle. "You're a smart woman, Dr. Sherman. A false report could ruin your career—and I'd hate to lose another woman from my team." A lecherous smile played at the corner of his lips. "I'll speak with Xoc tomorrow. Get some rest. Clear your head of these concerns." 
The next day dragged by in slow agony. When Jun-Ho finally radioed her, his response was unsurprisingly vague. "The Preeners say they did their best to replicate human burial rituals, but they didn't provide any details about how or when they found the bodies."
"What about their health and lack of concern about ours?"
Jun-Ho coughed into the mic. "Negotiations remain at a critical juncture. I've moved that agenda item to a future meeting."
Translation: he's too afraid to ask. Bryony slumped—another dead end.
Jun-Ho's voice crackled through the comm again. "Dr. Sherman, I need you to write a report on the crew's health. I'll review it and send it to Earth. No mention of your unfounded suspicions." She sighed and turned on her datapad, the blinking cursor mocking her lack of answers.
* * *

Bryony blinked away the last vestiges of sleep. Her eyes strained to focus on the luminescent screen of her datapad. Jun-Ho's message slowly registered in her groggy mind: He’d been unable to transmit their reports because the planet's hyperspace communications relay satellite was offline. 
She scrolled through the message, her frown deepening as she reached Jun-Ho's casual assumption. "The so-called skilled crew of the Hammarskjöld can't fix it from the ground, so our only shuttle has to go fix it." Had he forgotten she was a crew member? Or was it a barb at her failure to find answers about the disappeared colonists?
Bryony suppressed a snarky response and instead focused on the implications of the satellite being offline. Without it, timely communications with Earth were impossible. Radio waves would take decades to reach Earth, with any response taking as long to return. Outside medical expertise was unavailable. She was on her own.
As she dressed, Bryony spotted her medical kit. Whatever happened, she had a job to do. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed the kit and headed for the door.
She settled into her clinic chair, tapping her fingers on the empty desk. The usual trickle of patients hadn't materialized, leaving her with an unsettling quiet. She stared at the door, willing someone to walk in with a stubbed toe or space flu—anything to break the monotony.
A low rumble vibrated through the ship. The shuttle! 
Bryony raced for the airlock. No matter how many launches she'd seen, they were always thrilling.
Outside, the vast yellow-green alien sky stretched above her. She focused on the sleek shuttle climbing higher and faster on a pillar of flame, racing into the heavens.
Three searing energy beams lanced from the Preener ship to converge on the shuttle. In a microsecond, it was converted to a cloud of flaming debris raining down. 
One second later, the sonic boom of the explosion smashed into her. She registered shouts of alarm and pounding feet as crew members rushed aboard the Hammarskjöld to man battle stations.
In a daze, she found herself moving, her medical training kicking in even as her mind reeled. She needed to be ready to help...but help who? There were no survivors, no wounded to tend to. Only the gut-wrenching realization two crew members' lives had been erased. Why would the Preeners do this?






  
  Unheeded Warnings


With no way to assist, and needing excuses to be away from the ship, Tatiana and Bryony continued their investigation. She found herself trailing behind Tatiana to help flip switches and pull levers in some mine buildings. As Tatiana provided instructions, Bryony realized she no longer noticed Tatiana's accent. Her brain had learned to interpret it into unbroken English. 
With the final press of a button, the din of giant machinery replaced the eerie silence. The noise helped Bryony focus and distracted her from the memories of the shuttle explosion.
As they approached the shaft house, Bryony gazed at the imposing concrete structure. The headframe towered above them, a stark silhouette against the alien sky. A series of platforms and catwalks crisscrossed the upper levels, while the massive sheave wheel at the top hinted at the depths that lay beneath their feet.
"Is it possible people are hiding down there?" Bryony asked, her voice echoing in the empty space. Tatiana shook her head, her expression grim. "We just activated the air pumps and cooling systems. Without them constantly running to ventilate the mine damp, in a few hours anyone down there would be...."
"Drowned? Didn’t the briefing say Empousa IV is a desert planet?" 
Tatiana muttered something in Russian. "Mine dampf. It's German and refers to the toxic and explosive gases that accumulate."
"So we might be headed into a mass grave."  
"Unlikely. All employees have a matching set of three badges. Safety regulations require one badge is hung on a peg when they enter the mine. The second goes on a matching board inside the mine and they always carry the third." Tatiana pointed to an empty pegboard on the wall next to the hoist. "Nobody is in the mine. Come, we must change into safety equipment."
Bryony followed Tatiana into the miner locker room. Her gaze swept across the rows of open lockers, personal effects left out untouched. Missing were most of the gloves, hard hats, face shields, and steel-toed overshoes that should have filled every locker. Tatiana's voice cut through the stillness, a hint of unease coloring her words. "So much missing equipment. Perhaps someone did go into the mines."
Tatiana found some O2 cylinders and connected them to their masks. "No telling how long until the pumps suck out the mine damps so wear your mask at all times. Thirty-minute bottles were all I could find." She showed Bryony her bottle's air gauge. "Green zone is twenty minutes. When the needle touches the orange zone, we come back up. Red zone..."
"We don't come back."
The descent into the mine felt surreal. As the hoist carried them deeper, Bryony sensed the planet's weight pressing around them. When the door opened, she expected to see a dark, damp cave.  
Instead, three well-lit passages formed a reversed T-formation. Each cavernous tunnel was meticulously organized into separate lanes - one for mine carts, another for vehicles, and a third for pedestrians and bicycles. The ceiling's embedded mesh supported a complex network of pipes, cables, and strings of LED lights that stretched into the distance.
Flashing the fingers of one hand three times, Tatiana said, "Fifteen minutes." 
Bryony nodded and followed Tatiana to the mine manager's office. 
Tatiana's sharp intake of breath drew Bryony's attention. The COO's face had gone pale, her perfectly manicured nails digging into her palms.
"All the safety equipment..." Tatiana moaned, rushing to an emergency station with a glass door hanging open, its contents stripped bare. "Fire suppressants, breathing apparatus, trauma kits - all removed. The fines alone..." She moved to the next station, then the next, her agitation growing with each empty cabinet.
While Tatiana focused on violations, Bryony noticed signs of habitation: discarded food containers, children's toys, and clusters of pickaxes scattered or propped against the walls.
The pegboard beside the office door held dozens of badges, with hundreds more scattered beneath it. Tatiana sagged against the wall, her breathing growing erratic. 
Bryony rushed to her side. "Relax. Breathe in through the nose, hold it, then out through the mouth."
Feeling calmer, Tatiana paced around the camp. Her eyes were wild and voice trembling. "So many safety violations. If regulators find out, they could..." She trailed off, swallowing hard. "Suspend operations to investigate. So many heads will roll and I'm the bearer of bad news."
Bryony intervened to prevent her from spiraling again. "How much air do you have remaining?"
The Russian checked her gauge. "Nine, maybe ten minutes."
"Can you look for clues out here while I check the office for any information about what happened?" 
The office's immaculate organization contrasted sharply with the chaos outside. After searching through desk drawers and filing cabinets, Bryony found a crumpled handwritten spreadsheet. The sheet listed daily food and water rations for seven hundred people. She exited the office with the paper. 
"You should see this," Bryony said, holding out the paper.
Tatiana finished placing a pickaxe on its wall peg next to dozens of others she'd picked up from the floor. She approached Bryony with a large pipe wrench she'd found, swinging it back and forth. "More bad news?"
"Evidence that a quarter of the colony lived here for a few days."
Ears turning crimson, Tatiana growled, "I recognize these calculations. They knew exactly how long they could stay here. This was...a worker strike."
Bryony took a step back, maintaining a wary eye on Tatiana gripping the wrench like a cudgel. Thoughts of blunt force trauma filled her head. "What, uh, is the wrench for?"
"You must promise to leave this out of your report."
"I won't mention a wrench. Please, set it down and relax."
Confusion lined Tatiana's face. "I’m returning the wrench to the surface. I meant, the strike must remain unreported until we hear the miners' side." 
"What if this wasn't a strike? Someone chose to bring that wrench instead of supplies. Look around. All these tools could be used as weapons." 
Tatiana swept her eyes over the encampment. "Da. Could be as you say. They ran here to escape a danger on the surface."
Bryony murmured, "Something other than an industrial accident. Something they feared enough to risk death by starvation."
Sweeping her hand to encompass the mine around them, Tatiana replied, "There are no bodies or signs of struggle. So where did they go?"
Bryony expressed the suspicion that had been forming in her mind. "And why leave their badges behind?" 
Tatiana's response was measured. "The colonists would have to be very afraid to risk death, true. However, Preeners have showed no hostility towards us. Apart from..." She checked her air gauge. "Five minutes. We must go back now."
As they walked to the hoist, she grabbed Bryony’s arm. "I figured it out. We have built-in language translation. Colonists have ordinary radios. Big bird people with sharp beaks and claws speaking an unknown language would be terrifying. They must have hidden down here until they realized the Preeners weren't a threat." 
"If they no longer felt threatened, wouldn't they have returned to work?"
"Da." She stared back at Bryony, deep concern in her eyes. 
"You said earlier the pumps can only be controlled above ground. Would the company turn them off to end a strike?"
"No. Even threatening to do that is illegal."
" I think someone, or some...thing, did and left them off to make sure nobody returned. The camp was occupied until very recently and abandoned in a hurry. They had to go somewhere, and we've checked everywhere else. My gut says the Preeners know something, and we must press Jun-ho for answers." 
As they rode the hoist back to the surface, the silence between them was no longer tense, but contemplative. Finally, Tatiana spoke. "I still believe the Preeners' technology could revolutionize mining operations. Imagine using a weapon like that for mining. We could go straight from ore extraction to refining and eliminate the energy and time-intensive steps in between." 
Bryony gave Tatiana a hard stare. At every opportunity, she focuses on the company's interests. She's as alien to me as the Preeners. She found Tatiana's version of events was plausible, but only by assigning motives to the Preeners they had no evidence of. "A little fear of them might be healthy for us too. We still don't know why they came here." 
"For the metals, like us." Tatiana returned Bryony's gaze. "Perhaps you are right. We should be more concerned about what they're willing to do to acquire the resources."
The hoist shuddered to a stop at the surface, but something had shifted between them. They'd entered the mine as reluctant partners with competing agendas. They emerged as allies, united by the growing certainty that the Preeners' colorful appearance masked something far more predatory.
* * *

At dinner, Reinaldo informed them the shuttle had been accidentally shot down because a Preener forgot to disarm their air defense systems. Jun-Ho had talked them into granting concessions and dismissed the incident. 
Bryony observed the indifferent Jun-Ho puff with pride, chopsticks waving in the air as he recounted his exaggerated diplomatic exploits for the day.
"You should see how their eyes intensely focus on me. They devour my every word," he boasted, pausing to shovel food into his mouth. "I've offered cultural exchanges and technology sharing, but they only care about fashion. They can drone on for hours about it. Today, I gave them calfskin gloves; they acted as if they were blueprints for a neutronic fusion drive."
Bryony cleared her throat, the sound deliberate and sharp as a scalpel. "Have they answered any more questions about the colonists?"
Jun-Ho's smile faltered momentarily before he shook his head. "Not yet. When I asked Xoc, who is especially fond of me, he assured me we will unite with the colonists soon."
"Where are they now?" Bryony pressed. "Tatiana and I have searched for three thousand needles in a very tiny haystack. The only remains we've found are bones. Seven hundred people were living in the mine and then disappeared before we landed. The Preeners clearly have advanced technology that could disintegrate entire crowds. What if they had another 'accident' like with the shuttle? Shouldn't finding where they are be your primary concern?"
Jun-Ho's chopsticks clattered onto his plate. His eyes narrowed, jaw clenching. "Dr. Sherman, may I remind you that I am in charge of the first contact discussions? Your incessant questioning borders on insubordination. This is my first mission as a team lead. It cannot - will not - go wrong. If you persist with these unfounded accusations, I will ensure this is your last mission."
Tatiana, who had been quietly observing, leaned in. Her voice was honey-sweet, eyes locked on Jun-Ho. "Darling, perhaps we could steer the negotiations towards technology sharing? If you help me secure rights to their tech, I can ensure you a lucrative position at Shan Li Industrials when you leave the diplomatic corps."
Disgust surged in Bryony as she shoved her chair back, screeching across the floor. "We should remain suspicious," she insisted. "Twenty-seven hundred people are missing. The Preeners haven't shown interest in the mineral resources on a planet with nothing else of value. That doesn't strike anyone else as odd?" 
The room went silent, and no one would meet her gaze. 
A cowed Jun-Ho squeaked, "Maybe they were curious about the colonists."
She jabbed a finger at him. "Has it ever occurred to you they're being intentionally deceitful? They might not be delegates but a traveling circus or a band of space pirates. We should all remain suspicious."






  
  Dinner and a Show


Bryony fidgeted in her seat, tugging at the constrictive collar of her ceremonial dress uniform. The Preener ship's ballroom glittered with otherworldly opulence. Jun-Ho's prideful voice echoed in her mind: "Negotiations are concluded! Our gracious hosts have invited us to a celebratory feast aboard their ship. Wear your finest to show them our fashionable side." 
She glanced around, puzzled by the Preeners' unusual seating arrangements. The tables closest to the stage were filled with heavy-set crew members and everyone of color. Bryony was in the back with Jun-Ho, Reinaldo, Tatiana, and Xoc. The human contingent was ringed by tables full of Preeners. 
The house lights dimmed as spotlights blazed to life on the stage. A Preener, adorned in what looked like a fusion of a tuxedo and peacock's plumage, strutted to the center. "Esteemed humans!" he trilled. "We thank you for your earnest attempts at fashion this evening. When we met your First Contact Team, we feared you might be fashion-blind. Such drab jumpsuits!" Laughter and vigorous head-bobs rippled through the Preener audience.
The master of ceremonies continued, his voice thick with gratitude. "On behalf of our esteemed leader Xoc, we wish to express our deepest appreciation for opening our eyes to animal skins and fur for fashion." As alien music swelled, the Preener spread his wings wide. "And now, enjoy our humble fashion show - a tribute to human contributions to Preener culture."
As servers distributed plates of steak tartare, the fashion show commenced. Preeners with exceptionally beautiful plumage strutted about the stage, taking turns on the catwalk.
The first model wore a colonist's tight shimmering gold evening gown as a shirt. The plunging neckline laughably out of place on a bird-person. A smattering of Preener whistles greeted the second model. She wore a mix of miner safety equipment modified to fit her anatomy. A cacophony of trills and whistles filled the room as the third and fourth models sashayed across the stage, adorned in outfits resembling multi-toned calf skin.
The people closest to the stage whooped and hollered. A maintenance tech stood and shouted, "Her outfit has a bald eagle like my tattoo." He rolled up his sleeve to proudly show off his tattooed bicep.
Bryony's group was the last to be served. They had only taken a few bites when an attendant approached and whistled something quietly to Xoc.
Xoc cleared his throat, feathers ruffling. "There has been a terrible misunderstanding. We will bring you something more suitable for your dietary prohibitions."
Jun-Ho waved a dismissive hand. "It is a bit spicy, but I enjoy rare steak. Some of my crew may want to have theirs cooked more."
Tatiana addressed Xoc, her eyes gleaming with interest. "The steak is remarkable. Is it synthesized or real?"
Xoc cocked his head, confusion evident in his eyes. "Humans synthesize steak?" He shivered in disgust. "Absolutely not. This is steak from the remaining colony stock," he replied while devouring his meal. The other Preeners also consumed their food with an orgasmic enthusiasm.
Bryony's skin prickled, a cold sweat breaking out across her forehead. She glanced at Tatiana, whose frown indicated she also sensed the celebration felt wrong.
Bryony's heart raced as she leaned in close to Jun-Ho to whisper, "The Preeners are lying. This is obviously not steak from Earth." 
Jun-Ho's nostrils twitched in annoyance with her. "You are mistaken. This is top quality steak."
Xoc's feathers ruffled as he spoke, his sharp eyes darting between them. "We've upset your colleague. Please, allow us to replace the meat with the flesh of a Ruminantrian. I'm told they most resemble your cattle." The alien's attempt at hospitality deepened Bryony's unease.
Tatiana's voice cut through the tension, sharp and accusatory. "I thought you said this meat came from the colony. The Ruminantrians are our allies. We don't eat them." 
Jun-ho gave a nervous laugh. "Who hasn't wondered if they taste like beef? And now we know."
Xoc tilted his head. "Another unfortunate error in translation." He turned to Jun-Ho. "My apologies, our chef was unaware of human taboos.  We haven't served Ruminantrian yet. The meat you have is the pieces of the last colonists. We will not make this mistake when you go into the corrals."
Bryony felt the blood drain from her face as the full weight of Xoc's words hit her. Her mind detonated as thoughts exploded outward, connecting dots she'd desperately hoped wouldn't align. The skeletons, the missing colonists, the Preeners' enthusiasm for human fashion—it all clicked into a horrifying reality.
Preeners weren't oversized pets. They were highly evolved birds of prey. Apex predators unlike anything mankind had faced since the Ice Age.
In all the scenarios she'd imagined involving Preener foul play, one had never occurred to her. The evidence had been on full display.
The colonists weren't missing or dead of an accident or disease. They'd been rounded up, skinned, butchered, and their bones picked clean! 
She glanced at Reinaldo, who had turned a sickly shade of green, retching into his napkin. She slapped the fork from Jun-Ho's hand as he was about to take another bite. "You brainless idiot. It's not steak. It's humans!"
Tatiana's face contorted in fear, disgust, and rage as she unleashed on Jun-Ho. "While we searched for the colonists, they were eating them in front of you at every meal. Now your cowardice and incompetence have led us into their nest."
Bryony's heart jackhammered as Tatiana's fear and rage infected her too. Jun-Ho's face contorted with shock and fear. His body trembled as he pushed back from the table, toppling his chair. "Xoc, this...this is unacceptable!" he sputtered, his voice quavering. "Humans are not for eating or...or turning into clothing! We're leaving now!"
Xoc's response chilled Bryony to her core. The Preener lifted one leg to sink its claws into Jun-Ho's shoulder, eliciting a pained gasp. 
"Your featherless species has shown us the possibilities of wearing the skins of other creatures. Even as you condemn us, you sit here in the skin of other animals." 
He rubbed his beak through Jun-Ho's hair. "Why have you not embraced the beauty of your own skins? We've learned much about preparing humans from our experiments with the colonists." 
Xoc purred, his beak clicking with excitement. "So much diversity in coloration, and when exposed to UV radiation, you can control the shading. Such marvelous possibilities for fashion. We have exciting plans for Earth." 
Bile rose in Bryony's throat as Xoc casually discussed harvesting Earth's population, dividing billions of humans into "raw materials" and those allowed to live "cage-free" for hunting.
Wincing against the pain, Jun-Ho replied, "You won't get away with this. When Earth doesn't hear from me, they'll send a fleet of warships. You won't get within a parsec of Earth."
Xoc motioned to a crow-like Preener to his right. It chuckled like a human before perfectly emulating Jun-Ho's voice. "I am Jun-Ho, leader of the First Contact Team. The aliens come in peace." 
A female parakeet Preener on Xoc's left pressed its head against Tatiana's and impersonated her accent. "Da. This is Tatiana Danilovna from IMC. They have advanced technology to share. Let them land."
Tatiana swung at the parakeet. It hopped into the air, slammed her to the floor with ease, and pinned her there with razor sharp claws.
"We came in peace," Jun-Ho whimpered, eyes wide with disbelief. "With a desire to coexist and live in harmony. The colonists meant you no harm. Why would you eat them?" The words caught in his throat, as if saying them aloud made the horror more real.
Bryony's blood boiled. "Why the charade of the negotiations and this dinner if we're livestock to you?"
Xoc's response was matter-of-fact, devoid of empathy. "Because to us, you are," he stated. "Jun-Ho, had we known you actually meant 'peace' instead of 'piece', we could have avoided days of meaningless negotiations." The glint in his eyes that had been so enticing on the first day now looked menacing. "Peace can only exist between equals. Your proclamations are as laughable to us as fleas promising peace to humans." 
He looked at Bryony as he licked Jun-Ho's blood from his claws. "The dinner wasn't for you. It's light entertainment while we toy with our food."
Bryony's mind reeled. Their entire mission had been built on colossal linguistic misunderstandings and willful ignorance. She glanced at Tatiana, whose face had gone ashen, all traces of her usual poise vanished as reality settled in. 
Her own reluctance to accept what was happening shattered. None of them would be returning to the Hammarskjöld. We're the victims of the next cautionary tale about the perils of meeting new alien species. 
Jun-Ho, finding a last reserve of courage, straightened his back. "Take me," he said, his voice silencing the din. "Let the rest of the crew go to the ship and return to Earth. Do not punish them for my failure." 
Xoc's beady eyes gleamed with anticipation. He caressed Jun-Ho's face. "Failure? You have provided so much valuable information about humanity. I will honor you by wearing your face as a pendant when we land on Earth - holding the agreement you brokered and signed."
Jun-Ho's eyes glazed over, his lips moving in a silent, broken mantra: "We came in peace... we came in peace."
Xoc spread his wing-arms and enveloped Jun-Ho in a feathered embrace. "And the pieces of your team will feature prominently in the magnificent outfits we have planned for our grand arrival on Earth."
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