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			Prologue

			At 4:13 pm, on Saturday, August 20, 2005, something terrible almost happened.

			At Aunt Brenda’s house, the child of Emilie and Warren, a child who had been given a name that they would eventually renounce, was playing in the front yard while their parents helped Aunt Brenda prepare dinner for later that night.

			The house was situated on a side street in a suburban neighborhood that was on the slope of a big hill. Less than a block away, there was a large arterial road known for how nearly everyone broke the speed limit while driving on it.

			The road directly in front of the house seemed quiet and the child had been inching their play closer and closer to it, while out of sight of any adults.

			And Phage, who had less than two years earlier become this child’s imaginary friend, was doing its best.

			Usually it only came out at night, but today called for special attention.

			Occasionally, it would participate in their games of make believe, but not by manifesting itself in any way. Not since that first night.

			It typically preferred to act as a consultant, giving them advice and making suggestions. Sometimes it would share what it knew about how the universe worked. It had considerable knowledge in that regard. It had promised not to be their Tutor, but it found itself playing the role anyway. Still, they seemed to appreciate it.

			And usually, they would act surprised and grateful for what it had to say.

			Today, however, was a problem.

			The child, or children (because there were two of them within the one body, which was a thing that could happen to humans too, apparently), had stopped listening to it.

			They were wrapped up in playing dragon and princess, which could be said to be the game they always played, and the princess was determined to show the dragon how to make mud pies.

			It was a sunny day, but it had rained earlier, and there was a very nice puddle in the dirt by the side of the road, with some excellent mud there to harvest for pies.

			At nine years old, perhaps they were too old for mud pies. But the princess had pointed out that they had not made mud pies before, and it was high time that she should get to do so.

			The dragon had been self conscious about this, under the impression that making mud pies was something only girls did. And that since everyone thought they were both a boy, it wouldn’t be right.

			To which the princess had countered that they were at Aunt Brenda’s house, and between her and their parents there was no one here who would actually judge them for it. Unlike any of the rest of their aunts and uncles, or friends at school.

			In fact, all their friends were still down in Tumwater, so they couldn’t possibly find out.

			That was good enough for the dragon.

			Phage, meanwhile, had been trying to coax them away from the puddle, but they wouldn’t have it.

			As they picked up their Toyi plastic dragon and Scarlet G.I. Joe action figure to walk over to the puddle, Phage warned them that cars wouldn’t be able to see them when turning onto the road from the arterial.

			It had just been a prominently shared thought, but the children had sensed exactly where it came from, because it had already been trying to pull them away from that direction.

			“You’re no fun today,” the princess said out loud, using their body’s voice. And that was that.

			Phage was shut out.

			If it was forceful enough, it would be able to send either or both of them a message. But, unless the message was particularly attention grabbing, they would ignore it. They no longer considered it to be part of their game for the time being.

			It had acted too much like their parents.

			So, for a few minutes it watched and considered its options.

			It knew that this was a disastrous place for them to play. It could see the webs of cause and effect that surrounded the two children and their body. It could perceive them in a way that most beings could not.

			And the longer they remained near the puddle, the tighter and more tense certain strands became.

			The two of them knew better than to play so near the road. But they knew it as a rule imposed by their mom, not a piece of wisdom gained through experience. That would change all too shortly. But until they gained that wisdom, it was a rule.

			And ever since that night that they’d first met Phage, they’d learned how to push, bend, and sometimes break rules. It was a heady new power that they had whenever their parents weren’t looking.

			It hadn’t been Phage who had taught them that, either. It had actually been something their mom had told them that had made rule bending click for the dragon, and then for the princess shortly after.

			If there were conflicting rules, they found that they could choose one, and their mom had given them a cardinal rule that came from multiple sources. A very important one that would save their lives multiple times over in the future, but not today.

			She’d taught them a little lesson about consent, and how it had applied to what nightmare monsters could and could not do to you. She’d told them that if you faced a nightmare monster and said, “No, you cannot hurt me,” then the monster could not hurt you.

			Part of that lesson was telling them that they had sovereignty over their own body and soul, whether in a dream or while awake, and that they got to make their own rules about it. A good lesson, really.

			And while this had prepared them to become worthy emissaries for Phage, giving them the command over themselves that they needed to draw their boundaries with it, this had also created a rule with which the two children felt they could override other rules.

			Which is what they were doing now.

			It wasn’t so much that their logic was sound. It was that they thought it was sound. And that they had slowly, over the following months, expanded upon which rules they would bend, twist, and break in the name of their autonomy and sense of control over the world. Which had been something they desperately needed, and still was.

			They were usually very, very cautious about it. More so than their peers, actually. Comparatively, they were what people would call a ‘goodie two shoes’. They still couldn’t bring themselves to walk into a neighbor’s lawn to get a ball or frisbee, but they had their sights on that goal. So, a lot of the rules that they had chosen to break were arbitrary and silly rules that even Phage could acknowledge were pointless and there only to needlessly control them. Rules such as the requirement to finish their homework. They learned everything they needed in class, why should they take up valuable time at home reviewing it when they would pass the tests the next day anyway?

			That one about homework was clearly a case where bodily autonomy overruled the demands of adults. Doing homework hurt.

			This, however, was the first time that their choice of rule to break was leading them into clear danger.

			Part of the problem was that they were used to the dirt road near their own house, which almost never had any traffic.

			So, when the 2001 tornado red Jetta careened off of Alabama street and onto Ontario, accelerating madly up the steep but short hill there, its driver completely careless of what lay ahead beyond the crest of that hill, the dragon and the princess were oblivious to it and feeling the thrill of doing whatever they wanted to do, in the mud.

			And the chains of consent that governed Phage’s domain constricted it to only a tiny set of possible actions.

			When no one was around, or when surrounded only by people who wanted it to act, Phage could do some very impressive things. It could, in fact, keep a generational starship intact and full of life well beyond its operational lifetime by sheer force of will. It had already proven that.

			However, on this world, where there were so many people who didn’t know it existed, and most of those people had a very strong sense of ownership over so many of the objects and artifacts of the world, it couldn’t do much.

			There was a slim chance that Phage could reach out and interfere with the functioning of the Jetta.

			The driver of the car might actually appreciate it, if doing so successfully prevented an incident that would fill them with horror and guilt.

			But Phage could feel that they also loved their car dearly and were wrapped up in their misplaced sense of ownership over its current movements. There was a lot of will and emotion there to overcome. And quite a bit of ignorance.

			It couldn’t take possession of the dragon and princess’ body and make them move. It could try. And they would feel it. But they were tacitly shutting it out. It didn’t have permission, and it would never violate that.

			Or so it thought.

			It considered that course of action a last resort in all potential cases.

			Instead, what it ended up choosing was to reach into the VW bus owned by the children’s father, Warren, and alter its physics.

			Both Warren and Emelie would be willing to sacrifice any of their possessions to protect what they thought of as their son, and there-in lay the subconscious consent necessary for Phage to successfully act. And since this would not involve directly interfering with the Jetta’s function, it would not violate that driver’s sense of autonomy.

			So the hand brake on the bus deteriorated in less than a second.

			It aged faster than any physicist would believe, and the bus began to roll freely backward down the steep slope of the driveway, just as the Jetta’s engine roared with a maximum influx of gasoline.

			And before the driver of the Jetta or anyone else could notice what was happening, Phage thought loudly and clearly within the children’s psyche, “I will protect you.”

			Then, as physics began to unfold in everyone’s favor, photons making it to retinas and neurons firing in time to motivate muscles to act, friction gripping tires as they landed back down on pavement after a brief jump, and momentum still pitting Volkswagen against Volkswagen, but far less catastrophically than it could have been, Phage considered that it might need help.

			In this action, it had saved its hosts while preserving their rights to consent and autonomy, which it felt were vitally important for everyone.

			But the complexity of this world, and its inherent violence, was more than it could handle on its own without somehow taking over vast portions of the planet that it was not willing to do. 

			It would not play god. 

			It knew the terrors and mistakes of doing that too well.

			And, furthermore, critically, not too far from where it had first met the dragon and the princess, there was buried the device that had allowed Phage to visit them in the first place. And that device had contained within it something considerably more dangerous than a 1.6 ton vehicle with an inebriated driver behind the wheel.

			It was something that could do to life on this planet what the Jetta could have done to the children’s body.

			Planning for and securing the necessary help to deal with that might take a few years, but it could see that that would have to do.

			Still, while children and adults alike ran about trying to make sense of the very loud and startling wreck that had just occurred, yelling at each other to make sure everyone was safe and miraculously unharmed, Phage began sending messages back home to find just the right set of candidates for this matter of intergalactic diplomacy.

			To do this, it used a set of wormholes that it had moved, two years ago, with permission, from that ancient device under the ground into the children’s psyche, where the wormholes were now entangled with the bosons of their brain. The wormholes were just big enough to let a considerable amount of information pass through them.

			Enough information to transmit a person.

			If that person was willing to leave their body behind, or simply didn’t have one.

			—

			A little over eighteen years passed before that happened.

			In that time, the children grew to adulthood, moved out, discovered who they really were and declared it to the world.

			And the Council of the People deliberated and eventually chose to approve my appointment.

			This was actually one of the faster decisions they’ve ever made.

			Part of what made it take that long, of course, was that we all had to wait for the dragon and the princess to finally develop the informed consent necessary to grant permission for another visitor.

			Not Alone

			On Thursday, December 7, 2023, in Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut, Portland, Oregon, at the request of a being I’ve called Mau, I found myself in the middle of a conversation with a set of Earthlings.

			“So, you’re a walk-in,” Erik said.

			He was wearing a black, sleeveless garment with a hood on it that lay against his upper back, leaving his head bare. On the front of that garment there was the stylized illustration of a person with a cracked face and billowing plumage with their arms spread to present a word rendered in large blocky letters, ‘Other’.

			I found myself staring at the word, bewildered that I could read it at all, nevermind that I could understand what he was saying.

			It took me a moment to work it all out.

			“I don’t know what that means,” came from my mouth, echoing my thoughts. Of course, I’d never heard the term ‘walk-in’ before.

			“Just that you come from outside your system, like you just said,” he explained. “It’s a plurality thing.”

			Oh, yes. Of course. He was right. I did come from somewhere else. My mind was projected into the body of his friends, who were a couple of people alien to me. Everyone here was alien to me, because as I’d apparently just explained, I was an Outsider.

			If you are an Earthling, I want to tell you about how I see your world and your people through my own eyes, but I can’t. I left them on another world long ago, or well into the future, depending on how you calculate the effects of relativity.

			The biology I have available to me, including every neuron, is borrowed.

			But, a number of things were finally converging to allow me to converse intelligibly with everyone at the table.

			“Plurality is familiar to me,” I told him, choosing to focus on a sympathetic subject. “I come from another plurality myself. The trait develops in roughly ten percent of our population.”

			Brock of the Audreys, who were sitting to my left, wearing a button that said ‘Ask us about our fics’, leaned forward, eyes wide, and asked, “Say what?”

			I took a breath, noting how the air moved through the mouth and throat I was using, and decided to let loose with my knowledge, “We think that psychological variances like plurality must occur with some regularity amongst complex lifeforms. In fact, a singular overarching consciousness might be the rarity, an emergent behavior that doesn’t always conform to our expectations of it. But until now, we haven’t known many other people we could compare notes with. The cuttlecrabs were either created by someone, genetically engineered, long ago and forgotten, or they evolved parallel to us. And then there’s the Dancer, which we encountered only recently and was our only contact with Outsiders before you. Xenopsychology, so far, has been too strange to classify as either plural or singlet. But now that we’ve met you, we have a myriad of similarities we can finally compare. It’s a delight!”

			“Woah, woah, woah,” Brock said, almost laying their hand on the table, hovering it just above the surface. “That’s a lot to take in. Can we review?”

			“I can do that,” I replied, letting my willingness to discuss this at any pace motivate my response. But I may have jerked with a worried thought that I had.

			I had knowledge I couldn’t remember receiving. I knew these people’s names, pronouns, and identities. They were familiar to me, despite being so alien. But that didn’t bother me so much, because I could guess a few of the ways that I had access to that information.

			It was clear the conversation had been going on before I became fully aware of myself. We’d probably introduced ourselves to each other.

			I was sharing a brain with two other people that I knew about, and I clearly had access to their linguistic complexes, and that meant memories attached to words and names.

			Also, I seemed to recall that I’d been briefed before my journey, so that I would know these things and have something in my memetics to align with their system.

			Finally, I had flashes of memories of interacting with Erik and the Audreys previously, and bits of daily life from my hosts, Sarah and Goreth, and interacting with their housemates, Peter and Abigail.

			I’d spent some time integrating with their psyche and biology before being able to come to the front, as we call it.

			And that was fine. Expected. And I was experiencing the crafts of that Art.

			No.

			What bothered me was that I was suddenly more aware of where we were.

			Looking around, I could see that we shared this space with many other people. Some were entering from the outside, while others were leaving. And almost everyone was talking to someone else, often with cups in their hands. Many were seated with small plates of food in front of them.

			Some had a form of tablet, a thing that you call a cellphone, in hand, operating it, and communicating over Earth’s version of the Network. The Internet.

			No one was paying us any attention, but we were very clearly in public with people I didn’t know.

			“We’re safe to talk about all of this here,” Erik said. “Aunti Zero’s is a special place.” He gestured at the large sheets of colorfully striped fabric that hung in the windows. “That’s not just rainbow capitalism. The owners are fam.”

			The meaning of all of that was supplied to me, if not by my hosts and their collective psyche, than by Mau itself. ‘Fam’, in this case, wasn’t just short for ‘family’, it meant that the owners were like Erik specifically. Queer and with very dark brown skin. Black, I believe the social and ethnic class is called, yes?

			This trio of pluralities had been meeting here weekly for a couple of years now. And sometimes more often, as they could afford it. They considered it home. Possibly more of a home than where they each actually lived.

			But I was still a little worried. There was information to divulge that maybe should not yet go beyond this circle of friends so easily.

			I knew that Mau had vetted them, but it seemed doubtful that it could have scrutinized this many random strangers.

			I tilted my head at Erik and noted, “You understood my body language.”

			“I think so?” he replied. “You looked worried.”

			“I might not tell you everything yet,” I said. “I want to, but we should find some privacy before certain subjects are spoken about. But, until we do that, do ask. I can tell you when I shouldn’t divulge something. Is that OK with you?” I glanced at the Audreys to make sure they knew I was speaking to them as well.

			Brock looked like they wanted to ask something, but Erik interrupted cheerfully.

			“Sure! Hey. We could walk to Laurelhurst park when we’re done here,” he suggested, gesturing with his own cup of liquid. “You might really like it, and we can talk more privately there. Lots of open space, so we can see who’s in earshot.”

			Brock nodded in agreement.

			“But really,” Erik said, lowering his voice and leaning forward, turning his head to the side. “I think if you talk about really weird shit around anybody here, like where you’re from and what Phage says it can do, or whatever, people will just assume you’re talking about some science fiction thing you’re involved in. Or, they’ll think you’re crazy, like me. You really can get away with a lot. Especially with your face.”

			Of course, I couldn’t see my hosts’ face. But, our collective emotional reaction to that phrase made it clear what Erik was talking about, and culturally relevant memories became mine. He was talking about the color of our skin. Apparently, a bewildering and infuriating cultural norm that is common on Earth is that people with lighter skin are afforded more leeway and forgiveness simply for existing.

			This was important information to me, though. It was reason for caution, and a critical matter for diplomacy.

			In my own experience, people who can take their own power for granted are more likely to hurt other people with it. Often thoughtlessly, but not always.

			“And here, specifically, it’s safe to be weird,” Erik repeated. “The staff have our backs. They put up with no shit. But also, everyone knows us already.”

			“Can I ask my questions?” Brock asked.

			“Sorry,” Erik said, bobbing his head and gesturing at me.

			I inclined our head in affirmative.

			It seemed to take Brock a moment to realize that meant ‘yes’, but when it clicked for them, they asked, “So, you come from another world, right? That’s what Phage said.”

			Phage was their name for Mau. The two words mean the same thing.

			“Yes,” I replied. “M - Phage also came from my world. Though, our world is a spacecraft, created by my ancestors. It is a very large one, and part of a very long line of spacecraft. They are small mobile worlds that we call the Exodus Ships.”

			“OK, wow,” Brock said. “Phage said something like that, too. So, I guess let’s roll with that. It also said that your ship is called the Sunspot?”

			That sounded unfamiliar for a moment, and I found myself uttering the name I knew, “ʔetekeyerrinwuf.” But as I said it, the meaning of each word coincided in my mind, and I followed with, “Yes, the Sunspot. That’s a beautiful way to say the name.”

			Brock put a finger down on the table next to their drink, and pursed their lips, then asked, “And you said your name was Infinite Division Pember? That’s not in your language, right? That’s a translation your brain gave you, am I right?”

			So, I’d already explained that much to them. Or someone had. But was that right? Was that really how my name translated? It felt wrong.

			I inclined our head anyway and said, “Yes. It’s an advantage that our mode of travel gives us, a way to learn new languages without having to decode them with algorithms. But, it has its drawbacks, too.”

			“What was it you called your ship?” Brock asked. “I can’t pronounce it.”

			While Brock had furrowed their vessel’s brows and squinted their eyes, with mouth tight, Erik had leaned back and folded his arms across his breast, baring his teeth, eyes wide.

			My own reflexes and cultural interpretation of body language read both as alarming and worrisome expressions, but the emotional reactions from my hosts and from Mau, or Phage, were relaxed and reassuring.

			It was a moment where I was more keenly aware of who I was sharing this vessel with.

			According to those feelings, Erik was supposedly happy and enjoying himself, and Brock was focused, and maybe concerned, but not repulsed.

			I didn’t know how much of this conversation either Sarah or Goreth would remember, since I wasn’t yet familiar with how their psyche worked beyond my short experience with them. But I was thankful for their subconscious interpretations.

			“ʔetekeyerrinwuf,” I repeated for Brock.

			“So, that’s in your own language?”

			“Yes.”

			“Neat. I wonder how much of it you can remember. Do you think you could write up a grammar and a dictionary for it, or something? Even just, like, a simple one? Enough words to show how it works?” they asked.

			“Yes! Given time, I would love to,” I replied, feeling a spark of eagerness. “It would be a wonderful exercise in exploring the differences in our languages and how it is that my new connection to this - brain? - allows me to bypass them. I will do so.”

			“Rad. I look forward to reading it!” Brock mimicked Erik’s expression briefly, flashing teeth. “So, what about your name?”

			“Ah,” I took a moment to try to think in my own language and let it come out, and I felt a push from Phage, assisting me. The sensation of its help was like a combination of sliding down a slope and watching a puzzle piece fall into place. And I spoke, “ʔashwin Minbäoni.”

			Brock screwed up their face and asked, “How does that translate?”

			I looked at the cup full of liquid in front of me, purchased by Sarah before she had called me forward, and tried to visualize the translation. Again, Phage assisted, but it felt a little wrong, still. I couldn’t straighten it out, however, and ended up saying, “ʔashwin means, emm, Infinite Division, and Minbäoni means Pember.”

			It wasn’t the ‘Pember’ part that was confusing me.

			“But, Pember sounds like a nonsense word. Isn’t it?” Brock asked. “How does that work?”

			“Oh, I got it!” Erik exclaimed. “At least, I think I do. It’s a hunch.” He turned to me, “Is it a portmanteau of Person and Member?”

			“What?” Brock asked. “Why would it be that?”

			But Erik was right. And I knew what a portmanteau was because Sarah and Goreth did.

			I lifted our chin, “‘Mäofni’ is our word for person, and ‘hinbäoni’ means ‘member of a plurality’. My, emm, headmates thought it was cute and chose the name before I was conceived. I like both versions. Ours and yours. Minbäoni and Pember. But let’s use Pember, please. It will be easier to explain to others.”

			Erik closed his mouth and made an expression that almost looked like a smile that I was familiar with, and aimed it at Brock, cocking an eyebrow.

			Brock swayed backward in their rigid, unyielding chair, and rolled their head, then leveled a gaze at me again and asked, “So, is, like ‘Infinite Division’ a title or something? Why are you named that?”

			I chose to ignore my own doubts and told the story of how I got it, “It is just my name. I didn’t really think about the meaning at first. But I liked it when I learned it. ʔashwin was a hero of my favorite story, and when we heard the name for the first time, while our Caretaker was reading the story, I knew it was what I should be called.”

			Brock looked at Erik, “Don’t we know another trans guy named Ashwin?”

			“Yeah, but nah. It sounds different,” Erik said. “If you listen closely, it sounds really different. This is almost more like Awe-shween, not Ashwin. And,” he squinted at me in a distinctly friendly way, tightening his lips briefly, too, “I think I’m hearing a pronounced glottal stop at the front there, too. ʔashwin.”

			I tilted our head to the side. I would have to look up ‘glottal stop’ later, if I could learn how to use the Internet. Or maybe one of my hosts, or Phage, could act as my Tutor while I was here. But no meaning was presenting itself at the moment. He was getting the difference in sound close enough, though, so I also said, “I believe you are correct. You are pronouncing my name with an accent, but it is very close.”

			Brock made a noise, a chuckle.

			And Erik said, “Oh, ʔashwin, you have an accent, too. A pretty thick one.”

			“Ah, so, this vessel doesn’t give me full linguisti – Oh,” I said.

			His mention of it made it obvious to me, and I became intensely aware of how my pronunciation of words and where I put the stress on them was very different from his. It felt deeply embarrassing, but I couldn’t tell if that embarrassment was mine or someone else’s. And yet, the fact that my natural way of speaking was coming through in my English also felt reassuring in a way. Especially since our vocal apparati are so different. It was something from home that I’d brought with me.

			“That’s interesting,” I said very slowly and carefully, trying to say it without my own inflections.

			“You do sound a bit like a furry who is trying to sound French,” Brock said. “Badly. It’s goofy, but it’s OK.”

			“Oh, yes, the uwu,” Erik said, pointing at Brock. “I don’t know about the French part. Maybe the rhythm is like that, or a Cajun accent, but listen. Let’s take Ashwin seriously here. We don’t make fun of the way people speak, OK? It sounds genuinely foreign to my ears.” Then he cocked an inquisitive eyebrow at me, “And like you don’t quite know what to do with your tongue?”

			Tongue? Yes, I had a tongue, just like at home. But it was thicker and wider.

			Why was a tongue an evolutionary commonality?

			And was I really using it to talk?

			I opened our mouth and tried to answer, but I couldn’t make words. I was baffled by the muscle movements necessary to do so.

			It was confusing.

			Now that he’d pointed that out, that I didn’t know what to do with our tongue, I realized how true it was. And then it was like I didn’t know how to speak at all.

			Erik reacted to my expression.

			“Ah, shit,” he said. “I’m sorry friend, did I just mess you up?” He paused, and when I didn’t answer, he said, “Just nod or shake your head if you can’t talk now.”

			I slumped and tilted our head up.

			This conversation was important.

			I had things to say, a request to make, but we needed to develop rapport and familiarity.

			But in the other pot, it was fun. As aggravating as this particularly moment was, it was also an amusing challenge. I loved getting to know people, and having them get to know me. And this was a definitive part of that process.

			So, I tried to go with the flow. I tried nodding in a way that I’d seen Erik or Brock do earlier.

			“Are you used to speaking in some other way? Like without a mouth or something?” Erik asked.

			I considered that, then turned our head to the right and tilted it sideways toward him, to try to indicate he’d almost guessed correctly. I then held up three fingers to indicate there was a middle answer, but I don’t think he understood that.

			The process of making sure I held up three fingers was more work than I’d expected, however. At first, I almost held up only two. I was used to having four digits on my forelimb, instead of five.

			Then, looking at what I was holding up, my skin felt extraordinarily naked. It was free of the feathery fur I was used to, and that made me feel especially vulnerable and prone to being hurt by any little thing.

			Everything started feeling very wrong after that, and I was panicking over tiny inexpressive ears that almost felt like they didn’t even exist when I drew our lips back and bared our teeth in a grimace of discomfort and fear.

			“Hey, it’s OK,” Brock said. “Let’s take a break and reset. Let you drink some of that mocha. If, after a while, you still don’t think you can talk anymore, maybe signal with a thumbs down? Or maybe we can try typing. We get it. We’re all autistic here. It’s a thing.”

			Autistic?

			I was sure the meaning of that word would come to me eventually, like everything else I was hearing. But, with the loss of my ability to talk, the understanding of some words were beyond my grasp now, too.

			And the idea of gesturing, typing, or grasping anything with these bizarre spade tipped claws was alarming.

			To focus on anything but the body I was in, I looked down at the drink, as directed.

			Then I picked it up and sniffed it.

			That involved hand movements, but by focusing on the drink I barely realized what I was doing.

			It smelled very sweet, with an underlying bitterness and a little sourness.

			There were artisans on the Sunspot who specialized in mixing beverages like this, though with other ingredients. They used things resembling fungus, algae, fruit, and herbs to create formulas of wildly different textures and flavors. Some where hot and frothy, others were smooth and cold, and a myriad of other states in between. I understood this. It was something I could relate to.

			This drink, I knew, had something from an animal in it, however.

			I knew that this drink was something that Sarah and Goreth were OK with. That maybe it was Sarah’s favorite. So, it would be perfectly safe to drink it. And a strong flavor of some sort might do well toward helping me to relax, even if it was something I personally wasn’t ready for.

			None-the-less, I felt hesitant and anxious about drinking it. We don’t consume animal matter on ʔetekeyerrinwuf.

			It seemed I’d become more of myself, and in so doing I’d become less connected to the rest of our psyche and my headmates. I was feeling cut off and alone, and everything seemed far less familiar.

			I found that what I really wanted was my own favorite thing, a food that our Caretaker, Tshana, used to make. Wunturäʔo. It loosely resembled what I’ve since learned is an apple Danish. But neither Tshana’s treat nor anything resembling it were present, and I would never again taste wunturäʔo itself so long as I remained on Earth.

			Well. There was a way I could refresh the memory of eating that food, but that may come later in this story. Perhaps a later book. At the time, I didn’t recall that. And I was feeling intensely homesick and near panic.

			Which galvanized me, as I think you say it.

			Part of the whole reason I had traveled to Earth was to experience something new.

			I’d existed for long enough, at odds with my life that whole time, that only a completely new, extraordinarily alien experience had seemed desirable. I had been that desperate. But that also meant that I was that experienced. I had felt that I was so familiar with life and everything it had had to offer that I could move on.

			When I get to the part where I divulge my age, you might understand, though there are people in my home world who are much, much older and have stayed right where they are.

			In any case, I was able to drink the mocha.

			I think I was expecting it to be warm for some reason, but it was not. It wasn’t quite as cool as the ambient temperature, but it was close. The faint residual heat of it indicated that it had been warmed earlier. Our discussion had given it time to cool.

			It tasted almost exactly like how it smelled.

			The tongue that I no longer knew how to use to talk was bathed in frothy, smooth complexities of dark bitterness, faint sourness, and thick sweetness. The flavors were alien and incomparable to anything I could remember tasting, but they weren’t offensive. And flavor as a thing in and of itself was something I understood. I craved it.

			More importantly, the familiarity of that flavor for my hosts and their vessel made it so that they came back forward to be more co-conscious with me, and their emotions began to cushion me from the world again.

			I drank more of the mocha, eyes closing, until I felt the urge to speak again.

			So I put it down, and took a deep breath, and looked at my two new friends, and said, “We speak with an organ that’s in our chest, the rräoʔong, near our air sacks. Lungs? Not lungs, but probably close. Same purpose. Maybe lungs enough. We can make a wide variety of sounds with the rräoʔong, by just opening our mouths and flexing the muscles around its branches. Or, most of us can. There are exceptions.”

			The Audreys perked up in their chair and spoke with a voice that was different from Brock’s, lighter and more sing-song, “Oh! That’s like a bird’s syrinx!”

			“Oh, yeah,” Erik agreed.

			Brock took over for the Audreys again, and lowered their head, furrowing their brow once more, and said, “OK. So, you’re an alien. And you said before that you had met other aliens?”

			“Yes,” I replied. “The Dancer. Another spacecraft we encountered by chance, created by another type of being. They are a colonial entity with no distinct sense of self.”

			“And what was that about cuttlecrabs?”

			“A hive mind collective of smaller, unrelated creatures that we mistook for fauna for a long time,” I told them. “They either evolved parallel to us and we took them with us on our Exodus Ships without knowing that they were learning our language, or they were a breeding experiment created by someone on an ancestor ship. We don’t know, and they don’t remember. Their cultures did not survive transfer to each new ship like ours sometimes did. They are like the opposite of plural, with many bodies and one collective psyche. But they also have individual identities of a sort, and share something in common with pluralities like us.”

			“Cool. I love it,” Brock said. “So, I have to ask. Why did you come here? What are you doing on Earth? I know what Phage said, and why Sarah and Goreth agreed to invite you, but I want to know your motive. … Sorry if it seems like I’m grilling you. It’s just the way I talk. But also, we all love meeting new headmates, whoever they are. Especially when they have good backstories.”

			“Eh,” I said. It was not an expression of disregard or ambiguity, but an utterance of the sacred name that alludes to how our personal natures guide and shape us. And I’m sure Brock and Erik and everyone else misinterpreted it. It didn’t matter. “I wanted to learn,” I said. “And I felt that I had stopped learning anything more while still on the Sunspot. I wanted to change who I was. I felt a … dysphoria. A very strong, agonizing dysphoria. And I was willing to trade it for a myriad of other dysphorias just to experience something different.”

			“That makes a lot of sense. I get dysphoria,” Brock nodded. “And your people? Why are they making contact with us, you know, through you?”

			“Ah,” Erik vocalized, but said nothing more.

			“We got a taste of speaking to Outsiders through the Dancer, and wanted more. Then, when Phage discovered that the Network of Tunnels included your world, and that there were people here, many of us felt it was inevitable that we must talk to you,” I said. “To keep learning. Because life in its diversity is worth celebrating. And protecting.”

			“Network of Tunnels?” Erik asked.

			Brock nodded, gesturing at Erik to affirm he wanted to know what that meant, too.

			“Did Phage not tell you how it came here?” I asked.

			I felt a stirring from below, in our chest.

			“I think this is a subject for the park,” I said, then, interrupting any answer. “Or close to it.”

			Erik slapped the table, and said, “Well, then, let’s go! Do not forget your cane. You’ll need that. It’s special.”

			I looked down at the object he’d indicated.

			It was leaning against the table, wrapped up in the strap of a small, heavy, purple bag that was resting near the edge, so that it wouldn’t fall over.

			The cane was dark wood, probably stained, with a molded steel adornment on the front of the handle, a toothy and spiky creature’s head with horns that curved back toward where our hand would rest. It was finely detailed for anything I’d seen on Earth so far, and someone else’s memories identified it as a dragon. Like Goreth.

			Goreth looked a bit different in their dreams, but I could see the categorical similarities.

			The Audreys had a cane, too. One made of lightweight metal, painted black with a scale-like pattern engraved into it. It had a cushioned grip, and looked far more utilitarian than Sarah and Goreth’s cane. When they stood up and picked up their dishes with one hand and started toward a cart near the door, with their cane in the other hand, their steps were uneven and sometimes went astray. 

			It was subtle, but I’ve become particularly attuned to such observations and, being aware of how alien the people around me were, I was paying extra attention to details.

			I learned what our cane was for when I tried to stand up.

			Sarah and Goreth’s vessel had been aching since I could remember being in it, but I’d dissociated from that ache while I had been sitting at the table. Standing, however, put weight on our feet. This changed the flow of fluid in our legs. And everything began to hurt so much more, starting with the balls of our feet and cascading up through every joint and muscle.

			“ʔii,” I gasped, leaning on the cane more heavily for balance and strength. “What is this?”

			“What’s what?” Erik asked, circling around the corner of the table, hefting a large bag onto his shoulder and back and picking up his cup and saucer. “Here, I’ll bus your mug for you.”

			“Why does this body hurt so much?” I asked.

			“You don’t know?” Erik paused in his movements to ask. “Nobody told you?”

			Vague memories of a conversation at the controls of the Tunnel Apparatus came back to me, and I got the gist. “Ah. Yes. Ah. One of the things we’re supposed to try to help with, if we can,” I said. “An unknown illness?”

			“Undiagnosed, yeah,” Erik said. “Sarah and Goreth should be able to fill you in, really. It’s a whole thing. Really sucks.”

			The Audreys had come back to assist, and looked down, Brock saying, “Who dressed you this morning? Those are not your walking shoes.” They squinted at our face without looking directly into our eyes, and asked, “Goreth? Were you feeling dysphoric? Did you really need your mules?”

			I felt a fluttering in our head to my right, but I was too firmly in the front for any more of a response than that.

			“I think I am receiving an acknowledgement from them,” I said.

			“We take the bus, then,” Brock concluded. “Goes right from here to there. And you might need a taxi home. We can crowd fund that if we have to. Or, maybe we should take you home now, and get you out of those shoes. That ridiculous dragon.”

			I felt the need to stand in place for a bit, getting used to balancing in this body without a tail, to relax and let the vessel’s muscle memory do the work. So, I took the opportunity to ask one of my own questions.

			“Goreth has dysphoria?” I asked. The answer was obviously ‘yes’, but it was more of a prompt for these two to tell me what they knew about it.

			“Well, yeah,” Erik said. “So, we’re all trans here, right? Transgender? That doesn’t mean we have to have dysphoria. I don’t, for instance. I just know I’m not a girl, I’m a man, but I still like skirts and sparkles and shit.” He twirled to show off his outfit, which was elaborate, with sparkly markings and fixtures on dark fabrics, and swirled about him. His red and black braided plumage danced about his head as he did this. “But, you all, Sarah and Goreth? Some of the worst physical dysphoria I’ve ever heard of. Hormones and surgery did a lot for them. But Goreth’s not human. Never was. What we call a therian or otherkin? They’re non-binary, not the boy they were told they were, which is a gender thing, but they also need a tail, and scales, and wings, and all that funky shit, and dressing fancy kind of helps with that sometimes.”

			There was a lot I wanted to ask Erik about gender, and to tell him about physical dysphoria and the Sunspot and its history, and how what he was saying was making more sense to me than anyone likely would have expected. And also how some of his words were very confusing. But I decided to keep it simple, so that we would not stand in this one place for too long.

			“We know of this,” I said, referring to my own people. “Another similarity. Another thing complex beings seem to experience sometimes. Some of my own headmates felt it. One of our friends felt it so intensely shem chose to ascend early.”

			“Ascend?” Brock asked.

			I felt that growing tension in our gut and chest again.

			“I will explain that at the park. It is again related to subjects not for everyone,” I said.

			“So, you still want to go to the park?” Brock asked. “Not home?”

			“When my original vessel got very old, it had pain much like this,” I said. “I can manage. I can take care, too, I think, not to injure it. I’ll go slowly. I would like to see this bus while I’m awake, and the park. I don’t think I’ve been outside yet. I want to see what your flora looks like.”

			Brock smiled, closed mouthed, and shook their head, “I think I’m starting to actually believe what you’re saying.”

			“You’d better,” Erik said in a sharp and low tone, head lowered in their direction. “You get me?”

			Brock looked startled, and said defensively, “I know. I know. I’m just saying it’s coming naturally now, instead of me having to force it. And I’m not speaking for the others. But you know how it is, right? We were raised in skepticism. It rules the world.”

			“This part of the world,” Erik said. “And not around me, OK? We can do reality checks as we need to, to see if we’re all experiencing the same thing, having a shared hallucination or something. Particularly when I’m having an episode. But when someone talks about their own identity and personal reality, we take them at their word. As mad trans people, it’s ridiculous for us not to. But it’s what everyone should do.”

			“Yeah.”

			I sighed, and started moving toward the door.

			They were both humoring me. It would have to do.

			We’d all figure it out as we went.

			It seemed that I was starting to read their expressions more naturally. I wasn’t sure if that meant that I was learning quickly, or if I was fading from the front and someone more familiar with them was taking over. But the increased ease of communication was very welcome.

			And what these two were saying was very informative. Reassuring in some ways, and worrisome in others. Phage, and its child, Ni’a, both of whom had led this project, had warned me that Earth would be rough and difficult and perhaps more closely resemble the stories we’d heard about our predecessor ship, Feruukepikape. But, if Phage had had a hand in shaping Sarah and Goreth’s lives for the better already, I could see why it had favored Erik and the Audreys as friends.

			They were peers of my hosts, in many ways, from the sound of it. But also, they strove for a philosophy closer to what I was used to than to what might be in store for us outside that door. Even if they didn’t yet fully embody it, they were young and working toward it. And that’s what mattered.

			I like your friends, I tried to think clearly and loudly for my hosts.

			The cane felt more at home in our right hand, so I used it there, with the small bag strapped across our body to hang to our left. Which I’d put on after I’d donned our thin, long black coat, which had been draped over the back of the seat. This all had necessitated briefly removing the wide brim hat with a feather in it that we were wearing, which had rested on the table until I could put it back on again.

			The movements all felt routine, but also a hassle.

			And then, when we tried to walk, while Erik and Brock were still talking, I was presented with the problem that this body didn’t have a tail, and the hips didn’t work quite the way I expected.

			So the cane was very handy then, and I took it as slowly and deliberately as I could without thinking about it too much.

			Erik rushed over to take our left arm by the hand and elbow, his backpack resting on both shoulders now.

			“We really should just take you home,” Brock said.

			“We can do this, Brock,” Erik stated back. Then asked me, “Right?”

			“I think so,” I said. “I want to try.”

			“We can also change our minds at any point,” Erik added.

			“This is true,” I agreed.

			Brock relented, “OK.”

			“If Sarah and Goreth ever have this much trouble, though,” I said, “I think the cane is inadequate. Do you have other tools of accommodation?”

			“Yeah, but they’re more expensive,” Erik said.

			“Expensive?” I asked.

			“You know, cost more money?” Brock asked back, checking to see what I understood.

			“Money,” I repeated. I felt an alarmed tension from the rest of the system. Like it was a sore subject.

			We were moving faster and more easily toward the door, as the vessel seemed to take over to teach me how to walk in it. I tried to let the pain in our feet just happen and roll through them with the movements. But the shoes were raised in the back and low in the front, and they put extra weight on the balls of the feet. And the pain got more intense with every step. Like walking on sessile hexavalves with their tiny, sharp shells.

			So, I took a deep breath and imagined that I had my favorite feet. Not the feet of my old vessel, young or old, but my own feet. The feet I had made using the nanite exobody I had created for myself whenever I left my vessel to be on my own. Feet that could feel the ground and the air they moved through, and that convinced my mind that they were every bit as organic and biological as my original feet, but never feeling pain or exhaustion or any detrimental sensation I didn’t want anymore.

			Even though those feet worked a little differently than a human’s feet, the two legged gait was close enough, and Sarah and Goreth’s vessel was firmly set enough in its rhythm, that I was able to just remember that old relief and use it to float through the pain.

			So we made it to the door.

			“Money is this bullshit thing we all have to have in order to live and have shelter and eat and get anything we need or want,” Brock was explaining.

			“Amen,” Erik said.

			“And hardly anybody has enough of it, and a tiny handful of people have way, way too much. And things like walkers and scooters and other mobility aids cost too much. That cane, actually, cost too much, but we all gotta have our joys somehow. It’s Goreth’s baby, and they deserve it.”

			“Preach it,” Erik said.

			Brock glanced at him and asked, “Are you Father Erik, now?”

			Erik shrugged and said, “No such thing. We’re all atheists and pagans. If anybody actually worships anything in here, it’s horror movies. You know that.”

			“Sorry.”

			“No worries.”

			“Anyway, money sucks.”

			“It does.”

			“We don’t have money on the Sunspot. Nor anything like commerce,” I said.

			Brock squinted at me with incredulity, “If you don’t have money, then how do you know about commerce?”

			“We’ve been told stories about our predecessor ship, as an explanation for why we didn’t have these things,” I replied. “My memories are not always quick here. Things are muddled. But the more you talk about something, the more that bubbles up from either my own past, or from Sarah and Goreth’s.”

			“That makes sense,” Brock said, opening the door. “Brains work by association.”

			At this point, I was able to walk on my own. In retrospect, I think I may have been using more than just mind tricks to do so, but we’ll get to that.

			At the time, I wasn’t thinking about the pain, or its accompanying exhaustion, anymore. I was eagerly looking up and forward to take in my first fully conscious view of the outdoors of a new planet.

			The dark, cozy, colorful interior of Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut gave way to a bright, cold, hard, and drab landscape of rectangular buildings, paved ground, and roaring, whooshing wheeled vehicles.

			There were trees, and they stood out starkly against everything else for how organic they were.

			Trees are not a single type of lifeform, but a shape commonly taken by sessile species that feed on their atmosphere and must grip the substrate below them to resist the currents that surround them and flow through their branches. And if they grow over a certain size for their environment, they develop something akin to wood or rock for strength.

			Some of these trees had mostly yellow and orange leaves, which also littered the ground. And many of them were bare, having lost most of them. Yet others were covered in dark green needles. And those trees were roughly conical in shape, instead of the mushroom-like shapes of the crowns of the other trees.

			No purple, magenta, or indigo foliage. The first big difference I noted in the natural world of Earth from my home on the Sunspot.

			The architecture of the city, Portland, was all wrong and weird, too, of course. But I was ignoring that.

			What gripped me was the sky.

			The horizon bent in the wrong way, which I had expected but dreaded.

			And between the scant clouds, the sky was blue with nothing beyond it. No faded geography, no mountains, no sea, no cities and forest pointed back down at us. No gigantic Endcaps to keep the atmosphere in. No spokes. No electromagnetic rings to guide the sun and moon on their journey across the habitat cylinder.

			No habitat cylinder.

			A sun that, logically, was bigger than anything I’d ever seen this closely before, but so distant that it looked similar to what I was used to on the Sunspot, but unmoored by a lack of any guiding magnetic bottle. If it had been a twenty kilometer wide ball of plasma a hundred kilometers of so from the ground, it would have fallen on us all.

			And I knew that at night we would see the depths of space all around us, as if we were looking out of one of the shipyard doors. And that idea made me dizzy.

			It was too much.

			I wanted to dash Belowdecks to get away from it. But there were no Belowdecks. Not here.

			I closed my eyes and felt myself fall away into unconsciousness, thinking that I was going to fail my mission.

			The body remained upright.

			The Princess and the Messenger

			Sarah found herself standing just outside of Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut, with Erik to her left, and the Audreys to her right, a few steps toward the bus stop.

			She also felt the familiar, exhilarating, terrifying rush of having woken up standing in a place she didn’t remember walking to.

			She sighed and cussed.

			“Well, they’re gone now,” she told Erik.

			“Aw, shit,” he responded.

			“Oh, hey, Sarah,” the Audreys said in Brock’s unmistakable voice. “How’s Goreth?”

			Goreth wasn’t there.

			At this point in her life, she was used to being constantly co-conscious with Goreth, and switching back and forth fluidly, with Phage occasionally joining them but otherwise being pretty hands off.

			The new headmate that Phage had convinced them both to let into their system had thrown all of that off now, apparently, because she couldn’t feel anyone awake with her.

			There was a residual dizziness, and the right half of her body felt distant, with the right side of her head dark and muffled, with some movement of unintelligible thought going on. Like a dream that was still happening in her subconscious even though she’d just woken up.

			And it felt like someone was having a meltdown in her chest.

			Not an entirely unfamiliar sensation, in either case, really. Just, it had been a while.

			“This reminds me of the worst of college,” she said. “You know, back when we almost got diagnosed with DID. I hate it. Goreth’s unconscious and dreaming. Phage, I think, is dealing with the newbie. What are we doing?”

			“You don’t remember?” Erik asked.

			“No.”

			“Full blackout, then?”

			“I’m not quite sure what my last memories were,” Sarah told him. “So, I think so, yeah.”

			“Damn. It’s been a while since you had one of those!”

			“Tell me all about it,” she said. “What are we doing?”

			“Well, we were going to go to Laurelhurst park,” Brock said.

			Sarah looked down at Goreth’s brocade embossed leather mules and the extension on the tip of the cane, both below the hem of her favorite black trapeze maxi dress, and let herself feel the pain in her feet.

			“In these fucking shoes?” she asked.

			“Ashwin insisted on seeing the park, and they want to tell us some things in private,” Brock said. “But, I did try to convince nem not to.”

			Sarah frowned and glanced at Erik, mouthing, “nem”.

			“When Ashwin introduced nemself, they gave us nems pronoun, nem, and then said they liked they/them, too, and couldn’t decide. So I suggested we switch ‘em up, and nem agreed to it,” Erik explained.

			“Ah. Cool. Fine,” Sarah nodded. That would be easy enough.

			“We can take you back to your place, talk to Ashwin in your bedroom, or just continue this all later,” Brock suggested.

			Sarah looked down at the ground again for a while, weighing the options.

			Their room was a horrendous mess and tiny. Erik and the Audreys would understand, of course, but there’d be no place for them to sit without a lot of work. And she really wasn’t ready for her housemates to become involved in all of this.

			But she also really wanted to meet this new headmate, Ashwin, today if possible.

			Ever since, at seven years old, she and Goreth had introjected Phage from the shadow of a sweatshirt on their bedroom floor at night, and started treating it like their imaginary friend instead of the monster it obviously was, it had been telling some wild and imaginative stories about its origins, motives, and supposed abilities.

			And there had been some really strange events in their childhood that it had laid claim to.

			But, in time, it had learned to cool down and lay off the stories, as adults and classmates repeatedly dismissed them. And, of course, so had they. It had told them the stories, and then they’d told everyone else, and that never went over well, so they’d all stopped.

			They also hadn’t known they were plural back then. They hadn’t even known what plurality was.

			In fact, they’d thought that Sarah had been Goreth’s first imaginary friend, and hadn’t really recognized the few times she’d fronted. Not until after they’d come out as trans in college, while sharing housing with their high school buddy, Erik.

			They’d had some truly upsetting experiences then, and Erik, an old hand at dealing with psychological fuckery, had been a godsend. He’d mostly given them the space to be who they were, but also had coached them on accepting themselves and their weirdnesses. And they owed Erik so much for that.

			There was a lot of history and mess there, though, and they’d ended up following him from UW in Seattle to Portland, to get away from their family, and they’d all met the Audreys at Aunti Zero’s shortly after that.

			Which had been fortunate, because Erik hadn’t had room for them in his living situation, and the Audreys had known Abigail. And had introduced Sarah and Goreth to her. And she’d convinced her boyfriend Peter to take them in.

			And so then they’d settled in with Peter and Abigail, who were ambiguously queer. Or, at least, Abigail said she was bi, and Peter was just Peter and wouldn’t admit to anything but his own privileges, even if he was sometimes terrible at actually owning them. But he also gave off safe vibes, and treated Sarah and Goreth like the separate people they said they were, and that was preciously important.

			However, slowly, Phage had been reasserting itself. And Goreth had been insisting that the two of them take it at its word.

			And Sarah wasn’t really sure she was OK with that.

			She really didn’t feel like countering her aunts’ and uncles’ Evangelical bigotry with accepting the idea that she was playing host to the psychic manifestation of Entropy Itself, which Phage kept saying that it was.

			Or, well, it said various things to that effect, while it also insisted that no one call it a god or a demon or angel or anything of the sort. Not even ‘the universe itself’.

			“I was conceived in the processes that led to what you call the Big Bang,” it would say. “I am a reflection of my greater self, but I am finite. I have limits. Which makes me more akin to you than to physics itself.”

			Whatever it was, she didn’t want to let its presence in her system lead her to become all woo and silly, like her aunt Brenda. Even her parents’ Universal Unitarianism was still too much for her, really. She liked focusing on people, and living her life, not the possibility of spirits.

			If she could make her art while helping Goreth navigate social situations and write their novel someday, that would be enough.

			Ever since middle school, Goreth had wanted to be a writer, so Sarah tried to give them ample time to write, or think about writing while she was drawing.

			But then, with Phage’s resurgence came strong memories of the weird things. And then this dream they’d had that night, way back when they were seven, when they’d made a pact with it, where it would help them get through their life in relative safety in exchange for giving it a taste of living mortality.

			And something about a generational starship named the Sunspot, and a tunnel that had been buried under a nearby mountain, and the people of the Sunspot who wanted to come through it to visit.

			Phage had mentioned it recently, and the memory came back to her like it had been yesterday. And Goreth had corroborated it, reminding her that they’d been there, too, and remembered it just as clearly now.

			The veils of denial, the closet, and dissociation had been lifted for years now. And at the age of twenty-seven, Sarah found herself face to face with personal knowledge of things that she couldn’t explain away.

			Unless it was psychosis, like Erik experienced. But he always frowned and shook his head at that suggestion, and told them not to pathologize themselves like that.

			In any case, if she dismissed it all, that meant she also dismissed the realities of the people who shared her body. And then how could she ask them to respect her in turn?

			Especially when she clearly and vividly remembered the inexplicable things, like the parking brake on her dad’s VW bus spontaneously failing and allowing it to roll back into the road they’d been playing in, in front of a speeding car, preventing them from being hit.

			And the difference between her memory of that and her parents’ memory of it was that Phage had said, “I will protect you,” just before it had happened.

			Which, of course, her parents couldn’t have heard. And she and Goreth had been so absorbed in their play they hadn’t even heard the car coming, let alone seen it.

			And also, just like with her memory of their first encounter with Phage, she’d remembered sitting beside Goreth in the road back then. As if her brain had reconstructed the memory to fit her preferred way of seeing it, but more like she’d literally been beside her own body somehow.

			If she questioned those memories, which of her memories should she not question?

			At a certain point, she had to test what her brain could do, regardless of how or why it was doing it. Just to know what to expect. If her own personal reality was becoming unexpected and unpredictable, she needed to learn the new rules.

			So, when Phage had come forward one night, while they were lying in bed before sleep, and had said in their vessel’s deepest voice, “It is time for your first visitor, if you will accept them. You are ready,” it hadn’t been exactly wrong.

			It took Sarah a day or two to get over that, but she’d decided to go forward with the experiment.

			After all, life really fucking sucked in a lot of ways, and she needed a distraction. Even if a distraction was the last thing she needed.

			National politics was making the future seem bleak and hopeless, on top of their disabilities and everything else. The country had already nearly shattered itself just after their transition with a disastrous President, and he was obviously going to run for office again, despite his recent loss.

			And it wasn’t just him. It was the whole global movement of fascism that he represented that made everything so terrifying. It had been growing steadily worse since before she’d been born, but now it had reached a crescendo, and…

			She felt sick thinking about that now.

			She made herself stop.

			Going over all this again while trying to decide what to do, with Erik and the Audreys looking on, was not the thing to do here and now.

			Maybe she was turning to this to avoid some paperwork that she’d just gotten in the mail from the state of Oregon, actually, but it felt like an act of taking care of herself and her system, and that doing this was the first thing she should do.

			Do some internal science and learn what was going on in her own head. Then turn back and face the world’s bullshit.

			And so Phage had then told them enough about Ashwin to help them feel at ease with their arrival, and they’d negotiated the time and day they’d try to meet them, and started coordinating with Erik and the Audreys for support. And to have them as witnesses.

			Which had been a very good idea.

			And so.

			“Let’s go to the park,” Sarah said.

			“OK,” Brock said. “But I’m getting you a taxi ride home. No protesting.”

			“None,” Sarah relented easily. “We’ll need it. Thank you.”

			And with that, they hobbled and walked over to the bus stop.

			“Did I comment on how awesome those golden mermaid leggings are, Brock?” Sarah asked.

			“Not yet!” Brock called back.

			“They’re so awesome.”

			“Thank you!”

			—

			My name was spoken once more.

			When I fronted again, I was more immediately lucid and more fluidly received working memories of climbing up on a park table and resting shoeless feet on the bench of it, while Erik and the Audreys talked.

			But I didn’t recall the bus ride, just that it had happened.

			I and my hosts were still very dissociated and separated from each other’s conscious minds.

			And I didn’t recall being aware of anything while not fronting. No inworld, no dreams. Just like the first few years of my life before the neural terminal.

			Though, much later, I would hazily recall a discussion with Phage about what to expect of this conversation. But I didn’t recall it then.

			The park was situated in a dip between two hills, and filled with trees. And though the sky was still disturbingly clear of landmarks, this made the horizon much, much easier for me to handle.

			“Hello,” I said, feeling somewhat refreshed despite the body’s aches. I’m told it sounded like ‘hewwo’, which was immediately recognizable.

			“Ashwin!” Erik cheered, pronouncing my name more lazily than before. He was standing near a tree just a couple paces away.

			The Audreys were seated on the bench near our feet, straddling it to sit sideways to face Erik and me. Their long, lightly colored, fine plumage was lifting up and waving slightly in a breeze.

			I could feel the weight of the long feather in our hat doing the same thing, and the edges of the hat’s brim occasionally lifting up, too, but never threatening to lift off our head.

			“So, what’s the big secret?” Brock asked.

			Directives given to me by Phage manifested as a clear motive in the center of my being. I was very much feeling my full self, and I thought I could recount my entire life aboard the Sunspot to anyone who asked then, even if I could not remember much of my time here on Earth since I’d first arrived.

			Phage had vetted these people. That wasn’t my job. My job was to be a true representative of my people, that Erik and the Audreys and Sarah and Goreth could come to trust. And to convey a message. One that came with a question.

			I spoke, “I am getting the impression that what I will tell you is not well accepted by most people of this planet. Or, at least, most people of this region. If I were to say I was an Outsider projected here by my own people’s technology and science in order to learn and teach about the diversity of life in the universe, most people would be skeptical. Yes?”

			“Phage already told us that much,” Brock said. “But that sums up the situation, yes.”

			Erik nodded.

			“Sarah is one of those skeptics, isn’t she?” I asked.

			Erik chuckled, and said, “I might be the only one here who truly isn’t. Even in my own system of Eriks. But I can’t even be certain of that. Like, I’m not even sure which one of me I am right now, anyway, but I mean. We’ve all internalized this since forever, Ashwin. I always say that there are multiple consensual realities, or consensus realities, or whatever everyone agrees they’re called. And no objective reality. But, uh, neither of us have seen or know anyone who has seen irrefutable, independently verifiable proof of aliens. And your story very neatly matches a really common one amongst crazies like me, so. Like, I totally believe you, but also our entire cultural upbringing says you’re not real.” He held up a finger, “But it also says I’m not real!”

			“You and your multiple consensus realities,” Brock snarked.

			“I will fucking lecture you again,” Erik snapped back, lightly. “You know you want me to.”

			“Hypeshare it, shortstack!”

			“Later.”

			I considered this, and then said, “If I told you all of the details, even if you believed them, you yourselves would not be taken seriously.”

			“Correct,” Erik said. “The plausible deniability of the mad is iron clad. Saneism at its finest!”

			“And if somehow, I or Phage were to lead you to real, tangible, physical proof of where I come from,” I said, “then, unless you showed that proof to anyone else, you would still be disbelieved.”

			They both abruptly tilted their heads.

			The expression was so much like one I’d seen countless times growing up, I nearly forgot I was on a different world with an alien species. I wondered if it meant the same thing to them, or if they were imitating what I’d done before. It read it as quizzical.

			“What proof?” Brock asked.

			“A physical artifact that should probably be destroyed,” I replied.

			There was dead silence as the eyes of both of them widened, their jaws slackened. Maybe they hadn’t been simply humoring me. Maybe they did believe in something I’d been saying.

			“Like in a fucking movie?” Brock eventually asked.

			“Oh, holy shit,” Erik exclaimed, nearly over his friend. “If you are not fucking with us, I have got to touch it! I’m sure my ancestors, if I even knew who they were, would be screaming at me not to. But I’m my own men, and if you have a piece of alien tech on this planet, I have got to touch it. After the Audreys and Sarah and Goreth touch it, of course. Confirm that it’s real. That it’s our shared consensual reality, and not something just from my own head. Please.”

			“That may be possible,” I admitted. “Destroying it remotely would be safer and easier. But it requires a command issued by a human, so that you have a choice in your own fate. So, some day, when we are all ready, we will need to go and find it.”

			“What is it?” Brock asked, thumping the table with a fist.

			“A probe,” I said. “It was dropped here by an ancestor ship to the Sunspot, or a cousin ship, really, as part of a program to make contact with emerging cultures. That ship didn’t survive. Few Exodus Ships live longer than a few reproduction cycles. The Sunspot has yet to have one. But the Weaver’s Shuttle, we might call it, left this probe here a long time ago, before your most recent ice age. And the probe is still functional.” I stalled Erik’s excited intake of breath with a lifted hand, and said, “It has a communication device on it called a Tunnel Apparatus. Phage traveled here through that twenty of your years ago, and met Sarah and Goreth then.”

			“Where is it?” Brock asked.

			“Under a mountain, near Sarah and Goreth’s childhood home,” I replied.

			Erik squinted and said, “I didn’t think there were any mountains near there. I mean, not any nearer than the Olympic peninsula or the Cascades, but that’s, like, miles from there, if I remember correctly.”

			“Phage told me this,” I told him. “And while its interpretations of the truth are sometimes hard to understand, it does not lie. It will be the first to tell you that language is very limited, however, and that it doesn’t trust language to convey any real meaning.”

			“Hm.” Erik rubbed his chin, squinting, then swept his hand to the side, saying, “I’ll be puzzling over that until we figure it out. I’ll let you know what I come up with.”

			“We will find it when it is time to find it,” I said, noting to myself how much I sounded like Phage right then. “In the meantime, it is safely buried, and the Tunnel has been moved from the Apparatus to Sarah and Goreth’s psyche.”

			“How did that happen?” Erik asked.

			But Brock almost talked over him, asking immediately after, “What’s dangerous about the probe?”

			To be very clear which question I was answering, I gestured at Erik first and said, “Phage. It can alter the direction of physics on a fundamental level, within a certain range, and the probe was near enough to Sarah and Goreth that, with their express consent, it was able to entangle its wormholes with the molecules of their neurons in an intelligible way. I am very educated and experienced, and like everyone aboard the Sunspot, Phage has granted me access to its abilities as a gift. I can sense and do many amazing things. But I couldn’t do that myself, and I couldn’t explain how it actually works.”

			“Wait. ‘Granted’ you… Are you saying –” Erik started.

			I held up a hand, and then gestured to Brock, and opened our mouth to answer their question.

			But Brock interrupted me to ask, “Are you saying you’re psychic?” Then nodded at Erik, who solemnly nodded back.

			Psychic. By the etymology of that word, everyone is psychic. Everyone that thinks has a psyche. But, the common meaning was known, and Phage had directed me how to answer that.

			“In a manner of speaking, yes,” I said. “Though, I’ve been cautioned not to show off, or to stretch myself too far here. There seems to be some mechanism of Earth or its people that makes that difficult or dangerous, and Phage is nervous about it. At the very least, I cannot violate anyone’s express revocation of consent. That is, if it involves actions taken by anything but the physical force exerted by this body. It is like a law of physics itself. Even Phage is governed by it.”

			“I consent,” Brock said, quickly.

			“Hold on,” Erik said, standing with his arm stretched out toward the Audreys, palm facing them. He lowered his brow at them and waited a beat before saying, “Don’t ask the alien to hurt you. Not while I’m thinking about this.”

			“I’m just saying, I can take it for science,” Brock said.

			“Shsh!”

			Brock and I let Erik tap his chin and pace for a moment.

			Then Erik whirled and snapped, “What about the lucky car wreck?”

			I didn’t immediately know what we was talking about. Still, I spoke quickly anyway.

			The words that came out of our mouth were mine, but they surprised me with their knowledge, “The other driver was not in control and not lucid enough to say ‘no’. And his actions were about to violate the consent and autonomy of Sarah, Goreth, and Phage. He was also grateful afterward to have not committed vehicular manslaughter of a nine year old child.”

			“So, OK, that tracks, I guess,” Erik said. Then he bobbed his head a couple times. “Which means that all of Phage’s shenanigans were always limited to being witnessed and experienced by people who could accept them, either by willingness to believe or by explaining them away as chance and fortune.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“And that’s why it went quiet for so long, when Sarah and Goreth were deepest in the closet.”

			“Yes.”

			“OK, cool. Now,” Erik pointed at Brock. “It’s time to learn about that dangerous thing. The probe, not what Brock wants you to do with them.”

			I looked at Brock and said, “I do not wish to ever hurt anyone.”

			“You don’t talk like someone who would,” Brock said. “And I trust Sarah and Goreth.”

			“Would the rest of your system consent to – shall we call them ‘shenanigans’?” I asked.

			“Aw. I’d have to ask. I’m getting some yeses, but there are a lot of us,” they said.

			“I will consult Phage to see what it is comfortable doing, then,” I told them. “In the meantime, let’s focus on that probe you asked about.”

			“Cool.”

			This was it. This was the message.

			“It has a tank of something we call construction nanites,” I said. “And though they are dormant and safe so long as no one commands them, the first person to learn how to access them will be able to reshape your world with them.”

			“Oh.”

			“Shit. Really?”

			“Why?”

			“Because my people had lived with shared control of them for so long that we’d forgotten how dangerous unequal access to them can be. A lesson we relearned only recently on the Sunspot,” I said. “Or because someone aboard that ancestor ship was being actively malicious toward you.”

			“Why are you trusting us with this?” Brock asked, Erik nodding in agreement with the question, eyes wide.

			“Because someone responsible from Earth needs to make the decision. Because you are friends with Sarah and Goreth, and because you are all multiple. There is no one of you here that is alone. And in sharing a body with others, you inherently understand how interdependent you are, and how dangerous and destructive an imbalance of power can be,” I told them. “Collectively, you will be able to make wise decisions regarding the safety and health of your planet.”

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Erik spat.

			Coming back to Earth at ground level

			“You wanted to be convinced,” Phage told her, then let her front fully again.

			They were still in the park, waiting for the taxi, but Ashwin had retreated again and they’d made their way to a table near one of the entrances. And Erik and Brock had been filling her in with Phage’s ‘help’.

			She was arguing with Phage about this, now.

			Erik and Brock both stood leaning against nearby trees, arms folded, expressions similarly taught and patiently knowing in an annoying way.

			“I did want to be convinced, yes,” Sarah said. “But I didn’t think you’d do this. You increased our dissociation and amnesia on purpose? Without my consent? I thought you couldn’t do that.”

			She waited for it to respond, and it obliged.

			“You did consent,” Phage said simply, before retreating again.

			Sarah leaned back and glared up at the quickly darkening sky, and hissed, “Stop being so brief. Explain yourself, please, Phage.”

			“I wanted you to hear what Ashwin had to say through Erik and the Audreys as witnesses. And you wanted that too. You may not have given vocal consent while awake, but you did consent to it,” it said. “And Goreth agreed as well. And so did Ashwin. It was unanimous.”

			“I don’t remember that,” Sarah said.

			“But now you’ve experienced it, and you will remember it eventually,” Phage replied.

			Their voices were so different from each other. 

			Sarah had worked hard to learn how to speak like someone would expect of a woman, to soothe her own vocal dysphoria. She’d learned how to do it on her own, listening to tutorials and practicing in the shower. But Phage preferred to speak in their voice’s lowest natural resonances, chest rumbling like thunder. And somehow that worked, against all feminizing voice coaches’ advice to never speak in a low resonance again. Her voice was fine, no matter what it did.

			And when she talked to Phage out loud like this, it was really fun when they were alone, but it made her a little self conscious in public. And it sounded like she was rehearsing to do voice acting for a cartoon.

			Which, that would be a really cool job if they could meet the physical and emotional demands of work at all. Or be lucky enough to land the gig in the first place.

			Goreth’s voice was even more different and, in a way, more cartoony. They sounded so astoundingly gay when they talked. Almost like they fit in better with Erik and the Audreys, too. More of a trans masc stereotype of early transition than a trans fem one. Even though they were years past their first dose of estradiol, and no longer produced more than single digits of testosterone.

			But, being a cartoon show in the shower was good enough. It was a delight, when they could stand to shower at all.

			Right now, just between Sarah and Phage, it was a constant niggling distraction to this infuriating discussion.

			She’d agreed to this, yes. OK. But now that she was experiencing it, she realized how much of a side show it really was.

			Sarah let out a big vocal sigh, relishing how she managed to make it sound like a typical teen girl’s expression of frustration with her mom.

			“Are you still skeptical?” Phage asked.

			“I’m not skeptical that you’ve created a whole new headmate for me, no,” Sarah replied. “But I want to be skeptical about all the rest of it. I’ve got shit to do, Phage. You know that. Being disabled is a full time job, and our division of labor kind of really sucks sometimes. And this body sure isn’t OSHA or ADA compliant. It’s a fucking hazard.”

			Erik snickered and Brock snorted, and she shared knowing glances with them, glad they found that funny.

			“Now that I’m remembering more of our discussions,” she added, “I think I’d hoped that you, of all beings in the universe, could have helped prevent our illnesses. And since it seems you didn’t, maybe that’s why I don’t want to believe in everything you’re telling me.”

			That seemed to shut it up.

			It didn’t surge forward right away to respond to that.

			She’d struck a nerve and won the argument, and that made her feel more like she was in control of herself and her system for the moment. A feeling she often felt she didn’t have, though not usually because of her headmates. More because her body just hurt and dysfunctioned all the time, and because the world itself didn’t give anybody any real control.

			“Sarah,” Brock said, sounding cautious. “Maybe you’re not being fair to it. You and Goreth have both said that Phage literally saved your lives, and even prompted you to come out as trans when the timing was best. It says it has limits, and always has. Am I getting this right, Erik?” And then, when Erik nodded, they finished, “Maybe if it hadn’t been helping you, if you still survived, maybe you’d be a hell of a lot more sick.”

			There was a stirring in her chest that felt like Phage reacting to Brock, and she slumped and sighed again.

			Then it felt like Goreth was hugging her from her right.

			She gave up.

			“OK, so what’s the plan? What do we do?” she asked.

			“We don’t know where the probe is,” Erik said. “It’s near your old house, by some obscure definition of near, under a mountain by some relative definition of a mountain, according to the sensibilities of the monster from under your bed that claims it came from outer space. And confirmed by a rather friendly and delightfully doofy sounding alien who now shares your head. I’m kind of thinking that the answer is somewhere in your subconscious.”

			“Right,” Brock agreed. “And until you all figure it out, it stays buried like it has been, because nobody’s looking for it yet. So we just get to talk about what we’ll do when we do finally find it. If we can even get to it.”

			“You’re both totally taking this seriously, though,” Sarah said.

			Sarah, like any self respecting trans girl with a penchant for science fiction stories, knew exactly what self replicating nanites were and what the authors feared they could do, as Ashwin had apparently described. She also knew that scientists had declared them most likely impossible.

			Erik gave her a wry smile and replied, “Why not? Either it’s real and we’ll find it, or we won’t find it and we’ll never know. But, at least, we can have fun talking about it as if it is real. Imagine what we could do with those nanites if we kept them. Like, just daydream about it. Be horrified by our own bloodthirsty imaginations. Or, imagine how heroic we’ll feel for making the sacrifice of destroying them.”

			“Or be horrified by not stopping the march of genocide and mass extinction by not using the nanites to, I don’t know…” Sarah countered.

			“Turn the world into gray goo?” Brock asked.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Sometimes it feels like everyone deserves it, doesn’t it?”

			Goreth nudged her mentally, so she forced herself to relax. It was nice that they were co-conscious again.

			“I’m in camp Destroy Them, myself,” Goreth said. “Space colonialism isn’t going to fix Earth colonialism. And I’ve also got too much rage in myself to use them safely, even with you all acting as counter balances and reminders.”

			“I think we all might agree on that,” Erik said. “Though, I still want to at least touch the probe itself. If the world can not blow itself up long enough that I can do that, I think I’ll die pretty damn happy someday.”

			“Is it space colonialism?” Brock asked.

			“Yeah, it kind of is,” Erik replied. “Like, I think Phage and Ashwin are trying to do the responsible thing, to let Earthlings handle this but also to inform us as best they can about it. And they seem like the types who want to strive for an equal cultural contact and exchange, but are smart enough to see when it’s really not possible. But that ancestor ship? The one that dropped the probe off? Nuh uh. We know nothing about them except that they left it here with really suss instructions.”

			“And coming to us is probably better than going to one of Earth’s governments,” Brock suggested.

			“I think that was really just chance and a long shot,” Erik pointed out. “Phage had no idea who would be on the other end when it came through the Tunnel, and it’s done the best it can with Sarah and Goreth. And us.”

			Sarah felt Phage surging forward again, but gently, questioningly.

			She let it speak.

			“I also have a subconscious mind, of sorts,” it said. “Sometimes my greater self seems to pave the way for what I consciously choose to do, without me being aware of why, how, when, or where it is doing this. I cannot promise that everything will work out in your favor, or mine. But you likely have better chances than if I wasn’t present.”

			Sarah exhaled forcefully, “I got a letter from ONE Oregon this week. It’s probably about renewing our Medicaid and SNAP benefits. I hate doing that shit, but I handle it better than Goreth or you, Phage, and it does have a deadline. And we also really need to get back on track trying to get a diagnosis for a disability claim, so we don’t have to rely on our Patreon for all of our money. Though, of course, that’ll get rejected first thing and will take years to be approved, if at all. Peter and Abigail are being so generous, but I really don’t think they can afford us not paying actual rent. And I think the taxi is lost or running late.” She paused for emphasis. “Do we have time for any of this?”

			Everyone was quiet while they waited for Phage to reply, which it eventually did.

			“This is why it was time to bring Ashwin here,” Phage said. “The nanites can wait. Ashwin brings skills and knowledge that may help you with everything else. Perhaps even your physical pain and fatigue. In any case, we should prioritize your health and security before we search for the nanite probe. Take the time to do that first.”

			“But that requires bringing Ashwin up to speed, and it’s never ending, Phage,” Sarah said. “The bullshit is an endless landslide and it’s going to drown us.”

			“Everything ends,” Phage replied, as the taxi pulled up to the curb. “It is what I do.”

			—

			Sometimes, passing through a threshold, such as a doorway, will spark different associations and prompt a plurality to change who is fronting. Singlets will experience something similar, forgetting what they were thinking about and why they were entering a given room in the first place. Same mechanism, just a different degree of effect.

			The taxi door worked in this way, but all it seemed to do was bring me back to the front. Not to switch me out with anyone else, but to join the gestalt of Sarah, Goreth, and Phage. And it felt like we were almost one person, but we could also choose to be whoever we wanted to be between the four of us.

			Both Erik and the Audreys had joined us for the ride, too, the Audreys on the far side of Erik from us. All of us in the back seat of the car. There were four bodies, including the driver, but a lot more people than that, in one vehicle.

			Everything and everyone was so much more relaxed. Though not quite at ease, since the taxi driver was a stranger.

			But, as soon as Sarah was done giving the driver the address to drive to, Erik leaned over toward us, face bright with eagerness, and asked, “So, Sarah. Tell us more about this science fiction novel you’re writing!”

			He waggled his eyebrows.

			The Audreys lit up, and Brock immediately asked, “Yeah. Can you do that right now? How did your MC ascend again? What was that all about?”

			“Aw, shit,” the driver said, making eye contact with us through the rear view mirror. “You’re an author?”

			Sarah spoke for us, feeling anxious but unable to lie about the ambitions that she and Goreth had had since middle school, and said, “I want to be, but it’s taking a while. I’m not published.”

			“But you’re writing?”

			“Sure.”

			“That’s all it takes! Good on you! Don’t mind me,” they said. “Just, maybe tell me the title so I can look for it when it’s done. I love sci-fi.”

			“It doesn’t –” Sarah started to say, but I had an idea and gave it to her. And she decided to go with it, “I’m thinking I might call it The End of the Tunnel, I guess.”

			“And your name?”

			“I’m probably going to use a pseudonym,” she said. “But I haven’t picked it yet.”

			“Ah, that’s alright. I’ll just read every book by that title and guess which one is yours,” the driver smiled.

			“Sure,” Sarah smirked. “That sounds like a fun game.”

			“Anyway, go on. Your friends were asking about your story. I could use that as a clue.”

			“Ascension,” Brock repeated.

			“Right. Let’s see if I can remember it all,” Sarah said, eyeballing them and frowning at Erik. She repeated the word ‘ascension’ in our head, to prompt my memories, and they came easily. But our voice became strained as I explained what had happened while Sarah tried to assert her way of talking and her accent over my words. 

			We said, “Our, um, MC, Mortu, had been given an experimental neural terminal made out of the construction nanites. But shem, er, she had such terrible physical dysphoria that even the improved access to the Network couldn’t soothe it. So she decided that she had to get rid of her body. It was a rash decision, against all the advice of her Tutor and the wishes of her partner, Tetsha. But she used her nanites to dissolve her body while keeping her consciousness intact on the Network. And that’s just kind of what happens when anyone with a neural terminal dies. Only, she chose to do it at the age of fifteen. And people of the Sunspot live to about 250 years old, so Mortu was really very much a child at the time.”

			It felt sneaky saying all of this in front of a stranger while framing it as fiction. I quite enjoyed it.

			“Oh, shit,” the taxi driver said. “I kind of wish I was taking you further now. I wanna hear all of this.”

			“We’ve got a few more blocks,” Brock said.

			“OK,” Erik said. “And did you say that Ashwin died of old age, and ascended then?”

			“Yes,” we said.

			“Was that before or after Mortu ascended?”

			“Long after,” we explained. It was going to feel weird saying my name in third person, but we did it, “Ashwin was the same age as Mortu. They were peers. So, Mortu became an Ancestor long before Ashwin did, but they remained friends.”

			“Wow. How long after ascending did Ashwin leave the Sunspot?” Brock asked.

			“Emm… Forty-one years,” we replied.

			“How did you come up with all of this?” the taxi driver asked.

			“It was kind of like a dream,” Sarah said.

			“Ah! Wonderful!”

			But Erik and the Audreys were staring at us with quiet alarm and consideration, indicating that they’d taken what we were saying somewhat seriously.

			Erik then asked, “So, that means both Ashwin and Mortu are somewhere around three hundred years old? When the story takes place?”

			“Closer to three hundred and twenty,” we corrected. “The Pembers’ vessel lived longer than usual.” Discomfort and surprise came from Sarah and Goreth respectively. Sarah was also upset that we were beginning to sound more like me than her, and worried what the driver would think. But we elaborated anyway, “However, Mortu is still on the Sunspot, which is some unknown number of lightyears away and traveling at relativistic velocities. And Ashwin has traveled through the Tunnel. By the Tunnel, they’re the same age, but by the long way? It depends on which direction you’re going. From one end, neither of them have hatched yet. From the other, Ashwin hasn’t arrived at their destination yet. Relativity is weird that way.”

			“So, you’re saying,” the driver said, “that Ashwin and Mortu have been friends for three hundred and some years, and then Ashwin just leaves her to go, what, across the universe? Can he go back?”

			“Them,” Sarah corrected the driver. “They/them.”

			I added, trying to match her voice, “Aswhin can go back, in a way, but doesn’t want to.”

			“Ah, so that’s where, like, the plot comes in, right?”

			“Not really,” I said. “It is just deep history. The plot is more –”

			“Like the Day the Earth Stood Still meets Doom Patrol,” Erik supplied, cheerfully.

			“Oh, damn! That’s complex. Anyway, we’re here. I stopped the meter already, here’s the tablet,” they passed the device back to Brock, who examined the screen and chose some options on it. And as Brock did that, the driver asked, “So, does the backstory with Mortu ever come into play in saving the Earth or anything like that?”

			“It might,” we said. “W - I just wrote a scene where it’s used to impress the hero’s new friends, and to develop some empathy between human and alien, while at the same time emphasizing the danger that’s looming ahead.”

			I was starting to feel disappointed that we’d gotten wrapped up in the conversation, and I hadn’t really paid all that much attention to the interior of the car, or the streets that it had been driven through. Everything was routine enough for Sarah and Goreth that they didn’t bother to shift attention for me. But it was a small feeling. I’d have plenty of time to see everything and really experience it.

			“OK,” Brock said. “We’re just dropping Sarah off here. And we’re starting a new meter for me and Erik, right?”

			“Yeah,” the driver said. “I just wanted to take a break to listen to more of this story before taking off. Didn’t want to charge you all for that.”

			“You’re kind. Thank you.”

			“I – hm,” Sarah said, feeling conflicted about a bunch of things.

			“You good?” the driver asked, glancing back at us? “You look like you’ve had a long day.”

			“Yeah, I’m fine,” we said. “Thank you for the ride.”

			“Look. Do you need a beta reader or something? I could give you my email. I’ll sign anything you need me to, but I’d love to read this story at any stage it’s at,” they said.

			Sarah opened our mouth to protest, but the rest of us clambering to say different things stalled any words from coming out.

			“My name is Tom,” the driver said. “He/him, you know. But anyway, pleasure to meet you and hear about your work. And here’s my card.” He reached back with a small piece of paper in his hand with words printed on it. A business card. “You can see my email is tombombagrill, all lower case. Had it since college, which is why it’s that.”

			We took the card from him.

			“You have a really good night, OK?” he said.

			“Thank you, we will,” we replied, then got out of the car, waving goodbye to Erik and the Audreys.

			Halfway to the door of the house, it occurred to us what pronoun we’d just used.

			‘We’.

			Between that and having committed to a stranger to write a book, Sarah and Goreth were both an anxious, embarrassed wreck by the time we laid our hand on the knob of the front door.

			Climbing the flight of stairs to get to it had been a whole journey of protesting muscles, exhaustion, and selves recrimination.

			Standing there, at the top, with our hand on the cold metal, Sarah took firm control and filled our psyche with the determination to assert direction, and asked quietly, “Goreth, you could use all of this to actually write a novel, though, couldn’t you?”

			Then we were Goreth, and Goreth’s mind was blank as they tried to consider the possibility.

			After a couple of seconds, they said, “I don’t know. Every time we’ve tried to write something that long, it’s stalled out. Like, no matter how much planning we do, it’s so hard to keep at it with the actual writing. I’m better at blog posts and Patreon updates, really.”

			“OK, well,” Sarah said. “I bet that guy will eventually forget us. If we don’t get back to him, it’s not that big a deal. Writers are notorious flakes, right? He was just being nice.”

			“Writing is a tradition on the Sunspot,” I offered. “It’s not my Art, but if you give me the time to do so, I could try my hand at a book of some sort. You could help if you want.”

			“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Sarah countered. “I’ve gotta go in there and open that mail before I lose the nerve to do so.”

			We nodded to ourselves and opened the door.

			And walking through it changed everything again.

			—

			There was Abigail on the sofa, eating cold cereal and reading a book, and Sarah wasn’t ready to talk about anything.

			She adored Abigail, but all she wanted to do was get across the living room without having to vocalize a single word, and hobble down the hallway to her bedroom and hide in there.

			So she tried that.

			But halfway across the living room floor, there was a, “Oh, hey, Sarah!” from behind her.

			She lifted up her free hand and waved, back still to Abigail, pausing briefly to do so before moving on.

			“Peter’s out on a call,” Abigail said. “There’s stupid pizza in the freezer.”

			It was Sarah’s ‘stupid pizza’, which she’d bought with her own EBT, but Abigail was trying to be helpful and considerate.

			Sarah stopped at the doorway and turned to face her housemate and give her a warm smile in thanks, and gave her a thumbs up. Mouth firmly closed.

			“No words?” Abigail asked.

			Sarah wasn’t non-verbal, exactly, but really didn’t want to talk, so she gave a short, cheerful nod, lips tight.

			“Ah, I get it!” her housemate said. Then she slapped the wooden TV tray in front of her and said, “You should read this book! It’s so good!” She held it up so Sarah could read the title. On Both Banks, by Clarence L. Harper IV. And Abigail lit up when Sarah squinted at the cover from across the room. And then she explained, “It’s about how nightmares and monsters and things are working together to protect humanity from themselves and each other. Or, something like that. It’s not all cut and dry, and it’s like a horror novel that isn’t. Or a collection of fairy tales that are nasty and dark, but I think it’s going to have a really good ending. Each story is really different, but they tie together with themes and characters. And it makes the world feel so big and deep.”

			Sarah tilted her head slowly to the side to try to indicate that she was thinking about it, and Abigail beamed back at her.

			Then Abigail said, “It makes me think of you.”

			She had to talk. 

			She felt flattered, and silly, and deeply resonant with the whole nightmare thing through Phage being such a huge part of her life. Especially with what had just happened today. And she also felt as if Abigail was only making a superficial overture, for the purpose of making a connection, and that felt fake and forced. And it probably wasn’t, but it felt like it.

			And it was so complicated, and she knew she had to talk.

			She jiggled her left hand up and down, palm up, fingers relaxed, and said, “Um, I really need to do some things right away, like pee. But thank you?! I want to come back out and let you talk to me about it, but I need better shoes!”

			Abigail opened her eyes very wide, mouth agape in a melodramatic gasp, and said, “Oh. Take care of yourself! I’ll be right here. Sorry!”

			She was totally being sincere. It was just her manner. But Sarah could never read that performative level of feminine expression as anything but fake. 

			It was so frustrating, too, because Sarah felt like, in not being able to do it herself, she was more often read as male by others.

			She smiled again and repeated her thumbs up, and then went right to her bedroom, feet in increasing agony the whole way, to look for her Birkenstock clogs.

			She ended up lying flat on her back on her bed for a few minutes, all the tissues in her feet screaming and pulsating in chorus.

			Then, in clogs, she went pee, remembering while on the toilet that she’d left the ONE Oregon letter on her computer desk, and she still needed to read that. But there was dinner, which she should cook so she could eat it in twenty-five minutes, and Abigail was waiting for her to talk to her about her book. A book that was not the one that she wasn’t actually going to write. It had already been written. By someone entirely else.

			She had her phone in her hand, because she was on the toilet and she always grabbed her phone if she was going to sit on the toilet.

			So she looked at her messages. It was reflex.

			Erik and the Audreys had flooded their little group chat with comments about Ashwin.

			No. She’d read those later.

			Flipping through it with a flick of her thumb, she still couldn’t help but catch a couple key texts, though.

			a-whole-erik-pie: so weird n cool!!! ty for being urslvs! b gd to ashwin!!!!!!!

			murder-of-audreys: you’ve really gotta write a book now. it’s a moral imperative.

			Why was today so today today? It just didn’t stop.

			She felt like she was being railroaded into writing and books, and that was really, honestly, more Goreth’s thing.

			Of course, she wasn’t being singled out of her whole system for this. They were all catching it. But, because it was her name they used publicly most of the time, and she just happened to be the one fronting the most today, it felt like it was being heaped on her.

			Abigail knew that they were plural. It was why she’d insisted that Peter take them in when the Audreys had introduced them, because she knew that between being trans, autistic, physically disabled, and with nominal DID, Sarah and Goreth really needed the help. And, but also, Abigail felt like she had something in common with them in that regard.

			Kind of.

			She wasn’t really plural herself, but she dealt with similar brain issues and took interest in plurality because of it.

			But, despite that, or because of her own brain issues, Abigail also seemed to forget regularly that Goreth and Phage also existed. So, about half the time, she’d talk about anything as if Sarah was the only one there doing all their things and keeping all their interests.

			Peter, the cis straight and probably neurotypical singlet, was better at consistently picking up on their differences and responding to them by name.

			Sarah realized she’d been holding in her breath for too long, and let out yet another huge sigh for the day.

			And then finally peed.

			A bit later, after washing hands and putting the little terrible pizza in the oven, she was back on the sofa with Abigail, listening to details about the book, when she remembered the letter again.

			Abigail had recounted about three chapters of the book so far when Sarah apologized and said, “I’m so sorry. I really need to take care of this letter I got from the government. If I don’t, we’ll be in big trouble.”

			“Oh, that’s fine,” Abigail said. “I think you get the idea, anyway. I don’t want to spoil the whole thing for you.”

			“I want to read it when you’re done, OK?” Sarah said, mostly to make Abigail feel good. But, also, there was something about the book that pulled at her.

			As if Phage was actually in the book somehow. Or something like it.

			Phage was a nightmare turned guardian turned something even weirder. And it had said that Earth made it nervous. It had repeated that a few times, in fact. So, maybe books like this one that Abigail was pushing on her might have some kind of hint as to why.

			If not through actual spirituality, then through the propagation of the cultural ideas and concepts that had spawned Phage in their psyche in the first place.

			Or, through actual spirituality.

			“You’ll be the first to get it when I’m done,” Abigail said.

			“Thank you.”

			Then, just as she was passing the kitchen on the way back to her room and computer desk, the oven timer beeped to tell her the stupid fucking pizza was ready.

			—

			The pizza was on a plate on our lap, while we sat on the foot of Sarah and Goreth’s bed and stared at the envelope.

			“I think I need to open that before we eat,” Sarah said.

			None of us did any such thing. Not for a while, at least. It was like we were frozen solid, barely even breathing.

			Eventually, I managed to think fairly clearly, I can do it. And I moved a hand ever so briefly to try to place the plate of pizza on the bed beside us.

			No. The hand stopped moving. I’m not ready for that.

			None of us were certain who that was, but I think it was Sarah.

			Phage barged forward and scowled, growling, “Let Ashwin help you. Please. That is why nem is here.”

			But I need to do things for myself.

			“You do not.”

			And that’s not why Ashwin is here. They’re here to warn us about some nanites.

			“I already did that myself, long ago,” Phage said. “Ashwin is here to help you believe what I’ve said, and to help you get things done, so that you can address the nanites when the time comes.”

			How?

			“Division of labor. Experience. The jolt and joy of novelty. And the shock of realizing that this is all objective reality.”

			Erik says there is no objective reality.

			Phage barked a snort, and said, “Call it the consensus of physics itself, then.”

			Show me.

			“I will not. Not anymore. Not right here. Let Ashwin help. They will show you.”

			How did they get here?

			“Through the Tunnel.”

			That’s in our head?

			“That’s in your head, yes. You consented to it.”

			Show me the Tunnel.

			There does seem to be a subtle but unmistakable difference between the behavior and motives of someone who is fronting, and their behavior and motives when they’re nearly unconscious and thinking ‘from the back’. People tend to be more visceral, more reactive, more honestly themselves when they are not burdened with conscious thought.

			“Later,” Phage said. “After you have read the letter. Tonight. When your body sleeps. It will be easiest to show you then.”

			I want to go through it.

			“No.”

			Go through it.

			“No.”

			Get away.

			“Some day, maybe. Not tonight.”

			Poooooooooooop.

			Also, even in my experience, a nearly unconscious person tends to fall back on the cussing they first learned in life, rather than the really satisfying taboo words. Maybe it’s the oldest association. Your puffsweet may disagree, of course. There are no absolutes when it comes to the mind. Just trends.

			What I was getting from this, though, was that Sarah was tired. She was done. She didn’t want anything anymore, but she also didn’t want to let go. She had to stay awake just to see her needs met.

			“Very well,” Phage said. “I will open it myself and read what it has to say. Then I will eat this pizza for you, and you may rest. I will meet you at the Tunnel tonight.”

			It put the pizza on the bed, then got up and reached for the envelope.

			The envelope had been sealed in such a way that there was a finger sized flap on the corner where it could be torn open without the aid of any tool. Phage stuck our pinky in that and expertly tore it open. The tear was near perfect, almost as if a blade had cut it.

			It was showing off, just a little, in a deniable way.

			Then it pulled out the letter and read it.

			It looked like just about every other letter from Integrated ONE and the Oregon Department of Human Services. A letter that was indeed demanding a reapplication for SNAP and Medicaid benefits.

			Right near the top, it had a due date listed of ‘1/5/2024’. A little less than a month away, but a reasonable amount of time for a routine renewal.

			But in the requirements box was something that made Sarah fill our head with an internal scream of rage and hopelessness:

			You must supply evidence that you receive or have applied for Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), or that you are in the process of doing so. If you cannot do so by the deadline above, your SNAP and Medicaid benefits will not be renewed.

			Sarah had already mentioned earlier today that they hadn’t applied and that they were still seeking a relevant diagnosis.

			From the thoughts that accompanied her scream, it was clear that she didn’t see any way to meet this requirement, and that it was a total shock to her. Washington State had never required anything like this of them. Oregon was being maliciously unreasonable.

			And if their Medicaid was denied, how would they get the diagnosis they needed to apply for SSDI?

			Phage remained firmly in front, but let Sarah scream and thrash internally and even bring tears to our eyes until she began to have spent herself.

			“It is done,” Phage said. “Obviously, we must apply for SSDI regardless. We will figure this out. We can put this down tonight, and come back to it the day after tomorrow. Tonight, we take care of you. Tomorrow is for Goreth, and upkeep of your Patreon, and more rest. Do fun and light things and recharge the system. And then, after that, let Ashwin learn how to help you.”

			There was no response, just the feeling of Sarah letting go.

			“I will brush our teeth,” Phage said.

			There was still the pizza, but it seemed that even Phage was not immune to the executive dysfunction of this vessel. And it had forgotten about that until it had come back to the bed with freshly minty teeth and a body ready to collapse on the mattress that also held the plate full of uneaten room temperature cheap pizza.

			“Oh, Hailing Scales,” it said.

			A Day in the Life of a Dragon

			Before we introduced our hosts to their end of the Tunnel, Phage spoke to me in my own dream.

			I was engulfed in its darkness, which I have experienced many times before. It can take shapes in visions as needed, but usually prefers not to.

			“We will need more assistance than you can provide,” it said. “We will need to invite others over, and we will need to negotiate that with our hosts. I’m hoping to do that tonight while showing them the Tunnel.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Life on this planet is beyond me to manage, and it is overwhelming to Sarah and Goreth even with my help. We need skills and expertise that neither you nor I have, that our hosts do not have. Therefore, we need others,” it explained. “And we need our hosts to live long enough to find the nanites and make their decision regarding them. More importantly to me, and the reason they should live to command the nanites, I gave them my word when they were children that I would help them live as long and as happily as possible. I intend to keep it.”

			“I see,” I said.

			“You acted as a Tutor to your own headmates when your body was dying, and helped them to transition to Ancestorhood,” Phage said. “It may not be your Art, Ashwin, but when you are not unduly stressed, you do help put people at ease. Can I ask you to try to do that here?”

			I thought about this, perhaps not as long as I should have, and said, “Yes. If I could figure out how. Maybe a subtler touch than what we just attempted?”

			“Of course.”

			“We’re going to need to say just the right things to prep them for this influx of Ktletaccete you want for them, though. And I don’t think a dream is a good place to do that.”

			“It is the only way to show them the Tunnel, with the way their psyche works. I can make sure they remember it clearly upon awakening. And it will lay the groundwork for conscious discussions later.”

			“It didn’t work so well with Sarah, Mau. She was furious with you for that stunt you pulled with her dissociation and amnesia,” I reminded it. “And you did actually get consent, but in a dream, as you’re suggesting here.”

			“I’ll do better,” it said, terminating any further argument. “They’re dreaming. It is time.”

			And then its darkness lifted, leaving a vision of it standing next to the Tunnel as I was familiar with the device. Phage took the form of its child, Ni’a, but with a tufted tail, as it liked to do lately.

			Phage then called the names of our hosts to bring them to us through association, and they drifted into our little reality.

			And we talked to them.

			Goreth was skeptical of Phage’s propositions, but also excited. Their responses gave me hope, at least.

			Sarah was focused on negotiating passage through the Tunnel, and became livid when Phage suggested bringing more of my siblings and peers over instead.

			And the conversation both devolved and evolved from there.

			It did have an impact, at least, as we would see the next day.

			Goreth awoke first.

			Then, when I later followed, Sarah was telling Phage that if she was staying on Earth and having to put up with more headmates, she would not put off working on her premature disability claim until the next day. She insisted she had to start work on it as soon as possible.

			Phage was responding that she should wait until someone skilled at bureaucratic Arts came over, but she wouldn’t have it.

			I left before I heard the rest of that. I had work I wanted to do with Goreth. And I had an idea.

			The conversation of the taxi ride the day before had changed my mind about some things. Being too secretive about our involvement would put too much strain and stress on their system, and we could get away with a lot more openness, if we just framed it in the right way.

			Cooperation was almost always better than conflict, even on a subtle level.

			—

			Goreth woke up the next day from the middle of a pretty frustrating dream. Sarah was still wrapped up in it, arguing with Phage, and refusing to wake up, but the body needed to pee again, and someone had to do it.

			Ashwin had been there, too, and had offered to be the one to wake up. But Sarah had looked askance at Goreth, and they agreed to be the one to take care of it.

			From what they could tell, or remember, they’d been the frontrunner in the dream anyway.

			It was always a little weird how consciousness and switching worked the same way in dreams as it did when they were awake. Maybe it made sense, with how the brain supposedly worked according to scientists. But Goreth had had the front, was the dreamer for most of the dream, but if they had switched with Sarah then the point of view of the dream would have switched to where Sarah was standing. And, even though Sarah would then perceive Goreth in the third person, and standing opposite her in the argument that had been going on, Goreth would be seeing themself through her eyes and experiencing her thoughts as if they were their own.

			But then, later that morning, or whenever Sarah woke up, if they both remembered it and compared notes, they’d each remember the whole dream from their own point of view.

			So, like, now that Goreth was awake, Goreth remembered it entirely from their point of view, and couldn’t be sure they’d switched at all.

			Brains.

			Weird things.

			But first, before thinking any more about that, bladders.

			Or, the Bladder.

			Goreth and Sarah had an old in-joke about how their bladder had become their fourth headmate. Though all it ever did was tickle in that way that could become something like pain when it needed to be relieved.

			Their bedroom was painted bright yellow with a white plastered ceiling covered with glow-in-the-dark stars. The one window in it faced east.

			It had a closet, which was where all of their clothes went, on the floor of it. There wasn’t any room for a dresser. They did have a laundry basket, which they used for clothes that were too smelly to wear until they were washed again, and that was by the door. It took up the room that would go to the dresser. But that was OK, they couldn’t afford a dresser anyway.

			They also had a rickety old desk and a folding chair, where they left their second hand laptop most of the time.

			And the bed, a queen sized piece of junk, and the bed stand.

			And probably too many bookshelves full of books.

			The tops of the shelves had all the knicknacks they couldn’t bear to put in the attic.

			No posters. But on the big wall was a large piece of drawing paper, tacked up, with one of Sarah’s drawings half finished on it. A constant work in progress.

			The door was plastered with scraps of paper with doodles and amazing works of art on them, drawn by friends.

			Maybe they should have prioritized a dresser for their clothes over shelves for their books, which they really couldn’t expect to lug with them if they ever had to move out again. 

			But, Goreth lay there thinking, if we had had the dresser we wouldn’t use it properly anyway.

			It’s such an extra burden of work to open and close the drawers, let alone fold the clothes that would go in them. Neither of them had ever managed to take it on.

			At least, unlike when they lived with their parents, they could see the floor of their room now, and walk on it without stepping on anything or stubbing their now extremely sensitive toes.

			That was important.

			Goreth was now lying on their side, ignoring the Bladder, in order to stare at the square of sunlight on the floor, cast there by the one window, which faced east and caught the sunrise.

			While their body seemed to want a very irregular sleep schedule, maybe to the point that they had some kind of non-24 hour cycle, Goreth always enjoyed waking up in this particular room to the morning sunlight. So they tried to make it a point to leave the blinds open when they went to bed.

			And, while the true sunrise happened long before the sun peeked over the roof of their neighbor’s house, the second sunrise over that roof was still nice. And having it happen later in the morning was also good.

			Goreth took a deep breath, counting the loops of pile in the rug that the sun was creeping across.

			Today was a day they’d have to try to write something for their Patreon patrons.

			Maybe, instead of the novel they were trying to finally figure out how to craft, they’d write about what happened yesterday. 

			Or that dream that they could feel still happening in their subconscious.

			It was kind of like hearing their parents argue in the living room when they were five and in their bedroom. Sometimes a word was understandable, but for the most part it was a dull, nearly subaudible, unintelligible roar of vocal sounding thought, punctuated by what felt kind of like being hit in the ribs from the inside by a pillow.

			Not a truly physical sensation, more like a bodily manifestation of emotion.

			This wasn’t anything new. Dreams had been behaving like this on occasion since they could remember. But it always felt cool and affirming to notice it. And thinking about it and focusing on the sensations while staring at the morning sunlight was pleasant, despite Sarah’s obvious distress at Phage’s stubbornness.

			But the Bladder was getting more and more insistent, and taking Goreth’s attention away from the dream, and their awareness of subconscious shenanigans began to fade. Or maybe the dream was wrapping up, and in so doing it made Goreth more aware of the Bladder.

			Either way, it was probably time to overcome the morning aches and pains to get up and take care of that.

			They were only twenty-seven, dammit, but their body was behaving like their grandma’s already.

			Goreth closed their eyes for a breath, and then pushed themselves up and flipped their empty duvet cover aside. It was their only ‘blanket’. Their body ran hot, and anything more would cause them to sweat uncomfortably, even post transition, even in the winter. Also, it was cheaper and easier to just have the one extra heavy, two ply sheet. Less laundry to haul around and clean.

			The feet clumsily took their places on the floor, and Goreth took a moment adjusting them properly for getting up, then reached for their cane to help them do that.

			They felt lightheaded upon standing, so they closed their eyes again and waited for that to pass, before reaching over to grab their nightgown from the back of their chair.

			Wearing that when going to bed would also make them sweat at night, so they left it nearby for going to the bathroom first thing. Not as convenient as a robe, because they had to slip it on over their head, but they couldn’t find any robes they liked that they could afford.

			Robes for women looked good in the photos of online shops, but always arrived turning out to be made with ridiculously useless fabric and horrible shapes, uncomfortable and unflattering to wear. At least, the ones in the $0 to $50 range. And, also, most were just not big enough.

			Similar problems were to be had in thrift shops, only with a worse selection, and the difficulty of facing staff who might object to them using the women’s changing rooms. It didn’t happen often, but the once or twice in the past made it hard to go there in the future.

			Also, it wasn’t like they could regularly shop for anything, anyway. Now that they had a sexy black slip that worked as a nightgown, that was silk, and fit, and made them feel happy when they wore it, why bother with the trouble of looking for anything else.

			Oh, it felt good to put that on. And stretching their muscles to do so was an achy endeavor, but in a good way.

			They had to lean their cane against the bed to put it on, but they didn’t need the cane 100% of the time anyway. Or even at all most of the time. It was just a help for standing up or sitting down, or something to lean on when the exhaustion and pain became too much, like it had yesterday.

			Ooh, Goreth did remember that.

			They made their way to the toilet, smiling to themself about remembering things they weren’t there for.

			The bathroom was across the hall from the kitchen, and Abigail was in there, making something smelly in the microwave.

			“Hi,” Goreth said, before turning to go into the bathroom.

			“Hey, Goreth,” Abigail said.

			It was nice that she was bothering to recognize them this morning.

			Sarah and Goreth had decided together to be out as plural to everyone who wasn’t a person of some power, such as teachers, government clerks, police officers, doctors, therapists, and such. Which, in theory, included housemates. Housemates had power over them, due to their financial situation. But, housemates were also ideally found family, and people you had to live with, and it was important to not have to mask at home. So they were out as plural to both their housemates.

			Sometimes Abigail recognized Goreth’s existence, and sometimes she didn’t. Her default was to call them all Sarah, when she wasn’t thinking about it.

			Goreth had long ago decided it wasn’t worth the effort of correcting her when she did that. Abigail was her own kind of protogenic plural, too, actually. Probably. She just didn’t think of herself that way. It depended on how you decided to define ‘a single human consciousness’. And self determination.

			She didn’t identify as plural, so she wasn’t.

			But she’d been born without a corpus callosum, and experienced some of the same impairments that Sarah and Goreth did when they were more traumatized and locked down with dissociation. Only Abigail experienced it all the time, and also with some fundamental differences.

			Like Sarah and Goreth, she’d grown up with her neural condition and had adapted to it for the most part. But sometimes, one side of her brain couldn’t remember what the other side of her brain had thought and processed, and she behaved slightly differently than one might expect because of it. And it was usually better to tell her important things both verbally and in writing.

			Unlike Sarah and Goreth, she had a job, and was busy getting the calories she needed in the morning to go and do it. She worked in daycare.

			There was a time when Goreth had wanted to be a daycare worker, or a teacher. But being trans feminine made that improbable, due to transmisogyny. They sensed that it would be too dangerous to be autistic, plural, and trans feminine with an unreliable femme voice and a bad wardrobe in the childcare business. Too easy to be accused of being a predator by coworkers or parents just for being themself.

			But, then they’d had their surgery, thanks to Medicaid, and ironically their disabilities had gotten even worse after that, and working any kind of normal job was out of the question.

			Ah! Enough of thinking about this shit. Time to pee and think about what to write to Patreon. Or maybe where to sit and write it.

			Door closed, panties down, sitting on the toilet, waiting for the Bladder to finally relax enough to pee, Goreth found themself thinking about being a dragon instead.

			The window of the bathroom was frosted, of course, so they stared at the counter in front of the toilet and imagined the world outside as they knew it to be, and daydreamt about climbing to the top of their house and roaring at the sky, stretching their wings, tail lashing.

			They didn’t even reliably have that anatomy in their dreams, but ever since they’d figured out they were a dragon at three years old, they’d had phantom limbs on and off when awake. 

			They couldn’t explain how or why they experienced this. They weren’t ever satisfied with anything other therians wrote about online. Their theories were either too assimilationist with modern psychology, or too froo-froo woo feeling. The best that Goreth had come up with on their own was this idea they had about ‘memetic entities’.

			Using a term coined by Richard Dawkins and associated with social Darwinism made Goreth’s skin crawl, but it was also the best word for the idea. It was easier to talk about it with nearly anybody when using that tiny bit of jargon.

			Hm.

			Maybe this would be a good way to segue into writing about Phage and Ashwin and the Tunnel, and that dream. To give their patrons a framework in which to understand what their brain was doing.

			They resolved to do that.

			And when Abigail was done with the kitchen, they’d make bacon and tea and sit in the living room with their phone and start the post there.

			So, their idea was that identity was constructed of memes. To their mind, memes were real enough, and functioned similarly enough to genes to warrant the name. 

			But they adhered more to Stephen J. Gould’s ideas of evolution than Dawkins’, which postulated that mutations, genes, and ideas that were good enough were what survived and propagated. Not the fittest, but the fit enough. And that there wasn’t a drive, or goal, or purpose to evolution, just an obvious increase in variety over time. So they didn’t have to accept any of the social Darwinism crap that Dawkins had infused memetics with before distancing himself from the theory.

			Whatever.

			The point was that maybe there was a big difference between identity and consciousness. A person was maybe a combination of the two things, an identity given consciousness. But, while a lot of psychologists and neurologists considered consciousness to be an emergent behavior of systems that were complex enough to hold identity, Goreth had personal experience to show that sometimes a system of identity could develop and collect memories and alter its behavior separately from consciousness. And consciousness could continue with the absence of that identity. And a system of identity could exist as something bigger and broader than the system of consciousness. And maybe even touch and exist in other systems of consciousness.

			For instance, Goreth had written about themself in their own social media accounts, and other systems that were prone to creating introjects on the drop of a hat had already developed factive introjects, or copies of Goreth, upon reading their blog. Goreth already existed in multiple heads, because of this.

			Of course, those other Goreths were separate people, practically speaking, and continued to grow and develop independently of their source, and didn’t send memories back to them except via the odd anonymized comment on their original blog posts.

			So, it wasn’t a perfect theory. But Goreth felt like they did really exist as larger than their body, and were achieving something of an immortality that way. It was, at the very least, a kind of reproduction.

			And that’s how they thought about the way they were a dragon and felt dragon things.

			Their identity as a dragon, with the gender of dragon, was made of memes, and those memes had come from somewhere.

			It began with their half of their brain, and how it had developed in the womb, they thought.

			They’d been born with a corpus callosum, and the two halves of their brain could communicate with each other normally, for the most part. They weren’t like Abigail in that way.

			But Goreth was an enby and Sarah was a girl, and they’d been that way since birth as far as they could tell. And this difference was why they couldn’t integrate. Because Goreth’s dysphoric and euphoric needs, their sense of gender, their self schema, was incompatible with Sarah’s on a neurological level right from the beginning.

			But they didn’t have the word ‘dragon’ as the name for their gender to begin with. Just like Sarah didn’t have the words ‘girl’ or ‘woman’. And their parents and everyone else had called them ‘a boy’ for the longest time.

			So the first several years of their life had been all about subconsciously soaking up information about their true, subconsciously encoded identities.

			Their halves of their brain had maybe had slightly different washes of hormones as a fetus, or something like that, and that had maybe resulted in their mirror neurons and grouping instincts reaching for different things to identify with when developing their self schemas.

			While Sarah would see a girl in a story book and subconsciously identify with her, Goreth would identify with the dragon and what the dragon did.

			Which made the Dragon of Og by Rumor Godden their absolute most favorite book in the entire universe.

			They’d realized who they were when their dad had read that book to them. For a while, they’d even gone by the names of the lady and the dragon in the book. But then they’d found the Pern books in fifth grade and had fallen in love with those, too. And Goreth had wanted a name that was more like those of McCaffery’s dragons.

			And then, when they’d transitioned, Sarah had taken the name Sarah because it had just felt the most right. Goreth suspected that it was because she was trying to distance herself as much as possible from the world of her childhood, even as much as she loved Lady Matilda from the book. So she’d taken the time to sit with various girls’ names until one felt right, and Sarah had been it.

			Also, she later said that being a separate person from Matilda was nice. Because she had grown up to be a different person, and she could now imagine herself having tea with Matilda and talking about dragons with her. 

			And naming herself Lessa or Menolly, after one of McCaffery’s Pern characters hadn’t appealed to her, either.

			Goreth was totally OK with all of that, and felt that the name Sarah went very well with their own name. Sarah and Goreth felt like it could be the title of their own book someday, maybe.

			So anyway.

			Oh, finally, the pee was coming out, and they could hear Abigail shuffling back to her room.

			So, as they were wiping and getting up to wash their hands, they continued to review their theory.

			It didn’t happen to all trans people. Just like with autism or plurality, there were a myriad of different ways to end up becoming transgender, and science would never be able to root them all out, even if Goreth and Sarah were trans because of what happened in their fetal development.

			But that development had made Goreth an enby. And since there weren’t any models of non-binary people in common culture such as story books, the Bible, science classes, movies, or TV shows at the time of their childhood, their subconscious sense of identity had latched onto the closest group of beings that described who and what they were, and how they felt they fit into the world. Dragons.

			And so, Goreth had inherited the memetics of dragons. And since dragons were, generally speaking, a social construct just like any gender, and made entirely of memes, they were a class of memetic beings. Just like Goreth was.

			So Goreth was literally a dragon.

			But that didn’t really explain the phantom limbs thing, just the identity.

			So, either the phantom limbs were an artifact of a super strong imagination driven by subconscious needs and hours and hours and hours of daydreaming. Or they were something weirder.

			And Goreth wasn’t satisfied with the psychological explanation of them being a result of daydreaming too much, but didn’t feel ready to accept any of the weirder explanations.

			So what they were trying to do, and this is what they were going to try to write about, maybe, is come up with an explanation for how memes, real memes not the new word for collaged comics, could be complex enough to create and maybe even carry experiential data or information. Memories. Exomemories.

			But they weren’t a scientist with a grant and lab assistants. Just a poor, amateur writer, and a congenital nerd with a dying laptop and a government issued cell phone with access to the internet.

			But a nerd with personal experience with these things that most scientists didn’t have.

			They went over all of that in their head as they were finishing up in the bathroom and making their way into the kitchen.

			They opened the fridge and pulled the bacon out.

			Unfortunately, the bacon had gone bad. It was slimy and smelled just enough off that Goreth didn’t want to risk it.

			They had a friend that had eaten things out of the dumpster and had survived a bout of e. coli and then done it again because it ‘hadn’t been that bad’. But, Sarah and Goreth’s gut and immune system were not that robust.

			Peanut butter toast it would be.

			The toast would be eaten and gone by the time they got to the living room, though, because they could eat it that fast, so while the bread was toasting and the tea was teaing, they went into the bedroom and put on some outdoor clothes. Something easy and warmish. Leggings and a t-shirt they could wear under one of their heavier coats. And then slipped their feet into their Birks, vocally admitting that the mules had been a bad idea.

			Good shoes were a thing they’d managed to scrounge for, after agreeing with Terry Pratchet and commander Vimes about their boots theory.

			Also, they’d managed to sell it to their support network on the grounds that giving trans women good shoes was a medical necessity.

			Most of that money had come from other trans women, of course. Most of all their spending money did.

			Anyway, then, back to the now cooling bread and boiled water, and turning them both into breakfast.

			They peanut buttered the toast first, then stirred the teabag around in the thermos mug to accelerate the infusion, with a piece of toast in their mouth, occasionally reaching up with their hand to hold it while they chewed and swallowed a bite.

			The first piece of toast was gone by the time they dropped the tea bag into the trash. And the second one was halfway gone by the time they’d put on their coat, and they were thinking about how funny it was that they weren’t sitting down on the sofa to write after all, but headed out to somewhere to sit and write, with their right thumb and their phone, under the open sky.

			It would have to be a park, because, besides the odd bus stop, that’s where the only benches were.

			Tea mug in backpack, toast remnants in mouth, phone in purse, they eased themselves down the porch stairs with one hand on the railing and the other on their cane, thinking about which park they’d prefer.

			Half an hour later, they found themselves getting off the MAX at Pioneer Square and growling at the presence of a fence and a bunch of tents taking up most of the Square.

			This meant that the city was hosting some sort of movie or music event there, on a weekday, and that even if there wasn’t a crowd yet, there wouldn’t be any of the usual seating available to anybody who was just passing through and needed to sit.

			This kind of bullshit was intermittent enough that Goreth had never gotten a hang of the schedule and had also gotten used to usually being able to sit here and people watch. But not today, apparently.

			So they went to lean against one of the awning pillars to think while they drank their tea.

			Today was turning overcast and dropping water on their hat and shoulders, anyway. And the wind was cold enough they now wanted to be indoors. So, heading to the library was probably in order.

			Which, in their mind, meant drinking all the tea before heading over there.

			Every little thing was disrupting their attempt to start writing. And it was frustrating. But, at least, they could keep thinking.

			While they were here, though, they had the urge to breathe deep, taste the air on their tongue, and watch the life around them for a bit. Even to look up at the buildings they’d passed countless times in the past few years, and take in the architecture.

			And there was something about how the sunlight filtered through the clouds and rain and cast shadows between the mortared stones of a couple of the older style buildings that caught their attention and held it.

			While they gaped at the sky, with crows and seagulls careening between the buildings across their eyesight, they had a vision of a cloudless sky with what looked remarkably like the Olympic peninsula on the other side of it, the daily sun not yet far enough across the world to obscure the sight of it.

			A landmass remarkably like the Olympic peninsula in a justifiably coincidental way. The vision, the memory, was so crisp and vivid that Goreth could pick out what they thought were critical differences. Pretty significant differences in coastline, islands, mountain tops, and colors. But it was a peninsula that reached out into the sea and curved around a smaller, island filled body of water that could be called a sound, and it had a mountain on it.

			And for a split second it was almost as if Goreth was there, and recognized the purple of the trees on the other side of the habitat cylinder.

			And then they were back in Portland and in a human body, and they felt what they presumed was Ashwin pulling away from the front of their consciousness and leaving them to grasp at the fading vision to try to keep it.

			They let their breath out with mouth open and felt their whole body relax as tears collected in their eyes. Oxygen had flooded their veins and they felt more alive and present in the world than they had for a while, as various forms of humanity bustled around them, preparing for the next MAX train.

			If not the library, there were a couple of other parks near-ish by that had actual trees in them. If they could stand to walk that far.

			In their Birks, maybe they could do that.

			But, then, typing on their phone when it was raining would suck. And their butt would get wet, because those parks didn’t have awnings.

			They wanted to look at the trees and the sky for a while to see if they could trigger more of Ashwin’s memories like that.

			Exomemories. Memories from outside the system.

			Goreth found themself giddy and grinning, with the urge to crouch a little and look around madly like a dog with the zoomies.

			They resisted that impulse and closed their mouth and eyes and turned their face downward, still smiling, feeling exalted.

			Exalted was definitely the word for that feeling.

			And, in that stance, they reached for their intuition to feel where it was pulling them, and then got on the MAX to head to the Library. 

			Which they would have felt silly about just a few years ago, because it took them exactly two blocks before they had to get off again, and they still had to walk another block to get to the Central Library itself. But their fatigue and the pain in their legs and feet had taught them to take any ride they could get.

			Best to save any energy they had for writing, if they could.

			Which is probably why they should have stayed at home, in the living room. 

			But a dragon has to make their rounds, stake their territory and claim it, and be amongst the humans, even if humans don’t understand them. A dragon must be seen.

			And also, this was one of those days when they just couldn’t start writing until their emotions were properly regulated, even if they were burning to write down everything amazing that was happening to them.

			Also, a little exercise was supposedly better than no exercise. Or the even littler exercise of walking between their couch and the bathroom and kitchen.

			The laptop in their bedroom was more Sarah’s favorite writing place, for later that night.

			Sometimes, Goreth felt more ADHD than Sarah, and Sarah felt more autistic than Goreth, with Goreth needing variety and stimuli and Sarah needing routine and quiet darkness, which was interesting and not quite how Goreth felt things should work.

			Maybe it was a matter of masking. Goreth was better at masking their distinctly stereotyped autistic traits, and Sarah was better at masking their distinctly stereotyped ADHD traits. And they got through the world by trading off.

			Goreth had had that thought so many times before. It kept coming back whenever their racing mind came near it.

			They had to admit, sometimes they felt more like a weasel than a dragon, furrowing around and investigating everything, over and over again. Except that they couldn’t match that energy physically. Their body preferred long periods of rest, like a dragon’s body would.

			And their dysautonomia was almost like being exothermic. Almost. Except where they constantly ran hot. Like, they had almost no heat regulation to speak of. The weather was either too hot or too cold for them, with no in between, but it was also like they had an internal furnace that was always turned up to maximum. And maybe if they could just actually breathe fire it would be OK somehow.

			The Multnoma County Central Library, that they were now walking up the steps of, was a brick and mortar building with concrete trim. Kind of old looking in style, but kept in fairly good condition. And the inside had tall ceilings, bright lights, and large enough windows to let in a substantial amount of sunlight, even on an overcast day.

			A large man in an REI jacket held the double doors open for Goreth, and Goreth smiled and said, “thank you.”

			The man blinked, but didn’t say anything.

			Did Goreth’s voice sound jarring with their appearance? Did the man just then clock them as trans? Or had he been someone who was quiet and blinky? Was he an ally, or a bigot in the grips of the Pacific Northwest cultural demand to stay out of other people’s business?

			If only the man could have seen that Goreth was literally a dragon, a girl, a monster, and an alien in a literal second hand trench coat. What would he be thinking then?

			It shouldn’t matter.

			But, after that short bout of social anxiety, Goreth briefly indulged themself in one of their childhood daydreams and thought, if only I had scales, wings, claws, horns, and a tail and could still use the library. And then they tacked on, and no chronic pain or exhaustion.

			They cane-hopped over to one of the computers and made a show of using its search tools to look for The Dragon of Og, making sure it was available to check out, before looking around for a good seat.

			They weren’t actually going to check out The Dragon of Og. They just liked knowing it was there. And it also felt better and more proper to use the library by doing library things, rather than to just sit in it and write.

			Maybe they’d support the library by checking it out and then turning it immediately back in. Or by pulling it off the shelf and putting it in one of the book carts. Those kinds of actions were supposed to be recorded and reported to justify funding the place, after all.

			But knowing that it was there for someone else to check out was more important to Goreth than anything.

			There was an empty table closer to one of the walls of windows where they could sit and face most of the rest of the library, so they hobbled over to it. Perfect.

			They placed their backpack and purse on the table, in front of where they intended to sit, then leaned their cane on the table, hooked through a backpack strap, while they took off their coat to put it on the chair.

			Then, sitting down, they realized their phone was still in their coat pocket, where it had moved to from their purse while they were on the MAX. So they had to contort to reach it.

			And they sighed, and breathed, and let their eyes gaze at the windows across the room from them, and dreamt about flying out into the sky, across the habitat cylinder that should be on the other side of the clouds, and dancing around the sunpath, and was this one of Ashwin’s childhood daydreams?

			Hey, new friend, Goreth thought. I’m going to write about you.

			Goreth felt a mild surprise arise from where they imagined Ashwin to be resting. Sort of near their heart, just to the left of where it felt like Phage came from.

			Is that OK, they asked.

			They felt Ashwin come closer to the front, but not quite merge their thoughts and perceptions with Goreth’s. They were a fuzzy, squirmy, room temperature mental pressure with some give to them.

			And then they felt a cautious ascent come from them.

			What’s your worry? Goreth asked.

			The reply from Ashwin didn’t come in words, but it was complete and thorough, clearly understood, and Goreth found themself translating it into words as if they were their own thoughts, a question in return. Who will be reading it?

			Sarah’s thoughts were often very similar, wordless but easily and quickly translated into words. But Goreth heard her translated words in her voice anyway.

			It wasn’t quite that way with Ashwin. The accent was missing.

			And Goreth remembered in the dream hearing Ashwin clearly, and hearing that alien language as if through their own ears, but understanding it.

			How did that work?

			To reply to Ashwin’s inquiry, Goreth held their phone up and hit the shortcut for their Patreon page, then navigated over to the list of people, and thought, We have a list of subscribers who pay us a small amount of money to write about what we experience as an autistic trans feminine plural system. It keeps us in toothpaste, shaving cream, clothes, and the occasional mocha.

			Goreth ran their hand over their stubble, realizing they hadn’t shaved that morning. Ah well, slightly less than a day’s worth of growth. People shouldn’t be able to see it. But maybe it was what that man had blinked about.

			Not that Goreth was dysphoric about the beard, but it was a matter of safety as a trans feminine person, and Sarah definitely was dysphoric about it.

			After a pause, Ashwin replied, OK, go ahead. Tell them ‘hi’ from me.

			Goreth had a thought.

			Do you want to write it, they asked.

			I wouldn’t know what to write, came the reply. I’m not a writer like some of my peers. And I don’t know your audience. I’ll just sit and watch, and learn.

			I don’t think I’m a writer, either, Goreth responded. And didn’t you offer to do some writing, yesterday? Nevermind. I just have to tell my supporters what I’m up to, really. You could at least type ‘hi’ yourself, and maybe introduce yourself personally.

			Maybe.

			—

			Hi.

			My name is ʔashwin. Or maybe Ashwin in English. It sounds the same written either way. Goreth will have to tell you how to pronounce it, I think. And my pronouns are either nem/nemself, or they/them/their, whichever feels right in the moment.

			I came here through the Tunnel Apparatus, which is a thing that we haven’t decided whether to tell you all about yet. I am a person from many, many, many lightyears away and a different evolutionary source than you are. Like a planet, we think. I’ve never seen it because I was born on a spaceship. A worldship? It’s big. Call it the Sunspot.

			I’m writing in English by using Goreth and Sarah’s linguistic centers of their brain. My thoughts don’t originate in language, so it’s natural for them to become the language that the brain knows. But I can still access my own language if I concentrate, however.

			I don’t know how that works. Maybe the Tunnel and the Network of the Sunspot are involved somehow.

			The brain is translating the name my people call themselves into ‘the Children of Eh’. But the word is Ktletaccete.

			I’ve just argued with Goreth about how to spell that. They recommended the silent ‘t’ at the beginning, to let you know it isn’t just like the beginning of the word ‘clam’. They said something about IPA, and I’ll let them write all about that. But, I think it’s OK if you ignore the ‘t’ and pronounce it as best you can like it isn’t there.

			I’m a lot older than anyone currently living on Earth, but because of relativity I haven’t been born yet, either.

			I lived a long and full life on the Sunspot, and I got to encounter aliens there. People who were alien to me and the other Ktletaccete. And then I wanted to see the rest of the universe. And the Tunnel let me do that, effectively traveling here in an instant.

			I followed Phage, whom I’m told that you know, and that’s how I ended up here.

			For reasons I don’t fully know or understand, the end of the Tunnel is in Goreth and Sarah’s head now, so you have to be a part of their system to see it.

			I don’t know if I’m going to stay. We’re still discussing that.

			I don’t know how much of my story I should tell. We’re still discussing that, too.

			It’s possible that, for you, reading this in my future, the story has already been written.

			Right now, this much is a little exhausting.

			So, I would like to say that it is an honor to be here amongst you. Please believe Goreth and Sarah when they talk about me. And keep giving them your support.

			Thank you.

			—

			Goreth watched Ashwin use their thumb’s muscle memory to type that out, and chuckled to themself as it quickly became longer than just ‘hi’.

			Then, when Ashwin was done, and satisfied with what they’d written, Goreth took the front again to wrap up the post.

			—

			So, Goreth, here.

			Let me tell you about our new headmate and the dream we all had last night!

			I’m not sure how much I can remember, but I think the others can help me fill in, so let’s try this.

			Yesterday, we had a blackout for the first time in years. Since before our surgery, at least. And during that time, our friends E. and A. got to talk at length with our walk-in here, Ashwin.

			Just like we do with Phage, and what we ask for ourselves, we’re taking Ashwin at their word about who and what they are. So, you should do the same if you ever get to meet nem.

			You don’t have to let their story change your own worldview, but maybe it’d be cool if you did. Mine is definitely shaken. And it feels good, to me.

			Sarah is struggling with it, though, and I want to respect that, too.

			So, here’s the thing, Ashwin above says that they got here through a Tunnel, which is apparently in our head because of something Phage did, which our friend E. says makes us a gateway system.

			We’ve been so quiet for so long, just the three of us, Sarah, me, and Phage, that this is pretty surprising and jarring. I’m sure the sysmeds out there will be saying it’s unhealthy and we should seek help, if they ever hear of this.

			And sure, I’d love to talk to a therapist or even psychologist about this. My instinct is to get my experiences on record. That would excite me. But we’ve tried.

			E. is staunchly anti-psyche, too, and tells us that we’re lucky not to have a therapist. And to be under the thumb of someone who could easily institutionalize us would be a scary thing, I admit. But we also need as thick of a medical file as possible to support our disability claim, you know?

			But, as we’ve written before, whenever we go looking for a therapist or a psychologist, or even a psychiatrist, they all turn us down. They’re either booked up, or our case is outside the scope of their expertise. There are no mental health professionals within bussing or Telehealthing distance who will talk to an openly protogenic system with CPTSD. Let alone an autistic one.

			We keep trying, and there just aren’t.

			We’ve asked before, but if any of you have any more leads, we’ll try again.

			By now, you gotta know how it is, right?

			You’d think a progressive place like Portland would be good for this sort of thing. But, nope. An open minded therapist willing to take on DID, even if it isn’t actually DID, is about as common as a public bench to sit on.

			Anyway, sorry to whine about all that.

			So.

			After the blackout, Sarah came to the front again first and talked to E. and A. about what just happened. And when she talked to Phage about its role in bringing Ashwin to our system – which is a whole story in and of itself that we’ll tell some other time – she insisted that Phage show us our gateway, our end of the Tunnel. And it agreed, and we had a dream about it last night as a result. And Ashwin was there, so we got to meet nem face to face.

			Inworld, of course.

			Not all of our dreams take place in our inworld. And we have a lot of memory echoes of people in our dreams who we know are not headmates. Not even factives. Just people-like constructs, like singlets have, right? I think some people call them ephemerals.

			But we could tell this dream was different. We could feel each other. Or, at least, I could feel the presences of the others myself. Palpably. I even hugged Sarah to confirm it. I’ll ask if she remembers doing that, later, when she’s awake.

			Now, to me, the Tunnel looked like a disc of dark gray static about as tall as I am when I’m inworld. Which is pretty big. It hovered about half a foot above the ground, and ended about half a foot above my head. It sort of dwarfed the others.

			Sarah said she sees something that looks kind of like a comet, all white and sparkly.

			Phage just says it’s ‘an entanglement’ and doesn’t bother with anything more than that, so I have no idea how it perceives it.

			And what Ashwin describes sounds an awful lot like an old, vintage radio receiver somehow hooked up to a keyboard and a big CRT computer monitor. Maybe.

			Once again, we each interpret what we see in our inworld differently, and consistently differently. And Ashwin apparently is no exception to that.

			Now, I don’t remember the dream word for word, but I’ve got the gist of what happened.

			We argued about the Tunnel, and Ashwin’s presence, and whether or not Ashwin could or should go back through the Tunnel. And then whether Sarah or I could go through the Tunnel, to see the Sunspot, where Ashwin comes from.

			And if I’m remembering this correctly, Ashwin can go back, but they’d leave an echo of nemself here on this side, and for us they’d effectively still be here. And, I don’t mean a memory echo like a dream NPC. I mean a full copy of themself, split into two people like a headmate in a traumagenic system that deals with trauma that way.

			And when it comes to Sarah and I, it might work the same way, if we can go through it at all.

			I distinctly remember trying to touch the tunnel myself, and it was like trying to touch a hologram. It visually stayed in place, but the closer my claws got to it, the further away it seemed to be.

			That might be my subconscious self refusing to believe in it, or let it happen, or something like that. Or it might be an inherent property of the Tunnel. I don’t know.

			But, if I wanted to go through the Tunnel, I think I’d need Phage’s help to do so, and it is utterly reluctant to do so yet.

			Then I had to wake up to go pee, and Sarah was insistent in still arguing with it when I got up.

			I had some other really cool experiences on the way to sit down and write this, but I want to keep them to myself right now. I’m going to write them down as soon as I post this, of course, but I want to savor them before I share them, if you’re OK with that.

			Thank you for supporting us. Maybe this can be an actual book some day. It sure doesn’t feel like one, yet. But this weirdness could make it fun to read.

			Let us know.

			Stay queer!

			Goreth, the Dragon

			—

			Goreth sat in the library for a while longer after writing everything, listening to music and watching people.

			The smell here was, of course, distinctly different than at Pioneer Square. The filtered indoor air smelled of books. There wasn’t a Starbucks to fill the atmosphere with odors of burnt coffee, milk, and chocolate. And Goreth was seated just far enough away from other people to avoid the worst of the colognes and perfumes that some of them wore.

			Someone sitting two tables away, facing Goreth’s direction, looked up from their book as someone else approached them, and stood up with arms outstretched to hug them.

			They looked gay, and they looked like they were being gay, and it was nice.

			One of them seemed to glance Goreth’s way, so they nodded and then looked elsewhere.

			There was no nod back, or Goreth wasn’t looking when it happened.

			That was OK.

			They started feeling lonely, and felt a pang of regret for past relationships that had never happened. All that Sarah and Goreth had were each other, Phage, and a bunch of empty holes where people should be. And their housemates, Abigail and Peter.

			They probably owed their life to Abigail and Peter, honestly. If they hadn’t been taken in by them, they’d have to be living on the street by now, and with their disabilities they weren’t sure they could last long there. Not mentally, at least. But the bitter cold of winters were scary whenever they contemplated it. The idea of not having even a sofa to sleep on made their bones hurt just thinking about it.

			They knew of people with similar disabilities who did live on the street, for years and years, who survived. But they still couldn’t imagine it, and it scared them.

			Goreth heaved a weighty sigh.

			Doing that a lot today for different reasons.

			But how could the two, or four, of them expect to find someone to spend their life with (or just a healthy portion of it) when they barely had a life? And with the disabilities they had, the neurotypes they were, who’d even be compatible?

			Most people they got along well enough with, like Erik and the Audreys, had enough of their own problems that they couldn’t really support each other.

			Peter, for instance, was the one supporting their current household. A cishet man supporting his disabled girlfriend who at least could work, and the stray(s) she’d brought in.

			Ethically, that was only right. Peter was using his privilege to keep a few marginalized people alive and relatively happy. And Goreth was grateful.

			But it wasn’t a safe basis for any sort of deeper relationship. They worked better as housemates and keeping everything as light and humorous as possible. The power differential could lead to a dangerous situation all too easily.

			Relationships happen, came a thought from Ashwin.

			It sounded kind of like a thing Phage would say.

			Then, Ashwin was bold enough to say something with their vessel’s mouth, heavily accented and not at all Phage-like, quiet enough that only the rest of the system could hear it, “I’ve had several partners, and I would share my memories of them with you. Maybe that can help somehow.”

			Goreth wondered if alien relationships could even be comparable to living with humans in any way, but they were deeply curious anyway.

			So, they spent some time with Ashwin recalling nems life with other people on the Sunspot. And while it didn’t really help, it did give Goreth a taste for that life.

			—

			Lunch was had by stopping by Freddy’s and buying sandwich fixings with EBT and eating it there in the little cafeteria space next to the in-store Starbucks.

			And dinner was planned by buying a head of broccoli and a bag of pasta along with it. There was enough cheese, oil, and brewer’s yeast at home to make it a decent and filling meal with minimal work.

			By the time Goreth made it to the top of the porch stairs of their house, their feet were just done.

			They made it to the fridge to store the broccoli, and then slumped down to the floor leaning their back against the fridge door to cry about the pain. They would have a lot of trouble getting back up again, even with their cane, but they were just too tired to make it to a chair, their bed, or the sofa.

			Not for the first time in their life, they thought, I wish Phage could use its supposed magic powers to make this go away. 

			Ever since it had joined their system when they were seven, Phage had claimed that it was some kind of primordial or advanced being that should be able to do things. Fantastic things. But, for some reason, it never managed to do anything verifiable.

			That’s part of what this is all about, Phage replied.

			Now, Goreth thought.

			Soon.

			How soon?

			As I’ve told Sarah, we need a few more experts and a way to get some resources.

			Really.

			Really.

			I don’t know how we’re going to do that.

			Bring more of my children over, to begin with.

			Then it wandered off, and Ashwin appeared.

			Special Neurological Relativity

			“You write and talk in ways that are kind of like me. Or relatable to me, at least. And you seem right handed,” Goreth was saying. “But your thoughts are quiet, wordless to me, like Sarah’s, and I feel your presence as being on her side of the body. It’s interesting.”

			“I am a different person than you are,” I told them.

			Goreth nodded.

			“Also, you are much more distractible than I am,” I pointed out. “You think about everything, and I relate to that, myself, but you meander way more than I do.”

			While the body was slumped against the fridge, we were inworld, in the manifestation of place and home in Sarah and Goreth’s psyche, vividly sitting opposite each other on the ground in front of the end of the Tunnel. Phage and Sarah were off doing something else.

			To my perceptions, the sky was glowing orange with dark gray clouds thickly mottling it, all around. The ground was a disc of cracked and slightly uneven rock just big enough to accommodate me and Goreth and the Tunnel Apparatus, which was set up on a desk with a monitor stand holding up the holodisplay. There was a chair fit for my own body there, but we were both ignoring it. 

			Though, from what I’ve read of Goreth’s description of the Tunnel, they might not have seen that at all.

			Looking down, I had my own body, as I should. The one I’d devised and cultivated since I had been born. Which was nice.

			Goreth was huge.

			They didn’t so much sit as lie on their belly, all four feet tucked under their body, tail wrapped around them, and wings folded up on their back. 

			We have people and fauna on the Sunspot that look like they could be distantly related to Goreth, but I have yet to see a creature or person on Earth that looks like that outside of artwork that people have made.

			Their face had a long, pointy snout, but with lips that could articulate language at least as well as their vessel’s, and both their eyes pointed forward, with grooves on either side of their nose to facilitate their vision. Their ears were armored divots on either side of their head, each as large as one of my own. But on their head they looked so much smaller, proportionately. And they had horns. And they were covered in boney lithoderms from snout to tip of tail. Even parts of their wings were armored that way.

			And their colors fell into a gamut that was somewhere between the ground I was sitting on and the sky. It was like they had the protective coloration necessary to hide in this part of their inworld.

			Their eyes were as bright as the sun.

			When they opened their mouth, it was full of bluegreen plasma, with glowing white teeth and tongue.

			They had said they were a dragon, and apparently this is what that meant.

			I have seen people equally as spectacular on the Network of the Sunspot, of course. So I felt completely at ease in their presence. 

			This was an inworld, too, after all. The rules here meant that we could scare or hurt each other if we worked at it, if we could convince the other to be scared or hurt. But we couldn’t really endanger each other.

			I felt more at home in that moment than any time that I have fronted in their vessel.

			I think I had the front of this short dream. I remember it that way.

			Goreth was nodding at what I’d said, then admitted, “I’m trying to figure out what part of our brain you exist in.”

			I held up a claw and opened my mouth to say something, but I hesitated, so Goreth continued.

			“I’m pretty sure I am the left hemisphere of our brain,” they said. “I’m right handed. And even though most of all that right brain/left brain stuff is pop culture bunk, I fit a lot of the stereotypes and even the accurate things of being a left brained person. While Sarah is way more like a right brained person, and we perceive her on the left half of our consciousness, with the left half of our body, and she’s almost, but not quite, left handed. She definitely uses our left hand more than I do.”

			“Huh,” I said. “I’m suddenly missing my Tutor.”

			“Your Tutor?” they asked.

			“Yes. One of my parents. A Crew assigned parent, actually, back when there were Crew. Its name is Mutabenga, or ‘Popular Thoughts of Rebellion’,” I said. “I could ask it about just about anything, and it could give me a pretty reliable answer.”

			“Oh, is that why you call it a Tutor? Like a teacher?” Goreth asked.

			I shrugged, “It’s your brain interpreting my thoughts, I am not certain what you’re actually hearing me say.”

			“Ah, yeah. Phage said something like that once, before.”

			I nodded, “In any case, Mutabenga would have been able to tell me if Ktletaccete brains have hemispheres like yours. But, I also feel like it’s a thing I once knew and have just forgotten.”

			“Interesting,” Goreth said, momentarily looking off into the distance. “Anyway, we both think Phage has taken over our limbic system, if that’s possible. It feels like it lives there, as far as I can tell. But you feel like you live nestled between it and Sarah, and I’m wondering where all the other visitors might go if they start coming to our brain.”

			“Are you sure you live in localized parts of your brain?” I asked.

			“No,” Goreth admitted. “But it feels like we do. And we’ve written about all sorts of evidence we’ve uncovered that suggests we do.”

			I thought about this a little bit, and then proposed something, “What if I exist as a pattern of thoughts and memories distributed across your entire brain, but I lean just enough to your right hemisphere that you perceive me as existing there?”

			“Oh, I suppose, I guess that could work,” Goreth tilted their head to look upward in a different direction. “I wonder if that’s how it is for me and Sarah, too.”

			“And Phage feels like it’s in your limbic system because it is perfectly evenly distributed and it acts like a Monster,” I suggested. I didn’t know if when I heard or said ‘limbic system’ it was the same thing for a human as it was for me. I just rolled with it. But, I was using a meaning of the word ‘Monster’ in a way that had specific connotations on the Sunspot, but I heard the English word for a scary creature of terror and destruction come out of my inworld mouth. I’m giving it a capital ‘M’ here so that you know the difference. I decided to give Goreth more explanation, “It has a habit of looking out for everyone’s basic needs and advocating for them in forceful and unexpected ways. I’m getting the sense from your system’s linguistic memories that the limbic system is thought to be the first part of your brain to evolve, or something like that. And that it’s probably where your instincts lie?”

			“That’s a theory about it, yes,” Goreth said. “And, yeah, Phage is monstrous in an id kind of way.”

			‘Id’ was a number in my language, so I was confused. “What do you mean by ‘id’?”

			“It’s an old, outdated model for the part of the human psyche that probably stems from the limbic system’s behavior,” Goreth said.

			Ah, a circular definition. But it worked for me.

			“Anyway, I’d love to meet more of your people and even family, if they come over. I’m looking forward to it,” Goreth said. “But Sarah is scared about it, and worried that she and I will get less front time and start to have less say over our life, if we open ourselves up to you all. And I’m trying to fathom how our brain can even hold that many people. It so often feels like we take up all of it, you know.”

			“Brains are weird,” I said.

			“Oh, yeah,” Goreth agreed.

			“How many system members do Erik and Audrey each have?” I asked.

			Goreth squinted and said, “I seem to remember Erik saying he had fourteen facets or alters. He can’t really decide what to call them, or whether they’re all truly separate people, though. But, I suppose that indecision is the result of different points of view held by different members.”

			“That’s been known to happen amongst Ktletaccete,” I said.

			“And Audrey has hand counted over a hundred and forty different headmates, and I do know they’re different people,” Goreth continued. “I know all of them by name, and can look them up thanks to their own wiki, but I can’t keep track of which ones are fronting, unless they are regulars like Brock.”

			“What’s the largest system a human being has reported themselves to have?” I asked.

			“Oh, I know of someone who has decided they might as well have infinite members,” Goreth said. “But, they’re a gateway system, and they say the bulk of their members live on the other side of their gate, in their own universe, and don’t actually live in their brain.”

			“OK, well, there you go,” I gestured. “You are part of a gateway system, now, and there’s this Tunnel here. And I’m not entirely sure I’m existing completely on this side of it. It’s possible that the entirety of my mind spans across that Tunnel and operates both in your brain and on the Network of the Sunspot.”

			“Is your Network like the Matrix,” they suddenly asked.

			“What is the Matrix?” For some reason I didn’t have access to their memory of it. Not surprisingly, though. Shared memories have always been unreliable.

			“Well, it’s fictional, something a couple of other trans women dreamed up, based on the works of a bunch of other authors, of course,” Goreth said. “But, it’s supposed to be a virtual reality, kind of like our inworld, but hosted on a computer network, that human beings are plugged into. So it’s like they’re having this big shared dream over that computer network. And it’s called the Matrix.”

			“Yes, it is almost exactly that,” I said. “Only, no humans are involved, yet.”

			“Rad,” Goreth said, sounding briefly like Erik. “So, but, OK. Phage said that when you cross the Tunnel it splits you into two beings, leaving a full copy on either side. How does that work with you sort of straddling the Tunnel? And, wouldn’t you experience lag if you were straddling the Tunnel?”

			“Communication through the Tunnel is instant, Goreth,” I said.

			“But, what’s its bandwidth?” they asked.

			Bandwidth. The amount of data that can pass through a channel of information in a given span of time. Usually measured in seconds here on Earth.

			“A lot,” I said, after a moment of thought. “There are countless quantum processors on the other side of it, all entangled with it now, and a human brain on this side. I don’t personally know what that means, but I think it’s a lot.”

			“How many people are we talking about coming over?”

			“I don’t know. I don’t know what Phage has in mind.”

			“That’s scary. I think I can see why Sarah is nervous about this.”

			“On the Sunspot there are two inherent rights of all life,” I told them. “Of course, the fauna don’t know them and don’t respect them when interacting with each other. But we people do, and it’s kind of what makes us people. The rights are autonomy and consent.”

			“That sounds like the central tenets of a queer theory over here,” Goreth said.

			“They’re good rights,” I said. “Worth respecting in all things, when you can. Ideals, of course. But the foundations of a culture can be built on them.”

			“That sounds amazing, if you’ve all done that.”

			“We’ve had our struggles, and quite recently, too. It’s been scary,” I cautioned. “Conflicting needs get in the way, for one.”

			“Of course.”

			“My point is this, Goreth. Phage came into its current personhood over there, in my culture, and so did I, and same with everyone who might come from there.”

			“Oh.”

			“They’re going to want and expect respect for those two rights,” I said. “And that’s been one of the biggest areas of culture shock for me, over here. But…”

			“But?”

			“They will ask your consent first. This is your world, your vessel, your space. Since we tell them that they are joining a system by coming over here, they will treat you and your vessel as if they belong to you first and foremost. They’ll treat you like the rightful hosts of your system, and follow your lead. And I can say this for sure about my headmates, the Pembers, because we invented the ropes when it comes to creating new systems like this.” I grinned like a Pember, and hoped Goreth would understand it through our shared neurons. I seemed to be reading their body language better than I read that of any outworlder on Earth, after all.

			“OK, that sounds good,” Goreth said. “But Phage has definitely not been acting like that. It messed with our dissociation and memories without our consent yesterday. We’ve been friends with it for a long, long time, but how can we trust it?”

			“Corner it, and make a better contract with it,” I said.

			Goreth titled their head in a very Ktletaccete way, and widened their eyes, and said, “You make it sound like a demon.”

			Demon. An agent of supernatural power that can be ordered to do one’s bidding or be tapped as a source of knowledge, often equated with forces of evil or darkness by some religions on Earth.

			That tidbit of knowledge came with the word as Goreth spoke it.

			“That might be a good word for it,” I said. “But, if I were you, I’d ask its consent before calling it that.”

			“Because it’s dangerous?” Goreth asked.

			“Because autonomy and consent are its rights too, as a sentient being, and that includes the right to self identify,” I replied.

			Goreth huffed out a laugh and said, “Of course.”

			“I just know that making contracts with it is a way of helping it to center itself and focus,” I explained. “Historically, the Sunspot has always benefited from doing that. It wants to help. It wants to be a person with you. It wants family. But without explicit directions, it can get lost and behave erratically.”

			“Huh.”

			“I think it has adapted to your world, and your own version of your world’s culture,” I said, telling what I felt was the truth. “So it’s behaving more like a human than a Ktletaccete right now. Or, at least, a human/dragon hybrid.”

			“A gyndracomorph.”

			“What is that?”

			“It’s what Sarah and I call ourselves as a whole, a gyndracomorph. Half girl and half dragon.”

			“That’s a wonderful word.”

			“Thank you. I love it.”

			I nodded. “Anyway, I think as more Ktletaccete come over, it may start to revert to being more like us, and more predictable to us. But, you should assert to it what you need it to be. It will appreciate that.”

			Goreth unfolded their right forelimb, pulling their claws out from under themselves, and reached up and scratched their jawline, grumbling. Then they said, in contemplation, “I think this explains a lot of what’s happened with Phage in my life. Thank you.”

			I studied Goreth for a while, thinking about how I perceived them, and how we both perceived the Tunnel differently, and I felt myself filling up with curiosity and questions.

			“What color are you right now?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” they said. “I don’t perceive my inworld body very well. But I’ve always thought of myself as sort of a blue or green color. Or a range of both. But my vessel’s nerve signals seem to override my perceptions of my true self a lot of the time.”

			I nodded, and said, “I remember that problem. Another weird similarity. Perhaps physics causes life to turn out a lot alike. Only, the aliens we met before I came here were so different.”

			Goreth shrugged, more awkwardly lifting their shoulders than tilting their head quizzically, but I understood the gesture. And they said, “With a universe this big, but with laws of physics as demanding and unrelenting as they are, I’d expect both a lot of variety and similarity. And, if your cousins did actually drop the Tunnel Apparatus here on Earth, they might have had reasons for choosing Earth. Like its similarities to what they knew.”

			I smiled, because I liked their line of speculation, but I was still on my original topic, so I asked, “How do you perceive me? What do I look like to you?”

			Goreth took a moment to examine me. They twisted up their face and tilted their head this way and that, squinted with one eye, the other wide, and bit their lower lip in a way that I suspected wasn’t terribly dragon-like, and eventually said, “Kind of like an AI’s version of a ‘real-life’ cartoon opossum with a feathered plume and a queer fashion sense.”

			I had no idea of what any of that meant, but I decided to remember that description to look it up later.

			“Do all Ktletaccete look like you do?” Goreth asked.

			“Oh, not at all,” I replied. “But I’m not sure you’re seeing me as the real me, or as your own mind’s interpretation of my identity. That’s why I was asking.”

			“Oh.”

			“Anyway, it sounds close enough to ‘not-human’ that you’ll probably understand when I say I’m pretty dysphoric when I front in your vessel,” I told them.

			“You and me both,” they replied.

			“But you front more often than Sarah,” I noted.

			“I know.”

			Helping Hands

			“I need to get my cottage cheese, Sarah” Abigail’s voice cut through the darkness of closed eyes and sleepy thoughts.

			Sarah found herself on the floor of the kitchen, feet against the base of the counter in front of her, her back leaning against the fridge. The tip of her cane was placed between her two be-Birkenstocked feet, and both her hands were on the handle, her chin resting on her knuckles. Her feet hurt, and so did her butt.

			Another blackout.

			“What time is it?” she asked Abigail, without looking up, yet.

			“Um,” Abigail looked around, as if trying to find the clock, before settling her eyes on it, on the wall, where it always was. “Four thirty-two.”

			“How long have I been here?” Sarah asked.

			“I don’t know.”

			“I’m so sorry. I think I’m going to need help getting up,” she told her housemate.

			“I’ll go get Peter,” Abigail said.

			“Thank you,” Sarah replied to her retreating back.

			She’d missed most of the day. She just hadn’t woken up with Goreth, and she had vague memories of a really long series of tumultuous dreams. And there were no residual working memories this time.

			Considering where she found herself, she guessed that Goreth, or maybe Ashwin, had fallen asleep here. And then she’d woken up.

			The last thing she remembered was going to bed, in her bed, last night. To her, this was the equivalent of almost a whole day’s worth of sleepwalking. 

			It kind of reminded her of when she’d go to bed at her grandma’s house during a late night of visiting, and waking up the next morning in her own bed. When she was really young, her parents would carry and drive her home while she slept. It always felt magical. But this was disheartening and disturbing.

			If this kept up, they would qualify for a DID diagnosis again. Just from the terrifying inconvenience of it. It was distressing, so it was disorder worthy.

			Nevermind that they had no way of getting that diagnosis, even if they wanted it.

			She was just taking the moment to ruefully acknowledge the situation while waiting for Abigail to return with Peter.

			Out loud, she said, “Hey, everyone. If we end up in the emergency room for any reason, no reporting these blackouts to the nurses, or anybody there, OK?”

			No one in her system responded, but she knew at least one of them probably heard that. Usually there was someone listening.

			Hopefully they’d spread the word.

			She wasn’t used to thinking of having to spread the word through her system, with having had only three members until now. Four felt like a lot, though.

			After coming out as trans, and finally fully reaching for their transition, they’d spent so many years finding a nice equilibrium and a functional set of routines, it had been comfortable. She and Goreth would waltz through each day, conversing internally, and anticipating each other’s moves and needs, and it was almost as if they were a singlet, except that they could always feel each other and enjoy each other’s company when they wanted to. They’d created a new norm that had helped them feel like they maybe could do anything, if their feet just didn’t cause so many problems. 

			Well, their feet, their gut, their allergic reactions to things, their sensory needs, executive dysfunction, emotional dysregulation, dysgraphia, dysautonomia, their heavy trans girl periods right on the dot every month with the shits that reminded her of bowel prep…

			It had felt like they could do anything, even if they really couldn’t.

			Her fingers started aching, so she tried cracking her knuckles, resting her cane on her collarbone as she did so. It didn’t work, but stretching them helped a bit. So she shook her hands to jostle up some better circulation.

			Peter came loudly stumbling down the stairs and stopped in the kitchen doorway, hands resting on either side of the door frame to hold himself as he leaned forward a bit. Abigail could be seen right behind him, when Sarah looked up, peeking around his midsection. Abigail was really short. And Peter was taller than Sarah. And an EMT. Which was good, in many ways.

			“Dysautonomia?” he asked.

			“Everything,” she said.

			“Ah, yeah, gotcha,” he smiled and stepped forward, holding his big sturdy right hand out, fingers relaxed and thumb up and out of the way. The perfect arrangement for her to grasp it with her right hand.

			Which she reached up to do, taking her cane in her left.

			“Here. Hand me your cane,” Peter said. “I’ll be your cane for a moment, and then give it back.”

			Sarah looked up at him, and he nodded, so she handed him her cane, which he took in his left hand and carefully passed it back to Abigail without looking.

			Abigail took it automatically.

			“Thank you, Sweetheart,” he said to her.

			“Of course,” she said.

			“OK, now grab my hand with both of your hands,” Peter instructed Sarah. “And then let’s have you pivot so that you’re facing me.”

			She followed his instructions.

			“I’m going to pull you toward me, and I want you to brace your feet against mine as you bend your knees and let your butt slide forward. OK?”

			Sarah nodded.

			“Alright, now I step back with one foot and pull you to a crouched position, so you’re on your feet, butt in the air, and your body upright, with you still holding my hands.”

			Sarah could visualize this pretty easily, since they’d done it before. It seemed to be the best way to get help standing up for her and Goreth. But hearing the instructions over again really helped anyway.

			They both did as he’d said to do.

			“OK. Now I’m going to carefully reposition myself in front of you, and grip your elbows. I won’t let go of you. Focus on keeping your balance anyway, and pull your elbows in so your arms are parallel to your ribs.”

			Well, perpendicular to her ribs, but parallel to the sides of her ribcage, but she knew what he meant, and did as he asked.

			He ended up crouching with her.

			“And now, we’re both going to lift with our legs,” he said. “Breathe in as we lift. Slowly, and carefully, letting your vagus nerve do its thing and then relax again. I’ll hold you until you’re steady enough to remain standing on your own. Nod when you think you’re good. Or tell me if you aren’t, and we’ll get you to your bed together.”

			“Thank you,” she said.

			“Of course,” he replied.

			The really nice thing about standing up this way wasn’t so much the accommodation to her dysautonomia, which seemed to be mild when it came to standing up and sitting down. But more that it didn’t require her to put pressure on her toes in any way. Still, it was good practice for when her dysautonomia got worse and maybe developed into full blown POTS or something. Which she hoped would never happen, but worried about it nonetheless.

			Peter took it all very seriously. But it was also good practice for him, and he seemed to enjoy being able to use his expertise and training.

			When she was standing strongly, with her eyes open again, roughly two inches shorter than Peter, he turned to Abigail to retrieve her cane and then handed it to her.

			“You good?” he asked.

			She smiled, “Yeah. Sorry to trouble you with all of this.”

			“No, no trouble at all,” he replied. “I’m just glad you live with us.”

			“I just wish I could contribute more to the household,” she admitted. Like she had so many times before. She couldn’t help saying it every now and then, now. But she inwardly kicked herself for making it a thing.

			“How’s Goreth doing?” he asked.

			She looked down at the floor where she’d been, and said, “Well, they left me here, so I expect not great? But it’s probably a body thing. Our feet are hurting a lot again.”

			He put his left thumbnail perpendicularly between his teeth, and gently bounced his lower jaw on its springy curvature in thought. “I wish we could get you a specialist that can figure that out,” he said around his thumb.

			Sarah sighed, “We’ve been working on it.”

			“The front stairs are going to be a real problem,” he observed.

			“They already are,” Sarah said, looking around to see the best path out of Abigail’s way. 

			The kitchen had two doors. It was like a kind of hallway that went from the hallway in front of the bathroom to bend in an L shape at the outer wall of the house, and an exit at the dining room, which was really just the far end of the living room. And that’d be the way out and around to her bedroom, if Peter wasn’t going to move aside immediately. 

			Sarah gestured behind herself, and said, “I’ll go out this way, but I think Abigail wants her cheese.”

			Peter looked like he had been about to sigh and respond to her statement about the stairs, but he shook his head as if waking himself up and said, “Oh, of course! Sorry Abigail! Let me just…”

			And he skootched his feet toward the counter, bracing his hands against the other side of the door frame, making a sort of half arch with his body, so that his girlfriend could walk through.

			She grinned up at him, and he grinned right back down at her.

			“I’ll be upstairs watching Doom Patrol if you need me,” he said.

			He was straight, but he liked and understood that show. Mostly a mark for him, there.

			The DID representation in it was extreme and used all of the stereotypes, but it was nuanced and subverted most of them, too. And Crazy Jane and her headmates regularly ended up saying things that sounded like someone familiar with healthy multiplicity had written their script.

			There were definitely aspects that could spark discourse online, but Sarah appreciated it for what it was.

			And even though the ending of the series involved a medicalist trope of sorts, it was described in the most plural positive way she’d ever seen on screen. And she’d felt pride and power in feeling good for Crazy Jane.

			Like, if she’d written the show, it would have been very different. But then it wouldn’t have been the Doom Patrol.

			And when it came down to it, she’d very nearly cried with the realization that a writer working under TV execs had seen her for who and what she was, or people like her, and had gotten it all through editing without having pluralphobia slapped mechanically onto it.

			She only hoped she and Goreth could do the same for just one other system, some day.

			But, right now, she had to make some progress on their disability claim.

			Fuck.

			The day was almost gone and there was still so much work to be done on it.

			Most of it involved calling or emailing people, and trying to put together some kind of case. And she wasn’t at all ready to do any of that. Less so with most of the day gone and feeling discombobulated by it.

			Maybe just making a checklist tonight for herself. A list of things she could do, one a day for the next month, until it was all done, just before the deadline for their SNAP and Medicaid renewal. 

			That could be done on Notepad on the laptop.

			And then that old sticky note trope, because sometimes it worked. 

			Thick black Sharpie on a yellow square stuck to their bed lamp, saying, “NO MORE BLACKOUTS, PLS.”

			She said it out loud, too, to make sure.

			She followed that with a pink sticky note with Goreth’s name printed as nicely as she could make it, and a red heart drawn around it.

			She then followed that with a blue sticky note with Phage’s name on it and underlined its name.

			It could stand a bit of sternness and implied accusation. As long as she didn’t shut it out, it would comply and apologize if it had actually overstepped. Or help out where it could.

			On the whole, it had been a reliable boon to her life, and she loved it. But it was also pretty business-like.

			And then, on another yellow note, she wrote “Welcome to the family, Ashwin.”

			And then she realized she was getting hungry, and wondered what she should eat for dinner.

			She thought she remembered seeing her backpack out in the living room, presumably where Goreth had left it. It should be in their bedroom, so she went out to get it, carefully using her cane on the way.

			When she used the cane in the house, it was a sign that things were bad. But it definitely helped. One hand on the cane and the other on the wall or a piece of furniture.

			Just a year ago, it hadn’t been this bad.

			But, she was still able to pick up her backpack easily, at least.

			And when she did, she heard something odd crinkle in it.

			When she checked, there was a vaguely familiar looking bag of spiral pasta with a partially crumpled receipt near it.

			She looked at the receipt and discovered that there should be broccoli, bread, cheese, deli meat, and a sparkling water in the kitchen. Some of it in the fridge. But since she wasn’t feeling ravenously hungry yet, she guessed that the bread, cheese, and meat were in her intestines. And probably the sparkling water, too. It looked like a Goreth lunch.

			OK, so pasta and broccoli for dinner!

			By the time she was stirring the pasta, Goreth had returned, and along with them flashes of memories of what they’d done that morning.

			It started with the dinner ingredients looking more and more familiar, and then she remembered running them through the self checkout kiosk.

			Then she remembered climbing the front stairs in pain and exhaustion, which then gave her flashes of riding the MAX and being frustrated at Pioneer Square. And then watching the couple in the library.

			And, honestly, besides the pain and falling asleep in the kitchen, it had been a really good day.

			She started feeling a lot better.

			And then she got a vision that just took her breath away and filled her eyes with tears instantly. 

			Like she was looking down at a weird and not at all accurately rendered Puget Sound from space, only she was looking up from in front of her stove, through the ceiling. And she was surrounded by purple leafed trees in a park where she stood, with the sound of large birds running through the brush of the forest around her. And she saw the spokes reaching up into the sky, like space elevators, to meet at gigantic rings of electromagnets that the sun would pass through.

			It wasn’t an hallucination. Not like how Erik described them. It was just a really strong, full sensory memory. Like how she remembered the best and worst parts of her childhood.

			The smell had been hard to describe. Familiar. Comforting. But rotten. Full of life. And alien.

			Thanks Ashwin, I’ll take more of that any day, she felt Goreth thinking.

			“Why did that look so much like Washington?” she asked aloud.

			Probably for the same reason that when I look at Ashwin I see an opossum, Goreth responded. Our own memories distort the perception of it. Our brain puts something familiar there, but the differences that matter to Ashwin come through.

			“Like the purple trees?”

			Like the purple trees.

			“Thanks for updating our Patreon, by the way,” she said.

			My pleasure.

			“So, if we were to try to draw the inside of the Sunspot – you know, like, for our Patreon – how would it come out? Would it look that much like Washington State? Or if Ashwin drew it, would it be more accurate to the real thing?” she asked.

			Only one way to find out.

			“Yeah,” she said. “Another question, then. If, hypothetically, we do stuff like that, would we be trying to convince people it’s real? Or would it just be enough to pass it off as some sort of fun kayfabe? Because, you know this is going to get the attention of the sysmeds and fakeclaimers, and the backlash is going to be really annoying. Either way.”

			Well, I’d like to see an accurate map, regardless of the bigots, Goreth replied. And if it’s just to our Patreon and not our blogs, I don’t see how the bigots will get wind of it. Unless you’re thinking in the long run about our future book.

			They really were thinking about writing that book now, apparently.

			“Yeah,” Sarah said. “I am. But Erik and the Audreys deserve to see it, too. Fuck the bigots. We’ll figure them out when we get to it. Are you up for helping to draw that map, Ashwin?”

			A very feeble maybe came as the reply from nem.

			“Cool. Thank you,” she said. “I’d like to make it clear that I’m still very frustrated about some things. The blackouts and hurting feet, specifically.”

			Understood, came the reply from Ashwin, even though she wasn’t directing that statement at them.

			We should draw a contract up with Phage, Goreth thought, providing her with a vision of what they meant by that and a snippet of a dream of a conversation with Ashwin.

			“Oh,” she breathed. “That explains a lot.”

			“That’s what I said,” Goreth replied out loud.

			Inmararräo

			Goreth, here.

			This isn’t going to be any sort of grammar or glossary, because we don’t have that ourselves yet. But I thought all of you Patreon supporters would like to know how to pronounce a few of the words and names we’re throwing around.

			I listened carefully to Ashwin’s speech the other day, and looked up the IPA, and I think I’ve got it right. So here goes.

			Ktletaccete: /qʟɛ-ta-tʃɛ-tɛ/ - That first phoneme cluster is hard to do right, though. 

			You can just make it like the ‘cl’ in ‘clam’. Seriously. That’s OK. Like, ‘cleh-tah-cheh-teh’. Nobody on Earth is going to get angry at you or confused by you saying it slightly wrong. Even Ashwin says it’s OK to be sloppy there. The pronunciation has apparently changed a bit over the, uh, millennia, anyway.

			Inmararräo: /in-ma-ɹa-ʀäo/ - Watch out for that uvular trill in the last syllable. It’s just like you hear in German, at least when spoken with human anatomy.

			Ashwin, or ʔashwin: /ʔaʃ-win/ - That funky question mark is a glottal stop. It gives the first vowel a hard start to it. Like in ‘uh oh’. Makes it sound a little explosive from your throat. But it’s very subtle and you can ignore it, which is why we’ve been writing their name without the question mark thingy to represent it at the beginning. It’s just easier to capitalize their name that way, really. You tend to hear glottal stops more clearly when they’re in the middle of words, anyway, where they break up vowel sounds and keep them from blending together into diphthongs. At least, to my ears, anyway. But Ashwin says that when they write their name in nems native script, the glottal stop has a character and it’s important to include it then.

			And here’s an example of what that looks like!

			[image: ]

			Looks kind of like a neo-new wave house band logo, doesn’t it? Or render that in neon, and it’d look great in a shop window. Oh, I know! I’m thinking of sportswear!

			Anyway, that’s Ashwin’s name.

			I’m telling nem to start a business and use that as their logo, but they’re shaking nems head at me internally.

			- Goreth, the Dragon

			Navigating Social Geography

			“It’s kind of like when we first discovered Phage. So much discovery and activity,” Goreth said to Erik and the Audreys nearly a week later. “Only, this time, we’re adults and don’t really have the energy or time to deal with all the excitement. But at least we’re not living with our parents while it’s happening. Peter and Abigail are as understanding as they can be. We’re so lucky.”

			“So, what’s the plan?” Erik asked.

			“Invite more of them in,” Sarah replied.

			“Really?” Erik asked.

			Sarah and Goreth sighed simultaneously, and it was cute, but there was no way for Erik or the Audreys to know that. Sarah answered, “Yeah. Phage convinced me that it can bring real help aboard, and that we all might be surprised by the expertise that can be brought to bear on our disabilities and paperwork. And also, maybe our goals for writing a book.”

			“That this is happening just as our chronic illness, or whatever it is, has been flaring up the worst it’s ever been isn’t a coincidence, apparently,” Goreth added.

			The Audreys looked up from their cup of drip, and asked, “What about finding that lost tech? The Tunnel Apparatus?” It sounded like Shelley talking, maybe.

			“Hm,” Goreth intoned, then slid aside to let Phage come forward.

			“I’ve told you that it is buried deep in a mountain,” it rumbled. “It will take a lot of work and resources to get to it. Resources that I don’t think any of us can afford. And it is better to leave it there.”

			Erik shook his head, and said, “No, Phage, Ashwin told us that, and not in that much detail.”

			“I’m sorry. I meant to,” it said.

			“Yeah, I get that,” Erik replied. “It’s OK.”

			The Audreys looked really bummed by Phage’s words, though, and Phage looked over at them and frowned. “I am trying to arrange other amazing things to show you,” it said. “But if it is that important for you to see Ktletaccete technology, we can make it a long term goal, I think. It might end up being disruptive to your planet’s cultures, though.”

			“Our planet’s cultures need to be disrupted,” Erik insisted.

			“What would happen if one of your governments get this power?” Phage asked. “I have been on your planet for twenty of your years now, and I do not like what I see.”

			Erik held up his hands and said, “I get you. But.” He switched to holding up one finger. “I think they’ll probably eventually find it and take advantage of it, if we don’t get there first. And I’m nervous about letting it just sit there in the meantime.”

			Sarah felt the need to interject. “I’m not against looking for it, Erik,” she said. “But it is a huge distraction from our survival right now. I’ve really, really got to get my disability shit straightened out, or I’m going to lose my Medicaid – our Medicaid – and it doesn’t make any sense that I’ve go to do that, but we’re fucked if that happens. We might have to move back up to Washington somehow, at the very least, just to get hormones covered.”

			“What?” Erik was taken aback, incredulous.

			“That letter we got. To renew our Medicaid and SNAP? That was the requirement.”

			“It’s true,” Goreth added.

			“OK,” Erik said. “That’s really fucked up. But the Audreys and I don’t want to lose sight of that tech, either, though. Your survival is priority number zero, right? Post haste. But, I want this to be next, personally. I’m excited about it.”

			Audrey nodded solemnly.

			“We can tell,” Sarah said, smiling.

			“So, how are you doing with that government bullshit?” Erik asked. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

			“I have no idea how there could be,” Sarah frowned. “It’s all stuff we need to manage and sign off on ourselves.”

			“Maybe we can help organize the paperwork or something?” Erik suggested, looking at the Audreys. “Do some research for you?”

			“Why focus on our personal life, Erik?” Sarah asked. “Isn’t there stuff going on with you that we could help with, somehow?”

			Erik’s eyes got really wide and he leaned back in his chair, then shook his head, “You really don’t wanna know.” He pointed at the middle of the table, “This.” Then he watched the rest of us for a moment, before explaining, “OK. Like I said before, it’s probably against my ancestors’ wisdom to go poking into where that technology is buried. But, I gotta say. It is an important distraction for me to help you sort all of this out. It makes me feel like I’m part of a community, you know? And doing something useful. And I really need that right now. And fuckin’. Look. I don’t ever know for sure if whatever I’m looking at, or even touching, is real to anybody else. And I’m thinking that if I see and touch a piece of real alien technology that you’re touching and seeing, too, that’s… It’s gonna make me cry. And I could use a cry, you know? A good one. Not a shitty one. And that would be a good one.”

			“Hmmmm,” Phage growled.

			“And if we can find a way to destroy it before anybody else gets their hands on it, so much the better,” Erik added. “We could save the world that way, I think.”

			“Got it,” Sarah said.

			“So, your disability?” Erik prompted. “Maybe we could help somehow?” He gestured at himself and the Audreys.

			“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Shelley of the Audreys said.

			“Hold on,” Erik nearly cut them off, holding a hand up and closing his eyes. He recomposed himself. “I’ve gotta be vulnerable with you all for a second, OK? Is that OK? Because, you’re right, Sarah, I really do need some me time here, and some real understanding between us.”

			The Audreys looked a little shocked at the sudden shift in Erik’s demeanor and subject matter, but nodded.

			We all nodded as well, and Goreth said, “Please. You’re our friend. Go ahead.”

			Erik put his hand on the table and said, “Now, I want you to know that y’all aren’t my only source of community. I didn’t want to imply that. I’ve got all sorts of shit going on. I’ve got multiple peoples that are mine, right? When I’m not here with you, I’m with family, or I’m with fam. Got it? That’s just how it is, and what I need. And you’re probably kind of the same.”

			We all nodded, to show we were at least listening, but it was clear to me that Sarah and Goreth didn’t have that many social groups for support. Still, it was obvious that what Erik was saying was important for us understanding him, so that was an irrelevant point.

			“Now,” Erik said. “I be masking, always.” He looked around at us, and repeated, “Always.”

			There was enough of a pause, because maybe he was waiting for acknowledgement he’d said that, so Goreth filled it in with the question, “You’re talking about code switching, right?”

			“Yes,” Erik said. “That’s one word for it. But to me, it’s masking. It takes the toll of masking, you know? Around family, it’s my autism, my plurality, and my genders. Around the fam, it’s all my disabilities, and my hallucinations especially. They get it, but they don’t get it. And around you, it’s my language and a whole bunch of other shit I’ve either already hashed out with you or don’t need to get into it with you right now, but I know you’re a bunch of fellow autistics with hyped up mirror neurons, and I just don’t want you imitating me and sounding like fools. You feel? Don’t say you feel. Please. Just nod or something.”

			We nodded.

			“So, I really need to make my rounds,” he said. “I go from group to group over the week, so that I can unmask part of myself for a while, and get some relief there, so that I can mask that particular shit when I’m around others. Or, God forbid, when I encounter the sparkle-pork, you know?”

			I wanted to say I understood what he was saying. It made sense to me. But, also, this was so far from my own cultural understanding of anything, I felt it wasn’t my place to talk at all. I also had no idea what the sparkle-pork was. So I waited for someone else to speak up.

			Less time passed than it felt like it did.

			Goreth moved and said, “I think I understand that. Your words make sense to me. And I definitely get masking and not masking. But, I admit, around you, I don’t feel like we have to mask anything at all. Even here, at this place. Which is a huge relief and I’m so thankful for it.”

			“And I don’t get that relief,” Erik said.

			“Yeah.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Is there anything we can do more to help?” Goreth asked.

			Erik smiled wanly, “Just continue being your awesome, but adorably mediocre selves, OK? Like you do. And let me handle me. And state your boundaries clearly, like Sarah did a bit ago. That’s great. And let me state mine. Like we’ve all been doing this whole time we’ve known each other. I just.” He got stuck on that last word, thinking about what he was saying, apparently. “I think I’m going around venting at everyone, and redrawing boundaries. I think that’s what I need to do right now. And you letting me do it is a big help. Thank you.”

			“I think you’re being too gentle with us,” Goreth ventured.

			Erik smiled more broadly and shook his head, “Let’s not get into that discussion right now, OK? This was good. Thank you. Let’s move on.”

			I want to say, as Ashwin to you, the reader, that even though the Sunspot is much smaller than your world, physically, we do have cultures. They are really, really different from yours. We have the Tutors, the Monsters, the Children, the Ancestors, and the Founding Crew, for broad strokes. And the social and practical pressures on those groups of people are really different from anything you’ll find on Earth, I think. And of course they are, because we’re alien to you. But also, there are so many Ancestors, for instance, that they can be broken up into a myriad of their own cultures, each one tracing its origins back to an era of the Sunspot’s history.

			And maybe, someday, we can find a way to describe some of it in greater detail for you.

			But I’m pointing this out to you because, when I start describing what life was like on the Sunspot for me, it’s going to sound like there maybe wasn’t a lot of conflict and social strife. At least not as much as what I’m starting to see around Earth. But it’s not a utopia by any stretch, and there is conflict and misunderstanding there, and a lot of clashes between the different cultures. Power struggles, even. And it took us a long time to root a lot of it out and to try to figure out how to smooth the worst of it over.

			And we Pembers were kind of in the middle of some of that. And I’ve lived long enough to have a few of your lifetimes of experience.

			So, I think I know when to take a step back and let someone talk about what they are experiencing culturally, even amongst people who are extremely alien to me.

			But also, Sarah and Goreth have known Erik for over ten years now, or more, and their reactions also informed mine. And so did Phage’s, but it can be like a black hole influencing everything, a lot of the time, anyway.

			And I also have to acknowledge that Sarah and Goreth’s own cultural perspectives influence my take on your world now, so I’m going to misstep there occasionally in the same way that they might.

			Just watching and listening to Erik talk was absolutely my place in that whole discussion. Not to speak up.

			Anyway, though, this prompted me to consider something else important.

			Not only were we talking about the ramifications of real, tangible, physical Ktletaccete technology falling into the hands of human beings, who might then be able to examine it and figure out how it works.

			We were also now talking very seriously about bringing more of us Ktletaccete over here to interact with your world, face to face, through Sarah and Goreth. And Goreth has already been exposing some of you to my accounts of our cultures.

			And that could have ramifications as real and tangible as the physical Ktletaccete technology that Erik and the Audreys wanted to dig up.

			Especially if Phage was serious about letting some of my siblings and peers help to dig that up, or to help Sarah and Goreth with their health problems.

			It seemed that both Goreth and I suspected Phage had started this whole endeavor now, by allowing me to come over, because of Sarah and Goreth’s health problems. The nanites were absolutely the primary concern. But since Phage had entangled the Tunnel in their psyche, the health of their vessel was now an obstacle to dealing with that dangerous technology.

			And right then, while they were having that discussion, I was thinking that it was an uncharacteristically audacious and risky move on Phage’s part to influence the technological and cultural development of an entire planet of people just for the sake of one human body. Even if the two people who lived in it were worthwhile people.

			Why are you doing this, Phage? I asked.

			I got in over my head, it replied, using an English idiom that Sarah and Goreth’s brain supplied the meaning for.

			That made sense to me. I could imagine swimming in water that was too deep, and getting tired, and finding that being unable to reach the bottom would be trouble. Especially with my fur all wet.

			If I got the meaning of that idiom, it’s likely that Sarah and/or Goreth overheard that little exchange, too. 

			Which is OK. 

			They deserved Phage’s admission.

			Now what? I asked.

			We follow their lead.

			—

			Sarah had made Goreth bring drawing supplies. 

			We’d all moved on to a big pot of tea that we could refill a couple times, and croissants. It looked like we were settling into Aunti Zero’s for a couple more hours of socializing, which suited me just fine.

			Watching my hosts spend time with their friends, and relax while doing so, was just pure pleasure.

			But then, Sarah said, “OK, Ashwin. Let’s draw that map!”

			“Map?” Erik asked.

			Shelley was already drawing a self portrait in their sketchbook, and not paying a lot of attention to the discussions going on. But at the mention of a map, they looked right up, full of interest.

			Sarah put on a conspiratorial expression, lowering her head, hunching her shoulders, and smiling. “Yeah.”

			“What of?” Erik prompted. It was clear he was hoping it was a map to where the Tunnel Apparatus was.

			“The interior of the Sunspot,” Sarah whispered.

			“Oh, really?” Shelley asked, even more interested. “Is this going to be an expansion of your inworld?”

			Sarah held up both index fingers and said slowly, speeding the word up as she went, and cutting it off short at the end, “Nnnnnnno.”

			Shelley shrugged, “Seems cool, though.”

			“Really cool, actually. I hope,” Sarah said. “Ashwin has been showing us memories of what it looks like, but it looks like places we’ve seen here on Earth. Like it’s getting mixed up with our memories. And I want to see if they can draw a more accurate version if I let nem front with a pencil and a piece of paper.”

			“Only, drawing isn’t my Art,” I interjected almost immediately.

			Sarah looked over to our right, as if I was seated there, and said, “Everyone can draw. You can write your own name. I’ve seen it. That’s a drawing.”

			I sighed internally.

			“I’m going to try to pull you forward, Ashwin, and I’d like you to draw, however crappily you draw it, Tenmouth Sound and Katofar peninsula, OK? Just that part,” she said.

			From memory? I shot back in thought.

			“Your memory, yes,” she said. “Don’t you want to see if your memory is unmuddled by mine and Goreth’s? I think you should be able to look at what you draw and get an idea if it is or not, at least.”

			Erik was smirking again.

			“OK,” I said, taking the front. I looked at both Erik and Shelley before trying to figure out the best way to hold a pencil with a human hand.

			There was the muscle memory, of course, as some people call it. It’s not really stored in the muscles, but the part of the brain that controls them, I’m told by Goreth. I think it works differently, on a neurological level, for us Ktletaccete. To call what we have “neurons” might even be wrong.

			And, really, my original hand was not all that different from Sarah and Goreth’s, though the number of digits is off. And I don’t know what is more confusing to me, that difference, or the striking similarities.

			But anyway, I overthought it, and fumbled the tool several times.

			And then I made a scribble.

			“I’m sorry, you two, but I need to waste some of this paper,” I said. “Warmups. Getting used to your arm. Getting used to this stylus. The paper is weird. I’m used to drawing on a tablet with a smoother surface.”

			“I thought you said that drawing was not your art,” Shelley said softly.

			“It isn’t,” I said, glancing at them. “But, I have had a lot of practice doing it anyway.”

			“So you’re kind of a liar,” they said, with a kind looking human smile.

			“No,” I said. “I’m saying ‘Art’ as a proper noun. It’s different than a common art.”

			“What do you mean?” they asked.

			“We believe that each Ktletaccete has a skill, a passion, that they have that they can do better than anything else,” I explained. “Not better than anybody else. We don’t really compare our skills with each other in that way. There really isn’t a point to doing that. But we each have a thing that just comes most naturally to us and brings us the most joy to do. Or. At least, that’s the theory.” I may have sounded a little glum with those last two sentences.

			“So what’s your Art?” Shelley asked.

			“I never found it,” I replied, moving the sheet full of scribbles aside, and then starting to brush the pencil side to side, on the side of its graphite, to see how it did broad, shading strokes. And as I proceeded to fill the page with that, I said, “Not everyone does.”

			“So, maybe your Art is drawing,” they observed.

			“It really isn’t,” I said.

			“How do you know?” they asked.

			“Because it doesn’t soothe me like I’ve seen Arts do for other people,” I replied. “It doesn’t feel like I’m my most true self when I’m doing it. I don’t feel like I’m one with the universe when I put stylus to tablet, or pencil to paper. I can tell. It’s not even happening right now.”

			“That sounds like you’re describing a special interest,” Erik said.

			“Oh?” I prompted him, pushing that shading warmup aside, and exposing the page I was going to draw the map on.

			“Yeah,” he smiled. “You sound like you’re describing a whole species of autistic people. Like you’re all autistic, maybe, like us at this table.”

			“I don’t actually know what that word truly means,” I said. “But I’m also not sure we can be called a species anymore.”

			I started putting faint dots all over the page. At first, they were semi random, helping me to measure the paper and get my bearings, but then I started placing them more carefully at points where I knew I was going to draw prominent landmarks, aiming to get the proportions right. I erased any of the earlier marks that didn’t go to anything once it started to look like my memory of the morning sky back home.

			I lived in a city named Frra. Which meant that when I looked up at the sky at the right time of the day or night, during clear weather, I could see Katofar Peninsula and Tenmouth Sound. The Sound had some cities in and around it. Not nearly as many as anywhere here on Earth. But they shined at night, and looked like tan colored circles in the purple forests during the day, faded nearly to blue by the atmospheric perspective.

			Most of us could live Belowdecks, without marring the surface of the Garden, the landscape of wilderness where the flora and fauna of the Sunspot flourished. But we have a few clusters of surface dwellings we might as well call cities where people could live, too, for our psychological benefit.

			I was explaining all of this as I continued to draw.

			“You really look like a professional, doing that,” Shelley said.

			“We don’t have the concept of professionals on the Sunspot,” I replied, mixing my borrowed linguistic knowledge with my memories of home to say anything coherent. I was surprising myself with my own words, but they were true.

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“No commerce. No business. No money. A professional is someone who does business, yes?” I asked.

			Shelley and Erik nodded.

			“No business, no professionals,” I reminded them. “We’re all…” I searched Sarah and Goreth’s brain for the right word. Or rather, I relaxed and tried to let it come to me, pausing in my drawing to do so, and finally said, “amateurs.”

			And here I was, sharing my culture with Earthlings, entangling our futures even further.

			“Sounds like the ideal of communism,” Erik said.

			“I also don’t know what that is,” I replied, getting back to my drawing.

			Making a map from memory isn’t really all that different from drawing a face from memory. It’s all shapes and forms. Conteurs. Some empty space, depending on how you look at things. Sarah’s helping me explain this. She’s also an artist of sorts and knows some of your local jargon about it.

			But right then, she was also giving me the repeated thought, you’re better than me at this.

			“Communism, as I understand it, is this socioeconomic model where the workers are supposed to own the means of production and get to decide what to do with it,” Erik said. “And sometimes that can look like not having any business or commerce, though usually it doesn’t. That’s why I said ‘ideal’. It’s some people’s ideal. I don’t know what I’d prefer, myself. I don’t know what would actually work. But,” and he gestured at the world around him, obviously indicating everything outside of the cafe as well as the cafe itself, “this definitely isn’t it.”

			“Ah, hmm,” I said, starting to shade certain parts of the mountains and sea. I like to work on different parts of my drawings at different rates, finishing certain areas before even starting others, and keeping things going at different rates all around the page. It helps me think about the relationships between everything. But, while I was doing this, I thought about the huge changes in social structure on the Sunspot that had happened during my lifetime, and whether or not Erik’s description of communism could be applied to it at any time. “The means of production are really controlled by the construction nanites,” I said. “Which also happen to house most of the people, the Crew, in the Network. When a Child dies, they ascend through their neural terminal into the Network and become Crew. Which is what happened to me. But by the time I became Crew, that word meant something very different than what it meant when I hatched. And I think I’ve told you we use the word for Ancestor now, instead. I sometimes have trouble remembering which word to use, because that change in term happened near the end of my life.”

			Erik was slowly shaking his head while he watched me draw and listened to me talk.

			Audrey was perfectly still.

			“Before I was given my neural terminal,” I said. “The Crew controlled the nanites completely, and none of us knew exactly who or what the Crew were, let alone that we might become Crew, or Ancestors, ourselves one day.”

			“Ah, this sounds like it could be an epic Netflix series,” Erik said.

			“History is like that,” I said, disregarding that I wasn’t sure what Netflix was. I could infer. “This is my history.”

			“Please go on.”

			“Well,” I said. “Even though my own system, the Pembers, were central to breaking the seclusion of the Crew and helped to convince the Crew Council to change how they did everything – and even though I lived through all of that upheaval until a new era of relative peace was created, and then we met our first alien civilization, I don’t know if any state of our culture could be called ‘communism’. Because I don’t know if any of our groups of people match yours, or if any of our social structures are similar enough. And also, because so much of our food and material production was just automated. Enough for everyone. Always. And nobody meddled with it, even in our darkest years.”

			“Why not?” Erik asked. “It seems like if someone were to seize and control the food production, and decide who could eat or not, they could control the whole ship.”

			“A couple of important reasons,” I said. “One. As amazingly big as the Sunspot is, it is a tiny, tiny world that is miraculously balanced and extremely fragile. Any disruption to that stability risks destroying the whole thing and just killing everyone on board. And, two. Phage was there.”

			There was so much more I wasn’t telling them, but I really didn’t want to get into that part of our history yet. Or maybe ever. It might be something to leave to someone else.

			“You can draw so well, and you’re really smart,” Shelley said.

			“I’m over three hundred of my years old,” I said. “I have a lot of experience.”

			“How old is that in Earth years?” Erik asked.

			“I don’t know yet,” I said. “We’ll have to sit down and try to figure out the math. I don’t even know if your smallest measurement of time is close to ours.”

			Erik leaned forward, and asked, “Do your people have scientists, engineers, technicians? Experts in technology or knowledge about physics and the universe?”

			“Those are Arts, so, yes,” I said.

			“Are some of them going to visit?” he asked.

			I slowly turned my face to look at his, studiously missing direct eye contact, and said, “I think that’s what Phage has in mind to help Sarah and Goreth.”

			“That,” he said, “might be just as cool as the Tunnel Apparatus. Or cooler, even.”

			“Or, more dangerous,” I said.

			“Oh, shit,” he said very deliberately.

			“Yes,” I replied, pushing the unfinished but very recognizable to me map toward the center of the table. “We’re going to have to be very cautious, I think.”

			Shelley’s eyes widened. 

			Even though the map was technically unfinished, it did look like a deliberate and careful work of art to them. I’d left it that way on purpose, as a way of highlighting certain areas of it and de-emphasizing others, to make it more visually interesting.

			I confess. This discussion I had with Erik and Shelley had convinced me to do something, and I’d been hoping that Sarah and Goreth wouldn’t notice. And that Phage would keep its mouth shut.

			I had made the map to look more like Washington State, from Sarah and Goreth’s memories, than it should have looked.

			I would later explain to them why, though. And the words “plausible deniability” were offered to me as a term for my explanation.

			It was just a map. A work of art. Not really evidence of anything but a very active imagination. But, in combination with everything else we might be doing on this planet, it might start to look very real to some people.

			If it looked like Earth geography, however, it would look like an obvious fake, and help discredit everything else we did as something clearly generated by a human mind influenced by human experiences, however subconsciously.

			You’ll find that we still use this version of the map. We’re sticking to this plan.

			That said, I had found that my memories could be disentangled from Sarah and Goreth’s if I focused on them while doing something like drawing a map. And that was important information for all of us. It might work for writing, if I really get into it, too.

			From the Mouth of Phage

			Before we brought over our next visitor from the Sunspot, and even before we ironed out a new contract with Phage, Sarah and Goreth and Phage all agreed that they should introduce me to a movie.

			And not necessarily one that they liked and respected, actually.

			They were divided on it. Each individually as well as between them. Sarah, herself, had mixed feelings. Phage was ambivalent about it, but respectful of what it had been told was the movie’s cultural significance. And Goreth wanted me to see it for what they said were ‘important reasons’, but that also it was nostalgic for them.

			Even though it was a fairly big room, and we just had the one body, we somehow dominated the living room with all four of us, enough that Peter and Abigail retreated to their room to let us be alone on the couch with our popcorn.

			It wasn’t that any of us said anything. It just seemed like they suddenly found the living room crowded when we walked into it.

			Peter grinned, and said, “Enjoy your movie!” at least.

			But, then what happened was this.

			We sat down on the couch, while Sarah was saying, “I think you only find this movie nostalgic because of Robin Williams. Only, we only saw it once and I can barely remember it. I just remember that a lot of it was off putting.”

			“Maybe,” Goreth said. “But I remember it being something that’s relevant to what we’re experiencing. And, also, it had some kind of social commentary that might be good.”

			“Yeah, I know,” Sarah said. “Just. I don’t see how you find it nostalgic, that’s all.”

			“Where’s the remote?”

			“On the T.V. stand where you just left it.”

			We all stared at the remote, sitting there just below the T.V., with our two eyes.

			“Why did I leave it there?” Goreth asked.

			“I don’t know,” Sarah replied.

			We kept staring at it.

			I used our left hand to grab a piece of popcorn and put it in our mouth, and we chewed on it.

			“OK, this is ridiculous,” Sarah said. “Let’s get that remote.”

			It was probably Goreth who put the popcorn aside and used our cane to help us get up to go back to the T.V. to get the remote, as they said, “Remember how, just a few years ago, we’d do all this without speaking out loud about it?”

			Grabbing the remote with our left hand, Sarah replied, “Yeah. But I don’t think that was healthy.”

			“Heck, no. This is more fun, too.”

			“I’m so glad we live with people who don’t question it.”

			“Yeah.”

			We plopped back down again, threw the cane aside, within reach, and transferred the remote to our right hand.

			It took Goreth some work to use it to turn the T.V. on and then search for the movie. The remote wasn’t really built for typing letters, despite the T.V.’s graphical interface allowing for it. 

			“The Fisher King, with Jeff Bridges and Robin Williams,” they said.

			A screen appeared with the title of the movie, the year it was made, and a still from one of the important scenes.

			For my friends back on the Sunspot, a T.V. is not a holoterminal. It is more like one of our walls. It’s a flat display. Except, it shows color by shining filtered light at you, rather than altering its surface’s reflective properties. And it is not like you can control it by speaking to it, or thinking at it. If you move here, you’re going to have to use the remote, like Goreth did.

			Anyway, in the middle of this title screen, superimposed over the faces of the leading characters, were the words, “Directed by Terry Gilliam.”

			“Oh, right!” Sarah exclaimed. “No. We’re not watching this.”

			Once more, we sat staring at the screen for a while, thinking about the memories Sarah and Goreth had about this movie. Goreth was pretty quickly in agreement with Sarah regarding it, too.

			“I’m going to explain out loud, so Ashwin can make long term memories about this, OK?” Goreth said.

			I made their mouth smile in a human way, in assent.

			“So,” they said. “The reason I thought it would be good to watch this movie is that I seem to remember it having what we call the Don Quixote trope. Which is a story element where one of the characters, usually the hero, believes they are fighting some great and magical power, or that they have magical powers themselves. And everyone else around them just thinks they’re hallucinating and having delusions. Erik high key hates this trope, by the way, and with pretty good reason. But there are maybe a couple movies he recommends for it, and I can’t remember if this was one of them. But, after what Terry Gilliam did a couple years ago, almost certainly not anymore.”

			“Right,” Sarah said.

			“Dude’s a raging transphobe,” Goreth said. “And I’m starting to get flashes of scenes from this movie that are probably going to be hard to watch. I’m certainly not in the mood for it anymore.”

			“Likewise,” Sarah agreed.

			I more or less understood what they were saying, of course, because I was strongly co-conscious and felt like I was them at the time. My memories of the night now have us being more separate, unless I really focus on them. But then focusing brings Goreth forward, and I’m probably just accessing their memories through co-consciousness then.

			We did end up watching a little bit of something, though. After a lot of deliberation.

			“There are other movies that could work,” Goreth said. “We could watch Sucker Punch, or I Kill Giants, or Pan’s Labyrinth.”

			As they thought about and spoke about the movies, we all shared memories of them and quickly felt like the gists of them were well understood by all.

			I probably would have benefitted from actually watching them myself. Second hand memories like that have a habit of not transferring over without reinforcement of some sort. But both Sarah and Goreth had various feelings of repulsion with each suggestion. Mostly out of just not wanting to rewatch something.

			I remember getting the impression that Pan’s Labyrinth would be the most relevant and timely movie to watch, with world politics as they were, as well as the way it played with dual realities. But also, perhaps, the most traumatizing and triggering.

			Sucker Punch would have lots of extremely meaningless and flashy violence, and not much substance.

			And I Kill Giants came down on the side of the dominant consensual reality and the importance of getting mental illness treated somehow, healing in a particular way, according to Sarah’s thoughts. But not in the absolute worst way. She still kind of liked it.

			We collectively sighed.

			Then Phage spoke up, “Let’s watch something new and different.”

			“Good call,” Sarah said. “Cartoons.”

			“Yes,” Phage agreed.

			“And I know just the one,” Sarah declared, using the controller to switch over to Peter’s Netflix account and pull up Scott Pilgrim Takes Off.

			“I heard there was a trans reading of this,” Phage commented.

			“There is,” Sarah confirmed, and hit play.

			What ensued would have been extremely confusing to me if I wasn’t watching it along with Sarah and Goreth. The opening song was in a language that was foreign to everyone there, without subtitles, and I understand it is called Japanese by English speaking people. The images looked hand drawn and painted, but they moved. They were animated. Which, of course, I’m totally familiar with, because that’s an ancient artform on the Sunspot, but the style was just so different from anything I’ve seen. And Sarah internally commented on how there were a lot of credits, the names of the people who had worked on the project listed screen by screen before the animated play began.

			And then there were the opening scenes of the actual story, and the introductions of the characters, with words that flashed for much too short of a time on the screen, so Sarah paused the show for us to read them each time. And that slowed it down a bit.

			It started with Scott having a dream about a girl with pink and blue hair.

			“Ramona Flowers,” Sarah said. She hadn’t seen this before. Nobody in the system had. But she’d read all about it on Tumblr.

			Then Scott actually ran into Ramona in real life, the outworld as we call it, a couple times. And managed to get her to answer the question, “Are you really the person in my dreams?”

			To which she confirmed that she was.

			And he asked, “Isn’t that weird?”

			And she said, “It’s not weird at all. There’s just a really convenient subspace highway running through your head.”

			And Goreth ‘lost it’. 

			They ended up laughing over the next line, so Sarah had to reverse the recording so we could hear it again.

			It was pretty obvious why Goreth had laughed. When Ramona mentioned the subspace highway running through Scott’s head, we all immediately envisioned the Tunnel in our head and nearly ended up focused entirely on our inworld.

			And Sarah had an accusatory thought toward Phage.

			And Phage had thought, yup.

			And it was easier to just laugh out loud at the whole thing instead of contemplating the coincidence of just happening to pick a show to watch that had a line like that in it while having what probably could be described as a subspace highway in our own head.

			Anyway, the next line was about miles and kilometers, and I got curious about measurements of distance.

			So we paused the show again, and Goreth took the time to look up the wikipedia articles on miles and kilometers and read some of them out loud for me.

			Of particular interest to me was the standard used to define kilometers. Or the whole metric system.

			“This is so similar to how we do it, and we can convert this,” I said. “We can do calculations. Look up time.”

			So, Goreth keyed in ‘seconds’, and started reading that article out loud.

			It was based on a fraction of the duration of an Earth day, which was not at all useful for me. But, almost immediately the article explained that Earth scientists had found a way to define a second based on the property of an atom. And that’s what I needed.

			“Can you help me remember that?” I asked out loud. “I think we might need it later.”

			“What do you want to calculate?” Phage asked.

			“How old I am in Earth years,” I said.

			“Four hundred ninety seven point six four five three years, rounded off at the moment,” Phage said.

			We all sat there looking at the phone and the frozen T.V. screen for a while, hardly a thought passing through our collective mind.

			“Is that a real number?” Goreth asked.

			Phage took a little while to respond, and then said, “Yes.”

			“I mean, that’s really how old Ashwin is?”

			“Yes.”

			“In Earth years.”

			“Yes.”

			“Not three hundred and twenty years old?”

			“That was Sunspot years, and an estimate.”

			“So, we’ll get to see Ashwin’s five hundredth birthday, in Earth years.”

			“In a manner of speaking.”

			“Accounting for relativity?” Goreth checked.

			“No. Experientially. Accounting for relativity, Ashwin hasn’t hatched yet.”

			“Oh, right!”

			Phage remained silent, letting us all process that.

			I felt really weird about not having hatched yet, even though I pretty well understood the principle. The Tunnel allowed information to violate the curvature of space/time. But only so far and up to the point that it might cause a paradox of some sort, at which point the information would revert to a more predictable state.

			And the Tunnel, when housed in the Tunnel Apparatus, would automatically close from the feedback caused by such a loop, to prevent any significant damage to its architecture or the people using it.

			I had no idea what would happen when the Tunnel was housed in a human brain, though.

			But the result of that was that Phage and I were existing in a bubble of causality that was relatively fragile to the rest of the universe. Just, as I said earlier in this book, the chances of our current observational lightcones intersecting with our future-past observational lightcones was so miniscule and distant as to be something no one ever really had to worry about.

			And I want to be clear. This is not what Erik would call ‘a Checkov’s gun’. It will not be fired later in this book. Obviously, I still exist to write it.

			The Sunspot is not flying in the direction of the Earth, and it will never get here.

			Being reminded of this did make me feel a little less real, though. Which may have triggered derealization for both Sarah and Goreth, too.

			We all felt a bit swimmy, as Sarah would put it.

			Goreth wanted to do a grounding exercise to counteract the derealization, so I started recounting important moments in my life for them.

			And this worked for me, of course.

			“My first memory of consciousness was looking at our projection in the holomirror. We had grown enough that our body looked different, and we thought we saw a stranger, and our brain created a liaison for them. Me,” I said. “We were thirteen years old.” I visualized this as I said it.

			The others remained silent as I did this, but I could feel them still present with me as I took the front to talk and think.

			“Sometime in our fourteenth year, we saw the name ʔashwin in a book we were reading, and the character there felt so much like me I came rushing forward to point it out to the others. And that’s how I got my name.”

			We call that ‘fictionkin’, Goreth thought.

			“We were already living on our own when Mutabenga let us know that our neural terminal, which we didn’t have yet, would let us each access the Network separately and we would be able to see each other online, in Network spaces, more vividly and more tangibly than we could imagine at the time. We would be able to affect the outer world separately, simultaneously, as individual people,” I said. “That was the very same day we were offered the chance to participate in an experimental neural terminal and we gave our consent. I spent a lot of time on the Network after that.”

			I could still remember lying on our back in a park’s forest clearing, looking up at the sky while our Tutor had told us about how the experimental nanite neural terminals would work. I remembered not at all being able to feel the nanites creep into our body to make the connection. They were too tiny to feel or see. And it was the next day that we started to be able to visualize the Network as if it was part of our inworld. It quickly became as vivid as the outworld in the following days. I was able to remain independently conscious outside my vessel for months at a time. I very quickly stopped identifying our vessel as my body.

			“A lot of things happened after that,” I said. “I also remember the day our Caretaker, Jana, ascended and became Crew. I was one of the many of us who waited in the Network to greet yem when yem left yems body for the last time. Our vessel remained in our quarters, asleep.”

			How did you decide to come here? Sarah asked, internally. What was that like?

			This time, that memory came easily, and I was able to recount it while visualizing some of it.

			“When word came that Phage had discovered a string of Tunnel Apparati deposited on inhabited planets, and that it would be possible to visit the worlds of other Outsiders, aliens, I was the first to step forward to volunteer to do that,” I said. “I requested it. We’d gotten a taste for cultural contact with Outsiders via the Dancer, and my reputation and experience as a Pember made me bold and eager to participate. Phage gave the OK from its end, and the Council immediately approved it from the Bridge of the Sunspot. I was an easy political choice.”

			Lucky.

			“Yes,” I agreed. “I wore a nanite exobody in the shape of my true form to Mau Rro, the Mouth of Phage, where the Tunnel Apparatus had been moved. It is a Monster temple in the Ring Mountains facing the Aft Endcap, and traditionally where prospective Monsters go to converse with Phage before taking their vows and rejecting their neural terminals, then to become protected dissenters and honorary Crew according to the old ways. Allowing the Monsters to be custodians of the Tunnel Apparatus was a conciliatory move on the part of the Council for millennia of systemic oppression directed at the Monsters.”

			We’re going to want to hear a lot more about this. This is good. It’s like having our own novelist in our head, with the stories already written.

			I experienced it, I replied. This is my life.

			And mine, Phage added.

			I recalled how I had ridden the lift to the center of the temple, the ceiling of the lift irising open and its walls falling away, below the floor of the temple, as the lift came up to be even with it. The floor was a polished stone under the open sky of the Garden. There were large, brass Scales of the Great One inset into the floor mirroring the great spokes of the Garden. The entirety of which would be visible from where I stood if it had been a clearer day. Behind me, there was a cracked boulder mounted in a ring and an ornate housing. Within the crack of the boulder could be seen darkness and sparkles of light, like stars.

			We don’t normally get to see stars unless we go down to one of the shipyards to open the outer doors to look at them as they wheel around the Sunspot with the spin of the habitat cylinder. I’d done that, so I knew what they looked like. And I’d been to Mau Rro before, too. But I didn’t bother to go and examine the boulder this time.

			Instead I had walked Aftward to the shelter on the far end of the platform that comprised the temple. There were two gigantic hex willows planted to either side of the Aft end of the temple, their indigo colored translucent leaves fluttering in the mountain breeze, with six, huge, ceramic Scales of the Great One hanging from their branches at varying heights, mimicking raindrops that were each three times as tall as I was.

			The temple looked out over Tenmouth Sound, forests blanketing the ground between me and the waters, with the Katofar mountains on their peninsula beyond that. The Aft Sea visible on either side of the peaks of Katofar, and the unfathomably scaled Aft Endcap rising up above all of that, the sun intake in the middle of it, ready to devour the day’s sun.

			The Tunnel Apparatus was in the newly built shelter there, at the edge of the temple platform. There had been a tablet pedestal there for chatting with Phage via text and voice for anyone without a neural terminal, but the Tunnel Apparatus could now do that and more. Unlike the pedestal, the Tunnel Apparatus needed to be protected from the weather.

			The shelter was transparent and water-phobic, so that it did not obscure the view of the Aft Endcap or the lands and sea of the Garden around it.

			Accompanied by the Council and everyone who wished to witness my journey hovering nearby in the Network, I walked physically alone to the console.

			There, Phage met me in its own nanite exobody, which it pulled from a nearby bin.

			Its child, Ni’a, accompanied it. They both looked very similar. Almost, but not quite, humanoid.

			We stood in a triangle, with me facing the Tunnel.

			Phage spoke by vibrating the air molecules around it directly, using no technology provided by the Sunspot to do that, as was its nature. Its exobody was a courtesy to anyone who watched with physical eyes alone.

			“Where will you go?” Phage asked, voice like quiet thunder.

			“I think,” I replied, already at ease with this being I now considered an old friend. “I would like to go where I can finally discover my own Art.”

			Phage looked at Ni’a and they nodded.

			“You might lose the gifts that Phage gave you,” Ni’a said. Their voice was soft and rich, like life itself. “And you might not be able to fully return. The physics of this have been altered to make the journey possible for anyone who is not Phage.”

			I closed my eyes and considered the life I had led up to this point. It had been so long, but nowhere near as long as it could be aboard the Sunspot. However, no matter how I tried to test myself, I felt OK with the consequences.

			“You can return,” Phage said. “And that way, you will be able to see your family again. But you will also remain on the other side, and you will become two people.”

			“Oh,” I heard myself say.

			“You do not have to be the first to go. You can revoke your consent up until you step through,” it continued to explain. “But in trying to maintain a safe contact with these people, I have misstepped and created a very temporary solution. The window of contact is short and chaotic. It could be just a few days, or a matter of decades. And you may experience death over there. However, I have friends there now that I would like to help. And it’s possible you could help, too.”

			I nodded and let that information soak into me.

			It elaborated, “These friends suffer from an unidentified chronic illness that, in conjunction with their social status, threatens their life. Your experience here helping your Caretaker transition to Ancestorhood and with your own vessel’s death, may be of use to them. Also, they are plural, like you were.”

			My old Tutor, Mutabenga, detached itself from the Network crowd around me and approached. It said, “I think maybe you can find your Art on this new world, ʔashwin. The Sunspot has given you everything it possibly can to prepare you for something like this. And I speak on behalf of your fellow Pembers and the entire Council when I say that you have our support and our enthusiasm for your choice, should you do this. We will miss you, for however short a time it may be. But we may also follow you!”

			I turned to it and said, “Thank you.”

			I remember when this had all happened that time had become muddy, non-newtonian. The harder I tried to push through it, the more resistant it seemed to my movement, paralyzing me. But if I rested on my inertia, I kept moving toward my destination. It was just a perception of the intersection of derealization and executive dysfunction, but it felt very tangible. My decision had already been made, and resisting it was not going to happen.

			I found myself turning back to Phage and Ni’a and saying, “I consent to the consequences. I am ready to travel to this world.”

			Phage smiled, and said, “Then let’s go.”

			And we stepped through the Tunnel.

			It was like entering any other Network space.

			It had an address, and all I had to do was command my Avatar to go to the address, and my nanite exobody slumped to the floor and started slinking toward a bin, and, in the blink of an eye, I

			was a topless Goreth, standing in a poorly lit morning bathroom, trying to shave their face while leaning toward a dirty mirror, suddenly feeling dysphoric in a way they never had before.

			—

			The T.V. was still paused on an image of Ramona Flowers saying, “I don’t know how far that is in kilometers.”

			Even though there was only one body there, and it was on the sofa, it was almost as if I was standing in the middle of the room, and my three friends were around me. Sarah and Goreth on the sofa with their vessel, and Phage lurking in a corner like a shadow full of stars.

			This wasn’t how we saw it. It was more like the very first hours of accessing the Network through my neural terminal. Imaginary projections of ourselves as seen from the point of view of our vessel.

			But it is how I remember the moment. As if I saw the room from the middle of it.

			“What’s happening to us?” Sarah asked.

			“I think we call it first contact,” Goreth said.

			“I’m having a hard time believing it,” she replied.

			“Even after reliving all of that?” they asked.

			“We should make a new contract with Phage for you,” I interjected, not moving.

			“Yeah,” Sarah said.

			“Sure,” Goreth agreed.

			“I eagerly consent to that,” Phage said.

			“Let’s write it on paper in both English and Inmararräo,” I said. “To make it feel more real for you.”

			“I’m not sure it will ever feel real,” Sarah countered.

			“Well,” I said. “Imagine how it feels to me.”

			“What I’m thinking,” Goreth said, “is that I don’t want to find myself living through one of those movies where all of this isn’t really real. We’re transgender. We’re plural. We have been living with Phage most of our life. I’m a dragon. We’ve been telling the world and ourselves all of that for nearly two decades now. We’ve fought for it. We’ve lost family and friends over it. Some of it is even recognized by the government. Do I exist? Do I perceive myself as who and what I am? Yes. Do you exist, Sarah? Are you my left half? Am I your dragon side, and you my girl side? Yes. Is Phage the monster we befriended in our childhood bedroom, and who has helped us walk in the dark and taken class tests for us when neither of us could be present? Yes. There is so much we have experienced that the rest of the world says that we can’t. And we know the world is wrong. And now we have Ashwin and their memories. How can we tell them that they are not real?”

			Sarah sighed, “OK. Let’s get our backpack and write up that contract. I have ideas for it.”

			“Good. Doing that.” A heave of body, cane as fulcrum, and we were stumbling toward the backpack where the art supplies were.

			“Then, let’s binge the rest of this show afterward?”

			The Contract

			Goreth here, again.

			With Ashwin’s suggestion, we’ve written up a contract for Phage. And apparently, Phage prefers to have a contract. And I want to show it to you. I think it’s pretty neat.

			The word ‘contract’ sounds a lot like a deal with a devil, even when it’s made between two consenting human beings. Businesses themselves have given contracts a bad name for as long as anyone can remember. But, also, if you’ve done any sort of freelance work, you know how vital they are to keeping both you and your customer on track and safe from hurting each other.

			But, when you’re making a contract with someone you know and love, it doesn’t have to have any of those connotations. It can simply lay out your personal boundaries and promises to each other. Which is not necessarily a bad idea for someone you’re sharing a body with.

			Phage says, and I quote, “I do have my power here on Earth. All the power I’ve told you about over the years. It is just muted by the other powers that I now share this planet with. But it makes me bigger and stronger than a human being, and I need to know how to avoid hurting you. Also, when I work, when I exercise my abilities, I become less me. I need something to focus on, to come back to, as myself. And a contract with your name on it also serves those purposes.”

			We did have to word this with other visitors in mind, however. And we did end up getting a little official sounding, because it’s our body on the line.

			So, here it is, for the record, and maybe as inspiration for your own contracts, if you need to make one for any reason:

			—

			We, Sarah and Goreth Ampersand, as the original hosts of this vessel, hereby officially welcome Phage, a.k.a. Mau, a.k.a. ʔefejeʔe, to our plurality and our vessel, to join with us in our life and our goals for it. We thank it for its help so far, and with this document we hereby lay out our requirements and needs and expectations for behavior. These are also to be understood and adhered to by everyone else inhabiting our system with us, including ourselves:

			
					This vessel belongs entirely to Sarah and Goreth Ampersand, the original inhabitants who were born and developed with it. As such they collectively and each retain final veto over any decisions regarding the vessel’s state of being, including who may front and control the body.

					All inhabitants of the vessel, in accordance with the laws exemplified by the Sunspot, a.k.a. ʔetekeyerrinwuf, whether they are temporary visitors or permanent residents, retain the rights of Consent and Personal Autonomy over their own beings as entities within a collective psyche. And while Sarah and/or Goreth may take the front from anyone else at any time without expectation of argument or resistance, this does confer at least the courtesy of a request being made for the switch, except in the case of emergencies. In the case of control of the front and only the front, a “no” may be ignored by the two original hosts.

					Consequences for transgressions of the first two boundaries will be decided upon collectively, so long as those consequences themselves do not violate the first two boundaries. This leaves banishment from the front the only truly enforceable consequence, empowered by Sarah and Goreth’s rights for control of their vessel. But, please let’s work as a team and avoid that situation. Most consequences should be a simple discussion about how to avoid the transgression in the future, and how to make reparations for any damage done.

					With these boundaries and procedures in mind, we would like to state the mission for our vessel is to live as long as we might naturally do so as a human being, to keep the vessel safe and as healthy as possible, to heal it from injuries and illness if possible, and to keep it fed and sheltered and up to date on the medications and medical treatments that Sarah and Goreth have consented to. And also, to collectively maintain and respect all outworld relationships that have been or will be forged by the system’s members, no matter the size of the system at the time of the formation of that relationship.

					Therefore, it will be Phage’s job to use all of its powers and abilities to help Sarah and Goreth achieve these goals and to make maintaining these boundaries and expectations possible, in the best way it sees fit, within the constraint of Consent from Sarah and Goreth and respect for their Bodily Autonomy.

			

			We, the current inhabitants of Sarah and Goreth Ampersand’s body and collective mind, hereby agree to this document and its requirements.

			Signed,

			Sarah Ampersand

			Goreth Ampersand

			Phage

			Ashwin Pember

			—

			Note: I think it would be reasonable and OK for some systems to treat their walk-ins as complete equals to their hosts, if the system even has hosts. If you make a contract like this you should tailor it to your needs. Like, really, you’re all sharing the body, you’re all affected by whatever happens to it. You need some sort of agreement of balance and fairness over how to work with it, whatever that looks like to you. But, for us, we’re dealing with visitors with very strong exomemories and possibly nigh magical abilities we don’t fully understand, and we need a strong protection for ourselves. I’m told by Ashwin and Phage, both, that this arrangement is not unlike how the Founding Crew of the Sunspot ran things until very recently (in the far, far future, relatively speaking).

			- Goreth, the Dragon

			The Murmuration and the Monster

			“So,” Sarah was saying, “we actually went to bed earlier than we had planned that night, because that Scott Pilgrim cartoon kept giving us secondhand embarrassment. Like, collectively. Even Phage couldn’t take it. And it’s not like it’s as bad as sitcoms and romcoms from the oughts. It just triggered us collectively for some reason.”

			“Scott is a certified douche canoe,” Erik said.

			“I knew that going in, and that it’s kind of the point of the show, because of all the trans blog reviews,” Sarah said. “But I still couldn’t take it. I want to, though. I’m planning on trying again after a bit of a break, if the others are up for it. Or maybe they can just dissociate for me a little bit every day for a while. And I can give them something else in return, like breakfasts.”

			“You could just read the comic,” Erik suggested. “I’ve read it, and watched the movie, and the show. And it’s all pretty much the same plot. Just with different presentation. Which does make all the difference, so it should work to try the comic.”

			“Huh,” Sarah pondered. “Maybe if I read the comic first, it’ll be easier for us to watch the show afterward.”

			“You really want that animation, don’t you?” Erik asked.

			“It’s fun to watch,” Sarah said. “And Ashwin seemed to like the style.”

			“Speaking of Ashwin and style, what did you do with that map?”

			“Scanned it. Put it up on our Patreon. Hung the original on the wall. And then talked about how fake it is,” Sarah said.

			“Fake?”

			“Yeah,” Sarah drew out the word, smirking.

			“So, you’re OK with that.”

			“More or less, yeah. It’s such a little thing. And as I just told you, Ashwin proved to us that nem could pull up vivid and really accurate looking exomemories anyway, that night.”

			“Right. But nothing you could show me, or,” Erik looked up and waved as they came in, “the Audreys.”

			“Actually,” Mill of the Audreys said, “We’re changing our system name. Legal name’s the same, Audrey. But we want a system name that’s different.”

			I knew it was Mill just by looking at them. I’ve never met Mill before, but I knew it was them. 

			Maybe. Maybe I still had Phage’s gift to the Sunspot. But muted to small things like this, like Phage had implied it was experiencing.

			“Hey, Mill,” Sarah said, picking up on my thoughts.

			Mill looked pleasantly surprised, “You recognized me!”

			Sarah smiled, “Ashwin did, actually.”

			“Cool.”

			“I want to know what name I should call y’all,” Erik said, thumping the table gently with his fist.

			“Yeah, yeah,” Mill said, turning to him. “We found this word that is just really, really cool. And it works so well for us, because there are so many of us and sometimes we’re just like this word. Like, what it sounds like but also like what it describes.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Also, we’re all birds, did you know that?”

			“I think I did, Mill,” Erik did his grin. “It’s not like we aren’t super good friends or something, you know.”

			“Oh, right,” Mill looked off into the distance for a moment. “Right! Sorry. Probably a bit of amnesia, I don’t front much.”

			“The word, Mill. Please,” Erik urged them.

			Mill leaned forward and over enunciated the word, nearly biting their lip in the process, and said, “Murmuration,” with a huge, soft, satisfied grin.

			“Oh, yeah, that word. That is a great system name,” Erik exclaimed.

			Is it really Murmuration they wanted, or Susserration? Sarah thought.

			“We’re the Murmuration, hosted by the Audreys,” Mill put their arms akimbo and puffed out their bound chest.

			“Wish I could say I had a host,” Erik said.

			Mill waved a hand at him and said, “Ah, you don’t need one. Hosts are overrated and kinda assimilationist. Singlet psychologists want systems to have hosts. It just makes sense for us to use the word, because that name is our legal one.”

			“There are plenty of systems with actual hosts, Mill,” Erik said cheerfully, but with just enough edge to his voice to point out he was reminding his friend to be fair about diversity.

			“True, true, OK,” Mill relented.

			Erik nodded our direction and said, “Sarah was just telling me that she and Goreth wrote up a contract as hosts a couple nights ago.”

			Mill turned to us and asked, “Really?”

			“Yep!” Sarah said. “I know you two can’t afford our Patreon. We really should send you private emails of our updates.”

			“Ah, but then what would you have to talk about with us here?” Erik asked.

			Sarah held up a finger and squinted at him.

			“I’m joking.”

			Sarah turned to Mill and the Murmuration, and said, “So, you know we’ve got plans to bring a few more people over from the Sunspot, right?”

			Mill let their jaw lie slack for a moment and then nodded, “I’ve heard that, yes.”

			Sarah raised her eyebrows, and said, “Maybe a lot of people.”

			“Oh. Like a Murmuration a lot?”

			Sarah grimaced, still wondering about the word, and said, “I don’t know. We’re still talking about what we need.” The Murmuration had around a hundred and forty members, so maybe that’s what they were talking about, not the sound of a stream or a gigantic flock of birds. “We’re probably going to take it slow at first.”

			“Makes sense.”

			With Sarah watching the Murmuration, I could see Shelley, Brock, Toris, Charl, Angle, and Vespa start joining Mill in their consciousness. ‘See’ isn’t quite the right word. It wasn’t even like perceiving the Network’s more subtle protocols that are hard to describe in English. But it was like the patterns of something in their face gained layers, and the layers had names in my mind. Or, like, their eyes got crowded. And even those two descriptions are too visually oriented.

			“So,” Sarah said. “Long story short, if that’s OK, we wrote up a contract to outline how Phage in particular should help us manage that. And, also, to draw up a new social structure for our system. Because if it’s going to grow, we’re going to need it.”

			“Very cool.”

			“I’m pretty excited about it. The contract, I mean,” Sarah said. “I’m still apprehensive about getting new members. But Phage is supposed to be vetting them, getting them to look at the contract and agree to it, and warning us before they come over.”

			“Even better.” Mill held up a finger. “I should go get a drink. Support the place.”

			We had one cup of tea, since it was getting to be the end of the month and Sarah and Goreth were down to their last bits of change before the next Patreon deposit.

			“Do you want anything?” Mill asked.

			Sarah furrowed her brow and said, “I can’t afford it.”

			“No, I mean, on me.”

			“You can’t afford it any better than me,” she said.

			“I can today,” Mill said. Several of their headmates seemed to nod behind the mask of their face as well.

			“OK. Thank you,” Sarah relented. “A molasses cookie.”

			“Got it,” Mill said cheerfully, and headed toward the counter.

			With hooded eyes, Erik glanced at Sarah meaningfully, and then asked, “So, how about that disability stuff?”

			“Please don’t nag,” Sarah shot back.

			“Sorry, I just.” Erik stopped to reorder his words. “It’s your Medicaid on the line, and I’m worried. I want to not worry for you.”

			“Then don’t?”

			“I can’t not,” Erik said. “It’s my gender.”

			Sarah blew a single snicker out her nose, and said, “OK. To get your mind off it. We’re sticking to my plan. We’ve managed to keep up with each step of my checklist every day.”

			“Oh, hey, that’s good!” Erik said. “See, if you tell me about that kind of thing, I can compliment you! Give you endorphins!”

			“Sure, sure. It’s actually the contract that’s helping, too, though.”

			“That’s good! How?”

			“Ashwin and Phage are helping me read the paperwork and fill it out. Phage is even making some of the phone calls we need to make,” Sarah said.

			“You’re letting it do that?” Erik asked. Then his whole expression went slack and his head slowly tilted up as his eyes tracked something on the other side of the room.

			We looked, though Sarah, being an old friend of Erik’s, felt she knew what was going on and didn’t expect to see anything.

			Except that we did.

			Stepping through the wall itself were three duplicates of Erik, wearing the exact same clothes.

			In a quiet voice, Erik said, “Oh, don’t worry about it, Sarah. It’s just my buddies.” His headmates. “I guess they’re going to join us today. Hope that’s OK.”

			Sarah took a while to respond, but ended up saying, while watching Erik’s counterparts walk across the cafe toward us, weaving between tables and patrons, “Oh, of course it is, Erik. No worries. But. Uh. I can see them this time.”

			“What did you say?” Erik asked almost lazily, like he was focusing more on watching than talking.

			“A couple weeks ago, when we first met Ashwin, you were about to say something about shared hallucinations,” Sarah said.

			“I was?” Erik asked. “I might do that.”

			“Well, I think we’re having one.”

			Erik brought his attention back to the table, and looked right at Sarah, “Really.”

			Sarah nodded, still tracking the movement of Erik’s buddies.

			“OK. Cool. Oh,” Erik said, bringing his loose fist up to his mouth. “Let’s be casual about this, please? And maybe talk about it more when we’re away from here? Like, when you’re talking to any of them, face me. I don’t think I’m ready for even Aunti Zero’s to witness this. But we’ve got to talk about this later. Please!”

			“Good deal,” Sarah said. “Can do. Definitely talk about this later.”

			I could feel Goreth coming to the front to have a look, too, but Sarah was already turning our head to focus on Erik.

			Erik’s buddies were also already sitting down in chairs that hadn’t been there earlier.

			“But, I do need to know,” Erik said. “How is this happening?”

			“I think it’s science fiction stuff,” Goreth said.

			“I’ll take it,” Erik said. Then in a distinctly lower voice, leaning forward conspiratorially, “That’s neat. OK. Ground rule, though. If our conversation at this table starts to get weirder than usual, or you start to see anything particularly alarming, I’m really going to need you to try to remind yourself that these are hallucinations, and that other people can’t see them.”

			The other Eriks all nodded solemnly.

			“Try not to let on that we’re having,” he gestured around at the table top, looking down at it, “this.”

			“Got it,” Goreth said.

			“Thank you,” Erik replied. “In fact, let’s fill the Murmuration in later, too. Just not now.”

			“Really?”

			“I’m nervous.”

			“OK.”

			“I’ve been through this, though. So we can do this. Just follow my lead. Oh, and remember, this is unusual. What you’re seeing is kinda unique to me. We’re all unique.”

			“We will follow your lead,” I said. “We will assume nothing.”

			Having heard at least three of us agree with him, he visibly relaxed.

			Just in time for Mill to return with their drink and Sarah’s cookie.

			The Eriks had left Mill an actual seat to sit in, the one that had been there when we’d first sat down.

			“I’m wondering if this talk about Phage and Ashwin and all joining your system has got me a little more stressed than I realized,” Erik said.

			“How so?” Sarah asked.

			“I don’t know,” Erik said. “I kind of wish it was happening to me, I guess. But I’m just grasping at possible triggers.”

			“Triggers?” Mill asked innocently.

			“I’m feeling my psychosis coming on,” Erik said more quietly.

			“Ah,” Mill nodded and tilted their head down to focus on their drink. A signal that they wouldn’t press further.

			“I love you,” Erik told them.

			Mill looked up and beamed, and said, “I love you too!”

			“So,” Sarah said. “We probably have more people at this table than we’ve ever had before.”

			Erik chuckled.

			Mill turned their grin at her, and silently giggled.

			Incoming, Phage said.

			Sarah frowned and growled under her breath, “Phage, that’s not the kind of heads up I was expecting. Sorry. I should have specified. Advanced warning and an ETA would be nice.”

			My apologies for not anticipating, Phage replied. I will do better next time.

			“What’s up?” Erik asked.

			Sarah focused on the cookie and its wrapper for a moment, making a show of tearing it open with both hands, then said as she started to very carefully break the cookie up into fifths, “It looks like we’re about to have our next visitor.”

			Erik sat up more straight and turned his head sideways at her, like he was composing himself to be more presentable, queer finery and all, but didn’t say anything.

			“I don’t know who it will be,” she said.

			He slumped back down into his chair and broke a smile again, “OK. Well, let them introduce themselves, of course.”

			“Of course.”

			After a while of everyone eating and drinking their food and drinks, waiting for the arrival of our new headmate, Sarah spoke up again.

			“This is a lot like how they depict it in the movies, isn’t it?” she asked.

			I could tell she was asking Erik about the hallucinated headmates, but she said it so generally to the air that Mill thought it was to the table. Even as Erik nodded cautiously and subtly.

			“What? The ‘sci-fi stuff’?” Mill asked.

			Sarah caught herself, and then said, “yeah, actually.”

			“It sorta is, isn’t it,” Mill agreed. “Though, I mean, like, they get it wrong about plurality a lot. But that’s just a limit of the medium. How do you depict headmates talking to each other?”

			“Well, for me, it’s pretty accurate, sometimes,” Erik said through clenched teeth.

			“Oh, right, yeah,” Mill said. “Sorry. But, yeah. The sci-fi stuff, getting contact in a way that’s basically telepathy, and you can’t prove it to anyone else, and it’s infuriating? Totally like the movies, too.”

			Sarah found herself staring out the window of the shop in shock. She’d realized something regarding what Mill had said.

			“Can we call you the Donnies?” one of the other Eriks asked. But it came out of Erik’s actual mouth, out loud, too, apparently.

			Mill just shook their head amiably, taking Erik seriously but apparently not being offended by it. Not picking up on Erik’s irritated tone, either. “We’re the Murmuration,” Mill murmured.

			“Fine. Sorry.”

			“‘S OK,” Mill said. “I get it. We’re pretty oblivious sometimes, and that was funny, really.”

			“Don’t sweat it, Mill,” Erik said. “Gonna fill you in on something later, when I’m more coherent and friendly. It’s cool. Sorry about the Donnie crack.”

			This conversation between Erik and Mill felt stressful, and Sarah wanted to intervene to make sure her friends were OK with each other, even after Erik had apologized. But she was also trying to figure out the words to use to interject about her experiences and what it meant if they were real real. And the subject of the conversation had already moved past that, and she was stuck.

			She hated that feeling so much.

			Eh, she was among peers. These were her best friends. She could just bring the subject up. 

			They’d get it.

			She started to just wait for a beat she could speak in.

			“Donnie was my favorite character in that movie, which I think is why we have a Donnie,” Mill said.

			Erik smiled genuinely and said, “That’s the best!”

			“Ooh, Brock’s here,” Mill exclaimed, finally noticing their own headmate.

			Sarah chose to speak in the momentary pause after that shift in subject, and started saying, “I think I’m actually experiencing telepa –”

			And that’s when we were hit with the incoming member.

			Suddenly, we were all Rräoha, and we were completely discombobulated. In public. 

			In the presence of a friend who was experiencing an episode of their psychosis, and another friend who didn’t know what was going on.

			It’s probably fortunate that the switch had somehow broken our perception of Erik’s hallucinations, however they were happening in the first place.

			It might have been one too many confusing things for Rräoha.

			As it was, it was not good.

			—

			Everything felt jarringly wrong.

			Limbs were missing.

			Gem was sitting on gems ass in a way that should have been impossible.

			The light was off.

			The spin was off.

			The smells were weird.

			Rräoha’s mouth felt small and crowded.

			All of these terrible sensations and realizations were almost overshadowed by the sudden burst of sound. The incomprehensible babbling of creatures in clothing surrounded gem and assaulted gem in a way that gem could feel on gems naked, naked skin. The skin that wasn’t covered by strange, black, irritating textiles.

			Gems ears felt naked.

			Rräoha recalled then that Mau had warned gem about this. But it had not been warning enough.

			Gem had felt the falling of sliding out of gems dying body on ʔetekeyerrinwuf, and then, this. Instantly.

			There’d been no transition. No feeling of voluntary movement. Like having been pushed backward into a freezing pond instead of diving headfirst into it gemself.

			And that’s all gem could remember of before. That shocking change. Everything gem had been experiencing and thinking before it had happened was gone from gems mind, and all gem knew was that it had all been there just a moment before.

			And gems name, Rräoha. ‘The Shouted Backwards’. When gem had first coined that name from ancient root words, gem had had no clue that gem would experience it as an event so viscerally.

			It was a Monster’s name. A word that no one used that made no sense and left people bemused and confused. It sounded like a growl and a laugh, which had suited gem so perfectly, everyone complimented gem on the choice even if they were initially put off by it.

			Gem’s name had been part of the fun of being alive, and that’s what a name should be.

			Eyes clenched shut, bowing gems head, hunching shoulders that made no sense, Rräoha mentally gripped this kernel of identity and memory and tried to crawl back into it.

			Someone’s naked hand pressed, unsolicited, against Rräoha’s naked, naked right arm, and gem flinched back into the horrible new world.

			Amidst the dull roar of cacophonic vocalizations, a phrase of meaning untangled itself at gem, “You are you.”

			Somehow, gems mouth said something that meant, “I don’t think I am.”

			“Are you alright? Can I get you anything? On the house? Or, just a glass of water? I think I have medicine behind the counter if it’s a brain agony or your reproductive organs,” a different voice said.

			How was gem understanding these words? Was this like the wordless thoughts the Children spoke of when using their neural terminals? Was this just a Network space, crafted by some malicious Crew member? A prank? A prank that Mau was part of?

			It didn’t make sense.

			The hand was still on gems arm, and it shouldn’t be.

			Another hand touched gems left shoulder, startlingly but gently. Jarring. Wrong. But reassuring afterward.

			“Hey. Are you OK?”

			Gem opened gems alien eyes and looked up, turning gems weird, wrong head to see what colors of light gem could fathom from the direction of that sound with meaning.

			One of the creatures with clothing was standing beside gem, with wide eyes and painted lips. Kate.

			How did gem know her name?

			“Think…” gems mouth made sounds like all those around gem, with meaning, too. “Think slowly making sense again things. Thank you.”

			“OK,” Kate said. “OK. Just let me know if you do need anything. OK? You’re family here. We want to take care of you.” She removed her hand from Rräoha’s shoulder, after a gentle squeeze.

			No reasonable person would have made that physical contact in the first place without asking. It had frightened and infuriated Rräoha at first. Both hands on gem had done that. But gems impulse to lash out had been absorbed, diffused by this confusing body, and replaced with warmth.

			Rräoha found gemself, for the first time, missing the presence of an unsolicited physical contact.

			The head nodded, and the mouth said, “thank you.”

			“Ashwin?” the owner of the other hand asked.

			The confusing imagery of visuals shifted as the head wheeled toward that speech, and then the head shook back and forth briefly, and the mouth said, “No.”

			These were Rräoha’s actions and reactions. Gem was actually choosing to do them, but the disconnect from the body and the confusion over being able to understand this alien language made it feel like gem was watching it happen from a distance.

			“Rräoha,” gem forced gems mouth and tongue to pronounce clearly. “Name is Rräoha me.”

			Let the vessel speak for you, Mau’s voice filled gems mind and comforted gem like a storm, a wave on the shore. It knows this language. And we’ll feed you memories as you need them.

			Rräoha took a deep breath and blinked.

			There were two people sharing the table with gem. They looked so similar, and yet their subtle differences were enough to tell them apart. One was tall and skinny and lightly colored. And the other was short and lumpy and dark. 

			And they wore badly made clothing that also looked similar but different enough. The tall one in blues and the short one in blacks and shades of red and maroon.

			The shorter, darker one was still leaning over with their hand on gems arm. It was OK now, though.

			Erik.

			“My name is Rräoha,” gem repeated, somehow making more sense, but with the word order all wrong. “And my pronoun is gem. I’m a Monster of ʔetekeyerrinwuf, and I don’t know where I am or what’s happening.”

			“Maybe we should go for a short walk,” Erik said. “You’ve got your good shoes on, at least.”

			“Are you sure?” the other one, the Murmuration, asked.

			“I want to get outside, at least,” Erik said. “I feel like a crowd in here.”

			“One of the tables out there?”

			“Sure.”

			The Murmuration started to stand up, using a stick to help them do so. “Rräoha might need help with that cane, if they’re experiencing amnesia,” they said.

			“I got it,” Erik said, getting up himself.

			The body did have its memories. Or did they come from the others who were supposed to be here with Mau?

			I use the name Phage here, came the thought. It means the same thing, but they understand it.

			“Here. Rräoha? Here’s your cane,” Erik said, standing nearby, holding out a stick that was more ornate than what the Murmuration had. There was the crafted metal head of a beast on the handle. A dragon. Erik continued with instructions, pushing the cane at gem, “Hold it and plant it on the ground for support while you get up. You might need it.”

			Rräoha looked at it, making sense of it.

			“We’re going to go outside where there are fewer people hanging around us, and we can speak even more freely,” Erik said. “I need it. And I think you do, too.”

			“OK,” an affirmative of some sort. Rräoha put gems weirdly naked, clawless hand on the cane’s handle. Gems other right arm, that distressingly wasn’t there, passed through it first.

			Gems feet hurt.

			A whole lot of the body really hurt.

			Especially now that gem was trying to move it.

			“I wish that I wasn’t doing this,” gem said.

			“I get that,” Erik said. “Every moment of every day.”

			But, somehow, the two of them managed it, and Rräoha’s new vessel was standing and making a controlled, three limbed fall toward something that apparently passed for a door.

			The supposed door didn’t act like a door. It remained closed as they approached it.

			“I’ll come back in and get our drinks once you’re settled out there,” Erik said, then reached for the door and gripped a metal handle that was on one side of it and pulled it open.

			And there was so much green on the other side of it. And even more noise.

			But, instead of the babbling of people, it was like the sound of the Aft Sea. A white noise that ebbed and flowed as the strangely green needles of what were probably trees rustled in a wind, or as large metal vessels on wheels rolled alarmingly by, riding on a paved substrate that seemed to cover everything where the trees weren’t growing.

			Sometimes the white noise was a wooshing sound, the wind, and sometimes it was a roar, like no sound Rräoha had ever heard before. But gem recognized it anyway, as cars.

			Cars were like cuttlecrab buggies, but for larger people.

			The babbling of the people receded as the door closed on its own.

			Rräoha followed gems impulse to avoid looking at the sky, and focused on the paved floor of this world’s Garden, as Erik led gem to a metal frame of a table and an alien chair where the Murmuration was waiting with their beverage.

			There were chairs kind of like this on ʔetekeyerrinwuf. It’s just that they weren’t made for people like Rräoha and gem had never been able to sit in them before.

			Standing as straight and upright as a tree was itself an unnerving and unsettling thing. But to fall back and sit down right where gems tail used to be was startling.

			But it worked.

			“I’ll be right back,” Erik said, and then left.

			“He’s really the best,” the Murmuration said. “A good man.”

			“Hurting all the time like this all people – ?”  Rräoha started to say, but stopped, remembering not to push speech but let it happen. The words felt all jumbled when gem tried to order them correctly.

			“No,” the Murmuration said. “You’re just lucky that way. One of the few.”

			It probably hurts less than it would if I weren’t here, Phage thought. I’m doing what I can to help.

			“We both have canes,”  Rräoha observed. “Do you hurt?”

			“Not like you,” the Murmuration said. “I don’t have the malformed foot or the fibromyalgia, or whatever it is you’re experiencing. Just balance issues and chronic fatigue. Also, I like the style of this one, and it was cheap at the store.” They held their broadly curved, black metal cane up. It had a scale-like pattern carved into it that sparkled in the sunlight.

			The sun here was not nearly as bright as on ʔetekeyerrinwuf. But it seemed to be more than enough for these eyes.

			The difference, Phage thought, is that the sun here is larger than the world, and a hundred and fifty million kilometers away.

			Rräoha had a clear visualization of what that meant as Phage thought it, and fell back into gems chair.

			It will be more jarring when the sky is not overcast. But the others will be more awake and you’ll find it easier to bear.

			The Murmuration looked over and asked, “So, Rräoha was it?” They did not quite pronounce gems name right, but gem didn’t correct them. They said, “Tell me about yourself. What can you remember?”

			“I am a Monster,” Rräoha said.

			“Aren’t we all,” Erik said, appearing from the door, holding two cups in his hands and something in a white paper bag tucked into his armpit. “You’re in good company. You came to the right place. We’re all monsters here.”

			Neither Rräoha nor Erik knew just how correct Erik accidentally was.

			But Rräoha guessed, only it came out wrong, “You don’t have täfri here?”

			“Taffy?” Erik asked.

			Neural terminal, Phage thought. The word is ‘neural terminal’.

			Rräoha tried to lower gems ears, and turned gems head away, and said, “No.”

			“Ah,” Erik said, and took a sip from his cup, and pushed the other cup toward Rräoha, leaving it on the table. He sat down in the empty chair that was there.

			“Täfri is… neural terminal. You don’t have neural terminals?”

			Erik shook his head, close enough to turning it away that Rräoha intuitively understood it as a negative. “No. No one does. That’s not an Earth technology,” he said. “Though I do wish it was.”

			“We reject them,” Rräoha said, trying to put a stern tone to gems voice. “We Monsters.”

			“Oh?” the Murmuration asked.

			As much as there was pain left behind there, pain here, and pain in suddenly missing the familiar, it was reassuring and grounding to think about home while talking about it, so Rräoha let gemself do so.

			“The Children who wear them become Crew when they die,” gem said. “And they’re half Crew before that. The Network blends them in ways we Monsters reject.”

			These two friendly people stopped moving and stared at gem after gem said that. The Murmuration’s mouth was partially open, as if about to say something, eyes squinted. And Erik was twisting his lips to the side.

			Gem took a deep breath, smelling caustic fumes and rotting leaves and birdshit on the wind, and thought about what to say next.

			Let it just come out on its own, Phage reminded gem.

			“My body came to its end,” Rräoha said, finally. “Mau, Phage, had given me its gift, like with everyone else, so I imagined I might continue in some way afterward. But there was this. I wanted to see this.”

			“What were you told about this?” Erik asked.

			“I –” gem couldn’t clearly remember. But gem decided to follow Phage’s advice and let the words come out on their own anyway, and as they did then gem remembered it, “I was told I could live, however fleetingly briefly, on a planet. That I could talk to a people we had never seen or even imagined before, without the need to learn their language. Your language. And that I might be especially suited to help with something here.”

			Gem was absolutely, utterly bamboozled by the words that came out of gems mouth. How did gem know how to say all that?

			“Well,” Erik said, lips pressing together and mouth widening between words. “Welcome to Earth, Rräoha. My name is Erik and my pronouns are he/him.”

			“I know. I think I’ve been told,” Rräoha responded.

			“We’re the Murmuration over here, they/them,” said the Murmuration.

			“Again. I know. Somehow,” Rräoha repeated.

			“You sound really different than Ashwin,” the Murmuration said.

			If that was a Ktletaccete name, it was an old one that meant Mindful Separation. It was the name of a hero from an old epic poem about plurality and the search for identity. Rräoha had almost taken that name for gemself when gem had decided to be a Monster, because of its meaning. But gem hadn’t, because Rräoha felt more like who gem was.

			In any case, Rräoha had never met any Ashwin.

			Oh.

			Wait.

			That was it.

			ʔashwin Minbäoni!

			The Crew Member who had stepped forward first thing when contact through the Tunnel had been announced.

			Rräoha had never met them, but that event was why gem was here, after all.

			Gem had watched the proceedings from the shadows of Mau Rro, now that gem remembered it. Gem remembered thinking, I will do that even if I must accept a neural Terminal to do so.

			Mau, Phage, had come to speak to gem about it a few days later, as if it had read gems thoughts. It always claimed it couldn’t do that.

			“So that’s what it feels like to be a Monster,” I said out loud.

			Erik visibly relaxed, then asked, “Is it always going to be like this when one of you shows up?”

			“I think it’s kind of fun,” Mill said. “I really love meeting new system members.”

			I held up a hand, and closed my eyes, and thought out loud to Rräoha, “I’m sorry I took over so fast there. You called my name, and that sometimes causes a switch. You can have the front back, if you’ll take it.”

			I could sense all of the Eriks nodding as I said that. They did not nod in unison. They looked alike, but they were very different people, thinking different thoughts.

			Rräoha didn’t stir.

			I looked back up at Erik and said, “Well. Since we’re out here now, we should fill the Murmuration in on what’s going on with you and us.”

			“Yeh,” Erik said. Then laconically turned his head to face the Murmuration. “I’m all here right now. Being psychotic. It’s tense, but good? Especially now that we’re outside.”

			“Oh, yeah. You said that earlier,” Mill said.

			“No, but,” Erik said, and then looked at me.

			“So, Mill,” I said. “I’m sorry that you’re not experiencing this too, but we’re sharing his hallucination along with him.”

			“What do you mean?” Mill asked.

			“I can see all the other Eriks, and,” I looked around. “Some of the lurkers and webs he sees, too.”

			Erik twitched his glance my direction in amiable askance.

			I nodded carefully in human, and said to the Murmuration, “And there’s another thing you might really like, actually.” 

			The more I talked, the more time I spent co-conscious with Goreth or Sarah, the more naturally words came out of my mouth. And I’d been taking it for granted for the past couple of weeks. But after having just experienced Rräoha’s introduction to being a new member of this system, hearing myself speak English with so much ease, even if still heavily accented, was weird again.

			“What’s that?” Mill asked, headmates crowding around in their consciousness with curiosity.

			I smiled in as friendly a way as I could devise, and said, “I can see all of you, too. All one hundred and forty-seven of you.”

			“That’s – wait. We have five more headmates?” they asked.

			“If that’s what that number means, yes,” I said.

			“Oh, shit. That’s rad! Thank you!” they exclaimed.

			After a beat, Erik said, “Y’all ever get culture shock after our meetings like this? Like, even when this doesn’t happen?”

			“I’m always feeling culture shock now,” I said.

			“I bet you are!” he responded. “But I’m asking Sarah and Goreth, and the Murmuration as well. We get together here, and we get to be ourselves, for the most part. We share our inworlds with each other. We talk plural shit. And, I mean, I told you the other week about how it is for me, but I’m betting you get this, right? We relax here. We talk about important things. And then we go home and deal with dishes, bills, and rent.”

			“And housemates,” Shelley said for the Murmuration.

			“And renewing your Medicaid,” Erik gestured at us.

			“People on the bus,” Shelley said.

			“People on the bus,” Erik repeated.

			“Buying groceries,” Brock added.

			“Yes, buying groceries. The worst,” Erik agreed.

			I thought about how I might add to the conversation. Sarah and Goreth were the Earthlings here, the ones who took care of the mundanities of living in this world, like Erik had just said. But after what had just happened, I couldn’t really feel them. I worried that this was causing another blackout for Sarah. I hoped it wasn’t.

			I decided to try to ease her back to the front, to share my own working memories with her, before doing anything like going to bed later in the day, if that didn’t end up happening naturally.

			I took a breath, and I said, “If I miss anything, myself, it is watching a sundeath with the cuttlecrabs on the beach.”

			Erik squinted at me, “You haven’t seen a sundeath here yet?”

			“Sundeath?” Brock asked.

			Erik gestured at them, “It’s what happens. It’s a thing.”

			“I don’t see how I could,” I said. “The physics are different. The whole process is different. The sun here has five billion years of life left in it.”

			“Yeah,” Erik said, eyes and grin widening together. “But when the sun touches the horizon, sometimes the whole world turns into flames! I bet it never did that on the Sunspot! You have to see it.”

			And the way he described it, I really wanted to.

			But we didn’t get to do that for a while.

			Erik wanted to take us out to Cannon beach to experience it, so I could also get to see the ocean. To make it as much like my memories as possible, even if there would be no cuttlecrabs. And that would be an endeavor.

			But, also, Rräoha’s arrival started a cascade of consequences that got in the way of it fast. And it got in the way of a whole lot of other things.

			The fact that we survived it was a testament to the community Sarah and Goreth had found themselves in, thanks to their friends.

			Time Dilation

			The week seemed to go by without even happening, and Goreth found themself at Aunti Zero’s again, thinking about whether or not they needed a new system name for themselves, waiting for the Murmuration and Erik to show up.

			They knew that there had been sitdown dinners with Peter and Abigail. Some of which had been lovely, and some of which had been tense.

			They’d fronted for much of the week, and had made several posts to Patreon, or so they recalled. But maybe that had been the week before?

			They’d spent some time trying to coax Rräoha back to the front to meet gem. But that wasn’t happening.

			And somewhere in there, they’d meant to find a way to go to Cannon Beach with Erik and the Murmuration. But Goreth recalled that Erik had to recover from their psychotic episode for a couple of days. 

			And then stress that was building between Sarah and Goreth and their housemates had meant it was important to spend more time together doing household things, like sitdown dinners. And they focused on that instead of going to the beach, and Erik said it was Winter anyway and it would be miserable at the beach at sundown until Spring. They should wait.

			Also, they might all have to take the bus out there and stay the night somewhere, and they’d have to save up for that.

			And they did remember thinking, every day, what had happened to the day before? Where’d it go?

			But now that they were here at Aunti Zero’s for their weekly meetup with Erik and the Murmuration, it seemed like they’d just been here.

			At least they had a little extra money for something nice. A gourmet almond poppyseed muffin and a really big mocha with extra sprinkles on it.

			But if time kept flashing by like this, without a clear continuity of actions and thoughts that Goreth, or any of them, could keep track of, they were going to miss the deadline for something, and not know it.

			Goreth suddenly felt afraid that it was January already, and looked at their phone.

			Nope, December 28.

			They had just over a week to get their paperwork into Oregon’s DHS and renew their Medicaid.

			But.

			Christmas had happened?

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			Oh, right. That was one of the sitdown dinners. One of the tense ones.

			Sarah and Goreth didn’t celebrate Christmas, or any Christian holiday. But Peter did. And Abigail went along with it for their relationship. And their walk-ins from the Sunspot had no idea what it was, and it was a prominent part of the local culture. A Thing.

			The Ktletaccete should get to know what it was, at least. And eat Peter’s Christmas dinner.

			Goreth could now remember someone’s sudden revulsion at eating meat. Which was something new for them.

			It had been so strong.

			Which was confusing and hard, because of their sensory issues that made so many other dishes hard to eat for them. Meat was one of Goreth’s safe foods, and to suddenly be unable to eat it, and for it to be a meal that they’d requested from Peter, who’d cooked it.

			It had made things awkward and tense.

			The whole culture shock thing was starting to get really old, and it looked like they’d signed up to have a lot more of it in the future.

			And it wasn’t like the contract they’d written up could be used to govern shared sensations and emotions when they were co-conscious, which seemed to be the default state of their system.

			Phage had said it was trying to do what it could to alleviate the clashes, but…

			At least this mocha and this muffin seemed to be more than safe.

			“Let’s really enjoy these things,” Goreth said. “And float some ideas for our system name, huh?”

			Their legal last name was Ampersand. Which both Sarah and Goreth felt really happy about. Proud of it. A reference to their plurality. But there was already a well known system that posted to Tumblr with the name ‘the Ampersand System’, spelled out just like their name. So, they’d been going by ‘Sarah and Goreth’ since they’d joined the community.

			Everyone knew them as that, and it would probably stick for a while even if they came up with something new.

			But, like, locally, amongst their outworld, in-real-life-not-on-the-internet friends, Goreth at least felt like it was time to have something shorter and more inclusive. Especially if they were going to have any more members in their system.

			And having a name that was not on any official documentation or records anywhere was a really good idea.

			And the Murmuration’s new name was inspiring.

			The word that came to mind, in relation to that, was Susurration. The murmuring of a creek or stream.

			Goreth always got those two words confused. In their mind, murmuration should be the sound of a creek or stream, and susurration should be the movement of a large flock of birds. But, nope, every time they looked it up it was the other way around.

			Poets!

			It was probably the damn fault of poets!

			Anyway. English. Weird language. Didn’t always make sense, even when it was your first language.

			But Susurration? Were they really the soft sound of water trickling over rocks? It was a beautiful thought. But also, they didn’t really want to have a name so easily confused with the Murmuration. And they didn’t want to sound like they were copying them.

			Changing their system name so soon after the Murmuration had done so was bad enough.

			It really felt like that had been just yesterday, too.

			Erik had said something about culture shock. Which was what Goreth was thinking about now.

			And Erik walked in the door.

			Though, ‘walked’ was not really the word for what happened.

			He glided in. And he wafted over to their table like a leaf on the wind, arms out and palms down like Iron Man flying, and leaned on the table with bright, gleeful eyes and a mouth open and slowly working its way around a word.

			“I’ve got a date,” he said, in hushed tones. It was clear he wanted to shout it, but very purposefully, very carefully didn’t.

			“What?” Goreth asked.

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Goreth, Sarah, Phage, et. al.” Erik said. “I can’t stay. I’ve got a date. He’s a hottie. He looks like John Linnell! And like Prince! He’s like all my favorite men rolled into one. Ha! He literally is. I hope. And he’s fam, and he’s,” Erik gestured at the table and chairs that they all usually sat at, “also this kind of family, and I’ve gotta go prepare.”

			And then he stood there staring at Goreth, like he was waiting for something.

			Erik’s happiness was so present that Goreth felt like they were the one who’d just scored a date. Was this what compersion felt like?

			“You probably should do that,” Goreth quietly encouraged Erik, finding it impossible to hold any sort of a smile back.

			“Where’s the Murmuration?” Erik asked.

			“Oh, you know, they’re usually fifteen minutes later than this. We got here early. Their bus, right?” Goreth reminded Erik.

			“Oh, yeah. Damn,” Erik said. “I wanted to tell them, too. But I really gotta. I just.”

			“Need to go.”

			“Yes!”

			“You probably should do that,” Goreth repeated.

			“I should.”

			“Take care of yourself.”

			“Yes.” He wagged a finger then, and said, “You take care of yourselves, too.”

			“We’re trying.”

			“Good!”

			Erik almost left right then, whirling for the door, but he reversed the whirl and held a finger up at Goreth again, “When the Murmuration shows up, act like this at them for me, OK? Give them a taste!”

			Goreth chuckled and sighed with obvious exhaustion and said, “We’ll try.”

			More businesslike, “That will have to do.”

			Then he turned toward the door like a soldier facing his duty, and then flew out of the cafe like a starling chasing the future.

			“Whew!” Kate shouted from behind the counter.

			Most of the rest of the customers chuckled, and Goreth turned in their seat to grin at the attention that Erik had garnered. A couple people clapped.

			They almost all knew each other, at least in passing. People were genuinely happy for Erik, and it was really good to be part of that.

			Moments like this were the whole reason they kept coming to this cafe, honestly.

			Goreth had a brief moment of worry that maybe the date would go horribly wrong, and thought about how they could support Erik if that were the case. They didn’t have a car, and couldn’t go pick him up from anywhere, but maybe they could help arrange a ride. If it was needed.

			They pulled out their phone and thought about how to word a message about it. What would come off as support, and not offend Erik. They knew each other well, and had for a long time. But, Goreth and Sarah had not really ever heard Erik talk about dating before. At least, not at the beginning of a first date.

			But, looking out for each other was a thing a Tumblr post said was the thing to do, and it made sense.

			Maybe keep the energy of the exchange they just had.

			They ended up sending a text saying, “Send us and Murmur updates? Like single emojis? So we can keep feeling giddy with you?”

			Murmur.

			Goreth would have to double check with the Murmuration to see if that was OK.

			Erik sent a thumbs up back. And then a flame and a heart.

			“That’s more than one emoji,” Goreth responded.

			A whole string of randomly chosen emojis that wrapped around the text box several times came back.

			Chuckling, Goreth put the phone down on the table and tore a big chunk out of their muffin and ate it.

			They did feel sad for themself and for Sarah that they were not getting to experience dating another plural system. Or anyone, for that matter.

			It was a deep sadness. A sense of loss that cut right to the center of their being. And they sat with it, and focused on it for a moment. Letting it be all that they were thinking about.

			But their compersion for Erik was good, and they slipped away from self pity to feel that again.

			Also.

			Something about what had happened last week, which still seemed like it had been moments ago, made it kind of feel like they were all part of the same system anyway. And if Erik could date another plurality, a queer plurality, even just once, even just tonight, it was absolutely worth it to experience it right along with him, if dissociated by distance and text chat through emojis.

			What would happen if Goreth and Sarah started dating someone? Who would that person be dating? Goreth? Sarah? The whole system?

			Did Phage ever think about dates?

			How did that work for the others, Ashwin and Rräoha?

			Based on memories Ashwin had shared, Goreth got the impression that relationships and some kind of courting were a thing on the Sunspot.

			But different.

			Goreth turned in their seat to look back at the counter. There wasn’t a line of customers currently, so the baristas were busy cleaning, but taking their time about it. They looked a little bored, but there was lull in whatever conversation they’d been having.

			“Hey, Kate!” Goreth called.

			Kate’s head popped up from behind the espresso machine, and she called back, “Yeah?”

			“Fun hypothetical question for you!”

			“I love those! Shoot!”

			“What if… You were a four hundred and ninety year old alien being stuck in my head…”

			“Ho boy!”

			“I’m not done.”

			“Go on!”

			“... and you just saw what happened with Erik right now? Do you think you’d be missing the whole going on dates thing?”

			“Four hundred and ninety years old?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And alien?”

			“Yeah.”

			“In your head. Like one of your headmates.”

			Goreth gestured, “yeah.”

			“Are they going to be mad?”

			“About what?”

			“Me answering for them, you dodo!”

			Goreth must have looked a little confused. They definitely hesitated.

			Kate grinned, “Ashwin has their favorite drink here already, Sweetie.”

			Goreth glanced around and noted that people were ignoring their conversation, as usual, and shook their head.

			So last week’s episode hadn’t soured things or anything. This place was still like it always was. 

			Actual home.

			Goreth wished they could afford to come here more often. They turned back to the table and their muffin.

			The Murmuration came in the door, steered by Angle and Donnie, and stopped at the table, looking around. “What’d I miss?” they asked.

			—

			Sarah got off the MAX at Pioneer Square feeling grumpy about something.

			Earlier that week, Goreth had checked the times for events at the Square and figured it might actually be clear today, and so they’d planned to come here to people watch.

			New Years had already happened, so all the shit for that had been torn down.

			It was clear.

			Of stuff.

			There were seats under the shelters between the Starbucks and the food carts.

			But it was raining.

			She lugged her backpack and thumped her cane, and headed over that way anyway.

			They were going to people watch over a bag lunch and some tea, but also, it was time to try to have a sort of council meeting. Quietly.

			None of this was what she was grumpy about. She couldn’t place it.

			Phage, Ashwin, and Rräoha had been really, really quiet lately, and she was worried about them, which was part of why they were having the meeting. In fact, they hadn’t seen Rräoha since gem had first arrived in the system. And they didn’t know when or if there’d be a new arrival, and that made Sarah nervous.

			But she wasn’t grumpy about any of that.

			“Am I the one who’s grumpy?” she asked into her collarbone as she walked over to the sheltered tables.

			There wasn’t an immediate response. But the grumpiness felt like it moved, shifting its weight and position in her body.

			That was a pretty good indication that it belonged to someone else.

			“OK. We’ve had the shits really bad for the last few days. They’ve just cleared up, I hope. But we are supposed to be having our period right now,” she said. “That’s um, a thing that human bodies do when they run on estrogen. If we had a uterus, it’d be worse… But it’s pretty bad, and it makes our emotions stronger.”

			She paused in her speech, hoping that that was getting through and being understood by whomever needed to know it. It was only Ashwin and Rräoha that hadn’t experienced a period yet, but they mattered, too.

			She came to an empty table and set of chairs, and put her backpack on the table and started to sit down, “But, what I’m saying is. Even though our emotions are all aggravated by our hormones, they still come from a real place. We’re going to have a council meeting now. You should bring it up with the rest of us.”

			Maybe having their period right now was why everyone was being so quiet.

			Maybe it made them all blendy, or something.

			It didn’t usually happen in the past, but with the new members, maybe things had started working differently.

			When no one stirred, she shrugged and started to pull the tea and lunch bag out of the backpack. Then she unpacked the lunch bag, which had crackers, nuts, a sandwich, and a small bag of carrots in it.

			“Have it your way,” She said, and took a bite of cheese sandwich.

			No meat. Just in case that was triggering for any of the others.

			She ate lunch slowly and casually, watching people and their interactions for Goreth’s benefit.

			Very little else happened.

			—

			Some time later, I stood in our bedroom, looking down at our laptop. We were just going to use it for something. What were we going to use it for?

			Entropy’s Gift

			The longer I stood there, the less I understood my surroundings.

			And I started to feel more misshapen and confused.

			I couldn’t tell which direction was Spinward, and that was seriously disorienting to me.

			I carefully sat down in the chair in front of the laptop. It was technically too small and too flimsy for my body, and designed to be folded up and put away somewhere, or carried around. But it held well enough.

			If I’d had my tail, it would have fit through the hole in the back of the chair, and I would have been reasonably comfortable sitting like that. My original legs might not have liked it. But based on my research of meters and converting to our measurements, I think I would have been able to sit in it without worrying about it collapsing if I’d had this very same chair back on the Sunspot before I’d left. Even with my heaviest nanite exobody.

			Maneuvering so that my tail could go through the hole in the back easily and comfortably would have been another matter. The thing used to seem to have a mind of its own.

			I had always been more comfortable with the kind of chairs you lean forward into.

			But here I was, in a human body, sitting in an inadequate human chair, about to open a human designed piece of computing equipment called a laptop, and try to remind myself what I was going to do with it.

			It was about twice the size of one of our own larger tablets. And it was black and boxy, with bits of paper with colored images stuck to the top of it. A couple of them were simple rectangles with patterns of colored stripes on them. One of them was a picture of an animal that vaguely but not quite convincingly resembled my original vessel. I could see a similarity, but it was still alien. Instead of eyes, it had crosses or exes drawn in, and its tongue was sticking out.

			There were hinges along the back of the laptop, with a cord plugged into a socket there, which I detached and reattached, with some effort.

			And there was a latch on the front of it, with ridges on the surface for a grip that indicated I should slide it sideways. Which I did.

			The top half of it came free at the front, springing up on the hinges, and I delicately lifted it up and folded it back, adjusting it to show my reflection in the dark screen there.

			There was a keyboard inside it, on the bottom half. An alien keyboard, with a rubbery orange nubbin in the middle of it. Characters were helpfully printed on each of the keys.

			Nothing happened.

			I remembered being there when this piece of equipment was used before. I remembered these fingers pressing against the keys and operating the nubbin to make things happen on the screen.

			But I couldn’t remember how to turn it on.

			I sat there for a while, waiting for that memory to resurface. Usually, I could remember someone helping me out with this.

			But I was clearly alone.

			“Can someone help me?” I asked out loud.

			That sounded like English when I did it. I still had use of the vessel’s linguistic memories at least.

			This cast severe doubt on my sense of identity, so I immediately said the same thing again in Inmararräo. Which helped me feel better, but didn’t do any good at bringing anyone forward.

			“Phage?” I called. “Mau? ʔefejeʔe?”

			It did not answer.

			I was going to call Sarah’s and Goreth’s names next, but Phage not responding made me feel so shocked and alone and suddenly in danger that I couldn’t.

			My dark, almost silhouetted reflection in the laptop screen was a supremely unsettling apparition.

			It reminded me somewhat of Phage, but the resemblance refused to call Phage forward any more than its names had done.

			I would have reached up to touch that face, but I was afraid to confirm it was mine by doing so.

			That protruding and rounded chin below a painfully tiny mouth, for one, was so contrary to anything I’d ever seen associated with people while growing up. The strange, overhanging nose that was the same color as the rest of the face was also, just, not me. There was no snout.

			And I had to turn my head to see my ears out of the corner of my eyes, and they were wrinkled and wrong.

			The only hair I had was in tufts. Two little ones, in lines above my eyes. And then the whole top half and back of my head. Except on the right side of my head, where it was clipped really short. Down to stubble.

			I remembered vaguely that there should be even shorter stubble all over my lower jaw and cheeks, but I dared not touch it to confirm.

			Examining my reflection like this, though, was making my feelings of dissociation worse.

			I leaned forward and examined the case of the laptop more closely instead. I knew it wouldn’t respond to voice or thought, so I knew I should be looking for a switch.

			Pressing any of the keys on the keyboard did nothing.

			So I decided to spiral my search out from the keyboard, and in the upper righthand corner there was a depression that looked like a button that had a little white dot printed in the middle of it.

			I pressed it.

			It was a button. It depressed.

			A speaker in the molded polymer case emitted a harmonic set of tones, and then I could hear a fan spinning up.

			So that was taken care of.

			I waited.

			I remembered that this thing would take some time to be ready to use.

			I didn’t dare look around the room, unless I found it as alien as my reflection, so I looked up at the wall in front of me and at the painted surface of it. There was a crack in it, and a few bubbles in the paint, and many imperfections, none of which looked remotely intentional. It made me think of decay and age, which I found rather beautiful.

			My home has old things in it. My home itself is unfathomably ancient. But most of it is maintained by the construction nanites, and by the people, to remain clean and sturdy and in the same condition it was when it was first created, until someone decides to alter it for Artistic purposes.

			For the most part, the only things that looked truly old, in the same way that this wall looked old, were the rocks and the trees of the Garden.

			There had been, some time ago, a movement to let things age. So that people could appreciate the beauty of wear and tear on them.

			That had been long before my time, but here and there some people still did that, and I’d seen entire living quarters set up to show just how old and lived in they were.

			This reminded me of that, only I knew this entire world generally looked like this.

			The screen of the laptop lit up and filled with nominal blackness. It was not as dark as when the screen was turned off, but it was as dark as it could be when it was powered.

			A symbol appeared in the middle of it and started cycling colors, and maybe there was some writing, but I didn’t watch. I knew it wasn’t ready yet, so I kept looking at the wall.

			Eventually, the screen changed again, and showed an image of a waterfall surrounded by the greenest trees I think I will have ever seen, even living here for the rest of my life.

			I felt cold at the thought of never going home again.

			Perhaps I could, but maybe I’d also still be stuck here. Two people. One here and one there. Or maybe I already was. I didn’t dare speculate. But a consciousness of mine could very well be stranded here, all of my own choice, and I was that consciousness. All because I wanted to see something new and to learn more about myself.

			But here, the Internet was a pale daydream of the Network, and I no longer had access to the construction nanites for any convenience. The toilets were terrifying. On a planet. A world so immense I might never see the other side of it, and if I looked up at night I would see infinity instead of the place where family lived.

			The ground was curved the wrong way.

			But the green of those trees in that image was so painful it was stunning. Unbelievable.

			There were a few labeled icons displayed over the image, and a band of color along the bottom with smaller icons taking up about half of it.

			In the lower right hand corner was a tiny, tiny clock displaying the time in what I remembered as hours, minutes, months, days, and years. And the years had been counted since some important event in the past, and read 2024.

			Apparently, I had lived for almost a quarter of that amount of time. It certainly seemed like a remarkably small number of years for a linear calendar. Technically, a mere seven generations of Ktletaccete.

			Something about the date nagged at me, but I looked around the screen for something else familiar.

			On the left, at the bottom of a line of icons that started with one labeled ‘recycling’, there was an icon that was a depiction of a blue square with little dots along the top and three darker blue lines in it. And below it were words.

			“DHS - Disability - Medicaid Renewal To-Do List.txt,” it read.

			That was the one.

			Oh, Hailing Scales.

			I didn’t need to open it to remind myself of the problem. I’d managed to commit enough of this to my own long term memory that it came back to me at the sight of that, and I double checked the clock.

			Specifically the date.

			The date read ‘1/6/2024’.

			The paperwork was due on ‘1/5/2024’.

			Shit of the Great One.

			I had come forward while we were standing in front of the laptop getting ready to prepare the final steps of the paperwork, and it was past due, and I was left all alone in the room.

			Now I knew why Sarah and Goreth weren’t co-fronting with me.

			They were in crisis.

			Sarah had probably realized what the date was upon just seeing the laptop, and had fled in fear. Goreth was probably triggered by being co-conscious with her.

			I have had four centuries of experience living within and around a plurality. I come from that plurality. Ktletaccete brains are probably a bit different from human brains, maybe in some fundamental ways that might make things like our neural terminals useless here on Earth, but the overall functions of a plurality seem to be similar enough for the most part that our jargon for it all translated pretty easily into words this brain understood.

			But I’d never experienced being in a plurality this small.

			We’d known one. 

			Our closest friends, the Flits, were a trinary system. And they’d worked kind of like Sarah and Gareth, with the possibility of dissociative episodes like I was experiencing now. 

			We Pembers also had our moments, and even cases of amnesia. But, they typically would last a shorter period of time than the Flits experienced, and occasionally we did have to help them figure things out when it was bad for them. Theirs could go on for days.

			But there is a profound difference between secondhand experience and firsthand experience.

			I did, however, have access to something that neither Sarah nor Goreth had, though I hadn’t truly tested it yet.

			Phage’s gift.

			It’s hard to explain, and the story behind how I had received it is long and not for this book. Still don’t fully understand it myself. In large part because Phage doesn’t seem to, either.

			Phage is a thing, a being, that someone summoned onto the Sunspot through the Tunnel Apparatus to help keep the ship running smoothly, long, long ago. It’s possible that the transition from wherever it came from to the Sunspot gave it some kind of amnesia, like coming to the front in a system will sometimes erase your memories of whatever you were doing inworld.

			It thinks that it is physics itself, but it is also very obviously a person.

			However, it can do things a typical person can not. Things that seem to back up its claims to its identity.

			Apparently, it had been telling Sarah and Goreth about some of this during its time here on Earth, before I came over. And Erik and the Murmuration had heard about it, too. This was how Phage had saved Sarah and Goreth from a drunk driver by sabotaging the parking brake on their dad’s VW bus, and accelerating the effects of gravity on it so it rolled into the road faster than it typically might have done.

			Phage had also, very recently, given everyone on the Sunspot access to its abilities. Again, a long story not for this book. Suffice it to say, there had been great deliberation and social upheaval before it had done so. And some afterward. It had tried to balance things in a way we had all thought we were prepared for, but really weren’t.

			Phage’s gift was a very, very special thing.

			Let’s say that it is like telepathy. And like something I’ve heard called telekinesis. Only on a more fundamental level with the universe. Goreth would say it is like programming in Assembly rather than Visual C#. Or Sarah would say it is like cooking food by using your own body heat, though that may be a gross understatement of its utility.

			I knew the gift was suppressed here, on Earth, but that we’d been experiencing some of it a couple weeks ago, when we’d witnessed one of Erik’s psychotic episodes first hand ourselves.

			I’d never seen anything like that myself on the Sunspot, but I think Sarah and Goreth’s human brain was reacting to it all differently than my Ktletaccete brain ever had. It maybe might have been filling in details and creating its own hallucinations to make sense of the senses I was providing it.

			If I could tap into those senses again, they could help me navigate this world without Sarah and Goreth’s help. I hoped. Help somewhat at least.

			But maybe I could also use them to explore our system thoroughly, and carefully, and find everyone in it, and make sure that they were OK. I thought I might be able to bypass the dissociative shenanigans the human neurons were pulling.

			It was a thing I had only ever read about when regarding Ktletaccete neurology, and never done before, myself.

			When you get a gift like this, you do what you feel you need to do with it, when the opportunities arise.

			I’d just never been called upon to undertake this sort of selves examination.

			I’d only had the gift for a few of my own decades before traveling to Earth, after all.

			In any case, the one thing I did suspect very strongly was that I could not use any of my abilities or knowledge to print out the documents, take them to the offices where they needed to go, nor convince or coerce the people there to accept them even though they were late.

			Particularly that last bit.

			It was against my ethics to force someone to do something they wouldn’t do.

			But also, my strange way of speaking and behaving, and my lack of knowledge might get Sarah and Goreth into trouble when attempting to represent them. I was even afraid of talking to Peter and Abigail on my own.

			And Phage’s gift doesn’t work like that. Particularly here on Earth.

			I would not be able to do something impressive and say, “Do the thing,” and expect anyone to take me seriously, because I very likely couldn’t do anything impressive with it.

			But thinking about this, and as scared and frustrated as I was, I wanted to do something to exert my will physically.

			I wanted to test the range and force of my gift, and maybe leave some kind of notable evidence for Sarah and Goreth to find later, to believe in.

			It wouldn’t solve anything, but it would make me feel better. A lot better.

			And that would be the first step in finding something useful to do afterward.

			I let myself look around the room then.

			It was familiar enough, fortunately. I had been living in it for the past month, after all. Though it had nothing in it that was to my tastes and interests, aside from the alien itself. And that gave me an idea.

			I should find a way to decorate this room with my own touch. Something we could look at and think, Ashwin lives here too. And maybe make it something that would remind me a little of home as well.

			The map I had drawn, which was on the wall near the door, technically fulfilled that wish. But I wanted more.

			There were clothes all over the floor at the moment, instead of just the closet and laundry hamper. Sarah and Goreth both had a habit of letting things lie where they dropped them for a while, before spending a few minutes on any given random day to tidy up.

			The little cabinet by the bed was absolutely covered in jewelry. Just mounds of it under the lamp that was also on top of it.

			And where the walls weren’t covered by bookshelves, something I definitely approved of, there were images and drawings tacked to them.

			The wall beside the bed had a huge piece of paper tacked up to it upon which Sarah was slowly working on a mural. Her scribbly swirly style of drawing was being used to create little doodles of dragons. Over and over. All sorts of little tiny dragons, some no more than a couple centimeters across. A few a decimeter or so, but only a few. Each one was its own unique creature, simple, but with different proportions, different number of horns, different styles of tail or wings, different number of claws, different shapes of heads.

			But she was placing them in such a way, some overlapping, others far apart, such that their varying densities started creating a larger picture.

			She’d started this project a while ago. Sometime shortly after they’d moved into this room.

			I remember when she’d been working on it a couple days ago, one evening, she’d told me that it was a landscape from her last home town in Washington. A view of the islands of the bay there that she missed.

			I only noticed just then, looking at it while trying to think of what I could add to the room using Phage’s gift, that she’d started working the Aft Endcap of the Sunspot into the sky above those islands.

			And I think I might have cried.

			It was so beautiful, and it reminded me of the one time I’d visited the city of Fikwakyet and had watched the sundeath from there.

			That made my choice simpler. She’d already started work on something for me, to help me feel more at home. So, maybe I’d do something in response. Something maybe both she and Goreth would appreciate but also could not ignore.

			But, before I did that, I decided I needed some tea. Something sensual to help me center myself, even if it wasn’t exactly familiar.

			Already visualizing what I planned on doing, I dared to venture out to the kitchen.

			And, I tell you, that was scarier to do than I had suspected it would be.

			When I opened the bedroom door to peek out of it, it was like I was seeing the hallway for the first time. And it took me a few seconds to get my bearings.

			And then I heard someone moving about in the kitchen. Large and animalistic.

			It was like going for a walk in a wilderness park and hearing one of the megafauna shift in the brush near the trail without seeing it, and wondering if it was one of the ambush predators. Or a hunting bird.

			The fauna deterrents of the park would usually keep them off the trail, but sometimes an animal was bold enough to make a lunge. And we weren’t supposed to do anything about it but step back and make noise.

			I am over three of my centuries old. I’ve had a lot of experience with that kind of thing. It really doesn’t happen often, but if you venture forth into the parks often enough, it can happen more than once.

			And this was a human dwelling with a human in it, and I knew that.

			I’d momentarily forgotten that the body I was in was not my Pember body.

			I’d also forgotten the cane, but as achy as the feet and legs often were, this vessel could walk on its own a lot of the time. Especially around the house.

			Crouched in my customary stance, I boldly stepped out into the hallway and moved toward the kitchen, not bothering to sneak or anything like that. The right thing to do would be to walk in like I belonged.

			Incidentally it was the same behavior one uses to intimidate the Sunspot fauna into leaving one alone, but in this case, if it was a housemate, that housemate would not expect to see me skulking.

			So, I tried not to skulk.

			“Greetings,” I said, when I came around the corner and saw the large man in a bathrobe pouring something from a box into a bowl on the counter near the electric tea kettle.

			Peter.

			He turned his head to look at me, mid action, and smirked. “Hey,” he said. “How’re you all doing?”

			OK. That went well. OK. Yes.

			I noticed my lower back was hurting just a little bit, but ignored it and said, “I think I’d like tea, if that is OK.”

			He put the box down on the counter next to the bowl, and tilted his head, mouth partially open, half smile frozen on his face. Then he gave a tiny, silent chuckle and said, “Sure. Of course!”

			That affirmative was nice to hear, but I wasn’t quite sure what to do next. So we both stood there for a couple of heartbeats.

			I remember thinking that I felt like he should be quite a bit taller than me. But the way that I was standing, my eyes were level with his collarbone. I could straighten up and look him in the nose, and that felt incorrect.

			It did make him seem less intimidating to me than he otherwise would have felt, though.

			“Are you Ashwin?” he asked.

			I couldn’t remember if we’d talked to each other before, or how much Sarah or Goreth had told him about me. So, even though I recognized him I felt like I was meeting him for the first time, so I introduced myself, “Yes. I’m Ashwin. My pronouns are they/them. I think I’m the only one fronting right now.”

			“Oh!” he exclaimed. “Excuse me, just a second. Hold it right there while I finish pouring my cereal, OK?” Then he closed the cereal box and put it back up on the top of the cooling cabinet, the refrigerator, which he then opened. He pulled out a translucent white polymer jug with something that looked like formula in it. Milk!

			I watched him pour some milk into his bowl of cereal. Then, he opened a drawer and pulled a tiny metal ladle from it. A spoon.

			Bowls and ladles, or spoons, are such a fundamental technology, I wonder how often a people who have mouths and grasping limbs to eat with might develop a civilization without some form of them.

			“Alright,” he said, putting the milk back into the refrigerator. “Now I can get out of your way.” He picked up his bowl of cereal and stepped back, using the spoon to scoop up some cereal and milk and to shovel it into his mouth. But, then he frowned lightly, and spoke around his food, “Do you know your way around the tea machine?”

			“Tea machine?” I asked.

			He gestured at the electric kettle with his spoon. “It’s a simple machine,” he said. “But the switch is a moving part, that unswitches on its own, so I think it qualifies as a machine. Don’t you?”

			“I do not know,” I said. “I also do not know where the tea is. Or the tea bowls.”

			“A mug?” he asked, gesturing with the spoon now at one of the upper cabinets to his right (my left).

			“A yes, a mug,” I said.

			“You seem really spacey,” he commented, putting another spoonful of cereal into his mouth and chewing it.

			I’d been so phenomenally good with English and English idioms for the past month, thanks to the linguistic centers of Sarah and Goreth’s brain, that it really bothered me that I didn’t know what ‘spacey’ meant in this case. It took me by surprise, and I couldn’t do anything but furrow my brow.

			“Are you doing OK?” he asked.

			“No,” I told him quite honestly.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, scrunching his face up even more. 

			I wasn’t really sure how to interpret that expression, and I began to worry about it.

			“Can - can I get you anything?” he asked. “I could make you the tea, if you’re confused about that. Or, I could call somebody, if you need that.”

			I really didn’t know how to answer him. He sounded concerned and, I think, friendly. It really isn’t in my childhood experience to have reason to doubt anybody, though my later adulthood had led me to encounter some very dangerous and deceptive people. My instincts were still usually to trust. Except that I was having a lot of trouble reading his expressions and tone of voice, because it was so alien to me.

			And, on top of that, I didn’t want to misrepresent Sarah and Goreth and get them into trouble. Especially with someone they relied on for shelter.

			A concept, by the way, that had confounded and horrified me when I’d first learned of it, but that was truly hitting me now how terrible it was.

			Food and shelter on this world were not provided by the world itself. For the people here, they were not givens, taken for granted, guaranteed by right of simply being alive (and, as of the writing of this book, they still aren’t).

			I fundamentally do not understand why your culture is like this.

			It is so hostile.

			It is cruel.

			It gives people power over other people, and that is wrong.

			But, here I was, beginning to grasp, by my vague memories of Sarah and Goreth’s relationship to Peter, and my fear of misreading his face, just how tenuous their living situation was, and how close I might have been to destroying it.

			If Peter didn’t like how I answered his question, he had the power and authority, as I feared I understood it, to kick us out.

			And, based on the interactions between people I vaguely recalled seeing out in Pioneer Square, and Sarah’s worried thoughts about it all, closely associated by her worries about her disability claim (another thing I don’t understand), there were no empty shelters or quarters or house out there in this world for us to move into if we were kicked out.

			I felt their chest thumping. Our chest. My chest.

			And I felt jumpy and shaky.

			And I felt the body just stand up straighter on its own.

			I thought maybe someone had come forward to help take over, but no, apparently it was just a reflex.

			I looked around the kitchen, trying to think, but all that came to mind was what I had come in here to do and what I was planning on doing afterward. So I clung to that and hoped it would be OK.

			“I think I would just like some tea,” I said. “I think I would like some help with it, with your consent.”

			Peter gave a human smile, showing some teeth, which alarmed me, and said, “I can certainly do that! Um. Caffeinated or herbal?” He then grabbed the kettle and whirled toward the sink that was behind him near a window there, to fill it with water.

			I chose the word I understood, “herbal.”

			“Good choice at this time of night!” He said. “Um, Sleepy Time? Or Market Spice?”

			“I do not want to sleep,” I said, not yet relaxed, not yet certain I was navigating this correctly.

			What if I acted just a little too weird? What if my answer was just alien enough that it concerned him? I had no way of knowing at that moment. No one was reassuring me except Peter himself, but I couldn’t feel his thoughts or his…

			I turned my head sideways and looked out of the corner of my eye.

			“Yes?” he asked, pausing before the cabinet that probably had the tea in it.

			“Excuse me,” I said. “May I look at you in a different way? It might help me communicate. I am not sure it will work, but I would like to try.”

			He squinted his eyes and furrowed his brow again, and asked, “What do you mean?”

			“It will not harm you,” I said. “I don’t even know if I can do it. But I think I should ask for your consent first anyway.”

			He straightened up, and pulled his head back, crinkling up his chin and tightening his mouth, pulling it to the side a little, then said, “I’m going to tentatively give you the OK, but if I do feel anything weird, I’m going to revoke my consent.”

			“That is fair,” I replied, relieved that we seemed to be speaking more clearly to each other. Though, his expressions were worrying me more. They were becoming more strange.

			I wanted to see if I could use Phage’s gift to monitor his patterns and see how much stress he had, and then to try to judge if our interactions were causing even more stress or less. So, to make sure that his consent was properly informed, I explained that.

			“If I can,” I said, “I am going to look at you through my own senses, instead of just this vessel’s eyes, to see if I understand your expressions better. This means that I may be able to see fluctuations in your nervous system’s electromagnetic field and other patterns of cause and effect around and through you, but I will not be able to understand your thoughts. You will still have to speak. My goal is to accommodate myself for not being human.”

			Maybe I should have been more precise in my language, like I was in describing my intentions before my speech. But I was second guessing myself badly, because of how nervous and scared I was.

			He seemed to work and stretch his face as he considered what I just told him, stepping back a bit. Stepping back is not a good sign amongst Ktletaccete, so that worried me.

			“Hhhoa-kay?” he said, cryptically. “I don’t think I understand, but if it helps you, I think that’s important. Again, I retain my right to revoke consent if I feel anything funny.”

			“That is the way consent works,” I agreed.

			“It is!” He smiled again. Even though he showed his teeth once more, I did find that reassuring. It was an expression from him that I now knew. He turned back to the tea cupboard, “So, Market Spice?”

			“Yes,” I replied, simply accepting it as the tea I would get. And then I tried to access Phage’s gift, thinking that if it worked here there was more of a chance I’d be able to write on Sarah and Goreth’s wall by using age, later.

			As Peter put the glass kettle onto its base and flipped the switch, then turned to reach for the tea cupboard, I tried to look at him differently.

			If you don’t have this gift, how do I describe using it?

			If you are human, then you don’t have a neural terminal, and I can’t use that as an analogy, as inaccurate as it is.

			Do you have an imagination of some sort? A way of holding and examining even abstract concepts or thoughts in your head?

			I am not necessarily talking about the ability to visualize things, because I know that that varies a lot from person to person.

			I don’t know what you’re capable of, but if you are reading this, this far into my book, then you can track a narrative at least. Correct?

			It’s basically memory.

			But, it’s the quality of memory, or thought, that you experience while reading a story that I’m drawing your attention to.

			Take a moment to examine that process you go through when you read about me interacting with Peter.

			Try to figure out how you would explain to me what your brain does when you read my words and how you experience that.

			In fact, pretend you are telling me all about it. Recite the words in your head or say them out loud.

			Have you done that?

			That is what it is like to consciously choose to access Phage’s gift.

			Your ability to perceive your own thought processes is a sense that you probably normally don’t think about as a sense. You probably just take it for granted and use it when called upon to do so. Most of the time you probably ignore it.

			More importantly, it’s a sense that doesn’t have an organ that you might consider it to be measured by, such as your eyes.

			It does have an organ associated with it. Your brain. But since it is your brain sensing what your brain is doing, and you can’t see your brain doing that with your eyes, it’s probably not natural for you to think of your brain as doing the sensing.

			You probably think of you as doing the sensing.

			When you’re plural, by the way, the question of that can become particularly poignant.

			Using an internal sense of your own thoughts like that is very, very similar to choosing to look at the ebb and flow of entropy in another complex system, such as another person’s body.

			I’d done it many times before.

			I’d stopped trying to do it when I’d come to Earth, for some reason. Perhaps because I had been told it might not work. Perhaps because I was now more human than Ktletaccete, and it was no longer a reflex of mine. Or perhaps it had been emotional amnesia induced by traveling through the Tunnel.

			It wasn’t until I’d involuntarily started experiencing it again just recently that I thought to try it on purpose.

			I found myself shifting my attention to an awareness I already had of the details of the complex system that was Peter. And it was waiting for me right there to perceive it.

			It was muted and dulled, just as Phage had warned. It felt like there was a greater distance between me and him, that obfuscated the details of his system and would make it so it might take more effort for me to reach out and alter it.

			But I wasn’t interested in reaching out and altering the way he worked, so that part didn’t matter so much.

			This was exactly the same perception that Sarah had been utilizing, through me or Phage I assume, to see how many people were fronting in the Murmuration’s system previously.

			But, something new to me was the emergent visual effect!

			I assume this was related to how we saw all the Eriks when he started hallucinating the presence of his headmates.

			As I looked at Peter this way, a shifting and rippling aurora of sorts unfolded itself around and through him. It didn’t exactly have color, and it wasn’t white either, but it shined to me like light. And it fluctuated with what I knew to be his thoughts, emotions, and other changing physiological functions.

			“How’s it going?” He asked, picking up his cereal again to eat it while waiting for the water to boil. As I’d been changing how I looked at him, he’d already taken a bag of tea out and put it in a dry mug.

			“I can see you the way I’m used to,” I said. “It is reassuring.”

			I watched a ripple pass through the head and upper body area of his system, and grow fainter as it reached out towards the ends of his limbs, and he said, “Wonderful! I don’t feel a thing. So far.” And then he filled his mouth with cereal and chewed it. He watched the water as he chewed.

			I wondered if I could accelerate the boiling of the water. I could easily see that system in action, too, of course. And in examining it, I could see that I would have to accelerate the flow of electrons throughout the house itself and the machine up until the point they interacted with the heating element. And then I would have to instead increase the resistance there and facilitate the creation and transfer of heat. More or less. 

			I’m describing this using precise words that do not truly correlate to the actual physics or my actions, but it’s close enough to get the point across, I think.

			I would be able to do this easily on the Sunspot, so long as I had the subconscious consent of everyone my actions might affect. Here, it looked more complicated than that.

			I decided to try it anyway by first verbally priming Peter for the results.

			“I imagine it would be pleasant if the water came to a boil faster,” I said.

			There was a small ripple through him before he laughed and said, “Yeah. I think that a lot when I watch water boil.” He ate another bite of cereal.

			I felt that that should do it, so I strained and reached across the space/time and causality between me and the tea kettle, and felt my way into the electrical circuitry of the house, all the way out to the transformer on the utility poles outside.

			I quickly discovered I would have to work from at least there.

			In the simplest language possible, I extended my own complex system outward to include this circuitry. I also encompassed the molecules of the tea kettle, the water, and the atmosphere around it, because those mattered as well. And then, I flexed.

			It felt like a much longer stretch than anything I had done before. More of a strain. It may have shown on my face, in fact. I felt a lot less like myself as I did this, losing my sense of identity briefly.

			But I did manage to cut the time of the water to boil in half. There were enough variables, including how the perception of time can fluctuate, that I had no idea if it would be noticeable.

			But when the bubbles started rising quickly with a small roar, and the tea kettle automatically shut off with a click, I relaxed and looked at Peter.

			A slightly different ripple went through his being, and he swallowed his cereal and said, “huh.”

			“Yes?” I asked.

			“I could swear that went faster than it should have,” he said. He casually pointed his spoon in my direction, keeping his eye on the kettle. “Did you actually somehow do that, or is my mind messing with me?”

			I considered the various different truths I could tell him, and settled on, “Technically, the house and the tea kettle did it. I believe it boiled in half the time it should have taken.”

			His being vibrated low and quickly, and he worked at something in his teeth with his tongue before he shrugged and said, “Huh. Well, might as well steep your tea.” And then he went about pouring the boiled water into the mug, picking up the tea bag by its string, and swirling it in the water a little bit afterward before wrapping the string around the mug’s handle.

			“I think I have found the extent of Phage’s gift to me,” I said.

			“Phage, huh?” he asked, before I could see any reaction in his system. A reflex, almost.

			“What do you know of it?” I asked. I wasn’t really getting a much better read on him by using all of my senses, but something about this conversation had settled me a bit, and I was starting to relax. However, I still didn’t want to overstep my bounds with someone who had power over Sarah and Goreth, and whose extent of knowledge about me and Phage was something I couldn’t clearly remember.

			“I’m friends with it,” Peter said. “I think. Like, Sarah and Goreth told me a bunch about it before it would come forward and talk to me. And then, one day it was all chummy in the kitchen, like we’re doing here, actually.”

			I nodded.

			“Sarah told me it was their old imaginary friend from their childhood. A monster they befriended late at night in their bedroom. And that it believed some really outlandish things about itself,” he explained. “But then, when it talked to me, as much as I wanted to consider it to be the product of a vivid imagination – and, admittedly, I still do – I felt myself taking it seriously when it talked.”

			“It does that,” I said.

			He nodded in thought, “It does, yes. So. It said it was a visitor to Earth, and that it was something like Entropy Itself. So, like, it’s from absolutely everything, everywhere, all at once, but also that it somehow traveled from someplace a long, long way away and came here to visit. And, like, I’d heard stories like that from famous mediums channeling spirits and that sort of thing, you know?”

			I turned my head to the side and said, “I do not.”

			“You don’t know what a medium is?” he asked.

			“I do not,” I replied.

			“Huh. OK. A medium is someone who says that they can channel spirits – uh – host them in their body and let them talk through them. Kind of like how Goreth says you’re from outer space, and now you live in their body. Really, just about the same thing exactly. Only,” Peter explained, “It’s sort of a job or career. Mediums advertise that they can do it and they charge money for it. And I’m not sure that all of them are telling the truth about it, either.”

			“Ah,” I said, taking the opportunity to express a concern I had. “Money is a strange thing to me. It seems like it compels people to do things they might not otherwise do.”

			“That’s really true,” Peter said, brandishing his spoon. “I don’t think it’s as bad as people paint it out to be, though. I can use it to help people, after all.”

			I was not thinking terribly clearly, so I did not feel equipped to delve further into that conversation. But I was pretty sure I didn’t agree with him. I remained quiet.

			“Anyway,” Peter said. “Goreth and Sarah aren’t mediums because they don’t call themselves that. They don’t charge money for letting people talk to Phage or you, which I think is fine. Honestly. Though they could definitely use the money.” He blinked a couple times, the ripples in his being echoing the action. “Can I make an observation about you, Ashwin?”

			“I would welcome it,” I said. “Please do.”

			“You were obviously really stressed when you came into the kitchen a bit ago,” he gestured to the mug of tea. “I think your tea is ready, by the way.” Then he ate some more cereal and chewed on it while he observed me and thought, before saying, “you seem to have calmed down a bit, but you still seem really distressed to me. Your accent, or the way you talk, is really thick and hard for me to understand completely sometimes. And, also, I haven’t seen Sarah or Goreth just gone for this long before. Are you sure there isn’t something more I can help you with? Are you all doing OK in there?”

			Composing my thoughts, I tentatively stepped far enough into the kitchen to acquire the mug of tea and remove the tea bag, holding it up in the air above the mug, with what I hoped was a questioning look on my face.

			“Here, I’ll take that,” Peter said. Then he took it and turned and threw it underhand into the disposal bin by the sink.

			“I do not think they are well,” I said, referring to my hosts. “I cannot call up Phage, either, which is usually a very bad sign.”

			“What happened?” he asked.

			“Sarah missed a deadline,” I confessed, hoping I wasn’t overstepping, but not knowing what else to do.

			“A deadline?” he asked, definitely looking concerned to me. Maybe I was learning.

			“It is a personal business, and I do not know how much she would consent for me to divulge,” I said. “But, it is a big thing, and I think that scared both her and Goreth. But, with Phage gone, I feel that there is more going on, and that it is a bigger thing. And I don’t know what it is.”

			“Oh, well shit,” he said. He put his spoon into his cereal and held up a hand, to say, “You don’t have to tell me anything. But, I am obligated, by who I am, to ask you some questions and check in on you. And, as an EMT and generally really cool guy, I want to help. Is that OK?”

			“I think so,” I said. “I would like some help.”

			“OK,” he said, putting his half eaten cereal on the counter and then folding his arms across his chest to turn and pay full attention to me. “So. Are you in a lot of distress right now?”

			“I am much more calm than I was earlier,” I said. “But I am very worried and uncertain about things.” I then tried the tea and discovered that it was a lot of flavor. I made a face of disgust.

			He nodded, and said, “That wasn’t ever my favorite tea, either.” And then he asked, “Are you experiencing any urges or impulses that scare you, or that you do not understand?”

			“If I understand this body well enough, I think I may need to pee soon,” I reported. “That is weird to me, because I am used to it feeling different. However, it is the lack of other thoughts that is worrying me. My only desire at the moment is to help Sarah and Goreth to come forward, and to find Phage.”

			“I suppose that makes a lot of sense,” he said. “What do you know about Sarah and Goreth’s states? Do you think they are safe, or could they be in danger somehow?”

			I opened my mouth and made a few different noises as I tried the beginnings of different sentences, not all of them English, to answer that. I stopped, held up a hand, and then said, “I think so. I have considerable experience living in a plurality. My experience tells me that they are hiding in their inworld, or dormant, waiting for the outworld to be safe.”

			He silently mouthed the word “outworld” and then turned his head sideways, like he was saying “no” in Ktletaccete body language. He pushed his upper lip up with his lower lip, and narrowed his eyes, while looking at me.

			I opened my mouth again to say something else, in hopes of reassuring him, but he beat me to speaking.

			“That’s good enough for me,” he said. “But. If you feel like you need some professional help that I cannot give you, please tell me. OK? Sarah has worked with me on this, told me about both of their concerns. We know that sending someone like you to, say, a psych ward, can be really, uh, problematic and dangerous. And certainly, calling the police to facilitate that is right out. But, sometimes it’s still necessary, and I know a place that’s pretty good. I know the people there. It should be safe.”

			Maybe Sarah was partially conscious with me, because I felt intense alarm coming from her quarter of our psyche, pulling down and backward, away from Peter, urging me to flee to our room.

			I even stepped back, eyes wide.

			“Woah, hey,” Peter said. “It’s OK. I’m not suggesting you do that. You gave me answers I can work with. I’m not calling anybody, unless you want me to. Got it?”

			I felt my head nodding, but my body didn’t relax.

			“But, like,” he said, hands out with palms down. “Can I know more about what’s going on? Seriously. If it’s what I think it is, I can probably really help. I sort of know how the system works. Or, at least some of it.”

			For some reason, that made the panic so much worse.

			Our head shook back and forth quickly, sharply, and we stepped back a couple more paces.

			And then we ran for the front door.

			I remember thinking that I wouldn’t get a chance to attempt my little art project after all.

			In the wall above the laptop, one of the few places in their room that was free of adornments yet, I had been planning on writing “thank you” in Inmararräo by aging the wall there more quickly in the shape of the letters.

			I thought it would have been pretty. And striking. And subtle. And easily fixable should it prove to be a transgression.

			After the experiment with the tea, I was certain I could have done it.

			But as we stumbled down the front stairs, nearly falling, hands on the railing and the wall of the house, and then ran off into the night, Peter trailing behind, calling after us, I just regretted I hadn’t tried doing it before going to get tea.

			Heat

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			I watched from a distance as Sarah copied and pasted this one message over and over again into a text channel to her friends, Erik and the Murmuration.

			Our feet hurt so much, and our arms and legs ached with both cold and exhaustion, but she gritted her teeth and kept trudging on, coatless, in a T-shirt, skirt, and fishnet stockings that we’d been wearing when I’d taken the front in the bedroom earlier. We were still wearing our house slippers with orthotic insoles in them.

			In all my experiences of inhabiting plural systems, I’d never experienced this before. This level of dissociation, pushed away to the far back of the mind, but still very singularly conscious, cut off from the frontrunner’s thoughts and emotions and only feeling the body and its senses, and watching as the frontrunner, Sarah, did things I just wouldn’t do.

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			I had no idea where we were at this point. Our head was down. Sarah was navigating by peripheral vision, which I didn’t have, if she was navigating at all.

			She’d managed to make it out and across the street before Peter had made it any distance. She’d ran, and he was in a bathrobe. He’d gone back inside.

			I’m sure Sarah was worried he was calling the police or someone like that. I know that I was.

			we need a place

			we need a place

			we need a place

			“Hey” came a text back from Erik.

			“Stop” the Murmuration sent almost at the same time, “Hold up”.

			Sarah stopped walked abruptly, and stared down at the screen.

			“I’m on a date” Erik sent us, “Can u deal Murmur?”

			“What’s going on?” the Murmuration sent.

			“we need a place” Sarah pasted in and hit send.

			“Tonight?”

			“we need a place”

			“OK. This is incoherent. Breathe, please.”

			“we need a place”

			“OK.”

			Sarah took that as assent from the Murmuration or something, and she started walking again with purpose, looking where she was going, then glancing down at the phone again after a few steps.

			The Murmuration had sent, “Come over. I have something to show you, too.”

			Sarah picked up her pace, our feet feeling like she was walking on knives with every step. Or like they were being pulled apart by the movement.

			I worried that we couldn’t make it any notable distance, maybe not to the end of the block. But She kept stumbling, ignoring the pain.

			I think it was muffled for me by my dissociation. Not as sharp as might have been for her. And it was awful. Intolerable.

			On the other hand, it might have been the other way around, and while the other senses from the body were dulled for me, I might have been feeling the pain in our feet more than she was.

			In any case, it was distracting me from thinking clearly.

			I was scared.

			I was terrified.

			My own mind was running through the horrible possibilities, the consequences we might face for doing this. And I didn’t really know what this world had to offer in regards to that. Just abstract concepts of homelessness or being locked up somehow.

			The only analogs I had to work with from the Sunspot were the lifestyle of the Monsters, like Rräoha, and Sanctions.

			But Monsters weren’t homeless by any stretch. They just commonly hid from anyone else. The Sunspot had layers and layers of what we call the Fallow Decks. Hectares upon hectares of empty quarters. It was built for a much larger population than we had ever achieved. And as a result, there were more than enough resources for every person who lived within the vessel, regardless of their standing in society.

			I could not use their mysterious habits of hiking and camping in the wilderness, or wandering the deepest of the Fallow Decks to visualize what homelessness in Portland, on Earth, might be like.

			And Sanction, our harshest and only penalty for breaking a law, was more of a set of safety protocols to put in place to keep someone from harming others while we negotiated with them for a better future. We’d attempted to abolish it in my lifetime, and had altered it considerably, removing some of the most egregious uses of it from practice. It works something like blocking or banning someone on your social media, only as applied to our Network and ship’s systems.

			Someone who was Sanctioned typically couldn’t be confined to any particular room. Usually, it meant revoking consent for them to access certain ship systems and individual private quarters. And certain doors and Network channels just wouldn’t open up for them.

			Phage itself had had the harshest Sanction in the history of the Sunspot. And many believed it had been powerful enough that that Sanction was functionally voluntary. Something it had agreed to do to prove it was trustworthy.

			There is a story about how it earned its release, and you might get to read it someday.

			But, that night, I was thinking about how awful being locked into a single room might be. That was easy to imagine, but hard to believe. How could anyone do such a thing to another being?

			And I stopped myself from ruminating on that, because I couldn’t quite recall where I’d got the idea that was a possibility.

			It must have been a secondhand memory from when I’d been co-conscious with Sarah or Goreth, talking about something with someone. Because I couldn’t remember any specific conversation I’d had.

			I was just thinking about trying to push and fight my way forward somehow to discuss this with Sarah when we reached a rare bench and sat down on it.

			It was near a busy street. Which wasn’t as busy and filled with cars as it might have been if it had not been in the middle of the night. But it would still be treacherous to cross it. Especially without cane and with feet in this much pain.

			Especially since our clothes were black and it was very, very dark out.

			We definitely needed to pee now. I could feel that clearly.

			Our phone had been in a skirt pocket, for carrying it around the house, and Sarah pushed it back in there briefly, then felt around her body and cussed, “Our fucking purse, god dammit.”

			Of course we didn’t have our purse. It was in the bedroom with our backpack and coat and outdoor clothes. I remembered seeing them piled up near the bedroom door, when I’d looked around at it all. And Sarah had run right for the front door of the house, to get out.

			Oh, right. The bus! We were at a bus stop. And if we didn’t have our purse, that meant we wouldn’t be able to pay for a bus ride anywhere, because our HOP card was in our purse.

			Sarah fell over on the bench and pulled her feet up onto it, crying, hands over her face.

			We had a fairly large body. It didn’t fit very well on the bench and threatened to roll off of it whenever she relaxed our muscles. But she managed to stay there, as uncomfortable as it was.

			Sarah, I tried thinking out as loudly and strongly as I could.

			She didn’t respond.

			I repeated her name in our head three more times, but to no avail.

			I wasn’t experiencing any of her thoughts or emotions myself. It was like she wasn’t there, except for what I saw and felt our body doing, which I couldn’t control. I only knew it was Sarah because of my Phagely senses.

			I tried pulling our right hand away from our face, and it twitched ever so slightly, but she kept a grip on her control over it.

			I could feel our phone vibrating with messages in our skirt pocket, but I couldn’t reach for it to find out what the messages said. And Sarah didn’t bother.

			I was still at a complete loss as to where Phage might be. 

			It would normally be the one to help manage this kind of thing. It wasn’t as good as its child, Ni’a, at soothing biological systems like people’s bodies and brains, but it could do something, and it had hundreds of generations of experience managing the chaos in complex systems like the Sunspot itself.

			But it was not here. It also did not respond to its name when I repeated it.

			I just assumed Rräoha would either not be available or much use if gem was. I suspected that gems absence was related to Phage’s, in any case.

			I also tried calling for Goreth, and I did feel a stirring from them. But it was weak, and they pulled away after giving a feeble try to come forward.

			Sarah’s distress had a tyrannical grip on our system, and there wasn’t anything I could do using my lifetime of psychological tricks and techniques for helping another system member.

			This left me with three other options.

			Sit and wait. Which wasn’t appealing, as she was in so much distress and I felt I needed to do something. Also we were in pain and it was very cold out, and we were severely underdressed for it. I could feel our body beginning to shiver violently. So this wasn’t an option. 

			Or dive into our inworld and and see if I could look for Phage to help, or work with Goreth to get to Sarah and help her out directly through concerted effort. But, I’d never experienced anything this intense and untenable before, and I was afraid I’d be stuck in our subconscious with no way of reaching the front in an emergency. 

			I might not even be aware of what was going on outside if I did that.

			So that left the most desperate thing. 

			The wildest thing.

			At least I knew I could do something via this method. Just, to what extent, I wasn’t sure.

			I turned to the senses I had that were not muffled by dissociation in any way. I’d been distracted from them by events and by pain and by trying to reach Sarah directly. But now that I’d explicitly given up on those things, it was only natural to turn to the gifts that Phage had given me, or that it had unlocked in my being.

			I followed the heat that was leaving our body, quickly into the bench that we lay upon and more slowly into the cold January night air.

			That was easy.

			Beyond a certain, irregular radius, it was harder to stretch, but only by degrees. It was still possible.

			By doing this, I became the eddies of Brownian motion in the air above our vessel, and the photons bouncing off our form from the street lights. The subtle dance of electrons in the bench and the ground around us, their bounces and transfers as light hit their atoms or the beginning rain brought ions within reach of them were mine and became part of my thoughts.

			There were a myriad of such processes that fed into my consciousness and began to be influenced by it by virtue of becoming part of me.

			And it wasn’t so much that I’d been separate from these things. They’d been a part of me this whole time. I was simply becoming more aware of them.

			Or that is what it was like.

			And as I did this, it gave me a better and more detailed view of our vessel, as I was no longer perceiving the world from within it, but perceiving it as part of the world that I had become.

			Even though Sarah kept our eyes covered and clenched shut, I was aware of everything within a fifteen to twenty meter radius, including the states of all of our organs, and every blade of grass, and every insect, every raindrop.

			Here’s where I had a difficult choice to make.

			I could simply arrest the loss of heat from our body, and help keep it from experiencing shock from the cold. Which I was going to do regardless.

			Or I could also attempt to do what I had read Phage’s child, Ni’a could do. Reach into the center of our vessel’s being and sooth its neurons and make it easier for Sarah to think and process what was going on, relax her.

			That would be ideal. That would be what I really needed to do in order to get us out of this mess and prepare her and the rest of the system to deal with whatever might happen next in the outworld.

			But it required her consent.

			As per our newly written contract, she had ultimate veto over an action like that. And if I violated that against her consent, she would have reason to be very hurt and angry with me, and she would not be out of line by declaring I could never front again. Though I suspected she would not do that, and would appreciate my efforts.

			But, also, it was against all of my upbringing and beliefs.

			The right to bodily autonomy and consent over it were the two Ktletaccete rights. Everything good in my life had come from everyone around me, my entire culture, working to preserve and respect those rights in everyone.

			I knew full well that we had never been perfect about it on the Sunspot, that that was impossible. It was an ideal. And that there were circumstances, like this one, that called for violating those rights.

			Especially when it came to managing a plural system, where several people shared custody of their body.

			I was technically within my right to act because I shared this vessel. My life was now bound to it, and if it died I might very well die myself.

			But I was an Outsider to it. A visitor. It wasn’t really mine.

			So, as I slowed the cooling of our body and started work on possibly reversing that flow and warming it, if the world would let me do so, I hesitated to help further.

			Which is when a car entered my existence in the intersection beside the bus stop, and sat there, engine idling.

			The car felt familiar, as did its occupants as I slowly became aware of them.

			It was, I am told, a navy blue Subaru Forester. If that means anything to anyone. It does describe its general shape and capacity in a kind of shorthand. It had room in it for several people, but there were only two. One fairly large, and the other quite small.

			The driver’s side window slid down at the speed of its small motor, and Peter called out, “Sarah?”

			Sarah twitched, and then pulled herself tighter.

			Peter sighed as Abigail reached over and put her hand on his arm.

			“That’s her,” he said more quietly. “Hold on. I’m going to park the car and get out and see if she’ll let me approach. You can stay here if you want.”

			Abigail nodded.

			I don’t know if he somehow knew that Sarah was fronting now, or if he just defaulted to calling all of us Sarah when he didn’t know who was present. It was our legal name, after all. And I’ve come to learn that, as considerate as he is, he is sometimes lazy about such things.

			He backed the car up far enough away to be out of the intersection and pulled it to the side, near the curb there. And then turned the engine off.

			It was right on the edge of my awareness there, and I mostly just heard the door open and close as he got out. I heard it with all of my senses.

			His footsteps and heartbeat became a stronger and stronger part of me, as did his breathing.

			“Sarah? I haven’t called anyone. Please,” he said quietly. “Let’s go home. Let’s get you warm.”

			As he got closer to her, he must have felt the air get colder and become more worried. 

			I was stealing the warmth from all around our vessel, and channeling it to our core, and that included taking it from his body once he entered that smaller radius. It was hard for me to be that nuanced about it, to prevent taking from him. But it wouldn’t hurt him by the time I planned to stop.

			And he didn’t subconsciously revoke consent for his body heat to be stolen. He just walked right into it and accepted it as a thing that was happening, so it kept happening.

			Sarah tried to roll over, to turn her face into the back of the bench, our cell phone continuing to buzz periodically in our skirt pocket.

			With a lot of work she eventually succeeded, but was in more danger of just falling off the bench.

			Peter crouched down behind her, between the bench and the road, and put his hand on her back.

			His hand felt very warm. 

			And I knew that her back felt icy cold to him, because her skin was absorbing heat and letting very little out, via my action, to keep her warm.

			He cussed in surprise and started reaching for his phone.

			I did not want him to do that. It wasn’t necessary.

			She’d stopped shivering, so our vessel was clearly OK. And Sarah would notice him calling someone and trust him even less.

			I had to act.

			There was one more vulgar trick to try. Another thing I had never done, but that had been demonstrated to me by Phage itself several times before.

			I focused my grip on the air molecules within my being, that 15 meter radius, and held the bulk of them as rigidly as I could. This didn’t prevent either Peter or Sarah from breathing. I was not that strong. But the extra still air was notable. And it gave Peter pause.

			The sounds from outside my parameter were muffled by this. I know from experience that this is very spooky.

			But Peter was already half spooked and expecting more spookiness, so, again, it was possible for me to do it.

			And then, I tried to say something.

			It was a matter of causing the molecules I did control to vibrate in a series of frequency and amplitude modulations that matched speech, and letting the molecules I didn’t have a grip on react to them and carry that sound.

			Phage had shown itself to be very good at doing this, though I suspect it had never demonstrated or practiced the ability on Earth.

			I knew it could be done. But what I didn’t know was what it would feel like to attempt to do it.

			My first attempt just failed, and I lost my grip on the atmosphere.

			And Peter relaxed again and pulled his phone out, shaking his head.

			He held his phone up and pressed the call menu, to open the keypad.

			“No,” I said, without further thought.

			He stopped, looking surprised.

			It had worked!

			He looked around, trying to figure out where the voice had come from. But then he must have decided he’d imagined it and turned back to his phone.

			“Stop,” I said, this time managing to still the air notably again before saying it, giving it that spooky feeling again.

			He stopped. Frozen. Eyes wide.

			I’m not sure how loud or audible I was. I was no longer paying any attention to any of the signals from Sarah’s vessel. I wasn’t even sure I was part of it anymore. And I did not yet have a sense of how much the vibration that I was causing correlated to any particular volume of sound.

			But I was clearly audible enough.

			“We are not freezing,” I said clearly. Focusing on the critical detail.

			I wasn’t even sure I was speaking English, though. If I had no connection to the vessel’s psyche, what memories was I accessing to talk? 

			I knew who I was and I remembered some things about where I was and who these people were that I was talking to. But I couldn’t hear myself talking without ears, I just felt the vibrations as part of my being.

			I had to trust. Even if I didn’t fully understand what I was doing or what was happening.

			“Ashwin?” Peter asked, when he felt safe enough to move again, lifting his head and tilting it a little from one side to the other. “Is that you?” Then he leaned over Sarah to try to get a view of her face, and then tilted his head to aim his right ear toward where her mouth should be, under her hands. “Can you speak again, please? What should I do?”

			“Trust me,” I said. “Trust Sarah.”

			His left ear caught more of the sound than his right, very clearly then, and his eyes widened considerably.

			He straightened up and looked around again. Then turned his back to Sarah, and looked up into the air where he imagined I might be.

			“I don’t believe in ghosts, spirits, or the supernatural,” he said. “But…”

			“Yes?” I prompted.

			He twitched, then said, “For now, for tonight, I absolutely believe in you. Ashwin, tell me what to do.”

			“I can’t,” I replied. “I am also scared. I don’t know what to do.”

			He shook his head, squinting.

			Maybe that was too complex.

			“Home,” I tried.

			He nodded.

			Then I said, “Sarah. Sarah. Let’s go home.”

			—

			“When I first touched her, she was icy cold,” Peter was saying, still sitting in the driver seat of the Subaru. 

			Abigail was beside him, and our vessel was lying in the back seat, breathing strongly and slowly. 

			Peter shook his head. “Everything I know is telling me she had hypothermia. It hadn’t been long enough for a normal person to get it, but she wasn’t shivering and she was icy, icy cold. Breathing, but so cold. It must be her dysautonomia, I thought to myself. And I knew I had to act fast.”

			Abigail looked back at us. 

			We were sleeping. Or, Sarah was sleeping. The vessel was sleeping.

			“But, they’re all alright?” Abigail asked.

			“I think so?” Peter said. “I really should take her – them to the E.R. to make sure, but Ashwin made me promise not to. And when I touched her again, to try to pick her up and move her to the car, she was suddenly burning up! Like she had a fever! That shouldn’t be possible. At all. But Ashwin talking to me like that shouldn’t have been possible either.”

			“How do you mean?”

			“It was like some kind of ghost,” he shivered.

			“Nem is a spirit from outer space,” she told him.

			He shook his head.

			“You like being a skeptic.”

			“I do.”

			“It helps you feel in control of the world,” she stated.

			“No,” he started to deny it. But, then he let his head listlessly fall to the left a few degrees and said, “Yeah. OK. Yeah, it does. I really didn’t have any control until I moved out. So, yeah, I guess that’s definitely part of it. Also, I hated my mom’s beliefs. She kind of used them against me.”

			“Yeah,” Abigail said. “Too many parents do that.”

			“I like to think I had a normal childhood,” he said.

			“I think you kinda did, Sweetie,” Abigail told him. “I really think your childhood was the norm, unfortunately.”

			“Shit.”

			“At least, among the people we know, you know?” she said, rubbing his arm.

			“Anyway. Thank you for keeping me in check. And grounded,” he looked over at her. “I think we’re good.”

			Abigail looked back at us again, and asked, “What’s their temperature like, now?”

			Peter twisted back and stretched and put the back of his hand against our forehead. And then shrugged. “I can’t tell for absolute sure until I get a thermometer on them, but they feel perfectly normal. And their breathing is just so rock solid. When I checked their pulse, it was strong, too.”

			“We are OK,” I said, to reinforce the point.

			Abigail’s eyes widened.

			I’d been quiet since Peter started carrying Sarah and Goreth to the car. But I’d remained separated and aware, contracting myself to just the car and riding with it and the rest of them back to their house.

			Being smaller, more concentrated and with more complexity and chaos, with three bodies and a machine within my being, I could feel more like myself. More stable. I had more memories.

			I still wasn’t absolutely certain about my communication skills, but it looked like I could get reactions from the both of them.

			“Yeah, that’s what it’s like,” Peter said to Abigail.

			“I believe in this stuff,” Abigail said. “But it makes me feel like we’re having a shared hallucination.”

			“I’m not really sure if that’s a thing, or a medical urban legend,” Peter said. “I need to research it more.”

			“Yeah,” she said.

			“Phage told me it could do stuff like this,” Peter recalled. “I wonder why it’s not the one that’s here, talking to us.”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m worried about it.”

			He frowned.

			“There are messages,” I also said. I wasn’t being terribly coherent. At the time, those two things seemed to go together for me, but I could not explain why. I also didn’t want to use too many words. It seemed that shorter sentences led to more intelligible interactions.

			Peter drew in a long breath and then sighed.

			Abigail echoed his sigh, looking up at him, and then rubbed his shoulder again. “You take such good care of everyone,” she said.

			“There are so many ways that life can go wrong and, even, end,” he said, staring out the windshield of the car and up the walkway toward their apartment, which was the second and third story of a house.

			Someone else lived in the bottom floor, and all their lights were on.

			“It could really have been hypothermia, for instance,” he said. “In which case, she should be in a thermal blanket right now. Or, she could have been hit by a car, or a bus. Or run afoul of a… of a.. a transphobe or something. Or I could have been an average dick and called the police, and yeah she’s not Black, but they might have shot her anyway for being trans and insane. Or she could have ended up in the wrong psych ward and abused to the point of suicide.”

			“They’re not insane,” Abigail said.

			“Society doesn’t know that,” Peter looked at her. Then he looked back up the semi-lit walkway. “Anyway, I know the statistics for suicide attempts for the two weeks after being released from a psych ward are alarming. And the longer the stay, the worse it is. That’s just the average, across the board. And, like, I know how the industry tries to spin that. And I know, from what Goreth showed me about it, that it’s much worse for trans people. Much, much worse, because they get misgendered and all that. Hormones withheld. Told their dysphoria is really depression or a delusion.”

			Abigail said, “You know that Goreth’s the one who told you all that.”

			“Yes, but I looked it up afterward,” Peter said.

			“Good.”

			I was curious about something, and I couldn’t remember the answer from Sarah and Goreth’s memories, so I decided to risk asking a question.

			“What’s a trans person?” I inquired, saying it slowly, hoping that the words wouldn’t get muddled by a resistant physics, or come out in Inmararräo.

			Both Peter and Abigail looked into the back of the car, above and behind where our vessel lay, frowning in almost identical expressions.

			“You don’t know?” Abigail asked.

			“No,” I said.

			They looked at each other, and then back at where they thought I was, and she said, “When a baby is born, a doctor looks at their genitals and based on what they see, they declare the baby either a boy or a girl, and that gets recorded. And, from then on, legally, that’s what the baby is. And everyone calls them either ‘he’ or ‘she’ and everything about their life is decided based on that.”

			“Is that a trans person?” I asked, not aware that that didn’t make a lot of sense.

			Abigail just shook her head and said, “That’s nearly everyone. A trans person is someone who a doctor said was a boy, but who actually isn’t. Or someone a doctor declared to be a girl, and who isn’t a girl.”

			“Oh,” I said. And then realized I must have understood that, otherwise I probably wouldn’t have replied that way.

			“Some trans people are trans women, which means that they are female, even though their original medical records say they are male, and they probably don’t have a uterus or ovaries,” Abigail explained. “Or trans men, who are the other way around, assigned female at birth, but actually male. Men.” She nodded. “And then, some trans people are non-binary, which is not male or female, or maybe they’re a bit of both. Or something else entirely.”

			She waited for me to acknowledge that, but I remained silent, waiting for her to say more.

			She continued after a couple heartbeats, “Sarah is a trans woman, and Goreth is a trans enby. Enby is short for non-binary, but it can also act like a noun.”

			“You really have this down,” Peter said to her.

			“I care,” she said.

			“Yeah.”

			All of this sounded vaguely familiar, so maybe I was still connected somehow to our system here on Earth, to Sarah and Goreth. But it was confusing, too.

			“We don’t do that,” I said.

			Abigail nodded, scrunching her mouth gently.

			Peter frowned, scrunching up his face quite a bit, and then said, “I’m going to want to hear all about that, Ashwin. But I don’t think this is a good way to have that discussion. It’s time to go inside, I think. Can you rouse Sarah or something? Help me move her?”

			“I’ll try,” I said.

			—

			Sarah was shaky and didn’t want to talk much, or couldn’t. She gripped her mug of Sleepy Time tea and avoided even looking at anyone’s face. Fortunately, Goreth was co-consciuos again, and could take over for brief responses. Which is how they had ended up with the right tea.

			The four of them, three bodies, were seated around the dining room table.

			I was still keeping myself separate and engulfing the whole room. Being a bigger space than the car, I felt less coherent and less like myself, or anybody at all, while doing that, but it felt important to me to continue giving Sarah and Goreth their space.

			“Ashwin said you have a lot of messages on your phone,” Peter said gently. “Are they overwhelming? Do you need someone else to look at them for you?”

			Sarah twisted her mouth and closed one eye.

			Goreth relaxed their expression briefly and responded, “I think that would be nice.” And then they pulled their phone out and pushed it across the table.

			Sarah hunched their shoulders and glowered, but didn’t object.

			Abigail looked at Peter and then at Sarah and Goreth, and reached for the phone slowly. When no one stopped her, she brought it to her face and turned it on.

			And then she put it back down on the table and pushed it back to Sarah and Goreth, the security screen displaying an empty field and a number pad.

			Goreth reached out with their right hand and, with one finger, typed in their PIN.

			“Thank you,” Abigail said, and took the phone back, opening the text messaging screen. “Oh. It’s your friends! They’re worried. You really scared them.”

			“Ah,” Goreth said.

			“I’m typing in that it’s me, and that you are OK and at home, and that you’ll get back to them after you’ve slept,” she said. “Is that OK?”

			“I might get back to them sooner,” Goreth said. “Thank you.”

			“I’m sure that will be fine, but I’m not telling them that,” Abigail replied authoritatively.

			“OK,” Goreth said.

			“Goreth? Sarah?” Peter said. “I don’t want to focus on this tonight. Just when you’re ready. But we should go over our safety protocols again, OK? Like, just, update me. I think something’s changed, and I want to adapt, to help you better. The way you need me to.”

			Sarah flinched, but Goreth nodded.

			Peter echoed that nod.

			“I’m happening,” I tried to say as softly as I could.

			“Yeah, I don’t actually think you’re at fault, though,” Peter said to the room, as if it was all normal to him now. “There’s something bigger, but more down to Earth going on. Maybe just a shift in their mental health. It could even be healing, you know?” He’d turned to Abigail, and glanced at Goreth and Sarah, as he continued, talking to them more and less to me by the time he finished.

			I was going to try to explain about the overdue paperwork finally, giving up on keeping that confidentiality, and I think I sensed that Goreth was about to confess something, but we were both interrupted.

			“Oh. Hey,” Abigail said, still looking down at the phone. “One of your friends knows where Phage is, apparently!”

			Peter’s Rent

			 “I cannot believe how lucky you are that Peter was so cool like that,” Erik said.

			“He’s right here at the table, Erik,” Sarah mumbled.

			“Yeah.”

			“Abigail found him, before she found us,” she added.

			“Well,” Erik looked at Peter and gave a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “I wouldn’t have thought to trust him, honestly. He works for the system.”

			Peter shook his head and said, “I’m still part of that system, too. Like, right now.”

			Erik studied him for a bit, and then said, “You’re good. For now.”

			“That’s a way of putting it.”

			Erik shook his head, then he turned to the Murmuration and asked, “So what’s this about?”

			Brock made a grin that was half grimace, and said, “You’re going to be really jealous.”

			“I kinda figured.”

			“But I don’t think you’re going to be left out.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“We’ll, um. We’ll get to that.”

			Erik leaned back and cautiously said, “OK.”

			We were not in our usual hangout place, Aunti Zero’s. This conversation was not for the one place we all felt like was really our home, because it was also other people’s home, too. And it was not for other people, as much as we might have trusted them with so much already. Also, Aunti Zero’s was closed right then.

			But also, I hadn’t returned to our vessel yet, and I had vetoed a crowded area as being too confusing for me.

			Instead, we were in the Murmuration’s dining room, while their housemates were away.

			Peter had taken us in the Subaru to pick up Erik and head out to near Gresham, where the Murmuration lived in a large shared house. 

			Somewhere in there, Goreth had gone to a bathroom to pee.

			These were typically work hours for the Murmuration, too. But they worked as a graphic designer who did remote jobs through a contract company, and they could alter their hours without much trouble.

			Being two thirteen in the morning, it was unusual for the others who lived there to all be away. But, one of them worked a graveyard shift at a security job, and the other two were off on vacation at the coast. A fortunate coincidence for our needs, but a small one, really.

			The Murmuration preferred to work in the early mornings, when it was dark and quiet and they could focus. It was part of the reason they had their job. It could accommodate their neurological needs.

			Nevermind that I didn’t understand the concept of a job at that point. Especially in the state I was in.

			I was barely there, though, anyway.

			Honestly, the group of us from our household should probably have gone to bed. But the Murmuration had declared they knew where Phage was, and finding Phage was important. And Peter and Abigail had seemed to agree that it was more important than sleep.

			I was perceiving everything as if I was dreaming it without visualizing it, and just knew what was happening. People with aphantasia probably know what I mean by that. I’m hoping others can figure it out, too.

			The Murmuration looked around at everyone who was at the table, Erik, Abigail, Peter, and Sarah and Goreth. Then they looked up at the center of the room by way of acknowledging me, and it did feel like they were looking at me.

			“I don’t know how to explain this,” Brock said, “because it’s too cool to be real to me. And I just don’t get it. And I’m worried I’m making it sound even more fake.”

			“Brock,” Sarah said. “You just looked right at Ashwin, even though none of the rest of us can see nem. And we’ve heard them speak, so.”

			“Right.”

			“Out with it.”

			Brock put both hands on the table and breathed out their nose, keeping their eyes on the center of the plane of wood, and said, slowly, “Phage is with us. In our system. Right now.”

			Goreth gestured at the Murmuration and said, “That’s what I thought.”

			Brock looked at them.

			“Everything implied it,” Goreth explained. “The timing. Also the fact that I couldn’t think of anything else you might want to show us that was related to our messages.”

			“But, it’s weird right?” Brock asked.

			Everyone nodded emphatically.

			“OK, good,” they said.

			“I imagine our other visitor is over there, too?” Goreth asked.

			“Rräoha? Yeah,” Brock replied.

			“How? Why?” asked Peter.

			Brock shrugged, but seemed to be happy to be getting to the point of the discussion, and said, “Phage says it’s an experiment.”

			“It’s because of our fucking contract, isn’t it?” Sarah said.

			“I asked and it said no,” Brock answered.

			I heard myself speak up, “it might be, though.”

			Everyone glanced in what was presumably my way.

			Squinting her eyes as if trying to see me, right hand on the back of her chair, Sarah asked, “Is that why you’re hanging around outside our head?”

			“Is it?” I asked. “I didn’t think so.”

			She pushed her lips to the side in thought, and then said, “You are so much less coherent without a brain to help you think. You should get back in here and talk like a person.”

			“I feel stuck,” I said.

			“Yeah?” she asked. “Why do you think that is?”

			“I am not thinking,” I replied.

			“See?” she gestured with her left hand.

			“What about the contract do you think is doing this?” Erik asked.

			Sarah turned to him and said, “I think they all just don’t like it. Maybe it restricts them too much.”

			He furrowed his brow, “I thought you said they recommended writing it up.”

			“Yeah, but I supposed that doesn’t mean anything,” Sarah said. “There’s a difference between recommending a thing, and living with that thing.”

			Peter and Abigail both started to nod their heads, then glanced at each other and stopped, giving Sarah sympathetic looks.

			Brock tilted their head and said, “Phage says that it’s treating our system like an extension of your system. Same contract applies here as there, more or less. Which might be why neither it nor Rräoha have fronted here yet.”

			Erik shook his head and said almost under his breath, “System hopping.”

			“How does it figure that?” Sarah asked. “What’s the logic?”

			“It asked us?” Brock offered, questioningly, like it was a possibility they were considering.

			“You sound uncertain,” she said.

			“It happened inworld,” Brock explained. “I’ve got several headmates confirming the conversation. We had a meeting with it and a quorum, so it’s official.”

			Sarah folded her arms and leaned forward onto the table, frowning. “So, it came over there and dragged Rräoha? When? What prompted it?”

			Brock shrugged and shook their head, “All I know is Rräoha reached out when gem got pushed out of your front, and asked if gem could stay here. Then Phage followed, apparently to try to clear things up.”

			“This feels really weird,” Peter said.

			“I agree,” Erik said. “Like, I believe in stuff like this. But the way this was done is sketchy. Sorry Murmur, sorry Brock. But you reaching out, when they are missing their system members, and saying, ‘hey, they’re over here!’ It’s the kind of thing abusers do sometimes. To control vulnerable systems, make them doubt their reality.”

			“Yeah,” Brock said. “I know. It’s part of why I feel really awful about admitting it all.”

			“Hm.”

			“What should I do to not take advantage of this?”

			“I don’t know, Brock,” Erik said.

			“I have a suggestion,” Peter said. “Though it’s gonna sound ridiculous to anyone who thinks we’re all delusional.”

			“Hey,” Erik said, giving Peter a suspicious eye, crossing his own arms but remained leaned back in his chair. “I’m always delusional. It’s not an inherently bad thing.”

			“I’m sorry,” Peter said. “I think you know what I mean, though, right? Like, people like me who like to be skeptical.”

			“Yeah. Go on.” Erik looked like he was profoundly uncomfortable being here. He looked that way even to me in the state I was in, without many memories of how humans worked.

			“So. Ashwin is a third party observer right now,” Peter said. “They represent Sarah and Goreth’s system, more or less, but they are apart from it. We can hear their voice coming from thin air, when Sarah and Goreth’s mouth is closed, as unbelievable as that is. We know that they have a perspective none of us have and that we’re hearing from them directly somehow. And we can confirm with each other that we’ve heard them say the same thing.”

			“I get you,” Erik said, nodding.

			“So, I’m wondering if it’s possible for them to look somehow,” Peter suggested. “It seems like they can do some of the same things Phage says it can do. I’ve seen them do some weird shit already. Will that work?” He looked my way with that question.

			“I will try,” I said.

			They all turned in their chairs to look expectantly in my direction, but I was already shifting the locus of my presence to overlap with the Murmuration. Even though I still occupied the whole room, it felt like they were looking at where I had been.

			Without deliberating or even thinking about it, I examined everyone at the table down to their constituent wave forms. I focused mostly on Sarah and Goreth and the Murmuration, but Erik, Abigail, and Peter were cataloged too.

			Sarah and Goreth were the only ones occupying their vessel right then, a pair of overlapping patterns with distinctly different gamuts of color that wasn’t really color.

			Peter and Abigail were very distinctly singlets.

			Erik was like looking at a kaleidoscope. Almost but not quite the same highly chaotic patterns superimposed over each other, but tilted a few degrees off from each other, and as I changed my perspective, it was like they rotated separately from each other. Or, this is how I remember perceiving him. No Phage, and no Rräoha.

			The Murmuration was aptly named. Their patterns of thought and being were like particles swarming around within a field of probability, following an apparent leader, a bellwether, who was constantly changing, being swapped out with any one of those next to them.

			From a more distant perspective, they all appeared the same. Auroras of light-like waves fluctuating around human-shaped areas of space. It was as I got closer and looked at them in more detail that these differences unfolded and presented themselves.

			And, again, I’m describing things here in visual terms when absolutely everything to me was merely conceptual at this point.

			Phage and Rräoha were easy to differentiate from all the other members of the Murmuration. Although I could tell them all apart, and when I was linked with Sarah and Goreth I would get names for some of them, Phage and Rräoha were a different kind of being from the rest of them.

			They were like me.

			I couldn’t perceive myself, but the familiarity of their patterns was immediately evident to me.

			But also, I mean that they were like me in that they were fuzzier and more encompassing, more reactive and interactive with the others and everything around them. Crudely speaking, it was like seeing a pair of amoeba in a cloud of paramecium.

			That’s not to say the members of the Murmuration were absolutely separate from each other and their surroundings (or that anybody else was). Every person or being has edges that are hard to define, and chains of cause and effect that reach out from them well into the future and the past and, on Earth, beyond the visual horizon of the planet. But where a typical being has these fuzzy edges of increased density and complexity that maintain a relatively stable gaussian border of sorts, the borders of Phage and Rräoha were shifting between fractal equations constantly and with an apparent deliberation at a level of detail and scale that the others didn’t exhibit.

			There was also another quality to them that is nigh impossible to describe. They were just different.

			And the one that was Phage reacted to my observation and seemed to come for me quickly without changing its position, size, or shape. Like an optical illusion that made it seem like I was falling into it.

			I had experienced that before, on the Sunspot, when trying out my perceptions for the first time. I knew it was a harmless effect that simply verified its identity. If I continued observing it, it would expand to fill the entire universe around me.

			I pulled back, and said, “It is true.”

			“Humor me for a moment,” Peter said. “Can you tell me who you are? What is your name?”

			“Ashwin”, I replied.

			“Good. Thank you,” he said. Then he asked, “How old are you?”

			I did not have a ready answer for that, so I said, “I do not know.”

			He nodded and said, “Fine. That’s OK. Now. Who were you looking for?”

			“Rräoha and Mau,” came my reply.

			“Mau?” he asked.

			“Phage,” said Sarah. “Same person.”

			“Ah,” Peter acknowledged. Then he asked, “And, Ashwin. Where did you find them?”

			“Entangled within the Murmuration,” I said.

			“Thank you.” His hands had been clasped on the table in front of him, next to his phone. He disentangled his fingers and reached over and tapped the screen of his phone. His phone began operating differently, with less activity. He said, “I don’t think that recording will convince anybody but us of anything. But, we’re not trying to do that, and I thought we would like to be able to hear that played back. Like this.”

			He pressed the screen of his phone again, and sound waves started to emanate from the small device that echoed the conversation we’d had almost perfectly.

			When it was done, Erik pointed at the phone, “That was a good idea. Thank you. I could still argue I might be hallucinating everything, but I try not to do that.” Then he looked up at everyone else and said, “You all heard that, right? It was the same conversation as before?”

			Everyone nodded, eyes wide.

			“Good,” he said. “That actually makes me feel better. Thank you.” 

			He thought about it a bit, though, nodded to himself as if he needed to reconfirm his thoughts. Then after a few moments, pushed himself back in his chair, moving it away from the table a fraction of a meter and folded his arms and frowned.

			Abigail watched Erik do that, and then looked at the Murmuration for a moment, a line between her eyebrows. Then looked up at me.

			“OK, so,” Peter started to say, but Abigail put a hand on his arm.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Now I’ve got a problem with this.”

			Erik pointed at her, his mouth a tight, crooked line.

			“Yeah?” Sarah prompted her.

			Abigail searched the air for where she thought I was and told Peter to hit record on his phone again. 

			Which he then did.

			After a couple seconds she asked, “Is this an invasion?”

			Erik snapped and nodded.

			“What do you mean?” Peter asked.

			“Think about it?” Abigail said. “Phage first comes to Earth to become part of Sarah and Goreth’s system. Then, after it has scouted the place for a couple of decades, it invites a friend over, Ashwin. And then, and I’m just saying how this looks, when Sarah and Goreth write up a contract to govern their system, Phage brings over another one of them, and they migrate to the Murmuration, and Ashwin leaves their vessel and starts experimenting with some kind of psychic abilities that are, honestly kinda scary.”

			Brock leaned forward and spoke up, “But I said –”

			Abigail held up a finger, “No. I want to hear Ashwin say that it is not an Invasion. And I want to hear them explain how it is not an invasion. Please.”

			I was not in a state to think about these questions or even worry about them. At this point in the book, I suppose, since I’m writing it, that you’ll have to decide for yourself whether to believe me when I tell you that, or not. I will leave that up to you.

			I was not in a brain, as far as I know. I was using unusual processes for supporting what little of my consciousness I had left and for choosing my reactions. The fact that I could talk at all was astounding to me at the moment, let alone that I could do so in English. But apparently, it was possible.

			“No,” I said. “It is not an invasion.”

			Erik was scratching the stubble on his chin as he listened, but didn’t say anything.

			“Really,” Abigail said. “Explain how it is not an invasion.”

			“We are visiting with your consent.”

			“It sure doesn’t look like it, though.”

			“Revoke your consent for us to be here, and we will leave,” I replied.

			Abigail opened her mouth to say something, possibly to revoke her consent to us visiting, but Sarah held up her hand to stall her. She wanted to talk.

			“We hold the Tunnel,” she said. “Can Phage or you move it again, say to someone else’s system, without our say so?”

			“It is entangled in your system,” I replied. “It is now part of your vessel. It cannot be altered without your consent.”

			“You won’t alter it, or you can’t?” Sarah asked, for clarification.

			“We cannot,” I said. “It is physically impossible for us to alter your personal systems without at least subconscious consent on your part. That is how we work.”

			They all screwed up their faces in slightly different ways, as they digested that, glancing at each other.

			“Why is that?” Sarah asked. “There are so many forces in this world, even other human beings, that can just wallop anyone, obliterate them, hurt them, torment them, all without needing any consent. Why? How does this restriction work?”

			“I don’t know,” I said. “We don’t know.”

			“Why not?”

			“Phage doesn’t remember,” I said.

			Peter leaned forward on the table and gestured with a hand, “What if… What if what they can do, this talking without a body and altering things, these psychic powers or something… What if it’s a type of technology that’s so advanced it’s like magic to us?”

			“OK,” Goreth said. “What if it is?”

			“What if this is a safety mechanism built into it?” Peter asked. “And like, I don’t know why Phage not remembering matters. There’s more story there that we definitely need to hear. But if we’re going to take Ashwin at their word, what if they’re using this technology, but can’t override the permissions?”

			“We have speculated that,” I said.

			Peter gestured up at me with both hands.

			Brock, on behalf of the Murmuration, looked hopeful at that idea.

			Abigail, Sarah, and Goreth all frowned in thought.

			Erik clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, and said, “That’s the thing, though, isn’t it?”

			“Yeah,” Sarah agreed.

			“We gotta take them at their word,” he said. “It seems like they might be more powerful than us, too. So, what do we do?”

			Peter looked up at me and said, “I gotta admit, Ashwin. I’m stuck on that one too. The stuff you’ve shown me was subtle, but unignorable. You talking right now is unignorable. It’s kinda scary. Especially as it’s starting to hit that you really are something we’ve never seen before.”

			“Eh,” Erik said. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

			Peter looked at him questioningly.

			“Remember, Dude,” Erik said. “We live on a planet that has been absolutely full of people like me, all through history. You know, who see things. Our tabloids are full of this shit. How many urban legends are there about alien contact?” He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head, but clenched his own shoulders tighter. “And then there are all the gods, and demons, and spirits, and our ancestors who’ve been right here with us since we were walking out of the savanna, maybe before. Whole religions built around that stuff. Just saying. This is not new.”

			“Right,” Peter nodded thoughtfully. “OK, yeah. Huh.”

			“It might be why they say their powers are muffled here on Earth,” Brock offered.

			“Maybe. Sorry, Brock. But maybe you’re saying that because Phage or Rräoha are influencing you,” Sarah said.

			“At this point, how do we know Ashwin isn’t influencing our thoughts right now?” Peter asked.

			“Shit, this is starting to trigger my paranoia,” Erik said, clenching his jaw. “Maybe we should back away from this discussion.”

			“I’d like to resolve it so we don’t have to worry,” Peter said.

			“So would I,” Erik shot back. “But, dammit, that might not work for me.”

			“We can leave now,” I offered.

			“No,” Erik said. “I’d rather you didn’t. Against a lot of my better judgment, this is still too cool for that. You’ve been friendly. You’ve been friendly. You’ve been friendly.”

			“Hmm,” Peter reacted to that.

			Sarah reached out to Abigail across the table, who took her hand, and looked at Erik questioningly.

			Erik shrugged, and said, “It’s not really my decision. You’ve got the Tunnel in your head.”

			Sarah nodded.

			“But, maybe all the powers that are already here on Earth are more than a match for them if they start something,” he said. “Honestly, I’d like to think they are. Especially the ones that are at my back.”

			Sarah thought about that, and said, “Goreth and I have known Phage for nearly twenty years now. It has actively helped us to get through a whole bunch of stuff we couldn’t have done without it. Just by being in the front and pretending to be human for us. It’s our friend. What it’s doing now makes me nervous, but I want to believe it is our friend.”

			“Also,” Goreth butted in right on the tail of her words. “If Brock is telling the truth as to why it’s in their system, trying to help Rräoha out. That actually sounds trustworthy to me. Including the bit about still following our contract and treating the Murmuration as an extension of our system in the spirit of it.”

			Brock nodded.

			Erik looked at Peter, who grimaced and shrugged, and then nodded. Then he looked at Abigail, who nervously glanced at Brock, and then nodded.

			“OK,” he said. “Like I said. It’s ultimately not my call. I don’t have the Tunnel or Phage in my head. But I’m good, so long as it’s understood we’re all watching.” He turned up to me, and said, “We’re watching you, Ashwin. Tell that to Phage.”

			“It can hear you. We agreed to this,” I said.

			“OK,” Erik nodded to Abigail and then to Peter, who turned off the recording again. Then, Erik said, “If you don’t mind, do not replay that in my earshot, OK?”

			“Yeah, no problem,” Peter said.

			“OK, so, that implies a new order as part of your contract,” Erik said, scooting his chair forward again to the table. “You all Ktletaccete do not bring anybody new over until we all agree on it. Is that OK with you and Goreth, Sarah?”

			Sarah nodded and said, “yes.”

			“Neat! Ashwin?”

			“Agreed,” I said.

			“So, uh, where were we?” Peter asked.

			“Trying to get Ashwin to return to Sarah and Goreth’s system so nem can talk to us more coherently?” Abigail suggested.

			“Sure.”

			There were things in that discussion that had been left undiscussed, subjects and questions that someone probably should have brought up and considered. If this had been a session of the Crew Council aboard the Sunspot, they would have deliberated more thoroughly and for much longer, perhaps centuries.

			They were human, and excited, and wanted to think of us as friends. We were discombobulated in different ways.

			If Phage, Rräoha, or I had been more coherent at the time, I’d like to think we still would have let the humans lead the discussion and let them direct our actions. But as ancient and experienced as we are, and as much as we revere Autonomy and Consent as universal rights, we are still flawed people. Most of our experience has been spent learning just how flawed we are. I don’t know if we’d have done right.

			I don’t know if we did right.

			However, at that moment, Phage apparently took Abigail and Peter’s exchange as a cue to leave the Murmuration and help me to return to Sarah and Goreth’s vessel.

			I presume there was consent asked and received all around, at least subconsciously, but I don’t remember it.

			All I remember is that Phage’s presence grew in my perceptions and started to encompass me as if I was paying attention to it. And then it was all that I could perceive, the entire universe itself filling my awareness.

			—

			I opened our eyes. I was glad we were seated.

			I heard Peter saying, “It’s getting really late, and I really need to get some sleep.”

			The table we were seated at was made of pure wood. It was rectangular, and the surface of it was soft and light colored, unpainted, with a spare amount of carving and shaping around the edges. The grain of the wood, what used to be the rings of a Terran tree, mesmerized me and I reached out to stroke them, feeling the subtle variations of height and density of the material.

			We would never have harvested a tree on the Sunspot to make it into a table. Its contributions to our tiny, fragile ecosystem would have been too valuable, and removing them suddenly like that for something we could grow and manufacture much faster using other plant matter just didn’t make sense.

			The floor was a dirty, scuffed, and damaged laminate of polymers, glues, and woven fiber made to look poorly like tiles with grout between them, shiny and much softer than the ceramic it sought to imitate visually. Softer, even, than the table. We have similar flooring in some quarters on the Sunspot, but it is kept in much better condition by the nanites. It’s safer for children and for dropping fragile things upon it.

			The room we were in was as rectangular as the table, all right angles, even where furniture, objects, and irregular architecture jutted into it. I had a vague recollection that the world I was now visiting had this kind of architecture all over, and that I’d seen it in recent days, but it was weirder to me now than before.

			The walls were made of something flat and uniform, painted a cream color and trimmed with darkened wood. The ceiling was covered in quarter meter wide plaster panels that were white. Above the table there was a brass light fixture, using bulbs of glass that contained hot metal filaments to generate photons.

			As the sole source of light, it cast obvious shadows.

			Behind me and to the sides, the walls had large windows inset into them, showing darkness behind them, with reflections of the room and its occupants on the shiny surface of the glass. And on the other side of the table from me was a rectangular counter separating us from what looked like it might be a kitchen, but I didn’t spend a lot of time examining it.

			We sat on alarmingly wooden chairs.

			And everyone I saw there was familiar. I knew their names, I immediately saw how many of them occupied each vessel. But I was also struck by just how similar they all looked and how strange and illogical their features were to me.

			And, of course, I could tell how similarly my own vessel looked and felt to theirs. The naked pinkish yellow skin of my arms and hands, with its red blushes and tan shadows, covered in dark brown specks of varying sizes, almost like stars in the sky, felt vulnerable and incorrect.

			But I didn’t panic.

			I maybe almost did. I think if we had been standing, I might have stumbled for lack of my tail.

			But, instead, the shock of all of this reminded me of when I’d first fronted in this body, and that little flash of familiarity helped me to observe just how new this all felt again.

			Being outside this body for so long had, apparently, recentered my identity and personal memories on who I had been before it.

			Again, everything seemed so small and crowded, and claustrophobic. But, not enough to rattle me.

			I couldn’t clearly recall how I’d gotten here, however. Those memories returned fairly clearly later, but at the time it was as if I’d gone directly from Peter and Abigail’s kitchen to this strange house with a different decor and state of repair.

			“Eck,” I said. A nonsense sound of surprise and discomfort.

			“Oh, that sounds like Ashwin,” Abigail said.

			“Hey, friend,” Erik greeted me.

			The Murmuration leaned forward, reaching a hand across the table in my direction, fingers relaxed, and Brock asked, “Are you doing alright?”

			“I think so,” I replied. “I am feeling more like myself than I remember. It is disconcerting.”

			“Fair,” Brock responded.

			“Are Sarah and Goreth still there?” Abigail asked.

			I felt around in my mind, and noticed them both returning to co-front with me, a couple of soft, rounded presences of different warmth and color rising from our body and nearly merging with my own awareness.

			My return must have pushed them back quickly, but once I started to relax they were able to join me again.

			“Yes,” I said. “They can probably talk whenever they have the urge, like usual.”

			I still felt very much like myself, but as my hosts rejoined me, everything around me felt more and more familiar. Though, my voice felt weirder, and my accent more jarring to me.

			I tried to ignore that about my voice. It would drive me from the front if I let it.

			I also tried to speak more like a fluent English speaker. It was starting to come easier the more time I spent with either of my hosts.

			“OK, so,” Peter turned to us. “Since you’re all here and relatively stable now. I feel I need to bring up a subject again that might be personal to one or more of you. But, you’re surrounded by friends here.”

			I felt Sarah jerk away, but not completely. And I nodded.

			Erik maybe noticed us twitch and said, “Hey, it’s OK. We just want to do whatever you need us to do, OK? You may have disrupted a hot date, but I’m not mad about it at all. Seriously. It’s going that well anyway.”

			“May I ask about it?” Peter asked us.

			Sarah felt reluctant, and Goreth hesitant, but I held up a hand to Peter to give us the time to confer internally.

			We didn’t so much talk to each other as I gently urged them to both consent to it with my own emotions and memories of how trustworthy everyone at the table had seemed to be. And also, I tried to pull Sarah more forward to give her the room to be the one to speak. 

			Goreth would have had just as much right and felt more amenable to doing so. But, it was because of that that I thought Sarah giving official consent would be best.

			She’d panicked the most. It had been her project that had failed. And if she consented, we were unanimous.

			She was very resistant to actually talking, and when she did it felt weak and almost like I was putting words into her mouth, but we all took it to be her anyway, “Yes. OK. You can ask.”

			It was clearly her voice and word choice, in any case.

			Peter nodded once and said, “Earlier, in our kitchen, when you came in to get some tea, Ashwin was in charge, and you looked really rattled. They said you weren’t OK, and that they couldn’t tell me what it was about without your consent. Then, when I pressed it, you, Sarah, seemed to take control and run for the door. I can see it’s scary. But, maybe we can make it not scary. Can you tell me what was going on?”

			I felt Sarah bite our lower lip, then half snarl before saying through burgeoning tears, “We’re past deadline for our Medicaid renewal.”

			“Ah, shit,” Erik said.

			“Crap,” uttered Brock.

			“Oh,” Peter said. “Hm. Executive dysfunction and dissociation get in the way?”

			Sarah nodded.

			“Yeah, that’s a hell of a thing,” he said softly. “OK. Thanks to your struggles when you first moved in, and basically too many of my patients, I’ve looked this up. I don’t know all the details, but you should be able to just reapply. It’s a pain in the ass, but basically the same as renewing it. Just apply for Medicaid assistance again. And then, we’ll provide the proof they ask for. OK?”

			Sarah pulled our lower lip back and down, showing our lower teeth, but didn’t say anything.

			“It’s gonna cause a blip. A gap. You might have to move an appointment, or have me pay for your meds,” Peter said. “But we can do that. Your estradiol and progesterone aren’t all that expensive.”

			Sarah took a deep breath, eyes and vision shaking with the rest of our body. Shudders stuttering her exhale. It felt like she was drawing the cold of the room into her body, through our skin and into our bones, as she wanted to shrink from all of our friends and hide. But she also bit her bottom lip again and nodded in slow and then jittery fashion.

			“OK,” she said. Then she put our elbows on the table and eyes into the palms of our hands, fingertips trying to entangle themselves in our wispy, high hairline. “I’m so, so sorry,” she managed to whisper, a raspy and ragged sound, doing what she could to avoid actual vocalization, but adding a little at the end for emphasis.

			“No, do not be sorry,” Erik said.

			“Yeah,” Brock said. “The system is designed to do this bullshit to us all. We shouldn’t even have to deal with this crap.”

			I agreed.

			I agreed so completely. As did Goreth. And so did Sarah, but she was focused on our behavior with Peter, and how she’d tried to run away, afraid of him. And she still wasn’t sure if she should trust him, I could feel.

			“Sarah?” Peter asked, reaching out to touch her forearm. “Can I help you with this? Can we make it a plan? I can fill out the forms and make the phone calls if you all need me to. It’s OK.”

			“You already do so much,” Sarah croaked.

			“Yeah, but who cares?” Peter said. “Make me. Please. Like someone said, consider it the rent I pay for being on this planet.”

			“You pay all our rent!” Sarah nearly cried.

			“I like to credit Shirley Chisholm for that line,” Erik said.

			“Thank you, Erik” Peter said. “Shirley Chisholm.” Then he turned back to Sarah. “Yes, I earn most of the money in the house. And it’s easy for me, doing a job I’m proud of. We’re not doing great, either. It’s hard. But, and I think everyone else here will agree with me when I say this, your worthiness to live under our roof has nothing to do with how productive or functional you are. You are my friends. I like living with you. I don’t want you not in my house, unless you decide you need to live somewhere else. Got it?”

			“Good man,” Erik said under his breath.

			Peter wagged a finger at him, but kept his focus on Sarah. Our eyes were still pressed into our palms, but I noticed this because I’d never lost my other senses, never stopped paying attention to them.

			I thought I’d try something, see if I could do it from within our vessel, and said, using the air around us instead of our vocal chords, “I’m still in here, but I do think we need to go home and get some sleep.”

			The longer sentence was so much easier to do while actually in a vessel with a brain.

			Everyone looked suitably impressed.

			“Let’s do that,” Peter said.

			Sarah nodded.

			—

			Both Sarah and I had wanted to argue with Peter and Erik about the concept of paying rent to live. 

			It’s a good sentiment in some ways. Looking it up later, I’ve noted that the full line is “Service is the rent I pay for my life here on Earth.” It’s been spoken by a few other people as well, and I couldn’t get dates on who said it first, but I’m not sure that matters. Shirley Chisholm said it in the context of supporting her activism and in encouraging other human beings to walk in her footsteps, while fighting for civil rights in the United States, where it turns out I found myself living, Sarah and Goreth’s home country. And in that context it was a very important thing to have said.

			But the idea that a being of any sort, human or otherwise, must pay rent for simply existing is repugnant to me, and Sarah had just felt too exhausted to do anything and couldn’t imagine paying any sort of rent. 

			She had wanted to die instead.

			However, we all had been too exhausted to make any sort of a fuss then, and both Goreth and Phage had been encouraging us to go home and go to bed.

			It seemed that Rräoha was staying with the Murmuration.

			So, as we climbed into bed, and Sarah reached for Ajax, the second hand rainbow colored plush wolf that a friend had given her, I was trying to prepare myself for some sort of discussion or meeting in our dreams.

			It would have been nice to have a dream together, and to hash some things out and come to a better understanding of our expectations of each other and ourselves in life. And maybe to help Sarah feel better about what she was doing.

			Or to just have some sort of weird, dreamlike adventure together, exploring our inworld. I would have liked a semi-conscious tour of it, after all.

			But, alas, we just fell asleep, and then woke up quite a bit later.

			Animals

			“OK, Ashwin, you get to pee and shave,” Goreth said, stepping aside internally. “Try it!”

			“What?” I gasped as our butt landed on the toilet seat.

			Our panties were already down around our ankles, and our nightgown was pulled up around our belly.

			“You got this,” Goreth said from my right. “Just relax. I’ll walk you through shaving.”

			Really, what we did, though, was work together, with me more forward than the others and experiencing it like I was doing it myself, but with knowledge of how.

			Still, it felt weird and different from what I was used to.

			I think peeing always will for me.

			The mechanism is largely the same. Liquid of some chemical waste composition coming out of a hole. But the nerves and the way our brains interpret it is so different that I always notice it. And I’m used to squatting on my hands and knees, haunches low, tail laid flat, on a Sunspot toilet, not sitting back and upright. And I don’t think even human bodies are meant to sit on a toilet for evacuation, honestly.

			Since that morning, experiencing how long it takes for our bladder to empty itself sometimes, I’ve done some research on the subject and there are several theories. I’m not the only one on the planet that thinks toilets are designed wrong.

			Shaving was nerve wracking and smelly, at first, but really much easier than I expected.

			When I’d first arrived, I’d interrupted Goreth shaving, but didn’t take over. I barely remembered it. And they hadn’t known it was me. They’d chalked it up to some sort of weird ‘otherkin’ dysphoria related to being a dragon, and had gotten over it quickly and taken over shaving again.

			As far as I know, no one has ever shaved their hair on the Sunspot. What we have is more akin to feathers, if we don’t actually have feathers, so shaving would work differently. Of course, we have technology that can temporarily or permanently remove it when needed, but drawing a blade across the face, or any other part of the body, is inefficient in comparison and just wouldn’t occur to anyone. But, also, with how wildly different our bodies are from each other, in comparison to the uniformity of humans, it’s certainly not a part of fashion or gender expression.

			Not that there’s anything I could identify as gender expression on the Sunspot in the first place, let alone gender.

			Due to recent events where we’d started to make a reconnection with our most distant past, something like gender had started to emerge amongst some people, but I had largely ignored it myself. It seemed superfluous to me.

			While shaving, and Goreth thinking about how they did this for Sarah’s dysphoria, I found myself trying to remember if we’d talked about gender with each other a few days or so ago.

			We had. But I couldn’t remember the specifics anymore, or exactly when it had happened.

			“Welcome to plurality and amnesia,” Goreth said.

			“I’m not a stranger to it,” I replied.

			“Ah, right.”

			As we wiped our face clean of shaving cream, using a cold, damp wash cloth, and felt what was left of our stubble and how smooth our face now was, Sarah brightened up and made the whole body feel lighter.

			“Oh, if you keep doing that every time we shave, I’m happy to take over and keep doing it,” I said.

			She giggled.

			“Gender euphoria,” Goreth said. “Now we gotta take our titty skittles!”

			They reached up to the edge of the mirror and pulled it outward, revealing a cabinet behind it. There was a shelf with plastic bottles on it (I’ve been calling it ‘polymer’ but this time I had the colloquial term handy). Goreth selected one and twisted its cap open, pushing down on it to unlatch a safety mechanism hidden in it.

			They shook out two oblong, light blue pills and put them under our tongue before closing the bottle, and said, “then, one at night after we take our other pills.”

			We left the bathroom and headed for the kitchen, our nightgown covering our panties and providing enough modesty for Sarah and Goreth.

			Goreth opened the fridge and looked forlornly at a vacuum sealed plastic bag containing something called bacon.

			“Is it you that can’t deal with the meat?” Goreth asked, meaning me.

			“I think so,” I said. “I think it will be any of us who visit. We just don’t eat that.”

			“Herbivores?” they asked.

			I got a sense of what that word meant.

			“Not exactly,” I replied. “I wouldn’t call fungus a plant.”

			“Fungivores?”

			“No, no. Omnivores. We just do not eat meat,” I replied.

			“Vegetarians,” they concluded. Also a word I had to rely on them to understand. Technically all English words, but these ones were significant.

			“Out of respect and necessity,” I replied. “Yes. The ecosystem of the habitat cylinder is more stable if we rely on nutritional intake from mushroom, lichen, and algae farms, and nut and fruit orchards from belowdecks. Um. These words don’t strictly match the lifeforms and facilities, I am certain. Analogs.”

			“Right,” Goreth said. “Thing is. I’m really, really missing the bacon.”

			I pulled away from the front, letting them take over more fully, and said, “Go for it. It’s already been harvested.”

			“When you say ‘harvested’ for meat, it makes me want to eat it less,” the dragon rumbled.

			“That is not my intent,” I said.

			We proceeded to make bacon, and the smell of it drove me completely away from the front. I willingly went, hoping that Goreth and Sarah could enjoy their favorite breakfast.

			—

			Sitting on the MAX, forehead leaning against the window, we watched industrial buildings go by as we rode toward downtown.

			I saw a couple of words just large enough to be read clearly, amongst much larger, more stylized lettering none of us could decipher.

			“Penis Girl,” said an overpass.

			Love her, thought Sarah.

			—

			Watch, Phage thought as the MAX train started to enter the downtown area. Pay attention to the people and what they are doing.

			This is life, Goreth thought. In this horrid country, at least. And where we could so easily end up if we’re not lucky.

			In places, here and there, usually under bridges, but nearly anywhere, there were tents. Sometimes the tents had people sitting or crouching outside, doing things, or just watching the world.

			And, to me at least, I saw two general states of clothing. And this was true of the people on the MAX with us as with the people outside on the streets.

			Some people had relatively thin layers of clothing, bundled up for cold weather, but light enough for mobility. And while most of that clothing was black, there were shocks of bright color here and there. The fabrics were nice, and everything was in good repair.

			And then other people, particularly those near the tents, had layers and layers of mismatched clothes in poor repair, and the colors were muted and dirty and much less likely to be black. These people were also more likely to have backpacks instead of purses.

			Sarah and Goreth had both a backpack and a purse. Which they clearly felt made them look a little more like the people near the tents. But wasn’t entirely out of place amongst the others. Especially the younger people.

			Social stratification, Phage thought.

			We were passing thoughts back and forth instead of saying them out loud, because we were around other people, in close quarters, and didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves.

			Worse than on Feruukepikape, it observed. ‘The Best World,’ the Sunspot’s predecessor ship, the one our Founding Crew had fought to escape.

			The idea of overthrowing the government of a whole world like the Sunspot just long enough to find sufficient mass to create a new starship of the same size, and then populate it, in order to get away from the old culture and start a whole new life, was impossible for me to imagine. I had no idea what it would take to do that. Or just what would motivate a people to do it.

			But it is what my Tutor had told me was our history, or origins.

			Not that that ancient revolution had been perfect. There were a group of people we called Kepikapeferuuni who had hidden amongst the populace of the Sunspot, and organized in secret to try to bring about the same type of order and government that had existed on our predecessor ship. Their efforts remained pernicious.

			But if things were worse here…

			Not worse, Phage thought. Different. But not our place to try to fix it, either.

			But now we have to live with it, I replied.

			Yes.

			What about us? Sarah asked.

			We will help you as best we can, Phage replied. Help you do what you want with your life, in thanks for letting us visit. And, when your vessel dies, we’ll all decide where to go and what to do with the Tunnel then.

			I often wish we could bring all of your people over and figure out how to storm the capital, Goreth said. Our country causes so much pain and death.

			There is time and energy enough for everything, Phage said, and fell silent for the day.

			—

			Instead of Pioneer Square we’d gone to the zoo, on the other side of Portland from where we lived.

			The MAX, which vaguely resembled the trams of the Sunspot, let out in what I would call a belowdecks station, one below the ground level of the area. And the walls of that station were adorned with illustrations and signs relating to the zoo. And the walls were delightfully not at ninety degrees from each other, but arranged in a more organic pattern, creating hallways that were like paths through the ground of the Earth.

			Goreth took us to a lift located down one of the hallways. The lift was operated with buttons, and had heavy mechanical doors that slid open and shut. We could feel it accelerating and decelerating as it took us up a very short distance to ground level.

			It opened on the edge of a large parking lot, a place for people to put their cars, if they had them. We had to cross a portion of the parking lot and a loop of street to get to the entrance to the zoological park. But, there were marked crossings, so that it was safe for us to do this.

			It was a weekday, and the middle of Winter, which Goreth assured me meant there would be fewer people than there could be. But it was not empty of visitors, either. We definitely could people watch if we wanted to.

			A small group of people, including us, converged on the gates around the same time. There were two sets of gates, actually. The first set were simply open, and one could visit a restaurant or the gift shop after entering them. The second set were on the other side of a ‘square’ of concrete, and there was a person behind a booth there checking tickets.

			We apparently had a pass, which Goreth would show to that person, that had been gifted to us by our parents as an annual birthday gift. Birthday gifts are also something new to me, and I hadn’t encountered the concept until Goreth pulled out the card and thought about it.

			We do celebrate birthdays, or hatching days. Just differently.

			Sarah and Goreth generally didn’t use this card often enough to justify the expense, but they still got a new one from their parents, who lived in Washington, every year.

			So, yeah, Goreth was thinking as we walked, using our cane, into the park and started looking around. We read this blog post a few months ago about zoos. As awful as they might seem on the surface, a lot of animal species rely on them for survival at this point. And zoos are getting better every year at accommodating their animals and helping to restore them to their original habitats when possible. So, whatever you might think of this, it’s a relatively cool thing that’s going on right now.

			We thought you might like to see some of Earth’s different kinds of animal life, Sarah thought.

			Yeah, Goreth added. When you see something for the first time, we see it through your eyes, and it’s kind of like we’re kids again. It’s really cool! So, take the front, Ashwin! Explore!

			What about our feet? I asked. This place looks big.

			“Yeah, let’s go rent a scooter,” Goreth said out loud. “Can’t really afford it, but can’t afford not to use it. Besides, we might get a little boost from donations when we write about this.”

			No mochas for the rest of the month unless we do, Sarah thought clearly.

			“Yeah.”

			We walked over to the gift shop, our feet not really hurting us a lot yet, but exhaustion seeping into our bones a bit already.

			It was part of the building that housed the entrance and its turnstiles, and it had an area that would have held a line of three wheeled scooters just outside the door. There was one scooter there.

			“I guess that’s going to be ours,” Goreth said.

			But as we approached the door to go talk to a clerk inside, an older person with a cane was assisted by someone younger to come out of the gift shop and go over to the scooter to sit on it.

			“Shit,” Goreth stopped walking.

			Sit and wait for another scooter to be returned? Sarah thought.

			Goreth looked around and spotted a bench, then started taking us over to it, adjusting our backpack, which had our lunch and some drawing supplies in it.

			We grumbled and fussed and sighed and thought back and forth about just how far we could maybe make it into the park on our feet.

			But before we actually sat down, I presented them both with an idea.

			No words yet, just the whole concept of what I wanted to do, visualized, intentions and all.

			It brought Goreth up short.

			“You can do that?” they asked.

			“I don’t know,” I responded out loud in return, thinking that most people were far enough away that they wouldn’t hear our low voices. “But I want to try.”

			“OK, let’s sit down anyway while you explain it,” Goreth said.

			So we did that.

			We looked around to check to see if anyone was looking at us. They weren’t. Everyone had their own business to go about, and most people were moving away from us to go into the park. Those returning from the inner parts of the park were headed for the exit.

			“The easiest thing to manipulate with Phage’s gift is always your own vessel,” I said. “This isn’t my vessel. We share it. But right now there are only the four of us. And alterations to it won’t typically affect other people in the world. Not directly. We shouldn’t have to get consent from anyone else.”

			“Huh,” Sarah vocalized.

			“This world is weird, and it is harder to do things here,” I said. “Probably because of how much conflict there is between everyone living here. I don’t really know. And altering a vessel is a long term project regardless. But, I should be able to arrest the processes that lead to our feet hurting and exhaustion taking hold. Slow them down, if not keep them from happening altogether.”

			The others remained quiet for some time after that, wondering if I was telling the truth and trying to understand how they could possibly be given such relief, or whether or not it could even be real.

			“Why hasn’t Phage done that for us sooner?” Sarah finally asked.

			I shot an angry and confused thought in what I hoped was Phage’s direction and said, “I do not know.”

			“I remember it saying, after you came aboard, that we’d need to bring a lot more of you over to really help us,” she said. “Is that true, or what’s it planning?”

			“It might still be true,” I said. “I think it wants to help you in more ways than this, for one thing. And also, what I’m going to do is going to be temporary and it will require a certain amount of constant concentration.”

			“Will it keep you from fronting or enjoying the park?” Goreth asked.

			“I don’t think so,” I said. “It’s just not sustainable. I also don’t know or understand your biology, so there may be some risk. But I should be able to see what’s happening and adjust for any problems.”

			“This is like a superpower,” Sarah whispered.

			“Yes,” I replied, understanding that she meant magical abilities that heroes of certain stories were gifted with. “Yes, it very much is. It felt like one to me when I first received it. More so than the nanite neural terminals, even.”

			“Can you tell us about that?” Goreth asked.

			“Yes. But, do you want to see my reactions to all your different animals, or sit here and listen to me tell you my world’s history?” I asked.

			“Dammit. I don’t think I can answer that,” Goreth said.

			“I want to feel the superpower,” Sarah countered.

			“Phage really should answer you about why it didn’t do this before,” I said. “But, while it is more powerful than I will ever be, it is also weirder and more restricted in some ways. We’ve all come to expect these sorts of things. Also, maybe it wanted to teach me something by having me here to do it.”

			“Typical deity shit,” Goreth said.

			“It is not a deity,” I said.

			“I’m not sure how it isn’t,” they countered. “The way it describes itself.”

			“OK, quiet, I want to concentrate,” I said. “I’ll take the front when I’m ready to get up.”

			“Got it.”

			“Shsh.”

			So I turned my attention to what our body was doing, and how it worked.

			Shortly before it died, when our vessel was succumbing to age, we Pembers had taken turns doing something like this. I was intimately familiar with our old vessel’s biology by the time it had expired. Even though there were thousands of us in our system, we’d lived a long enough time that most of us had had the opportunity to learn about our vessel in this way. I had volunteered more frequently, though, because I really didn’t know what else to do with myself.

			I’d never found my Art. I’d never discovered, in all my exploration of the Sunspot and its nooks, crannies, communities, and Network spaces, that one thing that would bring me a sense of purpose to my life. The common euphoria of Doing Ones Art has never come to me. So I’d thought I could at least get some sense of purpose by making life easier for my fellow system members.

			And our internal government, the Council of Eleven, which hardly needed to exist near the end, had acknowledged my efforts. A couple of the members, including Myirra, had spoken to me personally about it. But I also got the impression that they weren’t really speaking for the entire system, but saying that they’d individually felt grateful for my work.

			Anyway, I had learned enough about our own biology by that time to be a specialist of biological medicine here on Earth. If only everyone here had the same physiology that we’d been born with.

			But our very cells work differently than yours.

			You have something called mitochondria that were deeply mysterious to me until I’d watched them work for long enough. Of course, I didn’t get the name of them until much, much later, when I looked them up on your internet.

			On the most superficial level, Sarah and Goreth had two things going on in their body causing the most immediate pain and exhaustion. Their nerves were deteriorating, and their mitochondria weren’t working right.

			However, to figure this out clearly enough to do anything, I had to compare them to someone walking by.

			But, also, those were the things that were causing the full body pain and exhaustion. 

			Their feet were a somewhat different matter. They were affected by these things, but also there was just a lot of damage done there over the years. 

			The bones of their right foot were a slightly different shape and set of sizes than their left. I vaguely remembered one of them thinking about that once, and blaming their right foot. And I couldn’t change that difference at all. Their bones weren’t growing anymore, and there was nothing I could do that I knew of.

			Also, the connective tissue throughout their body was deteriorating, much like their nerves, and that had been accelerated in their feet due to the immense amount of weight and work they endured over their lifetime.

			And there was a lot of inflammation there, sort of an immune reaction to the pain and injuries happening.

			So, for the duration of our visit to the zoo, I found that I could arrest the processes that increased inflammation as we used our feet, and dull the pain signals the nerves were sending. I could also slow down the deterioration of everything, and bolster the operation of the mitochondria.

			I went about setting those processes up and practiced maintaining them. Then looked up with our vessel’s head and glanced around the front area of the park and watched people walking around, while I felt for the new balance of my attentions.

			“You’re going to have to do the walking, and most of the talking,” I told Sarah and Goreth. “But I think I can keep my reactions to what we see to the forefront, so you feel them.”

			“It’s like taking ibuprofen,” Sarah said, as we stood up. “No. Percocet. Holy crud.”

			“We say ‘Hailing Scales’,” I offered.

			“Sure. Hailing Scales!”

			It’s from an ancient myth that has no relevance to a generational starship. We don’t even know if it came from our original planet, if we had one, or someone’s imagination, it is that old and our records that sparse. For the most part, prehistory on the Sunspot starts with our predecessor ship. We have begun to find and contact other Exodus Ships through the tunnel, but piecing together their histories is work that has hardly begun.

			Doing what I’m doing probably prolonged the life of our original vessel, but we couldn’t keep it from dying, I thought. And I understood our biology better than yours.

			“Unfair, but OK,” Sarah said. “Let’s go look at animals!”

			Frankly, the trees were amazing enough for me.

			Earth trees are shorter and smaller and much, much younger than Sunspot trees. And shaped a bit differently. The leaves and needles are different. But not by too much. A tree is a tree, regardless of the branch of biology that develops into that shape. On the Sunspot, some of our trees are fungal fruiting bodies, but they’re still trees.

			But, as I noted before, your trees are green!

			What a weird color!

			However, I have to admit, my reactions to the animals in the zoo were very similar to my reactions to the trees. Full of emotions.Also, the architecture of the whole place was so similar to how we build things on the Sunspot, I had strange feelings of being at home while visiting each animal.

			Instead of describing each one, I will say this.

			I have never seen a person interacting directly with fauna before, besides trying to scare one away. But we’d made it to the zoo around meal time for the animals, and I got to witness a lot of it. And also, it was clear that these animals were aware of the people walking around the park and stopping to visit with them.

			When we got to the gorilla exhibit, there was a sign there telling us not to look them directly in the eye, for instance. 

			But I didn’t need signs to tell me that they could perceive us. 

			Every animal reacted in small ways, if they were out and not distracted by something else, whenever we approached an enclosure. Even if they seemed to be resting and otherwise ignoring their surroundings, an ear twitch and a shift in posture told me everything, because I could see the chain of cause and effect between us and them in a way that few other people on Earth likely could.

			But, the more obvious interactions between the zoo staff and the animals during feeding time were so gratifying to see, and reminded me of when the cuttlecrabs had decided to start approaching us and talking to us (and we consider the cuttlecrabs to be people now).

			And, at the very least, I think that humanity should start listening to elephants more closely. You are so close to understanding each other and telling each other stories.

			Crows too, probably. Maybe a few others.

			We might be able to help with that.

			Patreon Update: Reaction Video

			Goreth here!

			We took Ashwin to the Oregon Zoo yesterday. Phage went dormant before we got there, probably to let our visitor have as much of the front with us as possible.

			It was fun!

			But instead of describing what it was like, and giving you a nice long post of writing, like I usually do, we took a reaction video.

			It’s all three of us, sure. But we let Ashwin make faces and say things whenever we saw a new animal, or anything else they hadn’t experienced yet. And although I find it kind of embarrassing, it’s also hilarious and really, pretty cool.

			Please see the attached video, it’s worth it.

			In other, only slightly related news (we also brought our sketchbook with us), Sarah’s artwork has been improving in leaps and bounds ever since Ashwin joined our team, and we’re talking about submitting it for a show at Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut, where we regularly hang out.

			We’re going to need some extra support for art supplies while we build up the body of work for the show, but also attached is a huge piece she’s been working on for a while to give you an idea what we’re thinking. We’ll keep you updated.

			Thank you so much for your support,

			− Goreth, the Dragon

			Old Friends

			“Hey, Sarah,” Abigail said, walking briefly through the dining room to get to the living room, where she’d left her hairbrush.

			“Morning,” Goreth said.

			Peter, who was sitting at the table with us, smirked in our direction.

			Abigail stood in the middle of the living room and brushed her hair, then smiled and absently wandered to the bathroom.

			“You know, I’m pretty sure half of her has had a crush on Sarah for quite some time,” Peter said quietly, bringing his coffee to his mouth to take a sip, hiding part of his expression. His eyes told Goreth that he was saying everything in good humor, though.

			“Yeah, I think I picked up on that, too,” Goreth said. “Totally OK with it if you are.”

			“Absolutely,” Peter put his cup down and started in on his omelet.

			Goreth was about to finish their peanut butter toast, but paused to say, “We’ve been talking about safety protocols and such. You know, in case we have another emergency or crisis.”

			“Yeah?” Peter looked up.

			“You did really well that night. We’re so grateful,” they said.

			“I’m glad,” Peter replied.

			“And, we think, we’ve just got to reiterate what we’ve worked out before, for the most part,” Goreth said. “Like, maybe don’t bring up calling anybody, if you can avoid it. That seems to trigger Sarah when she’s not fully conscious, you know?”

			Peter grimaced and said, “I get that.”

			“But the place you’ve got picked out, just in case we really need that, is still as OK as it gets.”

			“OK.”

			“Don’t ever take us there,” Goreth stated clearly.

			“I’m not sure –”

			“Do not,” Goreth speared Peter with a stern glare.

			“Hmm,” Peter growled.

			“We’ve got a couple of frighteningly powerful aliens as part of our psyche now, Peter,” Goreth reminded him. “Neither of us want to see what happens if they try to help us while we’re in confinement in a psych ward. And I don’t think humanity does, either.”

			“Ah.”

			“On the other hand,” Goreth said. “I think they can help us when we get in a bind. Like they help you help us. Like how that all worked out in the end.”

			“That was really fucking scary and weird, though,” Peter said.

			“So I’m told.”

			“I don’t know about this,” Peter intoned. “I am required by law –”

			“Look, I know, but there’s something that both Phage and Ashwin have shown us that they can do, if you’re worried about us having some sort of mental crisis, that both Sarah and I have agreed to,” Goreth said. “I think it will really help. It’s better than taking medicine.”

			Peter ate some of his omelet and watched us while he chewed for a bit, and then said, “I’m listening.”

			“They can both, to varying degrees, regulate the neurotransmitters in our body. And a couple other things,” Goreth said. “Ashwin is good at reducing pain and exhaustion for a couple hours. And Phage can dampen our emotions, especially panic and maybe even stop an autistic meltdown.”

			Peter sat up straighter and raised an eyebrow, “Shit. They can really do that?”

			“Yep.”

			“And you’re OK with that,” Peter asked.

			“More than OK,” Goreth said. “It doesn’t alter who we are or the way we think. But it sure as hell takes the edge off our disabilities.”

			“Damn,” Peter said, looking around at the room like he hadn’t seen it before. Turning back to us, he then asked, “Do you think they can help you with your sensory issues, too? You know, so you can eat your vegetables more often?”

			Goreth leaned back in our chair and laughed, “Maybe. Maybe.”

			“Because, you know,” Peter said. “That could maybe help with a lot of other things.”

			“Yeah, that’s sort of the plan already,” Goreth said. “Like, Ashwin is doing what they can to let us keep eating bacon and other meat, but it really, really grosses nem out. And we feel that, you know.”

			“Oh, weird.”

			“Yeah. So, anyway, if we eat meat less, we really need to eat a wider variety of food. And maybe now we can,” Goreth explained. “We’re trying it out. Seeing if it helps. Really mixed results so far. We’re still autistic. Gotta go slow, you know.”

			“Right, right.”

			“You’re still not on our Patreon,” Goreth said.

			“Well, you know, I help you out here and I don’t want to pry into your social media, right?” Peter responded.

			“Sure,” Goreth said. “Just, I forget you don’t see some of the things we share because of that. We did a reaction video of Ashwin exploring the zoo the other day. And you should probably see it. Want me to send it to you?”

			Peter picked up his coffee and looked at it, “You know what? Sure.”

			“It’s goofy.”

			“Sure.”

			“We walked all over the zoo that day. No scooter. Hardly used the cane,” Goreth said.

			“Really?” Peter perked up.

			“Yeah. You’ll see it in our face in the video. It’s amazing,” Goreth admitted. “It might take us a while, but we’re hoping we can start working again.”

			Peter let out a sigh of genuine relief and flashed a closed mouth smile at us, and nodded a little, “That’s really, really cool. Maybe take your time on that, though. Make sure you’ve got yourselves all coordinated and on the same page, right?”

			“That’s the plan,” Goreth said.

			Peter patted us on the shoulder a couple times and said, “I’m looking forward to seeing what you all do next.”

			“Well,” Goreth said. “Right now? It’s off to our weekly meeting with the gang! Aunti Zero’s needs their weirdos.”

			“Oh, yeah. You’ve got everything with you for that, too,” Peter said. And then half pointed in the direction of our bedroom, “But your cane?”

			Goreth grinned, getting up, gathering our purse and coat, and walking toward the door, to turn and shake our head once, “Don’t need it today.”

			Peter opened his mouth and blinked.

			“If I need a ride home, I’ll call,” Goreth said. “It’ll be weird and notable, because we usually text, so you’ll definitely notice.”

			Peter chuckled.

			We also didn’t take our backpack. We wanted to go light, just in case we got tired after all.

			—

			We’d waited outside for our friends to show up, so we could go inside to the counter with them and show off our unhindered walking.

			The Murmuration was the first to get there, which was unusual. And, by the time they got there we’d decided we could just tell Erik and maybe do a little dance once he came to our table.

			“Watch this,” we said to the Murmuration as they approached from the bus stop, leaning on their cane. We stood up, held our hands up in the air, and did a little spin, then jumped to the door and opened it for them. “Notice anything?”

			“Where’s your cane?” Rräoha asked.

			We blinked, “You’re fronting! You know about our cane?”

			“Yes. They tell me everything,” the Monster replied. We could see gem was not alone in the front.

			“Been wanting to ask you,” I took over clearly and said, as I gestured for them to enter. “You’re a Monster, right? How did you get through the Tunnel?”

			Rräoha sneered like a Ktletaccete as best as gem could with the human body, and said, “Phage’s gift.” Gem nodded as gem took the Murmuration through the door of the cafe. “I would have accepted the nanite terminal to do it. I wanted to follow you. But Phage told me I wouldn’t need it, and I did not.”

			“I’m glad you are here,” I said.

			“I am not so sure, myself,” gem replied.

			“Understandable.”

			As we approached the counter, Rräoha asked, “So. Again. What about your cane?”

			“Yes, what happened to your cane?” Kate asked from behind the counter.

			Goreth shrugged and said, “Don’t need it! Not today, at least.”

			“Ah, but it’s so beautiful!” Kate said.

			“Maybe we can have it,” Rräoha said. “If you do not need it.”

			“It’s too tall for you,” Goreth said.

			“We will cut it down.”

			“No,” Goreth and Kate said simultaneously.

			“Very well,” Rräoha smirked.

			“Well, what can I get you tw –” Kate looked back and forth between us and then asked, “How many of you are there today, anyway?”

			I looked at the Murmuration and then at ourselves, then back at the door where Erik was not walking through it, and said, “One hundred fifty-two.”

			“Jesus!” Kate exclaimed.

			I turned back with a brighter smirk than Rräoha had had, and said, “There will be more someday.”

			Kate looked suitably impressed, but said, “It seems like there’s always more.”

			“Happens,” Rräoha replied.

			“Well, what can I get you hundred and fifty-two?” Kate asked.

			“One of those big round things for me,” Rräoha pointed at the display case. “And some heated formula with tea and sugar.”

			“So, cinnamon roll and a cambric?” Kate confirmed.

			“Yes.”

			I leaned over to the Murmuration and said under our breath, “They tell you everything?”

			“I don’t always listen,” Rräoha replied.

			I think we should just let you two talk for a while, Sarah thought. You’re both funny.

			“And you?” Kate asked us.

			“I’d like my favorite,” I said. “And a salt bagel with cream cheese on it.”

			“Ooh, branching out?” she asked.

			I shook our head, “We had one when you weren’t here the other day, and I am hooked on the salt now.”

			She chuckled, “OK. So, together or separate?”

			“We are paying,” Rräoha stepped forward.

			“Really?” I asked on behalf of Sarah and Goreth.

			“We work. You do not. Money is terrible,” drawled the Monster, pulling out the Murmuration’s card purse.

			“Think that might be changing soon,” Goreth managed to say around me.

			Sticking the card into the reader, Rräoha turned to us and asked, “What change? The work or that money is terrible?”

			“Us working,” Goreth said. I nodded.

			“Interesting,” Rräoha said. “Not what I would choose. Money should be less terrible.”

			“You all can sit down if you like,” Kate said. “I’ll bring these out to you.”

			“You are kind,” Rräoha told her.

			“Not at all!” Replied Kate, cheerfully. “I’m actually a terrible person!” She grinned, and shooed us away with her hand.

			“I think you are very good at being a person,” Rräoha said.

			Kate waved a finger at gem and said, “Ah! Ah! We don’t put up with that kind of language in this establishment.”

			Rräoha looked confused, and I said, “Come on, let’s go sit down. You’ve stumbled upon her Art, and you will not win.”

			“OK.”

			Kate tittered and then went about making our drinks.

			We went to our customary table, which was right in front of the door. The cafe was not terribly busy today for some reason, so we could have sat in a number of other places, but Erik, the Murmuration, and Sarah and Goreth had always liked being right in the center of things, because they could do that here. And I didn’t see any reason to change that.

			“Tell us about this work you intend to do,” Rräoha said, as we sat down.

			“We don’t know what it’ll be yet,” I said, shrugging like a human. “Our body still has a lot of healing to do. But, also, we don’t know what will be available, or who will hire us. In the meantime, Sarah and Goreth are going to focus on their art and writing. Maybe try to write a book. Sarah’s working on an art show for here, too.”

			“Ah.”

			“But, the two of them also do miss having coworkers, so it’s a long term goal to at least get a part time job somewhere,” I said. “Who knows. Maybe here?”

			“I would not even choose to work here. It is a nice place, but you speak of work,” Rräoha said.

			“Fair. True. But Kate would be a fun coworker.”

			“Agreed.” Gem looked around, “Where is the other one?”

			“Erik?” I asked, just as both our phones buzzed.

			We both looked at our phones at the same time.

			It was Erik texting us to say, “Shit! Shit! Shit! I spaced! I’m with Beau for the day! Sorry!”

			“You say his name and he messages us,” Rräoha observed.

			“Coincidence,” I said.

			“I have been seeing too many coincidences on this world,” Rräoha said.

			I nodded, but said, “I can’t figure out if that’s because of what we are, here with Phage, or if it’s because of parallel evolution, or just these brains messing with our memories, honestly.”

			“After our encounter with the Dancer, I would have expected other Outsiders to be too bizarre to describe,” Rräoha said.

			“It could just be that physics leads to very similar solutions to things sometimes,” I said.

			“I do not buy it. Those are not the only coincidences I am noticing.”

			“Probably Phage related then.” I decided to change the subject, “So, did you know that Erik’s boyfriend is named Beau?”

			The Murmuration shook their head. “No,” said Rräoha.

			“You know what he says when his social circles are ever in danger of touching,” Sarah interjected.

			Louis, of the Murmuration, pushed forward to drone, “Don’t cross the streams.”

			Sarah gave them finger guns.

			“Ah,” I said. “Probably because of code switching.”

			The Murmuration nodded.

			“We are lucky to learn his boyfriend’s name,” I said.

			“We’d learn it soon enough,” Sarah responded immediately. “He’s not that evasive. And, besides, Beau is plural, too. Right? He’s probably someone Erik can bring around to everyone.”

			That made sense. That made a lot of sense.

			I spent a moment observing Rräoha as gem fronted in the Murmuration. 

			Despite the fact that we didn’t know each other, and we were both in human bodies with human psyches, throwing around English idioms like we understood them, relying on headmates and residual memories to do this in any intelligible way, it was very comforting to be spending time with another Ktelteccete who was not currently a headmate.

			We definitely had our differences, but not necessarily political ones. We had had such disparate life experiences before coming to this planet. And despite my enthusiasm for Sarah and Goreth healing and daydreaming about work again, Rräoha and I did seem to share sentiments about the state of the local culture and what it demands of its people.

			Not that either of us were in any sort of place to demand better. Ethically, we could only assist our hosts in what they wanted to do.

			And, at the moment, both Sarah and Goreth were feeling wistful about Erik’s boyfriend, wishing they had someone they could call a partner, too. So I found myself looking at Rräoha, wondering if we would end up being friends.

			Not partners, just friends. My thoughts aren’t completely dictated by my headmates, even if I’m definitely influenced by them.

			Sarah and Goreth had been friends with the Murmuration since they’d moved here to Portland. They’d followed Erik here from Washington, and had known him since the end of high school. The Murmuration had been one of those systems that had overheard them talking about plural stuff right here in Aunti Zero’s, and they’d become fast friends since.

			The Murmuration was one of Aunti Zero’s oldest, most loyal regulars. Or, a hundred and forty eight of them, now.

			But that old friendship didn’t necessarily mean I’d get along with Rräoha. Or that gem would get along with me. Our manners were very different, and while I understood gem on a fundamental level better than I’d ever understand a human, I still felt like I was reading gem wrong a lot of the time. Rräoha sounded like someone who was more skeptical than Peter and grumpier than Sarah, and I couldn’t tell if that was just gems default demeanor or gems reaction to me.

			I was about to ask gem more about gems old life, or gems other impressions of Earth, to get a better idea of what kind of person gem was, when Goreth spoke up.

			“I wonder if either of us will ever find someone like Beau,” the dragon said.

			Brock took over the Murmuration, leaned back in their chair, made a face of concentration and said, “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be, Hank.”

			Goreth tilted our head down and looked at them sideways, “For someone who hasn’t had any T yet, you do a damn good Patric Warburton.”

			Brock continued the voice, “You don’t want my life. What do I have to show for it? Metal plate in my chest, Vatican karate gorilla blood on my hands, and a foot locker full of manbro vials.”

			Goreth dropped our forehead onto the table and broke out in giggles and snickers.

			“Here are your drinks, children,” Kate said in a perfectly cheerful voice, arriving with a couple of mugs, placing them on the table beside our head, and pushing one toward the Murmuration. “I’ll be back with your pastries. Don’t headbutt the table too hard, please.”

			“I think we’re both older than she is,” Goreth said, face still on the table, but turned to look at our friends.

			Brock dropped the act and nodded, smirking softly, “Some of us are younger than her, so we don’t mind being called ‘children’. But then…”

			“We’ve got a couple of ancient aliens in our heads,” Goreth finished for them.

			“Yeah.”

			Goreth sat up, “Eh. Barista’s prerogative. All her customers are children.”

			“Damn straight you are,” Kate said, returning with our bagel and cinnamon roll. “And I love you, and I want you to do your homework!” Then she ruffled our hair and returned to her work behind the counter.

			I sent Rräoha a look implying, I told you so.

			Brock snorted.

			“But seriously,” Goreth said, sitting up and sniffing my drink, a tall cup of heavily steeped Sky Between the Branches tea, and wrinkled our nose. “We’ve got a good chosen family. Peter and Abigail are rocks. And you and Erik have always been there for us. And we’ve got each other, too. But I still feel so damn lonely a lot of the time. I’ve never had a girlfriend, or boyfriend. Or personfriend. Anyone. We’ve never even dated, not once. Usually you’re supposed to do that in highschool or college, but we never figured it out.”

			Brock shrugged, shaking their head, and looked about to say something when Rräoha pushed forward again to say, “I don’t know what dating is. But, I have found that if you want to have sex with good people, you have to go where the good people who want sex are and start talking to them. Or, if you want to have good conversation with good people, you go to where the good people who have good conversations are, and participate. Everything works itself out from there.”

			Goreth looked at gem for several seconds and then said, “Well, I think we’ve got the conversation thing taken care of here.” Then they smiled and chuckled.

			“Yes,” Rräoha said. “So, is it the sex you are looking for?”

			“Not necessarily?” Goreth responded. I felt an emotional pain well up and soak through our heart and shoulders, as they thought about what they yearned for. “But physical affection, yes. Or just regular physical contact. More hugs, even. Humans need regular physical contact with each other, Rräoha. And if we don’t get enough, it hurts us. A lot. Our bodies need it.”

			“I am sure it varies,” gem replied.

			“Yes. Of course it does,” Goreth said. “Neurodiversity. But I know that, for us, we are not getting enough.”

			Rräoha nodded and started picking apart gems cinnamon roll, “I believe you. Perhaps I am not the best one to give advice. I am sorry I blurted it out.”

			“No, you’re good. It’s not bad advice. Just not… as complete as I think I need it to be, you know?” Goreth explained.

			“Well,” Rräoha said, putting a strip of cinnamon roll into the Murmuration’s mouth and chewing on it and swallowing before speaking further. “I would explain the importance of patience, listening to people, and learning from those around you, but I am starting to feel the impatience that short human lives invoke.”

			Goreth shook our head, “I can’t imagine living, what is it? Five hundred years or so?”

			“For Monsters, in your years, it is that little, yes. Less, even. The average Ktletaccete body lasts around two hundred and fifty of our years. With nanite therapies, that can be extended a few more decades sometimes. With Phage’s gift, some time longer if the person wants.” Gem shook their head. “But those that become Ancestors, to live beyond the span of their vessel, can expect to exist for many Millennia.”

			“I - shit. Ashwin is nodding,” Goreth said. “I wonder if humanity will ever achieve that.”

			“I could not even begin to pretend to say,” Rräoha said. “Phage would be a better predictor.”

			“Too many variables,” Phage spoke up.

			Rräoha frowned, “Even for you?”

			“I am the variables,” Phage said. “But I have never been an oracle.”

			Rräoha snorted and said, “You’ve always liked to say contradictory things. I think it is how you keep people from calling you on your shit.”

			“The truth works,” Phage said.

			Rräoha laughed, glee in the Murmuration’s eyes, and pointed at our chest, looking us in the eyes, “You hear Mau speak? That’s the Chief of Monsters. It is why I took the vow and rejected my nanites. I love it!”

			Goreth tilted our head sideways and shook it, not sure what to make of that. I couldn’t help them. One of my best friends had been a Monster, and my system had had intimate relations with Phage itself, but the drive to become a Monster and shorten one’s life so dramatically while cutting oneself off from the Network completely was never anything I came to understand.

			I grew up connected with a system of tens of thousands of other people. When I finally experienced privacy and my own autonomy, it was through the Network. I couldn’t have done it any other way.

			I wondered how many Monsters have been plural. And if so, what were the sizes of their systems? It was such a profound decision, a life altering choice, you’d need unanimous consent to take it ethically. We Pembers would never have achieved it.

			Goreth took a deep breath and let it out, taking a drink of my tea, and said, “Ashwin is giving me a lot of context and perspective now, but I don’t know how to process it.”

			“That’s OK,” Rräoha said. “That’s the fun of living.”

			“I suppose it is.”

			And our conversation continued like that for a few hours. With Rräoha or I saying things that really could only make sense in the contexts of our lives before coming to Earth, and everyone else trying to catch up. But, at the same time, Goreth and Sarah both began to feel happy that they were spending so much ‘one on one’ time with the Murmuration, and felt like they were still connecting at a deeper level than they usually had before, despite the aliens dominating the table.

			With the smiles and gleaming eyes of the Murmuration, I think maybe many of them felt the same way.

			At one point, a lull in the conversation, Brock flicked a finger up and then rested their mouth against their closed fist, elbow on table, and said, “I’ve been thinking about something.”

			“Yeah?” Goreth asked.

			“The Tunnel Apparatus,” they said. “And Phage.”

			Goreth nodded, “Go on.”

			“After everything we’ve seen, with Rräoha in our system and all, too,” Brock said. “I don’t know how Erik will feel about this. But if we can destroy the technology without digging it up. Or we just can’t dig it up. I think I’ll be OK with that.”

			“Yeah, same,” Goreth said.

			But then, shortly after noon, it was way past the Murmuration’s bedtime and they decided they needed to go home.

			We bid them a good week, and then stayed a bit longer, finishing our cold bagel and a refill of tea.

			Kate then came over to our table and plopped down where the Murmuration had been sitting, and said, “I’m on break. How’ve you been?”

			Goreth looked at her, lightly furrowing our brows and bobbing our head, “Getting better, actually.”

			“That’s good!”

			“Yeah. It’s,” Goreth poked at the last piece of bagel and then shoved it into our mouth, chewing. “It’s actually really amazing, honestly. I didn’t think our health would actually turn around like it has.”

			“What was it that helped?” Kate asked. “Maybe my aunt could use the good news.”

			“Well,” Goreth said, considering what to say next. “It might be that everything we’ve been dealing with has been somatic. Sorry. It’s kinda been mind over matter, and I know that doesn’t always work.”

			“Ah, yeah. That’s still really cool, though!”

			“OK, but.” Goreth remembered some of the conversations we’d had with her over the past month. “We are out to you about the real nature of Phage and Ashwin, right?”

			“Psht! Yeah. They’re both my friends, Goreth.”

			I nodded our head, though I couldn’t fully remember how much I’d talked to Kate before.

			“OK, so,” Goreth leaned forward, “It might also be the result of alien psychic powers, actually.”

			“No shit.”

			“I don’t know how to believe it, myself,” Goreth said. “And I’ve seen them in action. I’ve felt it.”

			“OK, like what?” Kate said, leaning back on her elbow on the table, settling in to listen.

			Goreth pulled back a little bit and looked inwardly, asking under their breath, “Do we want to do a little demonstration here, or what?”

			No, Phage thought very clearly.

			“Ah, well,” Goreth said more loudly. “Worth a try. Anyway, they can do things like change how our body works. Or, and this is the freakiest thing, Ashwin can talk just by making the air vibrate. We have recordings and several witnesses, too.”

			“Oh, that’s like Ghosthunters!”

			“Well, kinda.”

			“Did you put that up on your Patreon? Sorry I’m not a patron.”

			“No, that’s fine,” Goreth assured her. “I have. Some of it.”

			“Oh, so cool! I’d love to see one of the recordings.”

			“Sure. I’ll send you one of them.”

			“Thank you!” Kate said. “Well, I’ve gotta get back to work. I like talking to you all, Goreth. I’m glad you keep coming here.”

			“Thank you,” Goreth said. “I don’t think there’s any danger of us going anywhere else. This place is home.”

			Kate smiled and patted the table, before getting up and going back to the counter.

			Soon, we found ourselves walking out the door to head home.

			—

			Two blocks from Aunti Zero’s, about to cross one of the bigger streets but still looking down at the ground lost in thought, we heard someone shout from the road, “Hey, Sarah! Hey! How’s it going?”

			The voice was vaguely familiar, but I didn’t get any memories from Sarah or Goreth to place who it was.

			Sarah looked up and squinted at the man in the Honda CRV who’d stopped to roll down his window. He looked like someone we could know, if he’d been dressed less like Peter and maybe had not been driving a car.

			When he saw her fail to recognize him, he laughed and said, “It’s OK. It’s been so long! It’s me! Michael!”

			Which Michael? Goreth thought.

			But Sarah flooded us with memories of walking home with him after school nearly every day and playing Battletech with him.

			She still didn’t really recognize him, though. The clothing, the car, the receding hairline, and the glasses were all wrong, and those were the kinds of things she and Goreth relied on, along with voice, for recognizing people. Faces were always unreliable. They changed so much over time, and could look too different to recognize in just a few months. And, maybe there was some other impairment to their ability to remember people. Not uncommon for autistics, really.

			Also, he seemed to have lost a lot of weight, and that threw things off, too.

			But after he’d said his name, his voice clinched it, and everything came back.

			“Michael!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing in Portland?”

			He shrugged, “I live here now.”

			“Neat!”

			“Yeah,” he looked up and down the road. “Listen, are you going somewhere? I could give you a ride.”

			“Just home,” Sarah said. “It’s a few blocks away.”

			“Have you had lunch? On me. We could catch up.”

			Sarah considered it. Michael had been one of her and Goreth’s best friends in high school. Or, at least, they’d spent a lot of time gaming together, before she and Goreth had come out as trans. But they’d moved away before they could come out to him face to face, and they’d lost touch for a few years.

			Recently, Michael had found them on Facebook and seemed really cool there. He had a wife and a couple kids, and was still making models for games. She hadn’t noticed he’d moved to Portland, though, because the damn platform had filtered their posts after a few years of interaction, and they just didn’t see much of each other online, and it was easy to forget the other person existed.

			Except Michael had also subscribed to their Patreon, so he was up to date on some of their life, if he was paying attention to that.

			Oh, yeah, Goreth thought. He’s actually one of our biggest contributors. 

			We’d had a bagel. It wasn’t really lunch, and we were feeling hungry. And, though we could walk home easily, our feet weren’t actually healed yet, and it would be better to go light on them. 

			It seemed like a good idea to take Michael up on his offer.

			“Sure,” Sarah said, stepping out into the street and circling the small SUV to get to the passenger side. There was a “baby on board” sign in the back window, and a children’s car seat in the middle seats, with toys in it, but Michael was on his own, probably on his lunch break from work or something.

			As she opened the freshly unlocked door, Michael said, “Actually, it’s not on the same level as your name change, but I like to go by Mike these days.” He shrugged, “Just feels more like me. Also, it’s shorter.”

			Sarah laughed, and said, “Sure, Mike. I get that. Just don’t call me Sar.” And then she hopped up into the car and said, “Where should we go for lunch?”

			“I was going to ask you,” he said.

			The car smelled like stale milk, orange juice, cheddar blasted goldfish crackers, and vinyl polish. The interior was trimmed with fake wood paneling, something that reminded me of home. Though this material looked less carefully crafted than what I’m used to.

			“Probably somewhere that doesn’t have just meat,” Sarah said, sighing.

			“Oh, really? OK,” Mike replied. “I guess that rules out Doom Burger.”

			Sarah held up a finger and said, “Hold on.” She turned her attention to me with a questioning emotion aimed right at me.

			I relented and retreated.

			“Let’s go to Doom Burger,” Sarah said.

			Doom Burger

			“Heh, you know what?” Mike said. “I’ve got the rest of the day off. We should get the burgers to go, order enough for the family, and go to our place. I could introduce you to Mindy and the kids, and show you my gaming room! Aiden’s getting into Battletech, too. You should see some of her figurines! A real painter.”

			The sudden proposed extension of their plans gave Sarah pause. It was a little jarring, and it felt like it would eat into their routines, Goreth updating social media, and her evening art time. She immediately wanted to say, ‘no.’

			“Or, we don’t have to do that. It’s just a thought,” Mike said. “It’d be pretty cool to just sit and talk, really.”

			Sarah weighed the options. 

			They were already driving past their neighborhood. Doom Burger was on the other side of the freeway from their home. If need be, they could walk home from Doom Burger, though. Which made that appealing.

			She had a fleeting thought that since she was now presenting as a woman, and a trans woman at that, she should be more careful about who she was with and what she did. And there was something about this that felt a little like a bad scene in a movie. But she knew Mike. And he was already supporting them financially, and generously, too. Well, at least, in comparison to the other subscribers.

			On the other hand, if they went to his house, and he definitely had a family, there’d be another woman there and maybe the kids. Though, was it a school day? Anyway, probably reasonably safe, and she knew Mike. They’d been buddies.

			Also, she had Phage and Ashwin with her. Phage, who was ancient beyond comprehension and had helped her walk in the dark without being scared, and Ashwin who’d started healing her body and could do weird things with electricity, heat, and the air.

			“Where do you live?” she asked.

			“Oh, the Parkrose neighborhood, right next to the Elmer’s restaurant there,” Mike said. “OK view of the river, if you can see through the neighbor’s houses, and excellent proximity to the high school.”

			Sarah hadn’t ever been in that neighborhood, but she remembered seeing that there was a transit center near there. They could probably walk to it in an emergency.

			And, again, meeting and catching up with the whole family who were supporting them. It just felt really good to do. If they could strengthen those ties, that support would be more stable.

			But, more importantly, maybe they’d all feel less lonely.

			To have another house they could go to in a pinch would be cool. But, also, maybe they could start gaming again!

			She started to nod, and eventually said, “Sure. That would be pretty awesome.”

			“Sweet!” Mike said cheerfully. “So, what do you want to eat?”

			“Plain bacon cheeseburger and garlic fries,” Sarah rattled off without thinking. “And a Dr. Pepper.”

			“Damn, girl!” he grinned at her. He was maybe too straight and too white to be saying it quite like that, but Sarah didn’t feel ready to call him out on such a little thing. He’d always been a little unaware. He raised an eyebrow at her, “You really haven’t changed, have you?”

			“Autistic,” she said, staring at the fake wood paneling, tracing the grain with her eyes.

			“Oh, I get that,” Mike said. “Aiden’s the same way. Totally cool. But, you had me thinking you weren’t going to go for the meat somehow. Like maybe you’d gone vegan.”

			“Well,” Sarah said, remembering that Mike had been following them on Patreon. She looked over cautiously.

			He seemed oblivious to her thoughts, and just so happy to be giving her a ride somewhere and chatting. He didn’t prompt her or anything while she thought about how to answer, either. Just waited and paid attention to the road.

			He was a really careful driver. Which she would never have guessed from their time in high school. But, he’d had kids, so that maybe made sense.

			“So, you know about Ashwin, right?” she asked.

			“Oh, yeah,” he said.

			“Well, they have trouble with meat,” she explained. “They’re not used to it. But if they hide away deep enough, I can still eat it. And it’s still Goreth’s safe food. And I haven’t had a Doom Burger in way too long.”

			“Ah, OK. That makes sense,” Mike nodded.

			They had to park down the street from the little restaurant. The tiny parking lot there was still full from the lunch crowd, but there was parallel parking that was empty a block away. They had to circle to get to it, but it wasn’t that big of a deal.

			And while they were finding the spot, they shared their stories of first encountering Doom Burger.

			For Sarah, it was when Peter brought some home for dinner.

			For Mike, it had been when he was driving through the neighborhood on a Saturday to go shopping when he saw the name of the business and thought, “Really? Really?! That’s too clichéd not to try it!”

			The walk from the car to the joint wasn’t all that bad. And while they sat there, Sarah told Mike just how long it had been since she and Goreth had played Battletech.

			“Oh, man,” Mike exclaimed. 

			Sarah held back a flinch, telling herself it was an exclamation, not a form of address. 

			And he continued like he didn’t even notice, “The game has changed, like, a little bit since then. But it’s still really the same old game. The figurines are so much better though! More surface area to paint, too. They look a bit less like the properties they stole from. Though those were always my favorite, really. But you can tell, they finally hired some real artists.” He nudged her, “Like you!”

			“Ah, well,” she said.

			“No, I’ve seen the pieces Goreth’s been sharing!” Mike said. “You’re good. Really good. I can’t wait to see your show.”

			“Thank you,” Sarah said, trying out just being grateful. It felt good.

			“Aiden’s more into big robots than dragons, like you, but I bet she’ll love you,” he said. “Mind you, when you meet her, she’s gonna want to go on and on about the robots.”

			“I really don’t hate the robots,” Sarah said. “In fact, a lot of my peers would say that interest makes Aiden an honorary trans girl!”

			Mike leaned away and looked down at her, “How do you know she isn’t actually trans?”

			“Point,” she admitted, gesturing like the ‘you got me there’ meme. “And I’m not going to ask. That’s for her to tell me.”

			Mike chuckled and shook his head, and said, “It’s for her to tell us, too. So far, she hasn’t.”

			Sarah grunted and then smirked, “Well, you did give her a name that’s popular among the trans boys these days.”

			Mike broke out laughing and said, “Oh, dear! Maybe. Maybe I won’t tell Mindy that.”

			“Why not?” Sarah asked, suddenly interested in the answer to that question.

			“I’d lose an old argument about whether or not it’s a gender neutral name, that’s all.”

			“Names don’t actually have gender,” Sarah said.

			“Yeah, I know,” Mike said. “It’s cool.” He looked up at an approaching clerk. “Oh, our food’s here! I got it. Holy hell, there’s a lot of it.”

			“I’m fine, Mike. I can carry some of it,” Sarah told him.

			“Do you think you could take the drinks?”

			“Sure!”

			They didn’t talk much on the way back to the car. Mike seemed happy he had food in his hands, and Sarah was thinking furiously about what they could talk about next. She had to spend some amount of time remembering how typical people conversed, it had been so long since she’d had to mask for work or school.

			She felt like the right thing to do was talk to Mike about high school, gaming, and his kids. He seemed ready to talk all about those things. Maybe even work. She could ask him about his work.

			But the things that had been on her mind all month were her art projects and the visiting Ktletaccete. Plural shit.

			It ached not to talk about that with Mike, like she did with Erik and the Murmuration.

			But, then, when delving into it with Mike the little bit she had felt transgressive. Like she was divulging someone else’s personal matters. And, in a way, she had come close to doing so.

			Her headmates were not her, after all. They were their own people, even if she was used to sharing just about everything with Goreth.

			Back in the car, Mike took a moment to look at his phone, after making sure the food was secure in the back seat, and said, “Huh. The Goog’s saying the freeway is faster.”

			Sarah shrugged and said, “Sure.”

			“So,” he said. “Remember Mr. Sotterman?”

			“Oh, god,” she said, images of that disaster of an English teacher coming right back to her like a bad flashback.

			Mr. Sotterman had taken over for Mrs. Gilder’s creative writing class when she’d gotten too sick to continue teaching it for the year. About halfway through their last semester of senior year.

			And where she’d been having the class do freewriting every day, and assigning writing prompts for homework, Mr. Sotterman came in and started teaching the class like it was English 101, with spelling tests and grammar exercises, and no actual writing assignments to speak of.

			It had been the most bewildering thing. He’d basically destroyed the class, and Sarah’s grade had gone from an A++ to a D. She’d refused to do any of the homework, because it had all been stuff she’d done as a freshman.

			“What about that asshole?” she asked.

			“Oh, nothing, just fucking hated him,” Mike said.

			“No news?” Sarah asked.

			“Yeah, no. Sorry. But wasn’t it fucked up what he did to Mrs. Gilder’s class?”

			So, she found herself reminiscing with Mike about high school after all, and it came pretty easily.

			It didn’t feel all that good talking about other people, but she found her old opinions of them were all still there.

			But, while he talked about how he felt about their classmates and teachers, she tried to focus on the funny things they did that she always recalled.

			“Remember that one soprano in choir who could perfectly imitate a car alarm being armed?” she asked.

			“Oh, my god, yes!” Mike shouted, guffawing. “I was the first one she armed! She pointed that fob at me, and it was like I made the noise myself. Like, her voice just filled the whole room so you couldn’t hear where it was coming from! Holy shit, yes!”

			“I always wished I could do that,” Sarah said. “I had the highest and loudest voice in elementary school, but by high school concert choir…”

			“We baritones had it easy,” Mike said.

			“Yeah,” she agreed quietly.

			“Just sit back and rumble.”

			“As much as I really wanted to be a soprano, rumbling did feel good,” Sarah admitted.

			“And the girls loved it,” Mike said.

			“Yes, yes they did,” Sarah said. Then put on a mischievous smirk, “And still do.”

			“Ah! OK!” Mike chuckled. “OK. Point taken. Point taken… Oh, shit.”

			“What?” Sarah asked.

			“Missed our exit,” he said.

			Sarah sat up straight and looked around.

			But, they hadn’t just missed their exit, they’d missed the last exit in Oregon. Two exits. 

			They were headed across the Glenn L. Jackson Memorial Bridge, crossing the Columbia River, with Government Island in front of them and Washington State beyond that.

			Government Island 

			“Dammit,” Sarah hissed.

			“It’s OK,” Mike said. “We’ll just turn around on the other side and come back. Fries might get a little cold, but we’d have to reheat them for the kids anyway. It’ll be worth it.”

			Someone in Sarah’s system growled low and quiet, but she pushed through it and said, “Sorry. Washington has become kind of triggery for me. It’s a good state, but I’ve got bad memories there.”

			Mike glanced at her, and said, “Are you sure they’re your memories?”

			“No, I –” she stopped herself and frowned at him. His demeanor had suddenly cooled. He’d gone from laughing and reminiscing with her, to easy going and apologetic, then to this. Serious. Curious. More still. And that was a weird question. “What do you mean?” she asked.

			“Well, you know,” he said. “Maybe it’s your headmates.”

			She studied him, alarm slowly rising in her chest and gut. She’d had some nagging thoughts and feelings about this whole thing when he’d first stopped his SUV and shouted at her. But she’d pushed them aside for the sake of old times and possibly a better future. Old friends and networking.

			But now she realized she was in the car with a man she hadn’t really known for the past ten years, who maybe she hadn’t really known in high school, despite how much time they’d spent together. He’d thought she was a fellow boy back then, and really it had been Goreth fronting most of the time. She’d been one of the secrets they’d been keeping from him.

			And now it was coming back to her that his parents had been Tea Partiers.

			And the statistics all said that most assaults, abductions, and murders were committed by people the victims knew.

			She felt something cold where her uterus would have been. A deep, heavy, frigid weight of dread.

			Do you consent to enter Washington? Phage asked internally.

			Sarah shook her head emphatically, no.

			Then we shall not, her old id monster declared. Remain quiet and let him pull over safely, or this won’t work.

			“You know, when I saw your video at the z -” Mike was saying when the Honda CRV’s engine cut out and the battery went dead. “Aw, shit!”

			Sarah took a huge breath and pulled herself against the passenger side door, preparing for the worst, imagining that they’d go over the edge of the bridge and into the water.

			That’s going to make things harder, Phage thought.

			But she couldn’t make herself move.

			Mike was preoccupied with managing his car without power steering or power brakes. He flipped on the emergency lights, and said to himself, “This will have to do.”

			That was not at all reassuring to hear.

			He turned and grinned at her in a way that was not friendly, and said, “We’re just going to have to pull over here to deal with this. The shoulder’s too narrow, but I don’t see any other way.”

			Sarah let herself nod a little, but couldn’t maintain eye contact and looked out the windshield at where they were going.

			“You know, at first I thought, you need help,” Mike said. “So I subscribed and kept you in some spending cash. And I felt good about it. But, you’re what? Spending it on mochas and trips to the zoo? Fine. That’s fine. Whatever. Once I give it to you, it’s your money, and it’s making an old friend happy. I’m still doing good. An example for the kids, even. But, then…” he shook his head and laughed at himself.

			Sarah remained silent, thinking more about how she was going to get off of Government Island if they were stranded there. Flag down a car, maybe? There were no exits there, and if she did manage to get over the curb and embankment, the island was just forest and beach. If she could hide from him or something, she could call Peter and wait for him, maybe.

			But, first, she’d probably have to fight her way free of Mike.

			She wished that Goreth would take over and use their reasoning to get them out of this, but she and Phage had always been their crisis team. And, while Phage could react to anything with a disturbing calm, her own reactions were unpredictable. Sometimes she knew just what to do. And sometimes she just watched herself do the most foolish things. Or just freeze up. Or run away.

			“I work with some people at Providence Mental Health, and I thought maybe they could help you better than me. Maybe I’d have a nice lunch with you, and then take you over there. It’s really close to Doom Burger, after all,” Mike said as he waited for the car to stop rolling in the half a shoulder of the bridge. As it came to a halt, he started to unbuckle his seatbelt. “But then you went and did that reaction video and started talking about your aliens. And really, you’re just like all the other troons in the end. Fuckin’ delulu.”

			Desperate, numb, and nearly thoughtless, Sarah reached into her purse with her left hand and pulled out her phone.

			“Nope!” Mike said, grabbing the phone right out of her hand and smashing it repeatedly against the gearshift. “Nope! Nope! Nope! Nope!” Then he threw the broken, fragile government issued piece of shit behind him where it bounced off the driver side window. He narrowed his eyes and lunged.

			“Fuck! No!” Sarah heard herself shout as she tried to kick and push at him, but she was too big to bring her feet up properly, and for how much smaller he was, he was so much stronger. He felt heavier, even. And faster, more coordinated. 

			And before she could do anything about it, he’d grabbed her purse strap in both hands and hauled it up, roughly, over her head, and thrown the accessory with all her cards and ID in it into the very back of the CRV.

			She snarled and shouted wordlessly and flailed at him, forgetting that one month of free Kung Fu she’d had back in college. Nothing she’d learned in those four lessons was worth a damn here, anyway.

			He roared, pulled his fist back and plowed it right into her chest. Right above her left boob and heart.

			Pain shot through her ribs and back, and her head hit the window behind her, as she scrambled to try to push him away.

			And with the ringing in our ears that the impact on the window had caused, I found myself face to face with this wiry, angry, stubbly, fragrant human being. The soap he used and his aftershave stung our nose deep in our nasal passages, now that he was looming over us.

			Maybe he noticed the switch, because he pulled back and blinked. Then, with a noise I feel like I’ve heard from deep in the forests of the Sunspot, he lunged again.

			I have, believe it or not, seen some violence.

			It’s hard to live nearly 500 of your years and not encounter it a few times, even on a worldship like the Sunspot. Maybe especially on a worldship like the Sunspot, considering who and what we discovered lurking in the deepest parts of our Network.

			Also, sometimes you get bored of everything else. And if you’re looking for your Art, you try everything.

			It’s only half a millennia of exploration and self examination. I’ve lived amongst and learned from much, much older.

			But also, while I am very unfamiliar with the human body and how its physiology ultimately works, its bones and joints are basically a bunch of levers. And with Phage’s gift, judging their stress tolerances was something I could do at a glance.

			Instead of thinking of this body as me and trying to exert my will against this man, I instead simply arranged its skeletal structure into the most efficient configuration for the space to withstand what Mike was doing.

			Somehow, I even managed to get a knee between us.

			I had his wrists in the relatively weak grip of Sarah and Goreth’s hands, elbows braced against our ribs and the door behind us. And he couldn’t push us further into the door, and we had just enough strength to keep him from bending our arms. Our elbows remained at ninety degree angles. And his solar plexus was against our left knee.

			Part of the problem was that the vehicle wasn’t really spacious enough to do any of this with our bulk in it, but that restricted him in a lot of ways, too.

			He could pull back, yanking his wrists out of our hands, and lunge again. But he could only slightly change his angle of attack. And he tried this.

			But he just ended up in the same position as before. But because he’d given me a couple seconds of time, I’d adjusted our seating so we were braced even better.

			This happened two more times.

			On the third try, he went as wide as he could toward the windshield to try to wallop us sideways with double fists, but I was able to twist and meet his wrists with our palms and guide him right back to the same result.

			Face a decimeter and a half from ours, teeth bared in a true grimace of fury, he shouted, “You fucking tranny!” His spittle hit us in the eye.

			“You may try again, small child,” I said calmly. “I will continue to educate you.”

			He pulled back, lashing out at us as soon as his arms were free.

			Blocking him was easy. A small move to get our forearm in the way of his blows. It hurt, but it did no damage.

			Our chest hurt where he’d punched us first thing. But I could tell it was simply a bruise. He hadn’t yet worked up the anger to really hurt us yet, then.

			I watched him try to pivot in his seat and get better leverage for another lunge, but he waited and watched us, panting and seething.

			Cars kept driving by at alarming speeds. None slowed down to stop and assist us. Only some swerved to be sure that they wouldn’t hit us. The other drivers apparently felt brash enough to careen by without altering course.

			If we got hit by one of them going at full speed, it would take a lot of work on my part to keep us alive in the tumbling, tearing metal mess we’d find ourselves in. Phage would probably help, but I had no trust that the two of us could do it.

			And we were stuck, because if I tried to turn to unlock and open the door, Mike would lunge and I’d have to stop him.

			We had to get help somehow.

			Maybe if I found a way to use Phage’s gift to alert another driver soon enough that they could safely pull over.

			Mike was also aware of the situation, clearly, his eyes darting back and forth at various aspects of the scene. But he refused to give us ground. He had us cornered, and all he had to do was find an angle of attack that would work.

			We just couldn’t run.

			Both Sarah and Goreth were gone, hiding deep, at this point. No help. But absolutely not hindering us with inexperience, either.

			I found myself uselessly wishing I had my nanite exobody. With it, I could tear this vehicle apart safely and thoroughly, and maybe even disable Mike without actually hurting him.

			Go, Phage thought, loud and clear. ʔashwin, go. I’ll take over.

			Go where, I thought back.

			Get to the Murmuration and wake them, it replied.

			Can I make it that distance? I shot back.

			I can’t, it said. If I try that distance, on this planet, I will remerge with my greater self and never remember you again.

			I suddenly felt like I was floating in space, darkness all around me, as I contemplated the meaning of that, and worried it might happen to me, too. 

			It was just an emotional reaction. Dissociation created by this body as a result of fear. I was still there keeping an eye on Mike.

			I can fight like you, Phage said. Whereas you have shown you can travel distances that I cannot.

			You really can’t?

			No.

			I took a quick, half deep breath that Mike could see, and steeled myself for the plunge I was about to take.

			OK, Phage, I thought. Launch me. When you take over, push me out as hard and as fast as you can. Let’s make this quick.

			Done, it agreed, and suddenly I was fully outside of the CRV and drifting southward.

			I had no idea it could even do something like that. I hadn’t known what I was talking about, and just wanted our switch to be as fluid and unpredictable as possible, so Mike wouldn’t have an opening.

			I perceived the CRV rocking again under the struggle of two heavy human bodies wailing at each other, but I turned my attention toward the Murmuration’s house.

			Once free of the human nervous system, I couldn’t really think or worry about much, or even consider whether my memories were true or even there. I merely followed my directive and motives. And those led me to be where I needed to be.

			It wasn’t until I was in a human body again that I began to worry about the safety and health of Sarah and Goreth.

			They were now in Phage’s care. But what would it do?

			Chapter 21

			Rescue

			I can’t tell you what it is like to approach someone’s system from the outside and ask for entry.

			I don’t remember how it happened.

			I’ve never been able to get those memories back, if I even made them in the first place.

			It’s possible that I remember leaving Sarah and Goreth’s system because I was still partially attached to them and giving them my memories while I was in proximity to them. And this seems likely, because I don’t remember the whole trek to the Murmuration’s house, nor how I found it.

			I do know I’d been there before, and that they had Rräoha, and Rräoha may have acted as a beacon for me.  Rräoha may even have recognized me approaching and spread the word amongst the Murmuration that I was there.

			It probably worked because Brock had already extended their consent for “psychic shenanigans” when we’d first met.

			The earliest thing I recall after leaving to find them is alighting upon a dew soaked mossy plane with sparse grasses here and there, surrounded by thick mists and silhouettes of leafless trees.

			My feet made sucking sounds as they landed in the moss, and tall, black figures stepped up to surround me. They were thin and cloaked in feathers, and I couldn’t make out any distinctive features or faces. They varied in size and shape by small degrees.

			And amongst them came Rräoha, resembling a large, six limbed hunting bird of the Sunspot, but with curved horns and pointed, expressive ears. I got the impression that this was very close to, but not precisely what Rräoha had looked like before gems body had died. Four of Rräoha’s limbs ended in articulate and dexterous claws. Gems strong rear legs had three toed feet built for great speed. When necessary, it looked like gem could sprint on them.

			I don’t think I’ve explained this clearly until now.

			Due to a drive to break from the draconian breeding program of the Feruukepikape, our predecessor ship, which bred people to be uniform and to adhere to some mythical ideal, the Founding Crew of the Sunspot, in rash ignorance, chose nearly the opposite for their population. 

			Where the Magnificent Dirt (as we’ve come to call it colloquially) had selected couples to breed ideal children and give birth to them, the Sunspot instead hooked great Evolutionary Engines up to Conception Machines and Incubators, generating people with the greatest diversity of phenotypes possible. Our neurology was still very similar to our ancestors, as far as we could tell, since the neural terminals and Network were of the same general design. But our bodies appeared to belong to completely different species, by the standards of the fauna of the Garden (the wilderness of the habitat cylinder).

			Part of the idea behind this was to give everyone equal footing in being different from everyone else, and to prevent any sort of ideal of physiology from emerging.

			The populace themselves couldn’t breed, so family structures were chosen and nearly as diverse as our vessels were.

			On the surface, there had been no dynasties. No families of political power.

			This, of course, was an illusion.

			As I’ve said before, we were not perfect. Nor, really, even admirable. Our world has not been a utopia of any sort.

			I want to be clear. I am not here to espouse our ways.

			But this is why humanity has looked so spooky and confusing to me. To me, your relative uniformity is unnatural and exotic. Though you are nowhere near as homogenous as the people aboard the Magnificent Dirt, from what I’ve been told.

			This is also why Rräoha and I have looked so different when seeing each other within a system’s dream or inworld. And why gem’s phantom limbs are so different from mine.

			“Welcome,” Rräoha said in Inmararräo.

			“Thank you,” I said. “There is an emergency. We need to wake up.”

			Even though I had replied in my own language, the Murmuration around me stirred and squawked and raised their beaks and wings to the sky.

			“We’ve just fallen asleep,” Rräoha explained.

			I had a very simple set of memories and directives on my mind. I think if I had been asked to explain how I’d gotten there or to describe the series of events that had led to our emergency, I would have been stymied, unable to speak.

			As it was, I was able to say, “Sarah and Goreth are in danger and need Peter’s help. I am here to tell you to call Peter.”

			“Is this part of our dream?”

			“No.”

			“No?”

			“No.”

			“It is real?”

			“It is real.”

			And, apparently, the intensity of my emotions and what memories I had upon suddenly entering their system and flooding their psyche, along with this conversation, was enough to wake them up.

			—

			Shelly awoke from a desperate dream, visions of a car stranded on the freeway that crossed Government Island, rocking with some sort of struggle within.

			They felt the panic gripping their body, their heart beating fast. 

			Lying in their darkened room, with foil covered cardboard blocking the light from the windows, they had the urge to reach for their phone and call Sarah and Goreth.

			Instead of calling, though, they decided to text them, knowing that they didn’t do very well with calls.

			“I think I just dreamt about you,” they sent.

			But when the message just sat there with a hollowed circle, refusing to fill in and mark itself received, they felt a chill.

			It had just been a dream, hadn’t it?

			The impulse to call got stronger.

			Still lying on their back, they frowned, squinted, and shook their head, trying to dislodge the urge.

			Do it, it seemed they felt a voice say deep in their chest.

			Figuring it couldn’t really hurt, they decided to follow through, and hit ‘call’ on their friends’ contact listing.

			The feeling of doom and dread intensified as the call went straight to voicemail. It didn’t even ring. Which meant that Sarah and Goreth’s phone was turned off, or maybe out of juice.

			But why feel so awful and terrified about it when it had just been a dream?

			Not them, the voice said more clearly. Call Peter. Get help.

			More of the recent past came back to Shelly’s memories and they sat up abruptly in bed.

			They were absolutely not used to feeling the sound of voices like this. Their internal communication was more just memories they shared when co-fronting. They could sometimes get clear and intelligible memories of interactions inworld, like memories of dreams. When dreaming, they talked to each other, but when awake, they just shared thoughts, impulses, and memories.

			But when Rräoha had joined their system, that had begun to change.

			Rräoha had joined their system!

			Weird and scary things could happen!

			Looking around in the darkness of their room, as if searching for who they might be talking to, they said, “Who is this? What’s going on?”

			Ashwin.

			“How? Are Sarah and Goreth here?” Shelly asked.

			Government island.

			“What? You’re being incoherent again. What does that mean?”

			Government island.

			“What do you mean?” Shelly repeated.

			They began to get more pictures of the dream. The Parliament meeting in the Oak Savanna. Rräoha was there, and so was Ashwin. Ashwin had just arrived.

			Call Peter.

			The vision of the car returned, with an increasing sense of urgency.

			Get help.

			“OK,” Shelly said. Then, holding their phone in front of their face, they keyed through their contacts list, realizing that they didn’t have Peter’s contact information.

			Why hadn’t they traded contact information?

			Call Peter, Ashwin repeated.

			“I can’t,” Shelly nearly shouted. “I don’t have his number!”

			There was a pause. A long silence. And Shelly didn’t know what to do, and just sat there feeling hollow and worried.

			Finally, Ashwin said, Call Erik.

			Extrapolating from that, Shelly texted Erik, “Hey. Does Beau have a car? I think Sarah and Goreth are in trouble.”

			Call Erik, Ashwin repeated.

			“Hold on,” Shelly said. “Why did you come here? Why us? Why didn’t you just go to Peter and spook the shit out of him directly instead?”

			Immediately, it felt like someone was pushing their way forward through a crowd of people inside of Shelly’s body. Like they could feel it as if they were each person shoved aside as the desperate and determined individual came quickly more forward.

			Then they themself were shoved aside as this person slammed their forehead into the inside of their vessel’s face like they were desperately putting on a mask.

			—

			I found myself in the dark, in a smaller, skinnier, lighter body. It felt exhausted and achy here and there, but not nearly as bad as Sarah and Goreth’s had been.

			I also found that I was holding a phone that was all lit up, and I had knowledge and a motive.

			I needed to get in touch with Peter, but I didn’t have his number. No one here did. However, I knew how to get some of his contact information through Goreth’s social network channels.

			“You hold on,” I said to Shelly, examining their phone more closely but not doing anything with it. “I’m sorry. We had a plan. Phage stuck to the plan and directed me to find a way to call Peter.” I took a quick breath, and continued, “Not a great plan. I’m here now. May I use your phone?”

			Now that I was forward, they could all feel my memories and thoughts as if they were their own. I received assent very quickly, even from Shelly, who I’d pushed aside to get here.

			“Thank you,” I said. As I opened up Facebook and navigated to Goreth’s profile through the Murmuration’s friends list, I explained, “Your Parliament gave me permission to front. I would have asked you directly, Shelly, but there’s no time.”

			They seemed to understand.

			In Goreth’s profile, I pulled up their friend’s list, and searched it for Peter Niven.

			There he was.

			I touched his face to pull up his profile, then hit ‘about’.

			And there, in his profile, visible to friends of friends, was his damn phone number.

			Because of my time with Sarah and Goreth, I was expecting email or to have to send him texts over Messenger.

			The bulk of the Murmuration that were awake with me were horrified at the audacity of a cisgender heterosexual man to have his phone number semi-publicly listed.

			Of course he did. He thought he didn’t have to worry about the kind of thing Sarah and Goreth were dealing with now. But, that also made things easier for us.

			I hit the number and hit ‘call’, sighing in relief.

			The phone rang three times before it was answered.

			The voice on the other end said, “This is Peter. Who am I speaking to?”

			“Ashwin” I said in my thickest accent as the phone buzzed in my hand with the arrival of a text message. “Goreth and Sarah are in trouble.”

			There was silence on the other end for a couple of seconds, but before I could say anything more, he responded, “Whose phone is this?”

			“Murmur’s,” I said. I felt someone jostle me internally. Softly, but firmly. Like saying, ‘hey’. I also got the feeling they did like that nickname.

			“You sound like the Murmuration,” Peter said. “Only trying to imitate Ashwin.”

			“There’s a reason for that,” I said. “And the reason is that Sarah and Goreth are on Government Island with a broken phone. They need help. They are being attacked.”

			“Wait, wait. What?” Peter sounded alarmed and incredulous.

			“Go to Government Island,” I said. “There, on the shoulder, is a car. It has Sarah and Goreth in it and a man named Mike.” I said Mike’s name with as much vitriol and disgust as I could express.

			“Shit. You sound scared,” he said.

			“I am. Go. Please,” I replied.

			“What about you? Where are you?” he asked.

			“In bed with Murmur,” I replied. “At their home. There is no time. Hurry.”

			“OK, OK,” he said. “I’ll go. Call you back? Maybe when I get there?”

			“Please do so,” I said.

			“On it,” he hung up.

			I checked the text messages.

			It was Erik.

			“What’s going on? I’m at cannon beach!” he’d replied.

			So I sent back, “Sorry. Got a hold of Peter. He is helping. We’ll keep you updated.”

			A couple seconds later, a message came back, “What’s happening???”

			I decided he’d probably feel better with details. I tried to recall as much as I could and only managed, “Sarah and Goreth are in a car with Mike. Stranded. Phage is keeping Mike from hurting them. Peter is on the way.”

			“Holy shit???” came the response.

			“Phage is powerful,” I replied.

			“Michael from high school Mike?!?!!!!”

			That sounded familiar, “Yes.”

			“Waht tthe hell? Man has kids!!! Nevermind. It tracks.”

			“He fooled us,” I replied.

			It took a few seconds before a reply came after that.

			When it did, Erik asked, “How do you know him? Were you there?”

			“I was there. Murmur was not,” I replied.

			Another long time between messages.

			“who r u?”

			“Ashwin”

			“No shit! OK”

			I didn’t know what to say after that, so I just waited, letting the Murmuration settle and confer below the surface. If they needed me to say or do something, they’d send an impulse and I’d probably follow it.

			The phone buzzed again.

			“Message me when they’re safe,” Erik had sent. “We need to meet as soon as we can.”

			“OK. Will do,” I sent back.

			Fascinating thing about truncated English sentences like ‘will do’. They are identically constructed to similar phrases in Inmararräo. English is a Subject-Verb-Object language, for the most part. Inmararräo is Verb-Object-Subject, to use English terms for the parts of language. And, it’s not only natural for us to drop the subject entirely when talking about what we intend to do. It’s common.

			There are a set of particles that can be added to the front of a sentence to turn it from an intention to a command or a question, but that’s not important right now.

			What’s important is that my mind was allowed to wander and think about that subject in the moment, just after responding to Erik.

			I was calming down a little and so were the Murmuration.

			The wait, unfortunately, was about twenty-five minutes for Peter to arrive at the location before he called back.

			We fretted that whole time, and thought about all sorts of weird things. The Murmuration kept bringing up memories of their friendship with Sarah and Goreth, and I felt the need to try to focus on waiting. But after a bit, I relented and let them tell me all about how they’d met and some of their favorite times together.

			When Peter called, they fell quiet and I answered the phone.

			“Peter?” I asked.

			“I can’t find them,” he said.

			“The car?” I prompted.

			“It’s right here. Emergency lights on. Passenger side door is ajar,” he reported.

			There was only one way I could think of that happening, “They made it out.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked.

			“Yes,” I explained, feeling a lot more relaxed. “He must have given up and left the car to flag down help. Once he turned his back, they would have been able to get out.”

			“But,” Peter said. “What if he knocked them out, and then circled around and pulled them out of the car.”

			That scared me for a moment. But with Phage doing what I had been doing, that was so unlikely to happen. So, I told Peter, “Don’t worry about that yet. First check for them in the woods. Go to the wall there. Face the woods. Stand as tall as you can. Wave. Call their names.”

			“OK. OK,” he said. 

			Then I could hear him moving and arranging himself, the sound of the freeway changing slightly, and then him shouting their names over the roar of the traffic. Eventually, he started to time his shouting with lulls between the passing cars.

			Then he stopped, and asked, “How long do I wait? When do I give up?”

			“Do not –” I started to say, but he interrupted me.

			“Oh, shit! There they are! They’re OK!” After a little bit, he asked more quietly, “I wonder where the asshole is?”

			Chapter 22

			The End of the Tunnel

			I had to wait until we were all together again to move back over to Sarah and Goreth’s system. I wanted to keep all my memories as intact as possible. And proximity seemed to help. I could do something like straddle both psyches and pull all of myself over.

			We did it while hugging. And as I settled into Sarah and Goreth’s frame, I felt the Murmuration tighten their hug.

			Erik came in the door shortly afterward, with Beau trailing right behind him, and rushed over to join the hug.

			I could sense Beau smiling that enchanting smile that Erik had implied about when referencing John Linnel. Beau did look more like Prince, superficially, from the pictures Sarah had pulled up to show me days ago. But when we’d looked up Linnel, Sarah had gasped and said, “I get it.”

			Beau was also taller than Peter, which made for an amusing juxtaposition with Erik, who was the shortest of us all.

			He wore neat black pants that had no careless wrinkle in them, a semi-shiny deep magenta shirt with steel buttons, brown leather shoes, and a thick navy blue coat with an angular cut and a flared bottom to it. A peacoat, I’ve been told. It had large buttons, also made of steel, that matched his earrings in color and shine. And his hair was very closely trimmed around the sides and back, but the top of it was long, broadly curly, and allowed to wave in the air as he moved about.

			A very different style than what Erik wore, with his hoodies, skirts, and spectacular boots, but the two of them somehow coordinated anyway. The colors they wore were very close, and they had a similar amount of accessories. 

			It was good to finally get to meet him.

			When we stepped apart from the hug, Sarah had us look over at Beau and she remarked, almost as casually as any quip from Kate, “You have a bit of Antonio Banderas in you, too, don’t you?”

			Beau smirked and chuckled ruefully at himself and put the bridge of his nose in his fingers and said, “Erik. You’ve ruined your friends for me.”

			Erik whirled on him and said, “You do that all on your own with your gorgeous self!”

			Beau gave his boyfriend a look of askance, and gestured, saying, “At least, introduce us, you little goblin.”

			“Right! Right!” Erik stepped aside and then turned to us. “Friends, this is Beau. He is, as you can see, everything I’ve told Goreth. I wasn’t lying. Also, I’ve filled him in on stuff, OK? I need him to be aware of who and what my friends are, so I had to do that. I’m sorry, I really normally wouldn’t, but he’s one of us.” Erik gestured circularly to indicate himself, us, and the Murmuration. Peter and Abigail were excluded, standing a bit back. Then, Erik turned to Beau and said, “Sweetheart? From the back, we have Peter and Abigail, who rent this apartment. They’re cool. They’re in on this.”

			Beau nodded.

			Erik then gestured and said, “And this is the Murmuration, whom I’ve told you about. They now host Rräoha. One of the Ktletaccete.” Erik looked at us, “Rräoha is a Monster, right?”

			I nodded and said, “Gem can tell you what that means, when gem wants to.”

			“OK,” Erik said, then gestured at us and said to Beau, “And this is Sarah and Goreth’s system, including Phage and Ashwin, the other Ktletaccete. Like I said. We go way back. Except Ashwin’s really new.”

			I nodded and waved.

			Beau flashed a cautious smile, then repeated our names in the order he’d been told. Then he said, “I’m glad to meet you all. May I, uh, sit down?”

			“Oh, yes, please!” said Peter. “The sofa, a chair. Whichever is comfortable.”

			Abigail nodded.

			As Beau made his way to the sofa, Erik faced us with a very serious expression and said, solemnly and seriously, “Tell me what happened.”

			So, we made ourselves comfortable in the living room, pulling chairs from the dining room to make sure everyone had a seat, and Sarah and I recounted what happened after we’d left Aunti Zero’s Coffee Hut that afternoon.

			When we got to the part where Phage ordered me to seek out the Murmuration, Erik nearly jumped out of his seat and half pointed at me, but Beau put his hand on Erik’s knee and Erik settled down.

			I did my best to recall what I’d done after that, and what it was like to experience it. But, of course, there were gaps.

			Goreth was able to confirm what had happened in the car after I’d left.

			Mike had, indeed, given up after fifteen minutes of stalemate or so.

			He’d waited for a lull in traffic and exited through the driver’s side, making his way around the back of the car, so he could be seen by oncoming traffic, not bothering to hide that he was there.

			And while he was doing that, they’d made their escape. Without phone or purse, they’d whirled, opened the door, and stumbled out of the car.

			Mike had tried to lunge for them, but he’d been too far away to get to them before they’d made it over the sidewall.

			He’d tried climbing over the wall to chase them, but he’d found the ground on the other side too much trouble. Somehow, Goreth’s feet had found every good and stable piece of ground between the wall and the woods, and they’d made good time. And Mike had given up, and flagged down a car for a ride.

			Apparently, his cell coverage hadn’t been good enough to make a call from there, and the driver who picked him up hadn’t felt safe enough to jump the CRV.

			Then Sarah held up our purse and said, “And we got this back.”

			“What about your phone?” Abigail asked.

			Sarah shook our head, and said, “Completely destroyed.”

			Erik took a deep, deep breath in through his nose, and leaned forward.

			I turned ourselves to look at him and pointed, “You had a thought earlier, didn’t you.”

			He sort of grimace-grinned and said, “Yeah. Uh, sorry. I should be saying I’m glad you’re alive and that this is all amazing and shit and all of that, and I mean it, too. But my mind is racing on this one thing.”

			“It’s OK,” I said.

			“If,” he said, pausing briefly while looking up at the ceiling. Then he dropped his eyes to us, “If Phage couldn’t travel between your vessel and the Murmuration or even Peter without losing itself, and so it sent you…” he trailed off.

			“That’s what it told me, yes,” I said.

			He flashed another smile and said, “What does that say about where the Tunnel Apparatus is?”

			That instantly shifted nearly everyone’s focus.

			Beau was unaware of the significance, but being there to support his boyfriend and learn who we were, he remained passive.

			Abigail looked startled and confused, and like she was trying to make connections that just weren’t there for her.

			Peter bent over to remind her what it was about, quietly, while the rest of us just stared at Erik.

			He raised an eyebrow expectantly as Peter wrapped up and Abigail went, “Oh, right!”

			I could feel Phage stirring deep in our system.

			“Phage?” I said. “I’m stepping aside so you can explain.”

			It started to boil up, like a cluster of large bubbles released deep under water.

			I felt it reach up and fill out into our limbs and head and take control of our face with its own expressions and impulse to talk.

			“Sarah and Goreth called it a mountain,” Phage said. “I took their word for it.”

			“How far away can it be from their old bedroom?” Erik asked, without changing his expression at all. 

			“No more than a hundred meters,” Phage replied.

			—

			In English, there are a few meanings for the word ‘end’.

			There is the physical end of something, the tip, the edge, the place where that thing no longer continues in space.

			Then there is the end of something’s temporal continuity, the moment when it ceases to exist, or ceases to be the same configuration of matter or energy that once gave it its utility and meaning.

			And then there is the end to which something has been put to use, its purpose, the effect that its existence is hoped to enact.

			And all of these endings can be changed.

			We did choose to destroy the Tunnel Apparatus, the physical artifact that once contained the Terran end of the Tunnel.

			But the Tunnel still exists.

			We’ve also decided to change the purpose of the Tunnel. By taking control of it, we did so, after all. And in deciding to keep it, we’ve maintained that new purpose.

			The people who created it, our ancestors or cousins, had abandoned it. Maybe they were hoping to make contact with the people of Earth some day, but they haven’t. We have not heard a word from them, not a single flipped qubit or stimulated neuron.

			But we’ve kept the Sunspot’s end of the Tunnel tuned to it, and continued communication.

			But instead of sending many more of us over to fill Sarah and Goreth’s psyche, we are sending books instead. Writing for me to translate into the languages of Earth, starting with English because it’s the one I have ready access to. To tell the history of the Sunspot, and what it was that brought us to you in the first place.

			We’ll be publishing it under a pseudonym, the name of the mythical Great Alliance, the Inmara, for our safety. 

			We’re doing this primarily for the entertainment of our hosts. And maybe to help them make a little money.

			We don’t expect anyone to believe these stories, nor even this book here.

			We did, however, bring a couple others over. In part to help with the translation and writing of the books, and management of the business end of our life here.

			Ni’a also came over, in the same way, it had turned out, Phage had duplicated itself, splitting like a traumagenic headmate might do in response to stress, but on purpose.

			Ni’a is particularly skilled at managing biological systems, and can help Sarah and Goreth heal their chronic illnesses more effectively than anyone. Also, Ni’a did not like the idea of their parent existing somewhere where they did not.

			It’s been a joy to see them again, and to trade stories.

			Maybe, if we ever attend a science fiction convention someday, you might get to talk to them. 

			Or me.

			Maybe. If you’re one of the ancient beings I’ve been reading about that already inhabit this planet, when you do visit us, you might be a little forgiving of our presence?

			We’re trying to tread lightly.

			We’d like to trade stories.

			—

			Somewhere in Thurston county, Washington State, there is a brown house receded in a grassy, hilly property of some size. It could have been a small farm once. It has been abandoned since 2014. Condemned but still untouched by bureaucracy or developers. In a sort of legal limbo.

			Somebody who has the ability to manipulate chance and entropic decay has been watching over it. But that somebody is gone now, so maybe the house isn’t there any more.

			There were signs warning people not to trespass.

			It was hard for me to bear but we ignored those signs.

			Phage grumbled about being the true owner of the property, currently. But that didn’t make much sense to any of us.

			To get the whole group of friends there, we’d driven two cars, Peter’s and Beau’s, leaving early on a Saturday morning. And we’d discussed lodging possibilities for the night, or whether to just turn around and drive back to Portland when we were done.

			It was only a few hours round trip. Depending on how long we took finding what we were looking for, it could easily just be a day trip.

			We’d decided to risk it. No need to spend extra money on the trip.

			“Our old house,” Goreth said, as we pulled into the drive.

			Erik was jumping up and down with excitement, or to get his circulation flowing after the drive, as we got out.

			Beau smiled down at him and waited for us to lead the way.

			“It’s like a ten foot tall hill,” Goreth said. “Right in our back yard. A hillock? I think it’s actually a Mima mound! We used to play games with each other on it all the time. As a little dragon, it was my mountain.”

			“What’s a Mima mound?” Peter asked.

			Goreth pointed at a roll of land near the driveway. It looked like a gigantic gopher mound that had been compacted, smoothed, and covered in grass. “That! I think. They’re supposed to have been here since the ice age, or even before. All over the world, actually. Nobody knows what made ‘em.”

			We tromped through tall grass that had grown up through the gravel of the drive, and came to an unlocked gate at the end of it, wide enough to admit a car. If it could drive that far into the driveway now.

			Pushing the gate open required a lot of force, to crush and bend the overgrown foliage that had entwined itself into the structure and hinges. Peter happily took care of that before I or Rräoha could protest.

			Sighing with the comfort of the good memories of their childhood, Goreth took us further onto the property, past an apple and a plum tree, past the old brown house, and around to the back.

			Our system was also shivering from memories of nightmares here, and worse.

			We were up to our thighs or hips in grasses the whole way.

			The landscape of the property rolled with these small hills. They were all over. Evenly spaced, except for where they’d been flattened to make way for the house and its small garden. A few of them had trees growing out of the top of them, one per mound.

			Goreth went to the northeast corner of their old house, putting a hand on a window on the way there, and then stood and looked around.

			Pointing at the nearest mound, they said, “That’s the one!” 

			It was slightly bigger than the others.

			I could feel a kind of gravity below it, pulling at me. A familiar gravity that wasn’t actually gravity. Like a psychological black hole.

			“Woah,” Brock of the Murmuration said, holding out their hands, palms down, as they approached the mound. “There is something under there, isn’t there!”

			A push, an urge, and a friendly growl and Phage said, “Me,” from our throat.

			Erik looked at us with a stitched brow.

			“Phage has always been able to duplicate itself,” I explained to him. “Just like any system member might be able to do. It usually doesn’t like to. But it has used this ability in the past to protect things that it would not otherwise be able to protect if it didn’t.”

			Erik gestured with a limp index finger pointed down and at the mound, and asked, “So it’s under there?”

			“We think so,” I replied.

			“How far down?”

			“Rräoha senses it,” Brock reported. “It’s down there a ways. Like, under under the mound.”

			“Hm.”

			Beau stepped up and asked, “So, your plan was to dig it up and destroy it? So it won’t be exploited?”

			We all nodded.

			“How would you do that?” he asked.

			I pursed our lips and waited for Phage to speak up, but it didn’t offer any advice. So I then reached out with my being to examine the mound and what was beneath it.

			A good twenty meters down, I found a capsule with a shell that was solid iron alloy, with no seams. It was about the size of the Honda CRV that Mike had used to abduct us. Within it was a canister of construction nanites, active with a tiny Network that very clearly housed that duplicate of Phage I knew was there. And, some ancient style macro electronics that could only be the Tunnel Apparatus.

			As it was designed, it would have been possible for the nanites to leave the canister and exit the probe, to make their way up through the soil and do whatever anyone with command of them might want them to do.

			From what I could sense, that hadn’t happened yet.

			I looked around and could see nothing that could aid us in digging it out.

			“I think we’re going to need an excavator,” I said. “Though, in time, we could command the construction nanites down there to dig their way out. That might take days to make a hole we could climb into.”

			“Nanites?” Peter twitched.

			Erik tightened his mouth and widened his eyes in confirmation.

			“Like, gray goo nanites?” Peter asked.

			“Yes,” I said. “Self replicating construction nanites that resemble graphene imbued clay.”

			“Those can exist?” He seemed astounded. Like he absolutely believed me, but was surprised that he did.

			“They do,” I said. “And they exist right down there.” I pointed directly at them. “Their center of mass is twenty-two meters and fifty-seven centimeters from where I am standing. More or less. Within a hundred meters of Goreth and Sarah’s old bedroom.”

			Peter shuddered, “Our scientists say those could destroy the planet.”

			I shook my head, “Only if someone commanded them to, and only after a very long time. Phage could stop that from happening. I believe I can, too.”

			Peter did not look comforted.

			Erik was grinning again.

			I looked at Beau, and he shrugged.

			I glanced at Abigail, but she was too busy watching the mound to notice, holding her arms as if she was cold.

			The Murmuration nodded at me when I turned my gaze to them.

			“Why do I feel like I’m being left in charge of this, Phage?” I asked out loud.

			Not you, it replied internally. Sarah and Goreth.

			Ah, of course, I thought, and stepped aside.

			Goreth looked around again and shook out their shoulders, before saying, “So. Do we try to dig it out? Or what?”

			“Can we destroy it without digging it up?” Beau asked.

			Goreth gave a twitchy half shrug in response and turned their attention inward.

			I could not give the self destruct command myself, Phage thought. It belongs to you. To the people of this planet and its representatives. So I had to wait until you were well enough informed to make the decision of what to do with it. Ashwin knows the command code.

			Goreth nodded and then let Sarah speak, and she said, “It has a self destruct, apparently.”

			“Like a quiet self destruct? Or one that goes ‘boom’?” Peter asked.

			“I’m pretty sure it’s the quiet kind,” Sarah said, drawing on what Phage was feeding her. “The nanites eat the technology and then disintegrate themselves with heat. And I’m pretty sure that Ashwin has what it takes to speed up that process if we need them to.”

			“Why not Phage?” Erik asked.

			“It’s not allowed?” Sarah said questioningly, as if double checking. “Ashwin needs to issue the command code, as a Crew member of an Exodus Ship, Phage is saying. And, according to protocol, we need to give Ashwin permission to do that on behalf of Earth.”

			“Yeah, let’s do that then!” Peter said.

			“Would have been neat to see it,” Abigail said.

			The Murmuration shook their head slowly.

			Erik said, “Yeah, I’m done. This is good enough.” And Beau put a hand on his shoulder by way of supporting his vote.

			The Murmuration turned to Erik and asked, “Done done? Because, if more Ktletaccete come over, you could host one or two, I think.”

			Erik scowled and said, “No, done with this.” He gestured at the ground. Then he looked up at Beau and uttered, “But, uh. That other thing is a solid maybe. We’ll talk about it.”

			Beau set his jaw and pushed his lips up in what I assumed was skeptical consideration.

			“We’ll talk about it,” Erik confirmed. “But, let’s destroy this thing right now.”

			“So, we’re not going to try to use these things to right the wrongs in the world?” Sarah asked. “We’re not going to take this power for ourselves?”

			“No,” Brock said clearly and firmly.

			“No?”

			“Erik and I have been talking about this a lot, actually,” Brock admitted. “We’ve come up with all sorts of scenarios and plans and contingencies. We’re pretty sure we know what we’d do with them and how, to try to make Earth what we think is a better place. But the one thing we can’t figure out is how to keep other people from eventually figuring out what they are and how to make something like them. And then what then?”

			Erik pointed at Brock and nodded solemnly, “That.”

			“If humanity learns that these things are, in fact, absolutely possible, they’ll figure out how to make them, and figure out how to do evil with them, and we’re not equipped to stop that.”

			“We’re just not,” Erik agreed.

			“And the best way to keep them secret and secure until we are ready for that scenario is to destroy them,” Brock concluded.

			“It’s what we’ve gotta do,” Erik said.

			Sarah studied them both and nodded, then handed the front to Goreth who also nodded, and then said, “Do it, Ashwin.”

			I do remember my command codes. As Crew, I’d started learning them. Self destruct is too easy, if you have the permissions to use it. But you also have to know it in the first place.

			I waited for Phage to pull its other self from the Network of the old communications capsule, and then sent the command, in a language older than Inmararräo.

			ʔuu ʔefojeʔa gega 

			“Eat yourselves.”

			We watched it for a while, but nothing seemed to happen on the surface.

			As I observed the destruction of the Tunnel Apparatus at the molecular claws of the nanites, I caught glimpses of how it worked. Its systems collapsed, releasing energies that I could perceive, and its states changed in informative ways.

			I refuse to describe to you the details. That would contradict the very reason we destroyed it.

			What I did learn was that Phage had lied through omission.

			The Tunnel Apparatus had still been working. Phage hadn’t so much moved the Tunnel to Sarah and Goreth’s psyche as it had copied it, and then insisted on sending us Ktletaccete through the new address.

			And the way it had managed to do this is also something I must keep a secret, for the security of us all.

			Presumably it had done what it had done in order to keep unscrupulous Ktletaccete from taking control of the nanites in the probe and using them to leverage power on Earth.

			I think it had still been very careless about the whole thing. But what has been done was done and will not be undone.

			Suffice it to say, I might have more to write about in the future.

			Eventually, after I confirmed for everyone that the destruction was complete, we walked away. 

			By that time, Phage was one being again. Merged with its slightly older self.

			“How long has that thing been down there, anyway,” Erik asked.

			“Two million, six hundred fifty-three thousand, nine hundred thirty-two years, approximately,” Phage replied.

			“You counted?”

			“There was a clock in the capsule.”

			“Humans were a thing back then, right?”

			“I believe so. A handful of species of humans, according to your scientists. I wasn’t here then.”

			“So there might be an oral tradition about it crashing there?”

			“Even I can’t rule that out.”

			About the author

			Ashwin Pember is actually a member of the Inmara, and their real life Art is creating conlangs. But, apparently nem can write a novel, too. 

			About the author’s system

			Born in the mid ‘70s, the Inmara are the daughters of a couple of printers living in the Pacific Northwest of the United States. They used to work as a graphic designer, but they’ve wanted to write novels since they were 14, and ended up making a webcomic titled Harmless Free Radicals in their early 20s. In 2015, while outlining the closure of that comic, they discovered that they were trans and plural, and quickly worked out they were autistic shortly after that. And that’s when the novels started pouring out. They’ve written and self published most of the Sunspot Chronicles, a web series about plurality, gender, and familial relations on an alien generational starship. With the Tunnel Apparati Diaries they hope to craft a new entry point into the series that can also work as a sequel, and maybe to bring the story down a little closer to Earth. When not writing books, they live in an apartment with two of their girlfriends, a teenager, a cat named Tuck, a paralysis demon named Phage, and a computer with the latest version of Blender on it.

		

	OEBPS/image/The-End-of-the-Tunnel-epub-cover-CMYK-20240802.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Prologue


						Not Alone


						The Princess and the Messenger


						Coming back to Earth at ground level


						A Day in the Life of a Dragon


						Special Neurological Relativity


						Helping Hands


						Inmararräo


						Navigating Social Geography


						From the Mouth of Phage


						The Contract


						The Murmuration and the Monster


						Time Dilation


						Entropy’s Gift


						Heat


						Peter’s Rent


						Animals


						Patreon Update: Reaction Video


						Old Friends


						Doom Burger


						Government Island 


						Rescue


						The End of the Tunnel


						About the author


						About the author’s system


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/Image11288.png
QN





