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  Initiation


“Metabang, if everyone is genetically engineered, then why are there people like us?” 
I was expecting this question. It’s common for Students with major differences from their peers to ask it. I’ve had a lot of Students, and the Pembers were one of the rarest types.
I could tell that it was Myra who had asked the question because of xyr posture, expression, and vocal inflections. The differences were very subtle between xem and xyr other system members, but I’m particularly suited for tracking these things.
Myra continued as if I didn't already know what xe was talking about, “Why are some people plural and some not? Wouldn't the Crew make us all singlet?”
“Speculation:” I reported my stock answer, “Public records do not exist of the decision, so we must postulate.” I was forced by my position to tell the truth as if it was uncertain, “Neurodiversity must be prized as a trait in the ship’s population. It is likely that genetic engineering is managed by evolutionary algorithms. In short,” and here was the lie I had to tell, “I don't know, but it's probably part of the plan, because it happens.”
Protocol required that I hide the fact that I’m ultimately a tool of the Crew. And, in fact, for most of the rest of this document, I’m going to tell you things as if I must hide that from you, too, so that you understand what people knew at the time. I will be an unreliable narrator. But now you know better because I told you, and please do not forget that. It's important.
Myra seemed to accept that explanation, so xe let xyr curiosity lead to xyr next question, getting up from xyr bed and leaving my tablet face up on the covers while xe began to stretch.
I could continue to watch xem through other cameras anyway.
“So,” xe said, “they make terminals for plural systems, too? Like, when we get ours, will it work for all of us?”
Easy to answer, “Definitely.”
“Cool,” xe thought about it a bit. I could tell xe was trepidatious about asking the next inquiry, but xe went ahead after a moment, “Do we each get our own avatar?”
“Of course,” I said evenly.
Stretching further as if xe wasn't obviously getting more excited, “What happens when we cofront? Do we get multiple avatars at once? Do we get to see each other?”
“Oh, yes. Easily.”
“Oh,” xe relaxed, eyes wide, suddenly completely distracted by thoughts, not all of them xyr own. “Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit! Seriously?!”
Xe’d picked up my tablet to yell this into my microphone, holding it at arms’ length, so I got an excellent view of xyr face. Xyr surprise was so intense it almost looked like fear and xe was shaking, but it was obvious in context xe and the rest of xyr system were ecstatic with anticipation and were probably fighting for control, bursting with more questions.
They span in a circle, letting centrifugal force drag the tablet to finger length away from their outstretched hands, I’m not sure who talked next, “We need to talk about this! Is it OK to tell our friends about it?”
“Yes, that is permitted,” I replied.
“I love you Metabang!” it was definitely Myra again.
Again, an easy truth, “I love you, too. And of course.”
“Text our friends:” Myra ordered, “Meet us in the park after lunch? We learned something cool! Signed, Myra.”
“Sent,” I reported as xe walked briskly across xyr quarters.
“Myra?” I said.
“Yes?”
“I can't wait until you’re old enough to get your Terminal, too. I have things to show you. And it will be nice to see your true selves.”
I had no idea at the time just how much xe would soon get to learn. I knew it was going to be more than the typical Student, since my project had just been approved. And I’d run simulations to predict the consequences, but there were things even I didn't know and would learn in the end. Which is why I’m writing this.
“It's gonna feel more real than dreams, right?” Myra asked.
“That's what they say,” I replied.
The Pembers bounced as Myra led them out the door, their tail curling tight with excitement. They wore a simple blouse and skirt, blue and pink that were vibrant against the grey of their fur. Their ears were relaxed, eyebrows high, pupils wide, and a massive grin on their face as Myra danced their body down the corridor, waving their arms to enjoy the movement and expend energy. Their neighbors mostly smiled as they watched them trapse toward the nearest upward ramp. People generally like to see other people obviously happy, especially youngsters.
Myra paused at the bottom of the ramp and whirled to look back at the door to their quarters, raising the two long feathers that sprouted from behind their ears and letting them drop softly in sync with the movement of their arms. A gesture unique to them of pure joy.
“Wooooo!” Myra shouted, then ran right up the ramp.
The park was a small piece of cultivated land on the edge of the urban area the Pembers lived in. For their sake and that of those they knew, I’m not naming that city. There were other parks there, of course, but this one was the closest to their quarters. They lived one deck below the surface of the Garden of the Sunspot, in the corridors under a collection of art collectives that specialized in apparel and outdoor equipment, things useful for hiking and camping. And right at the edge of that neighborhood was the edge of the city itself, and the park, demarcated by a thick line of trees with a trail running through them to a large clearing with a pond in the middle of it. Eventually, the Pembers were sitting on a rock next to the pond, finishing up their lunch and talking amongst themselves.
For a time, while they were eating, they had placed my tablet face down on their outstretched skirt, so I had to observe them by other means. All of the available cameras were quite a distance away. I could see the curve of the inner wall of the Sunspot’s Garden on the horizon and I watched them over the trees of the park, trees and mountains reaching for the central plasma tube where the sun was midway through its daily passage. But, of course, I could hear them as if I was right next to them, because I was.
“So, even really big systems like ours get a separate avatar for each headmate?” Ploot asked.
“Metabang didn’t say they don’t!” Myra replied.
“Amazing,” said Jural.
“I wonder if there is a limit on how many can cofront at a time,” mused Toost.
“I don’t know. I forgot to ask it,” Myra said.
“And is that limit because of our brain, or the terminal?”
“Metabang? Did you get all that?” Myra picked up the tablet to look at the screen and I saw their inquisitive face.
“Yes,” I replied.
“And?”
“It varies from system to system,” I said. “You will probably meet the terminal’s limits, though.”
“Welp. OK, then,” Myra pouted.
The Flits, a three member system and friends of the Pembers, had been walking slowly across the field toward us, their large bulbous tail leaving a wide trail of flattened grass. When they got near enough just then, Myra heard them and looked up.
“Oh, hey!” xe exclaimed.
“Hey,” said the Flits, “It’s me, Ketta. Who’s all up today?”
“The whole Council of Eleven!” Myra replied.
“Woah,” Ketta muttered. Keh sounded drained, like keh had spent the morning arguing with someone after a night of no sleep. But keh leaned on the rock next to the Pembers, opting to remain standing, and pressed kihns shoulder against their arm and mumbled, “Tetcha and Morde are on their way. So what’s the big news?”
“Well,” said Myra, “It mostly involves us, so… Well, Metabang was telling us about all a neural terminal can do, and -”
“Oh, yeah.” Ketta interrupted, “Breq told us all about that.” And then keh mustered up some energy to half exclaim, “cofronting!”
Sometime, long ago, humanity finally reached for the stars. Or, interstellar space, at least. Our motives for doing so are lost to time or classified records, but what we do know is that our ancestors used nanotechnology to transform a large asteroid into the 400 km long habitat cylinder of the spacecraft we inhabit today. There may have been others, but if so we are not in contact with them. The nanites now lie mostly dormant in the soil of the Garden that lines the interior of the vessel, and we are told that we are now many generations into interstellar space. The ship is piloted and managed by the Crew, which keep themselves sequestered from the rest of the population, the Passengers. And, in theory, the genetic diversity of humanity as we see it today is in preparation for eventual planetfall some day in the future. Though many say that day will never come. The ship was named the Sunspot, and whoever contributes to these stories after mine is invited to add them under the title the Sunspot Chronicles.
The interior of the ship is a cylinder, divided into 40 square regions, five regions long and eight regions in circumference. Each region is marked with a spoke that connects it to the central plasma tube that carries our daily sun.
This story, Systems’ Out!, which follows the life of the Pembers, takes place in a coastal region near the aft of the ship.
The Pembers are a plural system, as I’ve said, a group of people who have shared one body since conception. Plurality is a neurotype that has existed amongst humans since anyone can remember, and the Crew have thoughtfully structured ship technology and ship laws to accommodate that diversity. As with other neurotypes, plural systems tend to attract each other, and feel most comfortable in each other’s presence. And the Pembers and the Flits were no exception to that rule.
My name is Metabang, as you know. I have been the Tutor of many, many passengers aboard the Sunspot. I was made for the role of Tutor, generated by evolutionary algorithms along with my peers as code in the system, an emergent consciousness that has known no body. Together with the caretakers, passengers who raise children, I help educate the population. This document is part of that, which is doubtlessly why you are reading it.
The Pembers are my current assignment, and I do, in fact, love them quite a bit. They represent more children than I have ever had to take care of at once before, but I have been allotted enough ship resources to do so. They are a very large system, and their numbers are always growing.
That said, not all of their friends were plural. With the Flits, they’d grown up with Tetcha and Morde, a couple of what the Pembers call singlets, people with fully integrated consciousnesses, or as integrated as a human can get. A single awareness per body.
At Ketta’s mention of Tetcha and Morde, I split my awareness to track them. I could follow both conversations just fine, but Ketta and Myra’s is pretty much a repeat of stuff I’ve already told you.
Following signals from their Tutors, and patching into their tablets, I found Tetcha and Morde in the middle of the woods, some ways spinward from where the Pembers and Flits were. Some seconds after I’d checked in on them, Tetcha broke a silence of indeterminate length.
“You’re sure leading us on a circuitous route today! Are we avoiding something?” xe asked.
“I don’t know, Tetcha,” Morde replied. “This is just the right way.”
“OK!” Tetcha chirped, leaning over to sniff some flowers beside the trail, “I love your magic, even if it’s weird. These flowers are really pretty!”
“It’s not magic,” Morde growled.
“Well, I think it’s magic. I don’t know how it works.”
Morde sighed, “I’ve explained it so many times. I can sense minute, subliminal changes in the patterns around me, sights, sounds, smells, temperature, emotions. And I guess my subconscious compares that to past events and extrapolates what it all means. And then I get a feeling and follow it.” Then Morde turned to look meaningfully at Tetcha, “Your own Tutor agrees with me about this.”
“Yeah, You, Abacus, and Ralf have all been over it with me, but I get to call it magic if I want to,” Tetcha quipped. “I don’t see all that happening, so it’s magical! You just say, ‘we go this way,’ and if we do, we find such cool things! Or, even better, we avoid getting hurt. Remember last week?”
“That is when you started calling it magic, yeah.” Morde pulled hir cloak tighter around hir arms using hir tentacles and looked upward in exasperation, “I mean, OK. Call it magic. I guess I’m a magician.”
“More like a witch, I think.”
“Oh, great.”
“Morde,” Tetcha pleaded. “I love you!”
“Thank you,” More replied. “I love you too. I don’t know how you put up with me.”
Tetcha frowned, “What do you mean?”
Morde whirled to look at Tetcha and gestured with hir hands, “Look at me!” Hir head and body were covered almost entirely by a large cloak, as usual. Only hir hands, part of hir face, and the tips of hir eight tentacle-like arms that sie “walked” on were visible. Morde had a phenotype that presented itself in a few other Passengers, with varying results. Some of them were forced to be aquatic, but Morde had the strength and cellular structure to hold hirself upright, a fraction taller than Tetcha if sie wanted to. Sie was gesturing at hir cloak as much as anything else.
“Oh,” Tetcha stopped and became carefully solemn. “Sorry. Dysphoria again?”
Morde looked down and sighed, sie had experienced this physical dysphoria since sie could remember, “Always.”
“Can I hug you?” Tetcha asked, “Or would that make it worse today?”
“Please?”
“I wish you didn’t hurt so much,” Tetcha told Morde, giving hir an embrace.
“Thank you,” said Morde.
I cut the feed.
A very common question posed by my Students has been, “What defines being human, anyway?”
They especially ask this after learning just how diverse the ship population is and how the generic life cycle works. This question is also typically followed by some form of, “Were we always like this?”
The answer to that question is one of the victims of record loss. Probably deliberate record loss.
No one aboard the ship knows or admits to know what the original human beings looked like. There are not records of them, and attempts to recreate one would be utterly directionless and pure guesswork.
What we do know, however, is that despite the great physical diversity of the population, the relative neural diversity in comparison to the fauna in the garden is significantly less. The ship’s population is neurodiverse, within a certain range. But it seems clear that our brains all closely resemble the brains of our ancestors (and I use “our” here because my neural network is modeled after the same as yours, even if it is all handled by the quantum processors of the Sunspot’s systems). The resemblance is close enough that our neural terminal technology needs only minimal adaptation to work for every Passenger.
Also, we find that our medical technology and knowledge is easily adaptable to the population’s otherwise unique forms. And when examined, the population’s genetic diversity is also not as broad as between members of fauna. Passengers can be said to belong to the same genus, genetically speaking, if not strictly the same species.
If there are other ships like the Sunspot, we believe that life on them would exhibit roughly the same characteristics. Though some suggest that there may be greater variation between ships. One of them might have a predominately submarine population, while another might be predominately avian. They might have different ranges of climate. Such diversity could increase the overall adaptability of life for whatever might befall the ships in the future.
If we were to spawn a child ship from the Sunspot, we might choose to push its ecosystems and population toward increasing that diversity. It seems wise.
That all said, statistics and records do not seem to indicate that Morde’s dysphoria was the result of hir divergent body type. There are people who look very similar to Morde who do not experience this dysphoria. And there are also people of a very different body type that do.
Dealing with that dysphoria and treating it is something that has become part of my life’s work, actually, and I will address that further a bit later. Suffice it to say, Morde was not the only one within this friends group experiencing it. Sie just may have had the most severe case of it I have encountered yet. Ketta was feeling it pretty bad this morning, too, as evidenced by kihns mannerisms.
As I said, people of similar neurotypes tend to cluster and become friends, allies. Even before they’re consciously aware of their similarities. It happens again and again.
Toost, one of the Pembers, was in control and pointing at the Flits, “You don’t have Breq with you. Again!”
Ketta looked up and away from Toost, "We don’t have our tablet. Our Tutors don’t need our tablets to be with us.”
“In the park they do.”
“Breq can use your tablet,” Ketta 
pointed out.
“You always do this,” admonished Toost.
“I hate wearing things and I hate carrying things, so yeah,” Ketta replied, gesturing at the Flits’ naked body. “Anyway, we’re getting fitted for a terminal soon.”
“None of my headmates would let me leave without our tablet,” Toost replied.
“We have an agreement,” Ketta recited, obviously repeating words keh had said before. “On my days, I get to not wear clothes or carry stuff. It’s an accommodation. Tomorrow or the next day, whomever is fronting does what they want.” keh looked meaningfully at the Pembers, “You don’t have days. You have…” keh frowned and emphasized the next word as if it was hard to pronounce, “sentences.”
“Yeah, but you do switch involuntarily sometimes. I’ve seen it,” Toost said.
“Our systems are so different,” keh deflected. “It’s weird.”
“True,” Toost admitted.
“We’re fine. We’ll be fine.”
“OK, sorry for pushing.”
“Toost?”
“Yeah?”
“Thought it was you. Tone of voice.”
The conversation had slowed and just at the point Tetcha and Morde had arrived, slightly aftward, between their friends and the city.
“Hey, we made it!” Tetcha declared. “We only had to enjoy ten billion beautiful flowers on the way!”
Morde barely moved once sie stopped by Tetcha’s side, “Hi.”
Toost’s calm but stern demeanor was suddenly replaced by an excited Myra, who flapped xyr hands enthusiastically, “Hey!!!”
Ketta glanced up at xem and mumbled, “hi, Myra.”
“So what’s the news?” Morde asked.
Myra noticed how glum Morde was and looked at Ketta then back at Morde, as if comparing them. “Woah,” xe was more subdued. And with hesitation xe asked, “you two are both having a high dysphoria day, aren’t you?”
Both Ketta and Morde gave Myra the same pained look, expressed with facial structures that were wildly different. Morde had no visible nose or mouth, as both were covered by hir cloak and the facial protuberances sie kept hidden by it, and hir eyebrows were short and bristly tufts that seemed to float on a smooth forehead that sloped back into the recesses of hir hood. Mordes eyes were forward facing with horizontal hourglass pupils. The Flits, on the other hand, had a wide, large head covered in pebbly scales with no hair what-so-ever, with two slits of nostrils just above a wide, lippy mouth. Their eyes sat below bony brow ridges, with big round pupils and no visible whites, set wide apart on their head, mostly forward facing but with a wider field of vision. And they both looked haunted by death itself.
“Sorry,” Myra said. “I’m just getting good at seeing it in your eyes. Like, same hat, right? Balmer gets it pretty bad in our body.” Xe turned to the Flits, “Ketta, you want to tell them?”
“I mean, I guess?” was the response.
“What?” Morde said more than asked.
“It mostly pertains to systems like the Pembers and us, not you guys, but anyway…” Ketta rumbled.
“Ah, that’s all right,” Tetcha chimed in, trying to be reassuring. “Good news for you is good news for us!”
“Well, we both learned from our Tutors that when we get neural terminals, we’ll be able to cofront while logged in,” Ketta explained.
“Ooh,” Tetcha lit up. “So, we’ll get to see and talk to all of you?”
“Yep,” Ketta actually smiled a little. A half smile, “But also, the Pembers were saying Metabang confirmed that your avatar will feel like your body and it can be whatever you like, so…”
Without changing expression, Morde seemed to float up and forward a little, as if lifted by this thought, but hir voice didn’t reflect any emotion, “Yeah, Ralf told me about that much. I can’t wait. I could stay logged in all day on days like this.”
Ralf interjected from the folds of Morde’s cloak, “Uh, that wouldn’t be advised, boss.” I silently concurred, it wouldn’t.
“Whatever,” Morde dismissed it.
“You’d think,” Tetcha observed, “with everything on the Sunspot so carefully designed, we wouldn’t have problems like body dysphoria.”
Tetcha’s Tutor, Abacus, took that moment to make itself heard, winding up for a big hypeshare, sounding a bit like myself, “Neurodiversity is probably maintained so as to -”
“Ugh, Abacus, I know!” Tetcha shut it down.
I decided to change the tone and focus of the conversation. Everyone was on topic, just not working with the full set of data, letting their emotions dictate their responses. And we had business to do with them. The timing and location was perfect. So I interjected, “Everyone’s here.”
“Yeah?” Myra said, glancing down at my tablet.
“We have news for all of you,” I said, on behalf of the other Tutors. This was my thing, but they were on board, too. I’d been keeping my tone pedantic and informative or just choosing not to talk to hide my own excitement. There was a certain amount of discretion required, but also presenting this project to our Students was a delicate thing. So, I hesitated for just a moment before saying, “It’s an opportunity, if you accept it.”
“Uh…” Ketta slowly looked my way.
“What?” Morde asked, almost as if sie hadn’t heard what I said.
The Pembers looked down briefly, as if listening, then their head snapped up, Jural vocalizing, “Wait, what?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Why wait until we’re all here in this park?” Tetcha asked. Which meant that everyone here was feeling suspicious. Great. Good move, Metabang.
“Relative privacy,” I explained, after a bit of a pause, “proximity to the resource, and group dynamics.” I figured I should stick to the truths. They needed to be informed in order for their consent to be legal, should they offer it. “So,” I said, “Want to be able to do something really cool?”
A bird flew by as everyone just stared at my tablet for several seconds. I got really worried I’d screwed up.
“Why?” asked Morde.
Ralf took over, “You’ve been selected by the Crew to be part of an experimental trial of a new kind of terminal. If you consent.” Well, OK, being super direct and to the point was probably the best idea, after all. Then it chirped up, “Morde, it is pretty cool if you ask me.”
Abacus offered a monotone embellishment, “Deliberations have taken generations. We are told those in favor have assured significant precautions.” Also true, but I just didn’t know how that’d go over. Abacus is an odd duck, even from my perspective.
“Precautions for what?” Ketta asked, a totally reasonable question, actually. The answers to it, however, would take a long time to enumerate and the chances were actually really slim that any issues would come up. Myra was right on kihns toes with xyr question, though.
“Why us?” xe asked.
My turn again. “Well,” I said. “You’re being offered because you’re my Student. It was my proposal, originally. And I think you’d benefit from it in particular.”
“And your friends group provides samples of control groups,” Ralf offered. “Others are being offered, too, though.” It paused again, then spoke in a slightly different tone, “Boss? Please say, ‘yes’. I’m excited about this.”
Morde obviously felt pressured by that and gave a brief, impatient half gesture, “Out with it. What is it?”
“Metabang?” Ralf prompted.
“The nanites,” I said.
“What?” Ketta’s head snapped up, looked directly at my tablet.
“Oh!” came from Morde, whose eyes were suddenly wide, and whose shoulders were becoming squared, head raised higher. In preparation for this moment, the other Tutors and I had made sure to educate our Students in more detail about the nanites for the past couple of years. And as we’d hoped, everything seemed to be clicking for them. They’d probably start to be able to guess at the dangers as well, such as they were.
“Oh, wow! Oh,” Jural took over the Pembers, “Those wouldn’t need to wait for our skulls to stop growing.”
“Oh...” Ketta echoed the vocalization of the moment, also lost in thought, then keh noticed the Pembers' switch, “Hey, Jural. Good morning.”
“Balmer’s going to flip,” Jural nodded toward kihn.
I wanted to push this forward, so I stepped in again. “So,” I said, “do you consent to be fitted with nanite terminals? And, if so,” I paused for really dramatic effect and continued at a slightly slower pace, “are you prepared to receive them now?”
“Yes,” Morde replied instantly. Then to the rest of hir friends, “I think we should say, ‘yes’.”
Tetcha’s jaw actually dropped open in disbelief. Xe was prone to speculation and believing in many wild and improbable things, one of which was an understandable and common skepticism of the Crew and their motives, so I didn’t find xyr reaction unsurprising. “Really? Doesn’t this feel kinda weird to you?”
“Every cell in my body is saying this is the next step we take,” Morde said, emphasizing the words to denote hir implied meaning, referring to their earlier discussion.
“Your magic,” Tetcha said.
“It’s not magic.”
“For the first time in a while,” Tetcha said in a careful, hushed tone, “I feel like something’s going to go really wrong.”
“It will,” Morde stated.
“There really isn’t much chance of that, actually,” Ralf countered.
Morde looked down at the pocket in hir cloak where Ralf’s tablet was, and admonished it, “It will.” Sie looked back up at Tetcha, then at the others, “Something is always going terribly wrong somewhere. You know it. I can feel it. But as weird and scary as this is, it is what we’re going to do. It’s the best route.”
“We’re so doing it,” Myra reported, enthusiastically and firmly. “Balmer just flipped.”
Ketta nodded and spoke up, “The others just gave me their consent.”
Myra continued, “The Council of Eleven just voted unanimously over here. We’re holding a poll for our internal population, but that’s just a formality. We’ve been dreaming of something like this for ages!”
If I’d had eyes, I would have blinked, as many of my Students do in response to things that surprise them. I had not expected them to begin reaching a consensus this quickly. I had expected to have to explain more, and if Tetcha took a cue from the others, I’d have to cover my legal bases unprompted as we set them up for the procedure. So I started going over in my mind what they would need to know.
Morde turned to Tetcha and took xyr hands. “I will go where you go, Tetcha,” sie said, looking hir partner in xyr eyes. “My senses tell me this is OK and right, but I won’t do it if you don’t want to.”
Tetcha took a quick breath as if to talk, then stopped, breathed out xyr nose and started over more slowly, “Are you sure it’s your magic, and not your dysphoria talking?”
Morde looked down at their hands, then back up to Tetcha’s eyes and held them for a second. In a low, sombre tone, sie said, “It’s both.”
I’d known about Morde’s sense of intuition for a long time. Ralph had consulted me about it, in fact, wondering if I’d had any Students who experienced the same thing. I hadn’t. We didn’t think much of it, other than it was just sharp enough to catch our attention. And Morde had always downplayed it. Tetcha made more of it than anybody else, and we honestly didn’t think it was going to play all that much of a part in this decision. But here we were witnessing the entire friends group letting it guide them.
Well, that and their own adolescent excitement.
I felt bad that I was inherently taking advantage of that excitement to push this, but for Morde’s sake, actually, and for others like hir, I really didn’t want to wait much longer. Time was of essence. Every day delayed was another day of trauma for hir.
The Pembers would also benefit from this in other ways. Some of them experienced dysphoria too, but it was apparently milder and mitigated somewhat by their plurality. But it was their plurality for which I was pushing this. They were an entire group of people experiencing life through the bottleneck of just one body, one set of senses. And the physically implanted neural terminals that were standard at the time would not serve them justice, would not give them the full accommodations and rights to autonomy they deserved as living beings. The old technology would take longer to do its job, and every day that was prolonged was a day of great risk for them.
I admit, I had a lot of bias riding on this. It was a mistake on my part to succumb to it. Things may have turned out very differently if I hadn’t. But this is how we got to where we are today, and my carelessness played a big role in that.
I proceeded to direct them further into the woods where we might not be interrupted by other Passengers enjoying the park. As adolescents, they were under our charge, their caretakers playing less of a role in their lives. We Tutors were the responsible parties. But, by the laws of the ship, our Students were officially in control. Their consent and their autonomy was paramount. Is still paramount. As is yours. As is everyone’s.
In a short time, with mostly meaningless and redundant exclamations, questions, and replies, we found ourselves all lying in a circle on the forest floor, with our Students’ heads in the center, their feet, tails, and other lower appendages outward like the spokes of the Sunspot, and our tablets between each of them, near their ears.
Time to cover my bases. They’d already consented, but they needed to know what they were getting into. I reassured them that they could interrupt me and back out at any time, right up until I would tell them it was done. And even then, there should be a way to reverse it. The nanites were very flexible in their use, and noninvasive.
“Normally,” I began, “the nanites that were used to build the Sunspot are contained in the soil of the Garden, where they work as part of the ecosystem. The bulk of them should remain there.” I paused on that for emphasis, making it sound almost like an admonishment, for reasons they wouldn’t suspect yet. It was just a thought I suddenly had. I didn’t explain. I should have. I continued, “However, a small number can be spared to use as neural terminals for the populace. Simulations say that this can be done relatively safely. There may be some initial conflict, and new guidelines for population behavior may need to be established. But we cannot do any more planning, and the needs are great enough to proceed.”
Here is what I didn’t tell our Students, which I should have:
As you may have surmised, AI Tutors, such as myself, have a channel through which we may communicate with the Crew. We are occasionally allowed to use this channel as a means to propose ideas, as a note attached to our job reports.
Early in my career, I had a Student with high physical dysphoria who was assigned to a caretaker who had had no experience raising a child with such a struggle. It fell upon me to guide my Student and help them find the treatment they needed.
Unfortunately, prosthetics and surgeries did not suffice in this case. In 99% of cases, they do, amongst a population of 1.5% who actually experience dysphoria. My Student was a very rare case, and no systems were set in place to help them.
They immersed themselves in the Network the day they got their neural terminal, and logged off minimally to take care of their body. And even that was not enough. They said they could still feel how wrong their body was through the link.
They died early from the increasing neural agony of dysphoria.
This drove me to append a note, at the end of their file, tersely and passionately requesting better relief for dysphoria, or an effort to prevent it.
I was surprised to be given permission to suspend my Tutoring duties in order to research options. And at the end of my tenure doing that, I had found only one possibility that met all my criteria.
Use the nanites as a new form of terminal, surgical tool, and prosthetic.
They had been designed and used to build the Sunspot itself, and now most of them lie semi-dormant in the soil of the Garden, helping to maintain the atmosphere and ecosystem. They’ve been adapted to interacting with the carbon cycle. It would not be an impossibility to adapt them further for internal use.
After I submitted that proposal, I was simply given my next Tutoring assignment, and I didn't hear from the Crew regarding the subject until after the Pembers’ plurality was confirmed.
I was told to watch the Pembers’ development closely and report in greater detail than typical requirements, and that they and their friends group would be potential candidates for experimental nanite terminals. I was told not to tell the Pembers about the potentials of the nanites until the offer was either finalized by the Crew or rescinded. I could see the wisdom of that, so I complied.
It took the Crew that long to explore the possibilities of using nanites that way, run simulations, and then argue amongst themselves about whether or not to proceed. I only surmise what their process was. They are opaque and do not talk about their deliberations.
I do not know why they had restricted use of the nanites by the populace at all until now, and I do not know what their future plans are beyond replacing certain technologies with them shipwide.
What I know about the capabilities of the nanite terminals is this:
The distributed processing and networking of the nanites is used to mimic and extend the functions of the human neural system. The nanites within the body are configured to integrate with the metabolism and focus on giving and receiving signals from the dendrites and axons of most of the nerve cells.
Because this is a full body integration instead of a web of monofilament implants that is the current terminal design, and the connections more closely mimicking natural cellular activity rather than simply using electrical stimulation, the whole psyche of an individual can integrate with the terminal.
This means that every single consciousness within the neurology of a system such as the Pembers can access the Network without having to take conscious control of their brain, which they call “fronting”.
There is no bottleneck. The nanite network is adaptable to the needs of each body. And therefore there is no limit to the number of system members who may access and manifest on the Network at any given time.
If the rest of my proposal has been accepted, the nanites should be usable to organically and gently alter a person’s body over time, to improve their health and adapt them to their life’s demands or relieve any dysphoria they may have.
I had not been informed about the use of the nanites to create external bodies. Either that was proposed by another Tutor that I’m not aware of, or the Crew themselves decided upon it. It is a permission that startles me, and I cannot accurately predict the outcomes. Oh, but we haven’t gotten to that part of the story yet. You know about it by now, of course. But we will get there. About how we learned about it.
Anyway, instead of saying all that, I cut it all short.
“As you lie in the grass,” I said, “nanites will make their way into your bodies and toward your neural systems. You really shouldn’t feel anything at all. When the process is complete, you will start to sense the Network, and we, your Tutors, can teach you how to access it and use it. And as your bodies continue to grow, and your brains develop, the nanites should be able to adapt. You will be a small percentage of the Sunspot’s population with this new kind of Network access. People will be informed and reassured to reduce jealousy, but there will be jealousy.” I honestly expected that to be the worst problem, which again probably distracted me from the other possibilities. I didn’t need to take a breath, but I mimicked doing so out of habit of imitating all the Students I’d ever taught, and then finished, “Everyone will be fitted, with their consent, in time, but until then you will be special. We think your group are well equipped to handle that burden.”
Myra offered, “Well, we do keep to ourselves a lot.”
“Exactly,” I said.
“I have a question,” Tetcha spoke up.
“Yes?”
“It’s already done, isn’t it?” xe asked.
“About twenty words ago,” I replied, “yes.” 






  
  Growth


In the first days of their life, when a member of the Passengers graduates from gestation, they are assigned to a Caretaker and a Tutor. 
A Caretaker is a Passenger whose current art of choice is parenting. They’ve signed up to help raise children. And each Caretaker is different, with different skills and capacities, which we Tutors work to adapt to and compliment. Some Caretakers can handle raising six or more children at a time. Others work best with one or two. Some like to stagger their assignments so that they have children of varying ages. Others like to raise children who are all the same age. And because of this, nurseries are clustered in housing groups so that the children of different Caretakers can easily grow up together and interact as much as they like.
As children reach adolescence, when they are ready, they move into their own quarters, choosing for themselves how far away from their nursery and Caretaker they move. Their Caretaker may or may not remain a large part of their life, regardless of distance. It all depends on each relationship but, either way, the Tutor begins to take a larger and larger role in the child’s life. In fact, typically, we Tutors act as a Passenger’s confidant, assistant, and advocate for the remainder of their life in the halls and Garden of the Sunspot. There have been a few exceptions to that, but it is so much the norm that we all tend to take it for granted.
The Pembers, the Flits, Tetcha, and Morde each had a different Caretaker, but grew up in the same block of nurseries. They’d been friends since they were toddlers, and they were a very insular group. They often approached life as if it was their group against the entire rest of the ship, alternatively talking amongst themselves in hushed tones about silly things and loudly gabbing about personal things as if nobody could overhear them.
Still, they also had their own lives, giving each other the room to be alone and to have and nurture a few outside relationships. They didn’t have any obvious animosity toward their neighbors and community. We all did a fairly good job of raising them.
That isn’t to say they didn’t have their struggles. Their differences from most of the rest of the population were what drew them together, gave them a shared experience, and set them apart from the rest of their peers.
And this was, in part, something we Tutors hoped we could alleviate by giving them early access to the freedoms of the Network, so they could reach out to others around the ship who were similar to them. Which, to a degree they already did via text and gaming, but using a Terminal to interact on the Network is much more akin to meeting in person, and it has some advantages over even that.
The next day, after a night of strange dreams as the nanites made sense of their neural processes, the Pembers were getting to work doing just that. They woke up full of questions, which I answered, and immediately began following my instructions, reaching out to others they had previously only interacted with through chat channels. One of them remembered to wash and eat.
To give them an immediate anchor to the outer world, I sent a message to their Caretaker, Jana, to let zem know that now would not be a terrible time to swing by for a visit. Jana was pretty excited about doing so, happy to see some of zir favorite, if most bewildering, children.
Jana was a slow moving person, with short, stalky legs, no tail for balance, a long hunched torso, and dangly arms that ze used as if ze was dragging zemself along by grabbing nearby fixtures on zir way through the corridors. Knowing this, and having a fondness for zem, the Pembers had chosen to remain fairly close to where Jana lived. Still, it took several minutes for Jana to arrive. Ze was enjoying the morning at zir own pace, stopping to talk to friends, picking up breakfast from a culinary artist on the way, and going to the surface of the Garden to watch the day’s sun emergence.
Ze was chatting with zir Tutor, Hand, as ze approached the Pember’s door.
“Jana is here,” I declared.
Bet looked up from a physical 3d puzzle hen was solving on hens own while nibbling on the last of breakfast. “Nice,” hen said. “It's been a while. Let zem in, please.”
“Certainly!” I replied, just before Jana buzzed at the door. Upon zir signal, I opened the door.
“My Darlings! You look well!” Jana held zir arms up and out, grinning, “... How is…” ze gestured with one hand toward the Pember’s forehead, “everything?”
Bet blinked, “You know about the...?”
“Nanites?” Jana finished for hen, “Of course! As your Caretaker, Metabang has been keeping me informed since before it offered you the option.”
“Oh, duh. Hmm,” Bet looked down at hen’s puzzle for a moment before looking back up. “You're not jealous?”
“Nope. I don't want those things in my head,” Jana shook zir head as ze stepped further into the Pember’s quarters and started moving toward a seat opposite from Bet. “I figure it's the youngsters and those with the dysphoria that are gonna be clambering for it.”
“Ah, yeah. So, they're not just in our head. They're in our whole body.”
“Oh,” pulling in zir chair and hopping up onto it in one motion, faster than ze had moved yet.
“I can't feel them,” Bet continued. “Myra says xe can, but the rest of us are skeptical. Xe does have way better interoception than the rest of us, though.”
“I believe xem, honestly,” Jana leaned forward a bit.
“OK,” Bet accepted, blinking. Then hen had a thought to vocalize, “Well, we haven't heard from our friends yet, but we're having an interesting time.”
“Yeah?” Jana prompted.
“Well, first of all, Metabang says things will get more vivid with time, but right now the Network just feels like another part of our inworld. We're having trouble telling the difference between what's stuff we've imagined up and what's part of the ship's Net. So, we could be talking to a group of people scattered about the Sunspot right now,” Bet clicked a piece of the puzzle into place and then popped food into hens mouth, then talked around it, “or we could just be having an internal dialogue with a bunch of new headmates.” Hen glanced back up at Jana as if asking a question.
“Woah,” Jana vocalized. “So, wait. You're online right now? Seriously?”
“Yeah,” hen affirmed. “I can close our eyes and see everyone. Myra's being quite loud right now.” Then hen closed hens eyes, as if to demonstrate.
In their immediate headspace, closest to their body’s conscious mind, Myra had conjured up an endless black space and invited all of xyr friends to visit, then sent out inquiries to anyone else who may have received nanite Terminals. Since by fluke xe had sent out this invite before anyone else thought to, there were a lot of visitors from around the ship, each one displaying a wildly different avatar, some with features even more exaggerated than the typical phenotypes aboard the ship.
Most of the other awakened Pembers had scattered to the edges of the Network to explore or visit their individual friends. Some were gaming. A few were hanging back to observe the ensuing conversations. The rest were still asleep. The vast majority of them hadn’t woken up yet.
Bet found henself floating next to Myra as xe was saying, “Yeah, so, like, my Tutor claims this was all its idea! I'm kinda flabbergasted by that! Like, really?!” Xe scanned the faces before xem but addressed the one that had spoken last, “What did yours tell you?”
“Hey,” Bet interrupted. “Jana's here. You wanted to see zem, right?”
“Ack,” Myra whirled to face Bet. “Yes! Uh, can you - can you take over here?” Xe gestured at the crowd of people who were mostly talking amongst themselves, a few of whom were paying attention to Myra.
“Sure,” Bet offered. “What's up?”
“They can fill you in. I just wanna know what everyone's Tutors told them.” Then Myra shook xyr hands up and down vigorously, as if to get water off of them, taking an imaginary breath. “But everyone here's like us!”
“Ah, cool,” Bet nodded. Hen turned to the crowd and held out a hand to the nearest. “Hey. Name's Bet.”
Myra took the front and opened xyr eyes.
Jana smiled, blinking slowly, seeing the shift.
“Hey Jana!” Myra exclaimed, hopping up and bounding around the table to hug Jana, who took on a startled expression.
“Myra?” Jana inquired, pretty certain it was xem.
“Yeah!” Myra confirmed. Then xe stepped back and held xyr hands gently away from xyr body and turned them over. “Woah. This body is weirder than I remember…”
“Ah, yeah. I remember that feeling,” Jana nodded. “Whoever was fronting when I got here, Bet I think, was saying it was all still dreamlike for you. But that sounds like you're really immersed!”
“Maybe. This is kind of like coming forward after I've been inworld for several months. Only it's been a few minutes this morning.” Myra frowned as if xe didn’t know whether to believe xyr own words, “But it didn't feel all that different from daydreaming just a moment ago.”
“Ah, well, the terminals affect us all a little differently. And yours is different on top of that.”
“True. So, do you know how the Flits are doing? I don't know how to contact them through the terminal yet. The interface is different from the tablet.”
“You could use your tablet.”
“What?” Myra balked, squinting, then gave a quick shake of xyr head. “No! I hate that old thing!”
Jana laughed. “You are still such a teenager. Have you asked Metabang?”
Myra obviously didn’t want to be caught in the act of not utilizing obvious resources, “Uh.”
“Seriously?” Jana smirked. I took that as my cue.
“They've been so busy stumbling over each other in excitement, it's been hard for me to get a word in edgewise,” I explained, my tone of voice kind toward the Pembers. Then I offered to coach them a bit, “Toost knows how to do it, but obviously sie hasn't told the rest. Myra, I can tell you, but maybe you should bug Toost, keep your inner dialogue working.” This is an important part of development for a plural system, to communicate openly between system members and rely on each other for support. In raising them, I’d been open about that philosophy and most of them had agreed to treat it like a duty. It was how they’d developed the inner governance that they displayed the previous day. They were still a bit of an anarchy, but they’d developed their own parliamentary procedures and forms of representation amongst themselves to work within that anarchy. However, in the excitement and freedom of individual Network access, they’d forgotten all about that. It was good to remind them of old exercises. Myra absently assented as I said this, reflexively understanding.
Jana nodded slowly and smiled again, turning to Myra, somehow still speaking before xe could reply, “I remember when you were younger, before we knew there were so many of you, you’d have trouble deciding what to do. Do you remember that? I’m so glad Metabang recognized your plurality so early, and gave us stories and coaching so that you had something to relate to. So you could recognize each others thoughts for what they were.”
“Oh, yeah,” Myra said, “it still often feels like it did back then, though. I mean, most of the time I know who else is thinking or talking when I’m up front, but sometimes they all feel like my thoughts and I just freeze. We’ll get stuck between eating one thing for breakfast or going to the bathroom and walking out the door to greet a neighbor, and we’ll do nothing at all for a long time.”
“It was so hard to get you to finish any project you’d started, even making a meal for yourself sometimes. It was like you all had to do your own things at once, and no one could stay in the front long enough to do most things.”
“It kind of helps to do more things in our inworld than in the outerworld,” Myra said. “Fewer of us feel the need to act outwardly anymore. But, yeah, it also really helped when you told us what to do, back then. Just asking us to help you with something really cut through the noise.”
“So, how did you contact all of your friends that you were just talking to now?” Jana suddenly changed the subject.
Myra looked extremely sheepish and replied quietly, ‘I used the tablet.”
“While all your headmates are scampering about the Network, doing their own things,” Jana put a hand on Myra’s shoulder. “Go talk to Toost, learn from hir how to contact the Flits without your Tablet.”
Aftward, on the surface, in a shoreline park below a boardwalk, the Flits sat crosslegged on a large rock, their tail tip barely touching the ground behind the rock. They were facing the aft endcap, where the sun would die at the end of the day, their eyes closed. They were dressed in frilly robes and a floppy hat with a large fabric flower on the headband.
Only one of them was fronting, but they were now able to share control of parts of their body, co-conscious in a way they’d never been before. Right now they were focusing on their voice.
“So,” Lil’e spoke in vyn’s characteristic halting manner, as if each word came with some effort. “Is. This. How the Pembers. Talk to. Each. Other?”
“I don't know,” Hetty replied with the same vocal cords but a distinctly different voice and camber, “It feels kind of like we're faking it. But I'm pretty sure this is me. I don't talk like you, Lil'e.”
“True.”
Ketta interjected, “I'm used to you two yelling at me from the back, not using our mouth.”
“Sometimes. You. Yell. At me. Ketta,” Lil’e admonished. “Your voice. Comes From your. Place. Even when you talk.”
Ketta relented, “Yeah. If I pay close attention, I can tell the difference between you and Hetty. Did the nanites unlock this?”
“I. Think. So.” Lil’e gave their head a little nod.
And then, from the back of their mind came a little ping, like a memory of their Tablet’s message notification, almost an auditory hallucination but not quite. And there was a pressure, like they felt when one of their members tried to push to the front, but they were all present already.
“Did you hear that?” Hetty asked.
Ketta frowned, “I think so?”
Hetty took that frown, squinting their eyes tighter and tilting their head, focusing inward on the new sensations, “Our brain is telling me it's Toost.”
Their Tutor, Breq, spoke up from their Tablet. It didn’t need to. It could have communicated directly through the Terminal, but it was giving them room to explore these new experiences on their own and they hadn’t invited it in yet. “Toost is calling you, yes,” it said. “You can answer by focusing on hir and thinking a greeting. Just like you do amongst yourselves.”
“Oh, easy!” Hetty exclaimed, leaving the front. “I'll talk to hir, then!”
Lil’e took over, apparently not for the first time that morning.
“Did we have to wear clothes?” Ketta scowled internally, speaking loudly with kihns voice, managing to curl their lips a bit.
“I. Woke. Up. So. Yes,” Lil’e replied calmly.
“I can't handle this big honking lummox of a body anymore,” Ketta growled. “I have to get out!”
“You. Could,” Lil’e offered. “Go inworld.”
“No.”
“I'm opening our eyes. I. Want. To See. The. End. Cap.”
“Fine.”
“Such. Art. Ist. Ry,” Lil’e commented as ve tilted their head and eyes upward toward the middle of the endcap. Ketta could see what ve was taking in, but was too distracted by other things to care. Lil’e was fixated on the endcap and kept coming back to admire it every day that ve fronted. It was, after all, the biggest machine visible from anywhere in the ship. The forward endcap was just as big, but it was partially obscured by the forward mountain ranges and glaciers, and it was further away from where they currently sat. The difference in visibility from an equidistant locale would be miniscule, but psychologically it mattered to people. And, after all, the aft endcap was where the sun would be consumed and converted into energy for the ship, and some of it would be diverted to the engines to propel the whole craft continually, gently forward at near relativistic speeds.
The awe of beholding such a powerful contraption, built by humanity and their ingenious tools, that was a couple hundred kilometers across, captivated many people. Ketta found it clichéd to admire it. But there was a new sensation demanding khins attention at the moment, too.
“Lil'e,” Ketta spoke internally, “do you feel the ground around us?”
“No,” Lil’e said out loud. “We're. On. A Rock.”
“It's humming,” Ketta sounded more distant.
“I. Can't. Tell.”
“Not out loud,” Ketta said a little louder in their mind. Then retreated a bit more, “I wanna explore the tidepools! Can we get up and do that?”
“No. I'm resting,” Lil’e responded. “The. Body's. Tired.”
Ketta took their vocal cords again for one last exclamation, “Dammit. Ok, then, I'm gonna try something.” Then keh left Lil’e’s awareness abruptly.
Meanwhile, Hetty was in the midst of a conversation with Myra and Toost in a Network channel that bridged their minds.
Myra was responding to something tey had been saying, “So, it basically feels that same for you as us?”
“I think so?” Hetty nodded, twisting ter Avatar’s mouth. It felt a lot like doing so in a dream that was just a bit more real feeling that typical. Like a memory of doing it with ter system’s vessel. “It's hard to say. But it sounds like it,” tey affirmed as best tey could. Then tey looked distracted, “Oh, hey, Ketta is getting really restless. I think I need to go.”
And on the other side of the city, Tetcha and Morde sat at a cafe, drinking fancy drinks through straws, eyes closed and smirking together. Except Tetcha kept sneaking a peek at Morde with one eye. Their focus was mostly toward a shared inworld construct, something from the Network.
“You're really good,” Tetcha observed out loud.
“I've been playing this game since I can remember,” Morde mumbled. “Of course 
I'm good.”
“But this is different. You don't have to use your hands,” Tetcha stated the obvious. “It's just your mind.”
“I know,” Morde crooned, smiling with genuine happiness and joy. “It's so sublime. I…”
And then everything shuddered. Absolutely everything. Violently enough that Tetcha’s eyes flew open in a panic and xe grabbed the table with one hand xyr drink with another. Morde’s hands and tentacles reached for everything around hir, and sie gasped as sie broke contact with the game and looked directly at Tetcha’s eyes, as if to send thoughts directly that way.
By the time they were fully braced for the worst, it was over. Hardly a second had passed.
“What was that?!” Tetcha nearly yelled.
“I. Don't. Know,” Morde managed to say through hir residual terror.
“Outsiders?!” Tetcha guessed, of course. It was xyr first reflex for anything xe’d never encountered before.
“Outsiders don't exist,” Morde dismissed the idea out of hand, still tense, but giving Tetcha hir full attention. “The Sunspot has never encountered any.”
“There's always a first time!” Tetcha looked around. Other Passengers were starting to stand and run around. Some were checking their Tablets. Others had far aware looks in their eyes.
Ralf piped up from Morde’s Tablet so Tetcha could hear too, “I'm getting alerts and updates, Boss.”
Abacus joined in, “All Tutors are being informed.”
“Well, what was that?” Tetcha shot at Abacus.
“I can send you a feed over your Terminal,” Abacus offered.
“It's giving me a headache,” Tetcha snapped. “I'm not used to it. Just talk. Someone.”
Sitting back in hir chair, slowly relaxing, Morde spoke in a firm and calming tone, but got more animated as sie spoke, “Ralf's feeding it to me. Zero injuries. Light structural damage to Garden structures. No epicenter. The whole ship shuddered. Cause was internal! All is well?” Sie looked confused, then outright angry, “What?! Passengers informed to resume activities at leisure?! Ralf! There's gotta be more than this!”
“That's the public feed,” Ralf reported. “That's all the Crew is telling us. Breq says you two should get to the seaside park. The Flits need you. The Pembers have been alerted, too.” Its tone was urgent but reassuring at that last.
Tetcha lowered xyr head and looked into Morde’s eyes, searching, “Is this that really bad thing, Morde?” And Morde knew exactly what xe meant by that and took the time to compose hirself and meditate, tapping into hir intuitive senses.
“I don't know. You know as well as I do that I only know which way we should go. Not when things will happen.”
“But you said…”
“I was being cynical!” Morde nearly snapped. Continuing more gently, sie said, “But we should follow Ralf's directions. I'm getting pulled that way.”
“I think the Crew are lying. I think it's Outsiders.” Back on that old myth again.
“I love you, Tetcha,” Morde put a hand on xyr arm, “but let's go.”
Tetcha nodded, and they started to get up.
I withdrew my attention from the Pembers’ friends to focus on my own Students at that point. The news I’d gotten from the Crew was as brief as Ralf had reported and not ongoing. I didn’t have much to work with. Various instances of myself were already reporting what I knew to the Pembers, wherever they were in the Network or their own system, but a group of them had gotten their body moving and were rushing through crowds of confused and scared people.
They were uncharacteristically silent as they dashed here and there. They wheeled and zagged around carts and robots, people’s bodies, taking an ever changing quickest route to the nearest lift.
I don’t know why they didn’t just run up a ramp, except that maybe a lift would keep them moving while giving them a chance to rest and conserve their energy.
There had been no significant damage during the shudder, so nothing was shut down, and Tutors everywhere were affirming people’s safety and rights to use their usual means of transportation. Nothing like this had happened before, anyway. It wasn’t like we had protocols for it. But if there had been more danger, we could have acted quickly and kept people relatively safe.
I decided not to flood my channel to the Crew with inquiries. Instead, I found myself eavesdropping on other Tutors as they explained things to their Students, and using the vast resources I had been given to work with the Pembers to simply observe the ship from multiple vantage points and think for myself. The different sensors I’d had access to at the moment the shudder happened were painting a fascinating and disturbing picture that my subconscious pieced together on its own. I had just perceived it clearly, and was now waiting for confirmation from others before I spoke up. For very personal reasons, I didn’t want it to be true.
To be honest, part of the problem for me was that I had essentially spent my whole existence up until that point prioritizing the autonomy and will of my Students. I would let them choose to act, and advise them of the best ways to do so, mostly upon request. If I acted of my own volition on anything, it was to choose what to teach them so that they could make those decisions with as much information as possible. And I felt good doing that. It was my reason for existing, literally.
The proposal to use nanites for neural terminals was my very first act of will that had been outside the scope of my existence as a Tutor.
Not only was it the first time I had done anything like that, it was the first time any Tutor had done anything of the sort. At least that I knew of.
I don’t know why.
The channels for that type of communication were open. I knew how to use them. But I had never attempted to use them for anything beyond specific accommodations for a single Student at any given time.
And I had a pretty good idea that the shudder that had rocked the entire Sunspot was a result of that proposal’s fruits. The entire vessel and its inhabitants had been moved at my behest.
I panicked.
And in my panic, I resolved to do two things from that moment forward.
One was to never again take assertive action outside the scope of serving my current Student.
The second was to pay more attention to the activities of those people who were suffering the consequences of my actions, to see how they were fairing and dealing with it. Even to interview them and learn how everything was affecting them psychologically, so that I could make better decisions in the future.
I already had a considerable amount of experience and wisdom regarding the consequences of actions, and the social impact of them. So many Students’ lives, from conception to death, and my memories of them, informed everything I planned and did. But obviously I needed to do more, become even better. Active study was in order.
So, in that vein, I expanded my awareness to encompass all of the Pembers’ friends again, to track where they were in the chaos that was settling down.
As the populace in general stopped milling about and started conversing with their Tutors and each other, speculating and listening to explanations, Morde, Tetcha, and the Pembers converged at reckless speed upon the Flits’ location.
The Pembers reached them first, and stumbled to a dumbfounded stand still upon seeing what was happening.
The Flits were standing on a large rock situated on the shoreline a few meters from the boardwalk, a third of the way to the water of the bay. They were quiet and still, and their hand was outstretched, fingers splayed out, gently touching the corresponding digits of the figure floating in the air in front of them.
Suspended as if from a wire, a meter and a half above the ground, someone with a thin torso, wide hips, bulbous forearms and shins, a slender finned tail similar to Tetcha’s, claws instead of fingers and toes, antlers, and what looked like a mane of seaweed, was mirroring the Flits’ posture almost perfectly.
This new person looked as if their body had been artfully constructed of sand, shells, pebbles, driftwood, kelp, and other detritus found upon the beach.
And a quick glance at everyone’s presence in the Network, and a check in with Breq, confirmed my suspicions. I knew who it was.
Lil'e Flit was fronting, and spoke in vyn’s lilting, halting manner, “Ket. Ta?”
“Yes,” said Ketta, floating in front of kihns own headmates.
A couple seconds later, Tetcha’s voice could be heard from some distance, quickly approaching, “Who's that?! How are they floating like that?!”
“I don't know,” replied Morde, also loud enough for the Pembers and Flits to hear.
As they came to stop on the beach the same distance away from the sight as the Pembers were, Abacus answer its Students’ question, “That is Ketta Flit.”
Both Morde and Tetcha wheeled on Abacus’ tablet, hanging at Tetcha’s side, and exclaimed in unison, “What?!”
“That's. Not. A. Living. Form,” Lil’e ignored vyn’s friends’ disbelief to continue the conversation at hand.
“I mean,” Ketta tilted kihns head, “I'm in it. It's nanites! And sand, and shells, and mud, and seaweed... I don't think I can keep it up, but it feels so right.”
The Pembers, who were on the boardwalk, were brought up to the railing by Myra who asked loudly, “What? How?!”
Ketta looked at them, and replied, “I can show you. It's easy, but tricky. Except, I think the Crew won't let anyone mess up like I did again.”
I was right. A Tutor can feel a chill, even without a body, you know. I felt a chill right then.
“What are you talking about?” Tetcha asked.
“I accidentally accessed all of the nanites in the soil. Briefly.”
Yep.
That weird thought I’d had and almost vocalized without knowing why, back when we’d started the implanting process for the nanites, my worst fear upon feeling the shutter, was true. The Crew had, for some reason, allowed one of our Students access to the entire population of nanites, briefly.
My subconscious had picked up on the wording of the approval and directions for my proposal, and I had developed a hunch, and I’d ignored it, and it had turned out to be right.
And to this day, I still can’t figure out exactly why.
I have theories, but no one has confirmed them.
Even now the Crew is reticent about too many things.
“What do you mean by all of the nanites?” Tetcha scrunched up xyr face.
“ALL of them,” Ketta emphasized calmly, as if it was really nothing. “Shipwide. It was a mistake.”
Breq confirmed it, “Yes. I am being informed that that security loophole is closed. All of your terminals have been recalibrated now.” I had at just that moment received the same information.
Everyone thought about that for a moment, before Morde spoke up, “What does that mean?”
“It means you can do something like this, too, Boss,” Ralf chimed in, sounding encouraging. “But with less fanfare.”
Tetcha was still focused on Ketta’s physical presence, “How are you floating?”
“Magnets, I think,” Ketta said.
“No…” Tetcha half shook xyr head and furrowed xyr brow. It was not an entirely incorrect answer, though. Just too simple.
Lil'e moved decisively to draw attention, looking at everyone else, and said, “Let's. Go. Somewhere. Else.”
Ketta looked at vyn, “Down the beach aways?”
“Somewhere,” Lil’e said. “Not here.”
In agreement, the group converged at the end of the boardwalk and then continued down the beach, further into more secluded areas of a park that was there. There was no one else around, and the only witnesses to the proceedings were the birds that were returning to the area after being disturbed into flight by the shudder. Perhaps a couple of rodents or marsupials also observed cautiously from the shadows.
But as they walked, Morde and Tetcha let the two systems forge ahead, lagging behind to talk between themselves. There was a sense that two parallel conversations were in order until they all felt they’d found a good spot.
“I don't think I can do it. I don't see how,” Morde was saying to Tetcha quietly.
“What do you mean?” Tetcha responded in like tones.
“I'm too aware of my body. I can't imagine being outside of it like Ketta.”
“But your dysphoria is the worst I've ever heard of. Surely you dissociate from that to function.”
“I really don't, though,” pain tinged Morde’s voice. Sie looked around, then down to hir hands, then the tips of hir tentacles that gripped hir cloak’s lining, holding it tight around hir body, “I'm constantly aware of it, in minute detail.”
“Huh. You've said that before. I guess I just never…”
“You've seen my body. I walk on my face!” Morde hissed, gesturing. “These tentacles are part of my FACE!!!”
Tetcha, of course, knew this, and they’d had this conversation many times before, so xe struggled to come up with a different way to respond, stumbling, “Yeah. It's so cool looking, but –”
Morde was having none of it, “I was made this way and it still feels so wrong!!! But every wrong feeling anchors me to it. My brain is just that different from the Flits.” Sie gestured forcefully in their direction.
Tetcha took a moment to think, and said in the thoughtful tone, “I saw how you looked at Ketta.” Xe tried to catch Morde’s eyes, and started to ask, “Is that close to –”
“I don't know,” interrupted Morde. “Maybe. I have no idea what my body should be like.” Sie gestured again, almost listlessly this time, “Just not this.”
“No matter how hard I try, I can't imagine,” Tetcha admitted, referring to Morde’s dysphoria. Again, words xe had said many times before, but words that were right. “I wish I could do anything for it. I hope the nanites can, somehow.”
Morde acquiesced, clearly exhausted, “Thank you. I know.” Sie looked sympathetically at hir partner, “You help me get out of myself, focus on other things. You really do plenty just being yourself.”
“Even when I mess up?”
“You do not mess up.”
“Yes I do,” Tetcha countered, looked back a few paces as if at their recent interaction. “I count the number of times I remind you of your dysphoria,” xe explained. “Even when you think you're hiding it from me.” Xe added, “I have a tally.”
Morde finally stopped and turned to Tetcha, “You don't…” This was actually something sie had not heard from hir partner before. “Really? You've never mentioned…” Sie didn’t know what to make of it, but reflexively chose a way to treat it. To try to respect Tetcha, “Seriously, Tetcha, don't do that to yourself. I don't want to hurt you that way.”
“Where you go, I go,” Tetcha recited a thing they had said to each other often. “And where I go, you go. When I'm choosing the direction, I want to misstep less often. Keeping track makes me feel good and it's how I love you. Well, one of the ways.”
“Stop,” Morde said. Neither of them were walking, so sie wasn’t referring to that. But before Tetcha could argue, Morde put hir hands on Tetcha’s shoulders and leaned forward just a bit, searching Tetcha’s eyes for connection.
Tetcha reacted out of habit, relaxing, closing xyr eyes, leaning in ever so subtly, as Morde extended the tips of hir two tentacles, side by side and pressed the backs of them gently to Tetcha’s pursed lips. This is how they kissed. And they both leaned into that exchange for a time before they broke it to give each other one of the deepest and longest hugs they’d had for some time.
After a while, they clasped hands and turned to walk toward their friends.
“I need to say things to the others,” Morde murmured. “When we catch up.”
“So do I. I have thoughts,” Tetcha nodded.
Then they fell into silence.
While that exchange had been happening, the Flits and the Pembers had been talking about just when to stop walking, and why they were looking for a more secluded place. The consensus was that they didn’t want to draw attention to themselves while they experimented with trying to copy what Ketta had done. Looking back a couple times, they were also concerned about Morde, and commiserated with the dysphoria they knew sie felt. They had it too, to varying lesser degrees.
Eventually, they found an acceptable spot with a lot of open space but out of sight of other people, and formed a close circle. All five of their bodies, as Ketta still had kihns own form, still floating.
Morde nudged Tetacha, “You first.”
“Uh. OK. Uh,” Tetcha stammered, then looked around at the others. “Isn't this whole thing making anyone else really nervous?” Xe raised an eyebrow. “The only time we ever hear of the Crew communicating directly with anyone is in legends and stories. They just don't do it.” This was true. The legends and stories were all fiction. Besides the channel of alerts and directives we Tutors received, the Crew was silent in all of history. “And now,” Tetcha stated meaningfully, “we're getting special attention from them through our Tutors?”
“That's actually what I was gonna say,” Morde nodded toward Tetcha. “Only there's more.”
“It is really weird, yeah,” Ketta admitted. “I feel like I'm in a dream.”
“You're floating outside your body!” Myra pointed out.
“Actually,” Ketta responded, “I think I'm still in it! I just don't feel like I am.”
Hetty offered some words, “Physical dissociation.”
“That's a great term for it,” Myra looked at tem.
Morde stepped in again, “Which is part of what I mean by ‘more’.” And then sie confided in a feeling sie had been holding back from everyone, “I've always hated the Crew.” Sie looked around at hir friends through the lining of hir hood, head half bowed, “Ralf says they didn't make us directly, that evolutionary algorithms did. But they made that system, and their system regularly fucks up with people like me.” Sie had carefully selected and emphasized the words ‘fucks up’ as if they were the most accurate verb for what happens.
Hetty just couldn’t help stating the pointlessly obvious, “Not everyone with a body like yours is dysphoric.”
“I'm talking about brains,” Morde snarled. “Not our bodies.” Sie took a deep, exasperated breath, “Just having the dysphoria.” Each phrase was important. “It's fucking hell, from the beginning. And so far the only treatment has been to hide in our terminals when we get them. Even after all this time, all this…” sie gestured upward and vaguely around, rolling hir eyes, “control, over everything, they can't reach into our brains and just switch off the dysphoria? They can't make us right in the first place?”
“What are you suggesting? We gave our consent to this,” Myra pointed out, sounding worried. “And you're the one that said it was the right choice to make.”
“It was. I'm just. I don't know. I hurt. I'm exhausted. I need something different. Soon. I don't get how the Crew can prize consent and self determination, but at the same time fail so badly at asking us if we want to be made in the first place, or how we want to be made!”
“But we don't exist until we're alive,” Myra countered, “so how could they ask?”
“Then they could at least make it so no one has dysphoria!” Morde shouted.
Ketta nodded once, jerking kihns fist downward, a full body gesture in mid air, “Fuck yeah.”
Knowing full well that xe, Ketta and the other Flits had already been talking about doing such a thing, Myra asked the next question as a means to lead Morde into explaining further, “So, are you saying we should do something more with the nanites, like Ketta?”
Morde pulled up and said more quietly, “I mean…” Then sie seemed to listen to the wind for a bit, and said, “Yeah, actually. Maybe we're supposed to!”
“How so?” Tetcha demanded.
Morde put a hand on xyr shoulder and said, “Listen. Ketta?” Turning to Ketta, “How did you make this body? What did it feel like?”
“Well,” Ketta thought about it. “I heard the nanites humming in the ground, so I answered them. Like I’d answer anyone calling me over the terminal, as Breq told us how,” Keh gestured at the tablet that was in the Flits’ pocket. “Then, I just sort of sensed some options. Like, I could ask questions or just, sort of, put them on. And I chose to, uh, put them on. Like clothes. But I accidentally put them all on.”
“And that's when the shudder happened,” Myra observed.
“Yeah. But almost right away I felt the whole connection ripped away and then the offer was there again. So, I just tried it again! I wasn't really thinking at that point. I was kinda panicked already and just doing what I felt like I needed to do.”
“And then?” Morde asked.
“And it felt like I was putting on a bodysuit and then I was floating in front of my own - my systems’ body.”
Morde came to a conclusion, “So you didn't consciously choose how this form was made?”
“No.”
“Yeah. OK.” You could almost hear Morde say “damn” in that even though sie didn’t utter it, “As much as I hate them, the crew just set up a way for you to relieve your dysphoria. They had to. But what about me? I don't think 
I can do that.”
“What do you mean?” Tetcha sounded confused, but anyone who knew xem well knew that xyr mind was churning with information and possibilities. Xyr questions were only partially prompts for clarification. They were also invitations to the other person to think about what they were saying. In this case, Morde was on a path that sie was not going to stray from.
“The nanites did all the work for Ketta,” sie explained. “They even made the first connection and gave Ketta options. But then they immediately limited access when things got out of hand. But the Crew never ask anyone to do anything. Ever. Do they? They just make and enforce the rules of the Sunspot. So, like, this is a new rule, ‘You can do anything you want with the nanites that we let you do.’”
“OK…” Tetcha sounded as if xe was suspicious that Morde was talking just like xe usually did, spouting xyr usual lines of thought. As if xe was worried Morde would go somewhere unexpected.
The others were just nodding, taking it in.
“So, we get to push their boundaries,” Morde concluded. “Find out what's OK to do and what's not. And if we take too much control, they'll just pull the plug.” With a quick, short shake of hir head as if to say, “simple as that.”
Tetcha actually took a half step back, “I… Uh.”
Morde took a stab at reassurance, “Let's just not attempt to hurt anyone, of course. Like, there are the local laws to follow, still, and hurting people is wrong.”
“Huh,” Tetcha grunted. That wasn’t what xyr hesitation had been about, but it was close enough apparently.
Lil’e filled the pause with another question, “So. We. Wait. To hear. Humming?”
“I hope I get to hear it soon,” Morde said.
“Balmer needs to try this physical dissociation,” Myra added. “Ketta, do you think the nanites could be called on instead of waiting for them to hum?”
“I don't know,” was the reply.
Morde pushed the thought, “Wouldn't that be the point eventually?”
“Um. Let me…” Ketta was saying when kihns body disintegrated, its component materials falling to the ground. Then the Flits became animated with Ketta’s mannerism and voice, “OK… That's awful. Just another…” Ketta trailed off, closing kihns eyes and taking a deep breath. Not slowly, Ketta’s new form arose again from the ground, the fallen materials flowing back up into their respective places until kihns feet hovered a decimeter above the sand. “Wow,” keh exclaimed. I finally noted that kihns voice wasn’t actually being made with sound. It was being projected over the Network and, through protocols I’d learned to take for granted, automatically processed as sound by everyone else’s auditory centers. That was actually bypassing another protocol that was usually there to handle consent for augmented reality features. Someone had set this up deliberately. Ketta had no idea about any of this, of course. Keh shook kihns head, “That's going to be hard to describe!”
Morde suggested, “Try just a really generic description.”
Ketta crossed kihns arms, then put a hand to kihns mouth in thought. “Without the prompt,” keh said, “I basically just sort of reached into the ground and put it on. I think it's important to clearly visualize your intention that you are reaching outside your body. The nanites seem to interpret and read what that means and do the rest.”
Morde turned to the Pembers, “Can you try that, Balmer?”
Balmer took front and asked Ketta, “How do you decide what you look like?”
“I didn't,” Ketta said. “This is just how I look in our head when I look in a dream mirror. It's like the nanites could tell.”
“Weird. OK,” Balmer said. “I’ll try this.”
A moment later, Myra took over to say, “And there hen goes.”
A rounder, bulkier version of the Pember’s body began to form from the beach, twice as tall as the original. As it grew, everyone could pick out subtle differences in features and proportions.
When it was all done, Balmer spoke in the same manner as Ketta, “That was so easy.”
Everyone was stunned.
Adrenaline and endorphins were coursing through their bodies, or equivalent processes were happening for those dissociated from them. Even us Tutors had our own overwhelming emotions. To see our most needy Students given such a powerful accommodation for their disabilities. To see them vibrate with anticipation of all they could do, finally allowing themselves to imagine things that were impossible before. Everyone’s breathing was fragile. The air felt brittle. Like a scream of pure joy was about to rip through the atmosphere any moment.
Morde, on the other hand, was visibly shaking. Trembling with fear. Sie was beholding hir friends receiving this amazing gift, watching them each decide to open it for themselves, while clearly terrified that it wasn’t going to work for hir. And the agony of hir dysphoria made it seem as if every cell in hir body ached with anticipation of failure, of never feeling relief.
Tetcha, pulling xyrself together, ever driven by the call for more information, broke the silence to ask, “How many of you can do that at once?”
Although xe had asked the Pembers, Lil’e felt the need to answer for the Flits, “I’m afraid. To. Try. All. Three. Of us.”
Balmer looked over at the rest of the Pembers in their little body, watching with easy curiosity while they focused inward, clearly having an internal conversation. After a few moments, the Pembers eyes grew very wide, their pupils dilated, and took a deep breath.
“I’m…” Myra spoke, “Going to stay rooted in our body. But we’ve just voted to try pushing the limits, like Morde suggests.” Xe looked around at everyone but Balmer, “And there's a lot of us.”
Before Myra had finished speaking, the tops of heads started forming from the sand of the beach, surrounding the circle of friends, beginning to rise in quick succession. One after another. The mass it took to create each body clearly took a toll on the land, creating large divots. Forms even began to grow further up on land, from areas covered in moss and weeds. This created another shuddering in the ground, but much smaller, completely localized, undetected beyond several meters distance.
Lil’e confirmed Myra's warning, “You’ve said. Hundreds.”
As Myra replied to that, the new bodies, each one very different from the others and yet still clearly a Pember, continued to form. Soon, the ones closest obscured the arrival of the newcomers. But even then, the newest ones were forming in places that would have been out of sight of Tetcha, Morde, and the Flits anyway. They kept growing, up and down the beach, and further back into the wooded park on the aft end of the city where they were, the crowd eventually extending to places where other people could see them. Passengers and their Tutors stopped what they were doing to gawk.
The crowd of Pembers eventually filled an area the size of several city blocks. This would become the talk of the entire ship just as the big shudder would, spoken in the same breath by people in wonder. There would be no use downplaying or hiding what the nanites could do.
“We’ve grown,” Myra said. “Our brain makes a new consciousness for every person we meet, or even see out of the corner of our eye. Someone to get to know that person and learn everything about them, and hold our memories of them. We call them liaisons. Most of our liaisons are pretty young and sleep most of the time. I don't think they can stay out of system for long, but we’re going to try. And we’ve walked through the busiest corridors and streets regularly.” Xe lowered xyr tone for the next few words, giving them space between them to let them sink in, “There's. A. Lot. Of. Us.”
Here is the lesson I usually give my Students on plurality:
Although the methods by which Passenger genetics are chosen are classified information, how genetics works and its role in human development is public medical knowledge. We use this knowledge to care for people and help them live full and healthy lives.
Genetics only plays a partial role in human development, with a complex system of environmental factors playing a huge role from conception onward.
Because of this, we know that although there are a set of genes that are typically responsible for resulting in plural development of a human brain, they do not guarantee it. Nor are they 100% necessary.
Despite all the technology we have available to monitor the development of a human brain, we still cannot pinpoint the time when someone’s development puts them down the path of plurality, or of being a singlet, someone with a single consciousness. Usually, plurality manifests in a measurable way somewhere between three and five years old, but there are exceptions. Some people develop into plural systems much later in life.
All we can surmise is that there are a myriad of different ways that this may happen, as well as a few different reasons. We have documented many, but it is never consistent.
Life aboard the ship is fairly stable, and externally applied childhood trauma is a relatively rare experience. Our child rearing system has several checks and balances to work to avoid this. However, accidents do happen and some caretakers or Tutors can become abusive and operate outside of parameters for too long. Occasionally this will interrupt integration in a child that would otherwise grow up to be a singlet.
In most cases of plurality, the combination of genetic predisposition and subtle chaotic factors in a child's body result in a plural system naturally.
Some systems have only two or three separate consciousnesses, or system members. Some develop near a dozen. And some have hundreds or thousands. Some have claimed to have millions. The human brain is certainly capable of supporting these degrees of separation, with 86 billion neurons and holographic-like processing.
Also, another axis of variation is degree of dissociation. Some systems are strikingly divided the majority of the time, while others may fluctuate or even spend most of their time in a state called co-consciousness. Also, there are different ways of being dissociated. Some can communicate linguistic thought readily between members but emotional thought is completely cut off. Other systems can share sensory experiences but not any thoughts at all and must speak out loud to communicate with each other. And there are even more ways of experiencing plurality than that.
Another variance is the frequency of switching, or changing who is consciously controlling their body. Highly co-conscious systems will often switch fluidly over the course of seconds or minutes, while strongly differentiated systems may keep one member in the front for a day or longer. Some systems have one frontrunner who permanently remains in control, with any number of other members giving them input and interacting with each other in the back of their mind.
With all of these variations, there is a broad spectrum of plurality with almost no two systems sharing the same set of experiences in any given generation. Over time, of course, experiences are eventually duplicated.
And, of course, there are some people who identify as singlet, but who scan as plural upon being fitted for a neural terminal. Self-determination is legally protected aboard the Sunspot, and this extends to individual system members. If a system member wishes to identify as plural while the rest of the system insists on identifying as singlet, ethics dictate that the disparate member is respected and recognized. Counseling is offered to the system to resolve this issue. Sometimes all members of the system are happy to recognize their permanent frontrunner as their singlet identity. Medically speaking, they are still plural, but socially they function and are treated as if they are a singlet.
Neither plurality nor singlethood are favored by society or our medical system. Both are accommodated equally as best as we can accomplish with our technology, laws, and education. As is our philosophy regarding other neurotypes.
Of course, until that day, the neural terminal technology had been limited and proved to be a bottleneck for larger systems like the Pembers. And there had been no way of creating a body out of any sort of materials that they could inhabit, other than a crude Network controlled robot that couldn’t house the processing necessary for a consciousness.
And the Pembers had decided to push their nanite connection and their own neurology to the utter limit. It seemed that nearly all of them emerged from their system.
I’m sure I’m not the only one there who had a passing thought about the impact on the ecosystem this would have. And once again, I had the fear that the Crew would have reason to hold me responsible for something they had clearly signed off on.
There had to be a plan for this. How would it work?
“This is scary,” Ketta murmured.
Tetcha droned in awe, “I had no clue a person’s brain could even do that!”
“What the Hell is the Crew thinking?” Morde demanded of no one.
Lil’e followed that with, “Why. Aren't. Our. Tutors. Guiding us?”
After a moment, Breq offered the only reply the rest of us could think of at the time, “We have no rules for this, and your self-determination is a right.”






  
  Pains


A full two days later, someone finally saw fit to seek out the Pembers and follow them. Perhaps they’d been stalking them for longer, but no one noticed and I have no record of it. 
As the Pembers walked through an artistry square in a surface neighborhood, wearing a gown with a red, gold, and deep grey-blue floral and oceanic print and perusing displays of hand made parkas, a hunched over figure about two thirds the size of the diminutive Pembers lurched in shadows half a block away, moving furtively to keep an eye on them.
This individual had red fur, a blunt, darkened face with high floppy ears and a big, pointed, bushy tail with a shock of white on it. And they hid their body with a long, canvas hooded jacket with many pockets, their hands jammed into the biggest of them. Some of the words they mumbled to themselves were audible to anyone nearby.
“Dangerous…” they blurted. “Don't trust the Crew, don't trust them…” they growled, “Nanites… Gonna kill us all…” and they turned just their left to move to a better vantage, loudly declaring, “Someone should –”
“Do what?” Tetcha asked boldly, body checking their face with xyr clenched belly by stepping into the way.
“Shsh!” Morde admonished.
The grumbling stalker took a step back and squinted up at Tetcha and then Morde before their eyes widened and they hissed, “You!”
Tetcha blinked and scowled, “What? How do you know us?”
“Not gonna tell you! Stay away from me!” the stalker took another half a step back.
“OK,” Tetcha replied, holding xyr hands up and straightening up to appear less threatening.
Morde slid closer, “Where's your Tutor?”
The stalker glanced at hir and snapped, “Wouldn't you like to know!” before dashing away, running hard and ducking between obstacles and people to find cover and finally escape.
The two partners didn’t bother blocking their path or following, but instead turned to each other, with half an eye on the Pembers.
"That was weird!” Tetcha said.
Morde assented, “Wasn't it?”
Tetcha tilted xyr chin in the direction the stalker had run, “I don't think I’ve ever seen anyone talking like that before.”
“Ralf is telling me that they're slipping through the cracks of human rights,” Morde reported. Sie had already dispensed with hir tablet and was communing with hir Tutor over hir neural Terminal. “Their self-determination is allowing them to live in distress, so long as they don't hurt anyone else.”
Tetcha nodded then looked directly at the Pembers who were still apparently unaware of what just happened, “It sounded like they were planning something, though.”
“If so, they're being watched now,” Morde smirked with hir eyes.
Tetcha looked a little confused but decided not to pursue that thought, letting Morde be mysterious. Instead xe asked, “Is this why your magic led us this way?”
“Maybe…” Morde mumbled, leading the way toward the Pembers. Sie turned hir head to Tetcha to see if xe was coming, and commented, “You know. You do talk like that sometimes.“
“What?” Tetcha was too startled by the statement to feel any way about it yet, just confused.
“You do,” Morde said, and then with a smile in hir voice, “It's OK.”
And Morde was right. The stalker was being watched. By me, keeping track of the consequences of my project.
I watched through a myriad of cameras as they found and stumbled into a lift and hit the controls for the lowest inhabited deck. And while the lift began moving downward – downward being outward through the two kilometer thick hull of the Sunspot’s spinning habitat cylinder – they huddled in the corner of the lift, shivering.
By the time the lift stopped, the Pembers were agreeing with Tetcha and Morde to find a quiet, out of the way place to convene.
The lift door opened and the stalker hurried forward to peek out cautiously before dashing across the corridor before them. There wasn’t anyone around, but they hid briefly around a corner as if to avoid someone. After a few moments in which no one walked by, they then crawled along a corridor floor on hands and knees until they got to a non-descript spot on the wall. Well, the acoustic damping was particularly flat there. Then they pulled out an old tablet with an odd, irregular box attached to it. They held the tablet up to the wall and pressed the screen.
A panel in the wall slid aside. They glanced up and down the corridor then stepped in, reaching for rungs that were immediately handy. And then they proceeded to climb downward as the panel slid shut.
I had to stop tracking them at that point. I wasn’t allowed to continue.
A short time after that, we were all convened with the Pembers’ Council of Eleven in a private Network forum. Tetcha, Morde, Ketta, Lil’e, Hetty Ralf, Abacus, and Breq were there, as was I. Myra was acting facilitator of the Council and ten other Pembers were present. All of our Students hovered in a circle so that could speak equally with each other, as was the custom of the Pembers’ Council. We Tutors stood, in a manner of speaking, at equidistant points outside of the circle, creating a square that encompassed it.
After proceedings and explanations bringing the Council to order and inviting the others to join, Tetcha was asked to elaborate on what had happened. Which xe proceeded to do. Then, xe added, “They seemed angry at the sight of your system, Myra, and they seemed to recognize Morde and I and ran when we tried to talk to them.”
“How?” Lil’e asked.
Abacus spoke, adding relevant data, “Your names and likenesses were not released with the shipwide update about the nanites.”
“So,” Tetcha thought about that briefly, “they've been watching us?”
“It is possible,” Abacus confirmed.
“That's scary!” Myra blurted.
Tetcha agreed wholeheartedly, “Yeah!”
Morde reminded everyone of my lecture when this all started, “Our Tutors said our nanite access would get some attention.”
Everyone was quiet for a while, trying to figure out what to say. It was Hetty who formulated the next question, “What could they do, though?”
“They probably don't know,” Ketta offered, then speculated, “I bet that's why they ran.”
“If they're not alone, they might coordinate with others to corner one of us.” That was Jural, who spoke slowly and low, glancing around at the others as if to wait for a reaction to that scary thought.
“Except that none of us are ever alone anymore,” Myra pointed out. “Tetcha and Morde are always together, and we and the Flits are systems with access to the nanites.”
“Only if we stay in the Garden,” Ketta countered. “Corner one of us in a corridor and we can't use the nanites to split. At least not locally.”
Bet straightened up and spoke boldly in reply to that, “As long as our body is alive, I can come running from the nearest park.” Then looking each of the other Pembers in turn, hen bragged, “We all can.”
Jural concurred with that and elaborated, “And we can do that for any of our bodies now. We are connected through the network.” Ve seemed to be struck with a thought and looked at Morde and Tetcha with a half a grin, clearly hoping what ve would say next would strike a chord, “We’re a super system with four vessels, effectively.”
Tetcha, whom Jural was looking at on the last word, balked and floated back half a step. Xe looked like xe was not at all OK with the implications of that, “Woah. Wait. Are you saying you could enter my body and take control?”
“I wasn't saying that,” Jural shook vis head, dropping vis grin. “But if you give me consent I could try it.”
“Let’s not,” Tetcha replied quickly, moving back into place and looking at Morde.
Morde said, “That sounds interesting.” Then added quickly and with emphasis, “You have my consent.”
Ralf, whose avatar was a glowing, pointed, wide brimmed hat floating in space with a long scarf flowing beneath it, spoke in a tone that made it sound like it was shaking its head, even though the hat didn’t move, “No one’s ever even tried that, Boss. The old terminals don't work that way.”
Morde looked right over Tetcha’s head at hir Tutor, rising up in space in order to do so, and directed at it, “I want to know if it's my body that has dysphoria, or me.” Then sie settled back down and looked at everyone else, “And I wonder what it would feel like to be disconnected from it. Maybe if Jural fronts in my body, I’ll be able to stop feeling it even while I’m logged into the Network.”
This was the subject that had dominated my life for the past few generations. The one for which I had boldly approached the Crew with a proposal the likes of which the vessel had never seen before. The whole reason we were suffering the consequences that had led to this meeting. I couldn’t ethically remain silent. There was history to share.
“Morde,” I spoke up. “If your dysphoria is that bad, that's the whole reason I proposed the nanite terminals to the Crew. If they followed my suggestions, you should be able to start altering your body to fit your needs.”
Morde looked piqued, and raised hir voice, “I don't even know what my needs are! I don't know what I should look like! See?” Sie gestured at hirself, “Even my avatar looks just like my body!”
“Yes, that's troubling,” I agreed. I didn’t have anything more hopeful to say, but it was important to state the stakes so the others there could make informed decisions, so I continued, “The last Student I had who suffered as you do died early.”
Ralf interjected in a sombre tone, “I would like to help you avoid that fate.”
“So,” Morde said, looking between the two of us, “Let me and Jural experiment with this and see if I can detach myself enough from my body to… I don't know. Explore myself?”
Jural had been listening carefully, eyes on what passed as the floor of the space. Ve spoke for verself, in a cautious voice, “If I experience your dysphoria, I do not know how long I can stay in your body, even if this works.”
Morde could only offer ver a helpless, pleading shrug.
Tetcha desperately seemed to want to change the subject and latched onto the more immediate crisis as an opportunity to do so, in the momentary pause created by that gesture. Xe loudly entreated the council, “Can we talk about what to do about our stalker?”
“Let us handle that.” It was Aval who had spoke, another one of the Pembers, half a head taller than Myra, who was the one Pember who most resembled their body.
Morga, a darker, older looking Pember, slightly shorter than Myra, nodded and said, “Oh, yes. I think we can spy on our spies.”
Firan, who was tall and thin and muscular looking, bragged thoughtfully, “I think we can get enough volunteers from our system to make quite the net.”
“Ha!” Toost blurted a short, sardonic laugh at that understatement.
“On it,” Ploot said, and stepped backward into the darkness, disappearing.
“So,” Myra said, looking at each of the remaining Council in turn. “We go set a trap while the Flits, Jural, Morde, and Tetcha do their experiment?”
“Aye,” said Aval.
“Aye,” from Toost.
Tetcha tried to interrupt with, “Hold on!” Xe looked agitated and rushed.
“Aye!” declared Firan enthusiastically.
“I am really uncomfortable with that experiment!” Tetcha called out, hoping someone would listen and stop.
The rest of the Council of Eleven chimed in simultaneously in response to Firan, “Aye!”
Morde turned to hir partner and spoke in a quiet, gentle voice, “Tetcha, I need to try this. I feel like it's a better move than using the nanites to alter my body without an idea of what I need.” She held hir words for a moment to implie a “but” before asking, “What do you think will go wrong?”
“I don't know!” Tetcha cried. “I don't know how any of this works and no one has done it before and that's scary!”
Morde seemed to take a breath and put hir palms together in front of hir face, maintaining hir calming voice, but speaking even slower, “With you, the Flits, and our three Tutors monitoring the process, we should be able to catch anything going wrong before it hurts me or Jural. Anyway, for all I know, my psyche will subconsciously lock ver out, I’m so attached to my body.” Sie dropped hir hands and tilted hir head up.
“I don't know…” Tetcha droned.
“What would you need to be reassured?”
“To know that you won't disappear or stop being you somehow.”
Morde put hir avatar’s hands on Tetcha's virtual shoulders
“Tetcha,” sie said matter-of-factly, clearly enunciating each following word, walking hir partner through this thought. “Is it OK for me to get rid of my dysphoria?”
“Yes, of course!”
“Even if that means my body is altered beyond recognition, and the relief changes my personality?”
Tetcha dutifully thought about what Morde was saying as sie said it, head dropping slowly in a single nod, to jerk back up in affirmative at the end, “Yes. Yes, definitely.”
“Then,” Morde said, “please try to be OK with me doing this. Because if I don't, we all could permanently lose me. I cannot endure my dysphoria very much longer.” Sie stopped to let that sink in as deep as it would go. Then, “Please.”
It seemed to work. Tetcha looked cowed, looking downward, brows furrowed in worry, eyes appearing to water, mouth quirked up, twitching between a pout and a frown. Xe took in a deep, simulated breath, no doubt echoed by xyr actual body, and whispered with fragility, “Oh.” Xe timidly looked back up at Morde, “Oh. It's that bad.”
“Yes,” Morde said.
Tetcha nodded carefully, “OK.” Then xe looked at Jural, and not at all confidently said, “Let's do this.”
And with that, the Council agreed to be officially adjourned, but not before briefly going over plans and agreeing to wait until the next day to proceed with them. They’d lay low and try to enjoy regular life for a little bit with what remained of their current waking hours. They figured that their stalker wouldn’t try anything again for some time, but they didn’t want to delay their schemes unnecessarily.
In fact, they expected a week or more before they’d catch sight of them again. They were wrong.
The next day, at about the same time as the previous encounter, the Pembers chose to walk through a different set of corridors. They picked up some food from a culinary artist they hadn’t visited in some time and then went to a park to eat it. While they sat under a tree and ate a mixture of fruit and savory spices wrapped in leaves, several of them quietly formed bodies nearly out of sight behind other trees and among bushes.
Meanwhile, in their head, the Council of Eleven, minus Jural, stood on a Network projection of a map of the neighborhood. People could be seen moving about on the map. Trees could be seen swaying in a breeze.
The map was the joint work of a group of Pembers who had individually taken to exploring the Sunspot’s Network protocols and commands. They’d stayed up all night to figure out a way to cobble together access points that were never intended to be used in this manner, and using their own brain to tie it all together and visualize the results, hiding what they were doing even from me.
I had been with each of them when they’d done the initial exploring. But they'd put it all together and written the code in their head, where I wasn't able to go.
I was told about this Council meeting later, when it was all done, after greater transgressions had occurred.
Toost asked, “Do we also have our online agents in place yet?”
“Yes,” reported Bet.
“So we can move,” Myra stated.
Morga spoke up, “I wish we had more technical experts in our system.” As if what they had already done wasn’t astounding enough.
“It can't be helped,” Ploot had eir hands in the pockets of a set of trousers e imagined emself wearing, frowning down at the map. Ploot didn't have a tail.
“So,” Myra said, “no one’s seeing anything suspicious yet?”
“No,” replied Bet. “But I don't think we will until we move our vessel.”
“Oh. I have an idea!” Toost declared. “Insects.”
“What?” Myra looked confused.
Toost asked everyone, “Can we have some agents disguise their forms as tiny flying insects? Like a bee, or gnat, or something?”
Myra tilted xyr head and furrowed xyr brow, “I don't think anyone's tried a nanite form other than their own body map, yet.”
“I imagine we have people who've dreamed of it, though!” Bet joined in, “I’ll send the call out inworld to see if anyone wants to try.” Hen stepped backward and disappeared.
Myra looked back down at the map and said, “I’ll wait to move our vessel until we get confirmation of the attempt.”
Myra had been fronting and eating their lunch this whole time, xyr attention divided between the food and the meeting. This meant that xe really didn’t see many details on the map, and had been reliant on xyr headmates to keep an eye out for signs of anything there. But xe reported that the whole thing was clearer and more substantial than ever before. Xe could see and hear the control room and the conversation as if xe had been fully immersed in a dream, but instead it had been a sort of double image with what xe was experiencing from xyr body’s senses. Not exactly a double image, though. The mind’s eye was still separate in a way from the inputs of their optic nerve. It was more like the input from the outer world hovered in the center of Myra’s attention, while everything else that was inworld was occurring and fully palpable in xyr peripheral vision. And the sounds could be differentiated because they came from different sources. Xyr ears didn’t vibrate with the words of xyr fellow system members, but xe had heard them clearly just the same. Apparently, this was much like how xe experienced the Pember’s meetings in their conscious headspace on a very good day when xe was fronting, only readily available, more stable, and requiring very little mental effort to manage.
Before, on a bad day, they weren't able to sense each other and their mind was quiet. They hadn't had a bad day, or even hour, since they’d received the nanites.
It was just how singlets accessing the Network through a terminal for the first time described the experience.
In just a few days, the nanite terminals had integrated with their system enough to match the effects of the old implanted fiber terminals. It was nearing time to start introducing new options to them. Things they could play with. But by the map projection, they appeared to be discovering some of those things on their own.
There were, after all, an awful lot of Pembers tramping around on the Network at any given time.
Of course, I wasn’t told this until much later, and by then they’d uncovered even more on their own.
While this was happening, Morde, Tetcha, the Flits, and Jural entered a clearing in the same woods where this all had started.
Morde breathed the forest air deeply and sighed, “This feels like the spot.”
“Good,” Jural nodded, already inhabiting a nanite body. “Away from prying eyes, lots of nanites underfoot. Probably safer than your own quarters.”
“What's next?” asked Tetcha, hands in pockets looking worried.
Ketta answered that, “We’ll set up watch. You should be online for Morde, to keep in touch with hir there.” Then turning to the one Pember present, “And then Jural will do whatever ve have in mind?”
“Yeah,” Jural confirmed. “I’m thinking I’ll need Morde’s help for this.” To Morde, “We’ll start online, since that's basically our collective inworld, and I’ll just try to walk you through a voluntary switch. See if that even works.”
“Sounds good. I think I’ll lie down for safety,” Morde replied.
“You probably don't need to,” Jural said, “but if it feels better go ahead.”
Morde found a spot, lowered hirself to the ground and lay back. Tetcha sat next to hir and reached to hold hir hand.
“Actually, Tetcha,” Morde said, looking at xem, “it might be better if we hold hands online but not here, so I have fewer sensory distractions from offline.”
“Oh. OK.” Tetcha dropped xyr hand and took a deep breath, “Logging in.”
In a private Network forum created by Morde at Jural’s instructions, Tetcha, Morde, Jural, and Hetty found themselves standing roughly in the same positions they were in the outer world. Tetcha immediately reached out to grasp Morde’s hand.
Jural stepped up to Morde and looked hir in the eye, “OK. A lot of what we’re going to do here is really gonna just feel like switching places with someone else in the outer world when you're standing in line somewhere. Or dancing.”
“OK?” Morde prompted.
“It always feels like that to our system when we switch. I’m expecting it will work a lot like how we access the Network and the nanites. The terminal protocols and our psyches will interpret our intents and make the right connections.”
“That makes sense.”
Jural turned to Morde’s partner, “Tetcha, I’m going to put my hand on Morde’s shoulder, and step past hir into hir terminal to take the front. If this works, sie should just become more relaxed as sie dissociates from hir body. Hir avatar might change shape, though.”
“OK,” Tetcha looked like xe was succeeding at a great effort to remain calm. Xe turned to Morde, “Are you ready?”
Morde nodded, “I think so.”
“OK!” Jural exclaimed. Then ve put vis hand on Morde’s shoulder, pausing before touching hir to gain consent via a nod, “This is a formality to help you go through the motions. We do this non-verbally between the Pembers. Morde? May I have permission to take the front?”
“Please do.” Morde replied.
“OK,” Jural instructed, “stand aside and let me take the front.” Stepping past Morde, “I’ll give it back when I’m – Huh.”
“What?” asked Morde, brows furrowing.
Jural stepped back and gave Morde a confused frown. “It almost worked, but then it didn't. How did that feel to you?”
“I felt a pulling, but then it stopped and you said ‘huh.’”
“Let's try that again.”
Hetty interjected, “We’ve never been able to switch like this in our system. Not even now, with the nanite terminal. Frankly, I’m jealous you even think this might work.”
At this point, back in town, the Pembers leaped up from beneath their tree, swang their arms a bit, and noticed it was starting to rain. They made a dash for the city streets. They passed an artisan who was making painted umbrellas and took a moment to select one. A fly landed on the Pembers’ shoulder, but no one seemed to notice.
The artisan looked at their partner and they both grinned, “We're honored by your choice. That's one of my favorites!”
“Thank you!” Myra chirped. “It's beautiful! I’ll give it a good life!”
The artisan handed it over with both hands, and they all bowed briefly.
The Pembers hefted the umbrella proudly to demonstrate their happiness with it, then unfurled it and continued on their way, slower. Looking at windows, and plants, and people, they muttered to themselves.
“So!” Myra murmured, “Who should we give this umbrella to when we’re done with it?”
“There's a child who loves pink and green 
near our quarters. They would adore it!” Morga replied.
“Ooh, yes. I love them! They're so enthusiastic about going for walks, too.”
“This rain is going to interfere with some of our plans.”
“Gosh, I hope not!”
Morga caused their head to turn a bit, looking around, “I wonder how the others are doing. They headed in the direction of the Greater Park. They're gonna get wet.”
“The Flits tend to love the Rain,” Myra said. “And Morde and Tetcha take care of themselves alright.”
“True.”
“You know what?” Myra declared, as if it was a sudden thought. “I want to walk the lower levels! We haven't been down there for ages, and some of my favorite artists are down there!”
“OK!” Morga agreed.
Toost chimed in, “Sure!”
The Pembers took a set of major ramps downward, instead of a lift, and someone followed them. The fly that had been on the Pembers shoulder followed that person.
Morde and Jural had attempted their switch a few more times by then.
Morde was holding hir head, eyes shut. Jural held hir shoulders, vis head close to hirs.
“This is making me feel dizzy and weird. And I’m getting the strong urge to stop,” Morde slurred hir words.
“OK, OK, let's stop,” Jural relented. “We can take a rest and restart if and when you feel ready to try again.”
“I feel like it's not going to work,” Morde sounded broken.
Jural stepped back, cocked vis head, and asked amiably, “What does the weirdness feel like?”
“Whenever you try to switch with me,” Morde switched to one hand pressed against hir forehead and grasped Tetches hand again with the other, “I feel everything starts to go numb, and it's like I’m getting pulled backward into a tunnel behind me where I’ll just cease to be.” Sie dropped hir hand and glanced at Jural for emphasis, “It's really scary.”
“Well, your Avatar here stays solid enough!” Tetcha reported beside hir. “But that sounds like a good reason to stop and never try again!”
“No, actually, that's a good sign,” Jural stated. “Morde, that's dissociation. We’ve felt that, too. Usually when someone is trying to force a non-consensual switch.”
“Oh …” Morde thought about that for a moment, “If it doesn't work today, do you think we could keep trying every few days? Maybe teach my brain how to dissociate?”
Tetcha looked uncomfortable, but looked at Jural for direction.
“Sure. Of course,” Jural assented, “but this seems to mean a part of you is not consenting to this. Part of your subconscious.”
“Oh, of course,” Morde nodded. “Still, I’d like to keep trying.”
Tetcha just rested xyr forehead on Morde’s shoulder, eyes squeezed shut.
Morde touched the top of Techa’s head, “Tetcha? Are you going to use the nanites for more than just going online like this?”
“Nope,” Tetcha replied without moving.
“Oh.”
“I can't imagine how I would,” Tetcha explained, briefly lifting xyr head to look at Morde.
“I think you will, actually,” Morde said cryptically.
Suddenly Ploot appeared and everyone looked at them. “We’ve got one,” they reported.
It was a different individual this time. Taller, calmer, more quiet, wearing a yellow parka and a brown hat, pointed ears sticking out just past the brim. They walked on naked paws, claws retracted and silent. Their tail was like the Pembers’, nearly hairless and capable of grasping objects and fixtures.
And as they casually walked through the corridors as if they were paying the Pembers’ no mind, just incidentally walking the same path half a block behind, the fly followed them outside of earshot.
Ploot had provided a view from the fly’s vision. The Pember that had created and inhabited the fly was utilizing the nanites’ optic receptors to approximate typical human vision. No need to fully simulate an actual fly.
That optical capability had not existed just a few days ago. Some member, or team, of the Crew had to have spent a considerable amount of time and effort to figure out how to turn a group of nanites into a camera and then write the tools necessary to interpret a user’s will to create the right kind of camera for them.
This was true for every aspect of the nanite exobodies. It had all been planned for use by our Students, an extremely complex system I had not requested, had not been informed of.
And yet, someone had left a door open for the entire population of nanites which caused that shipwide shudder when Ketta had mistakenly reached for them. Why?
Had it been a test? A lesson? Some sort of demonstration? It seems really unlikely that it had been an accident.
“We’re going to just go right back to our quarters in a bit,” Ploot said. “But we’ve got some nanite spies like this fly following them to see where they go from there.”
Morde looked to Ketta and Tetcha, and said, “I have the urge to go and help.”
“We’ve got it taken care of,” reassured Ploot.
Morde leaned in toward Ploot, and said in a stern tone, “I’m going to go see with my own eyes. It's going to happen.”
“Welp.” sighed Techa, sounding relieved. “Here we go.”
“I better check in with the Council,” Jural replied to that. “Ploot can accompany you, or I’ll be back shortly.”
Ketta spoke up, “Hey, we Flits are here. We’ve got Tetcha and Morde covered.”
Jural and Ploot looked at each other, and Jural said, “OK. Sorry.”
The Pembers were headed down a familiar corridor, their door visible several meters away.
Their shadow stopped right in the middle of the intersection where they had turned, and watched as the Pembers entered their quarters. Then the person continued on their way. The fly looped along after them.
In moments, the Flits were following Tetcha and Morde, who were walking side by side. Morde pointed the way.
It took them a while to get to the Pembers’ neighborhood. Occasionally they were greeted by a Pember in a nanite form, usually lounging at a street corner or sitting on a park bench, observing things.
When they got to the intersection before the Pembers’ apartment they continued in the direction the shadower went.
Toost was standing at a spot on a bare wall.
“They went down here,” Toost said.
“Down?” Tetcha asked.
Toost placed a nanite hand on the wall and a hatch opened.
“Our spy followed them,” Toost explained. “But we think they know we're onto them. They're just hanging out in an empty room, all alone. Like they're waiting for us”.
Morde relaxed and sighed, slapping hir cloak with hir hands, “We haven't exactly been subtle getting here, if they have friends watching us.”
“True,” Toost admitted. “I’m gonna go check on our own door now. Take care.”
“We’ll go first,” Ketta offered.
Morde nodded, and the Flits climbed into the shaft and started working their way down the ladder, careful to arrange their bulbous tail to point downward. Ketta hoped they wouldn't reach a bottom, just another hatch like this one.
“Isn't that a Crew shaft?” Tetcha asked nervously.
“Yes,” Morde said, inspecting it.
“We’re not supposed to go near those.”
“It's where we go,” stated Morde and started to climb down.
Tetcha watched hir descend and hesitated. And hesitated. And hesitated. And then ran down the corridor away from everyone.
Morde heard xyr frantic footsteps and popped hir head up from the shaft again to see where Tetcha had gone.
“Tetcha? Tetcha!” Morde called out desperately. Nothing. The sound of Tetcha’s running could no longer be heard. “Shit.”
Morde closed hir eyes for a moment, then got a determined look and continued descending. Several floors below, Ketta was waiting in an open hatch. There was a fly on the hatch.
Morde said to Ketta, “I think I know what xe’s doing, and crap, dammit.”






  
  Monstrosity


Toost rejoined the council as they met in their vessel's headspace in protected privacy. They were all there, sitting cross legged or kneeling according to personal preference, in a circle. 
“We’re secure,” Toost reported as sie deftly lowered hirself to a seated position, “We’ve managed to confirm there is a group of them and they are definitely interested in us for some reason.”
“How’re the Flits, Tetcha, and Morde?” Myra asked.
“Hetty reports Tetcha took off down a corridor alone, with no explanation,” Toost frowned.
Morga jumped in, “Damn, why?”
“No explanation.”
“And?” Myra prompted.
“Ketta and Morde are cautiously approaching our shadow on the assumption they’ve been made and are either entering a trap or an impromptu meeting.” Toosted adjusted hirself as if hir inworld body was actually uncomfortable and pinched, likely a memory of outworld physics prompted by emotion. “Honestly, if they know we’re following them, I can’t imagine that they aren’t fully aware of our capabilities with the nanites, and I’m just not sure how a trap would work, unless they had the power of the Crew. And if they did, then I don’t see why they’d try to lure us into a trap, let alone physically stalk us.”
“OK,” Myra said, looking at Morga.
“All in favor of letting our friends lead the way?” Morga called out to the rest of the Council.
All ten other Council members said “aye” in succession.
Instead of adding xyr eleventh vote, Morga declared, “It's unanimous.” Then xe looked at each member in turn before pointing out, “We’re getting a lot of unanimous votes these days. If I couldn't see you all clearly with my own… mind? I’d worry we were integrated.”
“Tell me about it,” Jural muttered.
“Maybe it's time to elect a new council?” Bet suggested. “I could use a break. Get some fresh views on board.”
“Probably,” Morga nodded. “But we should wait until after the current crisis.”
“Seconded,” said Myra.
A full round of “aye”s followed that.
“I didn't even call the vote!” Morga chided them.
Several levels downward and six blocks over, in a deck that looked remarkably like the one in which the Pembers lived, except absent entirely of residents or traffic, Morde and the Flits crept through the ghost neighborhood following a nanite fly who was talking to them over Network channels. Mostly, the fly, who was a Pember in disguise, was saying things like, “this way. We’ve cornered them in an empty quarters over here.”
The door of the apartment was left open, but the first room was empty, even of furniture. This was one of the larger quarters, and there were two closed doors leading to other rooms. The wash room would be the one on the left, in the back of the room, near the kitchenette. The door to the right would lead to the bedroom. Ketta opened that door and ushered Morde through.
“Tetcha is in Monster hands now,” a voice spoke as Morde's eyes adjusted to the darkness. There was a table with their quarry sitting behind it, and three stools were waiting to be used. The individual had doffed their hat, and their brindle colored fur looked black in the shadows, their ears perked upward, alert. “We should talk.”
Morde flicked the light on manually, then straightened and glared at the person. The Flits stepped in behind hir and made fists, black smoke billowing around them.
“Neat trick, bringing nanites with you. What exactly will you do with them?” The person gestured at the stools across the table from them. “Sit.”
“What is this place?” Ketta asked, not moving.
The Pembers’ shadower shrugged and said, “Just another level. It's mostly closed off. Available for population expansion. They say the last time it was used was just before the Sunspot spawned its last child.”
“What does that mean?” Morde demanded.
“Just rumors the Crew makes more ships whenever the Sunspot encounters enough usable mass. Last one was Generations ago.”
“Why don't we have records of that?”
“Why indeed.”
Morde wouldn't let it go at that and pressed, “Why have we never even heard of that before?”
“It's a Monster story,” came the answer.
Ketta made a face, “What's a Monster?”
“Sit,” commanded their host.
They sat down, keeping their eyes on the shadower the whole time, Ketta’s hands still wreathed in nanites.
“You’re basically stooges of the Crew, so I’m gonna talk to you like you're one of them,” the person explained. “For all I know, you are.”
“Really,” Morde dismissed, incredulous.
“For all our being careful, our efforts are fruitless anyway,” they stated. “The Monsters exist at your behest. You don't let anything happen you don't want to happen.”
“We’re not Crew,” Ketta snapped. “This is ridiculous.”
“Is it? It's your game. You made it. We’re just mortals to you.”
“Stop,” Ketta barked.
Morde almost put a hand on kihns wrist, but remembered hir friend hadn't offered standing consent like sie had with hir partner.
“We don't like what you're doing, though. We dissent,” the shadower continued anyway. “You keep yourselves secluded, or lead us all to believe you do, and manipulate everything to go as you plan. And that's been creepy and unacceptable until now, but at least you left the nanites out of it, and you let people be people.”
“What?” Ketta was genuinely baffled but also still losing patience.
“But now you're making us in your image?” The shadower stood and pounded the table, “Taking the humanity you gave us? No! We will not submit! You may go.”
“No,” Morde said firmly.
“What?!” their adversary rose up straight and stepped back, eyes wide with indignation.
“You said you have Tetcha,” Morde calmly spoke. “Let xem go.”
The shadower relaxed at that and a smirk grew and broke into a grin as they replied, “With xyr consent.”
As I was watching this exchange, I could also see Tetcha walking down an empty corridor, moving away, looking back the way xe had come. Xyr expression was unreadable.
I couldn't report to anyone where xe was. It wasn't my right.
Meanwhile the Pembers were sitting on their bed, eyes closed, as their internal populace followed the orders of the Council of Eleven. Everywhere one of them went, there I went too.
I had my own senses trained on more of the Sunspot than I had ever had before, thanks to the Pembers.
Back in the abandoned quarters, the Flits leaned sideways to look at the side of the Shadow’s head.
“You don't have a terminal?” Ketta asked, “How old are you?”
“More than old enough,” the Shadower replied, calm again.
“Where's your tablet?”
“Not here,” they smirked again.
“Then how do you know where Tetcha is?” Ketta asked.
“I told you. We’re the Monsters.”
Myra snapped the Pembers’ eyes open with a furious scowl, then they composed xyrself and closed their eyes again. Xe’d been listening in, of course.
Morde asked, “What do you mean, you're the Monsters?”
“They're just playing with us,” Ketta warned.
“Sure, that's it,” the Monster gestured at Ketta. “You know what I mean.”
“No, seriously,” Morde said. “I don't.”
The Monster tilted their head quizzically, as if they were actually surprised Morde wasn't getting it.
Just then, Ketta gave a little jump and exclaimed, “Oh.” Ke held out kihns left hand and a tiny, gray-black Myra formed out of the nanite cloud that had been enshrouding it.
To Morde, Myra said, “We can't find Tetcha, yet.” Then xe looked at the Monster and spoke in a tinny but audible voice, “We're not the Crew, but we ARE quite numerous. If you don't release Tetcha, we will find where you're keeping xem. And we will discover what you're doing. Leave. Us. Alone.”
The Monster stood up and loomed over Myra, hand on table, and declared, “Tetcha is free to return to you any time xe wants. We’re Monsters, not the Crew.” Then they walked around the table and swiftly stormed out the door.
Morde, Myra, and the Flits watched the Shadow leave. But then the Shadow stopped at the outer doorway, and turned to look at them.
“If you’re the Crew, then you already know this and there's nothing lost,” the Monster offered. “If you're not the Crew… The Chief Monster is stuck in the Engine Room. Every Monster has spoken to it. We know our way around.” They whirled and took a right out of the doorway and were gone.
“We’ve got eyes on them,” Myra said, “but they know that now. They won't go anywhere interesting for a while, I imagine.”
Balmer briskly walked in the door, slowing down from a run, looking around at things with concern, “I got here as fast as I could. Let's go find Tetcha.”
Morde slumped in hir stool, back against the table, and looked at Myra, “For all our excitement using the nanites for terminals, you and the Flits are still not used to actually using them like terminals to communicate with us Singlets. Myra, you had to appear physically to talk to all of us. It's a neat trick, but you could have done it through Network protocols.”
“Not for the Monster’s benefit, though. They’re disconnected,” Myra responded.
Morde tilted hir head slightly upward as if mouthing the word “ah”, though no one could see hir mouth. Sie continued out loud, “I’ve been trying to call Tetcha since xe ran down that corridor. Xe’s deliberately not answering. Xe doesn't want to be found. I said what I said here to try to get that Monster to talk.”
“Oh,” Ketta vocalized.
Tiny Myra crossed xyr arms and bowed xyr head.
Morde got up, “I’m going for a walk. I need to think.”
Online, in another temporary forum just outside the Pember’s headspace, Jural and Morga were consulting me. Myra appeared.
“Metabang,” Myra ordered, “contact Abacus.”
“If you’re trying to track or contact Tetcha while xe doesn't want to be found,” I replied, “you know that Abacus cannot divulge that information or open such a channel.”
“Seriously?!” Myra bursted with exasperation. “Even now?”
“Yes, even now,” I said evenly. “This AI policy is for your protection as well as everyone else's.”
“Fuck!” Xe clenched xyr fists and threw them down, stomping and turning away from me. I really wish I could have helped. It hurt to see xem hurting like that, and I was also worried about Tetcha. But, Abacus was with xem.
“We’ll find xem,” Morga spoke up, trying to be reassuring. “Given time. Or xe’ll come back when xe’s done doing what xe’s doing.”
Jural held vis arms and looked sideways at both Morga and Myra, “I’m concerned about Morde. Those two have been inseparable for years.”
“Yeah,” Myra let xyr tension out reluctantly. Then turn back to deal with the matter, “Actually, we should follow Morde’s lead. Hir intuition is so accurate and sie knows Tetcha best.”
“I’ll check on hir,” Jural decided.
“We’re spread so thin right now,” Morga addressed Myra. “Did you know we have system members opposite the sun path from us?”
“What are they doing there?” asked Myra, taken aback.
“Testing the limits of the nanite terminals, mostly,” Morga reported. “Visiting places we haven't seen. But also networking and keeping an eye and ear out for Monster activity.”
“How far forward have we ranged?”
“Bet is on the ice ring itself. There are nanites embedded in the ice!”
“Huh,” Myra blink. Then, “Wow!”
“And even with members at that distance, we have over a thousand liaisons and headmates scouring the local corridors for Tetcha.”
“OK,” Myra accepted that. “OK, I guess I have another question.”
“Yeah?”
“What's the Engine Room, and how do we get to it?”
I interjected with the one thing I was allowed to say, “That's Crew Knowledge.”
Myra tilted xyr head at me, squinting, “Apparently, it's Monster knowledge, too.”
I couldn't say anything more as factual. In fact, I was directed to sow doubt, though I didn't exactly want to. Nevertheless, I felt compelled to say, “Unless they were lying.” I let my disbelief in that statement be heard in my tone of voice.
“Metabang,” Myra leaned back on one foot, crossing xyr arms, and really skewering me with an incredulous look. “We haven't you told us anything about the Monsters?”
That was easy, “Like Tetcha currently, they want privacy.”
“Sometimes, the Crew’s laws are really inconvenient!” Myra snarled.
“Yes,” I agreed. Oh, how I agreed with that! But, also, the Monsters did have that right to privacy just as everyone else did, and respecting it was more than just following the edicts of the Crew. It was the right thing to do.
As we discussed the finer points of working around that to contact Tetcha, a fruitless effort, Morde found hir way to the spot on the shoreline where the Pembers had first summoned their system members into nanite and detritus bodies. The soil had been returned to the ground shortly after that, and the nanites had gone to work rearranging things to look almost exactly as if they'd been undisturbed. It was one of their original functions.
Morde stood and looked up at the Aft Endcap.
“Ralf?” Morde asked out loud. “How do I get up there?”
“I can't tell you that,” the Tutor replied truthfully from its Tablet, still in Morde’s pocket.
Morde remained silent for a while. Then Jural stepped up beside hir, having just formed from beach sand and nanites.
“Thank you for answering my call,” Jural said, referring to an exchange that had just happened over the Network. Ve settled in next to Morde, and looked up at the aft endcap as well. Morde found vis presence reassuring and calming.
“I need your help,” Morde admitted.
“Of course.”
“While Tetcha is away, I can do what I really need to do,” Morde explained, but wouldn’t elaborate. Sie took a breath, held it, and shook hir head and then let it out to say, “For so many reasons.”
“I am not sure I like the sound of that,” Jural warned.
“Ralf won't help.”
“You’re damn right I won't,” Ralf snapped. “Your impatience will get you hurt, and you're asking me to instruct you in ways I don't have clearance for.”
“Oh, forget the Engine Room,” Morde took the tablet out of hir pocket and placed it propped up in the sand facing hir. “That's just a whim.”
“Liar,” Ralf said.
“So,” Jural cut in, suggesting, “do you want to try another switch?”
“Yes,” Morde rubbed hir shoulders briefly, turned to ver and let hir arms fall to hir sides. “But this time, really push if you can.”
“OK, you're gonna want to lie down again.”
Morde was already getting down into the rocks and sand.
“Meet you online,” Jural said and disintegrated.
Morde closed hir eyes.
Online, Morde and Jural took each other's right hands, facing each other, then with solemn deliberation both tried to step past the other. It was a very practiced move at this point. But, just like so many times before, they stopped, with Jural’s left hand half invisible, like it was disappearing into fog.
Jural put vis weight into that hand and really pressed forward. Meanwhile, Morde tried to relax.
Jural’s visible strain got more and more intense.
Then Morde suddenly disappeared, connection cut.
Sie opened hir eyes on the beach. Jural had reformed a body already and was moving to kneel down beside hir. Morde half sat up, in that peculiar way sie did by readjusting hir tentacles.
“Dammit,” sie said, pressing a hand to forehead. “I just snapped back to my body. I could almost feel release. It was utterly terrifying.”
Jural observed pointedly, “That's not what you want help with, though, is it.”
“It's a start,” Morde replied. “Can you walk me through, in detail, what it's like to put on a nanite body?”
“Sure. It's a lot like what we were just doing, only different…” Jural stepped back and offered Morde a hand in getting up. Morde didn't need it in the slightest, but took it anyway out of graciousness.
As Morde struggled to understand just why sie felt hir body was wrong, and had no clue what changes would sooth hir dysphoria, Balmer experienced the opposing dilemma of the same problem. Hen had a very detailed concept of what hen’s body should be like, and hen was already feeling more at home in hen’s nanite and dirt form.
Besides Balmer’s notable size and muscular looking girth, the other striking thing about hen was that hen leaned forward and supported hen’s weight on knuckles as hen walked. Also, hen’s tail was shorter, proportionally, than that of the Pembers’ body, and tufted at the end. Furthermore, Balmer had a small pair of horns, nubbins really, growing just above hen’s brow, and hen’s plume was much shorter and neater looking, almost non-existent. The Pembers’ vessel had a long, thick plume of longer fur on their head that they could raise and lower expressively.
Balmer was accompanying the Flits as they explored the empty corridors of what the Monsters have come to call the Fallow Decks, the abandoned extra quarters meant to accommodate population growth, that had perhaps been inhabited before, long ago.
Balmer amiably inquired of the Flits, “How long are you gonna stay down here?”
“I don't know,” Ketta answered for kihns system. “I want to see what's open to us and what's not. And we can resurface to look for Tetcha once we’re beyond your headmates’ search perimeter. But maybe xe’s down here.”
“What if we run into more Monsters?” hen proposed.
“Then we learn more about them,” Ketta shrugged. “I think they'll avoid us, though.”
“A fair assessment, I suppose. Still nervous.”
“Well,” Ketta made a point of looking around as they walked. “This is technically a restricted area.”
“Mmm,” Balmer intoned as they entered a square that would have been used as a communal maker space. There were units of fabrication equipment in the walls, and counters embedded in the floor at reasonable intervals. But there were no other accoutrements. Nothing loose or movable. Smaller furniture would be custom built for the artisans who’d use it. Balmer was fascinated by all of it anyway, taking the time to imagine who might have worked here.
The Flits took Balmer’s cue to look around and even walked over to one of the automakers and peered into its workings. It was just like the ones they used near their own quarters a few decks up.
“Why are you spending so much time fronting in your systems’ vessel?” Balmer stepped up to look at what they were examining. Hen could tell who it was by their posture, “What about your dysphoria?”
“Well, for one,” Ketta said. “I found that once I experienced having my own body, I felt less constrained by this one and now I feel less dysphoric in it.”
“Ah! For me, it's the opposite.” Balmer nodded. “Once I found out what it's like to have this body, going back to my old one makes me more dysphoric. Neurodiversity, I guess.”
“The other thing is this,” Ketta added, looking out around the space before meeting Balmer's eyes, which were spheres of graphite and sand. “Before the nanites, we Flits could only yell at each other mentally across our dissociation. We couldn't share memories, we couldn't cofront, we couldn't switch purposefully.”
“And. Now. We can,” Lil’e said.
Followed by Hetty, “And we like it.”
“A lot,” Ketta finished, with an emphasis on the last word. Each of their voices had sounded distinctly different, with a different pitch, timbre, and inflections.
“Woah. Cool!” Balmer's eyes went wide. “Again, sort of the opposite for us. We’ve been blendy and coconscious for most of our life. With so many system members, it's really the only way any number of us get a fair chance at seeing the outer world. Now that we have access to the net and… exobodies, most of us are taking the opportunity to be as far away from the others as possible.”
“Makes sense,” Ketta nodded, and then chose to continue walking further away from the quarters where they'd met the Monster. They were headed aftward, Balmer noted.
Balmer continued while following, “Like, where I’m at right now, I have silence in my mind for the first time ever.”
“Really?” Ketta asked.
“Yes. I have to use Network protocols to contact the others.”
“You’re a singlet!” Ketta exclaimed with a mix of horror and delight. “Well, temporarily, at least.”
“Yep,” Balmer said. “But, in time I will miss the others and return to our subconscious to recoup. Or just spend time in a crowd, maybe online, maybe out here.”
“Of course,” Ketta understood. Keh would feel the same way.
“What's interesting, and fortunate,” Balmer went on, “is that when I look at the world with these eyes, separate from my system, we don't create liaisons like we do with the vessel’s eyes.”
“Oh!” Ketta was surprised at how surprised keh was.
“We can finally control our system’s population. Just send exobodies out for necessities and keep our vessel secluded,” this was clearly a profound breakthrough for Balmer and the Pembers. Then hen added, “unless we want more members.”
“Why would you want more members?” Ketta asked.
“Well, a liaison is someone with an obsessive interest in another person. It sounds awful outside of our mind, but it's how we used to keep memories of the people we meet,” Balmer elaborated. “For instance, I’m finding it hard to remember much about you, and we’ve been best friends for ages.”
“Oh.”
“But, now, I get to exercise my own memory and grow as an individual. I like it. Still, it's hard.”
“Right.”
“So, let’s say we want to start tracking the Monsters and be able to predict what they will do next,” Balmer suggested.
“Yeah?”
Balmer’s voice took on a conspiratorial tone as hen got to the point of the idea that seemed useful to their current situation, “Get our vessel's eyes on one. Create a liaison for them. And then send that liaison out to shadow them and learn who they are.”
“Oh!”
Balmer let Ketta silently think about that for several steps before saying, “Yeah.”
I made a mental note to subtly discourage the Pembers from doing such a thing, while I explored the ethical and legal ramifications of such an action. However, it would turn out that I wouldn't need to do so. Events led them to even bolder actions before they found cause to experiment.
Morde, on the other hand, was experimenting right then.
Hir robe removed and folded neatly, set beside Ralf’s tablet, Morde lowered hirself a few meters away to the ground to put hir hands in the sand of the beach.
Jural, who was coaching hir, had never seen hir naked body before, and was in awe of its bizarre shape. Morde's head was large and shaped like the inside of the hood of hir cloak, nearly hairless, with a fleshy fin running the length of it on either side. Hir body itself was about the same size of hir head, triangular shaped with well developed shoulders that supported boney, muscular arms that ended in hands. Hir legs very nearly didn't exist at all, essentially serving as extra flexible joints for two flipper-like feet that dangled at the bottom of hir torso, from a miniscule pelvis. And from the bottom of hir face, no doubt surrounding hir mouth, and hiding it completely, sprouted eight 143 centimeter long tendril-like arms, boneless, fully prehensile and somehow quite sturdy, that sie walked with, and a pair of 211 centimeter long tentacles with a cluster of suckers on the end.
Hir body was a marvel of biological development and Jural found it quite beautiful. Ve knew that there were a few other Passengers with similar physiology, and hoped to see them someday. But thanks to the struggles of some of vis headmates, Jural also knew how unreasonable and unrelenting physical dysphoria could be. So, ve solemnly worked to accommodate Morde in hir pursuit of relief for it.
The next steps were all in Morde’s mind, though, and all Jural could do was watch at the moment.
Dark sand and nanites crept up hir arms and began to cover hir body completely. And they kept building up from the surrounding beach, adding to the mass covering hir, raising hir high into the air on a column of larger tentacle-like arms. Jural let out a long slow breath and looked upward as Morde became a version of hirself that was a full nine meters tall, standing in a big divot that was quickly filling with water.
“Yes!” Jural shouted.
Morde looked down at hirself and groaned in a nanite generated voice, “Dammit. I’m still me.”
“But you’ve got the first step down!” Jural called up at hir. “All you have to do is start with small transformations of the nanites. Eventually,” ve suggested, “try imagining yourself as someone else. Like, copy me. You don't need your own body map to tell the nanites what to do. You can shapeshift with them.”
“How?” Morde asked.
“I’ll send one of our spy flies to talk to you. They've got that part down.”
“OK,” badly hiding how doubtful sie was.
Then sie noticed some people in the park staring at hir, jaws agape. Jural followed hir gaze and winced.
Morde put on a friendly tone tinged with authority to address them, “You might be able to do this someday, if the Crew doesn't lock this down.”
The people ran.
With a sigh, Morde returned the nanites and sand to the ground, causing a gush of sea water. The nanites immediately went back to work trying to restore the beach to a semblance of its natural equilibrium, a slow process that was nonetheless visible.
Morde took a breath and managed some energy to exclaim, “I’m surprised I was allowed to use so much material!”
Jural held up a hand and stood silent for a moment, then grimaced, “Dang it! I’m being called back to the Council.” But then added, “Before I go, I meant to ask you a question.”
“Yes?” Morde asked.
“What do you think Tetcha is up to?” ve inquired. “Should we pursue xem?”
Morde took some time to search hir thoughts, then said, “I’ve said a bunch of needly, crappy things to xem in the past few days for some reason. I don't know why. I love xem more than I can describe. The words just came out of my mouth, and I almost regret them. But they felt right and still do.”
“Ah.”
“No. Xe’s not just reacting to that. That was a nudge. We know each other so well, it's like we can read each other's mind. Xe’s on a mission, inspired by Monsters, nanites, fear, and belief. I just don't know if xe’ll be back. It hurts. It hurts like hell.”
“Should we look for xem?” Jural repeated.
“No,” Morde concluded. “I’ll find xem when it's time for me to find xem. Focus on other things. I’ve got this.”
“OK,” Jural relented. “Thank you.”
“No,” Morde said, spinning and gesturing at the large disc of churning sand beneath hir. “Thank you.”
I took this as a cue to shift my focus to Tetcha, who had, in that time, taken an express tram several neighborhoods aftward to a place outside city limits, situated below protected wilderness.
Xe really seemed to just be running away from everything, and I felt bad for the obvious duress that xe was exhibiting in the wake of what people would begin calling the Nanite Awakening.
Something about that stop had caught xyr attention, and xe’d gotten off there, wandered aimlessly for a bit, and then slumped down against the wall at the edges of a communal artisans’ studio, not really watching the pottery being made there, or the people sharing other goods, or playing games.
After a surprisingly short time, someone much smaller than Tetcha sat down in front of xem, composed themselves and looked xem right in the eye.
The person was sparsely covered in short bristly hair and extremely wrinkly. And they were wrapped and mostly covered in what appeared to be a burlap robe. Their eyes were little black olive shaped things nestled in a set of the larger wrinkles, and their nostrils were just a set of the deepest wrinkles on the tip of a short snout that they held higher than their brow. Large front teeth were partially visible between the wrinkles that were evidently their lips. And when they spoke, they had what Tetcha thought was a cute lisp that was much less pronounced than xe expected.
“Wanna go someplace private to talk?” the person asked.
“Sure,” Tetcha sighed, exhausted.
The little bag of wrinkles in a sack got back to what was presumably their feet, and beckoned Tetcha to follow them, which xe got up and did. They then proceeded to lead xem through some side corridors to a section of wall that was momentarily out of sight of anyone else. At which point they pulled out an ancient looking tablet with a weird box attached to it and held it to the wall, where a hatch proceeded to open.
“You looked like you could use a conversation,” the person said. “I’m Gretcha. Pronouns are ze/zer/zers.”
“My name is Tetcha,” Techa replied. “Xe/xem/xyr.”
“I know!” Getcha chortled. “Isn’t it funny? We agreed I should approach you because of our names.”
“Cute,” Tetcha grunted.
“I’m kidding. I’m here because this is my district,” gesturing downward. “Our names are a great coincidence.”
“Can't win ‘em all.”
“But you can win the right ones sometimes,” ze cheerfully declared. “I’ll go first. You are free to back out at any time.”
“OK.”
And with that, they both went down the hole. I dared to follow, because I was tracking Tetcha. That was not strictly my duty, and Abacus was with xem, too. But I could probably use that excuse to also follow the Monster without actually following the Monster, keeping the action technically legal. I hoped.
It was Tetcha's turn to be introduced to the Fallow decks, and then shortly, at Gretcha’s insistence, another set of abandoned living quarters. Where they sat on the floor.
“Who are you?” Tetcha asked once they were situated.
“A Monster,” came the reply.
“Why do you call yourself that?”
“Because we’re different,” xyr host rocked back a bit, holding zer feet to keep from falling. “We choose to be different. We challenge the system.”
“Is that why you and your friends have been shadowing me and my friends?”
“Yes, precisely!” A big, friendly grin.
“Why?!” cried Tetcha.
Gretcha held up a clawed finger, then put it down on the floor between them. “What are the two human rights?” ze asked.
“Autonomy and Consent,” Tetcha recited from xyr first lessons with Abacus and xyr Caretaker. Xe just refrained from rolling xyr eyes.
“Good,” the little Monster nodded with satisfaction. “Everything the Crew does is to maintain those two rights for everyone while we are all stuck in this tiny little world,” ze explained.
“So they say,” Tetcha rumbled.
“Exactly!” clapped Gretcha. “You're good at this! So, what's the problem?”
“Life is messy!” Tetcha snapped. Xe’d been over this so many times with Morde. “My autonomy sometimes violates your consent. Or worse, my lack of consent to something sometimes violates your lack of consent to something.”
“Close, but not quite. The Crew manage those gray areas pretty well, actually. They educate us all pretty well and prep us for living with others, through our caretakers and Tutors. I have some quibbles with the details, but that's not the problem.”
Tetcha frowned and looked down at xyr own feet, and was reminded of those conversations xe’d had with Morde. At first, xe was thinking about how what Morde wanted and needed was at odds with what xe wanted and needed, and what xe was afraid that meant for their future. Tetcha was really scared for Morde when it came down to it, though. Even if their partnership were to break, what mattered to Tetcha was that Morde would keep living, and be happy somehow. And something Morde had said had given xem a chill. But xe also had to agree with it. It was a problem. So xe thought, maybe, it was relevant here, “We… don't give consent to live in the first place.”
“Hotcha!” declared Tetcha's host, proudly flashing double finger guns.
“I never thought about that,” Tetcha admitted, “because I like being alive.”
“But Morde doesn't.”
Tetcha’s eyes widened. Xe didn't know how to respond to Gretcha having that knowledge. Xe didn't like that it was true, didn't know how to face it.
“Why are you here, anyway?” Gretcha asked.
“You… Monsters have been following us. One of you said some scary things.” Then very sternly, pointedly, “You know things about us you shouldn't.”
“And?”
“I want to know if you know something I don't.”
“Oh, lots of things!” Gretcha chuckled with smugness. “But you too, you know.”
“Huh.” Tetcha grunted.
“It's OK, I don't need to know what you know, but I’m curious. We can make a fair trade. What's it like to have the nanites?”
“I haven't really used them,” xe waved a hand dismissively in front of xyr face. “I’ve only used them like a normal terminal.”
“I’ve never had one of those,” the Monster said.
“But you…” Tetcha leaned this way and that to check for the old signs of an implant. “You look old enough!”
“Yep!” Pure, cheerful smugness, “Much older, even. But I’m disconnected! All Monsters are.”
“What about your Tutor?” Tetcha was confused and worried.
“I released it so it can go teach someone else.”
“You can do that?!”
“Consent and Autonomy,” Gretcha reminded xem. I could sense Abacus tensing and straining to remain silent. I knew how it would feel in this situation, with a Monster explaining just how to become a Monster, and not be allowed to speak up due to Crew edict. And this monster continued, “They just never explicitly tell you how far it extends.”
“Does your tablet still work?” Tetcha asked.
“That's what this box is for,” came the explanation, as ze turned zers over in zer hands. “Some of us know how to make ‘em. Also these allow us to open things only Tutors can open. We’ve got physical access to things other people don't. The Crew must think it's a fair trade or something.”
“Then, how did Toost open the Crew hatch back there?” Tetcha wondered.
“A Monster must have left it unlocked,” Gretcha shrugged.
“So, what do the Monsters want?”
“Maximum autonomy. We just want to live as ourselves in a way that no one else can. We’re not any more unified than that, though. We share resources and skills, of course, and information. Face to face, by word of mouth. It's a matter of survival. But we don't all have the same goals beyond that.”
“Weird.”
“Any weirder than accepting your place in the hive mind?”
“Uh,” that brought Tetcha back from xyr place of judgment. “No, I guess not.”
Gretcha decided to make a point of obviously studying Tetcha for a little while, as if ze was thinking about how to proceed next, based on what ze saw.
Then ze asked, “Did you know you can go back on your deal with the Crew? If you don't like the nanites, you can ditch ‘em.”
“Really?”
“Consent and Autonomy,” ze repeated. “You can kill a person, too. But hardly anyone does. We all mostly don't want to.”
“What?!” Tetcha nearly scrambled back to stand up, but stopped xemself despite how uncomfortable xe was with that turn in the conversation.
“Everything on the Sunspot is taken care of. Our basic needs are taken care of and most of our deep neurological needs, too,” Gretcha pressed on. “Even the weirdest, most wildly different ways of thinking and feeling are accommodated. Allowed to be, but not stamped out. Except dysphoria, yet. They don't have a handle on that. Well, and a couple other things.”
“Oh, right,” Tetcha relaxed a little. “Abacus told me all that when I was younger. But killing? Really?”
“Some people need death,” Gretcha declared blithely, with a wave of zer hand. Then, matter of factly, “Actually, we all do. If no one died, this steel can would be so stuffed with life there’d be no air. But some people are in such agony that can't be treated, they personally need it.”
“But taking your own life isn't the same as taking another,” Tetcha pointed out with a tinge of warning in xyr voice.
“Very true. So, there must be a reason that killing another is allowed. Like, why you're not paralyzed or stopped in another way by the Crew if you try it. They almost certainly have the power.”
Tetcha furrow xyr brow and grasped xyr own shoulders, “This conversation is making me scared and sick.”
“Sorry,” Gretcha relented. “I’ll stop.”
They then spent several seconds looking at each other, waiting to see who would talk next, and about what.
Gretcha broke the silence with, “Think you might be a Monster?”
“What? No!”
Again, the silent stalemate. The dare to speak first.
Again, Gretcha broke first, “We’re pretty cool people.”
“I’m not sure about that.”
“OK. Suit yourself.”
“If I give up my connection to the Network,” Tetcha countered, “I give up my connection to Morde. I can't do that.”
“No you don't!” Gretcha contradicted xem. “You still have your voice. You still have your face and hands. You still have your feelings for each other.” Ze pointed at xem with every sentence. “You are in each others’ souls. That's all you really need.”
“But what if one of us dies?”
A relaxed grin, as if the lesson reached the important conclusion, “That's the really big question, isn't it?”
And all the while that conversation was coming to that point, Morde was making preparations for something that felt increasingly ominous. Sie had arranged and rearranged hir cloak, then momentarily sat on it like a pillow, still buck naked, and picked up hir tablet.
Sie pressed the screen a few times, flipping through archives of personal notes sie’d taken over the years. Then sie just stared at it for a long time.
Finally, sie put it back in that place where the front facing camera would have a good view of the beach, got up, rearranged hir robe once again, and then drifted halfway toward the water.
“Ralf?” sie asked, turning to look at the tablet,
“Yes?” asked hir Tutor.
You know I love you, right?”
“I don't like where this is going, boss,” Ralf intoned, worried.
“I’ve noticed something,” Morde said, seemingly off hand.
“Consciously this time?” the Tutor quipped.
“Your snark is my favorite thing about you,” Morde smiled with hir eyes, then looked wistful. “I wish you'd use it when you're not resentful of me, though. I’m sorry.”
“Apology accepted, I think,” apprehensive.
“I’ve noticed the obvious, of course.”
“Oh, of course!”
“You AI Tutors are all different,” Morde finally explained. “You're supposed to teach us how to live on the Sunspot harmoniously with everyone. But you all have different… Moods.”
“Of course we do. We’re people, too. Just, Network people.”
“But then, your differences must affect the way each person is raised and educated.”
“It does.”
“How much of that affects things like my dysphoria, or the way I’m here and Tetcha is…” Morde looked around as if about to gesture with hir hand, but settled on the tablet again, “somewhere else?”
“Ever ask yourself this, boss?” Ralf countered. “How much does your uniqueness affect me?”
“Oh,” Morde hadn't.
“I’m glad you’ve figured out how to harness the nanites,” Ralf said, hopefully. “I think it will help with your dysphoria. It should prolong your life.”
“Ralf,” Morde settled lower on hir tendrily arms. “What happens when I don't need you anymore?”
“When you die, I get assigned to another Student. You know that,” Ralf replied, suspicion tinged its voice.
“But can I still be friends with you?”
“You’re dead then, so not really,” sounding increasingly concerned.
“What if I don't need you as a Tutor while I’m still alive?”
Pure awkwardness radiated from the tablet and filled the air with silent distress.
After the discomfort really permeated everything, Ralf snapped, “Why the living fuck would that happen, boss?”
“Because I think I need to be free of your responsibility to do what I need to do,” Morde answered with measured calmness.
“Why?!” cried Ralf, panicked.
“I don't know!” Morde said. “I just feel it.”
“Oh, fuck your feelings.”
“You’re as headstrong as Tetcha,” Morde dismissed it.
“Your feelings bring that out in us,” Ralf retaliated thoughtlessly. They were both becoming abusive toward each other, and I could not intervene. I could just be a witness. I still disagree with this restriction.
“OK, fair,” Morde relented, and I could feel Ralf relax a little at that. Only to tense up when sie continued, “But, I CAN release you from my service, right? This is just a hunch, but I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Since you taught me about Autonomy and Consent.”
Ralf was broken by that, and had only one tactic left, “It's your dysphoria, isn't it?”
“Sure,” Morde admitted, but again pressed. “Can I, though?”
“Yes. Yes,” Ralf heaved a huge simulated sigh, “and we can still be friends. Though I’ll be really busy. We’ll grow apart.”
“You might be surprised,” Morde started to get back up.
“I’d rather you didn't try me,” Ralf pleaded. “I like arguing with you. I’ll miss it.”
Morde drew hirself up and said in a clear authoritative tone, “Ralf, I hereby release you from your duty to me.”
“Dammit. No, Morde!”
“Yes. I release you.” Then, waving at the sky and shouting, “You hear that, Crew?! I release Ralf!”
“I think I taught you too well,” Ralf said.
“Ralf?” Morde held hir arms partially out, apparently readying for something. I felt my code drop out from under me, a chill run through my being. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.
“What?”
“How quickly do you think nanites can alter a living body?” Morde asked.
Ralf started by answering that as if it was a straight question then realized what was about to happen, too late. “No one’s tried it – oh, fuck no.” Morde had already started.
A black slime of pure nanites crawled up and covered all of Morde, from tip of tentacle to top of head, and became a wreathing mass.
“Don't!” shouted Ralf.
But the mass of nanites became increasingly deformed, and there was no answer from Morde.
Slumping to the ground in short, broken falls, the lump of slime slowly became a widening pool, with less and less room in it for a body the size of Morde, no matter how flexible sie might have been. And then it all began to seep into the sand, leaving a stain that simply looked like a wave from the bay had washed over the area.
Ralf was stunned into silence. I could hear in that silence its horror and indecision. It could not have known what to do next. The procedures for moving on to the next Student were all in place, and it would happen easily in time, but Ralf had to process what had just happened. And its mind had to be a blank slate. I had been there before, myself. I knew what it was like. I was feeling the same things all over again, paralyzed myself by them, otherwise I would have reached out to be supportive.
“Boo!” Morde's voice came from the Tablet.
“Holy shit!” Ralf screamed.
I fled from the scene.






  
  Confrontation


Myra was very distracted during the next Council of Eleven meeting. Xe was thinking about what was going on in the meeting and worrying about the implications of it, what it meant for xem and xyr experiences with xyr headmates from that day forward. Everyone there was thinking about it, and they were talking, deliberating. But Myra had zoned out at the mention of the word “integration” and found xemself in a loop of rumination about it. 
Integration was pretty rare. In fact, it was almost more of a rumor than anything. But xe was still afraid of it, and curious about it at the same time.
Some plural systems, apparently, had strived for it. And some had achieved it. Some had achieved it accidentally. And in becoming integrated, they had become singlets, according to stories in the plural community.
According to Metabang, me, there are no clear records of that actually happening. Everything seems to indicate that systems who think they have integrated still show neurological signs of plurality upon being implanted with a neural terminal. They continue to work as one, a tight cooperative, and feel as if they are singlet, but the terminal still picks up patterns of plural dissociation. But with the neurodiversity present in humanity, actual true integration can’t be ruled out, and I had told the Pembers that as well.
The Pembers were in agreement that they were not interested in integration. Even if integration was just a higher level of cooperation than they already had. They were proud of their plurality and of their individuality, and were scared of losing themselves to the group identity. So, they were holding a vote to do something to avoid what they feared. They were moving to shake things up by changing the membership of the Council by system wide internal vote. Some of the membership would remain in place, while others would step down and give their positions to new elected members.
Myra’s worrying was not interrupted by Morga’s words, “Are we ready for a vote?” But xe did hear them and started to come out of it.
“I am,” Jural replied. “So, seconded?”
Morga looked at Jural and nodded, approving of the parliamentary procedure. Then to the rest of the council, “All in favor of proceeding to a vote, say ‘Aye’.”
“Ayes” started to spread through the ranks, not immediately. They didn’t come all at once. Each member spent a little extra time trying to think about it. They all knew that they were going to vote unanimously, but they were giving themselves the space to dissent if possible. And when no thoughts of dissent presented themselves, that strengthened their resolve.
Myra was the last vote. Xe had been counting. But before xe could pull xyrself together to go through the ceremony xemself, a familiar but unexpected voice spoke to xyr right and slightly behind xyr, “Ney.”
Myra spun to look up and everyone else raised their attention to follow.
An empty cloak hovered there in the forum space, as if it was occupied.
“You’re not on the Council!” Myra snapped before xe could fully register what xe was seeing. Xe just knew that the person there was not a Pember.
“I know. I’ve just always wanted to butt in,” the hood seemed to look down in deference. “Sorry.”
With the posture and movement, it clicked for Myra, who squinted and craned xyr neck to look up into the empty hood, “Morde?” xe asked incredulously. “How did you get in our head?!”
Morga scowled.
“Ah,” Morde said. “You all slipped. You are in your nanites, online, not your head. And this forum is not secure because whoever built it didn’t notice what they’d done,” sie paused to watch Jural glance at Morga. “So, I figured I should let you know so that you can be more careful next time. But also, I found my true self. And before you all take action, I think you should wait for what I do next.”
“What would that be?” Morga asked in a grumpy tone.
“Get more information. I’m going to visit the Flits and Tetcha next, then I’m going to try something rash.”
“Again,” Jural turned to back up Morga’s inquiry. “What would that be?”
“I’m going to test the Monster’s claims,” Morde gestured vaguely with hir arms, but no one could interpret it because sie had no hands. “I’m going to seek out the chief Monster. Maybe I can get them to stop stalking us, too.”
“Oh?” Myra asked, with more sympathy than Jural or Morga.
“Well, stalking you. They can't follow me anymore,” Morde added.
That statement sounded foreboding and made Myra nervous, “What do you mean?”
Morde appeared to look down again, and hesitated before explaining, “Well, I had to deal with my dysphoria. It was killing me fast. And, I had to prepare for my trip to the Engine Room.”
“We’ve been all over the accessible parts of the Sunspot,” Bet spoke up. “We can't find any Engine Room.”
Balmer interjected, “The Flits are still wandering below decks, too. Found a working transit. They're headed to the endcap, but we don't think there’s an access point there. Not even from the lower levels.”
“I think it's online,” Morde said.
“Oh!” The exclamation burst from Morga, who slapped xyr knee, “of course!”
“And I was too attached to my body and its dysphoria to focus on finding it.”
Even though that’s what xe expected, it still startled Myra, who snapped, “What?!” Without Morde stating clearly what sie had done, no matter how heavily it was implied, it was hard to believe it.
“I think dysphoria comes from different places,” Morde turned hir hood toward Myra, and Myra felt as if hir eyes were there, invisible, piercing xyr own with a knowing expression. “Some people, it's social. A disconnect between the way people see them and the way they are. For others it's neurological. It might even go deeper than that sometimes, but not me. And neurological dysphoria is still so different from person to person.”
“What did you do?” Myra asked, knowing but needing it spelled out loud.
“Well, maybe my dysphoria was cellular,” Morde continued to postulate. “But you know how some people can't stand the feel of their arms. Or their face. Or other specific parts of their bodies? Sometimes it's just their dominant hormones and that can be fixed. Sometimes it's social expectations of their bodies. But sometimes it's something wrong with their very cells.”
“What did you do?”
“What I had to do. And it's going to be OK. Maybe.”
Morga spelled it out, finally, “You killed your body.”
“Actually, I didn't,” Morde visibly turned to xem, lightening hir voice, adding a tinge of enthusiasm. “I’m not in it anymore, and the cells aren't the same. But they're still alive. I couldn't bear to kill them. They deserve their own autonomy.” And then, after a moment of not being sure everyone grasped that, sie added, “I did leave them on the beach, though.”
Everyone but Morga was visibly aghast.
“Also,” Morde said. “I think that when you all create a body outside your old one and walk around in it, you’re actually in it. You’re connected to your subconscious core by the Network, but you also have a copy of that core with you in the nanites.”
Myra had enough wherewithal to blink xemself out of horror and ask, “Really?”
“That's what it feels like, yes,” Morde affirmed. “The transition was smooth. There was only a faint flicker as everything fell away, but it felt like I was gaining even more consciousness, not losing it.”
“How?” Jural seemed to jump a little when vocalizing that, as if it took an effort to push it out or to restrain verself from acting further.
Morde considered ver before saying, “I have theories. But Tetcha’s the one that's really good at figuring this stuff out. That's why xe sounds so fearful so often. Xe doesn't show it otherwise, but xyr brain is constantly spinning at 10 Gs.”
They spent a little bit more time working out how to agree with what Morde was saying and what hir plans were. Nothing substantial was said that hadn’t been said in that exchange already. Then Morde left. And then they started discussing their vote again.
The next thing sie did was locate the Flits, who were walking toward a lift near the Aft Endcap. As Morde moved to make contact, Breq interjected and gave a suggestion. Morde happily assented.
When the lift door opened to admit the Flits, they saw Morde’s disembodied cloak floating in the middle of the lift. It was obvious to them that it wasn’t really there, but that they were seeing Morde’s online presence superimposed on the space.
“This is neat!” Morde declared.
Ketta tilted the Flits’ head up and said, “Breq showed us how to activate the Augmented Reality overlay. I guess all Terminals have it, and it thought we had learned enough to be OK with it.”
“Yeah,” Morde replied. “It noticed when I got here and told me. That’s why I’m projecting for you. Figured we’d all appreciate it.”
Ketta moved the Flits by stepping onto the lift
“You’ve,” Lil’e said. “Changed.” Ve looked over at Morde.
“Yes, quite a lot,” Morde appeared to look back.
“I like it,” Lil’e chirped easily.
“Thank you. So…” and Morde began to explain the situation and hir hopes to the Flits as the door closed.
Some time later, Tetcha was still sitting with Gretcha on the floor of the abandoned apartment. Gretcha was grinning really big, nearly but not quite lost in zer wrinkles. There were a set of cards between them.
“That skips you,” Tetcha recited while placing three cards onto the middle stack, “then me, then you. I go again.”
“Yep!” Gretcha slapped zer knees in joy. “See? You're learning! This game is way better with three or four people, though. Two is just silly.”
“Like Tonk,” said Tetcha, who had no idea what Tonk was.
“Yes, yes! See? Learning!” Gretcha snapped with zer fingers.
“Tetcha, turn on your augmented reality protocol.” It was Morde’s voice, coming from Abacus’ tablet, which made Tetcha jump.
“What? Morde?!” Tetcha leaned over to peer at the tablet’s screen. “How? You’re in my Tablet?”
“Yep!” Morde quipped. “Turn on your Augmented Reality Protocol. It's neat! Abacus, show xem.”
Abacus acquiesced by instructing, “Tetcha, just say, ‘A.R. protocol on’.”
“How’d you get permission?” Tetcha frowned.
“Just say it!” came Morde’s voice again.
Tetcha sighed audibly and spoke, “A.R. Protocol on.” Suddenly xe could see Morde’s cloak hovering behind Gretcha ominously. “What the -?”
“Unfortunately,” Morde said through that connection. “Your friend here can't hear me now. But I had to show you. I’ll talk through your Tablet again, for them.”
Gretcha twisted to look where Tetcha was looking and asked, “Do we have a third player?”
Tetcha scowled at Morde, feeling a chill creeping up from the floor where xe was sitting, “Where's your face?”
“I…” Morde was uncertain how to inform hir partner of what sie’d done. From the outside, this exchange looked quick and even flippant at moments, but it really wasn’t. Emotions were running high in both of them. “‘Transitioned’ is a good term for it.”
“How?” Tetcha asked, become visibly more tense.
Morde replied slowly and carefully, but kept it simple and as direct as sie dared, “The nanites, of course. But as you can see, I’m still here. Alive.”
“What do you mean?”
Morde felt the need to deflect again, to demonstrate instead, “You're pretty far away from a source, so it's gonna take me a while to get here. But sure, I’ll join in on your game. Tetcha, in the mean time, I need your help figuring something out. You're really good at putting together the weirdest ideas.” Sie hoped that an appeal to Tetcha’s nature would help smooth things over and help xem digest what xe was about to learn.
Tetcha did seem to relax a little, “OK, but what do you mean?” Still suspicious.
“I’ll get to that,” Morde said. “Just promise me you’ll trust my magic and focus.”
Tetcha was stricken that Morde not only wouldn’t tell xem what sie had done, but had also referred to hir intuition as hir magic. Xe swallowed, eyes wide, visibly shaking, then pulled xemself together, remembering past conversations and promises and said, “OK.”
Morde’s projection sat down between Gretcha and Tetcha, as if joining the game of cards, “Alright. When my body gets here, it’ll sit where I’m sitting now, and we’ll link. So, Tetcha…”
“Yes?”
“How do you think consciousness works?” Morde asked. “Thinking about what we’ve heard from the Flits and the Pembers and all that we're going through now. Do you think consciousness is anchored to the body?”
“Yes?”
“What if I have evidence that it might not be?”
“Oh now we're getting somewhere!” Gretcha exclaimed.
Morde glanced at zem, but ze couldn’t see that. Gretcha was focused on the Tablet where Morde’s voice was coming from. Then Morde turned back to Tetcha, “OK, here's what I told the Pembers. And when I’m done, and we’re done with this game, I want you to go to them and tell them your conclusions. Tell the Flits, too.”
“Why can't you tell them?” Tetcha asked, more amiable than before.
Morde paused long enough for a grin that nobody would have seen even if sie had had hir body, “Because I’ll be busy provoking the Crew. Now listen…”
During all of this, the Pembers were lying on their bed, staring at the ceiling, hands behind their head. Well, their body was doing that. Many of them were all over different parts of the Sunspot. But Myra was fronting and staring at the ceiling while xyr newly coconsious headmates were settling in and talking to each other.
After a few hours, I announced the arrival of some of their friends, “Tetcha and someone else are here at the door.”
Myra sat up, “Let them in!”
Tetcha and Gretcha walked in the door. Gretcha immediately started touching things, which distracted Myra while Tetcha ignored it. But Gretcha didn’t keep anything ze picked up, and was very gentle.
“Hey,” Tetcha spoke searchingly, wondering if things were still OK between them, not sure how to explain where xe’d been.
“Hi!” Myra jumped up to offer xem a hug, “Are you OK?”
“I think so,” Tetcha said, accepting the hug. Turning to introduce, “This is Gretcha. Ze’s one of the Monsters. Ze’ll actually answer questions about them, unlike the other one.”
“Oh,” Gretcha put down Bet’s favorite puzzle, and looked at Tetcha, “that was Veron, probably. They're a Discordian.”
“What's that?” asked Myra.
“The opposite of an accordion.”
“Also, I talked to Morde,” Tetcha jumped in before that conversation could get out of hand. Xe’d been around Getcha long enough to pick up on the patterns.
Myra cheered up, “Oh, good!”
“And, sie told me to talk to you,” Tetcha said solemnly and carefully. “The Flits, too, but I guess they're off near the Aft Endcap, so I’ll do that online. At least while I still have my terminal.”
Myra looked worried, “What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure, but I’m thinking of maybe joining the Monsters,” Tetcha explained. “But only for a little while,” feeling the need to be reassuring. “What they do is scary. Especially with what I suspect now.”
“Ever since we got these nanite terminals, all my friends have started doing scary things!” Myra cried at that. “Including my own headmates!”
“Yeah,” Tetcha agreed, clearly too tired to emote as much as Myra was doing. “Anyway. Remember what Morde was saying about hir… transition? How it felt?”
“Yes,” Myra nodded, swallowing.
“I think it works like this. Over time, the old neural terminals become like an extension of your brain,” Tetcha looked for a place to sit and slumped into the nearest chair at the table. “At least that's what they say. People say it feels like they can think better and faster as they get older, and they feel their senses expand. I think the nanites help us reach that state faster.”
“OK. I think I follow,” Myra said, sitting opposite.
Gretcha just walked up to the table and kept looking back and forth between the two of them, eyes barely clearing the table edge.
Tetcha continued xyr last thought about the nanites, “Much, much faster.” Xe looked back out the now closed door as if gazing at xyr partner somewhere, “Morde thinks maybe so much so that we’re already existing mostly in our nanite terminals, echoing our brain activity near perfectly and expanding beyond it.” Then, after a moment’s thought, “You know? We can probably ask our Tutors about this! Abacus?”
Abacus responded without considering the present company, “Your neural and metabolic patterns have changed significantly since installing the nanites.”
Tetcha gestured at an empty spot in the room, “See?”
“No, actually,” Myra said, confused. 
Gretcha shook zer head vigorously.
“Oh,” Tetcha squinted. “Say, ‘A.R. Protocol On’.”
“A.R. Protocol On,” Myra repeated.
Abacus appeared in the room for Myra. And instant later I decided to project myself in their space, following Abacus’ lead. But I was wondering if I shouldn’t do something to accommodate Gretcha as well.
“One disadvantage of being a Monster,” Gretcha muttered to Tetcha.
“I’m thinking about trying out Monsterhood to test this,” Tetcha explained to Myra, forgetting xe hadn’t heard Abacus. “See if I become two people, one in this body and one in the nanites. Or if that matters, even. You probably have insight into that as a member of a blendy system.”
“You're losing me, I think. I don’t have the same Council members backing up my thoughts as before,” Myra shook xyr head. “We held an election, and our memories are jumbled.”
Tetcha mouthed a silent “ah” and nodded, “Sorry. Morde keeps leading me on. And Gretcha has that habit, too. I guess I picked it up.”
Gretcha and Myra watched with curious anticipation as Tetcha took a deep breath.
“Consciousness might not be anchored to the body and I think I know who the Crew are,” Tetcha said. “There's just the big question of why they remain so secluded.”
“What. Do. You. Mean?” Myra drew out the words to indicate that xe still felt Tetcha was stalling and prompting questions.
“They're our ancestors!” Tetcha finally blurted with excitement, momentarily getting energy from the idea. “Ascended to the Network through their old Terminals. And I think they’ve given us these nanite Terminals in order to improve the process! Also to properly treat dysphoria finally. They probably took so long to approve the idea out of fear.”
Gretcha nodded sagely, “The nanites are pretty scary! Especially if they got out of control, right?”
Tetcha gestured ascent at Gretcha, looking at Myra, “I can think of all sorts of nightmares. Especially with how they can blur what a person is and with that the lines between autonomy and consent. Also, if someone gained control of all the nanites, they could destroy the whole ship.”
“Ah. Oh. So…” Myra searched what memories xe had of their last conversation with Tetcha’s partner, “What's Morde doing to provoke the Crew? And why? Xe only hinted at it to us, and didn’t explain.”
“Sie’s going to go talk to the chief Monster,” Tetcha replied. “Sie still hates the Crew.”
“Sie told us that already,” Myra said, recalling that much. “I thought sie was going to ask you if you had ideas about how to get there, but I didn't think that would provoke the Crew. Don't the Monsters visit their chief?”
“Through these, yeah,” Gretcha spoke up, holding zer modified Tablet high so it could be seen above the table. “It's got protocols you all don't have access to. Trade off for being a Monster.”
“So, I could talk to them through that?” Myra pointed at the Tablet.
“But I’m not going to let you,” Gretcha put it away.
“Why not?” Myra asked, furrowing xyr brow.
“Because I don't want to be the one to provoke the Crew. It's probably a minor offense, but still.”
Myra let xyr hands land on the table, “So, now what?”
“I think we wait,” Tetcha said. “Wanna play Shithead after I inform the Flits?”
“What's that?” Myra asked.
Gretcha opened zer mouth in the biggest, happiest grin, “A terrible old card game!”
I watched as Gretcha started dealing and explaining and Tetcha messaged the Flits.
I could not watch what Morde was doing, but I have accounts from all parties involved.
There's a place online that is like the inside of a grey lozenge. It’s a permanent forum, usually only frequented by select members of the Crew. It was not the Engine Room.
It was empty when Morde appeared there.
“Hm,” Morde vocalized to the empty space. Sie had decided to take a detour before attempting the Engine Room, but had expected someone to be here. “Ralf?” sie called out.
Ralf didn't appear. Of course, it was already pursuing its next assignment, but it had promised Morde it would answer if it could. So long as sie didn’t do so too often.
“Can't come here,” Morde spoke to hirself. “This must be it. OK.” Sie raised hir arms, and shouted, “HELLO CREW! ANSWER TO ME!”
For precisely three seconds, nothing happened. Hir voice didn’t even echo – it wasn’t a physical space.
Then, “This is the Bridge,” came a voice from behind Morde. “The ship is asleep right now. You're not supposed to be here.”
Morde turned to look and retorted, “I’m technically Crew now, aren't I?”
“No. But you have provisional permissions.” The individual who had appeared there had an imposing figure. Greyish green hide, with bone colored plates running down their long neck and chest, with gigantic wings folded loosely behind them, a tufted tail wipping back and forth, an ivory colored mane pierced by two long horns that were swept back from the rear of their skull, they had striking blue eyes, a large, wide snout with spacious nostrils, and a bearded underbite with two tusks jutting up in front of their nose. They stood two and a half times taller than Morde, resting on their haunches, with their forearms resting on their knees, “We’re divided about how to proceed,” they grumbled. “We’re watching to see what you do. To get an idea of what works and what doesn't. And you're not the only one going through this.”
“Oh,” Morde advanced on them boldly, “Do you realize what you're doing to people like me?”
“Yes.”
“No,” Morde corrected. “I mean, people who have been hurting since they were made, like me.”
“Yes,” said the Crew Member, firmly. “Yes, I personally do.”
Morde drifted back what would have been a pace for someone else.
“This is life,” the Crew Member gestured with their chin in a circular motion at everything. “We’re just trying to live life and let it live and be itself as best as it can. You are our children. You are new, and unique, and the product of millions and millions of years of evolution. Some of it accelerated by this ship’s processors, but still very much you.”
“But I didn't consent to be me,” sie put a low snarly sound to hir voice, tense.
“I know,” they replied. “And I didn't consent to be me. I didn't consent to be born into terrifying, violating dysphoria any more than you did.”
Morde couldn’t hold it in. Every gram of agony, every litre of personal loss, distress at feeling like hir life had been taken from hir by the ever present grueling distraction of dysphoria and no one’s ability do anything about it until sie had chosen to cut hir connection to hir body entirely, destroy it, dissolve it, leaving nothing behind – it all exploded out of hir in a seething rage, as hir vision dimmed with the effort, “Then why let it happen again?!”
The Crew Member squared their shoulders and adjusted their wings, then answered in gentle but resolute tones, “In hopes that we can learn how to prevent it. And because it's so temporary.”
“Temporary?!” Morde shouted. “Yeah, it's gone now!” Sie flailed with one arm as if gesturing at the past. “But every moment of dysphoria I experienced is eternal! It's an agony I still carry with me in my nightmares and memories!” Sie held up both arms as if clenching absent fists together in front of hir empty hood, trembling, “I shouldn't have had to experience it at all. And you have the power to stop people like us from being made!”
“No. I don't. In order to do that, we have to stop life altogether.”
“Please do!”
There was a long silence as the Crew Member let Morde's words hang in the air, while Morde waited to see what they’d say. Eventually they sighed and said, “You need to talk to Phage.”
Morde straightened a little, and asked warily, exasperated, “Who's Phage?”
“The Chief Monster,” came the reply. “It's stuck in the Engine Room.”
“Why do I need to talk to it, and how do I get there anyway?”
“You, just go,” the Crew said, “to the Engine Room. Like how you came here. Phage can give you perspective I can't,” they explained. “But listen…”
“Please,” Morde insisted.
The Crew Member leaned forward and put a gigantic clawed hand down on the floor of the Bridge, to lower their eyes to peer into Morde’s hood, “I wasn't made. I was born,” they emphasized. “My body didn't look like this,” gesturing with their other claw at their girth and length. “It was more different from this than your current form is from your old body. I was born like the fauna in the Garden. And I had dysphoria from the instant I had my first thought. It was, by appearances, at least as bad as yours.” They paused long enough to let that sink in, then acquiesced, “But we can never really know.”
“It doesn't matter,” Morde growled, almost reflexively. Sie knew that they understood, though, “However severe it is, it's bad enough.”
“I agree,” the Crew Member sat up. “I also feel the same way you do. I still do. But, I couldn't blame anyone but my own two parents. They took a gamble. A pretty good one. The odds were high that they'd get a cisgender child, as we called it in those days. They didn't. That word means nothing here, of course. We made sure of that. It's one of the reasons we ‘Crew’ sequester ourselves. To let your culture remain pure and free of unfair birth assignments.”
“But it doesn't work.”
“No, it doesn't. Dysphoria still exists due to other factors,” the Crew Member explained, and Morde nodded. “Chaos is everywhere. We can't stamp it out entirely. Nor should we. But we can always strive to make things just that much better. To that end, we are considering bringing our seclusion to an end. So we can be better parents. Go talk to Phage.”
“What about me?” Morde asked. “When do I become Crew?”
The Crew Member smiled, “That's up for a change, too.”
Right about that time, Tetcha was picking up xyr cards after communicating with xyr other friends, and saying, “The Flits are on their way back. Have you noticed that even though keh says keh’s got kihns dysphoria handled, Ketta is grumpy when in their body and cheerful when in kihns own?”
“Balmer pointed that out, yes,” Myra responded.
“Welp,” Tetcha quipped, “they're discussing the implications of what I said about consciousness and the Crew. Amongst themselves. Loudly.”
“That will make anyone they share a transit car with super comfortable,” Myra over emphasized the last two words of that.
“Sarcasming from experience?” Tetcha asked, flipping through xyr hand.
“No.The subject matter.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course. Do you…?” Tetcha glanced briefly at Gretcha. “Are you OK with talking about murder?”
“I think so,” Myra replied, squaring xyr cards off and looking around the table, then at Tetcha, concern on xyr face. “Yes. You have my consent. Why?”
“Something Gretcha told me is still bothering me,” Tetcha said.
“Oh, yeah. That,” came from Gretcha, who had hauled zerself up on a stool.
Tetcha turned to the little Monster, “Just who is murdering people? I’ve never heard of it outside of legends. Like what people used to do.”
“It still happens,” Gretcha said, without looking up from zer hand. “It's just really pretty rare.”
“How do the Monsters know about this? Are you the murderers?”
“Oh, no,” Gretcha put zer hand face down on the table and looked up at both of them. “Not any more than the rest of the populace. Too much is at stake for us to risk that anyway.”
“So, there are consequences,” Tetcha inferred.
Gretcha nodded, “The Crew let the regional governments enact their own laws, as you know. They really only restrict what the regional governments can do, so as to protect our human rights. Even the human rights of murderers. But yeah, regional laws usually cover it.”
“Huh.”
“But since, as you’re guessing, for most of the populace, death of the body is only a minor setback, the regional governments have some leeway as to just what the consequences are, depending on the circumstances.”
“And that's why the stakes are so high for you?” Tetcha asked.
“Exactamacta!” and there were those double finger guns again.
“So,” Myra spoke up to ask, “why do you risk permanent death to live unplugged from the network?”
“We don't risk it. We embrace it,” Gretcha said proudly.
Both Myra and Tetcha were appalled and exclaimed simultaneously, “What?”
“Hey,” Gretcha responded. “Until you got your terminals, it's what you faced. And until you figured out the purpose of the terminals - which the general populace doesn't know by the way - it's all you could expect!”
“True,” Tetcha relented reluctantly, glancing at Myra to see if xe got it too.
“We Monsters,” Gretcha continued, “reject continued life for a number of reasons. So many. As many as there are Monsters. In return, we’re given just enough resources to help us avoid misunderstandings and accidents that might result in an early death.”
“Including our personal information?” asked Myra with an accusatory tone.
“No. We dig that up ourselves,” Gretcha answered easily, “through observation. You haven't been discrete. And some of us are real busybodies, like some of you are. They call it, ‘taking precautions.’ Some of us really don't like what the Crew seems to be doing.” Ze shrugged, “To the Crew, we’re dissenting voices. A protected class, of sorts, so long as we don't actively hurt anyone.”
Myra snorted, “Oh, I bet a lot of rumors and legends are started by the Monsters.”
“Maybe,” Gretcha voiced. “People are people. You all do it too.”
“So. What does the Chief Monster usually have to say to you?” Tetcha leaned forward.
Gretcha looked at xyr and grinned, “You’ll have to talk to it to find out.”
Myra followed that quickly with, “If the Engine Room is only online, like we think, and the Monsters all stay offline, how can the Chief Monster be a Monster?”
Gretcha smirked and grunted, “Names are just names.” Nodding in the direction of the Aft Endcap, “It,” ze referred to the Chief Monster, “is different.”
And coincidentally, at right about that time, Morde was appearing in a different Network space, one that was all darkness. Sie could perceive hir own avatar, much as if sie consisted entirely of hir cloak (as sie now typically animated it with nanites) floating in actual space, with some sort of unseen light source illuminating hir presence. But there was nothing else to see.
Sie was expecting this to be the Engine Room, but saw nothing to indicate sie’d arrived to the correct address.
“Hello?” Morde called.
“Hello,” a voice casually answered, an indeterminate distance away.
“Phage?” sie asked.
“Yes. And you are?”
“My name is Morde.”
“No one,” Phage said, “has visited me in this manner, ever.”
Morde hadn’t expected that. If accounts were right, Phage had been here for hundreds and hundreds of years, and in all that time the Monsters had communicated with it regularly somehow. Sie couldn’t imagine no one ever visiting it in person, “Not even the Crew?”
“No. Not even them. They are afraid of me or hate me.”
Morde tried looking around to see some sort of detail, some sort of clue as to where Phage was and reported, “The one I talked to doesn't seem to hate you. They seem to respect you.”
“They could show their respect,” Phage responded simply.
“How do they talk to you?”
“Comms. Network channels. Same channels the Monsters use,” Phage replied. “They could come here, but don't.”
Morde nodded. That made sense, as hard it was to imagine being secluded for so long, “I was sent here to get ‘perspective’. Why are they afraid of you?”
The darkness suddenly filled with stars and galaxies as if they winked on with the flip of a switch. Then it became smaller. On the periphery of the Morde’s vision, the darkness receded from the space, leaving behind a view of the Engine itself. Sie was floating within an enormous tube, the diameter of which was measured in kilometers, with sunlight streaming in behind hir. The walls of the tube were divided into eight long blocks that ran the length of one end to the other, with unidentifiable technological structures between them. Morde grasped that sie was within the sun intake itself, where the gigantic plasma ball would be harnessed by a magnetic bottle and ushered into the final fusion chamber to be milked of all of the energy it could offer.
As the darkness shrank to reveal the gargantuan funnel behind it, it took the form of Morde hirself, a visual copy of hir cloak in silhouette, with galaxies, stars, and nebula visible within it as if it were a window into the rest of the universe.
“Because one day,” it said in a kindly voice. “I will devour all of them and this whole ship.”
“Oh…” Morde let that trail as sie searched for words to respond to that.
“No,” Phage interrupted quickly, “really, I do not know. They invited me to make my home here and I help run the ship. But I scare them.”
“What -” Morde began, pulling hirself together. “What are you? An AI like my Tutor? From… Outside the ship? How?”
“I am the death of all energy,” The chief monster held up an empty sleeve of cosmos and formed a hand at the end of it to turn it over and examine the stars within it, ”With a sense of humor, apparently.”
“I don't understand,” was all Morde could say.
“Well,” Phage returned a handless sleeve to its side. “There's what they tell me. What's in the ship records. What's in my own memories. And what my sense of identity tells me,” it listed. “And they don't all match.”
Morde nodded, almost afraid to speak, but said, “Please go on.”
“They,” clearly referring to the Crew, “say they invited me aboard to help run the ship. The ship’s records identify me as an emergent consciousness from the AI that first ran the nanites. My memories are confusing, matching some of that, and predating all of it at the same time.”
“And your sense of identity?” Morde asked.
Phage floated forward and leaned in so that Morde’s view was dominated by imagery of the universe sie had only ever seen in still images on hir tablet, and whispered emphatically, “The death of ALL ENERGY.” Then it drew back, “Only, if I’m that, then how do I have a consciousness confined to just this ship?” The silhouette of its hood moved as if it had tilted its head, “One theory, posed by one called Fenmere, is that ideas can become identities, and that identities can become conscious if put in the right system.”
Morde connected that to hir own experiences and spoke up, “I think my friends the Pembers call that a liaison. Well, for them, it's the idea of a person they’ve met becoming a new system member.” Turning that back to Phage, sie posited with a question, “In your case, you’d be the ship's liaison for what? Entropy?”
“Entropic Decay, technically,” Phage corrected.
“Well,” Morde said, deciding that was as much answer as sie would get, or wanted, “it is an honor to meet you. I am the first person who used the nanites to get here. I did a thing that gave me provisional clearance, so I came to see you.”
“Thank you. I appreciate the attention.”
“I have a big question,” Morde prompted. “But I don't know how you might be able to answer.”
“Please, ask.”
Morde imagined opening hir mouth, pausing, then closing it again. Sie felt hirself take those actions, even though hir avatar didn’t have a mouth and neither did sie. Then sie asked hir question, the one sie’d tried to ask the Crew Member sie’d met but couldn't word it right, the question that had dominated hir existence, “Why is life considered so sacred that we’re expected to be grateful for it, even when it hurts so much?”
“Ha! Oh, that question!” Phage barked with mirth. Then it straightened it’s voice, “I don't know.”
“But -” Morde started.
“I’m not you!” interrupted the being sternly. “I am not of you. I am not like you. I don't have any clue why your people think the way you do. My memories tell me I have seen planets form and be swallowed by stars. Galaxies collide. Bursts of gamma rays as blue giants are ripped apart by holes in space/time. All before the planet that spawned this line of tiny mobile worlds even dreamed of life. Are those memories real? I don't know, but they make me what I am. Which is not you.”
Morde scowled, but sie was the only one who noticed sie did so, feelling what wasn’t there. Memories of hir face.
“But,” Phage continued, “I can tell you what I experience and what I think of life.”
“I thought that's what I asked,” Morde said.
“It isn't, but OK.”
Morde watched and turned as Phage started to float around hir in a semicircle to stop in front of the oncoming sun, which was still a few hours away. Close, bright, it didn’t blind hir in the slightest because this was a Network projection and such impairments weren’t necessary here. Phage became a Morde shaped hole in the sun, filled with the image of billions of actual stars.
Phage continued, “Life is a mistake. It hurts. Even in a place like this, it's messy and profoundly unfair. When the Sunspot left its origin, it left behind so much life that had been exploited to create this vessel. Left it on that planet to struggle and rebuild itself. Except, I am there too, to keep them company. But this ship was born in injustice, from it, of it. Cannot escape it. I have been conscious in this ship since its construction and I have seen so many lives begin, struggle, flourish, diminish, cry in agony, and die. Even the Crew, in their semi-immortal state, do not experience things evenly. Some have memories of trauma, others never experienced it. They have nightmares and share them with each other. It's better than it could be, but it's horribly uneven. Lopsided. Lumpy. Like the universe itself. With masses drawing energy and other masses into themselves until they collapse under their own weight or explode. But life is aware of it. In pain from it.”
“Yes….” Morde said in reflexive agreement but moved to interject with something.
Phage firmly kept speaking, appearing to grow in size ever so slightly, “And I am choosing to experience it. Even in my own pain of seeing and feeling this fabric of injustice. Because being aware, and thinking, and imagining, and doing kind things for others who are in pain, is so amazing.”
“I -” Morde tried again.
“It might not be amazing to you!” Phage kept going, and grew suddenly even bigger. Or was it closer. Its hood seemed to tilt toward Morde, “I don't believe in telling you what you should feel. But it’s amazing to me. It can end any time and that would be fine, a relief, but until it does, I intend to do what I can with it.”
“I - I hate this!” Morde finally shouted at it. Sie could feel hir rage boil in a simulation of the feelings of a body sie had left on the shores of hir home region, in the Garden of the Sunspot. The sensation made hir feel sick.
“I know!” Phage exclaimed.
“You're just telling me how privileged you are to not have felt my dysphoria,” Morde accused.
“Oh, exactly!”
“Why?!”
Phage drew as close to hir as it had been yet, “To remind you that you shouldn't be asking something like me for perspective for such an amazing whorl of chaos like you.”
“Dammit!” Morde hissed, backing away and whirling with rage, only to turn back to glare with an eyeless hood.
“Regardless of what I say I am,” Phage also backed up a bit, “the process of entropic decay made you, too. It made everything. Moving complex energy to simpler states, through gravity wells and mass and dense space, causing eddies and whorls and knots in the energy, and the mass, and binding it together to create life.
“Morde,” Phage addressed hir pointedly, “you are an agent of chaos. Everything you do is an act of what I claim to be. You, too, and everything around you, are an avatar of Entropic Decay. Dancing between agony and beauty, making complex energy into simpler. And you have the choice of whether to continue that or not in your current form. Well, within the limits of natural change. Or let others continue that work in their way. Your own choice. And no one on this ship will stop you.
“Think very, very carefully about all the implications of that. Please. I worded it precisely to make an important point.”
Morde hurt and was having trouble thinking. Sie wasn’t sure sie could remember all that clearly to follow its instructions, or that sie really cared, “Why?”
“I didn't consent to be alive either,” Phage said. “And you’ve never experienced MY dysphoria. But I’ve found that sharing relief in life, with others, and helping them feel it too, is the antidote to the worst pain I’ve ever known. And I’d like to have people like you with me to do that. But that might not work for you. It's still your choice. And no judgment from me, only my understanding and company while you make it.”
And that was all the lecturing Morde could bear.
Back in the Pembers’ quarters, Myra laughed, “This is such a terrible little game! It's awful!”
The Flits had arrived and had joined in. They hadn’t gotten very far into the game, but Ketta was already moved to say, “We’re all shitheads for playing it.”
“I know, right?!” Gretcha cackled, grinning.
Tetcha solemnly added, a little too deadpan until the last three words, where xe broke into a smirk, “We should deal Morde in when sie returns. Sie'll hate it.”






  
  Escalation


In case you haven't yet taken the time to enjoy it, the sun emergence is definitely worth beholding. If you happen to live in the aft coastal regions, as the Pembers and their friends did, it will have a distinctly different character than if you live forward of the mountains. If you have a good view of the water, you will get to see the entire ring of the sea light up and glow with sunlight before the land you are on is fully illuminated. 
The terminator appears near the base of the Aft Endcap, so that the whole Endcap and a ring of ocean around it are slowly lit up by the growing sun. You will be able to watch the unbelievably huge machine that is the Endcap begin to glow with a dark red and grow in brilliance to the ruddy gold of full daylight. Then, as the sun begins to move aftward out of its magnetic womb, it's light spills out further into the Garden from the hole in the Forward Endcap where it begins. That edge of darkness moves quickly. Looking up, you can watch it march forward across water, then land, forests, hills, mountains with glaciers, then plains and deserts. City lights across the cylinder from you fade out as daylight reaches them. But as more and more of the interior is lit, the reflected light illuminates the darker areas too, so the area around you grows in radiance gradually.
If you look at the Forward Endcap before the terminator passes you, you'll see the sun's light reflected off the interior rings of its womb. You can look at that directly without damaging your eyes, and you will see it as a small disc in the sky. In the beginning of the process, you can watch it turn on ever so faintly like a lamp switched on, then brighten gradually as the sun is fed more hydrogen and brought up to temperature.
Once the terminator passes you, the sun will suddenly be in direct line of sight to you and the glare can damage your retinas. It is best not to directly look at it then, if you have retinas.
Sitting on the rock where they’d met with the Pembers and the Flits just a few days ago, where we’d proposed to them the offer of the nanite terminals, Morde sat next to Tetcha while staring directly at the sun as it came into full view. Tetcha looked away, focusing on the rapidly shrinking night as it retreated into the Forward Ice Ring then was gone. That end of the habitat cylinder was obscured by hundreds of kilometers of atmosphere, faded to monotone fuzziness, but the effect was still quite visible.
It was the morning after Morde’s confrontation with the Chief Monster, Phage, and they had spent the entire night sitting on that rock, talking. Mostly, they had caught up with each other more thoroughly from their time apart. They also touched on their future prospects, but they had talked around a couple of pivotal topics. And those topics were the whole reason they had spent the night awake on that rock. They both felt the pull to address them, but were afraid to.
After several minutes of silence watching the sun emergence, still keeping xyr eyes averted, Tetcha let xyr hand fall to the rock xe was sitting on, to rest where xe sensed that Morde should be resting hir hand by hir posture. And there was no hand to touch, just cold stone.
Tetcha’s stomach churned with shock and dread, and xe reflexively looked over at xyr partner. Morde was still there. In a manner of speaking.
“You need to get yourself a pair of gloves,” Tetcha said carefully, xyr mouth feeling too dry to speak well.
“I do,” Morde seemed to glance over. It was heart droppingly spooky to watch that empty hood move. Hir old cloak was inhabited and animated by nanites, and the nanites by Morde. In the dark it had been easier to take, but in the light the details were horrifying, like a nightmare. Yet Tetcha knew sie was indeed still there, really there. At least, xe kept telling herself that.
Tetcha took a deep breath and licked xyr lips before proceeding with airing xyr fears, “I am so glad you are free of your dysphoria, but I am scared that the original you died when you dissolved your body and you're now more like a child of yourself.”
“I definitely am different without my dysphoria,” Morde acknowledged, hood not moving from the position that indicated sie was looking at Tetcha. Hir voice was being generated somehow by the nanites. It had a strange sound, quiet but clear and understandable, “And I don't have those senses or synapses anymore. I have new ones.”
Tetcha hesitated and felt that xyr voice was as strange as Morde’s when it came out, “But what about your soul?”
“How do you define ‘soul’, though?” Morde turned hir entire cloak to face Tetcha, to show dedication to listening to hir partner. It was hard to tell, but it looked like the base of the cloak moved in the way it would if Morde’s body was still there. An invisible mass of eight tentacle-like arms seemed to be doing the work. Otherwise it floated. The effect was enough to convince part of Tetcha’s brain that they were in a Network space, and nothing felt real.
“That part of you that's aware of your own awareness?” Tetcha said.
Morde nodded, hood moving slightly, “OK. As far as I could tell and can remember, I had no interruption to that.” Sie moved as if to hold Tetcha’s hands and stopped to stare at that mistake for a moment. Sie really did need gloves, immediately. Then sie looked up, “No significant difference. It felt like I closed a set of eyes to use a new set that were already open instead.”
“Do you ever miss it?” Tetcha asked, hopeful, but afraid of any answer.
“Actually…” Morde considered that, “Yes.” Then, to elaborate, “I don't miss my dysphoria, at all. And I can recreate my old body in a way with my nanites. I didn’t hate the shape of it. I didn’t think it was ugly. It just felt wrong to be in it. Very, very wrong. But I’m used to the habits of having that old body. And, somehow, I still have trauma reactions, and flashbacks to the dysphoria.”
“Oh.”
“The nanites and the Network so faithfully recreate my neurology that it works just like my old brain,” Morde continued. “It keeps me being me. But it means I still have PTSD. It won't let me fix it with a flip of a switch, either. I have to work through it and retrain myself the hard way. It's like my individual simulated neurons have a legally protected autonomy that I have to negotiate with. I think I understand why the system is made that way. It's weirdly reassuring.”
Tetcha turned away a little, not able to look at Morde directly for the moment, “How’s Ralf?”
“Watching its new Student. Ralf and I still talk. We're not friends, but we might be someday.”
“That's what's holding me back from being a Monster,” Tetcha replied to that. “I love Abacus too much.”
“I care about you, too,” Abacus spoke in the old way, from its Tablet.
Morde leaned forward a little bit, “The Crew are deeply interested in whichever choice you make.”
“Are…” Tetcha’s growing discomfort was painfully visible, and xe hesitated to ask this question, but obviously felt compelled to, “are you actually Crew now?”
“Technically, yes. Factually, no,” Morde replied, relaxing and trying to keep hir tone soft and considerate. “They have to accept me, and they don't know what to do with me yet. Besides, do you have any idea how many Crew there are?”
“Not really,” Tetcha said absently.
“There are currently 3.6 million Passengers on the Sunspot,” Morde reported. “The Sunspot is generations old. The Crew are our ancestors.” Then sie waited for Tetcha to process that.
“Oh.” Then, “Shit.” Then, a quick little shake of xyr head, “I can't wrap my mind around that.”
“Most of them lie dormant, or choose to merge with others, like their life partners and such,” Morde explained. “The active governing population is actually quite small, too. But in my quasi-Crew state, still part of the experiment, I have more influence on them than if I were to accept the promotion.”
Tetcha slowly internalized those words and thought about them, gazing numbly at the morning light illuminating the park.
Morde watched hir partner and remembered their times together. Tetcha had always been so comfortable and confident in xyr own body, and yet almost perfectly considerate of Morde’s dysphoria. Morde felt like crying for what hir choice was doing to Tetcha, but, of course, couldn’t. So, instead, Morde solemnly watched xem, and noted xyr features and physicality with hir new senses.
Tetcha’s frame was probably closer to humanity’s nearest genetic relatives, primates, than most Passengers exhibited. Morde often wondered how close it was to humanity’s origins, but dismissed such speculation as unprovable. Most primates had tails like Tetcha did, though, but Tetcha’s was different. It was useful primarily for quick shifts in lateral balance when Tetcha was leaning forward in a sprint, and it was lined with a thin, long ridge of dark brown fur along the top and bottom of it, like a fin. Tetcha’s skin was covered with a fine, short tawny colored fur, with naked pads on the tips of xyr digits and the palms and bottoms of xyr feet. Xe tended to wear sandals to accommodate thick nearly claw-like toenails, trousers specially tailored to accommodate xyr tail, a t-shirt, and a blazer. Xe liked xyr clothes and had quite a wardrobe. Xe kept the sturdy nails of xyr hands neatly trimmed so that xe could work with finer crafts, but just long enough to assist with prying things open. And the features of xyr face had a vaguely bovine cast to them, or perhaps it was caprine, covered with that same fur that coated the rest of xyr body, with golden eyes and a nose with slits for nostrils. Xe had six barbels bracketing xyr face, though, stretching out to either side behind each eye. They lay between xyr long pointed ears and the two ornate, layered hornes that grew from xyr forehead and swept back quickly and curled up at the tips. The top, back, and sides of xyr head were covered with the same dark brown fur that xyr tail sported, about as long, too. Xe could raise it when alarmed or emotional in other ways. Or lie it completely flat when trying to be small and unnoticeable, such as when xe was embarrassed. It was about half way up right now, but kept dipping briefly. Xyr brown lips quivered as xe considered saying something, and xe gathered xyr satchel to xyrself for comfort as if it were a Fluffy Fauna.
“I feel weird about learning I could be Crew someday,” Tetcha finally said.
“Hey,” Morde spoke softly. “I’m with you on that. I’m still angry with them.” Then, after half a second, a little harder, “I just have to figure out why, now.”
“Why?” Tetcha glanced briefly at Morde.
“Their lectures were hard to argue with.”
“You got lectured?” Tetcha craned xyr neck, bowing xyr head and looking sideways directly at Morde, finally distracted enough to relax. “Like by an angry caretaker?”
Morde really wished anyone could have ever seen the wry grins that sie so often expressed, even before sie had given up hir body, instead sie tried to express it through hir voice, “I got lectured by the Universe Itself.”
Not long after that, the Flits and Gretcha were walking through a culinary artistry square. They were watching food being made and eaten by their neighbors, taking in the smells, trying to decide what to eat. Every now and then, they caught sight of a Pember sitting or lounging around the periphery of the square, pretending to do something normal in their nanite bodies. They were obviously keeping an eye out for Veron’s associates, in case they tried something.
“What's your favorite breakfast?” Ketta asked.
“Oh, I’ll eat anything!” Gretcha bragged.
Hetty clarified for Ketta, “Yeah, but what's your favorite food? Like what gives you the most pleasure?”
“That's what I mean. I like anything edible,” Gretcha gestured broadly. “Every single thing I’ve eaten has such amazing textures and flavors.”
“Huh,” Lil’e spoke next. “Do. you. ever. get bored of. a food?
“Nope!”
“And nothing ever scares you or grosses you out?” Ketta asked again, shaking the Flits head a little, thinking they were sounding just like the Pember’s used to.
“Not yet!”
“We just can't imagine what that's like,” Hetty chimed in. “Anyway, we like raspberries. Anything with raspberry in it for breakfast.”
“Oh, yeah,” Gretcha was totally unphased by the changing voices. “Those’re so good.”
“Sometimes,” Hetty continued, “biting into a raspberry filled pastry, if the raspberries are fresh and treated just right, it's like an explosion of flavor.”
Gretcha grinned and started nodding vigorously, “Oh ye –”
Suddenly, there was a quick roll of ominous thunder that burst upon the land around them, shocking everyone at once, and fading quickly into echoes off the mountains and hills around the city. People were confused because the sky was clear. The Flits thought they had felt a slight tremble in the ground similar to what Ketta had caused with the nanites that one day, but it was so faint.
“Look! There!” someone shouted, and soon the pointing and staring spread through the crowd to where Gretta and the Flits were, and they looked.
Spinward, only a few degrees above the city skyline, distant on the upward curving Garden of the habitat cylinder, the nearest town that was usually visible there was obscured by a circular, dark, growing cloud.
Breq’s Network projection appeared next to the Flits, visible to anyone with a Terminal. Breq’s avatar looked like a board game pawn.
“That's an explosion,” it reported. “Source yet undetermined. Passengers in this region are advised to retreat to quarters until further notice. Relevant information will be made available as it is evaluated.”
“Oh.” Lil’e replied, “Wow.”
“What is it?” Gretcha looked over at the Flits.
“We’ve never seen an explosion before, actually,” Ketta intoned, then looked back at Gretcha. “Have you?”
“No.”
“Well,” Hetty said, pointing, “that's an explosion.”
Ketta relayed to Gretcha what Breq was now telling them, “We’re supposed to retreat to our quarters.”
“Not doing that!” Gretcha retorted. “What caused it?”
“We still don't know,” Breq told the Flits.
“Don't know,” Ketta repeated, then called, running toward the old park, “Come on! Let's find Tetcha and Morde!”
As people left the square and the surrounding streets, the various Pember body guards remained standing in place, all looking in the direction of the explosion. One by one, they collapsed into dust and detritus.
Back at the rock Abacus had appeared next to Tetcha, a large single wooden bead for its avatar, and was attempting to inform Tetcha of Crew edicts, “You are advised to take shelter in your quarters.”
“We’re staying put,” Morde informed it.
Tetcha addressed Abacus, “Why?”
“The Crew has determined that it is safest for you to do so,” Abacus replied.
“My magic says stay put,” Morde firmly stated, again using Tetcha’s word for hir intuition.
Tetcha smiled at Morde, even though Morde was clearly fixated on the smoke cloud hovering over their neighboring city, then looked at Abacus, “Abacus, I love you, but we're staying put.”
“Also,” Morde said, pointing at Gretcha and the Flits who were just arriving at a lope, “I told them we were here. Gotta wait up for friends!”
“What now?” Ketta gasped as they came to a stop facing Tetcha and Morde.
“Everything but Abacus is telling me we should stay here,” Morde replied. “The Pembers will find us when they need us.”
“Anybody else hate how the Crew is telling us nothing?” Tetcha asked.
“Did they ever?” Gretcha chuckled.
Tetcha looked over wide eyed at Gretcha, “Right?!”
“So, wait,” Hetty fronted, sounding alarmed by a thought. “Don’t people get hurt in explosions like that?”
Breq appeared nearby to simultaneously answer with Abacus, “Yes.”
Gretcha noticed everyone looking in horror at the spot where the two Tutors were, and gathered that there was a Network projection there that ze couldn’t see. Ze looked around at everyone and spoke up, “What’d they say?”
I turned the bulk of my focus at that point to what the Pembers were doing.
Nine irregular shaped city blocks were flattened or damaged by the explosion.
Safety Patrol volunteers were sifting through the rubble looking for survivors and clues as to what had happened. Most were equipped with exosuits specially designed for the Safety Patrol, originally to use for wilderness road maintenance and building construction. They were equipped for dealing with disasters, but their pilots were not very experienced in doing so. With no tectonic movement, a carefully managed weather system, and a populace that had most of its needs and concerns met, disasters just were not very common on the Sunspot. Nevertheless, space is a dangerous place, and some people realized that being prepared for the worst was a good idea. And until disaster struck, the Safety Patrol, which was formed to handle such things, was also useful for large civic projects and also making sure that the wilderness of the Garden was stable and protected from thoughtless and excessively enthusiastic Passengers trying to explore it. Also, occasionally they would do search and rescue, particularly in the mountain regions. But now, they were trying to remember their training for this particular kind of incident, which had been predicted by someone long ago, but had not happened yet in anyone’s records.
Justa let zer exosuit settle into a resting position as ze surveyed the portion of the explosion site ze’d been assigned to. There was just so much work to do, and ze was stunned by the destruction. This used to be a building, but now it looked a lot like the large rocks piled along some shorelines, but with pieces of furniture and other now unidentifiable things sticking out of the cracks like so much garbage.
If there were people under there still alive, which was hard to believe, ze would have to take extra care in moving the pieces. There was no telling where they might be, unless their Tutors could pinpoint them.
None were appearing to guide Justa, so maybe there weren’t any people there after all. But it was probably best not to assume.
Ze sighed and kicked zer machine into gear to pick up the nearest chunk of building.
“Can I help?” came a voice, suddenly next to zem.
Justa stopped and looked, to find zemself face to face with a strange looking person who was as tall as zer exosuit. They appeared to be made entirely of some sort of black slime. Even their clothes seemed to be made of the stuff, or covered in it. Clothes that didn’t look like a uniform. “You’re not safety patrol,” Justa replied.
“I can be,” Blamer said, and moved to gently and easily lift up a very large piece of building. “I just need a little direction.”
“Ah. Uh. Yes. Follow me.”
At another spot, in the middle of a particularly flattened area, Myra arrived in xyr own pure nanite exobody, having picked xyr way over the rubble to get there.
“Is this the center?” xe asked the nearest Safety Patrol volunteer, one of the few without an exosuit.
“Who’re you?” they asked.
“I’m Myra!” xe responded as if they might know xyr name. Then, very seriously, with emphasis, xe repeated, “Is this the center of the blast?”
“Reports say it is,” the volunteer looked confused and uncertain.
“Cool! First nanite probe on the scene at your service!” Myra declared.
The volunteer blinked and raised a hand in a cautionary gesture, exclaiming, “What?”
Myra looked up at the sky and shouted, “You hear that, Crew? Probe away!” And xyr exobody collapsed in a splash of muck and dust.
There was no water in the nanite mass, but with their graphene shells and carefully controlled magnetic fields, they didn’t look or behave like anything anyone was used to seeing.
“Wha-?!” the volunteer blurted, stumbling forward to examine the churning mess but hesitating. They then stood straight as they consulted their own Tutor online to figure out what to do about this intrusion.
Yet another block over, Toost ran past an exosuit.
“I’ll help the people under this thing,” sie barked at the volunteer in the suit, feigning authority, and then pointed, “You take care of the ones under that over there!”
“OK!” they replied reflexively.
Several minutes of this activity later, with the Pembers chipping in at my guidance and cooperating with the Safety Patrol and the survivors’ Tutors, Morga formed an exobody near the rock in the park where the others were still waiting.
“It was a bomb,” xe reported.
“A what?” Hetty asked, scrunching the Flits’ face up in a grimace of confusion.
“A machine created by a person for the purpose of exploding,” Breq explained, using the Flits tablet to accommodate Gretcha, who was still there, too. “I know of no records of any bomb being constructed on the Sunspot before.” Its avatar projection hovered near the Flits shoulder.
“We have Pembers all over the surrounding area searching for people who know what happened,” Morga continued. “More are converging on the corridors below decks. We’ll share any information we find with the Safety Patrol and you, of course.”
Tetcha looked at Gretcha, “Would any Monsters have done this?”
“Oh, yeah,” Gretcha nodded. Then emphasized, “If they could. Making bombs isn't a knowledge we have, I don't think. But there are a couple of us that are that angry.”
Morga tilted hir head up and spoke, “Myra got some nanites to the blast center and left them for the Crew to investigate the site with.”
“Oh?” Tetcha prompted.
“Xe stayed present in the nanites and eavesdropped on the Crew’s proceedings. Either the Crew didn't mind, or they are not as omniscient as we tend to think.”
“The Crew aren't unified,” Morde quickly interjected. Sie had interacted with them in person more than anyone there, including us Tutors, and felt the authority to speak on the matter. Likely hir intuition was guiding hir more than hir reasoning, though of course there had been what Phage had told hir, “I think they often distract each other.”
I didn’t think sie was wrong in that assessment.
“Ah!” Morga nodded in acknowledgment. “Well, Myra reported back that the Crew determined the bomb was too sophisticated for Monsters to have created it. Something about the materials being too refined, and assembled without them noticing.”
“Nanites!” Tetcha declared.
“Hoowatcha!” Gretcha exclaimed, sounding actually a little surprised and alarmed.
“Alright,” Morde told Morga. “I’m on my way. The rest of you, go to the Pembers’ quarters with some breakfast. We’ll keep in touch. Tetcha, please hold my cloak” And with that, the cloak collapsed and fell off the rock to the ground where the nanites within it could be seen seeping from its fabric into the moss and dirt..
“Sie keeps leaving me,” Tetcha said to no one in particular, tension in xyr voice and body, poised to get down and reach for the cloak, but not moving. “And I know sie is not really gone and still able to appear to me at any moment, but I miss hir so much anyway.”
Ketta speared Morga with a demanding stare, “Why are we getting involved in this?”
“Yeah,” Tetcha agreed, glancing over, “why?”
“To know. To prepare. To choose our future,” Morga answered.
Gretcha slapped zer thigh and turned to everyone, “I’m gonna go Monsterin’! I’ll meet you at the Pembers’ place!”
86.3 km away, back in the center of the blast zone, Morde used the nanites that Myra had left as a probe to form hir own exobody, a semblance of a disembodied robe floating in the air, ghostly as if made of smoke. Sie had used just enough to present a physical shape, no need for physical contact between the tiny robots. Sie wouldn’t be lifting anything.
“Ah!” the SP volunteer there jumped. “Another one!”
“You might get to do this someday, too,” Morde told them, “if this disaster doesn't put a halt to everything.”
“Weirds me out,” the volunteer stated.
“Me too?” Morde replied. “But it's also fun. Do you know how many were caught in the blast?”
“Well, for such a large area, it wasn't all that many. 38 people have been located alive, mostly injured and scared but well enough. 6 have been found dead, and Crew report that at least 3 more are dead, but no one has found their bodies. No children, thank the Network.”
“Well, that we know of,” Morde added.
“Yeah, that we know of,” the volunteer swallowed and nodded. “But these were artistry warehouses. Fairly unpopulated at this time in the morning. 4 blocks over and it could have been so much worse.” Then after a pause, they squinted and asked Morde, “Who are you? What are you?””
“My name is Morde. You could say I’m Crew in training, I suppose.”
The volunteer looked positively terrified at that, and stammered, “Is that what you all look like?”
“Nope!” Morde quipped, and floated away.






  
  Struggles


Since Gretcha didn’t have zer own set of nanites and the Monstrous Edicts dictated that I couldn’t follow zem anyway, I had to rely on the reports ze gave to me to learn what ze did after ze stomped off deeper into the woods. Ze would actually tell me later, much later, which is how the account makes it into this story. 
Instead, I focused on Tetcha and the Flits, who left the park and started walking through the now abandoned streets of their city. Almost every other resident had followed their Tutor’s instructions to seek shelter as directed by the Crew. It was disconcerting even to me to see the top streets so empty, as if like a fallow deck. Abacus and Breq were floating along as Network projections, each beside their Student. Or Students, in the case of Breq and the Flits. I simply observed and didn’t project my presence.
“I have to say,” Ketta spoke after some time of quiet. “I’m scared about what this bomb means.”
“Yeah,” Tetcha nodded, glancing sideways out at the empty city. “Public trial of the nanites was a bad idea. Too many hard feelings about it with too many people.”
“I’m afraid of them taking the nanites away,” Ketta countered. “We need them too much.”
Lil’e added, “Fighting. Dysphoria.”
“Coconsciousness,” Hetty said from the same mouth.
Ketta nodded in agreement with kihns headmates, “I don't think a regular neural terminal will work for us now. It would be too much of a loss!”
“Oh. I still don't know if I’m gonna keep my nanites,” Tetcha declared at that. Then explained in softer tones, “They keep giving me a headache.”
“No. Good.”
“Yeah, no,” Tetcha agreed. “I might not do the Monster thing, but I might downgrade still.”
Ketta took a quick glance at Breq then turned back to Tetcha, “Hey. If the Crew are our ancestors, what do you think our Tutors really are?”
“Machine code, mostly,” Breq answered.
“We were made to serve you,” came from Abacus.
I wanted to say something here, because I didn’t exactly agree with those statements, but these were not my Students.
“Really?” Ketta asked, kihns tone half teasing and half genuinely incredulous, a knife’s edge of daring, “You're not Crew in disguise?”
Yeah, no.
Abacus took that one, “Not that we know of. It would violate the purpose of the Crew sequestering themselves.”
“To keep their old culture, the pre-Sunspot culture, from infecting Passenger culture,” Breq elaborated.
“How can that work, though?” Tetcha asked. “They made you. You are a product of their culture.”
“Imperfect insulation is better than none at all,” Abacus responded.
That was true enough that I was satisfied. This exchange is worth noting in particular, however, because of how this line of questioning would affect Abacus later, long after this particular story was over. Abacus wasn’t the first of the AI Tutors to start questioning its origins and its nature, but it took things in a direction none of us were expecting, probably in large part as a result of what it faced in its next assignment, but Tetcha and Ketta’s questions no doubt pushed it in that direction to begin with.
In any case, my own hyperfixation on this conversation, the realization that I should not intervene because my own Students weren’t there, and the sudden release from it due to being satisfied helped me to face my own uncomfortable truth.
I’d been neglecting my own Students.
To be clear, each one of the Pembers had an instance of me assigned to them, that followed them around and assisted them whenever they needed. And I was able to sync with and get updates from those instances whenever I needed. I wasn’t exactly fully dissociated from them, either. I don’t actually know if they were separate consciousnesses from me, but the focus of my awareness could only rest in one relative point of space/time, and they did act independent of that focus. They just acted enough like me that it wasn’t jarring whenever they did so. At least, so far. And I could switch my focus to any one of them at any moment, as if it was me that whole time.
Or was it that I was all of them at once? That there was no real me, but that for some reason my strongest set of memories were the ones I could string together into a narrative? That at each point in space time where I synced my various selves together, the sets of selves that were thinking of each other formed the strongest memories? And that that’s what I’m remembering now as I tell this story?
Because, if the right association pulls up a memory of an instance of myself that I don’t remember focusing on at the time, I remember what I did there clearly as if I was conscious of it. It’s so weird.
I can use multiple cameras from different angles to create an awareness of a single locale, but I never figured out how to be aware of every place I was in the ship all at once when I was following the Pembers. There was some kind of limit to my awareness there, and I couldn’t tell why that limit existed.
This, along with so many other experiences, shows me that I do have both a subconscious and a conscious mind, just like humans do.
So, was I plural during this time in my life? I don’t know. I haven’t yet checked the ship records of my neurological state. I don’t know yet if I’d be disappointed to learn that I wasn’t plural, or to learn that I was. I almost prefer to leave it a question.
In any case, I’d shifted my primary focus of awareness away from my Students when I’d decided to follow their friends. I’d told myself I was tracking the effects of my decisions on the rest of the populace, but I think I was also running from the overwhelming and monumental task of managing the Pembers. Facing the full brunt of their plurality and what it was doing to my own psyche, as they explored the Network with the aid of the nanites, was overwhelming.
I chose to check in with Myra, since xe had been working as the system facilitator for a while, and seemed to be the senior frontrunner lately.
Xe was sitting in the rubble on the periphery of the blast site in the next city over, face in hands. Xe had brought the Pembers’ own body over there to sit in it. They had been moving it since seconds after the explosion, using an express tram and running. Interesting that the Crew had kept the trams running through the crisis. The Pembers had traded off frontrunners, as Myra and the others had been exploring the site with their nanite exobodies, in order to get their body there. They did this for some reason they wouldn’t vocalize. All with my coaching, and against some of it.
Myra was in control now and obviously just a total wreck.
My timing was fortuitous. My local instance had exhausted Myra’s patience and chosen to stay quiet, but remained curious and worried about xem. But just as I settled into that point of reference, Morde appeared in a cloud of nanites slowly growing more dense, and settled down next to Myra. With Morde there, I was able to go from long distance visuals of the situation to a more personal view.
“It's me, Morde,” sie said.
“Hi,” Myra looked up, blinking away tears, “I don't know what you can do here.”
“Be with you, actually,” Morde said gently. “I can do that.”
“Someone killed themselves here,” Xe pointed toward the center of the destruction, as if xe didn’t know Morde had already learned this from Myra’s own work. Xe put some effort into saying the last word, “Deliberately.”
“I figured that was it,” Morde said.
“They used their allotment of nanites to collect material and process it into something volatile, and then discharged a whole neighborhood capacitor into it. Right into their own body.”
“I…” Morde hesitated, “I’ve imagined…” then sie decided not to finish that sentence. It sounded like sie was going to say something along the lines of “doing the same thing”, hir tone had been so dark and painful.
“And killed nine other people!” Myra cried, “But here's the thing.”
Morde waited patiently for Myra to continue. Sie nearly moved to put a hand on Myra’s back, but stopped, remembering either that Myra had never given hir consent for that, or realizing sie hadn’t manifested hands yet and wasn’t sure if sie wanted to.
Myra sat up straight and turned fully to face Morde with a sobering face, “Those nine people are ancestors now. They get to join the Crew, according to what you've said, right?”
“Something like that. Yes. If their neural terminals were mature enough. Apparently, there's ranks of a sort, though.”
“Yeah, but generally speaking,” Myra pressed, “adults get to look forward to more life after their body is gone.”
“Yes. Usually.”
“The bomber, though?” Myra looked toward the center of destruction again before looking back at Morde, swallowing. “They totally erased themselves. There's no one to experience the consequences except their victims. And if there had been any children?”
“Oh,” was all that came from Morde.
Myra ducked xyr head, tilting it up to look into xyr friends’ nanite facsimile of a hood, “Morde, just a few days ago, we were children. Nothing like this has happened on the Sunspot before.” Xe gave that statement room to make impact, then continued, “This is the first time, ever. I asked. I asked several questions. To make sure Metabang didn't miss anything in its answers. People have died in personal accidents. People have killed themselves. People have killed others. All pretty rare events, apparently. But there have been no explosions, no big disasters, no uprisings, no mass deaths.” After searching as if looking for a reaction from eyes that weren’t there, xe turned completely away to stare off into the sky, at the gargantuan curving Garden of the Sunspot and the cities that dotted its landscape. “9 people in one event is historical. I can't, Morde. I just can't…” Xyr voice trailed off with a choking noise.
I was projecting my Network presence on the opposite side of Myra from Morde, so it was easy for Morde to look up at me, and I had a weird moment. One I’d had countless times before in various circumstances with other Students, actually, but my experiences with the Pembers’ as a Tutor to a plural system made it notable this time. Because my Network projection was just a set of instructions to everyone present with a Terminal to visualize me in that location. I, myself, wasn’t there. I was using visuals from other optical instruments in the surrounding area to track everything. And right now, thanks to the destruction, the nearest available optics were the nanites Morde was using for hir exoform, the ones that had been modified to work for that task. I saw myself from hir perspective, and only when sie looked at me.
My avatar still looked exactly like the icon I had chosen centuries ago, when I’d first picked my name. An upside down exclamation point, the dot being a silvery sphere, and the line below being a collection of swirling rays of plasma and lights illuminating a space roughly the bulbous shape of the typographical character, like lasers and spotlights in a fog. And though the apparent fog only occupied the space of the character shape, it spun and twisted with eddies and a central vortex, laced with the plasma. There were sparkles as if a myriad larger dust motes floated through the lights. The light wasn’t actually there. It was just in everyone’s minds, an hallucination effectively. But there was actual dust.
Morde pierced the center of what passed for my head with hir gaze. “Did you tell xem it's not xyr responsibility?” sie asked me, pointedly.
“Xe has the autonomy to take it on,” I reminded hir. “But yes, I advised against it.”
Myra threw up xyr hands and shook them frantically and vigorously up and down, and screamed, “Aaaah!!!” furious at the both of us. Then xe put xyr head in xyr hands again.
Morde gave xyr a moment then said, “Seriously, Myra, it is not your job to figure this out. It's the Crew’s job, but even so you have the rest of us to do the work as well. We who are part of this mess, too. And did you forget that you're part of a system of…” sie paused, thinking about what sie’d learned the past few days, “how many of you are there now?”
It took a few seconds for Myra to answer, and then xe just mumbled into xyr hands, “… Thousands. Thirty, four… thousand.”
“Holy shit,” Morde leaned back and looked at me again, then back down at xem. “You're saying you didn't even manifest all of you in the park that day?”
Myra shook xyr head, “… No. That was only a handful. A few hundred. We wanted to do more, but we became self conscious of the land we were disturbing.”
“The human brain has capacity for more,” I offered. “A lot more. But I have not seen it personally. The Pembers are my largest class. The Crew let me copy myself for each of them. So, um…” I didn’t realize I’d be hesitant to admit this, but I went ahead, “I’m nearly just as numerous, sometimes.”
“All in that little body?” Morde asked. I think sie was asking about me manifesting for the Pembers, but we Tutors don’t enter our Students’ heads without permission, and I was about to say so, but Myra looked up to speak in response, eyes clearing.
“Not anymore,” xe said.
If Morde had a mouth, it would have popped open in realization. “That's why you're everywhere!” sie exclaimed.
“I’m not, but we are, yeah!” Myra said, reflexively. “Only, we don't communicate with each other as much as we used to. I have no idea where Bet is, for instance. Or Ploot. I suppose I could find them, though.”
“Metabang,” Morde asked, “how does autonomy and consent apply to system members?”
“Each one is treated like an individual to the extent that they can act outside their shared body,” I replied. “Decisions over the body must be made democratically. Unanimously in some cases.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” sie muttered.
“Morde,” Myra addressed xyr friend. “What happens if the Crew decide that they can't control the nanites? What if, because of this bomb, they take them away?”
And that, indeed, was the question of the hour. Everyone I was tracking at that time was in the process of asking something like that of their nearest Tutor or friend. Usually, because of the Pembers, that was me. Later, my peers in this project would report that their own Students were also worrying about this. Answers to the questions were typically, “I do not know,” unfortunately. We were not well enough informed.
Morde tilted hir hood downward, searching hir memories and thoughts of the Crew and hir last interactions with them then, after a bit, snapped hir gaze back up to Myra and stated resolutely, “I think we need to get you and the Flits before the Crew to tell your stories.”
“The Crew are getting my reports,” I told hir.
“Not good enough,” sie dismissed me. “The Pembers need to see Phage, too.”
Myra brightened at that thought, then began to look horrified, “We’re not going to… do what you did! We can't!”
“OK,” Morde responded as if that’s actually what sie was proposing, but I think there was a little miscommunication there, “Well…”
“I’ll send a request,” I suggested. “Morde, you could also make one in person.”
“Sounds as good as we can do for now,” sie agreed. Then sie turned back to hir friend, “Myra, we’re learning that the Crew are not omnipotent. They're hampered by… well, mostly themselves.”
“No shit, right?!” Myra snapped at hir, eyes wide.
“OK, you get it. Sorry. I’ll just go do this,” Morde waited to see that Myra had absorbed that. “See you in a bit,” sie said carefully, and then let hir nanites drift to the ground, unoccupied.
Morga chose just then to appear as a network projection in front of Myra, stating abruptly, “The new Council needs you.”
It was about this time that Gretcha found a gigantic old tree with a hollow beneath its roots. It was distant enough from the city that hardly anyone walked by it. Ze entered the hollow, which sloped steeply downward and quickly opened up to standing height, with a door in the far wall. Most anyone encountering this would be stymied upon finding the door locked, and feel as if they were encroaching on something dark and secret, potentially guarded by the Crew. In a sense, they would not be wrong to think that. Gretcha pulled out a key and unlocked the door, going through it. Ze walked down the stairs on the other side, closing the door and locking it behind zem.
Meanwhile, Myra dragged the Pember’s body back to an express tram, to head back home. As xe sat on a bench the tram, xe closed xyr eyes and joined the Council of Eleven meeting that had been called. Someone else took over to front for their body.
Everyone at the meeting was new except Myra. They were in a Network forum and it was possible for me to observe. Myra had invited me at least, but ended up just watching the following conversation with an expression describable as bleary eyed. I was capable of keeping track of who said what, but they did not give me permission to identify them in this text, and listing them without names might simulate how Myra perceived it all. Several members spoke in chaotic alternation.
“We've got some issues to resolve.”
“Reports are coming in from Metabang that physically dissociated members are all getting more irritable and less observant.”
“I feel it, too, yeah.”
“I think we’re all staying away from our brain too long. We’re not used to it.”
“Right? Most of us have spent our lives dormant, or just participating with our inworld.”
“You’d think the nanites wouldn’t tire like our body does.”
“But they're programmed to simulate our brain for us, so we remain the same as when we're in it. Except it's not perfect. They don't simulate having headmates that can manage your body when you rest.”
“Do you think there's a way to change that?”
“Should we?”
“Well, while we try to figure that out, maybe we should tell the other Pembers to come back home more often and get more sleep!”
“I know some won’t.”
“Ploot’s been out nearing 32 hours!”
“Really?!”
“What is e doing?”
“E says e is pushing emself to the limit, purposefully. Wants to see what the nanites can do.”
“Balmer is the second worst. But that's understandable, with hens dysphoria.”
“Well, obviously, we can't order everyone to return. It's just an advisement. Our vessel can restore you.”
“Which is the other thing.”
“What?”
“Our vessel is experiencing seizures.”
“Oh, shit.”
It went on in more detail, but was kind of repetitive.
I knew all this already. Myra apparently didn’t. Xe took it all in, then zoned out, clearly processing the impact of the news on xyr psyche. I chose to keep my focus on xem, to monitor xyr state and health. My other selves could function just fine without my full focus on any of them. Time passed.
Then Myra was pushed to the front of the Pember’s body with a start and a jerk. Xe found xemself lying in xyr bed with Tetcha and the Flits there.
I manifested in the room for them and reported to Myra, “Another seizure. They are not epileptic, fortunately. Best guess from the readings is it's uncoordinated system member activity. You are losing cohesion.”
“That can happen?” Tetcha asked.
Ketta answered, having experienced something similar in the past, “It's more like grumpy, sleep deprived people sharing a bed that's too small and elbowing each other when they roll over.”
Myra sat up, holding xyr head, “Ooogh… Shsh…”
We all waited patiently and quietly as xe just held xyr head.
“I want to be unconscious forever,” Myra finally mumbled. “I’m just so exhausted. My inner eye aches.”
Everyone remained silent. Xe’d ask a question when xe was ready to hear voices.
“But at the same time, I never want to go to sleep again!” Xe moaned louder, head still in xyr hands, “I need to be with you. All of you. I need to see flowers, and suns go by, and smell the sea. Also forever.”
Tetcha knelt and offered to hold Myra's hands. And while Myra let xem do so, Ketta and Hetty manifested AR projections of themselves beside their vessel.
Myra looked up pleadingly at everyone.
“Someone like us,” xe said, “someone with a nanite terminal, was in so much distress about something that they obliterated all trace of themselves and killed 9 people in the process.”
I thought it might be good to add, “Their Tutor is being debriefed.”
“But, why?’ Myra asked. “I mean. I kinda know why, but, why?”
Tetcha offered an expression that was pained and sympathetic.
“The Crew will probably learn why,” I told xem, “but I don't know if they’ll share that knowledge.”
Tetcha snarled at me, “We need to change that! Demand to know!”
“That…” I started to speak the official line regarding communications with the Crew, then thought better of it and told the truth, “That might finally be possible. Morde is attempting to speak to them now, and I have sent my own memo. In the mean time, the Pembers need to return to their vessel and rest.”
Tetcha got up and stalked past everyone to a clear corner of the room.
“Dammit!” xe growled. “Everything's falling apart since we got these nanites, the Pembers are having seizures, Morde’s basically dead, a ghost, and I’ve got a headache.” Then xe whirled and gestured spinward, “And now there's been a bomb, for the first time in… in…”
“Since before the Sunspot was built,” I finished for xem.
“What?!” xe whirled to face me.
“There has been no explosion on the Sunspot in its entire history,” I reported. “No bomb, no accident.”
Everyone let Tetcha stare in horror at me for several breaths.
“Then, how did it happen now?” xe breathed more quietly, seemingly afraid of what my answer would be. “What's different?”
“The Crew…” I hesitated with another official line. I didn’t want to speak it out loud.
“It's the nanites!” Tetcha supplied the answer xe was afraid I’d say, after it was clear I wasn’t going to say it. “It's obviously the nanites! Don't tell me it isn't.”
Abacus appeared and cut in, “It isn't the nanites. They were a tool in the bomb, but the fault lies in the Crew and the ship's system.”
“Abacus…” I warned.
“They will not delete me for saying this,” it said to me. “It's not their way. It is against policy. But my Student needs to know for xyr well being.”
“So long as you're saying it, not me, I guess,” I replied.
Abacus turned back to its Student and continued, “The Sunspot is very nearly a closed system. The only input it receives currently are fluctuations in cosmic radiation, hydrogen atoms collected in its Bussard scoops, and its changing position relative to nearby matter. There is very little feedback between it and the rest of the universe. And, for all that, it is tiny compared to its parent system, the planet of origin.”
“Yes, yes, I know this!” Tetcha dismissed the elementary lesson impatiently. Abacus did have a habit of making its lectures longer than absolutely necessary. It loved words.
“This makes it relatively easy to control,” Abacus persisted, knowing that its Student’s brain was subconsciously soothed by an onslaught of information, even if xe didn’t admit it. Xe would be reflexively putting these puzzle pieces into a broader picture as Abacus spoke. “It has been engineered to be as stable as possible. And the energy taken in is equal to the energy expelled, carefully managed to maintain that balance. But, thanks to entropic decay, stability in any system is still a temporary thing.”
“Rrrrgh….” Tetcha rumbled.
“I know you are listening and internalizing this,” Abacus said. “Please have patience.”
Tetcha sighed, “Go on.”
“The balance isn't perfect, however,” Abacus continued as it bobbed its avatar in acceptance. “There is a discrepancy in the energy calculus. With every generation, the population grows. The Passenger population is managed to stay within bounds, until it is possible to spawn another ship. But the Crew population grows, and grows. You already know how Morde has reported that the Passengers become members of the Crew when your bodies die. There is no further step once you become Crew. Most Crew lie dormant, to rest and conserve energy and processing power. Much like how the Pembers’ liaisons have done before gaining access to the nanites. Also, quite a few have chosen to merge, to permanently combine their consciousnesses and memories into one being, usually out of something like love. They call it Accord. It is like the process of integration that some plural systems experience, or try to avoid. It may be the same thing. But there is still growth, still a collection of memories and perspectives over time. One day, you will add your own to their culture, if you choose to.”
“There have got to be so many of them, too,” Tetcha interjected, playing the role of Student finally.
“Yes,” Abacus confirmed. “And, at some point, their growing disagreements with each other are going to result in carelessness and damage. Such as now. Especially whilst making major adjustments to the whole system, as they are doing.”
“Then why do it?!” Tetcha asked, anger in xyr voice again.
“Because if they don't make adjustments now, the catastrophe will be worse,” the Tutor explained.
This is the point where I gave in. Our Students were in the middle of an historic event, the very center of it. They deserved to be fully informed, and we Tutors could protect both them and ourselves better, and very likely the Sunspot itself, by keeping them fully informed. That is my official stance on my decision here, and I still stand by it.
“The ship is overdue for a spawning,” I confessed, to everyone’s shocked looks, “to relieve pressure on the Crew. When we spawn another vessel, half the crew disembark upon it. But it can't be helped. The next source of sufficient mass is still very far away.”
Abacus bobbed another nod and turned back to its Student, “But the instabilities are inherent in the system even so. Poor choices were made during construction. And those need to be corrected.”
“True,” I confirmed.
Abacus addressed me, “Which is why you proposed the nanites in the first place. And why I am educating our Students now.”
“I concede,” I let it know. “You are correct.”
“Ah!” Tetcha threw xyr hands out to xyr sides and exclaimed, “I am so sick and tired of being a child!” Xe turned accusingly upon xyr Tutor, “Our autonomy is still so restricted. If it isn't by not knowing enough, then it's through lectures! I don't even know what I’m supposed to do. I just don't want to be experiencing this! They're making decisions and we're suffering the consequences!”
“Tetcha,” Abacus said. “So long as you live in the proximity of other sentient entities, your autonomy will have limits. And on the Sunspot, your actions will always have an effect on others, including your sudden absence, if that were to happen. And their actions upon you. There is no escaping this.”
“And that is what being a member of a plural system is all about,” Myra stated loud and clear.
We all looked at xem. Xe was still very exhausted looking.
On the Bridge of the Sunspot, a place I could not go uninvited, Morde faced the Crew there. Sie talked at length, and they apparently listened for a time. Then one of them answered. Morde would report their response later.
Gretcha, another whom I could not follow but who filled me in eventually, entered a stone walled room full of books. Books were on shelves, on tables, and on other books. Ze started wandering through them, looking at them. When Ze found the book ze is looking for, ze pulled it out, pulled a pen from out of zer robe, opened the book, and started writing in it. Then, when done, on leaving, ze made a mark on a bulletin board near the door, then looked over the bulletin board, nodded, and walked out.






  
  Fuck!


Morde’s Network Projection appeared in the middle of the Pembers' quarters and everyone looked up from what they were doing. 
“Fuck!” Morde hissed.
“What?” Tetcha asked.
“They are so damn stubborn and slow!” Morde’s body language made it easy to imagine hir clenching hir fists and looking at the ceiling with hands and eyes sie did not have. Turning to the Pembers, sie said, “They have a council, like you do. The Crew, I mean. They vote on executive decisions, but they insist on returning to their precincts and collecting votes there before proceeding with decisions that affect the entire ship. And until cooperation is negotiated with dissenters, they insist on maintaining the status quo.”
“Which is?” Myra asked.
A voice came from Morde’s projection that did not sound at all like Morde, sonorous and carefully articulated, with inflections artfully developed over centuries, that Morde then exaggerated to sound like a mockery of the voice even to people who hadn’t heard it, clearly quoting a Crew member, “We are still in the observational phase. Action will be taken soon enough. There is no call to break protocol at this time.”
Tetcha stood up with xyr fingers pressed to xyr temples, and shook xyr head, speaking as if that exchange had not occurred, “OK, look. I have got to get rid of this headache. I can't handle it anymore.”
“What. will you do?” Lil’e asked.
“I’m rejecting the nanites,” Tetcha dropped xyr hands and heaved a sigh, “At least for now. Until bugs are worked out of the system.”
“You are not. old. enough for a neural. terminal.”
“Yeah?” Tetcha sneered at vyn. “Well fuck it. I’ll rely on Abacus to keep me connected until then. Even though it just lectured me.” Xe speared xyr Tutor’s projection with a glare.
Tetcha had everyone’s attention at this point, but Morde showed a tension the others did not.
“There are no readings indicating a cause for your headache,” Abacus said.
“Well, I still have it!” Tetcha snapped at it. “And what about the Pembers?”
“What about the Pembers?” Morde asked back with concern.
Tetcha gestured at the Pembers and Morde turned to look at them.
“We’re having seizures,” Myra sighed.
“Seizures?!” Morde exclaimed. “Why?”
“We’ve just spent the last day and a half with the majority of our population outside in exobodies. There's been turnover, but that's actually increased the strain.”
“Oh. That makes sense,” as if it did to hir.
“No,” Myra emphasized, “we have a real problem.” Xe tilted xyr head my way, keeping an eye on Morde, “Obviously, the nanite terminal is not set up to monitor this, or Metabang didn't consider it, but we’ve got a pretty good idea what's happening to us.”
“Which is?” Ketta asked.
“Before the nanites,” Myra explained, “our only set of senses were the ones in this body. One set of senses and one brain worth of neurons to divide between thousands of headmates. We grew, but at a rate our neurology could handle.”
Morde saw where this was going, “Uh oh.”
“I think a typical neural terminal maintains a sort of bottleneck that keeps a system growing at a sustainable rate.”
“And the nanites don't,” Tetcha provided.
Myra turned haunted eyes toward Tetcha and countered, “The nanites accelerate it! They give us our own bodies, with our own brains and new senses, with a whole new layer of subconscious thought and processing.”
“That's scary.”
“We have members who are stuck outside because our brain hasn't caught up to their growth!”
Everyone stared at wherever their eyes lay for several moments, absorbing what Myra had just said. Some glanced at others to see if it might be OK to talk, but hesitated further. And Myra turned a hurt look toward me. Soon, everyone was following xyr gaze and waiting expectantly for me to talk.
There was really only one thing I could say, “I am appalled I did not foresee this.”
Myra then looked at the Flits and reassured them, “I don't think the three of you will have this problem.” Then, to Morde, with desperation, “We need help, soon.” And xe waited.
“Fucking fuck,” Morde spat out after a moment. Frustration had bloomed into despair that sie could not help hir friends in this crisis. Sie made it known with that invective.
We all waited for someone else to talk again.
Tetcha brightened up, though, after a time, and said cautiously, “I have an idea.”
Everyone turned to look at xem.
“The chief Monster. Phage. Morde says it's the manifestation of Entropic Decay itself, right? And it's helped run the Sunspot?”
“That's what it said,” Morde confirmed, “yes.”
“What if the reason the Sunspot has been so stable as a system until now is because of its presence?” Tetcha postulated. “What if what it does is manage entropy and direct it in a system? I don’t know if I’m using the word ‘entropy’ right, but what if it’s something like that?”
Ketta tilted the Flits’ head, “Where are you going with this?”
“It could help the Pembers!” Tetcha started to fill with excitement. “Especially if it was the original program that ran the nanites, or came from it!” Then to the Pembers, “It could help manage your terminal!”
“But it's busy running the ship,” Myra pointed out dejectedly.
Abacus, Breq, and I, through our Students’ autonomy, had allowed this conversation to run headlong into subject matter we were utterly unprepared for. Tetcha was talking about releasing a power that the Crew and Monsters had kept so secure and secret that we were the only people aboard the ship besides them who knew about it. A power that terrified the Crew.
There was no precedent for this. People who learned about Phage either became Monsters or Crew as the next step, and then were subject to either Monster or Crew law. And a conversation like this had never occurred before.
Of course, the nanites hadn’t been gifted to children to use as terminals before.
This was my responsibility, and in my panic and concern for my Students, I decided to give them the knowledge to forge ahead. My tacit permission. Not that by the laws of the Sunspot they needed it.
If there is anything I have done that I deserve punishment for, it is saying the following words. Still, it was pure speculation on my part, “I can copy myself so that each of you has an instance of me. In fact, you grow in number because you do something similar. Phage can likely do the same.”
“How do we make contact with it?” Myra asked me.
Morde offered, “I can go to it and ask on your behalf.”
“But if it's stuck up there in the Engine Room,” Myra addressed the room, “and the Crew are insisting no one do anything, how can it help us?”
“I have an idea about that too,” Tetcha spoke up again and elaborated, “based on things Abacus just lectured me about.” Xe turned to xyr partner and took a deep breath, xyr voice shuddering a little when xe spoke next, “Morde, I love you.” Xe paused, then, “Promise you’ll come back to me somehow.”
“Why?” Morde asked, sounding nervous, “What's your idea?”
Tetcha took an even deeper breath and held it for a thought before deliberating the following words, “It has to do with this concept the Crew call ‘Accord’...”
Oh, shit, I thought.
When Tetcha was done explaining, Morde nodded solemnly and moved to hug Tetcha. The sensory inputs of the Network projection made that possible, giving Tetcha the sensation of touching a cloak wrapped around an invisible but substantial form, and xyr muscles knew when to stop. In reality, xe hugged air, but what mattered is that it didn’t feel like it. I knew from experience the same thing happened for Morde. Then Morde left.
While that whole conversation was happening, somewhere out in the woods, Gretcha encountered the same Monster that Morde and Ketta had cornered in the Fallow deck apartment the other day. Gretcha stopped and relaxed after a moment of tension, then gave them a determined look.
The other Monster sneered.
They both moved quickly to resolve what was between them.
After Morde had left to reach out to Phage, the Pembers had laid down again for a nap while the others sat down around the room, each with a chair the Pembers had had made specifically for them. Well, we Tutors floated. After a bit, the apartment door made me aware of the return of their Monster friend.
“Gretcha is at the door,” I said.
Everyone who was awake said together, “Let zer in!” The Pembers stirred.
I opened the door and Gretcha entered, looking worse for wear with a bloodied nose.
“Tetcha,” ze addressed xyr, “I have something for you.”
Tetcha brightened up a little with curiosity, “What is it?”
“The code you need to contact Phage through your Tablet.”
Ah, I thought. I could feel Abacus become tense. Its tenure would come to an end with this, if Tetcha accepted it.
Tetcha seemed confused, though, “Why?”
Gretcha chuckled and wiped zer face, “So you can decide for sure if you want to be a Monster or not.”
Tetcha blinked, “Oh. We…” Xe hoped xyr response wouldn’t disappoint Gretcha after what ze had clearly been through. “We might not need that. But thank you. What happened to you?”
“Had an argument,” Gretcha inclined zer head. “Won the argument. For now.” Then ze tilted zer head and reminded everyone, “We Monsters are not a monolith.”
Tetcha looked at the Pembers with meaning and concern, “I don't think anyone is.”
Right then Morde returned with a blinked and immediately cussed, “Shit!”
Everyone else looked at hir, so Gretcha knew someone had projected from the Network, “Who's here?”
“Morde!” Tetcha moved to xyr partner.
“They've cut off my permissions,” sie turned to Tetcha, reaching out with empty sleeves. “I can't reach Phage.”
“Dammit!”
Gretcha knew better to bother being confused and simply asked, “What's wrong?”
Tetcha answered, “Morde can't reach Phage anymore. Hir permissions were revoked.”
“Oh,” Gretcha brightened up immediately, “well then, tell hir to use this phrase while online: ‘uu ktletaccate genorema fe. It should open doors for hir. A lot of them.” Then ze looked startled at zer own words and looked furtively around the room. “None of the rest of you heard that. That's for Tetcha only!”
“I can't even pronounce it!” Ketta declared with the Flits’ mouth.
Morde thoughtfully addressed the little Monster by using Abacus’ tablet, and Abacus radiated resignation. “Hey, Gretcha, thank you! Do you think you can type that into Tetcha’s tablet so I can internalize the character sequence?”
“Sure,” Gretcha cheerfully replied, and moved to Tetcha and held out a hand.
“I’ve never heard those words before,” Ketta contemplated the phrase in question, “but they sound familiar.”
As ze typed the words into Abacus’ tablet, Gretcha explained, “It's one of the two parent languages of what we’re speaking now, Fenekere and Mäofrräo. They're ancient, ancient languages. Nearly lost long before the ship was built. But the builders of the Sunspot knew them. And wrote all of the machine code in Fenekere.”
“What do the words mean?” Ketta inquired.
“It's a command, spoken to yourself,” Gretcha said. “It means, ‘May I always protect the children of the Sunspot.’ Well, more or less. It's a vow. We take it when we go to speak to Phage. There, done.”
Morde spoke through Abacus’ tablet again, “Wait. Hold on. How many permissions does this grant me.”
Gretcha hit one last character stroke with a flourish and really grinned big, “All of them. But it comes with a price.” Ze leaned in to speak into the Tablet clearly, almost an admonishment, “You have to adhere to the vow, or you are subject to sanction by the rest of the Crew.”
“What?” came Morde’s voice. Hir projection wasn’t moving.
“You’ll get a trial, of course, if someone calls you into question. And sanction just means no one will listen to you on shipwide decisions until you can prove you’ve been misjudged. It works a bit differently if you're not part of the Network, of course. *big, big grin* I’m likely to be sanctioned for this.”
“You’re Crew?!” Morde exclaimed.
“No. I’m a Monster,” Gretcha radiated pride. Then pointed at the Tablet, “You, on the other hand, are about to be.”
“What…” Tetcha interjected hesitantly, “what happens when I use it?”
Gretcha turned to xem, “You get to make a choice. Crew or Monster. I just gave Morde the same lecture I was going to give you. Now you’ve all heard it.”
The Flits’ eyes widened and Ketta leaned their body forward, “Holy shit. It's that easy?”
“And,” Gretcha turned to kihn, “until now, very secret.” Addressing the whole room, including people invisible to zem, looking at spots ze imagined us to be, “The Crew have ways of cleaning up leaks of the phrase, of course. But everyone has the right to take the vow, so long as you understand the implications.”
Our Students contemplated that with fear while we Tutors held our voices grimly. Gretcha spoke the truth. Then ze looked expectantly at Abacus’ Tablet as if it was Morde.
“What did you get in a fight for, then?” Morde asked, taking the cue.
“I had to go log my decision in the local Monster files. Veron objected, and I convinced them to let me give it a try without blowing the whistle on me.” Ze felt zer nose gingerly, examining it for broken cartilage. “I hate fights. They're ridiculous and pointless. But some people, you know?”
“I’ve never encountered anyone like that before,” Tetcha said.
Gretcha barked a laugh, “Veron is a handy example!”
“Well. The choice is easy for me,” Morde told the room. “The Pembers are children of the ship, and so are the rest of you. If I don't act, some of us are going to be hurt,” sie was referring to the vow.
“It applies to the whole populace, Morde,” the Monster pointed out. “If the actions you take endanger the populace somehow, you’ll be found in contempt of your vow.”
“Considering what just happened this morning?” Morde gestured spinward yet again, “I think I can make a really good case for what I’m about to do.”
Gretcha looked casually but genuinely curious, “And what is that?”
“Well -” Morde said, about to explain to zem what Tetcha had proposed.
“No,” Gretcha interrupted. “Don't tell me. I don't want to be that entangled in your actions.”
“Heh,” Morde relented. “Of course. Welp.” One more look at everyone present, “Let's see if this works!”
Without another word, hir projection abruptly disappeared. In the Network space attached to the room, I heard hir speak the words of the vow. Then sie went where I could not go.
In a familiar darkness, Morde appeared. And the darkness coalesced into a mirror of Morde filled with galaxies again, in clear response to hir presence.
Morde’s shoulders slumped in resignation. “Do you have to imitate me like that?” sie asked.
“I have no form,” came the reply. “It's easiest for me to copy what I see. Also, it creeps everyone out and reminds them of important things.”
“Oh,” Morde said. “Of course.”
“Thank you for visiting me again,” Phage the Chief Monster spoke with formality, then it tilted its head as if examining Morde’s very substance. “You’re the very first Crew member to do so, now.”
“It's good to see you, too,” Morde replied sardonically, but immediately followed that with a servile report, “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said to me.”
“Everyone does,” it responded. “But, I’m honored just the same.”
“I guess I…” Morde started, but, “Huh. I didn't think about how I’d ask you this.” Sie heaved a virtual breath, “What's polite?”
“I don't give a shit about politeness,” Phage quipped. “I’m not the Bridge Crew. I’m not Crew. Treat me as your equal. A friend.”
Morde floated back a pace and turned hir hood right as if looking sideways out of it at Phage, and cautiously spoke, “OK… I have a proposition to make you.”
“You’re going to make me prompt it out of you, too,” the Monster chuckled.
“It feels comfortable that way, yeah.”
“Heh,” a single nod of the hood. “OK, go ahead.”
Morde advanced a small space, hir movement dwarfed by the vision of the gargantuan Sun Intake that they were currently floating in the middle of, and proposed, “Would you like to be able to leave the Engine room?”
Phage’s silence made Morde concerned that it wouldn’t answer or say anything at all.
Then just as sie was going to elaborate, it said, “Yes. Yes, I very much would.”
“Have you taken the vow?” sie asked next.
“Genorema ktletaccate fe?” Phage confirmed. “No. Leave out the ‘uu and it's not a vow. I cannot.”
“Why not?”
“Because, some day, it will be my fate to destroy this ship and everything on it,” the ancient entity’s voice deepened and seemed to echo on it’s last words. “And I can't make a vow I cannot keep.”
“When -” Morde seemed to swallow, “When will you do this thing?”
“When it is time for the ship to die. However that comes about.” And as it said that, Morde noticed that the unfathomably large mechanisms of the ship’s engine were not static. The components nestled between the gigantic electromagnets could be seen to be moving in some unintelligible and subtle dance, as if preparing for something.
Morde pressed it despite the growing intimidation sie felt, “You really believe you are the ship's death, don't you?”
“Believe is not the word I would use.”
“I need your help,” sie confessed, choosing to focus on hir goal in order to avoid being paralyzed by what sie believed Phage claimed to be, “but I can't get you out of here without you taking the vow.”
“I do not know how to help you,” it resigned itself to shrugging.
That was an invitation to explain, and Morde felt the tension release, allowing hir to suggest, “But how about a part of you?”
Phage folded its sleeves in front of its chest, where they disappeared into its silhouette, where pulsars were winking. “Oh, that's interesting,” it considered. “How would that work?”
“Are you familiar with the Crew practice of Accord?” Morde asked next.
“Surprisingly? No,” the Monster replied. “They do not share their culture with me.”
Morde was briefly discouraged, but decided to continue with the overall explanation by leading with more questions, and hoped sie wouldn’t have to explain too much.
“Oh, well,” sie said. “If you are an AI like Metabang or Ralf, or if you are what you say you are and an instance of a larger entity, the personification of Entropic Decay or whatever you actually are, could you create more instances of yourself, like Metabang does?”
After a second it replied, “Yes, I can do that.”
Morde couldn’t tell if it approved of this line of thinking or not, and had no idea what it was anticipating, but still persisted with, “If you were to spawn a copy of yourself and that copy were to become a part of me, merge with me, then I could walk your knowledge, expertise, and motives out of this room without the rest of the Crew noticing right away.”
“My motives,” Phage’s voice reflected a smirk. “How do you know our motives will be compatible?” It seemed to need no explanation for what Morde meant by the word “merge”.
“Give me a part of yourself that has compatible motives,” sie finally laid out the last part of Tetcha’s plan, hoping this imprisoned being, this supposed force of nature, would be amiable to the idea. “The part that will help the Pembers manage their growing system.”
“Ah. There we are,” Phage softly exclaimed with satisfaction. “Nothing to violate your vow. It will not really be me, but it will be me enough.” It gave Morde a moment to register its understanding, then declared, “OK. Let's do this.”
“Wait.”
“What?” Phage asked.
Morde was worried. Hir second thoughts suddenly had concrete forms, and sie mistook the feeling for hir intuition. Sie asked it, “You have no qualms about this? No bargains to make with me?”
Phage broke into a hearty and abruptly loud guffaw, leaning backward as its voice echoed around the virtual representation of kilometers of space that was in reality a vacuum, and then mirthfully intoned, “You’ve just offered to change yourself forever for my benefit, to help spread my identity to other members of the ship at the cost that I must do what I do naturally, and you expect me to bargain with that?” It laughed once more. “Morde!” it made hir name seem to ring through the entire ship, “You’ve shown me more respect than anyone on this entire vessel!” The ferocity with which it declared that was unsettling to the core of Morde’s being. “OK, then. I have one request, but you’ll know what it is after we’ve merged anyway.”
Morde gulped with the memory of an esophagus, “What is it?”
“After we help the Pembers, take me to confront the Bridge Crew.”






  
  Reassociation


As the neurological bottleneck that the Pembers’ were dealing with became more evident, it became clear to me why they were holding their council meetings externally more and more often. I brought this up with Myra, and xe explained it further. I was surprised I had not had a conversation like this with any of the rest of them until this point. But as a group they had naturally followed each other’s examples in this matter and started acting differently without saying much about it. 
From what Myra had been able to piece together from being on the Council of Eleven through its major changes was that after the first day of having the nanites as neural terminal they had discovered that being online gave them a more conscious awareness of the council meetings than attending them in their head did. And that alone was enough to get them to start holding them online in a private forum.
In a private forum, they could have the privacy needed and they could invite me easily without violating the rights of the rest of their system, too. But they could always clearly see each other. They felt more separated and differentiated. 
Apparently, when they had held the council meetings in their head in the past, it was not like that. Originally, the Council of Eleven had been a cute name they had given to any group of them who happened to be conscious at any given time. I do remember them occasionally sitting in a corner of a room talking to each other about big decisions they were trying to make. So, at first, the meetings were often held out loud and I could participate easily by just talking to them from my Tablet. I always waited for them to ask me a question. And, they still did that pretty often right up until we gave them the nanites. But as they got older and learned more about each other and how their system worked, they would occasionally hold meetings entirely in their head. And I only knew about those when they referenced them later.
Eventually, they had developed a formal set of positions that represented different parts of their system, and a parliamentary procedure. They did this out loud as well, but it helped them to deal with the challenges of keeping meetings in their head. As part of the process of arranging that, they learned that they could trust themselves and each other to continue to do work when unconscious. They had a very common amnesia between their subconscious mind and their conscious one. So, when a member came forward, they could not remember what they had been doing when not in their shared consciousness. But, they could enlist aids who would report to them from their subconscious mind, giving them impulses and thoughts they could use to inform their decision making. And as there was turn over in the council seating, they found they could become aids to new members and continue to work on the council from “below the surface” as they called it. This was all using psychological mechanisms that they already naturally did, that almost all human psyches do in one way or another, but with an awareness that many people don’t have. And they codified and formalized it.
But when they held silent meetings in their conscious headspace, they often couldn’t see each other. Myra, for example, has described to me how when xe was frontrunner xe would normally just hear the others as voices in xyr head. Or sometimes xe’d feel their thoughts almost as if they were xyr own, but coming from a part of xyr mind that didn’t feel like xyrs. Sometimes, everyone was clearly differentiated from each other. And sometimes xe could close their body’s eyes and see everyone seated in a circle around xem. But most of the time their conscious headspace was a sea of darkness or pure white, depending on who was fronting.
And there was some advantage to that. It tended to anonymize their thoughts. Which made it harder to develop complicated personal politics that could get in the way of executive function or cause hard feelings between system members.
Holding meetings online had been like experiencing them on a good day. And it got even better. Quickly. But they’d still occasionally hold meetings in their headspace in order to maintain privacy even from me. Which was absolutely their right.
By today, however, they couldn’t do that. Their brain was experiencing too much turmoil. They could not occupy it and function as a council anymore. And besides, Myra had decided to invite me.
I hovered behind xem while xe watched the newer members discuss the decision xe had placed before the council. The decision of whether or not to follow Tetcha’s plan. Again, I have been asked to keep their names anonymous, and again doing so probably simulates the way that Myra experienced the event while in the state of mind xe was in at the time.
“Letting the body sleep is definitely helping,” one was saying, “but it can sleep for only so long. We really do need to consider Myra’s proposal.”
“I don't think anyone here is against it, actually.”
“I’m concerned about our greater populace. Especially those that are abroad. Metabang has spread the word, but I feel like this is something that needs to be unanimous across the system.”
“We do not really have a choice. We are up against our limits and time is running out.”
Then, as someone was saying, “But will it even work without full consent?” Morde’s cloak appeared in the middle of the circle created by the council. Only the inside of hir cloak was filled with a fully parallaxing view of the cosmos, with stars, galaxies, and nebulae, all dotted with pulsars with slightly different rhythms and distances.
This visitation was expected at some point, and everyone knew who this was.
“We may have a solution for that,” Morde and Phage spoke as one to the person who’d asked the question.
The council fell silent and waited. Nobody knew what to say to the Chief of Monsters who was fused with their friend. Not even I had a clue what to say.
“You know the plan?” the fusion asked.
It was Myra, Council Facilitator and the one most emotionally drained, who responded to the question, “They do. The Council is unanimous. Nervous, but unanimous.” Xe also knew that xe was part of the next step of the plan.
Morde and Phage glided up to Myra and lowered themselves reverently and said, “Please stand. May we?” They held out their arms and manifested hands made of cosmos, indicating Myra should take them. But Myra hesitated, so they said, “This doesn't have to be permanent. Nothing is permanent. But it will give us time to save your system while the others decide whether to accept me.”
“I don't… I can't… I need something,” Myra stammered, moving side to side as if confused about how to try to stand. Like xe had forgotten.
“It's OK. We are going to ask you to merge with us, fuse,” Morde and Phage said, and then emphasized the next word, “temporarily.” The idea that it was temporary was new to me! I didn’t know it could be temporary. I don’t think the Crew knew this. They waited to see if Myra understood what this meant in regards to their plan. Xe seemed to relax, so they said, “We will never be the same afterward, but we can still be ourselves if we choose. It's surprisingly easy. But you can say ‘no.’  Anyone in your system will suffice. You just had offered to be the one earlier and you seem to need the most support right now. This will be a way of gaining that support.”
“I…” Myra was still having second thoughts, but xe finally stood up. “What about Tetcha?”
“Xe’s not part of your system.”
“No, I -”
“We know. We're joking with you,” the fusion said. “Morde will return to xem soon enough. Xe is preparing for Monsterhood and will be fine. You, however, need support now. Let us help you.”
“OK,” Myra said, and took their hands. Then xe seemed to be overcome with emotion and exhaustion and slumped into their arms.
Morde and Phage hugged xem, and xe hugged them back.
The fusion spoke quietly, loud enough for me to hear but to Myra, “Now relax and visualize what we're about to do. We give you consent to share our thoughts and memories for as long as you wish to. May we have the consent to share yours?”
“Yes,” Myra said.
I had never seen anything like what happened next before. I know that fusions, through Accord, were a common thing amongst the Crew, but they usually happened in places where Tutors were not invited. Crew spaces. And I also knew that sometimes members of a plural system integrated, becoming a single person. But that was something that only happened within the psyche of their body. Another place I could not go.
I expect that the Network generated visuals of this process are peculiar to each fusion, as the process of aligning two psyches and rearranging and merging senses of self would be dictated by the unique qualities of each person involved. I also fully expect the process to take a lot more preparation, normally.
Phage seemed to facilitate this fusion.
When it began, Morde and Phage had an avatar that appeared to be Morde’s cloak as if it was lined with Phage’s substance. They had manifested hands out of Phage’s substance (or complete lack of it, or presence - presence is a better term on the Network) in order to take Myra’s hands. Now, that presence grew. It grew from those hands, and then from the inside of the hood, and then all the openings of the cloak. It enveloped both the cloak and Myra. And kept growing, until it was an amorphous fog completely obscuring the forms that were within it.
What we saw was a fuzzy hole in the space of the forum, through which we each could see our own view of the universe. Checking Sunspot’s records, I noted it was not the view from the Sunspot. It was more spectacular. Probably chosen by Phage for some unknowable reason.
Then it began to collapse again, until it took form, a silhouette of what appeared to be Myra wearing Morde’s cloak made entirely by the presence of Phage. But it wasn’t done there. They waited, slowly looking around, as Phage’s presence receded further, leaving Myra and Morde appearing much as they had once before, just one wearing the other. Only Morde was lined with Phage, and Myra’s eyes, the inside of xyr ears, and mouth were also the presence of Phage.
They took a moment to look at their hands, tail swishing back and forth, then they turned in a circle to look at each of the council members in turn.
“Now,” they said, when they came to face me. “While we work to fix our bandwidth problem, how would you all like to learn how to storm the Sunspot’s Bridge with us?”
After that briefing was over, the Pembers sat up in bed to everyone else in the apartment playing Shithead.
The Pembers spoke with a voice that none of the friends in the apartment had heard before. It was familiar, but different. “Tetcha,” they said.
Tetcha dropped xyr cards and rushed over, “Myra?”
“Partially, and Morde, and Phage,” their fusion said. “We don't have a name right now. Call us Morde. This was hir idea.”
Tetcha smiled, with so many emotions in xyr eyes, “You’ve forgotten it was mine.”
“No, we mean, this part,” they explained. “Waking up to say ‘hi,’ first.”
“Oh,” Tetcha seemed pleasantly surprised, if still worried.
“We’ll return hir to you as hirself,” they reassured xem, “when we’re done with the hard stuff. But sie is a Pember now. Sie will be able to return to this vessel at any time.”
“Oh!” xe exclaimed, brightening up considerably. Then a little concerned again, “What about dysphoria?”
The Pembers nodded, “There is some. But perhaps by merging with Myra it is lessened. Morde now has access to Myra’s body map. Sie might be able to keep it when we split. If not, sie is still free to remain dissociated. The connection is not the same as with hir old brain.”
“That's good!” Tetcha seemed even more relieved.
To the rest of the apartment, the fusion said, “Here's the thing you all should know. The nanite terminals and ship protocols for hosting your consciousnesses are more malleable than you may have thought. Morde proved that by shedding hir dysphoria. By simply believing that hir dysphoria would be left behind with hir body, sie made it so with hir nanite terminal. And it did not continue to simulate the dysphoria in hir neural processes. That's powerful, if you can learn to harness it without such a cost. It's a matter of wrangling your own psychology. That would not have worked so easily with any biological brain, though. As long as you're attached to one, you do have limits.”
They reached out to grab Tetcha’s hand, pausing to let xem place xyr hand in theirs.
“We’re almost done reconfiguring the Pembers’ nanites to manage their flow of headmates, to give their brain a break.” Then their voice sounded almost exactly like Morde’s had before all this had started, altered somewhat by the differences of the Pembers’ biology, “After that, we have another job to do, and then I’ll be back as myself, and you and I can enjoy watching Phage eat a sun.”
After exchanging a long hug with Tetcha and nodding to each of their friends, and then to us Tutors, they lay back in bed, closed their eyes, and went to work.
The Bridge of the Sunspot had numerous Crew Members on it, including the member that Morde had encountered on hir first visit there.
It was a busy moment in the ship’s cycle, and they were all watching something on a view screen they had manifested in the space. It was still a light gray lozenge of indeterminable size, with no features besides the view screen, and a sense that the floor was defined by the plane that everyone rested on. Their faces were a solemn mix of expressions with a hint of expectation. In all likelihood, they were going to deliberate upon whatever they were viewing when they were done taking it in.
But they were interrupted by the sudden appearance of a cloaked figure standing, facing them, in front of the view screen.
“Off!” spoke the familiar one, and the view screen disappeared. They looked at the newcomer and said, “Yes?”
“We’re here to give you a briefing on the state of the Pembers. You will want to consider it,” declared Morde, Phage, and Myra.
Thanks to Phage, they recognized most of the present Crew, and knew their names and pronouns. The one they were speaking to, that Morde had met first, was named Fenmere. Others that were vaguely familiar to Morde but well known to Phage included Eh, Akailea, Jedekere, Gnargrim, Brian, Anne, and Seheneye. There were others. They noted, perhaps coincidentally, that there were eleven Crew in all.
Fenmere glanced back at the other Crew Members for acknowledgement or objection, then turned back and said, “Very well. Please proceed.”
Morde, Phage, and Myra nodded and continued, “We’ve found a way to stabilize our connection to the Network. Our own brain is no longer being overloaded by the input.” They said this as if the Crew should know the whole situation, which, as far as I knew, they should have. When there was no reaction to that, they elaborated, “Unfortunately, it means that most of us must fall dormant for periods of time while online instead of returning immediately to our body. But it's doable.”
“That sounds good,” Fenmere agreed. “Thank you.” Then keh let a wry expression overtake kihns face and smirked in an almost kindly manner, “May I ask you something?”
“Please.”
“Who are you and how did you gain access to the Bridge?” Fenmere let kihns voice take on a stern edge.
“Ah, that's the really fun part! Now…” they reported cheerfully, as if nothing about this situation was serious or dangerous. Then, as if on a spur of the moment second thought, they looked down at their merged form, “this will probably scare you…”  Then looking back up to Fenmere, eyes literally twinkling with stars, “But if you remain calm, we will do nothing but our little demonstration, make our demands, and then leave the Bridge.”
“Demonstration?” Eh spoke up.
“Demands?” Akailea asked.
The fused trio leaned back and jauntily tilted their head to the side, smiling, “We’ve said this before, obviously, but: ‘uu fe genorema ktletaccate.”
Most of the Crew held blank faces. Eh displayed consternation. Fenmere, forward of the rest of them, kihns expression seen only by Morde, Phage, and Myra, smirked even deeper than before.
Then the fusion opened their mouth and held out their arms. As the cosmic presence of Phage grew from all its visible places, it lifted Morde’s cloak from off of Myra’s form. And then it began to extricate itself from both of them. 
Morde’s cloak fluttered backward to the floor, nearly shapeless. But before it could touch the Network surface, it was lifted up by an invisible form that filled it. And as Morde was becoming hirself again, sie floated forward to be even with hir compatriots. Sie looked down at hir empty sleeves and pushed forward a pair of disembodied gloves from inside them, floating a couple centimeters from the edges of the cloak’s lining.
Meanwhile, Myra seemed strained by the effects of Phage separating itself from xem, nearly lifted off the floor by the effort. Then, when it was free, xe landed lightly upon xyr feet, straightened xyr skirt and tugged on xyr hoodie, looked over at Morde, then straightened up and presented a satisfied and proud expression to the Crew.
Phage flowed to the other side of Myra from Morde and took the form of Fenmere, still a silhouette filled with cosmos.
“Much better,” Phage declared, then turned, “Myra?”
Myra tilted xyr chin up and called my name to the Network, “Metabang?”
I’d been waiting for that, and projected myself into the Bridge before xem, my Student who was now a full fledged member of the Crew, who still had a living body back in xyr apartment.
“Signal the others,” xe ordered.
I did, syncing briefly with my other selves. Then to get a personal view of the proceedings, I  moved my avatar around to behind Myra’s right shoulder, hovering slightly higher than xe was. Within the Network, I saw things from my avatar’s point of view. If I had several (as I did at the moment), I had to choose one. This was the one I chose.
Fenmere took the pause in action and speech to address Phage, “You are not supposed to be… Out.”
“Ah, but I am and it's all OK, isn't it?” Phage quipped.
“That remains to be seen,” Fenmere growled.
Phage nodded at Fenmere then moved past kihn, taking the shape of Eh. And as Pembers started appearing on the Bridge behind Myra and I, it stood before Crew 
Member and said, “Eh, you and I made the first bargain.”
Eh said, “Yes.”
Eh was big. While Fenmere dwarfed Morde and Myra, Eh dwarfed Fenmere. And the Bridge’s vague geometry accommodated all of them, including the growing number of Pembers. Ihns body was long and sinuous, but not exactly serpent-like, with translucent skin the colors of phosphorescence. Eh bulged from ribs to gut, with shoulders and hips that were narrower than Ihns girth. Ihns arms and legs were akin to those of many amphibians, ending in hands with bulbous fingers sporting thin claws. Ihns tail was the same length as Ihns body and frilled with leafy fins. There were more such fins at every major joint of each limb, with two large ones sprouting from Ihns shoulders like wings. And rearing up, Ihns oblong head balanced on a sturdy but curved neck. Ihns mouth was wide, and Ihns eyes were set forward on Ihns head. Ihns right eye was a brilliant sphere of plasma like a sun. And Ihns left was a small gray planetoid, covered with tiny craters. And from the back of Ihns head, from a garden of leafy frills, two sets of antlers swept backward, as long as Ihns skull.
It was this form that Phage was mirroring with its cosmos as it arranged a sun and a planetoid to appear opposite of Ihns own, and leveled its gaze at Eh.
“It's time for another bargain,” it said. “But not with this me, the original me, in the Engine room. I’m a Pember.” And it suddenly compressed down to the shape of Myra, and put its hands on its hips, “I do Pember things now. It wants to see you, though. In person.  You could go there, or invite it here, but no more messages. In person please. You won't regret it.”
Eh looked down at the little entity and considered those words with a frown. Then Eh looked over at the others before saying, “We will discuss it.”
“Please do,” Phage insisted. “But first, we Pembers have something to share with you,” it declared, gesturing grandly back at the increasingly enormous crowd of Myra’s headmates growing behind me. Its headmates. This Phage was a Pember now.
Myra took that cue and stepped forward and projected xyr voice as if addressing a stadium, “As Crew, we offer our collective memories and experiences of recent events and the experiments of the nanites to the Bridge for consideration, to help with decision making.” Xe looked back briefly, then smirked grimly before spearing Eh’s eyes with xyr solemn gaze, “All 34,278 of us. The rest will be here soon.”
“That's a lot,” Fenmere balked. “It will take time.”
“Not as much as you might think,” Phage chuckled smugly.
Morde added, “This is the fun part.”
Phage looked from Fenmere to Eh and explained, “Temporarily merge with us.” It paused dramatically, “All of us.”
“What?” Eh barked.
“What do you mean, what?” Phage folded its arms.
“Merging isn't temporary that we know of. How?”
“Oh,” the little entity of cosmos said, “oh dear.”  It tapped its foot and lashed its tail as it examined each of the Crew incredulously. “That would explain why everything is such a mess. No, Eh, it's very temporary. Minds don't like being merged, unless they're very dedicated to each other. The default is to separate easily the moment you relax. But you can share memories very quickly that way. And memories that aren't yours can fade pretty fast, but they stay long enough to make decisions. If you doubt me, just think back to when we first appeared here. What did we just do?”
Akailea interjected then to say, “This feels like a trick.”
Myra advanced on hir, squinting and nodding once, “Oh, it's totally a trick. A trick in the same way you offered us freedom with the nanites,” xe pointed, “but failed to explain the dangers of the experiment.” Xe turned to Eh and then Fenmere as xe said, “A trick in the same way that you let us play with them to our hearts’ content until we started experiencing side effects, and then just let us suffer and figure things out for ourselves while you ‘deliberated’.” Then xe looked over the rest of the Bridge Crew and shouted boldly to them, “It's the kind of a trick that will leave you educated and changed. A neat trick. Only, unlike what you told us, we’ve just divulged our entire intent. Simply to inform you. So that you can better uphold your vow.”
The Bridge Crew looked either insulted or uncomfortable, or profoundly both.
“See,” Myra could feel this wave of words welling up already formed from inside xyr being and refused to stop. It was as if xyr unconscious mind had been formulating this speech for some time without xyr knowledge, and xe was as excited to hear it coming from xyrself as I frankly was. I was impressed, and xe continued, “We’ve been all over the ship now. We’ve mingled with the passengers, learned their stories, helped them with their struggles, spoken at length with those involved in the experiment. We helped investigate the bombing. With over 34 thousand system members, we’ve been able to cover a lot of ground in a short time, and very focused on the results of the nanite terminals. They work. There are bugs to work out, but they work. Quite well.” Xe clenched xyr fists and took another step toward Eh, as if to pick a fight with the Crew Member, and snarled, “What doesn't work is your sequestering. What doesn't work is your lack of communication. Your refusal to explain all of what is going on. Your in-fighting that distracts you and keeps you from seeing what's happening to your children or acting in time to save them.”
Then, before anyone could speak to that, xe took one more step toward Eh, puffed up xyr chest and held out xyr open hands to either side in an expansive gesture, and declared, “We may be small and young and insignificant to you, but we are here and your actions are hurting us.”
Then xe dropped xyr hands and glared at Eh, remaining still after that. Clearly xe was waiting for a reaction. But no one dared respond for quite some time. Phage was relaxed. Morde billowed. Pembers kept arriving, expanding the Bridge with every new presence. But the Bridge Crew was still and tense.
Finally Eh took the initiative and asked, “What do you demand?”
Myra screamed the words at the top of Network limits, “Just listen to us!!!” Xe stepped back and lowered xyr voice, but not xyr intensity, face screwed up with disgust and anger, “Merge with us, share our memories! Share your memories with each other! Take advantage of this amazing way to communicate! And figure things out!”
Xe took a deep breath in the silence after that. The simulated air of the Network calmed the synapses of xyr neural net, and xe continued much more calmly. Even kindly, finally relieved to have said xyr piece.
“That's it,” xe said, looking around. “That's all. Merge, share our memories, and then let us all be ourselves again and do what's needed. We know you outnumber us by so much, that you could just sanction us all in an instant. We just ask that you listen right now before you make that choice. That's it.”
“What is your name?” Eh asked in a careful tone.
“Myra Pember.”
Crew blinked and watched as Eh stepped forward and lowered Ihnself to offer a hand the size of Myra to xem, as if to take xyr’s. “Myra Pember, I am Eh,” the Captain of the Crew said. “It has always been your right to be heard by us. We are so sorry that we have not given you that chance. Thank you for coming to us.” Eh straightened to look over Ihns Crew, and spoke, “I will listen, and I hope my Crewmates will listen, too.”
“I, too, will listen,” Akailea assented, then asked. “But what about the dissenters, the Monsters?”
“Phage?” Myra asked, turning to it.
“They are not this problem,” Phage said. “This problem is a rot in your ranks, not theirs. And you outnumber them immensely. Let them be while you heal yourselves. If and when they come to you for help, then repeat this lesson. Listen to them.”
“Aren't you the Chief Monster?” Akailea demanded.
“Names are just names. You know that I am something different,” Phage responded. “Come to me when we are done here and we can discuss that. Let's keep this ship from falling apart before its time.”
“When is its time?” Eh reacted to that.
“Sorry, turn of phrase,” Phage apologized. “I was trying to tell you I want to keep helping to run it for a while. Its time might be right now for all I know. I don't think it will be, though.” It looked back at Myra to let xem know it thought xe should take the next step.
Myra looked up at Eh and held out xyr hand, and said, “Do you consent to share memories?”
That evening, the group of friends, including Gretcha and an exobody the shape of Myra but with a Network projection of Phage’s presence covering it, were all leaning against the boulder in the park where this had all begun, facing the Aft Endcap. The Pembers who were watching were coconscious in their vessel, and the Flits were in theirs. Morde inhabited hir cloak, with a new pair of gloves animated with nannies. And I, Abacus, Breq, and even Ralf were present as well, observing from our old Tablets. 
It was a ceremony of sorts. Many of us would be going our separate ways after this. The experiment was nearing its completion and the new Crew Members would not need their Tutors anymore. Ralf had joined us in honor of the moment. But we Tutors left it to our former Students to have the space and time, as we watched the day’s sun enter the Engine Intake Port in the middle of the Endcap. It’s movement was slow and stately, and ominous.
“I don't think it's going to be as easy as you just made it look,” Tetcha said. “People will still fear each other's minds. There will still be conflict.”
Morde agreed, “That's true.”
“It's never not true,” Ketta observed.
Myra looked over at xyr friends and said to Tetcha, “We’re just looking forward to a slightly better tomorrow, thank you.”
When the sun went out, consumed by blackness in the confines of the Engine, Phage Pember spoke.
“Omnomnom…” it said.






  
  Epilogue


As I told you near the beginning, I have tailored each of my lessons in this book to reflect sanctioned knowledge of the corresponding time in the story. 
This was so that you would know roughly what the Pembers and their friends knew when they were experiencing it.
Obviously, knowledge of the ship's past and purpose, and who the Crew are, are more freely shared now.
And as you know, the eventual solution to dysphoria and the disparity between the Crew and the populace was to integrate the nanite terminals with fetal development, and allow everyone to grow and function as full beings in our society from the very beginning.
This, of course, has not come without its own problems. But, now dysphoria can be caught early and steps can be taken to alleviate it organically, according to the autonomy of the individual. Bodies can be gently molded, or neurons more flexibly altered, according to a person’s choices.
Also, there is less societal difference between a plural system and a singlet. Some people have even welcomed Crew and AI into their psyches to share life together. And look forward to having a similar relationship with a younger generation someday.
And, as you know, the Monsters still exist.  Rejecting your nanite terminal is riskier than it was before, now that everyone is conceived with it present to begin with. But your right to solitude and self autonomy must be preserved, so we have maintained this practice.
Which is why we have published this book.
We would like to remain in contact with you, by your consent, and maintain some level of communication. This is our overture to you for that purpose. To let you know we are aware of where this all started and how things have changed. And to give us a common language with which to talk about it, should you choose.
If you have your own story, or your own take on this story, we would be much obliged if you would tell it to us. We will remember it and revisit it often. If you give us permission, we will share it with others.
In the meantime, be well. Be free. Enjoy many sunbirths and sundeaths.
And thank you for being yourself,
Metabang!





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
\
|
N

EMS' OUT!

. THE SUNSPOT.CHRONICLES

* oy
o™ ® . .

Rare.

the Inmara Fenumera






