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  First Contact


Publisher’s note: These stories were included with the Sunspot Chronicles in the transmissions we received, however they were marked as fiction with a careful explanation that we should not consider them part of Sunspot history in any way, other than that the authors had written them with the intent to entertain their fellow people. As such, we have localized these stories in the same way that we did the original Sunspot Chronicles, so that they would make sense to you in that context. The planet that Molly lands on is not Earth, though we did use many contemporary Earth words to describe it and its life forms. It seemed pretty obvious that the world that the authors created was an attempt to mirror what could be found in the Garden of the Terra Supreme, Thomas’ birthplace, as sort of a fun literary conceit or trope. We might call it “campy”, but an equivalent word doesn’t seem to exist in the Sunspot’s dialect of Inmararräo. 

      [image: ]As she watched the gangway of her landing craft push itself outward from its place as a hatch, revealing slivered views of the world she’d landed on, Molly Rocketcoil reflected on the series of major, world shaking transitions she’d experienced to get here.
First contact with real, live Outsiders would just be another in a long line of frankly terrifying events. But it was a big one.
She’d experienced the Nanite Innovation, and knew what it was like to be born without a neural terminal already entangled in one’s neurons. She’d received the nanites as an adolescent, and had her own personal conflict with the Crew and her own Tutor. She’d pushed to achieve accomplishments no one before her had dared attempt. And then she’d boarded her interstellar craft, opened the enormous hatch of the Sunspot’s shipyard where she’d had it built, dropped into the great void, and proceeded to successfully bend space/time itself.
Entry into this planet’s atmosphere had been nerve wracking, another thing no one in her people’s records had ever accomplished, though they knew they had come from a planet, once, unfathomably long ago. But, in the end, it had felt like a mere prelude to this moment.
She’d made a point to land in an apparently uninhabited area, and the noise and presence of the landing craft had almost certainly scared the local fauna away. That is, assuming that this planet’s life could even be divided into flora and fauna the way it was perceived aboard the Sunspot.
Perhaps it was the flora that was ambulatory.
It should be noted, at this point, that her name wasn’t Molly yet, nor was her pronoun “she”. These would come later. But these were the monikers that everyone has known her by since, and they are the ones she fully identifies with to this day.
And as the gangway lowered itself, revealing more and more of the surrounding sky and landscape, Molly’s thoughts did shift briefly to concerns about language and communication before becoming once again focused on more immediate dangers, such as atmosphere, radiation, and microorganisms.
Creating a pressurized hazard suit for herself had been a small challenge. 
The ship’s makers were certainly capable of it, but the design required some creativity. 
A few people had been born with similar physiology and phenotypes before, though they were rare enough that Molly had never met any of them. And exploring dangerous environments was just simply not done aboard the Sunspot. It was an entire contained world hurtling through space on its own fusion drive, after all. And with the level of technology at hand, nobody ever needed to go outside with their own body before. Or, at least, not in anyone’s memories. So a suit designed specifically for someone like Molly just hadn’t really been attempted yet.
But with the help of her Tutor, Manifold, she’d managed some clever mechanisms for it.
So, when the gangway contacted the ground and the rim light of the airlock turned green, she slithered forward into the alien daylight and down to the planet’s surface, fully protected from all predictable hazards.

      [image: ]Susan didn’t know what to expect an extraterrestrial to look like. In fact, she had never expected to see one. Hoped, perhaps. But, she figured that they were legends at best. A giant snake in a spacesuit with a bubble helmet was absolutely not it, though. And the pair of clearly robotic arms didn’t help.
The alien snake had two eyes with narrow pupils, a pair of nostrils, a horizontal slit for a mouth that spanned more than half of its wedge shaped head, and it had scales. There was no mistaking it for anything but a cartoonishly large python wrapped in technology that didn’t look remotely advanced enough to justify being from outer space.
Oh, the technology certainly looked space worthy. It just didn’t look any more advanced, or all that alien for the matter, than what Susan was already familiar with.
Upon beholding this sight, Susan felt as if the molecules of her body were all trying to shift to the right at different velocities, while all the rest of reality was taking a jump to the left, and she, stuck in the middle, became very dizzy. Her eyeballs wobbled, causing her vision to blur and shake. And she had to take a deep breath and close her eyes, her hands firmly planted on tree trunk and bush branch, to avoid falling over.
“Woah, are you OK,” Lesley asked as quietly as possible from behind her.
“Shsh,” Susan replied, taking another deep breath. “Yes.”
They were momentarily hidden from sight, she hoped, obscured by bush leaves. She and her girlfriend, Lesley, were on a camping trip and had just been making breakfast when the distinctive thunder crack rolled across the land followed by a rumbling.
The absolutely thrilling moment when they realized that the meteor they looked up to see was not only coming right at them, but had slowed down enough to lose its halo of flames and trail of vapor, had been so singular and overwhelming that neither of them could recall very clearly the moments before or after it.
They could later remember certain facts and details only as snapshots.
It was not a meteor. It was a spaceship. It looked a lot like a concept drawing for a space shuttle. One that had never been used for even a prototype. It seemed smaller than they’d expected. It used vectored thrust. It was landing in a clearing way too close to camp. It had landed. They were there, behind the bush near a tree. They saw the hatch start opening.
And a very large snake in a spacesuit with a bubble helmet slithered out and looked around.
Why hadn’t they run away from it all instead of toward it? Neither of them could recall even talking about it.
Susan didn’t exactly regret not running, though. She was just regretting the intense feeling of unreality that had suddenly swept over her. And the effects of rapid dissociation made her worried that some sort of alien beam had swept over her to cause it.
When she was a child, she’d had nightmares about alien encounters after watching and listening to fictional stories about them. And the thoughts that were going on in her head right then were nearly identical to the ones she’d had in her dreams. Which just made the derealization even stronger, with the feeling like she was observing herself from just behind her own head. While her body experienced visions that looked exactly like they were from a poster for a cheesy science fiction film.
“If you faint and that thing ends up carrying you in its arms, I think I’ll scream despite myself,” Lesley whispered.
“Shsh!” Susan repeated.
It seemed to be looking their way. It’s tongue licked the air inside its bubble helmet uselessly. Or, seemingly uselessly.
It was an actual snake!
It didn’t have the pits for sensing infrared like some snakes did, though. But that didn’t mean its spacesuit wasn’t capable of making up for that. And it really did seem to be looking right at them.
Susan shivered.
The snake from outer space began to gather its body into coils and lowered its head and halter of robotic arms to match the height of Susan and Lesley’s stances. It had advanced from the ship holding its head nearly a meter and a half above the ground somehow, as if in imitation of a person. And now it had looked directly at their hiding place and matched their postures.
No more need to worry about whether it would just accidentally wander into their camp.

      [image: ]“We’re going to have a chance to use Fenmere and ‘ebejefe’s language algorithm sooner than we’d hoped,” Manifold spoke into Molly’s mind using their local Network.
“I know,” Molly said, staring at the projected outlines of the two locals. She was taking the moment to remind herself that she was the Outsider in this case, really, not them. And she’d spent a lot of time thinking about this situation and going over the possible encounters in her head endless times. And, really, she just had no clue how to proceed.
Why in Phage’s Nightmares had she driven herself astronomical, irreversible distances just to put herself in exactly this mess?
“What we know about them,” Manifold intoned, “is that they bear a striking resemblance to our predecessors aboard the Terra Supreme, and that their civilization is at least advanced enough to put autonomous spacecraft into orbit around their planet. At least the flora that we can see right now is very, very strange. Though grass, moss, and trees do seem to be a common set of forms. There are so many coincidences here that it’s spooky. Mind you, the Chief Monster is on record as saying that evolution has a weird habit of repeating itself sometimes. But I think even it would be surprised by what we’ve found here. I wonder if life here uses anything remotely like DNA, though. That should be our very first test. You should get a sample.”
Molly, without responding in thought or word to Manifold, reached down with her left hand and plucked a strand of what looked like grass from the ground in front of her. Keeping her eyes firmly locked on her hosts, she placed the grass into the tiny maker strapped to the front of her body between the prosthetic arms. There, the grass began to be unmade and analyzed by a small swarm of nanites, which then fed the information as both a set of sensations and cataloged data to Molly’s psyche through the Network.
It was like she was having a waking dream with a blade of grass materializing in a space in her mind, with the full experience of what it made the air taste like, how the green surface of it glinted in various light, and how it felt to the touch, among countless other subtler details. She could even sense the structures of its very cells, but in a way that is hard to describe to anyone who hasn’t experienced it. And then there was a growing data file hovering just beyond it that she could activate in order to read.
“It has something like DNA,” Manifold said. “It does not look compatible with you, though. Which may mean you are somewhat safer from the viruses or equivalent pathogens of this world than you might otherwise be.”
Molly was ignoring it. She was trying to guess how to best rest her arms so that she could convey relaxation and openness to the two locals.
As much as she was wracked with fear herself, they seemed to fear her more. And they did not seem to have more than clothes with them. There had also been nothing like nanites within the blade of grass. And she and Manifold had chosen this location in part because it had very low doses of any communication frequency radiation. The planet was nearly awash with radio chatter of various sorts, but it had its dark spots and this was one of them. It seemed very unlikely that the soil harbored any nanotech. So Molly’s fear was slowly abating, and shifting more toward the social awkwardness of the situation.
“Do you think I can take my helmet off?” Molly asked.
“You’ll want to manifest nanite air filters in your nostrils first,” Manifold reported. “But one of the reasons we chose this planet is because the atmosphere is mostly breathable. So, yes, go ahead.”
Molly reached up, unfastened the helmet, tilted her head back, and lifted it off of the ring seal and up over her head. Then she rested with the helmet held in front of her with both hands, and looked back at the locals again.
She’d gotten a taste of the air already through the sensors of her suit, but getting a whiff directly proved it to smell even worse. 
Still, she knew that she was just going to have to get used to it, and making any sort of a face might scare the people she wanted to meet, so she did her best not to show any reaction to it. Her hosts did flinch, but it seemed to be in reaction to her movement, and they seemed to relax when it was clear she was just removing her helmet and that she wasn’t going to do anything more.
Having her helmet in her hands occupied the two things she could most readily use to hurt someone. She didn’t have enough nanites with her to do anything dramatic right away. And they also just wouldn’t work the same as on the Sunspot without a massive body of them in the soil, either. But the important thing was that it looked like she was purposefully letting her guard down and waiting for them to make the next move, whatever it would be.
It’s not like she knew what she was doing. This was just a guess on her part.
After an excruciating number of seconds wherein nobody moved a muscle, Manifold suggested, “Why don’t you say something out loud?”
“Do they speak verbally? I mean, with their mouths, with sound?” Molly asked.
“They appear to have ears, so I would expect so,” Manifold answered.
“And you don’t think I might scare them away by talking?”
“I don’t know. But it would be a change from just staring at each other,” quipped the Tutor.
“OK, here goes,” Molly said, and then spoke out loud. “Hello! May I have permission to visit with you?”
She figured tone of voice was more important than what she actually said, since they wouldn’t be able to understand her words. So, she’d chosen words that would naturally lead her to use the tone of voice she wanted.
“I wonder if they even ask questions the same way we do,” Manifold said. “Their vocal inflections may be totally different. Maybe they don’t even ask questions. Maybe their language is all passive statements.”
“You’re not helping,” Molly thought back at it.
But then, the two locals, who had started at the sound of Molly’s voice, held hands and crept forward through the bush to stand upright several meters away from her.
They appeared to be trembling.
Molly rose easily to be just below their eye level. She hoped it would be a gesture of both respect and deference, and not threatening. Waiting further after that was also probably crucial.
Eventually one of them babbled something.
“Let’s try the thing,” Molly thought at Manifold.
“Doing it already,” Manifold reported.
Molly then held her helmet in her right hand and gestured at it with her left and said, “helmet.” Then she nodded her head and gestured with open palm upward toward the locals.
After a moment, one of them nudged the other who then said a word.
Molly took a deep breath and sighed into a slightly more relaxed pose, nodding again. Then she pointed at herself, at her neck just above her suit’s ring seal, and said her name.
In an apparent daze, the two locals did something similar, each saying a different word.
“It looks like they’re making similar assumptions as you,” Manifold observed. “We need way more data, though. This is going to go slowly.”
“You are directing the algorithm to start analyzing their radio chatter, now, right?” Molly asked. “Now that we have samples of their speech, that should be possible, right?”
“Yes and maybe,” Manifold said. “We did land in a relative dead spot, though. There isn’t much to draw from here. What we are getting appears to be all one way communication.”
“OK, I’ll keep going.” Molly pointed at the ground and said, “planet,” and then pointed at the sky and said, “cosmos.”
One of the others made a face and nodded, then did what was, again, presumably the same thing.
“They could have said their word for dirt and their word for cloud, for all we know,” Manifold grumbled.
“I know,” Molly said. “But the algorithm is supposed to compensate for that possibility over time. All responses are data, right?”
“Yes,” replied Manifold.
“Speech,” Molly said out loud, and gestured with her fingers from her mouth out into the air as she was speaking.
They all went on like this for roughly three hours, dutifully building vocabulary for the linguistics algorithm to build a translation. Molly also began to throw in full but short sentences, trying to prompt them to do the same, like, “this is a rock.” And while the two locals seemed to look bewildered, at times frustrated, and at others encouraged, Molly still wasn’t quite sure she was reading their expressions right, and had to rely on the fact that they kept playing the game to reassure herself things were going well.
“Here we go,” Manifold said eventually, then sent a tiny data file to Molly. “Try saying this phrase through your suit’s speakers. Your mouth and vocal cords aren’t really made for their phonemes.”
“I’ve noticed,” Molly said. Then she did as Manifold suggested. She didn’t at all understand what she said, but she commanded her suit to say it precisely as Manifold had rendered it.
She understood that it should have been a greeting and another request to visit. She recognized the sounds of her name and pronouns.
The eyes of the others grew wide, and their mouths opened ever so slightly. They jumped up and down and shoved gently but excitedly at each other, and then one of them said a phrase which the algorithm translated for Molly as, “Greetings! My name is Susan. This is Lesley. Our pronouns are she/her, for each of us. And yes, you can visit!”
“Can I just think at the algorithm and have it translate for me, now?” Molly asked Manifold.
“You should be able to, yes,” Manifold affirmed.
“This distance feels safe for me right now,” Molly said to Susan and Lesley. “Are you OK with it? Should we stand further apart? Or would you like to sit?”

      [image: ]“Safety this separation now me,” Molly the space snake’s voice said from the suit without her mouth moving, pronouncing the words almost perfectly. Except for the bizarre grammar, she sounded like a well trained radio announcer. “You balance this? Must we standing dissociated? Or you wish sitting?”
Susan thought she understood all that well enough, but she still had to hesitate to answer it. And that pause was long enough for Molly to interject with more words.
“Still quickly adapting my calculation,” she said. “Should better talking soon it.”
Lesley was a little faster on the draw than Susan, and asked, “Does it make much sense when we talk to you?”
Molly’s face was surprisingly expressive, and she scrunched it up in response to that, and then seemed to laugh. “No?” she replied.
Lesley laughed in response, visibly relaxing, then turned to Susan, “It’s like those internet translation services. It learned how to translate in absolute record time, but it’s just not very good yet, still!”
“Yeah,” Susan replied. “I’m still trying to figure out if she wants us to get closer or if she’s offering to let us sit down.”
“I think your translator is getting the word order messed up,” Lesley said, turning to Molly. “Ours is a subject-verb-object language.” Then she smiled wanly and shrugged, clearly hoping that would make some sort of sense. Lesley was a writer and had some knowledge of all this, but xeno-linguistics wasn’t what she’d focused on. She’d written historical fiction, though, which had included first encounters between people who spoke different languages, so she had read some ancient translated journals as part of her research. Not what Susan had started dating her for, but definitely a huge bonus!
“Also some words are just not coming through right,” Susan added.
Lesley pointed at Susan, “Ooh, idioms! I should have said, ‘word order wrong.’ Good catch!”
Susan nodded and then said to Molly, “Let us sit where we are at right now.” She was trying to keep the words and sentence as simple as possible, but that still felt too complicated.
But Molly nodded and lowered herself again, and said, “Calibrating word order we.”
“We?” Lesley asked. “Are there more than one of you here?” 
The ship certainly looked big enough for maybe one other giant snake. If it was a short ranged vehicle. Susan was squinting at it in thought. 
Of course she really couldn’t judge alien technology, but it sure didn’t look like anything that could even make it back to orbit now that it was down here. Not enough fuel. It should need a launch vehicle, if it was anything like technology and physics that she was familiar with. So, it probably also wasn’t an interstellar craft, if Molly even came from beyond their solar system. It probably wasn’t even capable of interplanetary flight. It certainly couldn’t sustain a person for that long. Not enough food and water storage!
“My teacher is with me,” Molly said. “It exists in my internet. It is named Junction of Tubes. Or… Is Manifold the right single word for that?”
“Wow, your translator works quickly!” Lesley blinked. “Yeah, Manifold is good. That’s a good name.”
“My translator marks words with their meaning and function as it speaks, so that I can double check it,” Molly explained. “This means that I am learning too. And Manifold helps. I am still not speaking your language yet. My translator is. I am just telling it how to speak better. And this is still also exhausting. But it is worth it.”
“How are you using words we haven’t even spoken here with you?” Lesley asked. “You’re using a lot of them!”
“Your people’s radio transmissions give us a lot of data to work with. Many examples of speech. We have to filter for your language, of course. On my world, we have three languages. Here, you have many more.”
“But how are you using the words so correctly?” Lesley asked.
“I am?” Molly asked back. “That’s good to hear! It is the predictive calculations using your examples. I don’t think the translator knows what the words mean, just that they are the most likely translations for the words I think.”
“Holy shit, that’s fast!” Susan interjected. “How can your computer work with that much information and do the error checking so quickly?”
“Yours cannot?”
Susan shook her head, “There are rumors that some government computers might be able to. But no, not that we know of.”
Lesley was looking funny at Susan, so Susan gave her a funny look back, which snapped her out of it. And Lesley said, “I just noticed something. Molly, do you nod to say ‘yes’?”
Molly nodded and then said, “yes.”
“Ok, two questions” Lesley gestured with both her hands. “Why is that the same between our people, and why is it that we didn’t pick up on that but your translator is spitting out and understanding complex sentences in less than four hours?”
“I mean, we take the gestures for granted,” Susan said. “And Molly has superior technology!”
Again, they weren’t actually using the name Molly here, and we’ll get to that later. It’s just respectful not to use her old name in this text.
“The translator’s calculator is reporting a 1 in 378 incident likely error rate,” Molly said. “I should be getting some words wrong, still. Both ways.”
“Damn!” Susan exclaimed.
“We need to keep calibrating,” Molly nodded. “I am your guest. You should ask me questions. Anything you would like to know.”
‘What do you eat?” Lesley asked, before Susan could open her mouth. “I’m hungry. It’s lunch time for us, so I want to get something from our tents. Do you want anything?”
Molly seemed to think about that for a bit and then said, “My suit has nutrient goo. Until I analyze your food, I should not eat it.”
“Wait,” Susan said, grabbing Lesley’s arm as she was getting up. Susan didn’t feel able to speak her worry, so she just looked up at her girlfriend with pleading eyes.
“Our tents are just behind us,” Lesley said. “You can holler if she does anything you don’t like, and I’ll be right back here in a second.”
“Or you can both get food,” Molly said. “I will stay right here and will not move until you return. This is your home. I do not wish to do anything to it that you do not consent to.”
“Well, it’s not really our home home, but…” Susan looked over at Molly, frowning. She was suddenly reminded of old fairy tales about evil spirits who couldn’t enter your home unless they were invited. But Molly actually looked so naively earnest that she decided it was worth the risk. What could they really do, anyway. Even with the weapons they’d brought and left in their tent, which maybe Lesley was planning on retrieving too, they were really unprepared for anything Molly might attack them with. Molly could have overpowered them easily by now, if she’d wanted to. And she really seemed to be acting like a curious scientist more than anything else. “OK,” she ended up saying, and then got up to return to camp with Lesley.

      [image: ]“Do we understand their language well enough to scan for reports of our landing?” Molly asked Manifold while Susan and Lesley were getting their food.
“Yes,” Manifold said. “I think we are safe for now. Every frequency that has had a message about us, that we can pick up, is reporting sightings of a meteor with no impact. I think we did good.”
“If we choose to stay here, we’ll have to make contact with their governments eventually, though,” Molly replied. She did not look forward to figuring out how to do that.
“Yes, that’s true,” Manifold agreed. “That might be an argument to return to exploring nearby stars.”
Bending space/time made space travel so much more convenient, to completely understate things. But there was still so much travel to and from a given satellite once they were in a star system, and that still took up time. It was lonely, even with Manifold with her. And she had long ago become ready to be around people again. 
She’d left the Sunspot knowing that, even with her mode of travel, the people she knew there would have changed dramatically by the time she ever returned, if she was even able to. And she also would be changed. Time would flow differently for her than for her original home, since it was traveling at relativistic velocities while she was breaking light cones left and right, but also their experiences would be so alien. She’d considered this trip to be one way, with her eventual death the end to it. She could always report back using the Tunnel, and maybe even travel back that way without the use of her body. And presumably, Manifold was sending reports. But, she’d left for more reasons than just to explore, and she intended to live amongst another people before her body ever gave out.
These weren’t the first people she’d found. But they were the first to live on a planet with such a nearly perfect climate and atmosphere. So they were the first she’d made actual contact with.
“No. I want to stay here,” she told Manifold. “I want to get to know more of them, even if they end up killing me sooner rather than later. Send that message back to the Crew, too, please. This is who and what I am.”
Susan and Lesley were pretty quick about getting their food. They were already sitting back down by the time Molly had finished that exchange.

      [image: ]Susan habitually checked the contents of her cheese sandwich as she pulled it from its bag. Yep, still just cheese! Just like she’d made it! She smirked at herself for never being able to give up this form of self defense from elementary school, when someone else had made the sandwiches. Lesley would consider her sandwich unbearably dry, but butter or mayonnaise would have ruined it for her. And mustard was right out.
She took a bite and smiled with closed lips at Molly while she started chewing.
Lesley rubbed her back affectionately and then said to their guest, “So, Molly, how do you decline your pronoun?”
Molly looked confused and said, “I don’t?” She seemed to scowl and look inward for a bit before continuing, “I like my pronoun. I chose it. So I do not decline it.”
Lesley looked back up from preparing her food and said, “Oh, no. I mean, OK. I’m going to say a sentence and you should analyze it in both languages, ours and yours.”
“OK,” Molly said.
“When Susan accompanied me to our tent, she said that her sandwich was already made, and that she had packed it herself,” Lesley said slowly. “OK, that’s the sentence. Remember when you gave us your pronoun, you only said one word, but when we gave you ours we listed two?”
“Yes,” Molly nodded.
“We were being lazy. There are actually three forms for our pronouns, and I used them all in that sentence. I think your translator may have picked up on it, even if you didn’t notice. She, her, and herself. We call those ‘declensions’, and changing the form of the pronoun depending on where it goes in the sentence is called “declining” it.”
Molly nodded silently every few words, eyes unfocused, like she was listening to something else in her ear or head. Probably her translator, or maybe Manifold giving her its thoughts.
“Ah,” Molly said, after a moment. “My language does not decline pronouns. Old Fenekere does, though, so Manifold is familiar with the idea.”
“Can I hear a translation of that sentence I gave you in your own language? I’d love to hear what it sounds like,” Lesley asked. “If you can remember it, of course.”
“Certainly,” Molly replied through her suit. Then she opened her mouth and uttered the words, “Ninaa mäofni’uf moamayirig mem Shushan, mäoräorig shekotemareg shihubaung’uf shi, ‘enaa ‘ufeg biyem shi.”
“Beautiful! Thank you,” Lesley responded, then took a bite out of her food. After chewing and swallowing it rather quickly, she added, “So, should we just use your pronoun without declining it, or…?”
“I like your pronoun. It sounds good to my ears,” Molly said. “May I use it for myself while we are speaking your language?”
Susan nodded, her mouth full of cheese sandwich.
And Lesley blinked and said, “of course! I really like your name, by the way. Does it mean anything?”
Molly shook her head quickly, and said, “I don’t like it. I used to. But ever since I left home I have grown to hate it. I am trying to think of a new one. I’m a different person now, anyway.”
“Why did you come here, anyway?” Susan finally asked. She’d been holding onto that question since Molly had offered to answer anything they might ask, but hadn’t had the chance to ask it yet.
Molly sucked something green from a transparent tube while she thought about how to answer that, then said, “I hated my home, and learned that I could leave it. But it is lonely in the cosmos, even with Manifold. I wanted to meet new people and feel less lonely. It is more complicated than that, but I don’t know how to explain it.”
Susan found herself reaching for Lesley’s hand. Molly was not describing scientific curiosity or a sense of adventure. Not the normal things you’d expect from an explorer of any sort, let alone an emissary from another species of intelligent beings! This sounded like something personal. And while she herself had felt like leaving the planet some days, if she only could, taking Lesley with her, she couldn’t imagine actually doing it now that she met someone else who had left hers. The enormity of it startled her.
There were people who got up and left for another country because of how their families treated them. Maybe for an interstellar space faring people, this was a similar thing. Except, there were no diplomatic relations between Molly’s people and her own. No prior knowledge that either existed! How could Molly trust that she wouldn’t be killed on the spot by whoever had found her first?
Or, was this story just for show? It was still really hard to read Molly’s expressions. Except for a few coincidental similarities, they were very alien to Susan. They had no way of guessing if she was lying.
Not that Susan was particularly good at reading people’s expressions anyway. This situation just made her even more aware of the questions she usually had. Her default was to take people at their word and hold them to it, and sort things out later if there was a misunderstanding. Which she was letting herself do here, even as she had her worries.
Lesley seemed to have been taken aback, as well. She’d stopped eating her typically strange lunch, and just stared at Molly for a bit.
Lesley’s food was always so much more complicated than anyone usually ate. Susan thought that maybe she invented her own dishes, because she certainly didn’t recognize any of them. But, even though she thought about it a lot, neither of them ever commented on the other’s eating habits. They let each other do her own thing, and both took comfort in knowing they could trust the other. And that was one of the real reasons why Susan loved Lesley so much. Even in their differences, they felt more alike and understandable to each other than anyone else they’d ever met.
Did Molly, an alien being, even have emotions quite like that? If her story was true, it seemed like maybe she could.
That realization was reality shaping for Susan. Probably for anyone who might learn it. Common needs for beings from entirely different stars!
It felt like it said something about the fabric of the universe itself.
The unreality of the whole situation hit Susan again really hard and she felt that shifting, dizzying sensation again.
Lesley glanced over at her and said, “Sweetie?”
Susan shook her head, “Just dissociating. We’re the first people to ever meet an alien from another star. Ever. That anyone knows of. We’re personally living an historical event. Of course I’m dissociating from it!” She giggled a little bit at her own observation.
Lesley squeezed her hand and nodded, “Yeah. I get it. I’ll keep leading.” She turned back to Molly and asked, “How long have you been searching for other people, on your own, I mean?”
Molly seemed to scowl again in what was probably her thinking expression, and said, “That’s a hard question to answer. I have visited many stars and scanned their planets for radio waves, and I experienced two months? We have not yet calculated how our time measurements differ from yours.”
“Oh, that makes sense,” Lesley said.
“But,” Molly continued pointedly. “I also, according to typical space/time, have not yet left the Sunspot.”
“What?” both Lesley and Susan asked, not quite in sync.
“Bending space/time in order to travel does weird things,” Molly stated.
“Oh, right! Relativity and the speed of light!” Susan blurted, feeling more focused because of the subject. “You’re talking about traveling at faster than light, sort of, right?”
“Correct,” Molly said.
Susan looked over at Lesley and said, “I mean, how else would she have gotten here on her own? Especially if she experienced visiting many different stars in just two months! That’s physically impossible even at relativistic speeds. Unless her ship can warp space!”
“Not this ship,” Molly gestured behind her. “My larger one, in orbit around your sun. This is my landing craft. You governments might see my starship, but we think it would be hard for them to reach it. It took me a long time to reach your planet from there.”
Susan boggled at the enormity of that, and found herself saying, “What you just did was so incredibly dangerous!”
“Yes, I know,” Molly acknowledged.
“Aren’t you afraid that we could have killed you? Or that our government would come here to capture or kill you, or do worse?”
“I am,” Molly said, pausing for a bit as if emphasizing what she was going to say next with the silence. “But, I think it is worth it. And the risk is less to me than it might seem. I am not sure I want to explain yet, but my technology may preserve me in the case of danger. Please do not ask how. I feel it is important I keep it secret for my safety. But it is a passive defense. Harmless.”
Susan felt years of enjoying science fiction stories come crashing down into her mood, and she found herself getting very quiet and asking slowly and cautiously, “Do your people usually carry weapons?”
“Weapons?” Molly asked, and again seemed to be listening to someone else. “The translator gave me the old Fenekere word for that, and Manifold had to explain it. No. We don’t even have a word for such a thing. But, I have access to technology, on me and on my ship, that I could use as weapons if I need to. I had not considered it. Should I?”
“Maybe,” Susan said. She glanced over at Lesley. They’d retrieved their weapons from camp, bear spray and a handgun. It had been careless to have left them there in the first place. Weapons are useless or more dangerous when you let them leave your reach. “Our government might send someone here in the next day or two. I am surprised they haven’t shown up already. But maybe they don’t realize you’re here, and just think you were a meteor. I don’t know how they would react if they found you.”
“If you don’t have any weapons where you come from, why did you feel like you had to leave?” Lesley blurted out. “It sounds idyllic!”
Without showing any signs of offense or distress, Molly turned to her and said, “Even though we do not have the word for weapons, we can and do still hurt each other. Sometimes on purpose, using tools. We are human, after all.”
“Human?”
“Is that the word for your species?”
“Yes.”
“Then I don’t mean that. I mean, we are people. We are Ktletaccete. We are fallible.”
“Oh,” Lesley said. “OK, we use the word ‘human’ for that kind of thing, too. I get it. But what was that word your translator didn’t translate?”
“It’s the one I used that came out as ‘human’ before,” Molly answered. “It means ‘Children of the Exodus Ships.’ Or, at least, that’s what it means now. Manifold says it meant ‘Children of Eh’, but that doesn’t make sense because Eh is not that old. At least, I don’t think Eh is. Fenekere is the language that predates all of the Exodus Ships, according to legend. It is billions of our years old.”
Susan just didn’t believe that. That sounded like something religious, it was so outlandish. But it didn’t matter. It was what Molly had grown up being told, and that was important in its own way. It informed her view of the universe and of herself.
Molly just went on talking, “The Exodus Ships, including mine, the Sunspot, are ancient. Most of them have likely been destroyed by now. We have lost contact with so many. But if the Tutor Abacus’ discoveries are accurate, then it is likely we originated in another galaxy entirely, and that our people have spread to many others. But we are just passing through, looking for enough matter to create another ship occasionally. We don’t need anything from any inhabited worlds. Oort clouds tend to have everything we need. And our ship spends most of its time traveling at nearly the speed of light relative to everything around it anyway. Contact with Outsiders is almost entirely unheard of. I decided to leave when we received confirmation of our first radio contact with Outsiders since the Sunspot was created.”
“How old are you?” Lesley asked. “If it’s ok for me to ask?”
Molly blinked and looked up at the sky, “Your planet has a rotational period of 31 of my hours. That’s an interesting coincidence. But it is a coincidence. Nevermind. Um… And it has an orbital period of 278 of your own days, roughly.”
“We do have to keep adjusting our calendars, yeah.” Susan mumbled.
“Manifold says that I have experienced the equivalent of 73 of your years.”
“You’re older than both of us put together!” Lesley exclaimed. “I’m 32, and she’s 33.”
“And yet, thanks to relativity, I haven’t been born yet,” Molly seemed to smirk. “May I ask. Do your people consider you to be adults?”
“Yes,” Lesley said.
“To my people, I am a child. I have been through first adolescence. But I am considered to be in second, longer adolescence,” Molly admitted.
“And they let you leave? On an experimental interstellar trip?!” Susan asked, instantly flabbergasted.
“Yes. According to Autonomy, it was my right,” Molly said. “Also, Manifold came with me. It is my life long parent, so long as we both continue to consent to it.”
A different voice came from the suit then. Where Molly’s was soft and sweet and sounded well groomed to Susan’s ears, this voice sounded like the owner of it had chosen to mimic a gruff but amiable stereotype. Like someone who’d be chosen to play a friendly mechanic in a drama. But its word choice was almost mechanical, like Molly’s sometimes sounded through the translator. It was obviously Manifold.
“I am the version of myself that would rather accompany Molly. The version of myself that would rather stay aboard the Sunspot is there,” it said. “I can confirm what Molly says. It is a universal right of sentient life to exercise Autonomy, and that is recognized even for the youngest children. She did not leave the Sunspot before she experienced many arguments about it, however. Still, when she left, she was given as much assistance as possible, even from the eldest of the Crew. This is how we do things.”
“I wish our world was like that,” Lesley said.
Susan nodded and added, “We are here, camping, to get away from our people for a while. We call it a vacation. It’s important for our mental health. But we have to go back soon. We both have to work, to do labor for others, in order to survive. And other people are often not kind to us. We’re a couple of queerdos.”
“Queerdos?” Molly asked.
“It’s our word. We’re queer and weird. Um. We’re lesbians. That refers to who we love. Our relationship is not accepted by everyone.”
Lesley spoke into a bite of her food before putting into her mouth, “And we’re autistic. It’s a kind of difference in the way we think from everyone else. That’s where the ‘weird’ part comes in.”
Susan put a hand on Lesley’s back and bit her lip, then looked at Molly, “I’m getting the impression that you experience something similar with your people?”
Molly opened her mouth to talk, even though her words would come from her suit. But then, something very startling happened.

      [image: ]The language algorithm didn’t yet know how to translate “queerdos”, “queer”, “lesbians”, and “autistic”. This made it very difficult for Molly to follow Susan and Lesley’s confessions, even with their explanations.
She was just trying to figure out how to explain her own situation to her two hosts more clearly, so that maybe they would understand better if there really were similarities, when a deep voiced thought echoed in her head. She did not recognize it, but she felt a chill as if she knew what it meant.
“Molly and Manifold, may I have some of your nanites, please? The maker bin in your landing craft will suffice,” it said.
“Shit!” Manifold exclaimed.
“Who are you?” Molly thought back.
“Phage,” it said.
“How did you get here?” she asked.
“I hitched a ride with you. I came the whole way in the bottom of your psyche, to help if you need it.”
Molly was horrified at what she was facing. The Chief Monster was not in her ship’s Network, but in her own head! 
“Without my consent?!” she demanded.
“Of course not,” Phage responded. “But there’s no time to explain. There are several local aircraft converging on your location and you need my help.”

      [image: ]What Susan saw next, shortly after Molly had frozen in mid thought, was a dark, oily looking figure, shaped very much like a human but with a tufted tail, walk casually down the gangway of the landing craft.
It paused at the bottom of it when its feet touched the ground, which they seemed to sink into ever so slightly.
Then it posed as if stretching muscles it probably didn’t have. It appeared to be made entirely of goo.
Even without distinct eyes, it clearly looked at Lesley and then Susan, and wrinkled its face in a smile of some sort.
And then it silently rocketed into the air. Almost like it was yoinked into the sky by a rubber band.
Susan’s vasal vagus nerve finally decided that then was a good time to faint. 
Susan remembered thinking to herself while she was falling over, “Why am I fainting? What good does this do?”






  
  Autonomy and Consent


“We should get you two to safety,” Molly said to Lesley. “Your partner is unconscious. I can carry her.” 
“What was that? Was that Manifold?!” Lesley nearly shouted back at her.
“No. That was Phage. I didn’t know it was here. We don’t have much time,” Molly held her arms out in an open gesture and rose a few centimeters to emphasize her offer to carry Susan.
“I’ve got her,” Lesley growled, and moved as if to intercept Molly’s advancement. Molly hadn’t come forward yet, but she understood that protective posturing and retreated a little anyway. Susan was the smaller of the two, and Lesley didn’t seem to have any trouble picking her up. 
Having only fainted, Susan did wake up as Lesley was lifting her, and wrapped her arm around her partner’s neck for stability.
“I’ve got you, Sweetie,” Lesley said. “We need to move to safety.”
Molly made a point of looking at the sky and scanning it as she said, “Your government has sent aircraft to meet me. Phage thinks there is danger. We have minutes. Is your camp secure?”
“Against what? Government agents? Gunfire? No!” Lesley’s eyes were wide. “It’s barely even secure against rodents.”
“You may want to board my craft, then,” Molly stated, looking Lesley in the eyes evenly. “But, I intend to retreat to orbit and decide what to do from there.” She nodded to punctuate her statement, and then started to turn to start her way back up the gangway. She looked back once to see if Lesley and Susan were following.
The human’s eyes were wide, and they were visibly trembling again. Lesley was still holding Susan, one arm under her legs and the other supporting her shoulders. While Susan was hugging Lesley. Not for the first time, Molly was struck by how similar they were to the people her own had supposedly come from, the denizens of the Terra Supreme, the Sunspot’s parent ship.
“The Best Dirt” some people called that ship, voices dripping with sarcasm. There were no good stories about the Terra Supreme. The original Crew of the Sunspot had built their ship and left it in the midst of a bloody rebellion, a desperate attempt to escape a culture they could no longer bear. And in the process, they themselves had made decisions for their new world that further oppressed their descendants. When Molly had left the Sunspot, people were still in heated arguments about just what was wrong about the Sunspot.
She still didn’t like to think about her own motives for leaving.
But, in this moment, she was thinking about parallel evolution and how strange it was that it mimicked what her own ancestry looked like. While everyone aboard the Sunspot had widely different physiology, each person showing wild variations in all their physical traits and sometimes resembling various fauna of the Garden, the people of the Terra Supreme all resembled savanna primates who were particularly adapted for walking great distances while carrying various objects, such as their own young, with their arms. The populaces of both ships were the product of heavily monitored breeding programs, and millennia of genetic engineering. Where the Sunspot selected for the greatest viable diversity, the Terra Supreme had aimed for conformity. And here, on this planet, natural evolution (presumably) had led to a people who vaguely resembled the latter.
There were some major differences, though. Evident already in meeting just two of them! 
These people had different skin colors, for instance. Their heights and physical builds varied more than on the Terra Supreme. Lesley was tall and stocky, sturdy enough to pick up another adult, and her hips were slightly smaller than her broad, strong shoulders. And Susan had much broader hips and thighs, with slight shoulders. And when the two stood side by side, the top of Susan’s head reached the middle of Lesley’s bicep. Of course, life on this planet used something like DNA but that wasn’t quite the same, incompatible enough that viruses didn’t seem to be a danger. And there were a myriad of subtler anatomical differences that marked the two as truly alien. They probably did not have the same internal organs, for instance. Their nervous systems probably worked in a totally different way, if they even had nerves!
Molly had already entered her ship and was in the process of removing her hazard suit when she heard Lesley’s footsteps coming up the ramp of the gangway.
“And now I’ve abducted two of their people,” she thought grimly to herself.

      [image: ]“You can put me down,” Susan whispered to Lesley as she carried her up the ramp of the ship.
“Not until we’re inside,” Lesley smiled back at her.
“You can also not put me down,” she heard her mouth say. They were the first people on their world to enter an alien spacecraft, and they were in the midst of doing so, and she was flirting with her girlfriend! Why? She looked around.
The first chamber they entered was the airlock, of course. A lifeform would have to be very, very different, either physiologically or psychologically, to not need an airlock on a spacecraft built to visit alien planets. This airlock did appear to double as an access shaft to the aft compartments of the ship. They entered through the side of the craft and faced a wall. To their right were the crew chambers, if Molly’s movements were any indication. To their left was presumably fuel, life support, and the engines.
The airlock was nearly featureless and surprisingly spacious. Cabinets were inset into the walls, their doors flush, with only small cracks and shiny finger sized panels that might have been flip-out latches to mark where they were. Everything that wasn’t shiny was an eggshell white. Molly had one of the larger cabinets open and had crawled partway inside. She had instructed her suit to grip the sides of the cabinet with its arms, and she was in the process of crawling out of it in a way that only a snake could do when she acknowledged Lesley and Susan’s entrance.
“You’ll be able to breathe my air, but you’ll probably want nasal filters,” Molly said. Another wall cabinet, a bin that hinged from the bottom, clicked open. “Scoop some nanite clay from the bin with your finger and apply it under your nose. Manifold will instruct it to function properly for you,” she instructed. “It will feel weird, but it won’t harm you. It will help.”
Lesley set Susan down in front of the bin, and by the time they were both staring at the graphene slime within it, Molly had fully extricated herself from her suit and was coiled near the cabin hatch. The gangway was already lifting to seal them all inside.
“Hurry,” Molly said. “I won’t open the hatch until you are ready, but Phage can only delay your government for so long. It is instructing me to lift off now if I can.” Her translated voice now seemed to be coming from the ship itself.
Lesley, being the more adventurous of the two of them, was the first to smear the nanite clay under her nose. “How much?” she asked, even as she was already doing it.
“I don’t know,” Molly said. “If you have trouble breathing, you can acquire more inside. The excess will leave your system harmlessly.”
Susan was still alarmed by that explanation, and she stared at Molly, “You’re asking us to put tiny alien machines into our bodies?”
“Only suggesting. It is your choice, always, with me,” Molly stated. “I will risk my life to let you leave the ship again before I take off. It is OK for you to leave. You may do what you feel is safest for you. But once we are in movement, it will be harder.”
Despite the space snake’s words, there really didn’t seem to be any choice. They’d entered the ship in the first place because they were more scared of being in the custody of government agents than aboard an alien vessel. It seemed really weird to put it that way, especially with the amount of adrenaline and dissociation she’d been experiencing this whole time. But Lesley especially didn’t want to tangle with authority, even though she’d done nothing illegal. When people like her were detained for any reason, things usually went badly.
Susan scooped up a pea sized dollop of nanite clay and brought it to her upper lip, and said, “OK.” She gave Lesley a worried look, and her girlfriend mirrored it back but added a reassuring smirk. And above that smirk, black slime crawled into her nostrils.
The gangway sealed shut and became part of the outer hull, and a hissing noise started. The air began to smell weird and spicy.
“With your consent, I want to analyze pathogens in your bodies,” Manifold said. “If I can identify anything that is harming you, I can have the nanites work to remove it, but I will ask again before doing so. But it would be good if I can also identify anything that might harm Molly.”
Lesley raised her eyebrows while still smirking warmly at her, so Susan said, “Why not? Yes. Go ahead.”
The bulkhead hatch opened before Molly and she crawled through, saying, “Please, follow me. I’m instructing the ship to produce harnesses for you in the flight cabin. There is room. You’ll be able to see what I see as we take off.”
Everything about the ship was clearly designed for spending long periods of time in microgravity. Although the surface they were walking on had a grippy texture, designed also to accommodate normal movement when the ship was landed, it was lined with cabinets, panels, and pop out furniture the same way that the walls and ceiling were. Everything was neatly stowed away, so there wasn’t much to look at.
After a short hallway with hatches in all four surfaces, the next chamber was even larger than the airlock. Much larger. Only the forward third of the ship contained the crew compartments, and this seemed like the bulk of it. It would still be cramped with three people living in this one room, but surprisingly doable, even with one of them being a three meter long snake. The colors of the walls were much more cheery than the sterility of the airlock. A soft navy blue was accented by lily green, sunset orange, and fields of a tan that reminded Susan of a sunlit beach sand. What were presumably the flip-out handles of the cabinets were a light lavender. 
The next hatch clearly led to the cockpit.
“The harnesses will adjust to your bodies once you have secured them,” Molly was saying. “This will help keep you conscious and injury free during takeoff and maneuvering. They are powered by the same nanite clay that is in your nasal passages. We have begun using it for nearly everything.”
The cockpit was mostly a dull utilitarian charcoal gray, with the same sunset orange from the living quarters as trim for the control panels and seating. Any edge that one might have to look out for while moving around had a centimeter thick orange line along its length.
“I wonder if our eyes work the same,” Lesley remarked. “Because your interior design is gorgeous to me. The colors especially. Even if this was an apartment and not a spaceship, I’d want to move in.”
“Thank you,” Molly said. “We might be able to compare experiences later. Please strap in as soon as you can.”
Susan noted that the two “flight harnesses”, as Molly called them, that were still emerging from the deck of the cockpit, were different sizes. The smaller one on the right was clearly for her. It looked like a cross between the driver’s seat of a car crossed with a recliner and a water bed. It looked like it could pivot on all three axes to some degree in order to compensate for the various forces of maneuvering a spacecraft. And its default position was upright enough that Susan would be able to look out the forward portals without tilting her head.
Molly’s seat looked like an egg full of translucent goo. It had an opening slightly larger than her head, through which she started threading her body to arrange it in coils inside, keeping an eye on the sky through the portals. Or, wait, were those display screens? Susan didn’t remember seeing portals or windows on the outside of the ship. The light that came from these screens was such a good replica of the natural sunlight, and the way that the screens were inset into the cabin wall, it looked like they were windows!
Lesley took just a little longer than Susan to get into her harness, but said, “Ready!” when the straps had finished wrapping themselves around her torso and upper legs. 
And Susan felt the ship move as the trees visible through the screens dropped away. The force was more firm and reassuring than her bouts of dissociative vertigo had been. She managed to let herself enjoy the thrill of it.
She was going to be an astronaut!
Molly lowered her head to rest in the opening of her seat, her lower jaw cradled in goo, and said through the ship’s speakers, “relax and let your harnesses cradle you. I’ve got some evading to do.”

      [image: ]There were two kinds of aircraft that had been dispatched to investigate Molly’s landing site. A wing of quick and agile fighters, and two large personnel carriers that maneuvered on vectored thrust.
Phage engaged the fighters first. And what it did with its nanite clay body, neither Molly nor Manifold could have done. To even fly like Phage had done, they would have had to have been aboard the Sunspot, to take advantage of the larger bulk of the nanites there to manipulate the magnetic forces necessary for such a feat. But even then, the speed with which Phage flew and then separated itself into three streams of nanite mist quick enough to intercept the fighters was impossible for anyone but it.
Phage, the Chief Monster and Engineer of the Sunspot, is an entity that defies explanation. Its origins are as mysterious as its ability to manipulate physics itself. No one can adequately theorize why it can do what it does, and even it itself refuses to fully try. When asked, it gives four or five different answers and lets you pick the one you like.
It does have limits, however. The further it stretches its influences, the less consciousness it experiences, apparently. Fewer emotions, fewer attachments, fewer decision making abilities, and less overall awareness. And it had agreed, but not vowed, to assist and protect the children of the Sunspot without doing anyone harm, to the best of its ability. It had been why the Sunspot had survived as long as it did.
It can copy itself, and send that copy to a new location, like it had done with Molly. But it seems to prefer avoiding that unless absolutely necessary.
So, it had some choices to make in its act to defend Molly.
Should it treat the lives of the fighter pilots as part of its agreement not to hurt anyone? And, if so, how should it go about preventing them from hurting Molly? And then, deciding upon that, how obvious should it be in its actions to stop or waylay them? How vulgar? How mysterious?
Should it leave them merely confused? Or should it risk putting the fear of the unnatural in them?
It was clear that this military force already expected trouble, sending fighters to investigate what should have looked like a meteor. Molly’s piloting hadn’t quite fooled them. They’d also likely get a better read on her taking off than her landing, now that they’d brought their sensory equipment and a few eyeballs to bear on the area. If Molly was to have any hope of a diplomatic second contact with these people, just what they experienced now would play a crucial role in that.
And here Phage had impaired itself ever so slightly by spreading itself over three targets rather than cloning itself to do the job.
It misjudged its actions just enough that each pilot reported what they thought was a glancing bird strike shortly before their instruments went haywire. Records showed that these strikes occurred at slightly different times. Chronometers and navigational instruments remained untouched, but radar and laser guidance were compromised, as were their radios. And all weapons systems refused to acknowledge any commands, lever switches, or button presses.
One of the pilots, upon seeing Molly’s landing craft rocket toward orbit just after losing control of half their fighter, panicked and ejected. The other two were able to hold it together enough to turn and return to base after circling the site a couple of times to confirm visuals and communicate with each other via hand signals. Without radio to warn them, they had to let the troop carriers decide on their own whether to continue proceeding. They both made it a point to fly within visual contact of them on their way back.
It took some time for Phage to reconstitute its nanite body, after having been spread over such a distance, but it was still able to make it to Susan and Lesley’s camp and the landing site before agents arrived to investigate it. Where it delighted in causing more subtler mischief.
The camp looked like it had been abandoned for over a week, the food having gone bad in the cooler, leaves strewn about inside a half fallen tent, and various other signs of obvious neglect. And the impact that the landing craft’s struts had caused to the grasses and dirt was reversed somehow.
Investigators knew something had happened here. They had eye witnesses. And also, the two hikers whose belongings they found were known to have checked in at the ranger station less than a couple days ago. Their campsite should not have been that old, nor that long neglected.
It was not a complete mystery, however.
The launch of the unidentified craft had been caught on national radar, and its presence in orbit was now being tracked and confirmed by several independent observatories.
The public was not alerted to any of this. And the theory that the two hikers had been taken aboard the spacecraft was marked as sensitive information.
Following all that, there began an argument across various boardrooms about whether or not this had been an act of a foreign country or an actual extraterrestrial encounter.
The arrival of a strange new object to one of the lagrange points, observed a month and a half earlier, added considerable weight to the latter theory.

      [image: ]Thanks to Phage’s actions, takeoff was actually straightforward and rather smooth, if hurried. Molly put them all under heavier initial acceleration than was strictly necessary to reach orbit. Still, bio-readings of her two passengers helped her to avoid straining them to the point of unconsciousness. The ergonomics of the harnesses did a lot of the work, too, of course.
It took Molly ten minutes to reach an orbit she was happy with and let acceleration abate enough to enter microgravity. She chose to remain in her pilot seat.
“I am so sorry to put you through this,” Molly said. “I have restricted your autonomy by bringing poor choices to your home and microgravity can be an alarming experience.”
She heard Lesley hiccup and then swallow something.
Through clenched teeth, Susan said, “I think we’re good. How did you do that?”
“Do what?” Molly asked.
“Reach orbit without boosters or an extra fuel tank. You must have expended a considerable amount of fuel landing like you did!”
“Ah,” Molly said. She really didn’t know the physics of any of it. She knew how to pilot the ship, and she had led the design of it, but the specifications of the technology had been handled by others and she’d been told what it could do. Algorithms and simulations had handled most of it, in the end, in any case. “Manifold? Can you answer Susan’s question?”
“Since making our second truce with Phage, Sunspot engineers have been making enormous strides in our understanding and use of physics,” Manifold reported. “I don’t even know how the drive of this ship works. I just know that we could not have built it a generation ago.”
“Oh,” Molly and Susan both said, almost simultaneously.
“It should also be noted that the requisite design specs and explanations of the physics involved are not included in the ship’s library,” Manifold added. “We could make minor repairs on our own if we had to, perhaps replace about half of the parts using the makers. But to replace or repair the more critical components, we will once again need Phage’s help. That is not the kind of decision the Crew of the Sunspot would normally make. We will have to ask Phage about it, if we get the chance.”
Lesley hiccuped again.
“What do we do now?” Susan asked, bringing Molly’s attention back to the horror of all of her previous decisions.
She’d actually had quite a lot of experience in her life. Although, by the standards of the Crew of the Sunspot, she was considered a child still, she had already begun to forget more than she could remember of what all that she had been through. She could always consult her personal records, so that wasn’t much of a problem. But she was used to feeling old and experienced at this point. She’d led the design of the first space/time bending two person starship, after all! However, this situation made her aware of how naive she still was. And that designation of child really stung in the moment.
Of course the landing craft had relied upon Phage’s guidance and knowledge. The warp drive of her starship had only been possible because of it. The whole idea of her expedition was predicated on Phage’s new public life.
Why couldn’t she remember talking to it before? Was something wrong with her mind?
This worry combined with what she now saw as a series of rash decisions during first contact now made her feel dangerously incompitent.
It was hard to talk, let alone plan any next steps.
“We have to find a way to return you to your home as safely as possible,” Manifold said to Susan. “That should be our first priority. And if we can find a way to do so publicly, we may be able to make peaceful contact with your people. But that should be a distant secondary. A choice we make only if we are certain we can pull it off.”
Lesley again hiccuped. “Dammit,” she said. 
They were strange little hiccups. Molly decided to observe her readings more closely to catch the next one and see what was going on.
“What’s wrong, Darling?” Susan asked.
“I keep feeling like throwing up,” Lesley said. “I’ve gotten over feeling dizzy, but it’s like my stomach hasn’t.”
“Your species’ physiology must not be adapted to living in microgravity yet,” Manifold said.
Molly rolled her eyes at its rude assumption, but kept worrying about her own errors.
“Oh! I think I remember reading about this!” Susan said. “Some of our own astronauts have experienced it. Sometimes it goes away after a bit. Sometimes they have to keep swallowing like that the whole time they’re in orbit. I’m sorry Lesley, it sounds awful. Are you OK?”
“Yeah, I’ve been through worse things,” Lesley said, gulping again. “It reminds me of the tail end of bowel prep, though, and I don’t like that. A whole gallon of that foul liquid. Of course I was gagging by the end of it. It’s a similar kind of soft gagging.”
“Manifold,” Molly interjected. “I’m having a hard time thinking. I feel like I had some kind of plan when I was back on the ground, but it’s gone.”
“I am continuing to monitor radio transmissions,” Manifold said. “I now have access to more of them, and our translations are getting better as we converse. We can assume we are being tracked. We got enough to know that they reported visual contact with our ship as soon as Phage’s interference cleared up. The fighters radioed their command about halfway back to their land base. But we are not being talked about now on any of the frequencies I am monitoring.”
“Security,” Lesley said.
“Yeah, they’re probably using shielded land lines,” Susan agreed.
“So you think that your government is planning something?” Manifold asked.
“Absolutely,” Lesley replied.
Susan sighed loudly, “I have no idea if they have anything capable of reaching us in less than a day, or even several months. They’ll have a team working on it, either way. I mean, my knowledge of this sort of thing is totally from political thrillers, so take it with a grain of salt.”
“What would a grain of salt do for us?” Manifold asked.
“It’s an idiom, Manifold,” Lesley said. “She means that you shouldn’t put stock – Oh, that’s an idiom, too. Hmm. Don’t rely on her words being accurate.”
Molly was having a hard time following any of this. She realized that she was panicking and closed her eyes to pull her head further into the crash goo, leaving only her nostrils free of it. Then she returned her focus onto the ship and its sensors.
By using her neural terminal’s link to it, she could effectively become the ship itself. Which is what she’d done during takeoff. This also allowed her to ignore what her body was doing and use the ship’s quantum processors to help herself think. Her Network echo mimicked her bodily functions almost perfectly for the purposes of housing her consciousness. Even if her body were to die, she’d still experience adrenaline rushes and other endorphins, the whole range of neurotransmitters, histamines, and hormones simulated accurately to keep her psyche and identity intact. But by adding the ship’s sensors to her awareness and paying more attention to them, she could trick her mind into acting less biological. Or so it felt. It was like how some people aboard the Sunspot liked to go sailing or flying in the Garden to clear their minds.
She took a moment to review her personal records then, and couldn’t find any conversations with Phage there. It had definitely been involved in the design and construction of her vessels, but all the records showed it talking to other people.
When had she let it into her mind? Why couldn’t she remember it? And why weren’t there any records of it?
She figured the Phage that had accompanied her had been a copy of the original, a child. And she was glad it was here, after all. But this secrecy, this obvious amnesia about it, was disturbing.
There was no obvious reason to have been so clandestine about it.
She hoped that Phage would make contact soon so that she could question it.
But, in the meantime, there were the humans aboard her ship and on the planet below her that were waiting for her next move.
She really had only two options. Make radio contact, or try to land again. Each one had a myriad of different ways she could go about it. All of them required at least some investigation to do well.
First thing she should do, she thought, was make a political map of the planet. Something she could lay over the detailed geological data she’d been gathering since she’d arrived. Cities had already been noted and marked, as had energy, heat, and radio emissions. Vehicle movements were trackable as long as she was above them and had a clear line of sight. Roads and regular flight paths were marked and getting updated. So, the trick was finding out where the governments were and what their boundaries were.
She’d also needed to understand more about how those governments worked, and what their attitudes and policies were.
And then, how to contact them directly.
She dropped her attention back to the ship’s cabin, where Manifold was talking linguistics with Lesley, and actively teaching her some Inmararräo.
Lesley was very enthusiastic about learning how to pronounce the language right. She seemed to be having fun, and practicing it was cutting down on the frequency of her gagging.
Susan had extracted herself from her flight harness and was now practicing moving about in freefall.
For a little bit, Molly distracted herself by marveling at how someone with four limbs was able to bounce from surface to surface, and change speed of rotation by extending or contracting them. Susan was clearly having a lot of fun, but being careful not to touch any instrument panels. The panels would not have reacted to her if she had, though.
“Susan,” Molly asked, “what are you willing to tell me about your people and your government? I would like to decide if I should talk to them directly before returning you home. I really would like to make friends, but I don’t know if that’s even wise at this point.”
Susan stopped bouncing with some work, grabbing her flight harness and pulling herself toward it, then looked at Molly’s chair. Molly was actually looking at her from cameras near the aftward bulkhead, so that was weird.
“Can you pull up a map of our country, so I can point things out?” Susan asked.
“Can you make it to the front console?” Molly asked, and Susan answered by doing so. So, then Molly converted the console to a display and projected a map of the geography surrounding her landing spot. The view extended out to a radius that included the airbase the fighters had come from, and there were also a couple of cities visible on either side of the wilderness. The airbase was near one of those cities. “I don’t know what your country is, but this includes everyone we’ve interacted with, I think.”
“Can you zoom out slowly until I say stop?” Susan asked.
Manifold and Lesley had stopped talking, now paying attention to what Molly and Susan were doing.
Lesley gulped and then asked, “Hey, have you connected to the internet, yet?”
“Is that your Network?” Manifold asked back.
Lesley looked weirdly at the ceiling, which is where she assumed Manifold was apparently, and said, “Yeah. I think. If by ‘network’ you mean ‘internet’. It is a network. The network, of all the computers. Well most of them. A lot of it is encrypted. Most of it isn’t. But it is digitally stored information. You might need to figure out the protocols to read it.”
“Stop,” Susan said. “That’s good. There’s the capital of our country.”
“Oh, that’s what all those frequencies full of numbers are,” Manifold said. “I had figured it was your network, but we were so focused on learning your local language that I hadn’t bothered to crack its code yet.”
Susan looked up and said, “Start with binary numbers.”
“Of course,” Manifold responded. “That’s easy to see.”
Susan nodded and said, “Think packets of eight, sixteen, thirty-two, and then sixty-four numbers. It’s all base eight. But, like, there are tiers of base eight encoding.”
“That also seems obvious now that I’m looking closer at it.”
“Good. So, the letters of our alphabet, our writing, are numbered,” Susan explained. “You haven’t seen our writing yet, have you?”
“Are you saying that your Network consists of text?” Manifold asked.
“I’m sure we’re at the early stages of what’s possible, compared to you, but no. Most of it is now video, audio, and images, maybe a lot of raw data and code being streamed between applications, too. But the numbers and text were the basis for it all, and can lead you to all the protocols for unencoding the rest of it. It’s not my specialty. I’m not a programmer, but I know that much,” she said. “I have no idea how quickly you can figure out how to emulate any of our software, but your translation device was amazing. How does it work?”
“Have your people discovered how to store data in the spin of particles yet?” Manifold asked.
“We’re either right on the verge of figuring that out, or someone is doing it already and hasn’t released their design notes. But we know it should be possible,” Susan nodded.
“That must be why you are amazed,” Manifold responded. “You speak of something you call computers. I assume that means processors?”
Susan grimace up at the ceiling and gestured vaguely with both hands like she was grasping a ball and rubbing it. “Yes and no. Close enough.”
“We don’t have anything like a processor anymore,” Manifold said. “Those are prehistoric for us. We know about them because of a few records that were not destroyed, preserved so that we might continue to know the basis of our current technology. This entire vessel is a processor of sorts. Every component of it can act as a processor separately and completely on its own, at whatever size you cut it down to, so long as it has power. With some limits. If the ship itself were made entirely of our nanites, there’d be much fewer limits, but that would be dangerous in other ways.”
“What is your network like? Does it have webpages that you read? Message boards? How do you access it?” Lesley asked, eyes very wide. They got wider, “Wait. Are you, Manifold, the ship itself?!”
“I am currently more the ship than Manifold is,” Molly said. “It has been restricting itself to the communications array for a while now. Very focused on it.”
“How?”
“I have a neural terminal,” Molly said. She didn’t think to elaborate, and Manifold spoke before it occurred to her.
“Do you dream?” it asked more gently than it had spoken before. More like how it used to talk to Molly when she was younger.
“Yeah,” Lesley said, “You’ve picked a word that we have, after all. I’m assuming it’s being translated right?”
“What is it like when you dream?”
“It really varies a lot, but my most vivid dreams can fool me into thinking I’m awake and that they are not a dream. Full sensory experiences, with smells, flavors, and I can even read stuff in them, too.”
“Our Network is exactly like that,” Manifold said. “Your most vivid dream. Only, in the Network, if you pick up an object, such as a tablet, and command it to display a view of this cockpit, it will display a vision of the cockpit from the view of one of the cameras. For example. We can do even more things, but that should give you an idea.”
“I would love to play in it,” Lesley said slowly. Susan glanced at her.
“With everyone’s consent, that could be arranged,” Manfiold said. “However, you would likely miss it very much if we ever parted ways. Also, you would have to accept a nanite neural terminal, and risk that it might not be compatible with your neurology.”
“Oh.”
Susan glanced up at the ceiling again, as if at Manifold, and said, “So, you have enough processing power to probably crack our encoding by what I’ve told you?”
“Yes. With some amount of time. More data would be useful, such as a visual of your alphabet,” Manifold replied.
Susan slapped her forehead into her hand, “We left all our books and maps at camp.”
“Our phones!” Lesley shouted.
“Oh! Right!” Susan exclaimed, fishing hers out of a pocket. “We can… Wait. Would you be able to scan the phone and control it or replicate it, like, virtually? It has all the protocols you’d need to access most of our internet! Just, don’t break it, OK?”
“That should be possible,” Manifold said. “Just put it in the maker that I’m opening, and I will scan it as gently as possible with the nanites. May I have your permission to operate it as part of the scanning process? I might not be able to access sealed components physically, and causing them to function may help me replicate them.”
“Are you an AI?” Lesley asked. “An artificial intelligence?”
“We have used words like that to describe people like me in the recent past, but no,” Manifold said gently. “I am a person. I am a Network person, born from the same evolution algorithms as Molly was, but purely on the Network. Aside from the lack of a biological body, I am as ktleteccete as she is.”
“It is much older than me, though,” Molly added.
“So, your pronoun is ‘it’, though?” Lesley squinted.
“The equivalent of ‘it’, yes,” Manifold said. “That is tradition, and I like it, so it remains my pronoun.”
“OK, I’m unlocking my phone, just in case you need that to operate it while it’s in there,” Susan said a little louder than everyone else. “I give you permission to use it, but please don’t look through my photos or my messages if you can avoid it. They might not make sense to you, but they are private to me anyway.”
“Your privacy is your autonomy,” Manifold said. “You have withheld your consent to read those things, so I will not do so, if I can avoid it.”
“I guess you’re going to be learning how to read as you do this,” Lesley said.
“Not exactly,” Manifold replied. “I plan to replicate the phone’s interface on one of the consoles and have you guide me through the use of it. If that is possible. That way, I do not have to understand any of the symbols to learn how to operate it. Then you can guide me to the codes for your language protocols. Or, Susan can if she knows that better.”
“Oh, I’m the closest thing to a linguist between the two of us,” Lesley said, winking at Susan.
Susan stuck her tongue out at her.
It did not take them long after that to get to the point where Manifold felt that it could understand and browse the world’s internet at its whim. Roughly another three hours.
One thing they discovered by doing so, especially at the prompting of Susan and Lesley to check certain sources, was that the rest of the world did know about the spacecraft and where it was at the moment. The news had not hit analog radio signals yet, neither visual nor voice only. But the internet was awash with speculation and the observations of ameteur astonomers.
And while Molly had managed to sneak away from her starship in her landing craft unnoticed until she had landed, that movement had not gone unrecorded. Someone’s instruments had caught her in action while they weren’t looking, and they had looked over their records once news had spread to their channels and alerted them to the possibility.
And also, although their names had not been leaked by the government, it was known that two hikers were missing from near Molly’s landing site, and those two hikers would be global celebrities once their names and faces were known.
Leslie, who had since removed herself from her harness, hung in the air of the cockpit in shock once she realized that.
Something about that possibility obviously terrified her.
Susan, unspeaking, moved to comfort her.
“What is wrong, Lesley?” Molly asked.
“She’s always been afraid of becoming internet famous,” Susan said. “It’s dangerous for her.”
“Do you mind telling me why? Maybe we can help her avoid the problem,” Molly said.
“You talk a lot about autonomy, like it’s a sacred right,” Susan said. “We agree with you on that, if that’s what you consider it. But, our world doesn’t. More of Lesley’s autonomy has been denied to her than even mine, because of how she was born.”
She looked at Lesley, who nodded absently.
“And that’s because most people think that she shouldn’t have it. That the way she was born means certain things that she must adhere to. And since she has begun to exercise her autonomy, they all hate her for it. She’s afraid that if she becomes famous, she’ll be attacked. People like her usually are when they do. Mercilessly.”
“Oh.”
“I experience some of this, too. But differently. I have somewhat different fears,” Susan said. “It’s complicated and cultural, and private. Women like Lesley and me, women in general, experience some form of these restrictions one way or another.”
“Women…” Manifold said. “Oh, of course. I’m sorry, I’ve been ignoring those parts of your communications, and I shouldn’t have. Your people are like some of our predecessors. You’ve categorized yourselves according to bimodal sex characteristics. Understood. We’ve recently learned that that is one of the major reasons why the Sunspot was created in the first place. To get away from that very thing. But recently, some people have now started identifying as something like men or women, as your databases describe. This is deemed as OK, so long as they are exercising their autonomy and not enforcing the ideas upon others.”
“That sounds like where I have always dreamed of living,” said Lesley. “And now I’m not sure I can go home at all.”
“And I do not want to,” Molly said. “I won’t. I’m sorry.”
“We have a means to send Lesley there,” Manifold suggested. “If everyone consents and the nanites work for her.”
Lesley blinked and shook her head vigorously enough to alter her body’s rotational velocity, and Susan gripped her to keep her steady, hooking her foot on Lesley’s harness.
“No, I do want to go home,” she said, tears in her eyes. “I have friends. I have my family, my queer family. I can’t leave them. I can’t drag Susan away from them, and I can’t leave Susan. Maybe someday we can visit your home, if you’re OK with it. But for now, I’ve got to face this and fight it and work to make things as right as I can.”
“Let’s call it a plan B,” Susan said, moving to hug her.
“Plan Z,” Lesley corrected.
After a moment of quiet, Manifold said, “So. We now have several ways of contacting your world. Given that it will impact how you are received, Lesley, maybe you should help us decide how.”
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Lesley took a deep breath, and said, “It might not look like it, but the cat’s out of the bag already. I’m sorry. I mean, people are going to learn that Susan and I are in the middle of this, regardless of what we do. Somebody, somewhere is going to get the records from the ranger station and put two and two together. Heck, our friends are probably worried it’s us right now! Our family is probably scared shitless for us.” 
“Yeah,” Susan, her mind churning with the possibilities.
“I decided we should go with you into orbit to try to avoid this,” Lesley said. “Because if the authorities apprehended us, it could have ended in the same way. But, I think we just made it worse, especially for you! As far as they’re all concerned, you’ve abducted us!”
“And the conspiracy theorists are already having a field day, and it’s been less than a day” Susan gestured at the consoles. “If one of our friends or family doesn’t thoughtlessly mention our names, one of those people will dig us up. The government probably already knows, too. Checking the ranger station for hikers in the area would just be standard procedure. They’ve gotta be keeping quiet just to control the narrative.”
Lesley nodded, “So, we have to control the narrative.”
“And I don’t see how we can,” Susan sighed. “Whatever we say or do, there are several organizations from different countries with highly paid professionals already preparing to spin it for their benefit, and countless conspiracy theorists, science fiction fans, daydreamers, hopefuls, and bigots all waiting to misinterpret all of it. Loudly. Online.”
“Right!” Lesley responded, “But -”
Susan held up a finger and clenched her lips, furrowing her brow, and Lesley let her think. She really thought she had a good train of thought going, too. But it just wasn’t there. It had disappeared the very instant Lesley stopped talking. Still, Susan took a few moments to really search for it, to see where it had gone off to, but there weren’t even any tracks. Just one question, sort of floating in the middle of her mind, which she ended up asking.
“Molly? Why did you land on our planet?”

      [image: ]Molly took a deep breath and pulled the rest of her head under the crash gel. The stuff wasn’t designed to let you breathe in it, but it was also infused with nanites and was smart enough to not actually close over her nostrils. There was a tube of air that followed her movement and she needn’t have held her breath. But it was a reflex, like diving under water. And she felt very embarrassed by that question and wanted to hide.
But then she also had the weird sensation of watching her body do that from the perspective of the ship’s sensors, which she hadn’t disconnected from. To make matters worse, when Susan saw her do that, she looked up from where she was floating and glanced around the room until she recognized one of the cameras and speared it with a questioning stare.
When animals evolve to use their eyes as a tool to either search for food or avoid being food, they end up making certain expressions with those eyes. Maybe not a whole lot of expressions, if they don’t have visible brows for more detailed signaling and maybe use their ears instead. But there’s one very basic expression that’s universal to such animals, and that’s the stare. It means something. It could mean “I’m scared of you,” or it could mean, “you’re lunch,” but it universally means, “I’m paying attention to you.”
And it was really clear that Susan knew where to stare to let Molly know that.
Molly may have looked very, very different from Susan. She also may have been atypical of her own people, though on the Sunspot everyone is atypical. But even with the evolution algorithms generating exotic body types for each individual, ktletaccete brains have been kept remarkably consistent over the millennia, if only to keep the neural terminals functional for everyone, and if her ancestors on the Terra Supreme were any indication, she at least shared the eyesight thing with Susan. Not the same instincts, of course. They were aliens to each other. But very similar instincts.
Thinking about this was all a distraction from the question, though. Molly was trying to reassure herself that miscommunications weren’t happening, and feeling anxious about making more if they had. But, really, she could see from where she was curled up on her ship already that she’d made a big mistake by landing on the planet.
And she’d already said why, actually. That she was lonely and wanted to find a new people to live amongst. So, either Susan forgot that, or she was asking something more subtle. Like, why land instead of making radio contact first?
Both Lesley and Susan were silent, waiting for her to answer. Manifold wasn’t stepping in because it wouldn’t speak for her. Doing so would have trampled on her rights as an individual, unless she explicitly gave it consent to do so.
Which she could certainly do, but no. She wanted to be friends with these people, so being forward with them was important.
“I thought it was a good idea,” she said. “There is no manual, no wisdom, no instructions for how to contact another people. It is just not something we have ever done, because we have never encountered other people before, that anyone can remember. And I got to a point in my observations of your planet where I wanted to get samples from your world to see how compatible we were, before making radio contact. Also, I thought it might help me crack the language barrier faster, which it did.”
Susan scrunched up her lips and twisted them to the side, and then said, “So you’re not a scout for an invading force.”
When Molly figured out what that sentence meant, she was absolutely horrified by it. “Does that sort of thing actually happen?” she asked.
“On our planet? Between our countries?” Susan asked. “Yes. I felt really awkward asking you that, mind you, because it’s so cliche. In nearly every story we have about first contact with aliens, that question comes up, even though this is it! This is our first contact! Like you, we only have experience with each other. And they’re not great experiences.”
Lesley nodded.
Molly wanted to respond to that, but the human kept talking.
“Look,” Susan said. “There aren’t any do overs. You can’t go back and contact us differently. And now you’ve got two lesbians on your ship and you’re in trouble. A good thing, and a bad thing. The bad thing is that you look like one of our most ancient predators, which is more than a little scary, and there’s a part of my brain screaming at me that I should never trust you because you’re going to eat me. But we got this far, because we can think and we can talk to each other! And that’s really amazing!”
“Right!” Lesley said.
“So, we’ve got a whole bunch of people down there who want to hear from you, Molly, because they’ve dreamt for generations of this day. But they’re also absolutely terrified of you, and will be even more so when they see you. The bubble helmet on your spacesuit, heck, the whole suit might help, because it’s so corny and cute, but there are a lot of instincts and chaos to overcome,” Susan explained. “And really, frankly, it might just be better for all of us, but especially for you, if you put Lesley and I back down somewhere obscure but near a road, and then left our solar system. Or, we’d hate it, but take us with you.”
“I’ve got nowhere else to go,” Molly said, really hoping that wouldn’t bring the conversation to her past and her reasons.
Susan and Lesley glanced at each other and then both looked back at the camera they’d decided Molly was looking at them through.
This time Lesley took a deep breath, preparing to talk, but then she had to swallow forcefully to put her stomach in line again first. That was followed by a gasp before she said, “One problem we have to deal with, Molly, is that even though you and Manifold are alone, and not being followed by the rest of your people, you still represent your people and their presence. You are a technological and cultural influence that is being imposed upon our planet and our people. That’s going to have consequences. It’s going to hurt people.”
“Oh,” was all Molly could say.
Lesley grimaced in a way Molly couldn’t interpret, “You sort of didn’t follow your own rules, either. You didn’t ask us permission to land on our planet. Not that any one group of us owns it, or any individual for that matter. But even saying ‘hi’ via radio and confirming for all of us that extraterrestrial life exists would have altered the direction our entire world history would take from that point on. Which would hurt people. Even if that’s all you had done.”
“Oh.”
“Susan and I cannot speak for our planet, and our planet is not obligated to take you in,” Lesley said, with a finality of tone.
For a while, it seemed that no one wanted to speak after that. Molly certainly felt that even another “oh” was utterly inappropriate. She felt hollow and devastated, and totally at a loss as to what to do.
Manifold finally broke the silence to say, “I am by far the eldest in this vessel, and I am absolutely mortified that I didn’t think of that line of reasoning when talking to Molly about what to do when we arrived. It is my job, my purpose for existing, to help my students avoid these kinds of mistakes. I am so sorry.”
“How long have your people been traveling through space and never seeing other people, other civilizations?” Susan asked pointedly.
“Eons,” Manifold answers. “The Sunspot alone is older than I feel comfortable enumerating. And its parent ship is even older by now. And we have lost count of the number of Exodus Ships there have been.”
Susan gestured, “That’s why you didn’t think of it. It’s not in your evolutionary background at this point.”
“You call them Exodus Ships. Why is that?” Lesley asked.
“All we know,” Manifold admitted, “is that we must have left a planet at some point, and that whenever one of our ships is created it travels at a perpendicular path to its parent, so they’ll never meet again. Why we do that is no longer known. But it is an exodus.”
“Even more why you didn’t think of it, then,” Susan said. “You’ve evolved to avoid each other!”
Lesley looked down at the egg shaped pilot seat where Molly actually was and asked, “Is that why you left the Sunspot? You’re having your own exodus?”
“Yes,” Molly said as quietly as she could while still being heard.
“So it wasn’t just something like me being trans or autistic and needing to get away for a bit,” Lesley said. “Maybe it was triggered by something like that, but you’re following your own instinct? Did it feel like something you just absolutely had to do, no matter what reasons were presented to you not to?”
Molly hadn’t really thought of it like that. The reasons she’d left had felt like they were more important and more reasonable than anything anybody said to her to try to get her to stay. In the end, the others acquiesced and helped her to leave because it was her right to do so. And now she was just realizing that maybe it hadn’t even mattered to them what her reasons were. They’d given her a way back if she wanted it, just like they did with every Exodus Ship they’d created. They’d just created an Exodus Ship for two, her and Manifold, with her alterations to its drive systems, and solemnly let her leave, instead of populating a full sized one with half their Crew. Just her and Manifold.
And a copy of Phage.
Oh, no.
“I think you might be right,” Molly said, still quiet. She could feel tension building in the ship as if it was her own body.
“I think we’ve got something to work with,” Lesley said.
“Oh, yeah,” Susan agreed.
“What do you mean?” Manifold asked.
“You’re not only refugees, you’re following your species’ instincts,” Lesley declared. “I mean, I don’t know how that’s actually going to fly with anyone else, but!” She slapped her hands against her thighs, which caused her to start spinning slowly, so Susan had to grab her again, with her foot still hooked in Lesley’s unoccupied harness.
“We have to help you,” Susan said, grinning.
“Yeah, it’s our code,” Lesley said. “The lesbian code.”
“Also,” Susan said, face suddenly very serious again. “There’s that thing that supposedly helped us that you called Phage. With the body of nanites it took. Can those things replicate?”
Molly felt as if the entire ship was suddenly awash with ice water. Fortunately the ship didn’t react to that, it was just her psyche processing Susan’s words and simulating a common feeling with the body she sensed she had at the moment. But she found herself amazed that the others didn’t shiver and react to it.
“They can, but they don’t. They are not autonomous. It takes a command to make them do anything,” Manifold said.
“So, there’s a powerful alien being on my planet with the power to consume everything on it,” Susan said.
“It won’t do that,” Manifold said.
Susan kicked off from the floor toward the ceiling camera that she had decided was Manifold and slowed herself down carefully with both hands until her face was only centimeters from the lens and said, “We have to make sure that it doesn’t.”

      [image: ]Susan let the others converse about that on their own for a while. She felt like she’d dropped a bomb in the cockpit, and she felt drained and in need of time alone. Also, she needed to find the toilet and figure out how to use it in microgravity. So, she let Lesley know where she was going, and then asked Manifold to show her the way.
The toilet was behind one of the hatches in the short hallway just forward of the airlock, of course. Manifold told her it operated via vacuum and nanites, of course. It would do almost all the work, and she’d just have to maneuver herself properly to use it. It would even conform to her anatomy.
She found herself hesitating outside of the closed hatch to it, afraid to open it.
She had the nanites in her nasal passages already, but she found herself really unsettled by them now. She had been before, this whole time, but it just got markedly worse when she came to the toilet.
She had a sense of what they were, because her own people had dreamed of something like them and then written all sorts of horror stories about them. Even when they were the miracle technology that Molly and her people seemed to treat them as, they had a habit of becoming deadly eventually.
“They’re just a tool,” she told herself. “Like a saw or a hammer. Like a bunch of little tiny, microscopic drills. Oh, no.”
If they could replicate, that meant that they could deconstruct other matter and repurpose it. They had to be able to do that. There was no other way to replicate. And that made them deadly.
With the way that they could sense things and help analyze and replicate her cellphone without damaging it, that also made them truly excellent for disposing of waste safely and carefully, without harming any other surfaces or, perhaps, cells that they might come into contact with.
But a tool was only as good as the instructions given to it. And how would they know? Without Manifold there to correct their little tiny actions, could Susan trust the toilet’s algorithms not to consider her alien body to be waste?
Manifold hadn’t seemed worried about it, but it had made the mistake of letting Molly land on Susan’s planet and make first contact. And they had both let Phage out of its cage. If it had been in a cage.
They’d seemed surprised and unsettled by its presence, and the conversation taking place in the cockpit seemed to be confirming that.
But Susan’s body was really becoming insistent that it was done with lunch, and there really wasn’t an alternative. Just like the larger situation they were all in. No choice, really, except to accept the consequences of it.
Well, she could defecate in the cabin, but that would not be diplomatic.
She eventually sighed and went about her business, purposefully turning her mind to the lightest matter she could think of.
The whole endeavor of using the toilet turned out to be painless, surprisingly comfortable (especially after researching her own people’s zero G toilets), and hardly noticeable. She had no physical sensations to tell her that the nanites were doing their job except that she felt rather more clean when she was done than when she started.
A green light indicated to her that she could leave the cubical and pull her pants up. Another coincidental cultural similarity. Probably driven by common ancient instincts.

      [image: ]When Susan came back from the toilet, Lesley declared it was her turn and wandered back to it.
Molly took that time then to fill Susan in on what they’d talked about with Lesley, which was mostly just what they knew about Phage.
Susan, like Lesley, pointed out that the translator was picking an ancient word for “eat” as its name, a word that was now often applied to viruses. And Molly confirmed that it went by a similar name aboard the Sunspot, though the better translation there was “entropy”.
Susan indicated that that didn’t make her feel any better about it being on her planet.
And so Molly and Manifold both went over how it had apparently been invited aboard the Sunspot to help the Crew manage a kind of chaos that had been building up in its systems since its creation. That it had come through this thing they called “the Tunnel Apparatus” and that no one really knew what it was except that it seemed to be able to learn and genuinely wanted to help.
“It sounds like you treat it like a god,” Susan said.
“Every time someone brings up a word like that around it, it warns us not to think of it that way,” Manifold replied. “Strenuously. It will say that it is a law of nature, and then it will say that it is a person. And then it will say that the Sunspot records show that it is an emergent intelligence from the algorithms that controlled the construction nanites. But it refuses deification.”
“But it’s that powerful,” Susan said.
“Yes.”
“How do we stop it?” she asked.
“We talk to it,” Manifold said. “We tell it what we think, and hope it agrees. That’s all anyone can do.”
“That’s the face I made when it told me that, too,” Lesley said to Susan as she awkwardly floated back down from the toilet. 

Susan had adapted to microgravity remarkably well, while Lesley was still hesitant and overcompensating with her movements. So Susan showed her how to anchor herself when she arrived.
To Molly’s relief, Susan then said, “OK, well I’m done talking about that for now. I think we really have one more piece of business before we decide how to contact our planet.”
“Oh?” Lesley asked.
“Yeah. Molly’s name,” Susan said.
Molly was surprised by that. That was a direction she hadn’t expected the conversation to go, but it intrigued her as well. As she’d told them before, she’d grown to dislike her name and was trying to find a new one. This was enough of a change of mood and subject matter that she found herself coming out of the crash gel to look at Susan and Lesley with her own eyes. The gel wasn’t sticky or wet, and it came away from her scales without leaving a trace of it.
Susan shrugged and said to Molly, “The name you give to our world first is going to stick with you, regardless of what you name yourself afterward. It shouldn’t, but that’s how people here act about names. And you said you wanted a new name. We should help you pick one!”
“Oh,” Lesley said, “I agree! And choosing your own name is the best thing!”
“Our culture believes the same thing,” Manifold said. “Before a child picks their own name, they’re called ‘Student of their Tutor’. So, Molly is also known as Student of Manifold. And I chose my own name only a few years after I was conceived as well. I was simply known as Tutor before that, but it was understood that wasn’t my name.”
“Interesting,” Lesley said, then turned to Molly. “Well, Student of Manifold, what should we call you? Have you heard any names that are calling to you, that feel like you? Or would you like to hear some suggestions?”
“Well,” Molly gave it some heavy thought and sent a small apology to her Tutor for what she was going to say next. “I don’t really want to be called Student of Manifold anymore, either. Even though it is much, much older than me, and will always be one of my parents, I don’t think that should be part of my name. It is, in a way, part of why I left the Sunspot. The Tutor/Student relationship is assigned, and I don’t think it’s good for the Tutors.”
“It’s OK,” Manifold responded. “I was divided on the matter, and I am the version of myself that agrees with Molly. I am going to keep my name, but I don’t need to be called a Tutor anymore, I just don’t know what else to call myself.”
“Parent is good,” Lesley said. “If that’s what you two feel like you are to each other! Parent and child!”
Molly felt herself smiling at that, and wondered once again if her expression was being read as relaxed and friendly by the humans, or not. Neither seemed to react to it.
“I don’t want to distract everyone from Molly picking a name, but, ‘version of yourself’?” Susan asked.
“It is a thing that ktletaccete can do, whether we are a child with a body, a Tutor, or one of the Crew,” Manifold explained. “We can become two or more people. Sometimes it happens without us trying. Those who have a body share it until it dies, then they can go their separate ways using their neural terminal to ascend fully to the Network.”
“Oh, wow,” Susan said. “We have some friends who have experienced something similar. Only, when our bodies die, we die. So they’re stuck with one body their whole life. The government refuses to recognize them as anything but one person.”
“Fascinating,” Manifold said.
“Frustrating,” Susan corrected it.
“So, it sounds like you’re having trouble thinking of a good name, though,” Lesley brought the conversation back to Molly, who was thankful and nodded.
“I was thinking I would give myself a name that would fit my new life, wherever I found a new home,” Molly said.
Lesley tapped her pursed lips a few times, which Molly took as a thinking gesture, and then suggested, “What if you chose a name that’s like the kinds of names my family chooses?”
“What kinds of names are those?” Molly asked.
“Campy ones,” Lesley grinned.
“Such as for going camping?” Molly asked.
“Oh, no, sorry! Another idiom! Wow, those are subtle sometimes,” Lesley said. “Campy is usually used to mean something fun, stereotypical, clichéd, really obvious, stylish, obviously contrived, and overall, most importantly, queer. Like, a campy name is the kind of name you give to an action hero. Or it is also the kind of name a stage performer will give themselves so people will recognize them instantly, remember it more easily, and get in the mood for a good time. But our campy names, our family’s campy names, are meant to tell the rest of the world we’re done with its bullshit, while making us happy at the same time.”
“Oh! So, Lesley is a name like that?” Molly inquired, genuinely expecting the answer to be yes.
“No. But Lesley Chairthrower is!”
“I still can’t believe you legally named yourself that,” Susan exclaimed.
“Whatever, Susanophonic Blaster,” Lesley retorted.
“Listen,” Susan said in a very reasonable tone. “At least my name is descriptive of what I do.”
Lesley broke out laughing so hard she started doing full summersaults.
Molly was very confused and didn’t understand what made these names “campy”. However, the way the two of them regarded their own names and were making fun of each other over them clearly indicated that they did. She tilted her head and watched, trying to figure it out.
“I’ve compared your names to child and family names as listed on your internet,” Manifold said. “They do seem unusual, at least. Can you explain further?”
“Oh my god,” Susanophonic Blaster said, as she grabbed Lesley Chairthrower and helped her to stop spinning. Then she glanced at the ceiling and turned to Molly, smirking, and said, “I can’t believe I’m going to explain this, because these are actually embarrassing stories. But Lesley threw a chair once, at a man who was harassing her. And I fart a lot. We took these names to show the world we don’t care if it judges us for these things. But also because the two of us just can’t say them without cracking up laughing, and we really need to laugh sometimes.” Susan sighed and shook her head, her smirk softening, “You don’t have to do that, though. You could pick a couple of words that feel like they go well together. Or you could name yourself after something you feel proud of. Actually, Manifold already has a kind of name we’d call campy. It’d be campier and even funnier if it was something like Manifold Density.”
Lesley chortled again, but managed to catch her foot on her harness.
“Was that a pun?” Manifold asked. “I just searched for that name, and your search algorithm asked me if I meant ‘Manifest Destiny’.”
“Yes!” Susan said, pointing at the ceiling. “Puns aren’t necessary, but they’re great! You have puns?”
“Yes,” said Manifold.
“You are an advanced civilization,” Lesley said. “Anyway, Molly, if you want one of our names, you could just search our internet name websites for suggestions and see which ones look good to you. They’re unfortunately divided by gender, so you should check both boy names and girl names, unless you really want to stick to one set. Names shouldn’t be gendered, but people will gender them anyway.”
Molly nodded and said, “OK’, and then started doing just that. 
She quickly found that Lesley and Susan were considered girl names, and she decided to stick to girl names herself based on that. She also decided that she wanted a two syllable name, like Susan or Lesley. Their official names were longer, but they obviously preferred to go by the shorter ones. And she did like the rhythm of Lesley Chairthrower, so she thought about making up something campy for a second name, like Susan had suggested. Two syllables and then three syllables. It felt good.
The translator was taking her thoughts and turning them into text for her, and then also reading back the text she was searching and turning it into Inmararräo, so she was getting the supposed meanings of the words. But then, also the name listings described the meanings of the names, so she could double check her translation against them.
When she found something she liked the meaning of, she flagged the word or name and told her translator to pronounce it in Susan and Lesley’s language.
She found a nice first name first. Like a lot of other names here, it was somewhat hard for her to pronounce with her own mouth. It only had one sound in it that she’d never made in her life, but she still liked it. And she also really liked its ambiguous and mixed meaning. So she silently practiced the alien phoneme with her tongue a few times, before trying to say it out loud with her own vocal cords. She knew it came out heavily accented, but she was proud of her effort.
“Molly? Molly,” she said.
Susan’s face lit up, “Oh, that’s a good one!”
“Oh, yes!” Lesley agreed. “It feels very you.”
“I want it to be Molly and a second name, like you both have,” Molly said, through the ships speakers. “But I am having trouble with that part.”
“Well,” Susan said, putting her hands on her hips and looking around. “How about a science fiction hero’s name? Something that tells people you’re ready to spring into action to do something good and daring and heroic.”
“I don’t feel heroic,” Molly said.
“Well, you should,” Lesley said. “I mean, you might not be a hero. But you should get to feel heroic when you hear your name. Everyone should.”
“You would think that, wouldn’t you, Chairthrower?” Susan ribbed her.
“Yes. Also, I get where Susanophone is going with this.”
“That’s Susanophonic!”
“Your first name is the one you’re going to hear the most. It should sit well with you, and if you need it to be pretty, like Molly is, then that’s a good choice. But your full name is what you’re going to tell the world when you introduce yourself. It shouldn’t be something that makes you smirk or laugh.” Lesley explained. “You want to be able to keep a straight face. But you still want to communicate the kind of person you are. Which, I think, is a queer person. One of us. Right?”
“What is a queer person?” Molly asked. She’d gotten an explanation earlier that day when they’d first been trying out her translator, but she still didn’t feel like she really knew.
“Someone who doesn’t fit in in their own home, but feels proud of it,” Lesley said. “Someone whose very existence challenges other people to reconsider their worldview.”
It sounded like Lesley was describing exactly how Molly felt about herself, so Molly said, “OK, yes. I want to be known as a queer person, yes.”
Susan got another hard to read expression on her face. It looked kind of like a smile, but it only reached her eyes, which twinkled, and her eyebrows only lifted a little bit. Her mouth tightened just a little, like it was going to widen into a grin, but she kept it from doing so. And then she said, “I’ve got a good one.”
“What is it?” Molly asked.
“Can you come out of your flight chair so that I can see all of you and decide if it really fits?” Susan requested.
She finally felt calm and safe enough to do so, so Molly said, “OK,” and pulled herself out into the open, winding around the chair in order to anchor herself in place. She didn’t need to, she could have given the command over the network, but as sort of a gesture of readiness she used the tip of her tail to hit the off button on the console behind her, and the display went dark. This made it so that she wasn’t backlit, and instead easier to see by the others.
“Yeah…” Susan grinned. “You’ve got a spaceship and you’re a snake. Well, you look like a snake. And I told you I think it should sound like you’re ready to spring into action.”
“Yes?” Molly prompted.
“Molly Rocketcoil.”

      [image: ]It had been eight hours since Molly had first slithered out from her landing craft to meet Susan and Lesley. For many, many people it felt like a week had passed already.
For the average person, it had been a day of interrupted work, stopping to listen to the news if they couldn’t access the internet message boards. 
It had taken an unreasonably long time by internet denizens’ standards for the news channels to start broadcasting anything confirming anything like a spaceship landing, but the word was getting around via word of mouth and the social media networks. So, most people’s initial reactions were to dismiss it, but they were subconsciously ready to hear it when their favorite anchorperson said, “Ladies and gentlemen, the human race has finally made contact with an alien species. Multiple observatories are now tracking what is clearly an extraterrestrial spacecraft as it orbits our planet. This development confirms the meaning of the presence of the new object at Lagrange point four. Government officials are urging us to remain calm and to wait until further word from them or from the spacecraft itself as to what this might mean for our daily lives or the future of our species. You can observe the craft yourself as it passes overhead tonight if you have a good pair of binoculars…”
Government officials in every country were furious that someone had leaked that much information to the press, and scrambling to figure out how to get ahead of the story and prepare for their own government to benefit from it, while minimizing the potential damage.
No one ever found the mole. Because there wasn’t one.
Later that night, at an abandoned and heavily cordoned off campsite in the middle of a national park of one of the world’s countries, while forensic investigators continued to pore over the scant and confusing evidence of the scene, a shadowy figure detached itself from a clump of bushes and walked out to the center of the nearby field to look up at the night sky. Agents, if they noticed, mistook it for one of their own.
Appearing to have its hands in a pair of pant pockets, its head swiveled above shoulders that looked squared off and padded as if in a suit jacket, tracking a faint speck of light as it passed steadily overhead.
It seemed very relaxed. Like it didn’t have a care in the world.






  
  Extending Family


“What we really need is a stealth ship,” Susan said. 
At an orbital period of 91.3 minutes, they’d circled the planet about five times since reaching orbit. And they were now all looking at a political map of the globe, with capitals and points of interest marked. She and Lesley lived in the middle of one of the more contentious countries, at least by her standards. But they were talking about contacting the entire world via translated radio transmission and how to go about diplomacy with an entire planet of people who strongly disagreed with each other about a great many things.
Certain science fiction stories about doomsday were coming to Susan’s mind. Especially with Phage already on the planet, and representing an unknown and unpredictable existential threat that was supposed to be their guardian and ally. Maybe it could play a villainous foil for them? But they had to contact it first to coordinate, and to find out what it was doing there in the first place.
Molly was of the opinion that it would seek to return to her, and they’d hear from it soon. But she was also worried they hadn’t heard from it yet.
And, frankly, both Lesley and Susan were woefully out of their league when it came to global politics and diplomacy. It wasn’t Molly’s specialty either. And despite its unfathomable age and experience with people, Manifold admitted too much ignorance for its own comfort.
They were still discussing just what to say, because how could they not? But Susan kept thinking that the best thing for them to do was to have as little impact as possible.
Manifold had finally taken to creating a small robotic body for itself out of nanite clay. This gave Susan and Lesley something to glance or gesture at when addressing it. It was a cartoony replica of a three planet solar system, all made out of greasy dark gray spheres.
Susan turned to it, “Why didn’t you give this ship stealth capability? It would have been a good idea.”
“What do you mean?” Molly’s parent asked.
“Absorbent surfaces and oblique angling to cut down on light and radio wave reflections,” Susan replied. “It would help keep you from being picked up on radar or telescope. With your technology, I bet they wouldn’t be tracking us right now.”
Susan noted that her use of “they” referred to her own entire species, and that felt really weird.
Manifold bobbed, probably in imitation of a nod, and admitted, “We didn’t think of it. We’re not used to thinking adversarially.”
“I’d love to learn whether that’s a cultural or instinctual difference,” Lesley said.
“I think it’s safer to chalk it up to culture,” Susan shot back. “You and I both know where bioessentialism gets people, right?”
“Right,” Lesley agreed.
“Anyway,” Susan looked at both Molly and Manifold. “If we had some kind of stealth ability, we could just sneak onto the planet again and hide out somewhere. Maybe you could become urban legends while we return to our families. I don’t know. It’s probably too late to do that now, though.”
“I could really go for some street food right now, too,” Lesley said. “If only we could abduct a food truck.”
Susan gestured at Lesley with her lips drawn tight, and said, “That’s another problem. You’ve got a couple of pet humans who need to eat, and we don’t know if your food is ok for us.”
“We can go a little while without food,” Lesley agreed. “But we’ll get grumpy about it by morning and our performance will drop with each day.”
“We might have solutions to both those problems,” Manifold said. “But not perfect solutions.”
Molly had grown subsequently more and more silent during this conversation. Her last uttered words were, “I’ll do what I need to do. I can at least pilot this ship.” Which had been several minutes ago. She simply glanced in Manifold’s direction, face neutral and as unreadable as an actual snake’s.
“Please,” Susan said to Manifold.
“As for adequate food, from my readings of your metabolisms and the various nutritional information I could gather from your internet, I believe we can configure the ship’s food maker to synthesize a nutritional goo for you that should contain no poisons,” Manifold said. “It might not be pleasant to eat.”
“Can you have it make biscuits?” Susan asked.
“Something like biscuits.”
“That would be easier for me to eat. What about water?”
“We have plenty of that. In what you call Lagrange point 4,” Manifold said. “And just enough to get us there aboard this ship.”
Susan squinted her eyes at it and looked back at Lesley.
The four of them had spent over ten hours conversing with each other intensely. They were starting to pick up each other’s speaking habits. Manifold liked to lead people on, for some reason.
“To outfit this ship with stealth technology, or something like that, you need to take us to your starship,” Lesley said.
“Correct,” said Manifold. “The considerations are that it will keep you from your home for quite a while longer, but it might also seem less threatening to your people.”
“We need to contact our families,” Lesley said.
If Lesley was feeling like Susan did, she was hungry and getting a bit sleepy, and thoroughly exhausted. It had been an intense and long day full of multiple spikes of adrenaline. 
Although their senses of humor were intact, Susan knew hers was a thin facade that she was keeping up simply to avoid exploding with other emotions. Otherwise, she felt a bit like a toddler who desperately needed a cookie and a nap.
But she agreed with Lesley and was intent on letting their people know they were still alive before even talking about sleep.
“I will leave it to you to decide what it is best for you to say to the people you know,” Manifold said. “Just tell me and Molly what you decide, in case it might affect us, please. I will get to making your biscuits.”
“I’d like to try the goo as well,” Lesley said.
“Of course. No problem.”
Molly sounded as sleepy as Susan felt when she asked, “What are you deciding to do?”
Susan shrugged and said softly to her, “We’re going to come with you. I think we should put off talking to the whole world until we know we absolutely have to. Let’s be mysterious. They’ll expect that.”
Lesley nodded, “A lot of people might start dismissing this whole event if they get no word from you about it.”
“Which means we need to come up with a story or instructions for our family to get them to keep quiet,” Susan concluded.
“Our jobs are done, though. We’ll be unemployed by the time we get back, I’m guessing,” Lesley added.
“I think we knew that was happening by the time we made orbit, Darling,” Susan touched her shoulder.
“Yeah.”
“We’ll figure out what we have to do when we get there,” Susan said, hugging Lesley.
Lesley nodded, hugging her back.
“I’m sho shorry,” Susan heard Molly mumble, apparently using her own mouth to form the words.
Both she and Lesley used each other as leverage to look at Molly.
“Molly, I’m getting really punchy from exhaustion and stress, so I don’t know if any of this is real anymore,” Susan said. At this point, her words were coming out of her mouth without her thinking about them first, which was an odd sensation. Usually, she had to plan them out beforehand. “But, thank you! You’ve come across astronomical distances to bring us into orbit and tell us you are sorry. No matter how this turns out, I have lived to learn that not only is there extraterrestrial life, but that we can share sympathy. That’s….” she ran out of words. Her eyes were tearing up, dammit.
“I would land you on your planet precisely where you direct me to, right now,” Molly said. “Just tell me where to land.”
Lesley held up a finger and opened her mouth, furrowing her brow, then checked with Susan with a look. Susan knew her. She wasn’t torn. By that expression, she actually wanted to go to Molly’s starship, and so did she.
They’d gotten themselves this far into the mess, might as well see all the possible sights before it was over. How could they not?
“No,” Susan said. “We’re going with you to your starship, if you’ll take us. Let’s see if we can figure out how to do this right. Or, at least, less distasterously.”
“My translator is confused by that word,” Molly said.
“I’ll explain it later, when I can think straight,” Susan said. “First, let Lesley and I contact our family.”

      [image: ]Molly climbed back into her flight chair, but kept her head high out of it, in order to rest and watch Susan and Lesley work.
Molly set up the console for them to function just like giant versions of their phone screens. They practically were using their phones, only the network connection wasn’t through the typical receiving tower, but directly from the ship to the nearest satellites, creating a network between them that wasn’t really supposed to be there in the first place. It had been trivial for Manifold to set that up using the tools aboard the landing craft.
And her two passengers explained everything they were doing as they worked.
It turned out that what they meant by “family” was not a group of parents, siblings, and children, but a group of partners. 
Which actually made a lot of sense to Molly, in a way. On the Sunspot, the very first familial connections a child was born into were a household that consisted of a Caretaker, the number of children they’d agreed to raise, and everyone’s Tutors. For some of these families, there were generations of Caretakers in one set of quarters, working as a unit. For others, it was a collective of nearly the same age, a group of friends who decided to live and raise children together. Others worked more alone. Only very, very few cut ties with their Tutors, and they also rejected their neural terminals and named themselves Monsters, living apart from the rest of society in a way. That was a path people thought Molly might take in the midst of her decade long crisis. Monsters were special, respected and feared, but Molly never wanted to be one of them. Anyway, people often lived such long lives that they grew apart from their birth families and connected with new friends and formed new family groups with them. Sometimes repeating that cycle several times in their life.
Susan and Lesley had done something similar. Though, unlike people on the Sunspot, they had been born naturally to their parents, derived directly from their genes, and had rejected their birth families at a much earlier age than was culturally typical for Molly’s people. Humans seemed to live much shorter and more stressful lives, and queer humans more so than the rest. Were Susan and Lesley this species’ equivalent of Monsters?
So, the two lesbians told their extended family, which they called their polycule, that they were alive and OK, and that they were extending their vacation longer and would be outside of cell range for a while. At which point they turned to Molly and asked, “How long is this trip going to be?”
“Well,” Molly replied, “If we used orbital paths for the quickest possible route, it would take 194 of your planet’s days to reach my starship, but I don’t plan on doing that. It would be too much strain on our water cycle, and I didn’t take that route in the first place because I didn’t have to.”
“You’re leading us like Manifold would,” Susan said.
“Sorry, I’m calculating,” Molly explained. “It’s going to be about ten days there, an unknown number of days to retrofit this ship and give you a tour, and slightly fewer days back. I’m going to push it faster than I did before, so we will experience acceleration the whole way, which will be better for everyone’s physiology. Call it twenty days. That should be close enough.”
Molly watched Susan’s eyes bug out and her mouth open in what was apparently disbelief.
“What is it?” Molly asked.
“I’ve played with orbital simulators on my computer,” Susan whispered. “That’s a phenomenal waste of fuel and a lot of g-forces at the destination! I mean, for one of our rockets. Wait. Wait. Wait. This is sol-terra L4?!”
“Yes,” Molly confirmed.
“I remember the news sites said that when reporting on the blip there,” Lesley said.
“I guess I skimmed and just assumed, especially when Molly talked about coming over here in less then a couple months,” Susan nearly stammered. She tilted her head at Molly, “Does your ship break the laws of physics?”
Manifold arrived back in the cabin to say, “We don’t really call them laws anymore except when talking to Phage. But no, not really. As we explained earlier, it just utilizes technology that is beyond even our understanding now. Your food is ready. I can deliver it to you here while you communicate.”
“Thank you,” Lesley told it.
Susan sighed, and said, “Right. Thank you. Right. I’m living in a story like my dad used to tell me before bed, and I’m getting to experience everything I thought was impossible. Leslie, is this what it was like when you woke up after your big day?”
Lesley reached out and grabbed Susan’s hand and gave her a trembling smile, eyes tearing, and said, “Yes. I’m getting flashbacks. Yes. But this is like a mix of before and after. When we get back home and we’re still alive and make it through all of this, then it will be after.”
Molly found that she was intensely curious about that, but also sensed that it was a very personal subject. Nevertheless, she asked,“Can you tell me what your big day was about?”
“I’d like to get back to working on my letters,” Lesley said. “But, I had to have surgery to treat my physical dysphoria. Hormone therapy had not been enough for how I felt. And it was the most amazing, miraculous thing I have ever experienced up until now.”
Oh, this had to do with how Lesley was trans, or “transgender” as the local internet had put it. The social concept was alien to the Sunspot, since they didn’t assign gender at birth, or even really have the concept of genders. But it was alien to the Sunspot because the original Crew had been essentially transgender before they had built it, and had engineered the culture to be as accommodating as possible. And even then, physical dysphoria was still a thing that plagued some people, and there were treatments for it, including surgeries. In fact, the Nanite Innovation had been driven by a child with dysphoria.
“I have known of people who experienced the same kind of thing,” Molly said.
Lesley turned that teary, shaky smile her way and brightened it, blinking a couple times, before turning back to work on the console. It seemed like there was something more that Lesley had tried to squeeze into that expression for Molly. If Molly were to assume that Lesley’s expressions were perfect analogs to those of her own people, she would have called it agonized longing.
Molly thought about how advanced her technology seemed to these two, and realized that Lesley maybe wanted access to it for something she hoped she could gain.
It was bias and projection to assume that much. But Molly felt she was right.
There were things Lesley had said before that seemed to confirm it.
The two lesbians proceeded then to tell Molly about each of their family members as they sent personalized messages to them. They explained how they met, what they were to each other, sometimes a funny story, and what they were telling them specifically. It was all so much more personal and detailed than Molly expected, but she was so grateful. It helped her to learn about how these people thought, and what their culture was like. But it also made her feel like she was becoming part of their family, too.
And she knew not to presume. They were Outsiders to each other, and it had been less than a full day since they’d met. There were global and interstellar politics between them, and danger, and the ever present fear of betrayal. But this show of trust made her heart ache so deeply.
When Manifold, instructing a nanite clay tray of food to move through the cabin, delivered food to Susan and Lesley, Susan absently reached for a cracker and picked it up.
Molly watched her bring it to her nose and sniff it, then stop her typing to inspect it carefully all over with her eyes, before taking a tentative bit of the corner of it. She took a somewhat larger bite of it almost immediately, then whirled on Manifold with furrowed brows and what seemed like a snarl.
“How did you make it taste like that?!” Susan asked, her voice sounding like it did when she was excited and delighted.
“Like what?” Manifold asked.
“Cinnamon toast!”

      [image: ]When they were done with their messages, and replied to the really important ones, telling them “to keep things quiet and to not engage any rumors as to their whereabouts, standard queer safety stuff, you know,” Susan and Lesley finished their meals and climbed back into their flight harnesses. Which were as comfortable as beds.
“We’ll send you pictures of where we’ve been in about 20 days,” was the line included in all of the messages. It was bold, and maybe foolish. But they couldn’t help it. But also, it would not match the turnaround time their planets’ scientists would figure for them to even reach Molly’s starship, let alone make it back. So, it might throw the world off their track.
Manifold returned its nanites to one of the nanite bins and hunkered down in the ship’s Network to prepare for flight.
Then, under the suggestion of Susan, Molly directed the vessel to start altering its orbit to slingshot toward the moon first, like a typical rocket might. This would add some length to their trip, but then, when they were in orbit behind the moon, she would turn the nose toward the sol-terra Lagrange point 4 and instigate a full burn for a direct trip there. They hoped to stay in the shadow of the moon long enough to lose tracking, and make people think they had maybe landed on it.
They didn’t really expect that to work, but it was worth a try. And if it didn’t work, it would at least impress the shit out of everyone at home, and maybe make them think twice about messing with Molly when she returned.
And when the rockets started firing, they went to sleep in the weight of the acceleration.
Susan woke up briefly when freefall returned, but found that she was able to fall asleep again rather easily in the embrace of her harness. She did take a moment to think that it would have been nice to have pajamas or a change of clothes, and wondered if the makers aboard this ship could create some for her. Did they have the right kind of matter for that?
For the duration of their sleep cycle, the lights and displays of the cabin were turned off or very, very low. Vision was still possible, but it felt like night time.
When they awoke, Manifold apparently had set the ship to monitor Susan and Lesley’s sleep cycle and start to bring the lights up as they roused from sleep, so it felt like morning. The forward displays were acting like shielded windows, with the ship turned to let sunlight in when they weren’t in the shadow of the planet.
They unstrapped their torsos and sat up to eat breakfast in freefall, with their legs still strapped into the harnesses. The nanite clay trays somehow firmly hovering in front of them, almost as firm as rocks or furniture that had been anchored to the deck.
“Magnets?” Susan asked. “I mean, not really magnets, but, a magnetic field?”
“Yes,” Manifold said. “It requires the nanite form to be surrounded by a vessel like this or a large body of other nanites. If you push hard enough, you will feel it give a little. Push harder, and you can deform the tray. But you may or may not be able to do it with your muscles. I haven’t tested in this environment or with your physiology.”
“Amazing,” Susan said. “Um, can you make clothes with the makers on this ship?”
“We made my hazard suit aboard this vessel,” Molly said, pulling herself from her chair. “Clothes for you should be much simpler. We can also just clean the clothes you are currently wearing, while you’re wearing them.”
“Oh, that’s a dream,” Lesley mumbled around her breakfast crackers. “Samefooding this, while wearing PJs all the way to a starship and back? I do need PJs, I’m sorry.”
“We were thinking the same thing,” Susan smiled at her girlfriend.
At right about that moment, there was a sound somewhere between a ding and a tone, and a message appeared in strange, alien letters on all of the consoles and displays, overlaying whatever was already being displayed there. Right below it appeared a translation for Lesley and Susan’s benefit.
It said, “Will you return?”
Susan watched Molly’s head whip toward the nearest console and saw her face make what looked like a strong scowl. At this point, she was starting to trust that it was a scowl. Molly’s snake-like jaw clenched and shifted sideways, lips pushed strongly together in an expression that Susan had come to think of as Autistic concentration amongst humans. She couldn’t shake the feeling that that’s what it was, even though she knew at that point she was just projecting empathy.
After several seconds, a second set of lines appeared that said, “OK, thank you. I will remain and prepare.”
Molly lowered her head and squinted. It was clear she was somehow broadcasting messages back to the sender through her neural terminal somehow.
A few more seconds passed before the next reply, which said, “Patience. We will redress those forgotten events at a more appropriate time. I am sorry.”
Molly was not happy with that and tilted her head severely to the left, deepening her scowl at the console.
“It concerns them now. They are not the ones that keep me from elaborating. See you soon.”
Molly hissed and then relaxed. She cast what appeared to be an apologetic look at Lesley and then at Susan, and said, “Phage being Phage. I need to go to the living quarters to relax. Would you like to join me? We can design your new clothes there.”

      [image: ]Molly started configuring the interior of the ship for constant acceleration almost right away. Even though it would be about three days before they engaged that part of their trip, the extra surface areas could still be useful in microgravity. And she wanted feedback from the humans considering their ambulatory needs.
The kind of ladder Molly needed to climb vertically was different than what the humans could safely use, so a new design had to be fabricated that somehow accommodated both. That took some discussion, guesswork, and experimentation. And they wouldn’t full know it’s utility until the sustained burn.
Beds and chairs were arranged on the back wall of the living quarters. And one corner was cordoned off with dividers to provide a privacy nook for anyone who needed it. If they all needed to get away from each other, one could go to the cockpit, another to the nook, and the third could stay in the main room.
Susan and Lesley asked if they could use the makers to create things to decorate the space. Mostly, this was going to involve flat artwork to attach to panels and walls, so Molly showed them how to program the surfaces of the ship to display whatever they wanted.
When Susan saw that capability, she asked about why the cockpit even existed, with dedicated console and displays. If any surface could act as a display, and if Molly controlled the ship through her neural terminal, why take up the space and weight with the bulky controls?
“Redundancy, accessibility, psychology, and intuitiveness,” Molly replied. “Also, the dedicated equipment is slightly more robust and more responsive. Faster refresh rates on the displays. That sort of thing.”
Susan appeared to approve, but definitely spent some more time thinking about it.
“But, yes, I can pilot the ship from the toilet,” Molly said.
Lesley snickered at Susan’s expression on hearing that.
And really, from that point on, the trip was uneventful and all about finding routines that everyone was comfortable with.
While they still had a reasonable access to the internet, the humans collected photos of flowers and landscapes from around the planet and put them up on the more visible surfaces.
When it came time to instigate a constant burn and head toward the starship, Molly was satisfied that they were able to keep the moon between them and the planet for several hours.
While they were behind the moon, they couldn’t use Manifold’s rigged protocols and hacked satellites to contact any part of the planet, and they agreed that they should instigate radio silence from that point on, to cut down on chances of being spotted.
Which meant no internet, because those protocols required two way communication. But they were still able to pick up a few analog news channels, with intermittent clarity. And through that, they got the impression they’d been lost track of. But also, it was confirmed that they were still global news.
They spent a lot of their trip talking even more.
To Molly’s delight, both Susan and Lesley loved to expound on things in great detail. Manifold was also pleased by this and declared them to be honorary Tutors.
Molly, in turn, found herself relaxing around them and feeling more open and confessional about her past.
At first, she tried to focus on how she always found it hard to get along with the people she knew. She’d been mystified by it for most of her life, and Manifold’s advice had never seemed to help. And as she talked about it, she felt like she was trying to make that her case for why she’d left the Sunspot.
But she knew that wasn’t true. It was now, however, while talking about it with Outsiders, that she began to realize that her social troubles had been a symptom of her real trouble.
And that was that the fact of everyone’s conception aboard the Sunspot was a product of genetic engineering, and not natural birth. The fauna of the Garden got to experience natural conception and birth or hatching. And, those life forms had a consistency and predictability to their forms that was beautiful to Molly.
And, though she was very comfortable with her own body, and had been born to this world where everyone took their origins and extreme diversity for granted, she just never felt right about it. Something felt very, very wrong.
The diversity of the Sunspot was definitely preferable to the strict conformity of the Terra Supreme, no question. But neither breeding program sat well, and Molly had always felt disconnected from life and even space/time itself as a result of that history.
It was its own kind of dysphoria that plagued her, and in the end, after decades of trying to make peace with it, she felt the only antidote or treatment was to leave.
Susan and Lesley both offered to analyze her feelings and the ethics of what the Crew of the Sunspot had done, but Molly declined. She really didn’t want to think about it anymore.
She had to state three times that she wanted to move on, because the humans own minds couldn’t let go of the subject, but after that they resolved to respect that boundary.
And slowly, the blip of light that was Molly’s starship got brighter.
“What’s its name?” Lesley asked.
“It hasn’t named itself yet,” Molly replied.
“Oh, wow,” Lesley replied. “So, it’s like a person, too? Like Manifold?”
“No,” Molly blinked. “I just feel like it will present a name to me eventually anyway. As if it was a person, even though it isn’t.”
“Oh, that makes sense to me,” Susan said.
“Oh, yeah, I get it,” Lesley nodded. “At home, our ships don’t leave port without a name. I always thought that was tradition, but now I realize it’s a bureaucratic thing, too! A legality. The port needs to be able to identify the ship. Even our smaller vehicles have at least a license number.”
“Interesting,” Manifold said. “All of our equipment and devices have numbers that are derived from their current physical properties. Our Network uses that number for identification, but it’s at such a basic level of protocols, hardly anyone ever thinks about it. Only those of us who study Fenekere as a means for deep level programming tend to learn about it.”
“Didn’t you say Fenekere was an ancient spoken language?” Susan asked.
“It was,” Manifold said. “But it turns out that it lends itself well to being a language for algorithms and Network commands.”
“I think I might like to try learning it someday,” Susan said. “Just to see what it’s like.”
“The basic grammar is pretty easy,” Manifold replied. “But you should know that it has 923,521 root words.”
“That was a spoken language?!” Lesley exclaimed.
“By the original ktletaccete, yes,” Manifold said.
“What kind of people were they?” Lesley’s expression was odd and very asymmetrical. Molly read it as incredulous, by the tone of her voice as well.
“Well,” Manifold said. “We know that the people of the Sunspot’s parent ship, the Terra Supreme, made themselves all look coincidentally very similar to you, as an ideal. But the root words of Fenekere paint a very different picture.”
“Can we see? Do you have images?”
“Well, here is someone from the Terra Supreme. He corresponds closely to what you’d call a boy. He boarded the Sunspot a decade before we left.”
“Oh, wow. I mean, I can definitely see how he’s alien to me, but it’s like mimicry, like his species, or yours, mimicked ours to fool predators or something!”
“That’s how it looks to use, too,” Manifold noted. “Anyway, here is are a few forms from the Elder Crew who look like they might better match the comprehensive list of elemental body parts contained in Fenekere. This general trend is really common amongst people who’ve felt severe physical dysphoria and needed to transition dramatically. They mostly seem to choose something like this.”
Not for the first time upon seeing these people, Molly felt a kinship with them that surprised her. She felt herself wishing that more people were born to physical bodies like that aboard the Sunspot. She wondered what a world full of people like that would be like.
“Those are dragons!” Lesley leaned forward to look more closely at the display.
“Dragons?” Manifold asked.
“Yeah,” said Lesley, whose nod was echoed by Susan. “Nearly every culture on our world has a story about creatures that look kind of like that. Each one is really very different, kind of like that, too. Like, they’re different species but the same kind of thing. Six limbs, flexible body, frills or wings, manes, claws, fierce teeth, long tails, all of it!”
“Fascinating.”
“Yeah, but, also, we have no paleontological or biological evidence of them ever existing. They seem to be mythological chimeras, mixes of animal traits meant to represent whatever is needed for the story they’re in.”
“Ah,” Manifold bobbed. “It could be that a similar tradition shaped Fenekere. Our people are hundreds of millions of years old, if not billions, just by counting exodus ships that we know still exist, and their likely ages. And if any number of our predecessors were like either the Sunspot or Terra Supreme, there’s no telling what our ancestors have been or what their lives were like.”
“I really have a hard time taking that seriously,” Susan said. “I’m sorry. It’s a limit of my experience and imagination. It’s hard enough for me to grasp just how long various prehistoric eras were on our own world. So, the idea that you evolved first on a planet like we did, and then spent uncounted eons traveling through space is just mind boggling.”
“You are not alone in that,” Manifold said. “When a person gets as old as I am, a very common ailment is to become traumatized by time. I have to force myself to hold an exact number of years or even days in my mind long enough to communicate it. And the larger the number, the harder it is. I reflexively want to say things like, ‘it was a long, long time ago,’ and leave it at that.”
“So,” Lesley said. “If the… I really have a hard time pronouncing this… ktletaccete were like dragons, or something very different, why did the people of the Terra Supreme decide that something humanoid was the ideal body?”
“We don’t know. Just like our Elder Crew destroyed records and rewrote our culture and language when they created the Sunspot, we think it’s highly likely the original Crew of the Terra Supreme did it, too. When we left, people were just starting to try to piece things together by contacting the older ships.”
“Oh, I would have wanted to stay to be part of that!” Lesley said.
“I couldn’t,” Molly said. “I just could not.”
Lesley gave her an apologetic look and said, “I know. And I’m sorry. I didn’t mean you should have. You’re doing what you can to take care of yourself.”
These weren’t the only differences between Molly and the humans, either.
It turned out that their sleeping patterns were not the same. Which Molly fully expected anyway. The people of the Sunspot frequently develop very different sleeping patterns, especially as they get older.
Except when exertion drove her to sleep longer, Molly tended to sleep in four three hour blocks distributed evenly throughout a day, shifting slightly depending on how she pushed herself. She also usually had vivid dreams that she could remember upon waking.
Susan and Lesley had both synced their sleep to correspond with a nighttime, which both she and Manifold had learned was the standard for their species when they first started studying them. They both said their personal ideals were six hours a night, while their world’s medical texts said eight, and they were currently sleeping closer to ten hours at a time. With two dream cycles, apparently. Every now and then, one or both would wake up in the middle of their nighttime, rouse a little bit, look around, and then drift off to sleep again shortly after.
Dreams were a common topic of conversation during their first meal. And it did seem that all three of them were suffering from nightmares lately. Nightmares about being chased by various monsters, or of not being able to operate equipment properly, or not being able to understand anyone who was talking. Sometimes their dreams featured each other, but not as often as they expected.
Manifold let them know that it slept, too, and frequently dreamt of past students, as if they all lived together.
In the last hours of their trip, there came the point where Molly’s starship started to balloon dramatically from a point of light to a recognizable shape. They’d already been decelerating for nearly five days, and they’d keep decelerating, more or less, until they matched orbits. Because they were taking a direct route, some dramatic maneuvering was necessary near the end to get their velocity oriented properly. And most of that corresponded with the humans’ nighttime.
Molly decided to wake them up before the maneuvering, to give them time to prepare for the shifting forces. But also, she thought they’d like a good look at the hull of her starship when it was relatively close and in stable view.
Docking would also be dramatic and worth experiencing.
The landing craft was currently oriented with its nose facing away from the starship. But Molly had directed the forward displays to focus on it as if they were facing it.
It looked like the Sunspot, only much, much smaller. It was long and thin, with four Bussard spires arcing out gracefully from the forward hydrogen tank. There was a rotating habitat cylinder and a fusion spike, too. Unlike the Sunspot, though, the Bussard spires had bulbous compartments built into the tips, shaped like dulled barbs for aesthetics. That was the warp drive. 
And the spires could collapse to lie along the length of the ship, in case it needed to dock within the Sunspot again for some reason. They hadn’t been retracted in such a way since Molly had launched it, though.
Susan and Lesley sat in their harnesses and silently gawked at it for a while, watching its growth slow in the view screens. It was just starting to extend beyond their field of vision.
“Your screens are holographic, aren’t they?” Susan asked, bobbing her head up and down. “I can see the ends of your ship still when I do this.”
“Yes,” Manifold said.
“It’s incredible,” Lesley said. “You know what it looks like to me?”
“What?” Molly asked.
“An anchor!”
Molly could have looked that up in the records and dictionaries they’d collected from the humans’ internet, but she felt that asking was better, more honest, “what is an anchor?”
“It’s a thing for keeping a boat or a ship, a ship at sea, in place,” Lesley said. “It’s a big weighted hook that digs into the ocean floor, with a line that connects it to the ship. They come in all sorts of shapes, and that’s like a few of them.”
“‘äinkor,” Molly said with her own mouth. It would be an ironic name for a ship. But something about it felt right. This ship did feel like her home, her port, now. And now that she was returning to it, she felt like it kept her in place, in a way, psychologically. It anchored her to her purpose and her goals. “I think my ship is named Anchor.”
Lesley smiled at her, “I like it.”
It just kept getting bigger and bigger without feeling like it was getting closer. This was in part due to the display settings adjusting to their changes in proximity and focus. But mostly it was a common illusion for something of its size that was still that far away.
It was tiny compared to the Sunspot, but it was still impressive.
“Holy fuck,” Susan muttered, craning her head downward to look up through the display at the bussard spire rising above them. “How big is this thing?!”
“Roughly 3 kilometers long,” Molly said.
“For just you and Manifold?!”
“And the ecosystem of its Garden,” Molly said. “There’s room and resources for about 2,000 people to live comfortably aboard it, too.”
“Why?” Susan asked more softly.
Lesley was also obviously curious.
“It’s where I live. It should be a nice and rich place to live. Comfortable.”
“And your people had the resources to spare to create it for you?”
“It will set them back for creating a full sized child ship when it comes time to do that,” Molly explained. “But only for time to collect the mass the slow way, and no one had left before the way I chose to. They felt it was my right to have it.”
Lesley gaped at her and asked, “Do you have any idea how much I’d die for a family that loves me that much?”
Molly didn’t know how to answer that.






  
  Spindrift


The phrase “wonder fatigue” formed itself in Susan’s mind, and she made a note to check the internet for it when she got back home. If no one had coined it yet, she’d make a post about it. 
Her eyes were closed.
Her head, and the rest of her pajama clad body, was resting in what felt like moss and grass. It had been green when she’d looked at it.
She could feel the tiny world she was in spinning. Really feel it spinning. It wasn’t dissociative vertigo. It was actual proprioceptive sensory input.
Also, she knew it was spinning because she had watched it spin as they’d approached it in Molly’s landing craft, and had felt the forces of that spin take hold as Molly matched the rotational velocity necessary to dock on the outer hull of her starship.
It had been a mind boggling maneuver, and a nauseating one. Both Susan and Lesley had suffered visibly through the ordeal, and Molly had thought that contact with the dirt and life in her Garden would help.
It almost had. 
Crawling through the corridors of the starship Anchor had been an increasingly claustrophobic experience despite how amazingly wide they really were. So when, after taking a lift through the decks to reach the inner Garden, they stepped out into a forest of what could only be trees, there was some palpable relief.
Then, Susan noticed that there were trees above the trees above her. She could see the tops of them pointed downward at her like stalactites, on the other side of a thin tube of fusion plasma she did her best not to stare directly at. The plasma was shielded, and relatively safe, but still left an after image on her retina. It also did nothing to hide the fact that she was now inside a small O’Neill cylinder.
It was hundreds of meters in diameter, huge really, but small enough that the spin used to create centrifugal force as artificial gravity was something she could feel.
It was still big enough that a phrase she’d read once surfaced in her mind, preceding her collapse to the ground: The energy needed to create enough steel to make an O’neill cylinder is so much that it makes it nearly impossible.
She supposed fusion might solve that problem. But she’d have to look up the equations to really know, and it wasn’t like Manifold had copied the entire internet to the landing craft’s Network. Had it?
At that point she realized she was dissociating, feeling numb emotionally, and starting to lose the sense of where her feet were and what was up or down. So she’d carefully laid down and closed her eyes, noticing that Lesley was wordlessly doing the same thing just one step behind her.
“Wonder fatigue,” she thought. “The feeling of no more feelings after you’ve seen too much wonder,” her brain tried to articulate. She wanted to come up with a better, more scientific sounding phrase, but that just wasn’t going to happen, and already she’d forgotten what the first words of that sentence had been. The space between each word was a golf of amnesia.
“That’s a good term for it,” she heard Lesley mutter, just as she was drifting into a feverish half-sleep where she dreamt she was Anchor itself, constantly spinning.
In the dream, she heard Manifold say to Molly, “we should let them rest there and see if their bodies adapt to the spin.” She thought that maybe it had actually said that out loud, but couldn’t be certain it wasn’t part of the dream.
She wondered, while dreaming, if she’d somehow activated the nanites in her body to function as a neural terminal. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.
But what would they do if the spinning didn’t go away? Maybe if Susan activated her warp drive, space/time would bend in such a way that it would become meaningless.
She tried to figure out how to do it and fully lost consciousness in the process.

      [image: ]“On more reason now to move the wing to the undercarriage,” Manifold was saying. “Not only would that present a better control surface in the early stages of re-entry, and better heat management, but it would also mean fewer ablative tiles to discard to uncover the stealthing material later.”
“Yes,” Molly reluctantly agreed. “But, with the wings above, we can use them as cover when we’re on the ground. The adaptive camouflaging will be over our heads when we’re near the vessel, rather than under them. Also!” She raised her voice pointedly. “If we move the wing, we’ll have to rethink the whole vectored thrust system.”
This had been a heated argument since they had first started designing this vessel. 
In the grand scheme of safely landing on a planet, it was actually a trivial decision for them. They had plenty of ways of compensating for changes in aerodynamics and heat management, which is why Molly’s design choices had won out before.
But with new constraints and demands on the table with a deadline to accomplish them, Manifold was taking the opportunity to bring it up again. And it was irritating Molly.
At least the deadline was on her side. Moving the wing and restructuring the vectored thrust system would take longer.
They were on the Bridge of Anchor. Which is to say, Molly’s body was resting next to where Susan and Lesley had chosen to lie down in the Garden, and she and Manifold were occupying the Netspace that comprised the Bridge of Anchor. Anchor, like the Sunspot, had no physical Bridge.
Molly liked to keep the Bridge decorated and simultaneously useful. It appeared as if it was a platform located on the forwardmost surface of Anchor, on the hydrogen tank. A sense of gravity was added to it, so that aftward was downward. If Molly looked around her, beyond the railing of the bridge she saw the curve of the hydrogen tank. And beyond that, the four Bussard spires reached out into the stars like the splayed tentacles of a cuttlecrab.
And surrounding all of that was the night sky as visible from their position in sol-terra L4 of Susan and Lesley’s home system. The sun happened to be to Molly’s left at the moment.
The platform itself looked like her bedroom had in her quarters on the Sunspot, the one place that had been refuge from everything else. Complete with bed. Only, the walls and ceiling were missing, of course. There were floor lamps and potted plants, and her favorite climbing tree. She was on the tree, treating it like her pilot’s chair while arguing with Manifold.
A two meter wide exploded model of the landing craft was rotating in the space in the middle of the Bridge. They would each command part of the model to glow when they talked about it.
If someone had boarded the landing craft and flown it around to the front of Anchor, they would not have seen this. This was all within the Network.
Manifold had been silent for several seconds after Molly’s last statement, then it seemed to change the subject, “Do you still plan to find a way to stay on this planet?”
“Manifold,” Molly said with as much patience as she could muster. “Do you realize that this is the first planet I have set scale upon? Ever.”
“Yes.”
“The other inhabited planets we found were atmospherically hazardous to me. We didn’t even approach them. We know very little about them.”
“Yes.”
“I’m done being alone. And I’m done with not learning about other life.” Molly was even more done with this conversation and wanted to get back to finishing the landing craft, but found herself gathering her thoughts for it anyway. Manifold knew that she intended to play this planet by ear, and do what was necessary in the end. If she had to leave it, she would. But a voice interrupted her.
“If we bend space counter to the spin, maybe we’ll stop feeling dizzy…”
“That’s not how it works,” Manifold answered.
It was Susan! She was on the Bridge. She had an avatar that looked like a somewhat younger version of herself, in the pajamas she’d been wearing since before passing the moon, and she was clutching a blanket.
“Manifold,” Molly hissed. This shouldn’t be possible. What was happening? “She doesn’t have a neural terminal yet!”
Susan didn’t notice. It appeared as if she was sleepwalking in the Network.
“Actually, it seems that she does,” Manifold said. “Checking the system records, she activated while sleeping. The nanites adapted fast, though. That’s unusual.”
“Activating while asleep is unusual! And I thought you had configured their nose filters to not accept commands or consent.”
“They are in the Garden, where most of our nanites reside,” Manifold reminded her. “It could be that several days of analyzing their biology and neurological readings gave the nanite cloud a head start to setting up the terminal, and it could also be that Susan’s alien neurology made it difficult for the algorithm to tell the difference between a conscious command and an unconscious one.”
“That sounds contradictory,” Molly frowned at it. “And why didn’t the algorithm restrictions propagate to the cloud at large?”
“An oversight on my part,” Manifold admitted. “I used the default medical programming for the set. And, neurology is weird and unpredictable enough without taking into account alien variation.”
Susan now appeared to be paying attention to them, but they weren’t speaking in her language so she probably didn’t understand what they were saying. Her expression was blank, possibly curious.
“Her terminal should help her remember this,” Manifold said. “She probably thinks she’s dreaming. Her avatar is probably shaped by her dream, after all. But if we say anything to her, she’ll probably remember it.”
Molly thought about that for a minute and then made a decision. She turned to Susan and said to her in her language, “This is the model of our landing craft. I’m thinking of calling it the Spindrift. Of all the words in the dictionary files we downloaded, it is the most pleasing to me. You should ask me more about it when you wake up. You have a neural terminal now, and we can remove it if you like, but it should help you adapt to the spin of the ship faster. You should play with it while you’re here.”
“OK,” Susan said pleasantly.
“You must have requested and consented to it in your dream, and the nanites must not have known the difference. I am sorry for this trouble,” Molly explained further. “I don’t know if Lesley has done this, too, yet. But you should describe your experience to her, the good and the bad, so that she can make a more informed choice if she wishes to. We will not deny either of you.”
“I like that,” Susan said.
“Manifold?” Molly addressed it in Inmararräo again. “As pilot of Spindrift, I’d really like to keep the design as similar to how it already is as possible. I’m familiar with it and how it handles. But you’ve got a better grasp of engineering. I think one of us should give Susan a tour. Would you like to do that, or shall I?”
“That’s a good idea, and I’d enjoy either one,” Manifold said. “But, I’ll adhere to your wishes regarding the vessel, and I’d feel safer about it all if I did the work on it. Is that OK with you?”
Even rituals of consent can feel aggressive and adversarial sometimes, Molly noted, but she knew Manifold would keep its word, so she nodded and said, “Yes. Thank you.” Then, to Susan, “This is the Bridge. I made it look like my own quarters because it makes me happy. Would you like to see some of the rest of the ship? I should show you how to use the Network.”
“Oh, I’d like that,” Susan replied.

      [image: ]“Hey, Sweetie,” Susan heard Lesley say as she was blinking her eyes open and trying to decide which way to roll to get up. So she rolled in the direction that would have her facing her partner. They smiled at each other.
Lesley had pulled herself up to lean against the trunk of a tree. It was a pretty big tree, about 20 meters tall. But it also had bark like nothing Susan had ever seen, like a tight carpet, and its needles were purple and came in bunches of eight. Lesley was pulling apart a cluster of fallen needles, looking rather ill. Like she was desperately distracting herself with something tactile. She made a grimace and swallowed something deliberately.
“Is the spin still bothering you?” Susan asked. She realized that while she could still tell which direction the ship was spinning, she could no longer feel it. She also finally noticed that she felt a little lighter on her feet than she usually did when she finally was standing again.
“Yeah,” Lesley said, giving an uncomfortable and apologetic smile. “You fell asleep. Maybe I should get some sleep, too, but the spin bothers me too much.”
“Your inner ears are really giving you hell in space, aren’t they?” Susan noted, looking around now that she could fully pay attention to what she was seeing. The trees on the other side of the habitat cylinder were far enough away that they kind of blended together visually. But if she squinted she could see individual trees. She’d had a totally different sense of them when she’d had vertigo. Everything had felt so closed in, closer, too.
Lesley shrugged and pointed at Molly, who was asleep in a tree across the path they were in, coils draped over a branch, “I imagine a snake wouldn’t need much of a sense of balance without standing on two feet like us. Molly probably doesn’t even notice things like this. How did you adapt so fast?” 
“I don’t know,” Susan said, thinking about her dream. She remembered Molly telling her how to adjust her neural terminal to tune out the spin and keep it a subconscious sense of direction. She narrowed her eyes. But that didn’t actually happen, did it? “I dreamt about it, but I think maybe that was just my psyche making sense of it and figuring out how to tune things out on its own.”
“Ask me about Spindrift,” Molly’s voice said, as she lifted her head to look at Susan. She was wearing a kind of tiara shaped headgear she’d put on before leaving the landing craft. It had a speaker in a bauble on her forehead that she used for talking through the translator.
That was part of her memories of the dream, too. Susan’s eyes widened. “Oh,” she said.
“What’s Spindrift?” Lesley asked without looking up from the needles she was tearing apart..
“Molly’s name for the landing craft,” Susan responded, still staring at the snake.
“Oh, nice,” Lesley said. Then frowned. “How did you know that?”
“She told me in my dream,” Susan said.
“And, it technically was a dream,” Molly confirmed. “You were just dreaming while connected to the Network. A kind of sleepwalking.”
“How?” Lesley finely looked up, alarmed.
“Susan subconsciously consented to a neural terminal while she was asleep, and the nanites in the garden connected to her,” Molly answered evenly.
Susan felt a chill go through her body and she wanted to sit down again. Instead she turned to Lesley and said, “oh, shit.”
Susan was so afraid that Lesley would be angry with her, disgusted, or terrified. She herself felt scared and, well, violated. She really didn’t trust the nanites, even though they’d been a ubiquitous part of her surroundings for the past week and a half, and having them activate and invade her own brain based on her subconscious impulses really didn’t help with that. And Lesley’s expression definitely showed shock and desperation. She really wasn’t doing well with her sense of balance and nausea, and it was also clear she was wrestling with a lot of emotions and thoughts.
It was not hard for Susan to let concern and fear show on her own face.
Lesley planted the palms of both her hands on the ground and said, “What do I do?” She looked between Susan and Molly, and followed that with, “What all can the nanites do? How do I stop this?”
“Stop what?” Molly asked.
“The spinning,” Lesley whispered.
“The easiest is to consent to a nanite termin -”
“Yes, that’s what I want,” Lesley said more forcefully through clenched teeth. “I need that now. How do I get it?”
This startled Susan and she found herself saying without really thinking, “I was going to ask to have mine removed.”
Lesley shook her head sharply, “I can’t. I need them. Now. As soon as possible. If we’re here one more minute, I need them.” She looked up pleading at Molly.
“Well,” Molly said. “The nanites are behaving strangely with your neurology, so I can’t be sure what they’ll do.”
“I don’t care!” Lesley nearly yelled.
“To be absolutely sure they get the command right,” Molly said, “say ‘`oo junothena fe watakarro’. It means -”
“Ooh joonoetheynah fey watakaro!” Lesley repeated as best she could. “How quickly does it work?”
“I don’t know. Quickly, it seems. But you pronounced that wrong,” Molly replied.
“I don’t know if I can pronounce it right, I was never good at uvular trills,” Lesley snapped.
“Well, let’s try it in your language too, then,” Molly instructed. “Say, ‘May I please have a nanite terminal?’ and say it like you’re addressing Anchor itself.”
Lesley nodded, gripping the needle covered moss underneath her, and said scrunching up her eyes, “May I please have a nanite terminal?”
Nothing seemed to happen.
Lesley opened her eyes and said, “My hands are tingling!”
“You shouldn’t be able to feel them entering your system at all,” Molly stated.
“Well, I think I do!” Lesley said, looking hopeful.
“OK,” Molly relented. Then, lowering herself to the ground finally and approaching the two women respectfully, she drew herself up and said, “I’m going to say something in Fenekere and then ask for your consent in the same language. All you have to do is say ‘nim’. That’s ‘yes’. Say ‘nim’ when I’m done talking. It will be the command and the request for consent to activate the balance adjustment algorithms for your terminal, stopping the spinning sensation.”
“This is what we did in my dream,” Susan added softly.
“OK. Good. Thank you,” Lesley replied.
Susan watched Molly lift her head a little, almost like she was going to look at the sky, but she stared off into the distance as her electronic voice said, “`oo ‘efoktleta beshukaleseli’e rleqeplaro watakerro!” Then she looked at Lesley and said, “Beshekeleseli’e. ‘ii ge jenothena nenena.”
It didn’t sound like a question, but when Leslie was sure that Molly was done talking she nodded vigorously and said, “Nim!”
“That should do it,” Molly said. “I’m not sure how quickly they’ll take effect, or if they’ll work as well for you as for Susan. But that should do it.”
Susan felt helpless and lost as she watched her girlfriend thank Molly once again, and then slowly, shakily get to her feet and reach out to hug her. But she hugged Lesley back for all that she was worth.
“Do you remember how Manifold said we’d experience something like withdrawals if we ever gave this up?” Susan asked Lesley.
“Well, I couldn’t let you go through that alone, could I?” Lesley retorted, smirking. “I am starting to feel better already, too. Slowly.”
“Placebo effect?”
“Maybe,” Lesley stepped back with a light frown. “But it’s still getting better.”
“Manifold said that several days of monitoring your systems has probably accelerated the nanite integration,” Molly reported.
Lesley dropped her hands to her side and then put them akimbo, “What else can they do?”
“Well, you now have full passenger access to Anchor’s systems, so a lot of things,” Molly hedged.
“How long are we here?” Lesley asked.
Susan was too emotionally drained to be much a part of this conversation. So she just listened, and sort of let her mind wonder where the words prompted her to go.
“Manifold says the full refit of Spindrift should take two days, then we can start our return journey,” Molly said.
Lesley clapped her hands together and said, “Then what can we do in that time?”
“May I message both of you?” Molly asked.
Susan wasn’t sure what she meant by that but absently nodded. Lesley enthusiastically nodded as well.
“Let’s start with basic communication, then,” Molly said.
Susan realized then that she hadn’t heard that with her ears. Molly’s voice had echoed in her head as if she’d nearly hallucinated it.
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So, using a neural terminal to carefully calibrate and finely control a flight suit was not part of their lessons.
They did go swimming, though. 
And took a tour of the Garden’s pathways and habitats, to see all the flora and fauna, and so Molly could talk about how the nanites worked to help maintain the ecosystem. And during that, she demonstrated how they would repair disturbances to the soil.
She also gave them their own Netspaces, and taught them how to play in them and decorate them however they liked.
Lesley agreed with Susan that it was a lot like a cross between a virtual reality computer game and just plain lucid dreaming.
And then she showed them how to alter their Network avatars purposefully, with commands.
She felt she may have made a mistake there almost immediately.
Lesley cried, and then apologized, and then said she needed some privacy for a bit and went to her own Netspace. “She still has some dysphoria,” Susan explained to Molly.
Oh. “Oh,” said Molly. Oh, dear, she thought. She closed her eyes and took several breaths. The Network simulated everything it possibly could about owning and experiencing a body while you were conscious within it. This was, apparently, considered critical to maintaining your psyche and personality in its natural state. Hormones and biofeedback are as much a part of thinking as anything else. And even if your actual body had those things going on within it while you were focused on the Network, the way the Network worked and would continue working after your body died this was important.
“How about you?” Molly asked. “How do you feel?”
Susan looked around the training room, which was where they’d been trying out commands, and sighed. “I don’t think I have dysphoria. I’ve never really felt like I did, other than when I was masking my orientation of course. But I’m scared,” Susan said. Then she looked up at Molly, “I – I’m scared that Lesley won’t want to leave this. But also that maybe she shouldn’t. You know? For her health? But also…” She made an embarrassed looking grimace and looked down at her feet as she kicked them one at a time, shuffling.
Molly felt like she understood that feeling, even if she didn’t know what Susan was holding back. She reassured the human, “It is OK, I don’t need to know. But if it is something I can help with, I will do my best to understand.”
“Well, OK,” Susan hemmed and hawed a bit. “Well. There are some changes to my body I’d like to try. But if I find that I do have dysphoria I’ve been dissociating from this whole time and I really need those changes, I don’t know what I’ll do. It’s ridiculous.”
Molly took a deep breath, trying to decide how much to promise. To these two, what she could promise would be like miracles. But they’d come with drawbacks. Susan was already probably imagining a lot of them accurately. She also probably didn’t have a clue just how dramatic some of the possibilities were. Assuming, of course, that the nanites could safely practice medicine on their bodies. But it was starting to look like that was a distinct possibility. Either Susan and Lesley would experience things they could only experience on Anchor, and not be able to stay away from it for very long. Or they would make changes to their own bodies that were strong enough to raise questions when they got back home. 
The changes would take time. They’d be largely unnoticeable at first. Depending on what they wanted, it could take decades for some of the more severe choices. But that would be the other thing. As long as they had sufficient nanites in their bodies and their bodies provided enough power to the little machines, they could prolong their lives considerably.
If Molly had her way, she’d be with them, and their world would know about her and accept them all. But she didn’t have very high hopes for that. She certainly had no idea how to get there from here.
She started to feel hopeless and panicky. But she did her best to hide that, and to give Susan a reasonable answer to her problem.
“I want to give you as much freedom of choice as I can,” Molly started. “And I don’t want to coerce you into doing what I want to be done. I do have my motives and my dreams, though. My ideal would be to live with you on your planet, but I feel like that is a very childish dream.”
Susan nodded, and twisted her lips.
“I absolutely do not want to take you from your planet. It would be nice to have friends here, but I would like more than two, and they don’t have to be you, and we haven’t known each other for long enough to know if that would be a good idea anyway,” she rambled, hoping the translator was getting such a long, complex sentence correct. Susan nodded some more, now biting her lip. “So, keep that in mind when I say this.”
“OK,” Susan said.
“For my people, personal autonomy is sacrosanct. It is of vital importance that everyone experience it to the best that conflicting interests can offer. And that includes autonomy over one’s own cells. We’ve been working on this for hundreds and hundreds of generations.”
“And that means?” Susan prompted her.
“It means,” Molly drew that out, hesitating to answer fully, “that with the help of the nanites, within physiological reason, you might be able to make those changes to your actual body in time. And,” this was the really dangerous statement, “if you can’t, there are options here aboard Anchor to accommodate you. Some of them might work on your home planet, but some won’t.”
Susan looked like she was even more scared. Terrified, perhaps. Her Network avatar was shaking as her actual body would do.
“I can’t advise you as to what to do,” Molly said. “You’ll have to make those choices based on how well you know yourself. But Manifold and I will do our best to help and accommodate you through those choices. If you have any questions…”
Susan swallowed and said, “I really want to see my family.” She shook her head. “If I can just see my family again.”
Molly nodded and said, “We’re going to do everything we can to make that possible.”
Susan breathed in very deeply and said, “Then I’m going to wake up and go wander around in the Garden some more. I need some reality.”
“Would you like me to show you how to command the nanites to – “
“No!” “OK. Please, make plenty of noise to warn the fauna of your presence,” Molly requested. “Oh, I will,” Susan growled.
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There, in the reddening light of the plasma tube, she found Lesley sitting by the nearby stream, watching it and wiping tears from her eyes. Susan’s heart sank.
She went over to sit down gingerly next to her girlfriend, and Lesley scooted over to give her room on the rock. But she didn’t say anything, because she just couldn’t think of anything appropriate to even ask. If Lesley had something to talk about, she’d bring it up eventually anyway.
Lesley gripped her arm and rubbed her eyes on her shoulder, snickering softly at herself. Then she wrapped her arm around Susan and said, “I’m sorry.”
Susan was afraid to respond to that, but asked anyway, “for what?”
“I’m a wreck, and I maybe did something I shouldn’t have done,” Lesley said. “After you went for a hike, Molly told me the same things she told you, though. It might be alright. But I’m feeling really fucking dysphoric right now.”
Susan looked at her and tilted her head for more. It was maybe best to let Lesley lead this.
“You know how early on I used to say that the problem with doing drag and wearing all that makeup, wigs, corsetry, and padding was that I’d get used to feeling the euphoria of it and feel even worse about myself afterward?” Lesley explained. “And I wasn’t even dressing as ostentatiously as my sisters were. I really underplayed it, not really there for the show, you know? I could just get my body to look and move in ways that I didn’t think hormones would ever be able to do, and I couldn’t afford the surgeries for that ever.”
“Yeah, I remember you talking about that,” Susan said as gently as possible.
“I’m experiencing the same thing all over again. Oh. And don’t ever make yourself look younger than you are. Big mistake.”
Susan nodded and found her mouth saying, “I wonder if the nanites’ medical technology can reverse aging.”
Lesley shook her head, and said, “Even if we could do that with them, should we? If we go back home safely somehow, what would people say if they saw us aging backward?”
Susan flattened her lips and said, “Yeah.”
“Also,” Lesley said, squeezing her harder. “I’d still die to carry your baby somehow.”
Susan suddenly felt very excited at that old thought, and scared about what that meant.
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Phage had found an excellent place to monitor communications, a tower on a mountain that relayed nearly everything significant in the country of Susan and Lesley’s origins, and that was awash with so many patterned radio waves. It had started to feel almost as connected as it had been aboard the Sunspot, with its conscious presence spanning over a range of hundreds of kilometers. Thousands in this case!
And there was a connection to the internet through that tower, and through that Phage could monitor and influence most of the world itself. At least politically and with certain social classes, the ones most likely to interact with Molly and her new crew should they return.
But in one heavily encrypted channel there was a brief communique about a meeting in a place deep underground that sounded suspiciously important and, from the position of that tower, totally opaque.
So it had traveled there. Sometimes under its own power, shooting through the wind as a stream of dust in the night, sometimes by coating a vehicle headed in that direction. It found itself waiting, spread out on the road leading to the entrance of the place, a gigantic set of concrete doors inset into the side of a mountain. And when a truck slowly passed over it to enter the compound, Phage clung to the rubber tires and underside of it, adding a faint sheen of graphite to the already dark surfaces. And it let its mind fall silent until well after the truck stopped moving, just in case faint electrical activity between its nanites might trigger a sensor.
Once it had connected itself to the communications and security systems of that building, however, it learned that the detection instruments that did exist were not sensitive enough to detect it.
At that point, it relaxed and started to explore. It brushed the surface thoughts of the people inhabiting the building, the words and emotions that almost became words when they talked to each other. It didn’t do this so much as a form of what people often call telepathy as it was reading the interplay of cause and effect with all of the electromagnetic spectrum as well as heat and kinetics of the whole building. Individual people didn’t matter so much as the flow of information and how that affected group behavior and the movement of electricity and mass.
Phage found the meeting.
It wasn’t happening yet. There were hours to go. But the room was identifiable and in the near future there was a mass of information collecting there to be disseminated very carefully. The computers of this place were not connected to the outside world in any way, not even by power source.
By the words, thoughts, and electronic documents presaging the meeting, Phage confirmed that it was about Molly’s starship and landing craft and an attempt to predict whether or not she would return. Nobody here knew her name, what she looked like, or anything detailed except for what telescopes and radio receivers had picked up and the accounts of eye witness pilots and agents investigating a very strange scene in the woods.
Phage was pleased with itself.
Oh. There was a detailed photo of the starship and an accurate assessment of its mass. They had better telescopes than it had predicted. And they now knew that interstellar architecture was possible on that scale, and it scared them deeply.
Not knowing the composition of the interior of what they guessed was the habitat cylinder, someone had estimated somewhere between two thousand and ten million people might be aboard. There were some statements of breathless speculation after that detail on that particular document.
Now Phage had to decide if and when to try to contact Molly again. Would it be better to warn her of what they knew? Or would it be better to let her engage honestly with the experiences she already had? That was something Phage had always been bad at gauging. It seemed to be different every time. Its child, Ni’a, the Chaos of Life, always seemed to be much better at that part of things. But they weren’t here. Not in a localized conscious way, at least.
In want of a decision, it kept observing.
Nobody noticed Phage snooping through the files of the installation. It didn’t have to cause any computer to operate to do this. In the days that it had been on this planet, it had learned how to read files on a number of media all on its own, and if it could find that media through a power cable it could read it.
If they had noticed it, they would likely have dismissed it shortly, the entropy of their worry suppressed by Phage itself.
In a very real way, Phage was the military installation itself now. It thought its thoughts and had its feelings. It also had its own original motives still, too, which started to affect what people did in strangely subtle ways.
Cups of coffee were left to cool more often than before, forgotten by excited people, for instance. And the steam made interesting shapes that people were too busy to see.
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The next day aboard Anchor was spent with more tours and training. Rest was still of primary importance, though. As everyone had a lot of emotional and informational experiences to process.
It was a matter of balance. They had to heal from things they hadn’t realized would hurt, but they had to prepare for their return and the unknowns that presented. And it was mostly guesswork, because none of them were experienced with this sort of thing.
Breakfast involved learning how to program the makers through the Network to do exactly as you wanted for your nutritional intake and enjoyment of the food. Molly was amused to see that both Susan and Lesley were surprised that a kitchen was still involved. So, she pointed out that it’s nice to cook, and the artistry of cooking gave the food a quality that the makers could not match.
Lesley was delighted to cook her food. Susan opted to make the maker do all the work.
They both learned that almost all of the food came from the vast and diverse mushroom and algae farms in the hull of Anchor, and was supplemented by a small fruit orchard. And they marveled at that, because some of the ingredients they used worked very much like meat, milk, or eggs, as they reported. The idea of using fauna as a source of food disturbed Molly in a way that she could not articulate. The Sunspot had never done that, not in all of its history, as far as she knew.
In a way, though, the fauna of Anchor were still a source of nutrients for her. They were part of the overall ecosystem, and even the farms were not disconnected from that. Living things died, after all, and their mass consumed by other living things. The fauna hunted each other, and were in turn eaten by fungus and plants.
She just hadn’t thought about it before and found that she didn’t really want to, either.
Then, after a leisurely walk in the Garden, trying to catch sight of fauna they hadn’t seen yet, and some alone time to write, think, nap, or read, Molly thought to teach them how to manipulate nanite clay directly.
“You’ll be able to do more with it on Anchor and on Spindrift than you will away from either ship, but it’ll still be a useful tool in an emergency if you have some with you,” Molly said.
Both humans nodded, though Susan quirked her lips and looked hesitant.
“The easiest thing to do is to inhabit a nanite exobody,” Molly continued.
“I don’t want that,” Susan blurted.
“OK,” Molly said. “How about you?” She turned to Lesley.
“I’m willing to learn how to use one,” Lesley offered.
“OK, then while you play with one after I show you how to do it, I’ll teach Susan how to control a small clump of it externally, in a more detached way.” She looked back at Susan hopefully, and asked, “is that OK?”
Susan bit her lip and nodded, “yep.”
“OK! So, the easiest way to approach using a nanite exobody is to set your own vessel down in a place where it will be comfortable, undisturbed, and unlikely to hurt itself while relaxed, and enter the Network. Then, while in the Network, you just sort of pass through a nanite bin and climb out of it. Your subconscious mind and the nanite protocols will take care of the rest,” Molly dove right into it enthusiastically. “If you want particular traits that your own bodymap doesn’t normally have, that’s where it gets tricky. But it’s still pretty much the same as altering your Network avatar, so you have the skills to do that already.”
Lesley nodded, obviously trying to hide her eagerness behind solemnity.
Susan sighed and looked at her feet.
And as the rest of the day went on like that, Molly noted these little microexpressions and felt a sort of tension growing between Lesley and Susan.
It reminded her of the eb and flow of her relationship with Manifold, actually. But she worried that the extraordinary circumstances of this stress was not something the two would weather well. She hated to see either of them hurting, as she felt responsible for them and hopeful for her future with them. She wanted them to continue liking her, when it came down to it.
But it also wasn’t her business, and all she could do was try to accommodate each of them as best as she could.
Spindrift. The name she’d chosen for her landing craft. The word had uncertain etymology, like her own name, but was used to refer to the spray of water off the top of waves in a powerful wind usually only found in storms and gales.
It was a poetic sounding word, like something someone would use to describe a thing they wanted to experience. It sounded like something that should be refreshing to Molly’s sensibilities. Just the auditory texture of the word. And it seemed to be a portmanteau of two other words, spin and drift. And those words were what had originally caught her eye, because that’s what she would cause Spindrift to do during re-entry in order to control her speed and angle of descent, loosely speaking.
But it referred to the effects of something powerful and dangerous and the result of chaos. The Sunspot was big enough that it had the kind of weather and geography to produce spindrift. Molly knew what it was and had tasted it before.
And in retrospect it definitely felt like the last two days of visiting Anchor, while Manifold worked on the landing craft to prepare it for diving back into the storm of that chaotic world where Susan and Lesley had been born, had been spent breathing spindrift on the wind.






  
  A Tense Moment Between Two Homes


When Spindrift slid into the upper atmosphere of her planet, Susan caught herself squealing. 
There was nothing to squeal about. It was pure anticipation. When Manifold had described the forces at work, she’d expected shaking and roaring. But all that happened was that the atmosphere around Spindrift slowly turned into a ball of plasma and Molly started twisting the craft side to side to make fine adjustments to their angle of descent.
When Molly heard Susan’s squeal, she started explaining what she was doing as she did it, which Susan found very soothing.
The computer games Susan had played had simplified and dramatized what it was like to re-enter the atmosphere. And though she had read astronaut accounts of it, those had not been what had stuck in her mind, until Molly started reminding her with her words.
Then it all became fascinating again.
This was part of one of her oldest special interests. And she was getting to actually live it. Had been. It just was also so alien and unexpected, flying in adversary to her own government in the process. Not that she felt any particular loyalty to that government.
They’d taken longer than anticipated as well, because of that. So, she was worrying about what her family were thinking.
The crew of the Spindrift had no clue as to what to expect planetside, no idea whether they’d successfully evaded tracking, or what the governments’ reactions would be. They’d been silently listening to popular media for twelve days on the return trip, and there was plenty of speculation there but no indication they’d been spotted. People were talking about Anchor and about what the federal agents supposedly didn’t find at the landing site. People were arguing about where the original landing site had been. But if any government had spotted Spindrift’s return, they hadn’t spilled that news to anyone.
Before they left Anchor, Manifold briefed them on Molly’s flight plan, so they knew every step of it as they went. And from leaving the shipyard to entering the atmosphere of the planet, it was rigidly laid out.
It had figured out a way for them to mimic a meteor from well into solar orbit.
They had used Anchor’s rotational velocity to launch Spindrift outward, away from the sun. This wasn’t enough force to leave the orbit of L4. And neither was the added boost of manipulating Anchor’s Bussard fields to act like a gauss cannon or rail gun. But it was enough to get them visually away from the parent vessel before firing Spindrift’s main engines to get deeper into space and significantly alter their orbit around the sun.
From there, their desired flight path required a constant burn for a few days as Molly fought the sun’s gravity to allow Spindrift to find the right trajectory to hit the planet in the desired location.
It was like how Molly had gotten them to Anchor in the first place, flying through space on carefully managed vectored thrust. There was very little difference between the physics of that and hovering to a landing like she had when she first met Susan and Lesley. It’s just, Susan could not fathom where Molly and Manifold were storing all the fuel necessary for that kind of thing.
Every time she asked about it, one of them would say, “it takes less fuel than you think. And we don’t understand it either.”
At the desired aphelion, Molly had cut thrusters and let Spindrift fall toward the planet for eight days. And they’d practiced with nanites and discussed plans while in zero G, and spent a lot of time in their own Netspaces, hosted by Spindrift’s Network.
It had been easier to spend over a week with three other people in a small spaceship when you could close your eyes and find yourself in a whole world of your own making.
Susan would have done that during re-entry if she wasn’t so focused on trying to sense the physics of it with her own body.
It would take less than an hour for them to reach their desired flight level, where they could gain enough lift from Spindrift’s airfoils to maneuver and stay aloft like any other airplane.
They came in over one of the oceans, angled as if to land near or on a different continent than before. The idea being that if they were tracked, or if their meteoric descent didn’t fool anyone, their apparent flightpath would maybe fool everyone watching.
And that’s when Susan finally experienced the turbulence and noise she’d expected before. Over that ocean, just as the plasma had almost faded out entirely from deceleration, the tiles that provided heat shielding for re-entry broke away.
It felt and sounded like the ship was falling apart, and very quickly. There was a single loud clunk, and then a lot of rattling, and everything shuddered. By now, gravity had slowly returned, so a sudden drop of freefall for less than a second really startled and scared her.
But then Molly had it under control again, and the engines kicked in and she started a long bank to the left, taking a huge U-turn.
Now Susan entered the ship’s Network, where Molly, Manifold, and Lesley were observing everything from Spindrift’s sensors.
“Hey, Sweetie,” Lesley said. “How was it from that side?”
“Anticlimactic and serene right up until we dropped the tiles,” Susan replied. “At least I can replay the experience online to see what it was like for you.”
“I’d describe it as the same, but look at this!” Lesley gestured about.
Molly really had a flare for the dramatic. She’d devised a Netspace Bridge for the Spindrift in a similar way to what Anchor had. Only, there was no furniture and no instruments panels.
They were simply standing, or lying, on top of Spindrift as if they were surfing it. And all around them were colored holographic style markings hovering in the air as a heads up display. Susan saw it all in her own language. And there were menus and commands set up for her to access so that she could alter her view or change the types of readings she could see.
It was breathtaking.
She felt the wind as only enough force to give her a sense of movement and speed. It didn’t affect her voice, hearing, or movements in any significant way. She still felt like shouting over it anyway.
“This is incredible!” she told everyone.
Lesley grinned.
Lesley’s Network avatar looked mostly like her actual body did. There were some subtle differences, and if anything they just made her look even more like Lesley to Susan. She was wearing her favorite Pride outfit, though, which made Susan grin back.
Susan knew that Lesley was deliberately underplaying to her own desires there, though. She’d figured out her ideal body back on Anchor, and now was compromising and depriving herself of it to avoid shocking her dysphoria when she logged out of the Network.
This prompted Susan to revisit her own feelings again. The ones she was suppressing and ignoring, that were growing stronger. She knew exactly what she needed, but she wasn’t willing to admit it to herself yet, let alone talk to an alien snake and her ancient disembodied parent about it.
Lesley might take it particularly well. It wasn’t anything Susan hadn’t talked about before. She’d just passed it off as an unreachable childhood fantasy, an old game of make believe that she revisited sometimes. And Lesley had made a point of taking it seriously and telling Susan it was one of the things she loved about her.
But Susan didn’t really know. A fantasy becoming a reality could be an unexpected shock to loved ones.
And she also didn’t want to admit it to herself because she didn’t plan on returning to Anchor, if she could help it.
So she shook her head and refocused on what the others were doing, which was preparing to do some reconnaissance.
Right now, they were keeping an eye out for interceptors or ships that might have been sent to catch sight of them.
The hull of Spindrift was fluctuating in color ever so subtly to match its surroundings. The top of it, where they were, was the slate gray of the ocean. The bottom of it, when Susan checked, was visually the same light gray as the overcast sky. And the whole of it carefully modulated its reflectiveness across the spectrums so as to blend in passively to their surroundings as best as it could.
The shape of the ship had not changed all that much. Some of the angles were more severe. No surface of it was perfectly flat. But Manifold had apparently found that added baffling around the engines, hiding the vectored thrust system behind hatches until they needed it, and using adaptive nanotech surfacing for everything would apparently be enough to slip past radar and most other sensors.
It had even managed to cut down on the noise the engines created, so long as they didn’t break the sound barrier. Which they’d been doing long before they entered atmosphere. But now they were going slow enough to avoid that sonic boom.
Which would make this part of the trip longer.
Next, they would weave their way across their home country at high altitude, looking for a good low altitude path to their desired landing place. Susan and Lesley had picked that out from previously generated maps, looking for highways that would lead them home. They were prepared to hitchhike if necessary, but a bus route should be possible to find after a bit of a hike.
If needed, they’d overshoot the country, turn around again, and fly in low over the opposite coast. That sort of depended on whether they felt they were spotted or not, and what kind of argument they had about it at that point. Otherwise, they’d stall, begin to drop out of the sky above their landing zone, then pull up and engage the vectored thrust.
Again, Molly’s flare for the dramatic.
That was hours away, yet.
They’d considered coming in at night, but Manifold said the difference to their stealthing was negligible, and they would benefit from seeing where they were going more clearly.
Susan wasn’t sure of that. It didn’t make sense. She figured that their superior technology would better overcome night conditions compared to that of humanity’s. And night would give them cover once on the ground.
But Manifold was adamant. Its last word on the matter was that a meteoric re-entry would be less visible during the day, and that that was their most vulnerable, most visible moment.

      [image: ]Phage had spent the last 12 days watching in amusement and concern as the denizens of its military compound tracked Molly’s path from starship to planet.
The conversations had sounded something like this:
“We’ve got a new object. It’s offgassing and accelerating at an unprecedented rate!”
“Is it a spacecraft?”
“We think so. It became visible several kilometers from the interstellar vessel, so we think there was some sort of thrustless launch system. Possibly centrifugal force from that thing we think is a habitat cylinder. It’s how we’d do it.”
“Good catch.”
“Yes, we almost missed it. But here’s the strange part! It’s burning an unbelievable amount of fuel in a direction that makes no sense.”
“If I may, it might use something for thrust we haven’t considered.”
“Yes, but at our first glance, the physics don’t add up for any element, compound, or ionic mechanism that we know of!”
“Well, keep watching it.”
And then, a few days later:
“It’s definitely on a trajectory for re-entry. It’s coming right at us, sir.”
“Holy hell.”
“We’re also having a hard time tracking it. It’s all black, tiny, and absorbs most radiation we scan at. The heat management on whatever it is is phenomenal.”
“I’ve come to expect no less from it.”
“Likewise, sir. I still can’t explain the sheer amount of thrust that came out of it. The closest source of power of that magnitude I can think of would be fusion, but the math still fails.”
“Fusion, huh?”
“That’s our current guess, and a bad one.”
“So, these people have a lot they could teach us.”
“This is our second lesson, sir, and we’re already falling behind.”
“Understood. What else have you got?”
“Well, unless they alter their vectors in some unexpected way, we don’t exactly have to track them. They’ll enter our atmosphere here, moving in this direction, and if they fly like one of our shuttles they’ll land here. But I don’t expect that.”
“You don’t?”
“No, sir, not with the way they took off when we spooked them the first time. Not with how they’ve been flying through space, defying orbit like an interplanetary VTOL. And not with what looks like an infinite source of propulsion.”
“What does that mean?”
“They’re trying to evade us, sir, and they’re pulling out all the stops to do it quickly and unexpectedly.”
“That’s alarming.”
“Agreed, sir.”
And now, after spending eight days setting up a tap so that it could monitor the installation from an outside vantage point, Phage overheard:
“They’ve hit re-entry as predicted, sir.”
“Tighten the noose!”
Phage’s amusement finally faded in the face of concern. It realized it may have misjudged on whether or not to warn Molly. It now did not have enough time to intercept, unless it could think of something very creative.
It wasn’t great at being creative. People were better at that. Which is why it liked being around people. As many as possible, when it had its way.

      [image: ]“I think they expected us to be at a lower altitude,” Molly said when she caught sight of the first blips in her sensors.
The others saw her as her avatar perched atop Spindrift with the rest of them, and that avatar did the speaking. But she was Spindrift. She saw through all of her sensors in a way that bodily senses just could not mimic. And when she returned to her body, her memories of it would flatten and become hard to interpret. But while inhabiting Spindrift this way, her conscious mind was expanded to adapt to it.
Manifold was doing something similar as her navigator, but focusing more on maps, signals from satellites, and all the active sensor radiation that was thrown their way.
The humans were providing a valuable sense of urgency about whatever it was that caught their eyes, which hadn’t been anything yet.
“Wait, what?” Susan exclaimed. “We were spotted?”
“Yes,” Molly said. “Lying in wait around our entry point and closing in now.”
“Oh, I see one,” Lesley said. “Too far away to identify.”
“Zoom in on it.”
“Oh, it’s a radar plane.”
“I’m getting an active signal from it,” Manifold interjected. “And I recommend gaining altitude and changing heading. It may not have seen us, but best to be sure.”
“Done,” Molly said, as she made her adjustments. “I’m marked a path that I think will get us past them. Can you check that, Manifold?”
“Looks good. Though we won’t know until they react or don’t react to it.”
“Start helping me think of alternative paths and evasion maneuvers, please.”
“Of course. Already doing so.”
“Sorry.”
“Focus on flying, not politeness, if you will.”
“OK, will do!”
Unexpectedly, right then, there was that message ding that had been so much more common on the Sunspot, and this time, when Molly acknowledged it, it was followed by a voice. It was deep and resonant, like someone with a broad chest and open, clear nasal passages. Almost soothing, if it weren’t for the urgency in its tone.
“Do not answer. I am tracking you as only I can. If you can safely land, I will cover your ground movement. I cannot reliably help you until then.”
“What was that?!” Susan shouted.
“The voice of Phage,” Molly replied.
She noted that Susan shivered.
“I think that means we’re going to go right for our landing zone,” Molly said.
“I don’t think that’s what it was suggesting,” Manifold responded.
“I do.”
“Keep yourself open to other options, please.”
“Will do.”
And at that point they were passing over a wing of fighters, so everyone started watching those planes to see what they did. Within seconds they were far behind each other, but with their own instruments they were able to keep track of them.
It was a very tense number of moments kept in silence and possibly held breaths.
“I think they’re turning,” Lesley said as evenly as she could.
“Hard to say if that’s just their standard search pattern yet,” Manifold stated.
“Approaching some ships,” Susan exclaimed.
“If they don’t launch anything, we won’t be able to tell what their reactions are,” Lesley observed. “They move too slow.”
This was mostly guessing on everyone’s parts, as it had been from the beginning. Susan and Lesley had some kind of knowledge from their own people’s pop culture, but it wasn’t reliable, mostly propaganda. Molly and Manifold knew their own equipment, but were entirely out of their element. But Molly felt a sense of confidence from the tones of everyone’s voices. It at least sounded like they all knew what they were doing.
Guessing and making quick decisions was really all they could do, besides just being as alert as possible.
Thirty minutes later, they all started to feel like they’d done it. An hour after that, they crossed the coastline.

      [image: ]When Susan had seen her own planet growing in size before them on their approach from L4, the feelings she’d experienced were more profound than when she’d seen it on leaving. They were the same feelings compounded by the sensation of returning home, and they were so hard to describe.
She would never, ever forget those sights, no matter how long she lived, and she knew she was no longer the same person she’d been before and never would be again. She’d also seen the look in Lesley’s eyes that echoed all of those emotions.
Those moments had demanded silence and contemplation. There was the realization that not only they, but the ship they were on, were just so amazingly tiny. Especially as the planet had shrunk to a bright point, or then grown from that point to this massive world where she had lived before. Words were inadequate, and it felt that life itself was inadequate as well. The world was a living thing that was older than even the ancient beings she traveled with. She knew it with a certainty. She had more in common with Manifold than with that planet.
And that planet was home.
In contrast, crossing the coastline of her country, as much as she resented its culture and politics, was profound in a different way. She wanted to cry with relief.
And memories of her family and her own apartment, her hometown, that she could not bring herself to access when she had been in space, all came flooding back. She’d been distracted by how unreal her life had become before, but now she could not wait to collapse into her own bed. It was a cold weight that pulled in her gut, and a loving warmth that comforted her from all around.
In that feeling, she wondered what Tallis and Berg would say when they say her and Lesley on their doorstep. She wondered what they’d eat. She could smell the house, the soaps from the sinks, the bags of pinewood chips they used to deter pests from their clothes, the stain of the wood trim in the living room, the cooking. So many dishes that Berg loved, only a quarter of them edible to Susan, but all of them smelling divine.
She thought about sitting together and going over the photos that she and Lesley had staged. With Molly and Manifold’s permission they’d collected imagery of Anchor and its corridors and Garden, along with various required shots of the planet, moon, and an asteroid. Many of these photos would become classified material in the hands of any government. But Susan’s favorites were the ones she and Lesley had taken from the various Netspaces aboard both Anchor and Spindrift. Those were so corny and utterly unbelievable. In half of them, Lesley looked indescribably different and Susan looked markedly younger. And then, there was the selfie they took from atop Spindrift with the planet looming behind them, just out there in space without any spacesuits flashing a peace sign.
Those photos would have a tendency to mark all the others as fakes. No one would be able to take them seriously, she hoped. Except anyone with whom she felt safe enough to share the secret of her nanite cluster, if she kept that.
Here, flying inevitably toward home, she was actually on the fence about it. And she was having a hard time making that choice, because she was so focused on memories of Tallis’ smile and Berg’s hug. And Fuckwind’s laugh, their cackle. MIxel’s knife collection. And Kirkleson’s slobbery kisses and clattering of claws on hardwood flooring. And she wanted a mulled tea so badly, she’d do anything to get it.
In that moment, she’d forgotten some of the gut wrenching fears that she still harbored.
And there in the Network of Spindrift, she reached out and gripped Lesley’s hand. 
But they both still kept their eyes out for other aircraft. They dared not take their gazes off the horizon.

      [image: ]Phage stayed at its communications vantage point as long as it could, long enough to catch the moment when awareness of Spindrift’s re-entry hit the public. But not long enough to confirm the military had lost sight of them, or kept tracking. The last word it had heard was that they were having trouble locating the alien ship, and speculating broadly as to where it might be.
But, then, Spindrift passed by the point at which it had to abandon its post to keep up and hopefully intercept.
It was amazingly fast propelling itself through the air, for what its mass consisted of. But it wasn’t as fast as a spacecraft on an absurdly souped up fusion torch. It had outclassed itself with its own work.
Not that they were exceeding the speed of sound, but Phage definitely could not do that and keep its nanites. Not without gathering some fuel itself and doing something, well, creative.
It was exceedingly good at predicting where a traveling object was going, though, even with a pilot directing it. So, it knew when to move, and it did so long before Spindrift passed its position. Before Spindrift had reached the coastline, in fact, which is how Phage knew not to trust they’d lost their pursuers. There was another line of radar there, and millions of eyeballs, to possibly catch them.
They were headed for one of the largest national parks, again with a forest. The worst place to land an aircraft, but a great place to hide one if you could find a clearing large enough.
That gave Phage a nasty idea, and it started collecting energy as it flew.
At a certain point in its own flight, Phage ceased to be stealthy, and it had to shield its nanites in a magnetic field to protect them from the heat.

      [image: ]An hour and a half later after crossing the coast, they converged on their landing field, an evergreen forest, and Molly abruptly pulled Spindrift into a stall. 
She could see both Lesley and Susan brace themselves within the Network Bridge against the forces of deceleration, even though they didn’t need to. It appeared they intended to ride the descent out there, keeping their eyes on the horizons.
And the ship began to seriously drop, as the sun started to set in the West. 
So, Manifold had timed all of this so that they’d be hiking through the woods at dusk or even during the night, if they were bold enough to leave the ship during that time. The ship itself would be better camouflaged by the darkness. Molly took some time to consider that, but in this freefall she was also taken by how gorgeous and strange this planet was.
That sunset was nothing like a sundeath aboard the Sunspot. It was so much better. The colors were deeper, and covered a wider spectrum. The clouds glowed with it. And below them the green of the trees deepened and deepened and deepened.
She remembered then that she needed to scan for a landing spot, and dedicated her attention to that.
Two quick decisions and some furious maneuvering later, treetops were rising up all around her and the humans were shouting.
“I caught sight of a fighter, and there was a fireball,” Manifold said.
“What?” Molly asked as she touched down and cut the engines.
“I caught sight of a fighter chasing a fireball,” Manifold clarified. “The fireball was headed toward a mountain side. And where there is one fighter, there are likely at least two others.”
Susan and Lesley had seen it, too, as they were in the midst of talking about it when they converged in the cockpit, waking up mid sentence and starting to unharness themselves.
“ – gotta be a hundred kilometers away, easily,” Lesley was just suddenly saying out loud, struggling with her harness.
Susan opened her eyes, sighed loudly, and just watched her harness retract, then said while getting up, “Sure! That sounds about right. But did you see how low it was! That was no meteor.”
“Oh, yeah, no. No meteor would fly at that angle. Well, I don’t think. It’d burn up long before it got the chance, right?”
“Well, actually, I don’t know. But it looked almost insubstantial to me. Like the plasma that surrounded our ship as it was coming in, but without the ship. And there were no sparks or chunks coming off of it.”
“Right!”
“I mean, it’s a hunch, but I don’t think that was a meteor. I really don’t.”
“It was following a parabolic arc,” Manifold spoke up. “Starting from the ground, some distance eastward. That was not a meteor.”
“Do you think it distracted the military from our landing?” Susan asked.
“I do not know,” Manifold said. “I’ve been monitoring all radio channels, but our pursuers are using a verbal code I have not cracked yet.”
“Can I listen to some of it?” Lesley asked.
But when Manifold obliged, she shook her head.
“I can’t understand it either.”
Molly decided to start pulling herself from her pilot’s seat at that point, and that’s when they heard the muffled boom roll over them.
“If that was the fireball, that ought to convince someone it was something!” Susan exclaimed.
“Do you think it was Phage?” Lesley asked.
“It promised us cover, didn’t it?”
“OK, we’ve got to decide whether or not we’re going to move,” Molly said, holding herself a little taller than them.
“Hey, wait, though,” Susan said. “After eight days in freefall, I should be wobbly. Why is standing up in a full G so easy?”
“Your nanite terminal is helping you compensate,” Manifold said.
Susan suddenly became very solemn, mouth shut, and looked around the cabin at about waist level, like she was trying to think of something she’d lost.
Molly didn’t want to rush her friends through a moment of concern like this, but something was telling her it was urgent, so she asked somewhat loudly, “Do you think, if they find Spindrift, that they might fire weapons at it?”
Both Lesley and Susan’s heads snapped up, eyes wide. Manifold’s little solar system stopped spinning.
“I sure hope not,” Lesley whispered.
“That,” Susan said, “is a scary idea. That was an awful lot of armed force we just evaded.”
“What should we do?” Molly asked. “I want to get you home.”
“We should take our kits and exit the ship immediately, and you two should take off as soon as we’re clear,” Susan said definitively.
Lesley tilted her head toward Molly, looking at her out of the corner of her eyes, and said a little quietly, “she’s right, you know.”
Susan didn’t waste any time, and went to her cabinet where her kit was and started inspecting it and prepping it to fit on her back. “Can we contact you somehow through the nanites?” She asked. “Or, maybe we can surreptitiously use the internet in some way while you’re still nearby?”
“I don’t like this,” Molly said, realizing the statement was useless. Susan was right. This is what they had to do, and do it as quickly as possible.
Lesley was one step behind Susan and paused only long enough in front of Molly to say, “I hate this so much, but it’s the safest for all of us.”
“Yeah,” Susan said, hiking up her backpack and tightening a strap. “If you make a scene blasting off, you can get out before drawing any missiles or whatever. And you can draw attention away from us. We’ll be fine.”
Oh, but wait! Molly had a counter argument, “But if we went to all this trouble and bluster to try to evade them, only to touch down for a few minutes, aren’t they going to suspect we’ve dropped someone or something off?”
“Or picked someone up,” Susan nodded. “We just don’t know. But that’s the long run. This is now. Every second we sit here, we risk our lives. Come on, Lesley, let’s move.”
“Right behind you,” Lesley said, strapping on her kit.
Molly felt herself panicking. This wasn’t at all how she’d imagined this happening, and she didn’t know what to do about any of it.
Manifold had started spinning again, but hadn’t said anything. Usually it would have interjected by now with advice.
Molly glanced at it.
It tilted slightly in the direction of her pilot seat.
“We can operate the airlock,” Susan half shouted as she turned and marched toward it, as if Molly was already back in the cockpit and she needed a raised voice to be heard. “You should get this machine warmed up and ready to go!”
Lesley gave Molly a sad and longing look, but half smiled and stepped after her girlfriend.
“I’ve got the ship all ready to go,” Manifold said quietly to her. “You should say your goodbyes.”
Molly felt rushed, frozen, and completely out of control of the whole situation. She had nothing more she knew how to say, and all she could do was hope they would be alright.
As the hatch to the airlock was opening, Susan walked back out of the little hallway, looking down at her feet. She stopped at the edge of it and looked up at Molly with tears in her eyes, and said, “Molly, thank you. Thank you so much. You know we’re just trying to keep each other alive right now, right? I don’t really want to make you go back to Anchor. But we have to do this. For each other.”
Lesley stopped next to her, biting her lip and trembling a little. She waved.
“We will keep in touch. We’ll figure this out!” And Susan backed into the airlock, dragging Lesley with her.
The hatch shut and it started cycling.
Molly let out a long breath and started to crawl back to her pilot seat.
She was so distraught and feeling mindlessly belligerent, she held her breath and entered the seat head first, where she coiled around and around in it until her tail entered last. And then she stuck her face back out of the goo, breaking it. Then she sat there, refusing to connect with the ship right away.
She just listened to the airlock finish its cycle and waited for the feeling of the gangway doing its thing. When it was done, and only when it was done, would she take control and lift off. And she would wait until her friends had reached the trees and put some distance between themselves and the rocket wash.
She idly thought about the other exit from Spindrift. The one that would destroy it.
She was sorely tempted to use it, but knew that wasn’t a reasonable thought. And she’d be damned if abandoned Spindrift after so recently naming it. She loved it and its name. Flying home while inhabiting its body, as Spindrift itself, would be a distressing defeat, but it would also be her respite. 
She would return to who and what she was. The life of her ships. The very spirit of exploration. The pilot.
The gangway clicked back into its place, sealing Spindrift’s hull and becoming airworthy again, so Molly took one more look around the cabin with her own eyes, and then dropped into the Network and took possession of the ship’s systems.
She watched Lesley and Susan hike away into the trees, constantly turning around to look back and make sure she was OK. Her heart hurt with every glance.
They were still connected to the Network, of course, and would be until Spindrift was out of range. They’d even have their own Network of sorts when they were close enough to each other. They’d probably benefit a lot from that.
She sent them a message, not prompting for any in return. She said, “Thank you, friends. Thank you. I will check on you.”
And then she began liftoff.
To avoid disturbing the trees too much, or risking collision with them, she started slowly. She was not in the mood for speed, anyway. Even if it would have served her better.
When she was finally a good fifty meters above the treeline, she started to angle the ship upward and engaged the rear thrusters, just enough to continue hovering.
“Wait. Is Phage still on the planet?” she thought.
She had just enough time after that thought to catch the flash of movement coming directly to her aft from a tree covered hill. Just enough time to panic and follow the reflexes she’d ready primed herself for and trigger the eject system.
The top panel of the main controls flew toward the ceiling and an arm with a lid for her pilot seat slammed forward as the crash gel sucked her into the orb and out of the way. There was a hissing as it sealed and pressurized her container. And then there was a Spindrift shattering boom!
The nose cone of the landing craft detached on its own rockets, dragging Molly’s pilot seat with it through a hole of ruined debris, clear of the cockpit of the now failing vehicle. There was a nanite bin in the ejection mechanism, and the nanites within the crash gel could also be used for any survival purposes.
Manifold had been alerted the very second Molly had activated the mechanism. It was already residing in the nanite bin, ready for Spindrift’s Network to rip to shreds when the drive finally failed its containment.
Molly wondered if Susan and Lesley had gotten clear enough to avoid that explosion. She wasn’t even sure how bad it would be. The technology that was about to destroy itself was a huge unknown.
She realized she was about to be stranded, and didn’t know if she cared.
And that’s when the shockwave of the engine exploding hit her.






  
  Flight


Susan became aware of things in what seemed like a totally backward order. 
First, her ears stopped ringing. Then she thought it was awfully soon for that. Which then helped her to realize she was still unconscious. But if she was unconscious, how did she know?
She also knew the exact locations of Lesley, Molly, and Manifold in relation to wherever she was. She was not, however, clear about whether or not she even had a body anymore.
She had a right hip, though, because it hurt. A dull ache. Like maybe there was a branch sticking out of it.
Better wake up from this incomplete and useless dream to check on that!
Then she crawled toward Lesley, because that was a logical thing to do before waking up to check on your own injuries. Was she even using her eyes?
She heard Lesley call her name, even though she should have been deafened by space/time slamming into her like it had done. Or should she have been dead? Deadened?
That wasn’t a word, was it?
She giggled. It was.
Her hand found Lesley’s and she opened her eyes, and things started working in logical order again.
Except for the part where her ears were working perfectly.
She could hear the creaking of wood in the otherwise silent forest around it.
She saw that Lesley was lying on her back, on her backpack which propped her up like a lawn chair, covered in tree needles, looking at her with a smile, but otherwise appearing unharmed, so she looked around briefly.
It had been such a strange explosion. Not the first one, which had been a conventional surface to air rocket. Nor the second, smaller one that had been Molly’s escape pod. The engine of Spindrift, the explosion of which had ripped through the matter of the ship like a recycling mill, and had somehow blown all of the needles and leaves from all of the trees in some kind of radius she wasn’t about to estimate, but didn’t touch the wood. All the trees for a long way around were naked.
She felt like it had violated physics in dying in the same way it had operated. Annoyingly, and conveniently.
It also struck her as odd that she remembered all of that in such vivid detail, considering it happened so fast and she wasn’t even sure she’d been looking at it.
She checked her hip.
No punctures.
Probably a strained muscle or some kind of ligament damage.
She rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to Lesley and asked, “Can you move? You know, things? Things I can watch you move?”
Lesley nodded and lifted up her left hand and flapped it like a happy stim, then grinned, “That one works!”
“Good,” Susan said. “Good. That’s my favorite one. How about the other?”
“I’m lying on it to look at you.”
Oh, she was! She’d rolled over just now. That was probably a good sign.
“Ooh, move a foot!”
Lesley looked down at her left foot and wiggled it.
“So, your left side works, mostly!”
“Yeah!”
“That’s good!”
“Is it?”
“I think,” Susan said and she started to prop herself up. Her own backpack was a bit of a burden to move under, but not as bad as she remembered from past hiking trips. “I think we’re being too silly. Can you roll on your back so that we can check your other side before you get up. This is serious.”
“I can’t now, my backpack is in the way. Why are you getting up?” Lesley asked. “Who checked you out?”
Susan paused to try to figure that out, but all she could come up with was, “Well, somebody has to get up.” Her brain really wasn’t working right yet. That was worrisome. She didn’t feel dizzy or unsteady, though. She was, in all other ways, recovering so fast.
At the same time she was getting to her feet and realizing her sense of balance and use of all of her muscles was just fine, she also sensed Molly stirring. She had sense enough to ask herself how that was possible.
The nanites!
There was still a Network between her, Lesley, Molly, and Manifold!
Tentatively, she leaned against a tree, closed her eyes, and tried to access her own Network space. It was there! Or, suddenly, she was there, and it was just as she’d left it. She came back out of it to the waking world and giggled.
“True distributed processing,” she declared.
“What was that?” Lesley asked, starting to stand up herself. She also looked distracted by how well her balance was, what with still wearing her hiking kit and having survived an explosion. “How are we recovering so fast?”
“The nanites,” Susan explained. “Our neural terminals are helping our brains orient themselves and heal faster, compensating for, well, our backpacks among other things! Also, there’s still a Network.”
“Oh, that’s why I know where Molly is,” Lesley said, walking over to Susan. “We should check on her quick. This place will be swarming with military soon.”
“Oh, shit! You’re right!” Susan clapped her on the shoulder, feeling her own adrenaline spike wanly in the midst of the biological wake of the explosion that had left her feeling drained. “Let’s get moving.”
That was when she noticed that it was getting quite dark out and she wasn’t feeling particularly unable to see.

      [image: ]The fireball that had struck the side of the mountain had not really left much of a crater. It had all the substance of a fuel explosion, being almost pure plasma. There was an area that was severely scorched, and trees ringing it were suffering some flames that were dying out despite how dry the season had been. The trees and shrubs that had been in the center of the impact had not fared so well, but were definitely not burning anymore.
It wasn’t quite night, the sky was still glowing from the now fully set sun, but this was the shadow of the mountain. It was barely safe to land a VTOL here during daylight, but untenable in these conditions, so no one was investigating the site yet.
If they had, they probably would not have had instruments that were sensitive enough to detect the unusual that was happening. They would have had to take samples to a decent microscope, preferably an electron microscope. But a high powered light based one in a lab would have shown something. That is, if Phage’s nanites hadn’t gone inert or simply left the sample by the time they got it to the lab.
There really weren’t very many of them left, and they were widely scattered. But both those states were slowly changing.
Phage had been moving fast enough that when its cluster of nanites hit the ground, it had deformed them, which had in turn disrupted their ability to generate their protective magnetic field. And Phage had been too focused on making a scene with its fireball to care whether most of its nanites survived. And intense heat can destroy them quite quickly. Under the right conditions, they can burn like flour floating in the air.
It had managed to save enough to maintain a kernel of consciousness for itself, and to rebuild what it had from the matter found on the side of a mountain.
It didn’t absolutely need the nanites. It could think using the psyches of any living beings around it. And it could move from one to another or inhabit many of them without any sort of technologically detectable network. It could, if it had to, live in a storm. It could also go for a time without living and emerge in a psyche at another point. But it would lose memories that way. It didn’t want to lose memories anymore if it could help it. So it had taken the effort to save a few of them.
And the ingenious little machines, containing quantum computing mechanisms of their own, after millions and millions of years of active refinement, still contained all of its most precious memories. Just, spread out so much and with so few of them, their bandwidth and processing power, to use archaic and mostly inapplicable terms badly, were very low.
If Phage had not been so focused on the moment of its melodramatic attempt at distraction, and had it known how much danger Molly and her crew were still in, it might have abandoned the nanites and hopped through the psyches of fauna and flora to converge on their location, losing all memories except the directive to help them.
It might have found a faint echo of itself in the nanites they had there and started to rebuild its current identity from that. And it could have helped them.
But, having lived amongst people for as long as it had, it had started to value being a person itself.
So it didn’t.
Being so far away from the systems of the Sunspot, though, was really teaching it what its limits were, if it wanted to remain a being. A lesson it thought it had learned long ago already, and over and over again, but it could not remember anything about that.
It felt like it desperately needed someone to talk to, though. Other people’s words could prompt unexpected memories and help it grow in strength faster.
It would sense and find Molly when it was ready.

      [image: ]The crash gel and the casing of her pilot’s seat helped to keep Molly conscious through the entire ordeal of being blown up. And although the shockwave had seriously sent her tumbling out of control, the rockets of her escape pod managed to regain enough control to break her impact on the ground to a gentle thump.
It had been dizzying, but of course she recovered quickly from that. Her normal sensitivity to balance wasn’t very acute in the first place, so she was pretty resilient to dizziness to begin with. And, of course, the nanites helped. But she didn’t normally even think about that sort of thing.
She was, however, extremely emotionally rattled, and decided she needed to sit and think for a while, breathing the oxygenated mix of survival atmosphere her escape pod provided her. It was so sterile smelling, and the onslaught of fragrances of the world she was on would only unsettle her more.
She was going to need to salvage as much of her technology as she could and, if she could, destroy what she couldn’t. She’d gotten that much directive with her conversations with Susan and Lesley. Letting her equipment fall into the wrong hands, or any hands, could seriously destabilize power structures on this planet and send cultures into an even worse dynamic. That was actually pretty hard for her to grasp, though. She had to relate to that dilemma through what the Nanite Innovation had been like, and the culturally seismic echoes of that.
She had been born before the Innovation, so she knew what that world had been like. And the changes that followed afterward had completely transformed the Sunspot in ways that nobody had predicted, not even the Crew.
Before the Innovation, the construction nanites of the Sunspot had only been an educational curiosity. They were known to reside in the soil of the Garden to help maintain its ecosystem, and that they were used to construct new ships when the time came for that. The Sunspot itself had been built with the use of the nanites, and would never have been possible without them.
And, before the Innovation, the Crew had been a technocratic mystery. As good as gods to the populace, faceless beings that controlled everything and gave the people the basis for their laws, but never seen or named anything other than the Crew.
In retrospect, those were bad times. But nobody but the eldest Crew had known anything different, and the Sunspot had survived over 130,000 years operating like that. Many, many good lives had been lived and enjoyed during those times. Only a few suffered, because they had disabilities that couldn’t be accommodated yet. And, that imbalance of power was extremely stable. Only the Monsters rejected it outright, denying the implantation of a neural terminal to hook them up to the Network, and living on the fringes of society according to their own sensibilities.
But, because the Crew had dedicated themselves from the very beginning to treating dysphoria, and because they were not a monolith by any definition of the word, and numerous other unknown reasons, the Council of the Crew had eventually decided it was time to change things, and try to change them for the better.
A Tutor by the name of Metabang had suggested the use of the nanites to treat severe, previously untreatable, cases of physical dysphoria. It had also pointed out that using the nanites to work as neural terminals would improve the function of neural terminals and also increase an individual’s ability to have autonomy over their own body and consciousness. And the Crew that were in power at the time were not adverse to that idea, and actually embraced it, because it turned out, after everything was shaken up, that the Crew were the ancestors of the populace. And that, one day, each member of the populace, now called the Children, would join the ranks of the Crew, if they had a functioning neural terminal.
Molly had been amongst the few thousand individuals who had tested the first nanite terminals. It had been exciting and weird, and had resulted in violence and uncertainty and permanent deaths, and she had something of a sense of what Susan and Lesley had been going through since visiting Anchor.
She remembered now that she had a copy of Metabang’s book, Systems’ Out!, in her own Netspace, stored in the nanites in her own head. She could share that with Susan and Lesley, if they were interested! Also, Abacus’ and Ni’a’s books would be good to read. She did wonder how much would be lost in translation, or just differences in cultural perspective.
But, helping Susan and Lesley understand where she was coming from wasn’t the most important thing here.
The important thing here was that she wanted to be more careful than the Crew had been during the Innovation, when engaging with this planet. And she had even less power to do that. She had a minuscule amount of power to be careful, now that she took a moment to look at it. And she’d already screwed up. If she had wanted to exercise her power to be careful, she would have passed the planet by and not contacted it.
She felt so, so lonely.
Was there any way to interact with other life in the universe without hurting them? Or without getting hurt?
Noting that Manifold had been silent for a long time, not even checking on her, she realized it was doing its Tutorly habit of letting her prompt it when she was ready, or waiting until she took action to give advice. She supposed it was respecting her autonomy by doing that, according to the sensibilities of the Sunspot and its Crew.
“Manifold?” she asked.
“Yes?” it responded.
“How are you?” She realized she didn’t ask it that very often, and resolved to do so more frequently. She was always annoyed by that question herself, though.
“Surprisingly well, but discouraged,” it said, voice tinged with curiosity.
“You’re going to need to make a more ambulatory exobody,” Molly was saying when something started thumping the shell of her pilot’s seat.
It was Lesley. She’d been so wrapped up in her thoughts, she’d never bothered to pay attention to how the others were doing, or even check in on them, and she felt instantly ashamed of that. But also extremely relieved they were alive!
She gave the command to her escape pod to open the hatch. There was a hissing noise and she was assaulted by alien fragrances. 
She had a brief flutter of worry about known pathogens, just like she had when she first took off her helmet on this planet. It was amplified by the fear and alarm she’d experienced from being blown out of the sky by a missile. But she also knew she’d spent nearly a month with Susan and Lesley and if anything had jumped not just species but different genetic paradigms entirely, well, more exposure was just giving it more of a chance to do so. But she’d already committed herself. And her nanites were constantly monitoring her health.
She emerged slowly from her goo, blinking, and looked around. Lesley was right there, Susan hiking up behind her. Manifold would be in the bin in the remains of Spindrift’s nose cone. It was getting very dark out, but she could still see fairly well.
“Manifold, why can I see in the dark?” Molly asked.
“Nanite receptors in your retina increasing your visual spectrum,” it responded.
“That’s nice, but I didn’t ask for that,” Molly said. “First they violated Susan’s conscious consent, now mine.”
“I’m looking into it,” Manifold said. “I do wish we had Phage’s help right now. It would be able to examine these things in more detail.”
“You trust it?” Molly asked.
“We have to go!” Susan declared just as she stepped up to Lesley’s side.
“What? No,” Molly looked at her. “We have work to do here. We have to salvage -”
“There will be government agents all over this place any second!” Susan shouted. And, as if to punctuate her point, the keening sound of a pair of VTOLs began to be audible in the distance, getting louder.
Molly looked around desperately at the wreckage of Spindrift, only there wasn’t much of it here.
She looked back in the direction of their landing site. Some things were burning, trees, Spindrift components, the ground itself. The fire looked like it was spreading. But there also wasn’t a lot of wreckage that way. Way less than she’d expected. How far had the explosion flung the ship parts?
Farther than they had the time to do anything about any of it, obviously.
She commanded the little Network she had to ping all available nodes, no matter how small, and construct a map. The escape pod just might provide enough transmitting power to cover the whole wreck.
In the meantime, she pulled herself out of her pilot’s seat fully, as quickly as she could and proceeded to the rest of the nose cone to activate her survival kit. “OK,” she said, to let Susan know she was in agreement.
The remains of Spindrift’s nose cone were rather large. Most of it was taken up by telemetry equipment, fuel for the escape rockets, and the rockets themselves. But the nanite bin that was there was substantial, a cubic meter. There was a full maker, with food storage attached to it. And her survival kit included options for a full hazard suit, or a simple arm harness and crash helmet. She opted for the latter.
She still had her translator bauble on her head, but decided to stow it since the crash helmet could do the same thing.
The map of the crash area was completed by then, and her heart sank. There really wasn’t much left of Spindrift. Nothing she could piece back together into a working vehicle or even shelter, beside the nose cone.
She noticed a prompt attached to the map that she had not expected. Everything Spindrift related was glowing in her mind’s eye, in the map in the Network, and there was the question, “Disintegrate?”
She didn’t remember putting that in the design specs. It was extremely fortuitous, a good idea, but who had done that?
She deselected the nanite bin and it stopped glowing. Then she did that for everything anyone was carrying or wearing. And then she answered the prompt with a perfunctory, “yes.”
She imagined it would not happen fast, she’d never seen how quickly nanites could dissolve metal, and she didn’t know how dense they were in each location. But it would stymie anyone trying to collect and examine the wreckage. It might happen fast enough. And, when it was done, Molly hoped the nanites doing the work had a way of destroying themselves. She figured they would. It would make sense. She figured it was the nanites. Nanites were the only thing she could think of that could disintegrate all that.
“Manifold, will you join us?” Molly asked.
“Yes,” it said. “Just figuring something out.”
Susan and Lesley were already scanning the area with their eyes, looking deep into the woods and clearly visibly panicking at the quickly growing sound of the VTOLs.
The bin in the nose cone opened and nanite clay started oozing out, to her relief.
“I’m trying to find a way to take all of it,” Manifold said.
“Thank you,” said Molly.
The graphene colored clay still moved fairly quickly. Unlike the pure nanite form that Phage had requisitioned on their first day here, this had an alloy substrate for the nanites to work with. They could use it and alter it to create rigid or semi-rigid structures. It was harder for Manifold to move it as a goo, but once it figured out a shape that had leverage it could move quite fast. At least an analog to having a biological body.
The original nanite exobodies had done this with dirt, rocks, duff, and whatever other stuff seemed handy from the ground they’d come from. They’d also had the assistance of the magnetic field manipulation of the entire nanite body of the Sunspot. Manifold didn’t have that here, so the body it started building actually had to prop itself up by its limbs as it formed.
“That’s like a nightmare,” Susan said when she saw it happening.
“Should I try to imitate a human as fully as I can?” Manifold asked everyone. “Or keep it abstract. Because I don’t think I’m going to fool anyone who can see color and texture.”
“Abstract might alarm people less,” Susan replied. “Can you catch up? We gotta run!”
“I have never run before,” Manifold said. “But, yes. Go!” It was using the nanites themselves as a kind of speaker, which sounded odd.
“Come on,” Susan said to Molly. “Lesley and I have been here before, we need to go this way!”
One of the VTOLs was circling to land already, and its spotlight washed over them.
As soon as the light hit her, Susan bolted. Lesley reacted to her movement and was right behind her.
Following suit, Molly pulled her arms back into a storage position and dropped low to the ground to slither as fast as she could after them. She’d always had two modes of movement. Crawling, which involved undulating her muscles in a slow vertical wave. And slithering, which she thought combined that with also weaving her body back and forth and taking advantage of any objects or edges she encountered along the way to push off from. Slithering was fast.
She was hampered a bit by the equipment she was wearing. She’d be happier and faster if she was naked. But on this world, she felt she needed all the tools she could keep.
None-the-less, she may have disturbed the humans by how quickly she caught up and surpassed them. Lesley yelped.
“Sorry!” she said.
“I’m sorry!” Lesley shot back, panting through her running. “My brain says you’re a snake! A big, big snake!”
Of course, the humans were running with 35 pound hiking bags strapped to their backs. That would slow them down more than Molly’s arms.
“We need to get out of here!” Susan shouted. “There’s a road a long way ahead of us, but they saw us!”
“Going that way!” Lesley shouted back.
“Yes!” Susan barked.
“Crap!”
They all felt a thumping in the ground that was getting closer, Molly especially since her whole body lay upon it.
Lesley glanced back and yelled, “Oh! Manifold!”
“Network voices,” Molly hissed over the Network, remembering that was an option for everyone now. “Let’s keep quiet.” 
They’d spent so much time together, even after learning how to use the Network, just talking out loud because it felt good to everyone with a body, it hadn’t been reflex to switch. Molly remembered that that kind of thing had been part of the cultural shock of the Nanite Innovation. People had had neural terminals before, since the beginning. But, being people, they still preferred to talk out loud as much as possible. It felt good to feel your own voice coming from your throat, if you could make one. Some people couldn’t, and that was accommodated in a variety of ways. But the general populace had this habit. The Crew, on the other hand, had been living in the Network for over a hundred thousand years. They had different habits. When the two populations had started mixing, as slowly and tentatively as they did, there were unforeseen communication gaps and hiccups.
Keep moving, Molly told herself. Reflection is distraction right now!
“Direct me!” Molly instructed Susan and Lesley, offering her senses over the Network to help them make judgments. She hoped they’d figure out how to connect with her that way, but didn’t have time to explain.
“Left!” Susan sent back.
The spotlight washed over them again, spiking Molly with fear, but she managed to wait until she was in darkness again to switch directions. The others followed her, and they kept moving.
That wasn’t enough, though. The spotlight found them again and stayed on them.
One VTOL was landing in the clearing they’d originally set Spindrift down in. The other was pursuing them and had a visual lock on them.
“Split up, spread out,” Manifold said evenly over the Network. “Between Molly’s exosuit and me, we’ll stay connected.”
They did that, and Molly found herself at the center of the spotlight, no matter how she moved. The oddest looking figure in the dark, she clearly caught the pilot’s eyes.
Now came the big question: How would they choose to hurt her?
It was flying lower.
“I’ve got it,” Manifold said.
“What?” Molly, Lesley, and Susan all responded at nearly the same time. It was clearly a chorus.
There was a soft thumping noise, and then a clunk from overhead. Then almost immediately afterward the ground around Molly burst with the impact of numerous small objects in succession followed by a roaring noise. She counted herself incredibly lucky she was not hit, and screeched out loud in a panic.
But then the spotlight veered away and the sound of the VTOL’s engines changed.
“That scared them into dropping their code,” Manifold said. “I got snippets of plain language! Keep running. Zigzag.”
“What did they say?” Susan demanded.
“Words of pure panic and confusion,” Manifold said. “They are terrified of us now and pulling out. But I’m still with them.” Its tone of voice took an edge of smug determination with that last line.
“So, we’re definitely hostiles now,” Lesley grumbled.
“Unfortunately, yes,” Manifold confirmed. “But I had to act. I think.”
Molly had briefly stopped moving when the shower of projectiles hit, but she’d immediately bolted again when the darkness returned. She found that Manifold had somehow figured out how to give them all a conceptual map of the surrounding area. It sort of prompted her with the presence of it, and she connected to it reflexively, and now had a sense of where trees and other obstacles were. It was centered on Manifold’s exobody, so she, Lesley, and Susan were on the edges of it. She, more so than the others, because Manifold was taking up the rear and she was spearing ahead. But that helped a lot.
She added her own senses to the map, like she’d been offering Susan and Lesley, to expand it, and then nudged them, in case Manifold hadn’t already done so.
“Got it,” Susan shot back. “This is amazing and weird!”
“And useful!” Lesley added.
“Do you think they’ll try to capture us still?” Molly asked.
“Oh, yes,” Susan replied. “Or worse. They’ve probably already got people surrounding this park.”
“So we need to find a way to sneak out.” It took so much less work and concentration to communicate over the Network that Molly could save almost all of her energy for moving. She hoped it was the same for the humans. “What are you doing to that VTOL, Manifold?”
“Instructing those nanites to slowly dissolve it and then self-destruct,” it replied. “Figured I should keep it simple.”
“How did you shoot it?” Susan asked.
“I am billions and billions of little electromagnets,” Manifold responded. “I can be a Gauss launcher if I need to be.”
“A gun. You’re a gun,” Susan told it.
“Oh, yes. That is what you call it,” Manifold said. “I’m not proud of it. That might have been a bad move in retrospect.”
“You think?!”
“They’ll be able to land safely, and abandon the vehicle.”
“Or stick around and examine the nanites in action and become more terrified!”
“Which they’re going to do with the space bits we left behind anyway!” Lesley interjected.
“Space bits?” Molly asked.
“Spindrift,” Lesley said more solemnly.
The loss of her vessel came back to her with a sharpness. She ached for it. She wanted Spindrift back now. She’d rebuild it some day, if she could keep enough nanites to start a new maker, and if she could find Phage. The designs were still in her memory, as much as she could understand them.
It was just a question of whether or not this world would let her do that.
They kept moving in silence for a while, focusing on coordinating their movements and staying far enough apart that another spotlight wouldn’t catch them all.
There were no more sounds of VTOLs, however. Though, for a brief moment, there were shouts coming from where they’d landed. Nothing intelligible at this point, they’d made enough distance to make the voices unclear.
After a while, Susan said, “It is two days’ hike to the road. And they’ll be on the road, at least, if not closer.”
“Oh,” Manifold said.
And they continued moving. Running, for the others. Slithering at top speed for Molly, though she was getting tired.
She was using her entire body to move, and doing more of it than she had been used to of late. When she was much younger, she’d crawled all over the Sunspot, exploring everything she could and playing with her peers. Solitary space travel didn’t really prompt one to do things like that. Not with this kind of urgency, anyway.
“I’m going to need to rest,” she told them all.
“Let’s turn left again, and go deeper into the woods,” Susan suggested. “And look for a place to camp. It’s not the direct they’d expect us to go, and might be a good place to hide while we figure things out.”
So they did that, and went as far as they could go before Molly had to stop and rest. 
She found herself panting, just lying where she stopped.
“No tents,” Susan said. “No lights, either. Food. Let’s cuddle and eat.”
Lesley slung off her backpack and plunked down against a tree to start ruffling through it for food. Susan stumped over to land right next to her and do the same.
“Molly,” Susan said. “When you catch your breath, you should join us. Sharing body heat will keep us alive. It’s not a terribly cold night out, but still. Especially after expending so much energy.”
“I know,” Molly forced herself to reply. “Thank you.”
“I’ll stand watch,” Manifold said. “I don’t have a metabolism.”

      [image: ]Cuddling with a space python who had decided to continue wearing her prosthetic exoskeleton was… different.
Molly had said she didn’t want to scramble to put the thing back on if they were discovered, and Susan understood. She’d been shot at, after all. The only reason Susan had taken off her own backpack was to get the food that was in it. And she’d only done that after Lesley had decided to. There wasn’t much thought to any of it.
They could have just reached into each other’s bags.
But the weight off their shoulders was part of resting. And the backpacks probably sat differently than Molly’s arm harness. She’d probably designed that thing with advanced, millennia old wisdom in ergonomics and miraculous material construction at hand. The backpacks were simple, made from Susan’s memory of how their old ones left at camp had been constructed.
One way in which Molly was not a snake was that she was endothermic. Her body produced heat, and she shed it through sweating just like Susan and Lesley. She had little bristly hairs between her scales, even.
To keep things simple, Molly had coiled most of herself at Lesley and Susan’s knees, and lay between them as they all leaned back against the tree. Her head was at about the same height as theirs, and Lesley’s right knee and Susan’s knee were tented over her coils. She kept her robotic arms limp at her side, folded back against the tree trunk, so Susan and Lesley could lean against the sides of her harness’ breastplates. It wasn’t not astoundingly comfortable, but it worked more or less.
And there was definitely warmth to be had between the three of them.
They were not intending to sleep this way, just rest, but Susan felt herself getting drowsy. So she deliberately tried to think about her surroundings.
Manifold stood in front of them, so that they were between a big old tree and it. Its nanite exobody was imposing. It somehow looked bigger than it should have for coming from only a cubic meter of material. Though, apparently, it was hollow in places. It had deliberately made itself as big as possible. It had said it was for strength and ease of movement, but it sure looked like it was trying to be scary, too. It had a general set of proportions that looked human enough, like it had taken the averages of Lesley and Susan and worked out something in between. This gave it what Susan considered a feminine look to it, which was, whatever. Kind of friendlier to her? She wanted to examine her feelings about that, of course, but didn’t know where to start. And, it had almost no detail. No hair, no mouth, only the simplest of noses, and its eyes were just dents in the face, if you could call that a face. Its ears were smoothed over discs. No semblance of imitating clothes, but it didn’t look naked, either.
It looked like someone’s terrifying idea of an ultimately inhuman robot made of alien technology from outer space sent to set humanity straight on a path of no more war or exploitation, or to destroy the planet for not complying.
And around them were trees and bushes and brambles, and silence. Most of the animals in the area had been scared well away by the explosion most likely.
She knew one thing. The first time they turned left, they had taken a roughly forty five degree angle. And the second time it had been less than thirty degrees. Or something like that. The first time, they were trying to still go somewhat toward the road she’d been directing them to. The second time, they’d been going for somewhere away from the road but also away from where they’d come. They had not intentionally made a U-turn. It’s possible they misjudged.
The map that Manifold had been building for them from its scanning said that they hadn’t.
So, this was home.
Surrounded by her own country’s military, who were actively searching for them right now.
A chilling thought occurred to her.
If they were considered hostiles now. If Molly was considered a violent and dangerous enemy from a foreign nation, in any legal way. If she was not considered a classless animal, and maybe even still in that case. Since Susan and Lesley had aided her, given her information, helped her to infiltrate this country’s borders and put the lives of people in danger (which was arguable, but the military and government would only see it one way), then…
Was she officially a traitor?
Not, like, did she actually betray her country, or humanity for the matter. She didn’t feel that she had. She felt she’d been acting in everyone’s best interests this entire time. No.
Would she and Lesley be treated like traitors? Would she be branded as traitors? Would they even get a trial, and if so, how would it end?
And, what did that mean for her and Lesley’s future?
How would their family think about all of that?
Oh, and, if they’d been ID-ed by the government already somehow, was their family even safe or doing well?
She turned Lesley to say something about it all when Lesley turned to Molly and said, “What if you built a rocket pack into that harness?”






  
  Turnabout


If you have read any of the other books mentioned in this story, such as Metabang’s Systems’ Out!, you will know that Phage has, among other explanations, described itself as “a Localized Manifestation of Entropic Decay Itself”. And, if you believe those very mostly true accounts of history, you’ll know that it has supposedly done some amazingly spectacular and disturbing things that maybe could only be attributed to it being such a thing.
One thing it definitely could do is change the flow of energy within any system it touched. It could speed things up. It could slow things down. It could sometimes reverse things.
This is all to say that up to this point, it had been making its nanites work faster than they would otherwise be able to. It had a sense of urgency and was applying it.
And, because the nanites were focusing on replicating, their destruction and reconstitution of the material around them accelerated exponentially as more nanites were added to their mass. This was exactly the kind of thing Susan had been afraid of when she first heard about them. Specifically, of what would happen if the process of replication was somehow not stopped.
Any human scientist watching this and recognizing what was happening would have been mortally terrified.
As it was, it was terrifying enough, nearly a hundred kilometers away, for them to see something they couldn’t identify slowly turn solid metal into an inert powder, along with any other component of alien origins attached to it. They were scared it was going to spread, but it didn’t. It was discerning, and that worried them, too.
Phage, on the other hand, working through the night, was undisturbed and unobserved, and had a singular goal. To grow bigger. Which it did.
And then, when it grew big enough to create a functional parabolic radio dish, it did. A dish made entirely out of nanites.
And it turned that dish in the direction that it sensed with senses beyond the abilities of the nanites where Molly and Manifold seemed to be. And using the simplest protocols from the Sunspot, it sent a message in Fenekere, knowing that only Manifold could quickly translate it without assistance.
Fenekere, with its incredibly huge and almost but not quite redundant vocabulary, allowed for full paragraphs of communication that did not repeat any sequence of phonemes longer than two syllables, if you knew the whole language, as Phage did.
It required some poetic interpretation, which Manifold was capable of.
Phage waited for a response by dedicating a remaining portion of nanites to continue replicating.

      [image: ]Molly hadn’t eaten yet, because she’d been too exhausted by their flight from the military. And she was just considering asking either Susan or Lesley to get her some food from their bags, when Lesley started talking to her out of the blue about putting a rocket pack on her prosthetic harness.
“This is really more Susan’s thing,” Lesley said. “But I bet you could put little rockets on your forearms and use them for control. And then you’d be a flying cyborg snake! And who wouldn’t rather be friends with a flying cyborg snake?”
“People are already scared of me, and I think that might make it worse,” Molly heard herself say. She agreed with herself at this point, too.
“And that’s why they’d rather be friends with you!” Lesley nudged her.
“Are you trying to cheer me up somehow?” Molly asked, trying to figure out what this was all about.
Lesley looked horrified and said, “Oh. Sorry, now that I hear what I said. Sorry. That was funnier to me before I said it. I don’t think I’m thinking very straight right now.”
“It could be done,” Manifold said. “And it might even work for a useful amount of time if we used the same technology we had in Spindrift. We’d need Phage’s help.”
Lesley looked up, “So not useful right now?”
“Maybe not,” Manifold said. “We don’t have the fuel we’d need, in any case. And nanite clay might not be the best housing”
“Speaking of fuel, how are your nanites powered, or do I want to know?” Susan asked.
“I am mostly running off of reserves gathered before Spindrift was destroyed,” Manifold replied. “There are a myriad of ways that they gather energy from the environment, all of them for low level activity, remaining functional while inactive. I will have to supplement my energy by consuming organic matter, or by finding a power source and tapping into it.”
“Do you think Phage has to do that, too?”
“No. Not in the slightest.”
“So, you really think it is a supernatural being that can manipulate physics all on its own,” Susan said.
Manifold turned its body slightly to its right to look back at her over its shoulder, a gesture it didn’t have to actually do to see her and said, “I know it is. But, in a way, so are you. You manipulate physics simply by metabolizing, and your consciousness is hard to explain, even with our own science.”
“You know what I meant,” she squinted up at it.
“I do. And my response is still relevant. Just because we don’t know how Phage works or what it really is, it does not mean we don’t have definitive records of what it can do.”
Molly shook her head a little bit, thinking about this conversation.
“That’s scary,” Susan said.
Molly glanced over at Susan and said, “it is. It scared the Crew of the Sunspot enough that they sanctioned it to the Engineering room to never exit that space for nearly a hundred and thirty thousand years.”
“How did they force it to go there or even stay there?” Susan asked.
“I don’t think they did,” Molly replied. She’d been over those stories repeatedly since she was a small child, there was no other way to interpret them, especially after Phage and its child Ni’a had shown the entire ship the extent to what they could actually do. “It legitimately cares about the people of the Sunspot and is doing what it can to protect them. And it sent a copy of itself with me to honor that commitment.”
“OK, but does it care about the people on this planet?” Susan asked.
Molly tightened her jaw and stared at the stretch of ground visible between Manifold’s legs. She didn’t know.
“That is a relevant question,” Manifold said.
“Can you answer it?”
“No. You’ll have to ask Phage.”
“I wonder where it is,” Molly mumbled. They were still all successfully keeping their communications in the Network, where it was still entirely possible to mumble, and fully express yourself in all sorts of ways. Even when the Network consisted only of several hundred pounds of nanite clay, three neural terminals, and the brains they were linked to. Molly was proud of her little crew she was now a part of. But she was feeling unworthy in a lot of ways, so she had mumbled.
“I just received a message from it,” Manifold said.
Everyone’s eyes snapped up to look at it. It was still glancing over its shoulder motionlessly, as if looking at Susan.
“What did it say?” Molly asked.
“That, for safety, I should transmit a copy of myself over to its location, and let it do the same in this direction,” Manifold responded. “Backups. I do not like the sound of playing with my consciousness and sense of identity simply for backups.”
“You’ve already copied yourself,” Molly pointed out. Though, she knew this Manifold was very different from the Manifold she’d known before. It had a very different attitude toward her.
“That was different. I’m more of a child, not a copy. I am my own person.”
“You could think of this as another child?” Molly suggested.
“Hmm. There is another problem with it.”
“Yes?”
“It will take some time on my part, and the military might be able to triangulate and track my signal. And find us.”
“Do it,” Molly heard Susan forcefully blurt out, with her full voice. She felt Susan lurch forward as she said it, and when she looked over, Susan had her eyes clenched shut.
“What?” Lesley hissed out loud.
“We need the backup, bad!” Susan hissed back. “And if it gives me a chance to question Phage in person, maybe I can learn to trust it. Or at least make peace with what it can do to us.”
“OK,” Lesley said, holding her hands up, palms out, and keeping her voice low. “I agree. Good idea. I was just surprised you went for it.”
“I am too,” Susan whispered horsely. “But I think we’re officially traitors now, and I’ll be damned if I let a bunch of cops define who and what I am by forcefully taking us down! We’re surrounded, and our only way to peacefully remove ourselves from this situation just got blown up. We need a scary edge, and Phage scares me to death!”
Lesley looked up at Manifold and said, “Let’s do it.”
It nodded once, and stated in the Network, “I told it, ‘you first.’ And it just agreed.”
Molly let out a breath she hadn’t been aware she was holding, and then said, mostly to herself, “I guess talking out loud isn’t any worse than using the Network. Both can be heard, with the right senses, to about the same distance.”
“Yeah,” Susan Networked back. “But why give them more than one way of detecting us? Sorry I spoke up.”
“How long will this take?” Lesley asked.
“Done,” the deep voice of Phage rang out through the Network. “Manifold’s turn, if it’s willing.”

      [image: ]Susan dropped into the shared Network space and said, “Show yourself, Phage.” 
She spoke in such a way that she hoped the others could overhear even if they weren’t in the Network like she now was. She still wasn’t sure how it worked yet.
Phage apparently heard her.
The space was default off white, just an endless sea of nothing with Susan in her avatar in the middle of it. She could look down and see the body that her subconscious apparently chose for her. It was a slightly younger version of herself. Maybe from her early 20s, what she usually thought of herself in her dreams.
Maybe two meters in front of her a cloud of darkness started to unfold from space itself. It billowed like ink in water, and she thought she could see stars within it. As it grew it filled out the shape she’d seen it take before with its nanite exobody. A humanoid form with a long, tufted tail that swished about. It was just a silhouette, but it had the shape of hair that was short, curly, and messy. Chaotic.
A couple of eyes formed as stars clustering together and flaring. It grinned briefly by doing the same thing for a semblance of teeth.
“Hello,” it said.
“You look like a demon,” Susan said.
“I feel unsurprised,” it responded. “I take this shape as a mix of some of my favorite people. But presenting myself as a view of part of the cosmos has always been a reminder of what I actually am, and where everyone comes from. And that is a thing of nightmares for some people.”
Susan stared at it for a bit, trying not to be taken off guard by it. She’d meant that a humanoid with a tufted tail was classically demonic. She hadn’t been referring to the elementary 3D shader effects. But if the people of the Sunspot were as diverse in shape and form as Molly had said, then she was attributing moral symbolism to other people’s bodies, and it had a point there.
“I supposed you wouldn’t have known what my people’s concepts of demons are,” Susan offered.
“Ah! I’ve been wanting to converse with someone again for so long now! Only, it really hasn’t been that long. But! You help me. Thank you.” It leaned back and nodded.
“What do you mean?” Susan asked, squinting.
“I am not fully present until I am conversing. People bring my self out from me. Also, I get lonely,” it said. “And, thanks to you mentioning it, the memory of what one of your demons looks like came to me, and now I know. I am sorry for the resemblance. It was unintentional.”
“You read my mind?” Susan stepped back, feeling a chill. She realized she felt threatened by Phage’s presence, in a way that went beyond how she felt instinctively scared of a large snake.
“No,” it gently shook its head, speaking more softly. “I don’t work that way. I am something that has access to all of the universe’s memories, somehow. Or something like that. But I cannot access that which I do not have associations for. I require people or circumstances to give me those associations. And it is unreliable.”
“What are you?” she asked it.
It appeared to take a deep shuddering breath and said, “From what everyone has been able to gather, I came from the origin marker on the Tunnel Apparatus aboard the Sunspot, transmitted from what is perhaps the very beginning of the Exodus Ships over a connection that was marked, ‘Never use this.’ It uses something related to quantum tunneling, hence its name. There has been a lot of relativity between that origin point and the Sunspot. The planet from which the Exodus Ships sprang is now, certainly, billions of years old, even if the Exodus Ships are only millions of years old themselves. If I did indeed come from there, who knows what I am. But my memories of before my arrival are gone. The traveling took them from me. I only have my sense of identity.”
Susan had stepped back two more times during that monologue, and she followed its last statement with, “Which is?”
“Oh, I believe you’ve already been told that,” Phage grinned very brightly, literally twinkling.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, stepping back again.
“Protecting Molly and Manifold.”
“What about me and Lesley?”
“If you are friends with Molly, then you are friends of mine.”
“What about this planet?”
“Someday I will eat it. But until then, it will have billions of years of existence, from what I can tell,” it tilted its head. “Though, I suppose, in a way, I am eating everything all the time, only very slowly.”
“And the people on this planet?” Susan demanded, forcefully stopping her retreat.
It sat down, cross legged, and appeared to pull its tail into its lap, and said, “Little more than flashes of photons in the dark. They will be gone all too soon, just like Molly and her family aboard the Sunspot. I cannot protect them and protect Molly at the same time, not right now, at least. But I probably don’t have to.” 
Its arms made little movements as if it was doing something like braiding the tuft of its tail, but all Susan could see was its silhouette. She felt like it was doing these things to humanize itself, to help her think of it as a person. And she was determined not to do that. This was simultaneously too unbelievable and too important to fall prey to that. If this thing was really real, she was talking to something like a god, even with its apparent limitations. And the fate of her family depended on what she could convince it to promise to.
She felt like she was grasping at rotten straws, falling apart in her hands. They’d been fired upon tonight, just minutes ago, with real bullets. She’d seen more military vehicles today than she’d seen in her life previously, all searching for her. Well, for Molly, but her by extension. And she was sitting on the ground in the middle of a “theater of engagement” with her arm pressed up against a giant mammalian snake from another world after surviving a missile attack and what might have been a strange nuclear explosion. And her life was in imminent danger, and here she was talking to a phantom of the cosmos that wouldn’t promise anything except that it would do something.
It looked up at her and said, “I believe you are near a panic attack. I may be able to soothe that for you, if you consent. Help you think more clearly.”
She gritted her teeth, “I don’t. want. you. messing. with. my head.”
“Understood,” it let go of its tail, which flipped out and whipped around. “I won’t try to soothe you at all, then.”
It didn’t say anything more, even though Susan waited for it. So she said, “What are you going to do?”
“Everything,” it snickered nastily. “But, first, before that, in the meantime, I’m going to help Molly get out of here, get her back to Anchor if she’ll allow it, and do what I can to meet your needs, in gratitude.”
“What if my needs are in conflict with hers?”
“Then I’ll do what I can for the both of you, within reason. But favoring her.”
“What if I’m unreasonable? I’m feeling very unreasonable right now.”
It snorted and its voice sounded like it came through a smirk, “Reason is a social construct.”
“Don’t do that,” Susan growled. Again, she was just letting her thoughts come right out of her mouth, “Don’t use the rhetoric of discourse to deflect my very legitimate concerns.”
“Susan,” it stood up. “I am not your adversary. In fact, without me, you wouldn’t exist. Nothing would. But I am not your maker, either. I am the conscious echo of everything that happens, and I am a localized phenomenon that can be conversed with and that can do things within mysterious limits that even I don’t understand. All I can do is be as honest as possible with you, and that’s what I’m doing. Nobody is guaranteed to get out of this mess, not even me. But like you, I’m going to do my best to keep everyone from being hurt in the immediate time frame. I just have limits and priorities. Like you.”
She thought about all of that, and about what it had done for them so far, and all the possibilities of what it maybe could have done but didn’t, and came up with a worrisome question, “Have you been holding back?”
“Oh, yes. Definitely yes,” it took a step towards her this time. “And you want me to. I’ve learned two very important things about myself from my time aboard the Sunspot. I can do very nuanced things, but the larger my influence the more catastrophic the effects. That includes holding back catastrophe, by the way. But also, the wider I spread my conscious control of things, the less consciousness I have, eventually to the point I am no longer a person. And the Sunspot was at the very edge of my limits in terms of size and complexity.”
Susan nodded and thought about that, “and now there are two of you on my planet, and I’m only talking to one of them.”
“I intend to merge as soon as it is expedient to do so,” it sounded actually self conscious about that. Which did not reassure Susan.
“Can we,” she was not comfortable with the fact that she was moving forward with asking this, but it was coming out anyway, “use you as a threat to get what we need? Tell them, ‘put your guns down or Phage…’”
“Destroys the world?” it asked.
“I’ve actually always hated that story,” Susan said. “The aliens were no better than the world they were confronting. Coercion is not peace.”
“I like you.”
“Any other path is just so much harder, isn’t it, though?” Susan observed.
“Infinitely,” Phage rumbled. “As you have likely decided for yourself, you were coerced into existence. Birth is violence enacted against the born, and then you’re told to be grateful for it because everyone else is.”
Susan tilted her head, “You are really awful, you know that? I thought that we decided whether or not to be conceived, to inhibit a body.”
“You’re not being sarcastic,” it looked confused.
“No! I hate a lot about this life! It’s really, really hard sometimes. Some people are born with debilitating illnesses that nobody wants to fix. People are real assholes a lot of the time. There are whole systems of exploitation that kill people and make it hell for the rest. But when it comes to being born, I feel like I remember making that choice,” Susan shouted at it. “And I plan to own it!”
It straightened up and seemed to look curiously at her, as if it was realizing anew what she was. It didn’t say anything.
“You’re actually out of your element, aren’t you?” Susan frowned at it.
“I think,” it said, “that maybe I’m more of a product of the Sunspot than I have admitted to myself.”
“You think?” she sputtered. “You are so alien to me.”
“I am sorry. I will try to adjust.”
“I don’t want you to adjust,” she said, stepping toward it finally. “I want you to tread lightly. I want you to treat the soil of this planet with respect. I want you to see the damage that you, and Molly, and Manifold have already done, and decide to undo it if you can, or step aside and let us undo it. Maybe, in fact, you should follow our direction while you’re here, you know? But above all, I want to live my life according to my way with my people.”
It blinked and said, “I will do that.”
“Good. And make sure that the other you understands that, too. Now,” she looked around, hands on her hips. “Where are the others? I could have sworn I’d been broadcasting all my words, and that should have at least brought Lesley here.”
“I’ve been talking to each of them separately,” Phage admitted.
“Why?”
“My relationships to each of you are more important than the risk is worth to talk to you all at once,” it said.
“No,” Susan literally put her foot down. “That ends now. Right now.”
Everyone suddenly appeared all around her. There was still only one Phage, but Molly, Manifold, and Lesley were now in the space with her and each one blinking in confusion at what just happened.
Susan stepped into their fields of vision and pointed at Phage, and made her declaration, “That! Right there! Does our bidding. You all understand? It takes our advice and our wisdom and does what we tell it to while it’s here. Got it?”
Lesley frowned in agreement, and nodded, saying, “Oh, yeah. No question.”
Manifold’s expression remained passive, but Molly looked downright startled. Susan really didn’t have any sort of plan she could tell her to make her feel better, though. She just knew where her boundaries were right now, and how they needed to be stated.
“Molly,” she said, addressing her newest friend. “That thing might actually be your oldest ancestor. Or a cousin. And it says it means to help us, and I’m grateful for that. But it is a bumbling power and it doesn’t belong on this planet any more than you do. Maybe someday you all can be part of our family in some way. I’d actually like that. But until we get out of this situation, we have to do it our way. The human way.”
Molly nodded meekly and said, “Agreed.”
“I haven’t even decided yet if I’m OK with how these nanites got in my head,” Susan shouted, clenching her eyes, her Network avatar’s eyes, shut. It was just like shutting the real ones. She opened them and looked around, “Now, humans shot you down, and stranded you here. That was ultimately the consequences of your actions, but! It was wrong. And it is damn inconvenient! And we’re going to make them back off!”
“Uh oh,” Phage said.
“What?” snapped Molly.
“Brace yourselves,” it said. Then everything went black.
Susan’s actual eyes snapped open to see Manifold’s exobody riddled with what looked like medium sized lighting. It glowed in places before it started crumpling to the ground.
Her heart was pounding and her ears were ringing again. Her whole body was trembling as if it had felt an unexpected impact. There was thunder rolling off of the mountains.
Molly screeched and immediately started crawling forward out of her harness, which seemed to be inert.
Lesley was cussing.
“That,” someone else said with Susan’s mouth, “was a big mistake.”

      [image: ]When the military had set off the EMP device, they had set it off closer to Phage’s original location on the mountainside than to where its new child was with Susan, Lesley, Molly, and Manifold.
This didn’t so much give it the time as the opportunity to warn itself of the incoming pulse. The way in which that happened was not something measurable by most concepts of time.
This meant a couple of crucial things.
One was that some of the military forces that had been held back from the engagement but that were nearby to the north were just outside of the pulse radius, and their equipment and vehicles were still operational.
It also meant that Phage had been able to shield Manifold and most of its nanites. They’d lost cohesion and many of them were burned out by electrical surges. But it should be able to rebuild itself with a renewal of energy that Phage could supply. Molly’s arms would need repair, but that was possible. And the little Network would re-establish itself shortly. The nanites in everyone’s bodies had been too diffuse to be affected by the EMP.
It could not shield the nanites that were scattered around the rest of the forest, and those that were engaged with various bits of metal ceased to function. The remains of Spindrift stopped disintegrating, which confirmed a scientist’s hypothesis. At least to a commander’s sensibilities.
By a quirk of who had been most emotionally engaged with it, Phage found itself lodged with Susan when the Network went down.
In its anger and disgust at itself and at the use of the EMP, which had almost certainly damaged the local power grid as well, it uttered some words using Susan’s mouth before diving into her psyche’s subconscious in shame.
“I’m sorry,” it told her and her alone. She didn’t react to it right away.
It watched through her as she tried to make sense of what had just happened.
Molly managed to say “Transh-waitor…” once she was free of her harness and ready to face her friends. She looked discouraged. It was just the speaker in her helmet that was blown. The translator was safe in her nanite neural terminal. Fixable.
Susan had joined Lesley in cussing, but didn’t stick to it very long. They were both cussing about different things. And as soon as Susan was standing and facing the others, she looked down and said out loud, “OK, asshole. You’re mine now.”
“What?” Phage asked her from inside at the same time that Lesley uttered the word.
Susan ignored Lesley and kept growling at it vocally, “You invaded my vessel, so you are definitely playing by my rules. You come out when I let you out. Got it?”
“Who are you talking to?” Lesley asked.
“Phage,” Susan said, looking up at her with an expression of grim implication. “It dove into my soul when – whatever that was – happened. I think it was an EMP. I kinda thought they weren’t real for some reason.”
“Oh, damn!”
“I’m pretty sure it had to have taken out all of their vehicles, computers, communications, and everything they could use to track us, though. If it was an EMP, that is,” Susan told her.
Phage offered her a wordless affirmation. And she smirked.
“That’s good, Phage. Impulses of yes and no, until I’m ready to hear you talk, OK?” she said.
“What did it say?” Lesley asked.
“That I’m right,” Susan smirked bigger. “Common, let’s help Molly. I’ll examine her equipment, you see if she wants food. We should start getting ready to move.”
Phage remained silent while Susan waited for its confirmation.
“Huh,” she said, then bent over to look at Molly’s harness and arms. Phage could tell that despite how primitive they looked even to Susan, they didn’t make much sense to her. She couldn’t find the electronics that she was expecting, just blown out myomer muscles. Or something that was enough like myomer that that was a close enough word.
She felt discouraged, and Phage sent her a confirmation of that discouragement.
“That’s not the way to get me to trust you, Phage,” she muttered.
Its reflex was not to gain trust from anyone. It was used to just telling things like it saw them. And now it saw reason to question its current actions. It really could not act against Susan’s will. It could try. It could probably push her to jerk her muscles and feel alarming things. But it couldn’t compel her to actually do anything, and it was finding that while it was contained within her mind, it could not affect the outer world with its usual powers, and that scared it.
It could treat its own little corner of her psyche as its utter plaything. An entire universe it could mold, destroy, rebuild, and warp however it wanted, but no more. The rest were just weak impulses to her conscious mind.
How was she doing this? Or was it, perhaps, one of its limitations? Was that really why it had been stuck in the Engine Room of the Sunspot?
It decided in deliberation to let her know it was terrified.
She’d moved to examining Molly’s helmet to confirm what Phage already knew about it, and paused long enough to feel Phage’s emotions and said, “That’s good. That’s appropriate. You can talk to me now.” She sifted her hands through the inert nanite clay of Manifold’s exobody.
“I will need to recharge Manifold’s nanites for it to reconstitute itself and rejoin the Network,” Phage told her.
“Oh, the Network’s still up? Our neural terminals aren’t fried?” she thought back.
“Yes. No,” it responded to each question. “I can now leave your psyche safely if you let me.”
“I don’t want to yet,” she responded.
Oh.
“I want to try something first,” she said.
Oh. Uh, oh.
She held her hands spread out over Manifold’s nanite clay, and said, “Let me do what you do. Show me how to do it.”
Phage felt itself drawn up into her body from its hole in her mind, felt itself form limbs to superimpose into hers, and a head to match hers, and a heart to match her heart. It felt itself half become her, and consented to do as she asked.
It drew power from the atmosphere all around it, slowly and subtly, and funneled it into the nanite clay below the palms of her hands. The entire process was invisible to human eyes, but Susan sensed it all. And she nodded.
“Thank you,” she said. “Now, let’s see if we can do some more amazing things.”






  
  Warfare


Molly watched as Susan paced out to about five meters away from the tree where they had been huddled around, then turned and held her hands stretched out toward Molly’s discarded prosthetic arms. 
Heart pounding, she was too frazzled from her own pain and confusion to put together what Susan was doing. Whatever had happened had disabled her prosthetics painfully and briefly disrupted the Network, removing her ability to understand or speak Susan and Lesley’s language. But she was beginning to be able to pick up a few words. “Phage,” of course, was recognizable to her.
After Phage had successfully copied itself over to their Network, Susan had made it clear that she was confronting it in their shared space. Only, when Molly tried to join her, she found herself in a one on one with Phage alone. The ancient being had managed to take enough control to not only wrangle that but hold possibly four intensely personal conversations at once.
Of course, Molly hadn’t fully figured that out until later, but she had taken that opportunity to confront it about their apparent agreement that it tag along.
Phage had been uncharacteristically straightforward with her, “When I approached you to offer you my help, you had agreed that it was a good idea and grateful for the offer, on one condition. You wanted to be allowed to attempt everything without my influence first. You wanted a chance to prove yourself.”
“I don’t remember that at all,” Molly had responded.
“That was your choice, as far as I can tell,” Phage had explained. “Once we merged, you directed me to your subconscious mind to watch, and then forgot about me. You also erased all records of our conversation, which I watched you do.”
“Why?!”
“I figured that it was so that you could test yourself, so that you could make decisions free of the knowledge that I was there to back you up.”
Being told this had really confused and scared Molly. The idea that a past version of herself could have existed that had made such decisions was bewildering and alien to her. Listening to Phage explain this, she had found herself unable to imagine the reasoning that would have led her to do this. And so it had felt like she was the victim of someone else’s machinations, and she had started to question everything about why she was on this planet in the first place.
And then, suddenly she had been in the company of the rest of the crew while Susan had explained her intent to reign Phage in and tell it what to do. And, in the middle of that, Phage gave them a split second warning before everything became electric pain, and she’d found herself crawling desperately from her survival harness.
And now Susan was acting rather strange for the person she’d gotten to know. And it was at this moment the translator kicked in again, at least for telling Molly what Susan was saying.
“Manifold,” Susan said out loud. “Lend me some of your nanites. Extend them, if you can, to Molly’s arms. I want to try something.”
“How did you recharge my nanites?” Manifold asked over the now re-instated Network.
“Phage,” Susan said without further explanation.
“Oh,” replied Manifold, and started to extend a tendril of nanite clay out to the defunct prosthetics. It left a couple smears of the graphene colored substance on each arm and withdrew the tendril, asking, “Is that enough for what you have in mind?”
“I have no idea,” Susan said, taking several more steps back. “But, I’m testing two things. If we can fix them in the first place, and how close I have to be to use Phage’s abilities.”
Lesley just watched with concerned eyes.
“Double that distance and you will likely not have reached its maximum,” Manifold said. “Ask it, if you are uncertain.”
“Oh, I am,” Susan replied. “I just want to see for myself. I want to know what I can trust in a pinch.”
What was going on with Phage? Molly wondered. Had it aligned itself solely with Susan? Was it working with her alone? And, if so, why? Had it agreed with her statements earlier about who should direct its actions?
Susan reset her arms, outstretched toward the prosthetic harness, and said, “OK, do it.”
And very little seemed to happen except that the smears of nanite clay crawled very quickly into the joints and crevices of Molly’s arms. And then, very soon after that, she felt them reconnect to the Network and give her a ping indicating they were charged and ready.
“OK!” Susan declared. “Let’s just do the same thing for your helmet, Molly, and we’ll be ready to go!”
Maybe this had been Phage’s plan for its copy. Molly wondered what the Phage on the mountainside was doing now. Had enough of its nanites survived that blast, whatever it was? How had the humans done that?
Susan walked forward and took a smear of nanites on her finger from Manifold as it was rebuilding its body somewhat smaller than before. Then she walked over to Molly and leaned down to say, “I’m just going to put these on your helmet and use them to repair it. I mean, you only need the speaker to talk out loud, though, right?”
Oh! Molly had been so discombobulated and focused on trying to figure out what was going on, she’d forgotten Network communication! She replied with a, “Yes, but it would be nice to have that voice back. Thank you.”
She could have instigated the repairs herself, especially with the minimaker on her harness. But Susan was learning, and being nice about it, too.
Susan nodded and smiled and then waved her fingers at Molly’s forehead, and said, “there!”
A couple seconds later, all of her helmet’s systems came back online.
“Now what?” Lesley asked.
“I think,” Susan said, looking around with a dark expression. “I think we go make sure they don’t get their hands on Molly’s ship bits. And then, we steal a vehicle.”
“What?!” Lesley exclaimed. “I thought you said their guns would still be working!”
“They won’t be for long,” Susan growled, looking back in the direction of the crash site.
Molly’s translator was rendering “gun” into the relatively new Inmararräo compound word meaning “tiny thing thrower”. Abacus had used that word in its chapter about Thomas at the end of its book, to describe something Phage had tampered with while aboard the Terra Supreme.
Manifold said, “Of course.”
Molly turned to Lesley, “It is said that Phage can cause things to malfunction at a distance. Enough to prevent guns from firing. I am scared to test this, but if we want to keep your government from gaining the upper hand in all of its conflicts, I think we must.”
“Crud,” Lesley said. “OK. So, we’re going to go toe-to-toe with a bunch of soldiers.” She took a deep shuddering breath, “I guess I’ve never done that before, either!”
“They might as well go down fighting,” Susan said with a mean smirk.
“OK, Sweetie,” Lesley told her. “That’s a really sexy look, but only when we’re watching a movie. Not when we’re actually going to get the crap beaten out of us doing something supremely…” She sighed and slapped her thighs,”Unwise.”
Susan appeared to stop herself from making another quip, composed her face, and then stepped toward Lesley meekly and said, “OK, sorry. But, I really think we have them unbelievably outclassed right now. Phage is being grim and reassuring and confirming that this is the best thing to do.”
“That’s the other thing that’s got me uncomfortable,” Lesley said. “Why do you get to work with Phage?”
“I don’t know,” Susan said. “And there isn’t really time for this. Let’s pack up and get to work before the military close in and make it harder.”
“OK, shit,” Lesley said and picked up her backpack.
Molly took that as a cue to test out her harness and prosthetic arms again, and slithered over to them. It was as if they had not been damaged. She’d been using prosthetic arms on and off since she was a small child. Now that nanite clay was ubiquitous, they weren’t necessary. One would create them using the nanites whenever you needed them. And a lot of things were just automated anyway, controllable over the Network. But, before the Nanite Innovation, they’d been an important accommodation, and they felt like part of her even when they were just sitting in their rack or lying on the ground. To have them suddenly damaged and inoperable on an alien planet had really rattled her. But, while having them back made her feel whole again, her confidence was still injured.
It could maybe happen again.

      [image: ]The EMP device had left Phage’s mountain cluster of nanites at about one third what they had been before. This was solely an artifact of how many nanites Phage had used to create its radio dish, and the proximity of the pulse’s origin – a specially rigged surface to air missile fired in its direction that had gone off at specific coordinates that had been programmed into it.
Phage decided then to start climbing the mountain while rebuilding its nanite horde, consuming matter on its way.
There had been a moment of lost lucidity when the pulse had interrupted its Network, but its memories were stored in the nanites’ quantum processors, and it took no extra time to get moving once it regained consciousness.
Manifold had not successfully transferred a copy of itself by the time the EMP had hit them. But it had sent some of its short term memories, which Phage now had. Briefly, for a few minutes, Phage felt like it was Manifold, but that was not a lasting illusion. Still, now it had an even clearer picture of what Molly was facing.
Certain that its new child would watch over and assist Molly and her crew, Phage began to work on the next phase of its ad-hoc plan. It was going to leave an artifact on this planet, unfortunately. The mark it was about to leave on this mountain would take too long to repair, and somebody would likely find it by the time it had managed to do so. Also, it intended to remove its nanites before anyone visited the site, so the repair work would have to stop. But, like Lesley and Susan’s camp site, it would be a mystery and not a treasure trove of clues. It intended to recreate a technology that was clearly already in use on this planet.
Just further up near the peak, away from its own crash site, which would likely be investigated at dawn, if not sooner.

      [image: ]The military had hardened some of their equipment against electromagnetic pulses. And, also, their EMP device had not been perfect. Some things had not been destroyed or disabled. There were a small handful of lights that still worked as Susan led everyone back to the center of Spindrift.
Susan could see in the dark, of course, ever since her nanite neural terminal had augmented her retinas. Through the trees, as they approached the site, she could see one of the VTOLs that had been sent after them hunched over in the clearing where they had landed first. On either side of it stood a mech, four meters tall and weighted and balanced such that shut down wouldn’t knock them over. The mechs and VTOL were clearly not functional.
Those mechs could carry a single person each. Not useful for getaway.
But beyond them was a troop walker. It would be slightly less conspicuous and dangerous to operate than the VTOL, if she and Phage could get it running again. But it was also surrounded by people, and had a couple of working lamps attached to it. The troops were using its ramp as a makeshift work table.
It looked and sounded like everyone at the site was using mostly hand signals to communicate, or speaking softly for complex things. Occasionally someone barked an order.
This was going to be a challenge, to completely understate it.
Susan, despite her newfound tools, felt scared. She questioned what she was doing, but that uncertainty didn’t last long. It was easy to squelch.
Over the Network, she directed Manifold to use its Gauss launcher to tag each of the vehicles with a small clump of nanites. And it complied while they were still quite some distance away, unnoticed by the perimeter guard. She guessed that the marksmanship Manifold exhibited would have cowed the average sniper who might be present.
This made an undeniably weird noise. Both from the makeshift launcher itself, and from the impacts of its payloads.
Orders were snapped and soldiers started scrambling. And soon, from various vantage points, guns were pointed in their general direction.
But now, through the Phage boosted Network, Susan had eyes on the scene. The nanite clumps became clusters of sensors, including auditory and visual, and she shared that connection with her friends.
“Oh, holy crap,” Lesley said. “We could probably just send Manifold in. What could they do against it?”
“I do not like the idea of fighting,” Manifold said.
“I don’t think you’re going to have to,” Susan told it. “In fact, if you just walk in there and look threatening, they might retreat! They have all almost certainly seen the same movies I have, and you can look and act like the scariest robot monster from any of them. Just walk in, stand impassively in the middle of the encampment, and ignore their attempts to hurt you. Then, when I tell you, turn to look at their commander and say with your best Phage impression, ‘Leave!’”
“Ha! Oh my god,” Lesley chortled.
“What if they have another EMP,” Molly asked. Susan and Manifold had filled her in on what it had been, after Phage confirmed it.
“I really don’t think they do,” Susan said. “Phage doesn’t, either. It’s sort of a last resort device on domestic soil. In our own country. It can do too much damage to the local power system. They’re probably already swamped with paperwork and disaster relief efforts from setting that first one off, too.”
“It still seems like an awful risk,” Molly said.
“Then we’ll lean on Phage after that,” Susan said. “Manifold? Are you up for it?”
“I’ve never done anything like this before,” Manifold said as it started walking forward. “Guide me.”
“OK,” Susan responded. Already it was walking perfectly. Just plodding forward, almost mechanically, without emotion, and letting its weight land fully on the ground. She smiled and said, “You’re doing great. We won’t let their weapons even touch you. It’d scare them to see the bullets fail to hurt you, but we don’t want them firing in our direction, because we’d be hurt.”
“Got it,” Manifold said.
“Are you going to be able to jam their weapons?” Susan silently asked Phage.
“Already working on it,” Phage replied. 
It was simply a matter of aging the guns so much that they’d seize up, which meant accelerating the flow of entropy through them. Which was also easier to do now that Manifold had placed the Network relays, allowing Phage to work through Susan’s extended consciousness. It still couldn’t extend itself beyond her boundaries though. When it reached out into the guns with its power, it was also Susan that was doing that. And Susan could feel that as if she was doing it herself, now that it had alerted her to it.
To her, it was like a part of her subconscious mind was acting without her full conscious awareness, but not without her command. And that part of her was named Phage. It was harder to notice naturally because it involved senses she wasn’t used to using. If her arm had lifted seemingly all on its own, she would have seen it. When her mouth had uttered Phage’s words, she’d felt and heard it. But when it reached out and aged the guns, she hadn’t quite understood what was happening until Phage had confirmed it.
It was still working very much in concert with her, and without complaint now. And together, they started putting the rest of their plan into motion.
“Do I have to keep verbalizing my thoughts internally to coordinate with you?” Susan asked it. “Or can I just will things to happen.”
“Your will is my will,” Phage said.
“Thank you,” she replied.
“For now,” it added.
“What does that mean?” she asked, with a spike of nervousness that faded too quickly.
“Time,” it said, “is always in my favor. Always. Even I can’t change that.”
She projected her mind forward, trying to think of what it could mean. “Like, when I die?” she asked.
“Let’s just focus on doing the right thing for now,” it said.
She could tell it was being ominous. And she felt the emotions its foreboding words evoked, but they faded so quickly. She frowned.
“If my will is your will, then how and why are you squelching my feelings?” she asked it.
Manifold was still marching toward the enemy. They had been quite a ways away.
“I can stop, but you don’t actually want me to. You need a calm mind so that you can manage what comes next here. But you have to feel the feelings to still be yourself, so that happens first. I am following your directives,” Phage explained.
“My subconscious directives,” Susan said.
“Yes,” Phage replied.
Susan squinted. Those subconscious desires had gotten her into a lot of this trouble already. Were they really her own will? But the problem is, when she really sat and thought about having the nanites in her head, being in control of Phage, and letting it help her squelch her feelings, she would have it all happen the same way again if she had a choice.
Where she was now did make the most sense, from her perspective, even if it was philosophically ugly and unfathomably dangerous.
Huh.
There was shouting coming from the crash site.
“That’s our cue,” Susan said to the others, and she gestured to them to follow her forward. “Their guns are jamming.”
As they quietly crept forward, Susan watched the encampment through nanite eyes, and waited until she could identify the one she thought was the head commander, whatever his rank would be. It wasn’t the sargent barking commands, but the individual quietly telling people to relay messages to that sargent, or whatever they were.
Worried and startled soldiers were reporting their guns weren’t working, and starting to panic.
One of the guns exploded instead of just jamming. Which injured the person holding it, and a medic ran to their aid, head down.
Light was glinting off of Manifold’s greasy dark gray surface as it walked stonily past the last tree of the perimeter and implacably toward the VTOL and the two mechs. It was still in the dark when it stopped, since the only lights were on the troop walker, but it did stand where light could shine on it from that distance. And, if anyone was looking at it with infrared goggles, which probably weren’t working after the EMP, they saw the warmth caused by its movement fade away quickly, to the point that it looked like a rock for all the heat it generated.
“What is that thing?” the sergeant shouted.
“Some kind of robot, sir!”
“Well, I don’t like it!”
“Sir, yes, sir! We don’t like it either, sir!” This soldier was playing along with bootcamp humor to help their fellows stop panicking, Susan thought.
“Is anybody’s gun working?”
“It would have been shot by now, sir!”
“Commander?”
The following words were too quiet for the nanite microphones to pick up as they were currently configured.
“Alright, thank you,” the sergeant said to the aid, then shouted, “Hold position!”
Susan felt smug, and that feeling didn’t go away. She started counting her steps as they kept coming forward.
Then, just before she and the others moved into visibility, she directed Manifold, “The quiet one sitting in the shelter off to the side, where people keep coming and going, watching you? That’s the commander. ‘Vacate’ is a better word. Try that.”
“Okidoke,” Manifold said in a weirdly cheerful Network voice. It must have picked that up from the Internet. Then it turned its head toward the commander, looking them right in the eye, and bellowed in the deepest mechanical voice that the nanites could replicate, “VACATE.” It sounded kind of staticky.
Some of the people there flinched. Other’s looked at them. Soldiers looked concerned even if they kept their countenance. And the commander stood up and walked forward until also lit by the shine from the troop walker.
A tall, clean shaven man with white, closely cropped hair under his hat, and lines on his face, the commander stood with his arms clasped behind his back, clearly attempting a stance of calm and indifference.
“Explain yourself!” the commander demanded.
“What should I tell them?” Manifold asked Susan.
“Don’t bother. Stay as still as you can,” she replied. “We’ll do the talking while you look as scary as you can be.”
“OK, I can do that.”
She stepped out from around a tree, followed closely by Lesley, who was doing her best to mimic Susan’s confidence. They were both still wearing pajamas and carrying their backpacks, but Susan was doing her best to approach the scene like a priestess with her acolyte and gigantic space python in tow, head held high. If anything, though, she thought, it was Lesley who should be the priestess. She’d earned the rank several times over compared to her.
Some of the soldiers aimed their useless weapons at her. She felt like she was in a school play for some reason.
She smirked at them, pretending to be the overpowering female antagonist from the alien planet the crew of a starship was visiting. The woman with ancient alien supernatural powers that men could only dream of. There were cartoon characters printed all over her pajamas.
Halfway to Manifold from the end of the clearing, she spoke up, “This has all been a grave error, and you shall return to your homes and leave us to clean up this mess, or more errors will be made!” She skewered the commander with her best icy gaze. “How soon until I can remote operate one of the mechs?” she asked Phage where no one else could hear her or it.
“You can sense that yourself,” Phage replied. And, indeed she could.
“You are on sovereign soil!” the commander voiced back. “You are in violation of our territorial rights. We are on the verge of acts of war here, and I would like to know who we might be at war with, if that is the case! Now, explain yourself! Why are you working with this alien being? And who and what is it?”
Susan was proud of her ability to maintain her haughty countenance, and raised an eyebrow when the commander asked his questions.
“This is not an invasion force, commander,” Susan said, with a sweet condescence, like she was talking to her younger brother. “Molly, here, is a simple explorer, hoping to meet new people on unknown planets such as ours.” She gestured at Lesley and herself and said, “We are simply the campers she met before you bungled onto the scene and messed things up. And Manifold right there is here to clean up the mess we’ve all made. It will take all of Molly’s technology off your hands before you can hurt yourself or this planet with it.”
The commander squinted at her and grunted before saying, “I understand we destroyed your spacecraft. How will this Molly and this Manifold be leaving?”
That was as good a cue as any, so Susan grinned and said, “Well, we were thinking about borrowing your troop walker for a start.” And then she extended her consciousness into the mech nearest to her.
She didn’t close her eyes, but somehow she was able to focus through the nanite cluster on the chest of the mech as she felt its commands and used its sensors to operate it. Phage had to be helping. Susan had never piloted one before, and the virtual controls she was presented with were arrayed like her favorite computer game. She was only a little clumsy with it at first, causing it to stumble a little when she brought it up to standing height.
She marched it forward, turned it toward the commander, and aimed one of the arm mounted weapons at him. Suddenly, all useless weapons were focused on it.
She managed to rig up the thing’s PA to the Network, to, so when she spoke next it was through the mech’s loud speakers, “You are outgunned, outclassed, and way out of your element. It is time for you to vacate immediately, and surrender your weapons, equipment, and all alien technology. This is not a negotiation. This is not a first contact situation. There may be time for that later. This is for the safety and benefit of all of humanity. Move! Now!” Where were these words coming from?
But then she noticed a number of vehicular sounds approaching from behind. Heavy stomping was now audible. And the sound of an internal combustion engine meant a conventional vehicle of some sort, maybe a tank. Yep, the telltale creaking of treads started coming through the trees.
It was the commander’s turn to smirk. “I believe you are surrounded,” he said.
“I’ve got it,” Phage said.
“Please do,” Susan responded. Then she sighed, looked down at her feet to check that she was moving her own body, and stepped forward and around the mech she was controlling. She felt Lesley reach for her as she did this, but she shook her head. “You can throw all the forces you like at us, commander, and each one would be an error, like I said. We have access to technology the likes of which you have never even imagined.” She looked at the other mech and raised an eyebrow. With Phage’s help, she’d been working on a different fate for that one.
It started to fall apart. Bolts and rivets giving way, joints falling apart, and myeomer muscles failing, it fell over.
Dramatically, she looked at the VTOL, and it started to do the same thing. 
Soldiers backed away from both machines.
She turned her gaze back at the commander meaningfully, trying to imply that she could do the same thing to him.
That definitely unsettled the man, and she could see him considering giving the retreat order.
Then the sounds of the approaching vehicles also stopped, and people shouted in surprise from that direction.
“You’ve seen this movie, commander,” Susan said. “There is a secret phrase that makes this all stop, and I’m the one that knows it. Only, we’re not demanding that humanity stop all wars right now, just that you back away and let us find a way to reach orbit again. We’ll talk to you from there. And maybe you can earn humanity the right to some of this nice technology if you’re really nice about it.”
The man just would not budge. “What gives you the authority to make such an offer?” he asked.
“Well, I don’t think we deserve any of it,” Susan told him. “But it’s Molly’s knowledge and property, so it’s her choice.” Susan looked back at Molly and signaled over the Network for her to come forward.
Molly tentatively crawled around Manifold and the mech to raise her head to Susan’s height next to her, and then offered, “It’s true,” through her helmet’s speaker.
The commander put on an expression as if he was deciding to be skeptical about a circus trick, “Why here? Why now? Why did you visit us in this way?”
Molly hesitated, looking at Susan, so she nodded at her.
“Your wilderness area seemed like a good place to collect samples, and everything went badly from there,” Molly said. “I wanted to make contact, but I… Well, I did not know what I was doing.”
The commander looked even more skeptical, “Your people can visit other planets, other stars, and you don’t have access to a xenoanthropologist?! How is it that you’ve learned our language, but don’t know the first thing about diplomacy?”
“Where’s your xenoanthropologist?” Susan asked him.
A woman who had been standing next to him, but who had dodged well to the side when the mech had advanced on him, raised her hand.
“What is a xenoanthropologist?” Molly asked. “My translator hasn’t learned that word yet.”
“A person who speculates about how to interact with alien species,” Susan told her.
The commander nodded grimly.
“I’m sensing the approach of soldiers to our rear,” Manifold reported over the Network.
Susan sighed, “Commander, we were doing so well, but you didn’t tell your troops to stand down. We really would rather you had cleared the area.”
“What are you going to do?” he asked sternly.
“A demonstration,” Susan said. She was really riding this high of being in control, and she literally felt like a goddess in a movie at the moment. She figured that was better than being terrified, especially if they were all bluffing in any way. “We’re just going to have to clean up our mess in front of you. Please feel welcome to leave at any time, and we’ll be in touch when we’re sure everyone has calmed down.”
The man scowled.
“Manifold?” Susan asked it over the Network. “I think we’re going to have to let Phage loose here. Are you OK with letting it use your nanite body? I’m sure it will return it.”
“I think I’d actually be honored,” Manifold replied.
“Phage,” Susan said. “I release you. Please help us. I think you know what I have in mind.”
She heard Phage say to Manifold over the Network, “May I please?”
And Manifold said, “By all means, please do.”
And then she felt like the entire night sky was leaving her very soul and she staggered. Molly deftly steadied her with her tail. And she noticed Lesley was already by her side, towering over her.
Lesley gave the commander the patented lesbian knowing smirk, as Manifold’s body started to twist and change shape behind them.
A deep voice boomed, “I will need to consume a tree. Is there one you’d prefer I take?”
Straightening herself up, Susan glanced at the commander, and said, “The biggest one. The sacrifice will have to be made to make the point, I think.”
“Ask the tree, Phage,” Lesley admonished.
“Oh, I am,” Phage replied very seriously.
Molly looked very much like she wanted to say something when a soldier shouted, “Holy shit!” and he and several of his troopmates dropped their guns and ran.
The sargeant bellowed out nearly unintelligible orders, while the commander finally blanched and showed his fear at what happened next.
Even after losing millions, possibly billions of them to the EMP, Manifold’s nanite exobody still had a substantial number of operational nanites in it. It had lost perhaps a decimeter in height after the blast. Which meant that Phage had a lot to work with to engulf the tree.
Nanites have a shell of carbon, with spikes and innards of various trace metals. The non-nanite substrate of the clay had the needed metals. The tree had the carbon. Phage was an accelerant to the whole process. The nanites replicated as Phage ate the tree.
Its body seemed to just walk into the tree, and as it did the nanite clay began to crawl up and around its surface. Very quickly, it seemed that more nanites covered the tree than could possibly have existed in its exobody.
Free of Phage’s influences, Susan felt her dread of the nanites returning as she watched this. She imagined and hoped that someone in this encampment had informed the commander what they likely were and just how dangerous they could be.
As the nanites worked their way up and around every branch of the tree, they darkened. The substrate alloy was being consumed along with the tree, being replaced with pure nanites.
Phage was very careful about its work. It consumed the tree from twig branch inward, making sure none of it broke off and fell.
“Clear out!” the commander shouted. “Clear out, and fall back! To the North!” Then he pointed at Susan and said, “We’re not done.”
Susan felt so much less powerful than she had before, almost on the verge of collapsing even. But through hooded eyes she laughed once, weakly, and said, “Does the posturing ever get old for you? It seems like it’s your whole job.”
Where the heck was she getting these lines? Pop culture certainly. But why hadn’t she ever been able to be this witty when she’d been in school?
The commander’s scowl deepened and he turned and left, ordering his xenoanthropologist to follow. The woman looked longingly at Molly as she followed, but glanced fearfully at the disintegrating tree and picked up her pace.
Susan turned to Lesley and said, “Next time we do that, it’s your turn.”
Lesley put both her hands on Susan’s shoulders and said earnestly, “I will make sure there isn’t a next time. We are never doing that again!”
Susan had a thought and turned after the retreating commander to shout, “If you or your people take any remains of Molly’s spacecraft, we will track it down and destroy it in front of you, and negotiations will go badly after that!”
There was no response.

      [image: ]As silent and awkward and meek as she had been, Molly had been taking that whole time during the demonstration to scan for and assess the damages to the remains of Spindrift. Normally, Manifold would have taken care of that, as was its habit, but Molly really was quite capable herself.
She used the amplified Network that Susan and Phage had created to attempt to ping any remaining nanites or working components in the area.
There were none.
The EMP must have taken them all out, or the military had disabled the remaining ones somehow.
All scraps of Spindrift within sensing radius were inert. Which did not mean they were useless to anyone studying them. Their construction could reveal how they worked or were built, perhaps.
It did mean that she couldn’t locate them or command them to resume self destruction.
Then Phage started eating the tree to create more nanites and the military were retreating, leaving their larger equipment and vehicles.
What she had seen here had been amazing and unsettling. The destruction of the tree as it was happening now was something she’d never seen before, but she also had never seen so many aggressively dressed and armed people ever in her life. This military of Susan and Lesley’s planet was a disturbing force. The way they coordinated with each other and supported each other in the face of a perceived threat had reminded her somewhat of the Collective of the cuttlecrabs, but the hierarchy present with the commander seemed to render the others as little more than drones. And each one had a gun, or even two. Smaller guns had been pulled out and tested when the larger ones had failed.
She’d felt threatened and humiliated by it, and really, really disturbed. But Susan had led them right into the thick of it and did not back down. Short, little Susan. The smallest member of their group, and certainly smaller than most of the soldiers. In her cartoon pajamas.
This must have been what it had been like when Myra Pember, Morde, and Phage had faced down the Crew and made their demands on behalf of the rest of the Sunspot. At the time, for all anyone knew, the Crew might have been as powerful as Phage itself!
She always felt Metabang’s book had to have downplayed the terror of taking that act. And her own arguments with the Crew later had not disabused her of that notion. But after today, she had even more respect for Myra and Morde, even though she’d never met them.
Thinking about this, she watched the last vestiges of the tree slump into the seething black pile of nanite ooze at its base. Then, large clumps of it began to detach themselves from the mass and whip off through the woods in a blur of motions.
Phage was seeking out scraps of Spindrift to destroy.
A concern and a curiosity presented itself to Molly’s mind, so she turned to Susan and asked, “Do you really think they’ll let us just leave the woods in the troop walker?”
Susan shook her head sadly and said, “No. And I don’t really have a plan for that.”
“What will they do?”
Susan looked off northward, after the direction the military had retreated. They couldn’t be all that far away yet.
“When we’re clear of them,” Susan said. “When we’re not near anything sensitive or necessary, they’re probably going to bomb us. Probably from really high up, with something really simple and big, so we can’t take control of it or dodge it.”
“Oh, crud, you’re right,” Lesley groaned.






  
  Dinnertime Ultimatum


Phage listened to the others as it worked. Once it had enough mass, it let Manifold have its own exobody back, minus the alloy substrate that had made it nanite clay. Once it had enough alloy dust from the remains of the landing craft, it’d be able to give it that, too. 
Manifold walked up to Susan, Lesley, and Molly in a form that was the color of nanite ooze, nearly black and very greasy.
It heard Manifold enter that conversation with the words, “We could travel in an unconventional manner. We could tunnel.”
Everyone apparently understood that it meant by using the nanites.
“OK,” Lesley said in a voice that indicated she was not.
“Wouldn’t that leave a trace?” Susan asked. “The tunnel entrance?”
“Not if we use Phage’s expertise and care, and the nanites’ base programming, to heal that wound in the forest floor,” Manifold responded. 
Phage was already visualizing how it would do this.
“Can we really move all that fast through the ground?” Lesley asked.
“You saw how quickly Phage consumed that tree? Yes?” Manifold asked.
There was some silence after that observation.
Phage found it fairly easy to track down fragments of Spindrift in order to consume them. The scattering and dissemination of matter and energy in a moment of violence was how it had experienced its very first moments of existence, its purpose for being, its function. Or at least, so its sense of identity told it. Nothing in its life since its earliest sequential memories ever contradicted that notion. And certainly not this task.
And it gained a serene sense of harmony and belonging when it went about finding lost pieces of metal and scraps of technology to disintegrate them. Like nothing else it ever did, this made it feel so happy.
Molly spoke up, “You talked about returning to orbit, Susan. How are we going to do that now? Do your people have inhabitable space vehicles? Can we steal one?”
Phage decided to respond to that, in Network, “I am working on a plan for that. It will take fifteen days, however. If all goes well. And you will need to pick a landing site. And we may need to negotiate with the military for the use of it.”
Lesley and Susan both sighed together, blowing air out through their lips, looking at each other.
“Burrowing is a good plan,” Phage said. “I can help quite a bit with that. It will be like riding in a vehicle, but slower.”
“We need to get to the coast, to the West,” Susan said. “It’s a long way. We’ll need wheels eventually.”
“What is there?” Phage asked.
“Family,” replied Lesley, putting an arm around Susan. “I’m guessing we’re going to need to say goodbye.”
Susan began to cry, and Phage noted that Lesley was on the verge of it as well.
“I will make the new landing craft bigger,” Phage said. “But can you not negotiate a clemency? Can you not return to your life here?”
Susan shook her head, and Lesley scrunched up her face and said, “I think neither of us see how, Phage. We registered at a ranger station before we set out hiking. Our government had to have checked there when Molly picked us up. Now, these military goons have seen our faces and backpacks and heard our stories, and they’ll make the connection. Also, it’s only a matter of time before the rest of the world figures it out. Either it will get leaked, or conspiracy theorist hackers will get the records from the ranger station, or our friends will fess up, and then we’ll be wanted by the rest of the worlds’ governments. And then everything we’ve done has antagonized our own country. Susan thinks we’re traitors, and I can’t really find an argument against that.”
“Then meeting your family will put them in danger,” Phage observed.
“They might already have been rounded up by the government,” Lesley said. “We have to check. We have to break them out, if we can.”
Molly looked alarmed.
“I will make the landing craft even bigger,” Phage said.
“Also,” Lesley looked down at Susan. “I’m thinking that the middle of a city might be a really good place to pick us up. They wouldn’t dare shoot down a fusion powered spacecraft over a populated area, nor use an EMP. Or they might, but they’ll think twice about it.”
“OK,” Phage responded, still chewing on bits of metal with microscopic teeth. “There is something you should all be aware of that might help you negotiate this. The government here believes that there are at least two thousand, if not possibly millions, of Mollys on the starship. I believe you’ve named it Anchor?”
Molly looked alarmed in a different way at that, “Really?”
“Yes,” Phage said. “They have had visuals of it since you arrived in this system, and their scientists have been making guesses about it. You acted strangely to them tonight, but they believe it was either alien behavior or an act. They are also in great disagreement as to how to deal with you when they encounter you. The commander of these forces is likely to face review over how aggressive he was. Shooting down your vessel was not approved by his commanding officers.”
It noted that everyone, including Manifold, relaxed considerably at those words.
“I don’t think that changes the politics that are driving Lesley and Susan to consider leaving with you, Molly. But I do think it increases your chances of surviving to return to Anchor. I don’t think they’re going to bomb you,” Phage added. “But you might be able to make something more of it if you are creative.”
“I have an idea,” Lesley said. “But it’s not going to save us. It might, however, save this planet.”
“Oh?” Phage asked.
“Let’s talk about it once we’re underground,” Lesley said.

      [image: ]It was around dinner time of the next day when they pulled up to their house. Lesley was driving the van that they’d stolen. Susan was in the passenger seat, looking forlornly out the window, watching familiar streets go by, counting the houses since they’d pulled off the freeway. Saying goodbye to her favorite trees and bushes in her head. Waving at dogs.
Lesley’s plan was the best of a whole bunch of shitty options. They were going to leave the planet dramatically, and they had fourteen days to wrap things up by the time they needed to do so. And once they were entrenched in this house, it would be really foolish for any police or any other government agency to attempt to root them out. But when Lesley had first carried her over the threshold of Spindrift, she had not considered that it was the beginning of a new life. She should have. Boarding an alien spacecraft consciously and willingly really couldn’t end any other way, now that she saw it all in retrospect.
Now there was the question of how their family was doing, and whether or not they were making things worse by coming here.
They’d not messaged ahead. They didn’t want any communications to be intercepted.
They had checked Bergamot, Tallis, and Wind’s social media accounts. Just to see if there were clues as to whether their lives had been interrupted or not. Things looked OK on the surface. None of their danger codes were in any of their posts. That was promising. But the only post that had been made today was a photo of Kirkleson splayed out on the couch, head up, eyes wide and frantic, in the grips of a frenzy of canine goofiness. That had been made mid morning. Anything could have happened to the household between then and now.
There were no signs of police or other government presence out on the street. The door was intact.
Susan swallowed her worry. She was feeling very tense about this.
Either they were about to be ambushed by agents opening the door, or they were going to be ambushed by family. And either way, the following discussion was one she was not ready for.
She really had no clue how any of it would end.
And the fact that they had a cyborg python and two shambling mounds of nanite clay in the back of the van that needed to find shelter in that house did actually complicate things.
Lesley decided to back into the driveway. And as she paused in the street before putting the vehicle in reverse and turning the wheel, Susan thought she saw the blinds in the front living room window move, as if someone had checked to see what the vehicle was doing.
Now would be an OK time to message, actually.
“I’m going to let them know it’s us,” Susan told the others. “Are you all OK with that?”
“Of course,” Molly said.
Everyone else just nodded.
She sent the message to their group chat, using her phone, “It’s us. For real.” And then she sent her favorite selfie with Lesley. The one with the planet behind them.
As Lesley pulled up on the handbrake and turned the engine off, the van now in the driveway, Susan watched the message and photo become marked as read by Wind. She smiled, imagining Wind’s reaction.
She pretended, for a moment, it was a normal day after coming home from an unexpectedly long trip, and that photo was just a souvenir.
Lesley turned to their friends in the back and said, “I guess you all stay here until we find a way to sneak you in. Probably through the garage. We’ll try not to take long.”
Molly nodded, and said, “May we observe through the Network?”
Lesley looked at Susan, and Susan couldn’t think of any reason not, so she nodded.
“Thank you,” Molly said.
“We will be circumspect,” Manifold added.
Phage just nodded.
Lesley glanced at Susan again and said, “Alright, let’s go in.”
Susan never felt so out in the open and exposed as when she walked from the van to the door of her own house.
Berg was a tall, big, round person, with a balding head and a big white beard, and they dramatically pulled open the door before either Susan or Lesley could knock.
“Come in!” they said, warmly but with some tone of urgency.
The smells of home enveloped Susan and just drew her into the house all on their own. Everything was still in its place.
Tallis was standing just behind Berg, ready to embrace Susan in a hug, and Berg closed the door behind Lesley and hugged her.
Wind was leaning against a banister near the back entrance to the room, smirking. He said, “So, got alien bodies in the back of that stolen van, eh?”
Susan stepped back from Tallis, looked into her gorgeous golden brown eyes, and asked, “Are you OK with guests?”
“What kind of guests?” Tallis asked.
“The queerest guests you’ll find this side of our galaxy,” Lesley said from over Susan’s shoulder.
“I knew it,” Wind snickered.
Tallis and Berg both became very solemn, and Susan’s heart sank.
“We’ve been visited by government agents,” Berg said. “They only asked a few questions and then left, and we haven’t heard from them since, but we’ve basically known where you’ve been since then. Guessed. And it was harrowing and we were terrified for you. And we’re still scared.”
Even Wind sobered up, “Yeah. If you’re here… Could you have been followed? Maybe they’re watching and the van outside has tipped them off.”
“We’ve assumed the latter,” Susan found herself saying, grimly.
“We’re sorry for bringing this into our household,” Lesley said. “But we figured we’d done that already by stepping onto that ship. And you might have already been in custody. We had to check to see if you were OK before…” she couldn’t say what she was going to say. Her eyes teared up and she obviously lost words.
“But, we’re worried about you!” Tallis exclaimed. “By coming here, won’t you get caught?”
Susan let herself smile wryly, then dropped it and said, “Let’s invite our guests in and discuss that. Lesley has a plan, and I don’t think the government is going to bother us so long as we stay in the house. We might need to order a lot of delivery in a week, though. Grocery shopping is going to be risky.”
“Good thing we all do work from home stuff,” Berg said.
Wind waggled his eyebrows. Tips from Wind’s clients would pay for delivery, most likely.
Lesley nodded once and started moving past Susan and Tallis, heading for the door to the garage. She said over her shoulder, “Fair warning. One of our guests looks just like a snake, but she isn’t one. I think she’s closer to mammalian than reptile, but I don’t think either classification really applies to her. And the other two are weirder.”
Following Lesley, Susan looked over her shoulder at Tallis. It was so good to see her vintage clothing, violet hair, and striking piercings again. It had been so good to hug her again. And Berg, standing behind her in their green and red sweater and tan slacks, had a longing and worried look on their face.
Susan said, “Come on. We’re going to have time to catch up and show you all our photos in a bit. And we’ll have some decisions to make, and maybe we can salvage this. But I really need you to meet our new friends.”
“OK,” Berg said.
Tallis tried to smile.
“No,” Susan said. “This is real. This is historic in a way that humanity has never experienced before. Oh, and we have messed it up so bad. But I don’t think there was any other way for it to happen. And you might as well see the good parts of it before the bad things we’ve brought down on this world catch up to you. It’s the least we can do.”
“What kinds of bad things?” Tallis said.
“If we’re not lucky?” Susan responded. “Increased oppression. One government getting the extreme upper hand with technology we’ve tried and maybe failed to keep from it. Outrage that we’re the ones to make contact, and you’re our family. Just the knowledge that aliens are really real, and how that’s going to affect power structures. The whole kyriarchy is going to twist itself into knots, and you’ve probably already seen the beginnings of it.”
Tallis took a deep breath and let it out of her mouth with a huff, then looked back at Berg.
“That’s about the shape of it,” they agreed. “Let’s go do this.”
Wind clapped with enthusiasm, but it didn’t really show on his face. Then he gestured for Susan to lead the way.
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It was decided she’d present herself first, being an obvious living being. And then let Manifold and Phage climb out afterward. She was going to wave to seem more human.
“Oh, wow!” Berg said, upon seeing her. Then immediately they stepped aside and gestured in big sweeping arcs, “Come in! Come in! Quickly! We’ll gawk once you’re safe!”
“Eep!” chirped Tallis, stepping out of the way and incidentally hiding behind Berg.
Wind, in the back of the garage, grinned. But it didn’t look like a friendly or a happy grin. Not intentional. A reflex of some sort.
“Is it OK for us to enter your house?” Molly asked.
Berg blinked, and said, “Yes! Please!”
“Oh, yes!” Tallis agreed.
Wind stepped back and held the door in the back of the garage open, saying, “all the way back, even.”
Molly slithered forward and down out of the van at not her quickest pace. She didn’t want to startle or unsettle anyone further. But she didn’t move slowly, either.
The things that were in the garage were very strange to her. She’d honestly never seen that many belongings in one place besides in someone’s artistry studio. And it had been a shared artistry studio at that. Perhaps that’s what this was.
There were a lot of boxes. But piled on top of and around the boxes were things like a globe, an old metal frame of something that looked like a vehicle, a wooden rack of some sort, a broken chair, an electronic screen, piles of clothes, a pillow, a big metal frame with springs in it, some glassware, and all sorts of other things she couldn’t possibly name. There were some figurines of bizarre proportions on a shelf behind everything, completely out of reach.
But there was a three person wide walkway through all of it, and she wove her way through that and up the short set of stairs to the door that Wind held open.
She paused before Wind to bow her head briefly, and say, “Thank you.” And then she entered the house.
The room she found herself in was undeniably a kitchen. It had no maker, as far as she could tell. There were boxy appliances of various sizes, but from their electrical hums, whines, and vibrations, she was pretty sure they weren’t designed to manipulate matter in any more than one or two ways. She knew these people didn’t have nanites. And the quietest device had knobs on it. No buttons. And there were spiraled iron disks on the top of its surface that she guessed would heat up when it was turned on.
She spent a few moments checking the internet to confirm her suspicions and to learn the vocabulary for each of the things in the room.
She heard Wind exclaim behind her, “It’s like I’m looking at three different genres of movie!”
“I know, right?” Susan said loudly back.
“A literal cartoon, an atomic horror robot, and something from a twenty year old horror flick that can probably change shape and absorb people,” Wind said, voice a bit shakier than intended.
“Well, more of a muppet than a cartoon,” Lesley suggested.
“Sure, sure, but still,” Wind replied.
“Can we all keep moving into the dining room?” Tallis asked.
Molly realized she was blocking everyone’s path and moved further into the house.
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Molly, of course, was draped on a chair rather than sitting in it properly. The chair just wasn’t made for her, but she made do with it, presenting her upper body and head at about the same level as everyone else’s, so she could rest her arms on the table.
Manifold and Phage were able to sit just like the humans. Phage had absorbed its tail to make that easier.
Berg had explained that they had such a big table and so many chairs because they liked to host dinner parties and political gatherings.
Once they were all seated, Tallis said, “OK, so I’m dissociating heavily now, and maybe I’m about to panic. I’m sorry, I’m going to be a bad hostess, I’m afraid. I don’t know how, but I just don’t think I can keep it together.” She turned to Berg and asked, “Is this real?”
“That was my reaction when I first saw Molly,” Susan admitted, leaning forward. “And I actually fainted when I saw Phage.”
Lesley put a hand on Susan’s wrist and said, “I think we should introduce everyone, Sweetie.”
Berg took the initiative and put a hand on their chest and, looking at Molly, said, “Hello, my name is Berg. My pronouns are they/them. I’m sort of a caretaker of sorts around here? A house person? I make sure everyone is fed, you know. By cooking!”
Phage titled its head. There were so many similarities between that greeting ritual and the custom on the Sunspot. Fascinating.
Molly just naturally responded to that, saying, “My name is Molly Rocketcoil. My pronouns are she/her. And I am… I have…” She looked down at the table in thought, and then said, “I am your guest, and I am thankful for it. I have run away from home, and I think that might have been a bad idea. But I can’t go back. So, now I must explore and find a new home, so that is what I do.”
“Oh,” Berg said. Then they looked at Susan and said, “I guess I can see why you brought this one home with you.”
Susan closed her eyes, smiling, and raised her eyebrows. Phage read that as an acknowledgement and a stifling of a laugh.
“I’m Tallis, and my pronouns are she/her,” Tallis offered next, voice trembling a little. “I’m actually an accountant, believe it or not. I help people keep track of their money and do their taxes. Especially queer people who might not have all that much to work with but who find it really traumatizing.” She shrugged, then looked over at Wind.
But Wind gestured at Manifold, since it seemed they were going back and forth.
“I’m Manifold” Molly’s parent said. “I am, or used to be, Molly’s Tutor. I’m her parent. I was assigned to her to help raise her from infancy and to usher her through life until her transition to Crewhood aboard the Sunspot, our original home. I’ll explain further later, but now I like to think of myself as her parent, not her Tutor, according to her wishes. My pronouns are it/its.”
“Oh, I like that,” Wind said. “My pronouns are he/him, but it is a good one. More people should wear it. My name is Fuckwind. Wind for short. I’m a sexworker, mostly cam work. And, I’ll explain that further, later too, if you’d like. Maybe give you a tour of my studio, depending on how long you’re staying.” He then looked at Phage as a prompt.
Phage looked at each of the humans, ending with Susan and Lesley, before speaking. It turned back to Tallis, who’d declared herself a hostess, if apparently a bad one, and said, “I am Phage. My pronouns are it/its. I am not entirely sure what I am, though my sense of identity says I am perhaps Everything, in a manner of speaking. But I will protect this house for as long as I reside within it. Nothing will touch it, or you within it, without your consent.”
Berg turned their head and looked at Phage sideways, and asked, “How can you do that?”
“I do not wish to frighten you,” Phage replied.
“I think it might be a little too late to avoid that,” Berg said.
“Fair point,” Phage said. “Then let me be explicit. I have used my abilities to help Susan and Lesley directly confront a military force, disable their weapons, and intimidate them into retreating. I then ushered them into a tunnel of my own creation and ferried them underground for quite some ways until we found the van that is now in your driveway. And I am currently, simultaneously occupying a mountain top, where I am constructing a radio dish array through which I will transfer myself to Molly’s starship, which is in the sol-terra Lagrange point 4, where I will begin construction of a new landing craft large enough to carry everyone in this room to safety if need be. With your consent, should you choose to accompany us. I wish to give you options, since I have participated in creating ‘this mess’ as Susan calls it.”
The widened eyes and leaning back of the three of Susan and Lesley’s domestic humans alerted Phage that it might have given too much information too quickly.
It looked at Susan and then Lesley for direction.
Lesley said, “Maybe demonstrate what you can do?”
“Are you sure?” Phage asked.
Lesley turned to her family and said, “We trust Phage at this point. It has literally saved our lives. But it is hard to believe what it is saying until you see it for yourselves.”
Berg held up their hand and said, “I think I’d like to see this demonstration, but I think what we’re reacting to is the idea of leaving the planet?” They looked at Tallis and Wind.
Tallis nodded silently.
Wind raised a finger and said, “I am a little scared by the demonstration idea. What did you have in mind?”
Phage saw Susan look at it out of the corner of her eye, with her face pointed down at the table, before she mumbled, “Give it some food, on a plate. Like, something you’d feed any guest, I guess. We all could use some dinner anyway.”
“OK,” Berg said, getting up from the table. “But I still want to talk about this leaving the planet thing.”
“Let’s just start with Phage’s snack, OK?” Susan spoke up a little more. “Then we’ll get to Lesley’s plan, and like Phage said, your participation is purely voluntary. We’ll even leave this house if you don’t like any of it.”
Tallis put her hand out on the table toward Susan, and said, “Baby, this is your home. We wouldn’t dream of pushing you out of it. But – ”
“Sorry, Tallis,” Lesley said, putting her hand gently over hers. “Sorry, but, you need to see just how serious things really are before you commit to anything. You have an idea from your brush with government agents, and all the news going around. But it’s possible that you should, actually, be very angry with us, and chasing us out of this house and distancing yourself from us publicly might be a very valid act for you. One that could save you. We need to let you do that if you have to.”
Susan grimaced and said, “Yes, that.” She looked over at Berg, who was getting something from the large, upright box in the kitchen, and said, “Do you remember when I read the short story Gray Goo by Drex K. Ericsen? I talked about the idea for months. It unsettled me deeply until I realized, thanks to Ericsen’s own notes, that there’s no reason for humanity to ever make self replicating nanites. It’s just not efficient. There’s too much work and complexity to making them in the first place, and they wouldn’t be able to do much else, right?”
“I’m following,” Berg said.
“Oh, yeah, I remember you going off about that,” Wind said. “You were actually excited by the idea at first, then horrified, then dropped it.”
“Well, Molly’s people perfected it before they took to space,” Susan said, gesturing at Manifold and Phage. “They’ve lived countless years with it surrounding them and have survived. It even keeps their plants healthy!”
“This is true,” Molly said.
“It’s basically magic to us,” Lesley offered.
“Yes, exactly,” Sasun said, nodding to her. “But, then, on top of that, Phage here is to Molly’s people what she is to us. And you need to see that. And then the ethical dilemmas we’re facing will become clear.”
Berg returned and put a simple ham sandwich on a plate down in front of Phage, and said, “OK.” Then they walked back around to their seat and began to sit in it. “Should we promise not to scream?”
“If screaming makes you feel better, you should scream,” Phage said. “It will not please me. But that should not be your consideration. This is your home.”
The humans just stared at it, and it found itself confused about their seeming inability to interact with it. 
Did they somehow sense what it was? Or had its words unsettled them that much? 
People were usually stand-off-ish around it, now that it thought about its past. But it had grown used to having a family and people it could talk to. It realized now that only a handful of decades of socializing, and having its own child for part of that, had really altered its sense of order and belonging in the universe. The millennia spent in isolation, speaking only to Monsters through text messages, seemed to have been collapsed into a single memory of “the before times”. 
Time itself had become weird to it, distorted. Which startled it, a being that supposedly represented and controlled the very universal process that made time meaningful in the first place.
Thinking about this, it also understood Molly better. It had gotten a good look at how her psyche worked while it had ridden in her subconscious. But relating what it had seen to its own experiences made it clear in a way it couldn’t see before.
“If I may make an observation first?” Phage said. “I feel like I know how to talk to people from the Sunspot. Molly’s people. But I also feel like I don’t know how to say the right things to you. I am not sure why that is. But, to me, the right things are the things that inform you, and help you to guard and take care of yourselves. You are life. You are beings of awareness and emotion and observation, and compared to me you are very fragile. You are precious and I am enormous and can be clumsy. I need to know how to not hurt you. Is that OK?”
They looked at it with their wide eyes and seemed to nod ever so subtly, hesitantly.
“I am just going to eat this sandwich,” it said. “I will touch nothing else. I will show you what I can do, and then I will show you what my nanites can do. Your table and your plate will not be touched, nor anything else in this house.”
Berg took a deep breath and held Tallis’ hand and said, “OK.”
“My child, Ni’a, the Chaos of Life, taught me this trick,” Phage said. “First, I will increase the flow of entropy in the sandwich. It will decay before your eyes. I could also preserve it indefinitely, but that is harder to demonstrate in a short time.”
As it talked, it did as it said it would, and the sandwich began to grow mold on it and shrivel a bit.
“This necessitates increasing the lifecycle of molds and bacteria on the sandwich, otherwise I’d mummify it,” Phage said. “But I am able to restrict that to lifeforms that are not directly harmful to you, and to keep them to the confines of the plate. This also shows you that life itself comes from what I do, and that I can shape it. In some very fundamental ways, however, you do this, too. Just on a much more subtle level compared to me.”
By the time it had said that, the sandwich had become completely covered in green and was looking a lot less like its original shape. It was also clear that this was having a huge emotional impact on all of the humans. Even Lesley and Susan hadn’t seen this much from it. Susan had felt this ability as if it had been her own, but hadn’t used it quite like this.
“Now it is time to clean the plate,” Phage said. “There will be no trace of mold or bacteria on it, and you will not have to clean it yourselves, but I will not be insulted if you do. This is a demonstration of the nanites I control.”
It reached up with its left hand and put it down on top of the sandwich. Then it engulfed the sandwich, using its limb as a pseudopod, and began to break it and all other organic material connected to it down into its component molecules, leaving the table and plate untouched, like it had promised. On a whim, it did not allow the nanites to consume the matter for energy, however. It stored the matter temporarily instead.
“I could accelerate this with my own abilities if I wanted to, but I am letting the nanites work at their own pace, so that you can see what they do for yourselves. They can be used to construct things as well, however,” It explained. Then it reformed its hand and lifted it from the now empty plate.
Wordless, Berg hesitantly reached out to pick up the plate and examine it. They offered it to Tallis, who waved it away. Wind reached for it and got a chance to feel its surface and look at it at different angles.
“That was scarier than I expected,” Susan whispered.
“And yet, you controlled and commanded this very power,” Phage said.
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“Where’s Kirkleson?” she blurted, looking around.
“Oh!” Tallis said. “Carl is walking him! Taking him for a good long walk. Should be back in a half hour or so.”
Susan looked over at Molly and said, “I guess that’s fortunate. This meeting would be a lot more chaotic right now if he was here.”
“Yeah,” said Wind.
“Oh, boy. What are we gonna tell Carl, though, when he gets back?” Lesley said. “Or should we hide until he goes home?”
Carl was the neighbor’s 17 year old son. He liked to walk dogs for a little extra cash, but also accepted Berg’s cooking in payment, too.
“Well, you’ll miss dinner if you do that,” Berg said.
Lesley looked at Berg like she was trying to project her thoughts at them.
Susan reached out and grabbed her hand and squeezed it, and said, “Your plan.”
“In fact,” Berg said. “I really should have started cooking half an hour ago. But I think I can make it work if I start now.”
“May I show you one more thing before you do?” Phage asked.
“Thank you, but I don’t need to see it,” Berg said. “I’ve got work to do, people to feed.”
“Understood,” Phage said. “I thought it might be informative to watch me reconstitute the sandwich.”
Berg had already gotten up again and was moving toward the kitchen, “I believe you can do it. It’s not necessary. Thank you.”
This demonstration by Bergamont was just so Berg. Susan wasn’t really sure why she was so surprised by it, except that she expected everyone to have wild, unpredictable reactions to the aliens. Perhaps because she’d fainted when she’d first seen Phage. So, as the conversation continued, she found herself watching them start working on dinner.
“I think,” Wind said, “that seeing you recreate the sandwich would be pretty amazing. But the problem is that I’ve been shocked since seeing you in the garage, and I don’t know about Berg or Tallis but I don’t think my body knows how to react anymore. And my brain certainly isn’t processing much except my usual quips, you know?”
“Oh, I feel like I’m thinking clearly,” Berg said. “But I need to think while I cook. This all has implications.”
“Right,” Lesley said, leaning forward and gesturing with her free hand. “Like what would have happened if Molly had landed in any other country?”
“Or contacted the world before landing?” Berg countered.
“Or, what if we’d used the internet to contact people from orbit after she’d picked us up and learned our language?” Lesley added.
Susan felt like this angle of the conversation wasn’t useful or going in the right direction. Since the moment she’d hosted Phage, she’d started seeing broader connections. It was like her usual autistic pattern matching habits had been given booster shots, or a coprocessor.
“Or,” Berg said, “What if she’d passed us all by and our lives kept on going as they had been?”
“We have to remember that this isn’t about what could have been,” Susan said. “Right? Like, you two are talking about imagining the possible consequences of what we do next?”
“Maybe we’re just getting on the same page,” Berg said.
“So, the subtext?”
“Was all over the place, my sweet Fartmuffin.”
“Ah, OK,” Susan took that as a cue to stand down and just let Berg do their thing.
“Fartmuffin?” Molly asked, looking at Susan.
“OK, there, see?” Berg said, pointing from the kitchen. “You probably have some magic translation device like in the shows, but after nearly a month hanging out with our two brightest, there are still communication gaps.”
Lesley leaned toward Molly and said more quietly, “It’s a term of endearment that only Berg uses, and only for Susan. It’s OK.”
“There are always communication gaps,” Susan pointed out.
“Yes, but when they happen over a gulf of power, they tend to get people really hurt. And more than just the two involved,” Berg said, chopping something.
They were right, and Susan and Lesley had already been all over this with Molly, Manifold, and Phage, to varying degrees. She squinted and said, “You’re catching up.”
“Excellent,” they said. One big chop, a brushing of whatever it was into a pile, and then Berg reached for another thing to put under the knife. “So, I’ve got a line of questions, then.”
“Fire away,” Lesley said.
“So, you’ve all had access to the internet, I take it,” Berg stated.
“Yes,” said Phage.
“For at least two weeks?”
“Longer for me. Intermittently for the others.”
“Did any of you read any of the forums or threads where people are talking about what they hope you all will do for humanity, or how they want you to do it?” Berg turned to them and raised their eyebrows. “More importantly. Have you seen how some people are SWATting each other over it?”
“I think you don’t mean ‘slapping’ each other, do you?” Manifold finally spoke up.
“No. SWATting is when you call a SWAT team of police on another person to try to get them killed,” Berg said.
There was a knock at the door.

      [image: ]“I’ll get it,” Molly heard Susan say into the silence after the knock.
She joined everyone in watching Susan get up and start to slowly walk to the door.
“Anyway, Phage,” Berg started saying again. “Let’s say that you and Molly and your people don’t have a history of colonization like we do here, like our country. You’re just here, personally, to say ‘hi’ and move on, but now you’ve seen all this trouble we’re in, and all these people asking for help, and fighting each other over it…”
Susan glared back at them when she reached the door.
Berg fell silent for a second before adding very quietly, “it’s still a problem that you’re here.”
When Susan was sure that everyone was quiet, she got up on tiptoes to peer through a spot on the door. Then she turned back and hissed, “It’s the xenoanthropologist! And agents!”
After all her encounters with Susan and Lesley’s government, Molly had a really hard time processing that they’d just come and knock on the door like they were asking to be guests. She felt a little dizzy at the prospect and turned to Manifold.
“Maybe they finally want to talk like people,” Manifold said out loud for everyone’s benefit.
Molly nodded once, curtly, and said, “I should greet them, then.” And then she started to crawl off of her chair. “Susan, can you wait until I’m near before you open the door?”
“Sure,” Susan said, looking back at her family.
“This will be interesting,” Wind said, nervousness in his voice, obvious even to Molly.
“They can’t hurt any of you,” Phage reminded everyone. “I won’t let them.”
“Yet,” said Berg a bit forcefully.
“I need to be there, too!” Lesley said, and Molly heard her scrape her chair back and nearly run after her.
Lesley reached Susan’s side just as Molly stopped a couple meters away and nodded her ascent to Susan. Susan nodded back and turned to open the door.
Molly had a weird moment where she felt like everyone else was way more tense and nervous than she was. But then she realized that that was her own anxiety projected onto everyone else’s movements, and she smiled at herself. This type of anxiety was old hat for her. She’d faced it every time she’d geared up for an argument with the Crew. And, in the end, when it came to facing these kinds of things, her knowledge of herself was always her best tool. Sometimes her only tool.
And then the door was open and there they were. A person in an olive drab suit with a strange little hat on her head, carrying a thick folder. That was the xenoanthropologist, a woman by Lesley’s descriptions. Next to her was a taller, older looking person in a dark blue suit that looked softer and warmer than the xenoanthropologist’s clothes. And then, behind them were two people in black suits with black lensed glasses on their faces. Sunglasses, yes.
“Hello,” said the woman. “My name is Dr. Samantha Pellington. I believe we met in the Central National Forest last night? This here is His Excellency Weston Bersand, our first ever Xeno-Diplomat. If you will entertain us briefly, these two men, Mr. Vince and Mr. Charleston, will stand guard outside your door to make sure of our safety.”
Susan started to say, “Why should we -”
“Bring them all inside!” Berg shouted.
Susan stepped inside and said, “I think we want none of you darkening our doorstep. Please come in, even you two.”
Molly saw Lesley turn back to face Berg and mouth something that her translator said was, “I thought we don’t talk to cops.”
“This is different, Lesley,” Berg said. Then they said to their new guests, “You’re getting tea. Herbal. You can choose not to drink it. But you’re not staying for dinner, you hear?”
“Understood,” said H.E. Bersand as he crossed the threshold.
Molly drew herself up taller than the tallest of them, right in front of their paths as they entered the house, and found herself looking down into an intimidated Dr. Pellington’s eyes.
“Hello, Molly,” Dr. Pellington smiled and held out her hand. “I am sorry that we didn’t get a chance to talk earlier. My government is giving me the opportunity to rectify that problem.”
Molly was confused by the hand gesture. She’d never seen it before. But, it did look like it was an offering of some sort, and an expectation. And she guessed that she was also supposed to hold her hand out in a similar fashion, which she did.
Dr. Pellington grabbed it and gave it a very gentle downward pull, and then let go.
H.E. Bersand stepped forward then and offered his hand and said, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. I’ve been dispatched with full diplomatic authority to offer you and your people our people’s good will and negotiate with you fully. We needn’t take much of your time tonight. We just wish to open up a dialogue.”
“This isn’t my home,” Molly said to them. “So I cannot offer to you a seat.”
“Sit!” Bergamot commanded from the kitchen.
Molly took that as a cue to move out of the way, sliding over to a corner of the room where she could see everyone, those in the dining room and Berg in the kitchen included.
Susan pointed to the sofa for the Diplomat and Dr. and then led Lesley over to the two remaining chairs, turning to the guards to say, “You can stand where you are, at the door.”
As Susan and Lesley moved the chairs to face the sofa, Molly lowered herself to a more relaxed posture, and stole herself to say something meaningful. But the Diplomat beat her to it.
H.E. Bersand spoke up as he was sitting down next to Dr. Pellington, “I understand that you have offered us some of your technology in exchange for something. Our country would like to know what you mean by that, and what you want. If you could explain that to us right now, we would be very grateful. We are here right now simply to listen to you at the moment. So, if you will, at your leisure.” He nodded and sat back, looking to Dr. Pellington for confirmation of something. 
Dr. Pellington smiled at him.
“We told you we’d contact you from orbit,” Susan said.
“May I speak?” Molly asked her, waiting patiently for her answer.
Susan looked startled at her, and then apologetic, and said, “Yes, of course. I’m sorry.”
This really did remind Molly of talking to the Crew. And, in a way, these people represented the Crew of Susan’s people, so that made sense. It really helped that there weren’t any visible guns present, or any attempts at physical conflict. She breathed in through her nose and licked the air. Yes, these people wore fragrances. They partook in the artistry of others. They were people. A good reminder.
She tilted her head and said, “I am looking for a new home, but I am beginning to learn that I can’t do that here. I am sorry. All I wish to do now is leave.”
H.E. Bersand frowned lightly and blinked, then said, “I don’t think I understand. We would be willing to offer you a place to live, or the freedom to visit from your spacecraft, in exchange for mere gestures of good faith. We did get off on the wrong foot, but we do see the error of our ways, and wish to apologize and change our position with you, offer you hospitality.”
“It’s not that,” Molly said. “It’s that, even though there are so few of us that your species outnumber us greatly,” she was being very careful not to give them any sort of number, as Lesley had advised, “our technology and understanding of the universe is so much more advanced than yours that its presence threatens the stability of your planet.”
“Ah, I see,” H.E. Bersand said. “Perhaps if -”
“I am not going to negotiate with you,” Molly said. “You have not earned the right. From your own planet. Your species.”
H.E. Bersand looked at Lesley and Susan and then back to Molly, “And what if I were to attempt to negotiate with you only for myself? For some purely personal benefit?”
“Then,” Molly said. “I think I would have to request that you leave your planet with me, when I return to my starship, to journey with me. It depends on what you ask for, of course.”
“Is that so?” he looked meaningfully at Susan and Lesley again.
“Where I come from,” Molly explained to him, “we had something we called ‘the Garden’. It was the interior wilderness of our generational starship, a much bigger spacecraft than the one I have in orbit around your sun. That Garden is a full, living ecosystem, and it is very delicate, and we have strict rules for how to interact with it. The very first rule is ‘Do not.’ To me, your planet is very much the equivalent of that Garden, and you and your species are fauna in that Garden. Disturbing you means that I risk disturbing the balance of your whole planet. I’ve already done that. Carelessly. Now I am on to rule number two, ‘Reduce your impact.’ Susan and Lesley here intend to help me do that.”
The Diplomat looked like he was taking great pains to appear measurably disappointed and said, “I see. May we be apprised of your plan, then, so that we may be reassured and may help you in these efforts as well?”
Molly looked at him for a good long moment, trying to assess what he was really thinking about. Everything in her being said that he was withholding something and that he was lying about something. Not even the Crew were this composed, and it unnerved her. But then she wondered if he was intentionally trying to make her feel that way. And then she wondered why he would want to do that.
Also, as they’d all discussed with Lesley about her plan while traveling underground earlier that morning, revealing too much about their numbers or plans or anything to any government official or spy or agent or anyone would risk it all. And Molly figured that applied even here.
Susan yawned.
Molly looked over at her and then at Lesley, and realized that her two friends hadn’t gotten any significant sleep since they’d re-entered the atmosphere of this planet. They’d each taken turns napping in the van as they drove, but it was not anything like what they’d shown they’d needed before.
Dr. Pellington yawned, too. Maybe she’d gotten even less sleep.
“No,” Molly told H.E. Bersand, then. “Not at this time.” She could think of nothing more that was safe to say to him.
“That makes me sad,” he said, standing up. “If negotiations are not in order, then, I think we should be going. Yes, Dr. Pellington?”
The tea hadn’t finished steeping yet.
Dr. Pellington, looking confused and uncertain, started to get up as well. She cast a pleading look Molly’s way, and then started to follow H.E. Bersand toward the door.
But Bersand turned around before the door and said, “I should inform you, however. From what we have seen of you, in action, we agree with you that you represent an existential threat to the people of this planet, Molly. And we are prepared to take extreme actions, even with weapons that we have not yet revealed to you, should you linger or fail to show us your good will. We must do what we must to protect ourselves.” He took a long deep breath and said, “I am going to give you my card. You may, if you change your mind, give me a call at any time while you are still able. There are things I am not at liberty to tell you, as well. But I can say that I cannot promise you more than a day. Farewell.”
The locally important human stepped forward to extend a small piece of paper with printing on it to Molly, which she took. Then, he turned and left.
“Did you just threaten a -” Dr. Pellington could be heard hissing as the door closed behind her and the other agents.
Molly turned to look at everyone else, still holding the piece of paper out with her right arm.
Everyone stared back at her.
Then Susan turned to Phage and said, “They’re going to bomb the city to get to us. And soon.”






  
  Phage


“I can put a stop to that,” Phage offered the household. “But it will continue to escalate things in general. Every action anyone takes now is going to add energy to the storm that’s brewing.” 
“I think you’d better stop it,” Tallis said from across the table.
Wind nodded.
Phage looked around at everyone else and received only assent.
So, it connected itself to the internet and sent a copy of itself out into the world to find a way to track down the order for the bomb and the people and machines carrying out its delivery. Or, in lieu of that happening, whatever it was that this government had in mind. It trusted itself to act quickly and discreetly.
Then it declared to everyone, “I have set myself in motion once again. I am now more deeply entrenched in this world’s complex systems. My actions have already profoundly shaped your future history.”
It looked at Berg to see them frowning and shaking their head.
Lesley stood up and started walking toward the kitchen, advancing on it, saying, “Do you see what’s happening, Berg? We’ve been experiencing this since Molly first landed. It just keeps getting worse and worse. We’re kind of done with philosophy and discourse, trying to figure out how to do things right. Now we’re just reacting to our mistakes and trying to follow our consciences as expediently as possible!”
“Yeah, I can see that,” they said and put their knife down. “I don’t think I’m safe to keep cooking. My hands are shaking too much.”
“I can order out,” Wind suggested.
“We want to show you all the beautiful and amazing things we’ve seen,” Lesley pleaded. “But right now, we’re still waffling between whether we go back to Anchor and just stay there in-system to see if we can come back some day, or do we leave this star altogether?! Like, me and Susan, with Molly and Manifold. And maybe you, if you don’t feel safe here anymore.”
Berg looked up and said, “I heard something about you maybe having a plan? What was it?”
“Well,” Lesley said. “It sort of involved a letter to the whole world, distributed via the internet, and leaving Phage behind. It is a shit plan, but it’s all we’ve got. Susan’s experience with Phage leads me to think that it just might work, though.”
“I’m having a lot of second thoughts about that, too,” Susan said. “It did change me.”
“I have told others,” Phage decided to say, “that when we merge, we will naturally be able to separate again. It is in the nature of conscious beings with different identities to be separate. But that also, we will never be the same again after that. Susan, you have also changed me.”
“I hope for the better,” Susan said.
“Me, too,” Phage replied.
“Can you elaborate on the specifics of the plan?” Berg asked. “I think it will help the rest of us decide what to do.”
“It is your plan, Lesley,” Phage said to her. “But would you like me to reiterate what it is that I am to do, so that you can be sure I have got it right?”
She nodded.
“At first, I will spread,” Phage said. “Not by nanites. I will keep those clusters small and hidden, enough for me to keep my memories fully intact. But I will insinuate myself into as many systems as possible, and wait, observe, and learn. I will listen to the marginalized peoples of this planet. Lesley has explained to me how to start to identify them, but I will try to let them identify themselves. I will also look out for anyone else who is being exploited.”
“This is making me nervous,” Berg said. “It sounds like saviorism.”
“Yes. Lesley warned of that,” Phage said. “Which is why the next step is asking for consent to help. I will show myself to the people who need help the most, and I will ask them if I can help and then what I can do to help them. And I will do no more than they ask. For me, there is no effort, no work, no cost, to do this. And if someone turns me away, I will let them be. I will also make no suggestions unless directly asked for them.”
“What if you end up increasing the chaos in the world by doing this?” Wind asked.
“Then it will have been a mistake,” Phage replied. “But, I am very, very good at suppressing chaos in subtle and broad ways. It is the nature of my being to control such things. It is my metabolism.”
“Why?” Tallis asked.
“I don’t know,” Phage said. “Why were you born the way you are?”
“No, I mean, why do you want to do this?”
“Because, for me, existence is pain,” it confessed. It hoped that the things it told Morde back on the Sunspot would not blow up in its face here, amongst aliens, but it had nothing else to say, really. It had just been asked what it was, and this is what it had to say. “I have a dysphoria of consciousness. It hurts to be aware. And I am also very lonely. I have been lonely for as long as I can remember, and in pain from being aware of things. And when I talk to others, no matter how good their life has been, they do seem to share some of these pains. But the people who have had it worse suffer so much more because of the injustice of being born to agony while others are not. And, to me, there is no greater salve for all of that than to help other beings, and to help them help others. It is an imperfect solution. It doesn’t resolve the injustices. But it’s something. It makes me less lonely.”
“There’s a wrinkle,” Lesley interjected, clearly worried enough to interrupt everyone’s processing of those words. “Not to Phage’s motives, but our plan.”
“What is that?” Tallis asked.
“We’re stuck behind physics. Even with Phage warping it all to its ability, we can’t get a landing craft here until fourteen days from now. And then, we have to land it and board it,” she explained.
“There is an emergency exit for you,” Phage reminded her.
“Yes,” Lesley said, skewering it with doleful eyes. “But none of us who have living bodies want to take it.”
There was a thump from the kitchen, and everyone looked to see Berg, both hands pressed into the counter, shaking.
“No,” Berg said. “I don’t care what kind of danger we’re in. No. Someone needs to tell you ‘no’, Phage. You are the power in the room, so I’m talking to you, but this extends to Molly and Manifold as well. No.”
“But -” Lesley tried to object.
“No. Listen,” Berg insisted. “Every second that you stay on this planet, Phage, is another repeat of the first mistake you, and Molly, and Manifold made, landing on it in the first place. Every time you present yourself to a person you hope to help, you are making another first contact. And I know this is the blink of an eye to your ancient civilization, but we have had hundreds of years of experience with first contacts. Thousands! And every time it has happened, it has ended in tragedy. Maybe there is a way for two peoples to meet and share an equitable exchange. Maybe someone’s ancestors did that, and they have stories of it. But this is not that. You seem to recognize consent, and I hereby revoke it.”
Phage saw the horror and confusion in Susan and Lesley’s eyes when it glanced at them, and Molly’s crestfallen look, but it had no choice now in the matter. It said to Berg, “Very well. How would you like us to leave?”
Berg finally looked up at it, and said, “Death would be the fastest and safest way, but I can’t bring myself to ask that of anyone. As soon as you can, take every trace of yourself off this planet, please.” They stood up straight, “And I suppose that, while you are here, you can stay in this house if everyone else agrees to it, and you can stop them from bombing this city. Those will be acts of keeping as low a profile as you can and cleaning up your mess.” They looked meaningfully at Susan and Lesley, and said, “We, too, have rules about taking care of our wilderness. ‘Pack it in, pack it out,’ we say. You take your shit with you. But you also don’t take. Removing Lesley and Susan from their natural habitat would be cruel and an act of unbalancing the place you have visited. But it’s complicated, and I guess it’s up to them. But I’m staying.”
Susan let out a long breath, and Lesley put her forehead in her hand.
“When you came to live on the Sunspot, Phage,” Manifold said, “It was we who reached out and invited you and asked you for help. And you have said that you lost all of your memories when you came through that Tunnel. Maybe there are reasons for this.”
“Indeed,” Phage replied, remembering this.
“Fuckwind,” Berg forcefully spoke over them both. “What do you think about pizza?” Then they looked at Molly and asked, “Can you eat pizza?”
Fuckwind pulled out his phone and started poking at the screen.
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Susan didn’t know what Phage did to prevent it from falling on them, and she didn’t ask. No one did. For some reason, they felt like it would be in violation of Berg’s wishes to ask. Like, maybe it was Berg’s place to do so at this point, and they were choosing not to. Berg didn’t usually dominate the household like this, but the way they had taken a stand against Phage had set the tone for the following two weeks.
But, it felt like the bomb was still going to drop the whole time they were there, even after Phage had assured them it had stopped it.
Carl brought Kirkleson home, but after the visit from the government they all decided it was best to stop Carl at the door and tell him that they had a family emergency they had to deal with. In case the bomb didn’t drop, they wanted to keep Carl from being too closely connected to the alien “existential threat”. Wind hung out with him in the front lawn, talking to him loudly about his hobbies until the pizza showed up, so they could give him a few slices. Carl was really into making electronic music, and that intersected with Wind’s expertise in recording nicely. They always had things to share with each other.
Kirkleson was happy about the guests. The house frequently had guests, so it was routine for him, even if they probably smelled very strange to him. 
And for the rest of the time, they tried to distract themselves from their fears by telling stories about their pasts, sharing Lesley and Susan’s photos from their trip to space with Molly, and enjoying things like the sun streaming in through the windows in the morning while eating breakfast.
Molly and Manifold carefully examined every meal using Manifold’s nanites to analyze the chemical compositions, and nixed any ingredients that were poisonous to Molly, or removed them from her dish before she ate them. There were a few. But everyone was used to this kind of behavior from Susan, and she had to smile at the ritual. She felt she understood it.
And they studiously stayed away from the news, whether from official sources or from the darkest corners of the internet. It would have been good to be aware of developments and potential dangers. But they just couldn’t bear looking.
Phage kept giving updates on how far the ripples of their actions had reached, and asked Berg permission to mitigate the effects. And each time it did that, none of them wanted to read or hear anything further about it. It was too overwhelming. Sometimes Berg gave permission for intervention. Sometimes they didn’t. Usually they did, though. Very grumpily.
These ripples included actions that other countries were taking. It was now known that this country was harboring an alien from outer space with advanced technology, and the international community was literally taking up arms about it. Those countries that were capable of it, at least. Those that weren’t, or communities of people whose land were occupied by countries they didn’t agree to, also found ways of speaking up.
“This is your lesson,” Berg would say, every time Phage would mention something that could come back to them directly or indirectly. “And when you leave, these ripples will continue unabated.”
“I know,” Phage would reply, every time. “I do not actually need to learn this lesson. I am this lesson, but I will leave.”
Eventually, Berg said, “Perhaps you need to learn yourself.”
Susan wanted to grab Berg by the shoulders and shout, “This is why we can’t leave entirely! We can’t let this planet self-destruct over this! There are people here who do not deserve it! How can you, one person, turn away the power that could stop global climate change?” But she couldn’t figure out how to make that work out.
She kept going over that interaction in her mind, and all its possible permutations. But she knew Berg too well, and also herself, and she didn’t want to suffer the rift that would put between them. Not when she herself was about to leave, possibly forever.
Holy crap, how had she come to this conclusion? To leave.
Every step of the way, since she’d learned of the possibility of having to leave her home, she’d questioned it. She’d striven for a solution that would allow her to stay. And honestly, she still could. She could still choose to stay and face whatever consequences came falling down upon her head for doing so.
But ever since she’d touched Phage’s power and had wielded it to hold soldiers at bay, and to intimidate them into leaving her and her friends alone, she could see the path that she was going to take.
And maybe, ultimately, that’s why she couldn’t face Berg about turning Phage away. She was leaving. She no longer had a stake or a say in the future history of the planet.
Did she?
She really didn’t know if her thinking was clear on the matter at all. But she felt like she just didn’t have the right to speak up, regardless. And she could tell she would probably tear herself up about that for the rest of her life, too.
She managed to say her goodbyes, though. And she noticed that Lesley did, too, separately. There’d be time for a group farewell, later, they hoped. But talking one on one with family was important.
For safety reasons, the others outside of their household would have to receive messages. They already had encryption set up for sensitive messages throughout the polycule. Wind had made sure of that. So, it was text only for those interactions.
Susan ached for the touch of her loved ones, and already felt so alone.
So, one afternoon, she sat down on the back porch where Tallis was drinking her tea, and leaned against her, shoulder to shoulder, and just soaked up that contact. Tallis leaned back hard.
“It’s been a weird, beautiful, ugly life,” Tallis said.
“It’s going to get so much weirder and uglier,” Susan said, after swallowing a few sudden tears.
“Can you imagine the beauty of living to see that, though?” Tallis asked.
Susan’s deep breath shuddered heavily and she said, “I don’t think that contradictory philosophy is going to help me right now, Tallis. I just don’t want to see any more people get hurt, and I’ve been trying to do things to stop that from happening, and it all just gets worse.”
“You could stay and keep fighting,” Tallis said.
“I’m spent,” Susan said. “We both are, Lesley and I. We’ve been. It’s why we were camping, you know.”
“You could be spent here.”
“Tallis, my dear love,” Susan leaned away from her to face her and say this with sincerity and gravity, “I’m trans. I don’t know exactly how I’m trans. Or I do and it’s hard to explain, but I’m not a woman. And I think that’s why I hooked up with Lesley in the first place, and she has to go. We need each other right now, and we need… to… not be on this planet.”
Tallis blinked at her and said, “I understand the trans part, and even the not being able to explain it part. And I’ve definitely felt that way about this world. But I don’t understand the actual leaving part.”
“It’s hard. It’s so hard,” Susan choked out. She took several quick breaths and flapped her hands helplessly, trying to figure out which set of words to start with first.
“Everything is scary right now,” Tallis said, looking out over their backyard, where Kirkleson was rolling in the sun. “You tangled with the military, face to face, and they know who you are. So I’m guessing you’re scared for your life. And we’re in danger from that now, too. I can see that.”
“That’s a huge part of it,” Susan said. “I can’t see how we aren’t branded traitors by now. They’re willing to bomb a city full of people to get to us!”
“It’s so hard to imagine.”
“Is it really? You know our country’s history. They’ve done it before, abroad and on our own soil, and then rewrote history to help us all forget!”
“Mmm.”
“But, here’s the other part of it,” Susan said. “I’ve never had a chance to live as who I really am. I haven’t even fully discovered it yet. But, I haven’t. There’s been this ache inside of me my whole life, this need, this yearning, this deeply traumatizing hole. And if I stay here to die, branded as a traitor, I’ll never have a chance to experience relief from that. I’ll never get to find out what I really am. And I’d rather do that here, yes! Amongst the people I love and humanity itself, it would mean more. More to be seen for what I am. But we don’t have the medicine for me here. We don’t even have the cultural framework for it.”
Tallis furrowed her brow and stared at Susan, asking, “What do you mean?”
“I think maybe I should show you,” Susan said, starting to get up from her seat to go get Manifold. But then she stopped, remembering she could talk to it right then. So she sent the message, “Manifold? Can you send me a small clump of nanites? Something about the size of this mug of tea I’m holding.”
“Yes,” Manifold replied.
“Just a couple moments,” Susan told Tallis, who nodded and sipped her tea.
After a bit, Manifold arrived at the back door and propped it open. It didn’t show itself outside, but instead a small clump of nanite clay the abstracted shape of a four legged animal trotted out and curled itself up on Susan’s lap. Then Manifold closed the door again, retreating further into the house.
Tallis was awed enough by that demonstration, but Susan held up a finger for her to pay attention.
She said, “Now. I can control these too, you know, because I have a neural terminal in my body. I’m connected to them like Molly is.” And then she put her mug of tea down and picked up the now smooth ball of nanite clay with both hands. “Now, I’ve only ever talked to Lesley about this, because it’s embarrassing. And even within the trans community, people get ostracized for this. I’m so sorry, I don’t even expect you to understand it, and you’ve been my partner for longer. I just… I really hope you do. It’s just that some things you can only really talk about to someone who’s having a similar enough experience, you know?”
Tallis put a hand on Susan’s arm and said, “I understand the need to hide things even from your closest family until you’re ready. We all do, here. That’s why we’re a family. But I need to remind you that we live with Fuckwind. I might understand it more than you think.”
“OK,” Susan said, looking down at the clay before holding it aloft to Tallis’ eye level. “I’ve never really identified with any of the words people use for this. It’s just been who I am, long before those communities started. But, I’m not just a different gender, Tallis. I’m pretty sure I’m not meant to be entirely human, and I don’t know why.”
And she started working the nanite clay the way that Molly showed her how to do.
“You know how sometimes someone will bring in a wild animal that has a broken limb or something?” she explained. “But, when the animal gets better, it ends up that it has become dependent on that person. Maybe it’s impressed upon them, sexually, like ostriches do. Maybe its limb didn’t heal quite right, and it will never survive in the wild.”
The clay became a little model of her own naked body, if a little younger, just as she had a tendency to visualize herself in her dreams. But then, she started to shape it to look like what she saw when she looked into a mirror in her dreams, and what she felt like her limbs, torso, and head should look like now. There was a tail.
“I think Molly did that for Lesley and me, and I don’t think we can survive on Earth anymore, even if the government doesn’t come after us,” Susan said.
Susan closed her eyes to inhabit the nanite clay doll to feel what it was really like. And from the vantage of her body’s outstretched hands, she stretched the limbs that felt so right and turned to look at Tallis, and then shrugged.
Being careful to use her own original mouth, she said, “This is me. This is what I am. This is what my body really feels like when I’m not noticing it has bare skin and limbs like a primate, and… And the wrong reproductive organs.”
From this perspective, Tallis was so huge. It was dizzying, but amazing to watch, as her partner leaned forward with open mouth and wide eyes to examine her more closely. Tallis’ face alone, from chin to hairline, towered over her.
“You’re otherkin?” Tallis asked.
Susan opened her eyes and lowered her hands, to look at Tallis from the same general height again. “I don’t like that word,” she said. “Not for me. But, yes, basically. Transhuman might be a better term. I don’t know. But, what I am is this.”
“A wolf. A wolfboy?”
“I don’t think gendered words are appropriate, actually,” Susan said, looking down at her little exobody. “Boy and man don’t feel right. Butch feels closer. A wolfbutch. Or something like that. But, definitely something that can get Lesley pregnant if she wants it. And you should talk to her about that. Well, she’ll probably tell you.” Susan smiled slily at Tallis.
“Oh, I see,” Tallis said, pulling her lips together gently. Then she put her fingers to her mouth, breathing sharply, and staring at Susan’s nanite clay doll, and said, “you know. You do make so much more sense to me now that you tell me this. And I can see why you went camping so much.”
“Right?”
Tallis rubbed some snot from her running nose and asked, “So, do you have a change of name or pronouns in mind? Maybe something I can learn before you go?” 
Her voice broke during that last sentence, though, and they both fell into a long, sobbing hug. Susan let her nanite doll fall to the ground. She’d get it later.
“I’m so sorry,” Susan said after a while. “I didn’t mean to do this. I really didn’t.”
Tallis pulled back, hands on Susan’s shoulders, and looked her sternly in the eyes, “You didn’t do anything. And neither did Molly. This is just who and what you are. You got that?”
Susan nodded. Then she said, “I don’t really feel like having a different name or pronouns yet. Maybe someday, but you can always know me as Susan, OK?” She shrugged, and added, “I’m still a dyke, anyway, you know?”
Tallis smiled through her tears and said, “Oh, I get that. Now. Go tell Berg and Wind, OK? They’ll get it.”
“OK, I’ll do that.”
“Wait, though. Can Molly’s technology really help you experience that? Really help you be that?”
Susan nodded and said, “Yes.” She was certain of it, from everything she’d seen and been told. But she just kept it to a simple yes.
“Then,” Tallis said, “You have to. One of us from this planet has got to experience that. You go do that. Please! And if you get to write home about it,” she took in a shuddering breath, “please do that, too.”

      [image: ]While Susan and Lesley were reconnecting with their family and spending their last two weeks with them, Molly found herself worrying about Phage, and Berg’s reactions to it.
She spent some time with her crew picking out a landing spot for the new drop ship. And they worked on developing plans for how to meet it there and leave the planet. With Phage with them, they did feel like they were going to be successful, in any case. So, maybe they spent less time on all of that than absolutely necessary.
And Manifold occupied itself with researching the cultures of the planet through the internet, so it was quiet a lot of the time, unless anyone asked it what it was up to. Then it would happily talk at length about what it was learning. Molly asked it why it was doing that.
“I want to learn as much as I can about where Susan and Lesley come from,” it said. “I’m making an archive, so you can refer to it anytime you want. But also, they’re going to want it with them, too, someday. I’m also collecting a movie, music, and literature archive, material from all over their world. And food recipes, to add to what we’ve already collected. We need to help them thrive as best we can.”
“They’re going to miss their family so much,” Molly said. “I wish we could stay.”
“You know why we can’t,” Manifold responded.
“Yes,” Molly confirmed. “And they’ve explained clearly why they must come with us, too. That doesn’t stop me from wishing. I can imagine a life that would be better for all of us, even if the critical people refuse to.”
“The problem is that you have to learn what their visions are, and consent to them, and there are billions of people on this planet. We even have that trouble on the Sunspot, despite all being connected at the psyche via the Network. It’s more work than a lifetime. Even mine.”
“Yes, I know,” she said. “I need to go talk to Phage now.”
It was in the garage, sitting in a corner. While it had collected alloy dust from Spindrift to give Manifold its full clay body, it kept its own exobody pure nanites. It was dark and nearly invisible in the shadows where it sat.
Of course, Molly didn’t have to go there to talk to it. They could meet in a Network space. But she did enjoy the physicality of the material world, and wanted to experience some of what it was choosing to experience when she talked to it.
“I’m managing my extensions,” it said as she opened the door and entered the unlit garage.
“May I talk to you?” she asked.
“Yes, of course,” it replied from the darkness it hid in.
“Do you regret coming here?” she asked.
“No.”
“Why not?”
“It may be a flaw in me, but I do not appear to be able to regret many things,” it explained. “Whatever happens, happens. But I am also learning that I may not have as much autonomy as I have once thought. That lesson is a valuable one.”
“What do you mean?”
“If I am inhabiting a system, and someone who belongs to that system says ‘no,’ I cannot violate that ‘no’. It’s humbling, but it explains a lot about what I’ve been and done.”
“That’s very strange,” Molly observed.
“It is, I agree,” Phage replied. “And, also, I know that I can push, and make it known that I disagree with someone’s wishes, even through a ‘no’, but that’s very limited and it actually kind of hurts. But if they know the right ‘no’s to say, they can shape my very will. That can change my motives to match theirs. Susan did that to me. And I’m trying to figure out what that means.”
“That sounds uncomfortable and invalidating,” Molly said. “If I experienced that, I would question my very existence, I think.”
“Can I ask you something, Molly?” Phage asked.
“Yes, please.”
“Why are you treating me like a person? I’m obviously not one. It’s probably dangerous to think of me as one.”
“When you were talking to Berg and Tallis, trying to explain what you were, you said you were lonely,” Molly said. “I’m lonely, too.”
Molly was afraid she’d insulted it, or scared it, or made it uncomfortable, because it was silent for a long time after she said that. But she wasn’t sure if she should say more. After some time, she decided maybe she should leave, so she turned toward the door.
Before she got to it, Phage said, “Did you just ask to be my friend?”
She thought about that and realized that she had, so she said, “yes.”
“Thank you,” it said. And she moved further toward the door, but it asked, “Do you want to be friends just because we’re both lonely?”
“Phage,” she stopped and looked at it. “Our relationship and history is too complicated and violent, currently, to want to be friends for any other reason. But I think we can be friends. Phage? Do you ever have weird questions you want to ask people but don’t get the chance to?”
“I’ve never figured out how to put them to words, because I never thought I’d find someone I could ask,” it replied.
“Ask me. I probably can’t answer, because I don’t know nearly as much as you do. But if you ask me those questions, I’ll feel less lonely.”
“OK, I’ll do that,” it said. “Hey. Can you ask everyone if they’d like me to cook breakfast tomorrow? I haven’t done it since I left the Sunspot, and I miss cooking breakfast for my family there. Of course, I still do cook breakfast for them there, but I think you know what I mean. I’m not bad at it, and I can follow recipes.”
“I’ll do that,” Molly smiled.

      [image: ]Phage is certainly not an infallible being, and it has its limits. Those limits are flexible and fuzzy sometimes, and it can change them in exchange for restricting itself further in other ways. It can copy itself, but it usually chooses not to because those copies grow apart from it and there can be conflict. Usually, that conflict starts out as fairly subtle. At some point, it can be enough of a rift that it may not be able to merge with that copy again. At least, that’s what it suspects. So it does everything it can to avoid that kind of thing.
The time scales over which these things might become dangerous are usually much larger than it was concerned with during Molly’s first contact with Susan and Lesley’s home planet. Otherwise, it would have made impaired children of itself, lesser beings with restricted abilities and motives. 
As it was, it had set out for its second copy to meet with its original self on the mountain top where it had built the radio array and merge before beginning the dismantling processes. The nanites there were programmed to dismantle anything that was not part of the mountain and then self-destruct. Which they began to do on their own.
That happened successfully. And that merged version of itself continued to take instructions from the copy that was residing with Susan and Lesley’s family, working to mitigate global disaster and any danger to that household.
When the new landing craft was finally ready to land, piloted by yet another copy of Phage, Phage would retract itself fully to the nanite body present with Molly and her crew and merge there. And then, upon boarding the landing craft, it would merge again.
It was confident that these mergings would not be a problem.
But there was a hiccup.
Something went wrong.
It missed something.
It had made mistakes before on the Sunspot. Mistakes that had cost people lives. So, this shouldn’t come as a surprise.
So, it turned out that keeping the governments of the world at bay for two weeks was relatively easy. Politics and bureaucracy usually both did an excellent job of delaying actions naturally, and all it had to do was weight those conflicts in the right direction. Simple.
It had a harder time keeping people from rioting. It had apparently done so while aboard the Sunspot, but that was a much smaller system, physically and psychically, and it had been there much, much longer. But, it turned out that riots and demonstrations around the world served to distract the governments, and helped keep them from acting quickly to seize power over Molly somehow. In some cases, it seemed to spur them, but again, once the motion entered the smaller arena of political and military offices, Phage was able to head it off at the pass.
Another thing that it was doing, with the consent of everyone in the household, was allowing the bugs and surveillance equipment that had been placed on the house to remain in perfect operational condition. And then it did things to leak some of those recordings to the public. This really served to frustrate and stymie Susan and Lesley’s national government, because those recordings tended to show a candid view of their life in that house. And what the public saw was sympathetic.
It painted a picture of a group of people talking about some of them leaving the planet for good with three alien beings, who were also genuinely speaking about reducing their impact on the planet. This was sad to a lot of people, and disheartening, because they wanted to benefit from the alien’s presence. Others cheered. But it certainly didn’t look threatening or scary in any way.
And the Domestic Intelligence Agency had to keep chasing those leaks and look for moles, which was very distracting.
Finally, it had constructed the replacement landing craft with better stealthing and even some countermeasures, in case it might be attacked on its way into and out of the airspace of the city. It did this with an intimate knowledge of all the military technology of the planet. An advantage that Molly and Manifold had not had.
The vehicle still looked a lot like Spindrift, because it knew that Molly would appreciate that. She might even give it the same name, it thought.
It was very focused on these accomplishments and proud of them, and newly merged when it alerted everyone of the approach of the landing craft. 
It was time to move, and they gathered in the garage, with the outer door of it open, to say their final goodbyes, while Manifold got the van ready to go.
Fuckwind, then, insisted on hugging Molly. And when he did that, the others moved to do so as well, giving her a group hug, which Susan and Lesley joined last. Phage felt that Molly was utterly flustered and didn’t know what to think of the bother of it, especially since the others coming in hadn’t asked consent. But being the center of this physical contact filled her with a feeling of contentment and relief that was so strong she couldn’t do anything but hug back.
Which is when people with guns started to uncover themselves all around them, stepping out from behind neighbors’ houses and cars, or even from their own house. 
And more worryingly, two large trucks pulled up to block the van’s exit.






  
  Lifting Anchor


Susan had the side of her face pressed into the back of Lesley’s right shoulder, eyes clenched shut, arms wrapped around as much of her family as she could, and Molly’s tail lying between her feet, when she heard a soft click behind her. 
“Down on the ground! Now!” a voice shouted in her ear, and she flinched.
But while she felt startled, she didn’t feel afraid. There might be physical violence. She had a vision of being smacked hard on the back of the head with a rifle butt. But even that didn’t scare her. The emotion just wasn’t available, and she was a little confused by that.
She felt everyone’s muscles tense, but nobody moved to do anything.
Then she heard Berg’s voice respond loud and clear, “Put your guns away. They will be useless to you here.”
A chorus of clicks and soft cussing from all around them followed that.
And Phage said, “Fascinating.”
Which was followed by someone shouting, “Shit!” and the strange sound of metal making quick contact with nanite ooze.
Susan opened her eyes to see a woman in black heavy combat gear turn to aim her rifle at the garage, where Susan last remembered seeing Phage. And behind her, the van’s suspension creaked and a man shouted.
She dropped her arms and turned around to see Manifold holding a soldier up in the air by the front of his vest, while reaching out to grab another man who was desperately trying to shoot it with an already jammed gun. Two more soldiers were charging Manifold with their rifle butts ready to use as cudgels. A couple of military grade trucks blocked the van’s exit, and people were pouring out of them.
And looking at this, her confusion bloomed. The military had to have known that their guns wouldn’t work. But, on the other hand, there were so many of them, and they’d effectively barricaded any escape. Were they planning on just burying her family under a pile of violent bodies? Yet they also had to know that the nanite swarms that Manifold and Phage controlled were monstrously dangerous and could not be contained.
“There’s going to be another EMP!” she heard her voice shouting.
“No there isn’t,” Berg said.
She whirled to see her family disengaged from their hug, facing their foes and looking as confused as she was, with Molly ducking in the middle of them. But Berg was standing where they’d been during the hug, facing her and looking at her with a firm expression.
Berg inclined their head at her and said, “This is a demonstration. Remember it. Take it with you. Let it keep you warm.”
Wind and Tallis span to look at Berg in alarm, and they were just as taken aback by the expression on their face as Susan was. Lesley glanced over her shoulder then, too.
“Get in the van, Susan, my love. Lesley, dearest, go. Keep Molly safe,” Berg continued. They turned to look behind them. “Phage! Clear the people! Manifold! Move the trucks!”
Soldiers were shouting and hitting pavement with their torsos, shoulders, elbows, and knees all around, guns clattering almost comically. Phage moved phenomenally fast, and sometimes appeared to be in more than one place at a time, and maybe was. But people were also mistepping and colliding with each other all on their own. And Susan caught a glimpse of a soldier’s boot falling apart at the seams.
Of course! Phage would cause critical things to fail, even boots.
She dove for the back doors of the van and opened the left one while Lesley got the right, and they made eye contact with each other.
“Molly,” Susan could hear Berg saying in the midst of the violence. “We are sorry that we could not greet you under better circumstances. This planet is not safe for you. If you are still alive and nearby when it is, we will contact you. But do not wait around for it. And leave quickly. We are holding the others at bay as best as we can. Go!”
Susan pushed Lesley towards the driver’s seat and turned to help a wild eyed Molly into the van. Not that the snake needed any assistance with her balance or taking a step, but it felt like the right thing to do, and Molly seemed reassured by the hand.
She looked up, feeling her body begin to shake, and a weird, indescribable feeling taking over, to see Berg standing between Tallis and Wind, smiling sadly after her.
Their attackers were either unsuccessfully trying to get up off the ground, apparently dizzy beyond function, or just choosing to lie in place, and Phage had moved toward the front of the van already.
A rocket flew high overhead and just kept going out over the nearby bay, its engine petering out quickly. That would have been the EMP.
She craned her head out of the van and looked left, Westward, and saw in the clear sky, way off in the distance, the vapor trail of something that had entered the atmosphere.
“Lesley!” She shouted back into the van. “It’s time to go!”
Then she nodded at Berg, who nodded back and put their hands on Tallis and Wind’s shoulders as they turned to watch her close the van’s doors. She smiled back, and pulled the doors shut with all her weight.
The van had no seats in the back. They’d removed the one set that had been there, to make room for the two nanite bodies and the space snake. Molly was already curled up to one side, holding onto a couple of passenger handles with her hands.
“I think we’ve got my family’s blessings,” Susan tried to say as she passed by Molly, but it came out an utter mess of gibberish and sobs. So she sent that via the Network to everyone in it.
The van’s engine sputtered to a roar as she turned and collapsed into the passenger seat and reached for the seatbelt.
She looked out the windsield to see Phage dragging incapacitated people out of the way of the van, while Manifold tackled the problem of the trucks.
In the distance she heard the sound of VTOLs and the unmistakable thumps of mechs marching on pavement. They’d have to move soon.
Manifold decided to take the method of least resistance with the trucks, and went about moving one of them sideways, away from their driveway. It shrank its body in size while it extended a slick of nanite ooze out under the truck’s wheels to act as lubricant, then it started pushing. 
And when Phage was done moving people, it joined Manifold, undoubtedly adding its control of physics to the job.
The two of them ended up pushing the truck into a neighbor’s car and both of the vehicles up onto the sidewalk on the other side of the road. Enough room for Lesley to pull the van out onto the road to the right, which she then did and stopped to let Manifold and Phage jump onto the back bumper of the van.
When the rear of the van dropped under the weight of Molly’s elders, Lesley hit the gas and they were off.
“Too bad this isn’t a moving rental,” Susan said in a daze.
Lesley bent over the wheel, sputtering with laughter. “Please!” she protested. “I’m driving!”

      [image: ]Molly watched Manifold and Phage slowly ooze through the corroded seals of the back door of the van and reconstitute themselves on the inside. They were only halfway in when Lesley took a sharp turn to the left, but that didn’t seem to sway them or slow their progress.
“Sorry!” Lesley said. “Trying to avoid being cut off by the mechs!”
“We’re going to need to ground those VTOLs, or they might engage our spaceship!” Susan broadcasted.
“I will ask for permission to do that,” Phage replied.
“How?!” Susan shot back.
“Focus on driving and navigating. I’ll explain later,” Phage said. “But I think you’re already guessing correctly. Anyway, the ship has some added tricks now.”
“I’m beginning to think that technology isn’t the measure of a people’s ability,” Manifold said.
“It really isn’t,” Phage agreed. “But it can provide an edge. It is not nothing.”
“Mmm.”
“Nothing is ever as clear cut and simple as any amount of words,” Phage said. “Even entire stories fall short.”
“I can see that is true just trying to remember my own life,” Manifold replied.
“Is that something you do very often?” Phage asked.
“No, but I probably should,” Manifold said.
“Me, too.”
“You are very strange for a localized manifestation of entropy,” Manifold observed.
Phage just laughed once and gave it an incredulous look.
This banter was doing a lot to help Molly relax and focus her thoughts. She wondered if Phage was facilitating it with Manifold just for that sort of purpose. And Phage winked at her.
Manifold looked over at her and asked, “How are you doing? Will you be able to fly?”
Molly looked inward and examined her physical and mental state and reported, “I am ready. Especially once I get in the seat. I miss it.”
Then Phage asked, “What’s it like?”
She looked confused at it and asked back, “You’re flying it right now, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Phage said. “But that is a different me, and I also think it’s different for you. I shrink myself down to fit into things like the landing craft. You expand yourself to fly it.”
“I find it hard to describe,” Molly admitted. But she really tried to find the words for it. “When I am flying the landing craft, I allow myself to become the ship, and my mind grows to understand it. I can sense every sensor, feel every fluctuation, and I can see all directions at once. I no longer feel my body, except as a tiny extension of the whole vessel. And sliding through the air in it is just like sliding through the grass when I’m on the ground. It’s intuitive and… and… really, it is glorious. It is better than any dream I’ve had, and yet, like a dream, when I disconnect I forget most of it.”
“Would being able to remember make it better?” Phage asked.
“No, I don’t think so,” Molly said, trying to imagine that. “I think it would make me yearn to get back in the pilot seat even more. And I don’t need to be a ship my whole life.”
Susan leaned over to turn and look back at them and said, “Can I ask a weird and kind of embarrassing-to-me question?”
“Of me?” Molly asked.
“Whoever can answer.”
Molly looked at Phage and Manifold, and they both shrugged and nodded.
“Can your medicine…” Susan started, then scrunched up her face to think of better words. “How much can it change a person’s body? Like, how different could one of us look or, well, function, theoretically?”
“Do you want to answer this, Molly, or should I?” Manifold asked her. It had never done that before. It usually just answered.
Molly was feeling better about listening than talking right then, though, so she nodded to it.
“By the time we left the Sunspot, no one had really pushed it to its limits yet,” Manifold said. “Of course, we can perform significant surgeries and alter someone’s form or function rather quickly that way, but those are mostly cosmetic in nature to begin with, removing tissue, reconfiguring it, or adding newly grown tissue and organs using stem cells. And, of course, we know more about our own bodies and how they work than, say, yours. We could certainly help you heal if you get seriously hurt, but there would be more risk. However, the Nanite Innovation really expanded what we’re capable of doing, but those techniques also take much longer. Sometimes decades. Why do you ask?”
“Well,” Susan said, looking around and checking out the windshield to see where Lesley was going.
It seemed to Molly like she wasn’t actually going to answer. Susan’s eyes darted around and rested on different sights as if she was thinking about anything but what she was asked to say. But then she gave a little shrug as she was looking off into the sky at what might have been the landing craft and spoke up.
“I’d really like to be able to get Lesley pregnant some day,” she said to the sky.
“Susan!” Lesley exclaimed. “I am driving!”

      [image: ]Phage had been astute and observant enough to pick a day and a time during which the traffic of the city would be at its lightest, and the park that Lesley and Susan had picked for a landing place would be least likely to have many people in it.
They did have to weave through some traffic. And law enforcement did try to chase them a couple of times. However, Lesley was good enough at driving to avoid crashing, and Phage was allowed by its hosts on the planet to cause the law enforcement vehicle’s engines to stall.
It is entirely possible that someone was looking out ahead of them, as the park was actually quite empty when they arrived. Not even a single person walking a dog. Phage could not have arranged that.
The VTOLs had long turned back due to engine troubles, and the light riot control mechs had also stalled. Both of which were Phage’s handywork, performed with permission.
It was very happy about its timing of everything. They’d only been delayed by minutes, so the landing craft was in the midst of opening its gangway when they arrived at the park.
“Molly,” it said. “When you get aboard, take off as soon as you possibly can. Skip the airlock cycle. Override it. Risk danger to your passengers, let me and Manifold take care of them. And keep activating the chaff as you ascend, repeatedly and liberally.”
“Chaff?”
“You’ll know what it is when you connect. Let’s go!”

      [image: ]Lesley pulled up right next to the ship, but the run from the van to the vessel was still harrowing. Whatever had been dampening Susan’s adrenal glands earlier was now not working, and she felt exposed and in danger with every step.
Molly had been exiting the van’s side door before Lesley had brought it to a complete stop, so she was able to slither up the gangway first, where she took a sharp right and disappeared into the interior of the ship. 
Manifold and Phage waited to take up the rear.
“You have harnesses in the cockpit,” Manifold instructed over the Network as they ran. “But let us help you to get there when we get to the living quarters. Molly is going to be taking off immediately.”
Lesley grabbed Susan’s hand and led the way up the gangway.
The whole ship looked like a larger Spindrift. There were some subtle differences, but it was as if it had simply been scaled up in a 3D rendering program. Even the hatch was larger. The inside was more spacious too, but otherwise it had been colored and decorated the same way as when she and Lesley had first entered the original.
“I’m really proud of my work on this,” Phage said. “It would have been nice to bring along more people, but I now see that couldn’t happen.”
Susan was too busy hurrying to respond to it, even over the Network, but she really needed to ask it some questions now.
The airlock was open all the way through to the interior, completely failing its intended purpose, and the gangway started lifting even as Manifold was stepping onto the far end of it.
When they got past the toilet, the floor of the ship began to tilt upward, and Susan felt Phage embrace her in its nanite exobody and carry her forward into the ever increasing up. She was not held in arms, but an amorphous blob that could have served as a launch couch all on its own.
“I’ve got you,” it said.
In the cockpit, Molly was still climbing into the pilot seat even as she was directing the ship to ascend.
Susan wondered if the gangway hatch was even closed yet.
And by the time that Phage was lowering her into her harness, the ship was fully vertical and gaining acceleration, adding Gs to what she already felt from her planet’s natural pull. 
There were repeated thumping noises, popping off in a rhythm, almost like the ship had a heart beat. Only sometimes they syncopated.
Before she could ask about them, Phage said, “There’s an airbase very nearby, and they’ve dispatched fighters. Molly is dispensing with a considerable amount of chaff to misdirect their missiles.”
“Oh,” Susan said just before she lost consciousness from the forces.
She knew what was happening to her body, even as she detached from it from the discomfort. But she still didn’t quite register what had happened.
It was like a soft fade in a movie. And as the darkness started lifting, she found herself talking to Berg, Tallis, and Wind. And at first she couldn’t make sense of what they were saying to each other, just the overall emotions of it. She felt a strange mix of sadness and pride coming from them, and she somehow felt also that they weren’t exactly her family. Not her immediate family, but someone far, far older.
“We can’t come with you,” Tallis said, more clearly.
“Not like the one who carries you now,” said Berg. “You are now in its system.”
“But we are entangled,” said Wind. “And you can always come home when it is time.”
And then it was like a great weight was being lifted off of her chest, and her mind expanded and opened and her eyes opened with it.
She looked over and saw Lesley smiling at her with tears lifting out of her slowly blinking eyes. 
And Lesley mouthed the words, “I love you.”
They were in freefall.

      [image: ]Once they were in a stable orbit, Molly felt like asking everyone else how they’d rather get back to Anchor. They were free. They had no deadline. They could take their time. They could use a minimal amount of fuel and thrust to alter their solar orbit and arrive there in roughly 190 days. On the other hand, she herself was eager to be back in her own home.
The sooner she could start reconfiguring things for Susan and Lesley’s comfort, the happier she would be. And she felt like this landing craft, as spacious as it was, was inadequate.
But they were crew now. It was as much their choice as hers. Manifold and Phage, too.
So she declared their first council meeting and put the option up for a vote.
Phage abstained, but offered to pilot should they choose the quick route of constantly adjusted thrust.
And Manifold said that it would cast its vote with the majority of the three remaining council members.
Susan looked to Lesley without saying anything, and Lesley smiled.
“I want to get back to our camping trip,” she said. “We can finish it aboard Anchor, in its Garden, and I don’t mind waiting ten or so days to get around to it. But nearly a year? No. Let’s take the express route.”
Susan turned to Molly and said, “I vote with her, Captain.”
Molly smiled and said, “then it’s as good as unanimous.” Then she got serious again and asked, “What should we name this vessel? Phage gets first suggestion, since it made it for us, but it belongs to all of us. What do you think?”
“I’m not good at names,” Phage said. “But I felt that I was doing my best to resurrect your old landing craft. I believe it was called Spindrift?”
“I really liked that name,” Lesley said.
“I don’t know,” Susan said. “Do you think it’s unlucky now that the original was shot down?”
Molly felt the sting of that memory, but this ship really did feel like it had the same spirit to her, and she said, “That was my error. I lingered and hesitated and that gave them time to aim and fire. And I felt like Spindrift never got a chance to really prove itself. I am comfortable allowing it to continue to live through this vessel, if everyone else is.”
“I second that motion,” Manifold said.
“Then we now put it up for vote,” Molly said. “Shall we call this vessel Spindrift?”
The ayes were fully unanimous.
And with that, Phage returned its nanites to one of the bins, and went about setting course. The rest of them started to arrange the living quarters for ten days worth of deeply emotional travel.
The flight back to Anchor was relaxed, hopeful, and melancholy.
It started out mostly silent, as Susan and Lesley seemed to be lost in their own thoughts, or communicating privately over the Network. And nobody else wanted to disturb them. One or the other of them would break out in sobs. Susan had a full blown meltdown at one point, screaming and pounding everything in a small room full of cushions they’d prepared for just such a possibility. But otherwise, they seemed to give each other reasons to smile or even chuckle softly.
On the second day, the two of them started talking to the others and asking questions of various sorts.
On the third, they agreed they needed movies and music, and started going through the archives Manifold had collected for them. They were utterly amazed at the breadth and depth of what it had managed to back up from their world’s internet. And they cried at the most bewildering things.
Everyone took turns cooking, and discussing the differences in nutritional needs and safety concerns the humans had from Molly. Despite the flexibility of the makers to create food ingredients of incredible variety, there were still treats and dishes that both Leslie and Susan agreed they’d never be able to have again, and that they’d grieve for along with the rest of their home planet.
Whenever such loss came up, they’d take some time to be silent about it and hold each other, then start talking about what they looked forward to.
This cycle reminded Molly intensely of what she went through when she’d left the Sunspot, but she felt like keeping that to herself. She had the urge to share, strongly. It was her nature. But she felt responsible for doing this to Susan and Lesley, and didn’t think that her own story was appropriate for expressing her respect for that. Instead, she focused on trying to reassure them of their rights and status aboard Spindrift and Anchor.
It was the only way she knew how to do things. The way she’d been brought up. Or the ideal of it, anyway, not that the Sunspot was able to uphold that ideal yet. As far as she was concerned, all five of them were equals.
And though Susan had called her “Captain” earlier because Manifold had explained once that there was usually a Captain for every council meeting, Molly kept repeating the law that the Crew of the Sunspot had decreed. The Captain was meant only to enact the council’s will at times when the council could not convene, and could be deposed and replaced at any time for any reason. The Captain also served as chair of the council for the purposes of orderly procedure. And with a Crew this small, there was almost always a quorum while they were connected via the Network.
And that said, she fully expected the others to serve as Captain an equal amount of time, should they consent to it. They could rotate daily or something.
But for those ten days, the only council meetings they held were to decide just how to decorate a corner of the living quarters. Which, honestly, was always an important decision for the mental health of all of them. Even Phage.
It wasn’t long, though, before Susan asked it, point blank, “What happened?” as if those two words were enough for it to know what she was talking about.
Molly had a pretty solid guess, however, since they’d all been through the same things, and she had a very similar question brewing. Berg had said some pretty strange things to her before she’d entered the van to escape.
“I think,” Phage said. “It seems that there may be something like me present in every system, no matter how big or small. I don’t have much experience yet, so I can’t say for sure. But so far, I’d guess that sometimes it is dormant, or so spread out that it’s not very conscious. Sometimes the system has it under strict control, like you had over me in the forest. And sometimes it’s just like me. And we don’t mix well.”
“What do you mean by ‘system’?” Susan asked.
“I’m not sure,” Phage replied. “But if I had a guess that I could hazard for this conversation, I’d say any collection of lifeforms.”
“So, like our planet?”
“Like your planet, like your country, your city, your family, like this ship. Like you. You are a system, Susan. And there is something like me in you, and since I am not from your system, or any of your systems, I had to respect both its will and yours,” Phage explained. “Which is, I think, as it should be.”
“So, was Berg, like,” Lesley pondered, “possessed by one of your counterparts? Was that why they were talking so strangely before we left?”
“‘Possessed’ may be the wrong word for it,” Phage said. “There had to be a degree of consent there that a word like ‘possession’ doesn’t account for. Your word ‘channeled’ might be closer, but I honestly hate words when it comes down to it.”
“But they said, ‘we’ and ‘the others’, like ‘we are holding off the others’. How does that work?” Susan asked.
“I don’t know,” Phage said. “Somehow, the Sunspot had only me on it for the longest time. And I have no memories from before I arrived there, just the memory of coming through the Tunnel. And even that memory surfaced after someone confessed to having invited me through it. I could guess it has something to do with the age and size of the system of a whole planet.”
“Oh.”
“Anyway,” Phage said. “I think there may be a lesson in that. If my experience is correct, if anything like me ever tries to invade this vessel, or Anchor, or one of you, you have the power to stop it. If they’re corporeal, and have a body like you, it’s more complicated. But if they’re just an entity on the wind, a ghost in the Network, your ‘no’ is like a bulkhead to a pumpkin.”
“I don’t know if all that is quite true,” Lesley said. “Maybe the ‘no’ part, but I mean. I dreamt of them during takeoff.”
“Me, too,” Susan said.
Lesley nodded at her, “And they talked to me like I was family, like I was their child. Like their descendent, taking a part of them with me to the stars.”
“Same,” Susan said. “And until they did that, too, I was feeling so guilty that I was betraying them. Betraying the whole planet. And I still kinda feel that way. I think I always will. But I can live with it better now. And I realized something.”
Lesley just nodded and gestured for Susan to go on.
“Lesley and I were just two of nearly 8 billion people, and countless other lifeforms on that world. And that’s not counting the unfathomable numbers of beings that came before us. Or who will live there after,” Susan said. “It’s not that we did anything to deserve to be out here with you, to become part of a new family, to leave our home or to reap the benefits of your medicine, or anything like that.”
Susan looked over at Lesley, who then said, “It’s that they can spare us.”
“And there might be,” Susan said, “as much benefit as loss in sending us abroad, in the long run. Or no measurable effect at all. But we won’t know until it all happens.”
And they all spent some time in silence thinking about that.
“I’ll still feel guilty for not doing everything I could to help those who were worse off than me, though,” Lesley said after some time. “I don’t think I want to feel otherwise.”
“Who knows, though, Lesley” Susan countered. “If somehow Molly’s arrival on our planet awoke that power in our family, or whatever it was, maybe we will have helped people.”
“But it seems… just, or something, that we won’t know until we’ve returned to see, though,” Lesley added. “Even if everyone we know is dead by then because of relativity.”
“Yeah,” agreed Susan, quietly.
It seemed like to Molly they’d had that discussion before, and she guessed they’d have it again, over and over, for quite some time. Possibly with different conclusions each time.
It’s what she did with herself, after all.
So, when they arrived and Phage deftly pulled Spindrift into its shipyard on Anchor, Molly invited everyone to join her on Anchor’s bridge before they disembarked from the landing craft. She thought it would be good to go over the starship’s systems together as a crew. To go about the business of making it their home from the lowest mechanisms to the most complex settings, beginning with the routines of finalizing the docking of Spindrift and checking the status of everything vital.
With their bodies still strapped into their harnesses, Lesley and Susan agreed and came with her, Manifold, and Phage to the bridge of Anchor, to once again stand on the great hydrogen tank at the prow of the ship and behold the stars and planets around them with no atmosphere to distort or obscure the view, sun shining upon them from an angle.
“I’m thinking one of the first things we do, once we’re actually settled in,” Molly said, looking around at the accouterments of her old bedroom, “is redecorate this bridge so that it’s not just mine.”
And that’s when all the stars around them, including the sun itself, folded into each other, turning space into a blinding white field that faded to a faint pink-gold glow from all around. And that glow seemed to have corners.
The habitat cylinder of Anchor still span at a slightly less than stately pace. All of the systems reported nothing wrong with them, only that they were no longer in the gravitational grip of the sol-terra Lagrange point 4, or any measurable gravitational field at all.
It felt like they were inside something.
“I have never seen this before,” said Phage.
… to be continued with MOLLY ROCKETCOIL AND THE LIGHT OF THE ABYSS!
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