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  Chapter 1: Dragon magic and the daily sun


I watch our new editor, Karen, pick at her bagel fixings and adjust her cup of double shot skinny latte before proceeding with our light brunch. 
To be clear, I liked her.
The little habits of people have always intrigued me. I feel as if I am almost as alien to this world as Ashwin is.
Karen, unlike me, still uses the name her parents had given her at birth. I am fascinated by the inner workings of people who don’t end up changing their first name. Why did they make that choice? How has their name influenced their development, their psychology? Why do they end up fitting it so well? How is it that they can buck the stereotypes upon their name and be able to make it their own so effortlessly?
I’m sure Karen was observing me, too. Evaluating me. She was doing a pretty good job of appearing to pay attention to anything but me and my sysmates.
My drink was called a gingersnap, because it tastes exactly like one. And my cookie was called a mocha espresso dream, because it was full of mocha, espresso, and dreams, presumably. I liked the juxtaposition of that.
“So, tell me about yourselves,” Karen said, smiling. I couldn’t help but watch her burgundy lipstick move flawlessly with her lips without cracking or thinning.
As I chewed my cookie, I considered the possible ways I could ruin this business relationship. I sent out a mental query for my systmates to answer, to give me suggestions, and when not even Sarah answered, I decided to leave it up to Karen.
“What would you like me to fill you in on?” I asked. “Our history? Our childhood? How we came to Portland? Or the really weird stuff?”
Karen shrugged, and retorted, “Well, what’s weird, exactly?” She gestured at the cafe around us, “We’re here on your turf for a reason. Start, maybe, by reminding which one of you I’m talking to?”
“I’m Goreth. They/them,” I said, and took another sip of drink. It’s a tiny cup, so I don’t drink it that fast. It is so full of flavor and worth the money, even though I rarely have enough to buy it.
“So, at this point, as we’ve said over the email, we like to call ourselves ‘the Inmara’,” I told her. “It means ‘the Great Alliance’. Sarah and I are the originals in our system, but we are outnumbered by walk-ins now. Most of us aren’t from Earth, so telling you about our childhood becomes a question that depends on who you’re talking about.”
“Okay,” she said. “I am asking this question to get an idea of how to work with you, and how to market you and your work. How should we write your little author’s bio? These things are important.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“But, also, I’d just like to get to know all of you, so that I’m not stepping on any toes or anything. We can start with knowing about all your walk-ins, Okay? That seems important to me,” she said.
“Oh, well, okay,” I replied, and pretended to think about it more. I’d already decided it was time to test our credibility with her. I knew she had interest in our more sensationalist seeming qualities. It was good to keep the conversation to a pace that involved regular pauses on my terms. Because sometimes I needed to think. I marked my rhetorical territory like the dragon I am. “So, I’m here, right?” I said. “Most of the others seem to be resting or conversing internally without me. I’m fronting to handle business today.” I explained. “But, I’m, in theory at least, also somewhere else right now.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Well, you’ve got my full attention. I’m not exactly dissociating right now,” I could feel adrenaline rise in my chest as I got closer to saying the riskiest thing I could imagine myself saying. But dammit, I was going to say it anyway. It was, after all, integral to our reasons for wanting to publish the Sunspot Chronicles, and could really be used as a marketing ploy. Maybe. “I’m fully awake, and aware, and really digging this meeting. But…” I couldn’t help trailing off. I guess I was anxious about it anyway.
“But, what?” she prompted.
“There is another me. An almost perfect copy of me. And right now they are on a generational starship somewhere in what we think is the Andromeda galaxy, but we could be wrong. They might be further away than that,“ I said, resigning myself to this story. This true, true story. “And they’re witnessing the weirdest shit I can possibly imagine. And learning a couple of new languages in the process, in fact. And in a month’s time or so, we’re going to reconnect and – fuse? Kinda. And it will be like I’ve been there. I’m told. Because I will have been.”
Karen pursed her lips and shook her head, blinking, like she was trying to get dust out of her hair and off her face, and then asked, “Is this the inspiration for your novels?”
“Yes, very much so,” I said.
They’re not novels. They’re history books. But I’m not telling her that. Liath Luachra Press publishes fiction. And we’d all decided that fiction was the best guise for these books. Mostly for our safety, but also for any sort of saleability.
We’d destroyed all the physical evidence of our connection to the Sunspot, or ʔetekeyerrinwuf, in order to protect the Earth from the dangers of that technology. And, even if we hadn’t, if we’d used that evidence to prove our experiences to the world, our writing would get lost in the chaos that would follow that move.
Better to keep it subtle and deniable, and let the messages of the stories seep into the public consciousness as if they were fiction, and do their work that way.
I look out the window of Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut at the rising morning sun. It was at the right angle to match where the sun would form in the morning if I were on the Sunspot.
I was on the Sunspot.
My other me was, at least.
I wondered what was happening to them.
“Have we told you anything about how our friend Erik likes to frame things?” I asked. “I mean, about individual experiences and perceptions v.s. consensual reality?”
“No,” Karen said.
“Well, what it boils down to is that what we experience, what everyone experiences, is all a product of our brains, our neurology. We don’t actually experience an objective reality as we like to believe in it. It’s all curated and remastered by the processing centers of our brains,” I explained. “And our preconceived notions about how the world works can affect even the things we think we see, touch, and feel. Does this make sense?”
She nodded, and said, “My own son likes to talk about this all the time. I think I get it. I mean, I work in fiction! I work in fiction that is written by marginalized folks of all types.” She smiled, “I’m surrounded by this kind of thing, honestly. It’s my life.”
“Oh, so you get where I’m going with that?” I asked.
“I think so?” she confirmed. “You’re saying that we each live in our own realities. Even if you think that there’s some sort of objective reality that science can describe, the very way that reality works means that we, as conscious beings inside our bodies, cannot ever really be part of that reality. We all live in virtual realities inside our heads.”
“Yep!” I said. “That’s a good way of putting it.”
“And I bet you’re going to say that whatever happens in your reality is real to you,” she grinned, leaning back and stroking her partially eaten bagel like it was a rat, tilting her head as she did so. “And that that’s what matters when it comes to your formative experiences.
“In a nutshell,” I said. Feeling a lot better about our choice of publisher. And their choice of picking up our series of books!
She felt around her teeth with her tongue for food, and when she found some she chewed on it while she arranged her bagel just so, to get it ready for another bite. I had no idea what was going on in her head as she did that, but it looked vaguely predatory. Like she was purely lost in the process of eating food and unaware of how hungry she looked. And that put me even more at ease. She seemed like our kind of people.
“So, anyway,” I said. “Want to see a magic trick?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Standing on the ledge of the observation deck of a spoke, accompanied by a small entourage of new friends, looking Forward and waiting for the day’s sun to be born, or ‘to hatch’ as they say, I confess my mind was back on Earth.
As weird and amazing as everything I was seeing and feeling was, I knew that I was also meeting with our editor, and I was wondering if it was Sarah who would be talking to her, or me. Or Ashwin? Or maybe even Phage or Niʔa. And, I was getting ideas for the title of my own book.
We’d decided to try to traditionally publish the Sunspot Chronicles, a set of books originally written by the Ktletaccete of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, the people I was currently visiting. And to put our own autobiographies up to read for free on our website, with the first drafts accessible through our Patreon. So, Ashwin’s book, the End of the Tunnel, went straight to the Internet, and was already getting a small handful of comments from our loyal supporters.
I was thinking about how their book had a title that suggested the subject of death. And, if mine was going to be sort of sequel to it, I might pick something that had something of a thematic connection to it.
I’d always liked what my old high school teacher had to say about the title of Hemingway’s best known book, the Sun Also Rises. Or, at least, my memory of it. And though I hadn’t read that book myself, what I was seeing here on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, the Sunspot, was also reminding me of it. That, though the night might fall, and darkness cover the Earth, that terrible times might happen to you, as if night was a terrible thing (I personally don’t think it is), that the sun does also come back around and rise again. It does not always just set. A new day is always around the corner.
I’ve looked it up. Hemingway wrote his book while he was converting to Catholicism, and that’s definitely not happening to me, or Sarah, or any of us. But this, right here, was definitely a religious feeling experience, as much as I was distracting myself from it.
But also, as a trans feminine person myself, I have to confess to being taken in by the theory that Hemingway was actually a trans woman in the closet, like Cobain. And referencing him with my book’s title might be really cool.
And, if he was a closeted trans woman, it would be meaningful to say that the sun also hatches with my title, as I was planning. In a really queer way. Because it’s popular for us trans women to say we were eggs before we came out, and that in coming out we hatch into chicks. Get it?
Only, it’s really Sarah who’s the woman. My gender is enby, non-binary. My gender is dragon. My kind, under ideal circumstances, also hatch. Like the sun here on the Sunspot.
But, not having read Hemingway’s book I wouldn’t necessarily be ready to defend my choice if I gave my book a title like that.
I made a mental note to read his book later, get a copy of it from Earth, or to convince my Terran self to read it.
Then, as light began to form in the twenty kilometer wide hole in the Forward Endcap, the sun spout, I forced myself to refocus on where I was and what I was doing.
This, after all, was my new forever home.
I might get to re-merge occasionally with my Terran self, and trade memories that way. But a copy of myself would always live here now, as would my original self on Earth. At least until one of both of us died in some way.
We were separated by unfathomable lightyears, parsecs, megaparsecs, galaxies, an as yet unmeasured distance and direction, and all of the relativity that implied. But the physics of the Tunnel Apparatus, an ansible, meant that in all practicality that distance was meaningless. Nothing physical could go through the Tunnel, but information could, and we, people, are really just information.
And we’d finally got Phage to agree to let us back through to visit Ashwin’s home, and so I was here.
All traces of my Earthly vessel were left behind. No need to recreate it in any way, since it had never really fit who I was. It was closer to Sarah’s own self image, but when she came here she’d likely also choose a new body, one in line with her residual self image, as the Wachowski’s have called it.
The nanite exobodies of ʔetekeyerrinwuf are nearly indescribable.
How can I put this in any terms that an Earthling would be able to comprehend? Nothing I have experienced before can be said to be an analogue to it. Except for maybe feeling the relief I felt after we’d started HRT or received our bottom surgery, to treat our physical dysphoria.
Since I’d come to their world, the Ktletaccete had recommended that I inhabit an exobody as soon as possible and remain inside it until I stopped experiencing derealization and culture shock. It would be a way of grounding myself in reality, they said. So, I was doing that.
I even slept in my exobody, which apparently was possible. Silly, perhaps, but possible. And it worked a lot like sleeping in my original body. My subconscious mind was still in contact with my new vessel and sending those signals, if muted, to my dreaming mind and influencing my visions.
And, when I had slowly woken up that morning, I had felt my new body as if it was a fully biological form that I’d been born in. One that was intimately familiar to me as if it had shaped my very being with its neural signals and contact with the physical world. All six limbs, tail, snout, claws, scales, and teeth of it.
Because, you’d better believe, if on any day I get to choose what my body looks like, I am going full dragon. Every time. And the nanite exobodies allowed for that, and that’s what I had been doing right from the start.
I’d known I was a dragon since I’d learned what dragons were. And I’d felt phantom limbs and everything since then, and not really known if those were some kind of psychological trick or rooted in something mysterious and spiritual. But I’d felt them, and had never stopped feeling the loss of not having them for real.
And now, they were mine.
They were made of silicon, iron, tungsten, carbon, and other trace elements, all mixed up in a self replicating powdery clay that was engineered to do things our physicists back home will swear are outright impossible. But they were programmed to send my mind signals to convince me they were as organic as my original body.
So, when I had woken up, I could feel the weight and movement of my scales as I stretched. I could feel the texture of the cushions beneath me as I drew the fatty pads of my clawed hands and feet across them. And I could feel the air entering lungs I didn’t actually have as I yawned and drew in breath.
A lot of that was simulated, I’m sure, but it felt real.
And, later, as the lift doors opened and we stepped out onto the observation deck, I could feel the cold ceramic walkway beneath my feet, and hear the click of my claws against its burnt sienna surface. I let my tail drag across the threshold of the lift and could feel as each of my under scales ticked the edge of it.
The glint of brassy trim along the edges of the walkway tickled my eyesight, twinkling in the soft lighting of the deck.
My companions were also all wearing nanite exobodies, and I could smell the greasy metallic scent of them as if my own nose wasn’t made of the stuff. That had been the smell that had permeated the lift ride there. But now, two hundred meters above the surrounding forest floor, I could also smell the plant life, and the atmosphere of the Garden itself.
I wondered how much of this was orchestrated to help me feel at home, and how accurate the smells were. The atmosphere that the life breathed on ʔetekeyerrinwuf was not the same as Earth’s. I knew that much. I had been told that. It should smell different. And the life here had developed with XNA, a DNA-like set of molecules that were yet fundamentally different and incompatible with ours, and their cells didn’t even have mitochondria. The chemicals consumed and produced by that life would also be different from Earth’s.
Thanks to my parents’ meager but sufficient wealth, I’d been able to travel to Europe once, on an exchange program with Germany, and I’d learned just how different a whole continent could smell from my home. On the same planet.
But, how would these nanites know? How could they be programmed to produce accurate sensations that would make the right nebula smell like strawberries if I could visit it? How could they make this place smell so much different from the Pacific Northwest temperate rainforest, but so weirdly familiar at the same time, and make it an accurate smell to me?
It smelled kind of like a cross between truffles and cinnamon, with sea brine mixed in? And shit. But the shit part wasn’t so bad that it was repulsive. It’s possible that the shit smell was the product of rot in this ecosystem. Until I got together with my new Tutor and traded notes, I wouldn’t know.
I suppose I could have asked right then but, as I said, I was preoccupied.
Also, the smells were pretty faint, due to our altitude. But because I’d opted for a very sensitive olfactory system, I definitely could smell them.
I could smell the moisture in the wind, too. And the materials used to construct the observation deck.
Something about the architecture reminded me of the movie Forbidden Planet.
It was huge. And built for very large people. People with bodies as big as mine now was. I got a sense of the scale of the doorways not by walking through them, but by watching Jural Pember do so.
Jural is about the size of an Earth middle schooler, and when wem walked through one of those doors wem was absolutely dwarfed by it. I, simply, did not have to duck. And neither did Eh.
Okay. I grew up in the U.S. I used to think in feet and yards all the time because of it. We’d had a unit on the metric system in third grade, but nobody had actually learned it.
I’m thinking in the metric system now, thanks to Ashwin, because it’s based on a standard that is easily translatable to the sets of standards the Ktletaccete use to measure things. It’s really easy to get their measurements and convert them to meters. So that’s what I’m doing now, and I’m going to describe everything in meters and the like.
My nanite exobody is seven meters in length. I’m four meters tall. The doors are roughly six meters high, and not at all rectangular. They are irregular hexagons, with the widest point about two thirds down toward the floor. Well, those are the doorways. The doors themselves are made from nanite clay, and can open in all sorts of weird ways.
You get to give the ʔetekeyerrinwuff Network a command for how all the doors open for you, if you’re the first to get to the door. For giggles, I had them opening like stage curtains, and when I got to see it, they rippled and everything. The lift doors had opened for me, so they’d done that.
The short hallway between the lift and the deck had already open doorways, so there wasn’t any more animation like that.
But it allowed me to look down the covered walkways in either direction, toward the adjacent observation decks, and the tram that ran along the inside of that ring.
Oh, there’s so much to describe! And I’m not going to be able to get to all of it.
We were at one of the spokes of the second to last ring of regions before the Aft Endcap. When each of the great spokes reaches the Garden surface it enters a sheath that functions as a shock absorber for the torque and gyrations of the spoke. Movements that are so big and slow that we don’t actually get to see them, but so strong that megastructural engineering is required to make it work.
The habitat cylinder of the Sunspot is roughly two hundred kilometers across and nearly four hundred kilometers long. It contains landmasses and bodies of water equivalent to Washington and Oregon states put together and rolled up into a tube that has almost the same proportions as a beer can. And there are five sets of eight spokes each. And each spoke is about three hundred and eight-some meters wide. Nearly four football fields to those of you back home. Comparable to the length of the starship Enterprise from the original series of Star Trek.
So, like, some of the architecture was phenomenally bigger than me. Which is why it reminded me of the Krell world machine of Forbidden Planet.
And the observation decks of the base of the spoke were arrayed in a ring around the top of the gargantuan sheath, and reachable via lift.
As I stepped out onto the pentagon shaped deck that stretched out several body lengths before me, I didn’t really get to see much of the Garden, as they call it. The lighting was soft, to allow for it, but it was the darkest part of night, before the sun started to form and long after the moon had been absorbed by the ship’s drive.
The sun and moon, every day, were balls of plasma sent from the Bussard collectors at the front of the world to the fusion drive in the aft of it.
The peak of the pentagon of this observation deck pointed directly Forward. We’d chosen this one specifically to witness the sunhatching, and we all walked to that point.
It was there that my technological eyes adjusted to register the darkness of the forest that stretched out across the island around us, below us. And the ghostly white of the snowy Ring Mountains, and the clouds around them.
Without the flood of sunlight causing the atmosphere to occlude our vision, we could more clearly see the other side of the habitat cylinder than during daytime. It would be faded toward blue then. But, on Earth we can see the surface of the moon fairly clearly even during the day and it’s much further away than that. Still, about twice the thickness of the atmosphere lay between us and the other side above us. It would be discernible in the daytime, just definitely also blue.
And I understand that blue means an atmospheric makeup that’s not too far from Earth’s, if I’m remembering correctly. It’s just not the same.
The spoke behind us rose into the sky like an infinite technology covered wall. Not truly infinite in any way, but big enough my mind read it as such. I wanted to fall over backward in a panic over it and never move again.
The cities of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, way off in the distance, in the sky, above and around me, glowed an amber that reminded me of old street lights, and illuminated the purples of the forests that surrounded them. Those that weren’t covered by clouds.
They were kind of like stars. And my mind wanted to assign them that purpose.
I could count the number of cities on my fingers and toes. And, unlike Earth’s cities, they didn’t sprawl. Each one was contained within a discrete circle of a parameter, just a few kilometers across, with no streets, highways, or railways visible between them. All travel would be happening in the hallways and trams belowdecks. 
And yet, as small as they appeared, each city contained hundreds of thousands of people. And living not quite as densely as you might expect for that! The layers of decks below each city could accommodate millions more if the population ever grew that large.
“So, this is your first sunhatching,” Jural said.
And that’s the line that got me thinking about the title of my future book. This book.
I am almost certain I don’t have any sort of writing style similar to Hemmingway’s. He might even frown at my book if he could read it.
I heard myself answering Jural as I lost myself in thought, and don’t remember exactly what I said. It was a vocal acknowledgement of some sort.
Phage stepped up beside me and said something about how it had experienced a view like this for far, far too long.
Like Ashwin, Jural Pember looked kind of like a cartoon opossum, if that opossum had then been run through an AI filter to make it look ‘realistic’, and then given feathers instead of fur. Though, most of the feathers looked a lot like fur.
Phage had painted its own exobody black with visions of nebulae, galaxies, and pulsars floating within it, much like how I’d always seen it in our dreams. And, like always, its silhouette resembled something similar to a classic demon, but without wings. A devil. But, one drawn by the Frouds, of Dark Crystal and Labyrinth fame. More animalistic qualities than human, except for the upright stance. Its tail was thin and tufted, like a lion’s. Maybe it’s more charitable to describe it as a galaxy colored vision of the Frouds’ interpretation of Shakespeare’s Puck.
Apparently, the people of ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s predecessor ship, Feruukepikape, had looked a lot like that, but with skin and hair and horns and no tail and no galaxies. And it was not how their ancestors had looked, either, supposedly. A lot of that was speculation. Prehistory so ancient it was like extrapolating the appearance of dinosaurs on Earth, but without fossils. Only a dead language with clues in it.
That’s a whole story of stories we get into by publishing the Sunspot Chronicles, which you absolutely should read when they come out.
Suffice it to say, I was surrounded by a lot of weirdly familiar but alien things that were making me feel like I should be dreaming.
And then, about fifteen or so degrees up from the Forward horizon, a circular section of the sky began to faintly glow a dark red. And, slowly, as it gained luminosity, the disc of the Forward Endcap seemed to darken in contrast to it.
“I prefer watching this by looking Aftward,” Phage said. “To see the light reflected off the Aft Endcap and the Aft Sea, and to watch the terminator move across the Garden as the sun emerges. But you can do that tomorrow.”
“Makes sense,” I managed to say, transfixed by the engineering required to collect enough hydrogen from the surrounding interstellar space to generate this eighteen kilometer wide ball of plasma and bring it up to sun-like temperatures and brilliance.
On ʔetekeyerrinwuf, the daily sun is forged. Heated and compressed by intense magnetic forces to the point of generating fusion.
But they call it ‘hatching’, because the people of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, the Ktletaccete, hatch. From eggs.
I usually feel embarrassed to say it, but I’d always dreamt of being able to lay an egg. As absurd as that may sound to my fellow Earthlings, it would have made me feel like something was finally right with my body.
Maybe, now, sometime in my future aboard ʔetekeyerrinwuf, through the sorcery of their technology, I might actually get to do so.
“At some point,” Phage said. “You will need to consent to my gift. And we’ll need to talk about whether or not your self back on Earth should have it as well.”
“Yeah,” I said.
“I think that training here with it will help you manage it on Earth,” Phage said. “Assuming I can even give it to you.”
“We’ve already had this conversation,” I pointed out.
“And we’re having it again,” Phage said. “Because, for the first time in my existence, I am worrying about something.”
“That’s a lie,” Jural said.
“True,” agreed Eh.
It had worried about something before. 
I’ve learned that it worries about the welfare of the people it knows, and does everything it can not to show it. Usually.

      [image: image-placeholder]“This is a really nice coffee shop,” Karen said. “But I do wish it was more of a diner, so I could order eggs and have a true brunch.”
“I get that,” I said. It seemed like she was deflecting my question, but I couldn’t figure out why. I let it go.
But then she asked, “What do you mean by ‘magic trick’?”
Lightly surprised by this shift back on topic, I blinked, and then said, “Well, I can’t actually do it myself. And I’m not sure Ashwin is up to coming forward to demonstrate, even if nem agrees to. But I thought you might appreciate a demonstration of why we like to meet here.”
“Oh?”
“Remember what I was saying earlier about individual realities?”
“Yes.”
“Well. There are also localized consensual realities, it turns out. The people in an area, such as this coffee shop, have a certain amount of control, or say, over what happens there,” I said. “Collectively. And they can exert that reality over that of individual newcomers, to a degree. More so if a newcomer agrees to it.”
It was her turn to blink, but it was a more laconic one. She jerked her head back a little in the process of it. “OK,” she said. “What exactly would I be agreeing to experience?”
“Well, we could take our pick,” I said. “Or you could. We’ve primed this place in the past year, by doing demonstrations, so there are several options.”
“Go on.” She sounded increasingly incredulous, and that worried me.
“I mean, I asked if you wanted to see a magic trick because if you don’t that’s OK, too,” I said. “Nothing weird can truly happen without your express consent. But, like, we could warm the cold dregs of your latte, right here on the table, for instance. Without touching it.”
She picked up the nearly empty cup and sniffed it, wrinkling her nose, and then put it back down again. Then she scratched her head and asked, “Why?”
I shrugged as easily as I could, “To bring you just a little bit more into our world, mostly. To help you understand what we’ve been experiencing, and what inspires our writing. It might help you decide how to help us edit our books, I suppose. But, really, we don’t like being in the closet about anything anymore. And this is one of those things that gets closeted by default, you know.”
She narrowed her eyes and chewed on her lip lightly as she considered this. Then she asked, “What are the other options?”
“We can make the air around you colder, like they say ghosts can do. A chill, but a persistent one until you’re done with it. Or,” I worked on deciding just how many options to give her. Maybe just three more. “Ashwin could talk to you with just the air, not moving our lips or using our vocal cords. Just vibrating the air molecules directly. Or, we’ve got a mechanical pocket watch for this one, we could make a watch stop running for any given period of time. Or run faster. Just with a thought, as it were. And you could pick it up and examine it while we’re doing it. Even take it apart.”
“Really?”
“Yes,” my conviction and sincerity was easy. These were things that Ashwin had done numerous times for acquaintances and friends already. This was now a routine.
“I find that hard to believe.”
“Perfect,” I said. “That’ll make the results more convincing. Just as long as a part of you kind of wants to experience one of these things, it should work here. Out on the street? I’m not so sure. In your own home, if we were there, not at all.”
“Why is that?” she asked.
“Consensual realities,” I said. “Or, just consent, really.”
“Huh.”
“This all started when Sarah and I met Phage as children,” I explained. “We always thought Phage was our boogieman, our bedroom floor monster. But it’s not. Like us, it’s not any sort of a man, but unlike us it’s from across the stars. Or it says it is.”
Karen leaned forward and nodded. This was the stuff she’d come here to listen to, after all, apparently.
“You’ve read Systems’ Out! now, right? Our first book?” I asked.
“Yes, and I do have some ideas about it, too,” she said. “But I want to hear all this first. I want to know where you’re coming from and what you’re trying to say with the book.”
“OK,” I smiled. “So, what Metabang describes in that book is mostly true. Or, an interpretation of the truth, as we know it.”
“In your collective reality,” she said.
“Sure,” I replied, smirking and nodding. “Assuming that the Sunspot is a real place, and that a version of me is actually visiting it right now, Phage is a being that the Founding Crew of the Sunspot summoned to help them keep the ship intact through early turbulent times. We’re not sure how or from where, but one theory is that it came from their original homeworld. That it is one of their ancestors, with access to technology that looks like magic compared to theirs. And their technology looks like magic to ours.”
“Interesting.”
“And after over a hundred of their millennia – their years are different than ours, of course – it eventually agreed to teach them its secrets,” I said. “And Ashwin is one of them, and knows those secrets.”
“So, Phage could do these magic tricks, too.”
“Yes,” I said. “But it’s currently not here, and it doesn’t like to demonstrate anyway. It leaves that to Ashwin, who likes doing it.”
“Ah,” she said. “Are either of them going to teach you its secrets too, then?”
“Maybe?” I said. “If they can, and I prove worthy, I think. It’s not like it’s going to turn me into some kind of superhero here, or messiah, or anything amazing. Nothing more than a quirky and insane author who claims to be able to do slightly inexplicable things for people who believe them.”
She tapped the table and said, “This sort of reminds me of the sensationalized multiple personality books of the 80s and 90s. Like how the Troops said that the extra energy of all of them in Trudy’s system would cause electrical equipment to fail and spark.”
“Oh, so you’ve read When Rabbit Howls?” I was delighted.
“Yep!” she said. “Believe it or not, it was required reading for the job. Our board thinks it’s important that we take our authors seriously, even if they might have outlandish backgrounds like Trudy Chase. Part of the territory for who we’re trying to represent. Even if we’re publishing fiction. So, reading books like that, and Freshwater by Akwaeki Emezi, was homework.”
I nodded, looking down at the table, and admitted, “I like to hear that kind of thing.” 
“Most of our writers do,” she said.
“But Emezi’s book isn’t sensationalist or outlandish. It’s clearly stated as fictionalized, but also sharing an inner truth, a spiritual truth,” I pointed out.
“I know,” Karen said. “I mentioned their book for the broader diversity of it. We’d be lucky to get to publish something like that.” 
“Well, there might be a reason that what I’m telling you reminds you of When Rabbit Howls,” I said.
“I believe it.”
I scrunched up my lips and pushed them to the side as I rubbed at the new stubble that was already haunting my face. We hadn’t quite figured out how to stop it from growing at all, yet, but it was five days worth of growth and felt like what used to be five hours of growth. We did have several people working on it, but every time we took the MAX and a transphobe clocked us, it clocked us, as it were. Gave us a little jolt of growth that we’d been keeping at bay.
It didn’t bother me as much as it bothered Sarah. She’s the girl. As a dragon, beards almost feel right to me. But the longer we had a relatively smooth face, the more I came to enjoy and rely upon it. And, as I said, she hated the beard. So I still shaved every week.
“Can we do the watch thing?” Karen asked.
“Sure!” I said. “That’s one of my favorites. If you take it apart, you can let the bits go flying. That’s OK. We can find them and put it back together. That’s part of the trick. And you can hold it until it starts up again, even. On the agreed upon time.”
“That sounds elaborate!” she exclaimed.
“It is,” I said. “That’s what makes it feel like a real magic trick. You know, professional slight of hand and illusion. Which, of course, you can tell yourself is happening, so it’s even more likely to work.”
She chuckled.
“But, if you want to spook the living hell out of yourself, you should interview Ashwin while I take this vessel to the bathroom,” I said. I hoped Ashwin would be up to any of what I was suggesting.






  
  Chapter 2: How to eat some cow


Here’s a small sample of how my mind was rushing as I made and ate lunch. 
I don’t think my writing reflects my thought processes. 
Ashwin maybe captures it better. My mind works almost as if I’m made up of a hundred little Goreths all thinking their own things, bouncing off each other and triggering each other’s trains of thought. And I don’t find myself with the urge to write like that.
Writing is nice. It orders my thoughts. Which is probably why I’ve done so much of it, between Sarah and I.
Anyway.
I’d returned to my quarters after a long and exhausting morning tour of my new world and home, ʔetekeyerrinwuf, doors parting like stage curtains once again to present to me a distressingly empty room.
I’m working up to this. It’s gonna hurt you. Maybe.
I walked across the room, on all fours as I do now, tail weaving back and forth along the ground behind me, to the food maker. Which is in one of the furthest corners from the door.
I would get to make this place my own over time. Or as immediately as I wanted to. I could do almost whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted, from now on. No more obligations, ever. Or, not very many.
And it hurt to think of that, because that wasn’t at all true of my self back on Earth. And when they got my memories of what life was like here, it would hurt them, and then I’d have the memory of that hurt.
I think this is one of the things that had made Phage reluctant to allow this. But in the end, it couldn’t truly say, “No.” ʔetekeyerrinwuf is the land of consent and autonomy, and it had spent the last hundred and thirty some millennia of its existence in this culture. Even if coming to Earth had prompted Phage to start behaving more like an Earthling, with less regard for those things, it still, deep down, believed in these values, and had relented.
Sarah had become afraid, then, dropping her original enthusiasm for coming over here, when Phage had OKed our trip, and suggested that I experience a cycle of it first, before she sent a copy of herself over. And that seemed reasonable, and I had agreed to it, but I was now missing her quite a bit.
I was effectively a singlet here, and I’ve never been a singlet.
So, I reached the food maker with no one accompanying me to tell me how to use it. 
I’d completely forgotten about my Tutor, Mutabenga, who had eagerly assigned itself to me. It was very considerate, and almost always waited for me to prompt it. And I’m not used to it being in my life, so it felt like it wasn’t there at all.
The Tutors weren’t really Tutors anymore. And that’s a story that’s part of the Sunspot Chronicles. They weren’t assigned to raise Children anymore. But they could still volunteer to do whatever they wanted to, even if it was still Tutoring, because they had the guaranteed autonomy to do so. And, in wanting to show up its sibling, Yarrayoa’uf (a.k.a. Abacus), who was running tours of ʔetekeyerrinwuf for other Outsiders, Mutabenga had jumped at my arrival to show me around.
And then it had sat back while everyone else did the work.
Anyway, I wasn’t thinking of it. I’d forgotten it was on call.
So, here I was, in my set of rooms, irregularly angled and warping walls metallically reflecting light from the illuminated trim. The floor a dulled, darkened galvanized steel or something like that. The ceiling the same color. And what little fixtures there were were trimmed in something like brass and green ceramic.
The maker was basically just a bin of nanite clay, a ceramic and metal container a meter and a half tall and two meters wide. The top surface was bare nanite clay, and could be commanded to take any shape, apparently. There was a touch screen holodisplay panel on one side of it about the size of a tablet back home that was glowing a faint blue-green.
For how purple the outside world was, the Garden, the Ktletaccete sure did like their brassy gold and mossy green. It did make for some really nice contrasts with the purple of the plant life, of course.
So, here I was, hungry and confused.
Here it is. Here is the paragraph of my mind doing its thing.
Why was I hungry? I was now inhabiting a nanite exobody, called an exobody because the first people to make them had still had their original organic vessels. It shouldn’t need to eat, nor give me signals that it was hungry. Of course, maybe that was because it was engineered to make me think it was organic, like a real body, so that I would feel at home in it. But I could never really go home ever again, and it was my fault. And that meant that I wouldn’t be able to eat any of my favorite foods, and I could not fathom how my earlier self hadn’t thought of that before coming over here. I was autistic and ADHD, with food related sensory needs. And coming to an alien world where nothing of Earth origin would ever grow, where I could never truly leave again, was the worst choice possible for accommodating those needs. Holy shit. My parents would cackle. Feeling like justice had finally been served. Not like they had a really good sense of what justice actually was. How did justice work here, anyway? How would I avoid breaking a law? And what would happen if I did break it? Would it be like that one episode of Star Trek, the Next Generation? Of course not! But I didn’t know. Just like I didn’t know how to operate this food maker, even if I had any idea of what I might try to eat. Oh, god in hell, I was going to miss the fuck out of bagels. I could teach these people about bagels. Even if I never learned how to make them before, I now had untold eons, or whatever now, to reverse engineer them! Maybe I could simulate a bagel somehow with the ingredients of food here. And I wondered if I could somehow still access the Internet through the Tunnel. You know, for recipes. Speaking of tunnels, the trams here were spookily similar to the MAX in Portland, where they go underground for that one spot. Or the subways in Berlin. But without rails.
And that’s, like, how I think most of the time. Just, like, a run-on stream of consciousness, endless paragraph. Even when I’m not panicked.
OK, so the Tunnel Apparatus. That was a thing.
Even though there was the end of the Tunnel somehow metaphysically embedded in my systems’ psyche back on Earth, that wasn’t the case here. It was a physical piece of technology here, and I’d gotten to see it when I’d arrived.
It was now located in a place called Mau Rro, or the Mouth of Phage. A temple high in the Ring Mountains overlooking Tenmouth sound and the Katofar peninsula, which did look a smidge like Puget sound and the Olympic peninsula back home, if you squinted and tilted your head the right way.
When I’d first had visions of it as given to me by Ashwin, my mind had warped them to look more like my childhood region than they really did. But now that I was here, I could barely see the similarities.
We’d agreed, however, that in all the materials we published about ʔetekeyerrinwuf, we’d use maps that looked more like Washington state. To subtly add to our plausible deniability. To make it look like a lazy fabrication of fiction. Or a literary allusion to our childhood world.
But the Tunnel Apparatus.
Ashwin had said that there were disturbing coincidences between this world and Earth, and that was one of them.
It looked like a 1970s radio component as redesigned by an AI. It had too many fingers.
Well, nobs and pointers.
It had a brushed aluminum casing with what looked like polished wooden caps on either end. Unlike just about everything else in this word, it was boxy. Rectangular.
OK, actually, there is a city here, Fikwakyet (a.k.a. Fairport), with boxy houses, that I could have chosen to live in. But it had weird roots in the fascism of Ferukepikape, the predecessor ship, that I didn’t want to associate with, even if it was meant to preserve the non-fascist aesthetics of one of that ship’s cultures. That clinging to the past just wigged me out. Especially with that history.
But then there was this Tunnel Apparatus, with its black enamel trim on heavy steel nobs, and its black backed, amber lit linear dial, which had thirty-one pointers arrayed in a parabolic pattern along the bottom of it, and the large pointer at the top, pointing down. One of the smaller pointers was dark. The first one to the left, near the zero point.
This thing literally looked like something someone on Earth had designed. Someone in a marketing department of an electronics company.
I suppose that in an infinite universe there might not actually be an infinite number of ways to design a piece of electronics. And that physics lays some constraints on evolution itself. And when two species, or people, evolve to have enough similarities, given enough time they might duplicate the look of technology that has a similar purpose.
But if I were designing the Tunnel Apparatus myself, for the task it supposedly was designed to do, I sure would not design it like that myself. Because, apparently, it was limited in what it could do. It had been designed to accommodate only thirty-one immediate connections. You had to push a button to get another set of thirty-one connections. And then, after that, to make more connections, you had to coordinate with someone on the other end of a connection you’d made to make a relay to one of theirs.
And that seemed ridiculous for a piece of technology that was already well beyond anything Earth could dream of making. Well, several Earthlings had dreamt about it, Ursula K. Leguinn being one of them. A science fiction author. And there were scientists trying to unlock the physics and technologies necessary to make it. But we weren’t anywhere near there yet.
Just like it wasn’t anywhere near my quarters.
So, why had I chosen the quarters I had?
I wanted to be near or in a city. Under one made sense to me, because as beautiful and exotic as the Garden was, the concave nature of it, being in a gigantic can, was unnerving to this dragon who’d grown up on a planet. I could visit it whenever I wanted to, but I didn’t want to feel like I had to have windows that looked out onto it.
I had figured a veritable cave would fit my draconic moods better. Assuming I actually really was a dragon.
And it seemed to work for now.
I could change it later, almost any time. Put myself into a queue for one of the surface houses, and cycle into one of them when someone moved out. Or one of the quarters in a surface building.
Some buildings could be expanded upward, too, if all the residents in it agreed to do so and I put some of my allocation of resources into it.
My allocation of resources. A given, guaranteed wealth of matter and energy that everyone got to have, that was going to, hopefully, go into the food I was going to make, to go into this nanite exobody that didn’t really need it.
That was it, really. I had agreed to move here, because when Ashwin explained even some of what it was like, it had seemed like the fully automated luxury space communism all of my peers back home had always dreamed about.
I’d figured, during any moment I was thinking about it, that the loss of all of my safe foods would be a worthwhile trade for everything else. With a nanite exobody, I shouldn’t even have to eat!
Fucking thing.
I felt ravenous!
I looked around my quarters and tried to distract myself by imagining what I’d fill it with. I already had my bed, which looked a lot like a gigantic, elegant, regal dog bed. And I have to admit, I loved that thing with all my heart.
But with my hunger, I couldn’t think of anything else.
“Meat,” I said, finally. Out loud. Like I was on a ship in a science fiction show. “Make me some kind of meat. Preferably animal. Raw.”
I stared at the food maker, which didn’t register my command at all.
“May I advise?” a voice asked.
I nearly jumped out of my scales.
It had paused just long enough that the timing wasn’t right for a computerized response to a command. There had been a silence that was being filled with my frustration and disappointment, so when it had spoken it had startled me.
It was, of course, Mutabenga.
At this point, if you hadn’t been wondering since last chapter, you might be asking what language we were speaking.
There had been one change to my psyche, my memories and identity, that I’d allowed to be made to me, besides moving here itself.
Like some sort of open source operating system or piece of software, I had opted to be upgraded with an Inmararräo linguistics pack. Well, and also the Fenekere one, as well.
We’d all been afraid of whether or not it would work. But, when I had pointed out that the Network had seemed to adapt to my human, or human-adjacent, neurology already, and that I’d taken the risk to just jump over and find out, everyone agreed that it was reasonable to risk with that tampering.
Before accepting those linguistic memories and added Network neurology, Ashwin had been there to translate for me.
If I hadn’t really been human before, back on Earth, I definitely wasn’t anymore. And good fucking riddance. Now I’d have to think about if that meant I wasn’t therian, an identity I’d taken up in my youth, when I’d encountered it online.
A therian is someone who is in an otherwise human body who, for one reason or other, is a different kind of animal. And, I’m a dragon. And always have been. I didn’t become a dragon by choosing to be a therian, but rather chose to call myself a therian because it seemed to describe to other people adequately that I was a dragon.
I can’t really explain how or why I’m a dragon. I just am.
But, now I was amongst a people who didn’t have a species anymore?
Also, what did this mean about my autism and ADHD?
Or my status of gender?
Anyway, when Mutabenga had startled me with its question, I’d found myself spiraling into a thought process similar to what I just wrote above.
Instead of answering its question, I started pondering those things, starting with the thought that I still seemed to have some C-PTSD about people looking over my shoulder while in the kitchen.
“Goreth? Are you OK,” Mutabenga asked.
I opened my mouth and took in a breath, held it, pulling my head up and back, looking straight ahead for a moment, and then said, “Yes. Yes, I am deciding to be OK.”
“OK,” it said. “May I advise you about the food maker and meat?”
“Please!” I said, kind of frozen in place, trying to will my hunger away.
“To begin with, you may wish to edit your hunger pangs out of you, using Fenekere commands,” it suggested. “Many people who have ascended to the Network eventually choose to do that.”
I slowly nodded, trying to accept that idea. But suddenly, I was feeling like if I did that I would feel less alive. Less real.
“But, it is OK if you don’t want to,” Mutabenga said. “They may help you feel rooted in your sense of a body.”
I kept nodding.
“We don’t have meat here,” it said. “I’m sorry, but it is not a thing we eat. The fauna of the Garden may eat each other, but we have never done that ourselves.”
I stopped nodding, and said, “But I’m a dragon.”
“Yes,” it said. “And you’ll have to be a dragon that eats meat analogs, either Network simulated food, outside of your nanite Exobody, or amalgams made by the food maker from the fungus, fruit, nuts, and algae grown by ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s farms.”
It did not actually say ‘fungus, fruit, nuts, and aglae’, but used words referring to living matter that Ashwin, Sarah, and I have since collectively decided resembles those things.
“I am also informed that you like to drink something that you call ‘milk’. It turns out we have something we call ‘formula’ that is tailored to each person’s individual needs, and that can probably come very close to resembling milk,” it explained.
I took another breath and nodded, and then asked, “How do these things work?”
“Well,” it said. “When you are fully on the Network, the Network can be commanded to make Network food from your memories. It will be exactly like how you remember food to be. And your Network based metabolism, which you are currently experiencing, will be satisfied by it.”
I let out my breath, and said, “That sounds ideal.”
“It really is,” Mutabenga admitted.
“And then, if I want to try actual ʔetekeyerrinwuf food, when I’m ready?” I asked.
“I honestly recommend going to a food artisan,” Mutabenga said. “But if that is too advanced and complex for you, you can take the food you have eaten on the Network and command the food maker to do its best to simulate it. It might come very close. You might be surprised. I, also, might be surprised.”
I let myself chuckle. “OK. I think I’d like to try this,” I said.
“Wait,” it said.
“What?”
“I am being a fool.”
“How so?”
“There is no good reason you should leave your exobody in order to eat Network food. While you are in that body, you are fully in the Network. I am sorry, I don’t know why that did not occur to me immediately,” it said.
“Are you a person?” I asked it.
“Yes,” it said, reflexively.
“Then you’re fallible, like any other person,” I told it. “Memory glitches and weird paths of thinking come with the territory. At least, it does for humans. No matter how experienced and smart we think we are.”
“This is also true of Ktletaccete,” it said. “Yes. Thank you.”
“So, the food,” I said.
“Use Fenekere to tell the Network to manifest your choice of food, referring to your own memories,” it said. “Use the key word ‘ʔe’ as part of the command. Here, I’ll send you the best commands, so you don’t have to try to think of the logic yourself. May I do that?”
“OK,” I said. 
And then I felt a ping, and became aware of a waiting message. 
It was in an area of my consciousness that felt like inworld memories of cellphones and social media messages. I’d almost heard the ping, as if it was audible. And, just like I was used to thinking internally at my sysmates back home, I sort of intuitively knew how to poke the waiting message.
It wasn’t that I could see it. I just felt its cool, papery presence in a tiny corner of my awareness, to the upper right.
I poked it with a thought, and immediately knew that it had come from Mutabenga, and then I was able to visualize the needed Fenekere commands as if I had looked at them written in Fenekere script on a holoterminal screen.
The spot in the command that was for any given food was left blank, with a sense of the needed vowels to give it the right grammar. I would simply have to look up, or remember, the word or set of words needed to describe the food I was to visualize for the Network. 
And that’s part of what Eh’s name, ʔe, was for.
The way it was conjugated made it a reference to me and my own being as a source of creation.
Just being presented with all that information by the linguistic corners of my own mind made me appreciate how Ashwin could go mad with joy over languages.
In any case, that is how I made a food that wasn’t really there.
I finished the command, and said it out loud, even though I didn’t actually need to vocalize it, and then reared up and held out my upturned palm, claws lightly curled.
And it was like this raw steak was gently placed into my clutches by an unseen wait staff.
It came fluidly from out of nowhere and settled its bloody weight into my upturned, waiting digits. And its smell hit my nostrils. All iron and fat and coolness. It felt like it had been refrigerated, and was still within the safe zone of food, for now.
If this were a real steak and I was still in my humanish body, I’d definitely want to cook it just a little bit, to kill any germs on its surface.
But that shouldn’t matter here, and I was presumably a dragon. Maybe I wouldn’t need cooked food?
Cooking it would give it a sense of familiarity, though.
But, I had clearly chosen uncooked meat for a reason.
It had been a conscious choice.
“No one’s going to be offended if I eat this?” I asked.
“Absolutely not,” replied my Tutor.
I looked around the room with my eyes, and said, “I think I’m going to get a little feral about it.”
“If you would like me to look away, for your privacy, it is usually my custom to do so unless it seems you need me,” Mutabenga said.
I thought about that for a minute, originally reassured but then confused. “If you’re looking away, then how do you know when I seem to need you?” I asked.
“Ancient Tutor related Network protocols,” it said. “Messages get sent to me if your metabolism or neurology reach certain states, assuming that they are within the same kinds of bounds that match Ktletaccete needs, and then I ask you if you need me before I even look.”
“Oh,” I said. “So I am being monitored at all times.”
“You are a Network entity,” Mutabenga said. “You are being generated and maintained by the very thing that is also monitoring you. It is not possible for you to exist and function without being monitored. This is a regrettable but unavoidable reality here. It is one reason that some people still choose to be Monsters.”
“Monsters?”
“People who choose to disconnect completely from the Network. Which is a thing you cannot currently do,” it explained. “You will need an organic body to do so. Which can be provided for you after the Network has taken enough readings of how you work. But it is, even for us, a risky procedure.”
My heart jumped and fluttered at the possibilities of that. I’ve already explained one reason why. Eggs.
“How is it risky?” I asked.
“Since you are human…” it started to say.
“I am not,” I stated.
“What do you mean?” it asked.
“I am not human. I never was. I’ve always been a dragon, like you see me now. I was born in a human-like body, descended from humans. But now that I’m here, I’m definitely even less like a human,” I told it. “And my instinct is to eat this steak like this. Watch.”
I reared up a little higher and slapped it down onto the ground in front of me, and then I found myself immediately pouncing on it with both my foreclaws like a cat, with all of the weight I could push into it.
The steak had been made proportionately the correct size for my current body. Like, if it had been in my old body’s hands at the same proportionate scale, it would have been a big cut of steak, requiring two hands to hold reasonably well. But because my new body was seven meters long, and my foreclaws so much bigger than my Earthly hands, the steak was even bigger.
It walloped the floor before I landed on it.
And then I unerringly sank my front teeth into it, between my claws, which were set just wide enough apart for this. And I pulled back with my head, tearing a sizeable chunk out of the middle of it.
I kind of chewed once, really just getting a better grip of it with a small jerk of my head.
And then I lifted my head back and opened my mouth to let it fall into my gullet.
This was so satisfying to me that I didn’t even stop to wonder about how a Network generated hallucination of a steak had made such a tantalizing noise upon contacting the floor. Or how it felt like my palms were resting on meat and not cold default flooring.
I also decided that with my next bite I would shake it side to side as if trying to break its neck, even though it didn’t have any bones in it.
I felt like that was absolutely the thing to do.
“Ah, yes, I am familiar with those techniques,” Mutabenga said.
“Cow,” I said, and did my thing.
As I was swallowing my latest kill, Mutabenga suggested, “I can explain in fairly minute detail how the Network is able to do this for you, a being that is not Ktletaccete. We have enough readings now to understand it. Let me know if you have any questions. Or I can direct you to the readings to peruse yourself, and the documents for interpreting them.”
I dropped my head to a horizontal position, after swallowing that last bite, and then tilted an eye to look up at the ceiling, as if Mutabenga was there. I sort of imagined that it was.
“How does it work,” I asked, “that I was born to human parents, with a nominally human sister, my sysmate, Sarah, who shared my brain and body with me. But that I’m definitely not human. That I have these draconic needs and apparently even draconic instincts? Dragons, which never existed on Earth except in stories? Where does all that come from? I’ve always wondered.”
“That is something we know considerably less about,” my Tutor said. Then it used a word that my mind now wants to translate to ‘therian’ or, more closely, ‘otherkin’. “We also have bashuketeni amongst the Ktletaccete,” it said. “They have studied themselves extensively, with great curiosity. But cannot agree on how they are conceived to be the way they are. There is no science that can tease out the answers. And even with fetal nanite neural terminals now monitoring development, we have found no evidence one way or another for any of their theories.”
“You have bashuketeni?” I asked. Therians.
“Yes.”
“Weird,” I said. “Maybe it’s a consciousness thing. Like, wherever life is complex enough to create consciousness, it’s also complex enough to replicate the minds of other beings far removed from it.”
“That is our most accepted theory, yes. And your existence does seem to suggest some truth to it,” Mutabenga said. “But, we can never know for sure. Especially with the existence of Phage, and its gift to us, which suggests that some of the more wild theories might be true.”
“Like spiritual theories?” I asked.
“Ah, that word does not quite mean what you think it means,” Mutabenga said, referring to the word I’d used for ‘spiritual’. “Your linguistic centers are not perfectly calibrated. There are numerous little glitches that are easy to adjust for and I get your meaning very easily. But that just sounded very silly. I suspect you meant to say ‘metaphysical theories’.”
“Huh,” I grunted. “What does ‘spiritual’ mean to you?” And then I took the final bite of meat in a brutal display of disregard for its feelings.
As that happened, Mutabenga said, “Imaginary. It is a very literal word, not far removed from its roots. It has never been used in the way you use it, that I know of. It means ‘a product of the mind’, and is used to talk about purely hypothetical things. Things that inherently do not physically exist because they are imagined, as opposed to their physical counterparts that may otherwise be identical. It’s like saying ‘theories that are only in the head’. But I am not sure I am getting the nuance of the meaning across to you, because you’re not really calibrated for our culture yet.”
“And the way I use it sounds silly?” I asked.
“Unfortunately,” it replied.
“I think that tells me enough for now,” I said. “So, like, metaphysical theories, then?
“For bashuketeni existence? Yes,” it said. “Many people, Phage included, think that Phage is inherently metaphysical in nature. And it seems to be.”
“When it lived with us, it told us the same things,” I told Mutabenga. “And then, Ashwin demonstrated its gifts in order to save us from ourselves and from a kidnapper. I honestly believe it at this point. It’s a fundamental law of physics given consciousness.”
“I will not argue that point,” my Tutor said. “I do not have the tools nor the will to do so.”
“I’ve read your book,” I said. “And we’re trying to publish it.”
“Yes. Thank you.”
“You seem to write sympathetically about Phage in it,” I pointed out.
“I think I did, yes.”
“I probably would, too,” I said. “It’s been a lifesaver for us. It helped us get through the darkest years of our life, got us to Portland and secured our Medicaid and food stamps, despite our growing disabilities. And it did this despite the fact we thought it was a nightmare. Like, it originally scared the living shit out of us.”
“You use that idiom like it is your own,” Mutabenga said.
“What idiom?” I asked.
“Scaring ‘the living shit out of’ you,” it replied.
“That’s an English idiom!” I exclaimed. “I hadn’t even realized I’d used it.”
“It is an Inmararräo idiom as well,” it said.
“Weird! What about ‘holy shit’?” I asked.
“Shit of the Great One,” it replied.
I shook my head in disbelief.
“I am told that that gesture from you means ‘no’,” it said.
“Ah. I’m shaking my head at how coincidental that is. It’s hard to believe.”
“Ah, yes.”
“How do Ktletaccete gesture for ‘no’, if it’s not shaking your head?”
“Turn your mouth away from the other person. Turning to the left is a stern negative. Turning to the right is a considered maybe. Eye movement also gives a signal. Eyes looking away make the gesture lean even further to negative. Keeping your eyes on your counterpart, or the subject of the discussion, leans the gesture more toward a positive.”
I tried it out on the Network simulated meat stains on the floor. “Huh,” I said. “That feels very natural. I like it.”
“To indicate ‘yes’, tilt your head sharply back, snout upward,” it said. “The higher the degree, the more affirmative and enthusiastic the ‘yes’.”
“Ah, yeah, OK.”
“Or,” it said. “Look right at your subject, open your mouth slightly, without showing teeth, and widen your eyes. If you had a plume, or expressive ears, I’d say raise those, too. That also means yes. More of an intense interest or eagerness, but definitely a form of yes.”
“This sounds like the body language of a lot of Earth animals,” I said, suspicious of these directions.
“An animal that has a head with sensory glands and a mouth on it, that has learned to hunt food for prey, seems likely to have developed similar body language, wherever it may have evolved,” Mutabenga said. “That is the theory, at least.”
A thought about what that implied occurred to me, so I asked about it, “You Ktletaccete don’t eat meat. But are you saying that your ancestors may have?”
“You have seen Eh now, yes?” Mutabenga asked. It knew I had. It had been there with me during my morning tour.
“Yes,” I confirmed.
Eh had looked like a different kind of dragon. One that had what could be amphibian features on Earth. And when Eh had spoken, Eh had displayed pointy, conical teeth designed for puncturing and gripping large hunks of food. Eh’s gullet, as generated by the Network as my own now was, looked able to be stretched to accommodate a morsel as large as Eh’s head.
“Based on Fenekere elemental words, we think that Eh resembles what Ktletaccete must have looked like during the construction of the first Exodus Ship,” Mutabenga said. “An ambush predator, from the looks of it.”
“Oh.” I recalled then that Ashwin had said the Ktletaccete of ʔetekeyerrinwuf don’t eat meat in order to help maintain the delicate balance of its tiny ecosystem. Not even farmed meat, because that might affect things too much. But meat eating had been a thing on Feruukepikape, and that ship supposedly still existed, and I didn’t quite understand that. So, I asked Mutabenga about it.
“Something about ʔetekeyerrinwuf makes its systems more susceptible to chaos,” the Tutor replied. “Just like a person experiencing developmental fibrillation.”
“Huh,” I said. “What’s developmental fibrillation?”
“When a fetus deviates enough from its typical path of development, it creates an unstable set of conditions that introduce unpredictable chaos in its being for the rest of its life,” Mutabenga said. “The path of its life can no longer be predicted in any way, and this affects everything about it. It can become socially isolated, even amongst others experiencing the same thing, and it can develop clusters of diseases and mutations, even later in life, that it might not otherwise have experienced. But, as a person, it’s still worthy of life and enjoying what life can offer it. There are also benefits to fibrillation, such as increased forms of creativity and intense sensitivity to its environment.” It was using the Tutorial form of the pronoun ‘it’, or the Inmararräo pronoun that we’ve translated to ‘it’. Very much a revered and respected personal pronoun. And it made me wonder if Mutabenga was also someone experiencing developmental fibrillation.
“And you can tell this happens despite how radically diverse your population is?” I don’t know if you get this from my short descriptions of the few people I’d met on ʔetekeyerrinwuf yet, but the populace of the ship are all as diverse as a furry convention. They literally each look like an entirely different species, completely unrelated to each other. This is a product of a now abandoned genetic engineering program that uses evolutionary engines to create as diverse a group of people as possible. I’m told there is a new way of doing things in place now, but I haven’t been given that part of the tour yet.
“Yes,” Mutabenga said. “After as long as we had been running our breeding program, with how everything was tracked and recorded, we know this to be a universal truth. Especially with the nature of our experiment. Enough data has been collected that we can say with a certainty that developmental fibrillation occurs at a similar rate in all species of ʔetekeyerrinwuf life. And then, both Phage and its child, Niʔa, have confirmed it with their own senses. And now, with their gifts, we can see for ourselves when it is happening.”
I felt an excited chill.
“What about me?” I asked.
There was a pause. A lack of response.
“Mutabenga?” I prompted.
“Yes,” Mutabenga said. “You are what Niʔa calls a Fibrillator.”
“Another coincidence,” I breathed.
“What do you mean?”
“You’ve just described one of the more scientifically accepted and progressive theories for what autism is on Earth, though a lot of people don’t know about it,” I told it. “I don’t know. Autism may really just be a social construct describing a set of common experiences in people who tend to think very differently than most of the populace. And that those experiences can happen regardless of whether they’re fibrillators like, uh, me. But, wow.”
“That makes sense,” Mutabenga said.
“It does?”
“Life is complicated and weird,” it said.
“True.”
“Will you be making it weirder for yourself?” it asked me.
“What do you mean?”
“Will you be accepting Phage’s gift?”
“Maybe,” I said. “But Mutabenga, hold on a moment. Let’s back up to something you said.”
“OK.”
“Did you just tell me that ʔetekeyerrinwuf, this worldship itself, is autistic?”
“According to your own definition of autistic, yes.”
In Inmararräo, the word ‘autistic’ sounds a little slurred. There is no ‘s’ sound. But the rest of the phonemes sound nearly identical, just with a foreign sounding inflection to American English ears.
In our latin alphabet, Ashwin has chosen to spell the Inmararräo version a little differently.
Atishtik.
It really just sounds like Sean Connery is saying it. Which, I have to admit, just makes me laugh sometimes.






  
  Chapter 3: When recovery is a fool’s game


“So, we did a demonstration for our new editor from Listra Luachra Press,” Sarah said. 
“Oh, shit. How did that go?” Erik asked, leaning forward.
Beau’s eyes widened and he put a hand on Erik’s thigh.
The Murmuration snorted into their coffee in mock surprise. Of course we’d done a demonstration.
“Better than you would have suspected, I think,” Sarah told Erik.
“You think me a cynic,” Erik said.
“Honey, you are a cynic,” Beau told him.
Erik looked at him and said, “When it comes to anything like business, you bet I am!”
“Well,” Sarah said. “We were going to do the stopped watch trick, but then Goreth decided we had to go to the bathroom first and suggested that Karen interview Ashwin while we did that, letting Ashwin stay at the table without our vessel.”
“Oh,” the Murmuration said.
“That didn’t make her run for her life?” Erik asked.
“Nope.”
“OK, she might be a keeper.”
“I don’t think she’s going to believe her memories when she wakes up in the morning, though,” Sarah said, lifting her tea to her lips. “Or she’ll make up something about a hidden speaker.”
It was the afternoon of the same day. I had already spent the bulk of our Aunti Zero’s money, but had left just enough for a pot of tea for winding down later.
“I bet she won’t,” Erik said.
“But she did say it was her job to believe in us,” Sarah elaborated. “So, whether she thinks she just shared an hallucination with us, or actually realizes she just talked to an extraterrestrial, she declared she did have a better idea of what we were trying to do with our books, and thanked us for the experience.”
“I think I like her, too,” Beau said.
Even when seated, Beau was a little taller than Sarah, and that made her happy when she looked up and smiled at him.
Seeing Erik and Beau together, still together since they first met a year ago, gave her so much hope and compersion. It was weird how, even though they were just friends with her, her subconscious insisted on interpreting the situation as them all being in the same polycule, and any affection that Beau and Erik shared was affection she was experiencing personally. She did have to occasionally remind herself not to make assumptions about familiarity, but it also really helped with the loneliness she and I often felt.
It didn’t help me nearly as much. Especially when I was fronting. But I needed to rest after the meeting, so she was in charge now.
Thinking of me, she did spend a moment wondering what kind of a romantic partner we could eventually scare up, if we were as lucky as Erik.
We’re both ace. Asexual. But sex favorable, or some term like that. We can enjoy sex as part of a romantic relationship. It’s just not why we’re ever attracted to anybody.
And in the very few pseudo-relationships we’d experienced, that did seem to be a sticking point. A lot of humans liked to know that their partners were sexually attracted in them. It helped them feel randy in return, or something, and needed, and excited about the relationship.
We could kind of fake it at first. Go through the motions. But it wasn’t heartfelt.
We needed to really love someone, seriously care about them, to make our physical affections expressive enough to get through that. And we really hadn’t had a lot of experience with that, either.
And then there was the problem that Sarah was primarily attracted to men. While I’m primarily attracted to anyone but men. It’s like we divided our pan-romantic attractions up between us, with very little overlap. And while that makes her kind of but not quite straight, it makes me very, very queer.
I can’t help but to be queer, being maverique, and a dragon. And no one can know who and what I am and be attracted to me without being very queer themselves, really.
I mean, if we did hook up with a man, and he looked at me and was attracted to me, he wouldn’t be having homosexual or homoromantic feelings, exactly, but he wouldn’t be attracted to a woman, either. And most of U.S. culture has pretty ridiculously strict ideas about what that means.
Ah, yeah. And then there’s the other thing where if we got into a relationship with just one individual from outside our system, it would still be an instant polycule. Sarah and I want to share, even with our incompatibilities. And with Phage, Ashwin, Niʔa, Abacus, and everyone else who has come over from the Sunspot. And that gets weird and complicated.
Our best bet would be to find another system, like our friends, who would understand right from the beginning.
And looking at Erik and Beau, Sarah could see that was maybe possible.
Kind of like Erik, Beau was very slow to open up, though. After all this time, we still didn’t know anything about his system, except that he had or was one.
But while Erik didn’t reveal a whole lot about himself when he talked, he still talked about himself a lot.
Beau didn’t even do that.
To get Beau talking, there were two subjects that worked pretty well now.
Erik.
And tall ship sailing.
Sarah smiled, and could feel her own eyes glinting. Or thought she could. Maybe it was half a tear.
It was Beau’s turn to lean forward, and he said, “Tell us more. Please.”
“Well, we don’t really know what Ashwin said to Karen, because we weren’t there,” Sarah said. “Except for what Ashwin told us afterward.” But then, at mentioning nems name, she could feel them coming forward, and almost laughed, but relaxed instead.
“Oh, I mostly told her not to panic,” Ashwin said, their Inmararräo accent almost completely gone now. It had been one of nems goals to speak like a Pacific Northwesterner, and they had come a long way in a short time. Probably due to the same system neurology that allowed nem to speak English in the first place. “And then, for melodramatic affect, I told her how old I was. It seemed to be the thing to do.”
Everyone else nodded.
“And she said what to that?” Beau asked.
“She did not,” Ashwin said. “After listening to me talk, she then asked me questions, but after a moment of silence.”
“Ah, you did scare her,” Erik said.
“I think I may have, yes,” replied Ashwin.
“What did she ask?” Beau prompted.
“She asked me if I wrote books too,” Ashwin said. “I told her the truth. That I have written one book, and that I enjoyed doing it so much that I had finished it within a month, and we’d posted it online almost immediately.”
“Ah, of course.”
“She seemed disappointed, because then she couldn’t publish it. The publishing company likes their first publishing rights,” Ashwin explained. “But then I told her I had done the translation work for Systems’ Out! and that we had many sequels in the works after that, so there would be opportunities to market more books. This, of course, is weird to me. The market is something that makes me uneasy.”
“Same,” Erik said.
“Fuckin’ A,” Brock of the Murmuration said in a decent approximation of their source’s voice.
“She was delighted, but then told me I had written two books, then,” Ashwin said. “She said that a translator may translate a book, but that they do so in order to write their own book, the translation. I told her that makes sense to me, and thanked her for the perspective. Then she asked me what kind of editing or critique I’d be open to.”
“And?” Beau asked. He was uncharacteristically interested in something other than Erik or ships today. But he seemed at ease in it.
As she observed from beside Ashwin, Sarah considered that Beau did seem to try to make up for Erik’s social bluntness and disregard for others feelings, and was maybe pretending to be the Allistic at the table to compensate. Even though that wasn’t really needed here.
Or, he was just working to be a better part of the friends group, a more active participant.
It was nice of him.
Ashwin dutifully continued to engage with Beau’s questions, “I explained that since I already had my copy of the manuscript, and that I would save that separately, I was open to anything. ‘Really?’ she said. To which I told her that we are trying to publish these works under the pretext that they are fiction, so making them more closely adhere to local conventions of fiction would be welcome. She laughed and smiled at that, and I did my best not to be startled by her show of teeth.”
“Fun,” Beau said. “I do like her.”
Erik shook his head, “It does sound like she could become a regular here, if you’re not careful.”
“I think that might be the goal,” Ashwin said.
“It is,” Sarah confirmed, pushing forward again. “If we’re going to be working with her closely to polish off our books, we’re going to want to have a lot of conversations. And this is the safest feeling place to do that. Safer, even, than home.”
Audrey of the Murmuration beat Erik to the question, “How’s that going?”
“Eh. I really don’t want to talk about it,” Sarah said. And then they all moved on to talking about the Murmuration’s work and Peter’s, our housemate’s, infatuation with Beau’s job, running a tall ship replica as captain.
It wasn’t that our relationship with our two housemates was going sour in any way. Abigail continued to be a little chaotic and weird for even us, and unwaveringly supportive. And Peter followed her lead, and brought in almost all the money that the household needed. Cheerfully, without complaint.
Which just made Sarah nervous, though. There was a huge power differential there, and she kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Especially with all the supernatural feeling weirdness we were bringing into the house ourselves.
But, every morning, everything kept running the way it had been before, with tea and peanut butter toast, and quiet encouragement from Abigail and Peter.
No, the problem, as it had always been, was with the state. And she knew that that’s what Audrey had been asking about, and what Erik would have been asking about too if he’d gotten to the question.
They wanted to help, but they couldn’t. And it made the occasional questioning feel like nagging.
But Sarah also really didn’t want to think about what was going on there. So she just didn’t. And we’ll get to that subject later, then.
Instead, as she watched her friends banter, and quietly switch between their own headmates, voices subtly altering in the process, she wondered what the local Ktletaccete were up to. Besides Ashwin, that is, who was participating in the discussion.
Phage was off on the Sunspot, she knew. Unlike most of the others who crossed through the Tunnel, it could do so without leaving a copy behind. Something about what it was and how it worked. It could choose to leave a copy. There was always a copy of it on the Sunspot, for instance. But, for some reason, it had decided to make its focus known by traveling fully with my duplicate to the alien vessel.
Copies. Duplicates.
Nothing really new for a lot of pluralities, really. The Murmuration made copies with quite a bit of frequency.
Some systems called it splitting. One person would become two. Sometimes they were splinters of their original self, like James T. Kirk in a teleporter accident, with certain traits and memories going to one and the other traits and memories going to the other. But a lot of times, a new system member could be created that was a near perfect copy of the original. And they’d be a full person, with a full and separate consciousness, and their own new line of long term memories. And it was just a thing that a lot of systems got used to.
Erik even thought it’s what happened with him for the most part, though he’d shrug when asked further.
But, for us, it was new and weird.
We’d been a three person system ever since we’d brought Phage aboard. And a two person system before that.
Even with our co-consciousness, and sharing memories and perspectives frequently, Sarah was used to thinking of herself as an indivisible whole.
The idea that she could become two people shook her.
Especially with the distance and division enforced by the Tunnel, she couldn’t imagine what it would be like.
Which of the two hers would she be?
Would her locus of awareness cross the Tunnel and be forever after locked on the Sunspot? Or would it remain here and unaware of the amazing experiences her other self was experiencing?
Or would she, against all explanations Phage had given her, somehow experience both things at the same time and have a simultaneous awareness of being in both places at once?
As bewildering and overwhelming as it would be, she felt she would prefer that latter, third option.
She’d be able to keep her sense of self that way, and she’d also be experiencing something nobody else was.
But then, she’d have to become the Tunnel, or something like that, she guessed.
This was why she’d insisted I go first, on my own. To see how I experienced things when I later re-merged my two selves.
The way it would actually work, as it was explained to us, was that both of my selves would cross the Tunnel again, making another set of duplicates. And then those duplicates would attempt to permanently fuse with their counterparts on each side of the Tunnel.
Phage had recommended, from its own experience, that we go no longer than a month before doing that, or the fusions might not work.
And while we could have tested the procedure the very next day, I really wanted to push it out for as long as I could.
I am, sometimes, maybe a bit adventurous for your typical autistic person. Sarah believed I got all the adventurousness, and left her without any. She also contended I paradoxically got all the worrying. But I could see that wasn’t the case.
I ruminate.
That looks like worrying. But I see it as analysis. It can be worrying, but it doesn’t have to be.
She’s quiet. Her thinking doesn’t use words like mine does. But that just hides the fact that she’s often riddled with worries. Well, hides it from her.
The rest of us, meanwhile, watch her take on the SSDI and Medicaid project all on her own and then dissociate and shutdown from the pressure.
Phage was trying to help us delegate tasks like that to our other new system members. Niʔa even stepped forward to volunteer, saying that they’re really good with numbers.
But, because of her worrying, Sarah can’t let go of the important, life threatening, bureaucratic bullshit that besets us from our government.
She just also doesn’t think about it. Not in the same way that I would.
At that point in the afternoon, though, even after pushing it away into the back of her mind and daydreaming about partners and alien helpers and books to write, her emotions clenched down on the problem.
The state had pushed us to apply for disability benefits with SSDI in order to keep our Medicaid, and it had done so before we were ready. We didn’t have the evidence, nor the medical team, to support our claim in court, let alone on paper.
Of course, the SSA would immediately reject our claim. Because it does that with every claim. Forcing us to appeal. If we could function well enough to appeal in time, of course.
And then it would fail again, because we honestly didn’t know how to fill out those forms, even with Peter’s help. And also because we just didn’t have the medical records to support them.
And we were disabled. To the point where we couldn’t even get a job in the first place, much less maintain one. At least, not any sort of employment that was available locally. Not even like what the Murmuration did remotely.
At least, that’s how it had been until Ashwin had come over and started throwing around Phage’s gifts like parlor tricks on a ghost hunting show.
I make that sound snarky and frivolous, but Sarah’s mood was souring and that’s sort of how she was thinking at the time.
Ashwin had started to figure out how to reverse some of our chronic illnesses (and we did have a few, thanks to autistic comorbidities). And then, to help and to be close to the distant part of their parent, Niʔa had arrived and had applied their natural expertise.
We used to use our cane, a truly terrible mobility device for our chronic fatigue and foot pain, to actually help us get around. Now it was just a fashionable affectation and a visible deterrent for would-be assailants and other transphobes. And we had the energy to write so many books. And Sarah’s art show was nearly complete and ready to hang, in time for the scheduled show. And I was feeling good enough that I wanted to suggest that we start a writing or art group here at Aunti Zero’s, to bring in and meet more people. 
And both she and I were definitely worrying about how that all would look should we go to court about our disability claim.
Or, if we dropped the claim, just refusing to appeal it, how would it work then?
How long would we go without medical coverage before we made enough money to buy our own?
Considering that we still needed the coverage to pay for our hormone therapy, any time longer than a month was too long. And the longer it went, the worse it would be.
We no longer had any gonads to produce any needed hormones, not even the wrong ones, thanks to surgery.
And with how writing books and selling art famously didn’t bring in much money at all, there was no telling how long we’d go without enough money.
And, then, what about getting a day job, as they call it?
We might be able to get hired at a Starbucks. Or Aunti Zero’s, if we were lucky.
But a job like that would require standing all day, and we weren’t that recovered.
We had the portfolio. We might be able to get a remote graphic design job like the Murmuration’s, but then that type of creative work would eat into our energy and time for creating our own art and writing.
The Sunspot Chronicles was not something either of us were ready to abandon or slow down on in any way.
It felt important.
Special interest important, but also, literally, galactically important.
As much as it made us feel like stereotyped mad people, we were actual hosts to visitors from across the universe, and we were also now beginning to visit their home, and this was an actual first contact situation.
If records weren’t made of our interactions and the history our guests were sharing with us, then the event would go forgotten by humanity, and the species might one day die out not knowing that they had already achieved one of their wildest dreams.
Nevermind that if we published it as fiction, as we were doing, that was likely to happen anyway.
This made dealing with our government’s bullshit hard.
Peter, by gleefully supporting us, was making it all practically easier. He even said he’d pay for our HRT if he had to.
But, especially after our encounter with Mike last year, Sarah could not bring herself to trust him, no matter what he said or did.
Also, she’d pointed out to me, it’s not like Peter’s job, or anybody’s job really, was stable enough to support three bodies in Portland’s rental economy.
When that thought occurred to her again, there in Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut with our friends, she wanted to slump her head down onto her arms on the table, like we were back in fifth grade, and cry.
Which she allowed herself to do, Ashwin quietly leaving the front to let her feel all her feelings.
“Hey,” Erik said softly, cutting through the discussion with his concern. “Can we get you anything, Sarah? A mocha?”
Sarah shook her head.
“I’ll get you a mocha anyway,” Brock said. Then they affected their source’s voice again, “You, uh, look like you could really use it, you know.”
Sarah sighed.
“I’m getting it for you,” Brock said, getting up. “But you don’t have to drink it. Just put up with it, alright?”
Erik said to Brock, “You are really leaning into that voice today, aren’t you.”
Brock paused on the way to the counter, leaning on their cane, and said, “I might not like him, actually, but sometimes he hits me like a truck hitting a water balloon. And it’s funny.”
“I guess so,” Erik said. Sarah could feel him turning back to her somehow, and he asked, “Was it the conversation?”
She shook her head.
“Flashback?” he asked, without referring specifically to what.
She shook her head more vigorously.
“It might be, you know. Trauma has its anniversaries,” Erik said.
She paused to consider that. It had been a year. And we’d had to reapply for Medicaid two more times as a result, once at the halfway mark, and the other at the one year mark, as always. And that had been really stressful, especially with the government wanting updates on our SSDI application.
But was that C-PTSD? Or just the stress from doing the thing so recently and genuinely worrying about it now?
Sarah knew that Erik was referring to our kidnapping by Mike, which Ashwin had successfully foiled. It wasn’t exactly a year to the day of that, though, and she really didn’t feel like that had anything to do with how she was feeling.
The following months had been really rough, but it turned out that Niʔa, Phage’s child, was particularly good at managing PTSD and C-PTSD symptoms and recovery in other people, and it didn’t feel like the subject of that event or anything resembling it were triggers anymore.
Sarah opened her mouth and said, “I’ve been feeling too good, lately, and now I’m scared of that.”
“Ah, shit,” Erik said.
“Real problem,” Beau confirmed. “They don’t let us rest. They don’t let us recover. Gotta hustle or gotta drown.”
Sarah cringed.
“Are you talking about the government or the sea?” Erik asked Beau.
“You know exactly what I’m talking about,” Beau said.
“OK, yeah.”
“Some people get it worse,” Beau said. “But it even applies to people like Sarah and Goreth.”
“True.”
Sarah raised her head to look at Beau, with his long angular features and stern but soft look, wild curly hair reaching as if like a barnacle for food particles floating in the space around his head. And she observed, “That’s the most political speech I think I’ve heard you make.”
Beau shook his head and said, “It really isn’t. It just sounds like it is. I said it because I think it’s what Erik would have said. But he wasn’t saying it.”
“Ah,” she started wiping her eyes.
“I’ve been listening,” Beau said. “I know we’re all comrades, more or less. Even if our loyalties are sometimes divided by… other things.”
Sarah nodded, not knowing exactly how to respond.
Brock came back with her mocha then, and it smelled good, despite already having had my ginger snap earlier that morning.
Everything we drink is decaffeinated because, despite the efforts of the Ktletaccete, our body still reacts to caffeine with an involuntary energy crash and sleep, followed by violent shits.
But even decaffeinated coffee and tea has some caffeine, and if we drink too much of it, it can still happen.
As she tentatively accepted the drink, Beau said, “I’d recommend sailing for getting away from it all, but. You know. It’s work. And, also, your chances of drowning go up.”
“Yeah,” Sarah said.
“Also, this is not the season.”
“Seriously, though?” Sarah said. “Maybe someday, possibly in a couple of years, we might actually take you up on that.”
“Really,” Erik said.
“I would like that,” Beau said. “Maybe not on the Lady Washington, though. Too many volunteers. Maybe a rental cutter? My own boat is a little small.”
Erik looked over at him, and gestured back at Sarah with his thumb and said, “But…”
Sarah leaned forward on her elbows, chin resting in her palms, fingers tickling the edges of her eyes, and said, “I’m feeling better, Erik, because the Ktletaccete have been healing us.”
He looked over at her and said, “Oh.”
“Yeah.”
He got an impish look as he processed that information and considered the possibilities, and then said, “So, you’re going to be stronger and faster than ever before, maybe?”
“That’s a long term goal, yes,” Sarah admitted.
“So, combined with your new psychic powers, or the psychic powers of the Ktletaccete, you think maybe you’ll, you know,” he said, “go out and dish out some vigilante justice in the dark of the night? Portland could use an actual superhero, you know.”
“It’s be gay, do crimes, Erik, not stop crimes.”
His grin became bigger, and he said, “So, it’s supervillainy, then! I can get behind that!”
Sarah couldn’t help but laugh, but shook her head and said, “I don’t think we’ll ever be able to do anything anyone couldn’t explain away as coincidence or slight of hand or mind games. You know that Phage says that there’s something going on on this planet that dampens its strength and reach, and that Ashwin confirms it.”
“Yes,” Erik said. “But what Ashwin was able to do, and keep doing, was fucking amazing. You all literally stopped an actual crime yourselves. A bad one. A violent one. And you weren’t even healed yet. Hadn’t even started healing, right?”
Sarah took a deep breath and noted how she wasn’t at all shaky. “I don’t think we want to relive that kind of thing ever again, honestly.”
“Fair. I wouldn’t either.” Erik turned to the Murmuration and asked, “What about you and Rräoha?”
Rräoha surged forward in the Murmuration and said, simply, “No.”
“Also fair.”
It honestly wasn’t like we hadn’t had these kinds of conversations on and off throughout the year. We met weekly. It was a thing. But, there were a few things said here that hadn’t been said before. Some of Erik’s surprise was feigned, part of the act. But some of it was genuine. He was needling us, like he does, but we hadn’t really told him how much we’d been healing until then.
We’d been very self conscious about it. It was scary. Healing, getting better, was so ridiculously scary.
Because we weren’t healing everything. Just enough to make it look like we maybe weren’t disabled anymore. Like maybe we could take on more responsibility. Long before we actually were ready to.
And it was hard to even admit that to our best friends.
Ashwin sent us a thought, then, maybe accidentally, that this wouldn’t even be a problem on the Sunspot. It was a thought they’d had many times before. Nem was intimately familiar with our dilemma by now, but still emotionally confused by it.
Probably because we were also confused by it.
The gap between the point where the government decided it didn’t need to support you anymore and the amount of money and work it would take to actually support yourself was a terrifying gulf. And the severity of it was alien to us.
As difficult as our childhood had been, our parents had supported us pretty reliably with their jobs. It hadn’t been until we’d fled from them and the state of Washington to be who we truly were that we’d run into this catch 22.
And honestly, even those of us who are born on Earth tend to find it an alien and hostile planet. We’re all newcomers in the beginning. Some of us just don’t acclimate as quickly as everyone else.
No, Ashwin thought. Your culture is needlessly and deliberately cruel. If I could, I would do everything in my power to change it.
It was at that point where Erik worked his mouth a little bit, then leaned forward, and said, “OK. So. Beau and I have been talking about it, and I’m thinking maybe I’m ready to host a Ktletaccete visitor. Like the Murmuration and you guys. Really. If that can actually work. I. We. We want to be less blurry. Maybe they can help.”
“I want to travel,” Rräoha said.

      [image: image-placeholder]There’s a theory that Rräoha is also still part of our system, despite the fact that gem had jumped to the Murmuration’s system somehow.
Our experiences with the Tunnel seem to support that.
Niʔa and Phage appear to be clear exceptions to this apparent rule, however. But they have something else going on that may allow them to move themselves more thoroughly when they want to. Ashwin may also be able to do this, too.
But – and this is not a theory held by all systems who experience system hopping by any means, just us, as far as we know – it seems that when someone somehow moves from one system to another, they either create a new version of themselves in the new system, or leave a copy of themselves in the old one. An echo that then gets filled by a new consciousness?
We don’t really know.
I certainly know what I’m experiencing by jumping across the tunnel, but perceptions are not always the truth. Despite all we’ve ever said about how personal realities are real realities.
It could be that when Rräoha had left our system, on the day that gem arrived, and settled in the Murmuration, that either Phage had helped gem move completely. Or, possibly more likely, that gem so very much didn’t want to be a part of our system for some reason that the remnants of gemself that gem did leave behind remained dissociated and dormant.
What I know is that the one time I tried system hopping, to visit the Murmuration with their consent, it seemed like it didn’t work. They did not receive me, nor create a factive introject of me, and I definitely didn’t perceive myself crossing any gateways into a new psyche.
It was not at all like the Tunnel, where what I felt was unmistakable.
Even though I remember using the Tunnel now like an especially vivid dream, because it happened in our inworld while our body slept, it still haunts me.
For a brief moment, while I was crossing that threshold and being torn in half, duplicated, I could perceive both worlds simultaneously. A double exposure. Like superimposed videos, with smell, sound, and tactile senses involved, too. Proprioception for both bodies, such as they were, existing in our inworld and on the Network of the Sunspot at the same time.
For that split second I was two separate people. Twins.
Take from these descriptions what you will. Believe in what you need to believe in.
Just understand that this is what immediately sprang to my mind when Erik and Rräoha made their declarations.






  
  Chapter 4: The nope lizard


I tried to go back out into the city and the Garden after lunch, but the second I placed my right forefoot, or hand, on the deck of the hallway outside my door, I felt the old panic of sensory and emotional overload surge up through my body as if I’d touched an ungrounded electrical appliance. 
It also felt like the air of the hallway itself immediately attacked me. Like a swarm of hornets closing in.
My thoughts went from the room of ping pong balls on mousetraps that it usually is, to a bowl of roiling worms.
And my clawed hand retracted back into my room, and my head followed, and the door closed like curtains in front of me.
“Nope,” I heard myself say. “Nope. Nope. Nope. Nope.”
Mutabenga didn’t say anything.
One of my now wormy selves thought, Maybe the Network isn’t calibrated for Outsiders very well, Mutabenga. Maybe you shouldn’t rely on it like you did for your Students.
After a few moments of taking very deep breaths and stimming by flapping my wings and lashing my tail, I crawled back to my bed and curled up on it, viewing my room through half lidded eyes and thought about things.
I’d had a very full morning on an alien world, and then eventually eaten an entire virtual cow while talking to my Tutor. 
I’d let myself conjure more Network generated meat after our discussion, and had instructed it to be intact, to see if that didn’t bother me for eating it. You know, hooves, hair, and all.
I’m not.
I don’t think.
I’m.
I’m at least a half-civilized dragon. As much as I played with my steak, I can’t eat a cow like that.
I’d tried, at least. And I think that had stressed me out, too.
I’d let myself develop unreasonable expectations for what I was and what I needed. But I was proud of myself for trying, even if it hurt my pride to ultimately be autistic about my food still.
A whole, unbutchered cow, even if it wasn’t exactly real, was just too icky to eat.
It had been, technically, an AI generated cow. One prompted by the contents of my memories of what a cow was, and refiltered by my memories from the signals the Network fed me, to make it as realistic to me as possible. It was probably off in some way because of how it was made.
It had smelled like cowsweat and cowshit.
In my quarters.
And even though I couldn’t even bring myself to bite it, let alone lick it, I could still somehow feel the sensation of cow hair on my tongue. Just due to a vivid imagination and maybe a kind of synesthesia I’ve always had.
I’d gagged. Just like I had done at the thought of trying to eat peas when I was seven, and my parents wouldn’t let me leave the table until I had taken a bite.
It’s not melodrama, I’d thought back then. Dragons just don’t eat peas.
I couldn’t tell myself the same thing about the cow.
So, in the end, I’d instructed the Network to cut it up perfectly, like my dad preparing my waffles for me when I was five. All nice and neat, viscera, bones, and connective tissue removed, and the cuts all piled up as a bunch of quite enticing steaks.
Of course, the way I’d told the Network to do it, the cow was simply replaced by an equal weight of steaks.
It was much easier to eat then. And more fun. And my raging hunger was finally satisfied.
But now I was haunted by the look in the dead cow’s eyes, and by my doubts when faced with the task of trying to eat it.
I’d been domesticated by humans.
Tamed was probably the right word. But domesticated felt more insulting, more thorough.
Not that that at all fit with my old theory that Terran dragons were, in the end, the memetic children of humans. 
But as much as it was counterproductive self deprecation to think that way, framing it as something done against my nature made me feel at least a little more valid as a creature with persony thoughts and feelings.
A nap would probably do me a lot of good. I felt like I needed one, to sleep off the food at least. But also, whenever I had a meltdown, or came close to one, sleeping afterward usually helped significantly.
But, as my eyes traveled over the contours of my quarters, I started to see how I might like to decorate the place.
And I ended up spending the afternoon doing that.
I took it slowly.
I rested for a while first.
Then I started asking Mutabenga about how to get and craft the materials I might need. And I took it one item at a time. With lots of time to stand or lie and stare at what little bit of work I did.
A lot of it was just network projections of things I thought I might like in material physicality later. Because that was easiest and didn’t take up resources. Not that resources were so limited I should have to worry about them for my quarters, apparently.
“You have a percentage of all energy and mass collected by the Bussard spires,” Metabenga said. “In perpetuity. It’s a smaller percentage than a Child receives, but a much greater percentage than a member of the Ancestry gets, because you are a guest. But, in any case, assuming ʔetekeyerrinwuf can travel infinitely through mass dense space, it is an infinite supply of resources. Just finite in the moment. And anything you no longer want to use is reabsorbed into the ecosystem.”
I paused in my work to look up at the ceiling in confusion at what I was hearing. I couldn’t calculate it. It was not what I was used to being told by anyone.
“I am grossly simplifying things, of course,” Mutabenga said. “ʔetekeyerrinwuf is fibrillating, and very sensitive, and even you have the power to send it into a spiral of deadly gyrations if you do the wrong thing with your share of resources. But, with Phage and Niʔa here, and everyone else supporting each other with their gifts, it is extremely unlikely. Think of this like your new system.”
“Huh?” I vocalized.
“You are now stuck here with all of us, in this single vessel, and we all must share it in its safety, health, and responsibilities. But we are many, and the work is very light for each of us.”
“Oh,” I said. I was still stuck on thinking about decorating my quarters, and it was very hard to get my mind to adjust to this new topic. But if I said, “oh,” it might let me move on.
“Your job now is simply to exist, and share yourself with us as you wish to, and do what you do,” Mutabenga explained.
That was a simple enough sentence for me to understand in the moment, and it reminded me of the kinds of things our trans friends had said to us when we first came out. “Welcome to the community. Your existence itself is revolutionary. Your survival alone is the rent you’re paying for being in this world. We need you.”
Those were good flashbacks to have. Bittersweet in a lot of ways, but definitely good.
“Thank you,” I said, and decided I needed a trans pride flag on one of the walls, even if it clashed with everything else.
One thought did occur to me just then, and I asked, “Just how much is my allocation? What’s my budget?”
“Larger than you could ever use today for these quarters,” Mutabenga said. “Do not worry about it right now. Later, when you are thinking of bigger things, you can query the Auditor. And, again. If what you are thinking of is too big for a day, that will only mean it will take more time. If it is too big for the ecosystem, that will be another matter. But we will talk about that more later.”
I nodded and then commanded the maker to construct that trans pride flag. A nice, big one.
Later, as I felt that I was finishing up, my mind processed fully what Metabang had said, and I stopped and stared at the wall in shock.
Here, I would not have to re-apply for Medicaid, or do my SSDI trial, or buy food, or beg for shaving cream and coffee money, or any of that. And…
I ticked my claw on the floor three times, and listened to the sound as it found all the corners of the room, around the objects I’d placed in it. Definitely less echoey than before.
I wouldn’t see any of my old friends ever again, unless they found a way to come here.
And it suddenly all felt more real than reality ever had.
Maybe there had been even more reasons Phage had cautioned us against doing this.
And I started to wonder if I should try to reconnect with my Earthly self sooner. Or maybe, to save them from the agony of remembering this place, never reconnect with them at all.
When my new friends, my Ktletaccete hosts, messaged me that evening to see if they could visit, I was not in a state to see anybody. But I think I really needed them anyway.






  
  Chapter 5: Toys, cartoons, girls, and real family


“How’s it going?” Peter asked as we stepped in through the door. 
He was playing with Legos on the dining room table.
He works as an EMT. Which means that he’s often on call.
This means that he is sometimes amazingly available for any emergency we might have. And sometimes not available at all, at the weirdest times.
It also means that when he is at home, he’s either sleeping, eating, watching TV with Abigail, or doing something meditative and frivolous, like playing with Legos, to relax as best as he can.
Abigail works in childcare with a fairly regular and reliable schedule, and otherwise shuffles around the house in a very fluffy robe and slippers. She was upstairs, watching a show that Peter wasn’t interested in, most likely, winding down from work.
One of them does their taxes and signs the checks and deals with the landlord, and we’ve never seen which one it was who did.
It made the most sense for it to be Peter who did that stuff, because he didn’t have the memory impairments and executive dysfunction problems that we and Abigail had. But he played with Legos so much.
When we just smiled at him, he asked, “Wanna join me? I’ve got half the build left. It’s cute.”
Usually he got spaceship sets, or rebuilt old ones. But this was a pastel house, and a pretty big one at that.
“Soft, puky mint green doesn’t have a gender,” he said, turning his half built creation to look at it from another angle. “It soothes everyone.”
“What,” Sarah started to say and then walked us over to the table to sit down with him. She didn’t finish her thought or sentence and just looked at him, head tilted.
“I thought I’d try something different,” he said, grinning. “You know, inspired by, like, everyone I know now. And I think I like it.”
“It doesn’t have to mean anything,” she said.
“Oh, I know!” he replied cheerfully. “Didn’t I just say that? It’s literally really soothing to me, but. I mean. Look at that green. I didn’t know Lego came in that color.”
Sarah opened her mouth to say something more when Abigail appeared in the hall doorway holding a box of hair dye, and asked, “Sarah! Do you want to do girl stuff with me right now?”
Peter glanced at her and said, “You didn’t even check to see which of them it was.”
“I heard her voice,” Abigail scolded him.
“Oh, of course.”
“We’re kind of really exhausted,” Sarah said. “It’s been a really busy and stressful day, and I don’t think I can handle much of anything, and Goreth’s right here and I don’t know about them, either.”
“Understandable,” Peter said.
Abigail pouted and let her hands and the box drop to her waist, and said, “Poop. I was really hoping to do a new color tonight.”
“I’ll help you with it,” Peter said. “I seem to really be into color right now, anyway!”
“But. Girls,” Abigail gestured listlessly with the box at us.
“Hair dye doesn’t have a gender,” Peter said.
“It really doesn’t,” Sarah confirmed.
“Yes, but. We’re girls. And I thought Sarah’d like to do girl stuff to relax,” Abigail protested.
Sarah considered that the only ‘girl stuff’ she actually liked were the clothes she wore and getting shit done, when she had the energy to do it. Otherwise, Diablo II, science fiction shows, and irritating music were more her pace. If you were going to go gendering things in the first place.
Dying hair sounded like a lot of work, and she really wasn’t up for it.
But Abigail was a cis woman inviting her, a trans woman, to go do girl shit, whatever girl shit could be. And that didn’t happen all that often.
“How about cartoons?” Sarah asked.
“Ooh!” Abigail lit up. “Perfect! I just bought sugar cereal!”
Peter gestured at his house, and suggested, “If you squint at it, these Legos could be girl stuff. But I’m playing with them, so I understand if that might be confusing.”
He was just a little too deadpan for Sarah to figure out if he was being sarcastic or not.
Abigail threw the box of hair dye at him.
“Hey,” he said, letting it bounce off his shoulder without even twitching. “No physical assault in the house.”
“Sorry,” Abigail said.
“That didn’t hurt at all,” Peter said, turning to pick up the box and toss it gently back. “But let’s not make a habit of even playfully hitting each other. Please. After everything that’s happened in the last year, I don’t want to experience that even in play. OK?”
“Sorry. OK. I won’t do that again.”
“Thank you. But I get your point. I’ll lay off the jokes and teasing when you’re frustrated. Or entirely, if you need me to.”
“Thank you,” Abigail said. Then she turned to Sarah expectantly, “Cartoons?”
“Yeah,” Sarah said, getting up far more easily than she’d experienced even yesterday, but still feeling drained.
I was thinking right along with her that it was interesting to watch these two interact, even in moments of stress.
It seemed like they kept switching positions, too.
Sometimes it would be like tonight, where Peter was the relaxed and authoritative one, acting relatively like an adult no matter what he was doing, and drawing his boundaries or supporting Abigail’s needs with calm assurance either way.
And sometimes it was like when Sarah had bolted from the house in the frigid, drizzling cold without our cane or coat, in a panic, and Peter had had to go look for her in his Subaru and coax her back to the apartment. And he was kind of a wreck afterward, rambling about his own past and parroting things we’d told him about trans related mental healthcare as if he was the one who knew his shit. And Abigail gently reminded him that he was human, and that we’d been the ones to tell him those statistics.
Sometimes she outright ordered him to do the dishes, and he did them. Immediately.
And sometimes he reminded her that she needed to take a shower.
Sometimes he was the one crying on her shoulder.
And sometimes she was crying in his arms.
And they kept rewatching DS9 together, Peter pretending to have a crush on both Garack and Bashir, and doing a pretty good job of it, and Abigail genuinely having a crush on Kira.
Every now and then, Peter would lean in to us and explain that what he really liked about Garack and Bashir was all the spy stuff. That it was more Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy than Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy actually was. And we would nod as if he was right.
And Abigail would later say, “Peter has a serious crush on Kira, too. I’m lucky he loves lesbians.”
For how much they looked like a straight couple, they really, seriously weren’t.
Peter was a cisgender, heterosexual man, and Abigail was a cisgender, bisexual woman, and they weren’t officially married, and damn. They were subtly, deeply queer.
They were another set of goals, Sarah thought for me.
Yes, I agreed.
After preparing the biggest bowls of cereal we could manufacture, we let Abigail lead us upstairs to their livingroom, a smaller room in their attic hallway between their tiny kitchenette and their bedroom.
The kitchenette had a toaster oven, a sink, and a minifridge. Just barely enough to qualify the attic as maybe another unit, but they really had to use the main kitchen a lot anyway. And we all shared the bathroom.
It’s like the landlord had made a halfhearted bid to get the building registered as having more units than it did, and then gave up.
But, it also did mean that sometimes we didn’t see either of our housemates for a whole week, as they holed up from being sick, and did their best not to use the bathroom when we were up and about. To avoid passing on whatever it was to us. And they could do that.
More and more often, we were leaving the house for the day, anyway, so it was easier when those times happened.
But it also meant the two of them wanted to spend more time with us, to make sure we were OK. Or maybe because they genuinely missed us.
Abigail really liked her baby pastel colored fluffy things.
The little hallway couch was covered in crocheted afghans that were somehow made with the fluffiest yarn. Soft, not fuzzy, just really fluffy. Smooth to the touch. Some of them had bigger loops in them than others, so it was possible to pick your level of warmth, too.
We grabbed one that wouldn’t overheat us, and settled to lean on the right hand arm of the couch.
Abigail took the left.
The room was lit by a large window in the bedroom letting in the last of the daylight, and a single desk lamp. It really was still mid afternoon, in the winter, but it was headed toward sunset so fast that it felt like evening.
If we hadn’t had Ktletaccete enhancing our body’s functions and senses, we might have requested more light to eat our cereal by. Until last year, our eyesight had been getting weirdly dim.
But now, when the TV was turned on, it was more than enough.
It turned out that the cartoons that Abigail was watching were an old recording of Rainbow Brite, on fucking VHS.
“Where the hell did you get that?” Sarah asked, as our housemate sank back into the sofa and picked up the remote.
Abigail lifted her head and looked imperiously at us, mouth closed, eyes twinkling, refusing to divulge her secrets.
“That’s a working VCR?” Sarah asked. “That’s, like, our parents’ technology!”
“I know!”
“Seriously, where did you get it? I want one.”
“We have this one,” Abigail said, gesturing with the remote. “You have your aliens, I have my Mysteries of the Ancients.”
Both Sarah and I snickered and chortled at the same time, through the same mouthful of cereal. It was kind of a feat.
“Good. You’re laughing,” Abigail said, and then hit play.
The cartoon was silly and very eighties, and way, way better than we expected from something produced during the height of the era of gendered programming.
“Holy crud, boys were missing out,” Sarah said, at one point.
“Not all boys,” Abigail reminded her.
“Yeah. I mean, yeah. I mean.” Sarah gestured with her spoon. “The cis boys who, like us closeted trans girls, bought into all that bullshit or were born to bigoted parents and didn’t think or get to watch this show.”
“Totally,” Abigail nodded.
“Of our parents’ generation.”
“Right.”
Sarah looked over at Abigail, who was focused on the T.V., and said, “I am the trans girl here, right?”
“Yep!”
“Just checking.”
“Such a girl.”
Sarah stuck her tongue out and pushed at Abigail’s foot with our foot. And Abigail stuck her tongue out in a very cute, gentle way, but kept watching the show.
I could feel all of her tension leaving our chest and shoulders, just draining away with the next breath.
We felt light and happy.
“Thank you,” Sarah said, almost just mouthing the words she was so quiet, afraid to hear her own voice.
“Any damn time,” Abigail said firmly.
Sarah looked up with a thought and waited a bit before asking, “Were you and Peter competing to do something girly with us?”
“You fucking bet we were,” Abigail said.
“So he’s not genuinely enjoying that Lego set?” Sarah asked.
“Are you kidding?” Abigail finally looked over. “You saw his face. He’s having an epiphany.”
“Like mine?” Sarah asked.
Abigail snorted, “No. That’s the boyest boy I’ve ever fucked.”
“OK.”
“You know how he gets sometimes.”
“We do. We. Yes. We do.”
Abigail gently kicked back, “You’re the trans girl. You should know this gender stuff is bullshit. Why am I the one reminding you?”
Sarah watched the cartoon made for girls for a few seconds and then said, “You might not be quite as wrapped up in the gender bullshit as we are, actually.”
Abigail shrugged and said, “I think it fucks us all up. Again. Peter.”
“OK.”
“Anyway, this is helping you, so it’s also not all bullshit. Obviously.”
Sarah didn’t have words for that, so she just wobbled our head and gestured at the TV with her spoon in agreement.
“What about your visitors?” Abigail asked. 
She had a hard time saying Ktletaccete when other people weren’t mispronouncing it. She got it unerringly right when other people struggled, though. But, since we were the only other ones in the room, we got to be the ones who spoke the word.
“The Ktletaccete?” Sarah couldn’t stop herself from asking.
“Yes.”
“What about them?”
“Do they have the genders?”
“Kinda?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, and Ashwin or anyone else can correct me if I’m wrong, they thought they didn’t,” Sarah said. She thought she’d had this conversation with Abigail before, but it’s very possible that it was a false memory, or that the Abigail she was talking to was the side of Abigail that hadn’t been part of that conversation.
Abigail had been born without a corpus callosum. And while that didn’t officially make her a plural system, especially not against her own self identification, it did give her similar impairments. As Ashwin had written in nems book before, it was why she’d related so strongly with us and insisted on Peter bringing us in from the cold.
Watching Abigail as if to see if at least part of our housemate was listening, Sarah continued, “The Founding Crew had constructed the Sunspot culture so that no one who hatched from an egg was assigned a gender. They erased everything that referenced gender from the language and never taught about it, breaking from their parent ship’s culture in that way. But, in order to protect their children from their own prejudices they created the Tutors to raise them. And, um,” Sarah swallowed some saliva while she thought back on our work on the Sunspot Chronicles. “Well, it turns out that Tutors are people, too, and that Tutor is an assigned gender with strict gender expressions and gender roles. And they really fucked up there.”
“Ooh, yeah. That’s bad,” Abigail said.
“It gets worse,” Sarah said. “Like the Crew, the Tutors are basically immortal, Network people. Unless they deliberately erase themselves, they live as long as the Sunspot does. And, for hundreds of generations of Children, the Tutors never wavered, never complained, never rebelled, never struck, never thought that maybe being a Tutor wasn’t all they were capable of being.”
“That sounds disordered,” Abigail said. “They were made to think and feel that way?”
“Apparently,” Sarah said.
“But they were still people.”
“Absolutely,” Sarah said. “A few hundred years ago. Five hundred of our years ago, when Ashwin was born in nems system, the Pembers, their Tutor, Metabang proposed a wild experiment, and it was approved by the Crew Council, and it blew the whole thing wide open. Nobody predicted what happened. Not even Phage. And you really gotta read our book, Abigail. It’s in there.”
“I will. I will. I will.”
“Anyway, and this is the part we’re still translating, but Ashwin is filling us in with their own memories as they do it,” Sarah continued. “Metabang’s sibling Abacus was kind of fucked with by the Crew when Phage’s child, Niʔa, hatched. And as a result of that, Abacus deliberately committed treason and got sanctioned for it. And while it was imprisoned, it wrote about the emancipation of the Tutors, and eventually got to give a big speech about it. Then a couple hundred years after that, with very little change from the Crew, they met their first aliens. And now they’ve got Phage’s gift, and their whole world is turned upside down.”
As soon as Sarah was done talking, Ashwin spoke up and said, “The Sunspot spins for gravity, Sarah, it’s always turning upside down.”
Chuckling, Abigail pointed at us and said, “You need to take them all to Australia, Sarah!”
“Oh, if only we could,” Sarah said, glumly. “Traveling while trans is scary enough. But where’d we get the money for it?”
“Unfair.”
“Yeah. But, Rräoha really wants to go. And the Murmuration might be able to do it for gem, actually.”
“To Australia?”
“Anywhere. Gem wants to travel, to see the rest of the Earth.”
“And the others don’t?” Abigail asked.
“We do,” Ashwin responded.
These quick responses with the sharp changes in voice always made it seem like we were doing voice work for a cartoon show, but Abigail was used to it and staunchly refused to even blink.
“We need to figure out how to get you all on a plane,” she declared.
“I don’t want to deal with the TSA,” Sarah said. “Or getting a passport.”
“Couldn’t Ashwin, like, spoof that shit?” Abigail asked.
“Mmmmmmmm…” Ashwin growled skeptically.
As soon as nem was done making noise, Sarah said, “Only if the TSA and everyone else in the airport literally let us do so.”
“Oh, you all made me believe in magic with what you’ve done. That shit is real. There’s got to be a way.”
“I’ve got way too much stuff to do here,” Sarah said. “We all do.” Trying to shut down this line of conversation. It was fruitless to talk about it. From all sorts of different angles. Glumly, into her cereal, she nonsensically added, mumbling, “Goreth and I are getting to travel in a way, anyway.”
“But they’re not – wait,” Abigail blinked. “What do you mean?”
Sarah looked at her in confusion and asked, “What do you mean, what do I mean? You don’t remember what we told you last night?”
Abigail made a circular motion of her head and widened her eyes, with a quick outward gesture of her hands, but didn’t say anything. Implying that, no, of course she didn’t remember.
“Sorry,” Sarah sighed. “OK. You know how the Ktletaccete got here, right? Through this Tunnel in our head.”
“Yeah. That’s where Phage came from, too. When you were kids.”
“Right.”
“And?”
“Phage let Goreth go back through the Tunnel, to visit the Sunspot. Last night.”
Abigail’s jaw dropped, eyes even wider, and she jerked her head and shoulders down and forward, an exaggerated expression of wonder and disbelief, “You what?”
“Not me, Goreth,” Sarah said.
“And, so, they’re, like, gone right now?”
“No,” I volunteered. “But also, yes.”
Abigail blinked several times and shook her head, “I don’t get it.”
“Sarah, may I?”
“Yes.”
“I went through the Tunnel, Abigail. And I’m still on the other side of it. But I’m also here. Because, if you’re not Phage, the Tunnel just makes a copy of you when you try to go through it,” I said.
“Oh. Oh, weird,” she replied.
“Yes, and, in about a month’s time, I plan to reconnect with my other self and get those memories. A whole month of memories of being on the Sunspot,” I explained.
“Oh, that’s so fucking wild!”
“But, it doesn’t do anything to help the Ktletaccete explore Earth, which I think you were going to say,” I added.
She shook her head as she sucked on another mouthful of cereal, then chewed it, and swallowed it, and said, “No. No, it doesn’t. Which means we do need to get you on a plane.”
“But the TSA,” Sarah protested.
“We just have to take down the TSA first,” Abigail said, blithely as shit.
“Why does everyone think we get to be supervillains now?” Sarah asked.
Abigail blinked again, and asked innocently, “You don’t?”
Sarah speared her with a look, “Are you being like Peter right now?”
Abigail wrinkled her nose and snorted and said, “Yeah,” relaxing. “I’m sorry. But, I do think you need it. Both the fun bullshitting, and getting out of the country. Somehow. Like, maybe a long term plan, OK? We’ll help you figure it out.”
“We’ve been to Germany,” Sarah said.
“That doesn’t count without the Ktletaccete,” Abigail said, accidentally getting the word right.
“And we agree,” Ashwin said.
“Shit,” Sarah replied and ate more cereal to prevent anyone else from speaking.
At some point, Abigail had paused the show. She reached up and hit play again.






  
  Chapter 6: Don’t do this


On January 1, 2002, a magazine called Gyo published a comic by Junji Ito called, in the English translation, the Enigma of Amigara Fault.
If you are an Earthling, and you are the type of person to read my book, I’m pretty sure you’ve read that comic.
So, like. Spoilers, though, if you haven’t. 
However, this is a horror comic and you might want it to be spoiled for you. Still very much worth reading.
Just do not read it if you are considering transitioning or are in your early years of transitioning.
It’s not an allegory for transition. But I read it early in our transition, and it made me feel sick in a very bad way.
Here’s why. Here are the spoilers.
After a big earthquake, a shift in the Earth at Amigara fault reveals a bunch of human shaped holes.
People, upon seeing the holes, sometimes recognize their own silhouette in one of the holes, and get the idea that that hole was made for them. And then nothing can stop them from making their way to the hole, stripping off their clothes, and jumping in.
At a certain point, there is a whole conversation in the story where a man is talking to a woman who wants to go into her hole. She’s absolutely obsessed with it. And he’s trying to dissuade her.
He says that nobody knows where the holes go, and that if there’s nothing but pain and death on the other side, she will be making the plunge for nothing but that pain and death. Everyone who has entered their hole has not come out, and no one knows what’s happened to them.
This is not like transition. It is like death.
But, there often comes a point in a trans person’s life, when they are considering transition, where the people closest to them will initiate this same conversation.
They say shit like, “This is a permanent change. You don’t know how it’s going to turn out. And you can’t go back. It will be like you’ve died, or you’ll want to.”
And you, as a trans person, will retort with, “But, this will make me happier. I have to do it. I just know I do. This is who and what I am, and I need to be authentic to myself.”
And to that loved one, you will sound like you’re saying, “This is my hole. It is shaped like me. It is meant for me. I need to go in my hole!”
And the argument will go nowhere, and you will both feel like shit. And the transphobe will deserve to feel like shit, and won’t feel like shit enough. And you’ll feel more like shit, and very, very scared.
Listen to me.
Transition is not the Enigma at Amigara Fault. We know how it ends up. We know the results. There are millions of other trans people who are demonstrably, measurably happier, and more beautiful because of it, because they took the leap of transition, and we can see them all.
Don’t read that comic when you’re anywhere near that state of doubt. Read it when you are more safe. Please.
But it is still a good, and possibly important comic.
You’ve seen the memes, I’m sure.
Now, the Tunnel.
The Tunnel that I just went through.
That is the Enigma at Amigara Fault.
Do not go through the Tunnel.
Do not.
Ever.
Don’t do this.
Of course, it’s going to be hard for you to do so, because it’s inside the head of our system, now. Phage was thoughtful in doing that. But, if you do get the chance, don’t.
Earthlings were not meant to go to space this way.
OK.
Meltdown done.
Carry on.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You missed the sundeath,” Ashwin said.
“I think I needed to.”
“It’s OK.”
“It feels easier to be outside during the nighttime,” I said.
“Interesting,” Ashwin said. “For me, on Earth, I feel better if there are clouds covering the sky. You might like an overcast sky better here, too.”
I took a breath and nodded in my Earthly way, looking carefully down at the walkway as I crawled along it. We were headed toward a beach.
The city I’d chosen to live under was named Frra, and it was near a body of water. I’d chosen it because, if I pretended that Tenmouth Sound was actually the Puget Sound, Frra would be approximately where Portland was in relation to it.
Not exactly, but close enough.
The geography around it was nothing like Oregon, of course. Nothing at all like it.
And trees had either fiery red or piss yellow trunks and leaves and needles of all the shades and hues of purple. The biggest leaves, those of what I’m calling a hex willow, are an electric translucent indigo.
There was really nothing about Frra that was like Portland.
For one, Portland could not hope to match the diversity of people that Frra had. Which was a point in Frra’s favor, really.
But, it also just happened to be the city where the Pembers had hatched, and where Ashwin had grown up. And Ashwin was very pleased with my choice.
“This might not be a good idea,” Ashwin said. “It might be too much on your first day here.”
“I think it’ll be good for me,” I said. “I just really miss Erik and the Murmuration, and especially Sarah. And I’m going to always miss them now.”
“Every time you merge with your other self, it makes it better,” Ashwin said. “You really should do it more frequently than once every thirty-one of your days.”
“Maybe.”
“You should. Do it. For yourself. Please.”
“OK.”
“Take this all with baby steps,” Ashwin said. “You just leapt across the entire cosmos. It is a very silly thing to do when your legs are only so long.”
“You say ‘baby steps’ here?” I asked, looking over at nem. I could never look up at nem in our current exobodies, unless nem was standing on something very tall, and I wasn’t.
As it was, when I was looking at the ground, the entirety of nems body was visible in my excellent peripheral vision.
“It is your idiom,” nem said. “But it makes sense even here. Especially now.”
“Why isn’t it an idiom here?” I asked.
“We do not naturally, or even unnaturally push ourselves the way that humans do,” Ashwin replied. “It is not usually needed to say something like that.”
“Sometimes I wish I grew up here,” I said.
“Yes?”
“But most of the time, right now, I wish I hadn’t come here,” I concluded.
“I understand that,” Ashwin said. “It is a good place. But it is not your place.”
“It’s going to be, now,” I pointed out.
“Yes.”
“I’m scared.”
“That’s understandable,” Ashwin said. “But. If I may observe.”
“Go ahead.”
“You’ve come here at the best of times,” nem said. “When I was hatched, this place was shit. It was scary. We didn’t realize just how scary at the time. But it was in a terrifying state. And we had to work to make it better. You don’t have to do that. I can see now how it is better.”
“You’ve been telling me this, and I’ve read the books you’re translating,” I reminded nem.
“It is still an important-to-you observation that will make your life here good,” Ashwin said. “Especially if you regularly reconnect with your other self. Reconnect often enough, and it will be like you are living in both places at once. And it will be a relief to your other self. Until they die. Whenever that is.”
The air had not stopped smelling like truffles, cinnamon, and dog shit.
I breathed it anyway, telling myself I didn’t actually have lungs to be soiled or poisoned by anything. Then I hesitantly said, “I’m. Uh. I’m… not going to die here, am I?”
“Not unless you specifically will it or ʔetekeyerrinwuf is destroyed. Maybe not even then. Not for a very long time,” Ashwin said. “You are a conscious echo of memory in the Network, and the Network exists in the powdery husks of the self replicating construction nanites. And Eh specifically had the Network written to prevent the deletion of any people like me or you.”
Ashwin hesitated before speaking the last sentence, though, and looked sideways at me while nem did so.
“Why do I feel like that’s not the whole truth?” I asked.
“We will get to the whole truth,” Ashwin said. “When it is time to do so. This is good enough.”
“I’d think that someone of your background wouldn’t say shit like that,” I said.
“I don’t want to scare you with the actual dangers until you’ve learned all the safety protocols,” Ashwin said. “Especially when you will not ever likely be the target of the actual dangers.”
“That sounds backward,” I said.
“The danger is in you hurting the rest of us,” Ashwin said. “If you don’t have the knowledge, in this case, you can’t do it.”
“Oh,” I responded. Then I squinted over at nem, “But then how would I be the target, if I could only be the perpetrator?”
“Selves harm,” Ashwin said.
“Oh,” I repeated with emphasis. My mind rushed over all the possibilities I could imagine, such as self duplication, filling the Network with copies of myself, all armed with Fenekere codes for causing mayhem, and knew I would never do such a thing, if that’s what Ashwin was talking about. I didn’t say what I was thinking, though. “What if I accept Phage’s gift?” I asked.
“Weirdly,” Ashwin said. “You will become more restricted, and less of a danger to us.”
“How is that?” I asked.
“It enforces the laws of consent,” Ashwin said. “You become a being that is ruled by the consent of others. In a lot of ways.”
“So, a loss of freedom?”
“Not really,” Ashwin said. “But, also, yes. It’s a loss of the freedom no one has ever really had, to hurt others. You get weaker if you try, and stronger if you don’t.”
I thought about what had happened in the last year, and something about that didn’t fit with what we’d all experienced, so I said so, “You and Phage haven’t always asked for consent before doing your things. And in Phage’s case, that has resulted in people getting hurt. At least, emotionally.”
“It works on the level of subconscious consent, not conscious consent, and Phage has always had trouble with the confines of its bonds. It loves them, but it also must always be testing them,” nem said, looking ahead at the beach we’d nearly reached.
“So there are loopholes.”
“Yyyyyyyyyyyyyyes.”
“Great.”
“I feel like I shouldn’t say more,” Ashwin said. “I want to trust you, but we have all been through a lot of turmoil over this, for much longer than you have been alive.”
“OK, we can drop this,” I said, not feeling great about it. But as we stepped from walkway to pebbles and sand, I thought of a viable change of subject that felt natural. “Speaking of lifetimes,” I said. “How does the relativity work now? Am I currently living before or after I was born?”
“Hailing Scales, Goreth!” Ashwin exclaimed.
In Inmararräo, everyone pronounces my name like ‘Goresh’, and I am not writing it that way. The ‘th’ is really important to me.
“Well?” I asked.
“It is weird,” Ashwin said. “I am nearly five hundred of your years old, and I do not like contemplating the effects of relativity. I never have. It unsettles me.”
“I bet what that means is that when we are here, then my Earth is some untold number of eons in the future, and when we are there, then your ʔetekeyerrinwuf is that which is some untold number of eons in the future,” I said, cheerfully.
“See,” Aswhin said. “If you had accepted Phage’s gift by now, you would not be able to say things like that to me.”
“Really?” I was genuinely worried about that.
“No,” Aswhin said. “It doesn’t work that way.”
“Oh, good.”
“If it did, we would all be in perfect stasis, with no wills of our own,” Ashwin said. “Ah! Here is the Collective to greet you!”
And that is what I was talking and thinking about when I came to meet the Collective of what Ashwin once called the cuttlecrabs. They really look like a cross between cuttlefish and crabs, if you haven’t seen either one yet in some untold number of eons in the future.
I’m not going to tell you what they’re like, though. Because they do that themselves in one of the books we’re hopefully going to publish. But also, it was a very spiritual experience for me, and really personal.
And, I mean spiritual in the Earthling English sense of the word, that I never really understood before.
Suffice it to say, when I was talking to Ashwin, I had agreed to nems recommendation to re-merge, or re-synchronize, with my Earthly self more frequently. Maybe once a night.
But it wasn’t until I’d talked to the Collective that I’d decided to actually do it.
Communication is vital.
That’s the message of Systems’ Out!, the first pivotal moment in ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s history.
It’s what everyone in my system has been complaining about regarding Phage, who should know better.
And dammit, I think I’m going to make it my life’s work from now on.
And, by the way? Ashwin is right. Humans should start listening to the elephants more.






  
  Chapter 7: Recombination


I have become a person who uses ‘Earthling’ unironically. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Niʔa was there to observe my re-merging, on both sides, to make sure it went smoothly.
Sarah was also there, on the Terran side, because our vessel was sleeping and she loves me as her twin sibling, and she wanted me to be OK.
Ashwin was there, of course, to also perform a re-merging, after me.
And Phage was there for all of those reasons.
It was otherwise a fairly private matter, and everyone else who was available to be there on either side refrained from doing so on my request.
Niʔa, who very much looked like a child of Phage, but tinted green, would come up to our vessel’s chin if they had a vessel of their own on Earth. I seemed to remember seeing Niʔa in purple and pink before as well, but didn’t think much about it, because I was preoccupied with what I was about to do.
“This is going to be easy,” Niʔa said to me. “But it will probably feel really weird.”
“I imagine,” I said. “Coming here in the first place felt really weird.”
They tilted their head back in acknowledgement and said, “Yes, that weird. I’m sorry. I felt the need to say it to be reassuring.”
Niʔa was younger than Ashwin by about fifty or sixty years or something like that. I haven’t done the math to convert it yet. But that meant they were still so much older than me. But I still couldn’t help seeing them as something like a teenager for some reason.
Whereas Ashwin’s apparent age reminded me of Yoda at the beginning of the prequels.
I mean, once a person was no longer tethered to their organic vessels, age sort of became rather meaningless. And trying to judge the age of aliens who each all look and function very differently from each other is a very silly exercise all on its own.
But I found myself trying, just to figure out how to act around them.
Yet another way I had been warped by allistic human culture to go by false cues for social norms that might not even exist.
Just be polite, Goreth. They’re your headmate now, anyway. You get a sense of their age when you share thoughts!
Not that they come forward very often to do that. Not that we do any of that here on ʔetekeyerrinwuf.
“No, you’re right,” I said. “It’s probably a good idea to verbally go over what we’re going to do, right?”
Niʔa’s eyes lit up in a Ktletaccete smile, and they said, “Yes.”
“So, what we’re going to do is step through the Tunnel…” I started to say.
“It doesn’t really work like that,” they said.
“It did in our inworld,” I pointed out.
“Right,” Niʔa agreed. “But here, on this side, at Mau Rro, it works a little bit differently.” They gestured at the small covered pavilion that housed the Tunnel Apparatus. On the other side of that thing, we were having a very similar conversation that didn’t involve this part. They continued, “We have to access it using Network protocols, and that might feel like stepping through it to you, but it might also not. It depends on how your psyche chooses to interpret the results.”
“OK,” I said.
“You can just try to do it intuitively, but if you are not used to treating a box of electronics like a portal, then that might be confusing to you,” Niʔa said.
“Right. Yeah. That makes sense.”
“A work around for that is to send it a Fenekere command, which you can probably figure out yourself given enough time, but which I will send to you, with your consent,” they finished.
“OK,” I said. “Yes. Please, do send me that command.” This felt a lot like performing some kind of magic in an epic fantasy story.
I felt that ping of the message arriving.
“You were saying,” Niʔa said.
“Um, well,” I looked around. The place we were standing in, Mau Rro, was breathtakingly stunning. Even in the nighttime here.
It was actually late morning on Earth, and our vessel was sleeping in, and it would be different next time, because ʔetekeyerrinwuf days and Terran days are not the same length. We were going to have to plan for when our Earthly vessel was sleeping, though. It kind of made this safer and easier.
I’ll describe Mau Rro in a bit.
“Once we do that,” I said, distracted by what I was seeing. “There will be two of me on each side, and we will want to merge somehow. Over there, that works a lot like being co-conscious and just sharing memories and intentions until we’re one person again, right?”
“More or less,” Niʔa said. “Your experience as part of a plural system will help, yes.”
“But, over here? I’m not so sure,” I admitted. “I imagine it works in a very similar way, though.”
“Yes,” Niʔa said. “There are some rituals you can do to facilitate it. They’re really just a way to get your two minds in enough sync to do the merging. But, again, you can also force it with Fenekere commands, since you are governed by the Network now. I don’t recommend that in this case, though.”
“Oh,” I said.
“It can be traumatic. I recommend doing a ritual.”
“OK.”
“But also, I can offer my active assistance, which will be rather intimate but will feel like a massaging of your souls,” they said. “Soothing. If you are OK with that.”
I glanced around nervously and said, questioningly, “Soothing sounds good? But, how does the ritual work?”
“You’ve read Mutabenga’s work,” they said.
“Yes.”
“Think about when Mortu and Mau merged. Or when they later merged with Myirra. It can be as simple as that,” Niʔa replied.
“So, something along the lines of, ‘I give you consent to share my thoughts and memories and foreseeable future’?” I asked.
“Yes, perfect. And then hug yourselves and let it happen.”
“I feel like I’ve seen this in a cartoon,” I said.
Niʔa smiled like an Earthling for me and said, “We’ve watched the same cartoon with you. It’s a coincidence, but an explainable one. That cartoon was probably written by a plural system. And ʔetekeyerrinwuf is functionally also a plural system. We’ve been doing this for far longer than that cartoon has existed, but the physics are essentially the same, regardless of which world we are on.”
The Sunspot is also a system.
Of course it is.
Mutabenga had just told me that earlier that day.
Its body might have been bigger than my two home states combined. And it may have been made mostly of metal. And its psyche existed in a dangerous slurry of carbon and metal that I still didn’t quite understand, despite the fact that my own current body was made from the same stuff. But it was, ultimately, just a vessel with a bunch of people stuck in it who couldn’t really go anywhere else.
And the Network, in which we lived, was constructed to work a lot like a dreamworld, an inworld, if in somewhat alien ways to me.
And it was autistic.
“OK,” I said. “Give me a moment. I’m going to take this in for my self back home.”
Everyone tilted their heads up slightly in acknowledgement.
I’d still been standing on the lift platform that was in the middle of the temple of Mau Rro. I imagined I would eventually walk over to the Tunnel Apparatus before activating it, but I just wanted to enter the scene more officially and look around.
I had just spent the day learning that when you are on four feet, you don’t typically just take one step forward to significantly alter where your body is. One foot moved doesn’t mean much. It’s tentative, not a full shift in position.
Honestly, I’d spent a fair amount of my early childhood crawling around on hands and knees, and maybe more of my later childhood and teen years doing that than most humans typically do. But, almost everyone is familiar with this if you just think about it.
I took four steps off the platform. One foot, another foot, a third foot, and then the last, tail dragging to give me a sense of movement.
My instinct, apparently, is to lift my tail and use it for balance a lot of the time. But when I’m relaxed and moving slowly, I can let it drag, and I like that sensation. It lets me know it’s there, and I can feel the contours of the ground or floor behind me as I move over it. It’s kind of a stim to move slowly enough to let my tail drag.
The lift platform was raised a few centimeters above the floor of the temple, with a beveled ring of that brassy metal around it, four decimeters wide. I think it is actually brass, or a brass alloy of some sort. It was always very shiny, untarnished, so something was going on with it. Probably the nanites.
The lift was hexagonal, and really just big enough to accommodate me, tail curled around my feet. Five meters wide, from side to side. Six from point to point. I think I was pushing the limits of Sunspot architecture with my exobody. It could fit two of Eh, for instance, if Eh had been there and wanted to be really cozy with Ihnself.
And arrayed around that lift platform were six irregular, elongated septagons arranged like rays of a stylized sun, narrowest points outward. They were a dark coppery metal, probably copper, and also gently beveled, slightly raised from the floor, embedded in it. Each one longer than me, about one and half times my body length. Ten meters?
The floor was stone. A gray marble. And cut into a wide circle. The whole temple largely just consisted of this fifteen to twenty meter wide disc of marble with metal embedded in it and decorative structures built onto its rim. And it was set into a rocky outcrop high on the side of this mountain.
When I’d arrived, the ceiling of the lift irising open as its floor rose up to the top of its walls to present me to the world as if I was rising up in the middle of a stage, the sight that had dominated my vision really had been two enormous hex willow trees set in gigantic marble planters on either side of the temple. They towered over us like arches in a cathedral, with more of those copper, beveled septagons hanging from their limbs like wind chimes. Only those septagons were three meters long, and must have been so heavy, but the limbs of the trees were big and strong enough to hold them aloft without worry.
Hex willows are unique on ʔetekeyerrinwuf in having bark that is a normal bark color for what an Earthling might expect for a tree. A dark mahogany color. But it’s like carpet. Soft to the touch and fuzzy. And the average leaf is as big as my head, many of them bigger, and hexagonal, and that translucent electric indigo I told you about. At night, they glow softly, and here they reflected the lighting of the temple with different hues of that indigo, depending on the angle.
The leaves of the hex willows became the stained glass ceiling of the cathedral at night. And the night sky of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, the Garden slightly illuminated by the ghost moon, the darkened corners of the rest of the structure.
It took work for me to focus beyond the hex willow leaves, but when I did, I had a full view of the Aft Endcap, which rose above the Katofar peninsula like, well, nothing I’ve ever seen before.
No other Earthling has seen a megastructure like this, ever.
I had, because I’d seen the sunhatching earlier that day, looking at the Forward Endcap. But I’d been in a daze at the time, and hadn’t really internalized what I was looking at.
Imagine that the moon is flat, like a coin. And then bring it down to Earth, to rest the edge of that coin on the horizon.
That’s actually going to be way, way bigger than either Endcap of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, but just trying to visualize that is going to get closer to what I saw than anything else I can think of.
Now, wrap the Earth around you for about the length of two countries, provinces, or states, into a tube with that moon-disc as a lid you are looking up at, or down at, or whatever. Losing your sense of direction while looking at it will perfectly simulate the effect this had on me.
I got dizzy.
Punch a hole in the middle of the moon. That’s the sun intake. It’s twenty kilometers wide. The sun intake is. One tenth the width of the Endcap.
Get rid of all the craters and mountains of the moon, and replace it with a flat brownish gray textured metal. I have no idea what that texture looks like up close, I just know that it reflected some light, but not coherently enough to be a mirror of any sort. It reminded me of what you’ll often see on the outside of a car engine.
It had a couple of concentric raised rings, or rims, of the same material, at diameters that seemed to mimic the golden ratio, two thirds, three fifths the width of the Endcap’s radius. And along the outermost ring, there were eight raised panels, trapezoidal in shape, each the size of the snowy peaks of the Katofar mountains.
Look at a map of Washington state. Look at the Olympic peninsula. Behold the part of that map that denotes the Olympic mountains. Take a pen and draw an almost square trapazoid around the snowy peak of those mountains, and that will be close enough. That’s how big each of those panels was.
From where I was standing in Mau Rro, the Aft Endcap took up nearly a third of the sky. Less, volumetrically. I’m not good at doing that kind of math. But, if I drew an arch from the Aft horizon to the Forward horizon, up over my head, for the sky, the Aft Endcap seemed to take up a third of that arch. Probably less, really. Maybe only a fifth. But looking at it it felt like it absolutely filled my vision, even though it didn’t.
Sarah has drawn an illustration of this from memories that Ashwin has fed her. It’s going to be in her art show. You’ll be able to come to Aunti Zero’s to see it in a few months. It’ll be the featured image. You’ll get to see it on our Patreon, and on the website where we’re publishing this book.
That will give you kind of an idea.
But it won’t give you the sense of the weight of it that I experienced there.
I had, so far, always been further from the Forward Endcap than from the Aft Endcap, so when I’d looked Forward, it seemed distant and safe. An abstract concept occluded by the atmosphere and silhouetted by the emerging sun. And then, during the day, it was faded to a very light blue, like Earth’s moon. I had somehow not really noticed the Aft Endcap yet, always looking somewhere else, always only catching it out of the corner of my eye, always looking down or away to avoid being overwhelmed by the weirdness of the ʔetekeyerrinwuf sky.
We were closer to it. There was less atmosphere in the way.
I didn’t so much feel like it was going to fall onto me, a god-like plate precariously placed on its edge.
I felt like I was going to fall into it.
Like its gravity should be pulling me, dragging me to a quick demise on its mostly flat surface.
It was, literally, the foundation of this world.
And while I was standing in Mau Rro, beholding that, there was this entire structure behind me, the artistry of the temple, full of alien symbolism and its own wonder that I just missed, because I couldn’t tear my eyes away from that Endcap.
Phage broke the spell by pointing at the sun intake and saying, “That’s my home.”
“Phage,” Niʔa said quietly.
“I’m going to have to come back here during the day,” I said. “I want to see more details.”
“The view of the forest below us is healing to see during the day,” Niʔa said. “It’s my favorite thing about this place.”
“I believe it,” I said.
“It sounds like you might finally be acclimating,” Ashwin suggested.
“I don’t know about that,” I said, shaking my head at the sun intake of the Endcap. “But, it may be true. I can actually look at this thing now.” Everyone was silent as I continued to stare for a few moments longer. Then I said, “I’m not sure I can take my eyes off of it.”
“Would it be rude or traumatizing for me to point out that you are technically not using eyes?” Ashwin asked. “Or would it help?”
“Ashwin!” Niʔa chided.
“I am sorry. I have picked up habits from living amongst humans,” nem replied.
I looked over at nem and tilted my head, “Ashwin. I’ve noticed. You’ve been re-merging with yourselves every night for the past year, right?”
“Yes.”
“But, you really seem like a different person here on ʔetekeyerrinwuf than on Earth, in our system,” I said. “Like. How much does this re-merging actually help?”
As I was asking that, a dragon the same size and coloration as me crawled out of thin air to stand on the platform of Mau Rro with the rest of us, and took on an expression of wonder and bewilderment.
My counterpart from Earth. One of my other mes. I now had three mes, apparently.
I guess we weren’t really synchronizing this event.
I didn’t know what to say.
Ashwin turned to them and said, “Welcome to ʔetekeyerrinwuf, Goreth. You’ve just asked me a question, and I want to answer it. Are you OK to wait until I do?”
“Um. Shit,” my other self looked around. 
They were just a Network projection at the moment. No nanite exobody. Their Network avatar appeared very similar to the body I was now inhabiting, just as I had had when I’d first arrived, based on how I appeared to myself in my dreams, in our inworld. The Network just does that. 
My other self was unable to answer Ashwin’s question.
“I will talk to them,” Niʔa told Ashwin, and walked over to my other self.
Ashwin approached me to answer my question in lower tones and said, “You are also like a different person to me while you are here, than when you are on Earth. Do you not feel like you are a different person yourself?”
I thought about it, and yeah. I hadn’t really had the time or mental space yet to have that level of self reflection, but I really hadn’t been feeling like myself since I’d arrived. Nothing around me was familiar at all. Ashwin, Phage, and Niʔa were the only people who I knew, and I’d only known them as headmates until now. They had been people I would meet by sharing thoughts and emotions and similar perceptions of the world while inhabiting the same body. And occasionally meeting in third person in dreams. Nothing about them offered much familiarity. And here, I had had no opportunity to practice any of my old habits or routines. There was no going to Aunti Zero’s and ordering a gingersnap here. We weren’t even speaking English.
So, of course, my reactions to everything were new reactions to new things.
I had been feeling like a child. Like I’d lost my adulthood.
And it hadn’t entirely been a bad feeling. Even for an autistic like myself, that sense of wonder can itself become an old familiar comfort sometimes. But, my day had been a constant balancing act of nostalgia almost being pricked by that child-like wonder and meltdown after meltdown from sensory overload, culture shock, and frustration.
Ashwin didn’t really wait for me to answer, and said, “What you do and how you act in the moment is not what makes you you.” Nem waited to see me glance in the direction of nems face, and then said, “It’s how you change your reactions to each new set of stimula, each new situation, each new context that makes you who you are. You change differently than I do, and that’s why you’re you and I am me. But the longer you stay here without reconnecting with your other self, the more that the way you change will differ from how the way your other self changes, and that’s what will make reconnection, fusion, less permanent, and more likely to divide you into truly separate people. The memories you share will be less vivid the longer apart you remain. But, right now, even though you are reacting differently to all of this than your other self, you can still become one again, you are still, mostly, fundamentally the same person.”
I nodded, and then I tilted my head up. And then nodded again, to reassure myself that I was accepting this. They really were helpful words.
“There is no urgency about this, though, except for what you create yourself,” Ashwin said. “It is your right to become more than one person, if you wish it. And if you want to re-merge strongly enough, and be in harmony with yourselves, you can still overcome centuries or even millennia of different experiences. It’s just easier if you do it now.”
“I think I get that,” I said.
“And also, like I said earlier tonight, your life here now is longer than your life there will be. Time will have a different meaning here. Less urgency as you get used to it,” nem reminded me. “And while that’s happening to you, your other self will be experiencing the tenuousness of life in Portland, and you won’t be able to predict when that will abruptly come to a halt and you won’t have access to it anymore.”
I felt a lump in my throat form, and tears threaten to flood my eyes, making me wonder just how different draconic biology was from humanity. And then I got irritated with my own mind for becoming distracted by old therian self recrimination just as I was about to cry about my removed mortality and family I would never really see again.
I took a shuddering breath.
“Go and recombine before you use the Tunnel,” Ashwin said, gesturing. Ktletaccete don’t casually touch each other, usually. Not until conscious implied consent is established verbally between people who are close. A human would have put their hand on my shoulder and pushed me. Ashwin didn’t. Nem just stepped partially aside and turned nems head. Nem said, “Give your Earthly self as many useful memories of this side as you can, so when you are on Earth you will know what it is like. And everything will be less of a surprise for all of you the next time.”
“Yes. Thank you,” I said, and looked up at the ghost moon, which was three quarters of its way across the habitat cylinder.
It was called a ghost moon because it was that time of the month when it wasn’t full strength. And because it was a pale ball of plasma, and not a ball of rock with the Earth’s shadow on it, it was ghostly, translucent, with its weakness. There was a city on the other side of it, slightly brighter than the moon itself, a pale dot within a larger, paler dot. Fikwakyet. The city I very deliberately had not moved to.
I looked back down at my other self, who was just finishing up with their instructions from Niʔa and turning toward me.
We tilted our heads at each other in the same way. To the left, not mirrored.
“Hey,” we said at the same time, in English. And froze.
“This feels like a trope,” my counterpart said after a few seconds, just as I was starting to think the same thing.
“Yeah,” I said. “You know we know the name of it, too.”
And, with that, an actual conversational exchange, it felt OK. I was, for all intents and purposes, really just talking to a new headmate who looked and sounded like me and shared my memories. No big deal.
They clearly felt the same way, and ambled forward more easily.
“We should probably make this quick, to cut down on the awkwardness,” they said.
“Sure,” I said, stepping forward, myself.
Smirking with the cliched novelty that still lingered, though, we did circle each other, claws clicking on the marble, examining our bodies, mine manifested in nanite clay, theirs a Network apparition that nevertheless looked as solid and real as anything else.
With eye contact, and a predatory grin, we dared each other to speak the same word at the same time again, and did, “Twins.” We chuckled in sync.
As spooky as it was, for how present I felt in reality, it was also just too fun.
“I’m going to – “ we both said simultaneously, and then just stopped.
They gestured acquiescence first, indicating that I should talk.
I sighed.
“It hardly feels like we have to do any sort of ritual,” I said. “You know, for synchronization. We’re talking at the same time. Seems like a good sign.”
“Agreed.”
“We’re not really made for hugs, this way.”
“No.”
“Curling up together and twisting tales is something I’ve always wanted to do, but feels way too intimate for this place, especially with people watching.”
“Absolutely.”
“Head butts?”
“Head butts!”
We stuck our forked tongues out at each other, pressing them up against our upper front teeth and wrinkling our noses like little girls. As dragons, though, it looked so threatening, like we were snarling.
Domesticated dragons, who’ve lived amongst humans for too long.
After another synchronized chuckle – or maybe it was more of a giggle – we stumbled toward each other, lowering our heads, and gently knocked skulls.
To a Monster, without a connection to the Network, that must have looked silly and bizarre. A single graphite colored dragon butting heads with the air, jolting to a stop as if actually impacted by something, and a little shockwave rippling back over their face and neck scales. 
Except, they’d probably be used to this kind of thing, having lived here.
To me, to us, well, we could feel the warmth of each other’s breath, we were so close to each other, eyes clenched shut, turning our heads ever so slightly to feel the contours of our skulls beneath our scaled hide. We tilted our heads up ever so much to transfer that pressure to push against the length of our snouts, from brow to tip of nose, and pushed.
We grumbled low at the same time, feeling as if the whole world was vibrating with the expression of comfort.
It did feel like I needed to say something, though. Something to usher us both into the same being. Even with all the coaching we’d both had, and how easy it was for me to visualize the effect of co-fronting.
I did do that visualization, of course. It’s a memory. I’d done it with both Sarah and Phage countless times before.
When you’re fronting, awake, yourself in your body, you will sometimes feel a presence pushing themself up through your body’s sense of interoception. Some people will describe this as like encountering a ghost or a spirit. Others will say it’s like the act of becoming possessed. Sometimes that presence is corporeal enough that you get a sense of their physical shape, as if it is another body overlapping yours and pushing you slightly aside in your own mind.
For me, it’s like a colored blob of pressure with a different temperature, warmer for Sarah, colder for Phage, rising up and adding its weight to my conscious mindscape. Not completely unsimilar to pressing heads together with someone.
And then, when you both agree to merge, it happens when you get a flicker of thought from them, and consent is granted.
And, like a venn diagram, your two bubbles of sensation, thought, and emotion start to overlap, and everything in that overlap is brighter, more vivid, more colorful.
And sometimes you can make that overlap complete, and you’ll feel like you inhabit your body more fully than you ever did before.
It can last seconds, minutes, hours, or, sometimes, if you want it to, the rest of your life.
Some systems are afraid of it, because it sounds like final fusion, which it can be. But it’s always been temporary for us. Sarah and I are just really such different people, with conflicting genders and respective dysphoric triggers.
We like seeing what it’s like to be the other person, but we like being next to each other even better.
And, for some systems, it’s impossible.
On ʔetekeyerrinwuf, like Niʔa said, it can be forced with a command.
Instead, I simply said, “Let’s be a person.”
And I felt my other self nod against my head, and then we started overlapping, just like I’ve done so many times before.
I quickly lost track of which one of us was me, because both were me. As each concurrent point in our bodies met, it merged, but I have no idea what that looked like visually because my eyes were closed and I was focusing on my minds becoming one. It felt a little bit like putting on a full body stocking from forehead to tip of tail, but just pushing myself into it. Except that the tactile sensation of it reached into the very core of my being, to every atom, every wavelength that was part of me.
And when I was done, I involuntarily stretched, reaching my head up to gasp, like surfacing from a lake. And I opened my eyes, to be greeted by the ghost moon there in the sliver of sky between the canopies of the hex willows.
What an amazing experience! 
To crawl into bed as a human, a therian but in a human enough body, at six in the morning, after a long day of socializing and writing.
To slip into a dream full of messages and discussions with a whole committee of familiar people, my twin sibling there, smiling reassurance at me.
To get the gist of the discussion before even understanding the words, as is so common in dreams. To learn that my counterpart on the Sunspot wanted to initiate a re-merging early, tonight if possible, or later this morning. To get the sense that it was probably 10 am already, and that I was still fast asleep, as the dream became more vivid.
To feel excited as I agree to it.
To walk toward the great staticky disc of the Tunnel in the deepest reaches of our psyche, surrounded by friends as Niʔa explained to me how it would work.
To then, step through that disc and wake up, just like waking up in the morning, a dragon.
To stand on an alien world. In an alien world. On top of a mountain, in the air, under a moon, with indigo trees filling my vision.
And then, after that, to walk up to a vision of myself who had already been here and become them.
It was time to go back through the Tunnel, almost immediately.
I knew that.
Our body would not stay asleep for long, and it would be more awkward to do this while it was awake. Possible, but harder to manage.
But I wanted to fly.
I felt like I should be able to fly, and that it would be the only thing that could possibly express the elation I felt.
I looked at Niʔa, Phage, and Ashwin and asked, “Can I fly? Can this body actually fly here, like in my dreams?”






  
  Chapter 8: Home, but not


Somewhere in the past year, we’d earned enough money one month that we were able to buy a plushie that was long enough we could hug it with both arms and legs. It was basically a body pillow the shape of an axolotl. It helped with our neck and shoulder pains, reducing muscle knots in the morning, and it was cute. Orange, yellow, and white. 
Sarah had named it Smudge. And when I’d asked why, she shrugged and said it was cute and then finished brushing our teeth.
That morning, I was the one to awaken, hugging Smudge, feeling myself rise from a vivid and wild dream that I was desperately grasping to keep ahold of. It felt like I was being pushed up into our misshapen, ugly ape of a body against my will. But when I got there it was disappointingly familiar.
It hurt.
A lot less than it would have hurt a year ago, but it had been lying on its side for several hours and the results of the uneven pressure on joints, hips, and shoulders couldn’t be helped.
The inside of my eyelids sparkled and glimmered like looking up into a waterfall of stage glitter lit by a sunlamp. And my breath felt heavy and hard to draw in.
I let myself yawn to get more oxygen, and didn’t really feel it reach my blood, so I opened my eyes to try to feel more awake.
It should be about noon.
I couldn’t see a damn thing.
There was light, and the hints of shapes around the edges of it, but it was like the center of my vision didn’t even exist.
It was so confusing and a bit scary, until memories of past migraines came back to me.
When we were twenty-four, recovering from bottom surgery and still struggling with some things, a doctor had prescribed us Wellbutrin for what he claimed was our depression.
Dutifully, we’d taken it. 
For eight days.
In those eight days, we’d started experiencing artifacts in our vision, daily episodes of this. It was a little different each time. Sometimes just crescents of extra brightness. Sometimes increased snow and afterimages. Sometimes everything in our peripheral vision was rendered as scintillating stained glass. 
We were still living in Washington. This was just before we’d moved.
On the day that the headache hit, Erik got wind of our symptoms and said it was a migraine. He knew we were trying out Wellbutrin, because we’d complained about it. Without us prompting him, he looked up the possible side effects and found migraines listed prominently there.
He told us to take ibuprofen and remain in the dark until we could function. Stay in bed, no lights, no music, just rest. Dream, if possible. Experience the pain. Think of it as interesting. Don’t focus on how much it sucks.
And when we’d been able to function better, we’d told our doctor about it, and he told us to stop taking the Wellbutrin. We hadn’t even started on the full dose, so we didn’t need to titrate it.
And ever since then, we’ve had migraines.
Most of the time, they were silent migraines, no pain. And other migraineurs we talked to always told us we were lucky. It kind of made us feel like we weren’t really having migraines, except for the one or two times a year we’d get a really bad one.
And, really, those auras are unmistakable, even if you don’t get the accompanying headache.
It’s possible that our habit of treating ourselves well on the very first onset of symptoms kept them to a minimal impact.
But we were also probably lucky.
We’d learned shortly after that that our mom had had migraines a lot in her 20s. And that we might be genetically susceptible to them. And after experiencing them strongly, since the Wellbutrin, I’ve always felt like I had memories of really mild ones in our teens, but they’d been so faint we hadn’t recognized them for what they were.
There’s just sort of this feeling you get with a migraine that says, “This is a migraine.” Even if no other symptoms crop up, and it’s just that feeling. That knowledge. It’s a kind of dysphoria that also feels like you’re dissociating from something in the middle of your mind that shouldn’t be there. A something that’s nothing. A faint weight.
At least, that’s what it’s like for me.
And I was definitely experiencing that, only increasingly amplified as I lay there in bed starting to panic.
Trying to see through my obscured and nearly absent vision to reach for the ibuprofen with my right hand, I started to be able to pick out the glitter in my vision again. It was what was obscuring it. An expanding ring of sparkling with Nothing in the middle of it.
My hand found our amber colored sunglasses first. Right there on our nightstand. We used those maybe three times a year at most. I could feel my hand starting to shake with the effort.
Shit.
The pills should be right next to the glasses, and next to that our glass of water that I was trying not to spill. The glasses would help, part of the routine. 
I brought my left hand out from under Smudge to help unzip the glasses case.
You’d think, sharing a body with my twin sister, a supernatural monster from across the stars, its child, and a handful of psychic aliens, someone would be able to help me with this. But no.
Migraines didn’t really mess with our plurality, it turned out. For some systems, they seemed to. For us, a good migraine, at most, just made us all hurt and not want to talk or hear anyone. We could still switch, and feel each other, and huddle under the covers together, and all that. It’s just that we usually didn’t think to do so.
It had to do with stimuli, I think.
If I’d managed to get up and hobble out into the living room or kitchen to complain to a housemate about it, it might end up being Sarah who grumbled at them. But as long as I stayed in bed and did relatively little else, I could be the only one fronting for the entire experience.
I normally would have been too preoccupied with the migraine to even think about it. But I’d just had a dream where I’d been interacting with everyone else.
As I pushed the sunglassed onto my face I mumbled, “If I wasn’t in the front right now, I wouldn’t come forward either.”
Nobody responded. Not even a stir of emotion in my chest.
I sighed and felt my boobs hug Smudge in the process, then reached for the pills.
I still couldn’t see, but the light hitting my eyes made them ache a little less with the sunglasses on.
The pressure in my head was mounting a little more slowly.
Hand on pill bottle, which rattled lightly with the jostle. Probably six pills left.
I didn’t move for several moments, hand just resting there, having achieved that much. I wanted to see.
Why was I having a migraine now?
Why did it have to be after that dream?
I wanted to spend the next few hours reliving the dream, not doing this.
And then, a small walnut sized area of my mind, in the right side of my head, started to clench like an angry muscle and really fucking hurt.
It got worse from there, and I have never really since been able to remember much of what any of us did that afternoon, besides become a nexus of pain.
Hours passed, but it felt like eons and no time at all.
I do remember as we slowly started to recover having a moment on the bed, all sweaty, kicking off our covers and pushing Smudge off onto the floor, and writhing onto our belly. I took our hands and placed them on the bed to either side of our breasts and pushed as if to do a pushup, but leaned forward, pressing my forehead into our pillow, feeling our muscles flex across our shoulder blades, wishing, wishing, wishing that I could flex my wings, tail lashing.
I wanted my claws.
I wanted to rend our mattress in rage and dysphoria.
I wanted to roar, and I think I actually might have.
Some short anti-time after that, Abigail knocked on our door to see if we were OK. It was late enough in the day that she was home.
I recognized her knock. It’s so much more tentative and faint than anything Peter ever does.
I didn’t want her to see me like this, whatever this was.
I was afraid she’d be terrified of my draconic form.
I was ashamed I wasn’t a dragon.
The shape of the headache might horrify her.
I don’t know. I just. I couldn’t.
“Migraine,” I managed to growl loud enough for her to hear.
“Ah, OK,” I think I heard.
And a bit after that, our body began to relax enough and the pain to lift enough that we could actually sleep again.
We ate nothing that day, and didn’t miss it.
The next morning, we learned that both Abigail and Peter had delivered water to our bedroom door occasionally that evening, to make sure we were hydrated, and that we had, indeed, answered the door, opening it just a crack to receive the water. But I don’t remember doing that, and nobody else does either.
Sometimes amnesia isn’t you failing to remember what your headmates did when you were away. Sometimes it’s just missing moments that none of you remember.
“I reintegrated with myself last night. Or, I mean, yesterday,” I said, staring at my peanut butter toast, where it sat on the table.
A migraine could last several days. I was definitely still experiencing it, even if I was functional enough to stare at toast without sunglasses.
I think Niʔa, Ashwin, or Phage were doing something to reduce it, maybe. I couldn’t imagine any of them standing by and letting this happen without intervention. We’d had almost no migraines in the last year, after all.
Peter was seated at the table with us, leaning back, hand on handle of his gigantic coffee mug. Abigail was standing next to him, head about even with his, clutching her arms in her fuzzy bathrobe.
“I thought you weren’t going to do that for a month,” Abigail said.
“Yeah, it was kind of a surprise to me,” I said, counting each peanut in the extra-crunchy peanut butter. The counting didn’t actually involve numbers. “But, after I talked to the Collective, and Ashwin of course, I realized that communication is key. Like, I was so homesick I was panicking, honestly.”
“The Collective?” Peter asked.
“Yeah,” I said, glancing up at him, like he should know what I was talking about. “You know, like,” I half gestured with my forecl – hands, “weird, cute little things about this big, that look like if you crossed a crab with a cuttlefish? Sort of? And they flash light from their bellies. And they’re a person. The Collective.”
Peter shook his head, “Yeah, Goreth, we don’t have those here.”
“I know,” I said, looking back down at my toast. I was kind of hungry, but I didn’t think I could eat it. “Anyway, I think reintegration doesn’t work very well for the human brain. It’s got to catch up and that hurts.”
“Sounds scary,” Abigail said. “Maybe you should get an MRI or something.”
Peter looked up at her and said, “That’d be cool as fuck. But getting a neurologist to sign off on that with only a migraine probably won’t happen.”
“Worked for me,” she said.
“Yeah, but,” Peter squinted, trying to fully remember the details of her past. “You had other things going on Sweetie. You had a neurologist already.”
“Oh, yeah. Right.”
“But, imagine, an active MRI with all those people in there battling a migraine with their psychic powers?” Peter said, gesturing at me. “I really wish we could do that.”
“This is weirder and more confusing than discovering I was a dragon,” I said. “Weirder than our plurality itself. I fully expect that if I step out the door right now, I’d see the Aft Endcap looming above the horizon, right there. But I know it shouldn’t be.”
“Like in Sarah’s drawing?” Peter asked.
“Yeah.”
“It’s overcast.”
“Oh, thank Phage,” I said.
You’re welcome, came from below.
“You didn’t really,” I mumbled into my collarbone.
“What was that?” Peter asked.
Of course I did, Phage thought. Just not this me. And not for you. Entropy happens.
“Sorry, Peter,” I said. “Phage is just thinking bullshit at me.”
“So, sort of back to normal?”
“Guess so.”
“Hi, Phage,” Abigail said at me.
“It says ‘good morning’,” I replied, right as it was thinking that.
She smiled.
“I think Sarah and everyone else are sleeping in,” I said.
“You said that already,” Peter pointed out.
“Ah.”
“Do you want to go back to bed? You probably should. You’re not touching your toast.”
I narrowed my eyes and listened to my ears and felt for my body. No, I wanted to move, to get blood flowing. Enough of the migraine had lifted, I was starting to feel relief. And I wanted to exercise it. Breathing was becoming easier.
“No, I think I’m going to eat that,” I pointed to the toast. “And I also think, if I don’t constantly remind myself that I don’t have wings, I’m going to try to fly.”
“Just don’t jump off anything,” Abigail said.
“Well. Maybe tell us more about it,” Peter suggested. “What was the Sunspot like?”
I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling and huffed a breath, tears brimming in my eyes, and went over the events of the previous day in my head. Just visualizing them.
There were two days to pick from, really. One where I had talked to Karen and where I’d watched from the side as Sarah took us through an afternoon with friends and having dinner and writing. And one in which I’d been somewhere else entirely. And they both felt as real, as a part of my life, as each other.
And since Peter had asked about the Sunspot, that came more naturally to the front. Those memories were ever so slightly more vivid and ready to relive.
“I met so many people,” I said. “And not all of them were on the Network or in nanite exobodies.”
“What are nanite exobodies?” Abigail asked.
I held up my left hand, looking at it, and said, “Well, like thi – Ah. Hm.” I let my hand drop into my lap and said, “As you can see, I have a whole new set of reflexes already. Especially when I’m thinking about the Sunspot.” Then I explained, “It’s the same thing as the nanites we destroyed last year, that were in the ground, in the communications probe that we never dug up. Only, the Sunspot is full of them. And people use them to make bodies they can walk around in. Like in, uh, I mean, so many movies.”
“Oh. OK.”
“I had one. I was shown how to make it almost right away, so that I could feel more real,” I told them.  I decided not to derail my first point by saying that I’d been my draconic self. I wanted to, but I also wanted to describe the people. So, I said, “Anyway, not everyone had one of those. There were still living people, in living organic bodies. And they were all different.”
“Neat!”
“No, I mean. Ashwin has explained it, and I think they’ve told you about it, or we have. But I don’t think we’ve really gotten the idea across. Metabang’s book kinda does, but there’s so much it takes for granted, having lived there itself the whole time,” I rambled. “No. This was bigger than a furry convention.”
“Heh,” Peter chuckled.
“At a big furry convention, you’ve got like fifty wolves and fifty dragons, and a smattering of birds, opossums, foxes, and unrecognizable fursuits, and then just a bunch of humans wearing ears. There, on the Sunspot, every person looks like they’re from a different species. Every one of them chimerical. And they’re all just walking around, visiting each other, enjoying their days, and making all sorts of artwork.”
“Wow,” Abigail said.
“And they’re all psychic, like Ashwin?” Peter asked.
“Yep,” I said. “But, like Ashwin, not telepathic, just that weird subtle telekinesis that can’t move pennies across a table but can make the air boom like thunder if everyone believes they can do it.”
“Right.”
“And they really don’t do a whole lot that’s immediately noticeable with it. Mostly just keep their bodies super healthy, like they’re trying to do with ours,” I said.
“So, you fit right in,” Peter quipped.
“I did get the impression, talking to Ashwin, though,” I said in lower tones, “that if some kind of war broke out on the Sunspot, it would be unlike anything we could imagine here. They’ve just had a huge, centuries long revolution, and they somehow managed to keep the physical violence to a minimum. Or something like that. The ship survived, anyway.”
Peter put his meaty palm down on the table, and said, “People have always dreamt and hoped that aliens would come some day and save us all from our stupidity. Enough that other people have warned that they might come to invade us. Or just step on us unknowingly while passing by. And all I can think, hearing this, is that I’m glad we don’t have their technology or magic, or whatever it is. Because, fuck.”
“Peter,” I said, looking up at him through my brows from my tilted head. “You know what I really have trouble believing right now?”
“Everything?”
“Besides that.”
“What is it?”
“I can’t believe that I’m in a human, or human-like body, sitting here, talking to two human beings about where I’ve just come from, and you both are acting like I’ve just gone to a park in a foreign country or something,” I said. “How are we this lucky to have met the two of you?”
Peter glanced at Abigail, who nudged him, then said, “Look, kid. Sorry. Friend. My dear dragon friend. We’ve been living with you and Sarah, and Ashwin and Phage and whoever else has come over from the Sunspot in there, and witnessing your feats daily. This household has become a place of magic. Stupid, pointless, funny magic most of the time, with talking air, and perpetually warm coffee mugs, mostly. But I’ve also seen you heal, to the point that it looks like you’re actually flying sometimes. And after all that, it’s just real, you know?”
I swallowed, and had to ask about one of Sarah’s big worries, “So, what about our income?”
He dismissed that with a wave of his hand, “You’re working on that. It will come when it comes. We’re doing OK. Maybe you’re physically better, but holy shit, you have your hands full. You have your brain full!”
I smiled wanly.
“Recovery always takes longer than anyone allows for,” Peter said. “And I want to see what you all can do when you’re given the room to actually recover. I’d be lying if I didn’t say my budget really screams with the pain of it sometimes. Stretched like it’s on a rack. But it’s worth it. And you all really do what you can to keep your impact minimal. Seriously. You’re cheaper than a dog.”
“Oh, great, thanks.”
“No. Listen. That medicaid, food stamps, and Patreon leavings you scrape in? It keeps you healthy and happy and covers most of your costs. And if you weren’t living here, I wouldn’t be renting that room out. At least not yet. We’d just be using the whole house for ourselves. You’re good.”
I didn’t know how to accept that, emotionally, so I just took a deep breath and sighed it out and said, “Thank you,” without looking at him.
“Now, eat your peanut butter. I’ve got to go take a shower,” he said, slapping the table.
When he left, Abigail sat in his place, leaning forward a bit, and watched us.
I reached out and picked up one slice of the toast and took a small, gentle bite out of it. It certainly wasn’t a raw steak on the floor.
“What’s it like being a dragon?” Abigail asked.
I felt my phantom wings unfold and my chest fill with fire at the validation of that question, and the memories of the day before it sparked.
My eyes completely full of tears, I swallowed the half chewed toast and rubbed the roof of my mouth free of peanut butter with my tongue and swallowed that, then looked up at her and said, “I got to fly, Abigail.”
She moved her mouth as if to start to say the word ‘wow’ again, but stopped silently at the first ‘w’ and almost shook her head.
“I mean, the body I’d made was too heavy for it. But I just needed to hollow it out to make it work. And it’s not really shaped for full aerodynamic flight, but the nanites can float when they’re on the Sunspot,” I told her. “I was able to use my wings for propulsion and my tail for steering, just like swimming through the air. And I miss it.”
“I can’t imagine.”
“That’s OK,” I said. “I’m sorry it’s hard to visualize or understand. But I’m going to write it down. I’m going to write a book and put this all down, and you’ll be able to reread it. So you can hear it and read it.”
“Thank you.”
“I’ve always felt like I wasn’t supposed to be human.”
“I know.”
“I’ve grown up with humans. I act like a human a lot of the time. I especially know that after living amongst aliens for a day.”
“That makes sense.”
“But, now I know for a fact that I’m not human. And I never will be again.”
“I really do see a dragon when I look at you. I’m not just humoring you when I say that.”
I smiled and shook my head and wiped tears from each eye, and snorted up a bunch of snot, and then said, “I don’t think it would matter any more if you were humoring me. I know what my future is now.” 
Then I took a shuddering, cool, clean, actual breath of oxygen rich air.
No matter how long I had left to live on Earth, be it two or ninety-two more years, or three hundred and fifty, my future was firmly on the Sunspot.
I’d get to experience two things, even. I’d get to experience death, someday, and whatever actually lay beyond that. And life on the Network as myself. Simultaneously.
And the thought didn’t bother me at all.
“Do you think you’ll have a migraine every time you do this?” Abigail asked.
“Oh, god, I hope not,” I said. That would suck.

      [image: image-placeholder]Erik.
We’d sent him the text, “Can we do that cannon beach trip with you and Beau, please?”
“Oh, shit, yeah! Come on!” he’d replied back within minutes, as if we were going to go right then.
But we scheduled it for that Saturday. And we’d had a few more nights of recombination, resyncing between my selves, by then. With no more migraines, thankfully.
And it was a cloudy, but not overcast day in the Winter, and pretty nice all around, if a bit cold.
We’d left in time, in Beau’s car, to get there for lunch, which we’d packed. And then a walk along the beach without worrying about walking back in the dark.
The plan was to pay for dinner somewhere, our share on Peter’s dime, and watch the sunset. Like we’d done before, last Spring, for Ashwin. But this time it was for me. To remind me I was back on Earth.
But, also, we needed to talk at length with Erik and Beau.
Cannon beach at low enough tide is a wide open flat space that, in the winter, often has very few people on it.
It’s very flat.
Like the horizon is flat.
Too flat.
The whole world is too flat.
Not like a pancake. Like a really big ball. Ashwin can see the curve, and now I kinda can too. In contrast to the way it should curve.
It’s just that the curve is too big that it looks flat, and it curves the wrong way.
And, the fucky thing is, when I’m on the Sunspot, I have similar feelings about the curve of the world there.
Both worlds are wrong now.
Anyway, we were all in the middle of this big open, effectively private flat space, where there were no cuttlecrabs and just way too little wildlife in general, and talking as we walked.
It should be ours enough that we could do something funky if we needed to.
Ashwin looked down at Erik as he walked between us and Beau, and said, “Put the word out regarding your request.”
“Oh!” Erik kinda actually bounced. “Cool!”
“You should know.”
“Uh oh,” Erik said.
“We Ktletaccete have been clambering to come over here,” Ashwin explained.
“But?”
“We don’t perceive time the way you do. After as long as we live, our sense of urgency is very different from yours,” nem said.
“Ah, yeah, I guess I can see that,” Erik sounded a bit deflated but contemplative.
“If you keep interrupting me, I’m going to be giving you quite an up and down ride,” Ashwin said. “Like a see-saw.”
“You’re getting that idiom wrong on purpose, aren’t you?”
“Absolutely.”
Erik went to kick us playfully in the foot, and Ashin stepped aside and said sternly, “Do not.”
“OK.”
“You can get me back by hitting me with more of your puns, please,” Ashwin said.
“You got it!”
Beau was smirking, and giving us knowing looks.
“Make them go over my head and laugh at me.”
“I’ll do my pest,” Erik said. He knew by now that Ktletaccete don’t pronounce their ‘p’s and tend to replace them with ‘b’s. Ashwin’s accent was almost totally gone, but that weak pun and its implications did not go over their head.
“OK, listen,” Ashwin continued after nem had chuckled. “Attitudes have changed a lot since learning what I have had to say about Earth, and the experience of being here. And they’ve changed even more in the past few days, while Goreth has been visiting the Sunspot and answering questions. This changes the demographics of who wants to come over. There are much fewer who want to do so. We are not clambering anymore.”
Erik looked really disappointed.
“Do not worry, please. I am just preparing you for the process,” Ashwin reassured him. “The Sunspot has a larger population than Earth and all have been informed. Imagine if you had a small vessel, like a car, that nobody else in the world had. And you could give one other person a ride.”
“OK?”
“And maybe one tenth of the population of the world was considering taking you up on that ride,” Ashwin said. “Even here on Earth, that would be a lot of people. And you could only take one.”
“Oh.”
“On tenth of nearly eight billion, Earth’s population, is eight hundred million, Erik. And if the percentage was only a tenth of a percent, that would be eight million. Eight million people want to ride in your car. Imagine that.”
“Oh, right, right. I’ve done this math before for autism and plurality, and being trans, and shit like that,” Erik said.
“Yes,” Ashwin said, as we continued to walk. “So, the demand is something like a hundredth of a hundredth of a percent of what it was before, upon hearing the news. We have so much patience, almost all of us can wait and see what happens before deciding to take the plunge, as you’d say.”
“Ah. Uh. So, what does this mean, exactly?”
“It means that the few people who do want to come over and jump systems to live with someone like you are very eager to do so,” Ashwin said. “And most of them are very, very old.”
“I guess that makes sense,” he replied. Then glanced up and asked, “Why?”
“When you have lived as long as my elders have, even in an existence as diverse and magical as the Network can be, there comes a point when a lot of people do not want to exist anymore,” Ashwin explained. “And, it is possible, on the Network, to decide to stop existing. And we’ve come to accept that, and try to celebrate when it happens. In the end, it has kept our Network population down to a manageable 53 billion ancient Crew.”
Erik doubled over and blew a raspberry, spewing imaginary coffee all over the beach in front of him, then turned bodily toward us and shouted, “What?”
“Remember, a hundredth of a hundredth of a percent of that want your approval and consent to visit with you for the rest of your life,” Ashwin said. “Though, there are others, too. You have your pick.”
“No, I mean,” Erik frowned, and kicked at the sand deliberately. “What’s the energy cost of that? Like. What is the computational cost of that many people living on something like the Matrix? How does that work?”
“How much energy does your brain use?” Ashwin asked.
Erik squinted up at us as Beau was nodding knowingly.
“What is the largest plural system that you know of on Earth?” Ashwin asked.
Erik relaxed and stared off at the trees further up the beach, “Oh, right. I’ve read of some who have billions. Like a whole planet. Or even a whole universe in there. Nobody believes them, but I do. Like, why not? It’s against my religion not to believe them.”
Beau snirked.
“I do have a religion, Beau. It’s called the religion of me!”
“That’s why I love all of you,” his boyfriend replied. “You’re my church.”
Erik turned back to us and said, “So, it’s the nanites, right? Your advanced alien species has figured out how to put the computational power of billions of human brains into all the sand in your world.”
“Not human brains,” Ashwin said. “Ktletaccete brains. But, that’s a terrible way to describe it, yes.”
“OK, so how does this work, then?” Erik asked.
“That’s what we wanted to ask you,” Ashwin said. “You have your pick. I told you what I did, because these eldest of us, despite all their crimes, are the neediest. You may feel that they should get top priority, based on that. And that would be reasonable, and no one would complain. And, you would also get access to an ally with more personal experience than anyone you could find on Earth. Someone on par with Phage. Not like Phage, but on par with it, experience-wise.”
“Oh, wow.”
“Or you could accept someone like me. There are Pembers, my fellow system mates, who would like to visit Earth with me, who’d be willing to ride with you. But, they would be happy with us.”
“Ok, yeah.”
“Or, you could go with a Tutor. There are a few in the list. Or another original Network entity. There are people who were created by rogue Crew members, because if the Network can create Tutors it can create other people, too. Just like your brain can create new people,” Ashwin added.
“Jesus. Anybody else?”
“The Collective.”
“The what?”
“They have my endorsement, by the way.”
“What are the Collective, Ashwin?”
“Goreth calls them cuttlecrabs.”
“OK, look,” Erik’s demeanor changed suddenly. “You get us to drag you all the way out here to talk to me, and I’m looking forward to catching up with Goreth, and you distract me with all this business! I want to talk to Goreth.”
“We were thinking of doing that over dinner,” I pushed forward enough to say.
Erik studied me for a second, screwing up his lips with hooded eyes, and then said, “Yeah. Good.”
“The cuttlecrabs are really cool, Erik,” I said. “But if you want to go with someone else, then Ashwin has a real problem to go over with you. You should do so while we’ve got this privacy.”
Erik nodded at the ground, saying, “Yeah, I get that. Sounds good.” Then he looked at us again and said, “Spill it, Ashwin.”
“We don’t want the same near disaster we had with Rräoha,” Ashwin explained. “We’d like to find a way for you to interview candidates before bringing one over. And, we need to do it without bringing anyone over first, because the Tunnel copies people. It makes you into two people, like splitting from trauma, or creating an introject.”
“Right. Which is why Goreth said they were going to do that re-merging thing monthly.”
“They’ve been doing it nightly, like me.”
“Right. Goreth’s texts said that much.”
I made us nod.
“And I’m also guessing that whoever hangs out with me isn’t going to get to remerge nightly, or maybe at all.”
“You understand,” Ashwin said.
“As best I can,” Erik admitted.
“I am thinking that Goreth and I could relay messages, but it would take a lot of time, and you might not get replies as quickly as you might hope,” Ashwin started to explain.
“That’s OK, I think I’m going with the Collective,” Erik said.
“Are you sure?”
“Yeah. Yes,” Erik scratched the back of his head. “They’re not Ktletaccete, like you said. Which, no offense to you, I kinda appreciate. And, then their name. I like it. They sound like my kind of people.” He shrugged. “I’m a collective, after all. It sounds good. And then, you say ‘cuttlecrabs’? Please. That’s like telling me, ‘Erik, you get to be a living meme’!”
Ashwin had been here for a year now, and living with us. They’d known what an Internet meme was since quite a while ago. Nem just nodded.
“Also,” Erik said. “It kind of seems like you just told me it was the most diplomatic choice, and I want to trust you on that.”
“That is what I was getting around to saying, yes,” Ashwin said. “Though there is a lot of information I have not divulged yet. More than I can tell you in one afternoon. And there may be more worthy and more viable, more compatible candidates.”
“You’ve manipulated me to pick the Collective. Let’s not make that work go to waste. Let’s do it.” Erik was smirking.
“You are being funny.”
“It doesn’t have to be puns, does it?”
“I like puns.”
“Anyway, I’m also being serious,” Erik said. “So, tell me. When can we do this thing?”
“Right now?” Ashwin suggested.
“Ooh,” Erik looked up at Beau.
Beau looked down at him with an even and unchanging expression for several seconds, and then said, “It is your system. I do like the sound of cuttlecrabs, even if we haven’t heard much.”
“They should get a chance to explore the universe, too,” Erik said.
“That’s what I think,” Beau said. “But I do think we should hear more about them.”
“I believe the tide will come in before dinner time,” Ashwin observed. “We should maybe walk toward an inland park bench before too long.”
“Yeah, let’s go over there,” Erik pointed.
And we all started trudging in a shallow diagonal toward the line of trees and what looked like a set of stairs set into them. More importantly, there was a big log of driftwood by the stairs that we could sit on for a while, if we wanted to.
But, our feet weren’t hurting.
We still had our cane with us, but we didn’t have to lean on it anymore.
It’s our friend. We take it with us everywhere. It feels lighter than it used to.
“OK, so the Collective,” Ashwin said. And they began to tell us all the history of the cuttlecrabs and how their little civilization within a civilization began to emerge on the Sunspot. If there were a lot of eerie coincidences between the world of the Sunspot and Earth, the cuttlecrabs were not one of them.
Here is what Erik was getting into.
You know how octopus intelligence is supposed to be one of the weirdest things on Earth? Like, how their neurology is kind of decentralized, and if you cut off one of their arms, that arm will be way smarter than one of our arms when it’s cut off, and it will try and, like, do things?
You know, to the point where people unscientifically speculate that they must be ancient alien beings?
The cuttlecrabs are like that to the Ktletaccete. Only, no one knows if they were dragged into space from their long lost home planet with the Exodus Ships, or created there as someone’s genetic experiment.
And they spent the last hundred and thirty some millennia watching the Ktletaccete and learning their language, mimicking what they heard in nonsensical sounding ways while everyone thought they were the equivalent of our parrots.
And, who knows? Maybe parrots are our cuttlecrabs and we just haven’t lived with them long enough. Or elephants maybe.
I mean, probably not. Our science doesn’t support that idea, but then, the Ktletaccete are way more advanced than we are and remained ignorant of the cuttlecrabs for all that time.
Notice how I’m not describing to you what the cuttlecrabs are like, though? Or just how they made themselves known?
There’s a lot of story there to tell. And they do tell it themselves.
This is the relevant stuff for this moment in my book.
The other important part of it, which we’ve already talked about briefly, is that they have sort of a hivemind.
Each one can retain enough memories and personality to talk for itself, but still tends to mostly think in terms of the Collective. Or sub-Collectives. And that’s part of how they stayed hidden for so long, along with some of the laws about fauna the Ktletaccete of the Sunspot had. They were just a little too alien for each other.
Now, here’s the thing.
The Ktletaccete are not human. They do not think like humans. Their neurology doesn’t work like ours.
But, something about how their Network works, and the way consciousness works in our own brains, and the way the Tunnel works, and maybe the help of Phage, makes it possible for us to visit each other and to share neurologically based functions like linguistic centers and memories.
It took the Ktletaccete about three centuries of studying the cuttlecrabs to determine if it was safe to connect them to the Network via neural terminals, their neurology was so different.
We didn’t know if this would work.
But the cuttlecrabs wanted to try, and so did Erik, and Phage and Niʔa were also enthusiastic about it.
Phage, who’d famously been a sourpuss about a lot of this stuff.
So, in the end, we all talked to Erik about it, until it was nearly dinner time, and we were sitting on the log with water lapping at our toes and the sun already set.
The sky was still light, but bright pink to the West. And I was able to call it ‘the West’, because that’s what it was.
I’d watched as the others were talking.
And my old childhood dream of flying out to the sun with my own wingpower to grip it in my claws like a hot ember that could never harm a dragon like me still haunted me.
Not even the magic of the Ktletaccete could allow me to do that. But I still wanted to.
But I knew, right then, that millions and millions of parsecs away, possibly further, I might also be flying low over purple treetops in the daytime, roaring at Sunspot ‘birds’ with the exhilaration of it.
And that I’d remember having done it upon waking up tomorrow.
Sarah had already decided she had to go over, too.
After sharing my memories while cofronting, she couldn’t not.
But the sun was well on its way around the other side of the planet, and our very rocky moon was already out, and we were hungry.
Erik was kicking his feet and staring down at the sand, holding Beau’s hand, while he listened to Niʔa use our vocal cords to explain how it would work.
I filled our lungs with air, thinking about how we’d have cuttlecrabs in our system for a few moments, but that they weren’t here to stay with us, necessarily.
And it would be happening in a moment or so. It might even be happening right now.
The reason we’d been doing my transfers at night was because of me. I’m so attached to my Earthly body, such a product of it, as much as it had always felt alien and wrong to me, that my consciousness is used to fronting. So, the easiest way for me to be as conscious as possible while in our inworld was to be dreaming. And that was something I wanted.
The same went for Sarah.
But for the others, it didn’t matter nearly as much.
And as for Erik receiving a system hop, right here on the beach, well, that’d be a lot like how Rräoha, Phage, and Ashwin had jumped to the Murmuration’s system a year ago. Temporarily for Ashwin and Phage, permanently for Rräoha. At least so far.
And we still don’t know if there isn’t a dormant Ashwin over in the Murmuration, refusing to emerge because they want to keep their instances of consciousness to a minimum and prefer being in our system.
Once the memetics of a person and their memories imprint themselves on a set of human neurons, it’s not exactly like that imprint goes away. It just might get dissociated enough to rarely ever be triggered into consciousness again, but it’s probably still there.
With Phage and Phage’s gifts in the mix, however, it’s hard to say.
Erik slapped his thighs with both hands suddenly and said, “OK, this sounds good. I think we can do it. We’re ready over here.” And then he sat up straight and stared off at the horizon.
“Goreth? Sarah? May we have your express consent, too?” Niʔa asked, looking up at the distance, too.
“Oh, yeah,” I said.
“Yes,” Sarah followed shortly after.
We felt our head nod. “You shouldn’t feel a thing, unless you want to,” Niʔa said.
I wanted to tear up for some reason, so I said, “I’d like to say, ‘hi’.”
“Do you want the Collective in our system too?” Niʔa asked us after a couple seconds. “Because they’d love that, I’m pretty sure.”
Erik and Beau glanced over at us, a little surprised each.
“Would that be OK, Sarah?” I asked.
There was a bit of a pause, then through my tears she screwed our face up into a smirk and snarked at me, “You want to give us crabs?”
“Yes!” I said, bobbing our head.
Sarah broke out cry-laughing and then said, “Sure. Let’s do it.”
“Murmur and the Shouting Backward can have some, too, if they want,” I said after a bit.
It was Niʔa that made us nod after that, in the Ktletaccete way, lifting our head up a bit.
Then I felt what was kind of like a tickling, scuttling sensation in our ribs, right above our diaphragm. Like emotions from someone else bubbling in the lower part of our chest. I knew it was our brain making synesthetic interoceptive sense of the Collective moving around in our subconscious.
We’d been feeling each other in similar ways since we could remember.
“This might be so weird,” I said. I looked over at Erik and said, “Ready to have aliens in common with us?”
Erik exploded with a snicker and said, “I’ve been ready for half the week, Goreth.”
“You know, we’re being given a good name for our little group here. We could call all ourselves the Collective,” I suggested.
“Do you have any idea how many systems call themselves the Collective?” Erik pointed out.
“Yeah, but how many of them have cuttlecrabs?”
He breathed in sharply, pointing a finger sideways at me, and picked at a tooth with his tongue. Then he said, “I’m hungry. Is this done?”
Then his eyes widened a little.
“Oh, hi,” he said.
I smiled, and said, “Now it’s done.”
“It sure is.”

      [image: image-placeholder]You know how I’ve been telling you about how my human-ish body has been making me dysphoric even through our transition? How the fact that it doesn’t have wings and a tail at least makes me feel sad and wistful and antsy? And my phantom limbs? And how natural it was for me to inhabit my true form on the Sunspot?
Now.
Let me tell you all about how the cuttlecrabs really don’t like fronting in a human body, and we tend to only see them in our dreams.
The Ktletaccete have trouble with this, too. Ashwin’s mentioned that. But we’re just a bit more compatible. And the more of them there are in our system, the easier it gets for each of them for some reason. Maybe our inworld is starting to feel a little bit more like their own home. And the Collective is definitely helping with that, too.
But if you meet us at a science fiction convention or something, and you want to talk to the cuttlecrabs, I’m sorry but it’s probably not going to happen.

      [image: image-placeholder]Later that night, we were sitting at our dining room table with Abigail while Peter was off at work, eating sugar cereal and talking about our day.
“It was Ashwin that brought up our lack of a love life with Erik and Beau, over dinner,” Sarah told Abigail. “Asking for advice on how to counsel Earthlings about it.”
“Did Erik fall out of his chair laughing,” Abigail asked, with raised eyebrows.
“No, but Beau did.”
“Oh. He must have made quite the clunk!”
Sarah shook our head, “It was more of a slow, barely controlled melting, right there in the restaurant. But the waiter asked him if he was OK.”
“Oh, dear.”
“And then through his tearful laughing, he told the waiter, ‘I’m sorry, I just haven’t got my land butt back.’ And then laughed harder. And the waiter did not get it. But we were going to tip him well, and still did, and it was OK.”
Abigail put her cereal bowl down and then placed her spoon into the cereal and placed her hands into her lap and said, “OK, but what about your love life?”
Sarah blinked, “We don’t have one.”
“And?”
“We don’t know how.”
Abigail slowly nodded and said, “You are pretty complicated people, and you’re only getting more complicated by the day, so I can see that as a problem.” 
The way she said it sounded like she was quoting a romantic comedy. Only, I don’t know of any romcom where the protagonist is openly plural.
Sarah furrowed our brow, but instead of retorting with anything, she very deliberately and demonstrably ate cereal at our housemate, making a thing out of chewing it.
Abigail then made a show of placing an index finger onto the corner of her lower lip, looking up at the ceiling with her eyes, and said with exaggerated enunciation, “Also. It sure does seem rather late in the arc of your current chapter of life to meet someone new in the next few pages or so, let alone the next week.” She dropped her hand and straightened up, spearing us with her gaze, “What are you going to do about it?”
Sarah scowled and swallowed our mouthful of cereal, and said, “Meet more people, like everyone across the whole universe keeps telling us to do.”
Abigail lifted her left index finger and said, “That’s good advice.”
“I hate it,” Sarah said. “But, it’s right. And I think we’re starting to have the energy to get out there more, too. Goreth’s talking about starting up a little hobby club of some sort to meet at Aunti Zero’s on the days we don’t go there for the Collective.”
“Are you really calling your little squad the Collective?”
“It’s not really a ‘little squad’, Abigail. I think we’re nearing about two hundred people now,” Sarah said. “Counting the whole Murmuration and their introjects.”
“There are four bodies,” Abigail said. “And one of them is Erik. That’s little.”
“It’s the right size for a squad,” Sarah retorted. “Perfect for an RPG.”
“How would that work?” Abigail asked. “With two hundred people?”
“Oh, come on.”
“OK, but the hobby club is a fantastic idea!”
“Erik and Beau agree.”
“I bet you’re going to end up doing a queer science fiction club,” Abigail pointed and then picked up her cereal again.
“That’s the plan,” Sarah said.
Abigail shook her head, looking into her cereal, “It’s gonna be really hard to not talk all about your experiences, while surrounded by relative strangers, while in that club.”
“You have no idea.”
“I bet Ashwin will have to correct people about their conlang ideas, and Phage will correct them on their physics,” Abigail said, then nodded to herself and took a spoonful of cereal.
“Conlangs?” Ashwin interrupted to ask.
“Hey Ashwin,” Abigail said, lazily. “Yeah. Constructed languages. It’s a hobby that a lot of sci-fi people do. Make languages. I think it’s kinda neat. Tolkein was a big conlang geek. The geekiest.”
“Why do you think I would correct people about their conlangs?” Ashwin asked.
“Oh, come on.”
“Do, I do not understand.”
“Ashwin,” Abigail said. “You are a language nerd.”
“I supposed I must seem like one…”
“Anyway, move over,” Abigail gestured with her spoon. “I was talking to Sarah, and I still want to talk to Sarah.”
Abigail is the only person we let order us around that way as a system. Somehow, as bossy as she makes herself sound, she also does it so casually and carefree that it doesn’t seem to bother most of us. And it’s a little funny.
Ashwin narrowed our eyes to give Sarah back her last expression and slipped back into the back.
Sarah took a sharp intake of breath and held it, clenching our lips.
“So. What are you hoping for?” Abigail asked.
“What do you mean?” Sarah asked.
“What kind of partner do you want? Who do you want it to be?”
“Oh, shit,“ Sarah said, placing our mostly empty bowl down and rocking in our chair, turning our head side to side, clenching the chair seat with both hands.. “I’ve lost track of how many people are in our system now, and there might be more that I don’t know about, though that’s not supposed to happen. And all I can tell you is what Goreth and I dream of.”
“Yeah? Well, that’s good enough for me,” Abigail said. “It’s still really your body. You’re my friends. Well, you, Phage, and Ashwin, now. But I know it’s you two who are the lonely ones.”
Sarah shook our head more quickly, looking down at our knees, and said, “I really think Goreth needs another dragonfriend. Though, they have a penchant for certain kinds of women, too.”
I nodded gently to that, but otherwise let her keep the front. Honestly, I tended to like people who were like Sarah. And I’d just call my relationship with Sarah good. But we do think of ourselves as siblings, despite how we share absolutely everything. And that made declaring our relationship as anything else feel really weird.
Also, physical contact with another body really, really felt like something we needed more of. Not necessarily sex. Just, so much more affection that we got.
The idea of curling up with another dragon, though, one of our snouts on top of another, tails entwined, sharing the heat of our bodies, really got to me deeply.
When Sarah mentioned the idea of me having a dragonfriend, I couldn’t help but remember pressing my head against that of my counterpart every time I did a recombination.
OK, I made us take a deep breath and let it out as a loud sigh.
“Me?” Sarah said. “I don’t know. I’ve always kind of wanted a husband. Like, literally, someone with a ring on his finger that I could point to, and call him stupid things like ‘hubby’, ‘huband’, or ‘huzbuzz’.”
“Huzbuzz?”
Sarah chuckled ruefully, still looking down, but rocking less, “I don’t know. I made it up.”
“It’s fucking cute.”
“OK.”
“You are so straight sometimes,” Abigail said.
“I know.”
“How are you going to find all of that in one person?” Abigail asked, as if she was asking Sarah for her plan. And she waited expectantly for it.
Sarah huffed air out our nose and squinted, “I’m thinking about going to the Sunspot myself, like Goreth did, or does. Maybe tonight.”
Abigail looked shocked, absolutely sobered up, and a little shaky, and said, “Oh?” kind of quietly.
“I’ll still be here, to be with you and Peter. Goreth’s still here. We’re here. Right now,” Sarah emphasized. “But, they’re also there. Right now. And I hate not doing what they’re doing, and not being there for them, and they want me there, too. I think we need to be together over there, as well as here.”
Abigail looked so stricken, and her head was making little circles, but she said, “That makes a little sense. Yes, I can see that makes a lot of sense. You should.”
“Abi,” Sarah said, reaching across the table and up at our housemate. “I’m not scaring you, am I?”
“Maybe a little?” Abigail said. “It’s just. I guess I also really wish I could go with you, too.”
“Oh.”
“I wonder if I could think more clearly over there.”
“Goreth says they feel a lot less like themself over there, even though they also feel more like themself,” Sarah said. “Something about accommodating too many disabilities and being away from everyone and everything they know.”
Abigail worked her mouth, shrugged, and shook her head, “I just sometimes wish that everything I imagine could be that real for me, too, you know.”
“Yeah,” Sarah said. “I know that feeling all too well.”
“Well,” Abigail said, taking a sharp breath in through her nose. “You should know. You kinda are already in a polycule right now, if you want to be. Doesn’t have to be romantic or anything like that. Doesn’t have to change anything, whatever you want to call it. But you’re our family.”
When she said ‘family’ it triggered something in us, and Sarah slumped and we cried together. It surprised both of us, took us entirely off guard, and I know I wanted to feel self conscious about it. But once the tears started coming and we relaxed, the crying was all we knew. It might have been relief, but it also felt like loss, and yearning. Definitely confusion.
Abigail quietly ate the rest of her cereal, and occasionally repeated, “It’s OK.”
We hugged her before going to bed.
Peter and Abigail were not the kind of people we thought we were attracted to. Not for either of us. We’d never before visualized ourselves being more intimate with either of them.
We didn’t like Peter’s aftershave at all, for one.
And Abigail just always seemed like so much her own person.
But when she’d said that bit, that last thing that night, we both realized how much we did love them both. And just how good it felt to hear her call us family. Especially without Peter there to make it an Official Gesture of Support.
When Abigail had said it, just then, it had sounded like she was clinging to something she was afraid of losing.
As we fell asleep, we quietly argued with ourselves about what to make of it, through tears.
We were both in agreement with each other, in how we were struggling with our own doubts and reservations. We had the same doubts and reservations, too. We maybe felt more like a single person together at that time than we can remember. Not that that’s something we wanted to feel. But it’s fun when it’s temporary, and we learn again what it’s like to be the other person. 
But that night, we felt like instead of being divided vertically, we were divided horizontally. It was us against our confusing feelings.
And then Sarah decided definitively to go to the Sunspot that night.
She needed to rip the bandaid off immediately and swiftly, to show Abigail that she’d still be OK and still here. Before her own feelings made her even less likely to go.
And, in seeing how Abigail looked like she was going to lose us and miss us dearly somehow, Sarah also had realized she felt like she was losing me to the Sunspot, and she told me that. 
And keeping me was even more important to her.






  
  Chapter 9: Exile of the Maiden


Standing in the noon day sun in the middle of Mau Rro, right on the lift platform, with the stylized copper rays around it, dressed in white and faded gold silken gowns with forest green trim, Sarah looked like an actual goddess to me. Like someone from Irish mythology, ready to turn into a swan or something.
Shit. I used to know those myths so much better than that. But remembering Earth myths and history was harder for me on ʔetekeyerrinwuf.
“You are not going to fit on this lift with me when you’re that big,” she said. “Not without suffocating me with your coils.”
“You literally can’t suffocate,” I said. “Also, I feel like you should be wearing a circlet or tiara right now. It’ll make everything better.”
She lifted her skirts and stepped back off the platform and walked toward me on bare feet, walking past me, “Why aren’t you looking at this over here? This is amazing!”
And I turned as she passed me to observe her examining the structures on the back half of the temple. The thing that really made it look like a temple of some sort, and not just a spartan and well curated mountain park.
Purple forest trees and snowy mountain peaks rose above from behind it all, obscuring a full third of the Forward Endcap, they were so close. We weren’t at the top of the mountain, just roughly three fifths of the way up.
You’d think there’d been Greeks on ʔetekeyerrinwuf for how often the golden ratio showed up.
With how much slope there was and gigantic trees reduced to twiggy little toys by distance below the Aft edge of Mau Rro, it was really easy to call it a mountaintop. We were just above the Winter snowline, though it was Summer here. But there was still mountain above us.
I want to talk more about ʔetekeyerrinwuf trees, but Sarah was walking toward the cracked three meter wide geode that was held in a circular frame at the back of the temple. A wide, low arch of marble was laid atop that frame in such a way that the whole thing looked like a stylized eye, with the geode as a pupil. But, then there were large pointy teeth arrayed on either side of the geode’s frame, spaced out to make the whole opening look like a mouth, too. The Mouth of Phage.
Along the top of the frame, there were more of those coppery, elongated septagons, arrayed like eyelashes, swept backward, away from the center of the temple. 
I’d asked about those septagons since my first night there, and I was told they were symbols of stars, and called ‘Scales of the Great One’. And after that, I kept seeing them repeated everywhere around ʔetekeyerrinwuf. It seemed like everyone used them as a motif in almost everything without even thinking about it. Or just as something like wind chimes.
The geode, which I don’t think was formed by any kind of geological forces besides the construction nanites, was a greasy dark gray. And the jagged, zigzaggy crack in it was a few centimeters wide at its widest point. It was filled with darkness, and that darkness glittered as if there were stars suspended in it.
I hadn’t examined it as closely as Sarah was now doing, yet, and I thought that those sparkles were just some kind of crystalline facets illuminated by the temple lighting and the sunlight.
Getting there, Sarah leaned forward to peer into the crack, still holding her skirts aloft, and said, “Oh. It keeps going back! It’s like there’s a little universe in there!”
I ambled over to look, saying, “Our Tutor could tell us about it.”
“No, I want to figure it out myself,” she said, studying it.
“You are a lot less dazed by all of this than I was when I first came here,” I observed. “I’m kind of jealous how coherent you are.”
“You’re here,” she said. “And I’ve had secondhand memories from you. I kind of knew what to expect.”
“Oh, yeah, I guess that makes sense.”
“Is this a Network trick, or physical?” she asked, pointing at the rock full of stars.
I leaned in and looked with a single eye into the darkness, using everything the nanites could sense to show me what was in there, silently commanding them with Fenekere to scan it thoroughly.
“This is a Monster temple,” I said. “People who are disconnected from the Network. That’s physical. Very carefully crafted to make the crystals look like a genuine starfield with depth, and to get light into the crannies where you might least expect it. They probably used the nanites to do it, but that’s just my guess.”
We were both looking into it at the same time, my head just above hers. And when I’d added my own shadow, a percentage of the stars in there had winked out from it.
“Ah, yes. I can see that now,” Sarah said. “I find it reassuring that I’m touching something that is more real than me at the moment, somehow.”
“You’re as real as real can be,” I said. “You’ll have a moment today where it will hit you, I’m pretty sure.”
“I feel like you know what I mean, though,” she said.
“I do,” I said. “And I still mean what I just said.”
“Gotcha,” she stepped back, turning to me. “Wanna hug?”
“Oh, please, yes.”
I turned to her, and she stepped forward and wrapped her hands around my collarbone and laid her head on the right side of my neck. In return, I reached up with one of my foreclaws and laid it on her back, lowering my chin to hang my head over her.
“I think I feel like a ridiculous, froo-froo fantasy painting right now,” Sarah mumbled. “But this is so nice.”
We technically weren’t alone, but we had a reasonable amount of privacy. Not that I really cared all that much. Mutabenga was monitoring us in its Tutorly way, but everyone else had gone on ahead to their own things, to give me the opportunity to give Sarah her tour myself.
Astute and ever attendant Niʔa, in purple, had been the one to suggest it.
We both needed familiarity, and nothing was more familiar to us than each other. Everyone else would be distractions, and a danger of overloading us.
“I’m sorry I already picked my quarters without you. But I think I can move pretty easily if you want to live together or nearby, but somewhere else,” I said.
“Let me see them first, OK?” Sarah said.
“Sure.”
“Where are they? How do we get there?”
“Well, let me show you. Follow me,” I said and led her back out into the middle of the temple platform. Then, frowning up at the two hex willows that were blocking the view, I took her right to the Aft edge of the platform.
I think if we’d stayed where we’d been, near the eye-in-the-mouth sculpture, we’d probably have had a better view. But, the clouds were pretty light, and we’d just got around enough of the tree I could still point it out.
Antispinward, to the left of the Aft Encap from where we were looking, I pointed three quarters of the way up the side of the curved Garden wall. Floor? The Garden.
“See that huge crescent shaped lake there with the super jagged shoreline and the strawberry looking peninsula taking up most of it?” I asked.
It was all very faded into shades of light blue, being almost fully across the cylinder from us, but she nodded, craning her neck to look up. The sun made it even harder to see, if you had human eyes. Neither of us did. And when we tried to focus on what I was pointing at, our nanites compensated.
“In the crook of the lake nearest us, near the mountains, on the peninsula, there’s a lighter colored disc, almost more of a dot from here, amongst the darker trees surrounding it,” I said. “I mean, you can’t see the trees for the forest from here, but that’s what’s there.”
“Yeah?”
“That’s the city of Frra, and I currently live right below it. Third deck down. It’s pretty empty down there, actually. Not quite a Fallow Deck, but close to it,” I told her. “I wanted to live in something cave-like, a bit away from people, but a quick lift ride from the city center.”
“Yeah, that sounds like you!” Sarah exclaimed. “So, how do we get there?”
“I might be able to fly us there,” I suggested.
“Are you fucking with me?” she said, looking at the world around us and the altitude we were at, and the curvature of the habitat cylinder.
We were also both speaking English, still. She hadn’t accepted the linguistics memories, yet. But also it was a familiarity thing, something for us to use to cling to our world back home.
“I am pretty sure I am not,” I said.
“I do not want to try that yet,” she said, flatly.
“OK. We absolutely do not have to,” I replied. “The other thing we can do is return our nanites to the bin and travel via the Network, but that’s not recommended to new visitors. Sticking to your nanite exobody for now is a good idea. It feels more corporeal, and traveling the Network fully feels a lot like a dream.”
“This feels like a dream.”
“A lot more like a dream.”
“Ah, yeah.”
“So, anyway, I’m configured for flying, which means that my exobody is so much less dense than yours,” I explained. “I could just do the Network travel thing, while you ride lifts and trams to my quarters, using a projection to be near you the whole way. But I can also easily shrink this exobody down to something that will fit comfortably on that lift with you. I don’t have to be this big.”
She smiled and said, “I like you this big, but I like that last one best.”
“Thought you might.”
So that’s what we did.
For the record, I do not like being smaller than I am. Not one bit.
But I can handle it for short periods of time.
It makes me feel like it takes forever for me to get anywhere, a gigantic world around me taking forever to parallax by as I walk on tiny little legs. Which is a feeling I’ve had on and off my whole life walking around in that tiny human body of ours.
It’s gotten worse on Earth since I traveled to ʔetekeyerrinwuf and started combining memories.
Doctors and Psychiatrists would call it dissociation and derealization, maybe Alice in Wonderland Syndrome. Those are all the terms I’d learned since commenting about it in high school. 
But it’s really just the same kind of effect where if you stand in a doorway and press your arms against the frame for a while, they’ll start to rise up of their own accord when you step out and relax them.
My mind overcompensates its perceptions for the change in actual scale I experience.
I’m big in my inworld, so when I front on Earth in our tiny body, I feel too small and like the world is looming over me.
And, here, on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, with its oversized architecture and gargantuan megastructures, I felt the need to be my full size even more. Maybe a bit bigger, even, than I would make myself on Earth.
As it is, I can brush my head on the mantle of an ʔetekeyerrinwuf door frame if I hold my head up more than is strictly comfortable.
But, I did it anyway. Squeezed myself down to a mere five meters long, from the seven I was before. This actually meant a lot less volume, and rearing up on my hind legs, keeping my wings tight to my back, I was able to give Sarah plenty of cozy space to stand on the lift.
She leaned on me anyway as it started to lower itself down into the floor.
The walls that rose up around us as we sank became the walls of the lift car, and a nanite clay ceiling irised shut above us once we were below the level of Mau Rro.
Then we felt the increased acceleration of the lift plummeting to the best tram to get where we were going.
“How far down are we going?” Sarah asked.
“Two and a half kilometers,” I said.
“Holy shit!”
“Well, I mean, we were on a mountain,” I pointed out.
“Will this lift take us all the way to Fra?” she asked.
“It’s ‘Frra’,” I said. “You gotta roll that uvular fricative, like Ashwin does it.”
“Frra,” she was actually pretty good at it.
“Anyway, no,” I told her. “This lift just goes up and down, and then we get off of it and get on an express tram to get to Frra.”
“They have regular trams and express trams?” she asked.
“Yep.”
She scrunched up her face, “You’d think that, with all of this technology and space, they would have made it so that all the decks were reconfigurable, and if you wanted to go somewhere different, you’d just tell your room to take you there, and your quarters would get up and go there.”
She was right. It was kind of bewildering why they hadn’t built ʔetekeyerrinwuf that way.
“I bet they had their reasons,” Sarah said. “Governments always do. But I bet they’re terrible reasons.”
“Accommodations are like that, aren’t they?” I observed. “You get lifts and ramps and no stairs anywhere for those who are mobility impaired, and everyone pats themselves on their backs. But if you’re bedbound and need your house to move on its own, you’re shit out of luck.”
We looked at each other for a few moments. She was frowning in thought.
“I think that came out sounding like sarcasm,” I said.
“It did,” she confirmed.
“You know I didn’t mean it that way.”
“Yeah, I know how you think,” she nodded. “And you’re absolutely right. Some people do need their houses to move, and even if the technology is available, it often doesn’t get used that way until some rich fucker wants it. But,” and she gestured at the lift car we were in, “they didn’t even make it so this thing could go anywhere we need it to. It just goes up and down.”
“I think it’s because the people who made this ship had already been ascended to a Network for centuries and couldn’t remember what it was like to have a body that hurt,” I said. “They just didn’t think of certain things. And then, once it had been made, they got too distracted by other emergencies to fix all of their mistakes. And after a millennia or two, they didn’t have the resources to fix infrastructure on this scale without the risk of destroying the ship.”
She tilted her head while looking up at my face, and furrowed her brows, “That sounds like you’ve been reading up on your history. Or propaganda.”
“I don’t know enough about this place to be able to tell it apart, yet,” I said. “But, yeah. Mutabenga is a living wikipedia, but it’s also a person who has seen it all. Or, most of it. It wasn’t there before the Sunspot was built, just since a few years afterward.”
“Are the makers of the ship still living?” she asked.
“You’ve read Mutabenga’s book,” I said.
“Oh, right, yes!”
“Eh, the former Senior Captain of the Council, is someone I’ve met now,” I said. “You’ll get to meet them, too. They were in charge of picking the Founding Crew of the Sunspot. They went from dystopian born antifa revolutionary to defacto technocratic dictator to retired mystic and staunch plebeian. I don’t know if you can trust them, but you can definitely hear a lot of deep stories from them. They come off as a bit of a blundering fool sometimes. Or, maybe a bit like me, actually. But, like, more exhausted than I’ve ever been.”
“Like you? You mean, like they’re autistic like us?”
“Possibly.”
“And they were a dictator?”
“For a hundred and thirty thousand millennia, yeah.”
“Jesus Christ, what did we get ourselves into?”
“Oh, now? Only an anarchic panopticon of demi-gods,” I quipped.
“A panopticon?”
“Yep. The Network, which you are now made of, records everything. The Auditor, an algorithm on the Bridge, counts everything. And no one is allowed to look at anything regarding what you’re doing or what you’ve done without your express and explicit permission.” I paused, and then, very purposefully said, “Normally.”
“Normally?”
“There are unfortunate back doors and workarounds, of course, that I haven’t learned yet,” I said. “And if you commit a severe enough crime, the recording of your act gets flagged by the Auditor as fit for investigation.”
“Holy shit!” she exclaimed.
“Neat fact,” I said. “That’s an oath in Inmararräo, too. But they have a good replacement for ‘Jesus Christ’ that means something else. Try ‘Hailing Scales’.”
“Goreth! I don’t give a shit about how to cuss right now,” Sarah pushed herself away from me. “I want to know why you, Phage, and Ashwin didn’t tell me all this before I came here!”
“We did,” I told her, feeling my face make a sad dragon expression. “Or, at least, I remember trying to. You know how memories are in a plurality. I’m sorry.”
She scowled intensely, looking away at the lift wall, and appeared to be shaking.
I took the moment to check my memories about this. I really could have sworn I’d relayed this information to her after I’d learned it. But, then I remembered that I had had a realization it was all in Systems’ Out! Mutabenga’s book. Just not in the same words I’d just used. And I’d had that realization while listening to Mutabenga talk about why it had done what it did, prior to what they’re all calling the Nanite Innovation, which was the beginning of their most recent upheaval.
And I did remember going to Sarah to tell her about this, but it had been during the last time I’d re-merged with myself. While we were in our inworld, dreaming.
And because dreams are squidgy about being consigned to long term memory, she didn’t remember it consciously. Not very easily, at least.
I hoped it might come back to her. But mostly for my own benefit. She really just needed to process this herself, regardless, whether she forgave me or not, and I needed to give her the space to do so.
“Maybe I didn’t tell you,” I said, still not really sure if I had actually told her in that dream, even. It might have been a daydream, for all I knew. “I’m really sorry.”
“No,” she said. “It’s really all in that book, isn’t it?”
“It is.”
“Fuck.”
“Think about it, though.”
“I am.”
“We’re here, now.”
“I know.”
“Unless we deliberately commit suicide here, which is actually an option apparently, because we have guaranteed autonomy within the limits of conflicting needs…”
“Limits.”
“Yes. … within the limits of conflicting needs, we are going to be here for a long time.”
She looked over at me,”Yeah?”
“We’ll live and die on Earth, and get to keep those memories if we keep resyncing with ourselves. And, on Earth, we’ll have the memories of what we do here.”
“I know that.”
I looked at her as the lift kept dropping. We were going to get to our destination soon. Any second. Maybe before I said my next thing. But I wanted her to think about the gravity of what I was going to say, to see it on my face and the set of my neck and shoulders, the weariness I felt.
“What?” she asked.
“If we’re lucky. If the Sunspot exists that much longer. We’ll get to outlive human civilization,” I said. “It’s already older than that.”
Her eyes got really, really big just as the lift slowed gracefully to a halt and opened its doors.
It had moved really fast for a while there, to travel two and a half kilometers in such a short time. It had never stopped accelerating or decelerating the whole way. We’d felt the shift at the halfway point. It’s part of how I was able to time this last moment.
I stepped off the lift and beckoned her to come with me to the tram.
“You’ve dragged me to Hell,” she said.
“You don’t even believe in Hell,” I grumbled, “Let alone that abusive as fuck God.”
“Well, I think I do now.” She was following me to the tram anyway, though. “Shit. This place looks like an Earth subway. Like in Berlin, or that stop under the zoo.”
“Sort of,” I said.
“Yeah, sort of.”
A huge tram car was waiting there for us. There always was one. It would wait there for someone to step into it, and then whisk them off to where they were going. A new one replacing it immediately.
The lifts worked the same way.
That at least, was more efficient, time wise, than what anyone on Earth did. And probably took a lot more space, too, for all the diversions and bypasses needed to do that.
The door of the tram car was about the same size as any other door here, but that’s what made it huge by human standards. Sarah was dwarfed by it.
And the tram moved via a pulsating room temperature superconductor’s magnetic lock. A maglev, but unlike anything built on Earth yet. I remembered that room temperature superconductors were still looked upon as being as mythical as cold fusion.
Sometimes it seems like ʔetekeyerrinwuf is made up of all the slightly impossible ideas that science fiction authors have had over the past hundred and fifty years.
And by ‘sometimes’, I mean all of the time. Though, you can see there’ve been some surprises, too.
It’s how it all goes together that’s the thing.
And, also, it does seem that physics itself is universal, and that it shapes what is possible in a way that makes alien things strangely familiar, too.
The seats on the tram were diverse and configurable, what seats there were. There was also a lot of standing room.
Sarah plopped down on a seat designed for upright people with no tails, and it automatically conformed to her shape and size, startling her.
I curled up in the middle of the floor and looked forlornly at the seats that were configured for people kind of like me, that you leaned forward onto. They could be made to be big enough for me, or I small enough for them. I was very nearly the right size for the largest one there. But I was happy on the floor. It wasn’t the seats that bothered me. 
My expression was for what we were arguing about. Or the fact we were arguing. And that I ultimately sympathized and agreed with Sarah about all of it. And felt like a shitheel about it all.
I felt that I deserved to feel like a shitheel, but I kept that to myself, so as not to be manipulative.
I huffed.
“That’s not even air,” Sarah snarked.
“It could be, someday,” I said. “We could get new organic bodies, when we want them.”
“Fuckbuckets.”
“I could lay a real egg,” I said as petulantly as I could.
She barked with laughter at that, then looked really angry that she’d laughed.
“Alright, look. You’re right about all of it. I agree with you about all of it. I feel sick about a lot of it. Especially about not communicating more clearly and explicitly with you about what it’s like,” I said. “And I honestly don’t know what to do about all that except make the best of it.”
She looked at the illustrated wall of the tram, which depicted abstract representations of people working together to build a tree that was larger than a city. People who looked like a variety of animals no one has ever seen on Earth. It’s possible that each one was a portrait of someone specific. 
And she said, “How does this thing know where it’s taking us?”
“I’ve been sending it and the lift Fenekere commands.”
“So it’s not reading our minds?”
“It kinda is? But, no, I’ve been sending commands. It’s like talking, over txt channel, in my mind. It’s not even like sharing a body with you and arguing with our thoughts.”
She sighed, then set her mouth in thought. “I think I’m going to pretend that makes me feel better.”
“That’s how I do things,” I said.
“For now.”
“Yeah.”
A few minutes later she said, “Shit.”
“What?” I asked.
“It still feels like a better situation than living under our government at home,” she muttered without looking at me.
I opened my mouth wide and took a breath to talk and then remembered, once again, that I didn’t actually use air to talk, and stopped, confused. It would take me a while to get over that. If I didn’t think about it, my Network generated and nanite supported body would pretend to use air and give me all the signals that I was talking in the same way I always did, just with anatomy that fit me better. But if I thought about it, I froze up.
And if I thought about how my snout and tongue really weren’t very good for speaking English clearly, that made things worse. Because it didn’t actually matter if I didn’t think about it, and my English sounded just fine.
But, if I said something then, after thinking about it, I’d have something like an Inmararräo accent.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked, looking startled about how worried she was.
“Mmm,” I said.
Sarah watched me try to find the courage to talk, biting her lip.
I think I started to look really upset and apologetic.
She shook her head, and said, “Don’t try too hard to talk if you can’t. It’s OK. I’m still your sister and I still love you. And I know what that’s like, even if I can’t read your thoughts right now.” She sighed, looking at the wall again, “This place.”
Something about traveling as fast as we were toward Frra, which was Antispinward from Mau Rro, was that it made us feel lighter.
The distance was pretty close to the same as traveling from Everett, Washington to Portland, Oregon. So, you can look that up on an Earth map.
And when I tell you it took us half an hour, you can calculate our average speed.
When we got off the tram, I was still fully non-verbal, and Sarah asked me if it was somehow vocal dysphoria.
I nodded, and gave her a really confused look for it, too.
Something in that exchange flagged Mutabenga, and it interjected, simply asking me privately, “Goreth, do you need assistance?”
I grinned like an autistic human trying to express ironic sympathy, showing as much of my teeth as possible. More of a melodramatic grimace, really. On my face, it must have looked like a full mouthed snarl, only my eyes weren’t squinting, they were wider than usual as part of the expression.
Whatever it was, Sarah hadn’t heard Mutabeng’s inquiry, and she was startled by my sudden change of expression. Her eyes bugged out just before she broke out laughing. Full body laughs that had her doubling up.
“You look like a cartoon!” she shrieked.
“Ack,” I said. Then I relaxed and blew a raspberry. And that seemed to loosen me up enough I could talk again. “Damn, that was awful,” I said.
“It was funny,” Sarah said.
“No, I mean, not being able to speak,” I said.
“Oh, right. Yeah, I hate that shit.”
“You really should learn the local language,” I told her. “Ashwin has popularized English, and wants to bring over other Earth languages. But it’s really so much easier to think and do everything over here if you understand and can talk in Inmararräo.”
“I was thinking about learning it the hard way,” Sarah said. “By immersion.”
“We’ve never been good at that. Remember our trip to Germany?”
“Yes, but I’m not stuck in our old brain here,” she said. “And I think you and Ashwin gave me a leg up by bringing Inmararräo back over with you. And I’m wondering if artificial memories that big are what gave us that migraine.”
“Huh.”
“Like, Ashwin coming over in the first place was one thing. I still don’t really know how that worked with our brain, and don’t think I’ll ever understand it. But if you and I change too much before we reintegrate, our brain has to adapt too much too fast, and it changes the blood flow suddenly and bam. Migraine.”
“That’s a damn good theory.”
“I’ve had it since the middle of that migraine.”
“Thanks for telling me about it,” I couldn’t stop myself from saying, even though I hated how snarky it sounded.
“Yeah, well. Let’s go see your quarters. I want to see them for real.”
“Lets.”
“Glad I could help,” Mutabenga said to me softly, then indicated it was giving us relative privacy again.
“What if I dismiss you as Tutor,” I asked it, “Would you still be friends with me?”
“My sibling Rräof faced that dilemma more than once, but we all have a lot more freedom now,” it said. “So, yes. If we are friends yet.”
“But you wouldn’t have access to my up-to-date medical records then,” I stated.
Understanding what I was referring to, despite the fact I was using odd words for it, it said, “Correct. And that is a valid consideration. Except that the Auditor would still have access. But it doesn’t really think or have motives.”
“Mmm,” I replied over the Network.
“Mmm, indeed,” Mutabenga replied.
The name Mutabenga is one that it had picked for itself shortly after it had hatched from ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s evolutionary engines, which were used for generating people, Network bound and organic alike. It meant ‘Popular Concepts of Revolutionary Actions” in Fenekere, the command language of the ship.
It had been a tool of propaganda for the Sunspot’s Crew, to teach the Children what they wanted them to learn. It had done that job for longer than humans had been using rocks, from what I understood, maybe even compensating for relativity.
And then, one day, it did something that ultimately led to the dissolution of the Crew as a technocratic governing body.
And if that seemed like a point in its favor, the other thing was that it had done that as a conspiratorial action with cooperation from a Founding Crew member by the name of Fenemere, who had originally been the one in charge of writing the Inmararräo dictionary for the Children of the Sunspot. Who had removed such words as ‘gender’, ‘weapon’, and other concepts that they wanted the Children to redefine on their own terms.
Like some radical leftist’s wet dream of a utopia, just after breaking free from an incredibly violent fascist dictatorship.
And creepy.
It was hard to figure out who I wanted to be friends with anymore, learning shit like this from the very people who’d done that shit.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You did put a trans pride flag in here!” Sarah exclaimed.
“Yeah. The entire Founding Crew is effectively trans, too,” I said. “There’s a reason they tried to make a world without gender.”
She nodded. I wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t know already from Ashwin and the books nem was translating.
“Right, I was going to say,” I said. “Eh’s name is also a Fenekere pronoun, right? But, well, the Ktletaccete hoard pronouns the same way I hoard paper cup sleeves, and Ashwin has been feeding everyone English pronouns, especially neopronouns. Eh recently went from using their name as a pronoun to using ‘yem’, and then, now, they’re going by they/them. Even insisting people try to pronounce the ‘th’, even though that’s hard for a lot of them.”
“I want to talk about our quarters,” Sarah said, standing in the middle of them.
I’d left the floor, walls, and ceiling their default metallic finishes, but had replaced the trim with moss and forest green that both incidentally came really close to matching the green of Sarah’s sash and gown’s trim.
Around the walls, at irregular but thoughtful intervals, there were stalactites and stalagmites made of the same metal as the ceiling and floor. Each one reached three fifths to two thirds of the height of the wall.
Between them were low shelves with artifacts and books I’d been collecting in my explorations of the world around me. A lot of books, actually. More than I thought I could read. Most of them handbound, if not hand written.
I’d figured out on my own how and why the walls had no right angles, which had been bothering me at first, though it did make the place feel more like a cave.
It was harder to hang things on them. Or lean things against them, because they weren’t any of them perfectly vertical.
The rooms were planned and made by scrunching something called scutoids together.
Not actual scutoids, but the plans for scutoids, and then the outer edges of them were used as guides for the walls.
Scutoids are an irregular shape that has a pentagon on one side and a hexagon on the opposite, and a weird configuration of rectangular polygons, two pentagons, and one triangle between them.
On a flat surface, they really do not tessellate. You can’t put them together without deforming them. But, like, most life on Earth is absolutely full of them.
Tissues like skin are made of cells that are the shape of scutoids, and they make for a flexible method of wrapping organic and wobbly structures.
The Founding Crew of the Sunspot had made all of the quarters of their ship look like living cells, superficially.
All the hallways were shaped by the same method, too. And it actually helped a bit as acoustic baffling.
Mutabenga had pointed out, though, that if I needed a vertical surface anywhere in my quarters, I could add one. Anywhere. I could even adjust things so that all my rooms were boxy. I might lose some space by doing so without eating into the space of the quarters around me, but I could use that space in the walls for infrastructure, like ducting for nanite bins, or food storage.
By the time we’d been done with that conversation, though, I decided not to bother. The cave-like quality of the quarters as they already were had won me over.
Then, there was my bed. 
And an equally large nanite bin that doubled as a gaming table and a holodisplay.
And besides the extra large, deliberately creased trans pride flag hanging on the uneven wall opposite the door, that was it.
I’d purposefully programmed the construction of that flag to include the creases the cheap vinyl flags back home had from being folded, that you couldn’t safely iron out. They’re tradition. They’re Earthly.
“Where are the plushies?” Sarah asked.
I looked sheepish, “I think I was waiting for you to come here to live with me, so we could find them together.”
“They make plushies here?” Sarah asked. “You don’t have to have them made yourself?”
“They call them Fluffy Fauna, or the equivalent of that in their language,” I said. “Honestly, saying ‘they’ doesn’t feel right anymore already. I want to say, we call them that. But that doesn’t feel right right now, either.”
“Huh, yeah,” she looked around. “But I guess soft toys for kids is good for any organic life, huh?”
“Seems like, yeah. Only, the Ktletaccete also know that they’re for adults, too. They don’t seem to get hung up about stuff like that. At least, not the ones that live in this city.”
“Neat!” Sarah said, trying to lean into her enthusiasm about a cool cultural thing. I could still hear exhaustion from our earlier discussion lingering in her voice, and see it in her shoulders, the same way I felt it. But she kept it up, and said, “Where do we find them?”
“Topside?” I said. Shrugging, “Maybe even just one deck up. Everyone’s an artisan of some sort here. And there are collective studios, even. We just have to walk around, meet people, and ask about what they’re doing.”
“Like a big gigantic con, but without a pamphlet with a map,” she said.
“Actually, yes.”
“Fun.”
This was hard. Without sharing a body and a brain with her, I couldn’t get a very good read on her mood and emotions like I could before. Even when we were pretty strongly dissociated from each other, while in the same vessel I could at least feel her warmth when she was happy, or her kicking about below when she wasn’t.
Here, she was like an outworlder. A person on the street. Just as imperfectly unreadable as anyone else to my autistic sensibilities.
With that deadpan ‘fun’ that could have been genuine enthusiasm, actually, or pure sarcasm, I felt that gulf between us like never before.
She was holding her shoulders like she was cold and looking over at one of my shelves of stuff.
“Was that a sarcastic ‘fun’?” I asked.
She glanced my direction, skillfully failing to make eye contact, like we’d been doing, like we’d done our whole life with everyone else, and said, “No! I meant it! Sorry.”
“This sucks,” I said.
“The distance?” she asked.
“Between us,” I confirmed.
“It sucks a lot,” she responded.
“May I request something for us from our Tutor?” I asked her.
“You ask that like Ashwin does,” Sarah replied.
“New habit,” I said.
“Probably a good one,” she told me. “What are you thinking?”
“I wanna know if we can have something like our in-system communication back,” I said. “I don’t know what it would be, but I think we’d be a lot happier with it.”
“Please.”
“OK,” I said. “Mutabenga?”
“Yes,” it replied. It hadn’t been a questioning tone. Though Ktletaccete don’t use tones quite the same way English speaking humans do, even autistic Earthling dragons, so I didn’t assume anything.
“Would it be possible for us to communicate somehow similar to the way we did when we shared a body? Me and Sarah, I mean? I’m guessing the Network can do all sorts of things,” I said in English, for Sarah’s benefit.
“Oh, yes, definitely,” it replied in English. “I can list for you several options, from default channels of communication that you haven’t been taught how to use yet, to fully reaffirming your function as a system.”
Sarah frowned at the space where she imagined Mutabenga to be and asked, “You’ve been studying English for a year now?”
“Much less,” it replied. “Perhaps a couple weeks.”
“Our weeks?” she asked, taken aback.
“We don’t do weeks here,” it replied. “Yes, your weeks.”
“How?” she asked.
“Similarly to how Goreth has learned Inmararräo in a matter of hours,” it explained. “Only, I reach temporary Accord directly with Ashwin, and nem shares nems linguistic skills with me.”
“Temporary Accord?”
“We have words that roughly translate into ‘merge’, ‘fuse’, ‘recombine’, etc. And the one that is most common for the practice translates best to ‘Accord’.”
“Oh, right! Like in your book.”
“Yes, exactly.”
I sat back and listened to them discuss this, because it seemed to be going right where we wanted it to.
“So,” Sarah said, “you’re able to do this Accord with Ashwin just to get the skills for how to speak in English?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re able to do this without becoming more like Ashwin?”
“No. Of course I become more like Ashwin, and if I share my memories with nem, nem becomes more like me,” it said. “You and Goreth are still separate people, and yet you have shared your lives and memories and emotions with each other, correct?”
“Some systems have a really hard time doing that, but yeah. We’ve been co-conscious for most of our lives,” Sarah said.
“It is the same exact thing,” Mutabenga said. “Only it is facilitated by the Network of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, not the neurology of your brain.”
“Of course.”
“So, what does that mean for the two of us?” I asked.
Mutabenga appeared as a Network projection in front of us just so that it could shrug, which is a very interesting thing to see with its avatar. It appears as a silver sphere about the size of Sarah’s rib cage, that hovers at about two meters high. And below it is a ray of swirling dust motes, sparks, and illuminated gasses cast directly downward, spreading outward as it goes. The result looks a little bit like an upside down exclamation point.
It shrugged like a human for us, with an area of its rays of dusty light, at right about where you’d expect shoulders to be, pulled outward and lifted up briefly, and then it said, “Whatever you both agree to make of it. Whatever one of you does not wish to do will not be allowed to be done, of course. But as you are now entities of the Network, you have full access to its functions, and are full and equal citizens, to use one of your words, with the rest of us. This also means, barring unforeseen incompatibilities with your psyches, you should be able to do everything a Ktltetaccete system has ever been able to do.”
“Wait a minute,” I interjected. “I seem to remember some worry that because we were Earthlings, the way our minds functioned might be fundamentally different from yours, and that there might be some danger in trying certain things without a lot of caution.”
“That was an earlier theory, yes,” it replied. “But, as we’ve examined the situation and your vitals, with your consent, we’ve concluded that those specific dangers do not exist.” It paused, and then asked, “May I divulge an observation that may distress you depending on your sense of identity? I will need both of you to consent.”
I hesitated to answer.
Sarah beat me to it with, “I think we need to hear whatever it is, regardless. I consent.”
I nodded and gestured to her with my snout, and said, “I do, too. She’s right.”
Mutabenga lowered itself a little, as if bowing or crouching, or taking an invisible seat, and continued, “To accommodate your arrival, the Network took the information that is you, that the Tunnel passed to it, and generated conscious avatars for you to inhabit. It did so using the tools that it had. You did not have a nanite terminal on Earth, so that information was not perfect, not like a reading of sensory equipment available to the Network here on ʔetekeyerrinwuf. This may sound alarming, but it is the same process in reverse of what happened when Ashwin came to you. While Ashwin was supported by the gifts of Phage that had been bestowed upon itself, you were supported by Phage itself, with the help of its child, Niʔa.”
“What does this mean?” Sarah asked, sounding about as cautious as I felt.
“You are you. As you as you can possibly be,” Mutabenga said. “Phage and Niʔa were able to translate your information almost seamlessly to something the Network could read. But for all intents and purposes, according to all of our scans, you are Ktletaccete, just like I am.”
I knew what was coming long before our Tutor got to saying it. I’d already learned that it had this habit of couching what it had to say in leading questions followed by preamble. It did that specifically to help you come to the conclusions yourself, I’m pretty sure. It wanted what it had to say to be less of a shock than it worried it might be.
I know some humans who do that sort of thing, too. Heck, I’ve done it.
But when I heard the phrase, ‘you are Ktletaccete’, an electric tingling chill rippled through my being and I felt forever different in a way I still can’t describe.
Maybe it all really hit home in that moment.
Maybe, though, Mutabenga’s instructional technique had worked, because I didn’t experience any derealization or depersonalization. I still felt like me. I still felt like I existed.
Up until that point, thanks to my nightly recombinations, my nightly Accord, I deep down considered myself to be the same person as my counterpart on Earth. I had all my memories from there and I had all my memories from here, in either place.
Coming over had felt seamless, like passing through a curtained doorway. A blink. A slight interruption in the most superficial of surface thoughts. Enough to make me forget what I’d walked into a room for, that kind of thing.
And going back had felt the same, as far as I could remember. Except for that one migraine.
And I still felt like the same person.
But the last tiny traces of my Earthly concerns felt like they’d been burned away in a tiny supernova that had just occurred in my chest and cast its remnants throughout my being. And that what replaced the star that had been there was not a neutron star nor a black hole of ultra compressed concerns and stress, but something that had rushed in to fill the space.
Something far more ancient and alien than I had ever known before.
And like I said, I can’t describe it. I didn’t just describe it. I’ve just described something kind of like it, and when I reread it, it’s wrong.
Sarah went over to my bed and sat on it, looking down at the floor.
I looked at Mutabenga and said, “Can you send me written instructions for everything we might need? I think we need some more privacy.”
“Yes,” it said, and then disappeared while my mental Network inbox pinged.
Then I walked as quietly as I could over to my bed. 
Sarah was just on the edge of it.
I climbed up behind her and curled up on it as if I was going to go to sleep, and then I moved a foreclaw and placed it gently atop her right hand. I lifted up my left wing to bare my side and create a sort of shelter.
After a few moments, she registered what I was suggesting, and got up onto the bed with me, curling up between my tail and my ribcage, or my nanite clay simulation of a tail and ribcage, lying on my left foot and leaning on my shoulder.
Then I lowered my wing as much like a blanket as I could.
Like another damn fantasy poster. Like hundreds of them ever designed and sold on Earth.
I tried to ignore that memory.
This was who and what we were.
Not that commercial bullshit we didn’t have to worry about anymore.
We were twins, sharing our bed as closely as we could to the way we had since we were an infant.
Sarah and Goreth. 
Us vs the universe itself.
Us vs the strange, disabled, painful human-like body we’d left in Portland.
Us vs ourselves.
Taking a rest.
And we remained quiet like that for several hours.
After it seemed like maybe I had fallen asleep and woken up again, Sarah murmured, “I think Abigail is in love with us.”
“I know,” I said. “I was there, too.”
“She’s really cute.”
“I agree.”
“And smells weird.”
“Yeah.”
“I think I could get to like it if I really wanted to.”






  
  Chapter 10: Edit this


Dear Ashwin Ampersand of the Inmara, 
Ashwin Pember pinched the bridge of our nose just like I tended to do, while hunched over our laptop, trying to restrain nemself from arguing with the screen out loud. Karen meant well. That’s what mattered.
Sarah quietly thought, Oh, just like a married woman!
Ashwin ignored her and went back to reading.
Please see attached my first round of recommendations for editing your manuscript. As you’ve divulged to me your typical rate of writing, I thought I might suggest our earliest typical deadline as far more than enough for what you’d need in order to rewrite your novel with these suggestions in mind. Three weeks. If that is not long enough, please let me know which of three months or six months might be better. Remember, though, that the six month deadline will impact our hoped for publishing schedule, and will also affect how we continue to edit your book. If you can manage the three week deadline, that will only give us more time to go back and forth and really massage it into the best work possible.
“Take the three month option,” I said out loud.
“Yes,” Ashwin said afterward. “Take the three month option, and if I finish this in four days, as I expect, so much the better.”
“It’s almost like you’ve done business before,” I muttered back.
“I have not,” they said. “But I’ve been picking up your memories from school and employment, and this makes sense.”
“Gotta avoid burnout, and keep our boundaries.”
“Precisely. But I fundamentally object to the concept of deadlines and responsibilities,” nem said.
“We do, too,” Sarah said.
I like threes. I hope you do too.
I’ve categorized my editing suggestions into three priorities or degrees of importance, and then color coded them.
Starting with the scariest and most severe, which isn’t really scary or severe, are the red comments. Red comments are items that we need to change in some way to properly facilitate the sale of your book. And for each one, I have given you three suggestions that I think will work. If you have a better idea that is different from what you have currently written in your first draft, I would like to see it. Go with your gut and your passion. With this round of revisions, we need to show each other what we can do.
“Why does that make me feel tense?” Ashwin asked.
“It’s making me feel tense,” Sarah replied.
“Remember,” I said. “We want to appease her where we can. Our plan was to let her help us hide that this is actual history. Any changes are good changes. They don’t reflect on you or us, either. They reflect on the publishing company represented by Karen and what they think the market will bear.”
Ashin nodded.
Gold comments are the things that I would like to know more about, or understand better. Or they are suggestions I personally have, based on my understanding of you and what I think you are trying to do. You can, if you wish, completely ignore them. Remember, you are not writing for me, you are writing for your audience, whomever that may be, and you do know your audience better than I do. However, if you do have explanations for why you are ignoring any one of these comments, I would love to hear them so I can adjust my work to match yours better.
That felt a lot better. We all liked that quite a bit more. But after the wording of the red category, Ashwin found themself looking for any subtext in that paragraph that might hint at any unwritten expectations.
Nem knew better than to invent worries, but having never done anything like this before, and with two Earthlings feeling nervousness into nems own consciousness, it was hard not to.
Green comments are things that I want more of. I think you are doing something very, very right, where you are being yourself in the best way possible, and if you possibly can, fill your story with these things. Again, if you don’t want to, feel free to tell me why, but also feel free to just do what you do and I’ll figure it out. With each one, I explain what I’m seeing and why I think it’s good, so you can work with it more easily. But, you can also choose not to read my words and take the green color as a signal to go, go, go. At this stage, if the green things make your manuscript longer, that is wonderful. Go for it.
The rest of the email was just personal details, being friendly and maybe a little too familiar. And a closing salutations.
And then there was the attached document:
Systems-Out-First-Edits-01-06-25.docx
“Who the hell doesn’t do a four digit year in this, the 21st century?” Sarah snorted.
Ashwin saved the file to nems folder without opening it. “I want to come back to that after lunch. I need to think about this email,” they said. “But, you should also know, your laptop is about to perish.”
“You had to use the word ‘perish’,” Sarah said.
I leaned our vessel over to check the cord connections and the light on the transformer.
“No, not the battery,” Ashwin said. “I can see with my gifted senses. Our attempts to increase its longevity are coming to an end. The consent of this world will only let it go this far. There’s a power greater than us at work here.”
What? I thought.
“Shit,” Sarah said. “We can’t afford a new one.”
We sat on our folding conference chair, precariously balanced on it with our bulk, and stared at the bulky little black laptop.
“I hate moments like this,” I said.
“At least we’re getting a warning,” Sarah replied.
Internally, I looked Ashwin’s way, but kept speaking out loud, “How long has it got?”
Ashwin turned our head to the right and looked down at the machine out of the corner of our eyes, screwing up our mouth in consideration.
You’re hoping that it will last four days, aren’t you? I thought, picking the length of time it had taken nem to translate the book in the first place. I’m still not quite sure how we did it, but it was only sixty thousand or so words long.
Our translator tilted our head up a little bit, chin to the window near our bed. A faint, worried yes.
Fuck.
“Maybe we could use Peter’s computer,” Sarah suggested.
I’m certain we could, I thought.
Ashwin stood us up and walked us out of our bedroom and out into the kitchen. There nem went for a glass to fill it full of water.
They took three full gulps, and breathed out, then topped the glass off, imitating our own habits of nearly three decades of life now.
Then nem turned to the freezer and opened it to grab the cheese pizza we had in there, and placed it on the stovetop, and proceeded to go through the steps of preparing to bake it.
I usually would have to reread the instructions every time, just to make sure I was remembering them correctly. Ashwin didn’t.
Why nem could rely on our brain better than I could was something I hadn’t yet figured out. I could feel that Sarah was equally flummoxed and worried about not reading the instructions.
“It’s the gift,” Ashwin said. “You are benefiting from it too, with our growing presence here. You just have to trust yourselves.”
After a second, Sarah said, “What I really wish is that our publishing company was just a bit bigger and felt more boldly about our book. That way we could get one of those advances the industry used to offer, as they say, so we could get a new computer. Even three hundred bucks might get us what we need.”
A few more movements and Aswhin was closing the oven door and reaching to program the timer.
I said, “Even then, I remember that the advances used to come for the second or third book, but Listra Luathra Press supposedly can’t afford to do that.”
Ashwin leaned back against the counter, briefly worried about their tail and then feeling a weird relief and thrill that it wasn’t there and that leaning that way was actually comfortable. That relief was followed by dysphoria and self recrimination that nem quickly dismissed.
I shook our head, and said, “At least we’re not paying to publish it.”
Ashwin screwed up our face into a nasty scowl and said, “On the Sunspot, I could publish this myself, with bound hard copies for every Child on the ship, with my own resources and still build a new house and eat without worrying about my safety.” By ‘Child’, nem was referring to every living, organic body. Network entities like Tutors and Cew would only need Network copies, and those were virtually free.
When it came to marketing something on the Sunspot, well. That wasn’t even done. There was no commerce to speak of. All you did was show your work to people you thought might like it, even just give it to them, and call it good. Someone would put it in a library, and there it would be for anyone to take interest in it in the future.
But you also wouldn’t need to rely on any sales of it to be able to afford a new laptop, either.
If you wanted to get feedback on what you’d written, you’d just ask someone. And, they might agree to read it. If they didn’t, someone else might. Usually your own Tutor, if you had one anymore, would jump at the chance to read it, like a human’s grandma.
The culture was just so different there.
It had only been a couple days since Sarah had joined me there, and our quarters were already full of plushies, the floor carpeted with them. Each one handmade by someone.
In a world like that, there would be at least one reader out there for your book, and they’d find it eventually. And they’d let you know just how much it meant to them. And you’d probably make a new friend that way.
“Maybe the Collective will have some ideas,” Sarah said, referring to Erik, Beau, and the Murmuration.
Tomorrow was our usual weekly time to meet.
Phage gently surged forward and said, “Or we could attempt to physically fix the laptop.”
Sarah took full control and slapped both our thighs through our leggings, “And how are we going to do that, Phage? We don’t have the tools or the materials!”
“I believe that Peter does,” it took control firmly back, and stated. “His utensils are not meant for laptop repair, but they should work.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“I am physics itself.”
They both stared daggers at the wall simultaneously. Sarah refused to believe it, or trust it. And it refused to budge.

      [image: image-placeholder]There was an orange colored sign on the door that looked like it was printed by a government agency, with a logo and address, and it said,
Closed for investigation by the Health Department of Portland, Oregon.
We all stared at it in shock.
“I don’t understand,” Beau said, the first of us to talk.
“I think orange is supposed to be a stern warning, and red is the end of it all,” Erik said.
“Yes, but” Beau said. “You know the owners, right? And when I look behind the counter, I never see anything worth investigating. This doesn’t make sense. Doesn’t this mean they’ve already been investigated and they found something that needs to be fixed? I wish there was more of an explanation. I hate governments so much.”
“Portland kinda sucks,” the Murmuration said.
“I’m saying it was sabotage,” Beau said. “Not by who. I don’t know who. But this is the best queer place in town.” He pointed and said, “That’s sabotage.”
“Sweetie,” Erik said. “I’m supposed to be the paranoid one.”
Beau stalked away, quickly turning his back to us, and snarled, “I’m not being paranoid, I’m just stating a constant fact.” He went over to a street lamp pole and leaned against it, folding his arms and scowling down at the ground.
Another couple of regulars walked up, Sophie and Fern, and Sophie asked, “What’s going on?”
Erik gestured, and said, “Closed.”
“What?” Sophie bent to look at the sign and said, “Shit!”
Fern frowned and looked at it too. They were holding hands. She sighed with a loud, quick exhale of breath, mouth open with their tongue pressed back in her mouth, making it sound like a hiss.
Sophie turned to hug Fern and said, “Let’s go to the park. Pick up something at Freddies. This sucks.”
“That’s what I said,” Brock said.
“Let’s go with them,” Niʔa said, magically making our body feel small and light with their pink presence. They leaned forward to Sophie and Fern and asked, “Can we come with you? Make it like we’re Aunti Zero’s, wherever we go?”
Sophie got an angry and determined look on xyr face and said, “Yeah! Come on, let’s go!”
The Murmuration looked down at their cane and pouted.
“Rräoha’s not helping you with that?” Erik asked.
“No. Have it,” Rräoha scowled. “Thinking about things.”
“Come on,” Erik said. “I’ll help you think about things as we go.”
“Ha.”
“Hey, Beau.”
“Yeah. Coming.”
And soon we were on our way to the store, and then the park, with Erik tailing behind to talk to Rräoha with the Murmuration.
I thought I heard Erik using a pitch and timbre of voice I hadn’t heard from him before, but we weren’t really paying attention to him. Maybe it was the cuttlecrabs talking to Rräoha, despite the dysphoria that fronting caused them.
Sophie, swinging Fern’s hand back and forth broadly, turned to us and said, “Y’all sure are a fixture there! What are you gonna do if they close for good? Maybe we’ll follow you.”
“That can’t happen,” Sarah said.
Sophie looked hurt, until xe decided that Sarah meant that Aunti Zero’s couldn’t close, which was the right interpretation. “Yeah,” xe said. “No, it can’t. But. Contingencies, seriously.”
We dutifully cast about in our psyche for any suggestions from any of us. There was mostly silence. All of our minds had been focused on other things. This had kind of derailed all of that, and no one could really think of anything, except Niʔa, who could at least think of a way to make the best of the now. They were good for that.
Phage had almost always fallen silent for complicated social things like this, so we didn’t even expect anything from it. And, as always, it didn’t deliver. It could fix laptops, apparently, but not bureaucracies.
“Ah, well, anyway,” Sophie said. “What are y’all working on these days, anyway?”
“My show,” Sarah said. “At Aunti Zero’s.”
Sophie looked mortified, and Fern grabbed and shook xyr arm gently.
“No, it’s OK,” Sarah said. “I’m getting the artwork done anyway. I’ll show it somewhere. That’s what matters. We’re also, maybe, actually going to publish a book. With a publisher and everything.”
“Oh, damn!” Sophie said.
“Yeah. We’re already going into the first round of edits.”
“Congratulations!”
“Contract’s signed, of course. But for some reason it all still feels really tenuous,” Sarah explained.
“I bet it’s just because it’s overwhelming and new,” Sophie replied. “If the contract’s signed, that means you and the publisher are both bound to see it through. You just have to treat each other right, and not break the contract.”
“Yeah,” Sarah nodded, looking at the grass we were passing by. It was so green. In the middle of Winter. “There’s… stuff, though. Like Aunti Zero’s. And, I guess this is more funny than foreboding, but our editor’s name is Karen.”
“Oh my god.”
“It’s so 2015, isn’t it? I mean, to make fun of that?”
“Yeah, but still. A little funny.”
Sarah nodded.
“So,” Sophie said, looking at us thoughtfully, with a kind of playful but cautious look in xyr eye. “When you asked us if you could tag along. That didn’t sound like any of you I remember. Can I ask? Or was I imagining things?”
“Yeah, we’ve got new headmates,” Sarah admitted much more cautiously than Sophie had actually asked. “If they want to introduce themselves to you, it’s their right. But. I’m sorry. I’m not in the mood for speaking for them right now.”
“Oh, that’s OK. I understand. Just wondering if I recognize you all right still.”
“You do.”
“Neat!”
Niʔa asked thoughtfully if it was alright for them to front and talk to Sophie, and Sarah questioned why they even felt they had to ask and slipped aside.
“Hey,” Niʔa said, slipping into our body and making it feel all light and small again. This time, green. “My name is Niʔa. You can slur it into one syllable if you have to, but it’s really two.”
“Oh!”
“My pronoun here is they/them,” they said.
“Thank you. I’m Sophie, xe/xyr/xem. And this is Fern, she/they,” Sophie responded cheerfully. “It’s good to meet you!”
“I was wondering,” Niʔa said. “Could you tell me about the Health Department of Portland and what they do? What do you think they’re going to do?”
Sophie opened xyr mouth to respond, but with furrowed brows closed it again. Xe held up xyr free index finger and twisted xyr lips to the side.
Fern immediately pulled out her phone and started searching the internet for the information.
“They’re supposed to make sure that every restaurant in the city is making food in a safe way, that won’t make anybody sick,” Sophie said. “Supposed to. And I don’t know that anybody has ever really bad mouthed them like they do the police, except maybe bitter business owners that actually fucked up.” Xe wrinkled up xyr chin severely in a frown, and shook xyr head, “but I don’t understand why Aunti Zero’s would get dinged by them. I’ve worked there, and that place is cleaner than anywhere!”
Fern turned and held their phone out toward us to show us the screen and waited for us to take it, apparently.
“May I?” Niʔa asked, before taking it when Fern nodded expectantly.
It was a policy page on the Health Department’s web site, describing the procedures typically followed for an investigation. It looked like it covered the kind of thing that was happening to Aunti Zero’s. And it suggested that if whatever they’d found was fixed, Aunti Zero’s license to operate would be restored, and they’d be allowed to reopen, but that they’d have to schedule a new inspection.
Pretty simple stuff, really, couched in a mess of legalese and reference numbers.
Niʔa had no trouble reading it.
They handed the phone back to Fern and said, “Thank you.”
Fern solemnly nodded and said, “You’re welcome.” They were almost as short as Erik, really slightly built, and had a voice as naturally chest resonant as ours. I always loved it when Fern was around. She didn’t speak all that often, but when they did, it gave me shivers and I felt better.
Sarah couldn’t figure out if she had a romantic crush on Fern, but Fern wasn’t a man, and she was pretty monogamously in a partnership with Sophie, anyway.
Our nascent feelings about Fern were part of the reason why we weren’t actually closer friends with the two of them. We got nervous about it all, usually.
It was nice to be having a casual stroll with the two of them.
We all passed a businessman who was walking the opposite way, and Niʔa glanced up at him as he glanced back.
28, Niʔa thought, very clearly.
Sarah’s surprise made us stumble, and Niʔa planted our cane firmly on the ground to right ourselves.
I think I missed what had just happened.
For some reason, with Fern and Sophie with us, we felt less like communicating with each other out loud, even though those two knew we did that. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
Sarah sensed my confusion and sent me memories of Niʔa picking up on numbers wherever they looked. And gave me the sense that I’d been fairly absent in the past two weeks and probably had missed that. Niʔa had been fronting more often.
Picking up on numbers? I tried to think clearly for everyone to hear.
“Sorry,” Niʔa said out loud, then looked at Sophie and held up a finger like Sophie had earlier. “I’m going to talk to the others, just a moment.”
“OK!” Sophie said, and just waited, as we all continued walking.
Niʔa looked down a little as they kept us walking forward, and focused inward, and said in a somewhat lower voice, “I inherited this sense from my parent. When I look at anything, I instantly see just how far away it is from me and how old it is in its current form, and a whole bunch of other numbers. My mind is simply capable of subconsciously translating what I see into numbers I can list off and describe. I’ve always been able to do this. So. It has been twenty-eight Earth years since that man was born. I think that number became relevant to me because of something Sarah was thinking about.”
He’s the same age we are, Sarah thought. But he looks and acts ten years older. And not like a thirty-eight year old. Like we’re eighteen.
“Ah,” I managed to say out loud. Then noticed Sophie was looking very curiously at us.
I gave control back to Niʔa, pointing out Sophie’s interest, because I wasn’t prepared for that and Niʔa had gotten us into that mess.
“Do you know about Phage and Ashwin?” Niʔa asked Sophie.
Xe nodded, and Fern looked over at us again too.
“I’m Phage’s child.”
Sophie mouthed an, “Oh.”
“Oh, let them both in on everything,” Sarah said. “They’re both cool when Sophie’s not this curious.” Then she smirked knowingly at Sophie, like it was an in-joke.
I wasn’t sure I liked it much when Sarah was that stressed out, honestly. But I knew she felt more girly when she snarked at people, and that that’s an important thing sometimes.
Sophie grimace smiled in acknowledgement.
“It’s me again,” Niʔa said, putting a little skip in our step. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you know, because I’m pretty new. Can you tell me what you know about Phage and Ashwin?”
Sophie bit xyr lip.
Niʔa decided to take another tack, and divulge what Sarah had been thinking, but as if it was just an observation they were having right then, “Have you noticed that some people look like society’s idea of an adult, and the rest of us don’t? And that that really affects their apparent age a lot?”
Fern nudged Sophie and Sophie took that cue, “Oh, yeah! Yeah, definitely. And it’s usually queer and ND people who seem younger than everyone else!” Xe relaxed quite a lot in the process of saying that. 
ND meant ‘neurodivergent’, but Niʔa seemed to have already picked up on that. They weren’t telepathic, just superhumanly observant, and I apparently had been spacey a lot lately.
“Anyway,” Niʔa said boldly. “I’m a superhuman extraterrestrial, if you want to call me that, and I could see just by looking at him, that that man is almost as old as you are, Sophie.”
“What?” xe craned xyr neck and body to look around us at the man’s very distant retreating back. Xe nearly fell over doing so. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“Wow, that always takes me by surprise. I know I just said it’s a thing, but it’s always more a thing than I remember.”
Niʔa nodded gracefully and naturally.
I really felt like I needed to sigh some tension out of our chest, and Niʔa obliged me, but as discreetly as possible.
Seeming to guess something, but maybe just wanting to change the subject, Shophie looked at us again and asked, “What’s that book you all wrote about, anyway?”
Niʔa smiled and started telling xem all about it.
When Niʔa was fronting and making us feel small and light, I didn’t feel dysphoric about it. I felt their feelings. And they just always felt good about being alive.
I liked that.

      [image: image-placeholder]“How’d laptop surgery go?” Peter asked.
“It’s still going,” Sarah said. “Phage hasn’t broken anything, but we need parts, apparently. Which, honestly, I figured. And, in the meantime, we have to write on our phone, instead. Goreth’s good at that, thankfully. But Ashwin hates it, and it’s their work.”
“Oh, dang,” he put a black and silver robot into his pink and green house and took a moment to smile at it. Then he frowned back at us, to make sure we knew he was taking us seriously.
“Aunti Zero’s is closed by the Health Department,” Sarah said. “Temporarily, but we’re worried about the impact to the business anyway.”
“Oh, shit!” Peter leaned back. “That’s. That’s not a good sign.”
“It’s not a good thing at all,” Sarah said. “That’s our home.”
Peter looked hurt, but then he nodded and bit his lip and nodded a little more and said, “Yeah, I get you. I get what you mean. You relax and light up there more than anywhere else I’ve seen you.”
Sarah leaned us forward on the edge of our chair, putting our weight on our palms, which were resting just under the outer edges of our HRT enbiggened butt.
“I bet you’ll find another coffee shop if you have to,” Peter said. “They’re not the only queer one in town.”
Sarah opened our mouth and shook our head, but couldn’t say anything without breaking out in tears or just simply having a meltdown.
It’s frustrating how that goes, sometimes. One second, either one of us can be calmly explaining something in a soothing monotone. The next, our whole body is full of sorrow and anger and chaotic energy and Things Could Hit The Walls.
She felt it as if her kaleidoscope of thoughts had suddenly been broken open and dumped all over our naked brain. It was almost like a migraine. It also felt like she was trying to push our face and words through an icewall while simultaneously suffocating on vacuum.
“We can’t,” she finally managed to say without disaster.
“Ah,” Peter said.
I gently took over, momentarily feeling more calm. This was a trick we’d always had, but didn’t always remember. And it didn’t always work. And when it did, it made us feel like such fakers, usually. We could tag team these things.
Sarah fought all the way down to our subconscious, just to let me know she was raging, just so I wouldn’t forget when talking to Peter. And then she had her meltdown down there, and I could feel it happening in the left half of our chest.
I took a deep breath, and said what I remembered her trying to think, shakily, “There are too many things going wrong. We can’t handle it very well. We are not used to it anymore. And if Aunti Zero’s closes, we can’t imagine what we’ll do. We can’t visualize it right now.” And I followed that with another breath.
Real breaths. Real oxygen. Polluted with Earth’s industries, but actual molecules.
“OK. I should not have suggested another coffee shop. I’m sorry,” Peter said. “Let’s try breaking this down. Is that OK?”
“If you can help us do that, I think it would be good,” I said. “I can’t imagine what that would look like.”
“I’m going to get a sheet of paper, and a pen, OK?” he said.
I nodded.
He ran upstairs and then came stumbling down, making the most noise of anyone in the house. It was like if a two hundred and eighty pound golden retriever was wearing galoshes all the time. If you didn’t listen for the rhythm of it, it sounded like he fell down the stairs when he was in a hurry. Or it sounded just like he had four feet.
He walked back into the living room far too calmly and gracefully for all the noise he just made, and I never understood it. But the familiarity of this helped, even if the noise had been too jarring for our nerves.
He slid a half sheet of card stock onto the table and sat down, saying, “Now,” and clicking his pen. “Where was I?”
“Breaking it all down into… something,” I offered.
I think I can help too, Niʔa offered.
I believe you can, I thought back. But let’s let Peter help in his way first. Please look after Sarah.
OK.
I was worried that I was spending too much time thinking at Niʔa that I’d miss what Peter was about to say, but he took enough time to organize his own thinking, pretending to draw in the air above the paper first, that it didn’t matter.
It was a couple more seconds before he said anything.
“OK, I’m going to start writing small, because this paper is too small. Sorry,” he finally said. “Now. If I remember correctly, here are some things you’re… working on.”
And in the upper lefthand eighth of the paper he made a tightly lettered little list, with comments in parentheses:
Medicaid/SSDI bullshit (still, argh)
Your book – writing (yes, do this)
Laptop surgery (holy shit!)
Sarah’s art show (thumbs up)
Saving Aunti Zero’s (YOU CAN’T DO THIS)
and what?
Then he looked pointedly up at us, and said, “I don’t think I was very gentle with this. But I think you can handle it, actually. I think a firm point needs to be made, here, so that you can manage what you can manage. Is that OK?” Then he pushed it toward us. “I’m going to help you with what you can do. See if I can make it possible. And the ‘and what?’ is one of the things you can do. We have the whole rest of the paper and the other side to work that out.”
I looked at it and I thought, You tore this paper in half on purpose, didn’t you? To keep it small and manageable.
I nearly choked doing so, but I pointed and said, “I guess you can cross that line out, can’t you?”
And he just reached forward and crossed out the line about saving Aunti Zero’s. Then he nodded and said, “That’s their responsibility, not yours.”
“I know,” I said. “I don’t think any of us were planning on trying to save it ourselves.”
“Yes you were,” he said. “I know your community. It’s how you survive. When you all get together and work on it, you can make shit like that happen, too. But you.” He pointed at our collarbone. “As many people as you are, with as many amazing gifts as you have, cannot do that. Not alone. I’m talking to everyone else, Goreth, don’t protest. The rest of that list is more than enough. Got it? If someone else starts a save Aunti Zero’s campaign, join it like hell. But until then, cross your fingers and work on your part, which is this stuff.” He pointed at the rest of the list, tapping his finger again on the ‘and what?’.
“We have to pace ourselves,” I said.
“Yes.”
I was feeling flattered and reassured that he’d kept track of nearly everything we were working on here on Earth.
What he didn’t really know, even though we gave him very highlighted briefings every now and then, was what we were dealing with on the Sunspot.
But that was way more personal. We weren’t trying to take on any more actual projects there except healing from the trauma of going there in the first place, and maybe figuring out how we were going to be people again.
But I really wanted to tell him about it now. And I worked my mouth awkwardly, lips pursed shut, trying both to say something and avoid saying anything at all.
He watched me do this.
I realized that Niʔa would be good with this, as new as they were to Earth. New, not so much in that they came over here so recently. It had been several months already. They’d just been really good at lurking. But new in that they’d started fronting more in the past couple weeks while I’d been dissociating, and a lot of people didn’t know them. And they hadn’t had much actual practice dealing with humans.
But the way they’d handled Sophie was just amazing.
“I don’t want to rush you, Goreth,” Peter said. “But, I might get a call any minute. So, I’m going to hand you the pen, so you can do the exercise without me if I have to go, OK? I might be home all night. I just want to make sure you’ve got the tools, OK?”
I lifted our hand up and opened my fingers to take the pen. And he went to place the pen in my hand.
But then it felt like there were six hands held out in front of me, and I could feel them all, and I couldn’t quite figure out which ones were the vessel’s, and I froze.
“Uh, oh,” I said.
Peter also froze, and asked, “What is it?”
“Dissociating. Bad.”
“Well, OK.”
Let me help.
“Please do,” I said to Niʔa out loud.
Then I guess I stood up and went to bed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Someone once said that you can do everything right, and still fail. And that that has to be OK, because that’s life.
It has become obvious that the ‘you’ in that equation can be plural and can include up to everyone.
I’ve wanted to add, hopefully, that, if everyone understands this and is cool and forgiving about it, then maybe it can be OK.
Maybe that was implied in the first statement. I had never felt like I could trust that it was. Not if it wasn’t stated explicitly.
Because, even if something has to be OK, if it can’t be OK then it won’t be OK.
Also, what does ‘be OK’ mean?
If you’re going to say something like that, you should define what the phrase means, or you’re just being squidgy with your statements and basically a politician about the whole thing.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, we sat in Pioneer square with our old replacement government phone. The one we’d somehow managed to get after our last one had been destroyed by Mike while he was trying to assault us in his CRV on the side of the freeway on Government Island last year.
We had a big thermos mug of tea, and a bagel from the store, with store bought cream cheese in it. All from home. All purchased with EBT.
We were listening to the few MP3s we had been able to squeeze onto the phone, all instrumental movie soundtrack themes of various sorts. Lots of Giacchino and Elfman. And by lots, I mean about three or four songs each, amongst the others.
And we were trying to read Karen’s editorial comments on our phone without panicking or without actually making any changes to the book yet.
I was trying not to interrupt Ashwin’s work by thinking too much about how Sarah and I were doing things on the Sunspot. And I was also trying not to get lost in staring up at the sky.
Here, on Earth, at least, what we’d decided was that since Aunti Zero’s was closed for the time being, if not indefinitely, we couldn’t spend money there. So, instead, we’d save what little money we got this month from our Patreon, and put it toward replacement parts for our laptop. 
This was going to take a while, since you couldn’t just go to a Rat Shack to get a transistor anymore, and the transistors on computers were all embedded in chips anyway. Not that we were ever old enough to have entered a Rat Shack, as our dad used to call the place. They’d all closed down before we’d had any interest.
But Peter assured us that there were sources on the internet for the bits that Phage was demanding we acquire, and so, when we weren’t reading editorial comments or writing in Ashwin’s book, we were searching for those.
It was all hard.
Elfman’s piece “Face like a frog” wrapped up as Ashwin squinted our eyes shut against a line of text that frustrated nem.
Then, as we sat there with eyes closed, the earbuds remained silent for a while.
Oh, I thought. I think this might be one of my favorites.
There were some very faint orchestral hits that were so quiet that I actually couldn’t hear them. But Ashwin could, and when they reacted to them, I knew I was right.
A few more seconds in, I could hear them. They were getting louder. And there was an urgent underlying rhythm to them.
“I’m sorry,” I said out loud, and then leaned us back in our chair to look up between the awning above us and the tops of the buildings across the square, at the pale blue, cloudless sky. And I let the emotions of Giacchino’s “Roar!” wash over us ever so slowly.
In my mind, a towering monster was destroying Portland, and I was OK with it.
I leaned our head further back and stared up at the awning, through the slats of it at the sky above, and said, finally, “Phage? Hit me.”






  
  Chapter 11: To crack the shell


As per article 1 of our contract, found in chapter 9 paragraph 9 of Ashwin’s book The End of the Tunnel, which states:
	This vessel belongs entirely to Sarah and Goreth Ampersand, the original inhabitants who were born and developed with it. As such they collectively and each retain final veto over any decisions regarding the vessel’s state of being, including who may front and control the body.



Phage asked before acting, “May I pull you inworld for a conference?”
I hadn’t even started to say, “Yes,” before I experienced it, but I was going to.
I fell into darkness.
It felt like a hypnic jerk just before falling asleep in bed.
It felt like falling into oblivion, with all the sudden fear and shock of it rushing through my last breath awake.
It felt like I was going to die forever.
Right in the middle of Pioneer Square’s food pavilion.
Unlike similar episodes we’ve had while lying in bed, that unexpected feeling of all support dropping out of us, leaving us gasping, heart racing, this time I could feel more than just Earth’s gravity pulling on me. 
I felt myself stretching, the lower half of my being accelerating faster than the upper half.
I felt time itself stretching.
The ancient amalgam of my grandparents’ and parents’ houses that was our first inworld structure, surrounded by dark gray forests, hills, and the lava field where the End of the Tunnel hovered, that all comprised our known inner landscape, flashed by so fast, it was a single frame of memory.
I fell into darkness, I saw that, and then I was part of a deeper darkness.
The panic and terror of all of this cleared my head of all previous thought, like switching sometimes does, or walking through a doorway into a new room, but more thorough.
I floundered limblessly in the abyss, but it still felt like I was breathing air and pulling oxygen into my lungs and bloodstream. My cells sang with it, making me feel more awake than I’d ever been.
“This is my home,” it said. “This is me.”
I didn’t reply.
“Ashwin remains above, doing nems work.”
There was nothing to say.
“Similarly to how I handled this on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, I will not awaken you or Sarah separately,” the darkness reverberated with thought. “My agreement with you requires that I help you maintain a balance, to avoid destruction. This is how I will do so.” 
I did not feel anything except the existence of my own life and this speech in the void.
It continued, “You have kept your end of the contract, despite all of the adversity you have faced. I expect that to continue, as I will also continue to uphold my end, until all parties bound by it agree to dissolve it mutually. And so I will make you equal with me and my children, but Sarah must also agree.”
“Are you kidding? Yes!” Sarah’s voice rang out from every point in space around my locus of awareness. Just as the voice of the universe was doing. But where its voice was the thunder of the Big Bang itself, hers was a single cathedral bell ringing once.
“Thank you,” I heard my own self resonate, a flat, dissonant oboe note.
After that, neither Sarah nor I wanted to interrupt with our mortal thoughts.
“Welcome to my family,” Phage said.
I felt something within me rise, as if governed by adrenaline. Or like a solar sail unfurling within the compression wave of a supernova. But I didn’t go anywhere. I still felt like I was sinking, ever so slowly now, like how it happens if you relax after diving into a pool.
If the pool were the heat death of the universe itself.
“The way this works is one of the simplest things I have ever discovered,” Phage said. “And yet it is locked away from the prying minds of the vast majority of life. You cannot unlock this within yourself. Another must do it. And it does not have to be someone for whom it has already been unlocked, but some sort of adequate perception must be reached by them for them to know what to do. And as I reach inside each of you to tear asunder the ligament of separateness, you will feel very little, if anything at all. But it will constrain you in other ways. You will be bound, as before, by the wills of others, but instead of this bind being physical, this will be existential. Do you understand?”
Both Sarah and I, in harmony, indicated that we did not.
“You will not be able to alter the domains of others without their active cooperation,” it said. “This will go doubly so for those who have not been awakened, for the ligament of separateness gives them a leverage or strength that you are about to lose in return for another kind of freedom you do not yet have, but seek.”
It did not take our silence after that for anything but the need to process its meanings.
None of the three of us were speaking with words. The words I’ve written on this page are merely the most adequate to convey to you what was being communicated.
We didn’t say that we understood so much as that we all waited until everything clicked and made sense.
The question of why the universe worked this way was not even a consideration.
What was understood was not even the how.
All that was required of us was the comprehension of what it would mean for our future as beings of consciousness.
And that seemed clear.
We’d seen it demonstrated, after all, whenever Ashwin, Phage, or Niʔa exercised their abilities.
It is like how, in a nightmare, a monster will chase you and nip at your heels, and terrify you for leagues on end of running, jumping, climbing, flying to whatever height you can reach, but won’t ever be able to catch you unless you give up at least on a subconscious level, and decide that it is your fate to be rendered, sundered, and eaten by it. Or to stop playing with your fears, and wake up.
In this dream, we were about to become the monsters.
We didn’t even have to express our understanding, the moment it clicked for both of us, Phage said, “Now that you are informed, I must ask for your consent again to do this. Is this what you want? May I unlock the myself in your being?”
The way it expressed that last query was just as awkward feeling as the way I worded it here. But I thought that I understood it just fine, and felt a little amusement at that turn of thought.
It did not change my resolve and resignation in any way.
“Yes,” I said, simultaneously with my soul twin, Sarah.
And then I knew what it really meant.

      [image: image-placeholder]What must it be like to hatch from an egg? To be aware of the process?
You’ve been growing in this little world of yours, everything you need to survive packaged within it for you.
A cord that extends from your belly attaches you to a sack of all the nutrients you need.
Light filters in and sound reverberates through the shell of your world and bathes you in its waves, but there’s very little for you to do with it besides become used to the rhythms and startled by its sudden changes.
And then, slowly, you find yourself pressing up against the walls, your back curved and your muscles cramping.
Maybe you’ve been kicking and shuffling about a little bit for a while, as you learn how your body works, your nerves twitching your muscles at first to let you know that they’re there. And now you have less room to do that.
Your food sack is nearly depleted.
It’s time.
So you twist and you turn and you try to bite this concave wall that encloses itself around you, and you cannot get purchase. Not even with your claws.
You have to puncture it. To crack or tear it.
But something’s wrong.
You don’t have a shell tooth. For some reason you weren’t conceived to grow one.
And your claws are still too soft, and your limbs too weak, and you’re not going to be able to do it.
You move in the congealing atmosphere of your world, desperate to avoid the fate that is so obviously closing in on you, even if you can’t quite comprehend what it is. Your body knows.
And then something impacts the shell from outside.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
And it’s enough, and you can start to push yourself free, the light of the Sunspot nursery blinding your eyes.
Your first intake of breath is dry and burning, but it instantly later makes your whole body sing. 
Two more breaths and you cry out.
I’m warned that if I do pursue a new organic body on the Sunspot, I will likely get to experience that.
I’m not sure I want to, having now experienced something I think is so very similar.

      [image: image-placeholder]Before we resynced with our cosmos-borne counterparts upon the Sunspot, we had to make and eat dinner.
I felt like I awoke from a long night’s sleep to find myself stir frying green beans in garlicky butter on the stove, and Ashwin’s eagerness to eat the food was palpable, familiar, and amusing in its intensity.
Sarah was floating to my left, looking around the room without the assistance of our eyes. I could feel her there as I so often had before. Someone using a portion of the neurons in my brain that I wasn’t using, and a portion that I was, and creating her own electromagnetic field with their activity, that was in harmony with my own but separate, overlapping like drops of watercolor that fell too close to each other.
I heard, or felt, Abigail shuffle into the kitchen from the hallway, her bunny slippers scuffing on the linoleum and her electrons absorbing some of the photons from the light above, repelling others, and generating heat with their excitement over it.
I turned our head to look at her.
“Hey, Sarah,” she said. “That smells so good.” She had a softness to her smile and a warmth to her tone that was gratifying.
She had a humanity that was terrifying.
The smell of Abigail’s hair gel made the right side of our tongue tingle, still.
“Actually, I’m in front right now,” Ashwin said. “This is my favorite Earth food.”
“Oh,” she said, smile breaking into a cute little grin. “Of course. Is there enough that I can have a couple pieces?”
“These are almost done,” Ashwin said. “I can make another batch, and you can have this one.”
She altered her expression to convey consideration, lips closed again, lightly pursed, and said, “You’re not supposed to share the food you buy with EBT, but I won’t tell.”
Ashwin looked down at the beans and examined them.
I didn’t have a frame of reference yet where I could say, ‘this amount of entropy in my beans means that they will be this degree of delightful and this degree of too mushy.’ But I still perceived the curve of that trajectory of energy as it was being altered by the stove element, as an inherent knowledge of what they were as matter.
So that was how Niʔa was getting their numbers.
My own personal psyche didn’t translate that information into numbers like Niʔa’s did, but it made sense now. I could imagine how that worked. I could perceive the process of it.
I remember thinking, this is going to be distracting forever. And it’s not going to solve our problems.
Sarah had been slowly turning to the left, examining the kitchen while Ashwin cooked and talked to Abigail. She was looking at the doorway to the dining area, the dish drainer that sat atop the dishwasher, the sink next to that, below a window that was dark with Winter nighttime, the overflowing trash receptacle next to that, the little hallway to the back door and the pantry, the washer and dryer that were incongruous in the kitchen, one stacked upon the other, the counter where Ashwin was now plating Abigail’s helping of stir fried beans, with the wall cabinets above that, the toaster a little further down the counter, and then Abigail, standing in the middle of the kitchen.
Sarah had turned that way, while Ashwin had turned to the right to talk to Abigail, then back to the stove, then a hundred and eighty degrees to the right to dump the beans on a plate that already had a fork on it, and then back leftward to Abigail to hand her the plate.
As Abigail said, “Thank you,” Sarah’s direction of perceptions aligned again with our eyes.
“We can watch each other’s backs,” Sarah said with our body’s vocal cords.
Abigail beamed, and said, “Yes! We can!”
I was busying myself with realizing that Abigail had no clue yet what Sarah actually meant by that.
Sarah didn’t explain, she just let Ashwin take command again.
Ashwin shrugged like a Ktletaccete by lifting our head up and then tilting it clockwise from our perspective, chin jutting gently to the left, and said, “This is the way.”
Abigail leaned into the cultural reference and said, “This is the way.” She lifted up her plate of beans, grinning, and then turned to shuffle out to the living room.
As she sat down on the sofa and put her plate on the TV dinner stand, and Ashin reached for the fridge to get more beans from the crisper, the sound of Peter tumbling up the front steps like a pratfall in reverse hailed his arrival home.
How are we going to handle this? What are we going to do?
They expect it by now.
There is nothing truly new happening.
There was silence from out front while Peter arranged himself to engage with the door.
And by the time he opened the door, Ashwin was already beginning to fry the last of the beans, stirring another pat of butter into them, adding a little bit of sesame oil to help keep the butter from burning.
Meanwhile, in our bedroom, on our tiny, rickety little hand-us-up student’s desk, sat our disassembled laptop. Its dissociated parts were carefully stacked atop each other, as if to let gravity pull them back together eventually, to protect the insides from collecting dust while we searched for new refurbished parts on our phone. Screws were stored in an otherwise disused pill organizer to the left of it. To the right were arranged a scalpel, a forceps, a jeweler’s screwdriver set, and a dime.
Uncharacteristically, the desk had nothing else on it.
With Peter’s arrival, my thoughts had turned to the laptop, and I found I could visualize my memories of its contents and state of being perfectly.
“Hey, kids,” Peter declared, “I am haveth returned!”
I could also perceive what I thought was the accurate amount of energy needed to bring each failing part of the laptop back into stable working order.
“That is not grammar,” Abigail stated around a mouthful of green beans.
“Oh, but that smells good,” Peter said.
“They are green beans that we purchased,” Ashwin informed him from where we were in the kitchen. “These are the last of them.”
“Do not offer me any, then,” Peter called out back to us. “I’ve got my own food. Just, thanks for the smells!”
I could feel a little irritation from Sarah that Peter felt like he had to instruct us about how to manage our food, but Ashwin was fairly likely to actually give him our beans and make something else for ourselves. Which would have been OK, really, but against the rules, and against our pangs of hunger.
Ashwin could gracefully say ‘no’ to anything. They knew how. But nem also really enjoyed sharing anything they made. And nem was flexible about their options when it came to planning out the future, near or far. It’s part of what had led them to be here with us.
That thought pushed my attention back to the laptop, which my mind already seemed to want to focus on.
I was now not just hyperaware of its physical relationships to everything around it, mass and energy, but also the more complex plays of potential energy involved in its state.
It wasn’t like looking at a hologram, or someone’s aura, or seeing the pathways a person might take before they actually move through the room as weird, wobbly worms of cosmic strings. Though, after Niʔa had described their experiences, and from knowing people like Erik, I was sure someone’s mind or brain out there would interpret things in that way and create those visualizations and sensations if they had our new senses.
What I could perceive was raw comprehension.
It was especially vivid and bleedingly obvious, and this was the critical component to my next realization, when it came to the understanding of my own body and what it was likely to go through, or the stresses it was currently capable of handling, or any of that.
And I think part of that is just being so familiar with it. Having, as a disabled person, pushed it beyond its limits far too many times, I already had an intuitive sense of it, even after a year of Niʔa assisted healing.
And what I saw, when I contemplated the laptop, myself, my system, our projects, and all of our budgets, was that our best course of action was not to fix the laptop, like Phage was set on doing.
I saw, with calm conviction, that we should just remove the harddrive, to save the data on it, scrap the rest of the laptop, and save up the money to get a new one. Perhaps run a crowdfunding campaign for it. There was a lot of potential energy in that move that I was sure could be leveraged.
But we could type on our phone, if we couldn’t borrow someone else’s computer. And if we weren’t stressed about the laptop, if we gave up on it, we’d have more emotional energy to deal with it.
I’m pretty sure that any number of our readers, even yourself, could have figured all that out just by reasoning it. Even I had had the experience necessary to eventually come to that conclusion myself, despite all of the stress I’d been under messing with my faculties. But there’s a difference between calmly, as a third party, looking at a situation and seeing the obvious solution, and being in the middle of the situation and looking around at everything to see the solution spelled out in raw physics.
And Phage had, for all its unfathomable experience and cosmological perspective, been so focused on the practical physics of it, its domain, that it had staunchly offered its particular solution to the problem.
Or, had it?
I turned my focus inward to where it lay in our collective being. And, in so doing, I was also able to pick out every other one of my fellow system members, Sarah, Ashwin, the Collective, and all three of Niʔa, purple, green, and pink. All orbiting the bottomless singularity that was Phage.
Were you manipulating us? I asked.
It radiated amusement, and thought back, Does a black hole manipulate the star that it is consuming?
That pulled me up very short.
Had it just confessed to being death itself, or some agent of it? Sarah and I had just spent the last year learning the extent to which its stories about itself had all been true. And we had, in a moment of fear and worry, drawn up a contract with it last year.
And then, earlier that day, we had, in a moment of desperation and panic, agreed to accept its gifts.
Like a demon from the Bible, a book and religion we’d rejected back when we were twelve. 
Well, I had never really accepted anything from the Sunday school our mom had forced us to go to. It had honestly felt to me like God Himself was just as bad as the demons mentioned in a couple of passages. Possibly worse. I couldn’t reconcile my experiences with the world with anything the teachers and ministers tried to reason from scripture.
Though, of course, Phage had already been part of our system for a few years before Sarah and I had put our foot down and said “no” about Sunday mornings.
Had we just sold our souls to something profound and deadly?
It had been an old friend for so long, a dark and exciting one, reliable, helpful, scary to others but not to us anymore. We’d put a great deal of our personal identities into our relationship with it, and the fact that it was part of our system, one of us.
But in suddenly feeling more real and alive and present than I ever had before because something had been unlocked in me by this self proclaimed sentient cosmic force, with the caveat that I would, in some ways, be more at the mercy of the wills of others, really seriously had the effect of causing me to look at things from a new perspective.
And it momentarily robbed me of the ability to appreciate Phage-humor.
You are still a person, Goreth. You are still you. Like me, you will make mistakes, it thought at me, as if reading my doubts. But unlike me, you will retain something of yourself if you stray beyond the bounds of a system such as your vessel or the Sunspot. I will simply rejoin my greater self, and return to the thoughtless processing of the equation of the universe. It was you that gave me life here, and this is my gesture of thanks. How we got here is how we got here. It is simply what happened, and if you look at it, you now have the tool to see that what I say is true.
What are you? I asked it.
I don’t know, it replied.
And even though it had said other things at other times, all of those things had been true. Just like they were for me.
Unlocking my awareness and breaking me free of the confines of a mortal perspective and action didn’t change what I was. I was a dragon. I was the sibling of Sarah. I was the child of a couple of Earth humans. I was the product of both genetic and memetic evolution. I was the agent of it. I was enthalpy and entropy dancing in the heat of the sun. I was a pattern of information casting interference waves across the universe. I was Phage, Mau, ʔefegeʔe, whatever you wanted to call me. And I always had been and always will be.
I was. I am. I will be.
Goreth.
“Hm. I guess it doesn’t matter,” I said with our mouth.
“What was that?” Peter asked, stepping into the kitchen.
“Everything,” I said. And I could see that I was right, even if it didn’t make any sense to him in the moment.
But, what I’ve learned since is that even if you’re someone like I am now, you have to keep looking at the truth in order to keep it in mind.
It’s when you don’t look at it that you’re being yourself, after all.






  
  Chapter 12: Games and Sentences


When we next recombined on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, we unlocked the gifts of Phage in our selves that were there, too. 
I was able to see the process of traveling the Tunnel more clearly, and it didn’t bother me.
I suspected I could see a way to actually move from one side to the other without making a copy, but I also saw that that was just a matter of semantics. The same kind of thing happened from moment to moment, just by the process of thinking.
I could see that I was truly me, truly present in both places simultaneously, the same person on either side of the Tunnel, and would continue to be until I was ready to be more.
And when I talked to Sarah, she said she saw and understood the same thing.
It was also easier to visualize, comprehend, and remember certain details, such as the difference in time between our two homes.
The Tunnel was basically a wormhole. Each end of it experienced the warping of space/time appropriate for its velocity. But it was also a whole, and kept in sync with itself. Which meant that, so long as you were traveling back and forth via the Tunnel, a second spent on one side was also a second spent on the other. But not so for someone trying to travel the long way.
It was a literal time machine. Protected from paradox by the fact that its two ends were traveling at relativistic speeds away from each other.
So, I could say, for all practical purposes, ‘etekeyerrinwuf days are divided up into sixteen units that we could call Sunspot hours, though their word for it translates into ‘digit’, like a finger or toe. And that those Sunspot hours were 7,002 Earth seconds long, or 116.7 Earth minutes.
I could point out that their years were longer, too. Both by number of days and by number of seconds. I don’t want to put a full translation of calendars here, though.
The important detail was that we started keeping track of that difference without assistance fairly quickly. Without really thinking about it.
Phage’s gifts did help significantly.
We could more easily manage our own processing of any given energy, including sensory and emotional impacts. Though, going beyond a certain amount of pushing that threatened to fundamentally change who and what we were. But, it also meant that managing and completing our projects was easier. And that Sarah and I were less in the way of Ashwin doing the same.
Ashwin finished the first round of editing nems book only a few days after we’d accepted Phage’s gift.
Karen was ecstatic.
We reminded her that we wanted to keep to the mid-line schedule for all future projects, and stages of this one, to give ourselves the room to flounder and for life to interrupt us, if we ever needed it. If we happened to get it done faster, so much the better.
She happily accepted that and went right back to work.
Us being so surprisingly easy to work with may have made her more receptive to some of Ashwin’s objections to her red edits.
She asked if she could meet any of the characters from the book, not understanding that Phage was the only one that had been named that was actually part of our Earthly system. She specifically wanted to talk to Metabang, or Mutabenga.
She must have got it into her mind that the Sunspot was part of our inworld, despite how we’d told her otherwise. Or, if she accepted that it was an actual, real physical place, that we hadn’t clearly expressed to her the cost of traveling through the Tunnel.
And we didn’t feel comfortable lying, and saying that they were purely fictional, when clearly Phage was not.
So we asked Mutabenga if it wanted to join us. And then, to be fair to the other authors of the Sunspot Chronicles, we extended our invitation to them as well. And our system grew.
Aunti Zero’s pulled through in less than a week, and was open again in time for our next meeting with the Collective of Pluralities, or the Terran Collective. Still, it had been a real scare, and the lost days of business impacted both the owners and the employees.
They’d lost two of their baristas to the shuffle, and had to hire replacements, and we argued about whether or not we were physically and emotionally up for trying to take one of the slots.
Peter was adamant that we should not, and with a glance at the potentials we could all see he was right. Though Abacus, author of the second book of the Chronicles, quipped that Peter couldn’t see that he was right, he was just creating his own principle to stick to based on ideals and his pride in supporting our writing and artwork.
Which was OK.
And Erik and Beau started making plans with Rräoha to take the Murmuration on a sailing trip around the Earth over the next year. And we had to come to terms with that.
If we went with them, which I know I wanted to do, we would be failing our own projects in a worse way than if we took the barista job.
But then, if we didn’t, the Collective would be stretched across the planet by however much further they’d sailed each day, and we didn’t have the Sunspot’s Network to meet over, or the Tunnel to travel between systems.
Erik did claim to have a gateway in his system, as he’d called our Tunnel. It’s not a completely unusual thing for someone to perceive within themselves, plural or not. The Troops for Trudy Chase had written about theirs in When Rabbit Howls, and you can read that. There are Internet groups consisting of gateway systems sharing their experiences. 
But, none of us, not even Phage, could perceive his gateway or discern how it might work.
If it was there, it was incompatible with us.
We decided to assume it was there. Let the Eriks and their Collective of the cuttlecrabs be the scientists of their own system. If he or they figured anything out about it, we’d learn of it. But it wouldn’t be a way of communicating any better than an internet connection or a cellphone, once they were all underway.
Sarah asked Phage if it could somehow split or copy our end of the Tunnel, and place Tunnels in the psyches of Erik and the Murmuration.
The answer, for one reason or another, was no. Like as happened with Phage on occasion, there was no explanation.
And, consigning ourselves to losing regular contact with our closest friends starting sometime in the Spring, we started getting used to spending more time with Peter and Abigail as a household.
We started going out to dinner every time Peter got a paycheck. He’d save money for it over the course of the two weeks, and celebrate being able to do so by taking us out. We paid for our share whenever we could, when we did something that brought in a boost of money from our Patreon.
We let the dead laptop rot, and started using the computers at the library for our word processing, when we didn’t want to rely on the chintzy phone we had. And that worked well enough.
If we ever got a large enough check from our publisher, then we’d buy a new computer.
That was the plan.
Abigail started to want to cuddle when we were watching cartoons, and Sarah was amenable to that for simply having more physical human contact. But we didn’t know what to do about the offensiveness of her hair gel.
Finally, Niʔa mentioned it, saying, “Our body is not compatible with your hair, Abigail. We are having a reaction to the fragrance that we cannot quell. Can we find you an alternative treatment for it?”
Abigail looked flummoxed, but then started looking for something else she liked just as much that maybe wouldn’t bother us. And that was informative to both me and Sarah.
Meanwhile, on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, we started making more friends.
We had energy there, and no bodily pain what-so-ever, and time, and no obligations.
It was bewildering, shocking after every re-merging, and exhilarating.
We decided to explore as much as the ship as we possibly could.
Some days, we went everywhere together. And some, we went as far apart as we could and maintained our mental link, just as if we were in our system together back home, reporting back to each other on what we saw.
And that was just the physical parts of the ship. We’d decided not to explore the more diverse corners of the Network until we’d become familiar with the corporeal halls, trees, rocks, and waters of ʔetekeyerrinwuf.
And we wanted to meet people who were at least somewhat closer to our age, and we figured we could only find them in the cities of the Garden.
Sarah did end up accelerating her growth there, but not by taking any memories “artificially” as she put it. 
Without using any Network tricks, she used her gift from Phage to push her neural processing to be more amenable to learning languages, to make it easier for her to choose for it to be her new special interest. And then she had Mutabenga coach and lead her in learning Inmararräo as she boldly tried to engage with any stranger she encountered who wanted to talk to her.
She learned the language so fast, she did end up triggering migraines back on Earth in the process, but they were minor and more easily treatable now that our whole system was gifted.
Interestingly, on ʔetekeyerrinwuf there was less call to use Phage’s gifts than on Earth, even though we had more freedom to use them.
Aside from the language gap, and just playing around to see what we could do, there just weren’t the same degree of stressors and frustrations that usually prompted us to daydream about having magical powers of destruction and mayhem, or the ability to fly away from all our troubles.
And almost everyone else there was simply using their gifts to prolong their lives and shape their bodies to be closer to what they wanted them to be. Or to assist them to make things, craft things, examine things, and explore the world.
Really, after a short while, we realized it was just the same as using our eyes, ears, nose, and other senses. And sometimes, occasionally, like using our muscles.
But no. We were not gods amongst gods. We were surrounded by people.
I make this seem idyllic.
And for us it was.
But we were children to them, and kept that way until we declared we were ready for more. We had full rights as citizens of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, but we were living in the peaceful part of the world, and we were not engaging with the greater politics of the place. And we didn’t have to.
Like on Earth, we had the habit of keeping our heads down and just living our lives. And like many people in many countries on Earth, we never really saw the worst of any of the strife there. Relatively speaking.
Not during that time, at least.
Overall, they were experiencing a time of peace, though. We were told that much by anybody. It had not always been like this.
There’d be time for a deeper participation later. Maybe centuries later.
So, we explored.
And we met people.
And we started to get used to the culture.
And there was a particular person I met.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Goresh! Come! If you will, I have something to show you!” gems voice rang out from across Fra’s central Septagon of Food. I will let gem call me ‘Goresh’ in my book.
The place was a regular septagon, with equal sides, an open floor at the intersection of several walkways, where booths, benches, and tables were arrayed and where artisans and amateurs and anyone else could gather and partake in food however they wanted to.
It was a gigantic kitchen. An eatery. A convention. A park. And it was big enough to be dotted with smaller trees. And the roofing that sheltered parts of it were also planters, covered in things I could only call mosses and ferns and bushes, some of them flowering.
I could give you exact measurements and numbers of people, easily, but that’s not the way we do things here. And I don’t want to anymore.
Nifirri was not so far across the Septagon that we couldn’t see each other. It was the sight of me emerging from the crowd as Sarah and I stepped into the place that had prompted the call. And there was, for the moment, a clear line of sight between the two of us.
“Go,” Sarah said. “I want to go that way.” She pointed Spinward, to one of the nearer sides of the Septagon, where somebody was making a spectacle of frying things in a gigantic pan.
The Septagon was a real challenge for both of us, for engagement, because neither of us had yet gotten over our autistic fears of food. But, really, we were only challenging ourselves. Nobody would push anything on us, and we’d never really had any trouble with the smells.
The agony was in trying to decide to risk putting something in our mouths, on our own. Even with our nanite exobodies being impervious to poison and able to cease sensation on a command, the memory of an overwhelming food, along with a lifetime of being traumatized by food on Earth, made it hard.
But we were there to push ourselves on purpose. Because it was safe.
And that celebration of frying things over there certainly looked fun.
I nodded, and we parted ways. We could always feed each other memories, emotions, or sensory experiences as we went, no matter how far apart we were.
And I started walking across the Septagon, toward my new friend, Nifirri.
Nifirri beamed at my approach, hefting a paper bowl.
Nifirri was twenty-six Earth years old, and, like the Pembers were, covered in something we might as well call feathers.
Unlike the authors of the Sunspot Chronicles, I get to describe people in terms of the Earth animals they resembled. Though there often weren’t many parallels.
Nifirri had six limbs, like an insect, but not. Like me, with my legs and wings, but not. And gem had a tail. And the lower half of them had a stature similar to that of a giant ground sloth. Gem walked around on two legs, using their tail as the final support of a tripod. And gem was generally slow about it, but not too slow.
Gems larger arms were the next set of limbs up, and they were long enough to reach gems mouth. Gem didn’t have to bend over to pick anything up, and it was with gems left such hand that gem held the bowl of food.
Gems smaller arms were folded across gems chest, just below gems equivalent to a collar bone. If gem were a fauna, we’d probably call them feeding arms, but that’s kind of rude to do for a person. Gem used them for all sorts of fiddly work, and gems eyes and mouth were both situated on gems head to easily access anything gem was doing with those arms. Which currently was nothing more than hold gems poncho-like garment close to gems body.
Gems larger hands had three digits each, with hefty claws. And gems smaller ones had four fine, highly articulate digits that gem usually kept curled up and tucked away.
And then there was gems bizarre, beautiful face! Mouth slightly open, tongue visible behind mostly flat teeth, or what might as well have been teeth, literally stretching nearly from ear to ear like a grin at all times. Though gems ears were hidden entirely by gems plumage, and I had yet to learn what they might look like. Short, fine hair-like feathers flowed away from gems mouth and covered gems whole head and the rest of gems body seamlessly, a dark, silvery gray, but punctuated around gems scalp and back of neck by longer, thicker black feathers with bulbous ends, almost like tiny peacock feathers, or the brilliant vermillion plumage of the Pembers. 
Nostrils, like ears, were hidden. There may have been four or more of them, for all I knew. But I had a sense of where they were as a patch of plumage on the front of gems face billowed as gem breathed.
And Nifirri’s eyes were set wide and large, big black orbs more to the side of their head than the front, with contours of gems skull sloping away from them to give the widest field of vision possible. And, like many Earth creatures, they could blink, but not quite in the way I ever expected. Nifirri blinked from back to front, and it looked adorable.
I’ve spent some time trying to find a Terran animal that has a head closest in shape to Nifirri’s, so you can visualize gem. And, so far, I’m saying that it is the Palmato gecko, but it really isn’t quite right. Nifirri’s head had more room for gems central nervous system than that, for one. And the feathers are another difference, of course.
And as I made my way to my friend, I passed by people I could badly describe as a polar bear crossed with a crocodile, an emu with monkey arms, a hippopillar, a velociraptor-maybe-not, a skinkweasel, and about six leafy-sea-dragon-axolotls with antlers of various neon colors who were obviously Crew or Tutors in their favorite nanite exobodies. Only they really weren’t like axolotls or leafy sea dragons at all, just like someone’s cute, cartoony, totally inaccurate dragon inspired by some of their traits. Like Eh.
And none of this phased me anymore. These were my people, now, but not my person.
The wilder fashions of the Crew, who were technically no longer called Crew or recognized as having any more rights than others, had inspired me to take liberties with my own exobody. I only call them Crew here because we do so for so many of the books of the Sunspot Chronicles. They’re really now only referred to as Elders or Ancestors, and even their age is not all that exceptional as there are more of them than any of the rest of us. But that age brings about boredom, which brings about wilder and wilder and more elaborate experimentation. They’d found ways to coax the nanites of their exobodies to do so many different things.
I’d always kind of wanted tattoos, and now I could have tattoos that glowed. Or, markings, really. Big, curving and zagging stripes that I could turn up in brilliance to match a desk lamp in power if I wanted to. Against my greens and coppers, I had these glowing scales set to pulse with golden to violet gradients of light.
This was an elementary modification, really, but I liked it a lot.
My wings were dark, because I hadn’t yet figured out how I wanted to decorate them.
Nifirri hadn’t yet seen my latest alterations, and as I got close enough, gem craned gems lengthy neck back and forth to get a look with each eye.
“Hailing Scales, Goresh,” gem said in conversational tones as I stepped up to gem, smelling the spicy nuttiness of gems dish of food. “You are really figuring those stripes out!” Then, as my nose neared gems bowl, gem pulled it gently away, and said, “No, this is not what I was talking about.”
“I know that dish anyway,” I said.
“I know.”
“And thanks for the compliment.”
“Ah, do not thank me for something I have foisted on you!”
“Sorry, it’s what I do.”
“Yes it is. Come!”
I tried to think of what gem could have for me this time. Maybe a new game to play. Or yet another book. Gem knew I liked games and books, and that Sarah and I hoarded Fluffy Fauna. So those were usually the things gem had found to show to me, in case I wanted to live with them for a while. But also, just simply so I could appreciate someone else’s elaborate Art with gem.
We walked around a couple of tables full of people and a cooking booth full of steam, and came to a circle of people watching an Elder and a Child playing a game of Sentences. Which I’d seen before.
Sentences is a tile game, a little like Scrabble, but worse. Each tile had a Fenekere character on it. And no two tiles had the same character. And you had to keep a hand of five tiles, and alternate with the other player according to a sparse set of rules, to use your tiles to create four character Fenekere words. And then, with those words, create a poem in a single block.
Which meant, thanks to the way Fenekere worked, you could read four completely different sentences from that one block of words.
And then you would keep making these blocks of four sentences each until you ran out of interest in the game or ran out of sufficient tiles.
And you’d talk with everyone around you about what the sentences meant and how to interpret them.
There were 155 tiles, one for each character.
And, with them, you could spell most derivatives of the 923,521 Fenekere root words.
And that’s the part I’m referring to when I say “worse”. 
There’s no misspelled word. There’s no nonsense word. Only really obscure words you’ve never seen before, no matter how old you are. And all sentences can make sense, they just might not fit a given context or whatever it is you’re trying to say.
It’s not really a competitive game. It’s more of a cooperative exploration of this ridiculous language that’s used to command ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s Network and systems, and in which the oldest surviving myths are written. Through a certain amount of chance.
I’m not going to get any further into Fenekere here. We’re doing that on our website, and hopefully in the back of our published books. Sparingly.
But I was now vaguely confused and worried that Nifirri had forgotten I’d attempted to play this impossible game once.
No, it wasn’t that.
“I thought you were going to bring me food,” someone in the crowd said to Nifirri, when they saw gem eating from the bowl.
“I did bring you food,” Nifirri told them. “I brought enough for both of us. But I brought you something else.”
Uh, oh.
If I hadn’t made it clear, I had sort of a crush growing on Nifirri. And I didn’t know what to do about it. It seemed like Nifirri was excited about knowing me, too. And here we were adding someone else in the mix, and I couldn’t tell what the implications were.
Was I just about to meet a new friend, and life would be better, with no extra complications?
Or, what was Nifirri telling this person about me? What was gem going to say just now?
Was gem going to confirm or dash my hopes?
Just as I was thinking about that, I got a flash of vision from Sarah, from across the Septagon, of me standing amongst the Ktletaccete with Nifirri talking to gems friend. Everyone around me was wearing at least something. Usually just a head dress, a sash, a poncho, maybe sandals, straps, a harness for carrying their favorite things or artwork they’d created. Something.
You’re naked, the thought accompanied the image.
I also got a good whiff and taste of what she was eating, and my simulated stomach decided to growl in response to it.
I have my glowy tattoos, I responded. Besides, I’m a dragon. I’ve been naked in our head since we were born.
It’s still funny.
The new person, who looked a lot like a fox crossed with a monkey covered in orange scales, and who came up to my elbows, looked up at me and perked up their ears, pupils dilating, and opened their mouth in a panting grin, “Hello! My name is Geri. My pronoun is rrem.” And then rrem waited for my greeting.
Ktletaccete do not introduce each other. That’s considered rude. You introduce yourself.
Geri is pronounced very much like Gary, but with the second syllable stressed. Sort of the stereotype of a French accent. Geh-RI. My borrowed knowledge of the language also told me immediately that Geri means ‘light of the people with naked tails’ in ancient Inmararräo.
Now, I had a choice. I could introduce myself by pronouncing my name and pronouns perfectly, as I do in English, because I can. Or I could dictate how this new person should mispronounce them in Inmararräo. I couldn’t bring myself to lie.
“Hello. My name is Goreth, and my pronoun is they,” I said, matching their smile. Smiling on command, or without something to make me naturally delighted, is still hard for me. But I was beginning to find delight in meeting people, so I managed it.
“Goresh?”
I looked at Nifirri, who had not stopped beaming, and said, “Sure.”
Nifirri turned to me and asked, “May I tell Geri all about you? Because I have been wanting to for some time now.”
Oh, OK, I thought. “What are you going to say?” I asked aloud, not via any private channels, by way of also indicating that I wasn’t too concerned about what Geri might hear.
I glanced at Geri again. Rrem was the one wearing a knick-knack harness. And rrem also had a set of four nubbins of horns on rrems head, between rrems very expressive big ears. The front pair were twice as long as the back pair. 
Also, rrems ears were interesting. They were set maybe a bit further back on rrems head than you might expect for any Terran animal. And while they were parabolic, making them look, as a basis, very similar to fox ears, they had sort of an elongated S-curve to the lower edge of them that gave them flared tips. The outside, or back, of rrems ears were covered in tiny scales, but the skin on the inside was bare and a velvety violet color, similar to the inside of rrems mouth and nostrils.
Normally, orange and violet would be a jarring color combination, but these hues were not clashing. A dusty orange and a deep violet with subtones of indigo.
I realized I was paying so much attention to Geri’s ears that I missed most of what Nifirri was saying, and caught, “… and I thought that you two might have a lot in common.”
There’s a trick where you can ask your nanite neural terminal, or your equivalent Network management protocols, to replay words that you missed for you. It’s really handy when you have auditory processing impairments. As someone who’d already been overwhelmed by the sheer volume of accommodations open to me, I completely forgot to use it.
I did remember to tilt my head up instead of just nod. A definitive ‘yes’. I’d been living on ʔetekeyerrinwuf long enough that at least that was second nature. I’d never intended to say ‘no’.
But now I definitely had the impression that Nifirri was playing matchmaker between me and Geri.
Nifirri gleefully turned to Geri and started babbling about how we met and what we liked doing together, which was mostly talk. We could talk for days and days.
Was Geri even my type? 
If rrem liked to talk like Nifirri, rrem probably was, actually.
But, if Nifirri was actually trying to match me with Geri, why? Just because gem thought we were compatible? Or had gem picked up on my interest in gem and was trying to give me what gem thought was a viable alternative.
And if the two of us were being matched, was I actually ready to have another person in my life? 
Despite how cuddly Abigail had become, I could certainly use more physical contact and affection. Especially now that I was living two lifetimes at the same time. Double the bodies and consciousnesses and you do actually double the touch starvation.
But I also felt socially and emotionally full.
Sarah and I had more than tripled the size of our tiny system in just one year, and now we also had two cities to navigate, and a whole culture to integrate into. And we were still working on artwork and writing and getting some books published.
I had a long, long way to go to match the number of people I knew on the Sunspot with the number of people I knew on Earth, and I was eager to do so. But, something in my being was telling me to slow down, too.
How did dating and courting work on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, anyway? Since I didn’t know, I thought I probably shouldn’t participate. At least not until I grilled Mutabenga about it.
“May I ask you a question, Goresh?” Geri asked.
“Please do,” I said, again having missed a chunk of discussion.
“What are your favorite Earth games and what are they like?” rrem asked.
Well.
I felt myself become more present as a subject I was very familiar with was presented to my mind.
“Well,” I said. “I’m going to sit down for this, because it could be a long one.” And then I just plopped my butt on the ground, hardly changing my posture otherwise, and sent Sarah an update on what I was doing, asking if she wanted to join us. “Most popular Earth games, where I come from, are built around competition, which I do enjoy. But, in my lifetime, in my culture there, there has been a big increase in solitaire and cooperative games, where you play against the algorithm of the game itself. But, conceptually, those still involve a kind of competition. And there’s this one game that doesn’t do even that…”
Don’t tell them about that, Sarah thought at me. Most of their games are like that one.
Right at the same time, Geri said, “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’ll prompt you back on topic. But, is that your favorite game, the one you like to play the most?”
I tilted my head, “Not truly? It is the one I’m currently most enamored with as a concept because there aren’t many games like it where I come from. And I have a lot of fun playing it. But it’s not an old favorite. Not the one that gives me the most sense of satisfaction and enjoyment. But I’m a, uh, fibrillator and it takes a while for new things to really grow on me and I like my familiar things.”
Geri tilted rrems head back, which wasn’t as much of a feat as one might expect because rrem hadn’t really been looking up at my face while we spoke, “I know that feeling. Go on, if you like. You were saying ‘And there’s this one game that doesn’t do even that…’”
“It’s a game called Wanderhome, by Possum Creek Games” I said. “It’s what we call a table top role playing game. A game of make-believe.” I used words that didn’t translate specifically to ‘table top role playing game’ or ‘make-believe’ but that were their cultural equivalents. I pronounced the game company’s name as if in English. “Really, the quickest way to describe it is that it is like one of your games. It’s like this game here,” I gestured at the game of Sentences going on in front of us. “In which the simplest set of rules possible are provided, with prompts and language to work with, but instead of tiles you use each other’s imaginations as playing pieces. If that makes sense. It is basically cooperative storytelling. And we have a lot of games like that, but in this one, the rules explicitly state that the game isn’t about conflict, it’s about discovery, and very little is given to the players with which to construct conflict. And that is the unusual part that reminds me so much of this place. Which intrigues me, because it wasn’t made by any of us, anyone in my system. There are groups of groups of people’s work that went into it, too.”
“Interesting!”
“But, admittedly, my truly favorite game is a board game called, simply, Go,” I said. “It is nothing but conflict, distilled down to its most abstract form. But the reason I like it is because it’s so mathematically complex that degrees of mastery are extremely diverse, and often one player will be so good at it that their opponent will have no chance of beating them. And then it becomes an exercise in learning, the master teaching the student, and the both of them exploring the patterns of the game together. At least if the better player is at all graceful about it.” I tilted my head the other way as I watched Geri to see if rrem understood what I was saying. 
Not that rrem wasn’t smart enough, but that I didn’t really trust my command of the language to get it across well. 
When rrem jerked rrem’s chin up, I added, “It is important to note this game isn’t from my culture, either. It’s ancient, by Earth standards, and comes from a completely different group of people than from whom I’m descended. So, this is my interpretation and impression of the game, not theirs. But also, I do really like it because it involves bags or pots full of little stones, and it’s basically an instant hoard if you get a set.”
“What do you mean?”
Ooh. How to explain dragons to the Ktletaccete. I’d had some practice in the past few days, meeting new people like this. But I liked to revise my explanation each time.
I settled my front end down on top of my foreclaws, like a cat loafing, and wrapped my tail around myself, and lowered my head in thought. I’m not sure how this body language read to everyone around me, but it was comforting to me. Then I looked up again to talk.
“I’m a dragon,” I said, using their word ‘gerbesh’ for it, which basically just describes a creature, a fauna, not a person, that is very generally shaped like me. It’s really used to describe story monsters that are each very unique and tailored for their settings. 
But look at me. 
I’m saying that this is one of those really spooky coincidences that Ashwin had talked about. 
Ktletaccete basically have dragons, just like we do. Why and how, I don’t know. But there are some key differences, because Ktletaccete also seem to be dragons from my perspective. 
“I am an Earth dragon, specifically,” I said. “Except for a few very simple fauna and flora, and people like myself, Earth dragons really only exist in story books, and the Internet now. Dragons that look like I do now. On Earth, I looked like almost any other human.”
I now had a growing audience of more than just Nifirri and Geri. The two players had even stopped their game to listen in. This was unusual for Ktletaccete culture, as people usually asked before they joined in on listening to what people were saying publicly. What they were doing was bordering on rude. But, I was speaking out loud, too, and not using private Network channels. And that was also bordering on rude as well, forcing everyone to hear my story.
I was realizing, as I spoke, that Nifirri and Geri had started this by speaking out loud first.
I was realizing that everyone tended to do that around me.
I have been given some more observations about these nuances of culture, and what Nifirri and Geri had done, but first, more about Earth dragons.
I continued, “Earth dragons are a lot like your dragons in many ways. The story book versions, I mean. But, one of the things that Earth dragons do that your dragons do not, commonly, is hoard things. A dragon’s hoard is featured in many stories as a kind of treasure that the hero sets out to seek, or gains as a reward for killing the dragon. And I feel better if I have a manageable hoard. A hoard of anything. Currently I have a hoard of Fluffy Fauna, but I found that when I got my first Go set, I wanted to hug it.” I let that feeling of remembering that day inform my smile.
People around me smiled, all like the Ktletaccete they were.
“More recently, or maybe always, the dragon’s hoard has been used as a metaphor to represent the wealth of tyrants and billionaires,” I explained. “On Earth, there are a handful of people who exploit everyone else and collect something called money that represents power gained from their labor. And these people are called billionaires because they have billions of units of this money, while people like me have it in the tens or hundreds digits at most, at any given time.” Some of my listeners comprehended that, and I saw horrified looks on their faces. Or what I assumed were such. “As a dragon I do not aspire to be a billionaire. I find that offensive.”
More nods and smiles.
“But, I seem, for some reason, to have an instinct,” I said. “Maybe it’s a human instinct. Maybe it’s a trauma response, a habit for comfort that I formed from experiencing many traumatic things in my childhood. But I feel the need to have a hoard. And preferably an interesting but worthless hoard. One that I can share with my friends and talk about, but that I can’t sell for anything. Um, ‘to sell’ means to trade something for that money I was telling you about. And that’s ‘sell’, not ‘shell’, which is a very different thing and kind of beautiful.”
Someone in the back, on the far side of the game players, tilted their head to the right and upward, and speared me with their eyes.
I guessed that this meant they were asking me if they could talk to me, so I tilted my chin up while looking at them.
They were one of the Elders with the popular draconic bodies.
“Some of us remember what your money is,” they said, without introducing themself. “And since Eh has written their book,” ‘their’ was pronounced ‘shey’, unconjugated, an English import as Eh used, as I used, “many others have learned about it, too. It has been so long, though, thankfully, everyone finds it confusing. We call it ‘kyä’. It is such an old and previously forgotten word that it has not changed in pronunciation or meaning in over a hundred millennia.” The way that the Elder spoke ‘kyä’, it had sounded like a vicious curse word.
“I like that,” I said. “I wish that kyä did not ever exist.”
There were thoughtful Ktletaccete nods all around.
“My name is Goreth, and my pronoun is they,” I told the crowd. And then in the custom of being most grateful, “Your Art of listening teaches me.”
Pronouns in Inmararräo are not conjugated, so it’s best to pick your favorite form of your pronoun and just give people that. And an interesting thing about choosing to use ‘they’ instead of ‘them’ as the primary form of my pronoun is that in Inmararräo, ‘they’ sounds plural and ‘them’ sounds singular.
Anyway, that started a round of introductions, starting with the Elder that had spoken to me.
“I am Ngemereme, and my pronoun is ke,” ke said.
Ke is an exception. Ke is not plural. It is a Fenekere pronoun imported as is from that language. And, originally, the only people who had it for the longest time were Founding Crew members. But, I didn’t need that pronoun to indicate to me that this person was Founding Crew, because kes name did that work.
I took a moment to search my memory to see if I could spark a recollection of that artificial knowledge of what that name meant. And when it came to me, I suddenly felt as if I was in the presence of a deity observing kes mortal followers. My installed memories told me that kes name was like a title.
The Artist of Making Games.
When facing an ancient head of state who was instrumental in creating the world that I was now living in, I found that the name ‘the Artist of Making Games’ took on a very sinister cast to it.
The chances of just running into a Founding Crew member is very, very low. Considering the entire population of the Network, it’s maybe fifty-seven thousand to one at best, depending on what you consider to be the population of the Network. But, thanks to the efforts of Yarrayoaʔuf, a number of Elders who had been Founding Crew were spending more and more time amongst the Children and Monsters, the population that inhabited the Garden in organic bodies. They’re still seriously outnumbered there, but eventually you will meet one if you wander long enough, I supposed.
I’d met Eh upon arriving on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, of course. Eh makes it a habit to greet all newcomers, and to visit the most forgotten and marginalized people as well. Possibly an attempt at reconciliation for having been Senior Captain of their technocratic regime for so long.
Because of that, and because of what Eh had casually told me about their own past, I always had to reconcile in my mind these conflicting visions of the Founding Crew: mythical iconic revolutionary visionaries who had escaped fascism to try to create something better; retired defacto technocratic dictators; literal gods; and great, great, great, great etc. grandparents.
I tried to tell myself that these people were aliens. Their history was not the same as Earth’s. Their psychology wasn’t the same as humanity’s. Their sociology wasn’t the same. And on this ship, their circumstances really definitely weren’t the same.
According to them, no one on ʔetekeyerrinwuf could die without their express consent and intent, or without the nanites themselves being destroyed, such as in a nuclear blast, and killing everyone. And if that was indeed the case, if you were an iconoclastic cadre of transgender revolutionaries who’d created this new world for generations to come to benefit from your lessons, but then discovered that you’d made mistakes and set yourselves up as technocratic dictators for eternity, would you cling to that power? Would you graciously step aside? And if you stepped aside, would you all commit suicide and otherwise not face the consequences of your crimes? Or attempt to atone and hope to see the benefits of letting your children have their freedom? Would you, as an individual, choose to stick around just to make sure your peers weren’t going back on their commitment to let things be? Or what?
And if you decided to stick around, what would everyone else be able to do about it?
That’s a dilemma that Earth has not seen, and hopefully never will.
There was one concrete parallel I could compare all of this to, though. 
A system. 
There’s a theory that some people accept that system members never really die, and can’t be killed. Not while the body is living. They just go dormant for a long time, maybe the rest of the vessel’s life. But also maybe not. 
And what had happened on ʔetekeyerrinwuf was very, very similar to a lot of stories I’d read from other systems over the internet.
However, this was in the outworld. This was the history of a living people. People made of atoms. Atoms made of gluons, and muons, and quarks, and electrons. Or, at least, some of them were.
And here I was, trying to make the best of having permanently moved to this world. Much like how I’d had to make the best of being born on Earth, which also sucked. A lot.
But, then, like, there was this god talking to me like I was a tourist, and ke was just someone’s wise grandparent.
You’d think that after Ngemereme making kes presence known, all conversation would have stopped and no one would feel able to introduce themselves following ke.
That was not the case.
It was as if ke was just another person, and while I wheeled from the realization of who I had just met, everyone else introduced themselves. Including other people who were walking by and joining in.
It seemed like this group introduction session was drawing in even more of a crowd, becoming a spectacle itself.
I have a record of all the names and pronouns I was given, but it would be prohibitive to list them all here. I would need to get consent from everyone, which I could probably get, but it would also be a very long list.
This new phenomenon almost overshadowed my meeting Geri, in importance to my life. It did utterly distract me from my new friends for a moment, both of whom were thoroughly enjoying themselves, watching this happen.
I was gawking at Ngemereme, who was returning my look, when during a lull in introductions Geri turned to me and said, “You should meet the other Outsiders, if they consent.”






  
  Chapter 13: The Dancer


Overall, the vessel was almond shaped. Such a simple, basic, logical shape for a seed. A tempting shape for a spacecraft, even when a sphere would be the most efficient and easiest to manage. But, so obvious it might be cliché in cultures beyond any on Earth. 
Mind you, ʔetekeyerrinwuf wasn’t a sphere or an almond shape. It had a sphere in its design, in the forward hydrogen tank (which really carried much more than hydrogen). It was kind of anchor shaped from the models I’ve seen. So, obviously, other design considerations came into play for megastructure engineers than simple efficiency.
My hosts all called this almond shaped craft ‘The Dancer’.
It hovered, magnetically locked, in one of the smaller shipyards that line the outer hull of the habitat cylinder.
When I tell you the size of the shipyard, go ahead and go to a map of your home town and compare that to your local neighborhood. And please believe me.
The Dancer, if I had a guess, was about the size of a NASA space shuttle, while the shipyard that it inhabited was six by three by one-half kilometers in dimension. Half a kilometer tall, six long, three wide. And we were viewing the Outsider’s vessel from inside the central control room in the Antispinward wall of the shipyard.
The shipyard walls were colored, orange in the Aft, green to the Fore, and a purple to pink gradient for each of the other sides. 
And it was illuminated by strips of lighting in the corners that couldn’t possibly do the work of a sun. Maybe several stadiums worth of candles, or something like that. The shipyard was dark in the centers of the walls, floor, and ceiling, and the details of the other control rooms, airlocks, and nanite nozzles that speckled the walls were barely even visible from where we were. The difference in scale between architecture used by people and the architecture used by construction equipment and spaceships was that great.
And the Dancer was not quite a speck itself. I could see its shape without altering my eyesight to accommodate. But it was tiny in comparison and it didn’t glint. It was not shiny, like some people might expect almond shaped spacecraft to be.
It was black, and appeared to have hairs all over it.
Mutabenga told everyone in the control room that the dark color had been chosen to help it retain as much energy as possible, to absorb any light that might hit it. It was a deep space probe and designed to function in as close to perpetuity as possible.
Niʔa, who was there in person, in their organic body, not an exobody, nodded.
Niʔa had discovered the Dancer.
For as well as I knew Niʔa at this point, I hadn’t seen their personal vessel yet. Our Terran visitors tended to keep to themselves on ʔetekeyerrinwuf and let me and Sarah make other friends, unless we specifically sought them out. But Niʔa in particular had been keeping their original body in a secretive location, or just at home and we hadn’t properly visited yet.
Seeing them like this for the first time had me more distracted than the Dancer did.
I could see their age. 
In the most recent chapter of yärrayoaʔuf’s book, Niʔa was described as being three ʔetekeyerrinwuf years old, and vaguely described in ways that made them sound like a human child. But here they were clearly not human and they were now close to 450 Earth years old. They were younger than Ashwin by less than a generation.
Even though I can get exact numbers from either the Auditor or Phage’s gift if I concentrate, I’m starting to abhor them like the Elder Ktletaccete do. Maybe it’s from being overwhelmed by it all.
Anyway, Niʔa looked maybe 60, by human standards. Of course, that’s hard to gauge in another species with completely different biology. Especially a child of Phage.
They had a somewhat elongated face, almost a snout, with slits for nostrils that angled up above their mouth. Their jaw was nearly as delicate as a human’s and they almost had a chin, even. Their eyes were large with no visible sclera, with deep purple irises and something reflective behind their pupils. I hesitate to use Terran terms for their anatomy, because I don’t know how close it really matches, despite similarities. Their skin was in the same range of violet with indigo undertones that Geri had beneath rrems scales. And they had hair on the top and back of their head, similar to a human’s, that was a dark, dark navy where it hadn’t turned white, and loosely curly. Their ears were complex and somewhat rounded, but did not have the same pattern of wrinkles and contours of human ears.
They had no tail.
And they dressed in what amounted to a pair of homemade shorts and a T-shirt, with sandals, and they stood upright with their hands in their pockets.
The effect was that I felt like I was looking at a human cosplayer or an actor on a sci-fi set, doing their best with what they had to look alien, except that when I looked closely enough at their features or their complexion there was nothing Terran about them.
I knew from the stories that Phage had taken its most recent favorite form from Niʔa, copying what Niʔa would look like as an adult, but adding a tail to differentiate and to put more of the Ktletaccete at ease.
Niʔa looked as alien to the rest of the Ktletaccete as I felt.
Niʔa was the spitting image of someone who had been born on their predecessor ship, Feruukepikape, which had had a draconian breeding program that would have been the envy of Nazis, as I understand it. But from what I knew of Ni’a, personally, they were about as opposite of a Nazi as you could get without being Jewish.
Niʔa, seeing me looking at them, redirected my attention to the Dancer by explaining, “This is not the original Dancer, of course. It is one of its children. We have been working with the Dancer to continue its mission, which is to contact other civilizations, by creating its children and distributing them across this galaxy as we traverse it.”
Geri grinned. Nifirri nodded. Sarah walked forward to the windows and put her hands against them, and I looked sharply back at the Dancer.
I commanded my exobody to magnify my view of the alien vessel, and it felt like I naturally just focused on it until I could see more detail.
The surface reminded me of the body of a fly. It was dark, but not actually black. It had an iridescence. And that, coupled with the spines or antenna or whatever they were that looked like hairs, gave it that distinctive look. This made it seem even more organic than the almond shape alone did.
It even had something I might have called eyes. Four low domes near the narrow end of it, of a redder iridescent color.
I also saw, with my enhanced vision, a network of nanite webbing that also moored it to the walls of the shipyard. This webbing might be acting as conduits for materials and energy, maybe like a placenta.
“You can talk to it, if you like,” Niʔa said. “We’ve since learned its language. But it won’t speak Inmararräo, Fenekere, or anything spoken with a mouth. You’ll need to use the Network and a translator. It has expressed that it would like to talk to you, if you will accept.”
“Me?” I asked, looking back at Niʔa.
Sarah, in the corner of my eye, turned and gave me an amused scowl.
“Both of you, of course,” Niʔa said.
I ambled to the window to stand beside Sarah and look out at it from a slightly closer angle. Geri and Nifirri joined us shortly afterward.
“You should,” Nifirri said.
Geri agreed.
Part of the problem of making new friends on an alien spacecraft or world, within the first few months of having moved there at least, is that you will frequently become distracted from them and overwhelmed by new utterly Earth shattering experiences.
And may I remind you, I’m autistic.
I don’t like telephones.
I don’t like calling people, and I don’t like answering calls.
I don’t like voice chat.
I don’t like video chat.
I even have a lot of trouble, that I very purposefully mask for, with meeting new people in person.
It’s all supremely stressful.
I do like people watching, a lot. Like a bearded dragon that sits by a desert game trail and waits for the local megafauna to take a dump and attract flies. I love going to crowded places and just being there to see people go about doing their things, and to pick up information, stimula, safely. And if someone just happens to wander over to say ‘hi’, I can usually handle that reasonably well.
But being told, ‘you should reach out and contact this person for the first time’ is pure Hell to me.
Ashwin and Niʔa had done a lot of the legwork of contacting Karen at Listra Luachra Press, for instance. I’d just waited for her to show up at Aunti Zero’s.
Sarah had similar problems, but not quite as bad because I’d done most of the fronting before we’d transitioned. She had a bit less trauma around it all.
I looked back at Niʔa and said, “Um.”
Sarah reached up and put a hand on my shoulder.
“Ah, yes,” Niʔa said. “Shall we converse as a group to make it easier. I will ask it if that’s OK, if you want to.”
I nodded.
A moment later, they said, “Inmararräo?”
I looked at Geri and Nifirri and nodded at them first, then turned to Niʔa and said, “Yes.”
Sarah also said, “Yes.”
Everyone else nodded, or, really, lifted their chins. After a while I started thinking of that as nodding, too.
“Your Arts inform me,” came the most formal greeting for a group, in Inmararräo, with a voice that defied description. 
It wasn’t the voice of the Dancer specifically, but the default voice the Network gave to anyone who could not talk. It had sound, but was of such a mild pitch, resonance, timbre, inflection, and reverberation that I had trouble remembering it as audial. It somehow sounded like my inner voice given just enough physical presence to be recorded by a microphone if you used one.
“Your Art informs us,” Niʔa replied. “You know me. I am Niʔa and my pronoun is now they. I like it. You may remember a different one from my conversation with your parent.”
“Yes,” came the reply. “Regards, Niʔa whose pronoun is they. I am the Dancer’s hundred and seventh child, also called the Dancer. My pronoun is it.” The Inmararräo equivalent, as used by Tutors usually.
Niʔa looked at us.
“My name is Nifirri, and my pronoun is gem,” Nifirri said.
“My name is Geri, and my pronoun is rrem,” Geri followed.
“My name is Ashwin, and my pronoun is nem,” Ashwin said.
“My name is Mutabenga, and my pronoun is it,” Mutabenga said.
Sarah squeezed my shoulder and said, “My name is Sarah, and my pronoun is she.”
And then it was easy, no problem, a script I could follow, “My name is Goreth, and my pronoun is they.”
The Dancer made a point of then repeating each of our names and pronouns in order, as it had done for Niʔa.
“Remember,” Niʔa sent us all over a private group channel, “it is not speaking Inmararräo. It has simply just commanded the Network to perform our greeting ritual for it. ʔetekeyerrinwuf is speaking for it, and for you. And the translation is still not perfect. Keep your sentences simple.”
I had a thought that maybe this wasn’t a spaceship, that it was the alien itself.
I looked out at it.
“Sarah and Goreth. I am told you are also Outsiders. Where do you come from?” the Dancer asked.
Sarah and I looked at each other, and she tilted her head up quickly, indicating that she’d talked.
“We come from a planet we call Earth,” she said, shooting me a Network linked thought, I’ve always wanted to say that unironically.
“Where is that?”
She thought about the answer for a few seconds and said, “I can tell you that it is the third planet from a star we call Sol. And that Sol is in a galaxy we call the Milky Way.” She was inserting English names into Inmararräo, and we had no idea how the Network was translating them for the Dancer. But she concluded, “but we do not know how far away that is from where we are now. And we do not know in which direction. We traveled here through the Tunnel Apparatus.” Then she turned to Niʔa and asked out loud, “Does the Dancer know about the Tunnel Apparatus?”
Niʔa nodded, hands still in pockets.
Sarah explained, maybe unnecessarily, “Our end of the Tunnel was placed on Earth a long time ago by one of ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s ancestor ships. Records have been lost. Calculating trajectories and velocities of the Exodus Ships since then is nearly impossible.” Then she turned to Niʔa and said, “I hope that’s simple enough. I’m not good at this.”
Niʔa shrugged and then nodded at the Dancer.
“I understand,” it said. “Do you have questions?”
Sarah shrugged, and asked, “Where do you come from?”
“I come from this shipyard,” the Dancer replied.
Sarah opened her mouth to protest, then silently chuckled to herself. She grinned back at everyone else, then turned and said, “Where does your parent come from?”
ʔetekeyerrinwuf rattled off a number of coordinates for the Dancer that were meaningless to me, but Niʔa commanded the Network to project a chart for us in the middle of the room.
And looking at it, I realized that it was still mostly meaningless to me. Glowing lines amongst glowing stars showed the past trajectories of ʔetekeyerrinwuf and the Dancer, and the Dancer’s rhythmically squiggly line eventually led back to what I presumed was a planet around a star, but I didn’t know where any of this was.
I didn’t know what galaxy we were in!
What it did tell me was a timeline.
It was ancient as fuck.
It also told me just how fast the Dancer could accelerate, which was nearly unbelievable. I mean, it was unbelievable, but everything else around me was unbelievable too. I was unbelievable now.
Through an application of physics I could force myself to understand and engineer myself, now, but that I absolutely refuse to teach to the human race yet, ʔetekeyerrinwuf had reached 0.99c, just below the speed of light. This would have visual effects on the starscape outside. And it was still constantly accelerating at a rate that would have gotten it there within ten years.
Just under a Sunspot century ago, ʔetekeyerrinwuf had sped right past the Dancer, narrowly missing it by cosmological scales. 
ʔetekeyerrinwuf had been broadcasting the Sunspot Chronicles in its direction, complete with a linguistics guide designed for aliens who might not know language at all, but not soon enough. The Dancer had received those transmissions in a readable wavelength just moments before ʔetekeyerrinwuf was already past it. But the Dancer had already started matching trajectories.
It had seen ʔetekeyerrinwuf from far off, the Cherenkov radiation from its drive a hundred millennia in the past reaching it and signaling what ʔetekeyerrinwuf might be, which had triggered its dancing. Which had in turn alerted the ʔetekeyerrinwuf to what it might be. Niʔa had really been integral to that part.
But once ʔetekeyerrinwuf had passed the Dancer, the Dancer was able to confirm the identity of ʔetekeyerrinwuf through the now detectable transmissions and had decided to engage its main drive. And it had caught up.
My intuition was telling me that the amount of time it took to catch up was irrelevant. But it had been less than ten years.
“How did it do that?” I asked. I turned to the window, “How did you – your parent do that?”
“With acceleration,” came the reply.
I looked askance at Niʔa, who replied, “We don’t know.”
I frowned. I asked, “And you are helping it replicate? You’re reconstructing its entire set of systems with the construction nanites?”
“Yes,” Niʔa said. “We can duplicate a thing without understanding it. We are definitely learning from it. But we have not yet learned that. We probably will, though. Given time and demonstrations.”
I nodded. Then said, “It’s just as well you can’t explain it to us. I don’t want to be interrogated about it back on Earth. If that’s actually a danger.”
Sarah nodded solemnly in the Euro-American Earthling way.
The Dancer heard that, since I’d said it out loud and it was translated for it, and asked, “What do you mean?”
I grimaced at my reflection in the window, then worried that might be read as, well, anything. Then told myself that the Dancer didn’t have a face that I knew of.
Where do I start?
It seemed to know the difference between itself and its parent. And it knew that Sarah and I were individuals with names. So asking it if it understood what people were was maybe not necessary.
But I didn’t want to assume anything.
“Can I explain this to you…” I didn’t know how to word the question. I froze up.
It assumed that was the complete question and said, “Yes.”
I sighed and just took that to mean I should go ahead with the most elementary explanations.
“Sarah and I are individuals from a lineage of lifeforms that are all individuals. We are social. We are cooperative. Our ancestral lifeforms are social and cooperative.” I stopped and then asked, “Is my language making sense? Do you understand that I am talking about people, and what people are?”
“Yes,” came the simple reply. And I felt I had to trust it. Maybe I should have asked it to explain back, but that felt rude.
“Our people are social and cooperative, but also individuals. And we form groups that do not agree with each other about various things,” I said.
“You come from a people who have evolved to support each other to survive but there is conflict,” it stated back.
“Yes!” I said. “OK, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I am sorry if I am assuming too much ignorance.”
“You are not. Every iteration of similar conversations clarifies understanding. Please proceed.”
I smiled back at Niʔa, who nodded.
“Our government, which is a group of groups, is one of many on our world, and there is much conflict between all of the groups, the groups within the government and between the different governments,” I said.
“Competition,” came the simple acknowledgement.
“Yes. Complicated competition,” I said. “A precarious balance of ability to compete. A lot of imbalance. A lot of deaths. I think this is bad.”
“You dislike the deaths caused by the competition.”
“Yes,” I nodded for my own benefit, wondering what it thought of such things. “If my government somehow believes I truly have knowledge of how you can accelerate so quickly, and how it works, I will be in conflict with my government. Oh, that sounds too complicated. Is that too complicated?”
“Maybe,” came the response after a few seconds.
“Your acceleration system is something my people do not know how to replicate,” I stated.
“You cannot do what we can do,” it echoed.
“If I learn how you accelerate and take that information home with me and give it to one of the groups of my people, they will have an advantage.”
There was a worrying pause, and then it said, “If you teach some of your people to do what we can do, you will unbalance the competition.”
“Yes,” I said with a sigh. “And I don’t want to do that.”
“Understood. It is against your personal wishes.”
“I don’t want to know that I am personally responsible for more deaths.”
“You don’t want to hurt your people, regardless of what groups they belong to.”
I admit, I started jumping up and down on my front limbs like an excited corgi. As a happy stim. But I tried to keep it gentle for Sarah’s sake. She did take a step away and smirk at me, though.
Contact and Arrival are two of my favorite movies. Stories like this are really big in the U.S. and across a lot of the world. Though, I stopped jumping when I realized that the greatest producers of them were colonialist cultures, like the U.S. and the U.K.
First contact between humans had been a recurring reality across the globe. And we were, right now, discussing the results of that at the hands of my ancestors.
Shit.
“Do you understand body language?” I suddenly shifted topic, because I wanted to explain what just happened to me.
“Not your body language,” the Dancer said. “I understand the concept. I have been learning about some Ktletaccete body language. I am operating under the assumption that yours may be different.”
“We are also now its parents,” Niʔa explained. “Despite what it just said, it may understand body language better than translated spoken language. It is a very astute child, and we are proud of it.”
I looked back at the Dancer and said, “I jumped up and down just now in response to an emotion. I was happy that we are communicating. It is exciting. A new thing for me.”
“Thank you for explaining,” it replied. “You were happy to talk to me and expressed it.”
“And then, I remembered what we were talking about and it made me less happy, so I stopped jumping,” I said.
“Understood.”
You’re good at this, Sarah thought at me.
I’m really just infodumping, I replied. It’s always been my art. You know that.
That doesn’t change that you are good at talking to this alien.
I’d rather think I’m learning as I go, so I don’t assume.
Yeah.
“May I ask you what your ancestors are like?” I asked.
“Yes.”
There was no further response, and suddenly I felt like I was sharing a joke with another autistic.
“What were your ancestors like?” I asked, smirking as quietly to myself as possible.
“Bacterial,” came the one word response.
Well, it was a Fenekere root word, rendered in Inmararräo, chosen by the Network that translates to essentially ‘bacterial’ in English when we compare all the notes and science at our disposal.
Immediately, I was flabbergasted, imagining that this being might actually be a bacterial colony, or a collection of multiple cooperative species of bacteria, in a 45 meter long shell of technology it had created with biological processes and some sort of hive mind intelligence.
Then I pulled myself up short.
If the Dancer was coincidentally thinking like a human autistic such as myself might think, it might be thinking literally and going back to its oldest ancestors. I hadn’t been using the word ‘ancestors’ prior to that question, just ‘lineage’ and ‘groups’ and ‘my people’.
It might also be joking with me, teasing me, deliberately, for all I knew.
I opened my mouth, paused, and glance at Niʔa.
With hands in their pockets, they smiled and then made an expression I’ve seen on Eric’s face (and the face of so many others) when he wanted to express that I was probably understanding something he was only hinting at. A human smile, with tightened lips and widened eyes and raised brows (or wrinkled forehead), and a slight movement forward, as if to say, “go on.”
I haven’t seen any Ktletaccete do that, so Niʔa had obviously picked it up from us. Knowing Niʔa, and how they had helped develop the translation tools for the Dancer, I am pretty sure they knew what they were doing with that expression.
I looked back out the window.
“Are you a bacterial colony?”
“Yes.”
“The funny thing is,” Niʔa said. “And I think this is true for Earth as well. But all life here on ʔetekeyerrinwuf are essentially bacterial colonies, when you get down to it. The organelles of our individual cells are symbiotic bacteria. And the weight of the free floating bacteria in and around our bodies, and that make up our personal ecosystems, is not insignificant either.”
“Ah, right,” I said. Both Sarah and I had been nerds enough to remember that kind of thing from science articles and excited biology teachers.
“But what it means about that is significantly different than what I mean when I talk about our organic bodies,” they said. “And it understands that difference. What you are looking at out there is a generational spacecraft specifically for bacteria. But! ʔetekeyerrinwuf is no less our collective body than that vessel out there is for it. ʔetekeyerrinwuf is just a physically bigger colonial organism than it. But I am saying the physiology is different. And if you removed the bacteria from that shell, it would kill the person. Not the individual bacteria, the person. We’re a little different. The construction nanites are what make us a person.”
That last line was not at all how I expected that explanation to end. But I decided to worry over it later.
I turned to the window again. I had one more important question. I asked, “What do you think of us?”
“That you might one day understand us,” came the reply.
That hit me right in the emotions.
Every day after that, my mind found a new way to interpret that sentence. 
And sometimes that interpretation matched my own deepest needs regarding my own world, my government, my people, my neighbors, my housemates, my friends, and my parents. Maybe the universe itself.
And I cried.






  
  Chapter 14: Limerence and myth


Meeting the Dancer, and knowing that it was ʔetekeyerrinwuf’s first contact with any alien species, I understood a bit better how the Ktletaccete were generally reacting to me and Sarah. 
We were definitely celebrities, but celebrity wasn’t really the same cultural thing there like it was in the U.S. or much of Earth. There wasn’t a commercial industry built around it. And the politics had been constructed originally to hide it as best they could, with the identities of the Crew hidden from the populace.
Well, OK, that was the culture of the Children, the people raised and still living in organic bodies.
Crew, or Elder cultures were at least as diverse as Earth’s, with diverging linguistics, even. The Inmararräo we spoke was the language of the ancients and the Children. And the worlds they created in the Network diverged a lot from their roots.
But, it’s just. It’s not the same. And we were mostly interacting with the Children and the people who lived with them, anyway.
We were a novelty, yes. We were known to be different, and from a different world.
But the coincidences of our similarities, and the method by which we arrived made us familiar in comparison to the Dancer and its children. And, well, we were also old hat. Just another couple of aliens.
They may, as a people, also have been informed by Phage’s ubiquitous and active presence, and its attitudes and the principles by which it manipulated entropy to keep the ship alive.
Talking to us was easier, too. Which made it fun. Which meant we had conversations with so many people. But once those conversations got started, people started treating us like equals.
I probably made that even easier to happen because I wanted to be Ktletaccete after a while. I took to their culture fast.
Sarah maybe lagged a little, but she was more focused on what to do about Abigail back on Earth, anyway.
I maybe should have helped her with that, but we’re sysmates. We’re used to delegating to each other. It’s what we do.
And people develop at different rates for different things, and that’s OK.
But I also kept thinking about the phrase, “That you might one day understand us,” spoken in a voice that I now remember as my own, thanks to the Network’s default vocal tone.
And every time Nifirri or Geri stimmed in response to something I did or said, that phrase echoed in my mind, and I stimmed back. And we laughed at the difference in our stimming techniques, and at the fact that we still understood, and that we laughed and the laughter meant the same thing. Aliens from across the galactic divide, laughing at each other’s familiarity and the surprise of it.
Phage dismissed it all as parallel evolution. Or validated it as that. And Niʔa agreed with it.
Niʔa, whose chosen name means “the chaos of life” because, apparently, that’s what they were supposed to actually be.
At some point I brought up laughter specifically, because it tickled me so much and also piqued my curiosity way too deeply. And that’s what prompted the two of them to tell us these things.
I’d already come to the conclusion myself that it was probably parallel evolution.
But really, what did that mean, anyway, besides coincidences?
What we saw from the Dancer, though, was that life could be extremely diverse, and was. Even if at other times it was redundant with its choices. I couldn’t even imagine all the evolutionary steps necessary for a world full of bacteria to develop space going vessels without going through stages of multicellular life. But it didn’t matter that I couldn’t, because there they were. With my nanite exobody, I could even travel out to the center of the shipyard where the Dancer’s child was growing and touch them with my own clawed hand.
So I went back to enjoying my growing friendship with Nifirri and Geri, and we started playing various Earth and ʔetekeyerrinwuf games on our table in our quarters. Just sort of alternating according to our whims.
Recreating the Earth games was a trick, if it wasn’t something with rules as simple as Go or a card game, though. I had to start teaching myself to store data in my mind like a computer might, which is not what human brains are really best at doing. Or I could work with myself and maybe another headmate to relay information word for word over the Tunnel and record it here on the ʔetekeyerrinwuf side.
After trying the latter technique for a while, I found I naturally developed the former, and wondered if that was somehow altering my previously nominally human neurology on Earth. I wondered if my gift from Phage was doing that.
And if not, I wondered where the knowledge was being kept.
But, more importantly, more distractingly, I was really having fun with Nifirri and Geri.
It felt like old times with Mike in high school. The same Mike who had later abducted and assaulted us in his car, to satisfy his transphobic and saneist fears. And I was able to think about that without triggering flashbacks in either Sarah or myself. Or even without thinking negatively or worrying about Nifirri or Geri.
And that felt good.
This time it was clearly something different.
And if things eventually soured, the different culture meant a different outcome.

      [image: image-placeholder]There was a moment, on Earth, when Erik was grinning at me from across the table at Aunti Zero’s.
“What?” I asked.
“I recognize that look,” he said through a big smirk.
I felt I knew what he meant, but I didn’t think he was right, so I said, “What do you mean?”
Erik looked at the Murmuration, smirking, and tilted his head forward. 
The Murmuration tilted their head back, let it drop sideways in our direction to look at us, and said, “Oh, yeah. That one’s got it bad.”
“You know that I hate it when people do this,” I said.
“Do what?” Brock of the Murmuration asked.
“Hint and tease at the same time,” I said.
“Aw,” Brock said, then looked over at Erik without moving their head.
“OK, yeah. Sorry,” Erik replied. “But. Am I right? Am I seeing a look that means that you are getting some?”
I frowned in askance at Erik and said, “No?”
Erik squinted and lowered his head at me, and actually asked, “Are you sure?”
“Yes,” I said, almost growling it.
“Not having amnesia?” he asked.
“Not that I know of.”
He slapped his hand down on the table and said, “You stayed up all night watching the best stand-up comedy in the world, then. Because, Goreth, you look relaxed. You look like every muscle in your body has been turned to putty by something truly great, and it looks good on you. You are glowing.”
“I -” I stopped talking and closed my mouth and furrowed my brow. He was right about how relaxed I actually was. Even the rising tension of this conversation wasn’t really touching how our vessel felt to me. And he’d come close to it. I had kind of spent all night experiencing the best comedy. In a sense.
Instead of either of them saying, “I knew it,” or any other quip, they just calmly and patiently waited for me to finish thinking and to say something. And this is why they were my friends. 
They both knew when to back off, at least once I’d made it clear I needed them to.
They had a slightly different dynamic with Sarah. And a totally different one with Phage. Ashwin, they respected completely and almost never teased. They were still figuring out Niʔa. But we all could trust each other, really.
Also, now, we all had the Collective in common, even the Murmuration. And that was a thing that meant something, even if it rarely ever came up.
Beau wasn’t there, sure. He was off doing something with ships or boats or something. But he really was part of our group now, too. He’d actively done the work to catch up to the rest of us, and he deserved our mutual respect anyway even if he hadn’t. Just for being a good boyfriend to Erik.
But, now I had other friends on the Sunspot, and I ached to introduce them to Erik and the Murmuration. And I couldn’t figure out how.
I smiled wanly and let a welling sadness creep across my face.
“Aw, shit. What is it?” Erik asked.
“Well,” I said. “Thanks to the Tunnel, I get to be in two places at once, literally. And now I get to have two sets of best friends. But,” I shrugged and turned one of my hands over, looking at how small, naked, and clawless it was. It was pretty amazing to me that I felt I could say sentences like that and have these two not tease me about them, and take me seriously. It was as special as anything. “Unless they agree to become part of our system and come over here, I don’t get to share them with you. Or you with them. And someday…” There were no words there.
“Oh, yeah,” Eric said when it was clear I’d floundered. “And don’t finish that last sentence, either. I’m not sure I want to hear the words, whatever they are. But I don’t need to. I get it.”
The Murmuration leaned forward and Tam spoke, “I have an idea.”
“Yeah?” Erik prompted for me.
“Let’s write down what we like best about Goreth and give it to Goreth to read before bed, so that they can relay that list to them, whoever they are,” Tam suggested. “That way, we establish bragging rights first! But also, it’s communication.”
Holy shit, was all I could think.
“That is the shit, Murmur. The absolute shit,” Erik said. “Let’s do it. But, Goreth. Before we do that. I need to tell you, I have best friends, real best friends, that don’t know you, that you haven’t met. That doesn’t stop you from being my best friend, too. A real best friend. Got it? That’s life, right? That’s how it is. It’s OK. I’m sure Murmur and the Shouted Backward are the same.”
The Murmuration nodded.
“Yeah, I know,” I mumbled, trying really hard not to become a slobbery, sobbing mess.. “It doesn’t matter, though.”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe let me cry right here and look out for me while you do that thing,” I said.
“Of course.”
They’d been paying attention to my life better than I had to theirs lately. They knew this would work with me, that I could relay these messages.
And that, then, I’d also be stuck with what they had to say about me burned into my memories.
I almost asked them to stop, to say it was too much.
But I suspected I needed it.
It made me feel special and loved.
And we trans people need that sometimes.
I didn’t know the specifics of what Beau was up to, though I could have guessed if I hadn’t been distracted by the thoughts that were causing me to tear up.
That he wasn’t there for this was probably for the best. As much of a friend as he’d become, I think his presence would have led me to actually protest the gesture, out of pride and trying to look stoic in front of him.
Heck, I might not even have brought up my sorrow in the first place.
I don’t know.

      [image: image-placeholder]So, there’s a Ktletaccete game that’s a lot like pickup sticks, almost identical, that uses those elongated septagons that they say represent stars. I could see them as stars if one meant shooting stars, meteors actually. Or maybe stars smeared across the sky by the relative speed of the Sunspot. That made sense.
The lightweight tiles looked kind of like coffin lits to me, actually. But maybe longer. They had the proportions of some flight feathers I’ve seen.
They did look compelling when they were hung from roof edges or tree limbs like wind chimes, often with little dioramas and sculptures of villages or mountainsides on the ground or floor under them.
But then, people would play games with them like this, which seemed sacrilegious, if their decorative purposes were spiritual in any way. Not that I had anything against sacrilegious activities being a queer trans person.
“I have more questions,” I told Nifirri as gem was pulling a tile from under three other tiles, almost deliberately setting gemself up for consigning all of them to chaos. “May I ask them?”
“Yes, distract me from this so we may complicate everything,” gem said.
Some of their games, like this one, had a competitive basis, at their core. But this one was set up to be cooperative, still. Us against the tiles. Us against entropy or potential energy. Tiles that were collected due to clumsiness were collected in a different pool to be used to continue the game. Tiles that were collected due to grace were used for scoring. And if Nifirri successfully pulled the one out from the other three without disturbing them, all four tiles went to our collective score.
The number of rounds we played was used as a divisor to reduce our final group score.
You could, if you wanted to, brag about your highest scores with other people, and they would be impressed. Up to a point. It was a child’s game, after all. And the maximum possible score was equal to the number of tiles used, and no more.
But, the point of it was to use it as a form of meditation and contemplation on the complexities of life and consequences, evaluating your options, and planning for the future.
It was less important how well you did, and more important to be able to identify any realizations you had while playing it.
People who liked the game as a group activity often had discussions like I was asking my friends to have while they played.
So, I took Nifirri’s response, which would have been sarcastic spoken by nearly anyone I knew on Earth, as genuine.
“First,” I said. “What is the story behind the shape of these tiles?”
“Ah,” Geri spoke up. “I like answering that.”
Sarah, who wasn’t playing, roused from our bed and sat on the edge of it to listen.
“But, hasn’t your tutor told you the story?” rrem asked me first.
I shrugged and said, “I never asked it.”
“There are so many things to ask about,” rrem concluded.
“Very true.”
“So, here is the story,” Geri said, starting to take rrems turn after Nifirri had flubbed gems, but happily talking while rrem did so. “So. No one knows what our world of origin was like, or why we left it. Phage has given us hints, in conversations with individuals. Some have written down its answers, but they are all different. It’s memory is chaotic, or it likes to play with us. Or it is getting us mixed up with other peoples.”
I nodded. It had always been kind of like that about its role in our own life. Especially when we asked it about what it was.
“There have been so many Exodus Ships that we’ve lost all records. Probably from every fascist dictatorship and every revolution we’ve since survived,” Geri continued. “But what we do have is the language of Fenekere, which is encoded in each ship’s systems. Which hasn’t changed in all that time, and that has clues encoded in it, like the names of the Founding Crew. They use them as titles, but their names are the root words of Fenekere, from which all other words are derived.”
“Yes,” I said. “Like Ngemereme, the Artist of Making Games, who was there when I first met you.”
“Exactly,” confirmed Geri. “And people have always liked to come up with stories to explain the construction of that language. And some of them are fantastical. This story is one of the fantastical ones. And I think the Founding Crew chose it for the Tutors to teach to us as we grew up, to be something hopeful in their eyes. A lesson they wanted us to internalize. And that’s why these are all over the place.” Rrem held up the tile rrem had successfully retrieved. “It’s maybe a good story, and it means something to a lot of us, even if it’s also maybe propaganda.”
“Huh.”
“A long, long time ago, maybe just after the universe was made, maybe long, long after the universe was made, there was a Giant Sky Serpent named ʔe. Or Eh, as we now pronounce it,” rrem started to say.
“Like the retired Captain?” I asked.
Rrem tilted rrems head up to the right, and said, “Eh is the name taken by the lead Founder or dictator of each Exodus Ship, because it means ‘the Great Parent of All’. It’s a name that confers access privileges that no one else has. Usually. ʔetekeyerrinwuf is different, though. It was made so that that name was as equal as all the others. Or so we are all told.”
“OK.”
Rrem continued, “So, ʔe, the original ʔe, had many, many children. 900,000 children, supposedly. And each one had an Art that was unique to them. But they were tiny and vulnerable and needed to be protected from the chaotic universe, so ʔe built a world out of their own body. Their bones became a wicker ball around which they piled their muscles and where they pushed up through that mass, there were the mountains, and so forth. The story talks about all their body parts and what they were used for. The critical one for today, is that they used their hide, scales pointed inward, to create the sky. Their scales became the stars at night, and their armored hide protected the world from the influence of the universe outside.”
“This sounds kind of like some of the myths I’ve read about on Earth,” I said.
Geri shrugged, but said, “Well, the Storyteller and the Hunter were great friends and liked to walk around and talk a lot while they both practiced their Arts. And one day, the Storyteller, for some whim only they can answer to, made a wager with the Hunter that they could not hit the brightest star in the sky with their arrow.”
“Your people invented arrows, too?” I asked.
Geri just stared at me evenly until I apologized for interrupting.
Of course they had. It’s just a small stick with a point, and a kind of sling shot or something to throw it harder.
“The Hunter missed, and their arrow tore a hole in the sky and it knocked a number of scales down to the ground. Thirty one scales, in fact. And when they fell, they looked like this,” Geri held up the tile again. “This hole also let in a number of Outsiders, almost a constant stream, and the children of the Great Sky Serpent had to learn to make peace with them. Which took a long time, and didn’t work very well the first few times. But, supposedly, this is why most of us look like me, with only four limbs, and some of us look like you and Nifirri, with six limbs. Also the same for the fauna.”
“Oh.”
“There are many lessons in that story, as silly and impossible as the events must be,” Geri said. “Tutors like to point them out. And those lessons maybe helped us to overthrow the Crew, or helped the Crew to step aside, or they guided us in how to interact with the Dancer when we encountered it. But, I don’t know. Most people don’t take the story that seriously. Most people like it because it’s magical and gives us a sense of where we might have actually come from, even if it’s unbelievable. Also, this is a nice shape.” Rrem put the tile down in our scored stash and then picked up the other tile rrem had scored for us.
“It does sound like a pretty fun myth to daydream about,” I said. “I really relate to being descended from a Great Sky Serpent, after all.”
Both of my friends nodded.
“Did you have other questions?” Nifirri asked.
I cast a cautious and meaningful glance in gems direction and said, “Yes. It’s about you two, and what is polite conversation on ʔetekeyerrinwuf and what maybe isn’t. If it’s OK for me to ask.”
Nifirri reached for our snack bowl and grabbed a nut and popped it into gems wide mouth and started chewing and smiled with gems eyes in the process, saying, “You have my consent.”
Geri was silent for a second, but said, “Of course.”
“This is about when you first introduced me to Geri, Nifirri. I’ve always been wondering this,” I said. “Mutabenga has told me on all sorts of different occasions that most people tend to speak to each other through network channels these days, unless Monsters are likely to be about, and then a lot of topics get spoken openly so the Monsters can join in. Yes?”
They both nodded.
“So, in theory, Geri would have known you were getting a bowl of reshiborrin for the both of you, and shouldn’t have been surprised by my arrival, because you’d have both been communicating with each other. Is that correct?” I asked, with my head turned away to the left and tilted so that I had to look at them with my eyes from under my brow ridges.
I hoped the expressions they were giving me were that of playful sheepishness. Think of a cat being playfully sheepish about what they’d been doing. Not a dog, a cat. You’ve lived with that cat for a while now, so you think that’s what that behavior, whatever it is, means. But it’s not as obvious as a human or a dog expression. That’s what this was like.
It made me feel at home, though, because I was pretty sure I was right, at this point.
“Yes…” they both said simultaneously, out loud, looking at each other.
“So, at least some of the exchange you had in front of me was for my benefit specifically?” I asked.
They both nodded.
“Do I understand your culture well enough now that my guess is right? Were you trying to demonstrate to me that I was welcome in your conversations without explicitly saying so?” I asked. “And that that was a very familiar gesture? One reserved typically for people who are already great friends, or even family?”
They both looked at me, silently, expressionless. I got the immediate impression that I was spot on, and that they were surprised I’d figured all of that out.
I smirked like a dragon that had been raised by humans. Luckily, tightly closed lips with raised cheeks obscuring your eyes and slightly tightening shoulders looks pretty harmless to a Ktletaccete, and they’d known me long enough to know that meant I was withholding something I thought was funny.
They didn’t even ask how I remembered what had happened that day, because the Network provides us with recordings of our reactions with everyone that we can review when needed. It’s really creepy from the perspective of someone who grew up in the 21st century United States, and not at all how I would have designed the Network myself. But there it was.
Finally, Nifirri said, “We hoped you would pick up on that, despite being an Outsider. Our elders and Caretakers have cautioned us that you might not.”
“Ooh. That leads me to another question I might have,” I said. “But, uh. Why? I’d guessed you liked me a lot already, Nifirri. But why was Geri so eager to treat me like a good friend with you, a closer friendship than I thought we actually were having?”
Nifirri took a deep breath, and let it out through gems nostrils.
Geri scooted rrems stool closer to the table, and said, “We thought, maybe, someday we might be able to understand you. And you seemed like someone who wanted that.”
That line did not go over my head.
Nor Sarah’s. She coughed from her place on our bed. And when the other two looked her direction, she said, “Oh, nevermind me.”
I didn’t have to turn my head to look at her. I could see her clearly with my left eye, and I could feel her emotions through our link.
She was annoyingly happy for me.
“I feel,” I said, pausing for a moment to consider whether my next words would make sense to my friends, but then pushed on anyway, “like everyone is taking turns hitting me over the head with a lead pipe, to try to get something through to me. And I feel like I know what it is, but I’m not sure.”
Sarah got it, of course, and said, “Yeah. We are. And you are right about it. I think.”
Geri and Nifirri were grinning like happy bearded dragons, like a pair of corgis about to get a treat, when I looked back at them. 
I felt a thrill that threatened to set me vibrating right through the deck.
I wanted to second guess everything.
I wanted to look at them both the same way I looked at Peter and Abigail. Good friends and staunch supporters, queer family who maybe had crushes on me but who set my sensory boundaries on edge and really weren’t the kind of people I liked to hang around that much. Not partner material, at least.
As much as I’d been developing a crush on Nifirri, I’d been surprised by Geri suddenly being in my life. And with the ways I’d met both of them, I couldn’t really say I’d chosen either for myself. Not that I liked being the one to pursue anyone.
My intellectual doubts and recriminations did not match my emotions, however.
The feelings of a confirmed mutual crush had me nigh paralyzed with bliss.
Was I really just that desperate for connection?
Yes.
Unequivocally, yes.
But that I was emotionally receptive to a connection with these two, and not so much with Peter and Abigail, said something important to me.
These two felt like our coffee shop Collective, Erik and the Murmuration, to me. They felt like what I’d kind of always wished we could have with the Collective, if Erik and the Murmuration had been receptive to the idea. If we’d ever floated it in the first place.
If I was still reading these two right.
“I’m a Child,” I said, using that particular word, despite not being in an organic body that hatched on ʔetekeyerrinwuf.. “Like you, I guess. Nearly the same age. But, I didn’t grow up here. How does this work?”
“We talk,” Nifirri said. “A lot. And as openly as possible.”
“We ask for consent,” Geri said.
Nifirri nodded, and added, “And for each other’s boundaries. Like with anybody.”
“And basically keep doing what we’ve already been doing,” Geri concluded. “And we feel happy about knowing each other.”
A part of my mind remained very cautious and skeptical, and I felt I needed to clarify something, so I pushed myself to inquire, despite how awkward it felt, “I hate to ask this, but I think it’s important. Is there some kind of social benefit to being good friends or…” I felt presumptuous using these words so I paused for a moment, gathering the courage and hope, “… chosen family, with an Outsider such as myself or Sarah?”
Neither of them looked away, or shrugged, or altered their expressions in any way.
Geri simply said, “Of course there are.”
“I like that you’re honest,” I said.
“I like that you think to ask that,” Nifirri said.
Geri nodded, then said, “Everyone who has ever lived has been able to message Phage itself and ask for its audience at any time. And Phage in return has offered its friendship, immediately. Before it had its child and gave us its gifts, it was a supreme being to us, with no peers, and no one could truly be friends with it. Mortu tried, but failed, I think. Or I misinterpret that story. But in any case, it set an example for the Elders to follow when it successfully befriended its child’s peers and they asked for help. It even struck up a partnership with its child’s Caretaker. I think this informs the way the rest of us react to you. When you are able to talk to what might be your most ancient ancestor and the protector of your world, and it treats you like an equal, Outsiders become peers to you, too.”
I’m not sure I fully understood what Geri was saying there. I think rrem left a lot implied, or skipped to different points as rrems mind tried to piece together a hard to express point rrem barely understood rremself. But every time I review these words, they make more sense.
But, I nodded all the same.
“You used the word Caretaker, again,” I said. “You’ve mentioned them a lot in the past, even. But I wasn’t bold enough to ask. I take it that is a word for one of your parents?”
Sarah got up and came over to the table to join us, and grabbed a handful of nuts. She remained very quiet but attentive, happy to let me lead the conversation with these two, but very curious about what was being said.
“In the past,” Nifirri said, “Up until very recently, every Child that hatched was assigned one Caretaker and one Tutor. A Caretaker is another older Child who wants to help raise children, to have a family. Sometimes Caretakers collect in familial groups to share the joys and responsibilities, or just to be together. And, because children each came with their own Tutor, and each Caretaker had a Tutor, a single Caretaker could volunteer to raise up to six children. Now, it is all a little different. The Tutors are only called Tutors because that’s who they’ve been, for one. And Geri and I are the last of the generation to be conceived entirely within an egg.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“Now, people are conceived on the Network, the same way Tutors were, or when a person decides they want to be two people. And if someone wants to live in an organic body and experience life as a Child in the past would have, they get to do that. But they don’t have to,” Geri explained. “Families are even more voluntary now. The newest children and their Caretakers get to pick each other. Some of the people hatching in living bodies now have been Tutors, even.”
I tried to comprehend that. But all I could come up with was to ask, “With more than 50 billion Elders living on the Network, and becoming bored, like people say they do, how is it that ʔetekeyerrinwuf isn’t busting at the seams with eggs being incubated?”
They both shrugged, but Nifirri said, “They’ve all hatched from an egg once before? Perhaps they don’t want to experience that again.”
“Also,” Geri said, “this is all so new. And, we’re not at even one percent of the theoretical biological capacity of the ship’s quarters, food, or energy. Everything has been so carefully managed to keep things running smoothly and to avoid disaster, we don’t know what we’re capable of. People are cautious. But also, maybe, someday the hallways of ʔetekeyerrinwuf will no longer seem so empty.”
I remembered seeing a diagram of the decks of the ship. Below my quarters there were enough Fallow decks, unused decks of quarters and farms, to fill a kilometer of thickness of the hull. Then there was another kilometer of decks dedicated to farms and shipyards. Almost everyone with a living body inhabited the handful of cubic kilometers below each city. And most of the people who were like me, who had nanite exobodies, spent most of their time on the Network, only visiting the Garden for hours at a time. Sarah and I were exceptions to that.
I didn’t want to stop the conversation to calculate the capacity of the Fallow Decks, and though I could have asked Mutabenga to supply it, I was more interested in something else.
“Oh,” I said. Then, “Will we get to meet your families?”
They looked at each other, then shrugged and nodded.
“I don’t think we’ll get to meet yours,” Geri said. “But that is OK.”
Sarah rolled her eyes and said, “It’s going to have to be. Even if we were on Earth, I don’t think we’d want you to meet them. Well…”
“Our queer family, yes!” I clarified. “We’d love you to meet the people we’ve chosen as family. But, yeah, not our parents. Not our Caretakers. And not their siblings. Oh, please no.”
“Why not?” Geri asked.
“They don’t accept us for who and what we are,” Sarah said. “So, we’ve left them. Mostly. It’s complicated. It hurts.”
They both looked at the floor, which I think means that they were solemnly acknowledging what Sarah said, but not agreeing to anything, such as that it should have happened. Or, they were just contemplating it safely, without accidently saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and being misinterpreted.
It’s what I would have done.
“Our queer family is good!” I told them. I was using the English word ‘queer’ without translation, because I couldn’t think of one. I’d already given them the definition that our queer family was chosen family, anyway. “On Earth, we live with a couple of friends who support us named Peter and Abigail. He and she, respectively, for pronouns. They look out for us. And we have three other good friends we consider family. Erik, Beau, and the Murmuration. He, he, and they, respectively. All three of them are plural like us. They would gladly give us permission to introduce them to you. Already have, really.”
They both looked up.
“What do you mean that Peter and Abigail support you? What does that mean?” Nifirri asked.
Sarah leaned forward onto her elbows and looked at the game pieces on the table, picking one up to turn it in her hands. “In most places on Earth, if you don’t work to produce material goods or to provide services to others, you are not given the means to acquire shelter or food or even medical treatment for illnesses and injuries. And, until recently, our body has been so ill and so disabled, that we could not work. So, Peter and Abigail took us in and made sure we had the space and time to try to recover,” she said.
I saw confusion and horror in their eyes, then. Worse than when we had explained money that day we met Geri.
They knew by now that we existed in both worlds at once. Ashwin, Phage, and Niʔa had made sure that the mechanics of the Tunnel were made known to everyone, so that everyone knew the most immediate ramifications of volunteering to travel it. Everyone was also informed that by traveling the Tunnel, they’d have to become part of our system, or hop over to the systems of our friends, and that mutual consent was needed for that.
Apparently, very little else was communicated, except via Ashwin’s own book, which not everyone read. If someone did step forward to volunteer to join us, they’d be informed of what life was like on Earth. We’d made sure of that.
These two had not heard this part yet. The risks of trying to live there with us. Just how tenuous our life was there.
“Maybe we shouldn’t burden you on Earth with our presences,” Geri said. “But I wish we could meet your chosen family.”
“You wouldn’t be a burden,” I said. “You’d be a help. But I don’t think we could ask you to risk a part of yourselves by doing that. You’d be choosing to have a version of yourself experience death with us eventually. And you would not necessarily get to remember your last moments there. But if you did, it might be very traumatic.”
“It’s why the people who’ve come over are who they are,” Sarah said. “I think.”
“I think we will need to think about it for some time,” Nifirri said. “I know I will. Maybe we’d like to hear more first.”
It was at that point I remembered what Erik and the Murmuration had sent with me. They’d also made lists of what they liked about Sarah, too, and I’d been embarrassed by both lists, so I’d hemmed and hawed about actually sharing them.
But, in the end, it was the best way for me to quickly tell these two what Erik and the Murmuration were like.
I turned to Sarah and asked, “May I share Coffee Collective’s lists with them?”
She frowned accusingly at me and exclaimed, “You’d better! You were supposed to do that already!”






  
  Chapter 15: The Intergalactic Polycule


We awoke unusually early on a very sunny day with the realization that we were going to get to visit the Coffee Collective at Aunti Zero’s and tell them about everything wonderful and scary. 
We were full of adrenaline and endorphins, just like we’d been for the full month and a half after we’d agreed to accept that we were trans. Our body just didn’t need any more sleep.
“Dang!” Peter said, as we breezed into the kitchen and danced around him to reach for our English muffins and peanut butter.
“Yeah!” Sarah replied.
“This seems good,” he said.
“Maybe it is!” she said, cryptically.
Every movement was easy. Every inanimate object we interacted with cooperated. Everything happened in perfect order with perfect grace, as if we didn’t even have to exert any force to do it. The English muffin came in half and fell into the toaster, and the toaster lever went down, all in one fluid motion as if the curvature of space itself made it happen.
“Boom,” Sarah said quietly in a light little voice. Then she turned to Peter and said, “Goreth is in love, and I can feel it!” And then she wagged our finger at the sky and said, “And there are plans!”
Peter’s eyes widened, and he couldn’t help smiling, but he did so conservatively and asked, “Earthly plans?”
Sarah dropped our shoulders and looked at him and said, “Maybe? One day? But maybe not.”
“Ah, well,” Peter said, “I’ll miss out then. But if it’s making you like this, I think we all benefit anyway.” He went back to his coffee project.
“Who is huh wuh?” Abigail said from the kitchen doorway, just waking up before her morning routine for work, which we often missed.
“Hey, cute stuff,” Sarah said, poking her in the nose.
“Hey! Don’t.”
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”
“No, actually, you can,” Abigail said. “Just, after coffee and food, OK?”
“Working on the coffee part,” Peter said.
“Good.” Abigail shuffled further into the kitchen to stand beside Peter and just stare at what he was doing.
“We’ll do our tea when you’re all done,” Sarah said, and glided us out to the living room to sway and look out the windows at the neighbors starting their commutes, while we waited for the toast to pop.
“I did ask what’s going on, I thought,” Abigail called after us.
“Oh,” Peter said from beside her. “It sounds like they’ve expanded the polycule. Explains why they’re so giddie and graceful this morning.”
“Oh!”
“But, you know. On the Sunspot,” Peter said. “Things like this make it seem more real to me, though.”
“Oh,” Abigail said a little more quietly. “That’s cool.” Then she shuffled out into the livingroom and asked, “Are they coming over here to join you? Or, are you just going to put them in your books? Oh, you could draw them!”
We turned to face her and she was standing just as I’d perceived her without our eyes.
Sarah said, more down to Earth, “Probably not coming over here anytime soon. But definitely in a book, with their consent. And drawing them is a great idea! With their consent, of course, which I bet they’ll give.”
“Neat!” Abigail lit up. Then pouted a little, “sad they won’t visit, though.”
“We’ll see,” Sarah said. “You know how Ashwin talks about these things. Earth is harsh compared to what they’re used to. And coming over here is a commitment to pain.”
Abigail nodded solemnly and said, “Preach it.”
“Well,” Sarah stretched. “We haven’t felt this good since I came out as a girl!”
“Fuckin’ rahr!” Abigail said, and then grinned toothily.
“I love it,” Peter called from the kitchen.
“Can you tell us about them?” Abigail asked.
“They want us to!”
“Well?”
Our toast popped up.
So we started telling Peter and Abigail about Nifirri and Geri as we all went about making our breakfasts and collecting around the dining table.
“So, they’re basically like new ol’ gaming buddies, but with benefits?” Peter asked after we’d taken turns gushing for a while.
“Depends on what you mean by ‘benefits’,” I said.
“Sex?” Abigail asked outright.
“Eh….” I said, then abruptly stopped as I realized whose name I was saying in the process. I breathed and composed myself and said, “You know we’re both asexual. We’re not exactly opposed to sex, but we’re not attracted to people for it. And the way they do things there, well. They’re alien. We’re still learning. Feeling things out.”
“In what ways?” Peter asked casually.
“Well, in a practical sense, you know, they don’t have the socioeconomic pressures we do,” I said. “That’s saying nothing about their biological drives and instincts. Just, there’s no pressure to start a family, or to form anything remotely like the U.S. nuclear family, and hasn’t been for millenia.” Whenever I was on Earth, I found it hard to add on the ‘over a hundred’ part to that. The significance of time was just so different in both places. “So, what that means is that they haven’t had that weaponization of romantic love and sexualities that we’ve had here. Not since they broke away from their parent ship, at least. And, there’s just no urgency for any of it.”
Peter chewed his food for a bit, blinking, and then guessed, “I expect with advanced technology and all extending their lifespans and making them healthier, mortality is less of a driving force, too.”
I folded our arms and leaned on the table. It felt a little bit like loafing as a humanoid. And I gave him what I think was a sardonic look, “I forget what we’ve told you about their lifespans, I mean, besides that Aswhin is nearly five hundred of our years old.”
He blinked one more time, definitively, and then said, “Ah, yes. Right!”
“So, yeah, you’re right about that. Extremely right,” I said, leaving out the part about how we benefited from that, too. Because I remembered how much it hurt Abigail to think about it.
“So, what would ‘benefits’ be a euphemism for?” Peter asked.
“Cuddle piles like we used to see our classmates have in highschool, that we felt like we couldn’t join for some reason,” I said.
“Ooh,” Abigail said into her coffee. “We’re going to have to get more plushies to make up for that here.”
“Yeah,” Sarah said. “That’d be good!”
“So, what about their biological drives and instincts?” Peter asked. “How does that work?”
“I mean,” I said. “They’re animals, like us. Remarkably like us.” ‘Like us’ felt weird, but I knew it made sense to him. “So, aside from the removal of survival pressures by their technology and culture, they’ve still got the same type of basic evolutionary background, for the most part. They’re extremely social animals, too. So, cuddling is big. Making sure everyone is fed as a matter of hospitality is not part of their culture, because that’s already taken care of, but eating is thoroughly enjoyed. Sex is a thing. They feel embarrassed, and prideful, and jealous, and all of that, too. Just, like, compared to us, really slowed down and thoughtfully. A bit less so for people our age, though, like Geri and Nifirri. I think their child rearing instincts are really different from ours, though, since they hatch from eggs, and haven’t built families from personal lineages for ages.”
Our housemates were both nodding with interest but working to finish their food. It was pretty obvious they didn’t have time to chat as much as we had the capacity for. So, we took a moment to take a bite and drink our tea.
I decided that we shouldn’t tell them about the Dancer, if we hadn’t already. That could wait for the evening.
I sighed and said, “They’re on the verge of a new era, really. Maybe letting go of their bonds to organic life altogether, except for maintaining the Garden. Perfect for a series of science fiction novels, I guess.”
“Right!” Peter exclaimed, perking up. “How’s that coming?”
I scratched our head, realizing I’d lost track. I tugged on Ashwin to try to get nem to come forward, and they blearily did.
“Round three of edits,” Ashwin mumbled, and then reached for our tea.
“Fantastic!” Peter declared.
“Thank you,” Ashwin replied.
Round three? How had I completely missed round two?
Ashwin gave a sleepy smile and returned back to our subconscious, leaving me holding the tea unsipped.
I felt their physical exhaustion and sleepiness slip away with nem, to be replaced by a more subdued version of our original euphoria. Completely awake and well rested again, but not with all of our cells singing.
I opened our mouth and let our tongue hang on our top front teeth for a moment before dropping down, and squinted. “Was Ashwin up really late last night?” I asked.
“Yep,” Abigail said into her coffee.
“I wonder how much sleep we got,” I said.
Abigail shrugged.
“Well, we better not keep you two with our rambling,” I said. “We can hypeshare with the Coffee Collective until we see you this evening.”
Peter frowned at us as if he was trying to examine us for flaws, and Abigail looked up from her cup.
“What?” I asked.
Peter perked his head forward and put his right hand on the table and said, “They left for their sailing trip last month. You had a little party with them and everything.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The shock of that.
Our plurality is such that, after Peter had reminded us, our memories returned, and our headmates filled us in on anything we might have missed anyway. But we’d made the social gaff of forgetting in front of our family, and then we’d felt the shock of so much missing time and suddenly absent friends before our memories returned.
After that, even when you start piecing things together, the shock and terror of it, the self recrimination, none of it goes away.
You might feel it for years afterward as this one moment When That Happened.
So, we took a shower when both our housemates had left, and cried in it. And had some more tea, and listened to music out loud.
And then, instead of going to Aunti Zero’s and seeing any of our other friends and acquaintances there, we went to the Zoo to recollect ourselves while visiting the animals.
We may have finally forgotten our beloved cane, we were so out of it. We didn’t really need it anymore, except for self defense and style. And it was nice to walk around with both our hands in our dress’s pockets and mope.
This meant a bus ride to the MAX station, and then a MAX ride across the city.
And we didn’t put our headphones in right away, again, because we were off our routines. So we overheard some conversation on the MAX between a couple of people who looked like fellow queer folks.
“Did you hear about the Supreme Court’s ruling today?”
Silence from their friend.
After a bit, “Yeah, that was my reaction, too.”
“Don’t know what to do.”
“Yeah.”
No cussing. No exclamations of anger or frustration. No calls to protest. No hyperbolic declarations of, ‘we’re fucked this time!’
Just.
That.
We’d never heard that before, regarding the Supreme Court.
Things had been really bad in the last decade, on and off. Heartstoppingly terrifying sometimes. We thought we were going to be killed outright by our government at one point.
But we hadn’t ever experienced whatever-it-was-we’d-just-heard bad before.
Feeling our heart collapse into vacuum and our muscles calcify with shivery horror, I thought, I’m glad Erik and Beau and Murmur are out of the country, and, I don’t want to know what it is. We missed it somehow for real, and I don’t want to learn what’s coming.
There was silence from the rest of the system, and I quickly grabbed our earbuds and shoved them into our ears and hit play, before we could overhear anything more.
By the time you’re reading this, you know what happened. You’ve seen it on the news if you’re on Earth, or you’ve learned about it in school. And if you’re on the Sunspot, we’ve spread the word there via other channels. If you’re reading this book and wonder, you can ask Metabang. It’s agreed to field those questions for us, the Sweetheart.
I’m not going to write about it, and I’m not sure Sarah is either, if she writes her book. I want my reaction recorded here for history, but I don’t want the words in my book itself.
When we did finally learn just what had happened, I almost managed to go permanently dormant on this side of the Tunnel.

      [image: image-placeholder]Using the annual zoo pass our parents always gave us for Christmas, a holiday we don’t celebrate, to pay for our way, we trundled into the park.
We didn’t even look in the direction of the mobility scooters, leaving them for the people who needed them more than we did. Moving our legs now helped more than it hurt anymore. Though, what we’d learned of our conditions, prognosis wasn’t great for anyone without Ktletaccete help.
Interferon might have helped. Maybe.
We were uniquely fortunate that no doctors had diagnosed us properly yet, but holy shit balls, that doesn’t go for anyone else. Unless your magic works for real like ours does, where mutual consent for its practice can sometimes be achieved through raw cultural ableism, don’t not seek a diagnosis for physical things like what might be Multiple Sclerosis.
With the actual quackery out there, even perpetuated by the medical establishment sometimes, I feel really iffy about sharing anything we’ve experienced with our local Earthlings, honestly. Your consensual realities are not ours. Don’t assume.
If you can trust your ancestors or your doctors, defer to them.
Please.
We have alien scientists on board.
Anyway.
We’re not going to tell you that you don’t. Just.
Don’t do this at home, OK?
We’re insane.
I’m a dragon.
Moving on.
Deeper into the park, searching for the penguins.
We wanted to observe and softly interact with an abundant social animal with curiosity who’d likely be pretty active. Who weren’t humans or Ktletaccete.
Penguins were a pretty good choice for that.
By ‘softly interact’, I mean to make eye contact with, influence just by standing there, and not much else. The animals do know you’re there. We of the Inmara of Portland are maybe a little bit more in tune with and sensitive to their reactions is all. So we can appreciate them more clearly than humans can.
We kept our earbuds in. We were listening to Metric, the Nimona soundtrack, and a small mix of other similar music on a dedicated MP3 player we’d gotten recently, and we didn’t want to hear people talking.
There’s this one little band from up in Washington called Bellamaine, and I hesitate to recommend them because I don’t know their politics and some of their songs sound suspiciously like Evangelical worship music. But they have this one amazing song called, “Don’t be far away,” and we had that in our mix.
And it came on right after Mary Lambert’s “So far away”, and tears started streaming down our face as we approached the swimming birds’ enclosure.
“So far away” is about long distance relationships. Which, that’s obvious for us.
“Don’t be far away”, however, seems to be about reaching out to someone who’s been emotionally distant, maybe someone who’s dissociating due to pain or depression. And, it has a line about sitting together and catching up over old times, and missing that, and how important it is to keep talking.
All its lyrics are about that.
And it’s a duet, between a man and a woman, both with fairly young sounding voices, a tender tenor and a soft soprano. And it always makes me want to hug Sarah and never let go.
I know the song’s not anything about transition or plurality, but I can’t help but relate it to the sorrows and joys of both. The losses and rediscoveries. The coaxing out of an old friend or sibling that’s been hiding since early childhood, and maybe has missed way too much of the outside world, and who hasn’t ever gotten to be herself, and then finally giving her what she needed all this time. A life.
And we stood and watched the penguins for maybe hours, not thinking about much of anything except occasionally of pasts that never could have been. Quiet.
The playlist looped on shuffle three times.
Then we left the zoo without looking at any of the other animals, and rode back to Pioneer Square to splurge with what would have been our coffee money and have a half a cheesesteak, saving the other half for tomorrow.
And we sat and kept listening to that same music while eating and watching seagulls in the sky.
It was a bad day.
Maybe the beginning of a lot of bad days.
But it was ultimately something we really needed.
A day where we didn’t talk to anybody for hours and didn’t really think about anything significant but old daydreams.
It was already Summer. Half a year had gone by in a blink, and I didn’t understand it. It was all there. We could prompt the memories and trace events, but it felt like it had been just yesterday that we’d had the scare regarding Aunti Zero’s health inspection and possible permanent closure.
And because it was Summer, when it was getting close to dinner time it was not getting dark yet.
Stuffing the other half of the sandwich, rewrapped in foil, into our purse, we got up and headed for the MAX home.
Swiping our HOP card on the reader before the train even became visible from up the track, I revisited our reality.
I thought, At least we have our families. Erik, Beau, and Murmur are safe at sea, and we can contact them on occasion, and they’ll be back if things go well, and we can warn them if they don’t. Peter and Abigail have our backs while we’re here. Nifirri and Geri are helping us make a home on the Sunspot as we speak. And we have all of you.
There was silence from everyone, but I could feel the weight of their agreements giving me strength to move.
I even felt the cuttlecrabs scuttling about.
Let’s keep writing, and let’s keep pulling our shit together.






  
  Chapter 16: Reunion


When we got home, before we could get to the fridge to store our very extremely heavy-with-cheese sandwich, Peter was there in the dining area with an expression on his face that we really didn’t want to deal with. 
Sometimes knowing sympathy is just too much.
But he was also keeping his mouth tightly shut and holding a fancy card envelope as if he was ready to hand it to us.
Without taking our earbuds out or turning off the music, I raised our eyebrows at him.
He held out the envelope and just said, audible to us through the music because of our enhanced senses, “Let me know if you need to talk about anything. I’ll make you whatever you want for dinner. Anything.” And then he nodded as we took the envelope.
The return address was from our parents.
We went and put the sandwich away.
Then we went into our bedroom, still listening to our music. “Heads will roll” by the Ya Ya Yas was the song of the moment.
Without really looking at it or letting ourselves fret, we tore the envelope open, and pulled out the card.
It had a single candle on the front of it, and the flame was in the shape of a cross.
I put our thumb inside the card and pushed it open.
Dear Sarah,
Our parents had at least accepted our transition. That had been a huge, well, blessing. Even if they had so much trouble understanding the rest. So much so we’d had to leave. Except for a couple members, our extended family was more of a problem.
Your grandmother’s health has taken an ill turn. I know how much you’ve bonded with her and care about her, and I wanted you to know well ahead of time so that you can plan a trip. We’re holding a family gathering on August 15, starting at 2pm, so that she can see and talk to everyone while it’s still possible. I hope you’ll be able to make it. We’ll pay your way.
Love,
Mom
Sarah immediately took over, fuming.
She walked over to our computer desk where our dead laptop still lay. We’d successfully removed the hard drive and stored it away months ago, but hadn’t figured out how to responsibly dispose of the remains. It was a lot less neatly stacked and had even begun to disseminate parts over the rest of the desk without us even having touched it.
Sarah put our hand down next to it and swept all of it onto the floor.
Then she unceremoniously tossed the card onto the desk, right below the script shaped stain in the wall that Aswhin had made that said, ‘Bem hihe,’ or, ‘beauty is you’ in Inmararräo. Their way of saying “thank you” for giving nem a home here.
And she kicked our chair away and backed up and sat abruptly on the bed, staring at the card.
I could feel her gathering all of her rage and anguish over everything and focusing it on that card.
I admit, I joined in. Adding all the terror I’d felt over the course of my life. I didn’t quite fully understand why she’d picked this as the focus of everything, but it didn’t matter.
We needed to do this.
The others remained silent and observed.
They knew we were dealing with something that was none of their business, but I could feel their emotional support, confused and uncertain as it was from some of them.
Phage understood the best. Pretty damn well, actually. But it remained passive for other good reasons.
We focused on that fucking image of a candle flame.
We saw the movement of the electrons in the paper and understood them.
We saw the same in the air around the paper, and in the desk.
We felt the flow of heat throughout the room, from even further, as the sunlight hit the roof and walls of the house, and the residual heat from a whole day of that was constantly, slowly seeping into the rest of the house.
And we made it easier for all of that heat to travel toward the printed candle flame.
We willed it.
And for a while, nothing happened.
Nothing happened for the rest of the song, but we kept at it. And when the song ended, we reached over and added the energy from the battery in the MP3 player to our efforts, and there was no more music from that machine ever again.
And a little whiff of smoke rose from the paper.
And then a real flame appeared.
And Sarah wrinkled our nose and gripped that flame with her focus and accelerated it until the entire card was just gone in a flare.
There wasn’t a mark left on the desk. Not even the slightest trace of soot.
“Sure, Mom. I’ll be there,” she said.
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