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To Nancy

Chapter 1: Contact

Time to move along
Everything’s gone wrong
Better catch that bus 

— The Primitives, Run Baby Run 

“Entering radar coverage,” said the pilot. “Stealth mode, radio silence.”

He didn’t need to remind us; we had turned off our comm links a long time ago. We really did not want to be detected by the Dohani.

The ship streaked through the night of space. We were hurtling towards an enemy space station, built on an asteroid. It was still only a distant point of light, but in a few minutes we would be able to make out its details.

I observed the members of my team. They were tense. Faces stern, concentrated. I knew what they were thinking. In a few moments, we might all be dead.

We had anticipated and planned everything. Different escape routes, many exits. Each of us knew the layout of the station by heart; we felt we had lived there for weeks. We knew exactly what to do and when to do it.

But, of course something would go wrong. Even the best plans don’t survive the first few minutes of battle. I sighed. Damn war anyway.

“Two minutes,” the pilot murmured, as though he didn’t dare speak too loudly for fear the enemy might hear us. The Dohani station was close, and that was making him nervous.

In front of me, Sergeant Frederick Charts, the strongest guy on the team, was checking his weapons slowly and precisely. Modified electromagnetic assault rifle with laser sight and infrared goggles. Charts had adjusted his weapon to diminish the muzzle speed of the projectile. Even so, I hoped he wouldn’t need to use it; it wouldn’t be very discreet. A high-powered military tranquilizer gun, capable of piercing the hide of a Dohani at a hundred metres and sedating it for at least two hours: quiet and clean. Regulation Crossover 828 handgun with two cartridges. And to top it off, the standard commando knife, which might come in handy, you never know. The average Dohani was massive; we believed the gravitational field of their home planet was slightly less than that of Earth. A well-trained man could move around a Dohani quickly, harassing it and making it want to beat a hasty retreat.

Charts’ head was shaved almost bald; he had a square jaw and was built like a tank. But he was trustworthy, never lost his cool, and was very quick, especially for someone of his size.

Even so, this station was inhabited by thousands of our enemies; if it came to hand-to-hand combat, we would be done for. I shuddered, imagining a horde of Dohanis charging us. I had to stop imagining such scenarios or I would panic when the mission started.

To the right of Charts sat Corporal Tim M’go: short, dark-skinned, our explosives expert. He was re-reading for the millionth time the instructions for our EMP bomb. He kept looking up at it, caressing it with his gaze. After all his time in the Army he was still just a corporal because he seemed determined to pick fights with his superior officers. He had never succeeded in holding a higher rank for more than a couple of weeks. Who would have imagined that someone so touchy and nervous would be able to handle practically every known explosive, from good old dynamite to tactical nuclear missiles. He was a nutcase, but his skills were so valuable that the Army preferred to keep him rather than send him away to rot in a military prison.

Beside him was Sergeant-Major Karine Dumas, reconnaissance and communications specialist. She was blonde, graceful and seemed out of place in this team of macho soldiers. But she could run faster than anybody, and she knew how to move in absolute silence. She was also able to make a radio transmitter out of bits of metal salvaged from the bottom of a garbage can — although I could not really see her rummaging through a garbage can.

To my left was Corporal Theodore Miller, the youngest of us all. But he, too, had his head screwed on right. We had to have that, if we were to be bold enough to infiltrate an enemy facility and creep like mice towards our objective, knowing that at any moment the cat could pounce and devour us all.

Oh great, I had started again: another imaginary scenario to put me in terrible shape for the mission.

I was leading this squad because I had fought the Dohani dozens of times. My experience with them made me a not-insignificant asset — according to headquarters. Gotta be kidding. I hardly knew any more about the Dohani and their way of thinking than a civilian following the news at dinnertime.

At least I knew how to command. It was a skill I had acquired by unorthodox means...

I am Lieutenant Dexter Zimski, 25 years old. I’ve been in the Army for nine years. I was born on Pandora 4, a planet colonized two centuries ago, where the climate is pretty cold. I was no genius at school; on the contrary, my studies were no more than mediocre, and I had no special advantage in becoming an officer. But I was the leader of a street gang.

We weren’t very tough: no drug trafficking or other serious offences, but we did a lot of stupid stuff; mainly we fought against rival gangs.

I became the leader naturally; I easily learned to judge the character of the other guys and knew how to boss them around. I was 15 when the war with the Dohani broke out. I had only one idea in my head: to go and fight the aliens. My marks at school quickly improved, and I got into the military academy the following year. The recruiters noticed my leadership skills, saw in me a future officer, and signed me up for non-commissioned officer school. They knew that with combat experience I would rapidly rise through the ranks.

After a year’s training, I left for the front, a very young sergeant. In the beginning, I was posted to a space station. Life there was extremely monotonous, and I was very disappointed. We wouldn’t have been able to do anything if we were invaded; we could do nothing but wait. Finally, a year later, I was sent to a space-going vessel, a gigantic battleship. I took part in assaults on Dohani planets. I was sent on special operations missions, the most dangerous ones. They were not my favourite activity, but headquarters was convinced that I was most useful there, and there I achieved the rank of lieutenant.

So it wasn’t for the first time that I was carrying out this kind of mission.

A few hundred metres from us, another ship, identical to our own, was streaking towards the asteroid. Alpha squad, led by Captain Finn. My men and I made up Beta squad. Both teams had the same mission: place an EMP at the heart of the station to neutralize its generators, which would permit our destroyer, the Phoebus, to capture it without encountering any opposition, or just about. The station was of “major strategic interest,” which would allow us to continue our progress into enemy territory and beyond. There would be no point in sending us to a useless enemy outpost...

By sending two shuttlecrafts, headquarters thought that the Dohani could detect only one team at most. That would allow the other team to accomplish its mission easily. Well, easily, in a manner of speaking.

I had no idea if their reasoning was valid or not. Dohani psychology was impenetrable. But, the higher-ups felt it was worth a try.

Suddenly the ship shuddered, the inertial shock absorbers were activated and the reactors started up again. The surface of the asteroid was rushing upwards toward us. The timing was tight, but the computers did a good job most of the time.

A shock jarred the ship. We had arrived.

* * *

A few minutes later, we entered the station. There had been no trouble so far. Apparently the Dohani were sleeping like logs.

I examined the corridor. Three metres high, four wide. An average corridor, for a Dohani.

The Dohani resemble giant two-legged lizards between two and two and a half metres tall. Their most disturbing characteristic is their two pairs of arms: two powerful arms, ending in claws, designed to kill; and below those, two shorter arms with three-fingered hands for manipulating objects.

They also have four eyes, entirely red; even the pupil seems scarlet. Two eyes are situated towards the front of their heads, with two others on the side. Their gaze is inhuman, fearsome. Their head is elongated and resembles the mouth of a reptile. They are crowned with two big ears — their hearing is very sensitive. They have long tails ending in a sort of bony ball. This ball is in fact comprised of spines which can move away from each other, forming a hedgehog-like object. This makes their tails maces, which they can swing forcefully, injuring their enemies and throwing them many metres away.

Their ancestors must have been terrifying predators.

Their skin is smooth and thick, and Dohanis come in all colours. They are able to change colour slowly; we saw it happen in those we had captured. Numerous hypotheses had been formulated concerning the significance of these colours, but none had been proven.

We called them Dohani because we had discovered them in the Dohani solar system, when a vessel arrived to start a colony there. In fact, they were not native to the system, but the name stuck. We had no idea of their real name.

In the corridor, the light was very weak; the station was in night mode. And yet we saw Dohani hieroglyphics on the walls. Nobody had ever been able to decipher their written language.

We had taken off the helmets of our tactical suits, and in the air there floated a slightly acidic scent that I knew well: the smell of our enemy.

Behind me, Quartermaster Sergeant Rogami, our engineer, was finishing the emplacement of the plaque camouflaging the temporary airlock. This was fixed to the exterior of the station; its automatic saws had cut a hole in the hull, allowing us to enter the corridor without difficulty and, most importantly, without drawing attention to ourselves. On return, if everything worked out, we would destroy the airlock and this section would be depressurized, preventing the Dohani from following us.

I gave the signal and we began to advance.

* * *

The station was quiet. We were no more than a few dozen metres from their main generator. No news from the other team; radio silence was still in effect. But we hadn’t heard any firing; they probably hadn’t been spotted.

The walls of the Dohani base were uniformly grey, their monotony interrupted only by huge square doors.

* * *

We reached the generator without encountering a living soul. The structure hummed, its fusion reactor working to provide energy for the whole station. It was covered with Dohani symbols. A multitude of pipes and cables ran out from the generator, which was glowing in the shadows.

We had come in from the north side. Alpha team was coming from the south, the other side of the generator; we weren’t going to meet them. In the case of a clash, the Dohanis would probably focus on just one team.

M’go managed to get the electromagnetic nuclear pulse bomb in place. When it exploded, it would not do a lot of material damage, but its resonators would create an extremely powerful pulse. Only a few military materials could resist such a shock, and the generator was much too big to have such shielding; it would have taken up more than half the station.

Once their generator was destroyed, the Dohanis would be defenceless and the real attack could begin.

It was time to turn back.

* * *

Dumas was running towards us. She had spotted something. From the urgent signs she was making at us, there were three Dohanis advancing in our direction. I looked around. There was a large door just to our left. I opened it without effort — it glided on rails, silently — and we crept inside, praying to the heavens we would not find more Dohanis.

I pushed the door to close it. It came to with a light click. We stopped moving. Heavy steps were approaching.

Nobody breathed. Outside, the footsteps stopped.

My heart was beating too quickly. It was impossible to calm down.

Finally the steps resumed, the Dohanis moved away. We could breathe again.

“Good move, Lieutenant,” remarked Dumas.

I was now better able to see the room around us. It was immersed in almost complete darkness, and it had taken several seconds for our eyes to adjust enough to make out details.

It was an immense room. It was filled with enclosed, square cells. Each enclosure was five or six metres on a side. Their edges were barriers about forty centimetres high filled with small, whitish balls. In each enclosure were many Dohanis.

A dormitory. The Dohanis slept together in these enclosures in groups of six or seven.

We had walked into a damned wasps’ nest. Good move? No, it was a catastrophe.

I tried not to panic and opened the door again. I heard a stifled exclamation behind me and glanced back.

Miller was face to face with a wakened Dohani, who was almost a metre taller than he.

For two seconds nothing happened. The Dohani seemed as stunned as we were.

Then all hell broke loose.

The Dohani grunted furiously and tried to hit Miller. Miller regained his presence of mind and ducked just in time to avoid the blow. We heard noise throughout the dormitory: apparently all the Dohanis were waking up at the same time.

“Sonic disrupter!” I yelled.

At the same time, Gen Kratzki, who was carrying our special equipment, took a cylinder out of his bag. This cylinder was forty centimetres long and was covered with small slits. Kratzki threw it into the middle of the room. The cylinder spun as it flew and went off as soon as it started to fall.

We heard only a muffled thud. But the Dohanis were hit head-on; they huddled on their knees. The disrupter had sent a sonic pulse that knocked them out. We didn’t know exactly why it worked; it might have had to do with the neural implant they all had in their large brains, but it did work, and that was all I needed to know. For once, I was glad to have been chosen for this mission. I knew that only a disrupter could get us out of this situation.

Nonetheless, we couldn’t hang around. Their little buddies weren’t going to take their time coming back.

And that was when we saw her.

At first, we had no idea what it was. Something was rushing towards us from the end of the dormitory. It was letting out the same furious scream as the Dohanis, a few seconds before, but in a much higher-pitched tone. The strangest thing about it was that it was very small for a Dohani, and it didn’t even look like a Dohani.

The thing was upon us before we could raise our weapons to intercept it. It was extremely fast and we had stood still too long, surprised by this apparition. Now that it was close enough, we understood what it was.

It was a human being.

A young girl. A metre and a half tall, medium-length black hair, slender but muscular, skin somewhat tanned. And very angry.

What was she doing there? Why was she attacking us?

She didn’t give us time to ask. She ran to our group and struck. Three of my men fell flat on their backs, the wind knocked out of them. She immediately picked herself up and attacked M’go, who was closest to her, throwing a punch at his jaw. She was extraordinarily quick. M’go in turn was thrown to the floor.

The girl turned around in a flash and rushed towards Dumas, who had the presence of mind to raise her assault rifle, which probably saved her face. The girl was fighting wildly, beating at Dumas’ chest, forcing her to pull back, when Charts calmly arrived from behind and dealt her a blow on the head from the butt of his rifle. I thought for a moment she might avoid it: she was already starting to turn, as though she had sensed the danger, when the rifle butt hit her. But this time she wasn’t quick enough.

We heard a crack. The young girl staggered, giving us a surprised look that was perfectly human. I had the impression that there was something strange about her eyes, but it was too dark to see more details.

Then she crumpled to the floor.

I hurried towards M’go to help him up. His wound looked nasty; he probably had a broken jaw and was in agony. Charts and Dumas helped the others.

We had to get out of there. And quick. I had a sudden impulse. “Charts, take the girl,” I ordered.

He looked at me and raised an eyebrow, but he had too much experience to discuss orders during a mission, especially when dozens of Dohanis were on our trail. He bent down, swept up the girl and swung her onto his shoulder. She couldn’t have weighed much, especially in Dohani gravity. How had she been able to put half my team out of commission in a few seconds?

We started to run towards the airlock, preceded by Dumas, who was showing us the route to follow.

The Dohanis had been slow to react. We had time to get out of the dormitory. With a little luck, we would be able to escape before they caught up with us.

We moved quickly, despite our equipment. I thought for a moment of asking my men to drop everything. But the time it would take to get rid of our equipment, added to the fact that this equipment could help us gain time in our escape, made me give up the idea.

The passageways and hallways led into each other. I hoped we weren’t lost; all the passages looked alike. But Dumas had an excellent sense of direction. My lungs felt like exploding from running. I hoped Charts would hold out, carrying the girl. So far he was keeping pace...

Finally, we got to the airlock and we each clicked our helmets onto our spacesuits.

“Everyone out,” I said, “the girl goes last. We’ll leave her sheltered in the airlock. I’ll cover you.”

The girl didn’t have a spacesuit, but the airlock contained enough air for her to survive until we got back to the Phoebus.

While my men were getting out of the airlock, I prepared two more sonic disrupters. I heard Dohani footsteps approaching; we only had a little time left. When the last man was out, I placed the girl in the airlock, pushed the button to engage the lock, then programmed it to detach from the wall after five seconds.

I threw the disrupters as far as possible in the direction of the noise of the stampede. One was set to go off in three seconds; the other, in ten. That should slow them down a bit.

The airlock started to beep, then detach itself: explosive loss of pressure. The air in the corridor started to roar through the hole, alarms went off, wailing madly. I secured myself next to the hole, but not too close. The magnetic suction cups that covered my tactical suit stuck to the wall and kept me from sliding out through the hole. That would have definitely turned me into mincemeat. Or, worse yet, I would be propelled into space, a new meteorite to add to the astronomical catalogue of this system...

Finally, the security partitions closed to seal the section of the hallway, which also meant that all the air in the station wouldn’t escape. And the Dohanis couldn’t get to us anymore.

The hurricane calmed, the corridor was entirely emptied of its atmosphere; I could get out.

Charts had recovered the airlock with the girl inside. She was still unconscious. The airlock was equipped with mini-thrusters; it was easy to transport in the near zero-gravity that surrounded the station.

“Back to the ship!” I ordered.

I didn’t need to repeat it. In huge leaps, we began to cover the distance that separated us from the ship.

* * *

The pilot had already started the reactors. The access ramp was only halfway out, just enough to let us board, but the opening was too small to let the portable airlock through. Initially we had planned to abandon it.

I waved to the pilot, pointing to the airlock and the ramp, all while continuing towards the ship. I still couldn’t break radio silence. The Dohani would definitely try to locate the ship, now that they knew approximately where to look. We could not take any risks.

The pilot finally saw me and understood my gestures; the ramp lowered completely just in time. We entered the ship. The ramp started to close again and the pilot took off right away.

“The others have already taken off,” he said. “They’re sheltered on the other side of the asteroid.”

That was where we were going too. Next we would set off the EMP, after turning off all our electrical equipment. Even though it was protected by the asteroid, the pulse would be devastating enough to damage it.

At last we saw the other ship. The pilot landed suddenly not far away. I broke radio silence. “Beta team ready for EMP!”

“Alpha team ready for EMP,” replied Captain Finn from the other ship. “Activating EMP in five seconds. Radios off.”

We waited about ten seconds before turning the radios back on.

“EMP activation confirmed,” said one of Finn’s men.

“Return to base,” ordered Finn.

The ships took off and headed for space. The pilot restored the atmosphere and we could take off our helmets. It was so hot in there! After having run through the station’s hallways, I was sweating. But we could finally breathe. We had succeeded!

“Status, Lieutenant Zimski,” Finn asked me.

“No losses in Beta team. One injured, broken jaw; and one whose chest will be covered in bruises.”

“No losses, no injuries in Alpha team,” said Finn. “Did you encounter any resistance?”

I glanced at the portable airlock, wedged into the bottom of the ship. The young girl was still not moving.

“Well, yes, Captain.”

I explained to him that we had entered a room filled with sleeping Dohanis. “Kratzki threw a disruptor at them when they all began to wake up and we got rid of them. Well, just about.”

“A Dohani resisted a disruptor?”

“It wasn’t exactly a Dohani, sir.”

“Continue, Lieutenant.”

I resumed. “It was a human being. Or something that looks just like one.”

There was silence.

“A human being?” he said after a moment. “You mean to tell me a prisoner of war?”

“No, sir. A human being who was living among the Dohani.”

He swore. “Are you sure? A human soldier would never enlist with the Dohani!”

“I don’t think it’s a soldier. In any case, not one trained in our army. It’s a young girl; she can’t be more than sixteen years old. And I think, given her clothing, she was sleeping among the Dohanis.”

Finn started to laugh out loud. “Wait, you’re trying to tell me that you saw a young girl in a nightgown, running towards you and attacking you?”

“Actually, it was pyjamas,” I clarified.

Beside me, the men started to laugh at the direction the conversation was taking, all except M’go, who was dosed up with painkillers.

“In fact I have the proof, Captain. We captured the girl. She’s locked in the portable airlock. She’s unconscious, Charts knocked her out.”

For a moment, Finn was silent. “Okay, we’ll see when we’re back on the Phoebus. Finn out,” he concluded.

I relaxed, sinking back into my seat as comfortably as I could. I looked at the young girl locked in the box. The airlock had plenty of portholes, which allowed me to see her. The others contemplated her as well, trying like me to understand who she was. She still wasn’t moving, but her chest was moving up and down regularly. There did not seem to be any blood, despite the heavy blow she had taken.

She was dressed in a sort of plain uniform, tight-fitting, with patches of colour in pale blue and brown. The Dohani used this kind of fabric to make belts or sashes — they also wore robes, but more rarely; most of the time they hardly wore any clothing.

Her face had fine features, a mouth with narrow lips, a small nose. She had a small chest, but her powerful muscles indicated that she had little fat. Athletic. A fighter, clearly. At sixteen?

Where the heck did she come from? It made no sense at all. Did the Dohani capture human children and turn them into soldiers? We didn’t know anything about it, we didn’t know what passed through their minds: it always came down to the problem of communication... The Dohani were incapable of communicating with us.

At least it had seemed all this time that our enemies couldn’t talk to us. Before the war they had no reason to stay silent. The impossibility of communication might have been the cause of the conflict. It all remained a mystery.

Ten years before, the Dohani had attacked us without warning. They annexed many of our systems along the frontier, advancing rapidly until the humans organized a defence. Today, this was the status quo. We lost one of our systems, we captured one of theirs. Interstellar war posed lots of logistical problems, which made any strategy very complicated. We had been reduced to tactical operations like this one.

I looked at the girl again. I realized suddenly that she had done more damage on her own than all the rest of the Dohani garrison. They hadn’t even had time to do anything to us, while she, on her own, had almost succeeded in knocking us out. If the fight had gone on any longer, she would have given her... comrades in arms?... time to come and overwhelm us.

Evidently she was the only one who could resist the disruptor. I glanced at one of these devices, which was sticking out of a sack hanging on the wall. It didn’t work on humans, which indicated that this girl was human. But really, alone against a team of eight people, how could she so easily gain the upper hand? Her speed was incredible. She was much faster than a human being. And her strength! She had knocked out M’go with a single blow.

She could not really be human. She had to be something else. But what?

I observed her again. If she wasn’t a human being, she was an incredibly precise copy. Everything in her appearance would give the impression she was human. Seeing her like this, so vulnerable, anyone would want to protect her.

I spent the rest of the trip turning these questions over in my mind.

Chapter 2: Battle

Never get in my way or you’re gettin’ rolled over
Like a rover, ’cuz my fist’s a bulldozer 

— Hush, Fired Up 

We returned to the Phoebus, an Eagle-class cruiser of the Space Navy’s Third Fleet. The vessel was squat, like an animal crouching, ready to pounce on its prey. Its hull was studded with protuberances, antennas, and all sorts of cannons pointed outwards to space. It was surrounded by the other vessels of its squadron, and they looked like toys in comparison.

Our shuttle glided toward one of the cruiser’s docking ports. The blinking lights of glowing buoys showed the way. We entered a bay leading to the dock, and doors closed behind us automatically as we passed through them. The entire squadron would depart as soon as the two shuttles were in place and would not even wait for them to be secured. The Dohani had to be taken by surprise before they could repair their generator or organize a defence.

Finally the shuttle slowed and touched down. Gravity became normal, and the pilot lowered the ramp. We heard announcements ringing throughout the cruiser: “Jump in five seconds. All hands to battle stations.”

A moment later the cruiser shook and I felt my stomach churn briefly. We had just made a very short jump through hyperspace, as close as we could come to the enemy’s asteroid.

More announcements were made, but for me and my team, the battle was over. It was up to others to make the most of the advantage we had given them.

I got up from my seat and followed the men out of the shuttle. The portable airlock was set down with some difficulty ten metres farther away, beyond the landing zone. It was a lot heavier now on account of the Phoebus’ artificial gravity.

“What will we do with it, Lieutenant?” asked Charts.

I leaned over to look at the prisoner — or the escapee. I wasn’t sure what to call her. She still did not seem to have regained consciousness. “Let’s get her out of there and shackle her. Hands and feet.”

Charts nodded and went to fetch the necessary equipment. When he returned, I asked two dock technicians to stand on each side of the airlock and open it. And I told the rest of our men — except M’go, who was already on his way to the infirmary — to circle the airlock opening. I ordered them to load their dart guns with human tranquilizer; a Dohani dose might kill the girl. You never know.

What happened next showed me that I really did not know very much.

The techs opened the airlock. Charts bent down and picked up the girl. He put her on the deck and began to handcuff her.

Everything happened very fast. Even faster than the first time.

The girl opened her eyes. That was when I understood why they had seemed strange in the dim light of the Dohani bunk room: they were bright red and non-human. A demon’s eyes. And exactly the same colour as the Dohanis’ eyes.

She leaped up and effortlessly sent Charts staggering backwards. She jumped on his falling body and he curled into a ball. She landed on another man, who was raising his dart gun. It went off with a dull pop and shot a dart uselessly toward the ceiling. The girl gave him a wicked head-butt and broke his nose. He crumpled to the deck.

Others fired darts. She dodged them all. The darts were well aimed, to no effect. I saw her bend her body to avoid the darts just as they were about to hit her, as if she could sense their trajectories without even seeing them. Most of the darts splintered against a bulkhead; one of them hit a man and sent him staggering backwards.

Dodging darts did not slow her down. She whirled with a leg thrust that swept another man off his feet. He crashed to the deck.

I tried to aim at her, but she was moving too fast.

I heard noises behind me: reinforcements from another commando squad that had been waiting to take a shuttle to the Dohani station. I was beginning to think we were outnumbered. She knocked down another man, and I realized we could not get enough reinforcements.

The riot continued: darts flew and blows struck as she whirled around us. She danced from one opponent to the other with a kind of deadly grace.

Finally a dart hit her. We did have the advantage of numbers, and her luck had to run out sooner or later. Whew, I thought. We would finally be able to calm her.

But no, she did not even slow down. The tranquilizer had no effect on her. Another dart hit her, with no results. And yet she was moving so fast that the drug should have been moving very quickly through her bloodstream.

The men began to spread out. I saw technicians standing off to the side, by a wall-mounted control panel, astonished at the strange combat they were witnessing.

“Lock the exits!” I shouted to the technicians. Then I yelled at my men, “Retreat! Regroup! Break off! We’ll never take her in single combat.”

She was too strong in hand to hand fighting. We would have to try something else, from a distance — even firearms, if we had to.

I was relieved when the men obeyed. Or maybe they’d had enough of being beaten up by a girl a head shorter than they.

But at that moment everything stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The girl came to a standstill.

She stood looking towards me. No, she was looking at me, staring wide-eyed, with an incredulous expression. Her arms hung at her sides.

For a moment, nobody moved. We were thunderstruck by what was happening. Then I heard dart guns firing. Three darts hit her. She did not even flinch and did not try to avoid them. She stood as though hypnotized, staring intensely at me. What had happened to her?

Then she moved again, slowly. She took a step towards me, and that drew more darts.

Finally she staggered and fell on her knees. She was still looking at me. She put her hands on the deck and began to crawl towards me. Her face was down, but I could tell she was grimacing with the effort she had to make. Some soldiers raised their dart guns, but I waved them off. “She’s had enough. Look, she’s not standing anymore.”

Just as I was saying those words, she suddenly looked up at me again with the same expression of utter surprise. She began crawling again and advanced one more metre before collapsing. I thought she would finally lose consciousness, but I heard her give a kind of groan and she propped herself up on her elbows. She crawled toward me, a centimetre at a time. I was frozen where I stood. I watched what she was doing without understanding a thing.

Now she was close. Too close. Two men quickly drew their sidearms and pointed them at the creature’s temples, to protect me. She would not touch an officer if they could prevent it.

She stopped and groaned. She raised her head slowly — she had probably realized she must not make any sudden movements — and stared at me again. She still had the same look of surprise on her face, as if she were looking at something astonishing, the most incredible thing she had ever seen.

She looked at me like that for a minute or two, struggling with all her strength to remain conscious. Finally her eyes closed and she fell back down. The sedatives had finally taken effect.

Nobody moved. We could not understand what had just happened.

I shook myself. “The shackles,” I snapped at Charts.

He had had the good luck not to be knocked out by the girl. He hurried to secure her.

I pointed to the men on the floor. “Take care of them,” I ordered the troops. “Take the wounded to the infirmary.”

I turned to Charts. “We’re going to the infirmary too, on the double. So much tranquilizer might kill her.”

Charts fetched a stretcher from the docking bay wall. There were several of them; accidents were frequent. We put her on it. She was out cold. Her mouth was slightly open and she seemed to be breathing normally, but I was not sure of anything. She had already taken us by surprise once.

The corridors were crowded on account of the offensive already under way. As we were making our way to the infirmary on Level 6, I composed a report on what had just transpired and sent it to Major Alynov, my immediate superior officer and the one in charge of Special Forces missions. He already had the audio-visual readouts from our spacesuits, which were studded with microphones and cameras. I did not contact him directly; he was certainly too busy for that.

The people we met often had to stand against the walls to let us by in the narrow passageways. Their jaws dropped when they saw what we were carrying: a handcuffed girl aboard a cruiser going into battle.

The infirmary was overcrowded, of course. The fighting was getting heavier, and the wounded kept coming in. Nothing very serious, fortunately. I was able to requisition a doctor to look at our prisoner.

He turned to me after taking care of someone else. “What is it?” he asked.

I pointed to the stretcher, which we had placed on the floor. The doctor leaned over the girl.

“She took several type K tranquilizer darts,” I said. “Five or six.”

The doctor looked up sharply. “Five or six? Are you joking? Don’t you know that more than three is a fatal dose? Put her on the table; I want to examine her properly. But if what you say is true, it’s probably too late.”

Charts helped me lift the girl and we put her on the table the doctor had pointed to.

The doctor leaned over her, intrigued. “She’s just a kid. Handcuffed? A stowaway, I presume. The patient’s name?”

Charts and I looked at each other. “Uh, I have no idea,” I said. “But she’s not a stowaway. We’ve just captured her.”

Charts grinned ironically. “She didn’t really give us the time to ask her name. Her conversation is rather... striking.”

The doctor did not look up. “Okay, she’s Jane Doe, then. About sixteen years old, no signs of trauma. Oh, yes, a slight redness at the base of the cranium. Did you hit her on the head as well as fill her full of darts?”

Jane Doe. One name was as good as another until we found out her real name.

I tried to explain. “We found her on the Dohani station.”

The doctor measured her heartbeat with his pocket scanner. “Cardiac rate stable but rather slow. On the Dohani station? Really?”

“Well,” I continued, “I know it’s rather odd, but...”

At that moment the doctor lifted one of the girl’s eyelids and jumped back. He had seen her red eyes. “Son of a bitch! What is that?!”

I looked toward the ceiling. “That’s what I was trying to explain. We found her among the Dohani, and she attacked us. She has superhuman strength and agility. And she is resistant to ketamine. It took a massive dose to stop her.”

The doctor regained his composure and moved to examine her again. “She has the same eyes as the Dohani,” he said. “A kind of hybrid? I wonder what proportions of human and Dohani DNA she has in her genes.”

He took another scanner and ran it over her body. It displayed an image on a monitor beside the table. The girl’s skeleton began to appear on the screen.

“Everything is abnormal in her,” he said. “Look at her bones: they’re too opaque. They must contain a very dense substance.”

Suddenly he went closer to the monitor and turned some dials to show an enlargement of the girl’s skull. “Unbelievable!” he exclaimed. “Look at that!”

I was no specialist in anatomy, but I saw in the centre of her brain a dark object about eight centimetres long, and it certainly was not natural. It made a kind of irregular five-pointed star.

“A Dohani neural implant!” said the doctor. “This... person... is equipped like a true Dohani, with all the features in the catalogue.”

“Okay. How is she doing, though?”

“To the extent that I can diagnose such an unusual individual, she seems to be perfectly okay. The coma is caused by the ketamine, her reactions are normal, but it’s impossible to say how long she’ll stay in that condition.”

I was relieved, though I did not know why. After all she had put us through, I should have wished she would stay as she was.

“If she’s as dangerous as you say,” the doctor continued, “I would just as soon you not leave her in the infirmary, especially on a day like today.”

“We’ll take her to the brig,” I answered. “That’s safer. Thank you, doctor.”

He nodded and went to see other patients. I turned to Charts. “Let’s take her to a cell. Then it’s out of our hands.”

“Yes, sir. I hope we can rest a little. I’m beat.”

We put Jane on the stretcher. “Me too,” I said. “This was not a very uneventful mission.” We set out for the internment area.

“It began okay, though,” Charts added. “It went without a hitch until we got to the sleeping quarters of those damned monsters.”

It took us a full twenty minutes to reach the brig. The corridors were still filled with people running from one place to another on the ship and getting in our way.

At the entrance, I explained the situation to the guard. “We’ll put her in cell 4,” he said. “It’s been empty for quite a while.”

We followed him into the detention centre. It smelled of sweat, urine and detergent, like all prisons, each odour worse than the others. We went through two armoured doors and entered a corridor lined with cells. The guard unlocked one of the doors, and we put Jane on the bed.

“Do we take off the shackles?” asked Charts.

“Not possible,” I said. “Once she’s awake, we won’t be able to put them back on her again. And we can’t tell her to be reasonable or anything. If she’s really a Dohani, we can’t talk to her.”

Charts nodded.

We left the brig, and we each went to our quarters to rest.

* * *

My communicator roused me with its insistent vibrating. Only one hour had passed, and I was groggy. It was Colonel Wilson, of Intelligence. No doubt he wanted details about our discovery, I thought. I was wrong.

“Lieutenant, you are temporarily promoted to the rank of lieutenant in Intelligence with top-secret clearance,” he said hurriedly. “From now on, any information about the creature you captured is classified top secret. I repeat: top secret. Do you understand?”

That woke me up. “Uh, yes, Colonel,” I said as soon as I had recovered from my surprise. I understood the “secret” part but not the part “promoted to Intelligence.”

“Very good,” he answered. “The audio-video recordings of your... contact... with this creature have come to the attention of the command and general staff at the highest levels. You are detached from your current unit and reattached to the 8th Intelligence Group. You will be transferred to another base of operations. You will embark on the corvette C-4096. A shuttle will take you there. Departure from dock 4 at 0800. You have one hour to get ready.” He ended the transmission without further explanation.

My communicator vibrated again. It was a text message confirming his orders and giving other details.

I was confused and shocked to be reassigned so suddenly. I packed my duffel bag and headed out through the corridors, towards the dock where my designated shuttle was due to depart.

When I got aboard, I found Sergeant Charts, who explained that he had received the same message as I. He was even sourer than I was. He liked fighting, and he had understood we might not get any more of it for a while.

Next to us, strapped onto a bunk was the girl we had named Jane. She was still asleep.

We were going to be baby sitters.

Wonderful. Just wonderful.

* * *

The shuttle took us to the corvette, which immediately powered up its engines. We were going to a nearby space station, but that was all we knew.

Jane was put on another bunk, still shackled and strapped in. Sleeping, she seemed calm and fragile. But Charts and I were in a good position to know that releasing her would be a fatal mistake.

* * *

Space station S-804 had been a scientific research base and was converted to purposes of surveillance and supply when the war broke out. It was armed and had a few fighter ships to defend it. They were not enough to resist a serious attack. But we were far enough from the front that we would not be involved in combat. Theoretically.

The base looked very odd. It was painted white, like a science station, but it had military equipment, cannons and missile launchers grafted onto the surface of its hull.

When we disembarked we were met by an Intelligence officer. “Welcome,” he greeted us, returning our salutes. “I’m Captain Tacoma. I’ll tell you what we expect of you.”

Soldiers in combat uniform took Jane away on a stretcher. She still had not awakened, which was not surprising if her metabolism were human enough. It had been only three hours since she had been put under by the tranquilizers.

“Your orders are to take care of the survivor,” the captain continued.

They had decided to call her that because they thought she had been kidnapped by the Dohani and indoctrinated to fight humans, but she had managed to survive all that.

“You, in particular, Lieutenant Zimski,” he continued. “You will stay with her permanently because you are of interest to her. Maybe you look like someone she knew before the Dohani captured her. Sergeant Charts, since you are an expert in close-quarters combat and you have already seen the girl in action, you will protect the lieutenant.”

We nodded.

“Our orders are to establish communication with her in order to obtain as much information as possible about the Dohani. We also want to study her combat skills. She will be taken to the infirmary for medical examination. Your quarters have been reserved; the info has been sent to your communicators. Understood?”

“Yes, sir, Captain, sir!”

“I’ll leave you now. Good luck.” He departed down another corridor.

Station S-804 was comfortable compared to a true military station. The corridors were wide; for us that was a change from the passageways of the Phoebus. And it had a calm atmosphere unlike that aboard a combat vessel.

The infirmary was large and had half a dozen beds. We introduced ourselves to the doctor, a woman of about thirty-five with dark hair, who was always smiling. Everyone who met her, liked her. She would make the visit enjoyable...

“Hello, gentlemen,” she said, “I’m Doctor Eliza Doyle. I’m a civilian volunteer assigned to this station. Call me Eliza, or Liz, for short.”

Jane was put on one of the beds. Eliza began to examine her. The escort of two guards in combat gear would remain with us, just in case.

“Does she have a name?” asked Eliza.

“Jane Doe, ma’am... I mean, Eliza.”

“Okay, Jane,” she murmured, “let’s see what you’re made of.” She began to deploy various analyzers, scanners, sonographs, etc. “Go check in and get some rest,” she told us. “I’ll call you if there’s any news.”

* * *

After the physical examination, Jane was put in quarantine in a cell and her shackles were removed. She was still unconscious.

The cell was a comfortable little room with transparent, unbreakable walls. It was designed to deal with contamination problems and was fitted with an airlock. That simplified security: the two doors of the airlock could not be opened at the same time.

In a manner of speaking, Jane was actually a kind of dangerous virus and had to be kept in isolation.

The space in front of the cell served as a small observation room with a bench and medical equipment. Charts and I took our places. All we had to do was wait.

Eliza came and joined us. She explained that she had not found much. Jane had an electric circuit running throughout her body, like the Dohani. Eliza had detected electrical activity in the neural implant circuits, but it was impossible to tell what it was doing.

Probes had been pasted to Jane’s body. She would probably tear them off when she woke up, but that didn’t matter. Until then, the probes would monitor her vital signs. Eliza had undressed her and put her into a hospital gown. Another bureau was analyzing her pyjamas. I doubted they would find anything interesting, and we already had a lot of Dohani clothing and other accessories.

“Her anatomy and physiology are identical to those of a human being,” Eliza said, “except for her... improvements. “She has the same organs we do: lungs, heart, digestive tract. Her bones are very different from ours: I’ll bet they’re more solid, but I can’t know more without taking a sample. That’s why she weighs ten percent more than a human being of the same size.”

Eliza pointed to the electrocardiogram on the medical monitor. “Her heart is stronger than ours; it has to be for her to move so rapidly. At rest, it beats twice as slowly as a human heart. She also has complete reproductive organs. But her genetic code is very different. She has five more pairs of chromosomes than we, and they are much longer than ours. It’s practically certain she can’t reproduce with a human being.”

That meant that Jane was the only member of her species, unless the Dohani had produced other creatures like her.

She was not human.
Chapter 3: Flight
I’ll give you a dose
But it’ll never come close
To the rage built up inside me.
   — Rage Against the Machine, Wake Up 
I was waiting. We do that a lot in the army.

After a while, the medical monitor beeped three times. I sat up. Jane’s vital signs were becoming more intense.

I stood up to see what was going on, but Jane was still motionless. Then I saw her take a deep breath and open her eyes. Her red, non-human eyes. It was hard to get used to a look like that. Suddenly she sat up on her bed and immediately her expression changed; it became a mask of pain. She rolled into a ball and moaned as she held her head in her hands. The sedative had given her a terrible hangover.

I called Eliza, who had returned to the infirmary, to tell her that Jane had woken up.

After a few minutes, Jane must have been feeling better; she tried to sit up again but more carefully this time. I felt a little sorry for her, but Charts was smirking. “She’s getting a dose of her own medicine,” he said. “Good. That’ll teach her she’d better not attack us.”

Jane heard our voices and immediately looked toward us. But it was a bad idea; the movement was too quick and made her nauseous. She fell back onto the bed, and Charts burst out laughing.

Eliza had come into the room and was observing Jane attentively. Cameras were recording everything that was happening.

Jane moved again and managed to sit up. She looked at us and jumped to all fours on the bed. Then she came up to the window as close as she could to us.

I realized I was the one she was looking at.

She had gone back to sitting cross-legged on the bed and was still staring at me. She had stopped moving. I saw on her face the same look of astonishment I had seen in the docking bay.

I took a few steps toward her. She kept watching me.

“She doesn’t seem dangerous,” Eliza said. “She hasn’t even taken off the biometrical patches.”

“You can’t trust her!” Charts exclaimed.

Jane was still motionless, looking at me with her red eyes and as surprised as ever.

“Why is she looking at you like that, Lieutenant Zimski?” Eliza asked.

“I have no idea,” I answered. “But you can call me Dexter.”

“In the docking bay,” Charts said, “the creature stopped fighting as soon as she heard the Lieutenant. Then she crawled toward him even though she was half unconscious from the tranquilizers.”

“She looked at me in exactly the same way as she’s doing now,” I added.

“If she were human,” Eliza intervened, “I’d say the behaviour was psychotic. But it might be completely normal for Dohanis. Since we know nothing at all about Dohani psychology, we’re right back where we started.”

Jane was keeping the same pose.

“Has she said anything? Some words?” Eliza asked.

“Nothing at all,” I answered.

She sighed. “Completely bizarre, incapable of communicating. She’s acting exactly like a Dohani.”

* * *

A few minutes later, Jane got up and, after thinking for a few seconds, she took the mattress and put it on the floor. She sat down on it as she had before and continued to look at me in astonishment.

An hour later I decided to approach her. I stood within one meter of the wall and began to speak to her. “Hello, Jane. My name is Dexter. How do you feel?”

She continued to look at me. Her expression did not change. I thought her eyes widened as she saw me come closer. They were fascinating: the pupils were minuscule and made her eyes look like two perfectly round, red discs.

“Do you understand me?” I asked. “Can you speak?” I pointed to my mouth. “Say words. Make sounds. Like this?”

No reaction. Either she didn’t understand a thing — which was logical if her mind was more Dohani than human — or she preferred to remain silent.

I continued speaking to her for a few moments but had no results. I gave up and went back to sit on the bench with the others.

* * *

Jane was given some dinner. The Dohani ate fruit and vegetables they brought from their home world and cultivated in their colonies. They did not eat meat, as far as we knew. Humans grew the same fruit and vegetables for the Dohani prisoners, or at least for those who did not go into hibernation, and there was a small store of food on board in case a Dohani prisoner might be transferred in. And that was exactly our situation.

“Dohani biochemistry is very close to ours,” Eliza explained, “and we should be able to eat their food and vice-versa. But the taste is completely different.”

In fact, the odour emanating from the tray was rather disagreeable. The serving also contained human food in case Jane might have had a special diet among the Dohani.

Jane was still sitting cross-legged on the mattress, her red eyes staring at me with their expression of surprise. She kept looking at me tirelessly. She was completely motionless, and even her eyes never blinked.

I was surprised she wasn’t trying to escape, to break down the wall or wreck everything. She was perfectly calm, a million light-years from her warrior personality. She still hadn’t removed the medical probes pasted on her skin.

The dinner tray was placed in the airlock. The door opened on Jane’s side, and she immediately went to see what was going on.

She picked up the tray, took it over to her mattress, and examined the food. She took some bits of human food and, intrigued, looked and sniffed at it. She made a face and sneezed, which made us all laugh.

She quickly looked up at us and jumped up off of the mattress. Her expression had become cold. Her knees were slightly bent, and I realized she was in a combat stance. Was she angry at us for laughing at her?

After a few seconds she decided to ignore us and went back to the mattress, where she again took an interest in the dinner tray. She took the plates of human food and put them carefully on the floor, as far away from her as she could. Then she ate her meal without turning her eyes away from me. She had no trouble using a fork. The utensils were made of plastic, of course. We had seen how dangerous she was with her bare hands; it was out of the question to give her a metal knife.

When she had finished, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She seemed to be satisfied.

To our great surprise she picked up the human food and put it back on the tray, which she placed next to the airlock.

She understood perfectly: she was a prisoner, and she knew the rules of the game.

* * *

I received a call from the Intelligence Service Captain. “She seems very calm. We’ve decided to let her out.”

My hair stood up on my head. “What?! She’ll slaughter us all.”

Charts and Eliza sat up, disturbed, when they heard my words.

“We’ll take precautions. The corridors will be locked and made inaccessible to her. But we have to see her move. We have to make her confident if we’re going to communicate with her. Keeping her penned up will lead nowhere.”

I tried to argue, to persuade him to give up the plan or at least wait a while. I knew what she was capable of. It was no use.

“That’s an order, Lieutenant,” he barked. “We’re running a risk, but we’ve analyzed the recordings. We’ve seen she doesn’t fight to kill, only to neutralize her enemies.”

I thought about M’go’s broken jaw. I did not think he would agree with that analysis. It was a hell of a risk. And I was going to be on the front line...

“We’ll proceed by stages. First, get Doctor Doyle out of there. We’ll bring you combat gear and three men as reinforcements. Then open the airlock door.”

We obeyed. The three men that Captain Tacoma sent us were husky, about the same size as Sergeant Charts.

When I opened the inner door of the airlock, on Jane’s side, she did not react. She must have thought there would be no chance she would be let out. I smiled to think that if she had known what the Captain’s plan was, she would have found it as stupid as I did.

I stood in front of the outer door of the airlock and made signs to her to come out. She peered around to be able to see me, because the airlock partially hid me. Finally she did get up, slowly, probably wondering what trap she was going to fall into now.

She entered the airlock, still staring at me through the porthole.

I pressed the button that started the cycle. The inner door closed and the outer door began to open.

Behind me, Charts and the other men had raised their dart guns.

Jane took a step outside the airlock. I had moved back a good ways. Normally I would have been safe in my combat uniform, but I did not feel so comfortable. She was only a few meters away from me. Even with the tranquilizer darts, if she felt like attacking us, we would be outnumbered.

She looked around.

“Everything is okay, Jane,” I said in a soothing voice.

She stared at me immediately, surprised. She didn’t move. My voice had a strange effect on her every time.

She still had not attacked. I couldn’t believe it. What was going on in that head of hers?

She took two more steps toward us.

“You see? We don’t want to hurt you,” I said.

A moment went by. The colonel murmured into my earpiece: “I’m opening the door of the quarantine block. Take her out for a walk. All the other corridors are blocked. Even if she runs away, she won’t get very far.”

I heard a click behind me.

“Okay,” I said, “we’re all going to go out, and she should follow us.”

One by one, the men moved into the corridor. Jane followed me slowly. Now she was in the corridor and looking around. She began to sniff at the surface of one of the walls.

That’s when the incident occurred.

Jane sneezed, and one of the men broke out laughing. You couldn’t blame him: Jane could be unintentionally very funny.

She immediately swung on the man who was laughing; her face impassive, her eyes cold and calculating. She flexed her knees slightly, as she had before.

Charts immediately raised his dart gun. “Watch out!” he yelled.

As soon as she saw he was about to fire, she turned on her heels and ran.

“Hold your fire!” I ordered.

Too late; the darts were flying. Fortunately they missed her. Or maybe it was not such a good thing: what damage would she do now? She was running so fast she had already reached a bend in the corridor.

I sprinted after her. “Dammit,” I snapped at the men, “you didn’t have to shoot. She can’t get very far anyway.”

I arrived at the corridor where Jane should have been trapped. The other men were on my heels. I was ready to talk to her and calm her down.

But the corridor was empty. She had disappeared.

I immediately called the Captain. “I thought everything was locked down,” I shouted. “She’s gotten away!”

“Just a minute, Lieutenant, we’re reviewing the video of the corridor where you are now, to see where she went.” He seemed annoyed. And well he might be; Jane was probably capable of turning the station into a pile of junk whirling crazily in space...

“Oh, she found a removable panel leading to a maintenance corridor. How did she find it so fast? Go to section 12 in the corridor.”

Yes, the panel was there. She had put it back in place just as before, so we would not know where she had gone. Clever.

I took off the panel. The passageway was too narrow for my combat uniform, of course. I began to take it off.

“I’ll go,” I said to the others. “Stay here.”

Charts moved forward. “But Lieutenant...” he began.

I shut him up with a glare.

I kept my earphone to stay in contact with the control room. “I’m going into the passageway,” I told Tacoma.

“Go straight ahead and then left,” he said. “According to the instruments, that is where she went.”

Even without combat armor I found the passageway narrow. I advanced slowly, scratching my hands on the walls.

“She’s still moving,” the Captain added.

I tripped over something, a little metal disc. She had finally gotten rid of her medical probes.

I continued ahead, following Tacoma’s directions.

“She’s stopped on level 3. Turn right and go down the ladder.”

I did.

“She’s started again. She must have heard you.”

Good. I had an advantage.

“Jane!” I called. “Jane, it’s me, Dexter. You have nothing to be afraid of.” I didn’t move.

“She’s stopped,” exclaimed Tacoma. “No... she’s going back to her previous position.”

I continued along the narrow corridor. I finally reached her hiding place. “I’ve found her,” I said into the mouthpiece.

She was crouching in a cubbyhole just big enough for her. The hospital gown was in shreds and she was covered with dust. I must not have been in any better shape. But she did not have any scratches.

She stared at me with her red eyes in the half-light. Her gaze no longer had that pitiless, cold look; she had regained her expression of surprise. She was completely motionless, as before.

“Everything is okay, Jane. Don’t be afraid.” The Captain told me where the nearest exit was, and I headed for it, all the while talking to Jane and gesturing to her, hoping she would follow. If she decided to take up residence in this place, I guessed the coming days would be very uncomfortable for me.

In the corridor, Charts and the other members of our escort were waiting for us. Jane had followed me. She came out into the corridor and I tensed, fearing she would want to flee again when she saw the men, but she remained calm, standing two meters from me. She seemed to want to keep at a safe distance from everyone, myself included, even though she had wanted to come close enough to touch me, in the docking bay. But since then she had never come closer to me than two meters. A little strange, like everything else.

“Bah,” Charts exclaimed when he saw us come out of the maintenance passageway. “They could clean these corridors now and then. You’re disgusting. With all due respect, Lieutenant.”

I shot him a scowl. “And whose fault is that? The next time you chase her away, you’ll do the frog-marching through these tunnels for me.”

He seemed to take the threat seriously and kept quiet.

“Listen, all of you,” I said. “You must not frighten her. No quick motions, no laughing, no shouting. Talk in a low voice. Do not approach her. Treat her as though she were a wild animal. She won’t attack you if you haven’t made any threatening motions and if you respect her territory.”

The men nodded. It remained to be seen whether they would follow my instructions.

“And now, to the showers.”

We returned to the quarantine zone, the soldiers leading the way. I followed them, and Jane brought up the rear, always exactly two meters away. She looked at me with her surprised expression, turning her head every so often to examine the corridor, the equipment hanging on the walls, and the doors. Nobody was there; the way had been cleared for us.

When we arrived at the quarantine cell, I realized I would have to show her how to use the small washroom. It contained a shower and a small washbasin.

I thought for a moment but did not see any other solution than to take another risk. But so far she had not attacked me or the other men; she had been satisfied to run away. Had she really been calmed? Tamed?

I went through the airlock and entered the quarantine cell alone. Then I motioned to Jane to follow me. Charts and the others did not like this idea at all. It would take them forever to get into the cell if anything went wrong.

The airlock finished its cycle and Jane entered the cell. I was alone with her and at her mercy.

She did not take the opportunity to attack me. She stood waiting and looking at me from a distance of two meters, as usual.

I heaved a sigh of relief and opened the door of the washroom. I pulled the shower curtain aside, turned the spigot, and pure water came out. Or, rather, water that had been recycled several thousand times, but it was better not to think about that.

“Jane, you see, it’s a shower. You can wash in it.”

Of course it was useless for me to talk to her; she gave no sign she understood anything we said. Maybe she could learn our language just by listening to it? I continued talking to her.

I wet my hand and moved it over my face. Then I stepped back to give her room.

She understood. She took off what remained of her hospital gown and, all naked, stepped into the washroom. I looked away immediately. I had seen others, in the Army, but she was only sixteen! I suddenly noticed that the men on the other side of the window had not missed a thing.

“Hey, a little modesty here,” I called to them. “This isn’t a burlesque.”

Jane did not seem to have any concept of privacy; it probably meant nothing to the Dohani. They were obviously not mammals; they seemed to be oviparous, and their genital organs were internal. They had no reason to hide their bodies and seemed rarely to wear clothing.

I went back out into the cell. Jane was washing up. She took a long time. Maybe she was not in the habit of saving water. Or she liked to shower. Finally the water stopped running. She had figured out by herself how to use the spigot. She came out of the washroom, still naked, dripping wet, with a towel in her hand. I looked away and checked to see that the others were doing the same.

Still, I had to admit she was rather... pretty.

She dried off on the mattress, two meters away from me.

We had forgotten a detail. A change of clothes. I called Eliza and asked her to bring another nightshirt. Meanwhile, Jane had come out of the cell and rejoined me. Naked, of course. The situation was getting increasingly uncomfortable. I tried to look away as well as I could and saw that the men were glancing at her out of the corner of their eye. I scolded them again, but they continued anyway.

Eliza arrived with a suit of light clothing: a yellow top and black pants. When she saw a naked girl standing among five men, she began to yell at us: “You should be ashamed of yourselves! She’s just a child!”

“But Eliza...” I began.

I saw that Jane had changed her position. She was ready to leap again. Eliza’s tone had frightened or angered her.

“Quiet!” I muttered imperiously. “Don’t make a move, or she’ll run.” For once, everybody obeyed me. We didn’t move. Jane didn’t, either. Minutes passed endlessly. I was already seeing myself pursuing her again through the maintenance tunnels.

Finally Jane relaxed. I sighed.

“Eliza,” I said, “please put the clothes on the bench.”

Jane went and took the clothing after Eliza had stepped away. She gave them her habitual sniff and then slipped into them easily. Now we could look at her again. She was looking at me; her surprised expression had returned.

“My turn,” I said. “Watch her, I’m going to take a shower.” I went out of the quarantine zone.

Jane followed me, of course. I hadn’t thought about that. She did not want to be far from me.

“You can use the shower in the cell,” said Eliza. “I’ll bring your things.”

I sighed and went back. Never a dull moment.

I went into the washroom and closed the door. I undressed and began to take a quick shower. Jane was in the cell, too, but her rule of two meters of safe distance would keep her out of the washroom. At least that’s what I thought.

I heard a noise and turned around suddenly. Jane was right in the washroom. She had drawn aside the shower curtain and was scrutinizing me in detail with her red eyes. A lack of modesty works both ways.

I blushed up to my ears. I was sure Charts and the others were rolling on the floor, laughing.

I put out my hand toward the shower curtain and Jane immediately pulled back. Unnerved, I pulled the curtain back sharply. I might provoke her by making sudden gestures, but now I didn’t feel much like pampering her anymore. I rinsed and turned off the water. Jane came back into the cell, probably guessing I was going to come out of the shower. She still wanted to keep to her two-meter rule and stuck to it when it suited her. Grrr....

I dressed and came back out of the washroom. I threw a dark look at Jane, but she replied only with her usual surprised expression, her red eyes not troubled in the slightest.

* * *

We took other walks. There were other incidents. Jane could not stand sudden movements or certain noises. Every time she would run away; she never attacked us, she preferred to flee, and we would pursue her. It became more difficult to catch her, because she seemed to have located the surveillance devices and other cameras and avoided them. We were in permanent contact with the station’s control centre, and we tried to seal all the access panels and air duct grills, but she always managed to find a way through the wall.

We spent hours looking for her. Every time I finally found her trembling and terrorized. I would calm her and go take a shower. But now I locked the washroom door to keep her out, and she tried to come in every time.

She reduced a lot of clothing to rags, but oddly she never damaged her skin. And my hands were covered with scrapes. And I had even taken to carrying a pair of work gloves with me all the time.

She had not slept for several days. Eliza thought that Jane did not need to sleep at all. And yet we had found her in a Dohani sleeping chamber...

I slept on the bench opposite the cell. It had finally been decided I would stay with her around the clock.

The first night, she took the mattress out of the cell and put it on the floor two meters from me. And then she watched me sleep. I was told she stayed motionless for hours, waiting for me to wake up. She seemed able to sit without moving indefinitely, as if her muscles and joints locked into place. She did not seem to tire or to need to change position regularly.

I talked to her a lot, but there was no improvement in communication; she never tried to say a word. And she seemed to have this permanent surprised expression on her face when she looked at me.

It was not really an unpleasant situation; it was more relaxing than trying to infiltrate enemy bases. Except when I had to crawl through tubes too narrow for me. But life is change, and change finally came.

But first, something strange happened, strange and very disturbing. The Phoebus had been captured shortly after we arrived at Station S-804. The Dohani had managed to retake the asteroid where we had found Jane.

That was impossible. In such a short time they could never have sent a vessel large enough to overcome the Phoebus unless they had one, by chance, in the neighbourhood; and even then they would have had to know that humans had attacked the asteroid base.

But they had sent three cruisers. And to do it, they had sacrificed their vessels by pushing their engines far beyond their limits and wearing them out prematurely. The three spaceships could no longer move; they were trapped in orbit until a maintenance ship could come and repair them.

Up against these three ships, the Phoebus did not stand a chance. It surrendered immediately, with its combat group, and sent message probes telling what had happened. I was shown pictures at a time when Jane was not nearby, for obvious reasons.

Many people I knew had been captured. I would probably never see them again. Charts and I had had the incredible good luck to leave the Phoebus just before the attack.

It made no sense. The base was not worth the sacrifice of so many spaceships. That was why it had been so easy to take; it did not have the strength to withstand the Phoebus’ combat group.

And now the Dohanis were trapped: we knew where they were, and they could not escape. We had only to send three cruisers — or maybe only two; with their thrusters dead, the Dohani ships would have seriously limited maneuvering capacity. We could retake the base and capture three of their ships while having lost only one. It was a major error in strategy. But the Dohani never made errors in strategy. They never fell into our traps, they avoided putting all their eggs in one basket, and they never took unnecessary risks.

What was so precious on that asteroid that the Dohani had been ready to sacrifice so much?

Chapter 4: Fascination
I’m full of amazement
’Bout what I’ve become
Changes inside me
Since you’ve come around
— Sepiamusic, Fall Into Me 
She was in a corner of the cafeteria, curled up under a table, apparently asleep. All the tables around her were unoccupied. As usual, her clothes were dirty and torn, but for once she was quiet; for once she looked like a child.

There were only a few people in the cafeteria. The others must have carefully withdrawn to a less dangerous place. Who could have believed, seeing her like that, curled up like a cat in a quiet corner, that she was a fearsome warrior? Or at least that she had been one. I hoped she was beginning to feel less stressed and that things were getting better, since she seemed at last to have fallen asleep of her own accord.

Charts was standing beside me. He crossed his arms and sighed. “What do we do now?” he asked. “Shall we bring her a teddy bear?” His idiotic remark was greeted by some laughter.

“Quiet!” I muttered impatiently.

Eliza frowned. “Do you really think it would take so little to waken her, Lieutenant? The mess hall is not really the quietest place on the station.”

“Right,” I said grudgingly.

After a moment, Charts asked, “What do we do now? If she naps for hours, that’s going to bother people who want to eat.”

“We wait,” I answered. “This is the first time she’s slept without being shot full of tranquilizers or being knocked over the head. The restaurant is off limits for the moment. The others can use the dispensing machines in the corridors.”

Charts thought over my answer.

I went to sit down and added, “We’ll take turns watching her. Go get some rest. I’ll stay here.”

“Good idea,” Eliza murmured.

They headed for the exit.

I studied Jane. Such calm. I felt I’d spent days chasing her, trying to keep her from hurting somebody or being targeted herself. I rested my chin on my arm and tried to take advantage of this respite to consider the situation. But my thoughts soon began to wander.

* * *

I was drowsing between sleeping and waking when a change brought me back to full awareness. I did not know what had changed, but my soldier’s instinct warned me that I was threatened.

I opened my eyes. A few centimeters in front of me, a pair of wide red eyes were looking at me.

Jane.

Startled, I jumped back and slid the chair across the floor with an awful screech.

Bad idea.

Jane’s eyes veiled and took on a neutral, cold look as if she were not really there. She threw herself at me. The chair tottered and I was caught between the chair that was squeezing my back and Jane, who seemed to have decided to do away with me. She pinned me to the floor and before I could defend myself she blocked my arms with one hand. Then, as quickly as ever, she swung around me and began to strangle me with her other arm. It had taken less than a second.

“No, Jane!” I tried to say, but I could only make a stifled gurgle. She was crushing my throat, and I could not get loose. I felt my arms were locked in a vise.

Things were not going well.

Fortunately I heard footsteps hurrying towards me. Eliza and Charts had been alerted by the noise of our fall. Charts seized Jane’s arms and with an almost superhuman effort made her let go. She switched targets and attacked him.

“Eliza, hurry!” he yelled, trying to overcome Jane.

I tried to catch my breath and turned toward Eliza. I saw she was clumsily trying to load a tranquilizer cartridge into a medical dart gun. “Good,” I croaked. “It’s my fault. I jumped and that frightened her.”

I had hardly said the last word when I had a coughing fit. My throat was burning.

“Liz!” Charts yelled again. He kept on struggling with Jane. She still had her arms pinned, but she was trying to make Charts fall by kicking him in the legs as hard as she could. She kept at it, trying to throw off balance a man twice her weight. It would have been funny if she hadn’t almost succeeded. Charts would have had an easier time overcoming an adult tiger than this Fury. She was uttering blood-curdling growls of rage. There was nothing human about her anymore; her red eyes were still cold.

I had to do something, and fast, before Eliza gave her a dose of tranquilizer that would put her out for ten hours. But Jane was moving so fast that Eliza would have trouble aiming, and that gave me a little time...

I got up and went toward the struggling pair. Charts was behind Jane, and she was facing me. She wasn’t looking at me, but I was sure she knew exactly where everybody was in the room.

I saw out of the corner of my eye that Eliza had finally managed to load the dart gun. I waved to her not to shoot and tried to get Jane’s attention. I hoped Jane would understand my gesture; I had only a few seconds before she would free herself from Charts. As furious as she was, she might do serious damage. And then the only solution would be to put her to sleep.

“Jane. Jane, look at me.” I was trying to keep my voice calm. It wasn’t working; she didn’t hear me.

“Shoot her, dammit!” growled Charts.

“Jane,” I repeated. I went up to her.

She must have sensed my presence; she turned to look at me.

“Jane.” I knew she did not understand me, but I had to keep talking to her. “Calm down. Everything is okay.”

She struggled less. Her expression changed. I was getting through to her once again.

“It’s okay. Nobody wants to hurt you.” I kept talking to her, just to let her hear the sound of my voice.

She stopped struggling completely. Charts continued to hold her, but she didn’t even seem to be aware of it. Once again, Jane was looking at me with wide eyes, as though she were looking at something strange and incomprehensible. It was the same expression as when she had been looking at me a minute earlier, when I woke up.

“Let her go, Charts,” I said in the same soothing tone.

Charts scowled. He obviously would have preferred that Eliza put Jane to sleep, now that Jane was an easy target. But Eliza had lowered her dart gun when Jane became calm again.

Finally he let go of Jane’s arms, and they fell limply to her sides. In an instant she had changed from an untameable monster to a hypnotized doll. Her eyes were still fixed on me. I dared not look away.

I heard Eliza check the dart gun, no doubt to unload the cartridge she had had such trouble chambering. Charts glanced at her disapprovingly; he did not think the crisis was over, but Eliza realized that the psychotic episode was finished.

Until the next time, of course.

For a minute there was no more sound. Charts moved out of my field of view. He couldn’t take the waiting anymore and whispered, “Tell us if we bother you; we don’t want to cause any trouble.”

Jane suddenly turned toward him, and I thought she was going to attack him again. But she whirled toward the exit and ran into the corridor at a speed only she could achieve. It was hard to get used to that.

“Here we go again,” Charts sighed.

We ran after her. I grabbed my communicator and sent out a general emergency call. “This is Lieutenant Zimski. The survivor is moving from the cafeteria area into the station.” My own voice, amplified, seemed to come from all directions. “Avoid the corridors and do not get in her way.”

We turned a corner of the corridor and I almost bumped into Jane. She had stopped, as though waiting for us.

She had been acting strangely for some hours. That is, strange for her. First, she had fallen asleep. Then she had come close to me and looked at me. And now she had stopped running, even though we had long since learned that once Jane started running she did not stop until she found a hiding place sufficiently inaccessible to us. And she always did that. I would never have believed that the station had so many hidden nooks and crannies. But it was a science base, not a prison.

Actually she was not waiting. She was not paying any attention to us. She was looking at the ceiling with her strange eyes, as though enthralled.

I looked up and saw what fascinated her: it was one of the loudspeakers installed in every corridor and room of the station. I suddenly realized she had heard my voice and that it had calmed her again.

“Incredible,” murmured Eliza, behind me.

“Yes,” I said, “maybe we won’t have to chase her again, for once.”

Jane immediately turned toward me, surprised. How could she move about on a battleground, knowing where every enemy was located, and yet be surprised when I came up to her?

Once again she had a look of total incomprehension. Her red eyes were open wide and staring at me. She had completely forgotten she was running away.

I smiled. “Everything is okay, Jane.”

She started just a little; a shadow passed over her eyes, but it lasted only a fraction of a second.

“Maybe you should go up to her,” murmured Eliza. “She seems to be more confident now.”

Charts grumbled doubtfully.

But before I could make the slightest movement, Jane approached me. She took two steps towards me, her eyes still fixed on mine. Once again she was only a few centimeters from me.

And that, too, was not normal for Jane. So far she had never approached anybody and had kept her customary two meters distance. She must still think of us as the enemy. And yet she was standing there, looking up at me, because she was definitely shorter than I.

Slowly I knelt with one knee on the floor, to put myself at the same height as she. She did not run away; she simply followed me with her red gaze.

She raised a hand to my face. I managed not to flinch, although my heart was pounding. I tensed, but she only brushed my face with her hand. I heard Charts stiffen. No doubt he was getting ready to throw himself at Jane in case she did something like try to tear my eyes out.

Jane withdrew her hand and looked down. She examined her hand, turning it over as if she were seeing it for the first time. Then she looked up and raised both hands toward my face. I heard a gasp; Charts was at the ready once again.

Jane put her hands on my skin. She closed her eyes and began to explore my face.

And yet Jane did not need to close her eyes. We had noticed that she almost never blinked; the beings that had... modified... her had omitted the reflex. Eliza thought the reason was that in combat, vision is the most important sense. The one who sees the enemy first is almost sure to win. Since Jane never closed her eyes, she had an added advantage.

Even so, she closed her eyes and began to explore my face. She felt safe. She brushed my skin, hardly touching it. What did she sense? This was the first time she had touched me.

She opened her eyes. I smiled again. She did not react; her expression was the same: permanent surprise. She did not know what a smile was.

“Everything is okay, Jane,” I repeated. The more she heard my voice, the more her confidence would increase.

Our communicators vibrated. Eliza took the call. Jane heard the vibration and glanced at my wrist, but she did nothing else, figuring it was not dangerous to her.

I heard Eliza talking in a low voice to the Control room. She ended the call. “They’ve locked the doors to the adjoining corridors, to send her to the same place as last time, just in case.”

Jane withdrew her hands from my face, closed her eyes again and came even closer to me. She breathed deeply. Her nose was almost touching me. She breathed in again several times, and when she began moving her face around mine, I realized she was smelling me.

Charts snickered and whispered, “She likes your aftershave lotion?”

I did not deign to pay his comment any attention. Neither did Jane. She opened her eyes and I saw her expression change. She still was not smiling, but her eyes seemed different. Her expression was no longer one of surprise or fascination. Nor was it cold, as when she launched attacks. It was a new expression, one we had never seen before. I tried to decipher it, to understand what Jane was feeling. We were making progress, but the reasons for her doing what she did remained mysterious.

She closed her eyes and began smelling me again.

“Yes, she likes you,” murmured Eliza. “She’s acting like an animal; she’s intoxicated by your odor and is attracted to you.”

Charts was snickering all the more, and I began to worry that it might have bad effects. We did not know how old she was, and her modifications threw off most of our readings, but she seemed to be about fifteen or sixteen. If she began to make advances... Oh well, maybe we would have to use the sleep drug after all. I just hoped nobody would put me out of action by mistake.

Eliza could not help chuckling in her turn. “The rumors are true. This creature is in love with you.”

“Rumors?” I replied, appalled. “We have no idea how she thinks, and some have even said she doesn’t think, that she’s directed entirely by the subprograms of her neural implant. Don’t you think it’s a little early to draw conclusions?”

Eliza shrugged.

I really did not know why I had this effect on Jane. From the beginning, I was the only one who had managed to calm her down, but why? That was a mystery. It was also a miracle, otherwise we would have had to lock her up permanently. I doubted it was purely sexual, although nothing could confirm whether it was or not. She just seemed not to understand what we were or, rather, what I was; she had never taken an interest in the others.

Charts would get a kick out of talking about that with his comrades.

Suddenly, Jane turned around and walked slowly toward the other end of the corridor. I stood up, expecting her to run away even though I could guess by the way she was walking that she would not run. Actually she stood motionless for a while. I no longer saw the expression on her face; she was standing as still as a statue. I could not even tell if she was breathing.

Finally she moved and turned back to me. She came up to me very quickly and gripped my wrist. Her strength was surprising such a small person. She turned again and began to lead me toward the end of the corridor.

Charts stifled a laugh as I stumbled along behind her. I was wondering what she would do if I fell down: would she simply drag me along? I did not want to find out. My back was still hurting after the experience in the cafeteria.

Charts and Eliza followed us. Jane was not hurrying; she seemed to understand that I could not keep up with her normal pace. She just walked quickly.

We entered a corridor by one of the doors left open by the crew in the Control room.

Suddenly, I pulled back. I told myself I was not just an object she could do with as she pleased. I tried to stay in one place while keeping my balance and not toppling over. I was leaning backwards with my arms outstretched, but I managed to remain standing.

Jane stopped. I thought I had won, but she just pulled all the harder and overcame my resistance. Behind us, Charts started laughing again, as quietly as he could.

I was not heavy enough. If Jane had chosen Charts, things would have been different. Maybe it was better not to underestimate Jane. Her small size was misleading: her adversaries thought it would be easy to get rid of her and became careless.

“Jane, stop!” I exclaimed suddenly. I jerked my arm back.

She turned around quickly and I was afraid I had made a mistake, because I saw her expression become cold again. I began to panic. If she attacked me now, I would not be able to escape.

“Oops,” said Charts. He was getting ready to intervene, but Eliza held him back.

“Wait,” she said, “she hasn’t attacked yet. Normally she doesn’t pause, she attacks instantly. She hasn’t done that.”

Indeed, Jane was looking at me with her neutral expression. She didn’t make any other move. She was not getting ready to pounce and was not looking around her to check out her surroundings. She seemed to be waiting for something, or thinking.

I decided to talk to her, even though I knew my attempt would be useless. “Jane, let go of me. You mustn’t grab people like that.”

Jane looked confused.

“Keep talking to her,” Eliza murmured urgently.

“Come on, Jane, let go. I’ll follow you, but you have to let go of me first.” I smiled.

Jane still did not move and did not let go of my arm. Then she started moving again. My stubbornness had accomplished nothing; she did not understand.

I began to lose patience, but Eliza calmed me: “Let’s wait and see where she wants to go. If you resist too much, she may get angry for good and all.”

I suspected that Jane would not get upset and that she would just continue to drag me along if I did not go willingly. But I did not want to risk unleashing another confrontation and losing her forever. I was afraid that would undo all the progress we had made.

As we advanced, Jane looked rapidly right and left, all around her. She stopped before one of the locked doors and ran her hand over its surface. She did not try to push on it. I did not know how, but she guessed that the door could not be opened. She set off again, followed by our little group.

“An easy chase for once,” said Charts.

I sensed a note of disappointment in his voice. He was obviously not the one who had to crawl through the ventilation shafts.

Jane kept going. Every so often she would stop in front of a door and repeat the same gesture, moving her hand within a centimeter of the door. And then she would start off again.

I had an idea. “Eliza, would you please ask the controllers to unlock one of the doors in the next corridor. Unlock it, but leave it closed. They can leave all the others doors locked and make it a dead end.”

Eliza looked at me doubtfully but complied.

We turned another corner in the corridor and were no longer very far from Jane’s last hiding place. We came to the unlocked door. Jane moved her hand over its surface and immediately opened it.

Eliza stifled a gasp of surprise. How had Jane guessed that this door was unlocked? Normally the station’s doors were either open or closed and locked. The security bars made it impossible to open them. This was the first time that Jane had come to a closed, unlocked door. And she had not hesitated to open it, even though it was impossible to see that the way was not blocked.

“Incredible,” Eliza murmured. “She has more talents than we ever suspected.”

Jane moved through the new corridor, moving her hand over each door, but they were all locked. Obviously her sixth sense told her they were, and she did not try to open any of them.

We were passing by a storage area, and I had another idea. “Eliza,” I said, “tell Control to unlock the door to room C-64.”

Jane turned her head partly toward me when she heard my voice.

Eliza spoke quickly into her communicator. I resisted again, to slow our progress and gain a few seconds, to give the crew in Control time to act. Jane turned toward me, again with her cold air. Then we heard the click of the door being unlocked behind us.

Jane quickly looked in the direction of the noise and retraced her steps toward the door of the storage room. She gave me a sharp tug with her hand to force me to follow her. Apparently she had decided she did not have time to talk about it.

When she came to the door, she moved her other hand over its surface. She decided it was unlocked and pushed on it. We went in.

The room was small and filled with all kinds of boxes. The light came on when we entered. The area should make an acceptable hiding place for Jane.

She dragged me over piles of materiel to a corner of the room, a small space invisible from the doorway.

Eliza and Charts came in but stayed behind.

Jane climbed onto one of the storage crates, curled up into a ball, lying on her side. And she fell asleep.

She still had not released her grip on my arm. I sighed and sat down next to her. I was a prisoner.

Chapter 5: End
Gently, pull the sheets over my eyes. 

— Casey Desmond, I’m Gonna Die 
Five minutes later, Charts left us and went away to rest while Eliza stood watch.

I tried to free my hand by gently pulling on Jane’s fingers. I might as well have tried to break a statue’s grip. I did not succeed.

“This is really annoying,” Eliza said. “She’s acting as if you belonged to her. How can she be made to realize she mustn’t act like that?”

I tried to find a more comfortable position. How could Jane sleep on those sharp and bumpy metal surfaces?

“We don’t even know how to communicate with her,” I answered. “She hasn’t said a word since we found her. As far as we know, she doesn’t know how to speak.”

Eliza nodded pensively.

I tried another approach and caressed Jane’s fingers. Maybe a little gentleness would release the vise? It was no use; she did not react. I was still stuck next to her.

I decided to be patient with my discomfort and thought about the recent events. Jane stopped running away; she approached and even touched me. She knew which doors were locked just by putting her hand close to them. She had fallen asleep next to me as if it were the most natural thing to do. She considered me... as what? A pet animal? Not as a friend, in any case.

She did not communicate. She made decisions automatically, like a computer. The only flaw in that theory was the way she acted with me. She should have tried to knock us all out and run away, maybe call for help. Or maybe she had finally realized she could not escape from the Station.

She must have been exhausted to fall asleep so easily. Or else it was another modification of hers, one that allowed her to fall asleep instantly, anywhere.

Eliza had sat down on a storage crate. We waited.

“How did you come to this Station?” I asked.

“As I said,” she answered, “I’m a volunteer. But I didn’t enlist in the Army; that’s not really my thing. I wanted to be useful and do something important. At the beginning I was going into research more than anything else.” She paused.

“One day, an Army recruiter came to the hospital on Tanaka, where I was working. He was trying to enlist doctors and nurses. He persuaded me I could really help the Army. He said I didn’t have to enlist, that they were ready to hire civilians for some positions, especially in medicine. Finally I was assigned here.” She shrugged.

“Fortunately we see very little combat, but it is a big station, and there’s always something to do. And I’m autonomous: I have my own infirmary and do as I see fit. It’s really a stroke of good luck.”

Jane stirred next to me but still did not let go of my wrist.

Eliza smiled. “You two are cute, you know?”

I shot her a scowl in response.

An hour went by. I was hurting all over. I tried moving and changing position, but I was getting more and more uncomfortable.

Jane stirred again. Then she began to moan, and that startled both Eliza and me. But Jane did not wake up and continued to move. I realized she was dreaming; in fact she was having a nightmare.

She began to moan again and I glanced questioningly at Eliza, who only shrugged. “She’ll probably calm down,” she said. “It’s just that—”

She did not finish. Jane’s groans became a howl and she sat up suddenly, shrinking back against the storage crates and looking at us with a terrified expression. She was panting, panic-stricken. I noticed she had finally let go of my hand. She had backed up against the crates as much as she could, as if to melt into them and put as much distance as possible between herself and us.

Our communicators vibrated. A worried voice asked, “What’s happening in C-64? We heard a yell.”

Eliza explained the situation.

I raised my hand toward Jane, who looked at it as though it were a poisonous snake. I withdrew my hand and remembered that my voice might calm her. “It’s okay, Jane,” I said quickly. “It was only a bad dream.”

She looked at my face; her eyes were still terrified. I continued speaking, just to let her hear the sound of my voice. “Calm down, you’re safe here. We’re still in the storage room, sitting on these uncomfortable metal boxes. You’ve squeezed my hand so much I can’t feel it anymore, but it will be okay.”

I began to feel a painful tingling in my hand, but I tried to keep smiling. It was probably no use; she did not know how to read human facial expressions.

Then she relaxed. Her posture became less tense, and she slid down the side of the storage crate and sat down again. Her eyes kept looking into mine, and I suddenly realized I did not like to see her so frightened.

A bond had been made between us. At the outset, I had just been doing my job and following orders. I had been ordered to watch Jane and bring her under control. But she was attracted to me. The mission seemed interesting, and I enjoyed being special, having some kind of magic that left everybody perplexed. But now the bond was working both ways, and I felt tormented to see her suffer.

My realization left me speechless for a short while. Eliza brought be back into the moment: “Dexter, keep talking to her!”

I continued to speak soothingly. Jane quickly became calm again, and her breathing returned to normal. Her face showed the new expression she had had earlier, in the corridor: neither neutral, nor cold, nor astonished, as she most often seemed when looking at me. I finally realized what it was: serenity, the expression of someone who feels safe.

Jane came up close to me and stood calmly and quietly for a moment without touching me. Then she closed her eyes and I heard her breathe deeply. She was inhaling my scent once again.

“Pheromones,” said Eliza. “If her sense of smell is more acute than ours, which would not be surprising, that would make it easier to find out what hasn’t helped and what she’s sensitive to.”

Was that what was attracting her? And yet the first time we met — if “met” was the right word — I had been wearing full combat gear and had been standing five meters from her. It was my voice that had stopped her at that crucial moment.

Jane sighed in a very human way, a sigh of happiness that made Liz and me smile. Then she opened her eyes again. She got down off the crate and stretched like a cat — and more: she tensed all her limbs, one by one, twisting them as far as she could. We could hear her joints popping. It was very impressive. She seemed to be calm and not to want to sleep anymore for the moment. What did she want to do?

She took a few steps toward the door, and I thought she had forgotten me. That would have given me some respite, and I really did want to take a break. But she suddenly turned around, seemed to remember I existed, and came towards me.

Expecting her to grab me by the hand again, I put my hands behind my back. She was already raising her arm toward me but stopped when she saw I was hiding my hands. She stared at me. Her look became cold again.

This time I was determined not to be pushed around. I did not think she would do just anything in order to lead me on a leash like a little dog — or whatever she had in mind.

She tried to move around me and grab my hands, but I swung around to face her. She tried going the other way, but I blocked her. She grumbled. She was obviously annoyed. But I was relieved that she had not attacked me. By all appearances I was right: she did not quite consider me a pet animal.

I did not know how long she could keep on like this. She could be patient and motionless for hours, but only when she could do nothing else. Would she finally attack?

I decided to take the initiative. I stood up. I kept my hands firmly behind my back and went to stand a few meters from her. And then I waited.

She came up to me and again tried to grab my wrist.

Eliza forgot the security rules and laughed out loud, but her laugh was cut short and she turned pale when Jane threw a dangerously cold look at her.

Jane turned her attention to me again. But I had backed up against a pile of crates, where she could not trap me. She looked at me but did not grumble. Very carefully I slipped backwards toward the door. Jane followed me.

The door was ajar. The unspoken agreement was not to leave it wide open, which might have upset Jane, but not to close it either, in case somebody might need to enter in a hurry. Or to leave in an emergency.

I pushed the door open with my shoulder. Jane followed, step by step. As I was going out, she had the chance to grab me, and she reached out to do so. I thought I was already a prisoner, but to my great surprise she stopped. Had she changed her mind? Or had she decided to go her own way, now that the coast was clear?

I backed slowly into the corridor. I must have looked funny, sidling along the wall with my hands behind my back. I did not want to take any risks, and as long as Charts was not present, my reputation was not in much danger.

And just at that moment I heard a stifled laugh. Charts had just appeared at the corner of the corridor. “Are you playing tag, Lieutenant, or hide and seek?” he asked with a snort.

“You’re not the one who’s just spent an hour all cooped up and cramped in a storage room,” I retorted with a sigh.

Jane was still following me. She was not trying to seize my hand anymore. I continued to back up. And I tripped over a cable lying on the floor.

“Watch out!” said Charts.

He couldn’t have told me earlier? He must have been too busy making fun of me. I fell backwards. My back would not appreciate it.

Suddenly my fall was broken. Jane was holding me up. With her superhuman speed, she had moved behind me and was now supporting me. She stood me up again with equally unnerving ease. But she had taken the opportunity to lock my wrist in her hand. I had lost.

“Ha, you are clumsy, Lieutenant,” said Charts with false compassion.

“That’s enough,” Eliza muttered.

I saw she was looking at us both disapprovingly. I felt that was unfair; Charts had started it.

I looked back at Jane and saw she was looking at me with a new expression on her face. It was undecipherable, but it was different from all the others she had had so far. She did not move, although I thought she would have immediately dragged me off toward her next destination.

“Let me go, Jane,” I said. “I won’t run away.” Anyway, she was faster than I. I shook my arm, to free it from her grip.

She looked down at my hand with the same expression. Uncertain? Then she looked up with the same cold air, and I thought everything was going to start all over again. But she grumbled and let go of my hand.

“She’s communicating, Dexter!” Eliza exclaimed excitedly.

Indeed, one might think her grumbling was a warning. “I’ll let you go, but I’m keeping an eye on you.”

I smiled at her and said, “Thank you, Jane.” On impulse, I took her hand. It was risky; she might view it as an attack.

She stepped back slightly and looked down at her hand. She turned it over and then back again. And then she raised both our hands to her face. She looked flustered. I had scored a point.

She again raised my hand to her face and closed her eyes. I understood: she was inhaling my scent. When she opened her eyes, she had a serene look.

I had a talent. Headquarters had done well to choose me for this mission.

A moment passed, and I began to feel uncomfortable under her insistent gaze. She was devouring me with her scarlet eyes, and it was a little frightening. I imagined she could devour me literally, if she wanted to.

Finally she turned and set off along the corridor. I hurried to keep up with her. Her hand was not crushing mine this time. Had she understood that I would follow her, since I had given her my hand freely? Anyway, it was less humiliating than being dragged around by someone who was forty centimeters shorter than I.

As we advanced, I wondered where we were going. We seemed to be headed back for the cafeteria. I heard Eliza alert Control that we were moving. She asked them not to lock any doors, because the situation was calm.

After a few minutes we did arrive at the cafeteria. But it was crowded, with at least thirty people in it. And I had not foreseen their reaction. The result was disaster.

Jane and I came in, followed by Eliza and Charts. All noise stopped, and everybody stared in astonishment at the four of us. Then they burst out laughing. The sight of Jane, the implacable warrior, with her red, unhuman eyes, holding Lieutenant Zimski’s hand as though he were her boyfriend... it was just too much.

Jane froze for an instant. Then she dropped my hand and ran away at her superhuman speed. She must have taken the laughter for defiant howls, and there were too many to fight, even for her.

Charts blocked her way and seized her in his enormous arms. Bad instinct.

She landed a savage punch to his side, and I saw on Charts’ face that she had seriously injured him. A cracked or shattered rib. Shocked, Charts dropped her, and she slipped behind him and fled down the corridor.

I ran after her while Eliza tended to Charts. “Jane!” I yelled. She did not hear me. I contacted Control. “Lock all doors. Jane is running. She’s just left the cafeteria and is heading for sector C.” I immediately heard bolts sliding into place.

Jane had already turned a corner of the corridor and was out of sight. I was tired after sitting for an hour on metal crates, but I sped up.

I turned the corner. Jane was at the end of the corridor, trapped. Control had acted quickly, and all the exits were locked.

I saw her look up at the ceiling. She raised a hand over her head, palm upwards, and moved it back and forth, as she had for the corridor doors. I realized she was probing the ceiling. She seemed to be able to see through walls. She jumped and went through an air vent, crushing the metal grill like cardboard.

I hurried after her. “Jane, wait!” When I was under the opening, I saw she had stopped. She was looking at me with her neutral gaze. She was still in combat posture. But she was out of reach, and I posed no danger to her. She was safe for the moment. And so was I.

I spoke, to calm her. “Jane, it’s useless to run away. You don’t have anything to be afraid of. The others didn’t mean any harm; they just thought we were funny. Please, come back down.”

I had her attention. Her expression became Expression Number 2: astonishment. I stretched out a hand to her and continued talking.

At that moment she might have come back down to me, but a Security squad burst into the corridor, making a terrible racket. There were four of them in combat gear with dart guns loaded.

“Where is she?” yelled the sergeant in command.

“Up there, in the ventilation shaft. But everything is okay,” I raised my hands to calm the soldiers. They looked panicky.

“We’ve been ordered to neutralize her,” said the sergeant. “She’s just seriously wounded a man. Please stand aside, Lieutenant.”

“She’s just afraid, that’s all. And Sergeant Charts was stupid to try to stop her.”

They were advancing on me. Obviously they would not stop even if I ordered them to. That was normal; their orders came from higher up. The sergeant swore.

I instantly found myself in the ventilation shaft with Jane. She had picked me up as though I were weightless. I was standing in the conduit, which was a little tight for me.

The Security squad rushed toward us. When Jane saw them, she jumped farther down the air shaft, where their dart guns could not target her.

“Help me up,” the sergeant ordered one of his men.

“No use,” I said. “You’ll never be able to move in this conduit in all that armor.”

He grumblingly yielded to the obvious and contacted Control to explain the situation.

My communicator began to vibrate. No caller’s name. Bad news. It could only be an officer who outranked me.

“What the hell is going on, Lieutenant Zimski?” a voice said. Yep, it was the Station commander himself, Colonel Thomson. “Do you think I’m going to keep letting this monster loose in my station and massacring my men?”

“Colonel,” I began, “the situation...”

“Get her out of my ventilation shaft,” he interrupted, “immediately. Otherwise I’ll turn on the gas. And too bad for you if you’re still in there when I press the button. You have three minutes.” When Station security was at stake, Colonel Thomson could be very possessive.

“Three minutes? But Colonel...”

“Three minutes and not one more!” he yelled and hung up.

My ears were ringing. I had not known our communicators could transmit at such volume.

I thought about Charts. The idiot still had not understood it was useless to try to block Jane when she was trying to run away. Big arms, no brains. And now look: three minutes. And not a second to lose.

I spoke in my sternest voice to the men below me: “Stand down. Now. I don’t need you. And if the commander turns on the gas, you do not want to be nearby. Understood?”

They retreated to the end of the corridor.

I turned toward Jane. “They’re gone. But you can’t stay here, Jane. It’s dangerous.” I held out my hand to her. She didn’t move. I had at most two minutes. “Jane, come on! Come down with me!” I gestured with my hand. I imitated descending into the corridor.

And then her expression changed. She understood something was happening. But she still did not move. I felt overcome by panic. I had to get out of there with or without her.

“Dammit, Jane,” I yelled, “in a few seconds those vents are going to open and we’ll be in big trouble!” I pointed to the valves of the security network.

Jane was startled. She was not used to my yelling at her.

I heard a clattering noise. Control had just isolated this part of the ventilation system to keep the gas from spreading everywhere.

Jane quickly looked towards both ends of the conduit. She raised her hand, palm outwards, towards each end of the shaft. When her hand was turned towards me, I had a strange, slightly dizzy feeling. Then she looked in the same direction as I, at the valve. She approached it quickly and ran her hand over it. Once again, she was probing it, looking at the mechanism with her X-ray vision or whatever. Was that why her eyes were red? I had not had the time to think about it, and this did not seem to be the moment to do so.

Everything happened very quickly. Jane jumped next to me. She grabbed me and jumped down from the hole. She had understood the danger.

The sergeant yelled into his communicator to cut off the gas, but the valves had opened; it was too late. The Security squad tumbled hastily into the adjacent corridor and slammed the door.

I heard the gas hissing into the air shaft. Jane dragged me in the opposite direction. When I stumbled, she picked me up effortlessly and again began to run.

We reached the end of the corridor. I yelled into my communicator, “Stop the gas! Blow the atmosphere in the corridor! She’s with me. Everything is okay.”

Jane was moving her hand frantically over all the partitions, two or three centimeters from the surface. She was looking for a way out. There was none. We were trapped.

The gas reached us. I held my breath. Jane had a strange look on her face. And then she sneezed. I was startled. She breathed in deeply and looked at me. I expected her to collapse, but her face took on Expression Number 3: serenity.

I watched her in bewilderment. She kept on breathing with no problem. For once I silently thanked whoever had transformed her. The gas had no effect on her; she was immune to it.

But I was not. I could not hold my breath for a long time. Then I exhaled and breathed in as little as possible. My legs buckled. I saw everything swirl and the floor rushed up to meet me. I was going to be hurt. I should have prepared myself and sat down.

Jane caught me. She set me gently on the floor. I looked up at her, painfully. I was limp, paralyzed. Jane’s expression was no longer serene; it became one of surprise and then of panic. She had understood how the gas was affecting me. She passed her hand over my body, to sense me and I again felt dizzy, but weakly this time; I had only a few seconds left.

Jane began to moan.

“Sorry,” I managed to croak.

Her moan became a howl.

And I fell into darkness.

Chapter 6: Connection
Let loose
Before it causes problems
Let loose
Before it tears you apart
Let loose, let loose
You gotta reach out — reach out and touch someone. 

— The B-52’s, Communicate 
I had never felt so bad. In fact, I wasn’t sure I was alive. What I was feeling tipped the balance definitely towards hell. Every part of my body was sending me flashes of intolerable pain. I thought nostalgically of room C-64; never again would I think those storage crates were uncomfortable.

Finally I heard a voice that made me realize I was not yet in the hereafter.

“He’s awake,” Eliza said. Somebody else spoke, but I didn’t hear what was said. “Yes, but he must be in great pain. I can’t give him any more pain medication; it would turn him into a zombie for good.”

Damn, I thought, I’m suffering like this even when I’m stuffed with painkillers? I tried to talk but kept my eyes closed. “Throw in all you have, doc. I’ll risk it.” I didn’t recognize my own voice. It seemed to come from very far away.

“Out of the question, Lieutenant,” she answered. “I’ve managed to bring you around, and I don’t want to have gone to all that trouble for nothing. And in this infirmary, I’m in charge.”

I felt her smile without seeing it.

I tried to move my left arm. I had a strange sensation. I felt my left arm but could not move it. I was overcome with fear. “Am I paralyzed?”

“No, not at all,” Eliza answered reassuringly. “You’re safe and sound. No side effects expected.”

“But I can’t move my arm!” I wailed. Her examination must have missed something.

She laughed again.

Dammit, what was so funny when I might be paralyzed?

“Lieutenant, you can’t move your arm because... something is on it.”

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I forced my eyes open. Light exploded in my skull. I had my very own fireworks display going off right in my brain. Nothing could justify so much pain, not even living. I gritted my teeth and turned my head — very slowly — to the left.

Jane.

She was asleep next to me. I gazed at her, stupefied. Her head was nestled on my shoulder and my arm was pinned under her.

“But... what’s she doing here?” I asked when I had recovered from my surprise.

Eliza bent over me. “She hasn’t let go of you since... your accident,” she explained. “In fact, we couldn’t even approach you. She was howling unbearably all the time, and when we got too close, she would growl. You wouldn’t believe the rage she was in. I finally persuaded the Master Sergeant to let me approach alone.”

Eliza sighed and then moved to my side. “Here, I’ll try to free your arm.” She gently slipped her hand under Jane, who grumbled in her sleep but did not wake up.

Liz winked at me. “She still seems to be only half asleep. I’ve already done this several times. She always manages to keep you under her as if she wants to be sure you can’t escape.”

Finally she got my arm loose. I didn’t know where to put it. I had to put it around Jane; there was no other place on the bed next to her. She snuggled up even closer to me.

Eliza continued. “I went toward her and kept talking, the way you always did.” Eliza frowned. “I really thought she might attack me, but I kept on and finally got close enough to listen to your heartbeat and breathing. I think she understood I’m a doctor.”

Eliza smiled. “But after that, there was no way to get rid of her. She followed us all through the Station to the infirmary. The Security Master Sergeant began snarling about tying her up and neutralizing her, but I called the Station commander.”

I was finding out that Doctor Eliza Doyle was as nice as could be but was not one to let people walk all over her.

“I explained to him that if he continued to use even deadlier force than Jane against his own men, and if he continued to prevent me from doing my job, I’d pay him a visit he’d never forget.” She rolled her eyes upwards.

“Impressive!” I said.

“Anyway, Intelligence is on our side. By the way, Captain Tacoma has told me to tell you congratulations, you’ve done a super job and keep it up.”

A super job? Getting gassed?

“In short,” Eliza continued, “Jane hasn’t moved from your side since you were brought in. I’ve had to bring her food. And circumstances might have been easier.” She pointed to a bed two places over, at my right.

I carefully turned my head and saw Charts smiling broadly. The right side of his chest was in a regeneration sling. It was hooked up to all sorts of machines that were humming and blinking.

“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant,” he said. “Glad to see you’ve stopped playing Sleeping Beauty. And your Princess Charming hasn’t even tried to kiss you.”

I scowled at the idea. Here I was, stuck with the biggest pain in the butt in the regiment. Or the whole damn Army. Wonderful. Just wonderful.

“Jane didn’t try to do anything to Sergeant Charts,” Eliza said. “Obviously she attacked him only because he tried to hold her.”

I closed my eyes. “That’s what I’ve been knocking myself out trying to make everybody understand!” I groaned. Ouch. That was a very bad idea: the fireworks exploded in a final bouquet in my head.

I calmed down, breathing deeply several times. “So, where are we now?” I asked.

Eliza glanced at Charts. “The same as before. The orders haven’t changed. We try to tame Jane and communicate with her.”

She looked down at the sleeping girl. And then she stood up and wandered around the room. “Actually she does not understand. Not only our words, our non-verbal communication, too. And it’s a big mistake to burst out laughing in her presence. It puts her on the defensive. She doesn’t know what it means. I suppose the Dohani have no sense of humor.”

She stopped in front of my bed. “I think she’s going to keep sticking to you. You’re the only person she trusts. Anyway, she’s extremely attached to you.”

I thought about what Eliza had just said. “And yet she allowed you to come to me. She trusts you, too, Eliza.”

She shrugged. “She let me approach you because she had no choice. The Dohani must have doctors, like us. She must have guessed I was going to treat you, and she couldn’t do it, herself. If you hadn’t really been in danger, I bet nobody could have come near you.”

I considered what she had said. I was far from sure that Jane was so distrustful of Eliza, but I hadn’t been there when it happened. Or, rather, I had been there, but unconscious and dying. And Jane had not even woken up a few moments ago when Eliza lifted her to free my arm. That was a good sign.

“And Jane? Any idea how she would be immune to the gas?” I asked.

Eliza crossed her arms. She was visibly troubled by the mystery of Jane’s physiology. “I suppose we should have expected she would be. She reacts only to massive doses of tranquilizers. She must be resistant to all kinds of poisons. Dohani genetic technology. What’s really incredible is that they’ve managed to apply it to a human being.”

Eliza looked at Jane again. “I’m sure she’s actually human. The way she acts with you shows it. She has an affinity for you. There’d be no reason that would happen if she were entirely synthetic.”

I had never doubted it. “Do you think there might be others like her?” I asked.

“You know as much as I do,” Eliza answered. “This is the first time we’ve met a human fighting with the Dohani. Unless, of course, other ‘meetings’ have been kept secret. That would be understandable. Knowing that the other side might have human beings — in fact, human children — would be a serious blow to soldiers’ morale.”

I did not share her point of view. History showed that knowing human beings were on the other side had never diminished man’s impulse to make war.

“I’ll let you rest,” said Eliza. “Try to sleep. You’ll be here for two or three more days.”

I sighed. She smiled and left the infirmary.

I turned to Charts. “And how are you doing?”

Charts frowned. “She really hit me, the little bitch did. She broke a rib in the most painful place possible. For a while I thought I’d never be able to breathe again. Not serious, the doc says. And she thinks Jane knows a lot about human anatomy if she can aim so accurately.”

“And,” I asked acidly, “you never expected for a single moment what was going to happen?”

He didn’t say anything for a while, his face grim. I had evidently hit the mark. He knew he could not stop Jane, but as a warrior he refused to believe a sixteen-year old girl, one-fourth his weight, could knock him out. For once he would be the target of gibes in the corridors. But he had asked for it.

“Okay,” I added, “I assume you acted on reflex. But you must not underestimate her.”

Charts nodded.

“When are you getting out?” I asked.

“Tomorrow. The bone is knitting okay. The doc said to be careful for a month, but I shouldn’t be bothered too much.”

“We’re lucky to have Eliza,” I said. “She’s really a first-rate doctor.”

Fortunately, Charts was pulling through well. If Jane ever really clobbered somebody, or worse, she was obviously going to spend the rest of her captivity locked up and filled with sedatives, whether or not headquarters ordered it.

“I have good news,” Charts said. “We’ve recovered the Phoebus.”

That was unexpected. “What happened?”

“We sent two cruisers and a lot of smaller ships. And cannibalized several combat groups. Once in place, no need to fire a shot. The Dohani were out of there.”

I was astonished. “But I thought their engines were out of commission.”

“They left without their ships. They evacuated their asteroid base and their ships by using all their escape pods. Even so, they boarded the Phoebus and destroyed the engines and all the weapons, for good measure. Nobody was hurt. They also sabotaged their own ships. But that’s all.”

I thought about it. “So... all they recovered, then, was their personnel.”

“Yes.” Charts nodded. “Unless they had a secret super-weapon on the asteroid, something high-tech they were working on, and they really did not want us to get our hands on it.” He smiled, thinking how likely his scenario must be.

“No, it’s not logical,” I answered. “That base is on the front lines. Would they be so stupid they would put a secret weapon on a base we might capture someday? And we saw the base. There was nothing special on it.”

“Oh yeah, Lieutenant? I see something special taking a nap, right beside you.”

I shuddered. Jane. Something really unusual.

After a while I said, “I’m going to try to sleep.”

“Sweet dreams, Lieutenant,” Charts replied.

I closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. But I was hurting too badly to do more than drowse and wander between waking and sleeping, all the while confusing dreams and reality.

I replayed in my head the film of the last few days: discovering Jane in the Dohani base we had infiltrated; her unplanned “kidnapping” with Dohanis pursuing us; the battle with Jane in the Phoebus’ docking bay — a dozen soldiers against one Fury who managed to dodge all their blows and knock them out one by one until she heard the sound of my voice and turned towards me and everything stopped; three-fourths of the men out of action and trying to gather their wits while the rest surrounded Jane and could not understand why she had stopped fighting. And Jane looking at me with her red eyes wide open, astonished, fascinated.

* * *

I opened my eyes again and thought I was still dreaming, because I still saw Jane’s eyes open in surprise. But no, my pain made me realize it was my miserable reality. Jane’s face was ten centimeters from mine. This time I was not startled; I was getting used to seeing her so close to me.

“Jane,” I said, and smiled.

She seemed to understand and took on her serene Expression Number 3. She had completely forgotten her rule of two meters distance, with me at least. I wondered if I would be able to take a quiet shower alone again someday.

I continued talking to her. Might she finally be able to understand our language? “How are you this morning? I could be better. That damned gas. Did I sleep a long time? If you can call it sleep.”

I still felt very tired. She kept looking at me, motionless. “Do you think you could try, just a little, to stop running away all the time? Anyway, I have to tell you I won’t be able to run after you for a damn long time now. If you do something dumb and the commander gasses you, don’t count on me to save you.”

But she had never been in danger; she was immune to that stinking poison. She had tried to save me when she realized what those valves were for in the ventilation shaft. It dawned on me that she could have run away and left me there. But she had lifted me out of the conduit and practically dragged me to the other end of the corridor. I could have gotten down by myself, of course, but she knew I was in as much danger as she was, and she saved me.

“Anyway, thank you for trying to help me. I’m sorry I frightened you, but we basic humans are a lot more fragile than you are.”

I was carrying on a monologue. She did not understand a word I was saying. And she did not care; she was interested only in the sound of my voice.

“I’m running out of ideas. I wonder what Charts is doing...” I looked in his direction. He was sleeping. Jane moved over me and again looked me right in the eyes. I lost sight of Charts. Not that there was anything interesting to see.

I looked straight ahead. Jane followed. She did not want to lose me for a second. I sighed. What a strange creature. What did she think of me? I asked her. “Tell me, Jane, what am I to you? A friend? A pet animal? A toy? Why are you so attracted to me? What’s so special about me that my voice could stop you from attacking?”

Silence. A serene, hypnotic red stare. She never blinked.

“And what were you doing among the Dohani? How did they transform you into a war machine? And above all, why? Were they just curious, or did they have a long-term plan?” I kept turning these ideas over in my mind.

“Did they kidnap you in a battle when you were only a child?” I shuddered to think what life would be like for a little human girl raised by the Dohani. “Did they manufacture you? Are you one of a kind, or do you have brothers and sisters?”

There was no way to tell. Maybe she was a recent experiment? Jane appeared to be sixteen years old. She might be the first of a new model, a series of fighters designed by the Dohani and trained specially to kill humans.

Aside from a few physical characteristics, mainly her eyes, Jane could have melted into a human population as a spy for the Dohani. I suddenly realized it was an entirely plausible scenario. What if Jane was exactly where she was supposed to be: on a human space station, to sabotage it? Or worse, to travel to human worlds and organize networks for infiltration?

One detail did not jibe at all with this paranoid version of Jane’s history: she was incapable of communicating with human beings. She knew how to fight us, and that’s where it stopped. She could not take three steps in any human settlement without being spotted immediately.

I was reassured by that reasoning and spoke to her again. “Do you think you’ll be able to speak someday? It’s tiring to talk all alone. In fact, I’ve never really heard the sound of your voice, even though you find mine so irresistible. Don’t you want to try to talk? Say something...”

I remembered an old 2-D film from the days before humanity had colonies in space. I had an idea. I pointed to my chest and said, “Dexter.” Then I pointed to her: “Jane.”

She did not react.

I tried again several times, still with no result. I was going to give up when her expression changed. She moved away from me and then pointed at me. And then she pointed to herself. But she kept her mouth closed.

She was imitating my moves, but spoken language seemed to be beyond her. It was frustrating. I tried again and she imitated me again. At least she was doing something new.

I had another idea. I was thirsty, and there was a glass of water on the table beside the bed. I pointed to it. “Jane, can you bring me that glass of water, please?” I imitated drinking, as if I were holding the glass in my hand, and then I pointed to the glass again. “Jane...”

I stopped. She had pointed to herself. Interesting.

“Jane?” I repeated.

She pointed to herself again. She recognized her name! Of course, with all those times we had run after her, yelling “Jane!” it must have been the word she had most heard in all her life.

I pointed to her again, hoping she would understand she was supposed to say her name. But she did not move. I tried again several times, but without success. She did not see what I was getting at. She still did not know how to speak.

Then I said my own name: “Dexter.” She immediately pointed to me. Victory. She understood that words formed by a defined series of sounds referred to real things. Jane was not as stupid as some people thought. She was not entirely governed by commands residing in her Dohani neural implant. He had a real brain and was able to use it.

I was excited by this unexpected success, and I looked around for something else to name. Charts was snoring peacefully beside us. I brought him into the act. “Charts,” I said, pointing to the sergeant.

Jane looked at him and then back at me.

“Charts,” I repeated.

She appeared to be concentrating. That was the first time I had ever seen that expression on her face.

Maybe she had not heard the name often enough to be able to memorize it? Even so, she pointed to him. Or maybe she really disliked him and was repelled by the idea of having anything to do with him. I couldn’t blame her.

I sat up and painfully took the glass. After I had drunk all the water — I was very grateful to whoever had put it there — I looked Jane in the eyes, pointed to the object, and said “glass.”

Jane’s expression changed completely. She looked surprised.

I repeated the word “glass.” She pointed to it, hesitantly. I could see that something was bothering her. Maybe she could not imagine that objects, too, might have names? But how could any language function otherwise?

Suddenly I wondered how the Dohani communicated. I had no idea. No one had ever heard them speak, although everyone thought they must be able to. As far as anyone knew, they coordinated with each other by radios in their combat gear, but nobody knew any more than that.

And if they did not speak at all, how had Jane communicated with them, when she was with them? Maybe she couldn’t. But that seemed surprising. How could they have taught her to fight and use her equipment?

Jane did not know how to speak. We thought it might be due to the shock of being “kidnapped,” or being afraid of us, or her manner of speaking was very different from ours, but she had not made the slightest sound except for groans and growls... that sort of thing. In fact, she had done exactly like all the Dohanis we had captured. They had never attempted any contact, despite everything scientists thought of and tried.

Besides, when they were captured, the Dohani often went into hibernation. They slowed their metabolism, lowered their body temperature, and went to sleep. Some had been sleeping in our prisons for ten years. Jane seemed not to have inherited that option, or at least she preferred to stay awake.

The very concept of oral language seemed to puzzle Jane.

I decided to try again with something else. Some paper napkins were on the same table as the glass of water. I took one and pointed to it, saying “napkin.”

Jane opened her eyes as wide as saucers; she was even more astounded than before. I was going to repeat the word and have her point to the napkin, herself, but she quickly leaned over me and put her hand on my mouth. She did not want me to speak. So much for my irresistible voice.

I was stumped. Why did she not want to learn? Didn’t she see the value of communicating? How could I explain what she was doing?

Jane withdrew her hand and looked at me intensely, again appearing to concentrate. She frowned for a moment and then groaned. I understood her frustration. She did want to tell me something! But she couldn’t. We were both missing something.

She began looking around her. Then she suddenly stood up and moved away from me to a distance of more than fifty centimeters for the first time in several days. She went over to the monitor that displayed my vital signs. She looked around at me as if to make sure I was watching her. She turned back to the monitor and put her hands on each side of the machine. She looked at it with the same expression of concentration as when she had been trying to learn words.

She leaned her head first to one side, then to the other, as if she were trying to listen to a very faint sound, an almost inaudible echo from beyond the horizon. That went on for several minutes. She kept looking over at me to make sure I was still watching her, and I was. I had no idea what she was doing, but there was no chance I would lose interest in whatever it was.

Suddenly something happened. I did not see it immediately, because it was very subtle at the beginning. The image on the monitor was changing.

The lines changed shape, separated from each other and then came back together again. They rounded and formed knots. And the process sped up, becoming a kind of psychedelic stroboscope. I could hardly believe my eyes; Jane was directly controlling the image on the screen.

The monitor suddenly wailed plaintively and went blank.

Oops. Jane had just damaged some medical equipment. She growled, furious that her toy was broken, and she let go of the now useless equipment. She came back to me, her expression calm and relaxed, and she lay down beside me with her head on my shoulder.

At that moment, Eliza came in, all worried, and hurried over to my bed. “Dexter, is everything all right? The monitor just sent me some very strange signals.”

“I’m fine,” I said. In fact, with all that had been going on I had almost forgotten my pains. “Jane broke the monitor.”

Eliza looked in surprise at the girl. “What? Does she know how much a thing like that costs? No, of course she doesn’t know. But what came over her?”

I smiled, trying to calm her down. “Eliza, she can do something really amazing: she can modify the images on the monitor. She changed them every which way until the thing blew up.”

Liz took a step back. “She changed the images?” She looked at the dark monitor and thought for a few seconds. “It’s not just the screen display she changed. She directly affected the microprocessor. Otherwise I would not have gotten crazy signals on my own monitor, in the office.”

I looked at Jane. I was impressed. I thought she had just affected the display by interfering with the video signal, but there was more to it than that. She was able to control a computer by interfacing with it directly.

“This is all very nice,” said Eliza, “but what good is it? Aside from sabotaging computers, that is.”

I interrupted. “I know what it’s for.” I felt a triumphant smile coming over my face. Eliza was intrigued.

“It’s for communicating,” I said.

She cocked her head attentively. “For communicating? By computer?”

“No,” I answered. “We’ve always supposed that the Dohani could speak but that they had a very strange language, one that prevented them from communicating with us. But the fact is, they don’t speak. Like Jane.”

When Jane heard her name, she pointed to herself.

Eliza gasped. “She recognized her name?”

“Yes, but she finds this means of communication too primitive. She doesn’t even want to hear of it, if I can put it that way.”

Liz looked bewildered.

“I taught her my name, and Charts’. When I taught her the word ‘glass’, she began to think it was bizarre. When I tried to teach her the word ‘napkin’, she refused to go along with it. She manipulated the images on the monitor — and messed it up by accident — to show me what real communication is.”

“Wow,” Eliza exclaimed, “that certainly does explain a lot of things.” She thought a moment. “We have to work on this,” she declared. “Give her other computers. Record the signals she gives off. Try to decode them. That will keep the cryptographers busy!”

I nodded. A whole language to discover and learn — by computer. But that also meant something else: Jane would probably never speak. Her brain must not even be able to function in that way.

“I’m going to contact Tacoma,” Liz said, “and I’ll explain what you’ve discovered. He’ll probably want to put a team to work on it right away.” She went out.

I turned to Jane. “Well, we can say we’ve made a lot of progress,” I said, smiling broadly. “I just hope you won’t break all the computers one after another. You’ll be accused of sabotage, for sure!”

She continued to look at me, again serene, completely indifferent to what was going on around her.

Chapter 7: Images
I know what I’m doing may be dumb
I know I should not be staring at the sun
But the thought of you leads me to temptation 

— Leigh Nash, Ocean Size Love 
It was not easy.

An hour after Jane had broken the medical monitor — Eliza installed another one and plugged me into it while giving Jane a stern look to try to make her understand she had better not break this one — technicians arrived, led by Chief Engineer Kenoshi. They brought a cartful of computers and gauges, which they set up in the infirmary under Eliza’s watchful and suspicious but resigned gaze. Jane scarcely looked at them; they weren’t interesting. She continued to observe me quietly, something she never seemed to tire of doing.

I urged Jane to go and see the technicians and use the equipment. Of course she refused to budge from her place beside me on the bed.

One of the technicians became overenthusiastic; he had the bad idea to come and take her hand and lead her away with him. She immediately went into combat mode.

“Jane, no!” I called out.

But in a flash she had grabbed the tech’s hand and yanked him forward. She was beginning to strangle him, but I managed to calm her by holding her arms and talking to her gently.

From then on, needless to say, everybody kept well away from Jane. To get around the difficulty, they brought a computer up to the right-hand side of the bed, opposite Jane. She finally deigned to take an interest in the machine.

Jane moved over and sat down at the computer. She put her hands on it and began to concentrate, turning her head to listen to the song of the microprocessor, which she alone could hear.

It seemed to me that she proceeded more quickly than she had with the medical monitor. Images began to form on the screen, but instead of lines they were made up of points, or rather clouds of points. She made them dance and change color. It was hypnotic. But it did not last. The screen suddenly went dark and a burning odor wafted through the room.

“Terrific,” grumbled Charts, snorting in disgust. He had awakened when the technicians entered the room.

“Yes, it’s very good!” exclaimed Kenoshi. “We recorded a lot of signals!”

I thought for a moment they would stop there and go study what they had recorded. But they talked it over and decided to sacrifice another machine.

Jane again willingly took part in the game. This time she went even faster. She succeeded in drawing a circle on the screen in only thirty seconds, but the image had only just appeared when the machine gave up the ghost with the burning odor I suspected I would be smelling often in the days to come.

Jane grumbled and came back to me.

The technicians looked perplexed. “That’s funny, we thought she’d be able to control her signal better and stop burning out the computers, but it’s just getting worse.”

They decided to sacrifice a third machine, just to make sure. An image appeared almost immediately, a more complicated one this time. But we all recognized it. It was the Dohani insignia, the one on their spaceships and uniforms.

Everybody shuddered.

The computer stopped working immediately. Jane had “played” with it for only a few seconds. Things were obviously getting worse.

I turned to Kenoshi and asked, “Don’t you have anything sturdier?”

He gave me an embarrassed smile. “Those were our toughest machines. Otherwise, there are military computers, but I doubt the commander is ready to sacrifice one of them.”

Kenoshi and his technicians left to study the data they had acquired.

* * *

The next day, Charts left the infirmary, which meant that Jane and I were alone together most of the time. Charts never went far away; he was still assigned to protect me. But he must have understood that I was no longer in much danger. Indeed, Jane certainly made a better bodyguard than he. And at least she was nice to look at.

The technicians returned. They seemed tired. I was feeling better and better, but they looked like they had stayed up all night. I found out that was precisely what they had done; they had spent the night analyzing their data.

They also brought a present: a large military computer complete with its housing, no less. It could withstand nuclear electromagnetic pulses, all sorts of software viruses, corrosive gases and acids and other little things I would rather not know about. In general, when a computer gets that kind of treatment, the personnel who have to be near it are getting the same thing.

But could this computer stand up to Jane?

I found out later that the technicians were connected to a whole network of colleagues, some of whom were high up in the military or political hierarchy. They had apparently had no trouble in having an order issued to Colonel Thomson to give them one of his computers — yesterday, if not sooner. Somebody had realized how useful it could be to us to communicate with the Dohani. Not only for Jane and myself but also for all of humanity.

I hoped Jane had not thought about that; she might have scruples about betraying her former comrades in arms.

I asked them how far along they were in decoding Jane’s signals.

“They’re unbelievably complex,” Kenoshi told me. “We don’t understand a thing. The recordings are full of what appears to be noise, and the quantity of information transmitted is very low.”

Kenoshi frowned. “But when we analyzed the noise itself, we discovered it was another signal, a much more complex one. Every element contained a lot of noise of its own, at a higher frequency. And of course this noise was actually another signal.”

Kenoshi sighed and slumped. “At the moment, the dominant theory is that it’s a fractal signal with an enormous number of levels. We also think that Jane’s neural implant emits the signal. It’s actually much more like a kind of radio than a computer. But we can’t tell where it gets its power; it’s very small.” He spread his arms wide in a helpless gesture.

The technicians installed the armored computer near my bed, which they had to move to one side. That upset Eliza even more. She grumbled that her infirmary was “no damn laboratory for mad scientists.” But she stayed with us, fascinated by Jane’s powers.

Jane moved over to the machine. One of the technicians had his hand on the on-off switch in hopes he could shut down the computer just before Jane could blow it up. Good luck, guys.

Jane put her hands on the casing and began to concentrate. We waited. And waited. And waited some more. After ten minutes it became obvious she could not interface with the computer. It was clearly Jane-proof.

But she had more than one card up her sleeve. She grumbled. She raised her hand with her palm towards the computer; she was probing it. She began to move her hand around a few centimeters above each surface of the machine, just as I had seen her do several times before.

I had completely forgotten she could do that. What with the incident with the gas, my stay in the infirmary, and my attempts to establish communication with Jane, I had not told anybody about it. Everybody was surprised by her motions.

“What’s she doing?” Kenoshi asked.

“Oh, right,” I answered, “I forgot to mention that. She can see through things. That’s how she found out what the gas valves were, in the ventilation shaft. And that’s how she can tell whether a door is locked or not. Or if a wall is hollow. She just has to wave her hand over it.”

Kenoshi and his colleagues looked at each other. They activated other measuring devices and moved closer to Jane, still careful to keep a good distance away from her.

Jane got down off the bed and walked in front of the techs, who retreated hurriedly. But Kenoshi moved away slowly. He had assimilated the lesson that Jane did not like sudden movements.

Jane ignored them all. She moved behind the computer and continued to probe it.

The technicians kept watching their machines and adjusted dials from time to time. Suddenly, one of the techs exclaimed, “Sound frequencies; broad spectrum!”

The others leaned over. “Yes, it’s very clear.” They looked at the computer and then at Jane. “It’s almost continuous; short, high-frequency impulses.”

Kenoshi stood up and put his hands in his pockets. A satisfied smile spread over his face. They had solved the mystery of Jane’s “sixth sense.” He declared, “The Dohani are really clever.”

I began to lose patience. “Well, okay already. What have you found?”

Kenoshi looked at me. “Sonar. She emits sonic impulses at various frequencies. Some waves bounce off objects; others go through them. It’s like a sonogram. Not only can she see through walls, she can see what’s inside them.”

I looked at him in bewilderment. “Sonar, like a submarine’s?”

“More like a bat’s,” said the technician who was holding the sonic measuring device. “A bat emits ultrasonic chirps that enable it to catch insects on the wing in total darkness.”

Jane stopped using her sonar; she had examined the computer from all angles. She straightened up and stepped sharply toward the technicians. They pulled back in surprise. She growled again, frighteningly, and took another step forward. Her red eyes were shooting lightning bolts.

The techs fled to the other side of the room and she took two more steps and growled again even louder. I called to her to try to calm her down, but she turned around and quickly came back to me, looking only at my face. The incident was over.

Charts burst into the infirmary. “Any problems?” he asked.

I told him what had just happened. He frowned. To my great surprise he pointed a finger at Jane — who was still four or five meters away — and scolded her: “You have no excuse to frighten your friends. Boy, you sure can be rude, even for a Dohani.”

Jane looked at him in confusion for a second or two. But she did not go into combat mode. She was beginning to act civilized...

Charts decided to remain, just in case. He crossed his arms and leaned against a wall.

Eliza had a thought: “Apparently she’s mad at you for bringing her an armored computer.”

One of the technicians brightened up: “But of course! The armor plate prevents any signal from reaching the microprocessor!”

I sighed. All this for nothing. All they had to do now was take back the computer. The station commander would be delighted to retrieve his equipment intact.

But the technician continued: “No problem. We just have to take off the shield to the maintenance port. That will remove the first layer of armor plating. And then we take off the secondary plating, on one of the processors. Or all of them, I don’t know.”

As it turned out, they did not have the necessary tools. In fact, the screwdrivers and other wrenches were restricted, and Kenoshi had to call his friends in high places and ask for access to the machine.

But this time it did not work. It was made clear to us that it was absolutely out of the question to dismantle a control computer of a human warship in a Dohani’s presence, even if she were half-human.

I was sure they were wrong and that we had nothing to fear from Jane, but I did understand their point of view. If our computer secrets fell into the wrong hands, the enemy would have an advantage.

Moreover, Jane’s ability to interface with any computer was worrisome. If, as seemed likely, all Dohanis had Jane’s abilities, we really had to protect our machines. Meanwhile, though, Jane had just shown that current protection was sufficient, because she had not been able to get past it.

The techs went away, taking the big computer with them.

Chapter 8: Weakness
The sticks and stones
Never broke my bones
But they scratched my skin
’Cause I made mistakes
With my humble heart
Tripping on my fate. 

— Sepiamusic, Ease Me 
Time passed slowly. The next day I was bored stiff. I was alone with Jane. But she did not speak; she was happy just to look at me in silence or, as now, to sleep nestled against my shoulder. She never seemed bored; she could maintain the same position for hours.

I felt I had recovered, and I hoped Eliza would soon allow me to leave the infirmary. I had finally been able to take a shower. I wondered how Jane could have stood my smell these last two days. I was careful to lock the shower door; she would have liked to get an eyeful. Sixteen was she? Ha!

I tried to think about the problem of communication, and I pondered how wonderful it would be to be able to speak to Jane, to know what she thought and how she felt. But I was no scientist, and I did not see what I could do to help things along.

Finally, I turned on the television set on the wall, hoping to find a program that would help me forget my problems for a while. I surfed the channels on the space station’s internal network; each was duller than the last. And then I chanced upon a rerun of an old program from my youth. At that time we had not yet gone to war against the Dohani. It seemed very long ago.

I was obviously no child anymore. The story that played out on the screen had been exciting for me when I was young, but now it seemed so naive it made me smile.

An hour passed. And then Jane woke up. When she heard the sound from the television set, she sat up. She looked wide-eyed at the images moving on the screen. She must have found them incomprehensible. In fact, she must find everything incomprehensible. I shrugged mentally and helplessly.

She was still watching the television show. I was amused to think that even if she was younger than I, the program was still much too young for her. Did the Dohani have television? That was something else we did not know.

I was beginning to think that Jane was going to vegetate, like me, in front of the TV, but she stood up. She went over to the wall and examined the TV screen; not the display but the unit itself. The film was not what interested her; she reached up and touched the screen. Another piece of infirmary equipment soon heading for the scrap heap, I figured.

She moved her hand slowly across the television set, no doubt probing it. Then she took it off the wall. She tucked it under her left arm and, with her right hand, examined the connections that linked it to the wall. Then she put it back.

She ignored me completely for once. With a little twinge in my heart I wondered if she were getting tired of me. I realized I had begun to take for granted the bond we had between us. But I did not know what this bond was based on as far as she was concerned. I had become attached to her probably because she never left me and because she fascinated me; she was quite simply part of my life now. I might be the only one who understood her and could anticipate her reactions, even though she kept me in a permanent state of surprise.

But what did she see in me? She could very easily decide to go out of this room and out of my life in the next five minutes. I shuddered to think that even if such a thing did not happen right away, the fear would never cease to haunt me.

What future did we have, anyway? Sooner or later I would be sent back into combat. And what would become of her? I hadn’t thought about that. She was lost here, kidnapped twice over, first by the Dohani, then by us. Unless the Dohani had manufactured her completely. In any case she was alien, probably as much as for the Dohani as for us. Even if she had been completely integrated and slept in the same dormitory as they, she was necessarily a special case among them.

The military wanted to study her and find out how she could be so quick and strong, and how she could resist poisons. And how she could see through walls. And analyze her neural implant. She was liable to spend the rest of her life in a laboratory. Alone. And knowing her temperament, I was sure she would be tearing the place apart unless they filled her full of sedatives.

I shuddered. I absolutely had to find a way to communicate with her before any of that happened.

Jane was looking for something in the room. Her gaze alighted upon a small table. She grabbed it and dragged it over to the wall, under the television set, paying no heed to the horrible scraping noise she was making. Once again she took the television set off the wall; this time she put it on the table. She began looking behind the screen, moving her face close to the unit’s casing.

Charts had been alerted by the noise and burst into the room. He had been posted nearby, as usual, to stand guard. When he saw nobody was fighting, he looked a little disappointed.

“She’s tinkering,” I explained laconically.

He nodded, crossed his arms, looked back and forth at us and said, “Well, okay, I’ll leave you to it.” And he went back out.

Jane only glanced at him when he entered, then she went back to studying the entrails of the television set.

I sat up in bed, trying to see what she was doing.

She had managed to remove the top of the unit, which exposed some of the circuitry. I realized then that the unit was still plugged in and she was in danger of getting an electric shock. But how could I tell her? And yet she seemed to know what she was doing.

I tried getting up. Since I had recuperated sufficiently, I had no problem. I walked over to the wall and pulled the plug.

Jane turned toward me. I saw a shadow pass over her face, but she did not go into combat mode. I wondered if she was capable of attacking me. Maybe she would be, if I harassed her enough.

I saw a kind of blurred movement and then saw that the plug was back in its socket. My hand was empty. She was really fast. I sighed. If I removed the plug, she would only plug it back in again.

“Jane...”

She stopped fiddling with the components and turned to look at me.

“Danger,” I said.

She did not react, of course. I pulled out the plug and pointed to the connecting prongs. “Danger!” I repeated.

She looked at the plug but seemed to see nothing whatsoever in it that might disturb me.

There was no use in insisting on it; I gave up and pushed the plug back into the socket. Anyway the current was not very strong and the danger to her was not all that great.

I pulled up a chair and sat down next to her and watched. She separated the wires one by one. She followed the path of each wire. She was analyzing the design of the screen. She proceeded for several minutes in deep concentration. Shortly she began to grumble. She was getting impatient.

She stopped examining the television set. She got up and began to search the infirmary, examining the cabinets with her sonar. Finally she opened a drawer and took out a scalpel. It was small but obviously very sharp. My stomach began to knot up when I saw her coming back with it. Why weren’t such things kept under lock and key?

Jane returned to the table and unplugged the power cord. Finally. Why hadn’t she done that earlier? She used the scalpel to cut some very thin lengths of wire. Then she went to put back the scalpel. A very tidy girl. I wondered if she were a good cook. Oh, that’s right; she was only sixteen.

But she stopped halfway and turned back toward me with a funny expression on her face. Apparently she had just had an idea. She looked at me intensely and then held out her hand toward me in a gesture I took to mean “Don’t move.”

She stood up very straight on her left leg and, with her right, pushed off into a spin. She spun around twice and thrust out her arm toward the wall farthest from me. The scalpel whistled through the air, whirling madly as it went, and stabbed the middle of a sheet of paper she had evidently been aiming at.

The show was not over. She jumped, landed on her hands, did a somersault that ended with her hand right on the handle of the scalpel sticking out of the wall.

Wow.

She pulled out the scalpel and put it back in its drawer.

Charts rushed in, late as usual. “Uh, Lieutenant? Your mouth is hanging open.”

I closed my mouth, still dumbfounded.

“Did I miss something?” Charts asked.

I took a deep breath. “Yes, indeed.” I told him what Jane had done, but I did not mention the scalpel; it would have made him nervous.

Charts saw the half-dismantled television set and pointed at it with a questioning expression. I spread my arms to show I did not know any more about it than he did. He raised an eyebrow and went and sat down in a corner of the infirmary to see what would happen next.

Jane plugged the power cord back in. The screen lit up but remained blank. But the sound was still audible. Had she broken the video display? She put the unit back together with all its parts and, finally, the casing. Then she hung it back on the wall.

She looked at me for a few seconds to make sure she had my attention. She put her hands on each side of the screen and went through her usual routine.

Very soon an image appeared. First she showed simple figures: points, lines, squares. Then more complicated ones. She drew an object, line by line. In a minute we saw it was a Dohani spaceship. I believed I recognized what we called a Delta-class cruiser.

The screen had not yet failed.

Jane continued drawing. Now she was drawing lines of colored points, one on top of the other, beginning at the top of the screen. When she had drawn about fifty lines, I understood what she was doing.

“It’s a photograph,” I told Charts. “She’s projecting a photograph directly onto the screen.”

He leaned forward on his chair. Little by little, details appeared.

The photo was of me. I was in my combat uniform, in the docking bay, the first time she had heard my voice.

“Call Kenoshi,” I told Charts. “He has to see this.”

Jane turned to me with an expression even more serene than usual; she was radiant. She looked at me for a few seconds and then went back to work.

Kenoshi came in. I told him that Jane had rewired the television set and that the screen did not seem to be having any trouble.

“This is astounding,” he said. “She can take images directly from her memory, digitize them and send them directly to a computer. Have you noticed how sharp the images are? I would really like to know what she did to that TV set, but I’ll wait till she doesn’t need it anymore.”

A wise decision. Best not to touch Jane’s toys.

And now she was projecting a photograph of a Dohani with a red skin. When she had finished, she caressed the image of the alien creature with a finger. She gave a soft moan. Then she came back over to me, sat down beside me, and put her head on my lap. She was sad. I did not know what I could say to comfort her, even if she could have understood my words.

She missed her family.

* * *

After a short while, Jane was feeling better. She went back to the screen and began drawing photographs again. She showed us a rustic countryside.

We all went up close to it and looked at the details. It was a Dohani planet, of course. There was a forest of somewhat strange-looking trees and fields with unknown plants and domed houses.

Jane tapped her finger on the image of one of the houses; it was isolated, rather far from the others.

“That’s her home, of course,” I declared.

A colleague of Kenoshi’s had arrived and was taking high-definition photos of each image. The techs had also activated equipment to record signals from her implant, although they had not made the slightest progress in decoding them.

Eliza had joined us, as well.

Next we saw a group of Dohanis in bizarre, brightly colored clothing. They were lined up facing another Dohani, who was taller than any of them. I realized they were soldiers standing at attention. Jane pointed out a detail to us. A small silhouette was standing in front of the tall Dohani, who was handing it something, a sort of stick.

“It’s a ceremony!” I exclaimed. “There, that’s Jane. She’s receiving something, maybe a kind of diploma. She must have gone to a military school.”

Jane was looking at me with her serene expression. She knew I had understood. This was obviously a favorite memory of hers.

Next, she drew another scene. It was a combat between Jane and four Dohanis. They formed a large circle; the Dohanis were armed with sticks while Jane was fighting bare-handed. Two of her opponents were on the ground while she, seen in full flight, was jumping over a third, who was raising his stick in defense, but too late; he had probably lost the contest. Jane really loved martial arts.

She showed other photos: a Dohani city, several spaceships, animals. She also displayed images of humans she knew: Charts, Eliza, Kenoshi and his technicians; but also of the members of my team: M’go, just before Jane knocked him out, Dumas trying to avoid her blows, Miller...

She had just begun drawing a new image when she suddenly staggered. I saw she had grown pale and she was gasping for breath.

“She’s sick!” Eliza exclaimed. “Let her lie down.”

Everybody stood up, but when Jane heard us, she turned around with a warning look. I was the only one who could approach her.

I went up to her and leaned down, putting one hand under her knees and the other behind her back. I lifted her up. She closed her eyes and did not protest.

She was heavier than I expected, but I had no trouble carrying her over to one of the beds. I set her gently on the bed and watched anxiously while Eliza ran her pocket scanner over her.

“I don’t see anything abnormal,” Eliza said. “That is, judging by what seems to be her normal state. No bleeding anywhere. I’ll have to take a blood test; maybe there’s an infection.”

Eliza fetched a syringe from a drawer and went up to Jane, who had opened her eyes and was watching her. “She probably won’t want me to do it. Can you take care of it, Dexter?” She handed the syringe to me.

No problem, I’d already done this sort of thing several times. But when I tried to take Jane’s arm, she pulled loose and rolled over on her side and lifted her hair. Under her skin, something was moving. I recoiled. What might it be?

There was a low hum. A horizontal slit four centimeters long appeared in Jane’s neck, just at the base of her skull. The opening grew to three centimeters in height, revealing a complex set of circuits. My hair was standing straight up on my head. Some kind of control panel was situated in Jane’s skull. Oh Mary Shelley, what a novel you could have made with this!

More humming. Two protuberances emerged from the control panel and extended a centimeter in height. They stopped and made two short beeps. Tiny lights lit up on the control panel around the two protuberances and started blinking.

Nobody said a thing. We were thunderstruck.

Then: “It must be access to her implant!” Kenoshi said excitedly. “Since she’s showing it to us now, that must be where the problem is.”

Eliza looked at him in annoyance: “Sorry, I can’t treat implants.”

Two beeps sounded again. They were going off about every ten seconds.

I went to the other side of the bed and knelt down to about the level of Jane’s face. “It’ll be okay, Jane. We’ll take care of you.”

I looked up at Kenoshi: “Isn’t there anything we can do?”

Kenoshi ran his hand through his hair helplessly. “The technology is much more advanced than ours. If we meddle with her implant we’ll have almost no chance of improving matters, and we’ll almost certainly make things worse.”

I looked back at Jane. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and rolled over on her back. She opened her eyes again, raised her arm, and pointed at the television screen.

“She wants us to bring her the TV set!” I exclaimed.

Charts took it down from the wall, but the cable was too short. We slid Jane’s bed over to the wall. Now she could put her hands on the screen, while Charts held it. She had never been so close to him before, except when they were fighting.

Jane concentrated with short, shallow breaths. Her eyes were closed. She began to tremble and then a very simple image appeared on the screen. She fell back on the bed, exhausted. The symbol was very easy to recognize. It was an electric plug.

“Does anyone have any idea what that means?” I asked. Charts was looking at me, wide-eyed. Eliza was lost in thought.

Kenoshi had the answer. “She needs electricity. Her implant must have a battery that’s been drained by drawing pictures.”

He sat down on one of the infirmary beds and scratched his chin. “The problem is that we don’t know what voltage is needed. I’ll get a laboratory generator; it can produce a current to exact specifications.” He called one of his colleagues on his communicator.

Jane had closed her eyes again, and her breathing was still ragged. I held her hand, talking softly to her, to comfort her. She was too tired to look at me as she usually did.

A few minutes later a young technician came into the infirmary, pushing a small rolling table with what looked like a block of metal on it. The machine was set up next to Jane’s bed.

The technician, glancing nervously at Jane, unrolled a large power cord. Kenoshi took two connector cables, one red and one black, attached them to the machine and handed the other ends to me.

Jane had opened her eyes and was looking at the machine. She rolled over on her side, took my hand, and brought it up to her neck. Hesitatingly I brought one of the connecting cables up to one of the protuberances. When the cable touched it, metallic petals of some kind extended from the protuberance and fastened solidly around the end of the cable. Well, that was practical.

No hesitation this time: I put the other cable in place. Jane was now hooked up to the generator.

“We’ll begin with a very weak current,” Kenoshi told his assistant. “One millivolt, one milliampere for one millisecond. We’ll increase the power gradually if she shows we need to.”

The tech set several dials under Kenoshi’s supervision and then pressed a big green button. The machine gave a loud click. Jane did not react.

“Two millivolts.”

The technician changed the settings and again pressed the green button. Click. No reaction from Jane.

“Two milliseconds, please.”

Nothing.

“Go back to one millivolt for five milliseconds.”

Still nothing.

“Ten milliseconds.”

Jane groaned and waved at the generator.

“Jane, what’s wrong?” I asked uselessly.

She continued to reach out toward the generator and groaned again, more loudly.

Eliza snapped, “She wants us to bring her the generator. She wants to set it herself.”

The technician pushed the table up against Jane’s bed. She changed the settings and pressed the green button. It was obvious how it was supposed to work. She changed the settings again, but they still seemed insufficient. She increased the dose significantly.

Kenoshi noted the settings: “Twenty-three volts, two amperes, three seconds.”

She pressed the green button again and groaned impatiently. The machine was beginning to get on her nerves. She reset the voltage and duration again, to a higher dose.

Kenoshi was surprised: “One hundred and fifty-three volts, forty-eight seconds, still two amperes. I hope she knows what she’s doing. She going to be taking more than three hundred watts, and that’s a lot.”

Jane pressed the green button again. This time the generator hummed loudly, probably reaching the limits of the power it could supply.

“Won’t the generator blow up?” I asked the chief engineer.

“That one? No,” he replied with a smile. “It can do a lot more with no problem. The noise you’re hearing is the components laboring. Some of them vibrate to change the form of the electric current. The greater the power, the more we hear the vibrations.”

Reassured, I turned my attention back to Jane. She had closed her eyes but was breathing more slowly. Her expression was serene again. She groaned again, but this time in contentment. She raised the voltage slightly, reset the duration to twelve minutes and pressed the button. I saw she was regaining her color. The treatment was working.

“This may take several hours,” Kenoshi said. “Obviously we don’t know what her battery technology is, and we can’t make any predictions.”

Jane held out her other hand to me. I took it and sat down beside her on the bed. Now she was the convalescent patient, and now I would keep her company.

* * *

Kenoshi and his colleague discreetly dismantled the television screen to study the modifications Jane had made. They discovered she had cut the feed to the video memory card, which the unit read to know which images to show. That’s why there were no more images, there was nothing to read. To make images, Jane had managed to induce a current directly into the card at a distance, precisely positioning each data bit.

Kenoshi had a hypothesis. Computer memory was constantly powered; otherwise the machine would not work at all. But Jane added power; that is, she induced a supplementary electrical current instead of modifying the existing current, as they had previously thought. That overloaded the computer memory and exceeded its specifications; and that was why the computers burned out.

“In addition,” he added, “the processor spends its time modifying the memory and competing with the alterations that Jane makes. That’s why the images had so much blur and static. The functioning of the processor itself was getting interference. And that’s why the medical monitor — the one Jane started working with — began sending abnormal signals.” Kenoshi was delighted. For the first time he understood how Jane functioned.

“What’s remarkable,” he concluded, “is that she could produce any image at all under those conditions; computers are really not made for that sort of thing. But a TV screen is perfect.”

Jane continued to recharge her battery.

* * *

Jane had absorbed enough electricity. When she had finished, we heard three series of four quick beeps, which probably meant “recharge complete.” She reached behind her neck and disconnected the cables. The protuberances that had served as connectors retreated into their housings. Then the panel in her neck hummed and closed. She had regained a normal appearance. Other Dohani must have been equipped with the same system, but nobody had seen it before.

Jane curled up in a ball against my thigh and fell asleep. I felt profoundly relieved. She was cured.
Critic’s Corner: Here are the articles about “The Dohani War” that were published in The Critic’s Corner section of Bewildering Stories. 

Into the Middle Game

Chapter 9: Extraction
Anarchy on the freeway
No one’s gonna tell you how to drive
No not this time
Rubbing up on the speedway
No one’s gonna stop you from melting tires 

— Casey Desmond Chilly Alston 
An alarm signal sounded throughout the station. Red alert.

Jane had been sleeping for a little less than an hour. She awoke and sat up in bed.

“Attention, we are under attack,” the loudspeakers yammered. “All hands to battle stations. This is not a drill. I repeat...”

We were being attacked? I suddenly imagined Dohani cruisers in orbit around us, ready to pound us into dust. What were they doing here? We were quite far from the front lines.

I waited. There was nothing else to do. On this station I was not with the defense personnel, and I was not assigned a battle station. If I went wandering around the corridors or tried to find out what was going on, I would just get in everybody’s way.

Charts joined me, and Eliza arrived shortly afterwards, readying the infirmary to receive the wounded. “I don’t know any more than you do,” she said. “I came to my station as soon as I heard the alarm, and the people I met didn’t seem to know what was happening either.”

Jane got out of bed. She looked off into space, concentrating. We all looked at her. Had she guessed that her friends might be coming to rescue her?

She went over to a wall and put both her hands flat against it. She leaned her head to one side as though listening to something. Suddenly she tensed and a shudder ran through her body. She slid to the floor, curled up and began to moan.

I got up and went over to her quietly. “Jane, what’s the matter?” I asked.

She stopped moaning, looked up at me and opened her arms. The meaning of her gesture was clear. I sat down next to her, and she put her arms around me and clung tightly to me. I did not understand what had just happened to her. None of us had any idea.

* * *

An hour later, the alert ended and the lighting returned to normal: all clear. No wounded had arrived in the infirmary.

Jane was still in my arms, but she was no longer sad; on the contrary, she seemed happy. She had regained her serene expression.

My communicator vibrated. It was Tacoma. “A Dohani vessel just went through the system,” he announced. “It was a light craft, a single-person ship. And it does not seem to have been accompanied by any other vessel. When it passed near the station, it sent an electromagnetic signal and departed immediately. It did not attack, did not fire any missiles. Nothing. And it went by too fast for us to intercept it.”

It began to dawn on me what he was saying.

“We’ve tried to decrypt the signal,” he continued, “but Kenoshi saw right away that it was the same kind of signal that Jane can emit. We think it was a message intended for her. Obviously we don’t know what it said.”

Good grief, did the Dohani know she was here?

“We’re not sure, but we do have information. The Dohani did the same thing in another system four hours ago. A ship exactly like the one we saw passed near Station S-991, sent the same message, and left without waiting for an answer. The Dohani are looking for Jane.”

I now realized that Jane was really a top priority. She was the reason they had sacrificed three cruisers to capture the Phoebus. But they had come too late. Jane was no longer there when they attacked. And now they were sending reconnaissance vessels in all directions, trying to find her.

I told him what Jane had done, how she had seemed to be listening to something and then begun to moan sadly.

“That confirms that the message was for her,” Tacoma said. “They may have already located her. And if so, they’ll return in force. We’re evacuating you.”

True, that was the only solution. We probably did not have much time.

“A cutter is going to pick you up. Get ready. It’s a three-seater. Take Charts with you.”

Wow. A cutter was by far the fastest kind of ship we had. It combined all the leading-edge technology in propulsion and hyperspace travel. Each was as expensive as a cruiser even though it could transport only a few people. They were useful only for going from one place to another as fast as possible. I had only ever seen a few of them, and now I was going to climb aboard one of those fireballs.

“Good luck,” said Tacoma. “Make sure the Dohani don’t find her.” He clicked off.

I repeated to Charts what the Intelligence captain had just told me.

“Damned Dohani,” he grumbled. “No peace and quiet with those pesky creatures.”

I asked Charts to get my bag ready. Meanwhile I would find some way to get Jane to the departure point, where we would take a shuttle that would ferry us to the cutter.

* * *

Jane followed me without hesitation. I took her hand and she came with me, as if it were the perfectly normal thing to do.

When we were about to board the shuttle, there was a delicate moment. A security team in tactical armor was waiting for us. The chief explained that they had to handcuff Jane. “We can’t let her move freely,” he said. “Imagine what would happen if she took control of the shuttle. Or worse yet, the cutter.”

Right. That was not an attractive scenario.

The men had loaded their dart guns and were pointing them at Jane. One of them advanced toward her, carrying handcuffs. Jane turned toward him. This was going to end badly.

I quickly stepped in front of the man with the handcuffs and stopped him with a gesture. “Better give me the handcuffs. I’ll handle this.”

“Are you sure, Lieutenant?” he asked worriedly. “You’re not even in combat uniform.”

Jane grumbled and I glanced at her. She was holding her arms out with her wrists together, waiting docilely for him to put on the handcuffs. I was floored. This was the world turned upside down. “It’ll be okay,” I said. “Let me do it anyway.”

I took the handcuffs and turned to Jane. “Sorry, I have to put these on you,” I said, “but we really don’t have any choice.” I locked the handcuffs onto her wrists; they snapped shut with a click. Then I knelt to her ankles. She brought them together as well, and I had no trouble applying the shackles. It had been all so easy. I could not get over it.

Jane looked at me with her serene expression. She tried to put her arms over my head. I understood: she wanted me to carry her, since she couldn’t walk. I picked her up and she immediately nestled her head against my chest, visibly delighted.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” I said to the security team. “Good luck.”

“You, too, Lieutenant,” said the master sergeant.

I was beginning to climb the steps leading to the shuttle when a shout stopped me.

“Lieutenant Zimski!” It was Eliza, who came running. “I wanted to tell you goodbye,” she said, trying to catch her breath.

“That is sweet, Liz,” I answered. I felt touched.

“Take care of yourself, Lieutenant. And be sure to avoid toxic gases.”

Jane had looked up when Eliza approached and was looking at her intensely. She reached out and Eliza came to her in response, a little concerned at this unusual gesture. This was the first time Jane had seemed to take an interest in anyone other than myself.

When Eliza was close, Jane turned in my arms and brought her head close to Eliza’s. I thought for a moment she was going to kiss her, but she put her forehead to Eliza’s and remained motionless for a few seconds.

“Thank you, Jane,” Eliza said with a catch in her voice. “I won’t forget you, either.”

Jane moved back into my arms. It was time to go. Eliza would stay aboard the station with the rest of the crew and wait for the Dohani to attack.

I sighed and climbed aboard the shuttle, which was to take us to the cutter. I put Jane in a seat and fastened her safety belt. Then I took my place in the seat next to her.

Charts entered next, with a three-man escort that would accompany us to the cutter. Just to be ready. Just in case. Everybody was nervous about what Jane could do, even handcuffed and shackled in her seat.

Every time Jane had fought us, she had never used any other weapon than her hands. That had not kept her from flattening men who were trained, experienced, armed, and present in overwhelming numbers.

“Are you ready?” the pilot asked. “We’ve shoved off.” He ignited the thrusters and activated the antigravity. The ship began to move and then gained velocity as it sped along the launch corridor. The walls went by faster and faster and then the ship burst into space. “We’ll reach the cutter in three minutes,” the pilot said. “Stay seated.”

I tried to see the spaceship through the portholes, but it was still much too far away to be more than a point of light. Beside me, Jane was calm. She had closed her eyes and was breathing deeply, as if she were resting; but she was not sleeping.

I felt a twinge of regret as I thought of all those we were leaving behind us.

Suddenly a radio call sounded. “Cutter Z-382 to shuttle. What the hell are you doing? My defense systems have just come on line.”

The cutter pilot was talking. I frowned, intrigued. Cutters were equipped with very high-capacity sensors that would give them time to turn and run if an enemy appeared within range.

“I didn’t do a thing,” our pilot protested. He looked at his control panel to see if he had activated something by mistake.

“Shuttle, you’re emitting a broad-spectrum radio signal,” replied the cutter pilot. “Stop that immediately.”

Our pilot protested again: “But I tell you, it’s not me. No tactical detection system has been activated. And I’ve just done a complete check.”

What was going on? The shuttle was giving off a radio signal that the cutter had taken for radar seeking to target it. Probably a malfunction, I thought. The shuttle must have a problem. Or maybe the cutter had something out of whack. In either case it wasn’t very encouraging. They really ought to take better care of their equipment.

Suddenly the shuttle’s control panel lit up and an alarm sounded. “Warning,” said a computer voice, “many radio sources of unknown origin. Evasive maneuvers recommended.”

What was going on?

“This is station S-804,” a new voice said. “A dozen Dohani probes have just become active. They are minute devices and are not dangerous. But the radio signal from the shuttle has just stopped.”

Dohani probes? Here? I suddenly turned towards Jane. She had opened her eyes and was looking at me serenely. Oh no. When she had closed her eyes...

“I know what’s happened,” I shouted to the shuttle pilot. “Jane has just sent a signal to the Dohani probes. They’re sure to relay the message through subspace to a Dohani warship.”

Everybody stopped talking and digested the information. Jane had waited to send her message until she was aboard the shuttle and in space. She probably could not send it from the station because of the shielding.

“But how did she know the relay probes were there?” I asked.

Captain Tacoma spoke up. “It’s obvious, Lieutenant: the fly-by from the Dohani fighter. We thought it had only sent a signal, but it also dropped these probes. And of course it notified Jane. We’ve really been stupid. We should have sent out fighters to do reconnaissance in the sector after the Dohani went through. Why would they have sent Jane a message unless they also gave her a way to answer it?”

Yes, it was logical in hindsight.

“And that means the Dohani now know exactly where Jane is,” he continued. “Take the cutter and run. There’s nothing else to do.”

I looked at Jane and sighed. She had really taken us for a ride.

* * *

We were cramped for space aboard the cutter. Since this type of vessel had the advantage of making short trips, it didn’t need to provide room to move around or stretch. The passengers had to remain strapped into their berths for the duration of the trip. It was also a good safety precaution: the cutter’s thrusters were so powerful that the inertial dampers could barely compensate for acceleration.

Jane was in the berth at my right, still handcuffed. We could not allow ourselves to set her free aboard the cutter. She could have taken it to the Dohani empire in a few hours, provided she knew how to pilot it, of course.

The pilot greeted us but grumbled about Jane, whom he considered a Dohani spy. He was afraid Dohani ships would appear and attack.

Jane looked at me serenely, as usual; her eyes were deep red in the half-light of the cabin. She was calm. I wondered what message she had sent the Dohani. “Here I am. Come and get me,” no doubt. Maybe she had also sent technical information about us, as the pilot thought. But she had not seen much. She could probably draw a map of the station from memory, having spent so much time exploring the maintenance conduits. But there was no sensitive information in that.

The Dohani would certainly launch another suicide attack and sacrifice precious combat vessels just to rescue a single person. And once again they would come too late. And the humans would counter-attack a few hours later and capture the Dohani ships shortly after they had taken the space station. I hoped the Dohani would do nothing to the station personnel; they had not harmed the crew of the Phoebus.

I smiled to think that if we continued to have Jane jump from solar system to solar system, the Dohani would lose so many ships and be so weak that we might win the war. And it was far from over, unfortunately. But maybe by studying Jane we could find the Dohanis’ weak points; and that might swing the balance in our favor.

* * *

 “We’re here,” the pilot announced.

In front of us was an Earth-type planet. We could hardly see its surface through the cloud layer. Aubria-3 had been easy to colonize, but it was very humid. It was one of the first planets to be terraformed, and it lay at the heart of humanity’s federation of worlds. There was little chance that the Dohani would run us to ground here, especially since they had no idea where we had taken Jane.

A radio voice: “Cutter Z-382, Kaluna spaceport here. You’re clear for landing on runway 21.”

The cutter dove into the atmosphere, roaring like a lion pouncing on its prey. We were jolted about; the piloting was rough, and the ground rushed up at us indecently fast. I hung on to my straps, hoping the pilot would be able to brake in time. Even Jane, next to me, seemed worried.

A city appeared, gray under the incessant rain; it was Kaluna, the capital of Aubria-3. The spaceport was a few dozen kilometers away.

Finally the spaceship slowed, almost reluctantly. We had reached the spaceport. The pilot lowered the landing gear and we set down hard. Ooof...

I helped Jane out of her security belts, and I thanked the pilot — but not very sincerely — after all that, I had no great wish to travel again on one of those monsters; the landing was too hard to take.

I gathered up Jane in my arms and exited the craft. Charts followed with our bags. A light rain greeted us, whipping us with gusts of wind. Jane huddled closer to me. And yet the air was warm and had a heady odor of vegetation. I had not set foot on a planet for a long time.

At the bottom of the walkway, an enormous armored vehicle awaited us, with an escort of five men and a woman, all in heavy combat fatigues even more heavily armored than our tactical gear. Even Jane could not have fought against such equipment.

An officer was waiting for us next to the vehicle, and he was smiling broadly. He looked to be about fifty years old, and his eyes were hard despite his smile. He did not seem very accommodating. “I am Colonel Redgger, assigned to the Interarm Scientific Services,” he said. “I’ll take you to where you’ll be staying.”

* * *

The trip took three hours. In this job we had to get used to sitting for a long time in uncomfortable seats. Jane must have been more than fed up with being shackled for such a long time. But she remained motionless, sitting beside me. We were between three men in armor; in front of us were Colonel Redgger and Sergeant Charts, who were surrounded by three other members of the escort.

I whiled away the time, looking at the countryside. Lots of forests; the vegetation was lush.

Redgger had told us he was heading what was now called “Operation Jane.” A team of scientists and engineers had been assembled in a research center hastily built for the purpose of studying her. What I had foreseen was finally coming true: she was going to spend the rest of her life in a laboratory. But at least I was with her. For the moment.

“Do you have any news of station S-804?” I asked.

Redgger’s face became somber. “The Dohani attacked it, as we feared. The station sent a distress message telling us that a Dohani cruiser had arrived. But since then, no news.”

Damn oh damn. But it had been almost inevitable since Jane managed to send them a message.

“However, not all hope is lost. The Dohani cruiser pushed its thrusters to the limit to come as fast as possible, the same as in the attack on the Phoebus. It’s stranded. A combat group is on the way to the station.”

I frowned. As long as nothing had happened to Eliza and the others...

* * *

We arrived at a fence three meters high; it surrounded the research center. The center itself consisted of several gray, two-story prefabricated buildings surrounding a hurriedly-built structure of concrete painted white. It would be Jane’s place of residence, the colonel explained.

“And me, sir?” I asked.

“You’ll have a room there, too. Our psychologists still think you should stay with her, and that does not interfere with the project in any way. She is very... cooperative... when you’re around. There’s no need to complicate things.”

I was relieved. I would be able to stay with Jane.

“As for you, Sergeant Charts, we have made plans for you to join the Center’s security team. We need an experienced combat veteran.”

“Yes, sir,” Charts responded.

I really did not know if he was annoyed to have to continue being a bodyguard.

We went through the checkpoint. Our vehicle stopped in front of the white building. Jane’s “house” was a kind of prison. The entrance was an airlock. The walls were thirty centimeters thick. There were no maintenance doors and no air ducts through which she could escape.

But that was as much as the building resembled a jail. It was large and comfortable, with several bedrooms, a salon and two washrooms with real bathtubs — I could hardly wait to use them. That was the advantage of being on a planet rather than a space station.

There was a gym. The organizers thought Jane might need to work out since she was obviously very athletic. And there was even a small swimming pool. They had gone to great lengths to make our “guest” feel less like a prisoner.

The colonel told me that the building’s airlock opened only from the outside. A guard stationed permanently at the entrance was under orders to open it for us as needed.

We had exited the vehicle and entered the building through the airlock, one at a time: the colonel, Charts, Jane and myself. Once inside, I was allowed to free Jane. She rubbed her wrists and then stretched, making all her joints pop. It was as impressive as ever. Then she took my hand and led me on a tour of the house, as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do.

The colonel was a little surprised that Jane was taking charge of the inspection. He said she could go out only when shackled. That would be no fun, I guessed, but there did not seem to be any other way.

A smell of fresh paint floated in the air. The furniture was all new, in a cold, functional style. Very military.

When we came to the gym, Jane looked very interested. It was a room ten meters square with all sorts of devices and workout machines. She examined each of them, trying to understand what they were for.

But when she saw the swimming pool, she became visibly enthusiastic. I should have expected that; on the space station she had loved to take long showers. She guessed immediately what the pool was for and wanted to jump right in. She let go of my hand, which she had been holding throughout our inspection tour, shed her clothes with her customary lack of inhibition, and plunged into the water.

She swam like a mermaid. A very seductive mermaid. Charts pretended to be examining his shoes, all the while trying to watch Jane from the corner of his eye. The colonel was staring at her goggle-eyed, and yet he must have known what to expect, he must have read the reports and seen the videos...

I stood in front of him and asked, “Sir, are there swimsuits anywhere?”

“Uh... oh, yes, hm. In the closet over there,” he answered, stammering a little.

I found a one-piece, green and blue bathing suit for a woman. I went to the edge of the pool. “Jane!” I called.

She broke the surface of the water beside me.

“You have to put this on,” I tried explaining. “It will be... uh... better for everybody.”

Jane looked at me uncomprehendingly, perplexed. Then her face became serene again. She held out her arms to me, inviting me to join her.

“No... thanks, Jane. Maybe later.” I had no desire for the colonel and especially Charts to see me frolicking in the water with a teen-age girl.

But I should have remembered the rule: what Jane wants, Jane gets. Seeing I had not decided to come in, she grabbed me and pulled me into the water.

“Hey!” I yelled.

Charts burst out laughing, and the colonel struggled to keep a straight face. When Jane heard Charts laugh, she looked at him in annoyance. Laughter had always bothered her. Then she embraced me full length, her red eyes serene again.

I sighed. “Next time, give me a chance to put on a swimsuit, okay?”

The water was nice and warm. It was really welcome after the hours of traveling; Jane had had the right idea. I climbed out of the pool and got another swimsuit out of the closet, this time one that would fit me.

“I’ll leave you two alone, Lieutenant,” the colonel said. “Relax. You’ve earned it. See you later.” He left the pool area.

I looked at Charts. “And you don’t have anything to do somewhere else,” I asked, “like meet your new comrades?”

“But sir,” he answered, “I have to protect you!”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Frankly, Sergeant, we both know I’m in no danger with Jane.”

We heard grumbling. We turned toward the pool and saw Jane leaning on her elbows on the edge and looking at me. She wanted me to come into the water, and she was getting impatient.

“You see,” I continued, “all that might happen is that I’ll get wet. I think I’ll survive.”

“Very well, sir,” he answered ungraciously. And he left us.

Later I discovered that the “house” was bristling with surveillance cameras, even in the pool area. My efforts to protect Jane’s modesty were for naught. Of course she always refused to put on a swimsuit, and I was not about to press the point.

I put on the swimsuit. I won’t go into details about how I tried, in the process, to avoid making a spectacle of myself for her benefit, and I joined her in the pool. I also tried to avoid staring at her, and I tried to remember she was a space alien. I tried to think about something else. I sort of managed. Somehow.

Our stay was off to a good start.
Proceed to Challenge 515...
Chapter 10: Diplomacy
Where are you going
And what are you thinking at all
Your eyes show nothing more
Than a dazed oblivion
What does it mean
What will I see
When I look
Closer 

— The Corrs, Closer 
I slept with Jane in my arms. It had become a habit. Every morning she awoke before I did, and the first thing I saw when I awoke was her red eyes observing me.

It was all completely innocent. I did not take advantage of the situation, nor did she. She just wanted to be close to me. No doubt she considered me her only friend, the only person she could cling to in her exile.

The objective of the project was to learn how to communicate with Jane, to learn everything we could about the Dohani. The scientists and engineers brought us a modified viewscreen like the one Jane had contrived aboard the space station. We could pick up where we had left off. The screen was set up on a table in the salon, where Jane could work at it comfortably. The salon also had a lot of seats and a small couch. As in the rest of the “house,” the bare walls were painted white.

Jane had no trouble using the new screen. She began again to draw images, which were duly recorded, analyzed and archived. They would make an enormous photo album showing many aspects of Dohani life, but nothing of interest from a military viewpoint.

The head scientist, Captain Lambert, discussed the problem with me. “Apparently she likes to show us all sorts of images,” he said, “but we have to go further and get her to talk or something like that.”

I frowned at him. “I’ve been thinking about this for quite a while now, but at the moment I have no idea how to go about it. I doubt she even can speak. In any case she doesn’t want to speak; it doesn’t interest her.”

“Yes, I know,” he replied. “Maybe we could be more insistent?”

I sighed. “Yes. But it’s a waste of time. When she decides not to do something, she doesn’t do it. But I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try.”

That was how the first day was spent. The scientists collected data while Jane drew pictures. She was tireless. Actually, she drew all the pictures for me. I was the one to whom she always pointed out details; I was the one at whom she often glanced to make sure I was paying her the attention she was due.

In mid-afternoon we received excellent news. Station S-804 had been retaken. The Dohani abandoned it as soon as they realized Jane was not on board. The scenario was exactly the same as with the Phoebus; they scuttled their own ships and left in escape pods.

Eliza sent Charts and me a video message. She said the Dohani had not been violent and had not broken anything in the station. They had come in to search for Jane. They were so large they had some trouble moving about the corridors, which must have made their search inefficient, but they could certainly have traced her by her implant.

Eliza asked about us and hoped that Jane was being treated well. She added she would probably not receive an answer from us because we were working on a secret project, and communications were being closely monitored.

I was very happy to receive this message, and I showed it to Jane. She stroked the image of Eliza’s face on the screen. She really liked her.

* * *

That evening, the colonel came, accompanied by Charts. He was holding a small metal bracelet. “It’s a tracking bracelet,” he said. “Even though we doubt she can escape, we’re not taking any chances.”

No choice. I had to obey orders. I took the bracelet and went over to Jane. I was going to take her hand and put it on her. She pulled her hand away immediately and growled at me, something she had never done before. She refused to put on the bracelet.

I understood why she would do that. She was locked in here without being able to see the light of day and now she had to wear electronic gear too? That was going too far.

The colonel was very unhappy. He looked questioningly at Charts.

“Sorry, sir,” Charts said, “but I agree with Lieutenant Zimski. If you force her to wear it, things will get ugly. It’s not worth the trouble.”

The colonel decided not to insist. For the moment.

* * *

A noise awakened me. It was the middle of the night.

“What...?” I asked sleepily.

Jane jumped out of bed. I heard a cry of pain and I fumbled for the light switch.

Jane was standing in the middle of the room with a man lying on the floor at her feet and rubbing his cheek. When I saw the electronic bracelet beside him, I understood what had happened. The colonel had decided to put the bracelet on Jane while she was sleeping. But as Eliza had said, Jane was always only half asleep. She had heard a noise, gotten up, and decked the poor guy with a single punch.

“You’re lucky,” I told him. “She could have easily broken your nose.”

* * *

The next morning, the colonel tried again. But the results were not exactly what he expected.

Jane and I were having breakfast. Jane’s consisted of Dohani food. I was beginning to get used to the odor. That is, I could eat beside her and finish my meal. Suddenly, she stopped and looked at me in surprise.

I returned the same look. “Is something wrong, Jane?” I asked.

Indeed there was. Jane slowly got up from her chair and walked carefully over to the couch and lay down. I wanted to sit beside her, but she pushed me away. She did not want me beside her.

Disturbed, I went back to the table, but I was no longer hungry. Was she ill? Had she suddenly and finally decided I was no longer interesting? Had she eaten something that disagreed with her?

Why did she not want me with her anymore? It seemed like an eternity to me now that we had never been more than three meters away from one another, as she wished...

The colonel came in, accompanied by four men. They must have realized from the surveillance screens that something was wrong with Jane. But I noticed curiously that they had not brought a doctor with them.

I saw the electronic bracelet in the colonel’s hand, and it finally dawned on me: they had poisoned Jane. They had drugged her food so that they could attach the bracelet when she could not defend herself.

And Jane had understood, too. That was why she did not want me anymore. She must have thought I was the one who had poisoned her.

The colonel held out the bracelet to me. I ignored it and crossed my arms over my chest.

“Lieutenant,” he said, “I order you to put the bracelet on the prisoner.”

“Sorry, sir, I refuse. Your dirty tricks have made her so furious she won’t have anything to do even with me.”

The colonel turned brick-red. “Young man, you’ll do as you’re told and do it now,” he yelled, “or you’ll regret it. You can be sure of that!”

I realized I did not give a damn. I did not care if he did court-martial me, I would not force Jane to do something she absolutely refused to do. Anyway, I had an ace up my sleeve: they could do nothing without me.

We stared each other down, each waiting for the other to blink. Jane was the one who broke the impasse.

“Colonel, sir,” said one of the men, “look!”

Jane was holding her left arm out to us. With her right hand she pointed to the bracelet and then touched her left wrist. She had given up and accepted the bracelet. Had she seen I was arguing with my superior officer and wanted to spare me trouble?

“You see,” the colonel said triumphantly, “you just have to insist. No Dohani girl is going to be in command here, that’s for sure.”

I glared at him and took the bracelet. But when I went over to her, she pushed me away again. Oops, she was still mad at me. She pointed to the colonel.

“I think she wants you to put the bracelet on her. Sir,” I said and handed it to him.

He shrugged and went over to Jane. She had taken on the cold expression I knew well.

“Watch out, sir, she’s going to...” I began.

But the colonel had already put the bracelet on Jane’s wrist, and she had not attacked him. And yet it was a golden opportunity; she had the time to give him a knuckle sandwich. But I remembered the knock-out drug. She might have been able to slap him, but that must have been all she could do in her condition, and it was not worth the trouble. But I was sure she would get back at him.

* * *

Once the effects of the drug had worn off, Captain Lambert and his team came back to work with Jane. She was still angry and still did not want me to come near her. She remained prostrate on the couch, lost in her dark thoughts.

I tried to talk to her. Normally my voice would have calmed her. But after a few words she growled at me. I got the message: “Shut up!” I did. And I felt hurt. It was unfair. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I had even done all I could to help her. How could I explain...?

The scientists set up their equipment, turned on the viewscreen and motioned to Jane to come and work. She refused. They were very annoyed. “Can’t you do something, Lieutenant?” Captain Lambert asked.

I smiled weakly. “Sorry. Jane doesn’t want me to speak to her anymore or let me near her. You can tell the colonel he has succeeded in destroying everything we’ve been trying to do.”

The scientists left. A day had been wasted and nothing accomplished.

* * *

That same day, in the afternoon, I was watching sports broadcasts with Charts in the salon and trying not to think about the situation. We kept quiet. Jane continued to ignore me, still flat on her back. She had eaten nothing since morning.

Charts told me he was on my side. “Forcing Jane to wear that damn bracelet could only cause trouble. I warned him.”

But the colonel was obstinate. He wanted to break Jane and show he was in control. I was a little surprised that Charts was taking Jane’s side. Might he be feeling a warrior’s respect for his peers?

* * *

That night I slept alone. I was used to seeing Jane’s face when I woke up, and I missed it. My morale was down to zero.

Jane spent the night on the couch. She seemed to have moved not a millimeter. She still refused to let me come near her or speak to her. She had not eaten for twenty-four hours. No doubt she feared her food would be poisoned.

* * *

Lambert came by, but he saw right away he would get nothing that day, either.

I went to the gym with Charts. I had not worked out in a while, and it helped me empty my mind. Charts told me about the team he was in. Most of the men were bodyguards, specialists in bare-hand combat or knife-fighting, well suited for this mission. They had never fought Dohani. Charts told them about battles and special-ops missions. They got along well. “I’m a little bored,” he said, “but I have to admit this is a vacation compared to what we normally do.”

* * *

One more day. Jane had been forty-eight hours without food. The dinners arrived regularly. They had been prepared on the outside; of course there was no kitchen in the “house.” I tried to get her to respond by bringing her some food, but she acted as though I did not exist. She remained as immobile as a statue. She was incredibly obstinate.

* * *

Seventy-two hours. This was becoming ridiculous. I was getting desperate: neither of them would give in. I tried to call the colonel, but he had my calls blocked. My days had become empty.

* * *

About noon, one of the bodyguards came with the key to the bracelet. The colonel had finally yielded. But when the man went up to Jane, she pushed him away with a terrifying growl. I sighed, took the key from him and went over to Jane, myself. She pushed me away, too, but without a sound. I was completely baffled. Didn’t she want to be freed?

She got up from the couch with a groan of pain. She stretched all her limbs, as usual. Then she went to the viewscreen. She turned it on and put up a picture of the colonel — she had learned to do that sort of thing very quickly — and then she returned to the couch. She wanted the colonel himself to take off the bracelet.

The bodyguard left. I slowly went over to Jane again. This time she opened her arms for me to join her. She was not mad at me anymore; she knew she had won.

A few minutes later, Redgger entered, accompanied by the entire security squad, which was probably not a bad idea. Since Jane had not eaten for three days, she no longer had a microgram of tranquilizer in her body. She might have been weakened, but I would not have bet on it.

She held out her wrist with the prisoner’s bracelet on it. He glared at her and unlocked it. She got up and looked him right in the eyes — Jane’s icy red eyes against the colonel’s fiery blue eyes. The fact that she was a good head shorter than he made the scene a little funny.

The guards were nervous, and I was, too. Jane and the colonel stared at each other for a full minute. Finally the colonel turned suddenly and left the room with as much dignity as he could muster, followed by his guards.

Jane turned and ran and hugged me, putting her head on my chest. I breathed deeply. I realized I had been holding my breath, afraid that Jane would leap at the colonel’s throat or the colonel, at Jane’s. We had been separated for a long time.

Proceed to Challenge 516...
Chapter 11: Words
	Des mots qu’on s’envoie
Des mémos et des mails
C’est au bout de ses doigts
Que s’envolent
Mes mots qui s’emmêlent 

— Alizée, L’E-mail a des ailes
	Words we send each other
Memos and email
From his fingertips
Fly
My tangled words 

— Alizée, L’E-mail a des ailes 

                 (E-Mail Has Wings)


The team of scientists arrived five minutes later. Once everyone was seated, Jane began to draw an image. This time it was not a photo. It consisted of symbols that looked like:
(o)/.O.=:\[]’|
/*-/\^/\o[[]]*(*)-
/’_’|o(O)<>’*:::\|/

Dohani, which nobody had yet succeeded in deciphering. The problem was that the Dohani alphabet seemed to consist of an infinite number of different symbols. This had led to the hypothesis that each symbol was an ideogram or hieroglyph representing a word.

But millions of symbols had been recorded. That was an enormous number. Human languages used only a few tens of thousands of different words. And every time a Dohani base or spaceship was captured, documents were found with new symbols.

Somebody had even suggested that the documents that had been found were of a military nature and contained only a small sample of the Dohani lexicon. There would be at least a hundred million Dohani symbols.

Jane erased everything and put up a new line of symbols, longer this time.

“She draws symbols much more quickly than images,” one of the scientists remarked.

All the scientists were feverishly taking notes, each hoping to be the first to find the key to the Dohani language.

“It must take less bandwidth,” said Captain Lambert. “The symbols are not very large, and they’re monochromatic.”

Jane put up other lines of symbols and then turned to me with her serene expression. She looked at me like that for ten seconds. She got up and approached one of Lambert’s assistants.

The bodyguards tensed, but Charts raised a hand to calm them. He now knew that Jane acted logically and was not getting ready to attack; she simply had no reason to. And her serene expression belied any suggestion of violence.

Jane leaned over the young scientist, who tried to shrink back into his chair. Seeing two red eyes like hers looking at you could be rather unsettling. She slowly reached out her hand... and deftly relieved him of his electronic notepad.

“You see,” Charts murmured softly enough to avoid disturbing Jane, “she is dangerous but not unpredictable.”

She returned to the viewscreen with her booty. She looked at the notepad and then turned her attention back to the screen. She drew new symbols:
try to see if these symbols can be
decoded by the Klinn-Frantz method
“Hey, that’s what I wrote on my notepad,” the scientist exclaimed.

Jane concentrated again and moved the words to form a single column:
try
to
see
if
these
symbols
Then she drew a circle around each letter, one at a time.

Lambert ventured an idea. “That must mean she understands that our words are written in sequences of letters, that each letter is unique and independent, and that there are not very many of them.”

He tapped on his own notepad and showed it to Jane. She looked at it attentively and then wrote on the screen:
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZ
“I showed her the alphabet. She must understand it’s a list of all the possible letters.”

But Jane added something else:
ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRSTUVWXYZtrytoseeifthesesymbols
“Oh,” said Lambert. “The problem of capitals and lower-case letters. She’s reminding me that I’ve forgotten a whole bunch of symbols. I’ll put the capitals and small letters side by side on my notepad. Maybe she’ll understand.”

He typed again on his notepad and showed it to Jane. Now she typed:
try
TRY
“Yes,” Lambert nodded, “she has understood. Capitals and small letters don’t change the meaning of a word.”

Everyone — even the guards — was so interested in what was happening that not a sound was heard. Jane turned and pointed at me, but instead of looking at me, she was looking at Lambert.

“Terrific!” he said. “She wants to know how to write your name, Lieutenant!”

I smiled. The first word she wanted to know was my name. Of course.

Lambert wrote it on his notepad and showed it to Jane. She copied it onto the screen: Dexter.

Then Jane pointed to herself. Lambert again wrote on his notepad and showed it to Jane, who added her name next to mine: Dexter Jane.

Then, without erasing the words, she drew a small photo.

“It’s Eliza!” Charts exclaimed.

Jane turned to him and gave him a serene look — for the first time. Charts smiled. She had guessed what he was saying.

“Doctor Eliza Doyle is a physician aboard the S-804,” I said.

Lambert nodded and wrote Eliza’s name on his notepad. Jane wrote: Dexter Jane Eliza.

Then she pointed to Charts. When she had seen his name, she added:
Dexter Jane Eliza
Charts
Then she added a series of Dohani symbols:
Dexter
/\(o)::’\|
=//|\-.[]
Jane Eliza
Charts
Then she erased everything. Instead she wrote: Jane [][][][][][] Dexter

“Hey, what’s that?” blurted one of the scientists.

“Easy,” said one of the bodyguards, “it’s like a crossword puzzle. What’s the missing word? It’s ‘loves’, obviously.”

Jane loves Dexter.

Jane had spoken to me for the first time. She turned and held my hands.

“Congratulations, gentlemen,” said Lambert, “Jane has just composed her first sentence in a human language.”

We taught Jane more words. The objects around us: table, chair, screen, lamp, glass, water, plate, closet, faucet, hand, head, eyes... And that led us to colors: red, blue, black...

Verbs were harder. Charts demonstrated “to break” by breaking several things. One of the scientists proposed teaching her numbers. Lambert finally explained the concept of infinity. Jane suddenly wrote:

Jane loves infinite Dexter

I smiled. Jane was indeed logical.

Somebody else suggested going further into mathematics: addition, subtraction, equality and difference. That was very useful, because a lot of definitions could flow from these basic concepts, such as greater, different, negation and so forth.

Jane drew an image of a Dohani on the screen and then a silhouette of a human. Once she had the corresponding words, she wrote:

Dohani ≠ human
Jane ≠ human
Jane ≠ Dohani
Dohani = +512
human = −512
Jane = +384
“She wants to tell us she knows she halfway between human and Dohani,” Lambert said, “that she’s a hybrid. But she considers herself more Dohani than human.”

Then Jane wrote:
Jane loves Dohani
Jane not loves human
Jane loves Eliza
Jane loves infinite Dexter
Jane liked some humans... But she hated all the others.

* * *

Now we were using our notepads’ voice recognition software to transcribe messages more quickly. Meanwhile, Jane wrote at full speed. That was how we spent the afternoon, making rapid progress as if to make up for the time we had wasted in the conflict with Redgger.
* * *

After the scientists had left, I kept Jane working. Actually she was learning our language rather than teach us Dohani. To the researchers’ great disappointment, she refused to translate several simple Dohani symbols they proposed to her. Since she knew how to express herself a little, she explained:
head Dohani ≠ head human
head Dohani > head human
head Jane = head Dohani
head Jane ≠ head Dohani
That meant that the Dohani and human brains functioned differently; the Dohani were more intelligent; Jane’s brain resembled the Dohanis’ but was nonetheless different. Human beings simply could not learn the Dohani language. And that was that.

* * *

Jane became able to express increasingly subtler concepts. In addition to making simple statements, she could ask questions. Her first one was: Dexter loves Jane?

Of course I answered yes. I had not expected it would be a very important question for her. She threw herself upon me, took me in her arms, and hugged me tight, obviously very moved.

When I could breathe again, it occurred to me to ask her what message she had received from the Dohani when we were in the infirmary on station S-804. I had to explain to her the concept of “message”; it was quite difficult.

I feared she might refuse to speak to me, because the message was not intended for us, but she answered without hesitation:
message = Dohani loves Jane
That was all? That was it? A love note? The Dohani were really strange people.

She concentrated and put on the screen a much more complex message:
DOHANI LOVES JANE ((o|:/|\[o]O=| loves Jane
Dohani seeks Jane
Jane answer ||=(o)/[x]::>< loves Jane
Dohani loves Jane
[o:o]/|/^:| loves Jane
/*/:-=([o]): loves Jane
((o|:/|\[o]O=| LOVES JANE
o)(/o[x]//|> loves Jane
Dohani seeks Jane
[//:O[])<>/|\: loves Jane
Jane answer Jane answer
((o|:/|\[o]O=| loves Jane
((o|:/|\ [o]O=| = sad infinite
(()//\[]:/^/ help Jane
=> Jane answer
Whoa! What did all that gibberish mean? It was not one message but several overlapping messages, some of which were repeated.

Jane showed me one of the Dohani words: ((o|:/|\[o]O=|

The word appeared three times — once in emphasis — to say he loved her, once to say he was infinitely sad. Jane displayed an image in a corner of the screen in order to avoid erasing the message. Jane pointed to him and then to the Dohani word. It must be his name.

Then she displayed another photo next to the Dohani’s; it was a picture of herself. She drew a circle around the two photos and typed:
Jane nest 753450911
((o|:/|\[o]O=| nest 753450911
A nest? Finally I understood what a “family” was for the Dohani. Apparently every nest had an identification number. The Dohani belonged to the same nest as Jane; in other words he was a family member.

She added:
X[o||()[[o]]::) nest 753450911
(*[::]/|\:=[()]\/ nest 753450911
[/]|o::\|/(=) nest 753450911
[x:x]//*x:x//)( nest 753450911
=[:][=]/|/x nest 753450911
o\o-|-\:/|\- nest 753450911
Jane’s nest had a total of eight members. A large family... unless it was a normal size for Dohani family units.

To sum it up, the message meant that a lot of Dohani loved her and wanted to hear from her. And that is what she had done aboard the shuttle that took us to the cutter. I asked her what she had answered.

               JANE LOVES DEXTER
         human |o//*[]|[/]= ? no                     Jane loves Dohani
    Jane loves Dexter                                       human ^|/=:(o(// ???
        Jane loves ((o|:/|\ [o]O=|                    Jane loves Dexter
             human   <|<|o(:)o[/]    ???
                   Dexter = good infinite
                             Eliza = good
Intrigued, I analyzed her message. The most important thing in this text for her was — if she was telling me the truth — was that she loved me. I wanted to believe it. She showed me constantly how attached to me she was.

But why send that as an answer? I would have thought she would say something like “Here I am, on Station S-804. Come and get me!” Instead she emphasized that she loved me; she told one of her nest mates that she loved him, too. When she spoke of humans, she seemed to be asking herself untranslatable questions. And she said I was someone good and that Eliza was, too.

Eliza? Why did she mention Eliza in her distress call? It resembled less a distress message than a letter a girl might write home while on vacation: “I’ve met a nice guy named Dexter and I’ve fallen in love. I’ve also found a nice girl friend named Eliza. Love to you all and a kiss to (o|:/|\[o]O=|.”

As usual, I did not understand a thing.
* * *

I decided to ask Jane a question that humanity had been asking itself for ten years: “Dohani attack human why?”

Jane froze for a few seconds. Then she turned to me with a puzzled look. She answered: “Human attack Dohani.”

Hunh? No way, the Dohani had attacked first... “Dohani attack human,” I insisted.

She again turned to me. Her look was no longer bewildered, it was cold. Her red eyes looked at me as at someone particularly annoying. She took a deep breath and, grumbling, wrote:

Human bad human attack Dohani

She put an image on the screen: a Dohani spaceship recognizable by its sleek, rounded shape. Dohani vessels were elegant, light-years ahead of clumsy human ones. They were almost aerodynamic, which was strange for craft that could not land on a planet. This Dohani vessel was civilian; at least it did not have any guns and did not seem to be armored like a military ship.

Beside the spacecraft was a Dohani space station. It looked like a slightly convex disk.

Next, Jane showed me another image. A second ship — human — had just arrived, an old model from before the war. This ship did not look like one that belonged to the Army: its hull was painted in several colors, like a commercial vessel; military spaceships were always uniformly grey. However, the human vessel had cannons and missile launchers.

Jane put up another picture. The Dohani ship had just exploded. I realized that the photo had been taken by a surveillance satellite, which had recorded the battle, if that is what it could be called... In the next image, the human vessel was firing on the space station. Hull breaches appeared. Air escaped. It was a massacre.

“Human attack Dohani Human attack Dohani HUMAN ATTACK DOHANI,” Jane wrote under the picture. A growl escaped from her throat. She was getting angry.

Next, the human vessel approached the Dohani station, which was in very bad shape. Silhouetted figures went toward the station. Humans were boarding it. In the next photo, the figures were coming back. They were carrying things. One of the things was rather large, and several humans had surrounded it to maneuver it more easily. It was the corpse of a Dohani. I shuddered.

“Human bad human bad HUMAN BAD,” wrote Jane, growling all the louder. Now she was furious. The last image showed the station exploding.

Pirates. They were pirates! A pirate vessel had attacked a Dohani station, no doubt hoping to find some loot they could sell for a good price. They had destroyed everything in order to leave no traces. But a satellite had recorded the whole scene, and the Dohani had discovered the terrible truth: humans had massacred dozens of Dohani for no reason.

That explained a lot of things. That was why the Dohani — who otherwise did not seem to be a very warlike race — had attacked us by surprise. When war broke out, we had known about them for five years, but they had ignored us. They had even allowed science vessels to approach their planets, but they did not communicate with us.

After all the trouble we had had in communicating with Jane — who was nonetheless partly human — I understood why establishing communication with humans seemed impossible to the Dohani. They were content to ignore us and not show the slightest sign of aggression toward us. But humans had killed Dohani, and they took it as a declaration of war.

“Human bad INFINITE,” wrote Jane. For her, we were bloodthirsty, pitiless monsters out of a nightmare.

She showed a new image: another Dohani station. It wasn’t the same as the first; this one was spherical. A human vessel was approaching it. It was different from the pirate vessel, but it had the same profile: a commercial ship with weapons jury-rigged on its hull. As in the previous scenario, this ship killed the Dohani by firing from a distance; then men boarded the station to loot it and take Dohani bodies. Then they blew up the station.

“Human bad infinite human bad infinite HUMAN BAD INFINITE” Jane repeated in a rage. She turned toward me and growled even more loudly than before. Something was bothering me: why were there two pirate ships?

Suddenly she threw herself at me. Her hand clutched my throat with incredible strength. I was suffocating and could not speak or call for help.

She got up and lifted me at arms’ length, still holding me by the neck, staring at me with red eyes cold enough to freeze a neutron star. I began to black out. Jane had decided to even the score between the Dohani and humans, and I was done for.

Then a glimmer of light went through her eyes. She groaned and dropped me suddenly. I fell to the floor, trying to breathe, rubbing my throat with my hands. Jane ran to a corner of the room, curled up on the floor and continued to moan, her head in her arms.

I got up and staggered over to her. “Jane,” I croaked. My throat hurt. She really had to get over this habit of strangling me all the time. “Jane,” I repeated, “come here. I have to explain something to you.” I took her arm and she pulled away, still moaning.

“No!” I shouted. “For once you’re going to do what I say.” I pulled on her arm with all my strength, sliding her across the floor. I was ready to drag her all the way across the room, if I had to. I was ready to fight her, if I had to. I had to tell her that the whole story was a terrible misunderstanding. That the war was for nothing.

She stopped moaning and got to her feet, but I was still pulling her. At the table I grabbed my notepad; I wrote the word “pirate” and pointed to the second pirate vessel still on Jane’s screen.

She growled and wrote “human.”

I wrote:

human ≠ pirate
pirate <= human
pirate = bad
human ≠ bad
She looked more confused than ever. She wrote, implacably: “pirate bad ( human bad.”

That was a problem: the logic was much too simplistic. I tried to explain to her that reality was much more complex. Things are not black and white; people are not completely good or bad; there are nuances, and they are essential:

pirate = bad
human = good
human = bad
Dexter = good
Eliza = good
pirate = bad
She was still confused. She wrote again: “pirate = bad ( human = bad.” She was incapable of seeing beyond it. Or maybe she meant that since humanity was capable of producing pirates, all humanity was bad and had to be combated.

I sighed and insisted. “Dexter good?”

She answered, “Yes.”

“Eliza good? Charts good?”

For Eliza she answered “yes” without hesitating. But for Charts she was more careful: “Charts = 64. Charts good = 32. Charts bad = 32.”

So Charts was half good and half bad. Maybe she still held a grudge against him for hitting her with the stock of his gun on the Dohani asteroid base, where we met her for the first time.

I decided to use Jane’s technique: “human = 1000 | human good = 999 | human bad = 1.” She replied:
Human bad = 1000
human head broken
Dohani head broken? no
Jane head broken? no
Human head broken? Had humans broken somebody’s head but not Jane’s? No, that made no sense. Oh, I got it: human heads were broken. Jane thought we were all crazy.

“Dexter head broken?” I wrote.

“Yes,” she answered. She had no doubt about it: I was as deranged as other humans. On the other hand, she considered herself perfectly sane, like her Dohani brothers.

She turned off the viewscreen and took my hand. The discussion was over. Humanity as a race was insane. There had never been any misunderstanding: the pirates who had attacked the Dohani had convinced them that humanity was dangerous. Therefore the Dohani would continue to fight until one side or the other was exterminated.

* * *

The next morning, when we were alone again, Jane showed me her real name. While exploring an encyclopedia on a notepad to learn new words, she had come across a chapter about pet animals. She took my hand to get my attention and wrote on the viewscreen: “Jane Dohani = little white kitten.”

Little white kitten?! That was her name in Dohani? I started to laugh. She looked at me with surprise.

The fiercest warrior I had ever seen, one who had to be imprisoned in a concrete bunker and watched over by a dozen guards, was named “little white kitten”? Fortunately she could not understand; she would have surely been horribly annoyed.

* * *

Later I asked her: “Dexter belongs Jane?”

“Yes,” she answered.

“Jane belongs Dexter?”

She looked surprised and answered, “No.” She explained: “Dexter belongs Jane. Jane not belongs Dexter.” Then she added something very interesting: “Jane = female. Dexter = male. Male belongs female.”

Ouch. Among the Dohani, the females owned the males. A matriarchal society. For her, it was completely normal to behave possessively with me. Males had to obey females; it was in the natural order of things.

I just hoped Charts would not become aware of this. He would never let me hear the end of it.

Proceed to Challenge 516...
Chapter 12: Progression
I found ecstasy, blessed rapture
In a harmony that takes me higher
It’s controlling me, I’ve been captured
In a melody that sets my soul free 

— Sepiamusic, Musiclife
Days passed. Jane had learned so many words that she could now read texts all by herself. She often asked me what one term or another meant, but she was improving. She had assimilated grammar rules and was making fewer and fewer errors.

The engineers had modified a portable screen for her and equipped it with a voice synthesizer that pronounced what she wrote. And it had voice recognition capacity, which transcribed what it heard onto the screen. Now she could get by on her own.

The device also had a narrow shoulder strap; we could converse anywhere without needing a computer notepad. Her artificial voice was a little cold and mechanical, and the strangest thing about it was hearing it without her opening her mouth, because the machine was speaking for her.

Jane was very rapidly becoming more human. She spoke and acted almost like a normal human being. She had moved from the status of a wild animal to that of a civilized, socialized person. Or at least that was the impression she gave.

One day, when the scientific team was getting ready to leave, she came up to Charts and asked, “Charts, would you like to work out with me? Unarmed combat?”

Charts’ face brightened. “Glad to, pretty lady, but please, don’t go all out, okay?”

Jane nodded, and I followed them to the gym. Charts took off his coat and began to warm up, but Jane just went to the middle of the room. She closed her eyes and relaxed.

“Don’t you need to warm up?” Charts asked. Since she didn’t seem to understand, he explained. “Prepare your muscles. Otherwise they may be injured. We humans have to do that.”

“No,” she answered, “my muscles are always ready. They don’t need to be prepared for combat.”

Charts took his place in front of Jane. “Let’s go.”

The combat began. Charts threw punch after punch at Jane. She bent, withdrew and whirled to avoid them. She feinted right and kicked with her left leg, slowly and not too hard. Charts blocked the move, grabbed her leg and yanked it upwards, throwing Jane to the mat. He immediately put a knee on his opponent’s chest. Jane was down and Charts had won.

“Cool,” he said, “I must be the first human who’s ever beaten you!”

“That’s right,” said Jane. “Now I’m going to speed up a little.”

Charts was smiling broadly. The combat began again. This time, Jane kept spinning around Charts, who had trouble following her rhythm. He tried to break off and take a better position, but Jane immediately attacked and harassed him. Charts began to return her punches and take the initiative. Jane suddenly executed a perfect back-flip and landed on her feet. Charts moved in with a little too much confidence; she grabbed him by the arm and threw him over her shoulder.

“Ow!” Charts exclaimed. “You got me that time.” She held out her hand to help him up.

They continued until Charts raised him arms in defeat. “I’ve had it,” he said. “I have to stop now. Thanks; I really enjoyed that. Let’s do it again sometime.”

Jane put her hand on his shoulder. “You’re a good fighter,” she said, “and a good human.”

Charts laughed. Jane didn’t jump; she had become accustomed to human laughter but still did not really understand what it was. The Dohani apparently had no sense of humor; that was one of the rare areas in which the human race was clearly superior. She did not know how to smile, either. But since she saw everybody doing it, she had begun to acquire the habit of imitating us, although with limited success.

Jane and Charts worked out in the gym every evening. They taught each other martial arts tactics, but most of Jane’s motions depended on her superhuman speed, which Charts could not match. Even so, he and Jane both enjoyed the combat sessions very much.

* * *

Jane discovered music. She had never paid much attention to sounds, because the Dohani did not use the sense for communication.

“The Dohani use sound for sonar,” she explained. “We send out an impulse and hear the form of the object on echo. The sound waves go out through the palms of my hands. I turn them toward the object I’m examining.”

“We guessed as much,” I said with a smile. “That’s how you always found an escape route when you were running away, on the space station.”

“Yes, there were a lot of hidden passageways. It was easy.” She made one of her artificial smiles; one might have called it a smirk. “When I hear a sound, it’s analyzed by my sonar. I perceive the sound in all its complexity. That’s why I can’t learn human words; they’re too complex. It’s difficult. But certain sounds are magnificent; the sound of your voice, for example.”

“That’s why you stopped fighting, on the Phoebus, right?”

“Yes, I had never heard a sound like that.” She stopped, lost in reminiscence. “Can you show me music?” she asked suddenly.

I could download all kinds of files to my notepad, including music. First, I had her listen to single instruments: piano, violin, guitar... She listened intently, concentrating. Then I had her listen to more complex music, with several instruments. When I put on a symphony, she looked at me in bewilderment. “But it’s so rich I can’t follow it!”

“Jane,” I told her, “you mustn’t try to separate out each instrument; listen to them all together. There are often several melodies: a main melody you hear clearly and secondary melodies.”

But it was too hard for her. She soon gave up.

* * *

The next day she discovered a video of classical dance. She was enthralled. “This is magnificent,” she said. “It’s like martial arts with a precise rhythm.” She watched dance videos for hours. Then she grabbed my hand. “Come with me,” she said, “I want to show you something.”

She led me to the gym. She took my computer notepad, started it playing a song, and danced in perfect rhythm to the music. It was magical. She had remembered all the dance movements she had seen, and she strung them together, leaping, kneeling, jumping up again, doing en pointe. She was made for it, a born dancer.

When the song stopped, she ran over to me. “Was that okay?” she asked.

“That was... that was... extraordinary, Jane. You’re an excellent dancer.”

“Thanks,” she said, hugging me. “I think I understand music now.”

* * *

Jane simply could not use a pencil, something that baffled the scientists. She tried to draw on a sheet of paper, but the results were a catastrophe, like a two-year old’s. Charts hung up her scribblings in the gym; he was trying to distract her by reminding her how hopeless she was at drawing pictures. But she didn’t care. She knew how to generate images directly on a screen, with her implant; why bother with a pencil? It was good enough for those crazy humans.

Jane asked me to tell her about my life. I told her about my childhood on Pandore-4.

My parents had been poor, but I was happy. I told her about the gang I had led. And I told her of some of our exploits, like the time we painted our teacher’s cat green, because she had punished us. I remembered the beating my father gave me; he let slide a lot of things, but he would not abide misbehaving at school.

I told of our rivalries with other gangs of boys. My first flirting with a girl, when I was eleven. She was a girl in my gang, a year older than I, and she wanted to seduce me to become my second in command. I was too young. I didn’t realize what she wanted, and I threw her out of the group. My vocation as a soldier had come suddenly, when the war with the Dohani broke out.

Jane listened to me, fascinated by the memories I brought back. She told me her childhood had been much calmer. She had enrolled in a military school because she liked to fight. I understood she was a kind of officer, like myself, but she did not seem to have an exact rank. There was a hierarchy, but everybody’s position in it tended to change. I wondered how the Dohani managed to get organized.

Proceed to Challenge 517...
Chapter 13: Inversion
Lost hours and secrets too
No one will find but you,
Falling is like brand-new rain,
Places I have never been,
I thought these things would come to me.
Love is another country, and I want to go,
I want to go too, I want to go with you. 

— Tifft Merritt, Another Country

We were allowed to go out of the house provided Jane was handcuffed. She did not like that very much; she would have stayed indoors all the time, but I needed to see the sun. Every other day we went to the airlock and I put the handcuffs on her wrists and the shackles on her ankles. When she was finally outside, I picked her up in my arms.

It had been a month since we had arrived at the research center, and it was full summer on Aubria-3. It was still raining a lot, and the heat had become stifling. Even so, I enjoyed breathing in the air of freedom. In a way, I was a prisoner too.

That day, I had Jane sit down on a bench, and I sat beside her. She closed her eyes and let the rain trickle down her face. She snuggled up to me.

Suddenly I felt a pain. Something had stung my thigh. “Ouch!”

“What happened?” Jane asked.

“An insect, probably. But it hurts like hell.” I rubbed my leg where I had been stung and I felt my thigh grow numb. “The damn thing must have injected venom. I’d better have a doctor look at it.”

Something was wrong. I really felt bad. I felt dizzy. I tried to get up but found I could not move. Jane called the three guards who were watching us nearby.

“What’s wrong, Lieutenant?” one of them asked.

“I’m paralyzed. An insect bit me,” I said, painfully. I felt myself growing faint; I was going to pass out.

“We’ll take you indoors, Lieutenant.” Two of them put their arms under my shoulders and lifted me.

Jane immediately sprang to attack. I heard a clang and Jane’s shackles were on the ground. She had thrown them off and was looking at the guards with a wolf-like smile.

Taken by surprise, they did not react fast enough. Anyway, Jane was now free to move, and the three of them did not stand a chance. She knocked out the first guard with a single punch. She whirled and kicked in the chest the one on my right. He was thrown onto his back, two meters away. The guard on my left let me go and tried to unholster his dart gun, but Jane rushed upon him, easily snatched his weapon and shot him with a dart.

It was fascinating to watch her in action, even if I could see nothing good in the outcome. She shot more darts at each of the other two guards and then put the weapon under her belt.

I was lying on the ground, completely unable to move.

Jane came over to me. “Sorry, Dexter. I had no choice.”

I thought she was going to run away and leave me lying there, but she bent over me and began to rummage in one of my pockets. She took out a little black tube: a listening device. I had been carrying it for weeks without knowing it. She threw it far away and then picked me up effortlessly. She ran toward the fence.

She threw me over her shoulder and climbed the fence with one hand. There was barbed wire at the top, but she ignored it as if it were not even there. She went over the top and climbed down the other side. Her hand was bleeding.

She jumped to the ground, lifted me from her shoulder and began carrying me in her arms. She started running. I lost consciousness.

* * *

We were in the living room of someone’s home. I was lying on a couch. I heard Jane speaking.

“Yes, hello. Excuse my voice, it is strange. I am mute and use a voice synthesizer... No, don’t bother, thanks.”

I tried to get up and found I was bound hand and foot.

Jane was on the other side of the room, standing in front of a small table. “I want to charter the YR-341. I saw on your website that it’s very fast. We need room for two people... Yes, it is very urgent. Can you tell me if it’s possible? Yes, I’ll wait.” She was talking on the telephone. “Oh, perfect. That will do just fine. And the price?”

I was shocked to realize that Jane was buying tickets for a space flight.

“No, no problem.” A pause. “No, I don’t know exactly, but I’m ready with the financing... Yes, certainly. Here’s my credit card number.” And she dictated the number of a bank card.

Where had she learned how to do all that?

“Okay. Thank you very much. Goodbye.” She disconnected and came over to me. I noticed she had bandaged her wounded hand. “Hello, Dexter. How do you feel?”

“Not very well,” I answered. “What did you do to me?”

She took something out of her pants pocket and showed it to me. It was a dart-gun cartridge. “I stole it from Charts one day, when we were working out.” She knelt beside me.

“And the handcuffs and shackles?” I asked. “How did you get out of them?”

She shook her head. “My secret. I’ll tell you someday, but not now.”

“Can you untie me, please?”

“No, I can’t. I mustn’t take any chances.”

“But you’re a lot stronger than I am. And I can’t run away anyhow.”

She smiled wryly. “Never underestimate your opponent. Haven’t you ever read Sun-Tzu’s Art of War? A fascinating book. I found it on the Net. Humans have made the mistake of underestimating me. No way I’m going to do the same.”

Okay, she had assimilated our military literature. And a lot of other things. I realized she had been very busy this past month. While the scientists were learning about Jane, she was learning much more about humans.

“Jane, do you really hope you can escape aboard a spaceship? How are you going to get past security?”

She smiled again. “You don’t need to know that right now. Never underestimate your opponent. Remember?”

I sighed. “So I’m your enemy?”

“You’re a human above all, Dexter. It would be stupid of me to think you’d follow me of your own free will.” She was inflexible.

“In that case, leave me here. I’ll just slow you down. That’s the only way, if you want to escape.”

She hung her head. “I can’t do that either, Dexter. You belong to me. Anyway, I have to watch over you.”

I had not exactly expected that answer. “Watch over me? Even though you’re putting us both in danger?”

Jane sighed. “I can’t remain a prisoner indefinitely. That would serve no purpose. Now stop talking. I have something to do.”

She unplugged a lamp and put it on a big table in the middle of the room. She tore out the electric cable and pushed the lamp aside. She took her portable viewscreen from around her neck and took it apart, working with quick, precise movements. She connected the wire to the interior of the screen and put it back together. Fifty centimeters of wire were left hanging out.

She sat on a chair and put her head on the table, her face to one side. She moved her hair from her neck and the access panel to her implant opened. She brought the wire to her implant, concentrating, her brow furrowed. It was not easy, because she could not see what she was doing. The wires connected with a beep, and the panel closed. Jane got up and put the portable screen back at her neck.

“Can you say something, Dexter?”

“Please untie me, Jane.”

“Perfect. It’s working. I don’t need to look at the screen anymore. It’s sending information directly to my implant.”

She came and knelt beside me again. “I’m really sorry, but...” She did not finish, she just looked at me for a long moment, a glimmer of sadness in her red eyes. “We have to go,” she said.

She picked me up in her arms and took me to a garage connected to the house. In it was a vehicle, and she already had the key. She must have found it in the house. She put me in the passenger’s seat and took the wheel.

It was an all-terrain vehicle, like all others on Aubria-3. The constant rain often made the roads impassable. She started the motor and the car bounded forward. She had some trouble driving at first; the vehicle must not have been like the ones she was used to, and the design must have been very different from Dohani models. But she soon acquired the necessary reflexes.

I tried to think of ways to escape while the car moved smoothly through traffic. I did not even know what town we were in. Since I knew I was being kept in the research center, I had not learned anything about the local geography. Jane, on the contrary, seemed to be quite familiar with the topography of the region.

She drove out of town and we took a country road for a few minutes. There were a lot of forests; Aubria-3’s climate was very favorable to vegetation. Suddenly, Jane turned left down a forest road. “There was a roadblock a few hundred meters up ahead.”

Damn. She could even spot roadblocks at a distance.

The road was bad. The car got stuck almost immediately. Jane got out and pushed the car, straining against the rear bumper. We would have been stuck for good without her superhuman strength.

She got back into the car, her pants legs covered with mud. We set out again.

“Jane,” I said, “I’ll be unhappy if I’m not among humans anymore, if I’m a prisoner of the Dohani.”

She continued to look straight ahead, concentrating as she drove. “And do you think I was happy to be your prisoner? If we’re to be together, one of us has to be a prisoner. I’d rather it be you. At least the Dohani are civilized.”

“Civilized? And you’ve never tried to negotiate with us? One pirate attack and pow, it’s war. Isn’t that a bit over the top?”

Jane’s expression became cold at the mention of pirates. “Humans are crazy. It’s impossible to negotiate with you. You’re killers. You’re a danger to all intelligent species.”

I rolled my eyes upwards. “Who do you think you are? The guardians of the galaxy?”

“Of course!” Jane exclaimed and looked at me. “It’s the duty of every evolved race to make sure the galaxy is safe and fit for life. It’s up to us to halt the human peril.”

I thought about that answer. I could not escape by arguing. Nonetheless, I could hardly believe she would succeed in carrying out her plan; all the authorities on the planet must be looking for her.

The car suddenly slid to the right. Jane compensated and braked. The rear fishtailed and we stopped crosswise on the road. Jane tried to restart the car, but we were stuck again.

She got out and began pushing the car, to get it loose. When she climbed back in, she had mud all over her. She started the car again.

We finally emerged from the forest. Jane had found her way back to the main road. We drove for two hours. Then she parked the car in another forest road and went to look for something in the trunk.

“You must be hungry,” she said and offered me a sandwich. She took one for herself, too. “It’s human food.”

“But... can you choke that down now?” I asked. “I thought it was inedible for you.”

She made a look of disgust. “Almost inedible. But I’ve trained myself to eat your food. I can’t allow myself to weaken now.”

I thought if our roles were reversed, I surely could not have eaten Dohani food. Unless I were starving...

After our repast we set out again. An hour later we arrived at the spaceport.

* * *

She parked the car in a street near the runways. She took some spare clothing out of the trunk. She had even planned for that. And then she got back into the car. “We’ll wait for night,” she said.

Once again I tried to talk her into letting me go. I had no great hopes it would work, and Jane was not one to be easily persuaded.

* * *

It was after nightfall, in complete darkness. She made me get out of the car, and then she picked me up and started to carry me. The rain had softened to a mist. I tried to sweet-talk her: “At least untie my legs. I promise not to run away.”

“No, Dexter, this won’t take long. Don’t worry.” She began to run.

She reached the fence and went over it with no trouble. She began to run again until we came near the embarkation area. But that was not where Jane was headed. She zigzagged between buildings and avoided a security patrol, clamping a hand over my mouth to keep me from calling for help. Finally she came to a small commercial ship.

She set me on the ground and put on sunglasses to hide her strange eyes. She took out the dart gun she had borrowed from one of the guards at the research center and picked me up again.

At the base of the spaceship a man and a woman were talking. The hull of the ship was inscribed with its registry number: YR-341.

“Don’t bother calling for help,” she warned me. “There are only two of them. If you try to intervene, I’ll have to drop you and attack them. You’ll fall to the ground and get hurt. It won’t make any difference; I’ll overcome them anyway.”

I knew she was probably right. There were only two of them, and they were civilians who would not know how to fight.

Jane approached the spaceship. “Good evening,” she said to the couple. Her voice synthesizer made her sound neutral and calm.

The man and woman stopped talking and turned toward her. “Good evening,” the woman began; but when she got a better look at Jane, she added, “young lady.” And: “You shouldn’t be here. Who are you?”

Jane came up to them and gently set me on the ground.

“Uh... is there a problem with the gentleman?” the man asked.

Jane straightened up and pointed her dart gun at them. “Please do not move. I know how to use this, and I won’t hesitate to do so.”

They froze. “But what—?” the man began to say.

“Let me explain,” Jane interrupted. “You’ve heard the news about a manhunt? It’s for a girl of about sixteen, with red eyes.” Jane took off her sunglasses and calmly put them in her pocket.

The couple stared wide-eyed.

“I’m the one they’re looking for. They say I’m extremely dangerous. That is very much an understatement. I’ll just say I can kill you both very easily, even without a weapon.”

The couple was terrified. The neutral tone of the voice synthesizer and Jane’s polite calm made her all the more frightening. She gave the impression she knew what she was doing; she had taken on the role of a cold, pitiless criminal and, despite her appearance as a girl, she sounded credible.

“What... what do you want?” the man asked.

“I’m the one who called to reserve this spaceship. And let me thank you for waiting for me, as I asked. For obvious reasons I have to leave this planet immediately. And your YR-341, the Dragonfly 2, is a remarkable ship, very fast. Just what I need.”

The man and woman were in a state of shock. “But that’s impossible!” the woman protested. “The interceptors will catch you as soon as you take off.”

Jane smiled. The couple was not used to this little expression of Jane’s and shrank back, thinking they were dealing with a psychopath.

“The military ships will not have time to intercept us before we jump to hyperspace; your ship is too fast. They’ll need ten to twelve minutes to take off. Since it’s dinner time, I rather expect they’ll need twelve minutes.”

Jane was in complete control of the situation. She had planned for everything down to the most minute detail. I wondered how long she had been working on this escape plan.

“Okay,” she continued, “now that everything is clear, let’s get serious.” She pointed the dart gun at the man.

He raised his hands and backed away. “Please, I won’t do anything...” he began.

“Sorry, mister Franconi, I don’t need you. Don’t worry, the effects are only temporary.” Jane fired and the man fell.

Jane immediately turned the gun on the woman. Still watching her, she knelt to untie my legs. “Captain Vishvakarma, please help my friend board the ship.”

She even knew the names of the pilot and co-pilot.

The woman did as she was told, fearful of the determined-looking girl. She helped me up and steadied me while I limped up the entryway to the ship.

Inside, the air was filled with an odor of spices, which was unusual for a spaceship. It was a small vessel but well outfitted, and it looked comfortable. The walls of the corridor leading to the bridge were covered with images and photos.

The bridge had two seats, one for the pilot and one for the co-pilot, and four berths for passengers. At Jane’s order, the woman put me in a berth and strapped me in.

Jane took her place in the co-pilot’s seat and the woman, in the pilot’s chair. Jane was still pointing the dart gun at her. “Listen carefully,” she said. “I’ve already piloted spaceships, including a model like this one. You can be sure I can take the controls if I have to. But I prefer that you do the piloting, because you know your vessel. If you try to trick me, I’ll know right away. You have my assurance that once we get to where I want to go, I’ll let you leave with your ship safe and sound.”

The captain nodded.

“Please program the hyperspace computer with these coordinates,” said Jane.

Captain Vishvakarma immediately got to work with the data displayed on Jane’s portable screen. Once the coordinates were entered and confirmed, Jane asked her to take off at once, without contacting Flight Control. The woman activated various systems and the ship began to float on antigravs. She fired up the auxiliary thrusters and gained altitude.

The radio began to call: “YR-341, this is Flight Control. You are engaged in unauthorized maneuvers. Stop immediately and identify yourself.”

Jane cut off the radio. “Continue, Captain,” she ordered.

The main thrusters roared into life and the ship rocketed into the sky.

“Two minutes since departure,” said Jane.

The ship continued to climb. It was really fast. We were already above the clouds. I could hardly believe it. Jane’s plan had worked. She had left the planet’s surface, and unless the aerospace patrol managed to arrest her, our next stop would be a Dohani world. I was dismayed at the idea.

“Eight minutes,” said Jane. “Activate the radar, Captain.”

The woman pressed a button, and the ship’s radar screen appeared. We had just entered the exosphere; all around us extended the darkness of space.

Perspiration was gleaming on Vishvakarma’s forehead. She did not want to be shot down by army interceptors, and she had the thrusters on full. Minutes passed.

“Oh, there they are,” said Jane. “Fifteen minutes. They really took their time.”

Three points had appeared on the radar. They were climbing faster than our ship, but we had such a long head start that they had no chance of catching us. If I ever came back here someday I would pay a visit to the head of the Kaluna aerospace patrol and give him a piece of my mind.

The ship continued to plunge into the night.

“Are we far enough out to jump to hyperspace, Captain?” asked Jane.

“Uh... yes, miss,” the woman answered.

“Then let’s do it. Let’s not let the interceptors waste their time in a futile pursuit.”

Vishvakarma gave the commands to the jump generator. I felt my stomach quease. The stars around us disappeared and the radar screen ceased to display the points representing the interceptors. We were in hyperspace.

Jane had won. She had escaped.

* * *

Jane finally released me. “Please, Dexter, don’t try anything foolish,” she warned me. “Frankly you have no chance of thwarting my plans. Believe me, I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if I’m forced to. Can you promise me that?” Her red eyes were imploring me.

I crossed my arms and looked at her sternly. “No, Jane, I can’t promise that. I’m here against my will. If I see a chance, I will escape. It’s as simple as that.”

Jane kept looking at me briefly and then looked away. I rubbed my arms and legs; I had been tied up for hours and I was numb all over.

I doubted I would have the slightest chance to escape. I saw nothing I could use as a weapon. As for Vishvakarma, she was terrified and would certainly not want to help me. Even with her help I saw no way I could neutralize Jane barehanded. Maybe by swiping the dart gun while she slept. That was the only possibility I had left.

I could not stand the idea of being kidnapped without ever having a word to say about it. Jane was indeed treating me as if I were her property.

Jane returned to the co-pilot’s chair and sat down. She began talking to the woman sitting next to her. “I am sorry I was so short with you a while ago. I’ll explain why I’m doing this.” She paused.

“I am part Dohani and part human. It is hard to believe, but my eyes must lead you to believe it’s true. I know you must have been told that we Dohani are monsters, but the Dohani think exactly the same thing about humans. As far as that goes, we’re even.”

The woman listened incredulously.

Jane continued: “Lieutenant Zimski, here, captured me six weeks ago. The human military imprisoned me in a research center, to study me. I’ve managed to escape, and now I’m going home.”

The captain turned pale. “You mean... we’re going to a Dohani planet?”

“Don’t worry. First, we’ll put you off at a human space station.”

“But... my ship?”

Jane frowned. “I need it. But I will make it up to you. I will find a way, don’t worry.”

I was astonished at Jane’s proposal. Was she a wealthy Dohani? And yet she was a soldier in their army. Maybe it was a matter of taste. Or was it her importance to the Dohani that gave her so much authority? After all, they had already sacrificed four cruisers, trying to retrieve her.

“And him?” the woman asked, pointing to me. “Is he a hostage?”

“Not at all. He’s my... boyfriend, let’s say. It was entirely out of the question for me to go home without him.”

“Your boyfriend?” asked Vishvakarma, incredulously. She slumped back in her chair, trying to find something to understand in this truly bewildering story.

Jane turned to me with her serene look. I turned away. It was out of the question for me to show reconciliation.

* * *

The ship was no cutter; it took two days to reach our destination. Jane did not close her eyes; she gave me no chance to take her dart gun. I knew she could go several days without sleep; she had probably decided to take no chances.

She remained seated in the co-pilot’s chair. From time to time she would chat with Vishvakarma, who had relaxed somewhat after hearing Jane’s story.

Two days in transit in hyperspace... We had not yet reached Dohani space, just the frontier, at most. Had she planned her escape so far in advance that she expected to meet a Dohani vessel? But how could she have contacted the Dohani since leaving Aubria-3? That did not seem to make any sense. On the other hand, she had already done the impossible several times. I would not have been surprised to see a Dohani cruiser calmly waiting for us when we came out of hyperspace.

The hyperspace generator sounded an alert. We had arrived.

“Captain,” said Jane, “you can now rejoin your own kind. Take one of the escape pods. I’ll eject you near the station. They’ll have no trouble picking you up.”

Captain Vishvakarma rose from the pilot’s seat and left the bridge, heading for one of the nacelles. The nightmare was almost over... for her.

We emerged from hyperspace. Before us was a space station I knew well. The radio began to crackle: “This is station S-804 calling vessel YR-341. You are in a military zone off limits to civilians. Cut your thrusters immediately; interceptors are on the way. If you try to run, you will only make matters worse. We are authorized to open fire.”

Jane switched the radio to transmission mode: “This is Jane Doe aboard the YR-341. I am informing you that I am about to launch an escape pod with one person aboard, the owner of this ship. I am asking you to rescue her. Can you put Doctor Doyle on the line; it’s quite urgent.”

There was an exclamation of surprise on the radio. Our ship was approaching the station very rapidly. Jane had planned to pass by and release the escape pod without stopping; that would not give the interceptors enough time to launch and catch us.

“This is Eliza. Jane, is that really you? You can talk now?”

“Yes, I’ve learned human language, and I’ve been given a device so I can speak.”

“I can hardly believe it, but I’m glad you’re well. Did you get rid of Dexter?”

Jane threw me a glance. “No, I’ve kidnapped him. I’m going home, and I’m taking him to visit my homeworld.”

Eliza hesitated for a moment before answering. “Can I talk to Dexter?”

“He’s right here. You can talk to him.”

Our ship came within optimum range of the station and Jane pressed the button to launch the escape pod. There was a noise of screeching metal.

“Dexter, can you hear me? How are you? Did she really manage to kidnap you?”

I sighed. “Hello, Eliza. Yes, she put one over on me. I’m okay, but things could be better. I hadn’t planned to visit a Dohani prison on my next shore leave.”

Jane growled. “No, no,” she said, “you won’t be in prison. You’ll be free to move around and go where you want. I’ll take you home with me. We’ll be very comfortable there, you’ll see.”

Eliza gasped and then continued: “Sorry, Lieutenant, it must not be much fun for you.”

Jane fired the thrusters and the ship once again bounded forward. “Eliza,” she interrupted, “We have to go. I have to accelerate to outrun your interceptors. Thank you for saving Dexter’s life. I’ll miss you.”

“Oh well,” said Eliza, “I’ll miss you, too, Jane. Both of you. Goodbye.”

Chapter 14: In a Foreign Land
Long, long journey
Through the darkness
Long, long way to go:
But what are miles
Across the ocean
To the heart that’s coming home? 

— Enya, Long, Long Journey 

Jane reprogrammed the ship’s computer with new coordinates and we jumped to hyperspace. Our spaceship raced through the stars. As the hours passed, we plunged ever deeper into the Dohani realm.

I managed to sleep despite my anxiety. I had no idea what was in store for me. Jane had told me that everything would be okay and that she would always be with me. That was her goal: to be with me all the time.

“Would you have stayed among humans,” I asked her, “if you had been sure you could have stayed with me?”

“That’s a short-sighted question,” she answered. “Sooner or later humans would have learned all they wanted to know about me and the Dohani. They’d have put me in prison and sent you back to the front lines.”

She was right. It was also what I had feared from the beginning, that she would be sent to a laboratory and I would never hear from her again. At the time, I had been very much afraid. Now, Jane had forestalled that possibility... unless she was mistaken about the way her Dohani friends would receive me. And I could hardly share her optimism about that: she was naive to think the Dohani would let her keep me; I was an enemy.

* * *

Several days passed. Jane and I did not talk very much. She was exhausted and had not had a moment to relax.

“Dexter,” she said finally, “I have to sleep.”

“Okay,” I answered with a smile, “that’s no problem for me. I’ll stand watch on the ship in the meantime.” I might have a chance to get out of this trap.

“I know you’re thinking of taking advantage of it,” she said, “by seizing control of the ship and turning it around. But the control panel alarms would waken me, and we’re very far from human space by now anyway. Also, if you shut down the hyperspace engine, we may be destroyed.”

I thought about what she had said. Unwillingly, I had to yield to the obvious: there was nothing more I could do; I had lost. “Okay, Jane. I promise I’ll leave you alone and won’t touch the controls. Is that good enough?”

Jane got up from her seat. “Thanks.”

I crawled back into my berth and looked at the ceiling.

“Dexter...?”

I turned to look at her again. She seemed intimidated, and that was unusual.

“Will you...” — she continued hesitantly — “let me sleep in your arms? Please?” She tried to force a smile.

I looked away. “No,” I answered coldly.

She stood motionless, as though frozen, for a few seconds. Then she went and lay down on the berth the farthest from mine.

* * *

She slept for eight hours. When she woke up, she said nothing. She remained silent for the rest of the trip. That suited me quite well.

* * *

An alarm sounded at the control panel. “Alert,” the computer voice announced, “the hyperspace generator inverters have lost power. Prepare for return to normal space.”

The inverters had malfunctioned? That was not good at all.

“Finally!” Jane exclaimed, to my great surprise. “I was beginning to think I’d entered the wrong coordinates.”

The ship swung suddenly. I held on to my berth and yelled, “We’ll be blown to pieces! Cut the engine!”

Jane was perfectly calm. “No need. They’ll do it for us.”

We dropped abruptly out of hyperspace. Several alarms went off.

“Proximity alert,” said the computer. “Unidentified objects within very short range.”

We were not alone. A Dohani battleship and two cruisers had surrounded us. The battleship was enormous; it was so close to us it filled the horizon. Its guns were pointed at us, ready to vaporize us.

“But... what happened?”

“You’ve just learned one of our secrets,” Jane said. “We can intercept ships in hyperspace and force them back into real space.”

Theoretically that was impossible — at least according to the laws of hyperspace physics we had been taught at the military academy. I began to wonder just how far ahead of us the Dohani were in technology.

“You might have warned me,” I noted.

Jane turned to me. “I didn’t think you wanted to speak to me again.”

I scowled. The collision detector began to sound an alarm. A Dohani shuttle was approaching. It was a magnificent vessel, with sleek and elegant lines. The shuttle circled our ship.

Jane closed her eyes in concentration. Various expressions flickered over her face. I gathered she was communicating with the Dohanis aboard the shuttle.

The shuttle suddenly turned around and went away. Jane opened her eyes and put the thrusters on low power. The battleship moved aside and let us pass. We came into view of an Earthlike planet of a type I had never seen before.

“That’s Blue-58,” Jane said, “my homeworld.”

The way was clear, and Jane thumped the thruster control in a hurry to go home. The ship raced full speed ahead toward the planet.

Jane prepared the vessel for landing and cleared the circuits of the hyperspace engine. We reached the atmosphere; the wind howled around us and the ship shook dangerously. I clutched the berth in a white-knuckled grip. “Jane, do you think you could slow down?” I asked.

“No,” she answered, concentrating, “it’s much too soon.”

The ground was rushing up at us. We were bearing down on a city, and I could make out Dohani buildings — domes of various colors. At the last moment, Jane activated the auxiliary thrusters and the ship’s trajectory finally leveled off. Jane was flying so low I could count the leaves on the trees. She was flying like a madwoman, worse than the pilot of the cutter. I was paralyzed with fear. I swore never again would I let Jane kidnap me; it was just too dangerous.

We came into sight of a blue dome isolated on a plain. Jane cut the auxiliary thrusters, activated the attitude jets and sharply turned the ship about. She braked with the lower thrusters and the ship shuddered to a halt, its shields rattling. If all Dohani flew like that, they must have sent quite a few vessels to the junkyard.

As the ship stopped, Jane dropped the landing gear, cut the thrusters and antigravs, and jumped out of her seat. We were still one meter off the ground. The ship thumped to a landing, making a hole in the earth.

I pried my fingers from my hold on the berth and stood up on trembling legs. Jane hopped out, grabbed my hand on the way, and dragged me out of the vessel.

It was a fine day on the planet. The sky shone with a bright, luminous blue, and there was not a breath of wind. The dome, a Dohani house, stood a hundred meters away from the spaceship; it was dark blue in the midst of the green of the prairie. The spaceship’s hot hull creaked as it cooled.

I had a new shock. More than a hundred Dohanis were standing around us. Others were coming from the neighboring town, flying in on antigrav vehicles. The Dohani seemed to use this technology much more than humans did. And I did not see any roads.

Seeing so many of the enemy around me threw me into a panic. I snatched my hand away from Jane’s.

She turned around. “Come on, let’s go,” she said. She descended the gangway and rushed up to a small group of Dohanis who were waiting for her, standing a little ahead of the others. She embraced them one after the other, touching foreheads with them as she had with Eliza. All the other Dohanis were looking at her.

Then she turned to me. “Come on, Dexter,” she said, “We’re home. This is my family.” She indicated the Dohanis she had just embraced. They raised their arms in greeting.

“No, Jane,” I answered.

She looked confused. “You’re not going to stay on that ramp all day, are you?” she asked. “Don’t be afraid. Nobody is going to hurt you. They’re all eager to meet you.”

I took a deep breath, stiffened my legs and crossed my arms. “Jane, didn’t you tell me I was free? That I could go where I wanted?”

“Yes, of course,” she answered, surprised. “Is there somewhere in particular you’d like to go?”

“It’s obvious. I want to go home. Let me get back into the ship and go back to human space.”

She froze, perplexity yielding to disquiet. “Home? But... why?” she asked.

“Let me go, Jane. I do not belong to you.”

Suddenly, all the Dohanis turned towards me at the same time. They understood what was happening. I flinched and took a step back.

Jane saw it and said, “I’ll have them leave, don’t worry.” She closed her eyes for a moment and the Dohanis turned away and headed for their vehicles.

When they had all left, except for Jane’s family, she again invited me to come down. “You see, everything is okay now. Please come with me.”

I remained firm. “No, Jane, let me go. You didn’t ask me if I wanted to come here. As far as you’re concerned, I’m only a plaything.”

“Dexter...? Please, stay with me,” she implored. I can’t let you go back to the humans.”

“Very well.” I descended the ramp and began to walk away from her. I had no idea where I was going. It didn’t matter.

“Where are you going?” she asked. She was beginning to panic.

“If I can’t go home, I want to go as far away from you on this world as I can. I never want to see you again.”

Jane groaned. “Wait... Please, wait! Stay just a minute with me. I want to show you...” She walked after me.

“No,” I said, “it’s over. Go away. I forbid you to follow me. Goodbye.”

She stood still, shocked by my words. “Oh no,” she said, “this can’t be. How could it have happened? It’s unfair. I never had a chance to court you as I should have...”

She began to follow me again. “Give me a little time, please. For pity’s sake. It can’t end this way. I can’t live without you. I’m sorry for what I did; I didn’t know. I’m not human, I couldn’t know. Have pity on me. Let me make it up to you, I’ll do anything you want.”

“There is only one thing I want.”

Now she was completely panic-stricken. “I’m sorry, Dexter. I am so sorry. You can’t know how sorry I am for doing this to you. I beg of you, please forgive me! There must be a way...”

“No,” I snapped, “there is no way. Leave me.”

Jane was still following me, she couldn’t help herself. “All the things I can do,” she murmured, “and none is of any use, just when I need it... I hate myself. I am stupid. I’ve ruined everything.”

Finally I heard her stop. She fell to her knees, distraught. I continued walking straight ahead.

Jane began to wail in pain. I did not look back.

* * *

I was in a sparsely wooded area. The trees had large leaves, green with a bluish tint. I had not seen any animals. I found a brook and quenched my thirst, hoping the water was drinkable. I had drunk only a little and felt better; that was a good sign. I was tired, and I found a more or less comfortable place to lie down. At the foot of a tree I tried to rest and think.

I was alone for the first time in two months. I missed Jane terribly. But she had been treating me like an object, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I was furious that she’d kidnapped me.

And yet she was right. What else could she have done? Either she was a prisoner of the humans or I was a prisoner of the Dohani. Under the circumstances, contrary to what I had thought, my situation was very different from hers. The Dohani had not locked me up, and they had made no attempt to catch me. As Jane had promised, I was free.

However, I was too angry to forgive her. I was trapped on a foreign planet, alone, lost; and it was her fault. She would have done better to leave me on Aubria-3.

And that thought made me shudder the moment it occurred to me. Here, at least I knew that Jane was out there, somewhere. Had she regained her composure? Would she forget me, now that I was far away from her? Or would she decide it was better to let me go?

* * *

A noise wakened me. I had fallen asleep without being aware of it, lulled by the music of the brook.

There was a humming in the air. I looked up and saw a small antigrav car flying over, a single-seater, slim and streamlined like all Dohani vehicles. The door opened part way, and the person inside threw out a package that landed a few meters from me. The car turned around and silently departed.

I picked up the package and examined it. It contained human food, a blanket, and various things that might be useful. The Dohani knew where I was and were making sure I could survive in open country.

I ate, but nothing had any taste. I felt very empty inside. I was missing Jane more than ever. No matter what I could do, she filled my every thought.

* * *

The next day I heard a Dohani shuttle approaching. It landed or, rather, remained floating a meter off the ground about a hundred meters from me, in a small clearing.

The ramp lowered and my heart leaped to see Jane come down and head toward me. She was pale. When she was a few meters away, I saw she was trembling.

“It’s agreed, Dexter,” she said without looking at me, “you can leave. The Dohani want you to take the ship and go. And I’m ready to accept that.”

“Really?” I asked, incredulously.

“Yes. If that’s what it takes to make you happy. So much the worse for me.”

She went back to the shuttle, and I followed her. The interior was larger than in a human shuttle, on account of the Dohanis’ size. I took a seat opposite Jane. The shuttle was piloted by one Dohani; there was no one else.

Jane kept looking down, as if she didn’t dare look at me.

The shuttle took off and in a few minutes brought us back to the home of Jane’s family. Jane’s face was tight, and from time to time a tremble escaped her control.

I could not believe that the Dohani were about to let me escape. Their way of thinking was very different from ours.

The shuttle set down next to the YR-341. I walked up the access ramp while Jane went over to her family waiting for her nearby. I heard her moan while they surrounded her and tried to console her.

I took the pilot’s seat. I pressed the button that closed the door and raised the access ramp. Then I engaged the antigravs. I took one last glance at Jane, on one of the viewscreens. She was huddled on the ground. The ship began to take off.

At ten meters I decided I had done enough. Besides, I was getting dizzy. I slacked off the antigravs and the ship slowly sank back to the ground and landed. I shut off all systems and went back out.

Jane was sitting on the ground, looking at me in pain, stupefied. “You’re not leaving?” she asked.

“No. Since you decided to let me be free, I’m not a prisoner anymore. I can choose to stay with you.”

And after a pause I added, sheepishly, “Anyway, I don’t know how to fly the ship.”

She stood up, with difficulty. “You didn’t really want to leave?”

“No, Jane,” I answered, “I can’t live without you, either, and I leaving is something I simply can’t bring myself to do. I’ve fallen in love with you.”

When she heard that, she staggered, and one of the Dohanis caught her.

“But you can’t force me to do what you want,” I continued. “It just doesn’t work that way.”

Jane came towards me hesitantly. “You love me?” she asked.

I nodded. She threw herself at me and embraced me. “I can hardly believe it,” she said, into my neck. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

I embraced her, too. We stood together like that for a long time.

* * *

Jane introduced me to her adoptive family. Her mood had completely changed. She was hyper; she hopped and skipped and did dance steps.

There were seven Dohanis; they all looked alike except for their colors. They were between two and two and a half meters tall: her mother, her father, three brothers and two sisters.

Jane explained Dohani names to me. They were complicated: every name summed up several things about the person, but there was a dominant trait. “That’s why I translated my name as ‘little white kitten’,” she said. “It’s a close equivalent to the way the Dohani see me: small, pale skin, as agile as a cat, and young.”

She tried to translate her parents’ names. “My mother is calm. She manages to get the people around her to stop running, calm down and think. You might call her Irina; the name means ‘peace’.”

I had already seen her. She was the red Dohani that Jane had drawn, one of the first images she had shown me. She was the tallest in the group.

“My father is a scientist,” she continued. “He’s an expert in all sorts of fields: physics, biology, medicine, and mathematics. ‘Hubert’, which means ‘intelligent’, would fit him nicely. He’s a member of the Council of Sages.”

Jane explained that the Council was the nearest thing the Dohani had to a world government. On every Dohani world there was a Council of Sages that considered and made decisions. Apparently their organization was very loosely structured, and that seemed very strange to me.

She also told me the names of her brothers and sisters. The youngest was Kalista; she was barely taller than I, and her skin was pale blue. All the others were adults.

Having all these Dohanis standing around and staring at me with their four red eyes was a trying experience. I could hardly keep from wanting to run away.

Jane brought me into the dome, the family house, and showed me around. She would not let go of my hand, not daring to believe that I had come back. But she did not pull or push me; she had learned her lesson and wanted to make sure I knew I was not her property.

Her family stayed outside, probably wanting to avoid bothering me.

There were only four large rooms. Jane explained that the Dohani were very communitarian and had little need for privacy. There was a large family room, with a fireplace; they enjoyed a wood fire, like humans. There was a kitchen with utensils that looked oddly like those of humans, only twice as big. I felt like a child in the midst of giants.

The huge bedroom contained an enclosure like those in the dormitory where we had found Jane. The enclosure was full of small, multicolored cushions. The Dohanis all slept together there. At the end of the room were four doors, all alike.

“What are these?” I asked.

Jane gave a funny smile. She took me over to the doors and opened one. It was a miniature version of the bedroom, a small enclosure three meters square, full of cushions. The Dohanis must have wanted to sleep alone sometimes.

And there was a swimming pool in the shape of an inverted dome; typical Dohani architecture.

“Would you like to go for a swim?” Jane offered. “You’ve slept outdoors and you must want to freshen up.”

It was extremely inviting. I was beginning to get undressed when Jane stripped and jumped into the water in three seconds flat. She had also taken off her portable communicator screen. I kept my shorts on. Not out of modesty but because she was too young; our relationship would have to remain platonic until she was an adult.

Anyway, I was going to have a problem with clothing. I hoped there was something more than Jane’s female clothing on this planet.

The water was not very warm, but I was finally able to relax. I tried not to look too long at Jane’s naked body as she swam around me. I didn’t move; I enjoyed the soothing sensation of wavelets splashing me. Jane stopped swimming and came to my arms. She closed her eyes.

Since she did not have her communications device, we could not talk to each other. We did not move anymore; we each were thinking about what had happened: Jane’s miraculous escape and my detention as a prisoner of war, which was turning out rather well.

* * *

After our swim, we rejoined Jane’s parents, who were still outdoors. Her brothers and sisters had left. I learned later that they had agreed not to put me in the presence of so many Dohanis at the same time; they understood it would make me nervous.

We sat down on the grass, and an odd kind of conversation took place. Jane’s parents asked me questions, which Jane transmitted to me, and then she sent them my answers. Everything passed in silence between Jane and her parents; the communication was done through their implants, and it was very swift.

The first thing they asked me was how I had been able to resist their daughter’s charms.

The question seemed strange to me, but Jane explained it. “Things are not normally done this way. When a female Dohani sees a male she likes, she courts him. She contacts him by way of his implant and inundates him with messages of love, desire, promises, invitations... with very vivid images. I’m told the males find it very exciting and impossible to resist.”

I was learning some astounding things about our enemies. The information would be completely useless to headquarters, if I ever returned to human space someday. And I really had no desire to do that at the moment.

“The gist of it all is,” Jane continued, “‘Be mine and I will give you more love than you have ever known’.” She smiled.

“I sent you this kind of message several times, but since you have no implant, you couldn’t receive it.” She laid her head on my shoulder. “I’m sure,” she continued, “if you had been able to receive my messages, it would never have even occurred to you to leave me.”

I made a wry smile.

“Anyway,” she went on, “my parents didn’t understand how you could resist. Among the Dohani, that never happens.”

I thought about what she had been telling me. “Jane, aren’t there cases where people are incompatible? The male might lose interest in the female, or their personalities might be too different and they don’t get along?”

“Everything takes place in the mind, Dexter. With the implant, the two already know everything about each other even before they are a couple. The female already knows how the male thinks, what he likes, and so forth. She would simply not be attracted to a male who is incompatible with her.”

I was fascinated. “Do Dohanis ever get divorced? Might a male and female begin to argue and not get along anymore?

“No, that never happens. Since the partners communicate by means of the implant, they don’t argue. They remain harmonious and adapt to each other continuously. If one feels sad, the other knows it immediately and tries to console the partner. If one is joyful, the joy is transmitted to the other.”

I thought about that. The implants seemed to be capable of transmitting very complex messages. “How does communication work with your implants?” I asked. “I have the impression it goes beyond information and images.”

“The implants transmit emotions. It’s communication based on empathy. When one Dohani contacts another, they exchange emotional states. They know how each other feels, what they may be worried about or want. It’s emotions, mental images and thoughts, all at the same time. A message is made up of all those elements.”

“And that’s why we’ve never been able to decode your messages,” I said.

“Yes. It’s quite simply impossible. I tried to translate for you the message I received when we were on the space station. The main tone of the message was that they loved me and wanted to hear from me. About twenty Dohanis took part in composing it.”

“And your symbols? The Dohani do have writing...”

“It’s a transcription of what we feel. It doesn’t consist of words; it’s codes that our minds can apprehend.”

“Codes?” I asked. “But why so many?”

Jane paused, searching for a way to explain it in human terms. “Every symbol is composed of basic geometric designs. The position, size and form modulate the meaning. For one human word there are hundreds of Dohani symbols.”

She pointed to the grass we were sitting on. “The word ‘grass’ is very vague. What does this grass look like? What is its color? Its shape? Is it wet on account of rain or the morning dew? Is it soft to the touch, or is it dry and brittle? For each of these nuances, the Dohani symbol corresponding to ‘grass’ is slightly different: a line a little broader here, a circle a little more flattened there... You would see practically no change, but to us it would be obvious.”

Jane smiled and continued, “In the end, the number of symbols for the word ‘grass’ is indefinite. There are as many as there are blades of grass.”

Only the Dohani could understand each other. We would never be able to decrypt one of their messages.

“Humans,” Jane continued, “have a very poor system of communication. You can send only very simple, abstract messages. That forces me to reorder my thoughts and concentrate only on what’s essential. If I tried to say everything, it would take hours, and I wouldn’t have enough words. For us, it’s as though you couldn’t hear or speak.”

* * *

Jane turned to her mother, nodded, and turned back to me. “Irina would like to know more about divorce.”

I explained that humans had a lot of trouble in forming solid unions and that most marriages lasted only a few years.

“That is sad,” Jane said.

“C’est la vie, I said, with a shrug. “It seems normal to us. It’s hard to find someone compatible. We’re not telepathic, like the Dohani.”

We talked about family, and I gradually realized that Dohani nests were nothing like human families. A question of Jane’s set me to thinking.

“How is life organized for non-dominant men and women?” she asked.

“Non-dominant?”

“Yes, those who can’t have children.”

“But almost everybody can have children. Isn’t it the same for the Dohani?”

Jane looked astounded. Her parents did, too, judging by the expression on their faces. I was becoming accustomed to their facial expressions and could pick up on some signs of their emotions.

“Of course not!” she exclaimed. “Oh, my parents are reminding me that humans are different, after all.”

I was intrigued. “Jane, can you tell me more about this?”

She breathed deeply. “Okay. Most of the races we know have a hive society.”

“Most of the races?” I interrupted. “You mean there are other space aliens?”

“Yes. I expect you’ll meet members of one of them soon; they’re good friends of the Dohani. The other races we know live peacefully in their sectors of the galaxy.”

This was extraordinary information. There were other sentient races.

But Jane returned to the original subject. “Therefore, in a hive, in principle, a queen lays eggs and workers take care of them.”

I nodded.

“The Dohani function like that,” she continued. “There are dominant males and females, and they are the only ones who can have children. The non-dominant males and females take care of the children. The dominant females are physically bigger than all the others.”

I had noticed that Irina stood a good head taller than her “husband.”

“And the non-dominants can’t have children?”

“No,” she confirmed, “but it is not a problem. They take care of the dominant couple’s children as though they were their own. Or, rather, they consider them as actually being their own children. Since I’m the youngest in my nest, it’s as if I had six parents. There weren’t too many taking care of me,” she added with a smile.

Female and male workers were conceived to take care of the queen and her offspring. That seemed horrible to me. “The non-dominants are slaves, then? Their only purpose is to assure the well-being of the dominants?”

“Oh no!” Jane broke in. “Well, it was true, millions of years ago. Since then the Dohani have evolved and acquired intelligence. All members of the Dohani race are intelligent and have free will. The dominants take care of children as much as the non-dominants do. The Dohani have very few children, to avoid overpopulation.”

“But the non-dominants are asexual and don’t have a rich life like the dominants,” I protested.

“No way! The non-dominants form couples like the dominants.”

Something was bothering me. “Wait just a second... The non-dominants form couples within their nests?” I asked. “Between brothers and sisters?” I was horrified.

“Of course not! Nests are not immutable. The non-dominants leave their nests when they find someone they like in another nest. Only the dominant couple remains forever in the same nest. And the dominant couple doesn’t dominate by giving orders. Everyone does his job in the nest, of course. The dominant couple is just the backbone of the nest; they give it stability.”

I closed my eyes, trying to assimilate all that. “So,” I said, “your adoptive brothers and sisters are not really brothers and sisters, then?”

“Exactly,” Jane confirmed. “Kalista is actually the biological daughter of my adoptive parents; she’s too young to have found a male. She’s a dominant female, and when she finds her partner, they will establish their own nest.”

This was complicated. “And you, Jane, where do you fit into this scheme of things?”

She embraced me. “I’m a dominant female. I can have babies!” She seemed delighted at the prospect. She was even impatient, if I could interpret her expression correctly.

“Eliza thinks you’re not compatible with humans; your genetic code is too different.”

Jane smiled. “I do have extra genes, but that’s no problem. From that point of view, I’m as human as you are.”

I should have expected that. The situation was getting more and more complicated.

“However,” she continued, “I am a special case. There are no others like me. I’ve always felt a little lonely. But I found you! The Dohani were all very surprised. Very pleasantly surprised. They were afraid I would need a long time to find a partner.”

She turned to her father and appeared to think for a minute. “Okay,” she said. “They’ve told me I can tell you everything. Hang on.” And Jane began to explain to me the reason for her existence.
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Chapter 15: Jane and the Caterpillars
I’ve been so wrapped up in my warm cocoon
But something’s happening, things are changing soon
I’m pushing the edge, I’m feeling it crack
And once I get out, there’s no turning back. 

— Hilary Duff, Metamorphosis 

“Thousands of years ago, the Dohani met another race. Let’s call them the Caterpillars, because that is what they look like. They were a hive society, like most species evolved enough to achieve space travel. Unlike the Dohani, they had retained a very strict hierarchy: queens and thousands of workers. The workers were not really intelligent; they only carried out the queens’ orders.”

Jane took my hand and examined it as she continued to tell her story. “There was a problem: the Caterpillars were a warlike race. They had decided to conquer the universe. Their survival instinct was to multiply and eliminate all other races. The Dohani call that a ‘wild hive’.”

She paused. “It was impossible to engage in a dialogue with the Caterpillars. They had only one idea: to exterminate all competition. Fortunately they had conquered only a few planets when the Dohani met them. And they had not yet annihilated any other civilizations. That would have been terrible; intelligent life is very rare in the galaxy.”

Jane closed her eyes and leaned her head briefly on my shoulder. “A war broke out. The Caterpillars immediately attacked all the Dohani vessels they saw. But their technology was far behind ours, and the Dohani had no trouble resisting. The Caterpillars were like a swarm of mosquitoes: annoying but not dangerous, and easy to swat.”

Thank goodness humans are not so far behind in technology, I thought.

“The Dohani could have easily crushed the Caterpillars,” Jane continued. “A few bombs and it would have been all over for them on their planets. But intelligent life is precious, and the Dohani were aghast at the idea of destroying the Caterpillars. Even if they were aggressive, they were intelligent and unique... The Dohani thought that in time the Caterpillars would evolve and change their ways.

“However, our scientists concluded it would not happen. Now that the Caterpillars were at war with the Dohani, evolutionary pressure would do the opposite and make them even more aggressive.”

Jane smiled. “That’s when a Dohani scientist, whose name means ‘One who grows flowers of all colors’, because he loved gardening, had an idea. If evolution would not take the Caterpillars down the right path, it would have to be forced to do so.

“The Dohani are experts in genetic engineering. That’s how they created our implants. They changed themselves to be stronger, healthier and longer-lived. They decided to study the Caterpillars’ genetic code and modify it.”

“Modify their enemy’s DNA?” I asked, astounded.

“Yes,” Jane said. “It’s not really DNA, but it is an equivalent. They spent a century working on it. To reduce the queens’ importance, they made the workers more autonomous. When the Caterpillars’ general intelligence was increased, they would realize they had no chance of winning the war. Once the modifications were ready, the Dohani created a virus that would change the Caterpillars’ genetic code. And they sprayed the Caterpillars’ planets with the virus.”

“And it worked?” I asked. “The Caterpillars’ genetic code was really changed?”

“Beyond our wildest dreams!” Jane exclaimed. “The Caterpillars began to be born with red eyes, like the Dohanis’, and they no longer obeyed their queens’ orders. The queens reconsidered when they saw what was happening. They recalled their troops.

“In one generation, the Caterpillars changed. The queens lost all desire to fight; they were too busy organizing their new society with all those intelligent Caterpillars. The new ones were forever asking questions, and their queens had a hard time keeping up. The Caterpillar workers asked, “Why this? Why that? Why, Mama?!”

Jane smiled and shook her head. “The bonds between the Caterpillars grew. A queen no longer looked upon her workers as slaves, now that they could communicate. She saw them as her children. It was out of the question anymore to send them to die in combat. For the first time, they agreed to parley and sued for peace. The Dohani wanted nothing else.

“Since then,” Jane said and smiled, “the Caterpillars have worshipped the Dohani and consider them as some kind of divine beings. There are plenty of Caterpillars on the Dohani worlds. They’re the ones I was thinking of a while ago when I told you that you’d soon see members of another intelligent race.”

Jane paused and gathered her thoughts. “One day, the Dohani met the humans. It was impossible to communicate with them. The signals they sent by radio waves were primitive and yet incomprehensible. Humans had no implants. The Dohani never imagined that you used sound to communicate.

“So they decided to leave the humans alone while keeping an eye on them. The humans looked like a peaceable race, although their technological level was a little worrisome. But, ten Earth years ago, humans suddenly attacked us. I’ve already talked to you about it.”

I nodded. Actually she meant the pirates, but the Dohani did not see things that way.

“The Dohani,” Jane continued, “concluded that they were up against a new wild hive. One that was more advanced than the Caterpillars, and cleverer, too. The humans had pretended to be peaceable while they were studying us, and then they attacked.

“That raised the same problem as the Caterpillars had. Like them, the humans were an intelligent race; we had to prevent them from doing harm but without destroying them. The Dohani went to war and began skirmishing, to keep the humans busy.”

I sat up abruptly. “To keep humans busy?!” I exclaimed. “Wait... you mean this war is only a way for the Dohani to force us to concentrate all our efforts on the front lines? The Dohani could win easily?”

“Exactly. The Dohani are much more advanced than you. And ten times more numerous.”

My mouth hung agape. They outnumbered us ten to one?

“But our goal,” Jane continued, “was not to win the war, just to gain time while Dohani scientists worked on a big project: to make the human race less aggressive by modifying its queens, as well as their workers, as a side effect.”

“That’s ridiculous!” I said. “We don’t have queens. That will never work.”

Jane sighed. “We know. I’ve sent on all the information I collected while I was with humans. There is no doubt that you do not fit the ‘hive’ model, which is the most widespread in the galaxy. And that means the project is doomed to fail.”

“But you,” I asked, “how did they transform you after they kidnapped you?”

“They did not kidnap me. I was born in a growth tank. The object was to produce an improved model of human being, complete with an implant for communication. I’m a prototype.

“The Dohani had hopes for me, mainly that I would be able to infiltrate and inoculate the human queens with the gene-altering virus, once it was ready. With your technological development, it would have been difficult to meet the problem head-on and spray your planets with the virus. You would have realized it was a biological warfare attack, and you would have taken countermeasures.”

Something struck me in what she had just said. “You were born in a growth tank... You mean the Dohani had begun their experiments before the war started?”

“No, why?” she answered. “There was no reason to study humans before the war.”

I shook my head firmly. “Jane, they’ve lied to you. They must have started earlier. You’re about sixteen years old, and the war has been going on for only ten years.”

“Oh, yes,” she said, smiling. “But that’s because of accelerated growth. I grow up faster than humans. I’m not sixteen.”

Accelerated growth? And that meant she was really no older than ten? Age ten was extremely young to fight as she did and to fall in love. She was very precocious.

She dropped the bomb: “I’m five years old.”

“What?! No, Jane, you’re joking. You can’t be five. You’d still be a baby. You could hardly talk. This doesn’t make any sense.”

“Yes, I’m really five. Five years and a few months. I grow on average three times faster than humans. And that makes my apparent age sixteen at present. But the growth rate decreases, and at the moment it’s only twice as fast as normal growth — for a human.”

I felt dizzy. She was five years old?

“With the implant,” she continued, “a Dohani learns about life much more rapidly than a human. However, the Dohani almost never resort to accelerated growth for their children; they prefer to take the time to see them grow up and have their own experiences... Even so, Dohani children are intellectually much more precocious than human children. For example, they can communicate at birth, because they’ve begun to learn even before they’re hatched.”

Jane smiled. “Besides, they’re very eager to come out of the egg and see the world. Taking care of eggs is very tiring; they’re very eager for attention and mental stroking. They need to be talked to all the time. That’s why a whole nest is needed to take care of them.”

This was crazy. “But... five years? Biologically you’re only an infant, for me. Jane, an infant does not fall in love at age five!”

Jane stood up and put her hands on her hips. She was exasperated. “Do I look like I’m five years old?” she asked.

I had to admit that she did not look at all like a small child.

“I’m sixteen in mind and body, Dexter,” she continued, “and that’s how you have to see me. It does no good to think I’m five years old. A year from now I’ll be eighteen and my growth stage will be over.”

Eighteen in one year? She would be an adult in scarcely one year? I still felt dizzy. Suddenly, I was chilled by an awful thought. “That means that in fifteen years, when you’re twenty, your apparent age will be sixty!”

“No, no, come on! Accelerated growth stops at adulthood. It’s growth that’s accelerated, not aging.”

I heaved a sigh of relief.

* * *

 “What will the Dohani do,” I asked, “now that the genetic alteration project has failed?”

Jane glanced at her parents. “There are several possibilities,” she answered. “Most of us — myself included — think it’s best to wait and think about it.”

She paused. “Another idea is to invade you with all our ships and force you to lay down your arms. But that won’t change the fact that humans are dangerous; it will end the war, but that’s all.

“Besides, what I’ve managed to learn about human history shows that you’re capable of fighting to the death, even if you know you have no chance. And you can wage clandestine war, even after being conquered.”

Jane’s face became somber. “The last possibility is... to exterminate you.”

I paled.

“That is not being considered seriously at the moment,” she reassured me. “It’s just the only thing to do if there’s no other solution.”

“You’re crazy!” I exploded. “Exterminate the human race? Dammit, we’re not as dangerous as all that!”

“Sorry, Dexter, but you are. You are dangerous. Sooner or later you’ll come across another race, one weaker than you, and you’ll annihilate it. Leaving you alone means condemning other races. We can’t allow that. And we can’t allow the war to go on indefinitely, either; it’s cruel for both our peoples.”

This was a nightmare. If I had not captured Jane, the Dohani would not have realized that their genetic modification project would fail. And they would not be wondering if exterminating humanity would not be the best thing to do after all. I might be responsible for the eradication of my own species.

Jane tried to reassure me, but a little too late. It would have been better if she had said nothing at all to me about it.

“You mustn’t worry. The Dohani have enormous respect for intelligent life and have never had to destroy another civilization. They’re not liable to decide to do so any time soon. They may take a century or a thousand years before they decide they’ve exhausted all other possibilities.”

“And it may take just a few months, mightn’t it?”

“No,” she said, “a century at least, and probably a lot longer. Destroying an intelligent species as evolved as yours cannot be taken lightly.”

A century at least... A lot of things could happen on the human side in a century. Maybe we could find a way to fight the Dohani more effectively. We might colonize other planets, and our enemy’s numerical superiority would not be so overwhelming.

But the long-term outlook remained worrisome. Damn those stupid pirates who took it into their heads to attack the Dohani.
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Chapter 16: Adaptation
Hold that smile
That’s all I need
Don’t say a thing
That’s all I need 

— Caroline, All I Need 

Night was falling. Jane told me a room in the house had been reserved for us. It was a kind of small salon in which a small sleeping alcove had been provided, with lots of little cushions. There were also a table and chairs... The room was tiny by Dohani standards, and I wondered if they were installing us in a closet. But for the two of us, it was quite big enough.

“My parents would like us all to sleep together,” Jane said, “and I would, too. I’ve missed them very much. That’s what we all do; it’s normal for us. But they understand it’s hard for you.”

I thought about it. “You know, Jane, you can sleep somewhere else, if you wish. It won’t bother me.”

She smiled. She was getting better and better at that. Was she practicing in secret? “Oh no, I’ll stay with you! It’s not a big deal. I’m not far from them, and they’re very happy to see me safe and sound. And to get to know you.”

We had dinner in our “apartment.” Since the Dohani had stores of human food, I was not about to starve. After dinner, Jane took me for a swim in the pool. Then we went to bed.

Jane lay in my arms. I tried to think about something other than the sword of Damocles hanging dangerously over humanity’s head. I asked the first question that came to mind: “Could you tell me how you got out of the handcuffs, at the research center?”

“Oh... okay,” she said, uncomfortably, “I’ll tell you. But I have to warn you: it may frighten you or at least seem very bizarre.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Maybe so, but as for bizarre things, I’ve seen so many since you came into my life...”

She took a breath. “I can produce acid.” 

I look at her wide-eyed. “Acid?”

“Yes, I have special glands in my mouth. That’s how I was able to dissolve the lock on the handcuffs.”

Impressive. But a little disturbing, just the same.

“And I can also produce venom. It’s a neurotoxin that can put a human being to sleep.”

Jane was practically a walking arsenal. She saw the shocked look on my face.

“I’m sorry,” she said, with downcast eyes. “That’s the way I am, and I can’t help it. The Dohani gave me those advantages so I could defend myself as well as possible.”

“It doesn’t matter, Jane,” I said. “It’s just... surprising.”

I learned later that the Dohani themselves had been astonished at Jane’s aptitude for combat. Her short stature made her quicker than the Dohani, and her human genes made her very aggressive. And adding all her genetic improvements had created an explosive combination.

I decided to change the subject completely. I found another question for her: “If you Dohani all sleep together, what do you do when... uh... you’re... amorous?” 

I shuddered, dreading that she might answer that they held orgies. Maybe I should have chosen a different question.

“For coupling?” she asked in her habitual matter-of-fact way. “We go to one of the small rooms off the main room. You know, there are four of them. And they have doors that can be closed.”

Oh, yes. So that’s what they were for.

“Of course, I’ve never gone there,” Jane added, “because I never had a compatible partner.”

Jane rolled over on top of me, her elbows on my chest. Her eyes were as red as burning coals, and she devoured me with her gaze. She pulled herself up, bringing her face close to mine. “But now that you mention it...” She put her lips on mine and began to kiss me.

How could I not have foreseen what she was going to do? I pushed her away.

She looked back at me, a bit pained. “I have to get to know you better,” she said. “I’m not really surprised that you refuse. What’s the matter this time?”

“Jane, you’re too young!”

“But I’m not five years old,” she replied. “I explained that. What counts is my apparent age.”

“Yes, I know, you’re sixteen. But it’s still too young. I can’t do it.”

She sighed. “Why?” she asked. “Don’t you want to? I do.” She continued to devour me eagerly with her gaze. 

I gulped, with difficulty. The room felt suddenly very warm. She smiled and tried to kiss me again.

“No,” I said, “it’s wrong. Besides, I don’t want to get you pregnant.”

Jane looked at me wide-eyed. “Pregnant? Why would that happen?”

I was missing something. Did she really not know how it works? “Jane, do you know about human reproduction?”

“Yes, of course. What does that have to do with anything?”

I closed my eyes and tried to remain calm. “Don’t you see the connection between making love and getting pregnant?”

“Yes, but for that to happen, I would have to be fertile, and I’m not.”

I shook my head. “Jane, one can never be a hundred percent sure. Even if I accepted, and I don’t, and if you’re just a little off in your cycle, there’s a risk.”

Jane frowned. “What cycle is that?”

At this point I was beginning to run out of ideas. She really did come from outer space. “Uh... the monthly cycle: ovulation, bleeding... You know about that?”

Jane was looking more and more perplexed. “No, I don’t understand at all. Ovulation is controlled consciously. There’s no cycle involved in the process. That’s why I told you there was no risk. I’m fertile only if I decide to be. Doesn’t it work that way with humans?”

I understood. This was another genetic improvement. “No, not at all,” I said. “Besides, it’s a big problem for women.”

Jane leaned her head to one side. “Really? Wait... I’ll check it out...” She stared off into space for a moment. She was communicating with another Dohani. 

Then she looked at me in complete astonishment. “They’ve just explained it to me. I didn’t know any of these details. This is really a complicated system. I wonder how you’ve managed to survive so long as a species.”

“We manage very well, thank you,” I sniffed. Her condescension was aggravating, although she had said everything without a hint of it.

“Okay,” she continued, “now you understand. There’s no risk. You’ll change your mind, then?” She gave me another ravishing smile.

I remained steadfast. “You’re too young, Jane. I’ve already said so.”

She grumbled and lay down beside me, looking at the round ceiling. She had given up. Whew, I had managed to get out of an embarrassing situation.

“When?” she asked.

I raised an eyebrow. “When what?”

“When will I be old enough?”

When she got an idea into her mind... At least she had refrained from jumping on me. She could have done that with no trouble at all; she was a lot stronger than I. But she had understood that things could not happen like that; she could not have what she wanted just by taking it from me.

“Well,” I answered, “eighteen is the legal age on most human worlds.”

“That long?” she asked. “That’s almost a year! I can’t wait that long!”

That made me laugh. “A year, that’s nothing. Why are you in such a hurry?”

“That’s twenty percent of my life,” she protested. “Don’t forget, I’m five years old. That’s a very, very long time for me.”

“Oh, so you’re five now? I thought you were sixteen.”

Gotcha. Jane groaned, seeing her argument fall apart. “Who cares about the legal age?” she continued. “You’re not among humans anymore. You’re in no danger of going to jail.” She was not ready to accept defeat so easily.

“It’s a matter of principle,” I said. “Sixteen is too young. Not to mention that I don’t think you’ll ever make me forget you’re much younger. You’ll have to get used to being patient.”

Jane sighed. She seemed to be thinking. I did not like that. “Actually, accelerated growth is faster in me than in the Dohani. I must already be close to eighteen...”

Yeah, right. “Jane, you’re trying to lie to me, but the Dohani aren’t good at that, and it won’t work.”

Jane grumbled. She really looked frustrated.

“Besides,” I added, “you’re acting just like a willful child. And I can’t say you’re scoring any points.”

She gave up the battle that evening, but I had the feeling I was far from winning the war.

* * *

The next day I woke up with Jane’s face next to mine. “You sleep for a long time,” she said.

“I can’t help it. But you don’t have to wait for me. You can get up.”

“I like watching you sleep too much to do that.”

I smiled at her. “What’s on the schedule for today?”

“We’re going to see someone in the city nearby. It’s a surprise. Humans like surprises, from what I’ve read.”

* * *

The YR-341 had disappeared. Jane told me that a cruiser would tow it to Station S-804. When I heard the name of the space station, I had a twinge of nostalgia. Would I ever see Eliza, Charts, and the members of my commando squad again? 

We were walking toward three white antigrav vehicles parked near the house. 

“We call them sliders,” Jane said, “because they slide on their antigravity fields, like skating on ice.” 

One of the vehicles was much smaller than the others. I realized it had been designed for humans. 

“This one is mine,” Jane said. “It’s very fast. I love it.” She got into the vehicle.

I hesitated a second before entering the compartment. “Very fast?” I asked, worriedly.

She looked at me. “Yes, it easily does five hundred kilometers an hour.” 

Oh boy. I shrank back. Now I understood how she had been able to navigate through traffic on Aubria-3. 

She frowned. “Don’t you want to come?”

“Jane, you drive too fast for me. When you landed the spaceship, I though we were going to crash—”

She cut in: “But there was no danger. You know that.” 

“And now you’re telling me to get into a vehicle that goes... or slides... five hundred kilometers an hour? I can’t do that.”

She tried to reassure me. “There’s no risk. There’s an anti-collision detector, backup antigravs, inertial shock absorbers—”

“It’s not the safety I’m worried about,” I interrupted, “it’s the speed. It’s too fast.”

She closed her eyes. “You humans, you can be so aggravating sometimes!”

“May I remind you that I’m the one you kidnapped? You should have taken Charts. I’m sure he’d love the way you drive.”

She made a face with a disgusted look. “What a horror. He fights well, but he’s really not my type. You should ride with my younger sister, Kalista. Then you’d see what it’s really like to be scared.” 

Okay, I thought, note to self: never let Jane’s little sister drive.

“Very well,” said Jane, “you take the controls, then.”

“In this thing? But I don’t know how to operate it! Besides, I don’t have a Dohani license. That wouldn’t be smart.”

She frowned. “What’s a license?”

“An official document that says a person has the right to drive certain types of vehicles.”

Her red eyes widened. “An official document? To say you have the right to drive? But why wouldn’t you have that right?”

“Because I wouldn’t know how. A person who doesn’t know how to drive a car, for example, doesn’t have the right to do so. If someone like that did, it might cause accidents.”

The more I explained, the less she seemed to understand. “But why would that cause accidents?” she asked.

“Because the person doesn’t know how to drive!”

“But why doesn’t he?”

“Because he hasn’t learned how to, dammit. Are you just pretending to listen to me?”

“But why would anyone need to learn?” she persisted.

I began to lose patience. She had the knack of finding incomprehensible what I considered obvious. “To know how! You have to learn something in order to know it, don’t you?”

“Of course not. You just have to download it into your implant.”

I closed my eyes. “May I remind you that we humans don’t have implants?”

“But still, you don’t need to learn everything, do you? You surely have a means of downloading knowledge directly to your brain?”

I sighed. “No, we have nothing like that. And I didn’t know the Dohani could do it. Instant learning? It must be practical.”

But Jane looked shocked. “You have to learn everything... by reading?”

I shrugged. “Children learn from a teacher who explains everything to them. As adults we learn most often by reading documents on our electronic notepads.”

“That must be very slow.” 

She got out of the vehicle and came and embraced me. What had come over her? “That must have been very hard for you, Dexter. All that time wasted in learning everything...” She hugged me tightly.

I was disconcerted. “Er... no, it’s normal. That’s how we humans do it.”

She looked up at me. “Don’t try to lie. I see how much you must have suffered.”

This was becoming downright surrealistic. “No, Jane, everybody learns that way. I’m not complaining. There’s no need to console me.”

But she continued to hold me. I stopped arguing; we were on completely different wavelengths. 

“Okay, then,” I said at last. “What shall we do about the slider?”

* * *
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Jane promised me she would not go faster than a hundred kilometers an hour, and she grumbled that I could sometimes really be a pain. But she kept her promise.

The slider floated at about fifty meters’ altitude. I looked at the countryside. It was magnificent. The Dohani took good care of their planet. There were no humans, but aside from that I would not have minded living here. The trip was very nice, and the slider definitely deserved its name: there were no bumps or even the slightest vibration. And the motor was quiet.

Jane looked bored. “Dexter, please wake me up if I go to sleep.”

I smiled. I wondered if she was acquiring a sense of humor.

* * *

The city was a collection of domes of different sizes. The roads were unsurfaced. Or, rather, there were no roads; all the sliders flew. There were only expanses of grass as well as flower- and kitchen gardens. It was a fairytale city inhabited by giants.

“We’re here,” Jane said. She stopped the glider in front of a big purple dome. I had not the slightest idea what it might be used for. It had an inscription over the entryway, but a lot of good that did me.

I got out. Around us, some Dohanis had stopped to look at us. Several of them approached Jane and bent down to touch foreheads with her.

“You have friends everywhere,” I said.

“They aren’t friends, just passers-by.”

I closed my eyes. What more was I missing? “You mean that people who don’t know you greet you as if they were friends?”

“Of course they know me. Why wouldn’t they?”

I gritted my teeth. Then: “They’re passers-by, and they know you? But you’d never seen them before?”

“Yes, some of them are in this city for the first time.”

“Aha, I forgot. You’re famous.”

“Oh, they just wanted to comfort me for the bad experiences I had among humans. And to congratulate me for having found you. They’re very happy for me, especially because you’re a very interesting person.

“And they saw that you took care of me and came to my rescue when the gas was going to be released. And they find it strange that you don’t want to take off your clothes in front of me.”

“What?! You told them all that?” I was staggered. “Wait... you said some of them had just come to town. When did you tell them?”

“They’ve known everything since I came back to this planet. As soon as we landed, I transmitted all my experiences through my implant, so they could analyze them. And even if the experiences didn’t have any strategic or scientific interest, they’re very unusual, and I wanted to share them.”

It was just one thing after another. All the Dohani on this world knew our personal secrets. Only later did I learn that Jane’s information had been spread throughout the entire Dohani empire.

* * *

We entered the purple dome. We were in what was evidently a waiting room with Dohanis sitting in large chairs and waiting their turn. I did not know what we were doing here; it was a surprise.

I tried to pay no attention to the Dohanis who approached Jane. One who came toward us was wearing a purple belt, the same color as the dome, and his skin was beige. I supposed he worked here. “Hello, Mister Zimski,” the Dohani said.

I was stupefied. He has spoken to me!

“But... how...” I babbled.

“We’ve studied the portable screen that Jane brought back with her,” he explained. “It was child’s play to reprogram our implants to analyze your sounds, which registered on our biological sonar.”

I noticed that he had a small casing on one of his shoulders. His voice was coming from it.

“Sound waves are a fascinating means of communication,” he continued. “Most evolved species use what you would call telepathy, although it is based on radio waves. It is much more efficient than sound waves, which have a very short range and feeble bandwidth.”

I could not believe it. A Dohani who spoke! After fifteen years of silence, it seemed very simple for them once they understood how humans communicated.

“We are going to reprogram the implant of Little White Kitten.”

“Please,” she interrupted, “he thinks the name is ridiculous.”

Oops. Had Jane understood I was making fun of her, that day?

“Really?” the Dohani replied. “And yet it’s a very appropriate translation.”

“It isn’t really important,” I said, embarrassed. “It is her real name, and it doesn’t bother me.” That was not quite true. If I heard everybody calling Jane “Little White Kitten,” I would have a hard time keeping a straight face.

“We’ll reprogram Jane’s implant,” he said, “so she can hear you without the vocal recognition circuit.” He turned to Jane and took her hand.

“I’ll be right back,” Jane told me, and she followed the Dohani.

I went and sat down in the waiting room between two Dohanis. I tried to forget where I was. I was alone amid dozens of space aliens who had been my enemies until recently. To tell the truth, I was not sure they considered me a friend. Perhaps they thought — rightly — that I was inoffensive.

I waited. The Dohanis did not concern themselves with me. Maybe they were watching me, but since they had four eyes, I could not be sure.

The strangest thing was the silence. The Dohanis were communicating with each other through their neural implants. They had no need to speak, even if some of them were equipped to do so. The waiting room was completely silent aside from the sounds of footsteps going and coming.

A young Dohani appeared in the waiting room; he was accompanied by a monstrous animal. It was a nightmare creature, a kind of giant worm-like insect three meters long.

Like a worm, its body was composed of a series of ring-like sections, each with a pair of short feet, about twenty of them in all. Its enormous spherical head had six red eyes that looked like billiard balls; and several pairs of antennae, as well as mandibles. On its back were armored scales. On its tail were two pairs of supplementary antennae.

I froze in my chair, hoping I would not attract the creature’s attention. But it saw me as soon as it came into the room and immediately came over to me.

Did it think I was food? I was terrified. By force of habit I reached for my standard-issue pistol but, alas, I was unarmed.

The beast stopped a meter away from me. It leaned its head to one side, observing me. I realized it was an intelligent being. The young Dohani, standing beside the creature, put a hand on one of the scales on its back. The monster looked at him and then moved away from me. They continued on their way toward the interior of the building.

My heart was pounding. I had never been so scared in my life. What was that thing? It seemed to be a friend of the young Dohani.

And then I understood. It was one of those Caterpillars that Jane had told me about. The intelligent race that the Dohani had transformed into a civilized one.

I calmed down. There really was no reason to be alarmed. The Caterpillar was seeing a human being for the first time, and I might be the first human to see one of those creatures.

I thought about Jane. She was taking a long time. Child’s play to reprogram the implant? My years in the Army had taught me how to wait patiently, but when I glanced at my electronic notepad, I was astounded to see I had been waiting for three hours. I began to worry. This was not normal. I was sure something had happened to her implant.

Suddenly I stood up and looked around for a Dohani with a purple belt. When I found one, I hurried over to him: “Please, can you tell me where Jane is?”

I knew he would not be able to understand me, but I hoped he would guess that one of the only two humans on the planet could only be asking about the other rather than for directions to the men’s room.

The Dohani inclined his head toward me and then gestured to me to follow him toward a doorway. We went into a corridor and then into another room. Jane was sitting on a table and the beige Dohani, who must have been her doctor, was opposite her. They both turned toward me. The Dohani who had been my guide made a gesture with his hand and left.

Jane jumped down from the table and came to me. She did not say anything.

“Is everything okay, Jane?” I asked worriedly. I saw she did not have her portable screen and could not answer. She nodded her head to indicate she was all right. Apparently she could understand me.

“Does it work?” I asked. “Can you hear me without the computer?”

She nodded enthusiastically.

“I suppose you only need your vocal synthesizer module...”

She raised her hand to tell me to hold still, and then she took both my hands. She looked at me intensely, concentrating. She opened her mouth. “Hello... Dexter.”

I jumped. She had truly spoken. With her mouth.

“Jane... you can speak?!”

She paused. “Yes...” she said, slowly. “But it’s... a little... difficult. I am not yet... used to it.” Her voice was as soft and warm as velvet.

The Dohani intervened. “Mister Zimski, she wanted to practice before going back to you. She has always had the organs of the human voice but never used them. When we learned how humans communicated, we tried to discover how to activate the system.

“We have used the implant to put new neural connections in place. But now that she can speak, she will need to practice, to reinforce them. For the moment, the connections are new and still imprecise. But the experiment is going very well.”

“Do you... like... my voice?” she asked.

“I love it!” I answered and hugged her.

She was delighted. I had not often taken an initiative to show her affection.

We took our leave of the Dohani doctor.

“And now...” Jane said as we headed for the slider, “all Dohani... will be able to understand... and speak to humans.”

“Really?”

“Yes, they will... all download... the new subprogram... for the implant. They will need only... a voice synthesizer module.”

If only that could make them understand humans and see that exterminating us was not the only solution.

“I met a Caterpillar,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting it. It was terrifying.”

Jane turned to me. “Oh, I’m sorry. Wait. I’ll fix that.” She closed her eyes. “The Caterpillars don’t have names, just identification numbers... Okay, I’ve found it: number 12-409. It sends its apologies. It finds you very interesting and would like to see you again.”

I turned pale. “Well, maybe later. Mightn’t I make it mad? Humanity is already at war; I don’t want to be responsible for starting another, with another race of space aliens.”

Jane smiled. “No danger. The Caterpillars are peaceable. I explained, and it said it was glad to meet you. Apparently it likes you.”

I was popular among space aliens. Decidedly so.

The return trip was more pleasant than the first. Jane practiced talking and did not stop. I loved her voice. Against all expectations we could now communicate like two normal human beings, with nothing artificial between us.

* * *
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When we got back, Jane’s family already knew how to “talk.” Having Dohanis talking all around me was both disconcerting and comforting. I felt less lonely.

Jane’s parents peppered me with questions. I got the impression they wanted to make sure I was someone suitable enough for their daughter. As a human being, I doubted I would ever be able to meet their expectations.

In the following days, Jane took me on a tour of the planet in her slider. We went everywhere. She took me swimming in an ocean, playing in the snow on a mountain, admiring wild nature. Sometimes we camped, made a bonfire, and slept under the stars. She was well-behaved; she seemed to have completely given up her plans to seduce me.

One morning she woke up later than I. That was unusual. She had cramps and aches. When I asked her if she was okay, she assured me it was normal and that she was in good health. But I was worried, and I finally went to ask her parents about it.

“She is all right, Dexter,” Irina told me. “In her situation it is normal for her to have pain, and it is going to get worse. But she is ready to bear it.”

This rather cryptic response left me perplexed.

* * *

Jane told me about the prison planet. I had asked her what the Dohani did with human prisoners of war.

“They are all on one planet in the middle of our empire. It is a pretty world and was once inhabited by the Dohani. But they moved out to make room for humans. I have to admit the gravity was a little high for the Dohani. It was the best choice among many possible ones.”

“A prison planet,” I said. “I suppose they’re kept in camps?”

“No, they’re free.”

“Free?” I said, surprised. “They can go anywhere on the planet?”

“Obviously. They would be very bored if they were locked up. The only thing they can’t do is take a spaceship. We’ve given them supplies: sliders, tools, and food. They live in the former Dohani cities. That way, they have electrical power and running water. Some of them farm the land, which means we don’t have to do it for them. They have all the agricultural supplies they need.”

“They even have sliders? This prison must be a paradise! How many are there?”

“About two hundred million. All the human prisoners captured since the beginning of the war.”

This was fascinating. The Dohani had a human colony in the middle of their empire.

“Don’t they try to escape,” I asked, “or attack the Dohanis who bring them food and that sort of thing?”

“Some of them form groups and try to rebel, but that happens very rarely. Anyway, they’re stuck on that planet. Most seem to have accepted their fate, and they have a lot of children.”

“They have children?! When they’re prisoners of war?”

“I suppose they don’t feel very much like prisoners,” Jane replied.

Indeed. Being on a world with a pleasant climate, with all they needed to live and the certainty they could not escape... That no doubt explained why the prisoners had decided to get on with their lives. Two hundred million people... They must have a culture and a political system.

“And if the Dohani decide to eliminate humans, what will they do with the prisoners? Will they eliminate them, too?”

“No, the plan is — if things have to go that far, which I repeat is very unlikely — to continue to study the humans on the prison planet and try to reach a solution that would make them less dangerous. Once the human empire is destroyed, there will no longer be a threat. In any case, the human race won’t disappear completely.”

Her reassurance struck me as cold comfort.

* * *

I had been the Dohanis’ “guest” for three weeks. I was not a prisoner; I could have left whenever I wanted. But even without Jane I would have stayed, to try to find a way to prevent the Dohani from exterminating us.

Jane told me that most of the Dohanis on the planet now knew how to speak. And some of them wanted to come and pay us a visit: children. They were fascinated by the human, this strange and dangerous creature, and they wanted to see him in real life.

“Why not?” I said. “But they’ll be disappointed. I have nothing special to show them.”

“I disagree!” Jane protested. “You are extraordinary!”

I rolled my eyes in resignation. “Okay. How do we go about it?”

She took my hand. “Let’s go outdoors. I’ve sent them a message to tell them you agree to meet them. They’re on the way. They’re all excited!”

I told myself the Dohani really trusted me if they put me in contact with their children.

We sat down on the grass. Each child arrived in a slider and was accompanied by one or two of the family’s adults. There were children of all sizes, including babies. Including eggs.

“Uh, Jane? Why did they bring eggs? I’m missing something.”

She smiled. “In their eggs they are already in contact with the world through their neural implant. I told you about that.”

Now I remembered. When she had mentioned it, I had something else on my mind and had not absorbed the information.

“But how do they get the implant in place?” I asked. “Do they open the egg and perform an operation?”

She looked at me, her head cocked to one side. “Sometimes you have some really bizarre ideas. The implant is part of their biology. It grows in us, with us. The implant’s circuits are part of our genetic code.”

Yes, that would explain Jane’s extra genes.

The children surrounded me. They sat on the ground, the smallest ones on the adults’ laps. When the Dohani sat down, they wrapped their tail around themselves.

Some of the children were taller than I. Jane was sitting among them, and other adults sat a little farther away. The questions flew:

“Mister Zimski, are you a great warrior? How many vessels do you command?”

“Mister Zimski, are you the chief of the human armies?”

“Mister Zimski, did you really overcome and capture Little White Kitten? You must be very strong!”

I raised my arms. “Not all at once, children. If you want to ask a question, raise your hand. I don’t have an implant. I can’t follow ten conversations at once.”

The all started talking at the same time. “No implant? How do you live? Did you have an accident when you were a baby? Do humans never have implants?” They stopped suddenly and looked at Jane.

“I’ve called them to order,” she said. “They have to remain calm for at least one minute.”

I nodded. “Well, now, let’s see. I am not a great warrior. I am just a lieutenant in the Federation Army. I was the leader of a commando squad aboard the cruiser Phoebus.”

One of the children raised a hand. “Mister Zimski, what is a commando squad?”

“Well... it goes to an enemy base in secret and sabotages the generator while the enemy is asleep. Then it’s easy to capture the base. That’s how I captured Jane.”

“Go on,” said Jane, “that’s very good. They’re fascinated.”

“I do not command any spaceships,” I continued. “You have to be very intelligent to command a warship and have taken part in many battles, and have experience.”

They asked me how I had captured Jane.

“We had thrown a kind of bomb that makes Dohanis unconscious. I hope for your sakes you never experience that; it’s very unpleasant. But Jane is not affected by it, and she attacked us.”

I told them how she had almost mopped the floor with us, one girl against eight men. And so forth.

They could not get enough of stories of battles, heroes and courage. They asked to come back the next day and the days following. Every day I spent an hour telling them stories I drew from my reading and history courses. It was fun.

Sometimes we went to one of the children’s houses. The parents thanked me and said it was a very enriching experience for the young. Maybe, in the end, they might change their mind about humans.
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Chapter 17: Determination
I wanna drive you into the corner
And kiss you without a sound
I wanna stay this way forever I’ll say it loud
Now you’re in and you can’t get out. 

— Avril Lavigne, Hot 

Jane’s physical condition got worse. Two more weeks went by and then, one morning, she told me she could not get up. She kept tossing and turning in bed, trying to find a comfortable position.

“What’s happening, Jane?” I asked her. “You’re feeling worse and worse.”

“It’s okay,” she answered. “Don’t worry. I’ll be all right. It’s just muscle pains, nothing serious.” She smiled feebly.

Jane’s mother, Irina, came into the room. She was carrying a bowl of clear, steaming broth and gave it to Jane without a word. They must have been speaking through their implants; I could not hear anything.

The Dohani lady turned to me: “Do not worry, Dexter. Her health is not in danger.”

“But what’s happening to her, for heaven’s sake?” I exclaimed. “This isn’t normal.”

“She is just—” She stopped. I surmised that Jane had just said something to her.

“She is just tired,” Irina continued. “She needs to rest. Stay with her. That is all she wants and needs. And we are always standing watch over her.”

I was sure they were hiding something from me. Whatever it was, they had agreed to tell me nothing.

A week later, Jane could no longer move without moaning in pain. I took care of her. I would help her eat, and get dressed, and go out; I would carry her in my arms to the swimming pool. She felt best when she was floating in the water. We spent hours in the pool. I was worried even though Jane’s family attempted to reassure me.

I began to notice that Jane’s figure had become rounder. She had grown, gradually. And I had been living with her for quite a while now.

* * *

Jane woke up screaming in the middle of the night. She was doubled over, her hands gripping her thighs.

“What’s happening?” I asked, frightened.

She was panting. “Oh... it hurts.” Her face was pale and strained, and she was covered with perspiration.

“Do you mind if Mama joins us?’ she asked.

“Of course not!” I answered.

The door opened and Jane’s mother came in. She sat down beside Jane.

“Please, speak human language, Mama,” said Jane. “I don’t want Dexter to feel excluded.”

Jane’s mother nodded. “Very well, my little kitten. Do you have much pain?”

“Yes, Mama. Hold me, please, the way you did when I was a baby.”

The Dohani woman delicately took Jane in her arms and rocked her gently. I took Jane’s hand.

“I did warn you, Jane,” her mother said. “You are stubborn and impatient. And very brave. Or very stupid. Your father and I cannot decide which.”

“I know, Mama.” Jane smiled feebly. “I am human, after all. The harder the victory, the sweeter it is. But I did not expect it would hurt so much.”

I listened to their conversation without understanding. I saw only that Jane and her mother were very close, an ideal image of mother and daughter.

“You are going to get better, Kitten. The hardest is past. You have reached the summit, and the way down will be easier.”

“Really?” Jane sighed. “I was beginning to think it would never happen.”

“Impatient, always impatient,” Irina said. “Impatient to discover the world. And to join the Army. I was afraid of losing you, Kitten. You have been very lucky.”

Jane let go of my hand and huddled in her mother’s arms. “That is true,” said Jane. “Very lucky...” Her speech had slowed. She was falling asleep again.

When Jane was sound asleep, her mother spoke to me. “My daughter is very willful, Dexter. But I am in a good position to understand her.”

“What’s happening to her?” I asked. “Nobody wants to tell me anything, everybody says she’s okay. But I know this is not normal for her.”

“Yes,” Irina replied, “something is happening. Something miraculous. She is preparing a gift for you. She made me promise not to tell you anything about it.”

A gift? I did not see how the state she was in could have anything to do with any present she could give me.

“All I can tell you,” the Dohani lady continued, “is this: in two weeks she will propose something to you. Everything she says at that moment will be true. Trust her. Say yes. Do not disappoint her. She does not deserve that, especially after all she has been through.”

* * *

In the following days, Jane’s condition improved markedly. She could move again, although with difficulty. I no longer needed to help her do everything. She also seemed very happy. As the days passed, I sometimes caught her doing dance steps and looking off into space and sighing, with a smile on her lips. This girl was a mystery.

The day came when the two fateful weeks prophesied by Jane’s mother had elapsed. Throughout the day I sensed a tension in the air, as if a storm were about to break.

Jane could not hold still. She could not concentrate. When I asked her a question, I had to repeat it two or three times. She did not eat, and she kept blushing when I looked at her, which she normally never did. In fact, her heartbeat did not easily speed up and her internal temperature was regulated more efficiently than in a human. And she was anything but timid. She had few reasons to blush.

I was relieved to see the day end. The situation had become rather stressful; I had the impression she was somewhere else.

When I found Jane in our room, she was standing next to the bed, her hands behind her back. She had not put on her usual pyjamas. She was wearing a long night dress. It was transparent.

I was shocked to realize how much she had grown in recent weeks. Her forms were... voluptuous. I could not think of another word. I had trouble remaining calm. She had obviously decided to go on the offensive again. But why now? What was going on?

“Hi, Dexter,” she said. She had a smile that would have melted an iceberg. Fortunately I was no iceberg.

“Are you ready for me?” she asked.

I cleared my throat painfully. “I thought we had an agreement. You were supposed to hold off till you were eighteen.”

“That’s right. I am eighteen.” She smiled even more broadly.

I rolled my eyes upwards. “It didn’t work the first time, and it won’t work now. You’ll be finished with your growth in about ten months.” And that will give me time to think this over, I told myself.

“Look at me, Dexter. My growth is finished.”

It was true; she had changed.

“I accelerated my growth. I did in two months what my body should have taken a year to do.”

I began to suspect what she was going to say next.

“The technique is rarely used,” she said, “because it’s so painful. But now it’s over.”

Good grief. She was crazy. “Jane, did you go through all that pain these past weeks just to make love with me earlier?” I was getting angry.

“Yes. I couldn’t wait.”

She saw I was furious, and a shadow passed over her face. “Apparently it displeases you. I’m beginning to wonder if you would have kept your promise anyway.”

She was probably right. Jane was extremely young and immature in many ways, and that bothered me.

She lowered her eyes. For a moment I looked at her without moving. I did not know what to do. Then I remembered what Jane’s mother had told me: Do not disappoint her. I was breaking her heart.

“Very much the opposite; I’m very pleased,” I said and went toward her.

She looked up. Her expression had cleared, and she came toward me.

“But,” I continued, “I hate to think you’ve suffered so much just for...”

She put her hand on my mouth. “Shhh. It’s my choice,” she said. “I’m the one who suffered, and it’s a small price to pay...

“Okay: are you going to stand there and look at me or are you going to help me take off my nightgown? I’ll need your help for what follows. I have no experience with... that sort of thing.”

* * *

After that night we spent a lot of time alone together in our apartment. Jane was incredible: determined, tireless, and above all she seemed completely happy. She had achieved all she wanted to. When we went out of our room she would continue to kiss me passionately. She could never get enough. Compared to her, my former flirtations seemed timid and clumsy.

It was pure bliss. The only shadow in the picture was the Dohani-human war: it was still going on, and I could think of no way to stop it.
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Chapter 18: Understanding
Do you remember me?
Lost for so long…
Will you be on the other side,
Or will you forget me?
— Evanescence, Tourniquet 

I continued telling stories, and a few more children came to listen every day. I was certainly no gifted orator, but they must have found me fascinating and exotic. One day I was telling them a story about pirates...

“Captain Calico Jack was a ruthless pirate. His crew included Mary Reading and Anne Bonny, the two most famous women pirates. Together they terrorized the ships sailing the Caribbean.”

The children loved stories full of violence and colorful characters.

Jane interrupted. “A pirate? Like the pirates that started the war between humans and the Dohani?”

“Yes,” I answered, “but I’m talking about pirates on ships, on the ocean. At a certain time on Earth, pirates were numerous, because a lot of merchandise was being transported by sea. It was relatively easy for a pirate to get rich by attacking those ships.”

I continued. “That’s when the governor of the Bahamas decided to put an end to the pirate’s career. He sent a heavily armed vessel to pursue him.”

Jane’s eyes were wide. When I saw that, I paused in telling my story. 

“The governor of the Bahamas?” she asked. “He was a political official? Is that right?”

“Yes,” I answered, “that’s exactly what he was.” I wondered why the subject interested her, but I continued. “Anyway, Calico Jack’s ship was sailing off the coast of—”

“Wait, Dexter.” Jane interrupted again. “Why did this governor want to arrest the pirate?”

I was having déjà vu. This was the driver’s license episode all over again. “Because he was a pirate,” I answered. I waited for the next question, and it was quick in coming.

“So what?” Jane asked. “Why did the governor want to arrest him? Calico Jack had the right to be a pirate, if he wanted to, didn’t he?”

She really had a talent for sowing confusion in my mind. “Yes and no. Calico Jack had decided to be a pirate, of course, but that did not mean he had the right to attack ships.”

I felt she still did not understand, and I elaborated on my explanation. “The governor’s purpose was to protect the population. The pirate was dangerous. That’s why the governor decided to send a warship to eliminate him.”

Jane stood up slowly, as though defeated. “To eliminate the pirate?” she asked.

“Yes, that’s what I said. The pirate was very bad, and he had to be eliminated. When there are criminals in a society, the police hunt them down and put them in prison. Society must be protected. That’s normal.”

I suddenly noticed that all the adult Dohanis had gathered around me and were looking at me intently. What was going on? What had I said that was out of the ordinary? I was baffled.

“The police,” Jane asked, “is a kind of army. Is that right?”

“Yes,” I answered, “you can look at it that way. They’re armed and trained to fight criminals, who are people who don’t obey the law. They’re somewhat like an army, but an army fights enemies in a war, while the police fight criminals. Don’t you have a police force?”

“No. It would be pointless. There are no criminals among the Dohani.”

“Really? Everybody follows the law?”

“There are no laws either. We function by consensus.”

I was having a hard time imagining how the Dohani were organized. Their society sounded a little too perfect and utopian. Did they have no deviants, no marginalized people to challenge their system?

The Dohanis did not speak. They let Jane talk to me, thinking it was most efficient.

“So,” said Jane, “these criminals might be pirates, for example? If a pirate spaceship attacked a human vessel, would the police pursue it?”

“Of course,” I said.

“And if a Dohani vessel were attacked by pirates?”

“Well, right now we’re at war. Humans don’t give a damn what happens to the Dohani. They can be attacked by pirates, fall into a black hole or paint their spaceships pink with green polka dots.”

“And before the war?” she asked, “if a pirate ship attacked a Dohani ship, would your police have pursued it?” 

“Like the ones that attacked the Dohani stations? Yes, of course, especially because they were doing something extremely dangerous. Provoking an alien race that does not seem warlike goes beyond stupidity. And now we know why.”

Suddenly Jane smiled. “Dexter, I want to be sure I understand. If humans had seen what the pirates did to the Dohanis, would they have hunted them and put them in prison?”

“Yes, Jane, that’s exactly right. But what difference does it make?”

“It changes everything! The war is over.”

Hunh? I thought. 

“The war is over because I’ve been telling the children a story about pirates?” 

Maybe the Dohani were crazier than humans, after all.

“Of course it is,” Jane exclaimed, “because you eliminate the threats that you, yourselves, generate. You’re self-regulating. We didn’t know that.”

I did not understand a thing. “Jane, you’ll have to explain this to me; I don’t get it.”

“No time,” she interrupted. “We have work to do. We’ll take my slider and go talk to the Council of Sages.” She grabbed my hand and dragged me off to her slider without giving me a moment to react.

* * *

Jane flew like a bat out of hell. I tried not to look at the scenery, it made me seasick. When I asked her to slow down, she said, “We’re in a hurry, Dexter. We have a war to stop.”

After that, I kept quiet.

* * *

The Council of Sages met in under a big white dome in a city about a thousand kilometers from the one we lived in. The trip took less than two hours; Jane had pushed her slider to the limit.

Once we were inside the dome, she took me to a rotunda room, where there were a dozen Dohanis wearing white belts. There was no security: if this was the planetary government, it was unprotected; people could go and come as they wished.

Jane conversed for a moment with the Council, by means of her implant. Then they turned to me. Each Dohani had a voice synthesizer unit, to be able to talk to me.

“Human Dexter Zimski, Little White Kitten has explained to us your discussion of pirates. Can you confirm that humans would have pursued the human pirates that destroyed our bases ten years ago, if they had seen them do it?”

“Yes,” I answered, “that’s right. If you search the databases of human libraries, you’ll find many cases of piracy. Pirates are almost always caught and put in prison. On some planets, they’re executed.”

“Do you mean you go so far as to kill pirates?” the Dohani asked.

“It depends on local law. On most human worlds, pirates are condemned to life imprisonment, but a few worlds impose the death penalty. Piracy is a serious offense.”

The Dohanis conversed silently among themselves. Jane stood smiling next to me. I thought they would be at it for hours and would ask me a lot of questions, but a few minutes later they told me their decision.

“We trust you, human,” the Dohani said. “If you agree, we will send you and Little White Kitten on a ship to offer peace with humans.”

I could not believe it. “But why?”

“We thought humans were crazy,” he answered. “That is, some of them decided to commit insane acts such as attacking another intelligent race, and the other humans considered it normal. 

“This is the first time we have met an intelligent race that is not organized as a hive. In a hive, the actions of the various members of the society are coordinated, including those of the queens, who cooperate with each other to ensure the future of the race.

“But each human is independent. We thought you could all do as you pleased without any reaction from the others. But that is not the case. You act as a hive to protect your race and will even eliminate elements dangerous to other races. That means you are not a danger to the galaxy.”

* * *

A shuttle took us to orbit. A spaceship would take us to the frontier, where we would be able to contact humans.

“All Dohani warships are heading for the frontier,” Jane said. “That means all human bases and planets on the border will be in a position of weakness. Our purpose is to put an end to the fighting. The humans will see they are faced with such overwhelming force that they won’t be able to defend themselves. And now that we can communicate and offer peace, they’ll have to take the time to listen to us.”

We were approaching the spaceship. It was the enormous battleship that had blocked our way when we arrived in the system. Its mission was to protect the planet, but it was going to the frontier along with all the other Dohani vessels to force humans to negotiate.

* * *

Eliza was satisfied. The day’s work had been tiring, but the results were worth the effort. She stood in the infirmary doorway and smiled as she inspected the facility.

Everything had been put in place, vacuumed, cleaned, scrubbed and disinfected. The equipment had been checked, the batteries recharged, and defective parts replaced. All the tanks of antiseptics and medications had been filled. The infirmary was empty for once, and Eliza had taken the opportunity to do a lot of housekeeping.

Then an alarm sounded. “Warning! A Dohani vessel is approaching. All hands to battle stations. This is not a drill. I repeat...”

Eliza’s mood darkened. I don’t believe it, she said to herself, gritting her teeth. All she had to do was clean the infirmary and sure enough, those damned aliens would show up right away. There would be wounded, blood, chaos, and she would have to do everything over again. Dammit, couldn’t they have waited till tomorrow?

Her communicator chimed. “Doctor Doyle, command center here. Could you come? The Dohani want... to talk to you.”

Eliza was so furious that the sheer oddness of the request did not register with her. “They want to talk to me?” she yelled. “How convenient. I want to give them a piece of my mind!”

She bulled her way like a tank toward the command center, bumping aside anything and anyone who did not have the presence of mind to get out of her way in time.

In the command center, she barked at one of the men: “Where can I talk to them?”

The man, suitably impressed, pointed to a microphone.

Eliza started yelling, “Listen to me, you heathen aliens, I’m fed up with your invasions. You invade, you leave, then you invade again. That’s enough already. I’ve spent all day cleaning my [censored] infirmary, and now you are going to do me the favor of taking your [censored] spaceships and go [censored] home!”

Utter silence reigned in the command center. Nobody dared move.

Finally a voice came over the radio: “Hi, Eliza. This is Dexter.”

Eliza’s eyes rounded in amazement. “Dexter? But... what are you doing there?”

“We come in peace. But seeing the mood you’re in, maybe we should come back later...”

Colonel Thomson, the station commander, took the microphone. “What does this mean, Lieutenant Zimski?” he asked, obviously unnerved. “What do you want?”

“The Dohani have entrusted me with the mission to parley with you. But to tell the truth, there’s nothing to negotiate. I’m only their emissary.”

“Just a minute, Zimski,” the colonel broke in, “you’re still in the Army. You’re going to leave the Dohani immediately and report to me. That’s an order.”

There was a silence, and then a new voice spoke. “I am the chief of this battleship,” said a synthetic Dohani voice. “Mister Zimski is now and henceforth a Dohani citizen. As the partner of Little White Cat, he benefits from the protection of my people. We have more important things to discuss than obeying your orders.”

“Zimski!” yelled Thomson. “You’ve decided to betray your own species? If you have, you’ll be considered a deserter. I’ll remind you that in wartime it’s a very serious act and subject to the death penalty. And what’s this about a cat?”

“Mister Thomson,” the Dohani continued, “you are making death threats against a Dohani citizen. Allow me to inform you that this vessel can vaporize your station in less than thirty seconds. You can do nothing to stop us. Cease wasting time and listen to what Dexter has to tell you.”

The colonel was fuming, but he could do nothing. The Dohani battleship was gigantic, and resistance was futile.

“I’m listening, Zimski,” he said.

“Thank you, Colonel. The Dohani want peace with humans. They will give back the frontier planets they occupy as well as the human bases and spaceships they have captured. They also have a large number of prisoners of war and will return them to human space. In exchange, they require the return of Dohani prisoners as well as the restitution of Dohani bases and planets presently occupied by human armed forces.”

“Is that all?” the colonel asked.

“No, there is something else. The war was caused by a misunderstanding. Ten years ago, human pirates attacked and destroyed two Dohani space stations and a merchant ship. The pirates massacred all the Dohanis, and that’s what started the war. The Dohani thought the human race had deliberately attacked them. They could not imagine it might be the deed of a few independent pirates in search of loot. The Dohani demand that the pirates be handed over to them.”

“A misunderstanding?” Eliza asked. “Because pirates attacked the Dohani?”

“Yes, Eliza,” Jane answered.

“Jane, is that you? You’re not using your voice synthesizer anymore?”

“Yes, it’s me. I’ll tell you about it later.”

“We’re going to broadcast a message with all the details,” I continued, “to all the frontier worlds and give this information to as many people as possible.”

“Zimski,” the colonel interrupted, “those pirates will be extremely hard to find. That was ten years ago. They’re probably either dead or scattered throughout the Federation.”

“I know, Colonel. Even so, the Dohani are ready to do all it takes to find them.”

* * *

I was relieved. Everything was going well, and there was no fighting. The frontier was flooded with Dohani ships broadcasting the peace offer. And the message also contained videos of the pirate attacks. All we had to do was wait for the Federation government to reply.

Jane invited Eliza aboard the battleship. Eliza accepted, and when she emerged from her shuttlecraft, Jane hugged her tightly, to Eliza’s great surprise. The last time Eliza had seen her, Jane had been in chains and about to embark for Aubria-3.

Eliza turned to me. “How are you, Dexter?” she asked.

“Couldn’t be better. And with a little luck, this war will soon be ancient history.”

Jane came over to me and put her head on my shoulder.

“Would you like a tour of the ship?” I asked Eliza.

“Sure!” she answered enthusiastically. “But isn’t it a military secret or something like that?”

Jane smiled. “The Dohani are not given to secrecy,” she said. “With our neural implants we’re always in contact with one another. It’s almost impossible to hide anything.”

We took Eliza to the bridge. She met the chief, a green-skinned Dohani.

“Hello, Madame Eliza,” said the ship’s captain. “My name is He Who Thinks Thrice. Dexter calls me Ralph.”

“Hello... Mister Ralph. Should I address you as captain, commander, admiral...?”

“There are no ranks in the Dohani military,” Jane explained. “The most competent person automatically takes the position. If someone more experienced appeared, the current chief would immediately give up the position. Everyone always occupies the position for which he’s best suited.”

“Fascinating,” Eliza said. “Humans could never get anything done that way. But it’s true? The Dohani can speak?”

“Only for the last two months,” Jane said. “Until then we didn’t know anything about the way humans communicated.”

“Dexter, how come you’re a Dohani citizen? Did they give you citizenship to make your diplomatic mission easier?”

I winced. “No, I’m... Jane’s partner. The way the Dohani look at it, it’s as if we were married. They don’t have wedding ceremonies. They choose a partner for life, and that’s that. In short, Jane chose me, and that automatically made me a Dohani citizen.”

Ralph intervened. “As a human, Dexter is in the best position to be our contact with other humans. And we trust him because he is the partner of Little White Kitten.”

When Eliza heard this name, she asked us about it.

“I’m afraid it is my name,” Jane said. “Unfortunately, Dexter thinks it’s funny. The Dohani have descriptive names, and sometimes the translation into human language is bizarre. I prefer to be called ‘Jane’.”

We visited other parts of the battleship. During our visit we told Eliza what we had been doing the past few months, that all the Dohani could now communicate with humans, and that humans had been threatened with extermination without knowing it.

“Have they definitely decided to give up on that idea?” Eliza asked.

“Yes,” Jane answered, “now that we know that humans can manage their aggression problems themselves, there’s no reason to eradicate them. That means humans can reject peace. If they do, the Dohani will attack until humans are vanquished, but they won’t exterminate them.”

After the tour of the ship, we went to the cabin I shared with Jane. The Dohani had equipped it with our size of furnishings. Jane made tea. The Dohani had a few things that humans could consume with no trouble, and among them was a delicious, lightly spiced tea.

We were sitting around a small table. Jane served the tea and sat down beside me. She looked pensive. Eliza and I were talking away: she told me news of the Federation, and I told her stories of my life among the Dohani. Jane paid no attention; she was lost in thought.

Suddenly Jane said, “I have an announcement to make. Since Eliza is here, I think it’s a good time for it.”

We looked at her. She took my hand and kissed it. Then she took a deep breath: “We’re going to have a baby. I’m pregnant.”

I froze. My brain disconnected.

Fortunately for me, Eliza started talking excitedly. “A baby? That’s terrific! How long have you known? You don’t look ill. Do you feel okay? No nausea? And here I thought you were genetically incompatible with humans!”

Something in me, an infinitesimal speck that still managed to think, noticed that Eliza had shifted from the formal to the familiar form of address in talking to Jane. Their voices seemed very far away.

“No nausea,” Jane said. “I’ve known about it for a few days now.”

“How did you find out? Can you take pregnancy tests on this spaceship?”

“No need,” Jane said, smiling. “My implant told me directly that I was pregnant.”

Jane looked at me. I was still transfixed.

Eliza looked at me. “Don’t you have anything to say, Dexter? Oh, Jane, I think he’s in shock. He really didn’t expect this.”

“Dexter, what’s wrong?” Jane asked. “Aren’t you happy we’re going to have a baby?”

I heard panic in her voice. Eliza heard it, too. “Jane, everything is okay,” she reassured her. “He’s just surprised. Give him a minute to gather his wits.”

I tried to shake off the dumbfounded state that had overwhelmed me. I took a deep breath. My brain began to function again. I managed to croak, “A baby...”

Jane smiled at me radiantly. “Yes, a baby all our own! You can tell it stories. And I’m sure you’ll take good care of it. And my family will help us.”

I tried to force myself to think. It was hard to do, as though the gears of my brain had frozen. “But... don’t you think it’s a little... soon? Besides, the war isn’t quite over yet.”

Jane’s face lost its expression. “Oh no,” she murmured, “I was wrong. You don’t want a child.”

I was distraught at feeling her distress. “Yes, yes, Jane, I do,” I said, feeling swamped. “It’s just that you’re so young!”

Eliza got irritated at me. “Come on, Dexter, you could have taken precautions, after all.”

I sighed. “Tell her, Jane.”

Jane looked down. “I can control my fertility,” she said. “I can have a child whenever I want.”

Eliza was astounded. “My goodness... But why did you...?”

“I wanted to,” Jane said, her eyes still lowered. “I couldn’t wait. And knowing Dexter, he’d have said we’d have to be patient. Too bad. If he doesn’t want a baby, I’ll take care of it myself, with my family.”

I took her hand. “No, Jane, I just have to get used to the idea. At least I’ll have nine months to get ready.”

Jane looked embarrassed. “Actually it’s three months. Accelerated growth...”

Ow. I should have expected that.

“Three months?!” Eliza exclaimed. “How is that possible?”

“I’m a prototype,” Jane said. “The Dohani planned to have me grow fast so they could study me as soon as possible. My children will inherit that trait.”

“Three months,” Eliza mused. “You’d better start thinking about names right away.”

* * *

The Federation government accepted the Dohani terms. The war was over.

Prisoner exchanges began. But on the prison planet, most of the humans decided not to go back to the Federation. They had been living there for years, had formed families, and had their own culture and government. And they had no desire to be annexed by the Federation.

The Dohani told them they could keep the planet and that it would be an autonomous protectorate of the Dohani empire. The Dohani had no desire to interfere in the inhabitants’ affairs. They even provided spaceships, since the people were no longer prisoners. The inhabitants named the planet Alcatraz.

The case of the prison planet put the Federation government’s nose out of joint. No one had ever dreamt that humans might prefer to remain among the Dohani.

And the problem of the pirates remained. The Federation government declared it had no information about them and did not know who they were or where they came from.

I suggested to the Dohani that they go to Earth and request access to the archives. We might find something, perhaps an indication of the origin of the pirate ships. I suspected the Federation government was not really motivated to do any research: the Dohani had become all-powerful and eclipsed Federation authority; that had to rub the government the wrong way.

Our battleship set out for Earth.
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Chapter 19: Revolution
There’s a weapon
We must use
In our defense
Silence 

— Hilary and Haylie Duff
       (originally The Go-Go’s)
       Our Lips Are Sealed 

This was the first time I had ever set foot on humanity’s home world. Jane was delighted. She had learned that Earth was covered with ancient sites to visit. With her habitual impatience, she wanted to see everything right away.

“We have work to do first, Jane,” I told her. “We have to find clues about the pirates. I didn’t come to Earth just so we could be tourists.”

The Dohani took steps to show Earth that the visit was no joke, and they employed a show of force. Jane and I were on the bridge when the chief contacted Earth space control center. He asked the humans to designate a landing area large enough to unload cargo. We were sent to an uninhabited area in Australia, not too far from Sydney.

I thought we would take a shuttle, but Ralph told me to sit down and buckle up. I saw that Jane and the other Dohanis had already begun to strap themselves into their seats.

“The maneuver will be perfectly safe, but there may be turbulence, and I do not want to take chances.”

Turbulence? In space?

“You’ll see,” said Jane. “This is impressive. I’ve asked them for a commentary in human language. You’ll know what’s going on.”

“Reverse heading,” the chief ordered. On the control screen, the battleship’s attitude thrusters fired. The vessel made an about-face turn and was flying backwards.

“Fire thrusters.” The main reactors roared to life and the ship lost speed. The ship’s kinetic energy no longer compensated for Earth’s gravity, and the ship began to lose altitude.

“Confirming orbit cancellation, chief,” another Dohani said. “Atmospheric deceleration begun.”

“Activate the heat shield,” said Ralph.

“Temperature normal and under control, chief. Safety shield on stand-by.”

The ship was falling like a stone into Earth’s atmosphere.

A panicky call came in from Earth control. “Dohani vessel, you are losing altitude. Is there a malfunction?”

“Negative,” the chief replied. “We are only preparing to land in the area assigned.”

“You’re... going to land? In your ship? That’s insane!”

“Certainly not. If it were, we would not be doing it. I must suspend this conversation and supervise the maneuver.”

The ship continued its descent. The thunder could be heard all over Australia.

* * *

The ship landed. A vessel of this kind should not have been able to enter a planetary atmosphere and land on the surface; designing such a vessel would be a nightmare, and the cost of the antigrav engines would be astronomical. Such a vessel would almost never use them anyway, because it would spend almost all its time in space. However, the Dohani had done it.

Jane told me that all their ships were capable of planetary landing and takeoff. “And it’s not just to impress humans. With the battleship and its firepower, we’ll be protected. Humans won’t try to do anything to us when we’re in Sydney, looking for information.”

* * *

Upon our arrival, we held a press conference. The Dohanis had set up domes as temporary living quarters around the ship, and reporters had been invited to one of the domes. There were three of us: Jane, Ralph and I. Jane had put on dark glasses, to hide her red eyes.

“Hello,” I said. I was nervous. There were a lot of people in the audience. “Call me Dexter. The Dohani have assigned me the role of spokesman. This is Jane, my... fiancée, and Ralph, the commander of the battleship double-parked outside.”

The reporters laughed.

“You have heard the Dohani peace proposal,” I continued. “One of the conditions is to find, if possible, the pirates who attacked the Dohani ten years ago. We have come to Sydney to gain access to the official archives and to try to trace those pirates.”

One of the reporters raised a hand. “Why do the Dohani want the pirates turned over to them?”

“The Dohani have not told me what they expect to do with them,” I answered.

Another reporter asked, “Is it certain what happened? Are the videos authentic?”

Jane spoke. “We Dohani were attacked by those pirates. Without such a provocation we would never have gone to war against humans. We will do everything to find the perpetrators who have caused a terrible and useless conflict.”

One of the reporters in the first row spoke up. “Miss, you also seem to speak for the Dohani. Who are you, exactly?”

“I am Dohani.” She took off her sunglasses, and that had the desired effect. Everybody started talking at once when they saw her red eyes.

“Calm down!” I shouted. “Jane is half Dohani and half human. It’s a long story.”

Questions rained upon us. “Dexter, what’s your relationship with Jane? Is she really half Dohani? How did you meet?”

Jane explained: “I was in the Dohani army. And since he’s irresistible, it was love at first sight.” She put her arm around my waist. The reporters’ cameras had a field day.

“Since then,” Jane continued, “we’ve never been apart. I was a prisoner on Aubria-3, being studied by humans. When I got tired of it, I kidnapped Dexter and went home.”

“That’s incredible! How did you manage to escape? How did you go about kidnapping Dexter?”

I was beginning to wonder when someone would bring up the subject of the Dohani demands about searching for the pirates.

“I’m very strong,” Jane answered. “Much stronger and quicker than a human. It was easy to get rid of the guards, overcome Dexter and take him with me.”

Laughter. One of the reporters asked, “Are you really that strong?”

“Yes.” She had a fierce smile. “Would you like a demonstration? Does anyone here know how to fight?” she added. She was having a great time. She obviously loved the limelight. The press conference had taken an unexpected turn.

Jane came down off the stage. One of the reporters, a burly fellow, had taken her challenge.

I turned to Ralph and whispered, “I have the impression they’ve lost interest in our reason for coming here.”

The Dohani leaned over to me. “Indeed. Who can understand humans? But Jane is having fun, and that is a good thing.”

Jane and the reporter had gone outside. When the match was about to begin, I remembered something important and rushed up to them, shouting, “Jane, stop! You’re not going to fight when you’re pregnant, are you?”

The reporters were twice as excited as before. “She’s pregnant? Is Dexter the father? They’re going to have a half-human, half-Dohani baby?”

Oops. I’d goofed.

The reporter who was going to fight Jane asked her, “You’re really pregnant? It would really be better if we didn’t do this, you know.”

“No problem,” Jane replied. “My uterus is protected. There is no risk to the baby.”

I looked at Ralph, who confirmed what Jane had said. On the other hand, I should have known I had no cause for alarm. Jane easily immobilized her opponent. The reporters’ cameras caught everything, and the images immediately began to circulate on the Internet.

The reporters continued asking questions, especially of Jane, about her life, adventures and baby. They gave no thought to the search for the pirates.

* * *

Everybody loved Jane. She became an instant celebrity. Forgotten were the Dohani threat and the battleship parked near one of the largest cities on Earth. The news talked only of Jane.

She received literally millions of messages. Fan mail. Presents. Baby clothes. From all over the Federation.

Hundreds of people flocked to the ship to try to catch a glimpse of Jane or to ask for her autograph. Their patience was often rewarded, because she loved to visit with her fans, to shake their hands and sign dedications.

Ralph, a few Dohanis and I worked in the archives. Jane was too busy with her mail to be able to help us. I became friends with Ralph. He spent a lot of time with us and really seemed to enjoy talking with me, perhaps because our minds worked the same way: we were both soldiers at heart, ready for anything in defense of our homelands.

However, we were not making a lot of progress in our research. It had been a week since we had begun examining the archives, and so far they had revealed no act of piracy in the zone where the Dohani bases had been attacked. The human star systems in the vicinity had recorded no unusual activity and nothing that resembled the pirate ships in any way.

One evening we were having dinner with Ralph in our cabin. We were both listening to Jane tell about her day, the Internet chat that was talking about her and proposals for interviews... Such things never tired her. I was listening to her with one ear while mulling over the problem of the archives. Ralph was doing the same thing, and from time to time we would exchange ideas that might help us make headway.

Suddenly Ralph looked at me and said, “I have just received a message. There is a human who wants to talk to you, Dexter. Her name is Carolyn Greenshire. She says she has information about the pirates.”

* * *

Carolyn Greenshire, escorted by two Dohanis, was waiting in a room of the ship. She looked nervous, which was hardly surprising. She was about forty-five and dressed in a sober but elegant fashion. I had the impression she might be an official in the Federation government. As it happened, I was right.

“Are you Lieutenant Zimski?” she asked. “Yes, I recognize you. I’ve seen photos of you.”

She asked me to have the two Dohani guards leave. When they did, she continued. “I’m a secretary in the planning service of the Federation government. But ten years ago I was working in a secret bureau. I know everything about the pirates. I have to warn you: it’s a lot more serious than you think.” She was very nervous and kept pacing back and forth.

“The bureau I was working for was both scientific and military. Its role was to undertake secret studies of anything that might threaten the security of the Federation. In particular, it concentrated on the surveillance of potential centers of rebellion on the frontier planets. The personnel in that bureau weren’t the only ones working on the project. However, they were the only ones interested in the Dohani.”

She paused. “The problem with the Dohani was that we knew absolutely nothing about them. They ignored us, but some of the higher-ups in the bureau thought we would come into conflict with them sooner or later. We would be at a disadvantage if we didn’t first get information about their biology and technology.

“They had the idea of attacking a Dohani base and ransacking it. And destroying it completely, to leave no trace. They decided to pose as pirates so that nobody would suspect the Army.

“And they attacked two bases at the same time, in case one of the attacks failed. They told themselves that once the Dohani had experienced one attack, they would be more watchful. Two attacks had to be carried out at the same time, to maximize the chances of success.”

I was shaken. If all that was true, it was really bad. “Is there evidence?” I asked.

“Yes, it’s well hidden in the archives, but mission orders and material requisitions can be found. Everything is there if you know where to look.”

I was tempted to tell her to go away. How would the Dohani react when they discovered that it was actually the Federation government that had attacked them?

“And why are you telling me this?” I asked.

“I’ve been living with this on my conscience for ten years. At the time, I told my boss it would be dangerous to poke a stick into a hornets’ nest. He told me that all the experts agreed that the Dohani would not react. They wouldn’t know who had attacked them; pirate raids could happen anywhere. They must take place among the Dohani, too. But right after the operation, the Dohani began counterattacking humans all along the border. I immediately realized it was due to this damned operation.”

She sighed. “I’m one of the few people who know the whole truth. And I’m the only one who’ll talk to you. By coming here I’ve signed my death warrant. Ever since the Dohani demanded that the pirates be handed over to them, all the people involved have been terrified. A good many of them hold key positions in the administration or in politics. They’ll never turn themselves in, and they’ll do everything in their power to arrange a cover-up.”

She had to be protected. The Dohani deserved to know. They were civilized; they wanted only what was good for the galaxy. The humans had shown themselves to be brutal, cruel and cynical. The ends justified the means, they said. You can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs. Justifications that all revealed the base hypocrisy of mankind. Suddenly I was ashamed to be a human being.

“We’ll take care of you,” I told her. “Come with me.”

I took her to Jane and Ralph and told them Greenshire’s story.

“This is quite embarrassing,” Ralph observed. “The humans who conspired in this plot against the Dohani are probably a minority.” He stopped, lost in thought. Jane, too, remained silent, concentrating. They were conferring with all the other Dohanis aboard the ship, deciding what steps to take.

“Our conclusion,” Ralph finally said, “is that we should not reconsider our decision about humans.”

I closed my eyes, relieved. This case had not changed anything. The Dohani did not plan to exterminate us.

“Nonetheless,” he added, “we must find these conspirators. They must pay for what they have done.”

* * *

Greenshire now resided safely aboard the battleship. She told us where to find the evidence of the plot hidden in the computer archives. The next day, even Jane helped us look for clues. By evening we had collected all of them, including the names of the officials involved. All the pieces fit together perfectly.

The Dohani called a new press conference, and the reporters started asking for the latest news about Jane.

I firmly brought the subject back to what was most important. “We have proof that the pirate attacks on the Dohani were actually an operation organized by the Federation government.”

The reporters all began to shout at once. It was the scoop of the century. If they only knew that the Dohani had planned to destroy humanity on account of it.

I ignored their questions. “The information is now being disseminated on the Internet. It is also being sent to all press agencies.”

“Dexter, assuming the evidence is true, do you think the Federation will hand over government officials to the Dohani? They’re not just common pirates anymore.”

“No, you’re right,” I quickly responded. “They’re not just common pirates; they’re common criminals.”

“You seem to have taken the Dohani side in the matter,” said another reporter. “Do you think they’re right to act as they do and make such demands simply because they have force on their side?”

“I’ll tell you whose side I’m on,” I replied. “I’m on the side of all — human and Dohani — who have fallen in combat in this war, thinking they were fighting a brutal and bloodthirsty enemy when the real enemy was sitting in the offices of the Federation government. Millions have perished in this war, on both sides. Their blood cries out for justice. And I sincerely hope that Dohani justice will be exemplary.”

* * *
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The Federation government denied everything. There had never been a secret bureau to study any alien menace. It was a Dohani tactic to divide humans. We should unite against them. Do not be intimidated; truth will triumph.

Such was Federation dogma. Public opinion was not entirely on the same wavelength. On one hand, people feared the Dohani, whose spaceships were still in orbit around the frontier planets. And an enormous battleship had landed near Sydney. People were saying, “You don’t fool around with those guys.” On the other hand, everybody believed there had been a conspiracy. It seemed quite logical.

But the government remained obdurate.

As for the instigators of the conspiracy, we learned they had taken refuge in government buildings as soon as the news about them had begun to circulate on the Net.

The situation remained static for several days until one of the frontier planets, Saltina-2, decided to secede.

As on all the planets at the edge of Federation space, life on Saltina-2 was not easy. The world had been colonized recently, and the infrastructure was relatively undeveloped. Federation aid was minimal, but that did not stand in the way of the tax collectors.

And Alcatraz had set a precedent. The Dohani had treated their prisoners so well that the humans had not wanted to return to the Federation. The Saltinians seized the opportunity to escape from the Federation in their turn. Their official declaration proclaimed:

We, the people of Saltina-2, are revolted by the contemptible attitude of the Federation government. We affirm our innocence in the matter and completely dissociate ourselves from any organization or conspiracy intending harm to the Dohani people. We offer our friendship to the Dohani and declare our independence from Federation tyranny. We humbly beseech the Dohanis’ protection.

Nobody expected that, particularly the Dohani, who did not know what position to take. I told them to jump at the chance and offer the Saltinians all the aid they wanted: ships, equipment... The Federation had just lost a planet, and that greatly diminished the influence of the current administration.

When the other frontier planets saw that Saltina-2 had gone over to the Dohani side and that everything seemed to be proceeding well, they began to do the same, one by one. Almost every day another colony decided to join the Dohani empire. Rumors were spreading that some planets near the center of Federation space were going to secede.

The Dohani increased the number of warships around the secessionist worlds. It was hopeless for humans to try to retake those planets; the blockade was impenetrable. The Federation government protested what it called intolerable Dohani interference in human politics.

Meanwhile, the government was gradually ceasing to function. The legislative branch rebelled and demanded the government’s resignation for a debacle never before equaled in all of history. Demonstrations took place, and they often escalated into riots.

Two weeks after Saltina-2 had gone over to the Dohani side, the Federation government resigned. Elections were held. The group that won had campaigned on a single platform: Give the Dohani what they want. They received three-fourths of the vote, something never before seen in Federation elections. As soon as the new government was in place, it turned the conspirators over to the Dohani.

* * *

It was all over. Peace was restored. The riots ended.

The Dohani withdrew their ships from Federation space except for those protecting the secessionist planets. I thought the secessionists might want to rejoin the Federation, especially since it promised to make more of an effort to support them in the future. However, rancor against the Federation government ran deep.

True, the government had not helped them enough, but any community will reproach a central government for that. Rather, for ten years these planets had been on the front line, and the inhabitants had dreaded the sight of skies from which Dohani ships might emerge at any moment. They had been scarred by war, and that was why so many worlds had decided so easily to go over to the Dohani side once they found out that the Federation government had been behind the initial attacks.

The Dohani provided protection, equipment and food to the secessionist planets without asking anything in return. Their attitude persuaded these worlds to remain in the Dohani empire.

In the following weeks, three other planets on the frontier held referendums and decided to secede. But the attrition stopped there, because the Federation government promised heaven and earth to all the other human worlds. Contrary to the rumors, no central world had intended to secede.

Relations between the Dohani and the new Federation government were very cordial. Greenshire was reinstated in her position and decorated for bravery. The Dohani thanked her, as well: they proclaimed her a national hero and invited her to visit their worlds.

* * *

I found out that Dohani justice was severe but appropriate. There was a trial. Once the facts had been ascertained and it was certain that the conspirators in custody were guilty, the prisoners were sentenced to be confined aboard a small Dohani space station from which the personnel had been removed.

Aboard the station there were provisions for a stay of several months. The prisoners were left alone and told nothing. They probably supposed it was a form of imprisonment.

The Dohani waited for three days. Then they sent a cruiser. Aboard the station, alarms sounded; the prisoners knew a vessel was approaching. They realized what was going to happen to them only when the cruiser launched the first missile.

Proceed to the Epilogue...
Epilogue
I watch you sleep in the still of the night
You look so pretty when you dream
So many people just go through life
Holding back; they don’t say what they mean
But it’s easy for me
Since you came 

— Kim Wilde, You Came 

We returned to Blue-58, Jane’s home planet. Jane’s belly had rounded swiftly, but she had no trouble moving about or doing all sorts of things that a woman in her condition ought not to do. Dohani genetic improvements. But it was an unimportant detail.

The baby was talking to Jane.

When we were still on Earth, the implant had already begun sending an automatic signal that meant only that everything was okay.

A month passed. One night, Jane woke up suddenly. “Oh...” she said. She put her hands on her abdomen, smiling hesitantly.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“The baby has woken up. It was searching in the darkness with its mind and touched mine. It’s afraid. It doesn’t know where it is. I’m reassuring it.”

She leaned her head to one side. “Yes, that’s better.” She remained silent for a few moments.

I was amazed. I caressed her abdomen.

“It’s exploring,” Jane said, “as if it were in my arms and looking over my shoulder at other people. It’s intimidated.”

I heard noises in the house. Jane’s family was waking up.

“They’ve heard it,” Jane said.

One by one, the Dohanis entered our room. Jane’s mother sat down next to her.

“I can hardly believe it, Mama. It’s so beautiful, so innocent.”

Her mother took her hand. “I envy you, Jane. Your child is growing within you. It must be... marvelous. For you, being able to feel it developing at every moment; for the child, always being near you. You are very lucky to be a mammal.”

I felt rather left out. I was the only one who could not communicate with the baby.

* * *

 “She wants to come out,” Jane told me. “Now is the time.” Jane was about to deliver the baby. We knew that the baby was a girl, and we had decided to call her Lucy. Her Dohani name was “She Who Comes From Two Peoples,” and she was the first true hybrid. Since Jane was Dohani and I was human, our daughter would be between the two, and we would teach her both cultures.

“She’s impatient,” Jane said.

I smiled. “I wonder who she gets that from.”

Jane gave birth in the swimming pool. It took only a few minutes. Dohani genetic improvements, again. With no pain, Jane’s muscles contracted forcibly. The way was open and the baby could come out.

“She’s worried now,” Jane said. “Catch her, I’m going to push her out.” She contracted.

“Sorry, little one,” Jane murmured. “You were cozy and warm inside me, but now it’s time for you to discover the world.”

Suddenly, Lucy was in my hands. I picked her up and held her head delicately. It was not really necessary; her muscles were already strong.

She did not cry. She opened her eyes tentatively, blinded by the light of day she was seeing for the first time. Her eyes were red, like her mother’s, and were already piercing. She saw me and smiled.

“Hello, Lucy,” I said, my throat tight with emotion. She was magnificent, beyond anything I could have imagined.

Proceed to Challenge 526...
The Critics’ Corner
Here are the articles about “The Dohani War” that were published in The Critic’s Corner section of Bewildering Stories. 

Into the Middle Game

by Don Webb

Readers who have a copy of Martin Kerharo’s Dohani : Guerre will notice something odd about the format of the English-language version, which is currently in progress. It’s the epigraphs.

Each chapter begins with lyrics from popular music that foreshadow the theme of the chapter. For example, chapter 1 begins with:
Time to move along
Everything’s gone wrong
Better catch that bus
— The Primitives, Run Baby Run

And that’s exactly how the epigraph appears in the original. What’s so funny about it, then? The epigraph is in English, but the novel itself is not.

Now, the author kindly translates the lyrics in an appendix to the novel. For the sake of consistency, then, a translator might well consider substituting the French versions of the epigraphs, thus:
Il est temps de partir.
Tout s’est passé de travers.
Ferai mieux d’attraper ce bus.

The use of one language in the epigraphs and another in the text underscores the major theme of the novel: the struggle to achieve communication between people who do not speak the same language — and who, in this case, do not even use the same kind of language.

Why not use French epigraphs in the English translation? For two main reasons: First, the original lyrics are in English. Second, the author can reasonably count on his readers’ being able to understand — or at least to decipher — what the English texts mean.

Can a translator do the same; that is, count on English-speaking readers’ being able to understand the French version of the song lyrics? In Canada, most certainly. In the United States, the very thought would be laughable if it weren’t such a sad joke.

* * *

The struggle to communicate is the major mystery in a novel pervaded with mysteries. Humans have captured some Dohanis, but the more humans learn, the more puzzling the Dohani become. Not to spoil anything — readers can surely foresee the development by now — there’s even worse to come. As the novel progresses, it will become clear that neither side really knows why they are at war in the first place.

In the first chapter, Lieutenant Dexter Zimski’s commando squad captures someone who looks for all the world like a human girl. But is she human? Her eyes are pure Dohani. And she speaks no human language. In fact she appears to speak no language at all.

A doctor gives the captive the name “Jane Doe.” And Jane looks like a 16-year old girl. But is that what she is? The assumption is based on appearances alone. And even if verbal communication were possible, how could anyone ask her how old she is? “Sixteen” — or any other number — is easy enough, but “year”? What is a year to a Dohani?

And would it help to know? If a human being and a Dohani were the same age in absolute terms, what would that mean in physical and cultural terms? Dexter Zimski and the others know what Jane looks like, but that’s where it ends. And the more they learn about her, the more they realize how little they really understand.

* * *

The Dohani War relies heavily on the reader’s imagination to visualize the settings; to that end, popular familiarity with science fiction films will suffice amply. The narrative technique is reminiscent of a film or stage script combined with that of illustrated fiction. Readers are told everyone’s location or movement in space, and, perhaps most strikingly, who is looking at whom, and with what expression.

The character of Dexter Zimski provides a first-person interpretation, and it is by turns ironic and cautious: Eliza, Charts and the readers themselves are often ahead of him in understanding the meaning of the action. The author is scrupulously absent, and the text shows strict respect for one of Bewildering Stories’ guidelines: “Tell the readers what they need to know, but do not do the reading for them.”

* * *

In the first seven chapters, many characters put in an appearance, but four take center stage: Jane and Dexter are supported by Charts and Eliza. As Dexter’s bodyguard, Charts not only represents the official military position but occasionally supplies information and insight not available otherwise. Eliza supports Dexter’s role by acting as an intermediary between him and the command structure, and she makes it possible for him to nurture a relationship with Jane.

In what amounts to a psychological experiment, the human characters gradually find out what Jane can do. And what Jane does — in addition to displaying superhuman physical powers — is turn the tables in a series of role reversals:

· At the end of chapter 1, Jane defeats in single combat the entire unit that has captured her. She is overcome only by force majeure in the form of volleys of tranquilizer darts fired from a distance.

· At the beginning of chapter 4, Jane is officially a prisoner and Dexter Zimski is her guard. At the end of the chapter, Dexter becomes the “prisoner” and Jane is his “guard” for all practical purposes. At this point Jane establishes once and for all that a prisoner and guard relationship is unacceptable; she insists on being treated as an equal.

· In chapter 5, Dexter tries to save Jane from the station commander’s misguided gas attack, but in the end Jane saves Dexter.

· In chapter 6, Dexter tries to teach Jane a spoken proto-language, but Jane reverses the procedure: Dexter and the others become the students and Jane, the teacher.

· In chapter 8, Dexter completes an emotional trajectory. He had begun by thinking of Jane as a child, possibly one who is autistic, but hard experience gained over an unspecified but sufficient length of time has taught him otherwise.

· Dexter’s successive roles of guard, protector and equal create a bond between him and Jane. And Dexter very reluctantly begins to realize that he has responded emotionally to her attraction to him and that he is falling in love with her. However, even that role is called into question by a reversal: the emergency that requires recharging the battery of Jane’s neural implant reveals that she is, despite eerie similarities to humans, even more Dohani than anyone has suspected.

· In terms of character, Dexter has moments of impatience, but his main role is that of peacemaker between Jane and Charts as well as the other military personnel and the technical staff. Now that Jane has displayed “photographs” of her home world, her role must begin to shift — even in the eyes of the military — from that of a captive combatant to that of interstellar emissary.
Meanwhile, two mysteries remain: Why was Jane attracted to Dexter in the first place, rather than to someone else or to no one? And why did the Dohani go to great lengths to try to recover their asteroid base?

To make an analogy with chess, the opening of the game is concluded. Charts and Eliza have taken their position on the board as knights, while Dexter and Jane might be opposing bishops. In chapter 8, the middle game begins.

Marezydoats in Outer Space

by Don Webb

Suppose you wanted to learn French. What would be the best way to go about it? Go to Montreal or Paris? Hang out and go to parties? No, all you would hear is noise.

To learn a language you need comprehensible input. That is, you need to understand what you hear. And the easiest way to learn is one word, one phrase at a time. And don’t worry about time; you’ll progress fast enough: language learning proceeds not linearly but exponentially.

Unlike Martin Kerharo’s Jane, in The Dohani War, you don’t even have to write. However, experiments in teaching purely oral language have proved an abysmal failure; students take notes compulsively. And the writing systems they invent are even more bizarre than French or, heaven help them, English.

How does Jane learn? She is something of a special case. Dexter and company have no way to teach her a spoken language. Jane can hear, and she can make sounds. But all she does is groan, moan, grumble and growl.

In chapter 6, Dexter finally teaches Jane the spoken words for her name, his own name, and Charts’. But Jane has no patience with the process. The very concept of a spoken language is alien to her and, we suspect, a waste of time as far as she’s concerned. The Dohani seem to communicate by some other means. Rather, Jane finds a way to draw images electronically on a TV screen.

In chapter 11, the language lessons are entirely visual, but Jane learns a human language — be it French, English or some other — by means of a modern technique: Total Physical Response. We see it in action when Charts illustrates the verb “to break” by breaking things. And Jane and the others engage in a lot of gesturing.

Jane is also learning by another modern technique: the Natural Method. It relies heavily on pictures as well as TPR. And its basic concept is that of comprehensible input. With the scientific team’s notepads and extensive collection of images, Jane can learn vocabulary quickly.

But learning words is simple. The hard part is grammar, the means that allows you to use words. Now, you’ll sometimes hear people say they don’t know grammar. Oh yes they do. If they didn’t, they would not be able to say anything coherently. They just don’t know how to talk about grammar, which has its own specialized vocabulary.

Grammar is acquired through another method: storytelling. You hear or see the words you’ve learned in sentences, in coherent contexts. The story may be very simple, for example: “Dohani good. Human bad. Jane loves Dexter.” Proficiency increases with the acquisition of function words and word forms. Jane will eventually learn: “The Dohani are good. Humans are bad. Jane loves Dexter.”

Obviously, the frequent section breaks in chapter 11 signal to the reader that significant time lapses occur in which a lot of language learning takes place. The scenes we see show us the practical results.

And yet some steps have to be skipped over, if only to advance the plot of the novel. For example, Jane has no problem with the concept of “word.” And yet not all human languages agree on what a word is. A word in one language may have its equivalent as a sentence in another language, and vice-versa.

Further, Jane quickly picks up a basic rule of syntax. She has no problem with the fact that the human language she is learning is an SVO (subject-verb-object) language, like French or English. That need not have been the case.

Word order creates an interesting conundrum even in translating from French to English. For example, “Jane loves Dexter” is easy enough in both French and English.

But what happens when Jane wants to add an intensifier to “loves”? She writes: “Jane loves infinite Dexter.” The result is more understandable in French than in English. Here’s why:

· When French readers see the sentence Jane aime infini Dexter, they immediately reanalyze it as Jane aime infiniment Dexter.

· There is no problem in recognizing that infini is supposed to be an adverb, for two reasons:

· Adverbs always follow the verb in French, either immediately or at a distance. 

· Adjectives normally follow the noun in French.
One might suppose that infini modifies “Dexter” rather than aime, but that’s very far-fetched; it’s much less of a stretch to assume that Jane means infiniment.

· In English, adverbs normally precede the verb (there’s an example for you!), and adjectives normally precede the noun. The English-speaking reader has to stop and think, “Wait, Dexter can’t be ‘infinite’; Jane must be mean ‘infinitely’.”

On the other hand, it’s probably just as well that Jane communicates visually rather than orally. She might be able to pick out individual spoken words in English, for example: “Mares eat oats and does eat oats and little lambs eat ivy.” But French does not mark juncture between words. English spoken as though it were French sounds like the old popular song: “Marezydoatsand dozydoatsand little lamzydivy.” See what I mean about learning French before you go hanging around at parties?

One would expect that many or even most of the scientists in the team around Captain Lambert and Lieutenant Dexter are linguists. One of them, at least, seems to be a language teacher skilled in the latest techniques: the Natural Method and Total Physical Response with Storytelling.

Now, back to the TV screen, Jane. Time to read and write stories, and learn syntax and grammar!
The Dohani Language

with Martin Kerharo and Don Webb

In chapter 11 of the Dohani War, why might one surmise that the Dohani use numbers at base 10? Why does Jane use a scale of 1,024, i.e. “Dohani = +512, human = −512”?

	[Martin K.] Les Dohanis comptent en binaire, bien sûr :) Ils ne pensent pas comme nous : à force d’être en symbiose avec leurs implants depuis plusieurs millénaires, leur façon de penser a évolué.

Si j’allais au bout de cette logique, Jane devrait être incapable de parler ; elle comprend le concept de mot (équivalence symbole ≠ concept), mais la grammaire n’a pas de sens. Les Dohanis communiquent par images mentales.

Par exemple, quand tu parles du problème de la traduction de “Jane aime infini Dexter,” j’aurais dû penser à rendre l’écriture de Jane plus graphique. Logiquement, elle devrait mettre chaque mot dans un cercle et utiliser différentes flèches pour indiquer les relations entre ces mots. Du coup, “aime” et “infini” devraient être liés, dans le même cercle ou quelque chose comme cela.
	The Dohani count in binary, of course! They don’t think like us: since they’ve been in symbiosis with their implants for thousands of years, their way of thinking has evolved.

If I took the process to its logical conclusion, Jane should not be able to speak; she understands the concept ‘word’ and that a word is not the same as the concept, but grammar has no meaning. The Dohani communicate by mental images.

For example, when you talk about the problem of translating “Jane aime infini Dexter,” I should have thought of making Jane’s writing more graphic. Logically she should put each word in a circle and use various arrows to indicate the relationship between those words. Thus, “aime” and “infini” would be linked together within the same circle, or something of the sort.

	[Don W.] When Jane lists her family members, in chapter 11, she also gives their “nest” designation: 753450911. It’s not a “name,” strictly speaking; it looks for all the world like a U.S. Social Security number! And it’s all in base 10. A numeral in binary would be staggeringly long. And heaven help the Dohani who misremembered it or made a typo; it would be very difficult to know there was an error without redundancy such as a checksum. And then finding and correcting it, well...

In the end, it doesn’t really matter what the base of the Dohani number system is. Jane will adapt it to decimal for the benefit of Dexter and his comrades.

As for grammar, all modes of communication have one, by definition; otherwise they would not exist. Jane has to know that instinctively. If she diagrammed her sentences to show that “infini” modifies “aime” rather than “Dexter,” she would simply be drawing a picture of the grammatical distinctions that humans make verbally.

Jane would surely conclude very soon that diagramming is a waste of time and that it’s a lot easier to use the language’s own ways of indicating function. In other words, once she learns that the suffix −ment means that infiniment can modify only the preceding word, namely aime, she doesn’t need to draw a map!


Are the Dohani words composed of a series of “letters,” as in alphabetic scripts, or are the words a single symbol in Dohani, as in ideographic scripts?

	[Martin K.] Ni l’un ni l’autre ! Les symboles des Dohanis sont interprétés par leurs implants. Dépassant le besoin d’un langage symbolique, la communication dohanie s’effectue directement de cerveau à cerveau, les implants se contentant de coder les impulsions nerveuses. Du coup, tout passe : les idées, mais aussi les émotions, les images et tout autre stimulus sensoriel.

Donc, lorsque Jane lit ou écrit en dohani, elle ne se rend pas compte de ce qu’elle fait. Elle ne voit pas les symboles, elle ne voit que leur signification.

Oui, si on lui retire son implant, elle devient incapable de parler. C’est comme ça qu’elle est capturée au début : l’implant est endommagé et doit s’auto-réparer. Heureusement que la panne n’est pas grave, sinon elle serait restée dans le coma.

Pour parler le langage humain, il faut qu’elle reprogramme son implant pour associer ces symboles primitifs à ses propres concepts. Peu à peu, le processus s’automatise, l’implant dessine directement les lettres sur l’écran, puis les mots entiers, sans qu’elle ait besoin de se concentrer. Son implant apprend en même temps qu’elle.

Que penses-tu de ça ?
	Neither one! The Dohani interpret the symbols by means of their implants. Since they no longer need a symbolic language, Dohani communication is made directly from brain to brain, and the implants simply encode impulses from their nervous systems. Thus, everything goes through: ideas, but also emotions, images and any other sensory stimulus.

Thus, when Jane reads or writes in Dohani, she doesn’t realize what she’s doing. She doesn’t see symbols; she sees only their meanings.

Yes, if her implant is removed, she’ll be unable to speak. That’s why, when she’s captured at the beginning of the story, her implant is damaged and has to repair itself. Fortunately the damage was not serious or she would have remained in a coma.

To speak human language she has to reprogram her implant to associate the primitive symbols with her own concepts. The process gradually becomes automatic; the implant draws letters directly onto the screen, then entire words, without her needing to concentrate on them. Her implants learns at the same time she does.

What do you think of that?

	[Don W.] Jane appears to learn human language in much the same way as humans themselves do!

The Dohani neural implant does appear to allow for telepathic communication. And it raises an important question that science fiction has seldom touched upon: to what extent is telepathy a mixed blessing?

If literally everything were transmitted between the Dohani neural implants — concepts, emotions, images, and sensory stimuli — the Dohani would drown in sensory and information overload. A single “message” would mentally paralyze the Dohani; they’d lapse into a hallucinatory trance, and no work would get done.

The Dohani language, whatever it is, must have a grammar; otherwise it will consist only of a flood of incoherent data. As human languages indicate how words relate to one another, Dohani must have a system that is similar if not exactly the same. For example: a Dohani “sentence” might consist of an idea expressing cause and effect. It might be modified by emotions, images, etc., included as a gloss, like adjectives and adverbs.

Some animals, for example, communicate by song, such as birds, from tree to tree, and whales, from one ocean to another. Not only have patterns been identified, but modulations and “dialects” have been, as well. Humans have even begun to understand a few of these patterns. The various forms of animal communication have grammars of their own.

Perception is somewhat similar. The human brain appears to be hard-wired to “edit” visual input by “clipping” the perception of motion. We “see” only sequences of stationary images; that is the “grammar” of human vision. Otherwise our perception would collapse from incoherent overload; we’d see all motion as indistinct blurs. And that may indeed happen at the limits of perception, when the brain detects motion but cannot visually isolate the moving object.

The Dohani can engage in multimedia telepathy all they want, but in the end they can exchange information only by systematically telling each other what the information is. To do that, they must “edit” the content of their messages according to function and relative emphasis; in other words, grammatically.

All the above considerations notwithstanding, The Dohani War is very unusual. It brings on stage sentient space aliens who are a little like humans but not very much; that is, the Dohani are depicted as very alien and yet not impossibly so. Thus, the novel deals directly with the most practical problem in all “first contact” stories: communication. So much for Star Trek’s “universal translator”! Such an achievement has to rank high in the canon of science fiction literature. 


The Dohani War

by Michael E. Lloyd

The original text of this rich and rewarding novel has already been amply and very positively reviewed by Don Webb himself, in Issue 391 of Bewildering Stories. In this review I wish simply to add a few specific points of my own on certain aspects of the novel’s principal characterisations and thematic colour, and on Martin Kerharo’s original French text, and on Don’s fine translation.

Some of the greatest stories in Western literature are those involving “tourists in another land.” To take just a few examples from the French canon alone, we have Voltaire’s unhappy, passive Candide and Montesquieu’s fascinated, active Persians, let alone the carefree explorer “Cyrano as himself” and even Camus’ “alien-thinking” wanderer Meursault, who is a stranger in his own societal landscape. And now Martin Kerharo presents us with two new “displaced beings” in a three-stage story that sees each of them in turn exposed to the inexplicable behaviours of the other’s totally alien society.

The fairly active hero of the novel is one Lieutenant Zimski, but that hardly suggests he’s a native Frenchman! No, he’s a future-day Earthman, and his first name, Dexter — a Latin word whose most appropriate meaning here is “upright friend” — gives us from the outset the clearest possible indication of his laudable character, which does not falter throughout the long course of the action. This conscientious Federation officer struggles stoically to maintain his integrity and self-control in increasingly demanding and tempting situations. Dexter is a pretty good role model for the young and even not-so-young male adult audience of this story.

The more important, more active heroine is the Dohani-humanoid “Jane,” the first of the pair to suffer the ignominy of capture and examination by her “countrymen’s” assumed enemies. Jane is a wilful girl-on-a-mission, and like Dexter she sustains her own variety of integrity throughout, only adjusting her priorities and self-interest as their understanding of each other and of their enemies’ societies steadily improves. And I must make mention of “Natasha’s” delightful yet terrifying graphic art portrait of the redoubtable red-eyed Jane. We have all, I suspect, encountered somebody much like her: a shrew not easily tamed.

And the structural leitmotif of a snippet of modern song lyrics introducing each tersely titled chapter is dear to my own heart. It works beautifully here by grounding the story’s apparently fantastical plot in an extended stream of honest-to-goodness, well-recognised human experiences, usually relating of course to the agonies and the ecstasies of this thing called Love. For The Dohani War is above all a love story, no less than Romeo and Juliet and with a very similar social backdrop defining and influencing the fates of the differently star-crossed lovers.

* * *

The original French text, Dohani : Guerre, is an absolute pleasure to read. Martin Kerharo manages a slick and effective combination of raging action narrative, delicate relationship developments, futuristic mises en scène, and believable “contemporary” dialogue, all in a language not naturally suited to that task. And he gives the whole thing a strong “classical” flavour by deploying the now rarely used passé simple verb tense for his narration. The result is a clever mélange of “old” style and “modern” subject matter, and positive comparisons with those great “willing and not-so-willing tourist hero” texts of 17th- and 18th-century French literature are again easy to draw and surely quite valid. Bravo, Martin !

* * *

Some translations are done for money, some are done as a favour to a friend, and some are done from pure admiration of the text itself. The latter — such as Don Webb’s own translation of Cyrano de Bergerac’s The Other World — are usually by far the finest, and his own brand-new translation of Dohani : Guerre is assuredly one of those.

Don brings his deep translating experience and his love of the French language to the highly pleasurable task of rendering this wonderful story in an appropriate English style. Working in the classic language of science fiction (pace Cyrano and some other early SF luminaries!), he can eschew the nicety of the “classical” aspects of Martin Kerharo’s quaint French text and produce a beautiful fusion of modern high-tech jargon/phraseology and the tender words and eternal sentiments of medieval courtly love.

Martin Kerharo’s novel is a remarkably rich but highly accessible portrayal of the complex interplay between and among individuals and their societies. With this translation, Don Webb delivers it to a worldwide audience, enhancing it with his own experience and making this fine story still finer.

Copyright © 2013 by Michael E. Lloyd
Bewildering Stories discusses: 
Misunderstandings in The Dohani War

with Gary Inbinder and Don Webb

 [Gary Inbinder] “I slept with Jane in my arms. It was all completely innocent.” Could this be an example of unreliable narrative? ;-)

[Don Webb] Heh... I think we can take Dexter at his word. He has always been a consummate gentleman. And although he admits he’s attracted to Jane, he has always been rather strait-laced, even a little prudish. Remember the shower scene in chapter 3? Not to mention the bathing-suit comedy at the swimming pool, in chapter 9.

[Gary I.] In this episode of The Dohani War, communication is complicated by Jane’s flawed logic: All humans are bad. She may have arrived at this generalization by induction (pirates) and prejudice (Dohani indoctrination). But humans are obviously not “all” bad, since she’s granted exceptions to her rule. She’s even gone so far as to grade them on a scale.

Regardless, in war we presume all the enemy are bad because war requires that we kill them indiscriminately before they do the same to us; for example, civilian collateral damage.

Moreover, there can be strong arguments for a Carthaginian peace with an implacable enemy, as in Cato the Elder’s Delenda est Carthago. Some of the humans and Dohani in the present story would be stuck with the same false premise regarding each other. Perhaps both sides plan the total annihilation of the foe with the preservation of a couple of examples of the “good” among the enemy camp. 

This installment gets very technical in its examination of language, analytical philosophy, logic, and epistemology. Wheeew! A writer walks a narrow path when he waxes philosophical, since there’s a danger he’ll wander into the weeds and become lost in a swamp of intellectual confusion.

There are many examples of great literature in which dramatic conflict ensues from the characters’ misunderstandings of each other, while avoiding the pitfalls of getting too technical in the exposition.

Appearances are deceiving, yet we’re left to make judgments based on what seems, rather than what is. Consider any number of Shakespeare’s plays, Hamlet for example. Or Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, or Henry James’ Daisy Miller.

In that regard, I believe James went about as far as an author can go in explaining the epistemological and syllogistic underpinnings by which one character “categorizes” and judges another.

[Don W.] Agreed, an audience of university undergraduates might learn a lot from identifying the philosophical problems implied in chapter 11. Marezydoats in Outer Space provides an example in terms of pedagogy.

Mercifully, readers of high-school age don’t have to wrestle with ten-dollar words; they see the philosophy and pedagogy in action. And they may have fun trying to answer the Challenge 516 question: “How might Dexter better explain — using only the vocabulary available to him and Jane — who the pirates were?”

The language problem is huge, of course. First, Dexter has to apply information theory by teaching Jane the word and concept of “message.” Dexter says, "It was difficult,” and that’s saying a lot. Then he has to apply set theory to explain that pirates are human but not all humans are pirates.

Jane does grasp the concepts in practice, but she does not have enough proficiency in human language to explain what she means by “bad.” She says, “Human bad,” but she also says that Dexter and Jane are good and that even Charts can be good half the time.

Jane needs the words for “enemy” and “friend.” And the Dohani need to learn how truly alien humans are. Otherwise, Cato’s “Carthaginian peace” is a very likely outcome of the Dohani War.

[Gary Inbinder] “I slept with Jane in my arms. It was all completely innocent.” Could this be an example of unreliable narrative? ;-)

[Martin Kerharo] May I point out the fact that Jane and Dexter are constantly spied on through cameras? From Dexter’s point of view, trying to make a move could lead to: 

· A broken nose or worse if Jane disagrees. Of course, the question immediately arises: Would she disagree? Well, no one can say. She's in a quite stressful environment, she can't control herself entirely because of that (that's why she attacked Dexter in the cafeteria), so she could react badly. And she knows there are cameras everywhere and, even if she's not very modest, she is not that immodest. 

· Court-martial for high treason (sleeping with the enemy!) 

· Court-martial for tampering with a top-secret military project 

· Court-martial for having sex with a young girl (Well, he could object no one knows her actual age, but still...) 

· All of the above ;-) 

[Don Webb] Dexter already knows that if he makes a wrong move, Jane is liable to freak out and break his face or knock him into the middle of next week. Cameras or courts-martial? Hah! Dexter knows he’s a space alien as far as Jane is concerned, and he’d better keep his appendages to himself. ;-))

[Gary I.] In this episode of The Dohani War, communication is complicated by Jane’s flawed logic: All humans are bad. She may have arrived at this generalization by induction (pirates) and prejudice (Dohani indoctrination). But humans are obviously not “all” bad, since she’s granted exceptions to her rule. She’s even gone so far as to grade them on a scale.

[Martin K.] Well, you could say she did it mostly to make Dexter happy. In any case, subtlety is definitely not a trait of Jane’s. ;-)

[Don W.] The language problem is huge, of course. First, Dexter has to apply information theory by teaching Jane the word and concept of “message.” Dexter says, "It was difficult,” and that’s saying a lot. Then he has to apply set theory to explain that pirates are human but not all humans are pirates.

[Martin K.] In fact I think that the communication between Dohani and Humans is next to impossible, so that Dexter and Jane would have taken years to begin to understand each other, rather then weeks. As you pointed out Don, the concept of "message" is so abstract that I can only wonder how Dexter managed to explain it to Jane. For Dohani a message is inherently complex, with multiple parts, images and emotions interlaced. 

[Don W.] I suspect we’re talking about a faux problème, a problem that really isn’t one. Dexter does not have to teach Jane the concept of “message”; she already knows what a message is.

She’s been sending messages all along: first to Dexter by means of body language; then to the technicians on Station S-804 by means of images; then to the Dohani communications probe, presumably by means of radio; and now, at the “research center,” by means of images and words. Jane is a communications node, for all practical purposes!

Dexter’s real problem is to teach Jane what human messages consist of. And that may be less difficult than we think. Earthly life forms communicate with each other — and sometimes even between species — by scent, sight, touch, sound, and even taste. All life forms know what a “message” is, otherwise they would be unable to distinguish between information and background noise.

The researchers’ problem, then, is to teach Jane not the concept of “message” but the content of the symbolism in human messages. In other words, “Okay, Jane, you know we’re trying to talk to you. Now, let us explain to you what our words mean, what they correspond to in your experience.”

The task is laborious but not difficult, provided both parties agree on what they’re trying to accomplish. They must also really want to learn and not be too self-centered. Both Jane and the humans make a good-faith effort.

Real problems arise from mistaken preconceptions and prejudices. As Jane and humans begin to communicate more efficiently than at first, they inadvertently illustrate George Bernard Shaw’s witticism, that England and America are two countries separated by the same language. The same can be said of any two people or groups of people.

The Dohani and humans think of each other as monsters. Jane’s experience with humans has already shown they’re both wrong. The Dohani now have to learn they ought not to be so self-righteous and, frankly, snooty. The humans need to do much the same.

And that is the really tall order. It’s hard enough for humans who use a common language; how much more difficult is it for two species who have gotten off on the wrong foot and consider each other mutual predators? Maybe Jane’s first verbal message is the key: “Jane loves Dexter.”

[Martin K.] It's fun discussing these subjects with you guys :-)

[Bewildering Stories] Yes, indeed it is! And I expect we’ll have more to talk about in chapters 13-19.
Bewildering Stories Discusses:
Humans and Aliens in The Dohani War
with Bill Bowler, Gary Inbinder and Don Webb

Gary Inbinder: As I approached the conclusion, I noticed more similarities to a familiar western-film plot in which a white man lives among the Indians, marries an Indian woman — often a chief’s daughter — and befriends the chief, becomes a blood-brother member of the tribe, and brokers a peace treaty that’s threatened by renegades on both sides. There are often variations on the theme. For example:

· The Indian girl (e.g. Jane) could be the daughter of white settlers, taken captive as an infant and raised by the tribe.

· The U.S. cavalry repatriates her in a raid on her village. Belligerent at first, the girl is befriended by a young lieutenant, etc.

· The Indians go on the warpath because of a massacre perpetrated by a gang of “pirates” (cowboys, angry settlers, miners, railroad men, etc.).

· There must be a scene between the old chief and a rising young warrior in which the younger says, “White man speak with forked tongue.” Likewise, there must be a scene between a white peacemaker and a hothead who says, “The only good Injun is a dead one.” 

Anyone who grew up in the U.S. in the 1950s or earlier would be familiar with this story line. However, in these stories it’s a recognition of a common humanity, e.g. the friendship between Tom Jeffords (Jimmy Stewart) and Cochise (Jeff Chandler) in Broken Arrow, that ultimately saves the day.

Don Webb: I remember a young adult novel — from the late 1940’s, I think, but I’ve forgotten the author and title — in which an English orphan boy is raised by Lenape Indians living on the Delaware River in the early 18th century. At the end, English settlers come to reclaim him, and everybody including the reader is sad he has to leave. The story has no significant conflict; rather it’s a “novel of education,” so to speak. It’s loaded with cultural insights and the reader interest is in the boy’s adjustment to an unfamiliar way of life.

Gary I.: There can be no such “common humanity” between the earthlings and Dohani. I think it’s hard, if not impossible, to analogize human beings to aliens who are so different from us.

Can “Ralph” function as a kind of Cochise? Perhaps Jane is intended to form a bridge between the two cultures or civilizations, but that’s a much heavier lift when one side is portrayed as “super-human” in such a different way, and thus so far from human experience as to be almost unimaginable.

Bill Bowler: Gary’s comments on the novel are quite astute and most interesting. As I understand it, the question he is posing is: Given their huge disparity, can humanity and the Dohani find common ground as equals?

Gary I.: Yes, Bill, that’s right.

Bill B.: To shift the line of inquiry from the westerns to science fiction: Is common ground as equals possible between humans and Vulcans? Humans and Klaatu’s people? Humans and Predator? It is hinted at in Predators, the sequel. Human and Alien (from the Alien trilogy)? I’m not even going to mention The Thing.

Gary I.: I think the possibility for reaching common ground between human and Vulcan, or human and Klaatu’s people is more plausible than between human and “predator” or “alien.”

That’s because Spock and Klaatu are more gods than monsters, and these gods are made in our own image as our better selves. The predators and aliens are our demons.

In many — most? all? — mythologies, humans interact with gods and monsters; they mate with them, producing heroes and their evil antagonists. I can certainly imagine Superman mating with Lois Lane. Likewise, Zeus is an immortal, incredibly powerful imagined projection of a human king, who fathered heroes with mortal women.

However, I have a harder time placing the Dohani in relation to human beings, because they are far removed from our common experience. And the more attenuated “aliens” seem from our perspective, the less plausible their relationship with humans.

Don W.: We don’t have to go to outer space to make “first contact”; it’s all around us. Linguists have generally and historically maintained that animals do not have language. The assertion once seemed profound; it has since become the equivalent of the now-incomprehensible dogma that animals don’t have “souls.” In fact, the claim about animal language has been reduced to a banal truism: of course animals don’t have human language; did anyone expect they would? Even Hugh Lofting’s Doctor Doolittle knew better.

We now know that all organisms communicate in some way, be they bacteria, plants, insects, or larger animals. And we even have limited communication with domesticated animals. Once we understand what other species are telling each other — and us — right here on Earth, then perhaps we’ll be ready to make first contact with space aliens. But not till then.

Bill B.: The conundrum of The Dohani War, for me, is the idea that the Dohani, as represented, seem more advanced than the humans not only technologically but morally. I realize how ironic this is, since Gary has already, in earlier comments, associated their genetic engineering/warfare with the Nazis’.

Don W.: Of course, eugenics was a widespread fad in the early 20th century and was not limited to the country that industrialized it. I expect that Martin Kerharo was aware of the trap and tried to do all he could to avoid it. Thus, the Dohani had to choose between exterminating the Caterpillars or pacifying them by a program of biological “democratization.”

Do the ends justify the means? The question is meaningless, because means and ends are one and the same. The Dohani had to choose between life and death for both themselves and the Caterpillars. They chose life. Was the choice possible without changing the Caterpillars’ nature? Only if the Dohani changed to become like the Caterpillars. But we have to take the Dohanis’ word for it.

Would even Star Trek’s “prime directive” have applied under the circumstances? Judging by Star Trek’s usual story lines, no.

Bill B.: I guess the question is: How will the Dohani react as they get to know us humans better? Will they leave us as we are and accept us as equals? I tend to doubt it. Too much is at stake. They’re going to need to keep control. And what would humanity do if the tables were turned?

Don W.: The Dohanis’ experience with the Caterpillars, Jane, Dexter and, now, Lucy points directly to a future where humans will come equipped with “implants” of their own. Thus, they won’t have to go through the painful and laborious process of self-regulation described in chapter 19, “Revolution”.
Isaac Asimov sketched out a similar scenario long ago, in his Foundation series. The Second Foundation is a covert organization of telepaths guiding history. Thankfully, the Second Foundationers are benevolent, although a counter-example, the Mule, shows they need not have been. But the premise raises questions: Why must the Second Foundation be so special? Can’t everybody be endowed with the same abilities? Asimov left the questions unanswered.

Martin Kerharo: Regarding the Nazi-like genetic engineering ways of the Dohani: they are benevolent, but they nevertheless have an arrogant attitude when it comes to interfering with other races of the galaxy.

They did change the Caterpillars, who are now a very different species from what they used to be. As Don pointed out, the Dohani didn’t have much choice, given they were faced with the same communication problem they had with humans; it was impossible to negotiate with them.

However, I would like to (humbly) draw a parallel with the Culture “universe” of Iain Banks. To sum it up, the Culture is a huge space-faring civilization whose members seem to be mainly humans and robots. When they encounter a new intelligent species, they often try to make it more peaceful, using covert agents to impose democracy and such. (I read these books a looong time ago, so I don’t remember all the details.) But they are playing God, and often their plans explode in their face.

The Dohani do the same thing. They were lucky with the Caterpillars, who are quite happy with their change. Humans, however, are a much more individualistic species. They’re not ready to accept a de facto Dohani domination. And that will eventually lead to more conflicts... The Dohani will have a hard time just to understand humans. They don’t understand hatred.

Which by the way points out a flaw in the story: Jane obviously hates humans. However we can say she is sort of an alien even among the Dohani. She is much more emotional, and being the only one of her kind in the universe is hard. So, her creators forgive her everything, and she can be seen acting like a spoiled child at times.

As Gary says, “However, I have a harder time placing the Dohani in relation to human beings, because they are far removed from our common experience. And the more attenuated “aliens” seem from our perspective, the less plausible their relationship with humans.” This is so very true, and I haven’t done enough to portray their alien nature.

And finally, Don said, “The Dohanis’ experience with the Caterpillars, Jane, Dexter and, now, Lucy points directly to a future where humans will come equipped with ‘implants’ of their own.” In fact, when I thought about writing a third story in this series, I was thinking there would eventually be a schism between the pro-Dohani and the pro-Human groups.

Dohani and hybrids would be forbidden to set foot on any human world, and hybrids would be forced to leave. A few human worlds would again defect to the Dohani, which would cause further tensions. Not war, but constant harassment and bickering from the humans, who want to keep their independence at all costs.

Now I really don’t know what story to tell with such a starting point...

* * *

Gary suggested, “Perhaps Jane is intended to form a bridge between the two cultures or civilizations.” Well, that was not the Dohanis’ initial intent. She was designed to be a spy!

Bill Bowler about Predators: In a few novels inspired by the first Predator and Alien movies, long before the AvP movie, there’s a woman, Machiko Noguchi, who’s chief of security on a new human colony.

Unfortunately, Predators have a tradition of releasing Aliens (Xenomorphs) on that planet, to hunt them. There’s a big mess as usual, and at some point Noguchi allies with a Predator because it’s the only chance she has against the Xenos.

The Predator is mortally wounded, but just before dying he marks Noguchi on the forehead (exactly as in the movie AvP), which means she has successfully passed the test to become a Hunter. Later, another Predator ships arrives, they stumble on Noguchi, see her mark and accept her as a member of the pack.

So she turns her back on Humanity to hunt with the Predators, which she loves doing. But the story doesn’t end here...

It turns out most of the Predators are jerks. They don’t like the “ooman” much and keep harassing her, even though she proves multiple times that she’s a very good hunter. In the end she gets fed up and betrays them when they’re about to slaughter a human colony or something like that.

So, befriending Predators is quite difficult. You have to find one who is smart. And, as the movies show, most of them tend to be pretty stupid :-)

Mysteries of The Dohani War

by Don Webb

I. The Mysteries

Martin Kerharo’s The Dohani War technically falls into the category of science fiction space opera. But it’s also a mystery story that evolves into a social and political morality play.

The story revolves entirely around Jane. She is the driving force that eventually leads her chosen partner Dexter Zimski to resolve the human-Dohani conflict and open the way to a new future for both species.

The novel opens with a flood of questions. What are the Dohani? Humans know what they look like, but that’s about all. And why are humans and the Dohani at war in the first place? It’s not clear.

After Dexter Zimski captures Jane during a raid on a Dohani space station, he discovers that he has brought back an enigma. Was Jane a human captive of the Dohani? But then why does she have the Dohanis’ red eyes? And how did she acquire her formidable strength and her skill at martial arts? And why does Jane fixate on Dexter as a friend and perhaps more than that? Is she human, Dohani, both, or neither? Most puzzling of all, she doesn’t speak. Won’t she or can’t she?

II. The Procedure

Since the story is told almost entirely from Dexter’s point of view, his role is to follow the trail of mysteries like a traveling camera in a film as they cascade from each chapter to the next. Readers can imagine for themselves what he looks like. Rather, he provides what amounts to meticulous stage directions, and his narration exudes inexhaustible patience. And yet his personality is engaging: he refuses to jump to hasty conclusions, and he sometimes reflects on the action with a dry and ironic sense of humor.

In dramatic terms, Jane and Dexter are a team. Jane shows that communication between humans and the Dohani may be possible. And Dexter opens the doors to it from the beginning:

· First he treats Jane not as a prisoner but as what she appears to be: a human being.

· Then he consciously adapts a classic line from old movies: “Me, Dexter; you, Jane,” which impels her to communicate in her own way, not by vocalizations but by images formed telepathically on computer monitors.

· Finally, in his role as an officer and a gentleman he teaches Jane that she must accept him as an equal human partner rather than act as a “dominant” Dohani female. Since Jane complies by making a great sacrifice in terms of physical suffering, his love for her grows from that of a protector to that of a spouse.

III. Role Shifts

Jane’s and Dexter’s roles evolve. Jane was originally designed to be an agent provocateur who would spread a gene-altering virus to pacify human “queens” in much the same way as the Dohani had pacified the Caterpillars. During her stay on Aubria-3, she learns the truth about human culture and becomes an intelligence agent. Kidnapping Dexter and taking him home with her proves to the Dohani that her original mission was ill-conceived.

In a supreme irony, Dexter ultimately assumes a role analogous to Jane’s. As Jane’s captive, he becomes quite inadvertently the first de facto ambassador from the Terran Federation to the Dohani empire. His mission, which he only dimly comprehends, is to make the Dohani understand how they and humans differ.

After Jane lavishes sympathy upon Dexter for his having spent long years in school, painfully learning without the benefit of a Dohani neural implant, Dexter proceeds to demonstrate what “school” is like by enthralling Dohani children with stories of old Earth.

As a result, the Dohani — whose society has by universal consensus no police, no criminals, no crime, nor even any laws — realize that humans are engaged in an eternal struggle between good and evil within and between themselves. Jane draws the obvious conclusion and resolves the initial mystery: why the war started and how it can end.

What is the function of Dexter’s giving the Dohani children a taste of a human “school”? The school is not the important thing, the stories are. The fact that human culture and morality can be illustrated in children’s stories is of paramount importance. If children can understand them, surely adults can, too.

IV. Open Questions

The Dohani War has occasioned an unusual — perhaps even unprecedented — amount of discussion at Bewildering Stories. And well it should: while it is familiar in some ways, in others it is quite unusual. A few points remain undiscussed so far; for example:

· The story’s mysteries are resolved sometimes promptly, sometimes less so. In particular, why does Jane suddenly and inexplicably attach herself emotionally to Dexter in chapter 2? This quirk of Dohani psychology is explained at the end of chapter 11; the rest, in chapter 14. The Dohani females’ coup de foudre (literally: ‘lightning strike’ i.e. love at first sight) is apparently infallible between Dohanis, but what is so special about Dexter that Jane can instantly recognize him as her soul mate?

· How do the Dohani neural implants work? Apparently they allow telepathic communication by radio waves. But what is the range of communication? It must be limited, but we do not know exactly to what extent. Evidently, universal communication can be accomplished only by a network of relays.

· How can the neural implants bypass the process of education as humans understand it? Are the implants digital computers, and does Jane compute in binary?

No, that’s quite impossible. With only a very high-powered abacus for a neural implant, Jane could not possibly do what she does, nor could the Dohani be what they are. If the implants are to serve the Dohani as auxiliary brains, they must be biological quantum computers.

· Why has Dohani society not frozen into permanent stagnation? Wouldn’t telepathic consensus induce rigid conformity? How have the Dohani managed to progress at all technologically and socially? Wouldn’t the distraction of incessant mental cross-talk make reflection, let alone creativity, impossible?

We’re not told, but the Dohani must have a way to shut down communication at will, when an individual simply needs time to think. Jane’s adoptive father could hardly have become a scientist, let alone an eminent one, if he were mentally locked into the equivalent of a lifetime of committee meetings.

· What does Lucy — the first true human-Dohani hybrid — portend for the future? Evidently, humans can acquire Dohani neural implants at birth. But what will be the consequence? Future generations cannot continue functioning as before. Will human society then come to resemble the Dohanis’ or will it be a peculiarly human adaptation?

· And what do the Dohani stand to gain? Some peace and quiet in the galaxy, for sure, without those pesky humans imperializing all over the place. But will innate human individualism introduce a serpent into the well-tended garden of the Dohani paradise?

V. The Dohani War and Western Films

Of course, all readers will interpret the novel according to the contexts with which they are most familiar. Previous discussion has evoked comparisons with the Wild West films of the early and mid-20th century. Let’s see how the analogy might work and hope we don’t stretch it too far.

Does Jane’s role resemble that of an Indian maiden captured by the U.S. cavalry? Wait a minute: we need to know first which are the “white men” and which are the “Indians.” Jane’s skin is pale in hue; only her eyes are red. But appearances count for nothing in The Dohani War.

On the contrary, humans play the role of the “redskins.” A chief, Dexter Zimski, goes on the warpath with his braves, who attack a fort held by the bigger, stronger, and better-equipped Dohani. Much later, Dexter learns that humans, like American Indians, are up against a much stronger enemy that outnumbers them ten to one.

In later, less benighted films, Native Americans come to be seen as real people with a point of view of their own. And a similar process takes place in The Dohani War:

· At the beginning, neither humans nor Dohani have any real idea who their enemy is; they are simply dramatic pretexts for violence.

· In typical Wild West films, white men seldom if ever speak a Native American language, and the “redskins” speak a caricature of English. Similarly, in The Dohani War, the humans “don’t speak English” nor can the Dohani talk to them. In fact, the Dohani and humans have an even bigger problem: what kind of language does the other use? That’s the central mystery of the first half of the novel.

· And yet the Wild West films and literature — complete with cavalry riding to the rescue of white people besieged by obscure, warlike figures — are part of American cultural history. The genre can be seen in part as a side effect of a defensive reaction to the massive immigration from the “Old World” in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Europeans might somehow be “Americanized,” albeit with great difficulty. But “Injuns”? Forget it.

· And that closely resembles the preliminary conclusions that the Dohani reach before they hear Dexter’s children’s stories. Humans are historically warlike; therefore they have to be exterminated or at least neutralized before they can do even more damage than they’ve already done. Thankfully, the Dohani are peace-loving and Dexter inadvertently saves the day.

Could a novel like The Dohani War be written by an American? As long as “monolingual” is part of the definition of “American,” it’s hard to see how. Learn the Others’ language and treat them as equals? That goes without saying for some; but others may dismiss the idea as just a little strange... a little scary... even alien.

VI. The Morality Play

The novel’s status as a translation might make it a curiosity at most other publications. Bewildering Stories, being cosmopolitan with a world-wide audience, abounds in precedents. The very first is an early-modern classic of science fiction: Cyrano de Bergerac’s The Other World (or Voyage to the Moon), which began in issue 27, ten years ago.

Times have changed in some ways since the mid-17th century. Cyrano was writing for the intellectual elite of his time; Martin, arguably for a young adult audience of today. If that isn’t progress, what is?

And yet in some ways times have not changed. Now as then, both real and would-be power elites reap the benefits of science even as they fear the free thought that is at the heart of science. Cyrano very likely succumbed to wounds suffered in a failed assassination attempt. Voltaire was imprisoned in the Bastille. Rousseau was persecuted and his Emile went to the Place de Grève, where censored books were ritually executed
. Will Martin Kerharo become one of various Authorities’ “usual suspects” for depicting a society that is advanced precisely because it wastes no time on secrecy, conspiracies and power struggles?

Since the time of Cyrano and his hero, Galileo, the Enlightenment persists. Cyrano announces its vision in the first scene of episode 1 of The Other World (http://www.bewilderingstories.com/issue27/cyrano1.html). Do you want to know what progress might be? Step outside, look up, and see the world from a new point of view. And that is what The Dohani War does.

Copyright © 2013 by Don Webb 
for Bewildering Stories
Challenges
Bewildering Stories has a tradition of proposing “Challenges” to its readers. These are questions that look like they could be asked in some literature exam, but the goal is not to get a grade, it’s rather a way of making readers think.

Here are the challenges proposed during the online publishing of “Dohani: War”. Some were slightly modified to accommodate the non-interactive nature of offline documents (
You will also find a few responses that were published on the web site.
Challenge 513

Channel Surfing With Tarzan

In chapter 6:

a. What is Charts’ role in chapter 6?

b. What old “2-D” film inspires Dexter’s attempt at verbal communication with Jane?

c. Jane has been gazing at Dexter with “fascination” ever since she first heard his voice. What other expressions does she have? Is it safe to assume that Dexter has learned to understand Jane’s expressions accurately in every case?

d. At what point does Jane stop Dexter’s vocabulary lessons? What does her reaction imply?

e. What incident in chapter 5 justifies the manner in which Jane experiments with Dexter’s vital signs monitor?

f. Jane is evidently attempting to communicate with Dexter other than by spoken proto-language. What evidence indicates that her method does not necessarily involve mind-reading?
Challenge 515
Sam on Wry

In chapter 9 “Extraction”:

g. What does Jane’s saying goodbye to Eliza imply about future events? About Jane herself?

h. The “cutter” is an unusual type of spacecraft and is described in more detail than any other. Do you think it will be used only once? If not, what other purpose is the reader told it might serve?

i. What events in this chapter tell the reader that the ending — “Our stay was off to a good start” — signals big trouble ahead?
Challenge 516
Body and Soul
a. In chapter 10 “Diplomacy,” does anything in chapter 9 foreshadow Colonel Redgger’s show of force?

b. In chapter 11 “Words,” why might one surmise that the Dohani use numbers at base 10? Why does Jane use a scale of 1,024, i.e. “Dohani = +512, human = −512”?

c. The Dohani words are represented by conventional “human” symbols. Are the symbols random or do they appear to contain patterns?

d. Are the Dohani words composed of a series of “letters,” as in alphabetic scripts, or are the words a single symbol in Dohani, as in ideographic scripts?

e. How might Dexter better explain — using only the vocabulary available to him and Jane — who the pirates were?

f. Jane obviously thinks that pirates are human; but since meeting Dexter, has she ever really thought that all humans are pirates? With the vocabulary available, can she explain what she really thinks?

g. Jane tells Dexter that her Dohani name is the equivalent of “little white kitten.” Is Dexter better off for not having the idea to show her that humans think of her as a tiger?
Challenge 516 Response

chapter 10 (“Diplomacy”)

with Martin Kerharo

Does anything in chapter 9 foreshadow Colonel Redgger’s show of force in chapter 10?

	Eh bien, on a cette petite phrase : “(the colonel’s) eyes were hard despite his smile. He did not seem very accommodating.”
En tant qu’auteur, j’ajoute que le colonel est un personnage un peu caricatural. Il ne sert à rien. Le vrai travail est fait par les scientifiques. En fait, c’est même Jane qui fait tout dans cette partie de l’histoire. Le colonel, c’est juste le chef parce qu’il faut bien qu’il y a ait un chef, du coup il faut qu’il justifie sa présence en tenant l’opération “Jane” dans une poigne de fer. D’où la démonstration de force : il veut mater, “briser” Jane. Mais Jane se sent supérieure aux humains, pour elle c’est comme si un chimpanzé essayait de la dominer. Elle ne peut évidemment pas plier, les animaux doivent rester à leur place :-)
--Martin Kerharo 
	Well, we do have this little sentence: “(the colonel’s) eyes were hard despite his smile. He did not seem very accommodating.”

Speaking as the author, I can add that the colonel is something of a caricature. He has no real function. The real work is done by the scientists. In fact, Jane herself does everything in this part of the story. The colonel is the chief because there has to be a chief. As such, he has to justify his presence by keeping iron-fisted control over “Operation Jane,” hence his show of force; he wants to subjugate and “break” Jane. But Jane feels superior to humans. For her, it’s as if a chimpanzee were trying to control her. Obviously she can’t yield; animals have to be kept in their place. :-)

	

	Thank you, Martin. You’re right that Colonel Redgger could be omitted without changing much in the story. His maneuverings don’t reveal much about Jane that we don’t already know. Why doesn’t the colonel play a neutral role? Capt. Tacoma, for example, was quick to realize that Jane is defensive but not aggressive. What purpose might Redgger serve?

The colonels remind of the TV series Star Trek. Its plots had at least one rule that might have been engraved in stone: “Admirals are always wrong.” That gave such captains as Kirk, Picard and Sisko antagonists to worry about. A similar rule seems to apply in The Dohani War: “Colonels are always wrong.” In Chapter 5: End, Colonel Thomson recklessly risks killing Dexter with gas. And in chapter 10, Colonel Redgger’s petulance risks wrecking the whole project.

Does Jane do everything by herself? What could she do without Dexter? What would she do? Jane is congenial. She makes friends first with Eliza and then with Charts. The scientists and the other officers treat her reasonably. Even one of the bodyguards is the first to understand what Jane is trying to say. 

Why has the Dohani War gone on for so long anyway? That’s another mystery that remains to be resolved. It’s well known that bottlenecks are usually at the top of the bottle. Perhaps that is an image of the war.

--Don Webb 
	Merci, Martin. Tu as raison qu’on peut rayer le colonel Redgger sans changer grand’chose à l’histoire. Les manigances du colonel révèlent peu de nouveau sur Jane, on la connaît déjà bien. Pourquoi le colonel ne joue-t-il pas un rôle neutre ? Le capitaine Tacoma, par exemple, a compris très tôt que Jane n’agresse pas les gens, elle prend la défensive. À quoi donc Redgger peut-il servir ?

Les colonels me rappellent le feuilleton télévisé Star Trek. L’action respectait au moins une règle qu’on aurait pu graver sur pierre : “Les amiraux ont toujours tort.” C’est ainsi que les capitaines tels que Kirk, Picard et Sisko avaient des antagonistes à affronter. Il paraît que Dohani : Guerre se fait une règle pareille : “Les colonels ont toujours tort.” Dans le chapitre 5, le colonel Thomson risque avec nonchalance de tuer Dexter en le gazant. Dans le chapitre 10, le colonel Redgger risque par son irritabilité enfantine de saboter complétement le projet.

Jane fait-elle tout, et toute seule ? Que pourrait-elle faire sans Dexter ? Que voudrait-elle faire ? Jane sait se faire aimer. Elle se lie d’amitié d’abord avec Eliza, ensuite avec Charts. Les scientifiques et les autres officiers se comportent d’une manière raisonnable avec elle. C’est même l’un des gardes du corps qui est le premier à comprendre ce que Jane essaie de communiquer. 

Pourquoi donc la guerre avec les Dohanis se poursuit-elle depuis aussi longtemps ? Voilà encore un mystère à résoudre. On sait que c’est dans le goulot d’une bouteille que se trouve le bouchon, c’est-à-dire vers le haut. C’est peut-être là une image de la guerre.


Challenge 517

If All the Men Were Transported

In chapter 12 “Progression”:

j. What accounts for the speed with which Jane communicates by means of her portable voice recognition and synthesizing device?

k. Is it realistic even nowadays that Jane’s device would have a cold and somewhat mechanical voice?

l. Jane explains that the Dohani use sound for sonar, to see through things. While true enough, is the explanation entirely accurate? Do Jane’s vision and hearing not resemble the human senses at all?

m. When Jane and Dexter exchange childhood memories, what questions does Dexter seem to leave unasked?

Challenge 519

Space Alien Spellchecker

In chapter 14, “In a Foreign Land”:

n. Dexter learns that the Dohani have the unexpected capacity to force spaceships out of hyperspace. What else might Dexter learn about the Dohani from the way their space navy greets his and Jane’s arrival?

o. Could Jane have done anything other than kidnap Dexter?

p. After Jane lands the spaceship, is Dexter justified in refusing to meet Jane’s family and walking away from her? What would happen if he did anything else?

q. In what ways does Dexter’s captivity on Jane’s world resemble hers on the space station and on Aubria-3? In what ways is it different?

r. Is Dexter justified in lifting off in the spaceship even though he knows he can’t fly it? What does his action prove?

s. Jane’s explanation of the Dohani written language makes it seem impressive, but the Dohani script has a big weakness. What is it?

Challenge 520

Row, Steer, Sail Your Boat

In chapter 15:

t. Are the Dohani implants surgically installed or have they become natural?

u. Dexter is slow on the uptake in understanding Jane’s explanation of her age. But he is not normally dim-witted. What narrative purpose is served by his slow comprehension and Jane’s exasperation at it?

v. Since humans do not form a “hive society,” the Dohani solutions to the “human problem” are currently reduced to military domination or genocide. What narrative purpose is served by Dexter’s not trying to imagine other solutions?

Challenge 520 Response: How Old Is Young?

with Martin Kerharo and Don Webb

a. Are the Dohani implants surgically installed or have they become natural?

[Martin K.] They’re “naturally” grown... This is shown by the fact that Dohani babies, in their eggs, can “talk” with their family already. The Dohani do not perform a surgical intervention on the fetus to install the implant, its electronic circuitry is encoded in the Dohani DNA and it develops at the same time as its host.

[Don W.] And Jane explains the procedure to Dexter in due time, namely in chapter 16 “Adaptation,” part 3.

[Martin] Oddly, I saw a movie recently, In Time, where everyone as a kind of wristwatch in their left forearm, which is also grown during pregnancy rather than implanted surgically.

[Don] Bon sang ! (‘Good grief’), as Dexter might say. What were those people thinking?! You’d expect people to have better things to do with their time, such as curing genetic illnesses, than putting watchmakers out of business. And what if you don’t like the style of “wristwatch” you’re born with? First things first already!
b. Dexter is slow on the uptake in understanding Jane’s explanation of her age. But he is not normally dim-witted. What narrative purpose is served by his slow comprehension and Jane’s exasperation at it?

[Martin] What I wanted to show is Dexter’s inability to accept Jane’s real age.

From his point of view, at 16, Jane is already too young to play with, especially considering the bunch of military cameras watching them all the time; and then, later, the bunch of Dohani potentially doing the same. Dexter has no desire of being caught fooling around, when Jane’s parents are 2.5 meters (8 feet) tall ;-)!

[Don] The drama has to achieve a delicate balance. The readers already know about the Dohanis’ formidable appearance. However, some readers may not have been paying attention or may have forgotten about it.

And yet the Dohanis’ size doesn’t really matter. Dexter can’t interrupt his own train of thought to reflect, “Oh yes, Jane’s entire family is in the next room, and they know what’s going on.” Never mind that they’re big and strong. For one thing, such a thought would stifle the dramatic tension. For another, Dexter will learn a lot more about Dohani communication in chapter 16.

[Martin] Then she tells she was born from a growth tank. He figures out she’s younger than she appears to be and supposes she’s ten years old, which is unbelievably young. He just can’t grasp that, it doesn’t make much sense. He starts to think maybe she’s like a gifted child, who’s able to comprehend complex things at such a young age. Yeah, maybe...

But then, as he’s trying to adjust to this situation, she destroys everything by telling him she’s five years old.

I thought it was funny to show Dexter reaction at this. Additionally, this helps the reader go through the same process and assimilate this new fact. Jane’s life has been much different from anyone else’s.

I made a huge mistake when writing this. I thought the growth of a human being stopped at 18, but in fact, for girls, it stops at 16 (the very “virtual” age of Jane!) and, for boys, it can continue until 21. Of course I found this out after finishing the book. Oh well.

[Don] The ages of 16 and 18 are averages, not hard and fast rules. Besides, Dexter cites the age of 18 as an arbitrary legalism. He can polish the rule book all he wants, but we know he’ll have to adapt when he realizes he’s dealing with an entirely new reality!

Dexter’s big mistake is in doggedly persisting in the assumption that Jane is human and has undergone the same maturation process as a human being. Dexter has every reason to remember that Jane is of Dohani origin: her eyes, strength, and implant, for starters, and now the fact she was “born” in a growth tank.

But Jane’s human appearance can be overwhelming, and Dexter has been learning too much, too fast, to be able to absorb it all at once. It’s understandable that he falls back on his customary ways of thinking, especially if he hasn’t had time to read much science fiction...
c. Since humans do not form a “hive society,” the Dohani solutions to the “human problem” are currently reduced to military domination or genocide. What narrative purpose is served by Dexter’s not trying to imagine other solutions?

[Martin] It helps to build a suspense situation, a “sword of Damocles” as Dexter will say later. It’s a standard “the hero must has to save the world” situation :-)

[Don] As a rule, “suspense” in literature is highly overrated; readers almost always know in advance how the story is going to play out. But The Dohani War has propelled the readers from one mystery and problem to another right from the start, and a completely unforeseeable conclusion treats them to a rare case of real suspense.

The best-case scenario is that the Dohani and humans make peace. But it’s far from clear how that can be achieved. Jane’s gloomy predictions are much more plausible, because it’s very hard to imagine how human nature could be changed to make it less aggressive and “dangerous,” as the Dohani put it.

No wonder Dexter is stumped: where to begin to solve the ultimate problem? And the readers are in the same predicament!

Challenge 521

Speed Limit 500

In chapter 16: “Adaptation”:

w. Dexter and Jane take their “pillow talk” very seriously, but only a reader who is a space alien will fail to see the humor in it. What are the comic moments, and what does the comedy consist of?

x. Why is it important to mention what happens to the spaceship YR-341?

y. Why should it come as no surprise to Jane that Dexter does not know how to operate a “slider”?

z. Dexter is baffled by Jane’s consoling him for having had to waste years in learning things. Are her sympathy and compassion for him entirely misplaced?

aa. At the end, Dexter concludes that he and Jane are on “completely different wavelengths.” In what way is Dexter mistaken and how might his observation be seen as unconsciously and profoundly ironic?

ab. The role of the “innocent abroad” is time-honored, and both Dexter and Jane are cast in that role in this chapter. What examples of the same thing can be found in classic works, such as those of Voltaire, Montesquieu and others? What purposes does the role serve?

Challenge 522

The Soporific Choo-Choo

In chapter 16, “Adaptation”:

ac. Jane appears to offer Dexter free sex. Some readers may think that Dexter is a soldier on leave and should immediately take her up on the offer. What reasons does Dexter have to be cautious in addition to those he, himself, gives?

ad. Why does Dexter not recognize the Caterpillar when he first sees it, and why does he not immediately recall what Jane has told him about it?

ae. Jane’s physician explains to Dexter that telepathic communication within “hive” societies is based on radio waves. What practical problems in communication might one expect in such a system?

af. Dexter learns a lot about the Dohani, and he occasionally reflects briefly on what he is learning. What tone do his reflections typically take?

ag. Jane describes a “prison planet” inhabited by 200 million humans. What might account for such a large population?

ah. The conditions Jane describes on the prison planet impress Dexter as practically idyllic. What might his surmise about its social conditions portend for the ultimate outcome of the war?

ai. Does Dexter answer all the Dohani children’s questions? In what ways do the children closely resemble their human counterparts?

aj. Jane offers her condolences to Dexter for his long, laborious education. In what way do Dexter’s sessions with the children constitute dramatic irony?

Challenge 523

Strategic Biting

In chapter 17, “Determination”:

ak. How does Dexter feel about Irina?

al. How does Irina feel about Dexter? Does she show him trust or distrust?

am. Do Dexter’s last-minute mental reservations indicate he feels he is somehow being forced into a kind of “shotgun marriage” with Jane or are they a bridegroom’s normal last-minute “cold feet”?

an. How does Dexter say he feels about Jane? What do his actions show are his real feelings for her? How can his feelings be characterized?MACROBUTTON HTMLDirect 
 
Challenge 524

Sliding at High G
In chapter 18, “Understanding”:

ao. When Dexter tells stories to the Dohani children he inadvertently gives them and their parents the key to understanding human society. Why is it significant that Dexter’s crucial information is imparted in the form of a children’s story?

ap. Dexter already gave Jane the gist of the story in chapter 11 (“Words”). Why can Jane understand now what she could not understand on Aubria-3?

aq. In what way does the point of view shift to accommodate the action aboard station S-801? Is the change in point of view necessary? Does such a change occur anywhere else in the novel?

ar. In what ways does Jane take charge of the action? Does she reduce Dexter’s role to that of a puppet or does he have important things to do, as well? How do Jane and Dexter differ in their respective styles of action?

as. When Eliza meets Dexter and Jane aboard the Dohani ship, the three of them exchange greetings and then Jane goes over to Dexter and puts her head of his shoulder. Why does Jane do that? What is Eliza’s role in the story?

at. Dexter and Jane react very differently to her pregnancy. What justifies Jane’s behavior? What does Dexter’s reaction show that Jane still has to learn about humans?

Challenge 525

Always in the Limelight

In chapter 19, “Revolution”:

au. What is the function of Jane’s instantly becoming a celebrity? Is it a humorous digression or does it advance the plot? In what ways has Jane always been treated as a celebrity?

av. Carolyn Greenshire says she’ll be killed for revealing the Federation’s conspiracy to conduct intelligence-gathering by force and violence. In view of the way whistleblowers are usually treated in most societies today, is she making an exaggeration, a statement of fact or an understatement?
aw. Dexter and “Ralph” fail to uncover any trace of piracy in the sectors where the original raids on the Dohani space stations took place. Even and especially without Carolyn Greenshire’s evidence, why might the absence of any records of piracy constitute a monumental mistake on the part of the Federation conspirators?

Challenge 526

Sometimes a Bone is Just a Bone

In chapter 19 “Revolution”:

ax. In view of all the geopolitical circumstances, is the frontier planets’ wave of secessions plausible?

ay. In chapter 16, “Adaptation,” Jane tells Dexter about the “prison planet.” In chapter 19, it is ironically renamed “Alcatraz” and becomes a Dohani protectorate. What might its peculiar situation and circumstances portend for future human-Dohani relations?

az. In the epilogue, Dexter’s and Jane’s child Lucy is born as the first human-Dohani hybrid. How do you imagine her future might affect the future of humanity?

ba. How does The Dohani War resemble the stories that Dexter tells in chapter 16?







� "A kiddledidivytoo, wouldn't you?" Now, how would you answer that?


� Are civilizations best defined by their sense of humor? The story goes that by the mid-18th century, censorship had become somewhat lax and the ritual executions something of a joke. The "executioner" was likely to chop up a bag of waste paper quite ceremoniously -- and take his copy of the forbidden book home with him.
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