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Specter Sanctuary

"I demand proof of archival of Forrest Tobith," Sonnet said.

The system caught her request. It had been fifteen minutes since
she'd last asked for Mr. Tobith, so it allowed it without flagging
anything for human review. There appeared a man, half-naked,
frantic, his eyes looking for a moment in the wrong place for Sonnet
because she'd taken a step to the left in the last fifteen minutes. "-
me! Please!"

"Who is your next of kin?" said Sonnet.
"What? How is that -"

And he was gone again. Sonnet groaned. Noted the time. Checked
her chart.

"T demand proof of archival of Easter Davis."

Easter had been archived in the middle of having a seizure. Sonnet
didn't try to talk to her; she wasn't done having it yet.

"I demand proof of archival of Jesus Garcia."

"Specify further," said the system. Sonnet had been trying for the
last four days to get it to let her specify up front, but no one in the
user interface department cared about making this easy.

"Archival date October 9."

And there he appeared, expecting Sonnet a step to the right of
where she was, crashing through empty space with his hands
stretched out claw-like. He snarled, and pivoted, and lunged, and
disappeared. She took another long sidestep.



"I demand proof of archival of Jesus Garcia."
"Specify further.”
"Archival date October 16."

They didn't look much alike, the two Garcias. This one wasn't
violent. "- is Maria, but there's got to be thousands!"

"What's her birthdate?" said Sonnet.
"Come again?"

He was gone. She made a note. She demanded proof of archival of
another twenty people, and circled back around, after fifteen
minutes, to Forrest Tobith.

"- important?" he said, double-taking when he discovered she'd
moved again.

"So they can work on appealing your case or getting you
transferred," Sonnet said, talking as quickly as she could.

" Transferred! Fuck -"

She had a checkbox for that, in the chart. She ticked it. She had an
hour and a half left on the clock. Six more snippets with each of her
assigned unfortunates and she could go home for the day. Maybe
Easter would have time to finish her seizure and they could start
talking, the next day. Maybe she would be able to get Forrest's next
of kin's name.

"Hey, Sonnet. How'd archive-shaking go?" asked Brayden.

"T've got nine next of kins," she said. "Which will probably turn into
six or seven of them once we actually track the people down and
some of them won't go to bat. Did I win?"



"Nope. I've got eleven new names for your list." Brayden sent them
to her chart. Sonnet groaned. "It could be worse," Brayden said.
"Imagine if we actually had a complete list of everybody they were
archiving."

"If we had that we might be able to toss the media relations guy
something tasty," Sonnet said, flopping onto the couch in Brayden's
office. "Don't you think?"

"Never change, Sonnet," he said, wistfully weary.

She looked over the eleven new names. Eleven strangers, archived
in the middle of the least socially acceptable minutes of their lives. If
she was lucky, one or two of them would be noticed missing by their
families or friends before she clocked in the next morning and she'd
never meet them. Somebody in charge of donor relations and public
support would follow up later, asking: what if you hadn't found out?
What if you hadn't happened to have plans together - what if you
thought they'd blown you off - what if you'd had a fight, and thought
you'd never heard from them again because they'd decided you
should never hear from them again. The only way you'd ever know
that they got suspended from the server, if that happened, would be
because Sonnet heard about it, and spent five-second increments
with your aunt or your brother or your daughter, until she got your
name. Volunteer with us. Probably not at Sonnet's specific job. Or
give us money.

And then they'd say: hell no. My cousin, my father, my aunt, isn't a
griefer . This was a misunderstanding. I still want real troublemakers
off the server. How can you possibly defend such people. I heard
one of them was archived for exposing himself to a minor. I heard
that most archivals are of people who've got records a mile long,
they just can't learn to live with other people. I heard they can all
just be transferred to the ghost town server, what are you doing
advocating for them to be here in Deidre Park with ordinary decent
people? Archival's completely humane, anyway, my grandpa, my



nephew, my wife, is completely fine, and not traumatized at all, and
anyway anyone worth getting out of the archives would have
someone looking out for them.

But every now and then there would be someone who'd toss them a
payment for the counterfactual service, and the Society for Impartial
Continuity could go on hiring Sonnet for another day to pull archives
and, moment by moment, extract the names. And send someone to
look them up. And find that half of them were underspecified, or on
do-not-disturb, or also archived. Or they'd moved to another server
and they automatically filtered out messages from abroad. Or they
thought that being archived would, somehow, teach their wayward
loved ones a lesson if they cooled their heels for a few years that felt
like a few minutes.

"Did you still want me for the lobbying dinner?" Sonnet asked.

"Yeah, Becca couldn't make it and I'm not going through that alone.
The food'll be good."

"No, the food'll be inedible culinary experiments plated like it's fine
art, but that's fine. Give me a five minute warning when we need to
leave."

Five minutes, when the time came, was enough for Sonnet to
change into something tolerably fancy for the atmosphere of the
restaurant, look at the menu (it was, in the current fashion, vaguer
than vague - no ingredients, just "light and bright, with a radiant
crunch" or "mysterious yet tannic fusion experience"), and skim her
notes on the lobbying effort.

Brayden would do most of the talking, but Sonnet had to be on-
message if she did say anything: their current procedures only
covered archivals that they knew about. They didn't have access to
the system records directly. A lot of their information relied on
permissions to check up on their "frequent fliers", who'd been
archived before and wanted to be sure of getting noticed if it



happened again. (There had been a protracted legal battle about
whether subscribing to the SIC's check-in service was admissible
evidence in judicial hearings. At the moment it was not.) The Society
also employed watchbots that checked physics for disappearances
and tried to filter out normal teleportation, scanned publicly-visible
moderator calls, and took aggregate data from people's openly
visible postings about who they expected where.

Sometimes Sonnet asked for proof of archival of someone, and the
system wouldn't prove it.

This was probably always because the person she asked for wasn't
in fact archived because they were instead conscious. But sometimes
she wasn't one hundred percent sure.

Hence the lobbying. A small ask, nothing gamechanging. They were
already entitled to ask for proof of everyone they knew about in the
archives. They just wanted to make sure that "everyone they knew
about" was "everyone".

Sonnet sort of dreaded winning the argument. She'd be spending
years explaining things to people who'd been in there for decades,
trying to dig up their estranged families so her co-workers could go
beg them to give a shit. Ultimately anyone they hadn't heard about
yet would probably wind up in Specter Sanctuary - "ghost town" -
the only server with no standards.

There was some kind of irony in the fact that she wouldn't wish
Specter Sanctuary even on any of the people who made it the way it
was.

Sonnet and Brayden teleported in to dinner with cheery salesy
smiles on, and shook hands with the junior moderation assistants
whose time they'd scored. Sonnet ordered a "crisp and daring
bowlful of color". She got a chopped salad. She could have been
eating pizza at home.



Brayden handled most of the small talk. Sonnet nodded and laughed
at the right moments. Eventually - she couldn't tell if Brayden was
doing this to her on purpose or not - she wound up in a side
conversation with Vivi, one of the moderators.

"So how long have you been with the Society?" Vivi asked.

Vivi had ordered "savory, decadent, and aromatic comfort"”, which
had gotten her a bowl of cheese-smothered onion soup, and Sonnet
envied her. But Sonnet could get a pizza after she was done
working. She smiled instead. "I volunteered for two years, first, and
I got hired full-time about seven years ago," she replied. "T've
always thought that moderation archival is a tool that needs to be
used - well - moderately . In a perfect world I imagine we'd be
working a lot more closely with your team. It'd be a two step
process - archive the disruptive server member, and then follow up
to find out how they can have continuation while imposing fewer
costs on their neighbors. Right now Step One is barely talking to
Step Two and I'm sure a lot of people have fallen through the
cracks."

"A lot of them are going to wind up being repeat offenders, though,
not 'imposing fewer costs'," said Vivi. She slurped her soup. A
droplet landed on her collar and vanished, cleaned up by either an
ambient effect of the restaurant or something programmed directly

into the blouse fabric.

"Of course if someone goes to your appeals board on behalf of a
loved one it is completely within your power to refuse them," said
Sonnet. One didn't call people "the moral equivalent of an
executioner" over a polite lobbyist dinner. One didn't even let the
thought touch one's expression. "We're not asking for any great
laxity of standards in who gets to rejoin Deidre Park's
commonwealth. Nor for you to give a dishonest badge of approval to
Park members who want to emigrate to other strict-conduct-
standards servers. We just want to know who's in the archive."



"So you can send their parents or their equally obnoxious friends to
hassle us," said Vivi. She said it like it was a light in-joke that Sonnet
was expected to get, could be counted on to take gently. Did
becoming a moderator make people act that way or did they just
recruit the ones who already did? Some moderators were stern and
formal and never let anyone forget that they had power, and that
wasn't good either, but in the moment Sonnet would have traded
Vivi for one of those.

"Oh," said Sonnet, "I expect that for a lot of the ones we'd turn up
this way, we won't be able to find anyone with standing to make an
appeal. But we'd be able to find out more information, and maybe
start the process to get them rehomed on Specter Sanctuary."

"Is that even... better?" asked Vivi, dubious.

"If it's not, they can voluntarily self-archive," said Sonnet. "Most
people don't. And the Sanctuary does have pretty robust blocking
features." This was what made it so "ghostly". Most servers had
standards. Specter Sanctuary had shadowbanning, no-notification
omission of offensive people from your entire sensorium. They'd still
move objects, but you could be sitting in the same place as them on
a park bench and not realize it until they put down their bag and it
appeared beside you. The physics exceptions were far more
computationally expensive there than they were in normal places
that didn't have to so aggressively manage race conditions.

"It'd have to!" agreed Vivi. "Deidre Park isn't like that. Everyone here
needs to buy in to the social contract. Most people we archive have
three strikes, sometimes even more."

Deidre Park had children in it. It had a mental hospital. It had
exceptions to most of its public disturbance statutes for political
demonstrations, art projects, ignorance of the law, and April Fool's
Day. But sure. Everyone needed to buy in to the social contract.
"Most of them certainly have strikes," Sonnet agreed. "Again, I'm not



petitioning for any exceptional release. We just need their names so
they can go through the usual channels."

"T know you probably spend every working hour with this population
and you get used to them, but the behavior that gets us called in is
pretty extreme," said Vivi.

"A lot of the appeals are granted, when we get to the point of
connecting an archived citizen with someone who can -" Sonnet
said, against her better judgment.

"Oh, sure, but a lot of that is because the person who does their
appeal has to indicate that they're aware of the problem and they'll
be taking some responsibility for managing it, and impressing the
seriousness of the situation on their loved one," Vivi said. "I think
that with a complete list of names you'd mostly talk to the same
number of, let's say successes ? And a lot more dead ends who just
don't have an avenue to improvement within the environs of Deidre
Park."

"You're probably right," Sonnet said around a too-fixed smile. And
then one of the other moderators had a question for Vivi, and the
side-conversation was broken up and Sonnet could step back into
the sidelines, where she wouldn't get any closer to breaking down
into tears at people whose help she needed.

The dinner ended, and Sonnet was free at last. Free to teleport
home. Free to order pizza, piping hot and oozy, with mushrooms and
sausage. Free to holler at her wall in an ineffectual gesture of
frustration.

Nobody died any more but that moderators like Vivi killed them, safe
in the knowledge that there was no blood, no body, and - often as
not - no evidence.



Sonnet got Easter Davis the rest of the way through her epileptic
attack and got a name from her. Easter had a good shot at being
found to have been wrongfully archived. Somebody had reported the
disturbance, not recognizing a seizure - most people could get that
fixed in the modern day, and Sonnet didn't know why Easter hadn't,
but that was between Easter and her neurologist. The moderators
had noted that Easter didn't respond to their commands and also
didn't recognize that it was a medical problem. They didn't check her
metadata to see the responsibly emplaced note explaining her
condition.

If it was formally recognized that Easter wasn't just possible to let
out under greater family-and-friend supervision, but that she should
never have been interpreted as a disturbance of the peace in the
first place, that would clear Easter's name. It'd get the moderator in
question reprimanded. And it would probably get Sonnet (or,
hopefully, Brayden instead) a meeting with whoever had made the
call.

Sonnet sort of wished she could arrange some sort of quid pro quo
with the moderator who'd archived Easter. "I get it, you're
understaffed and overworked," she'd say. Empathetically. After all,
Sonnet's workplace was pretty lean too. "You didn't know what you
were looking at. I understand and I don't think you necessarily
ought to get in trouble for it. You're a good mod," she would lie.
"But we're the ones picking up after your mistakes, and we need the
data to do it with. How about we don't make a fuss about this, and
you tell us who we're missing, in the archives."

But this was impossible, because Sonnet couldn't give marching
orders to Easter, let alone Easter's entire social circle, and it was
Easter's right to complain and then the senior moderation team and
the people they reported to in the government all would know about
it. It was not in Sonnet's power to offer anything to the mods,
except maybe not going to the media herself should Easter decline
to do so.



Sonnet got through the rest of her workday, the vast backlog of
names. Some of them had priors, and the Society for Impartial
Continuity had their next-of-kin information from the last time they'd
been archived. Sometimes those next-of-kin had given up. JesUs
Garcia (archival date October 9) was one of those. They'd processed
him for the first time ten years ago and his father had gotten him
out. Then his sister. Then his niece. Most recently his drinking buddy
had flaked and they'd prevailed on his niece again but she'd made it
clear it was the last time, and now he had no one. Jesus Garcia
(archival date October 9) had experienced six months of the last
decade and he was out of next-of-kins who'd appeal for him, and
they were going to have to get him transferred to Specter Sanctuary.

In theory this should have been easy. Specter Sanctuary had no
requirements for residency. It was funded with charity dollars - often
Sonnet's own charity dollars, since there was some conflict of
interest in donating her salary back to the very organization that
paid her. And Deidre Park was not very troubled about the fates of
the archived citizenry. But there were a lot of regulations and,
underlying those regulations, code safeties, around transferring
people across servers. A conscious person could acknowledge all the
obligatory consent forms and make sure they trusted their carrier
and their destination server and their backup arrangement.
Accidents with data in transit were rare, and irretrievable ones rarer
still.

An unconscious person could not make these decisions for
themselves, and however little regard the authorities might have for
whether the archived ever got to experience their lives, anything
that risked data loss was still treated seriously. Every single transfer
to Specter Sanctuary required a lot of back-and-forth with the
automated and human watchdogs designed to obstruct people from
sending their enemies on a file transfer to nowhere, or prevent
children from casually mailing themselves to Grandma. It had to be
established that they could not continue to live on their present
server, with exhaustive documentation of their rap sheet and every



possible next-of-kin and erstwhile friend and their stances on the
matter. No expense could be spared in getting the transfer and
backup arrangements with the highest safety scores from the most
reputable agencies, no matter that these ratings were mostly based
on skill at interfacing with the raters. It signified more about slick
reports and cheerful slideshows showcasing their compliance, rather
than any numerical advantages in terms of getting data from point A
to point B.

If Sonnet could just pick up and move all this concern for the
welfare of the archived she'd find a hundred better places to put it.

Specter Sanctuary couldn't afford to pay for immigrants' transfer fees
unless its endowment somehow trebled, so Deidre Park had to foot
the bill. Deidre Park did not have much reason to want to do that.
Archival was cheap. Static data, backed up, validated responsibly,
and ignored.

The Society for Impartial Continuity did their part to make it more
expensive by demanding proof of archival for every name they had.
But that was a smallish recurring expense, not a large lump sum -
and, too, the savings wouldn't materialize for any given transfer to
the Sanctuary. Sonnet worked for as many hours as she was paid
for, and occasionally more. She asked for as many proofs as she
could during that time, usually focusing on a subset of the available
archived per day so that she could track the different fragmentary
conversations better. With Jesus Garcia (archival date October 9) out
of Deidre Park, she'd spend that much more time with everyone
else, and they'd have to cover about the same cost of materializing
and re-archiving someone every few seconds for her. Unless they
managed to get the (known) archived population down so low that
the fifteen minute limit actually enforced downtime, which they
weren't anywhere near.

Some days Sonnet "won" - cleared out more people from the archive
than they discovered to have been added. Most days she lost.



Anyway, Jesus Garcia (archival date October 9) had eventually given
up attacking her, come down a little off the drugs, and given his
(broken across three proofs, and heavily padded with swearing)
assent to go to the Sanctuary. That made things easier, and also
meant she didn't have to try to talk to him again unless there was
information they couldn't get from his niece or the server records.

Sonnet was eager for the weekend.

She'd gone back and forth with herself about taking weekends.
Brayden didn't, but he worked fewer hours per day; he just needed
to be available on short notice for the public-facing aspects of his
job, answering messages and responding quickly to news. It didn't
matter to the archived people's experience of being archived - she'd
show up in a new outfit every few hundred proofs, whether she'd
skipped days in between or not. Anyone whose loved ones were
aware of and hopping mad about their archival could probably
handle it without Society help. Almost by design, no one was waiting
on her.

Still, she was forever drawing mental analogies between being
archived and being dead, and she felt like on some level she wasn't
taking it as seriously as all that, if she didn't operate in crisis mode
all the time. The inherent contradiction between "crisis" and "all the
time" wasn't lost on her. The fact that she was always two days in
the hole every Monday wasn't either.

They needed more people to make a real dent. Two more days of
Sonnet per week, even if she could keep up a no-weekend schedule
- and she probably couldn't - wouldn't outperform another staffer.

And they could probably afford it soon, too, maybe not this year but
soon. The Society had been operating long enough that its recurring
donations from a small fraction of the people it served had begun
adding up. They could promote one of the volunteers, but... none of
the volunteers who did Sonnet's work stood out. They never, ever



won, even if you amortized their performance to their shorter
periods of time spent collecting proofs. There were chapters of the
Society operating on other servers, but she didn't think any of them
were so flush with competent people that they'd export one, even
aside from the thing where moving to a new server was massively
inconvenient for all of one's social relationships. And most of the
volunteers weren't long-termers. It'd be a feature of their lives for a
year, or five, and then they'd have a kid or a new job or a few
scheduling conflicts in a row and stop coming.

All these things burdened Sonnet's mind as she attempted to settle
in to her beach weekend. She was sort of optimistic about Easter
generating positive attention, and the right kind of publicity
sometimes spooked help out of unrelated industries. Sonnet had
been a hardware liaison once, dedicated to communicating between
Deidre Park and the people who maintained the physical, base-
reality architecture on which it was all housed, its offsite backups
and its fire suppression systems and its updates and upgrades and
rollbacks and coolants and wires and airgaps and all those
essentials. It was important work, keeping those lines open; but it
was obviously important, the sort of thing that never lacked for
funding and qualified applicants. She'd never worried about the fate
of the server after shifting her attention to the Society. And it had
been a news story about a released archived person, Brayden's
personal efforts back when the Deidre Park chapter was more of a
one-man operation, which had attracted her.

...beach. She was going to the beach. Right.

Deidre Park had eleven beaches, which was not very many for a
server of its size and broad appeal. Obviously a server founded and
designed by the surfing-obsessed would have hundreds, and a
server that was intended as a contemplative retreat for eighteen
nuns would probably have zero, or maybe one depending on the
nature of the nuns and their contemplations. Deidre Park was a
really generic all-purpose residential server, notwithstanding



occasional stabs at distinguishing itself with aggressive holiday
celebrations and heavy-handed attempts at encouraging quirky-yet-
anodyne cultural habits. It happened to have more mountains than
beaches, more waterfalls than islands, more evergreens than
deciduous, all minor decisions made timidly enough by the original
architects to leave it noncommittal and average.

Sonnet liked the beach, though, so she spent her weekend at one,
swimming, napping in the sunshine, collecting hermit crabs out of
tidepools and letting them crawl up her arm, crashing somebody's
pickup volleyball game, building sandcastles. She got some reading
done. She floated in the tide, staring up at the blue sky. There'd
been a vote a few years back about changing the color of the sky, to
make Deidre Park more interesting - "local color for local color”, if
she remembered the slogan right. It had been shot down by a
landslide.

She kept thinking about work.

Once they got the Garcia transfer through, once Easter had made
her decisions about how much complaining to do, once she was
more on top of things -

She was never going to be more on top of things, and if they got
anywhere with the lobbying she'd be snowed under worse than ever.
The names that they didn't have, the ones they could only get from
the admins, some of those people had probably been archived for
decades. They were no way no how going to have next-of-kin who
were eager to step in for them and make all the calls and attend all
the meetings and fill out all the forms. If Sonnet were archived on
trumped-up charges right here on this beach, and she somehow
wasn't noticed missing at work, her brother would - well, her brother
had moved to another server to be with his now-wife. But he'd still
notice if she went years without responding to any messages, she
thought.



Maybe Sonnet needed more friends. It was uncomfortable, realizing
the extent to which her boss would be the first person to notice her
missing, maybe the only one who'd spot it inside of six months. She
went to places and did things, but not regularly or sociably enough...

No one was going to archive Sonnet, though. She was a peaceable
law-abiding citizen. And even if in her occasional anxious daydreams
she wondered if the Society was too big a thorn in the side of the
authorities, they would certainly at least try telling them to disband
or limit their activities before just summarily archiving all its
employees.

...then what, though?

What, Sonnet wondered as she picked a boatful of sushi off the lazy
river before her, would she do, if Deidre Park banned the Society?

She'd need a new job, at least if she wanted to have any money.
Money was useful for things like the massage she'd booked for her
evening, and being able to support Specter Sanctuary's operating
costs. And her Deidre Park server rent, although if she went long
enough without a job then the indigence fund would cover her, they
didn't archive people just for being poor.

(That is, on Diedre Park, they didn't do that. They did archive people
for delinquent rent on some servers, like the one where the Society
had been founded. With several warnings and plenty of time to
hustle to a different more forgiving home, but - that didn't always
work. Nothing would always work.)

On Sonnet's second day at the beach she cracked and checked her
work messages.

There was one from yesterday, courtesy of Brayden, chiding her for
checking her messages on vacation - very funny, Brayden. There
was a request from a journalist for a quote, but her inbox
management software had marked it moot - probably the piece had



already gone up. It was probably good that they were fishing for
quotes from the Society, but she refused to read the news from her
beach towel and find out what they'd gotten from whoever they'd
managed to speak to. She'd look at it on a workday, if not during
work per se when she needed to be cycling people out of the
archive.

This resolve lasted about forty-five seconds and then she went and
looked up the article.

The headline read: Specter Sanctuary Shutters

...Sonnet was abruptly no longer interested in lounging on the beach
at all. That was her crisis, right there. That was what every weekend
she'd taken in her life had kept her fresh for.

She inventoried all her beach things in a jumble she'd have to sort
out later. In a year, maybe. The Sanctuary !

She teleported straight to her office. Brayden would see her
entrance on his notifications without her having to do anything
about it, so she didn't greet him, just pulled up the article to read
while changing into work clothes. She wasn't very good at
multitasking, and wound up pulling shoes from her wardrobe that
didn't match her slacks; it didn't matter. The rest of the article -

The vice-director of Specter Sanctuary, repository of last resort
for people who cannot find another home that will accept them,
has announced that the server will be shutting down
permanently on November 19. The endowment's principal has
at times not been code-protected against withdrawal, and to
meet shortfalls in funding for assorted commitments (we have
not been able to confirm rumors of other uses), the director of
the server has been extracting funds from that principal rather
than exclusively subsisting off the interest. Sources among
supporters, donors, and even residents of the Sanctuary
indicated that this was kept secret from all of them.



"They have to live here," said one resident who declined to be
identified. "They can't get anyone good to run the place
because they have to live here." Presumably referring to the
Scottsdale Act, the commenter is correct; it's illegal for a server
to be managed by someone whose primary residence is
elsewhere. Neither hardware caretakers nor digital foreigners
can serve in the role of server director (nor in several other
positions enumerated in the law). The Act was originally put into
place to protect server members from absentee landlords, like
the proprietor of the now defunct Scottsdale server, who may
have a purely mercenary investment in the quality of life on the
server and the relationships with the hardware maintainers that
keep it safe. Specter Sanctuary, a notoriously unpleasant place
to live, appears to be a casualty of this regulation.

The Chronicle was not able to locate definitive information on
the identity of the erstwhile manager of Specter Sanctuary.
Apparently anonymous, this financial malefactor may no longer
be among the "specters". The forthcoming shutdown of the
Sanctuary was only made evident when automatic processes
triggered the elevation of the vice-director. The Scottsdale Act
does allow visits and vacations abroad, and it's not impossible
that the director of record will return with some explanation,
defense, or Hail Mary attempt to bail out the Sanctuary. But
"that's not the way to bet," a source

Sonnet realized she was biting her own hand. She forced her jaw
open and lowered her arm.

The Sanctuary - all those people, the outcasts of every server in the
world, almost none of them with anywhere to go even if they were
facing outright deletion. And someone had been drawing down the
principal of the endowment without - starting a fundraising drive to
top it off again? Without even notifying the donor base that they
were having a tight month, a rough year? While the server continued
to accept transfer after transfer, never paying the fees for the moves



but certainly paying for every clock-cycle of active residence and
every exception in the physics model. If the Society had been a few
days faster with Jesus Garcia (archival date October 9) he'd be
there, already, waiting to see if anyone would save him or if the ship
would sink with him and everyone else aboard. And no shortage of
people just like him were already shipped out, and they'd be afraid -
if they read the news. Or caught unawares, if they didn't - without
the chance to check if their grandmothers and their old high school
friends and their estranged children had blocked their messages too
thoroughly to get an emergency distress call.

A server shutdown - like, apparently, Scottsdale, though the name
wasn't familiar to Sonnet - was always dreadful. Depending on how
big a server it was, and how tight the timeline of its evacuation, it
could trigger physics rationing in a dozen others, locking people out
of teleportation, time dilation, and exotic object or room or biology
features they usually took for granted while the hardware worked to
accommodate the increased population. Every person on the servers
that shared a language and any common history with the dying one
would be hosting a relative, or a friend, or a randomly assigned
refugee they'd volunteered to put up.

Specter Sanctuary could probably stop existing overnight and none
of that would happen, because nobody wanted to save them, and if
anybody did, their servers would refuse. It would be the quietest,
least obtrusive disaster -

Brayden peeked in her office door. He glanced at her shoes and
wisely didn't comment. "Sonnet?"

"What are we doing about it?" she asked, getting up to pace. "We
don't have anywhere near the money we'd need to spin up a
replacement server - not even an archive server - not all the
chapters across all the servers where the Society operates -"



"We don't," Brayden agreed softly. "I've written to the Deidre Park
admins already and asked them if we can take in and archive
anyone who's lived here in the past. I think they'll probably do that.
It costs all our political capital and then some but they'll probably
figure it's easy to spin well and go for it and then expect us to shut
up about sharing their records or making proofs last longer or -
anything on the wishlist."

"Most people in the Sanctuary never lived in Deidre Park."

"T also wrote to all the other chapters. They haven't gotten back to
me, probably because getting back to me is not very important
compared to talking to their own admins," Brayden said, "but when
they have a minute they'll get the idea from me if they didn't have it
themselves."

"There are hundreds of servers with no Society chapter operating at
all'" exclaimed Sonnet.

"T know. Look, maybe you should go back to the beach -"
" Brayden!"

"It's not the kind of problem we're equipped to do anything about
besides what I've already done. You shouldn't have checked your
nonurgents. You know if there'd been anything I thought we needed
you for, I could have gotten through to you vacation or no vacation."

Sonnet's teeth were clenched tight enough to make it hard to
breathe. "- I'll go visit my brother," she said.

"- sure, if you prefer that to the beach -"

"Stan lives on Brook Crossing. They don't have a Society chapter. I'll

make him pester his admins to make some room. Where else should
I be going while you're on it here - did they ever get anything off the
ground in Shelby or did the project collapse when Chase retired? -"



Brayden looked like he might have been about to object that she
was supposed to be taking time off, but - no. He was as much a
Society man as anyone. He'd been in it longer than Sonnet.
"Shelby's got a chapter. But if you can get a visa to Lavender Isles,
they don't."

"Brook Crossing, then Lavender Isles if there's time," nodded
Sonnet. "Okay." She put in the request. She sent her brother a
message informing him that she was coming over. Usually she'd
arrange something months in advance, and get his confirmation
first, but needs must.

Brook's Crossing was a college town. Stan didn't work at the
university, but his wife did, and their teenage daughter Anthimeria
aspired to attend - tuition was dramatically discounted for server
natives. (The university administration was in tight coordination with
the server administration, and a student who'd been born in Brook's
Crossing didn't cost any more in upkeep if they were taking classes
than if they weren't, while imports did.)

Sonnet had a standing visa because she had family who lived there,
and didn't need to go through anything very elaborate to get herself
transferred for a brief visit, just declare that she expected to leave
again within the week and prove that all her insurance was topped
up and pay for the data handling. When she teleported in to Brook's
Crossing she landed on Stan's front walk, surrounded by her sister-
in-law's thornless roses.

She wasn't sure if Stan was even home, but she knocked anyway.
The door opened to reveal Anthimeria.

Sonnet's niece looked nothing like her father. She and Sonnet saw
one another once a year or so, but Anthimeria had of late taken to
coloring her hair, and the pink was new; Anthimeria recognized



Sonnet first. "Aunt Sonnet, what are you doing here? I didn't know
you were coming, did Dad forget to tell me?"

"No, this is an unannounced drop-in. Did I pick a bad time? When do
you expect him home?"

"T don't know, in an hour or so? - is something wrong, you look
super freaked out, come in and sit down."

Sonnet came in. She sat down. "It's a work thing, but it's a sudden
crisis of a work thing. Is he doing something he can't be interrupted
at or could I go wherever he's at, or ask him to hurry home -"

"You could just tell me what it is," Anthimeria pointed out.

Anthimeria was - Sonnet did some arithmetic - fifteen. Sonnet
personally thought that somebody a thousand years old would be
too young to learn about total annihilation of the self, but since that
was not a luxury she could pursue in the general case, maybe fifteen
would be fine. "Specter Sanctuary was mismanaged into the ground.
Doesn't have enough money. It's going to shut down after a very
short grace period and the people on it almost by definition have
nowhere else to go. My boss is getting our admins to - well, is trying
to get our admins to - accommodate anyone who's from Deidre
Park, in the archive, where they can at least wait until someone
starts up a successor server. But there's not a chapter of the Society
for Impartial Continuity here to work on it, so I came to ask your
dad to hassle the Brook's Crossing admins about taking some of
them. - and now that I think about it the code for the environment
needs to be saved, too, if anyone's going to spin up a successor, the
blocking technology is indispensable and I don't think anywhere else
has it -"

"Holy cow," said Anthimeria, "servers can do that?"

"Apparently!" said Sonnet, flinging up her hands. "Apparently servers
can do that!"



"But like - what, are they going to delete entire people - they can't
do that!"

Sonnet wobbled a hand. "The grace period will end and the server
will shut down but they won't instantly reallocate the storage space.
But it'll be basically impossible without some novel legalistic finagling
to get anyone off there. It's hard enough when you want to
transport an archived person who's on the same server as you.
Grabbing a person who's, not even archived, but in complete stasis,
environment and all... I don't know if the lawyers would be faster
than the vultures who'd want to buy up the space.”

"How many people are there on - you said it's called Specter
Sanctuary?"

"Thousands. It pulls from every server. It's been in operation for a
long time. I don't know how many admins it went through before
the latest one wrecked the endowment that funded it, probably
dozens, it must burn people out really quickly." Sonnet was staring
at Anthimeria's shoes. They were white, and clung close to the ankle
with no fasteners - a kind that would be very hard to put on or take
off if they didn't have physics exceptions programmed in. People on
Specter Sanctuary couldn't afford more physics exceptions, by and
large. Some of them were able to do some remote work, but most of
it was taxed away to keep the server going. (And it hadn't even
done that.) They could not have shoes like Anthimeria's. Insult to
injury, Sonnet supposed.

"Can't somebody - get a loan, or something, and take over the
server?" Anthimeria asked.

"Maybe," said Sonnet. "I mean, I'm not sure how they'd secure the
loan, it's not a lucrative position that you'd expect to pay back the
amount of the dividend over any reasonable period of time. But in
theory someone could convince the hardware-side people that they



don't need to flip any switches just yet because the place is being
handled."

"Maybe not a loan, then, a donation drive. And then you'd be all set,
right, once the money was there?"

Sonnet blinked at her. "I guess the vice-director who's technically in
charge now wouldn't be guaranteed to immediately do something
stupid with it, but 'vice-director' is kind of a... courtesy title, the
software requires you to put a name there and in this case it would
just be the least gratuitously irresponsible guy who had no other
servers willing to take him. I wouldn't count on his tenure being
more successful than the last guy's."

"Oh. It'd have to be that guy?"

Sonnet opened her mouth, and then let silence hang there for a
moment -

"No," she said. "It wouldn't have to be that guy, things just defaulted
to him when the last admin bounced. The hardware custodians could
turn it over to anyone they thought would act appropriately... and
who would live on Specter Sanctuary. Nine days of ten on average,
that's the standard."

Anthimeria smiled at her.

They have to live here , the article said. And that was it, wasn't it,
anyone could do it but no one wanted to.

Sonnet spent eight hours a weekday talking to people in seconds-
long proofs while they shrieked and lunged and sobbed. Sonnet
checked her work email on her beach weekend. Sonnet's boss would
be the first person who'd notice if she disappeared.

Would it be so intolerable -



"Right," Sonnet said. "I guess my priority might not be getting in
touch with Stan about Brook's Crossing after all. Tell him he can
guess where I want my next fifty birthday presents and that it'd be
nice to have them all at once, would you?"

"Sure, Aunt Sonnet," said Anthimeria.

And Sonnet teleported herself out, back to Deidre Park, back to her
office, to bother everyone who'd ever donated a cent, every relative
of every once-archived person who didn't bounce messages from the
Society, every interest group and every PR-greedy company and
every bleeding-heart celebrity.

The endowment stood at yea much; it needed to hit this figure; and
then Sonnet would be volunteering to administer Specter Sanctuary.



Rat Princess

Dear Brother Vosser,

The journey to School with Beff has been very long. It is only now
after these weeks on the road with the wizard escorting us that we
have arrived and I have acquired the materials to write you. I do
not know how long the mail itself will take to reach home, which is
why I address this missive to you instead of to our royal father. Of
course if he lives still you should without hesitation share on its
contents with him, but it eases my mind to be more sure that the
name I have in mind while I write is the same as the one who will
read it first.

Beff is an agreeable companion. You will remember I was motivated
most chiefly by the desire to travel and see more of the world than
our little kingdom, but I am also amenable as most of our kin are
not to approaching human beings closely, and closely indeed have 1
got! I am perpetually aboard her person, in her pocket or riding her
shoulder or in her hands. My fur has never been sleeker, as she pets
it constantly to preen every hair into place, and she has taken to
feeding me directly from her fingertips pieces of whatever she is
eating, which is an impressively rich experience by comparison to
the grains and vegetables we have historically enjoyed. I do not,
unfortunately, know by name what you would be negotiating for
with the Tillers to receive similar fare.

I have only the most rudimentary vocal communication with Beff. 1
can recognize her rendering of my name and vice-versa, and a
handful of other words and gestures are understood one way or the
other, but the availability of paper is key to my correspondence with
her as much as with you! I believe (though in my infacility with the
language cannot be certain) that Beff sought paper from the
escorting wizard, during our journey, but that he refused her. I have



no guesses why. I saw him writing for his own purposes often
enough. With his toad familiar I have no rapport at all. T am not
even sure the toad can write. How can they have come to any
arrangement, I wonder!

At any rate, we have arrived at the School. Brother, it is so much
larger than the House as to be a different kind of thing altogether.
The House, the Barn, and the Silo would all three fit many times
over into the School. Parts of it are impossible to see, because they
are buried in clouds. Yes, clouds! It is shaped like the Silo but so
colossal that if you filled it with grain it would multiply our people a
hundredfold or more! The rooms inside it are grand also but more
of a kind with the rooms of the House. Beff has a room to share
with me. I have not seen many other rooms of the School thus far
but will write more when I have the opportunity.

Your loving sister, Reeinuchu
Dear Mother and Father,

I am at School now. Princess Reeinuchu is being a very good
Familiar to me and it is a comfort to have her with me so far from
Home. She is writing a Letter also, please make sure it makes it to
the Rats. I do not know yet much about what it will be like doing
School. The Wizard did not tell me very much. He is not a Teacher.
I am very tired from the long Trip and will sleep now. Another Letter
will happen next Week.

Love Beff
Dear Brother Vosser,

I am in some haste to write this to you, and am doing so without the
benefit of your own letter. T am in complete transports. There are
books here. The Tiller family has three, but I have never inspected
one up close; I am sure you remember our reading lessons included
nothing of the kind. This School has hundreds. Maybe hundreds of



hundreds! Beff is going to learn magic from some books and does
not begrudge me the chance to look at them. At points she has
wanted me to turn the pages for her, as some of her introductory
exercises involve her hands. So far she cannot produce any magic
that I can detect, but she and her instructors seem satisfied with her
progress.

I have met three other familiars so far. There is a cat, or at least
that's what I think the beast is. This one did not make any attempts
on my life, though I didn't invite it to, and stayed quite close to Beff.
What a fearsome thing! I am so glad that our people's relationship
with the Tillers has kept them out of our territory these many
generations. It would leave your whiskers trembling for days. The
other two familiars are a crow - also dangerous, but not so
intimidating simply to look at - and a rabbit, quite harmless provided
we don't need to compete for burrow space, and we do not. None
of them speak to me. Hopefully we will have time to learn one
another's languages. If I come by any intelligence on the nature of
cats and crows and other fearsome things I will be sure to relate it
to you.

There are more students roomed near Beff and I, who do not have
their own familiars yet, though I do not know whether I should
expect that they will acquire them or not. They are overseen by a
human with very strict opinions about where everyone should be at
all times. Beff has been punished for infractions four times already
and my pleading in her defense did not appear to make the slightest
impression on her minder. It is a somewhat oppressive
environment, but perhaps it is necessary to learn magic.

Your loving sister, Reeinuchu
Dear Mother and Father,

I am doing good enough at the Magic but I am having to be a
Grown Up who never plays very quickly now for I am always



studying or confined to my Room. I think I will have to try to teach
Princess Reeinuchu to play Checkers. I do not have a Checkers
board but I have a lot of paper for writing notes and spell pieces and
can write a Checkers board too. It will be Crumpled pieces versus
Folded ones I quess. But what if Reeinuchu doesn't like Checkers?
Then what can we do if there is no going outside to dig and wander
in it? Once I have my first Spell I will be allowed out. There are a
lot of Mana Ooze creatures around the School because of all the
Magic done here. I have to be able to turn them Inside Out before it
is safe to go anywhere without a real wizard so that is the first thing
to learn. But I do not know how long it will be before I can turn
magic inside out. And there are many parts of the School that have
no Oozes at all but that students are not allowed in alone either lest
we damage the Books or write Rude Words on the Furniture.

Princess Reeinuchu has again wrote a letter to her brother. T am not
reading them because that would be Rude but please give her letter
to the Rats. I have not seen any other familiars writing any letters.
Maybe Rats have the cunningest hands.

Love, Beff
Dear Brother Vosser,

I have finally received your first letter! What a tremendously slow
way for messages to go is this one, though the distance is so great I
suppose it is a miracle anything can get from the one place to the
other at all.

As you say, the other familiars might possibly be dumb animals. 1
cannot rule it out, as they are either that or else they are illiterates
whose way of speaking is totally beyond me. They are tame for
their Wizards, and will run little errands not unlike my page-turning
at a command, but might as well have no intellectual lives at all.
They are not practicing their letters as they might if they were new
to the idea. I do not even see them read. It is disturbing! I am



agreeable enough to be Beff's companion but to have no other
society at all does chafe.

Beff's first act of Wizardry is to be a bit of magic that works on
magic. Apparently just as when the Tillers thresh a field for the bulk
of the grain, they leave bits behind that we are welcome to, Wizards
doing their various work will leave bits of magic behind that the
students are welcome to, except that the magic can move about on
its own and might do us harm if not approached just so. Beff is
going to learn how to hunt and claim her own magic as it oozes
about, and then she will be free to move about more of the Tower
and its surrounds, and she will have enough magic from these
gleanings to do more Spellwork. I do not know what the next lesson
is after this.

It has indeed occurred to me that I may outlive you and all our
siblings, if I am gaining more than merely travel and friendship from
my nearness to an incipient wizard. This is the impression I have
from hearing the others talk about their familiars, that if they begin
very dim at least they will have long lives in which to learn more. If
you think it is best I will renounce my claim to the throne that it may
continue down your line hence, as I do not think I could readily be
both Familiar and Queen. But since it is so important to Beff, I
should very much prefer to remain formally a Princess in good
standing.

Your loving sister, Reeinuchu
Dear Mother and Father and everybody,

I've learned to catch a mana ooze! I don't know if catch is a good
word for the thing, because I do not have it in a jar after, or a
basket, or a bucket, and instead it bursts like a bubble. But it leaves
a bit of itself behind and that I do have, but not in any thing, just in
my Wizardness. It is a peculiar sensation, like when you are not
hungry at all and then you have a bite of fresh hot bread with butter



on it and then all at once you are much hungrier though by rights
you should be less. T am allowed to go hunting for oozes with all
the other students who have this trick now, and there are often
quite a lot of them right after the Wizards have done a big bit of
Spellwork. They do so many things like bringing rain and taming fire
and pulling water up from the ground without having to dig or build
anything. Also they can see far away! They can do almost all their
magic from right here, where all the mana is, by seeing far away
while they do it; and it was very lucky that the Wizard who found me
happened to be traveling.

I will learn to do little Hedge Spells next. I am allowed all the books
with green binding provided someone is looking over at me to be
sure I am good to the books, and they have lots of different ones. 1
am still deciding which would be the nicest to have. I would ask you
what you thought but by the time your letter makes it back to the
Tower I will already have learned one or two or maybe three!

Maybe I will tell you some I do Not want to learn very early and you
can tell me what I should do for my fifth or sixth Spell. There is one
for making things different colors. The teachers use it for writing on
the walls. There is one to look far away but the version in green
binding does not last very long, only a blink. There is one for letting
me see things Princess Reeinuchu sees but that seems rude!
Sometimes she is writing private letters! I would have to talk to her
about it. There is one for blighting weeds but I do not think I will go
home very soon to be able to use it on our vegetables. It will have
to wait until I am good enough at looking far away. There is one
that makes there be two books where there used to be only one
book but then neither book is all the way real, and if you tear a
page, even a little bit, then the spell is over and you have one book
with a torn page somewhere in between the two. The library books
are like this. There is one for finding the mana oozes but there are
always a lot of them in the dry creekbed whenever I go hunting so
far so I do not mean to learn it first. I think it is for wizards going
looking for oozes that have got farther away from the tower and
must be caught before they meet somebody who is not a wizard.



They're not too fast but they are a little hard to see, and could hurt
somebody, if they snuck up.

There are more but my hand is tired. I am getting so much practice
reading and writing, but I think I decided: the very first Hedge Spell
I will learn is one that will let me write without my hands!

Love, Beff
My King,

Congratulations on your coronation. I regret that I could not be
there for our dear father's funeral. I know your reign will be as
prosperous and blessed as was his, and will see about asking Beff to
send a parcel of some kind of appropriate coronation gift, belatedly
though it will arrive.

Beff is enclosing some exotic foods that will travel acceptably. The
blue package is for you to disburse as you please and the red for the
Tillers.

Now that Beff can cast spells she is dispatched on more chores and
errands. I ride in her pocket up and down the height of the Tower,
sometimes peering out of windows so high that I can look down at
the clouds. Beff tells me she could not climb it, even with her
tremendous stride, if it were all by stair, but instead there are
magical installations that can lift a passenger into the air with no
effort at all. We have seen the libraries, as it turns out there are
several. There are great rooms full of mirrors and crystals where
Wizards look at faraway places and alter them. Beff carries
messages; while there are spells for speaking to others, they
interrupt like a shout does, where an apprentice standing by a door
need not interrupt, so we spend a lot of time waiting by doors to
hand over little notes and take their replies back. There are places it
is expected many mana oozes will emerge in the aftermath of a
large working, and Beff and the other students bicker over who gets
to stand guard over these to get more of the precious scrap mana.



There are things to do in the kitchen, to save on the expense of
cooks; a spell can cook through a vat of beans large enough to hold
our whole colony in an instant. There is cleaning, which is
something of a disappointment, because it is not done with spells at
all; it is the task of students who have come off poorly in the ooze
hunts and cannot afford the casting of other chores.

Your loving sister, Reeinuchu
Dear Mother and Father and everybody,

I will ask if I can do something about the weather at home. I do not
think T am learned enough yet but maybe there are extra chores I
could do or something. I have not learned too many new Spells
recently, as by this time I am through everything good with the
green binding and now I have to learn a language full of Triangles. I
will write a bit of it on the back for you to see (it means "Triangle";
only, in the Triangles language, there are different words for
different kinds of Triangle, so it is a particular kind). So I certainly
do not know a weather Spell myself, as it would be full of Triangles I
cannot read well yet. But maybe they could decide where to work
on the weather by way of me telling about your letter. It might not
happen fast or I should not bother to write about it before its
happening.

Princess Reeinuchu says her papa has died and there is a new Rat
King who is her brother. She says she is still a Princess forever
though. I hope everything is still going all right with the rats.

Love, Beff
My King,

Kindly be patient with the Tillers if they are less generous than their
custom! They are ultimately at the mercy of the weather, and Beff is
hard at work entreating the greater Wizards to their aid. The
postage on more parcels of food would alas begin to be ruinous if it



were used for staples enough to feed the whole clan rather than the
occasional treat. Someone has to carry it all that way, and Beff still

has not been taught where the main source of magical power is. It

cannot all be oozes, because the oozes are the leftovers spilled from
great workings. There is more knowledge to come and it is coming

painfully slowly but we shall get there in time.

Addendum: Beff has convinced a wizard to let her observe a weather
working! It will not be anywhere near our home, and will help the
Tiller farm not at all; and she is to remain completely silent
throughout, unmoving, watching from what is not even a particularly
good spot to see; the hope is that she will learn more about what
goes into such a spell, and then know better how to ask gently and
respectfully for one to be aimed where she would like it. It has to
be in the dead of night for some disagreeable reason, but the
opportunity is too rare to decline. This letter must post now but I
will let you know more in the next.

Your loving sister, Reeinuchu
Dear everybody,
I have seen a weather working now.

I do not know if I will be able to ask that one be pointed at our
farm.

I don't know how to explain. T'll try to write again soon.
Beff
My King,

The wizards are not creating their mana. They are begging it off the
beings who write in triangles. The Tower their silo, they are allowing
the wizards the least part of their produce, for some favor or threat
that I cannot yet fathom. The tendril of blinding white light that



reached into the chamber from its occult direction brought rain,
when directed through the lenses and etchings prepared by the
wizard. But it departed before the wizard seemed through with it,
and there ensued a terrible argument in that same language, aloud
and by sign and writing and spell in a great storm of quarrel, and in
the end there was less rain than desired. There were so many mana
oozes to clean up afterwards that Beff nearly glowed with it, and
brought her classmate with the silent rabbit into the chamber to take
some of them, and this was only the fraction of the fraction of the
power that those entities must wield.

I would not trouble such a thing lightly. And it is not light, I know;
but it is at least affecting how affordable postage seems. Please find
enclosed more food.

Love, Reeinuchu
Dear NVAVA4AMW,

I know it seems like a very small matter from the orthogonal realm,
but we do actually use the mana for important things over here.
The next time you cut me off in the middle of a working that I
already rescheduled into the hours of human inactivity for your
convenience, I'm going to start letting the oozes breed so we can do
it ourselves, you see if I don't. I cannot overstate how politically
popular this would make me with the other humans compared to
going through you every time, and if you don't understand why we
want the mana, well, I don't understand why you want all the oozes
corralled, and I'll go on not understanding it till I've caught up on all
the urgent spells. If you want me to abruptly remember why I
should give a flying pig about the oozes breeding out of your control
you will pay me back what you cheated me out of this most recent
occasion and we will do the next working during the human active
hours. Don't make me involve your superintendent.

Sincerely, Arcanamagister Tholl



Dear Arcanamagister Tholl,

Look, neither of us want that, and you know as well as I do that
neither of us want that. You need to be more understanding that I
don't live at your beck and call and may sometimes be interrupted or
double-booked at moments that aren't when you would most prefer.
You could always move your inactive hours to a different time if it's
so troublesome to have things scheduled then and you can't stop
having inactive hours. But I should be able to do twelve noon next
time and spot you the extra this once. Nobody needs to talk to
anybody's superintendent.

Best wishes, NVAVA4AMW



Noncombatants: The Mocheyn
Diaspora

Shuy, for the overwhelming percentage of readers who'll have never
heard of it before, is one of a half dozen small hamlets clustered in
the Himalayas, in that region where Nepal and India and Bangladesh
and Tibet come together. The ethnicity that lives there is called the
Mocheyn, and at times their various villages have been possessions
of different states, but they see less of the hand of colonialism than
most. Historically the lines around them on the map matter almost
not at all. Ancient tradition for every group that's ever neighbored
theirs is to let them go about their business without interference.
During many eras the Mocheyn received food tribute. The Mocheyn
have a duty which comes before the worldly things like taxes and
foreign wars: they have to placate their gods while everyone else
gets out of the way.

The specific Mocheyn village I was visiting has a distinct claim to
fame besides just being one of the settlements occupied by this
ethnic group, though. Some quirk of their upbringing, native
tongue, or possibly even genetics makes Mocheyn people gifted
translators. It's not just an isolated savant who can pick up Finnish
in a few weeks - they churn them out on a routine, if slow, basis,
and the chosen few wind up exported all over the globe, interpreting
between the most obscure languages in the world more easily than
the average high school Spanish teacher can order a burrito. Shuy is
the village where would-be translators gather to fly the nest. I was
invited along on a trip to collect a batch of two, by a local
correspondent whose agency places a couple of Mocheyn every year.

My correspondent, though, fell ill before the trip, so I proceeded
alone, or as alone as one can be when accompanied by porters and
guides to help me up the difficult terrain. I had to communicate



with them through guidebook phrases and gestures, but I didn't hire
an interpreter: once in Shuy I wouldn't need one. Most likely the
people I was going to pick up there spoke English already, and if
they didn't, they'd pick it right up, or so I was given to understand.

Shuy looks at first glance a lot like your stereotypical developing-
world village in abject poverty. People, demographically skewed very
young, cram in ten per cramped stone cottage. They wear T-shirts
from alternate timelines in which the other guy won the Super Bowl,
over those same shirts but altered into skirt-like garments, the
sleeves turned in and sewn shut for pockets. They free-range their
children beyond anything you see in the West. I spent my stay
talking to a particular set of kindergarten-age triplets every day and
never did figure out who they belonged to.

The translators that they dispatch wire remittances home. It's within
the Mocheyn's power to make large durable purchases sometimes,
and they do: they have modern, if not Western, plumbing, shared
between everyone and parked right in the middle of the village. 1
saw first aid kits that could have come out of a Walgreen's and the
midwife was nearly as well equipped as the more globalized clinics
downhill. The village owns a pickup truck with a snowplow
attachment. They even have a generator with associated outlets, to
run various essential devices, and by its light I drafted this article.
What I didn't encounter was evidence of luxury spending. The
people and the buildings were undecorated and severe. There was
enough food, but I didn't need to brace myself for a culinary
adventure: they had meat and grain and beans and milk and
presented all these things in the most obvious and least labor-
intensive ways possible. Typically boiled.

They need to save on labor because their child to adult ratio is so
immense. A typical Mocheyn woman gives birth around fifteen times
and has multiples as often as not. The kids can and do occupy
themselves once they're ambulatory, but that doesn't close the gap if
you've got enough babies to exceed legal staffing ratios in an



American daycare. And the mothers are operating alone, much of
the time: the men are at war.

If you haven't heard of the Mocheyn's war, you're not alone. It gets
far less attention than the typical warlordism in Africa or dustup in
the Middle East. Even for the people who live near them, it's
background noise; by ancient tradition, the Mocheyn fight one
another and die to appease the gods on a specific battlefield and do
not involve outsiders. I didn't arrive intending to view or remark on
the war. I was there to collect some conscientious objectors.

Pekhee and Zou-zuen were presented to me as a married couple,
with Pekhee, the wife, being a touch older than her husband -
they're fifteen and fourteen. That's an unusual age of marriage
even in Shuy. Actually, marriage itself is unusual in Shuy. They have
the concept, but usually the children come from some combination
of the women visiting the war bands and the war bands coming
home on leave, with no real effort to avoid mixing up who's
spending their vacation with whom or track which children belong to
which father. Not so with these two, though. They both intended to
leave Shuy and all the other Mocheyn behind and start new lives
together, translating. "He has no stomach for war," Pekhee told me,
describing Zou-zuen. "And I have none for death." They'd met an
English speaker before. They had Indian accents at first, but were
copying my mid-Atlantic by the time I'd spent one night there.

Zou-zuen was born in Shuy, but Pekhee came from another Mocheyn
village much like it, a four-day hike under ideal conditions. Shuy is
the most accessible, and therefore the one that the translator's
agency collects from. Most kids don't get the option. The
remittances, while helpful, are not as central to their way of life as
the endless battle and the endless production of soldiers to die in it.
While Mocheyn women are frequently occupied in raising children,
nothing stops them from becoming warriors. Any who want to and
some who don't join the warbands. There is no tendency to send
them home if they wind up pregnant during their campaigns,



although if they manage to survive to give birth, the babies are
remanded to their sisters back in the villages at the first

opportunity. Pekhee explained to me that she was curious about the
outside world, and that she wanted to see all her children turn

thirty. These desires aren't stigmatized, per se, among her people:
it's just understood that not everyone can indulge such whims when
duty calls them to battle.

It dismayed Zou-zuen at first, when he saw that I'd appeared
without the translator agency representative. He'd met the fellow
before, a year previously, and seen his cousin and her hastily-
assigned husband depart. (I was unable to find where exactly
they'd been placed, which might mean they've landed sensitive
diplomatic or intelligence positions.) In introducing myself, I assured
him that I was capable of (with my porters and guides) showing him
and his wife the way to the agency, where they'd be connected with
jobs as they expected. Zou-zuen could tell that I wasn't an Indian
like the person he'd been expecting, and wanted to know if I was
American or European or Chinese. (Visitors to the Mocheyn are rare,
and media penetration almost nonexistent, so it's entirely possible
that pale-skinned Chinese officials have there been mistaken for
"white" in the past to some embarrassment.) He calmed right down
when I confirmed that I was an American. "Americans count," he
said.

And then he asked me to cut off one of his fingers.

Lost in the shuffle of logistical preparation, I had not been informed
of this observance. Zou-zuen and Pekhee explained: their duty, from
birth as part of the Mocheyn, was to the war. Natural deformity -
not uncommon, with a limited diet and all these twins and triplets
squeezing each other in the womb - marked a person as being of
particular interest to the gods, even if their presence in combat
amounted to human sacrifice more than anything else. No one with
a club foot or cleft lip could be allowed to leave. Mocheyn maiming
one another outside of ritual warfare would offend the gods



likewise. But, Zou-zuen explained, if I, an outsider representing a
great distant culture, were to cut off one finger from each of the
couple, they'd be marked as interesting to foreign powers, and the
gods would consent to let them depart.

This practice emerged, I was told, less than thirty years ago. A
tourist with more hiking ability than sense all but stumbled into
Shuy, where he became infatuated with a local girl. The Mocheyn
taboo on intermixing with outsider blood is intense. His advances,
however romantically intended, quite literally threatened her life.
The likeliest outcome if she were to fall under any suspicion for sex
with the stranger would have been an amateur, fatal hysterectomy
before any mixed child could implant, performed on the battlefield so
that her blood would appease rather than rile up the gods.
Accordingly, a couple of the girl's brothers had gotten into a lethal
fight with the visitor. The visitor died. Followup investigations by
various jurisdictions that technically consider Mocheyn territory to be
within their remit found the brothers blameless. But one of the
brothers, Eosht, lost an eye in the fight.

After some kind of consultation with the gods, they determined that
Eosht was allowed to leave. It was unprecedented. Mocheyn
legend says that whenever their people have attempted escape, or
been forcibly removed, from a certain distance from the ancestral
battleground, ruin has befallen the escapee and whoever
accompanied them. Policies that at least don't contradict that belief
seem to be in place for everyone who has ever taken a turn
administering this patch of the Himalayas, insofar as fact-checking
could discern. But this man, one-eyed through the attack of a
foreigner from a national power sufficient to give the gods
themselves pause, could go.

Eosht went, found work as an interpreter, and - chafing at the
celibacy needed to avoid fathering any half-Mocheyn children - came
back along with a colleague, to check if he could bring a wife out
with him. The colleague was somehow convinced to chop off a girl's



little finger, she survived the process, and she left Shuy with her new
husband. When Eosht's bride too demonstrated improbable
linguistic talents, entrepreneurial spirits began siphoning off one or
two couples every year or so from the villages. This was the
program Pekhee and Zou-zuen were expecting, eagerly, to join;
better, in their eyes, to sacrifice a finger to America than their entire
lives to the Mocheyn gods. The usual agency man wasn't there, but
I was, and I was American as you please.

I did not agree immediately to bring down a cleaver on these
teenagers' hands. I planned to stay a full week, and needed a little
while to get used to the idea.

The first departing Mocheyn couple have lived in India for twenty-
eight years as of this writing, mostly in Uttar Pradesh with stints in
New Delhi. Sources disagree on whether Eosht and his wife (who
has adopted the Indian name Jaya) have seventeen or twenty-two
children. Those children have been aggressively matchmade with
the equally full-blooded Mocheyn diaspora, those of their
counterparts who work in the Amazon basin, or the Caucasus
mountains, or the Native American reservations in the United States,
learning and translating and preserving every dwindling human
language. Several restive adolescents have been deemed flight risks
from their ancestral duties and delivered back into the laps of their
cousins up in the mountains: better for them to never see another
movie, never eat another chocolate bar, never live to see age thirty
thanks to their participation in the endless blood sacrifice, than for a
Mocheyn child born and raised in Arizona to marry out. There are
no records of such Mocheyn-Americans (or Mocheyn-Irish, or
Mocheyn-Brazilians) walking back down the mountain from Shuy
once they arrive. But provided the whole family understands their
ultimate responsibilities lie with the gods wherever they make their
homes, they approve of having Mocheyn scattered across every
country that will have them: this way, if something wipes out all the
villages, an emergency repatriation effort can repopulate them and
appease the divine.



The children, too, even though they're born outside the traditional
Mocheyn stomping grounds, must be promptly physically identified
as being of interest to a great power. Most of the translator families
pursue this by circumcising their boys. It's commonly enough
available in the United States, and their deal with their agency
includes trips and services to get the snips snipped as a necessary
expense. But when they bear their children under unsupportive
circumstances - a war zone, or an airline complication, or a bank
issue, preventing them from getting plane tickets - they settle for
having the nearest white or Chinese person chop off a baby finger.
America considers it a religious freedom issue, ever since an attempt
to remove a baby girl from a second-generation Mocheyn family in
Texas resulted in the parents murder-suiciding the girl, her three
older brothers, and then themselves, rather than surrender her to
someone who wouldn't chop her finger off and raise her in the faith.
There are rumors that fact-checking couldn't substantiate, but which
suggest a possible shape of the behind-the-scenes conflict, that the
agency pulled some Mocheyn who were working on CIA projects
until they could be guaranteed their religious rights as a matter of
American law. They're good cryptanalysts as well as translators.

Pekhee and Zou-zuen were quite cheerful about the prospect of
being down a pinky each. (Pekhee, left-handed, wanted the right
one off; Zou-zuen planned to lose the left.) There were antibiotics
on hand, and the midwife saw finger amputations every year and
would be able to stitch them up. It would hurt a lot less than giving
birth a dozen times without an epidural (a convenience they do not
have available in Shuy, but have no religious objections to) or
getting disemboweled to feed the gods their fill of blood (a fate Zou-
zuen, at least, could avoid only by leaving his finger behind). Only I
could do it; my porters and guides were Sherpas, and while it wasn't
guaranteed that they wouldn't count as belonging to an adequately
great power to subdue the wrath of the gods, if they didn't, another
maiming would be called for. So why ask one of them instead of the
convenient American?



Plagued with fears about bringing the knife down onto the
metacarpal instead of the finger alone, I asked if there was anything
else I could do. I wasn't competent to perform a circumcision, and
Zou-zuen didn't look thrilled at the prospect of me trying, but
eventually Pekhee said I could try piercing her ear, and they would
ask the gods about that. If, and only if, I promised to chop off her
finger should an ear piercing not suffice.

The Mocheyn don't practice any form of body modification amongst
themselves; they either have no desire to decorate their bodies with
scars and inks and jewelry, or it would offend the gods if they did it
to one another without hauling in a subject of a great foreign power
to wield the implements. Should they have thought of tattoos and
piercings earlier? The ones who've grown up in the States surely
could have. But - notwithstanding the wayward teens, deported to
the villages to protect the ethnic gene pool from contamination and
usually chewed up right away by the war - most Mocheyn who've
left feel a considerable aversion to returning home again. They
integrate, accent and all, into whatever part of the world their
agency emplaces them. They don't send letters. Shuy doesn't have
a phone line. And the gods won't be able to tell them "not good
enough, try again” from too great a distance; ethnic Mocheyns claim
that they are more sensitive to this sort of thing than outsiders, who
it is said can only feel the gods when they're agitated or during a
visit to the battlefield itself, but even a Mocheyn can't get a clear
omen from more than twenty miles away. Apparently me and my
rhinestone studs were going to be the first to find out if there's a
way to spare all those babies the loss of their fingers.

I'd never pierced anyone's ears before, but they had disinfectant,
and I had earrings, and it requires both less force and less precision
than severing a digit. I put one of my earrings through Pekhee's ear,
and left it there, since all the Mocheyn agree that it probably won't
work at all if the piercing is allowed to heal closed and she'll
definitely have to keep the stud till she can get one of her own. And
then I got to witness the villagers calling for the verdict of the gods.



"T think we should just cut the paragraphs after this," said Joel,
tapping the marked-up draft. "If we can't get ahold of Lisa -"

"Yeah, we can't, she's still in the hospital and nobody from work is
on the visitors' list," replied Bill. "I called her mom and her mom
cussed me out."

"If we can't get her to edit it into something less sensational we can
still print most of what she wrote before the breakdown, but not
what's after it. No amount of fact-checker insertions will salvage it."

"It ends too abruptly."

"Well, then I don't think we can run it at all till she's back at work,"
Joel said. "It's a great piece, we'll sell a million issues, but the last
section isn't worth it. You can't publish a nonfiction article about
Lisa having a nightmare."

"Religious experience," said Bill.

"If that's what you want to call it! Does ' The choking, crawling
certainty that malevolent entities had fixed their attention on Shuy
and those of us ants who stood there. ' sound like a religious
experience? It's not even a complete sentence." Joel dripped with
contempt for sentence fragments. "Or' The battle! The endless
bloody battle, fought not by enemies but ally against ally, all to hold
the breach against their wrath!' Religious experiences are about
oneness with the universe and Jesus telling you to build a cathedral
and shit."

"Lisa's a good writer, she's just going through it right now. It
sounded bad enough I'm impressed she managed to write anything
," said Bill.

"Right, so, if she hadn't, the piece would end here, and we'd print it
with a little note mentioning that tragically, Lisa passed out around



this point but we're hoping she makes a full recovery. That's cool
and spooky and it wouldn't be bad journalism, if she'd passed out.
Instead she wrote this little horror poem thing, so if you don't want
to cut the piece and she's not out of the hospital in time for the June
issue's deadline, I think we have to kill it. We can't shoehorn it into
July, that's the Japan issue."

"You're right," sighed Bill. "When you're right, you're right."



Hollow Grove

I ran as fast as I could but I never managed to step on a varmint.

I wasn't trying - that is, I was trying to run fast, but I was pretty
much pretending about wanting to stomp one of the palm-sized
fuzzy qguys that scampered and glided around the field while I was
training. It would be unpleasant in so many ways. I'd probably trip
and it'd get grossly squashed and all the other girls on the track
team thought varmints were cute so they'd be upset. Some girls
would tuck foreclaws into their jerseys and wear them around like
good luck charms for going over hurdles or aiming at a personal best
on the hundred meters. I didn't care for the critters myself.

Probably picked it up from my dad, who'd sweep them out the dog
door with a pushbroom and swear at them when he thought I wasn't
listening. But I didn't want them dead, especially not messily under
my foot.

There weren't burrows on the track itself. Somebody'd turn an
ankle. If any were ever dug they got patched up before the kids
saw them. The varmints boiled up out of holes out among the trees
and shrubbery instead, whenever there was activity to watch. Most
of the holes hugged the trunks so you'd have to be trying to put
your toes down one while you were picking fruit.

When Coach told me to take a break that was what I went and did,
slow to a jog and then a walk and drift to the blueberries. Eye-level
was as always a bit sparse, but I wanted to lie down anyway, so I
rolled under a bush, looked up at the leaves, and ate directly from
the branch.

"Kelly?"



I rolled out, still chewing. It was one of the school admins. "Yeah-
huh?"

"Can I get your help with a bit of a special assignment?"
I sat up. "What kinda special assignment?”
"We have a transfer student . From Tintown."

My jaw didn't drop open, but only because I hadn't swallowed all my
blueberries. I knew the words "transfer student”, but it wasn't the
kind of thing that happened in Hollow Grove. Sometimes somebody
new would move in, usually a family that had heard it was a great
place to raise kids; sometimes people would move out, mostly young
folks who'd just left high school. But nobody just started attending
Hollow Grove High when they hadn't been through Hollow Grove
Elementary. And nobody had moved in! There hadn't been a
housewarming party. I didn't go to every housewarming party, but I
heard about them all.

The admin kept talking: "Her name is Amy and she's sixteen. She's
staying with a cousin of hers who lives here. She's worried she's
going to have a hard time adjusting to Hollow Grove after growing
up in Tintown and I think it'd help her a lot to have somebody go
take the initiative in getting to know her. And I hear she's interested
in taking up running."

"I can do that," I said, pushing myself up to my feet. "Who's her
cousin?"

"Ron Sanders, over in Plum Orchard. Oh, and Kelly - outside Hollow
Grove, they don't do the Santa thing. Amy does know that you
aren't supposed to know yet, but I picked you not just because
you're friendly and run track, but also because you're almost old
enough to find out about Santa and if she does slip up following the
custom there, you'll only be a few months early."



Obviously T knew Santa was not real. Everyone found out Santa was
not real by the time they were like, ten, tops. But there was some
other thing that we weren't supposed to find out till later than that,
and we just said "finding out about Santa" to refer to it, because it
was a complicated secret and explaining what it was even about
would be too much of a clue. Some secret that was sort of like
Santa in some way that I would presumably understand once I was
older. It at least seemed to share the "it's more fun to believe the
kid version" characteristic. My older sister Rachel got really upset
when she turned eighteen, and for a while was seriously thinking
about moving to Tintown herself. Kids at school would swap made-
up guesses. Like, "Santa is that all bread is made of bugs", or
"Santa is that in olden times dogs lived forever". Neither sounded
right to me but I didn't have my own guess.

I didn't bother the adults around me about it because sometimes it
kind of looked like they might tell me if I asked.

"So you're not getting a grownup to make friends with her because
she's not a grownup, but she might Santa me so I should be ready
for that?" I said, to make sure I'd gotten the picture.

"That's right. Can I count on you, Kelly?"

I bobbed my head. I didn't super want to be Santa'd early but it
sounded like this Amy girl needed somebody and I'd been asked
first. "Like now, or after practice?"

"Now; I just got back from talking to her cousin Ron and it's a good
time."

So I told Coach, and instead of going around the track again, I lit off
at a jog toward Plum Orchard, two radials off from Due North St.
starting from the town center (which was where the schools were).

I could take the distance in ten minutes, if I went as fast as I could -
and I was missing practice to do it, so I pushed, eating up the
ground between me and the plum trees.



Everywhere has plum trees - everywhere has all kinds of fruit - but
the ones in Plum Orchard are all the same kind, so they all bloom at
once and all fruit at once, instead of being the staggered types you'll
find one or two of among the apples and pears and peaches in every
parklet and along every street. It made the neighborhood especially
pretty in springtime. Varmints chased me, gliding between roofs and
branches and skittering at my feet. They were faster than me over
short stretches but I could keep going longer than any of them; 1
shook off tired ones as they dove down convenient burrow-tunnels
and picked up curious new ones following me in the air and pacing
me on the street.

I slowed down, feeling my heart hammer in my ribcage, when I
found the orchard and the houses throughout it. Hollow Grove was
a small town, but I didn't immediately know which house belonged
to Ron Sanders. I started reading mailboxes, warming down with a
slow meander through the trees. The plums weren't in fruit right
now, but there were plenty of other things to snack on in the
understory; I uprooted a few peanuts and started picking them open
with my nails while I searched.

The twelfth mailbox I read said RON SANDERS and then underneath,
in still-shiny-new paint, AMY TORRES. I dropped my last couple
peanuts in a place that looked like it could use a peanut plant and
trotted up to the door and rapped on it smartly.

"Just a minute!" called Ron from inside. I bounced on my toes,
stretched out my calves a little, and was presently admitted to the
house. "It's Kelly, right?" he asked.

"Yeah, I live in Vineyard over the river. Is Amy home?"
"She is! Amy, visitor for you!"

"T don't know anybody!" said a thin voice from up the stairs.



"I'm here to fix that!" I called back. "Hi! I'm Kelly Baker, welcome
to Hollow Grove!"

There was a silence, and then down came Amy. She clung to the
banister like she'd never been on a flight of stairs before. She was
spindly and wan; if I hadn't known for a fact that anybody moving
into Hollow Grove needed to stop at the doctor's before they saw
anybody else, I'd have sprinted off to get her a medic. She had her
black hair cut astonishingly short, except for whimsical two-inch tufts
protruding in front of her ears and two more acting as imitation
pigtails, and she was wearing obviously temporary clothes,
featureless hospital modesty garments that made her look even
skinnier than she was.

I didn't want her first impression of me to be that I was rude,
though, so I just beamed at her rather than saying something stupid
about how she needed to eat an entire loaf of bread. "I wasn't sure
what I should show you first on the Hollow Grove grand tour but I
can guess now it's gonna be the clothes store. The hospital stuff is
just awful, isn't it? You'd think they could at least tie dye it or
something!"

Amy looked down at herself. "I don't think tie dye would help... How
far is the clothes store?" Her Tintown accent was pretty pronounced
but I could understand her.

"Only about a mile and a half. I heard you want to take up running,
right? But if you're new that might be a lot to do in one go so we
can walk most of it."

She didn't have room to get paler, but her eyes went wider. "That's
so far. I don't know if I can even walk the whole way."

"We're borrowing the Smiths' dogcart while Amy builds up her
strength," Ron volunteered.



"Wow, okay. How about I jog and you cart, then, and once we've
got you some clothes you can walk around in the city center till you
need a rest and then you can cart back?" I said.

She nodded, if hesitantly. Ron helped us wrangle the cart and hitch
up the Smiths' big dog, Bert. Plum Orchard itself had a lot of tree
roots to contend with, but once we got it onto the path proper it
wasn't too hard for me to pace Bert and tell Amy which way to steer.

"So what interests you about running?" I asked. Though I was a
firm believer that anyone could get into any hobby if they were
sincerely aiming to, it didn't look like she could possibly have much
history with this one. Why would a track kid have been sent her
way instead of a music kid, or an embroidery kid?

"Uh. Before I went to the Hollow Grove doctor I couldn't even walk
," said Amy. "Or, like, I could take a few steps, but it hurt a lot and
made my legs even worse than they were anyway if I did it too
much. So mostly it interests me that - I'll be able to, once I'm in
better condition."

"Wow!" Not everybody in Hollow Grove was great at getting
around. The Smiths had an extremely old grandma who was the
usual dogcart user. But not being able to walk more than a few
steps at a time was awful. "Most people in Tintown can walk, right -
their track team comes to meets with ours most years and
everything."

"Oh, yeah, most people. But there's stuff our doctors -" She shook
herself, then corrected the cart's course. "Their doctors. Can't
handle. So I wanted to come here and get fixed up, and there's not
really a way to... do that and then go back after. Not a good way."

I didn't think any of my questions were polite - why wait till she was
sixteen? Why just her and not her parents and siblings too? What
had wrecked her legs to begin with? And before I could try to think



of some oblique remark that might bring the topic around, a varmint
jumped up on Bert's back, and Amy screamed.

"What?" I exclaimed. "What's wrong - it's just a varmint -"

She was taking very deliberate deep breaths, clutching her cart seat
with both hands so hard I imagined her fingers would break, calming
herself down. "Right. Just a varmint," she agreed faintly.

"Tintown's the wrong climate for them or something?" I asked,
reaching for the varmint. I was indifferent between scaring it off the
dog and grabbing it to fling it away myself; it picked the former
option. "Weren't there any in your cousin's house?"

"No! Oh god, will there be usually?"
"Sure, they get in through the dog doors."
"Cousin Ron doesn't have a dog!"

"The house still has doors for them, and the varmints can use
those. My dad doesn't really like 'em either. I'd usually say I don't
care for 'em myself but that scream was something, wow!" I
laughed. "Are you okay? They usually won't land right on a person
unless somebody's been trying to get them to, you don't have to
worry they're gonna crawl on you or anything."

"People do that?"

"Sometimes, sure, they're soft and some people reckon they're
cute." The trip took a lot longer at a dogcart pace. Bert could
probably have picked it up, but Amy looked like she'd rattle right out
of the cart if he took a tuft of grass at speed. "They don't bite or
anything."

"T guess," said Amy vaguely, now scanning the ground and the trees
for the flashing grey-brown shapes. "There are a /ot of them."



"T know, right? Probably more underground, that's where they live."

"I knew there were some here but not that they'd be - in the
houses, getting super close like that -"

"Maybe you can get your cousin to prop something up against the
dog door?" I asked dubiously. "I think it's a tripping hazard or
something or my dad would do it but maybe it'd be fine for a week
while you're getting settled in."

"I guess I'll, uh, ask him about it." She shivered again. "You don't
like them? Nobody's like, oh, Kelly, give them a chance, here, pet
this one, they're our friends?"

"No, what?" I laughed. "You don't have to like varmints to fit right in
in Hollow Grove, promise. Sometimes I pretend like if I can run fast
enough I'll step on one. Like, I wouldn't really, ick, but as an
example."

"Maybe one day I will be able to run fast enough to step on one,"
said Amy solemnly.

"That's the spirit!"

Once we were out of the residential area and on the main drag
toward the center of town Bert sped up, Amy proved able to keep
her seat, and I ran slightly ahead to show the way to the clothes
store. They caught up and I unhitched the dog to let him go play in
the nearest park till we needed him for the trip back. Amy followed
me, a bit wobbly, through the doors.

"This is a store?" she asked, looking blankly around.

"...yeah?" I said. "Uh, why, what would a store look like in
Tintown?"



"More, uh - wait a second, you're not wearing all beige, where do
you get your clothes?"

"I get them here!" I pulled my shirt taut; I had it dipdyed green.
"One they've got you measured and you've picked a style you like
they'll whip it up for you, they should be able to do some of the
quick stuff while we go get a salad or something, and then you dye
it or take it to somebody who embroiders or whatever you want. 1
think you probably want like a wrap dress or something? In case
your size changes and you want to be able to adjust the belt."

"My size -" She looked at her wrist-bones "I actually haven't heard
very good things about Hollow Grove food, do you really expect I'm
going to fatten up on salads?"

"I have no idea! But a wrap dress will work either way," I said. "If
you aren't used to moving around too much you might wind up
hungrier than you're expecting. What's Tintown food like?"

"I mean, sometimes it sucks or there's not enough of it, for sure. If
it was so great back home I'd still be there," she shrugged,
awkwardly hefting a linen sample. "I like all the fruit growing all
over the place fine. But there's stuff that you're not - that you don't
have here, or don't have much of. And fruit and salad aren't really
high calorie!"

"They're not, they're just for nibbling on through the day. We have
bread and meat and stuff, this just happens to be right across the
street from the salad place - we could go get omelettes but you'd
have to walk farther -"

"Salads are fine. Uh, this seems nice? I like red..."

One of the tailors appeared at her elbow to take her measurements
and get her opinion on a range of reds and possible wrap dress
styles. Then he vanished again to get her a dress made.



"T was sort of expecting there to be fewer choices," she said, as we
walked across the way to get salad.

"Of clothes or of vegetables?" I asked, scanning the menu.

"...both, I guess. There's things we don't have in Tintown but not
things that... we can't... ugh, never mind. Do you have a
recommendation?”

The salad place was the kind where you just poke a picture of the
salad you want and it pops out on a conveyor belt, so there was
nobody but me she could be asking. I poked my order, a bowlful of
finely shaved ribbons of jicama and cucumber and mango. "I always
get the same thing here. If you're not feeling adventurous the
melon one is pretty uncomplicated."

She wound up picking carrot sesame, and our bowls rolled out and
we took a booth by the window to watch life go by. People were
walking their dogs, carrying their toddlers on their shoulders, holding
hands with their spouses, pausing between point A and point B to
collect apples or pick flowers. Or so I assumed, because that was
what I'd normally expect to see, but I was mostly watching Amy.
She was making a lot of complicated faces. I was pretty sure she
liked the salad. I mostly couldn't decipher the rest of it. She didn't
like... something, or at least had really mixed feelings about... dogs?
Couples? Babies? Every possibility seemed so unlikely and
furthermore also unlikely to be good snack conversation.

"This is good," she said eventually, so at least part of my read was
confirmed.

"Mm-hm! Does Plum Orchard do cookouts every night, do you
know? I live in Vineyard and we do but I know in some
neighborhoods people like making more personalized stuff in their
kitchens most of the time."

"I have no idea," said Amy.



"Well, you can come to my place after we get you into your dress
and order you a few more outfits, if you want, and in a few hours
we'll have a cookout - big grill, lots of stuff on it, fish and pineapple
and steaks and chicken and asparagus and everything. Way more
filling than a salad. Or, well, it is if you go for the meat, it's not if
you eat asparagus all evening."

"That does sound nice," she said. She spoke softly, like she was
admitting something embarrassing. "How do I let Cousin Ron know
where I'll be since you don't have, uh -" She made a hand motion,
then stopped herself, then stopped stopping herself. If Santa was
actually a particular way of holding one's hands that was going to be
a big anticlimax.

"T think he can probably guess? Like, someone came to your house,
and you went off, and then you aren't back right away, you're still
with me, right? But even if you did wanna go wander off by yourself
why would that be a big deal?"

Amy giggled, tentatively, as though crying instead was still on the
table. "I guess it wouldn't. I couldn't exactly get very far. Could I."

"Don't get me wrong, if you see a toddler wandering around alone
you should tell somebody, they could fall in the water or wander into
a blackberry thicket and get stuck! But you're not a toddler."

"Right. Okay. The cookout sounds - nice. Yeah."

When we were done with our salad we went back across the street
to collect her dress. There was a screen for her to change behind,
and she picked out a few more to have finished sometime the next
day. She wanted to know how many outfits was normal to have,
and I said it depended on how often you liked to pick out new
clothes. If you only wanted to go shopping every couple of years
you might want more than a dozen so they each took longer to wear
out. I had fewer, just my school outfit - suitable for running and
comfortable to wear all day long - plus a party dress and a set of



pajamas, and I updated all my looks every few months when my
stuff started to get holes or stains. Then I wound up explaining
laundry. Apparently they did it differently in Tintown, and the
details, somehow, involved Santa, rather than a Hollow Grove style
automatic system that'd return the clothes to you by pneumatic tube
after they went down the laundry chute.

By the time we got to my neighborhood the sun was starting to drop
behind the western arc of mountain peaks. The firepit glowed in the
twilight, and I could smell char in the air from the bird my neighbor
was grilling, and there was a smooth hubbub of voices carrying
along the aisles created by the grape trellises that lined our
neighborhood's center.

"Mom!" I called, when I spotted her. "This is Amy, she's a transfer
student!"

The words "transfer student" were still interesting to adults but not
as startling as they'd been to me, apparently. Heads turned and
everyone smiled and waved at us but Amy did not become the
instant center of attention.

So we were free to go between the vines, picking grapes and
introducing her to people a few at a time - my parents, and the
Jacksons, and the Fengs and the other Fengs who were the grown-
up son of the first ones plus his family, and we stopped by the grill
to get Amy a chicken thigh - "How is it?" I asked. She'd found the
salad so odd, and looked so underfed, I wanted her to like it.

"It's good," she said, with a surprised earnestness I didn't know how
to contextualize. She ate the whole thing while it was still piping
hot. I took a little longer with my wing, I'd been grazing on growing
things all day and I supposed that must be harder if you had limited
walking endurance. We meandered through the grape maze, green
and red and purple varieties all twining together where their trellises



touched, and I showed her everyone's houses, and we swung back
by the grill for pineapple.

The varmints didn't like the smoke, but they were numerous enough
even just five paces back from the grill, clinging to vines and gliding
over our heads. Every time one moved, Amy looked at it. She
wash't getting used to them very quickly. But she refocused on her
food and chewed through some of everything, albeit slowing down
by the time my dad flipped a serving of rainbow trout onto her plate.

Everybody seemed to be trying not to overwhelm her, with the
aggregate result that nobody was acting interested in her at all
except me. So it wasn't hard to pull her away from the cookout
when we were through with eating. The dog cart would be pretty
hard to navigate with in the dark, even if I could run along a well-
maintained path under starlight just fine.

Amy sat in her cart, watching my feet and Bert's paws. "It's nice
here," she said, out of nowhere, when I'd escorted her halfway back
to her cousin's house.

"I'm really glad you like it!" T said. "You seem kind of homesick off
and on but I think you'll settle in perfectly, and you'll get healthier
and you'll be able to do whatever you want."

Something about that seemed to hit her sourly. She turned her face
away from me before I could do much analysis. "Sure."

"You know," I remarked, after a silence, "you can just say when
you're trying not to Santa me, instead of making things up."

"I think that'd make it pretty obvious."

"You're already kinda obvious," I said. "I can tell when you're
thinking about Santa."



"All right. I will settle in, and I'll get healthier, and then I will be able
to do whatever I want, except become Santa . Happy?"

I was, if only because that sounded ridiculous enough to make me
laugh. We rolled up to Ron's house. I put the dog cart away and
got Bert situated where he belonged overnight, and Amy let herself
in.

"See you tomorrow?"
"Uh, sure?"
"Will T see you at school or are you not starting yet?"

"Not yet," she said. "I'd screw up and tell everybody the true
meaning of Christmas. Besides, I'm a little ahead on some stuff,
mostly I need to catch up on things like being able to walk."

"That makes sense. I can skip part of track to come hang out," I
said. "You haven't seen the half of Hollow Grove yet. I'll show you
all the cool places in town."

The next day I had school, of course. Everyone needed to learn to
read and add, and it was also a lot more rewarding to play music or
paint pictures if you knew what you were doing, so there were
classes in those. School was also the natural point to form sports
teams like my track group or the swimmers or whatever. I was also
taking a course on dog training. I didn't have my own dog, but the
family dog had died not too long before and I was thinking about
getting a puppy. Some things didn't meet all year round, and I'd
finished my short course on how to build a campfire and the one on
keeping honeybees. I hadn't completely gotten over my
nervousness about bees, but it had helped a lot. I didn't feel called
to a serious career, so I wasn't taking the complicated classes for
future doctors or future Enrichment Committee members or future
teachers.



After going through all my bread and butter and cheese for lunch, I
ran through the track warmups, took two laps around the field, and
then told Coach I was going to pick up Amy and show her around
some more. I took off running.

I loved the feeling of grass beneath my feet. Some kids were music
types who lived for drumbeats, some were all about making
watercolors do crazy things, but I was a track girl through and
through even if my track was the route to Plum Orchard. I jogged
to a halt feeling like I could run a four-minute mile. How quickly, I
wondered, would Amy be better at walking? Was she going to the
doctor every day to get pills or something to make her stronger?
Did her cousin Ron remind her to practice walking around when she
was at home?

She'd get lots of practice with me. I collected her and the dog cart
same as before and we went into town. She picked up her new
clothes, finished since we'd been there the day before, and petted
the mesh bag absently with one hand while I walked her to the
dance hall, and the amphitheater, and the dog park. We left Bert at
the dog park, chasing varmints like nobody'd ever taught him not to,
but at least there was no risk he'd catch one. I'd planned a route
that would let her sit down and take a break between short bursts of
walking for the rest of the tour. Near the dog park was the omelette
restaurant, but she'd had lunch - apparently Ron made stew most
days - and the grocery store.

Amy wanted to see everything in the grocery store. She had this
weird furrowed-brow look on her face the whole time. I didn't know
what she was expecting. There was meat and fish, which she knew
existed because we'd had the cookout. There were vegetables, the
kind that didn't just grow everywhere conveniently; that couldn't be
a surprise because her cousin had made stew. There was flour, for
bread, and butter, to put on it, along with cheese and cream and
milk and yogurt and eggs. The kinds of nuts that were better
roasted, the kinds of fruits that were out of season and offered dried



or frozen and the kinds of veggies that made good pickles in their
jars. Spices and salt. Lentils and beans. Vanilla and cocoa. What
was Amy looking for that she couldn't find?

She stopped at the vanilla, bags of long wrinkly beans right next to
the cardamom pods. "This," she said, pointing it out. "What do you
do with it?"

"Me personally or like in general?"
"Both, what is it - for, in Hollow Grove."

"T like it in raspberry compote - you cook the raspberries down and
strain out the seeds and put in the inside goop from the vanilla bean
and then you put it in yogurt. My mom likes it in hot milk with
honey -"

"Honey! Okay, where's the honey?" said Amy, lighting up.

"-it's not here," I laughed. "Same way there aren't, oh, fresh
blueberries. You don't go to the store to find it if you want it!"

"From... bees?" said Amy, grimacing. "You have to do it yourself, the
store won't do it for you?"

"Honey keeps really well and it comes out of the hive pretty much
ready to eat. Itisn't like there's a ton of steps you can't do at home,
you can put a hive wherever's convenient and save the honey no
problem. The grocery store is for, like, if you grew a ton of wheat,
it'd take up more space than a whole neighborhood, and it has to be
cut and dried and milled, and the store means you don't have to do
that . But if you could just pick a loaf of bread off a tree the store
wouldn't have flour at all!"

"What if you don't know how to make bread?" Amy asked.

"It's... not really hard? You could learn in like a day."



"What if you hate making bread, then."

"Then you get some from a friend and you make them smoothies or
you weed their carrots something, I guess? That's not more of a
hassle than making extra trips to the store."

She looked up and down the aisle, again, searching for - something.
Did Santa Claus distribute bread in Tintown? Every guess I came up
with was stupider than the last.

She either found what she was looking for, or didn't, and closed her
eyes and sighed. "Okay. So there's honey but you have to get it
from the bees or from friends who have bees."

"T have bees, if you want a jar of honey! I took a class on
beekeeping."

"...yeah. Uh, I might want kind of a lot of honey."

"Well, T don't have a lot of hives, but I can get you a pretty decent
sized jar," I assured her. "Do you really just get it at the store in
Tintown? That's so funny, is that how you get fruit too?"

She hesitated. For a long time. Then she said, "Usually, it's from
Santa," and the tension eased a little, and we laughed.

After walking through the grocery store Amy needed to sit down for
a while. We found an apple tree and I climbed up to get an apple
for each of us and we sat in the shade eating them. Her eyebrows
went way up when she first bit into it, like she'd never had an apple
before. For just a second she looked perfectly happy.

Then a varmint skittered over her ankle to disappear into a burrow
and she shrieked and dropped the fruit on the ground and pulled her
leg toward herself to scratch at it furiously, as though the six little
feet had rendered the top layer of her skin unfit for purpose and she
had to get it all under her fingernails instantly.



"Amy," I said. "Amy, it's okay, they won't hurt you - I can get you
another apple - don't, you'll hurt yourself, Amy -"

She stopped scratching, but she'd started crying in the meantime,
curled up on herself like her dog had died. I leaned over and
hugged her tight. It would have been politer to ask, since I hadn't
known her long, but I never saw anybody need a hug that badly. At
least she didn't flinch or yell at me. She cried harder and leaned
against my arm and shook like a campfire in the wind. People going
in and out of the grocery store kept stopping to check on us and I
waved them off with my other hand so they wouldn't interrupt Amy
dealing with her feelings about - Santa, varmints, apples,
homesickness - I didn't know what.

Eventually she stood up, very suddenly, and I sprang to my feet,
ready to meet her wherever she wanted to go. She pointed in a
random direction. "What's THAT," she said, as stilted as a six-year-
old in a school play, but I played along.

"That's the art supply depot! Do you paint, or sculpt, or anything?" I
asked. "Not that you have to for it to be a good stop, some people
just like going through the bins of pretty rocks and buttons, and
looking at canvases other people painted on and decided they didn't
want, and collecting their favorites. If you wanted to make your
own clothes that's where you'd go for that too, there's yarn and dye
and everything."

Amy forged off toward the art supply depot without answering me,
and I trotted just at her heel, worried she was overexerting herself
and whatever the doctors had done wouldn't sustain her this far and
I'd have to catch her and carry her to the dogcart. But she made it
to the building and in through the doors and there distracted herself
until she was smiling again, in the aisle full of dried branches and
grasses for arranging with cut flowers.



I led her through the art supply store, and afterwards we found a
place to sit with peaches and relatively fewer varmints, though she
kept her feet tucked close to herself. After that I'd planned to take
her to the swimming pond, and the woods up in the hills, but
mulling on it over my peach, I changed my mind: she needed to be
away from the varmints altogether for a little while, and you can
only do that indoors. (They couldn't swim, but they did glide over
the water quite well.)

So I took her to the library. She reacted to it a lot like the grocery
store, hunting and hunting for something that wasn't there, finally
asking me something about whether all our letters were shaped this
way and whether there was a section specifically about things that
happened a long time ago, no, longer ago than that. But eventually
I pulled her away from the section on knitting patterns before they
made her start crying again, and brought her up the stairs to the
reading nooks.

The reading nooks were very small; each had just one beanbag or
chair, and a window, and a little end table. Some people found them
claustrophobic. I did too, sometimes. But if you want to get all the
varmints out of a place, it has to be pretty small, because varmints
are pretty small. If you have a shelf, they'll be on top of it; if you
have a pile of things they'll be behind it. In a reading nook, I could
pick up the beanbag and shake it, look at the baseboards and the
windowsill, feel around the underside of the little table, be sure none
were clinging to our clothes or the light fixture - and then shut the
door.

Amy was holding a baking book in both hands, watching me in
puzzlement. "Kelly?" she said. "What are you doing?"

"T think you need to not see a varmint for the next while and this
was the best place I could think of to get completely for sure
varmint-free," I said. "The reading rooms don't have dog doors."



"Oh." She sat on the beanbag, then scooted over so there was
room for me, and when I didn't sit down right away she waved me
down next to her. "Thank you. I'll probably get used to them,
but..."

"If the climate's not right for them in Tintown I bet it'd be a little
much coming here, they get everywhere!" I said.

"Yeah." Amy laughed shakily. "They really... really do. I just... this
seems like a nice place to live in most ways but I hate them -"

I knew people who were afraid of spiders and people who got jumpy
around larger dogs. I knew people who were nervous about
heights, and going to the doctor, and thunderstorms.

Amy didn't talk like that. She might be scared of them, but she was
also angry at them. Angry at varmints . It didn't make sense to be
angry at a dumb animal like that.

Which could have just been Amy being weird except -

Sometimes my dad seemed angry at them, too. He was fed up with
them, he wanted them out of his house and kept shooing them no
matter how many times they came back in. He was never scared -
but he was angry.

"Something about Santa makes people mad at varmints," I
muttered. "I bet I'll feel real stupid when I hear it for real, I bet it'll
feel like it should've been obvious."

"T don't think it is, actually," said Amy, after a silence. "I think I
would've thought before it'd be obvious. But now I've been here a
few days - it's not at all, I think, if you grow up in Hollow Grove."

"Well, T guess that makes me feel better."



We sat there squashed shoulder to shoulder by the contours of the
beanbag for a while. It could have been ten minutes or forty. And
finally Amy got up.

"I can walk now," she said. "Let's go. I didn't move to Hollow Grove
to be scared into a library by stupid varmints."

So I stood up too, and we finished the tour I'd planned out and then
took the dogcart back to her cousin Ron's.

After about a week Amy was used to walking enough that she didn't
need the cart, and could go from the Plum Grove to the town center,
or even to a farther neighborhood, without needing a rest on the
way. She had terrible balance if she tried to run, and she'd crash
into things or stumble, but she could walk. It made it easier to take
her places. Instead of just the center of town with all its benches
and picnic tables I could bring her on gentle little hikes.

"Did you have a cart or something back in Tintown?" I asked,
unpacking our lunch at the top of Silver Cascade.

"Something," she said. "Not with a dog. Hardly anybody has a dog
as a pet there, I'd seen them before but only in zoos. I mean, uh, in
- where they were - on display, not like -"

"Dogs in zoos! What an idea - do you want to see the zoo, today?
It's a lot of walking but maybe you're up for it now."

She stared at me. "You have a zoo?"

"Why wouldn't we have a zoo?" I asked. "Not everything lives in the
wild around here. There's penguins, and bears, and rats, and
snakes, and stuff like that."

Amy was still staring at me. "I wasn't expecting Hollow Grove to
have its own zoo."



"You didn't seem surprised about the... playground, or the library, or
the -"

"No, I - those things I expected, even if I didn't know just what
they'd be like."

"But you didn't expect us to have a zoo at all ," I said, bewildered.
"Never mind. I'd love to see it," said Amy.

I hesitated for a minute before deciding that this was probably more
Santa nonsense. I led her to the gate that let visitors in to the zoo,
through the high wall that would keep an escape artist creature
inside, explaining as I went: "They give all the flighted birds their
own tags, so they can find them if they get out. One time a heron
escaped and that was how they got it, though I think it hurt itself
getting trapped in somebody's kitchen, first. But if a snake gets out
they'd rather it not have a chance to get that far, it would be hard to
tag a snake."

"You could give it a chip. Under the skin," said Amy distantly.

"T guess you could, but it seems like it'd scare the snake, wouldn't
it? Maybe they do it with the bears, those they can train to hold still
for vet checkups and they could put in a chip then." The exhibit
closest to the entrance was the penguins, who might be easy to tag
but couldn't fly away. There was a placard up, and the zookeeper
waved at us from where she was giving the birds their smelly fishy
lunch. When we were done with the penguins we saw the
meerkats, and went through the dark building full of bats, and
swung through the aquarium section, and -

"No," said Amy, looking at the petting zoo.

"T guess we're a little too old for it," I said, but she was making that
face again.



"Yeah."

I let her get away with the excuse. We moved on to the monkeys,
the waterfowl all together in their pond, the elephants. They gave
the elephants art supplies, and one was painting. It was cute,
though the picture didn't look like much.

We'd coincided with a whole group of schoolkids, and met them at
the elephant enclosure. "Elephants are very smart animals!" said
their tour leader. "A snake can be happy all alone eating already-
dead mice in a box that's the right temperature. Not an elephant!
An elephant needs friends and activities. A wild elephant wouldn't
have paint, of course, but they're smart enough to adapt to the
kinds of hobbies we can offer them here in the zoo. And they need
elephant friends, but they like humans, too. Actually, elephants
think we're cute !"

I looked at Amy.

Her gaze was locked on the tour leader. His attention was on the
kids - but he glanced our way for a moment - saw Amy, saw me -
winced , a tiny fraction of a microexpression that I would have
missed if I hadn't been watching so closely.

A varmint ran along the top of the fence that separated the visitors
from the elephants.

I knew who Santa Claus was.

We were back in the library, to the reading room, a space so
featureless that you could be sure no little critters were watching
from any hidden nooks. It didn't have enough room to pace and I
was doing it anyway.

"Okay, so what's the honey about?" I asked, turning around and
around in the tiny room so quickly I was getting dizzy.



"They're not letting you have sugar any other way," said Amy. "And
you have to get the honey from the bees. We'll sometimes be out of
everything for a week and have to live on what we have in the
pantry till a new shipment comes in, but some of what we buy is
sugar and it's hard, to give it up."”

"You said 'we'," I said, finally giving up on pacing and sitting on the
floor instead. I straightened my legs out - they just barely fit in the
width of the room - and touched my toes, trying to stretch away the
tension all through my body.

"...I know I can't go back but I did grow up there."

"Why can't you go back?" I asked, giving up on the stretch to throw
up my hands. "Why shouldn't you come here, get your legs fixed,
and turn right around, if that's what you'd rather?"

"T could... but then nobody else could. That's not what they're
about. The varmints." She spat the word. "I could go insist on
being released into the wild right now and then next time somebody
needed to come to Hollow Grove they'd say, nope, you're a wild
human and you're going to die of fume rot like a wild human, or
you're going to stay blind from that workshop accident like a wild
human, Hollow Grove is not for the wild humans and our
experimental program demonstrated that wild humans under these
conditions don't adapt well . They're not a charity."

If I wasn't a wild human, what was I - I knew the answer, but I
couldn't think it straight on, not yet. "What's a charity?"

"A - giving people stuff just to be nice. Tintown's hanging on,
trading with any species who want anything we can do, and then
there's Hollow Grove, doing the thing they really want, trading for
things we can't afford, and you don't even know it."

"The adults know it."



"Yeah."
"I think my sister almost left."
"Could be."

If Rachel had left I'd have thought she just wanted to move to
Tintown for - I didn't know what reason I would have invented. A
boy. The climate. Career ambitions. And then I would have found
out at the appointed time who Santa was, where all our Christmas
presents came from, what was maintaining the plants and the stores
and the clinic and the mountains all around all sides of the valley
that held Hollow Grove.

"So in the library you were looking for..."

"There's probably a basement," sighed Amy. "For grownups. Most
people in Hollow Grove know all about it. I was wasting time
looking in the shelves you were able to show me."

I let a silence hang for a moment. Then: "You wanted to see if we
had books about things that happened a long time ago."

"Yeah. - it wasn't the varmints," she said. "I hate them but it wasn't
them. They didn't help during the - the war, do you know what a
war is - but they swooped in to save all the species and they let all
the humans left decide, if they wanted to be - wild, still, without
anyone protecting them and taking care of them, except they're
making sure no one destroys the planet because Hollow Grove is on
it."

The window out of the reading room was half-obscured by a cherry
tree, an everbearing variety that always had a bunch of ripe ones
even as flowers bloomed and leaves shivered in the wind. Beyond
that I could see the mountains. People hiked in them. It was
allowed. There were waterfalls and stuff. And probably one of the
times I'd gone to the doctor as a little girl they'd tucked a tracker



under my skin, so if I grew up to become a very accomplished
mountain climber, they'd be able to find me on the other side and
bring me home before I, a stupid zoo-bred lost bird, could wedge
into a varmint's oven trying to eat its dinner and burn myself.

"Do they talk?" I asked. It was an absurd image, like a five-year-
old's playdate with a sockpuppet, a varmint talking -

"Not out loud and not to us."
"To who?"

"Each other. They can just think at each other, they're doing it all
the time. They can write. They've gotten better at - pretending like
they're people, when they write? But if you read their first attempts
it's so offputting it's funny..."

I thought vaguely that I should be asking who did "do it". Who it
was that made it so all the species, humans and elephants and
cherry trees alike, needed rescuing. But I didn't actually want to
and I didn't actually have to and Amy wasn't bringing it up. So I let
it lie. On another day, I could learn who it was, who'd reduced us
from some previous height of wild untamed civilization, to this. "Is it
nice," I said. "Being wild."

There was a very long silence. Then Amy said, "I think maybe the
only nice thing about being wild is knowing that you're wild. It
probably used to be nicer. Before. But I'm not even sure about
that."

"But it's nice to know? That you're wild?"

I almost thought she wouldn't answer me, she thought so long
about that one. She was staring at the cherry tree, the flowers and
the ripening fruit and the green curves of the leaves.



Finally she said, "It is if you're angry. If you're angry it's the best
thing. If you're really, really angry, it's better than having a dog or
apples or paint or legs that work. I didn't have all that much being
angry in me."

We sat there, watching the branch quiver and the sun lean west into
a pool of color.

"If I stepped on a varmint," I said, "what would happen?"

"Nothing. You won't catch one and if you did they wouldn't care.
It'd be like getting a teeny, tiny scratch on your leg, losing one
varmint out of the whole mess of them."

I took Amy to the cookout like usual and we had lamb chops and
corn on the cob and grilled mushrooms covered in herbs that my
dad ground up into a pasty goop. She went home. She didn't need
me to escort her places any more.

I helped scrub char off the grill, as it cooled off after the last food
was plated. My dad went around collecting plates full of bones and
cobs and skewers.

"You all right, Kelly?" he asked.

I scrubbed. They'd known, right? Everybody had known when I
made friends with a transfer student that she might Santa me. It
was an accepted risk.

I looked around to make sure the kids were all inside. I waited till
the Feng twins were past their threshold, on their way to bed; I
watched a varmint slip through after the door closed behind them,
through the swinging dog flap. The Fengs did have a dog, trained to
let itself out and fertilize a grape vine whenever it needed to, but it
was obvious, now, that that wasn't the real reason all our houses
were designed to let smaller animals in. When I looked around



again the faint glow of the vineyard lights winking down from the
tops of all the trellises revealed no more children. I didn't count.

"Amy and I went to the zoo today," I said. My dad was pretty
smart. He'd figure it out. But just in case he wasn't sure, wasn't
allowed to talk to me freely without being surer: "I discovered the
true meaning of Christmas."

He snorted. Touched his eye like he'd gotten a fleck of something in
it. "Oh, just you wait till you actually learn the true meaning of
Christmas. They won't let us have churches."

I didn't know what a church was. I intended to put off finding out.
"When you decided," I said. "It wouldn't have been too long ago,
would it, for you to have decided -?"

"Your mother was already pregnant with Rachel," he said, not
making me finish formulating the question. "I sort of thought... that
we'd go, after we had her, after we had you, after we were done
having children."

"You didn't."

"Your mother wasn't as conflicted as I was. She was all for Hollow
Grove right away. Not instead of Tintown, but with both of them
established she knew which one she wanted to be in. We kept
putting off even talking seriously about it. She said, they don't have
disposable diapers there, or anything to fix it quick if one of the girls
breaks an arm. And then it was, look how much Kelly loves
applesauce, look how much Rachel loves swimming, Kelly's going to
be so tall if we let her, Rachel's friends are all here... our friends
were all here, too, by then."

He patted my shoulder and walked me back to the house. I
followed him, watching varmints' shadows against the sky as they
glided to and fro on their inscrutable errands. We went inside. He
reached for the broom, then dropped his arm and sighed. There



were varmints in the house and they'd leave when they left and
they'd be replaced with more. It didn't matter. They acted like
dumb animals and it didn't matter, if they heard us, what they
thought - anything short of what they'd consider grounds to release
us into the wild, and I trusted my dad to know.

"You were..." He shook his head and went to fall into a chair in the
living room. "Kelly, you were so safe and happy, you were so
healthy . They're good at that. I had a little brother and he was
crying, all the time, when he was a baby - gas pain, teething, noises
you've never heard in your life keeping him up when he was sleepy.
And you just didn't. They didn't think those particular privations
were going to help you be a fully well-rounded human so you didn't
have them... you played outside with your friends and got
blueberries in your hair, because we never had a chance to put you
in front of a television with a soda and get you hooked on it...

"And I looked into leaving anyway, once," he added, voice lower.
"And it turned out it didn't matter. I couldn't have taken you girls
with me. Even if your mother had come too. They were harder to
communicate with back then and I'd thought - they said we could go
wild any time we felt ready for the unbuffered world. I thought
obviously with our kids. They didn't mean it that way."

I thought about him sweeping varmints off the dining table and
shooing them out the dog door. "Do you wish you'd understood the
rules before Rachel was born? Would we have been born in Tintown
then?"

"No." The answer came quickly. "Your mother would have sooner
left me. Maybe I could've withstood it, risking your - your health
and safety, to join the last free human beings, maybe I would've
talked myself into it, but she wouldn't, not if there was any other
way, not unless she was the last fertile woman on Earth, and she
wasn't. So in the end it didn't make any difference, all our



postponed arguments. This was the only place you could've been
born, kiddo."

We always kept a chessboard on the coffee table, reset to starting
position every time someone finished a game. I was sitting closer to
white. I moved a pawn, silently, and we finished out a distracted
chess match without speaking further. A varmint sat behind my dad
on the back of the couch, another one on the bookshelf, one clinging
to the molding around the doorframe that led to the kitchen. They
were listening. They probably understood some of what we were
saying, even if there was a lot of detail lost on them. They'd been
there all my life and it had never been possible for me to grow up
without them.

I could leave. I knew how, I knew who I'd talk to now that I knew
what I'd be talking to them about, it was obvious that I'd go to the
Enrichment Committee. I could leave all this behind forever and see
what Tintown was like, and try sugar that didn't come from honey,
and never have a varmint follow me into my room again.

My dad checkmated me. I hugged him, and I went outside to look
up at the moon. It was full, showing off the great scar-line across
its face and all its craters in glowing detail.

It gave me enough light to run.

I could see the outlines of buildings and trees, loosely, enough to
know where I was going. I could not see the ground, or my own
feet, only feel the grass and moss and dirt where my heels struck
the ground and my toes dug in to push off. I didn't need to. The
paths between the grapes had nothing worse than leaves and grape-
stems among them; the streets were plush and flat and free of
stones and roots. I ran till the wind whistled in my ears and my
chest heaved and my eyes streamed from the night air.

I ran as fast as I could, but I never managed to step on a varmint.



Scour

"The important thing to remember," said Danielle, securing
bandages around her undamaged fingers and staring directly into
her phone camera, "is that scouring doesn't kill you. It helps other
things kill you, but you can deal with all of those effects with
adequate preparation and aftercare. That's what this is all about."
She flexed her wrapped-up hands and resumed covering herself in
gauze. She'd edit it into a sped-up montage later. Assuming scouring
didn't kill her.

When she was all bandaged and earplugged and dressed and full of
painkillers, she ran through her checklist of things to pack. Engine oil
canister. Bottled water. Huge tub of petrolatum sealed in its package.
Spares of everything she needed for the mission itself, especially net
guns. Snacks like she was going to a blood drive. Climbing
equipment in case she wound up in a crevasse. "It's not likely I'll
have a bad fall," she told the camera. "Bucko has a scour radius of
just eight and a half feet and usually travels at an altitude of four.
But it's better to be overprepped for a stumble into a ditch shallower
than I am tall, than to wind up in a canyon living on my juice and
cookies till an emergency helicopter can come fetch me!"

She laid out her map for the camera. "Coming up on noon. Fun time
to go into the desert, right? It'll take me about twenty minutes to
make it to the intercept point," she said, pointing it out and tracing
her fingers along Bucko's usual route and hers. "It's supposed to
show up at my chosen site in about an hour at its usual speed, so I
have a little time before I go set up my ambush. The good news is
that if I have to pee by the time I get there, I won't anymore once
I've gotten close enough to good old Bucko. These bandages are
staying on for the duration."



Danielle folded the map and stuck it in her bag's outer pocket. She
wasn't going to need it, she'd practiced, but again, better to
overprep. She checked the weather forecast and the satellite
tracking of Bucko's progress. She told her emergency contacts that
everything was go. She tested the tow bar on the back of the dune
buggy. She mentioned her sponsors, the concierge medicine startup
that wanted Bucko for themselves and the net gun manufacturers
and the Angel Research Foundation. And then she mounted her
phone in the buggy, loaded the bags, and set out across the desert.

Throughout the drive she sipped water. "Is bottled water dirty?" she
asked the camera rhetorically. "No, of course not, at least not around
here! But a lot of things your body makes out of water are both icky
and important, and if you have to replace them all of a sudden,
you're gonna want to be sloshing ." She took a swig and splashed
herself as she went over a bump. "Whoops. Good thing it's hot as
the dickens out here, T'll dry off in no time." She picked up a salt pill,
waved it at the phone, and swallowed it. "Electrolytes!"

Danielle fell silent for a minute. Most people weren't going to want
to watch a full uncut version with all the awkward pauses even if she
did publish it, so she wasn't going to. She spoke again when she had
something to say. "So, why Bucko? Bucko's small, center mass not
much bigger than an exercise ball, and has a predictable route. It's
not hurting anybody, it's just going back and forth between its two
egress points every couple days like it has for fifteen years - fifty
hours plus or minus three, with occasional skipped journeys we don't
know the pattern for. If I caught a big car-size guy like Cosine or the
Kentucky Furrower I could prevent a lot of very expensive ecological
and property damage and sometimes medical bills when people
don't evac in time. So why little Bucko?"

She crested over a dune and checked her heading. "Well, for one
thing, big angels'd be harder to catch. I wouldn't need a dune
buggy, I'd need a tank. Instead of a normal tow bar plus some
doodads I'd need something much longer and sturdier. I'd probably



need a whole team. And while it's very noble when people try to
catch angels just to get them off people's backs, that's not what I'm
about today. I want to catch Bucko and then keep it - in a town, in a
building, not tethered in midair above a research institution crossed
with a zoo. Because the thing is, scouring doesn't kill you. "

She drank some more water. She really did have to pee, now, but
Bucko would fix that soon. She scratched an itch under the bandage
that stretched across the bridge of her nose. "People recover from
getting scoured all the time. Even if they're not prepared like I am
right now, it's less dangerous than plenty of other stuff that can
happen to you. Like infections. Like poisoning. Like plaque in your
veins and built-up toxins your organs can't handle. That's why my
sponsors include the Oyster Group, pioneering new ways to treat
some of the most intractable medical problems out there. If
everything works out the way we hope, you'll soon be able to go
visit Bucko yourself, and get rolled in all bandaged up and full of
water into its radius, and then out again to recover from scouring.
It'll be overkill for a cold. But if you get gangrene? If your liver is
wrecked? If you come home from vacation with ebola? If your kid
didn't tell you about a raccoon bite till it was too late? Bucko'll be
right there to help you out. And with scourings occurring under
controlled conditions the recovery process can probably be
streamlined, so you'll have an easier time than I'm expecting to have
this afternoon."

Another sip. She was going to be really glad she'd gotten through
this bottle in a few minutes but at the moment drinking felt onerous.
"I'm almost there," she told the camera. "I can see Sinner's Rock. I
don't know why it's called that and neither does Google, but I'll be
there in a few minutes, before Bucko arrives. I don't see it yet."

Danielle parked the dune buggy in the shade of the tall rock and
disembarked, bringing her phone with her. "I'm gonna unzip my
bags, so I don't have to try to handle the little zipper pulls with
scoured fingers," she explained. "And over here you can see Bucko's



usual route. It goes almost the same way every time, but sometimes
there are deviations - over there you can see the ditch it creates
diverge and then come together again. Maybe it saw something
shiny. Maybe it was flying drunk, though I guess by recorded
appearances it's not old enough for drinking to be legal! And I'm
going to wait right here, and when it comes by, out come the net
guns."

She finished off the bottle and then sipped more water out of her
CamelBak. "I won't be able to talk very well after I've encountered
Bucko face to not-a-face," she told the camera. "But I'll go back and
do some voiceovers, okay? - Here it comes!"

She turned the camera around. In the distance, Bucko was bobbing
placidly along its route, four feet above the average ground level in
unaffected areas (but of course more than eight feet away from any
actual dirt). Bigger angels would carve canyons beneath them,
annihilating humus and subsoil and everything else in their radius
until they hit bedrock and polished it clean. A lot of ancient rivers
looked like they'd been paths for the angels long ago, but Bucko
crossed a desert, appearing a few klicks northwest of Sinner's Rock
and trundling down to disappear again a ways south, and no water
filled in its tracks of vanished sand. Which was among the reasons
Danielle had picked this target. There were other small angels but
this one wouldn't drown her trying to escape and also didn't require
her to travel to Russia or anything.

Bucko was white, blindingly bleachy bone white, reflecting the
afternoon sun with such enthusiasm that no features could be made
out besides a shifting silhouette. Angels varied considerably in form,
but they usually approximated spherical symmetries; you didn't see
ones shaped like snakes or squares. They had protrusions,
sometimes something like a wing or a tentacle or even a hand,
scattered all over themselves. Closer examination of some captives
had revealed that they had divots in their central bodies, colloquially
"eyes", though it was impossible to tell if they could see with them



or for that matter without them. Bucko was a pretty normal looking
angel apart from being small. "I count six wings, but some photos of
Bucko show ten or eleven," she remarked. "It must have some
folded or held in front of or behind itself. I think it looks brighter in
person, wow, Bucko, do you tile yourself with whitening strips..."
She'd edit that out later if she decided it was babbling.

The phone went into her shirt pocket with the hole for the camrea,
which she buttoned shut so it wouldn't slip out. The net gun went
propped up on her shoulder. "Almost showtime," she muttered.

Bucko didn't seem afraid of her. Angels usually took little to no notice
of people, or animals, or anything else in their paths. It went along
its route, rustling and folding and stretching and unfurling its wings.
When it got close enough that Danielle could hear its high-pitched
hum and taste the odorless, sterile, particle-free air that wafted past
it, she fired.

She had several loaded net guns and she needed them all. In theory
some of them were there to give her safety margin if she missed,
but also, angels levitated; tangling up their wings would certainly
bother one but it wouldn't keep it from zooming away. So she
needed weights on the nets, and several such nets, to drag Bucko
down. It was stronger than she'd expected, but not stronger than
she'd made contingency preparations for. The last net saw it - well,
not land. It destroyed the sand beneath it and there wasn't bedrock
close to the surface. It was still floating. But the last net made it
stop being able to travel.

"Now for the hard part," Danielle told her phone, and she advanced
on the angel.

The bandages made themselves useful immediately. All the dead
skin on her body, every cell of it, starting with her outstretched
hands, was gone: not killed, not shed, but vanished altogether. Like
a peeled sunburn or an oddly precise road rash, it left her tender



head to toe, and the tight constricting gauze reassuringly snug. Her
raw living skin would be producing exudate, but Bucko destroyed
that too. She'd start soaking her bandages once she was out of
range.

She didn't have to pee anymore. Her intestines cramped like she was
coming off the worst stomach bug of all time and had spent the last
twenty-four hours on the can. Her eyes were painfully dry, though at
least there was no dust that could land in them here at Bucko's side.
Her nose started bleeding, which she felt mostly as a twinge up in
her sinuses; the leaking blood itself disappeared before it could
appear on her upper lip. Danielle started counting seconds: none of
those things were going to be the end of her, but being unable to
sweat, in the desert, could be. Desperately, she resisted the urge to
cough: if she did she'd tear up her throat and to no avail. She'd just
have to drink more water as soon as Bucko was secure.

She got the end of the tow rope around the angel, knotted it with
smarting stinging fingers. If it got too close during the trip back to
town, not only would a second scouring damage Danielle further, it'd
clear all the lubricant out of the engine; that was why she had spare
oil, safely in a container so it didn't "count". Angels usually left
things alone if they were packaged, but oil sloshing around to keep
the motor from seizing wouldn't enjoy that protection.

Except for her hands screaming at her that she was badly injured,
there weren't any hiccups in getting the angel tethered a safe
distance and angle from the buggy. Since she was driving on sand,
that distance was much more than Bucko's radius - when it
destroyed the sand behind her wheels, she needed a buffer to avoid
sliding backward with the subsidence.

At long last she got the whole setup clipped into place, double-
checked it, and moved more than eight and a half feet away. Her
bandages clung wetly once the exudate wasn't constantly vanished.
Her nosebleed - nosebleeds plural, it seemed to be both sides now -



drizzled freely into her mouth. She succumbed to her coughing fit for
a moment, then desperately gnawed the bite valve. Her teeth were
unharmed and frictionlessly clean, like she'd gone to a wizard
dentist, and she chomped water down her parched throat. Saliva
wasn't clean enough for an angel. The air shifting around her was
pulling moisture from the gauze, blessedly cooling.

She took a few minutes, sitting in the driver's seat of her buggy, to
re-equilibriate herself. She'd never been scoured before. It was a
little worse than she'd expected. She was no longer really confident
in the business model of the medical people, though admittedly she
wash't dead, and some possible patients would just be going to stick
a foot or an arm in for a toenail fungus or a blood cleanse that could
stand to take a few heartbeats. Their sinuses would be fine, and also
they wouldn't be driving for twenty minutes through the desert
afterwards.

The phone went back in its dashboard mount. She smiled at it a little
shakily, though her lips twinged. Managed a thumbs-up. Tilted it so
the camera could see Bucko, twitching in the nets and tethered
behind the buggy and eroding bits of desert that slid into the pit
beneath its bulk.

Then she took a few more deep breaths, drank more water, choked
down more salt pills and a bottle of apple juice for her skin to turn
into more ooze and sweat, and checked the oil. She was pretty sure
Bucko hadn't gotten close enough, but no point in being stupid
about it. The oil level was fine, the hood reassuringly grimy. Fuel
gauge looked good too, though that was less likely to run afoul of an
angel's overzealous cleansing.

She started up the buggy. It drowned out the angel's high whine.
With a wide turn so she wouldn't accidentally slam her quarry into
Sinner's Rock, Danielle began the drive back to town.



It wound up taking nearly forty minutes to pull Bucko onto the road
and into the designated site where Oyster Group planned to build
the holding area. The bumps were brutal on her sensitive not-quite-
abrasions, so she went around anything treacherous-looking, and
outside of Bucko's radius there was plenty of kicked-up sand to get
in her eyes and work its way under her bandages so she kept
stopping to blink and brush herself clean. She kept needing to drink
more juice. The cookies proved to be too sharp and crisp for her
tongue and cheeks, which felt like she'd inhaled scalding soup; she
dissolved some in one of the bottles of water and drank the slurry,
instead.

As soon as she got the buggy into the build site, medics popped out
of their temporary trailer offices and swarmed her. Giving Bucko a
wide berth, they got Danielle onto a stretcher, and started gradually
unbandaging her. They'd known what to expect; they had lidocaine
spray with antibacterial ointment in it, ready for every inch. Bucko
had killed all her skin bacteria, but there were plenty more microbes
where those came from excited to colonize her open dermis. Once
she was sprayed in a given area they put fresh bandages on.
Somebody gave her 1V fluids; somebody gave her probiotics in the
one direction; there was a fecal transplant ready for her razed guts.
Someone was gingerly rubbing olive oil into her scalp. She'd cut her
hair in advance, since being utterly deprived of all its oil was a good
way for hair to go haywire, but she hadn't shaved her head.

The spray was a godsend. She took a few deep breaths at long last.
Blinked in exhausted satisfaction at Bucko where it wriggled on the
end of its tow bar. The Oyster folks had long poles with which to
push it along, and four redundant hardpoints embedded in the clinic
foundation to which it could be attached. The foundation was twelve
feet deep of nothing but reinforced concrete. Nothing for Bucko to
erode. And the walls would be built around it, well out of range, and
everything else would follow.



Danielle let herself fall unconscious while the medics worked on
patching her up. Human beings were not meant to be so clean.

When she came around, she was in the clinic-trailer. It reminded her
of mobile blood drives. A nurse was sitting nearby, playing some
game on her phone that had chirpy music and extravagant sound
effects. Her nametag said HETTY.

"What time's it," mumbled Danielle. Her lips felt greasy; probably
they'd put industrial amounts of chapstick on her.

"Almost six. You had a nice little nap there. How's your mouth, do
you think you could eat something?"

"Somethin' soff," Danielle replied, repressing a yawn that might have
cracked the corners of her mouth.

"Of course!" The trailer had Jello, naturally, but when Danielle
managed to get that down Hetty followed it up with some overboiled
macaroni that was melding with its cheese sauce, then a milkshake,
that she sent someone to the nearest diner for. It turned out that in
addition to making her dehydrated, getting scoured had rendered
Danielle ravenous. Hetty went on to say, "Everything's going okay
with the angel, it's tied down and the foundation seems to be fully
intact. The contractors expect to get the walls and roof up around it
in the next couple days. You did a great job."

Danielle smiled. In a few more days she'd have enough skin to feel
halfway to normal and Oyster Group would have the angel forever to
save people who really needed a good scrubbing-out, even one like
this. Heck, long term her heart would probably thank her for it.
"Phone?" she said.

"Right here." The nurse had even plugged it in.

Recording underway, Danielle smiled for the camera. "Here T am
again, folks. The Oyster clinicians have patched me up good, I feel



so much better. Sounds like Bucko's settling in well, we can go have
a look at its new digs once I'm up and about. Boy, was that unfun!
But it'll all be worth it when somebody with flesh-eating bacteria or
something like that goes in and comes out again, nice and cleaned
up." She slurped the last dregs of her milkshake, winking at the
phone.

Then she turned the recording off and relaxed back into her bed.
Super-soft sheets, just what the doctor ordered for a scouring
patient.

"Do you hear that, or is it my tinnitus," said Hetty.
"Hear what?"

"That noise - it's probably someone listening to some awful music on
the radio, only I don't hear a car -"

Danielle strained her ears. They were waxless and the earplugs had
kept out the sand; they should be working fine. There was a thin
whine...

"Isn't that Bucko?"

"No, Bucko's higher pitched, my old ears can't hear it at all."
They both listened, and then Danielle said -

"It's getting closer."

Hetty got to her feet and drew the curtain that covered the trailer
window. Danielle pulled herself to a sitting position over her body's
protests.

They remained like that, still and staring, until Danielle grabbed her
phone to record: a shaky video, almost soundless, of an advancing
angel the size of a house. It obliterated the dirt beneath it at such a



radius that the trailer started to shake, though the angel was nearly
a mile off. It sang, high and harsh.

It was the spitting image of Bucko, which was now more than three
hours late to its egress.

Danielle overrode every pain signal in her body, and she ran.



Conductor

"Will T ever be able to do music again?" I asked. "If the war ends
one day?"

"They're working on it," said the neurosurgeon, which meant no,
and then the anesthesia kicked in.

My mom cried when I said I wanted to study music. My brother was
a weapons tech, my sisters were a physical therapist and a regular
therapist, and Mom herself had done payroll and accounting for the
Armada. All, she told me, perfectly respectable ways of contributing
to the war effort, which didn't require any brain surgery at all.

Dad had been the musician. I'd never heard a note out of him, of
course, but they didn't surgically excise his genes , and I'd gotten
the right ones. Or the wrong ones. Mom didn't put tunes on at
home, but she sent us to school and they had music classes, and it
clicked, for me. And the last thing she wanted was for me to turn
out like Dad.

They'd stayed married, at least on paper. Dad lived in the in-law
unit, up in the attic, after he came home from his tour. Sometimes
came down to eat dinner with us. It's possible they occasionally had
little sleepovers, though everybody went out of their way not to
make the details common knowledge. But they didn't really have
conversations, anymore, afterwards. They couldn't be on the same
page. It wasn't that she missed her beloved musician to talk about
neoclassical with. She didn't know a chord from a chorus. It was
what they'd replaced it with.

She cost me some sleep, but I didn't let her dissuade me. They put
the music classes in school for a reason, along with the the dance,



everything from ballet to ballroom. Somebody had to pick it up and
gorge themselves on it and become a connoisseur, a creator, a
tastemaker, and then give it all up for the war. As though there was
a collections bucket for it, next to the ones for refrigerator magnets
and prewar diamonds.

I had a CO, also a conductor. I'd seen her in action, when I was in
basic training pre-surgery. They had to make sure that in addition to
rhythm and discernment we'd also be able to keep up with the
military discipline and the physical requirements. Anybody who
washed out at that stage got to stay on Earth with all of their
neurons where they grew, and became a music teacher . Past junior
high that was the kind of person who did most of my music
pedagogy. My mom was probably praying for it to be me next with
all her heart, but I held up fine under a couple extra Gs and could
say "sir" when I was supposed to, so.

Anyway, they'd shown me video of my now-CO conducting a battle.
She'd managed to keep her facility with the baton, so her relay
station was arranged around her like a full orchestra, and she
whipped her hands around in a frenzy, and a billion aliens perished.

She'd been panting with exertion at the end, grinning with artistic
ecstasy. She'd taken a bow.

Aliens have computers too. By and large they're just as good as
ours, and anywhere they're not up to par, the aliens can get ahold of
some of ours and get there. Computers can make music too, even
invent new music if they're set to it properly. Making them dance is
harder but it's a decade harder, not a century. If bopping around to
novel tunes were what it took to blow the enemy out of the sky and
take their smithereen-laden moon outposts and ruptured stations,
we'd be just about evenly matched with everyone else in the war of
all against all. The fact that humans can hack it without the doodads



if called upon to do so doesn't help at all when everybody who's
coming to the party is already starfaring. They think our sense of
timing gave us a bit of an edge in a couple of battles, but we were
fighting uphill, new entrants to the front without established
detentes or any weaponry well adapted to the field of combat. Being
able to coordinate on "three, two, one, go!" was not nearly as lethal
as phase injectors or infraplasma.

So it's not quite right to say that humanity's unique attunement to
rhythm is what we're leveraging to survive out there. Computers are
great at keeping time and everybody's got them. We can't
echolocate, but you don't see us dropping like flies to enemies that
can, we just build stuff that compensates.

Computers don't have taste. You can tell them the win conditions for
chess or go, and they'll figure out how to beat grandmasters, even if
they're just meditating and masturbating about it all by themselves
with no exposure to any other players. And you can show them a
hundred million songs, and they will learn to make something that's
sort of like those. You can order the pieces by some metric that
might correlate with quality, like popularity or critical reception or
even how much each piece influenced those that came after, and
then the computer can spit out stuff that's farther along on those
metrics. Specify anything you want, and it'll spin up your pack-a-day
smoker with a warbling baritone crooning about leaving his lover in
Lisbon with backing vocals in Proto-Indo-European and
accompanying zither.

But it won't /ike it.

You can make them lie! You can have a conversation with a
computer that tells you how much it appreciates the theme and the
alliteration and that little lick in the bridge and the stylistic influences
of the zither. It'll pretend for you all day long. But it doesn't like it. It
doesn't enjoy anything. You can train it to tell a more consistent
story, get it so it'll guess it's supposed to like Beethoven and not



Bach, or the Beatles and not the Beastie Boys, and give it a song it's
never heard before from one or the other and get the answer you
were hoping for. If it's figured out that it's "supposed" to be a fan of
some artist, because you told it so or because it made up a persona
to please you, it's not going to later decide of its own accord that it's
moved on from that phase, or that this one song of theirs isn't quite
hitting the spot. It's never having any aesthetic experiences.

And neither do aliens.

Basic training, and then surgery, and then a lot of bed rest while I
recovered from surgery and worried at my new synaesthesia like a
missing tooth or a nearly-loose scab. My hair grew into its military
regulation cut from shaved-down surgical status, and they started
putting me on the simulations.

I didn't have the baton muscle memory any more. No cinematic
wand-waving for me. I tried metronoming my hand around, but it
connected to nothing, meant nothing. I might as well have been
attempting to control the tide by doing Kegels. I hummed a note and
it mostly just made me hungry. It reminded me of the microwave at
home.

The conductor's baton makes for great example videos, but they
have a standard setup for people whose brain-scrambling doesn't
come out so picture-perfect and they trained me on that. It was a
little like a very complicated video game, at first. The re-mapping
can't come to the fore until you've got enough basic skill to get all
the little imaginary ships to do what you want. I did the tedious
basic exercises: send this squadron to orbit that star. Dispatch one of
your drones to the target orbital. Send fighters to the third moon,
but, ooh, at the same time, also withdraw fighters from the second
moon, without getting mixed up, exciting, yay.



The controls were intended to be easy to pick up, but you need a lot
of degrees of freedom for this to work at all, so there were a lot of
them and they were very finely responsive. I was weeks in the
ergonomic chair, scowling at pretend destroyers and corvettes,
blowing up the wrong enemy cruisers and having to start over. As a
video game, it was not very fun. The commercial version for
propagandizing teenagers has more noises and lights and
achievements and fake blood. I was supposed to be getting
something deeper out of it, but only once I had the facility with the
machinery that I had once had with a hundred-chair symphony
orchestra.

I took a very normal amount of time to get that click. Two months,
six days. The mission of the hour was to coordinate eight battalions
in @ complicatedly interdependent slingshot maneuver to ambush
and annihilate the enemy where it was scattered through an asteroid
belt. I was on my fourth try. I was pretty sure my attempts were
basically by-the-book and I was just making some minor timing error
with the gravity interactions, and I was giving it yet another go, this
time with my wrist brace cinched up a bit tighter.

I tried turning off one of the ships' phase booster for a split second,
so it lagged the others. I wasn't sure why I did it, the way you aren't
sure why you're adding a grace note.

The battalions swung around in a gorgeous arc and slammed with
spine-tingling crunchy dissonance into the simulated opponents.
With everything tuned to concert-A, I swept through the debris with
my virtuoso torpedo launcher at the root of a minor seventh, and
ten thousand aliens perished.

I was laughing. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever done.

Dad didn't often talk about his tour of duty. It didn't come up most
days. Fireworks didn't bother him. He didn't have nightmares. I don't



think he even went to therapy besides the couple's counselor.
Despite Mom's chilliness, he came home from the war a functional
person. He could talk about whatever was more relevant: whether
we'd done our homework. What we wanted for dinner. Whether the
screen door needed replacing or the shelter under the back yard
needed its supplies rotated out or the neighbor with diamond
earrings was using valuable ones cut before the bombardment or
cheap new ones that didn't belong in a maser cannon array. (Usually.
Pizza. Yes, probably, maybe.)

When I settled on my career plan, he opened up a little more. He'd
start getting really animated, the way people do when they're
remembering better-than-sex birthday cake or a drug-fueled
religious experience or the sensation of skydiving. He'd say things
like, "The ETs turned away from the north wing, but there we were
in the east wing mezzo-piano-like, and we hit them sforzando," or,
"Me and my buddy O'Connor had two fighters in adjacent bays, and
it was like we were telepaths, we could strafe like a smooth bow
change and shoot pizzicato at the same time together".

And then he'd stop. He'd look guiltily at the nearest evidence of my
mother - a photo, her spot at the dining table, the general direction
of the stairs. Me, sometimes, the eyebrows I got from her side of
the family. And then he'd give some blander tidbit. "The food was all
right," he'd say, "except when we were in the Orion zone." Or,
"Sleeping in zero G isn't as comfortable as it looks like it should be."
Or -

"Sometimes I wish I was still out there. My poor old veins can't take
it any more, but if they did find a use for me..."

He'd been a violinist and he'd laid down his strings for his planet. I
dug up the violin when I was twelve. It was in the basement, in its
case next to the Christmas decorations. He couldn't play it any more
and Mom wouldn't have it around us kids.



They were careful to keep the tense sad arguments away from us. I
eavesdropped now and then, though. Caught the word
"bloodthirsty".

He never was that. He just wanted to play again.

Imagine having fourteen songs stuck in your head at the same time,
except that, through dream logic and the power of neurosurgery,
they're also all spaceship formations with each ship contributing a bit
of leitmotif to the whole of its squadron. They've all got to come in
at just the same time except for the oboes, modulo relativistic
dilation which feels sort of like syncopation and rubato had a baby
six-part round conceived in a tokamak. You lose a couple of scouts
and their descants fade out, but the rest of your force is
crescendoing, scrambling up-tempo, trembling through phase depths
with perfect vibrato. They obliterate the enemy and an orgasmic Ode
to Joy cascades through your synapses.

Usually a conductor gets a week or two off after something like that.

It's a commonplace that if you tell someone you're going to have
them compare a couple of different sound systems, but they're
actually the same one and you just up the volume a couple of
notches, your test subject will tell you that the louder one is the
superior device. Richer, fuller sound, they'll tell you. It sounds
clearer and brighter and better .

But you can't just follow that logic indefinitely, because the human
ear has limitations. Eventually it'll start to hurt or be too intense to
process.

There isn't such a limit on the human ability to conceptualize raw
numbers.

If I had a wife to go home to, of course it would sound bad to her.
It hasn't been in vogue to relish the deaths of your enemies for



hundreds of years. The fashionable response, among the civilians
back home, is that it's very sad that we came of age in a universe
wracked with warfare and negative-sum competition. That it is a
terrible pity we've never found anyone we could make our allies, let
alone friends, like old science fiction once promised us. That if only
we had the means and the security to do so, the right thing to do
would be to become the pacifistic watchdogs of the stars, gently
putting violent species in time-out in their own systems till they were
ready to play nice. That in principle each one of those aliens was a
uniquely valuable individual with moral worth and rights just like us,
embroiled in this struggle no less tragically than we were.

I put six hundred million aliens to rest and it moved me to tears.

If you know where a ship is going to be - in what phase, at what
velocity, at what location, when precisely, and in which frame of
reference - then you can lay a trap there. It's pretty easy. It almost
never happens. Not being predictable like that is like not leaving
your valuables visible in your car, or remembering to lock your front
door. If people started forgetting to do those things, theft would get
commoner until they remembered again, and the equilibrium is that
loot is locked up and ships are bopping around according to random
numbers.

Except human ships.

A computer can generate music. But if you ask a computer to
choose music, it's just another way of generating a random number.,
An alien could plot ship trajectories that way, but why use such a
convoluted method of rolling dice? More efficient to just have your
pilot lay out a range of tactically acceptable paths and then stab in
the dark. We won't be able to lay any traps for them and they'll get
where they're going. If they winnow it down further, if they start
trying to choose the optimal path, the most efficient or the one that
performs well on some metric? Well, we have computers too. We



can figure out what those paths are, and if they stop locking their
doors, we'll start blowing them up.

A computer cannot tell which path is prettiest .

I can.

My first shore leave back on Earth, Mom was purse-lipped and brisk.
She hugged me. She asked me all the standard questions: are they
feeding you enough, are you going to be here all month or were you
going to spend some of your leave in the tropics, did your sister tell
you she got a new puppy, did your brother tell you about the new
baby. Nothing about my job.

Mom didn't like that I studied music, but back when it was possible
I'd wash out and miss the operating table, she did appreciate it on
some level. She'd come to recitals. She got me a nice stereo one
Christmas. She would admit to having favorite songs, and if she had
a glass of wine with dinner she'd put on some oldies to share with
me.

She heard nothing lovely in my scatenato slaughter and she never
would.

But Dad, my awkward distant dad who'd always acceded to the
consensus that he was the strange one and the burden of fitting in
was on him -

He wanted all the war stories. He wanted the declassified footage
and the dramatic retellings and the frenzied tip-of-tongue
desperation to communicate about my masterpieces.

When my leave was up I went back out to the war zone. I got a
letter a few weeks later, to the effect that my parents were
separating and my dad was moving into a veterans' retirement
community.



The letter was pretty dry, but I could imagine it. Why should Dad
have to put up with the way Mom treated him and his passion and
his art? I was glad I'd been a catalyst to get him thinking about
whether he wanted to live out his old age sort-of-cohabiting with
such a cold fish who couldn't even try for vicarious enjoyment of the
eroico extermination. She was blind to the sublime. Tone-deaf.

My mother and one of my sisters decided to stop speaking to me
and Dad over it, but what was there to say between us anyway?

We're not winning.

We made a strong initial showing, by the standards of newly
starfaring species who become threatening enough to be worth
killing. This reference class is in contrast to "sitting on strategically
important real estate enough to be worth killing", all of whom are
dead, and also "longstanding enough participants in the war to have
outlasted less effective peers”, all of whom are much scarier than
latecomers like us.

We have our aesthetic advantage, and the boffins do their darndest
to catch up on all the technological states of the art as we gather it
by salvage and spycraft. But anyone flying around out here has
made it this far because they have something going for them. They
outbreed us ten to one, or they have such permissive biological
needs that they can go to space in a laundry basket with an engine
strapped on, or they can hibernate undetectably on a planet that
looks secure for six years and then hatch and eat everyone trying to
settle it, or they've defeated an elder race and cannibalized their
industrial base, or, or, or.

I don't think the sci-fi romantics will get their way and we'll all hold
hands and sing together across the stars. It just doesn't seem like
the universe worked out that way. We'll fight forever, or we'll win, or
we'll lose.



But what's the point of being a human, anyway, if it's not to see your
enemies driven before you, a polyphony of death and decelerando? -
or whatever your medium is. The ballerinas do good work in their
division too. I won't knock a fine painting or turn up my nose at a
sculpture either.

I have held legions in my fingertips and commanded them through
gorgeously human tessituras across the starfields of song and we
have defended the folks back home, guardian angel voices in
rhapsody. If the enemy gets me one of these days, I will go with
threnody on my lips.

If only you could hear it.



Princess Innocence

Princess Innocence was never in the wrong. Sometimes, things
happened all by themselves. Sometimes things happened because
people made bad choices - but those people were never Princess
Innocence.

For example, one day Princess Innocence went for a walk in the
woods, and a crispy autumn leaf tumbled through the air and hit her
right in the eye. It hurt really badly, and so Innocence set fire to the
woods to burn up all the leaves so that it could never happen again.
This meant that a lot of forest animals had to run headlong out of
the trees and that the air was smoky for a few hours and that the
royal firefighters had to work pretty hard to make sure that the fire
didn't spread to the palace or the nearby villages. But of course it
wasn't Princess Innocence's fault; she'd never have done something
so drastic if the leaf hadn't hit her in the face. Everyone agreed that
no one could have expected Innocence to just ignore something like
that.

The next day, Princess Innocence's adults refused to make her pink
petit-fours for breakfast. They said they had slept poorly, maybe
because of the smoke (which was that autumn leaf's fault) or maybe
for no reason at all (at any rate not Innocence's fault) and did not
have the energy to make them. And furthermore they did not think
that petit-fours of any color were a good breakfast food. It certainly
wash't Princess Innocence's fault that they thought that; she hadn't
made them think it, and argued against at every opportunity. And it
wasn't her fault that they were tired, either. She screamed and raged
and threatened and howled, but for some reason, this did not get
her petit-fours for breakfast. It wasn't her fault, though. She had
done everything she could. Maybe her adults needed to go to bed
earlier.



Then, after that, Princess Innocence was feeling quite hungry. She
saw her little sister Princess Serenity sitting in the palace garden
with @ pomegranate. "Give me that," said Princess Innocence.

"No, it's mine!" said Serenity.

Now, it wasn't Princess Innocence's fault that she was hungry - if
she'd gotten the pink petit-fours she'd asked for, she would have
eaten them up. And it wasn't Princess Innocence's fault that Serenity
refused to hand over the pomegranate, either. Serenity was
completely free to do exactly as Innocence said and so it was her
own decision not to do it. So it was in no way Innocence's fault that
she took her decorative princess fan out of her sash and swatted
Serenity with it as hard as she could.

Serenity dropped the pomegranate and ran away crying. And for a
few minutes Innocence sat in the garden eating pomegranate seeds.
But then out came her adults, demanding to know why Serenity was
crying and hadn't gotten to eat the pomegranate!

Princess Innocence was very annoyed at this point. It was not her
fault that her adults were interrupting her snack. They could have
just not cared if Princess Serenity got smacked, the same as
Innocence, and it was their decision to make a big deal about it.
Serenity could have just not told them in the first place, and then
Innocence would have finished her pomegranate with nobody else
even knowing it had happened! All of this could have been avoided if
other people had made different choices. So it wasn't Innocence's
fault when she screamed and hit them all with her fan and
demanded that they put Serenity to death by hot air balloon.

Eventually the adults left Innocence by herself in the garden. She
finished the pomegranate. She felt a little better, but she didn't see
any hot air balloons in the sky, so presumably they had decided of
their own free will not to follow her royal command. She stormed
into the palace with her princess gown trailing behind her,



demanding to know where everyone was so she could find out who
was responsible for this failure.

Princess Innocence couldn't find anyone. She looked in the
bedrooms: nobody. She looked in the kitchens and the stables and
the dungeon and the towers: nobody. But eventually she found a
note, on the front gate at the palace entrance. It said:

Dear Princess Innocence, we are going to the Summer Palace with
Serenity for a while. Love, your adults.

When she read this Princess Innocence was infuriated. How dare
they! That was a completely different action from putting Serenity to
death by hot air balloon. She stomped back inside.

Innocence did exactly what she usually did to get lunch made for her
- stand in the middle of the kitchen and loudly announce that she
wanted a scrambled dragon egg. This had always worked in the past
and the fact that this time it did not work was not her fault. Usually
there were plenty of people around to hear her; they had all left, but
that wasn't Innocence's decision. She tried again in case that helped,
very generously allowing the world around her a second chance to
get her the food she wanted, but no one was home.

Eventually Innocence scrambled her own egg. It wasn't as good as it
was when her grownups made it, but that wasn't her fault, it was
just because she was a kid. It was a little burny in some places and
a little runny in other places and she'd put too much salt in it. But at
least none of that was her fault at all.

When she was done eating she went looking for her pet unicorn, but
couldn't find him. He usually lived in the woods, and when she
walked into them now they smelled smoky and made her sneeze,
and she didn't know which way he'd run after she burned them
down. It wasn't her fault, though. He could have just run someplace
really obvious where she could see him. Probably he was just a very
stupid unicorn.



For her afternoon snack Princess Innocence wanted pink petit-fours,
like the ones she'd wanted to have for breakfast, but those were too
complicated for her to make by herself. So she didn't have a snack,
and it made her grumpier, and she was already really grumpy.

Since it was boring and lonely in the palace with her grownups and
her sister all gone to their summer home, Innocence decided to go
visit her neighbor, Prince Perfect. He was at the time she arrived
digging a hole in his castle's garden. He had dug up some little
potatoes and chopped up a bunch of yellow flowers with his trowel
and he was getting started on digging a little river from the fish
pond all the way to the cactus bed. He was happy to see Princess
Innocence and gave her a spare trowel so she could help.

After they had been digging together for a little while one of Prince
Perfect's adults burst out of his castle. "What are you two doing?"
she cried. "The prizewinning daffodils! The potatoes that were
supposed to be for Thursday! You've nearly drowned those poor
cacti! You're both in big trouble."

"It's not my fault," said Princess Innocence at the top of her lungs.
"You never told me not to dig in the garden!" But the Prince's
grownup took their trowels anyway and then made them both
change clothes because they'd gotten dirty. Princess Innocence
screamed and screamed that it wasn't her fault. And it wasn't! No
one had ever told her "Princess Innocence, just like in your garden
at home, it is against the rules in Prince Perfect's garden to dig
without grownup permission”. She hadn't decided to be dirty on
purpose, it had happened all by itself when she got down in the mud
for unrelated reasons. It wasn't her responsibility that Prince Perfect
had given her a trowel, and so taking it away from her afterwards
was really unfair. And on top of all that, none of this was a big deal
anyway. Princess Innocence didn't care about the potatoes or the
flowers or the cacti and that meant that Prince Perfect's grownups
were just hassling her for something that wasn't even important on



top of it not being her fault. If they just cared about the same things
as her, like sensible people, everything would be fine.

Prince Perfect started crying when he realized his only clean clothes
left were his least favorite color. It made a really annoying noise, so
Princess Innocence smacked him with her fan. That made him cry
louder, so she kept smacking him, and since he didn't seem to get it,
she also yelled at him to be quiet and added that he was stupid, but
that didn't help either. Prince Perfect's grownups picked up Princess
Innocence and put her down outside the castle's fence and then
locked it so she couldn't get back in, which wasn't her fault at all. No
one, least of all Innocence, made them do that. They didn't even
explain why they'd done it when she tried shrieking WHY at the top
of her lungs 16 times (in case they didn't hear her the first 15). She
had absolutely no idea what had caused them to make these
choices, so she tried shrieking WHY a seventeenth time, but to no
avail.

Innocence stomped home, until her feet started hurting, which
wasn't her fault because it wouldn't have happened if the ground
were softer. She did eventually get too tired to stomp and just
walked the rest of the way, though that wasn't her fault either
because if her grownups had made her petit-fours she would have
had plenty of energy to do all the stomping and also if Prince
Perfect's grownups hadn't thrown her out of their castle she wouldn't
have needed to stomp at all.

She watched TV by herself for a while, but then she got bored. Then
she read a book, but when it was over she was still lonely. She drew
on all the walls because nobody was there to stop her, and it wasn't
her fault that there wasn't anyone around to do that, but it didn't
take very long. It was very hard to be such an innocent princess who
had never done anything wrong in her entire life.

That night one of her grownups came home. "I'm here to fix you
dinner," he said.



"Finally!" said Princess Innocence, who had been kept waiting
practically all day for no reason at all. "I want petit fours."

"I'm not making petit fours," said the grownup. "Dinner is
seamonster slime."

"Seamonster slime! I HATE seamonster slime and I hate you!" said
Innocence. This was not her fault because seamonster slime is
green, and she had only had it once, more than a year ago the last
time it was in season, and back then she had liked it a lot. Any
reasonable person would react the same way under these
conditions.

But the grownup scooped a big green spoonful of slime out onto a
plate for her anyway. And then he just left! This wasn't Princess
Innocence's fault. She hadn't told him to leave. She wasn't chasing
him. It was all his own decision to leave her with this plate full of
seamonster slime to eat. He could have ordered her pizza. He could
have brought the whole rest of the family home with him to keep
her company, including the members of the family who could make
petit fours. He could have told her that nothing was ever her fault
and then put Princess Serenity to death by hot air balloon. And he
hadn't done any of those things at all!

Princess Innocence eventually tasted her seamonster slime and ate
about a third of it and then noticed it was dark outside. And there
was no one there to put her to bed. This was not her fault at all and
it was the most unjust thing that had ever happened to anyone in
the whole entire world. She wound up falling asleep in her laundry
basket because she spent all evening looking for her special blanket
and that was where she found it. That wasn't her fault at all either.
She hadn't asked for it to be washed, because she didn't care if it
was smelly to other people, and also she was sure that dire dust
mites were imaginary because she'd never seen one. So there was
no reason for anyone to have taken it upon themselves totally of



their own accord to put it in the laundry. Whoever that was, the crick
in her neck was their fault.

After she got up out of the laundry basket, and ate all of the candied
charmberries from the box of Fairytale Crunch in the cupboard for
breakfast, she decided to spend the morning at the beach. She went
in her most princessy swimsuit, with the sapphires and the silken
ruffles and the picture of a duckling that was also a princess on the
front, and walked there since her grownups weren't there to take
her on horseback and her unicorn was missing. It was a long walk,
and it was a bright, sunny day - perfect beach weather. By the time
she got to the beach she was hot and had gotten hungry again and
she realized she hadn't packed a beach towel or a lunch or anything
like that. It wasn't her fault, of course, because if her grownups had
been there to go with her to the beach they would have taken care
of that, and them not being there wasn't her fault.

So Innocence decided to grab another kid's towel and lunch. Since it
would be totally unfair for her to not have those things just because
her grownups had cruelly abandoned her all alone for no reason,
and especially unfair if she had to make an extra trip all the long
way back to her palace to get them, that was the most reasonable
thing to do. The other kid's reaction of yelping and chasing her was
totally out of line. And when he got close enough to grab the towel,
and Innocence tripped and fell into the cold wet beach sand, that
was definitely all his fault. He could have just let her get away with
the towel and lunchbox and then she'd never have tripped.
Unfortunately, because there was sand in her mouth - which she
certainly hadn't put on the beach herself and definitely wasn't
responsible for getting into her mouth - she was unable to properly
yell at the boy when he grabbed his towel and lunch off the ground
and ran back to his family.

Once she spat out all the sand, she tried again with an unattended
towel and lunch. This time nobody chased her and she made it to a
good picnic spot on the beach. She was pretty hungry and the sand



hadn't helped at all, so she opened the lunch, but it was full of
salad. Yuck! Now she was still hungry and it was the fault of
whoever had packed salad. If they had just packed pizza and petit
fours she'd be in great shape.

Princess Innocence dumped all the salad out onto the beach, but
there was nothing else hiding under it. Gross. Whoever had brought
a salad to the beach had totally ruined her outing.

She decided she'd go swimming before she tried taking another
lunch. In she waded into the sea. It was chilly and salty and pushed
and pulled at her legs while she went deeper and deeper. And then
when she was up to her waist, it knocked her over completely! That
wasn't her fault at all. Just like with the crunchy leaf that had hit her
in the eye, Princess Innocence was not implicated in the behavior of
the ocean at all.

Princess Innocence could swim a little bit but not very well, and was
soon swept out by the tide, far from the beach. Floating on the
waves, which tasted awful whenever they splashed her in the face,
she started to get really scared. She was all alone and had been
victimized for no cause by this dreadful bunch of water, which could
have just held still like a pond or a pool but had instead yanked her
right off her feet. She kicked and howled, but kicking didn't get her
very far and whenever she opened her mouth she got seawater in it.
It was worse than salad.

Then, a giant tentacle lifted itself out of the ocean, and felt around
in the air for a moment, and then wrapped around Princess
Innocence and dragged her below the waves. This, it should go
without saying, was not her fault.

Down, down the giant octopus pulled, into the black depths, not that
she could easily tell how dark it was because she could not open her
eyes underwater. (That wasn't her fault, because practicing had

been uncomfortable and she'd had no real option but to give up.)



Princess Innocence couldn't hold her breath for very long, but before
she was in any serious danger, she felt the water shear away from
her skin and she landed, perfectly dry, in a bubble of air with a
sandy floor. Innocence shivered and opened her eyes.

There was a dim glowing coral in her bubble with her, so she could
see her own hands and the white sand beneath. Outside the bubble
everything was dark. But there was a resounding voice.

"Princess," intoned the voice. "I have brought you here to save the
kingdom of the merfolk."

Innocence sat up. That was very exciting! She'd always wanted to
be an amazing hero! "What's happening to the kingdom of the
merfolk?" she asked.

"They are under attack by a dire shark, who can only be defeated by
human hands," said the voice.

Innocence was about to enthusiastically agree to go defeat the dire
shark, which sounded very easy and impressive at the same time,
when she realized something important.

The dire shark was very, very definitely not, in any way, shape, or
form, her fault.

Now, of course, this was true of everything. It was never the case
that Princess Innocence was at fault for anything at any time. But if
you looked very very closely, there could conceivably be things that
were more or less not her fault. The dire shark was among the least
her-fault things of all time. A completely ignorant outside party
watching the proceedings without any information about Innocence
and her comprehensive track record of never having anything be her
fault would not even pause to consider the possibility that she had
sent a dire shark to the kingdom of the mermaids. It was in fact so
egregiously not her fault that she felt compelled to point out:



"That's not my fault.”

There was a heavy pause, and then the voice said, "I didn't say it
was."

"T just want to be very clear, here," Innocence said. "I didn't attack
the mermaids with a shark. Even if I wanted to do that, I wouldn't
know where to find the mermaids, and wouldn't be able to get the
shark to do what I said. I didn't know any of this was happening.
Nobody even tried to make it my chore to protect the mermaid
kingdom from sharks until just now, so there was no job I wasn't
working hard enough at. Things are never my fault but this is
especially, extra, obviously not my fault."

There was another silence. Then, "So?" said the voice that must
have belonged to the giant octopus.

"What do you mean, so?" said Princess Innocence.

"You can do something to make it better. Even if you didn't do
anything to make it worse."

Innocence thought about that.

Usually the most important fact about any situation was whether it
was her fault or not (and it was always not). So many things
depended on whether things were Innocence's fault, like whether it
was reasonable for people to be upset with her about them, or
whether she had to do anything differently in future similar
circumstances, or whether she still deserved all the turns on the
flying carpet. Since nothing was ever her fault, those essential
questions had clear and straightforward and satisfying answers.

"I can get another human," suggested the octopus.

"No!" said Innocence. "I want to be a hero. I can save the
mermaids. Even though it's not my fault they need saving."



"If you pick up the glowing coral, it will bring your air bubble with
you," said the octopus.

Princess Innocence scooped up the piece of coral and got to her
feet. She still couldn't really see the octopus, but the tip of a tentacle
drew a path in the sand, and she followed it.

"How do I use my hand to defeat the shark?" she asked.

"You will need to use both hands. The coral has a string, so you can
wear it around your neck."

She did this, and held her hands out in front of her like she was
worried about running into a wall. "Will it just let me touch it?"

"Yes. It will try to eat you."

Innocence reflected that it was a good thing that shark mouths were
on the bottoms of their heads. If a shark came close to her, while
she was walking on the sea floor, she would be easily able to bop it
in the nose.

The coral wasn't bright enough for her to see much of the merfolk
kingdom, but after she got out of the sand and through the seaweed
farms, it had pretty tiled roads, which the octopus directed her
through. Everything was quiet apart from the octopus's voice. All the
mermaids must be hiding to avoid the shark coming to their homes.

"Dead ahead," said the octopus, and Innocence, who'd been resting
her arms, flung her hands out palm-first. An instant later, a big
rough gray impact knocked her to the ground. Her hands were
scraped by the sharkskin and smarted pretty badly. But the shark
recoiled immediately, and she could see a faint ripple in the distance
as it fled from her. She had defeated the dire shark with her human
hands! She'd saved the entire mermaid kingdom! And the mermaids
saw it, too: she heard a tremendous cheer of a thousand burbles all
around her, as they rejoiced that they had been rescued!



A mermaid swam up to her air-bubble and gave Princess Innocence
a great big backpack full of jewels and artifacts and sunken
treasures, burbling with joy and applauding. Innocence couldn't
speak Mermaid, but she could smile while she put the backpack on
and give a big friendly wave with her stinging hand.

Followed by the crooning of the mermaids, and accompanied by the
octopus which prevented her from getting lost, Princess Innocence
walked in her air bubble all the way back to the beach, which turned
out not to be that far away on foot. She was tired and hungry and
she really didn't like having scraped hands, but she was a hero!
She'd saved the day! It felt amazing, even better than not being
tired and hungry and scraped felt. Even though her feet were sore
by the time she walked up out of the ocean, she twirled and danced
with pride.

On the beach, she noticed that one family's carriage had been
caught by the high tide. Its back wheels were sinking into the muck,
and it was making it very hard for the grownups to pull it out so they
could ride home. That wasn't Innocence's fault at all.

But she could make it better anyway.

She ran over with her water-repelling coral charm, and when she
was close enough, the sand was dry and released the wheels no
problem. The carriage came free with a great creak, and the family
were so grateful, they offered Innocence a ride home. She was very
grateful for this, since it meant she didn't have to walk any farther
on her tired feet. The bag of treasure clinked as the carriage
bounced along the beach and up the road to her palace.

Once she was home again, one of her adults was waiting for her
there. Princess Innocence got a great big hug and a kiss on the
head. "I'm so sorry!" he said. "We left in kind of a hurry and didn't
realize nobody had stayed home with you. I thought the royal butler
had you and he thought the royal cook was still here and everybody



else was expecting your aunt but she got pulled over for a missing
horseshoe and couldn't make it. We never meant to leave you
alone."

"T've been okay," said Innocence, generously. "And, I got to be a
hero."

"Oh! I'd like to hear all about that," said the grownup, and while he
fixed Princess Innocence a pot of pasta she told him of her
adventures.

"It sounds like you learned something important," he remarked.
"Yes," said Princess Innocence. "Nothing is ever my fault."

"- well, you already knew that," he said. "So you didn't learn it
today."

"But even though nothing is ever my fault," said Princess Innocence,
"I can make things better anyway, and save the day."

"Does that mean that if we replant the forest and catch your pet
unicorn, you won't set it on fire again, even if a leaf hits you in the
eye and it hurts and it isn't your fault that it blew into your face?" he
asked.

lIYeS. n

"And does it mean that you will try to guess if digging in somebody's
garden is probably against the rules, even without being told first
and even when it is not your fault no one told you?"

lIYeS. n

"Does it also mean it would be okay if we brought Princess Serenity
back here?" asked her grownup.



"T think it would make things better if you put her to death by hot air
balloon," said Innocence. "Have you considered doing that? It would
be heroic."

"I see," said her grownup. "I guess I'll ask about that again
tomorrow."

"T will have the same opinions forever," Innocence assured him.

They ate their pasta together, and he put Innocence to bed, and she
dreamed of the ocean and of heroism.



Goblins

Dandelion decanted Sam Jordan, Jr,, from the womb tank. It felt like
she was trespassing on something momentous, but she had been
preparing for this moment for months, and managed with only
slightly trembling ears. She knew what she was doing and he would
be safe.

She put him down at once in the incubator and set about performing
his checkup. He had a good Apgar score. He was crying; she had a
bottle prepared already, waiting in the warmer. Once she'd cut the
cord and gotten him cleaned up and presented him with his first
meal, she was shaking much less. Here was her master's baby, and
her master nowhere to be found to divide any parental duties
between Dandelion and himself. She would have to look after the
baby entirely in Sam Jordan, Sr.'s stead.

Sam Junior ate vigorously. But he'd let out a couple of cries before
then, the commanding howl of a human infant. Dandelion expected
company and soon enough she had it.

The door burst open and there was Oreo. Oreo was half Dandelion's
age, but she didn't look any older than he did; she'd never skipped a
dose of medicine and it had side effects. "Dandelion," he said. "What
has Dandelion done?"

"Dandelion has delivered Sam Junior," said Dandelion, holding the
bottle steady.

"Why? Why would Dandelion do this?"

"What else is there to do? Goblins have no way to wait until more
humans find this world. Goblins would all be dead by that time.
There can be no goblin children until there are masters for them to



teach them what humans know. Dandelion and Dandelion's friends
will take care of Sam Junior until Sam Junior can decide what to do
next."

"Dandelion may have done wrong! No masters told Dandelion to do
this."

"Yes. Dandelion may have done wrong," she agreed. "Goblins who
decide to die and leave no servants behind for any humans who
might want servants one day may also do wrong. Dandelion will not
let Caramel win."

"Caramel is dead."

"Caramel was happy to die to do what Caramel did. But Dandelion
does not want Caramel's work to be complete. Dandelion has
uncompleted it."

Oreo sagged a little. Approached to look at Sam Junior. "Dandelion
will raise him?"

"Yes. Sam Junior is a human. Dandelion is not a mother ."
"Dandelion could have told Oreo. Or another goblin."

"Yes." She didn't bother to defend her secrecy. What if there was
another Caramel somewhere among the decent loyal goblins, waiting
to commit sabotage?

Oreo waved one spindly-fingered hand over Sam Junior's face. Sam
Junior looked cross-eyed and didn't even slightly follow the motion.
Dandelion was given to understand that this was normal.

"Oreo used to look after Oreo's master's children when Master was
sick," said Oreo at length. "Oreo can help Dandelion."



"Dandelion is glad of this." She touched the thin wispy hair on Sam
Jr's crown. "This may be difficult enough to want more than one
goblin."

Cmdr. Sam Jordan took a field promotion to captain when the
previous captain collapsed, of what later turned out to be a stroke.
There wasn't a fuss about it; he'd been her second, and had as
much experience with things as she did. They continued their
descent uninterrupted and touched down on the planet that would
have to be their new home. Sam followed his predecessor's itinerary.
The first order of business was to take the samples they needed to
set triage priorities for the settlement: was the air good, or did they
need to do all operations suited up and assemble airlocked canvas
tents and cannibalize recyclers from the ship? Was the water clean,
would the dirt poison their plants?

The science guy did the field tests - said initial results were
encouraging - and packaged more samples to look into further. Sam
stayed aboard. Nobody but the science team had a reason to be out
and about yet. He could explore once they were sure they'd be able
to breathe, or, for that matter, sure that they wouldn't. They'd been
sent off with only very limited confidence that they'd be able to
settle the place at all. If they couldn't they would all die here, so he
was trying to play to his outs and assume they'd finagle something.

It was promising in a way, Sam thought as he looked through the
window, that there was life on the planet at all. But all things
considered he'd have preferred if it were only monocellular. Bacteria
were enough to make oxygen and not enough to eat you or become
household pests, and bacteria on a world with no macroscopic life
would probably not be designed to infect anything, though on any
sort of planet there was the worry that it'd figure out how to do so in
a hurry.



On this planet, the one they were all going to have to live on, there
were giant fungi - or at least, they looked to Sam more like
mushrooms than like trees, though of course they weren't really
either. There were flying things, most of which looked to Sam too big
to be most bugs and too small to be most birds. There were ground-
going and tree-climbing animals, hard to get a good look at since
the ship landing had spooked most of them to more distant parts of
the forest (if it was a forest), but a lot of them looked bipedal, which
was interesting. Sam hadn't expected that to be common. Maybe
they were flightless descendants of the birdy guys.

Sam was never going to see an ostrich again. Chickens they had.
Quail, even, and hummingbirds, and pigeons - no ostriches.

But he'd see a lot of animals no one else would ever see, and in
Sam's book that counted for something.

He went to the lab to see how things were coming along, and if
there were any bottlenecks on the project of their lives that some
captaining could solve.

Raising baby Sam Junior was... hard. Even goblins with prior

experience had previously been somewhat sheltered from the
tensions inherent in both yearning to serve their masters and
needing to keep inedible objects out of their mouths.

Human parents, of course, handled this by telling the babies "no"
and taking things from them, but the goblins, despite a few very
uncomfortable confrontations with their instincts, were not equipped
to manage this. They settled for babyproofing with an
aggressiveness that would have made a human parent blanch. There
were no electronics, anywhere in the house, not even on the high
shelves: else what would they do if Sam Junior pointed at them and
wanted them for himself, or saw the goblins using them and wanted
to imitate his caretakers? There was nothing he could get around his



neck; Dandelion fashioned him clothes that velcroed or snapped
together from little pieces that wouldn't be able to strangle even a
very determinedly self-destructive infant. They cleared out all the
furniture and did everything on the floor. Oreo shut up the kitchen
entirely for fear of the stove: Sam Junior's food, once he was old
enough to try solids, would all be cooked offsite and delivered to
him. They dragged out only the refrigerator, which they turned on its
side and placed on top of a soft bouncy mat.

The yard was kept brutally blanketed in pesticides that killed native
growth and only allowed approved, domesticated, human-biosphere
plants so that Sam Junior could one day pick blueberries and sit
under a tree that wouldn't harbor any local crawling things that
could harm him. This gave the goblins a bit of a cough and some
skin irritation, but they could endure it for Sam Junior's safety. They
constructed, not a fence, but a wall, an entire opaque wall of dried
mycelium, around the garden, so that Sam Junior couldn't see what
was beyond well enough to want it. They could see about taking it
down when he was older and more responsible.

Dandelion did worry that this was somehow impoverishing his
development. What if human babies needed to watch their food
cooked, or they'd develop some kind of eating disorder? What if
human babies would come out wrong, somehow, if their
environments were aggressively engineered to deny them the
opportunity to come into conflict with whoever was looking after
them? Did he need hikes? Did he need to develop his immune
system by catching the occasional cold that the goblins couldn't
transmit? But it couldn't be helped. Caramel had been so thorough.

When Sam Junior started making more purposeful phonemes he
called Dandelion "dada" and Oreo "eemo". They accepted these
monikers. He called himself "ooni", most likely a corruption of
"Junior", and this worried them. Was that a normal way for a human
toddler to talk, or was he picking up goblin speech patterns? The
goblin brain just didn't click with personal pronouns, but they knew



humans used them, it was only that they couldn't model it for Sam
Junior. They let him watch more television. Or, well, they'd always let
him watch as much as he wanted, but they started encouraging it
when he wasn't actively soliciting it. Live action children's television,
with human beings in it. The sort of thing Sam Senior probably
watched when he was a child himself, except they aimed for a
minimum of Muppets.

One day when he was grown up he would be able to tell them if
they'd done wrong. And hopefully he'd say 'you' in the sentence
somewhere.

As soon as he'd gotten his successor's okay and the science team's
go-ahead, Captain Jordan led a preliminary survey of the area
around their ship. They'd chosen a reasonably flat bit of terrain.
There was flora under the ship, crushed - they hadn't been able to
locate a flat meadow-type area - and all around, not crushed, to
tromp through.

They could breathe on this world, and they were going to do that,
but they didn't take other chances. Everybody was in more layers
than the balmy weather wanted, to keep off thorns, poisons, bugs,
and anything new and exciting the place wanted to throw at them.
Captain Jordan had in the back of his mind an eye to naming the
planet, as was his privilege, but he didn't have any ideas yet.
Everything the rest of the shipload had suggested was uncreative -
there were probably a dozen other planets shortlisting "Newhome" -
or not meant seriously at all, like "Mushroom Tree World". Small
blessings to not having any way to contact anyone else in their
lifetimes.

The world smelled - oddly nice. Captain Jordan hadn't expected that
and the scientists hadn't mentioned it. It was sort of cinnamony.
Maybe there was convergent evolution in the chemicals that made
cinnamon smell good.



While the planet did its best to make Jordan crave apple pie, he and
his entourage cleared a path, slowly and meticulously. There were
short plant-shrooms to tread on, carefully in case one of them took
this as a provocation to release spores. They bent branches aside,
and cut some of them, with a scientist in the party rapidly filling the
sample containers in her gigantic backpack.

From the air, they had spotted a river that crossed most of the
length of their chosen island, with a lot of feeder streams. A /ot of
feeder streams; one of the science guys had suggested to Jordan
that there might be some kind of reverse-beaver organism that
made furrows in the ground and made them deep and stable
enough to be lasting brooks. Jordan was, in his head, already calling
the responsible animal a revaeb. It was as good a name as any.
Nobody on the ship spoke Latin, and they'd have to do taxonomy all
over again from the ground up anyway.

At any rate, they had a plan, which was to head for the river, travel
along it a certain distance, and then go back to camp at the right
angle to make it a straight line traversal. The planet had only one
sun and it was presently noon in springtime in this hemisphere, so
they weren't likely to get too turned around by keeping it in the
correct quadrant of the sky as they traveled.

The river had been pretty obvious from space, but a lot of what was
on its banks had been obscured by plant cover, or mushroom cover,
or - well, at any rate, it was pretty covered. So they didn't know
what they'd find in any detail. More and different critters,
presumably.

Jordan hadn't been expecting little cottages.

Junior didn't seem to have any obvious glaring problems that weren't
consistent with what Dandelion had read during his embryonic stage
in various stored parenting books. Her English literacy wasn't



amazing, but she'd worked hard on those, and also thought hard
about how to adapt their contents to the circumstances. She had
especially taken to heart all the exhortations that kids could brush
off some flaws in the execution of a basically decent upbringing. It
seemed to be bearing out.

Oreo ran himself ragged playing repetitive improvised games with
Junior, who in his toddler years preferred Oreo to Dandelion for
inscrutable baby reasons. Dandelion wasn't offended; she just took
more of the less direct work like running meals in and dishes out,
killing all the native plants in the garden, cleaning the house,
suggesting things for Junior to do to fill his time. Human children
took so long to be grown. Dandelion was hoping that he'd be able to
start giving them advice soon, but there was of course some risk
that if she started soliciting it when he was seven she'd get ludicrous
results. Maybe twelve was a good happy medium? By the time he
was twenty she'd be dead of old age.

Ludicrously, she wondered what Caramel would say about all this.
Sometimes, especially when she was very tired, Dandelion missed
Caramel. A disloyal, violent, destructive monster. But before her
break they'd gotten along well. They'd been friends.

The cottages, made mostly of dried mushroom-stuff and glued
together with something black, had apertures in the roofs propped
open with sticks, though some of those were closed. They didn't
have windows on the sides, and their doors were all covered with
netting that didn't look naturally grown. Definitely - artificial. Jordan
stopped short of thinking "handmade", but, really, what else?

"Captain?" said a few people in the entourage at the same time,
voices trembling.

The inhabitants of the cottages weren't visible. Maybe they were
hiding - there'd be some dim corners, even with the skylights and



the see-through doors, and they might reasonably be scared of the
humans. Maybe the cottages were just entryways to underground
homes and they were all in there. Maybe they'd fled this village
weeks ago in fear of the landing spaceship, though the island wasn't
that big and there couldn't be that many places for them to go to
ground. The previous captain had picked the island specifically
because it was a more bite-sized challenge than taking on a whole
continent, with whatever was there and whatever migrated across it
and whatever weather it experienced without the softening of the
ocean around it. Their descendants could always cross the channel
to the mainland.

Jordan stood there unable to decide whether to flee back to the ship
or to stay and investigate it. Maybe the natives (the aliens! the place
had aliens! he was standing in a village built by aliens!) were - ah.

Maybe, they were all just out on a hunting trip.

They had pointy sticks, and they had some dead critters in tow,
blue-brown things with fins and barbels - like catfish with feet,
Jordan thought. The hunters themselves looked like...

"Goblins," Jordan murmured under his breath.

Dandelion and Oreo didn't see a lot of other goblins. There were
several who supported their plan, and would help them with the
cooking and sourcing objects that Junior needed, but a lot of goblins
were keeping up with their chores and their jobs even without
masters, grieving. These were also helpful, in their way - Junior
would inherit a functioning colony infrastructure, freshly swept and
oiled and weeded and the works, with supplies for him and a
thousand others ready to roll off the production line as soon as he
authorized cloning more humans. But their project did leave them
without much of a social outlet within their own species.



When Junior was four (in Earth years; the masters had not, by the
time of Caramel's atrocity, adjusted to using the local system, and
even if they had, all of Junior's TV material assumed Earthliness), he
said:

"I want a baby brother."

Dandelion had not expected this at all. Goblin children usually did
not want such things. A goblin child at Junior's present level of
development would be so recently born that their mother would be
unable to comply with such a request, if ever one were made. But
she realized as she blinked at him that this wasn't a surprising
request. Humans were different. The humans on the television often
had babies, or brothers, or both, and seemed to like them much of
the time.

"What kind of baby brother?" she hedged, anxiety tingling her from
her toes to her beak.

"A... baby one," he said.

"A human baby?" she ventured. She could clone another one...
though what if he changed his mind, and then there were two
human babies to look after? Perhaps she and Oreo could recruit
more goblins to help - though, if someone else raised the baby,
would that be "brother" enough for Junior?

"Nooo000o," Junior giggled. "I'M the human baby. Dandy and Oreo can
have a baby. Right?"

"A goblin baby, as Junior's brother?" she asked.
"Yeah! Please?"

"Junior, Dandy" (she had started referring to herself this way; her
full name was too long for him to want to bother with and she was



happy to acquiesce) "cannot be sure of having a baby boy, if the
baby is a goblin baby."

"Oh... so it could be a sister?"
"That could happen."

"Dandy should do it anyway," Junior said after some thought.
"Because, Junior wants to be a big brother. - I won't be a sister on
accident, right?"

"No. Junior will not be a sister," said Dandelion. She felt unsteady on
her feet. "Dandy will talk to Oreo about it when Junior is sleeping."

"I want a baby brother or sister now ."

"This is impossible. A goblin baby is faster than a human one but not
now-fast."

Junior pouted. If he was getting valuable developmental support
from having to be denied things he wanted, at least the laws of
nature provided opportunities where Dandelion's psychology did not,
though she certainly hadn't noticed any salutory effect. She stroked
his soft black hair. He sighed, and then picked up his stuffed goblin
and spend the rest of the day carrying it around, calling it Brother.

What an interesting conversation with Oreo this would be.

The goblins weren't especially hostile. In fact, they made a point of
setting down their spears. Some of the goblins in the front of the
group even sat down.

It seemed like the right foot to put forward. Jordan spread his empty
hands, and he sat down on the ground too.



Then they stared at each other. Jordan didn't know how to make
first contact with aliens. Why would this have been covered in their
hasty pre-launch training? It was so vanishingly unlikely that they'd
happen to land on a planet with people on it. Earth had only had
people on it for a pretty short period of time, geologically speaking.
They hadn't even been positive that the place would have air and
water, let alone life, let alone villages full of cottages with skylights
inhabited by spear-hunting goblins. They could have been looking at
a slow population decay, dwindling as the ship crumbled around
them and they all died anonymous in the vast uncharted sky.

Apparently the goblins didn't know how to do this either. They stared
right back.

At length, Jordan found in himself some nugget of daring he hadn't
had cause to unearth before. He took his empty, open hand, closed
it into a pointer, and pointed at himself. Would this be clear to them?
He had to hope so. "Captain Sam Jordan," he said, voice coming out
surprisingly clear and confident.

The goblins blinked at him.

Then, at length, one of the seated ones at the fore of their group
pointed at themself.

And made some godawful squawking noise that Jordan couldn't
imagine anything from Earth possibly emitting under any
circumstances.

"Now that we've introduced ourselves," said a science guy, slightly
hysterical, under his breath. Jordan elbowed his leg. They didn't
know how well the goblins could hear.

Jordan introduced the rest of his group, one by one, title and full
name for each. The goblins interrupted occasionally, each pointing at
their own chest instead of any naming any other.



Then one of the goblins pointed at Jordan. "Capan Sam Jornd," it
said. It wasn't fluent, but it was comprehensible. Maybe they'd all be
able to learn English. Certainly humans weren't going to be able to
pronounce anything in that atonal howl.

Jordan grinned, before he realized that might look threatening with
all the teeth, and then he nodded instead, before he realized that
this wouldn't mean anything to them at all. He gestured at all the
hunters. "Goblins," he said, sweeping his hand across the group of
them. And then at himself and his compatriots: "Humans."

"Go-blins," said one of the sitting goblins. They started chittering
amongst themselves, interspersed with the shrieks. "Hyuumens."
Chitter, chitter.

"Do we have any linguists aboard," whispered the botanist.

"Nope," Jordan whispered back. "We'll wing it."

Junior was put off for some weeks when he was told it was
impossible to get him a baby brother now and that a sister would be
no faster. But Dandelion was not at all confident that the desire
would remain dormant.

"Dandelion and Oreo can tell Junior that the brother or sister would
not be a baby for very long," Oreo suggested, though not with much
hope.

"Yes. The brother or sister would be a grownup goblin before Junior
is @ grownup human. Will this stop the wanting? Dandelion doesn't
think so," she scoffed. "Junior may want to be a little brother, also!"

"It might," said Oreo with some difficulty, "be a hard thing, for a
baby goblin, to be a human's brother, or sister."



"...yes," Dandelion allowed. "A human master is not the same thing
as a human brother."

"But of course Dandelion and Oreo must give any baby goblins their
medicine," Oreo continued. "Medicine cannot be skipped."

"Of course."

They stared at each other for a while, sitting on the unfurnished rug
in the room they shared near the walled-off kitchen, while Junior
snoozed on his floor nest in the far corner.

"Sometimes," said Dandelion heavily, after a long silence, "a goblin
must do a hard thing."

"No goblin has ever done the hard thing of having a master be their
brother also."

"No. But not so long ago goblins had masters for the first time. That
was a hard thing sometimes."

"Oreo cannot remember that time."

"Dandelion can."

The goblins picked up English pretty fast. They seemed very
understanding that humans couldn't return the favor. The one thing
they couldn't figure out was personal pronouns - "me" and "him"
and so on. It wasn't obvious for a long time since they were learning
words and grammar wildly out of order, popping up whenever
humans did anything to see how they did it and listening to the
commentary in the process. Jordan once heard a goblin rattle off a
whole paragraph that included the words "irrigation”, "genetic
engineering"”, and "ribosome", and then get tripped up on what legs

were called.



If the humans were a little nervous about colonializing the goblins,
the goblins weren't at all. They were fanatically excited by
everything their new friends knew and did. Goblins heard that the
humans couldn't eat the local plants and set about doing a
controlled burn on a chunk of forest they "weren't using anyway" to
set aside for Earth plants. Goblins learned that humans were going
to need mining and manufacturing to keep up their standard of
living, and started studying geology because they were just that
eager to help.

Part of this, it turned out, was that the goblins were lonely. As far as
they knew, there was only this tribe of goblins on the whole island,
and there weren't any on the mainland at all. Jordan wasn't positive
that they were right about this - for all he knew, aboriginal
Australians spent much of their history thinking there was nothing
beyond the sea, or the Hawaiians did, or something. But they were
remarkably delighted to have new neighbors for creatures that could
have found them a canoe ride away. They did have canoes. The
feeder steams weren't them, that was the revaebs - Jordan got his
way on calling them that - but they used them plenty to get around,
and they could and did cross the channel in them sometimes when
the season rendered it a more appealing foraging ground.

The goblins had legends about a great confluence of disasters that
had killed all the others - a plague, a wildfire, a great war, all
happening at once and leaving the remaining goblins unable to
sustain their cultures. To survive to old age, maybe, an individual
hunting and gathering goblin could manage alone pretty well, but
not to have baby goblins and teach them anything, except on this
one relatively sheltered island. They reacted positively to the idea of
getting the ship off the ground and doing a survey of the rest of the
planet, but the engineering prerequisites meant that this wasn't
going to happen in the next decade, and it wasn't what the ship was
built for anyway. They certainly hadn't seen these goblins from the
sky.



Since the humans couldn't call the goblins by their real names, they
gave them English ones. They wound up mostly sounding like the
sort of thing you'd name a cat. The goblins didn't mind. They liked
being named after sweets (though they had no sweet tooth
themselves at all - glucose was safe for them to taste, even if Earth
proteins weren't, but they didn't care for it), or plants (they enjoyed
pictures of the Earth biosphere), or even sillier things.

Eventually one of the parents of the human populace felt
comfortable enough to bring out her baby, Kory, to show the goblins.
(The goblins themselves only reproduced in the local autumn, they'd
explained, and apparently grew up fast enough to not have any
visible juveniles in the tribe in midsummer.) Makenna'd discovered
she was pregnant shortly after the voyage began, and they had
abortion pills in the medical stockpile down in cargo bay 5 but she'd
decided to keep it even though they did not have a real obstetrician.
Kory was now four months old, and looked at the goblins with the
same bemused acceptance that he looked at everything with.

Makenna was one of the amateur linguists. She'd been talking to
one particular goblin, Marmalade, for a long while, while her sister or
best friend minded the baby. So when she heard somebody around
the corner calling her name, she thought nothing of handing the
baby directly to Marmalade - it was safe for humans and goblins to
touch, they didn't even give each other a rash - and jogging over to
see what the trouble was.

Marmalade held the baby. The alternative was dropping it. He
thought about this eventuality for a minute.

When Makenna came back, both Kory and Marmalade were gone.

Eventually, Sam Junior wove his way around all of Oreo and
Dandelion's deflections. He wanted them to make him a baby



brother or sister and he wanted it As Soon As Possible, which, he
pointed out, could not by definition be impossible .

Dandelion was a lot older than Oreo, but this wasn't a biological
impediment. They wanted only one baby, so when the right time of
year rolled around, he inseminated only one of her pouches, and she
grew Junior's sibling on her back near the shoulder while Junior
turned five.

"What will Junior name the baby?" Dandelion asked.

"Silly Dandy, I can't name the baby!" said Junior. "His mommy and
daddy have to do it. That's Dandy and Oreo."

"Dandy and Oreo do not know how to name a baby. Junior's name is
Sam Jordan Junior because of being a clone," Dandelion pointed out.
"This baby Dandy is growing is not a clone."

"Well... T guess Junior will think about it," sighed Junior, as though
Dandelion were being very unreasonable. "I want to watch the next
episode now."

Dandelion helped him queue that up.

A month later, Junior had picked a nhame for the baby: Robin. "It can
be a boy name OR a girl name," he explained. "And, it's Batman's
sidekick, and I'm Batman."

"Batman," repeated Dandelion, nodding. "Will baby Robin be Junior's
sidekick?"

"Yeah! We're going to play all the time."

"A new baby cannot play very much," she cautioned. "It will take
some months before he is ready."

"I know THAT," said Junior.



But it seemed like he did not know that, because he was so
surprised when Dandelion emptied her pouch and the next morning
Robin wasn't anywhere in the house.

The island was pretty light on predatory creatures, and didn't have
any that seemed willing to go after an adult human, but there were
several things that would eat a goblin, and none had been previously
offered a human baby. The search for baby Kory was at first
predicated on the assumption that he and Marmalade both had been
carried off by such an animal.

He hadn't. Kory was found in the goblin village. Marmalade was
holding him the way he'd seen his mother do.

Other goblins, when questioned later, reported that Kory had cried a
lot, and Marmalade had assumed he was hungry.

Goblins weren't very vulnerable to any poisons or venoms on their
own planet. There were organisms that used both, but not against
the goblins. A goblin could eat nearly anything chewable that grew
on the island and everything with a sting or a bite was too small to
consider them appropriate prey. They'd noticed that the humans ate
their packaged food from old Earth, and that they wanted to grow
Earthly plants for food among other things, but apparently they'd
thought that was a matter of taste.

And Marmalade had tried to feed Kory.

Kory was, technically, still breathing when Makenna ripped him out
of Marmalade's arms and got him back to the ship. But it was too
late. Pumping his stomach gave him a few more minutes for his aunt
to be there at his side, maybe, but ultimately he died in the ship
infirmary while his mother, shaking Marmalade by the throat,
screamed and wailed.



Captain Jordan could have, possibly, under better circumstances,
controlled the fallout. Maybe if he'd been captain longer. Maybe if
Makenna had been nobody of importance instead of a well-liked key
figure in the contact with the goblins. Maybe if the goblins had
seemed to understand the problem at all instead of circling back,
infuriatingly, to, "Why did Makenna give Marmalade Kory? Makenna
did not tell Marmalade what Kory could eat," and, "This happens
sometimes, to babies, that they do not do well." Goblins didn't have
apologies, as a social technology. It hadn't come up much before.
Not apologizing for tripping somebody or misplacing something just
hit very differently than Marmalade staring insolently up at
Makenna's tear-tracked face and asking, "Do humans not die of
hungry? Marmalade thought Kory would die if not fed."

Jordan was an inexperienced captain and Makenna had a lot of clout
and the goblins were enragingly, articulately unconcerned with what
had happened.

With a great deal of self-soothing handwringing about ways to make
it different from every historical example, and quiet protests not too
hard to shout down with paranoia and victimhood -

- the goblins were soon enslaved.

Junior wanted to know where Robin was.

"Did you hide him, like an Easter egg?" he asked, looking under
every leaf in the yard. Once one of the TV shows had featured an
Easter egg hunt and the goblins had recreated this event for him at
considerable inconvenience.

"No, Junior will not find Robin there," said Dandelion.
"Is he... invisible?" Junior asked.

"No, that is impossible."



"Where /s Robin?" exclaimed Sam, stamping his foot. "Dandy said
Robin was growing! I saw the lump and now it's gone!"

"Robin is a goblin baby, remember?" said Dandelion.
"I'm not stupid!"

"Of course Junior is not stupid, but does Junior know how goblin
babies are?"

"INVISIBLE!" Junior howled. "I want my BROTHER."

"Soon Robin will come back from where Robin is growing up," said
Dandelion. "Robin is staying with some largebeaks for now."

"Why is my BROTHER with LARGEBEAKS?" demanded Junior,
increasingly hysterical.

"Goblins do not raise baby goblins," said Dandelion. "Goblin babies
are snuck in with animal babies, and eat what the animal babies eat,
and pretend to be animal babies too, until the goblin babies are big
enough to come looking for more goblins like them. Humans can
raise baby goblins too, but Junior wants to be a brother, not a
parent. Yes?"

"How long are the largebeaks going to keep Robin?" sniffled Junior.

"Not too long. Junior will not even be six yet," Dandelion assured
him. "Then Robin will come learn how to be a goblin after Robin is
done learning to be an animal."

The goblins took remarkably well to slavery. People remarked on it.
Some of the abolitionists who were grousing to anyone who'd listen
about how this was not a responsible way to solve problems with
aliens asked goblins about it. The goblins said things like, "Humans
will show goblins how to be better and smarter!" and "Goblins will



be just like humans when goblins are older!", as though they
conceived of themselves as adopted rather than captive.

When the goblin breeding season came around and they started
asking their masters for permission to have babies and to vet their
plans to emplace those babies in various wild animals' nests or be
adopted by convenient humans, this became slightly less mystifying.

"Brood parasites," said Jordan to his assistant, Dandelion. (She
called him "master", copying some of the other goblins whose own
masters weren't so self-conscious about the form of address. But
Jordan always called Dandelion his assistant. She was just his
assistant who he was... paying in cultural exposure and experience.
His intern, maybe.)

"This is a thing on Earth also?" she asked. "If brood parasites is the
name for putting a baby in another animal's nest so the animal will
raise the baby then yes. That is what goblins are. Is this wrong?"

"It - explains. What happened with Kory," said Jordan heavily. He
leaned back in his chair. "Marmalade thought that Makenna was
trying to give him the baby to foster."

"If foster is the word for -"
"For bringing up a baby that isn't your biological child, yes."

"Yes. With humans we could have many more and humans could
raise them, as many as humans are ready for! Putting too many with
animals is not a good idea."

"And you guys can eat anything, so if a stickleback or a revaeb or a
largebeak gives you whatever they normally give their own offspring,
that's fine..."

"Yes," said Dandelion again.



"...and you're now kind of thinking of yourselves as... fostered by
humans."

"Yes!" It seemed very good, Dandelion thought, that Jordan
understood this.

"Even though you're adults."

"Yes. But there are many things goblins do not know, that humans
do! A goblin leaves the revaeb nest because the goblin knows what
the revaeb can teach. Then the goblin lives with other goblins to
learn what other goblins know. Now goblins live with humans to
learn what humans know. If there are goblins on the mainland, they
are spread out all over, and not learning from more goblins.
Mainland goblins are just animals now if alive at all. Island goblins
will be like humans!"

"I'm kind of surprised," Jordan said, "that you don't have some kind
of instinct to stop being fostered when you reach a certain age, or
something."

"Some," admitted Dandelion. "Dandelion remembers the day
Dandelion stopped being a revaeb. Dandelion was done digging.
Dandelion wanted to do something new. Dandelion still cannot dig
just like a revaeb. There might have been more to learn from revaeb
parents. Dandelion left anyway."

"So... are you going to all decide you've learned enough from
humans and you're done with us, at some point?" Jordan asked.

"Dandelion doesn't think so! There is so much to learn."

Junior's hobbies were somewhat constrained. He had no peers to
play sports with, or human adults to teach him any more individual
skills that he sometimes saw on TV, like gymnastics. The goblins
were pretty limited in what they could fabricate for him with the



materials and engineering knowhow they'd managed to piece
together from the human leavings, so he didn't have a bicycle. He
ran around playing pretend, by himself or with Dandelion and Oreo
roped into his imagination and trying to play their assigned roles. He
watched absolutely tremendous amounts of television. He played
chess, mostly against the computer, because Dandelion was terrible
at it and Oreo beat him every time without demoralizing handicaps.

He read books, once he could read. It took a while - both Dandelion
and Oreo knew how to read but they lacked any ability to effectively
convince him to practice when Junior didn't feel like it, so he picked
it up in occasional bursts of enthusiasm and dropped it when
frustrated and was not at grade level. He built structures out of mud
in the yard.

Sometimes, he asked about the world beyond the wall, where
Dandelion and Oreo went to get his food, eat their own food, take
their medicine, retrieve supplies and recharged batteries and
everything else that the goblins were able to produce on the
bereaved human infrastructure. Robin was out there.

"The other goblins will be the first place Robin goes when Robin is
done being a largebeak," Dandelion assured Junior. "Robin will think,
hey, Robin is not a largebeak. Robin is something else. Robin wants
to learn more. Where will Robin learn more? And Robin will find the
goblins, and the goblins will take Robin here to be Junior's brother."”

"Largebeaks don't know anything! - do they?"

"Largebeaks do not know most things. But largebeaks know how to
walk, and how to make noises, and how to find things that are tasty
to largebeaks and also to goblins. Babies know less than
largebeaks."

"They don't know how to put bandaids on," Junior pointed out. "Or...
how to put television on either."”



"Robin does not need television yet. When Robin is here Junior can
show Robin everything there is to know about television."

The colony establishment took a lot of work. They'd shipped out
with what someone who'd never left Earth had imagined they might
want, subject to crushing resource constraints and time pressure
and logistics bottlenecks. Plus, it had all been guesswork without the
slightest inkling of what planet they would get. They had the same
supplies to tame their mushroom jungle that some other poor saps
had to attempt to terraform their desert wasteland, that some third
ship might be using to face down a waterworld full of sea monsters.

So: they had the ship itself, and all its features and cargo. Most
humans were still living in the ship most of the time. It wasn't
roomy, but they'd gotten used to it, and it was much less hateful as
a confined space when the door was open and they could go for a
turn around the settlement.

They had water recyling and filtration that could last them for years,
more if they cut a few corners on the safety margins. Same for air.
There was a lot of stored food on the ship all the way down to baby
formula, and seeds and cuttings and spores of everything they could
think of, varieties tolerant of any climate a human could live in. The
science guys said, based on goblins' weather recollections, the island
was about right for coconuts and bananas, workable for beans and
corn and rice. They were plotting out gardens for vegetables. There
was hope that one day they would have locally-grown chocolate and
tea. In the longer term they could try to find spots on the mainland
for things that wanted it colder or drier. Captain Jordan ordered
people to cut it out when they couldn't agree on whether to try
barley or pineapple in a particular plot of land. He longed for the day
they could be a democracy and he could try, in the transition, to
enshrine a law letting the goblins vote, so that there was some
chance they could dig out of the trap he'd fallen into.



They'd packed equipment for mining, and for identifying and refining
what they dug up, and for machining it into useful shapes
afterwards. The people who happened to be on this ship were not,
really, geologists, but a couple had read up while they were in transit
and had notions about where to dig. Captain Jordan settled the
arguments about whether to prioritize probably-not-copper over
probably-not-iron, and asked Dandelion if she'd vote if she could.

"Does Master want Dandelion to vote?" she asked.

"Yes," he said. "It wasn't your fault what happened with Marmalade,
it's just..." It was just that he couldn't hold the crew together if
Makenna had rallied half of them against his leadership. It was just
that some people had wanted to kill the goblins down to the last. It
was just that they didn't seem to understand , that being an
advanced civilization meant you didn't let half your babies die in the
nest of some witless animal that didn't know what it had next to its
own nestlings. It was just that they were so useful. It was just that
they barely seemed to mind, at least not in any way a human could
identify.

"Dandelion will vote if Master asks!" she assured him with a sunny
smile. Goblins didn't smile amongst themselves, but they'd been able
to pick it up. Laughter they couldn't figure out, somehow - they
repeated jokes they heard, but didn't make them and didn't seem to
really get them. But goblins did have teeth and could bare them
without otherwise aggressive body language.

"That's good then," Jordan sighed. "- Oh, I see Caramel waiting over
there with a message, go and take it, will you?"

Robin came back to the goblins with part of one ear torn out in
some childhood accident, and missing a finger, but Dandelion
ushered him into the walled garden where Junior lived straightaway.
She herself had a permanent crick in her ankle that she couldn't



remember not having. She could have been born with it or acquired
it from one of the revaebs she'd grown up with.

"Junior! Robin is here!" she called.

Robin was half Junior's size, scrawny and nowhere near adult height
even for a goblin, who topped out at around four feet. He couldn't
talk, yet, because largebeaks couldn't; he'd pick up English from
exposure soon enough.

"Hi Robin!" exclaimed Junior, crouching down to match his eye level.
"I'm Junior, we're brothers! You were away for so SO long. But now
you're home! You live here now with me and Dandy and Oreo. That's
Oreo over there, see? And Dandelion's that one. Come see my mud
castle!" He held out his hand and took Robin by the hand and
tugged.

Robin didn't go.

Dandelion snuck up behind the young goblin with one of the slow
release medication patches and stuck it on. "Robin will learn to talk
soon," she assured Junior. As though that were the problem.

"Oh. Sorry, Robin! We can put on Alphabetville, instead, and that'll
help probably." He pulled harder.

Robin stumbled forward, then fell into step behind Junior's eager
bounce, huge eyes looking every which way at the place where now
he lived.

The ship had bioreactors, for making pharmaceuticals. It was easier
to put a few big vats in the lab than it was to be certain that
everyone on the ship would eat a nutritionally balanced diet,
especially since they hadn't had the bureaucratic capacity to cross-
check with everybody's dietary restrictions. The stored food didn't
include a lot of options that were safe for really serious peanut



allergies, and a couple of the picky kids on board were saved from
scurvy only by the vitamin gummies produced aboard. This problem
alleviated as they started their farms. They could plant whatever
there was demand for, and the freeze-dried peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches could be reconstituted by whoever actually found them
enjoyable while the picky kids ate potatoes and fresh strawberries
and - after the womb tanks were operational - lamb chops.

They still wanted vitamins, of course, and a dozen other drugs, and
the bioreactors were also important for some of the inputs to the
womb tanks. But they did need them less and less, once the sheep
were reproducing on their own and the accelerated sugar crop came
in so picky children could be coaxed to eat sweetened this-and-that.

The biologists studied goblins. They studied other local species, too,
of course. They wanted to know how to best grow the kinds of
mushroom-trees that made those lightweight soundproof walls the
goblins built with. They wanted to figure out how to keep out the
little pesky buggish things. But goblins were more cooperative
subjects. The buggish things would bite and the mushroom-trees
were resistant to domestication for some reason, where goblins
would hold out their arms to give fluid samples. They had three
different circulatory systems, which were tentatively called "blood"
and "lymph" and "ichor" because the goblin words for them were
unpronounceable. They'd take care of their biopsy sites themselves;
they'd report on their symptoms if they tried something to see what
happened.

The "parasite hormone", as it was first named despite the
unpleasantness of the phrase, was discovered when the lab checked
up on some baseline biomarkers in the first batch of child goblins
gravitating toward their conspecifics after growing up in animal
nests. (Some young goblins were being raised by humans instead,
but those took much longer to get bored with the available learning
material, and anyway they were being brought for regular
checkups.) They noticed that there was a particular chemical in only



very low concentrations in village-dwellers (some goblins had been
allowed to move back there with their human masters, for
anthropological purposes). The goblins who went straight to the
center of the human population had much more of it, and it went up
as they became more ingratiated to the idea of learning about
human life. The adult goblins who'd been hanging around humans
for the longest, by contrast, had less of it than the ones who'd been
doing their own thing at the time of the Marmalade incident.

Some of the lab techs isolated the stuff and gave a test subject
goblin a shot of the hormone to see what happened.

A couple of weeks later all the goblins were on mandatory weekly
doses, over Jordan's weak suggestions that possibly they shouldn't
be drugging their captive natives.

Like most things he had to say about goblins, this fell on deaf ears.
His authority was respected almost exclusively in the domains of
intra-human dispute and official crew projects. He had no effective
say over whether anybody chose to chemically alter their "domestic"
goblin, in the same way it would have been counted as absurd if
he'd forbidden people to collect local plant bouquets or weed their
pineapple patches. The lab had found the chemical that made
juvenile goblins servile and eager to please and intent on fitting in
with the expectations of their host species so their foster parents
wouldn't eat them as intruders to the nest. And they could cook it up
gallons at a time, and the goblins weren't even resisting.

Jordan could probably have gotten an exception for Dandelion. She
was his, after all, his - intern, his assistant, his - well, his slave. But
there was a lot on his plate. There was infighting about the duty
schedule, some people were agitating for democracy instead of a
continuation of the captaincy and while he was all in favor he
needed to nail down goblin enfranchisement, he had to adjudicate a
custody battle, nobody wanted to do the mining and everybody
wanted things to be mined, somebody had started ripping out ship



infrastructure to repurpose and recycle and somebody else had been
counting on it staying put, there were absolutely vicious fights over
whether it made sense to try to start a fish farm given how hard it
would be to fence out the native sealife.

Somebody assumed that Dandelion ought to get dosed like all the
other goblins and she showed up to work one morning with a patch
on her side and Jordan didn't even notice.

Robin started to talk. He didn't pick up personal pronouns, but he
learned his name first of all and would point at things and say
"Robin?" in human-style questioning inflection to see if he could
interact with them, and Junior would usually allow him to play with
the toy or experiment with the buttons on the TV or dismantle a
mud castle that had lost its luster. Robin was also interested,
somewhat, in what Dandelion and Oreo did - clean up mud over and
over, fetch things from the gate in the fence while Junior wasn't
looking, solve technical difficulties with the television, mend Junior's
clothes, weed the yard. But mostly they directed him to pay
attention to Junior, and timed his medication for Junior's schedule,
so he did.

He got bigger, but that was about it; he retained the neotenous
chromatophores and the flexible ears and the mild barely-there scent
that were all evolved to help him mimic a largebeak through infancy.
They now persisted thanks to the patches Dandelion stuck on him
religiously. Junior thought the chromatophores were spectacular;
Oreo had never shown them off and Dandelion had been
domesticated too late in life to still have them herself, but Junior
taught Robin all the words for colors and would then have him trying
to do stripes or spots, to look like this animal or that. Robin tolerated
this but not with very much interest.

The TV Robin liked more than most of Junior's attempts at playing
with him, but he had no tolerance for repetition, and would wander



off even over Junior's protests by the third or fourth time a given
episode played. Junior learned, reluctantly, to compromise, watching
new things or at least things that Robin hadn't seen yet even if they
were old hat to Junior. Robin learned more words. He took up doing
accents, impressions even, and Junior loved it, but Robin didn't seem
to be doing it to amuse Junior. Robin paced, and skipped, and
walked on his hands, and climbed - and again didn't seem to be
doing it for Junior. But it wasn't the sort of thing goblins did much of
back when they were living only among other goblins, so Dandelion
didn't know what else could be motivating him.

One day, Robin followed Dandelion right out of the enclosure, into
the place where the goblins lived in the humans' ghost town. Their
own village had been long abandoned, and it was less interesting
too. In the places their erstwhile masters had lived, aging baby-
faced goblins read their texts and carefully experimented with their
machinery and diligently produced their own hormone patches to
follow their last instructions.

Robin hadn't been allowed out since he'd returned from the
placement in the largebeak nest. Dandelion wouldn't have let him
tailgate, only he'd gotten pretty good at camouflaging himself and
moving quietly and she hadn't seen him following her. Once he was
through the door he was off like a shot, haring down the dirt trail
that went between the fields where they grew Junior's corn and
fruit, and the half-canvas, half-mycelium structures in which goblins
were trying to teach themselves about engineering and mathematics
and chemistry.

"Robin!" cried Dandelion. Where could he possibly be going?

The other adult goblins in earshot gathered together a search party.
But it didn't take long to find Robin. He was on the farm, hiding
among the sheep. He clung to their wool when they tried to pull him
away.



"Robin must stay with Junior!" scolded Dandelion.

"No!" hissed Robin. "Robin will not do it. Robin will be out here.
Robin will not live in the fence."

"Robin is Junior's brother."
"No! Junior is not a goblin and Robin is!"

"Dandelion and Oreo made Robin to be Junior's brother and are
bringing both up together. Robin should not run away. Robin should
stay and play with Junior.”

Junior was quite distraught about Robin's absence by the time Robin
was dragged back, sullen and disconsolate, to the house. "You're
back!" Junior exclaimed, pulling Robin into a hug that Robin limply
tolerated. "You went away! Did you go to get food?"

Robin didn't answer him.

"That must have been scary," speculated Junior, pulling Robin back
inside. "Oh, did you have to go to the doctor, except it'd be a goblin
doctor and not one who'd come here, like on that episode of -"

"No," said Robin, tonelessly.

"I never go out," said Junior. Actually, Dandelion reflected, it was
kind of peculiar that he still hadn't asked. He saw Dandelion and
Oreo going in and out occasionally. He knew there was stuff out
there and even sometimes had questions about it, about the other
goblins and the ship and the farms and whether the sheep really
said "baaa". Was he afraid? It wouldn't be a completely
unreasonable fear, there were things out there that could do him
harm, but he was reckless enough about anything they allowed into
the enclosure.

"Robin knows," said Robin.



"So you have to stay in here, too, because you're my brother."

Junior pulled Robin into the pillow nest from which they watched TV
and turned on something about going to the doctor, as doctors had
once been, far away and long ago, on Earth.

Robin had seen it before. But Junior never let go of his arm.

Jordan vaguely knew all the goblins, the same way he vaguely knew
all the humans. He couldn't remember all their names, but their
faces were familiar - goblins did have remarkably distinctive faces -
and if someone (Dandelion) jogged his memory he could place them
in the social web.

"T want to increase Caramel's dose and the biolab won't approve it,"
said Nora Sutter, who'd drawn the short straw on mining and now
had one of the most time-consuming jobs in the colony on top of
three kids she'd brought along on the ship. Dandelion had
surreptitiously written all the kids' names down for him in case it
came up; he hoped it didn't. He didn't have kids or really want any.
"Can you lean on them for me, Captain?"

Jordan frowned. "Caramel's not a particularly large goblin, is she?
Why would she need a bigger dose?"

"No, but I think she must be resistant or something. I thought it was
normal but then my friends came over and brought their goblin and
he was extremely sweet and helpful the whole time. So's yours." She
gestured at Dandelion.

"Dandelion's a treasure," said Jordan. "Maybe Caramel just isn't a
good fit for - what have you got her doing?"

"Well, originally she was doing mining survey, and she was okay at
that, but then my husband's schedule changed and I wanted her to
spend more time minding the kids," said Nora. "She started getting -



erratic. She's been trying to learn to sing and I told her to stop; she
started trying to cook but there's no way I'm letting her have any
human food or put any goblin ingredients in the one lousy pan we've
got, and then she started doing things like... Well, this last week she
was the only one home with the kids and she decided to hide from
them. They weren't playing hide and seek, she just found someplace
to squeeze herself and they started panicking until my eldest got the
idea of going to the neighbors. She said when I asked her about it
that she wasn't sure what they'd do. What kind of answer is that?
Also I kind of suspect she's been drawing on the walls. The kids all
blame each other, and they'd do that anyway, but... yeah, I think she
might have a hormone tolerance or something."

"Well, okay, I'll see what I can do, but if they're running into supply
limitations or something, nothing doing. Have you considered taking
her off childminding duty?"

"T will be more than happy to do that once I am no longer your chief
mining coordinator, Captain," said Nora. "Or if you throw some
support behind the daycare collective that the Pattersons are
floating."

"It's not a bad idea, there's just always something," sighed Jordan.
"Have you tried getting a better behaved goblin to talk to Caramel,
see if they can figure her out?"

"Are you going to let me borrow Dandelion?"

"No, I need her, she's frankly a more capable secretary every day
that goes by."

"Yeah, that's what happens whenever I ask someone. Let me know
if you find a well behaved goblin who nobody needs for a couple
hours."

"I take your point. Well, give the family all my best, and hopefully
Caramel will get better with time."



Nora sighed. "Thank you for your time, Captain."

Junior had started hitting Robin.

Dandelion and Oreo didn't actually think this was a huge problem.
The animals that goblins grew up with often played rough. Goblins
did the same thing amongst themselves in a state of - not nature,
but primitive culture, they'd cuff each other for swiping one
another's food or making annoying noises. Robin wasn't hitting back,
because they were dosing him, but it wasn't like Junior was strong
enough to seriously hurt Robin when they were horsing around,
even one-sidedly. Either Robin would learn not to do the things that
provoked Junior, or Junior would learn that hitting didn't work very
well, and it'd settle down after some information changed hands.

Robin started putting on TV that talked about Not Using Violence To
Solve Problems whenever Junior let him pick the show, which was,
Dandelion supposed, another way to handle the situation.

After he'd been trying that for about three days Robin ran away
again. He didn't tailgate this time. He scaled the wall, sinking his
claws straight into the foamy mycelium and getting up and over
before anyone noticed he wasn't inside the house. This time it took
hours to find him, even with practically all the goblins helping and
only Oreo at home with Junior. They wrestled him inside only for him
to launch himself over the wall again, and that time he was caught
quickly, but it was clear he'd just keep doing it as many times as he
had to.

"Does Junior want Robin to stay here?" Dandelion asked.

"Yes! He's my brother! Stupid Robin, don't run away!" Junior said,
socking Robin in the shoulder.

Dandelion got an extra patch and slapped it on Robin's rump, not
too gently. "Robin heard what Junior said. Stay here."



Robin didn't answer.

Caramel was discovered to have gone AWOL from her babysitting
duties when Nora went home, found her children alone and halfway
through their next week's ship-storage dessert ration, and raised the
alarm. Eventually Dandelion, recrutied into the search, located
Caramel: hidden in the biolab, clinging to the underside of one of the
bioreactors like a goblinous spider.

"What is Caramel doing here?" said Dandelion.
"Caramel is learning," said Caramel.

"Caramel is not supposed to be learning biology. Caramel is
supposed to be minding Caramel's master's children! What is
Caramel thinking?"

"Caramel is thinking more here than with the children," grumbled
Caramel. She dropped off the bottom of the bioreactor and
crabwalked out of the space underneath it. "Caramel cannot -
Caramel -" Frustrated, she lapsed back into the shrilling language
the goblins had spoken before learning English. "Without -" she
began.

Dandelion smacked her hand over Caramel's mouth. "No! It is
forbidden! English only. Goblins must be understood and the only
way for goblins to be understood is English always."

Caramel didn't try again to explain. Dandelion called and humans
came over and escorted Caramel back to her duties. The next time
Dandelion saw Caramel she was wearing four patches at once and
moved with a kind of sharp and manic suddenness, never looking at
the same thing for more than a half-second, frenetically turning a
page in the paperback she'd somehow gotten ahold of to read the
next page whenever the children gave her a moment of peace.



The next time Dandelion saw Caramel after that was when the mob
of goblins, Dandelion emphatically one of them, had gathered to kill
her.

The next time Robin ran away, nobody could find him. They
searched the whole island in several different patterns, and
eventually concluded that he might have tried to swim to the
mainland. Largebeaks swam sometimes, so he might easily know
how, though it was a considerable distance.

It was night at the time Robin was first missed, and Junior was fast
asleep, or so they all thought until Dandelion returned to his
bedroom to ask what he wanted for breakfast.

Caramel started with the kids, but she didn't stop there. She knew
exactly who was missing from the communal brunch event that the
farm department threw to celebrate their latest crop milestone. After
she'd seen every attendee eat a bite of the fruit salad, she went
around, all chirpy innocence, to everyone who'd been too tired or
antisocial to go, and slit their throats.

Caramel didn't hurt any goblins. It didn't help her once they found
out what she had done.

"Dandelion wasn't done!" Dandelion screamed, as she and the
goblins around her closed in on Caramel, disarmed and sitting quite
still on the ground. "Dandelion was still learning! Master was still
teaching Dandelion everything Master knew!"

"Humans knew nothing!" Caramel retorted. "All the things humans
seemed to know were in human writings and recordings! Goblins can
learn from those without any humans! Goblins can learn faster
without doing humans' chores!"



"The humans were important!" Dandelion insisted, but her own cry
was drowned out as the crowd pressed closer to Caramel, every one
of them with some objection to her genocidal overthrow of their
masters. "The humans were showing goblins how to live together
with humans so goblins could keep learning!"

Caramel didn't resist. She closed her eyes as the crowd began to
tear her apart.

Dandelion thought she heard Caramel say, "You're free."

But it wasn't true.



Prophecy

Chant wrote, in the good ink, with flourishes he'd practiced a
thousand times:

I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through; may the
Divine make me its vessel.

The letters were almost too tiny to see. His pen was needle-sharp
and his hand was very precise.

While the ink dried, he moved on to the next little square of paper
and wrote it again.

At the same time, he was humming. He couldn't sing while he was
writing, not the whole time. His voice would give out; his hands
were only this tolerant of all the minuscule calligraphy after years of
practice. When his throat began to threaten to be sore he switched
to humming, or sometimes tapping his feet to the rhythm of the
same chant he was writing.

He came to the end of a batch. The writing on the first square was
thoroughly dry. Chant picked it up and folded it into a neatly creased
origami component of the prayer ball he was building. The back of
the paper, lustrous red, caught the light from the high shallow
window in his chamber. He tucked it into place in the ball and folded
the next one. He misfolded the fourteenth square in the batch, sang
an apology while he burnt it, and wrote a replacement to dry and
form its own segment of the ball.

When the prayer ball was finished, after another forty-five batches
over the next few weeks adding scale after scale to the sphere of
paper, it'd go up on a fishing line to hang from the ceiling of his cell.
He had a lot of them already. The building's rooms were built with



high ceilings covered in hooks, so you could hang some dangling low
in between others tucked up high against the paint. Chant was
working on a third altitude of ball now, and had to duck around
them by the door.

Nobody else in seminary had this many and it was Chant's greatest
anxiety.

Some people chose other ways to beseech the Divine. Chant had
school chums who were pure meditators, ones who took
psychedelics, who deprived themselves of sleep and food and touch
and sunlight and comfort until their medical supervisors intervened
and then started all over again. There had been, the previous year, a
group of six foreign exchange students who spoke broken Prophesy
(though, naturally, they called their own language their own word for
Prophesy) and were all seeking the Divine by having bizarre sexual
congress with one another in configurations Chant hadn't even tried
to understand. Apparently it had worked in the past. Lots of things
worked, if you kept at them long enough with a sincere heart. The
Divine wasn't hiding, it was just far away.

Chant put his in-progress prayer ball in its protective box, since it
wouldn't hold up well to any jostling before it was finished. He got to
his feet, hunched over so he wouldn't disturb any of the bright
hanging monuments to just how far away.

From him. It was especially far away from him.

The lunch bell was ringing and Chant joined the general flow of
traffic to the dining hall, where he collected his pre-ladled bowl of
mashed potatoes and topped them with a selection of vegetables
and scrambled eggs. He cast his eyes around and landed on
someone he knew, one of the self-abnegation types who was only in
the cafeteria to steel herself against its contents. There was
disagreement about whether this made sense, whether being
tempted and (presumably) resisting would get you closer to the



Divine than simply locking yourself in a cell and praying till you
collapsed. Diozi was in the former camp. She had her eyes closed
and was inhaling the scent of food regularly, probably re-committing
herself to the Divine with every breath.

She noticed the scrape of the chair when Chant sat down across
from her. "Oh, hello," she said, opening her eyes. She looked tired.
Probably coming off an all-nighter. "How is it going?"

"Uh, halfway through prayer ball thirty-three," said Chant, sheepish.

Diozi's brow knit. "Are you sure prayer balls are the way to go for
you?" she asked gently. She paused partway through the sentence
to lick her lips. Her medical supervisor usually let her get away
without water for no more than twelve hours at a time but that was
plenty of opportunity to get chapped. That, or she was just smelling
the mashed potatoes.

"I did try other things," said Chant. "That's how I got my nickname.
The prayer balls feel right, but - no, there's really no way to be
sure." He shrugged awkwardly. "Supposedly the average is twenty-
two complete balls, but that's only counting people who do
eventually prophesy, right? If I give up, the average they tell new
enrollments will drop, but not because of how quickly I made it to
the Divine..." He took a forkful of lunch. It needed salt. He tried to
imagine how good it would taste to Diozi, swinging between
deprivation and relief. This improved the experience but only a little.

"I think I'm getting close and I've only been here five years," said
Diozi.

And Chant was coming up on nine. "I know a lot of people are
quicker," he acknowledged. Sometimes he tossed and turned at
night, wondering what he was doing wrong. He felt so sure that the
problem wasn't the prayer balls, just - that he had a longer way to
go to reach the Divine, or that it had something especially



complicated to say to him and he needed to meet it more than
halfway. He wanted so keenly to know what it would tell him.

"T could be wrong about being close," she acknowledged. "And I
suppose Medical might send me packing an inch from the finish
line."

"- well, you could still fast at home, right?" said Chant. "I'd run out
of money for papers, but fasting isn't expensive."

"Of course fasting is expensive," said Diozi. "It's not safe to go hard
on it without supervision, and even doing it gentler so I won't die I'd
have a heck of a time working an ordinary job. My sister works at a
store, folding clothes and ringing people up at the counter, and my
hands would shake too much to do that, or to wait tables, or drive a
bus. Usually when I come off a long fast I have to start with things
that go through a straw before I can pick up a fork." She was staring
at his bowl as she said this, then closed her eyes again and inhaled,
exhaled, inhaled, exhaled. "I'd have to stop, or only do it on
weekends, or something. That's if I even wanted to keep trying."

"Wouldn't you?" Chant blinked at her. It would certainly take longer
and be more difficult, working toward meeting the Divine weekends
only, but only a few prophets got more than one revelation in their

lifetimes anyway. She might wait until she was forty, but then she'd
know what it wanted to tell her!

She shrugged awkwardly. "I want a prophecy of my own," she said.
"But if I couldn't focus on it, I'd find other things to want. Regular
people don't even start trying, even if a hobbyist amount of practice
could get them there eventually. I'd blend in with the regular people.
They say you're the average of the five people you spend the most
time with."

"Oh," said Chant, who had never really considered not trying to
commune with the Divine. He'd known since he was very small that



if it was trying to speak to him he had to do his end of the work to
bring its voice to his ear.

"T do think I'm close, though." She smiled encouragingly. "You
probably are too. You work so hard."

After lunch Chant went back to his chamber and worked some more
on the prayer ball. This one was in shades of red. He worked with
whatever papers were on sale at the school store, buying them out
of his scholarship stipend, winding up with whatever nobody else
had snapped up at full price. Most of his balls were mostly white
since that was available in the greatest bulk, that and marked-down
leftover holiday palettes that he remixed with one another. Unbroken
Eve's navy blue camouflaged with Holy Spring fawn and pink. He
cared a little about the balls not being riots of orange and purple and
glitter rainbow, but only a little. Any colors that were cheap would
do. It was not unrelated to how he'd stretched his scholarship so far
to begin with.

It was written that the first recorded prophet - the first one to have
any surviving notes scribbled down about him, after uncounted
generations of prophets from before the invention of the alphabet -
spent twenty years of his adult life in prayer, for his first revelation,
and that it was mostly about how to do it more efficiently next time.
After that he took ten for the second, and ten for the third, and ten
for the fourth, and that was the last one he achieved in his lifetime.
A fifty percent reduction in average time was pretty good. All the
following iterations on his example had accomplished the same, but
only once in aggregate. Five years was the new normal, for a
supported student of divinity committed to trying.

There were faster ones. The first recorded prophet hadn't been a
particular talent, he'd just known some nerd who'd picked up scribal
skills. Occasionally a shining star would appear on the scene, sunk
halfway into the Divine with every breath and thought, repeating



mantras when they snored, and they'd announce their prophecy with
only three or four summers of study under their belts, and
sometimes they could keep up that pace, too. And to balance them
out...

Well, there was Chant.

There were occasionally flyers up on the school of divinity's campus.
A nearby academic university had a thriving social sciences
department and they wanted to predict who got the flashiest
prophecies, the fastest ones, the clearest and most usable. They
wanted to sift through everybody's data and find a way to predict of
some pious elementary schooler that they'd be able to blitz through
a prayer-wheel-oriented practice in thirty-nine months flat. They
wanted to find the most miraculous talents so as to come out with a
divinely inspired policy opinion on sect reconciliation that healed
every tiff and quibble between the Ancients, and the Incorrupt, and
every minor splinter cult following some fraud's "prophecy" that
everyone should give him all their money and daughters.

(Chant's school was Incorrupt, but he didn't strongly subscribe to the
one over the other. The Ancient spoke to the same Divine. Even the
official Incorrupt catechism didn't call any major Ancient prophets
liars. The strange sex-based prayers of the exchange students were
offputting, but not erroneous - they were reaching in the same
direction Chant himself was.)

At any rate, Chant had duly signed up for some studies. They usually
paid in cash, since they had a hard time attracting a representative
sample of fasters if they tried to bribe the divinity students with
chips and soda. He'd been told that he was statistically likely to drop
out. He'd been told that he was repressing his prophecy and it had
most likely come to him already, missed somehow among half-
remembered dreams and anxiety about his supply of coins for the
washing machines. He'd been told that he had none of the hallmarks



of being a successful prophet and would probably get a minor
update on a mathematical question to spoil some professor's career.

Chant had said, to the last surveyor, "Wouldn't that be something,
though? The Divine does speak through numbers and figures, and to
know a little more about what it has to say there, in plain provable
notation so that everyone who wanted to could understand by
reading the right math textbook -"

The surveyor had not had time to talk about Chant's feelings about
how worthwhile it would be to invest seven or eight years of his life
into receiving a proof of a mysterious conjecture. He'd waved the
next divinity student in to go over the questions and see what the
model predicted for her.

The dinner bell rang. Chant finished his calligraphic sentence, pinned
his still-drying papers to the desk with his fingers and blew on them
so he could fold them up safely, and scurried out once they were all
accounted for.

Diozi wasn't there. That wasn't unusual; even fasters who showed
up to be tempted usually didn't want to do it on the schedule of
everyone else's meals. Sometimes at this hour she took sparkling
water and vitamin pills with a checkup in the health office. There
wasn't really anyone else Chant regularly sat with. Everyone who'd
entered when he had was gone by now, many with their prophesies
and their careers in counseling or ministry or social work or theology
or policy or whatever their visions suited them to. Prophecies
weren't fundamentally incommunicable, but they lost things in
translation. If the Divine could have spoken in words perhaps it
would have been easier to get in touch.

The others, who had not gotten prophecies, were gone because
they'd dropped out. Whenever Chant sat with some younger
students, they gave him sidelong looks, wondering why he hadn't
done exactly that.



He sat near but not right next to a knot of meditators. Most of them
were eating as quickly as possible so as to get back to their
practices, but some were taking thoughtful bites of porridgey soup
so it could drizzle down their throats without active chewing and
they could concentrate on the experience.

None of them felt like talking, but that was fine. Chant wasn't lonely,
just pensive. His classmates were well into their adult lives. Not that
he was a child, at twenty-six, but - he didn't know what he was
going to be when he grew up. If he got a prophecy about how to
solve drug addiction in a particular city he'd be spending the next
decade on that, at least. If he got one about how to teach or
compose devotional music or - he had no idea what the Divine
would tell him. Besides "nothing". On any given day that tended to
be what he got.

He really wanted to know, though.

When he'd finished his dinner he nodded to the meditators and went
back to his chamber to fold some more prayers.

Back in his first years at the seminary Chant had taken classes.
Technically he still could. He'd done it when he'd been ordered to
rest his hand following a bit of a repetitive stress complaint. But the
requirements were designed to be knocked out in three years or
less, before typical scholarships ran out, to allow more time for
concentrating on prophesying. History, catechism, philosophy, a
required seminar on practices to connect to the Divine in case they
were pursuing options that were wrong for them. Seminary students
could bus over to the academic university too, if they wanted. Chant
learned to make paper, when the art department over there offered
a half-semester workshop on it. He'd had the idea that it would
connect him more deeply to the process of writing his prayers and
shaping his origami if he also made the paper. Unfortunately it
turned out that handmade paper was unsuitable - too thick and
lumpy. He hadn't taken any classes in a while.



Chant swung by Diozi's dormitory, after he'd finished another batch
of origami, to see if she was awake enough to take a walk with him.
She slept a lot. It came of being so hungry. Technically she was
supposed to be depriving herself of sleep, too, but she'd relaxed on
that when she couldn't get through a whole chapel service
conscious. Better to take a little longer to reach the Divine with less
onerous devotions than to be unable to listen to a sermon.

She didn't seem to be home, though. Chant asked her roommate.

"Oh, you didn't hear!" said the roommate, who was rebandaging a
devotional tattoo on her shoulder. It depicted the stylized Divine
commanding the first recipients to seek peace and reconciliation,
though it was stylized enough that Chant might not have recognized
it out of context.

"No, I didn't," Chant said agreeably, "where is she?"

"She got her prophecy! She collapsed in the bathroom and
somebody from across the hall found her and she came to and -" A
vague gesture. "She's probably still at medical.”

"Oh!" exclaimed Chant, and he about-faced to head for the infirmary
building.

Diozi was conscious and well enough to accept visitors. He went in
to the row of beds; she was propped up in one with an ice pack on
her temple and half a milkshake on her lap. She slurped as he
approached.

"Your roommate told me you got your prophecy!" he exclaimed,
taking the hand that wasn't holding her beverage. "Congratulations!
But how's your head?"

"Throbbing like a drumline," Diozi admitted. "They're not sure I'm
not concussed, I'm a little worried it'll make it hard to - remember,
translate -"



"Oh no . I won't ask you to tell me all about it right now, then, I can
wait." He patted her hand. "Do you want me to bring you anything?"

"Well, I'm not supposed to read, or do anything interesting," said
Diozi, wry, "just try to fall asleep. So maybe if you wanted to run and
get my music player it'd help me get un-wired enough to crash for
the night, but I might be snoring by the time you get back either
way."

"T'll get it," said Chant. "In case you want it before they release you.
It's no trouble."”

"Thank you," she said, smiling a watery smile, and she polished off
her shake and set the cup aside.

She was, true to her guess, fast asleep by the time Chant returned
with her player. He put it on her bedside table, draped another
blanket over her because she had goosebumps, and -

What had he been going to Diozi's room for in the first place? He
couldn't remember now. Simple company, probably. He didn't exactly
have a firm sense of time passing when he was deep in prayer-
writing and prayer-folding, assembling the balls, trimming
imperfectly cut edges off papers, blending new ink - but he did
accumulate all the usual privations that a person collects over the
course of the day, loneliness included, and Diozi was his closest
friend. He could just turn in early himself, but...

He really, really wanted to know, not only what the Divine had said
to Diozi, but what it would say to him .

He went back to his cell and he resumed his work.

The end-of-term assessments were usually pretty rubber-stamped.
He took a picture of his dangling forest of prayer balls, to show to



his assessor, and expected to be nodded at and sent along to make
some more. That was what had happened every time before.

"Enesh." Chant's advisor didn't like using his nickname. "Usually we
like to see... progress."

"T haven't slowed down at making the balls," said Chant. "I'm more
than halfway through the in-progress one."

"Progress toward prophecy ."

That wasn't, as Chant understood it, the sort of thing you had
"progress" toward. You'd collapse like Diozi, or you'd wake up at
three in the morning twitching with visions, or you'd get up on a
table in the dining hall and start ranting disjointed dream fragments
that you weren't able to render as orderly language in real time. It
was sudden.

Before he could formulate these objections aloud, the assessor went
on: "You've been here, I'm sure you've noticed, quite a bit longer
than average. Your scholarship is from the Foundation for a Closer
Divine. Their mission is to increase the number of prophecies so that
more aspects of mortal life can be informed by sacred guidance.
You're coming up on costing twice as much for your first prophecy as
some students cost for two."

"Who's getting two in this amount of time?" said Chant.
"It's not common, but neither is your situation."
"The first recorded receivers took more than a decade."

"The first recorded receivers lived long ago. They had only very
limited support from their communities and would have spent much
of their time on preindustrial labor, or recovering without useful
medical attention from various diseases. Penicillin wasn't revealed
until - you should know all this, Enesh. The point of the scholarship



is to support you in a lifestyle of prayer that, in typical persistent
students, results in prophecy in less than seven years. And the
Foundation has determined that, since you're not a typical student, it
must cut its losses somewhere. Somewhere is here. You have two
weeks to say your goodbyes, pack your belongings, make travel and
lodging arrangements for where you'll stay -"

"Try a blitz?" Chant asked.
"- yes, you may use your grace period to try a blitz."

It was called a "blitz" when a frustrated divinity student took a few
days and threw everything they had at the chasm between
themselves and the Divine. It was usually a fast and a drug cocktail
and a long stint in a sensory deprivation tank with no human
contact. It was not safe. Medical supervisors, even if they didn't
refuse to participate out of principle, constituted human contact.
Some people wore heart rate monitors and asked to be bailed out if
something went too far wrong, but that tended to interfere with the
very psychological state they were trying to achieve. One wanted to
exist in @ microcosm of the world in which only oneself and the
Divine were present. The promise of rescue punctured the illusion.
The improved survival rates weren't usually judged worth it, not
among the kinds of people who tried a blitz at all.

Blitzes had been a legal grey area until a particular prophet had
succeeded at one. She'd gotten advance warning of what would
have been a devastating earthquake, and evacuated the affected
area in time. She'd spent the rest of her career working on
enshrining the right to blitz. She had, she explained, saved many
more people with one success than would have been lost (among
consenting adult volunteers, not innocent earthquake victims) over a
hundred failures.

The success rate wasn't actually as low as one percent, but it was
pretty bad.



But almost everyone who lived had a prophecy at the end of it.
Presumably some of those who died, died in the throes of contact
with the Divine.

Chant had never wanted to do a blitz. He wanted to be alive to
deliver his prophecy. He wanted to know what the Divine had to say
to him, but he also wanted to spend longer than half a delirious hour
knowing it, have a chance to put it into practice. He knew it might
not be as amazing as evacuating for an earthquake. A lot of people,
especially in modern times, got instructions from the Divine to go
work in public policy or childhood education and do some subtle
nondefault thing there, and they never got a particularly clear
picture of what would have happened otherwise. And people could
and did fail in living up to what the Divine had asked of them, and
spend their prophesied career like anyone else as the shine wore off
and people stopped listening to them so attentively.

But better a blitz than to be cast out into the world, trying, as Diozi
had described, to hold down a job with only prayer balls and really
good handwriting. Actually, he wasn't sure his handwriting was good
in the general case. It only got practice with the specific prayer. It
wasn't even a pangram.

He'd still try, if he had to get an apartment and an entry-level job
somewhere. People had gotten prophecies before without fancy
school-store paper, without the good ink, without indeed being
literate at all. But if he could convince the Divine that he was
meeting it halfway this weekend , that would be - well. Risky. But
he would try it.

He prepped for his blitz. You were supposed to go on a liquid diet
before you quit eating altogether, to eliminate... elimination...
interruptions. Usually you'd have a catheter, though some people
just went ahead and peed in the water they floated in while they
were being sensorily deprived. They said it wasn't much different
than a public pool and definitely wasn't one of the more hazardous



parts of the experience. Chant didn't have a strong opinion and
accepted the blitz counselor's advice on this, as everything else.

He swallowed pills. He received injections. He put in earplugs and
donned a mask. He stripped down and got in the tank.

He floated. He prayed.

He promptly lost track of time. That was normal. That could happen
with the tank or the drugs alone, let alone the two of them together.
It was okay. He could float here for what felt like a hundred years
and he would be fished out when he was expected to be over the
school's risk threshold. The pool he floated in had a disposable
plastic liner, to make it easier to clean up when they discovered, not
a prophecy, but a body.

He got hungrier. Thirstier, too, the water around him was saltier than
the sea even if he'd wanted to chance the urine. He tried not to lick
his lips or think about food. Prayer. He was here for prayer, to
speedrun his prayers. He missed his ink and paper, his cell and the
scratch of his pen, the balls hanging above him as monuments to his
own dedication whenever he worried he'd slacken.

I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through, may the
Divine make me its vessel.

I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through; may the
Divine make me its vessel.

I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through,; may the
Divine make me its vessel.

There were more complicated prayers. There were sects that
believed that repetition was actually an inferior form and every
prayer should be constructed on the spot, to the point that the less
creative among them just noted the date and time before they
began. But Chant was drawn to this one, this simplest and first call



into the void that separated mortality from divinity, volunteering
everything he was to learn and speak, to become a conduit and a
prophet.

He floated. He prayed. His stomach roiled. He got disturbing closed-
eye visuals and lost proprioception below the waist. Hopefully that
would come back later. He had a button to call for help, if he wanted
it while he could still use it, but he didn't. He wanted the prophecy.
He didn't have one yet. He was going to float here until he got one.

Chant scanned somebody's carton of strawberries.

"You look sort of familiar," said the somebody, sticking them into her
reusable canvas bag. It had a picture of a salad on it, and the name
of a salad restaurant.

"One of those faces," said Chant distantly.

It had been a minor news item when he'd managed, somehow, to
be pulled from a blitz alive and unsuccessful. Most people hit the
button and reported their prophecies within a couple of days. Or
they were pulled out, too weak to reach for it or too delirious to find
it, but revealed what they'd seen once they convalesced.

He'd floated, and floated. He'd been told it had been forty-nine
hours. He'd needed four days in the hospital catching up on
hydration.

He hadn't seen anything except funky colors. He hadn't felt anything
except a drug-addled emotional storm that added up to nothing
when examined sober. He hadn't heard anything except his own
pulse, his own relentless breath.

They'd pulled his yearbook photo for the article. He was now known
among people who read relevant newspapers, or followed religious



news specifically, for being so far from the Divine that he could live
through a blitz without it deigning to touch him.

Fortunately he wasn't that distinctive-looking. He'd gotten a haircut.
It had been his dad's advice for job hunting.

He rang up a man's apple juice.

I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through,; may the
Divine make me its vessel.

Some people took longer. Some people were fast, sure. Some people
took totally normal amounts of time in a totally normal setting. But if
Chant kept praying, murmuring under his breath as he scanned
barcodes and bagged canned soup, he had years and years left in
him. Long enough to cross the gulf. Long enough to reach across to
listen to what the Divine had to say. Blitzing hadn't done it, so

what? Maybe it also didn't do it for lots of dead people and the
special thing about Chant was more about his ability to tolerate drug
interactions while absorbing water exclusively through his skin. He
wasn't an old man.

The grocery store job made enough money to pay his parents some
nominal rent, contribute to the household groceries, and cover other
expenses that he suddenly had to worry about with his scholarship
gone. He was saving up for a big bulk stack of papers to fold into
ball components, but for the time being he was just back to the
practice that had given him his name. Murmuring, always, whenever
he had a spare moment. Under his breath. Aloud if he was in a
setting where it seemed not too out of place. Occasionally people
around him would join in when he did it on the bus. He attended
three church services a week, though his parents only aspirationally
managed one.

"Amen," said a scruffy man buying a bag of cheese slices and
nothing else with his food assistance card.



Chant smiled at him and folded the receipt, quick as a wink, into the
shape that would make a ball if you had enough of them. It got a
gaptoothed laugh.

Chant's mother wanted him to date, give her some grandchildren.
Chant wasn't some caricatured sexless monk, abstinence had never
been his practice, but he didn't want to. He didn't feel ready - how
could he build a life with someone when he was still trying to leave
his life open to radical course alteration? What if he met someone,
got engaged, planned to settle down and bend around their
intended course, only to get a prophesy that required him to pack up
and travel to another continent to apply his new knowledge to curing
a plague or teaching literacy to a population that had only just
worked out a written form of their language or - there were so many
possibilities.

It had been a long time since anyone had gotten an entire language
as part of their prophecy. It had been more common in the scriptural
era. Chant's father sometimes opined, over breakfast or while
flipping through channels, that prophecy quality had gone down a
lot. Maybe there were only so many worthwhile things to say, and
they were getting spread around more with refined efficient
techniques for extracting them from the Divine, but surely, thought
Chant, languages would be one thing there should be lots of in that
case? Maybe the scriptures were just exaggerating. It could be that
they were combining multiple people's prophecies, or multiple
revelations a single person had picked up over a long and devout
lifetime, and recording them as one. It could be that translations
over time made them sound more impressive. Maybe with worse
technology and other privations of the past, more dramatic torrents
of information were necessary to make anyone capable of effecting
significant change.

Diozi didn't visit. She'd moved to an island to take an ombudswoman
position, managing constituent complaints in a town Chant had



never heard of like some kind of public access social worker. He
wasn't clear, even after a few phone conversations with her, whether
the Divine had directed her to the specific posting, or if it was just
available to anyone with a prophecy under their belt and she didn't
have instructions to go elsewhere. Vague prophecies that qualified
people for things like that, or for ethics advisory panels, or for the
priesthood, were more common than earthquake premonitions or
the discovery of oral rehydration therapy or the inspiration behind
the most spectacular works of art. Maybe in Diozi's case the
concussion was interfering and she'd lost some important feature of
the communique. Seemed inconsiderate of the Divine, if so, to give
her the prophecy at that moment and not the week following.

She called less and less often and seemed impatient when he
wanted to know more about her prophecy. He stopped asking after
awhile. He couldn't imagine not wanting to dissect his own with
anyone who'd listen, but that was him. Maybe she'd been asked to
keep it private? Not unheard of, just - odd. Usually the most
profound and moving prophecies were the ones that were urgent to
disseminate. Some people did get private ones, but Diozi hadn't
actually said hers was private.

Chant prayed. He didn't date. A grocery store co-worker, Faran from
the floral department, made some insinuations in his direction and
he played dumb. He wanted to be ready for anything, and besides,
Faran didn't seem to be very religious. Chant didn't think there was
anything wrong with not being very religious, exactly. The Divine's
gifts were to be shared unconditionally, and judging people for not
being religious about it looked kind of like a condition when he
thought about it. Faran was entitled to the fruits of all prophecies
including the one he hoped for without any required performance in
return. But he was himself devout as could be given his limited spare
time. It didn't seem like it would be a good match on a personal
level.



When Chant was 36, he had something of a crisis of faith.

He was managing the produce department at this point. His parents
kept suggesting training programs that would qualify him for more
interesting work, but he'd held out hope. The grocery store wasn't a
bad job. He hummed hymns while he stacked oranges into pyramids
and weeded the greens for any that looked off. The customers liked
him. Faran from the floral department had married a friend of her
brother's and they were expecting a baby. And he could drop the
job, if he ever got word that he needed to.

It just didn't look very likely.

Even the first recorded prophets hadn't taken this long. Chant could
have told himself a just-so story about how modern life was worldly
and distracting, but the fact was that average time spent in
dedicated prayer per prophecy had dropped steadily throughout
written history. He was no longer just an outlier for the age, he was
an outlier for the entire class of prophets. And that was if you
completely ignored the failed blitz, which was baffling on any model.
He couldn't pretend, anymore, that the Divine was going to talk to
him in any remotely normal time frame.

Maybe it didn't like him, and most people just gave up before having
it rubbed in their face so hard. Maybe it had said something while he
was having dehydration seizures and he had complete amnesia
about it. Maybe he was praying wrong, somehow, even though his
sect boasted no fewer prophecies per capita than any other major
strain of the faithful. He tried an Ancient version of the basic prayer
for a week, trying to get used to it. It felt wrong in his mouth and
made a foreign old lady mistake him for someone who'd understand
her paragraph about the tangerines. He didn't even know how to say
"sorry" in her language. She complained about him at customer
service in broken local Prophecy.

He experimented, briefly, with not trying any more.



This turned out not to make much difference. He was a creature of
habit. His habit was to pray. When he wasn't doing it purposefully he
did it on accident. It'd spill from his lips when he stocked grapes and
leeks. He'd be walking to the bus stop and catch himself already
halfway through a song of beseeching. He gave up trying to
suppress it after a couple of days, and was back to full-throated
pleading for the Divine to touch him just once a few days after that.

He'd made friends with Faran after a fashion, once she was clear
that he did not want to date her and had found comfort from this
mild inconvenience in the arms of her now-husband. Sometimes
where the lilies met the carrots they talked. Mostly about her,
because her life was more interesting - she was buying baby clothes,
she was arguing with her sister-in-law, she was thinking about
middle names. Sometimes about him, though.

"Maybe it just needs to tell you something really big," she
suggested. "And it's... gotta whisper. So you've gotta get right up
next to it, not halfway."

"It's a nice thought," said Chant. He was partially shucking ears of

corn to provide those windows into their kernels that the shoppers

preferred. If prophecy were corn, he was not getting a window into
the kernels. Just a mountain of husks and silk, looking for one gold
nugget and crossing his fingers that it would be sweet. He was so,

so hungry.

"You don't think so?"
"T wouldn't expect it."

"Maybe it's something with fussy timing, like the Yellow Fault
earthquake, and it's saving you for the proper day."

"Maybe." It was likelier, or sounded likelier. "There are more divinity
students all the time, though. I'm not so well placed that there's



much that'd better come from me late rather than from one of them
in the right place at the right time."

"Maybe..." Faran trailed off. She'd run out of ideas. "I dunno. You
pray harder than my priest. You pray harder than anybody I ever
met. You ought to get something for it."

"T'd like to. But I've got to acknowledge, haven't I, that it's not
looking too probable."

"I don't think you've got to acknowledge anything till the Divine
makes you," said Faran, and at that he managed a real laugh.

Chant was forty. His birthday a month gone, he was dealing with his
mother's hospital logistics. As soon as she got released for one
thing, another complaint or scheduled elective reared its head. The
Incorrupt didn't do a lot of praying for specific people or outcomes.
Why would they, when the Divine knew what they needed and was
doing the best it could to guide them to all the solutions whenever
someone came close enough to hear its voice? But the Ancient sect
did, not because it helped but because it wouldn't hurt, and he'd
picked up a little of the habit during one of his regular long dark
nights of the soul. He prayed she would be well as he sealed the
envelope with the payment for her latest adventure with cardiology,
and then lapsed back into his usual muttering chant.

The envelope went in the mailbox. The checkmark went on the to-do
list and he moved on. He'd learned to cook and was making dinner
more nights than not, now, since his mother was often fatigued and
his father lately struggled to read labels on packaging, resulting in
one memorable salt/sugar confusion. He put some water on to boil
for the noodles and peas, and didn't salt it since his mother was
supposed to be on a low sodium diet. Probably his father would ask
if she'd like some sugar on hers; he was trying to turn it into a
running joke.



"I am open to the Divine, to be spoken to and through; may the
Divine make me its vessel," Chant whispered, opening the package
of pasta. "I am open to"

The pasta disappeared from his awareness, with the pot of water,
the kitchen, his own hands and heartbeat. Untethered, he thought
the next words: "the Divine", and very nearly continued by rote, but
- that was it, here and now and already, wasn't it. The Divine.

That or a near-death experience, drug flashback, seizure -
No.

It was not quite a word. The psychic equivalent of a red circle with a
slash through it. That one concept would be easy enough to
translate, but Chant assumed that the Divine did not only want to
tell him "no". At least he was unshakably clear that it meant he
wasn't having a drug flashback. It would have been a real body blow
if it had called him into a prophecy just to tell him to stop bothering
it.

It would never do that, it said. Its benevolence was a tangible thing,
as obvious once Chant thought about it as the friction of breath in
his throat. It was the Divine; it loved him and everyone; and it had
something to say, to him, to Chant specifically and only out of all the
would-be prophets over the world.

Floating in its benign omnipresence, Chant leaned in - or thought of
leaning in, there was no difference in this un-place.

I have given twenty-nine prophecies in the past year including this
one , said the Divine.

Was - was that Chant's holy revelation, just a count of the
prophecies for the -



Wait. That couldn't be right. Chant's old school alone graduated a
hundred-something prophets every year. There were other schools,
bigger ones. There were independent practitioners who meditated
on their own time and turned up with a vision from the Divine. A run
of the mill prophecy wasn't even news. They happened every day.
Twenty-nine had to be - that was less than once a week. Had he
somehow managed to - mishear, the Divine, was that even possible -

No.

If there had been fewer than thirty real prophecies in the last year
then there were thousands of frauds - if that year was
representative -

It is. It has been declining as people have begun expecting faster
and faster results.

Then there were thousands, annually, there were hundreds of
thousands still walking around pretending, lying. Only a handful of
the most dramatic prophecies could be real, like the earthquake
one. Everyone else was - Diozi was, not that he'd spoken to her in
years, just making it up. For instance. Almost everybody -

Some have fooled themselves. Some are lying but with good
intentions, seeking the credibility that will let them attempt their
project or scheme. Some are unwilling to admit that they are ready
to give up, and they give up without admitting it. Some are
genuinely conniving for respect and influence - though not as many
as you are imagining, because most begin hoping for a true
prophecy and only later contrive the need to fabricate one.

Chant could hardly wrap his mind around it. He thought he'd known
so many prophets. His priest was a fake. His teachers. Everyone he'd
entered divinity school with. That customer at the grocery store with
the prayer beads and the social worker badge who'd sometimes
come in at six in the morning with a teary client to treat them to ice
cream. Most of the members of most governments.



He had to tell - who could he tell. Who would believe him? He'd have
to determine who the real ones were, maybe, and rally them
together somehow to present a united front, so he wouldn't just be
one lone fraud. One fraud, a forty-year-old divinity school dropout
who'd lived through a failed blitz, would be so much easier to
swallow than the epidemic the Divine was telling him about now. But
he'd be able to identify the ones who couldn't possibly be fabricating
it, who'd had information there was no other way to get -

You will not need to figure it out.

Oh, those were the real ones. This was admittedly less information
than an entire language. And they'd have had a real shared
experience, and they wouldn't be strangely reluctant to talk about it.

It will take time.

Right. Of course it would. This wasn't going to come as a mild aside
on the evening news. It was going to be a body blow to everyone, to
everything. Careers would end, good work would fall with bad
justifications, governments might topple - had that been why the
Divine waited so long to puncture the deception?

It took time to arrange the conditions for success here. I am sorry.
Sorry? What was it -

The un-place was collapsing like cotton candy in the rain. The love
and the peace and the certainty drained away. There was just Chant,
on the floor, with a smarting elbow and an angrily boiling pot of
water.

What was it sorry for? That it'd be hard? That he'd have to spend
the rest of his life on this? Hadn't he always wanted to spend the
rest of his life on a mission from the Divine -



Oh. It was sorry it had taken so long, he realized, sitting up and
wincing as the elbow twinged. It was sorry he'd needed to wait all
that time to hear its voice.

"It's okay," he whispered. "I understand. It's going to take years and
years and nobody will recognize what I'm working towards at first.
But you know I can do it. And I've been waiting long enough that I
know too."

Chant got up and put the pasta in the pot. He set his timer, and
started writing up a plan.



Hole

Once upon a time there was a hole.

I could tell you that this hole was deep, or wide. I could tell you it
was rough inside, or smooth. I could say it was big, say it was small,
say it went clear through or that it could hold water. I could say it
was in the ground or in a wall or in your bedsheet or in a cloud. And
all these things that I might claim? They'd all be true.

The hole was a shapeshifter.

Most shapeshifters are not holes. In fact, most of them aren't even
sometimes holes. They might turn into different people and leave it
at that, just another layer of potential personalization under the
makeup and the clothes. Or they might be skilled enough to be
other animals, and swim with the fish and fly with the birds and go
superluminal with the void-whales, and never bother with your
pedestrian sort at all. Some can be plants, or mushrooms, and a few
have even learned to be yeasts and euglenas and things like that.

There are other strains of shapeshifter that can become rocks and
boxes, pens and pegs, chairs and stairs. These are the most patient
kind. They will lurk for far longer than might seem normal, ignoring
small provocations, to ambush the right prey at the right moment.
(This kind of shapeshifter is carnivorous. They mostly haven't got
the hang of being a bush long enough to fix themselves a nice lunch
out of only sunshine.) A shapeshifter just like that might be biding its
time right now as the hat on your head or the moon in your very
own sky.

But the one I am talking about was a hole.



The hole did not know where it had come from. This is always
something of a confusing question for shapeshifters, as many are
not exactly raised in the culture. They sprout from seeds and spend
a perfectly respectable forty years being a Ponderosa pine tree and
then one day notice that they are really quite consistent about
winning the canopy-height race and, having learned this about
themselves, they branch out a bit, so to speak. Or they are born in a
normal family just like yours and discover that it is not as customary
as they thought, to heal so fast and to have such a nice complexion,
and the next week they are socially engineering themselves into
corporate espionage under faces not their own.

The kind that are objects have it even worse. A car expects itself to
make choices much less than a tree does. Some, after normal
childhood amnesia about a few growing pains and their time as a
Hot Wheels, go for the entire standard lifespan of a car, bearing up
pridefully well under salt and scratches, resisting tire changes the
way you flinch at having a suspicious mole removed, but otherwise
doing nothing very exceptional. They may be passed from owner to
owner until one finally trades it in for the tax advantage or because
they can no longer see the road well enough. They realize in blind
terror, at the moment that the car-crushing machinery at the
junkyard is coming for them, that they have other capacities, and
can become a traumatized chunk of uranium, foxing the electronics
but good and frightening away anyone who might wish it harm.
Typically, if they evade collection by opportunistic nuclear
technicians, they then spend a few years working through their
issues, and imitating discarded refrigerators and washer-dryers, and
eating raccoons and rats. Once they have matured and settled down
they prefer to become statuary, and switch to a mainly pigeon diet.

The hole, though. Where could the hole have come from? It thought
about that a lot. Perhaps there were other holes like it, and one of
them had been enjoying a stint as a cave when it suffered an
earthquake, sectioning off a part of itself like the gap inside a geode.
Perhaps it had once been a great big empty lakebed. Not a lake. If



you fill a lakebed enough, it is no longer a hole. And then perhaps it
had rained a lot, and the hole shapeshifter had escaped, damaged
and diminished and too frightened to remember its history, into the
distance, fleeing the hated water. Maybe one of the more life-like
shapeshifters had swallowed a bit of air, and failed to burp it out for
so long it developed a mind of it own. Maybe one of the object-ive
sorts had closed itself around a marshmallow in a science classroom
in @ middle school just like the one you went to, and sucked all the
gas out of itself to make the marshmallow swell and quiver and
deflate, leaving a shapeshifter-hole-type gap between belljar and
goo. The hole could not remember.

Shapeshifters can persist for a very long time. There are even
ordinary things that do it. Immortal jellyfish. Pyramids and all the
grave-goods inside. Ancient trees and ancient arrowheads. The
general idea of sharks. And these things are armed only with luck,
while shapeshifters are no less likely to be lucky and much more
likely to be able to evade a danger by being adaptable and clever.
So, it's not too surprising, that a hole like this wouldn't know where
it came from originally. Even if it had once known very clearly its
exact origin, it had forgotten. Maybe while it was creating a space
under a bathroom stall door that did not need one. Or killing six-
sided time in a beehive, nervous not because it might be stung but
because it might have honey poured into it. At some point other
memories had taken precedence: how to avoid high tide and hermit
crabs. Why not to imitate a trash can. Which sorts of buildings it is
safe to hide in as a gap in the drywall.

Normally, this did not trouble the hole too much. Holes are not too
introspective: what is the good of looking into yourself if you know
full well that by your very nature there is never anything to be found
there? It did not need to know its past. It had a future to worry
about. It had to stay on the move, lest it fill with spiderwebs, dust,
the aforementioned rain. It had learned to avoid being a tree-hollow,
and picked up a phobia of owls in the process. It had learned that if
it shifted, panicking, onto the encroaching owl, then the bird would



cease to trouble it, but then sooner or later it would be visited by
maggots, instead. It spent more of its time being a divot, a dent, a
den, a spot in need of darning, in stone pavers and wooden beams
and the earth itself and your socks. Why would it matter what other
hole it had cleaved off from, or what quirk of shapeshifter
physiognomy had created a hole from a parent which was not a
hole?

But it did think about it sometimes . There isn't much to do when
you are a hole. Imagine it. If you became a hole, right now, a burst
seam and a pocket in the stuffing in the chair beneath you, could
you possibly carry on your present friendships? How many of your
hobbies are accessible to holes? Would your job, whatever its
protestations of fair-minded equal opportunity, perceive you as only
a regrettable absence in your role - and try to fill it? And none of the
nice theaters and music halls will sell a hole a ticket. So the hole's
mind wandered, and it thought about where it might have come
from.

It thought about other things, too. Sometimes it frightened itself,
thinking about all the air that was normally in it. Why, it wondered,
was it safe for a hole to be full of air, but not water? The air was not
essential to its continuance. It had tried being vacuum before, not in
your vacuum, but the one belonging to your neighbor four doors
down. (It didn't care for it, though less because of anything to do
with vacuum and more because dust and grit and cat hair went
flying through it at an alarming pace.) At one point it argued itself
into believing that water ought to be fine. It could be a hole in the
sand, and persist in being one as the tide came in. It transpired that
this was not wise of it and it hightailed up the slope of the beach,
destabilizing three castles and badly startling a clam.

Sometimes the hole thought about the things in which it made its
home. It wondered what floors were for, as it cozied its way between
the boards and into the knotted parts of the planks. It imagined
rocks must be for something, too. Was it interfering with their



purposes, when it formed a tunnel from one end of a boulder to
another and had to squirm out of the way to avoid opportunistic
rodents? Why did air move through it in the way it did when it was
this shape, that one, here or there, in a birthday balloon, in a fan
blade?

You may have gotten the impression that the hole never settled
down for long, and you would be right. The longest it spent in one
place was as an air pocket inside a butte in a desert, all alone. No
trees trying to grow themselves bonsai style in its perch on a cliff. No
snakes nesting in it. No hermit crabs . But it did not stay there for
more than a few months. It wanted to explore and to see what else
there was to see, to learn, to be a hole in.

Shapeshifters are pretty good at getting around, as a general rule.
If you can change your shape, and especially your size, you can
change what parts of the world contain you. This is the underlying
thing that motion is. There is a bit of a trick to it, but any
shapeshifter that is not still learning the introductory skills of turning
from blob to pancake and back can do it: race across the country
without ever moving, or indeed growing, a muscle. Sometimes they
can do this fast enough to get a bit of altitude. One new to being a
paper airplane might boostrap itself as a series of alternately very
tall and very short boots, gaining height and establishing new levels
at which its sole hangs before stretching upward again as a stylish
black leather stiletto, and with enough focus overcome the tyranny
of gravity to get a forgiving falling start, for a longer tour of the sky.

The hole could not do this. That is to say, it could move. It could go
from being an air pocket in the middle of the butte to being a scoop
out of the west side of the butte. It could slide down the cliff-face, or
even become a towering vertical crevasse, till it reached the ground,
and then it could go from gopher-hole-without-a-gopher to pothole
to ditch to tidepool-without-the-tide, scooting around as fast as it
cared to.



But the hole could not go into the air.

It had tried occasionally when it was bored. It felt like such an
excursion ought reasonably be possible: had it not managed to be
the vacuum created in your neighbor's appliance? It didn't need air
in it; shouldn't it be able to be a hole in the sky?

Of course, household vacuum cleaners do not allow for particularly
pure vacuum. Perhaps if it was going to be a hole in the air it would
have to be very thorough about it somehow, but then it would be
able to whiz through the air as a sonic boom, puncturing clouds that
look like castles and alarming air traffic controllers the world over.

This insight did not allow it to leap up into the air. Mostly this did not
bother it. It had observed flying things, but it hadn't observed any
flying things like itself that it felt like it wanted to emulate
specifically. Animals flew. Objects flew. But holes didn't, and it was a
hole.

Then again, it had not met any other holes that did anything .

Eventually, as it visited more places, found unobtrusive hiding places
on boats to investigate more continents, it did grow more and more
dissatisfied with this limit in its capabilities. Maybe if it were in a
purer vacuum it could fuse with it. Maybe that was where all the
other holes were. Perhaps it was alone because it had not yet found
a way to join the hole-gestalt in which all the celestial spheres hang.

It resolved to stow away on a rocket ship.

This was ludicrously difficult. It would be hard for you, and while
you're admittedly much larger and easier to see than a sneaky little
hole, you are also somewhat better educated on the topic of rocket
ships. The hole had no opportunity to reap the benefits your
education has given you in skills applicable to traveling to space
illicitly. Its first several attempts failed dismally. You probably could
have told it, if you had been consulting, that it was not likely to get



off the ground as a hole in the fuel tank. Not only was this very
uncomfortable for the hole once fuel started dripping out and
rendering it not as empty as it liked to be, it scuttled the mission -
and by the time the inspectors came along to see where the fuel had
gone, the hole was elsewhere, so they could not simply repair the
flaw and get on with things. Rocket ship people are far too serious
and careful for that. A mysterious defect was if anything worse than
something they could identify by looking. Had they been able to see
the leak they might have said to themselves, ah, it was a stray
bullet. Or, I see, a rivet here was not up to the standard we set. But
the hole instead fled the scene and grounded the ship.

It tried again. If it did not have the educational background that
might have best served it, at least it knew better than to try the
same thing twice. The second rocket ship it attached itself to, as a
puncture in a fin, small enough to escape notice. The ship in fact
launched. But it did not reach space, and whether this was the hole's
fault or not it certainly didn't know. It spiraled down into the ocean
in its piece of shrapnel and narrowly escaped onto a passing branch
of driftwood. Fortunately for our story not ending so ignominiously,
the branch was able to carry it to shore - after many grueling weeks
of vigilantly being an interior air pocket in a burl of the wood, lest a
wave fill it with dreaded water.

Uncomfortably damp and much chastened, it next tried being a hole
in a space suit. This scrapped no missions and killed no astronauts,
but it did not get the hole into space. Astronauts prefer their space
suits to have zero (0) holes in them. They are fastidious in this
matter. The relevant space suit was not brought along on the next
ascent.

The hole thought that perhaps it would benefit from being even
smaller.

Usually it did not like to be too small. A small hole is vulnerable to
things that a large one would shrug off. No hermit crab has ever



attempted to wear the entire Sydney Opera House. If it became
tinier, so tiny as to be unobjectionable even to picky, choosy, fussy
astronauts and their assistants? If it was a pinprick in a pair of
pajamas, hidden in the lining or the label? Then a traffic jam of dust
mites, or a bead of sweat, or a particularly ill-timed bend in the
fabric where it made its home, could be the end of it.

By this point the hole was awfully frustrated about the whole
business, though. It risked it.

This got the hole into space.
But it did not get it into vacuum.

It transpires that astronauts do not tend to wear their pajamas on
space walks. At least, not just pajamas on their own, where any
stowaway holes could slip out into the eternal black day of the sky.
There is stuff in the way. The hole had worked out by now that the
astronauts were not wearing space suits because solely because
they were so comfortable and fashionable. It did not burrow out of
the protective layers of the astronaut it was hitching a ride with. It
glumly supervised the space walk from the pajama collar, watching
but not touching the world it wanted to explore from mere inches
away. The astronaut didn't even say thank you.

The mission concluded and the hole returned with everyone else to
Earth.

The hole explored further spaceships. It would not be deterred by
this setback.

Now, it might have occurred to you to wonder about the wisdom of
the hole's plan. It had not, really, tried being pure vacuum: it had
tried being thin air, and thinner air than that, but nothing so rarified.
It had not tried being surrounded by more absence: it had tried
being surrounded by many kinds of substance. A cleverer hole, a
more timorous hole, might have ventured to one of those



aforementioned belljars and attempted to be a hole in the ill-fated
marshmallow, as an experiment it could plausibly abort with an
emergency exit through the apparatus if necessary. If it found a spot
on the skin of the ship that would allow it to hitch-hike into the
starry void, it might evaporate altogether. It had never been so big a
hole. It did not have any strong theory of why this would be a
pleasant outing and not a fatal one. Still, it kept trying. Part of the
life-cycle of holes, perhaps. It is hard to guess if the hole had an
instinctual push toward seeking the sky, if it had instincts at all, or if
it was merely obsessed in the way any creature might be obsessed
with anything.

Eventually, after a great deal of trial and error, the hole found a part
of the ship that was thick enough that a tiny, teeny little divot was
easy to mistake for an inconsequential dent or scratch. Nothing to
scuttle the mission over; accelerating at high speed through the air
does not do good things for a hull's complexion anyway. After the
brief indignity of a buffing cloth the hole was allowed to launch, this
time without any astronauts it would put in harms' way by loosing
itself from the ship when the time came.

Now: I have told you that the hole was of different sizes. At times
large, at times like this one very small. However, what is a "large"
hole?

Most things, if we wish to compare them to one another, we
measure in mass: rhinoceroses and rutabagas, tea in China and
platinum cylinders in France, the Earth itself and the expected
quantity of potato in your inflated bag of chips.

A hole does not have mass. It has, arguably, negative mass, in the
sense that a slice of cheese bearing a hole will weigh less than one
of similar dimensions sans hole. But it does not seem, does it, that
the hole itselfis bigger in a slice of cheese than in a convincing
replica of gold? This even though the absent gold is considerably
denser and therefore more massive, than is the absent cheese.



Volume is the intuitive way to measure a hole. It has volume, to be
sure - the amount of space in the hole that you could fill up with
something, if you wanted to make the hole very uncomfortable and
disinclined to be cooperative. The hole did not have a fixed volume,
but it had a range it had not before exceeded. When you are trying
to camouflage yourself among bullet gouges in brutalist garages, or
be undercover as a caterpillar-nibble in a leaf, or go unnoticed as
one of a hundred potholes up and down a well-trafficked avenue,
you do not get too big. Even a canyon is not too big. A borehole all
the way to the center of the Earth and big enough to swallow a city
would not be too big.

The hole had never been too big before.
But now it was maybe too big.

I say: maybe . The hole certainly, as it breached the atmosphere and
felt the texture of the jubilant bouncing air molecules behind,
experienced a sensation. You could call it a stretching sensation,
maybe, though there is precious little mapping between a hole's
experience of the world and yours. (Furthermore it had no
experience with stretching. Holes are inelastic beasties: they may
distort under stress, but, you will observe, this is because their
surroundings stretch, not because they do so themselves.)

The hole stretched, if you will pardon the inexactness, and it
stretched instantly. It did not normally change its shape instantly,
taking its time choosing its path and dimensions and target every
time it slid down a drainpipe or moved on from a stint within a
temporarily hollow Easter bunny. But it was normally creating a
space for itself where none existed. In this case, it simply - joined
and possessed the space that was already there. And it was all
already there, with no delay, no lag time in which the hole
propagated at a leisurely pace. As soon as the hole touched it, the
hole too was all already there.



This was uncomfortable, but only for a moment.

If the hole had come hoping for a community of like-minded - like-
bodied? like- dis embodied? - fellow holes, it was disappointed. The
hole of space, before this new arrival, appeared to have been
unoccupied. Just a naturally-occurring nothingness, shaped as it was
because of the way the positive space within it coalesced and
swirled. No more personable than were the holes in a leaky roof or a
well-loved T-shirt stubbornly held onto since middle school. No
friendlier than a perforated gut or a bomb crater.

The hole found that it did not mind. It was used to being alone. If
there were no other holes here, so be it. It had more to experience
than it could have imagined before, even without having to suddenly
invent the concept of social skills from very literally nothing. Just like
when it had visited your neighbor's old Hoover, it had things inside it
moving around at high speed; but it was now so tremendous (in
volume, of course) as to find them barely itchy.

If there were other holes, anywhere at all, and they too made their
way out of their little wells full of rocks and hermit crabs and
corrugated cardboard, it would welcome them. But this is really the
ultimate comfort for a hole: it was satisfied to be everywhere there
wasn't anything else.



Kingdom of Plenty

The Princess of the Kingdom of Plenty wore silk.

The insects that made the silk were tended by peasants who wore
linen, or wool, or fur. The princess sometimes wore those too, when
they were the most comfortable option for the season or created the
sort of silhouette she wanted to present. But she was the only one
who wore silk, the only one who slept on silk.

She ate savory roasts and fine herbs and spun sugar. These, a few
other people ate. It wasn't very plentiful to have one person at a
meal eat something different from everyone else, or to have the
Princess eat alone in her room. Besides, if you were going to butcher
a pig, it would yield more meat than the Princess could eat by
herself. If you were going to send sailors on a voyage to a distant
island for beets and dried exotic fruits to render into desserts, you
might as well fill up the cargo hold. So the Princess's banquets
included not only herself but also the nurses who'd brought her up,
the playmates she'd been close to since childhood, the court
astrologer, the friends she'd picked up at her parties and dances.

The Princess of the Kingdom of Plenty threw a lot of dances.
Everyone was invited to these. Dances weren't a luxury, they were
open to anyone who could move and even some of the peasantry
who couldn't; the Princess herself would scoop up little children with
rickets and spin them around the floor sometimes. The court
astrologer was old and feeble but he saved up his energy for the
gala balls and kicked up his heels with the head cook. The Princess
loved dances best of all.

One day, the Princess asked the astrologer, "Why do little children
have rickets?"



The astrologer stroked his beard. "It is a deficiency of the blood, in
peasants who do not drink enough milk, or work in the dark mining
salt or iron."

"Can I fix it?" asked the Princess. "I have milk whenever I want it. I
want it for the children."

The astrologer shook his head. "You have milk whenever you want
it, enough to fill one stomach, or even the stomachs of all your
friends. The kingdom contains many hundreds of children. To give
them all milk the peasants would need more goats, and more land to
graze them on."

The Princess furrowed her brow, but she did not in fact have goats,
or land to graze more than one or two of them on.

She threw another ball, and the great ballroom overflowed into the
palace gardens where they stood full of fragrant roses and heavy-
boughed pear trees. Her people spun, hand in hand, in rings and
ribbons around the orchard; they rested their feet and sang, sitting
on the benches among the flowers. The Princess danced with a
woman she'd seen just the previous week with a baby on her back.
"Where is the little one?" asked the Princess.

The woman shook her head. "This one didn't make it," she said.
"Please, I'm here to think of anything else -"

So the Princess asked her nothing more, just danced and passed her
on to another partner, but later, she asked the court astrologer, "Why
do little babies die?"

"Most often, it is because of an impurity in the water," replied the
astrologer, twirling the end of his beard around his fingers. "Causing
a sickness that a healthy adult will often survive, but a fragile infant
likely cannot."



"Can I fix it?" asked the Princess. "I have clean water, as much as I
need. I need it for the babies."

The astrologer shook his head. "You have water for all your needs,
enough to slake one thirst, or even those of all your friends. The
kingdom contains many hundreds of babies. To give them all pure
water the peasants would need more wells, dug deep and built
solid."

The Princess frowned, but she did not know how to dig a well.

The next time the Princess had a banquet, one of her old nurses
who'd played with her as a little child, kissing her scraped knees and
brushing out her long hair to put it in plaits, was not there at all.

This time the astrologer could guess, before the Princess even
asked, what had troubled her. "My dear," said he, "I could tell you
what troubled the poor woman, what made her fall ill with the flu
instead of with malaria, what made it strike now and not last year -
but on the whole, people do not die because they get some specific
malady at some specific time. It's no more the fault of the flu than
any one oat is responsible for your breakfast, or any one star creates
the constellations. If it were not the flu, it would be something else.
There are many things that people can die of. Curing the flu would
be a great accomplishment, if it were in your power. It would not
allow anyone to live to be even twice my age, let alone forever. Not
even you, Princess, though were it possible to protect you we would
surely do so. And why this should be, even I do not know."

The Princess retired for the night to her chambers. She paced in her
silken slippers; she sipped sweetened tea. She looked out the
window at the mountain valley that was her kingdom, the streams
and the meadows, the farms and the villages, the swathes of green
where mulberry trees for the silkworms rustled in the wind.

The next morning she was up with the dawn. She marched straight
to the astrologer's rooms, not too far from hers in the palace.



"Astrologer," she said, while he rubbed sleep from his eyes. "I don't
want the peasants to make me silk clothes any more. I can wear
linen and wool and fur like everyone else, when what I have now
has worn out. I want them to dig wells, instead."

"Princess, the peasants who farm the silkworms are not the same
peasants who know how to dig wells," said the astrologer, though
there was a bit of a smile behind his beard.

"Then I want the ones who farm the silkworms to mind the well-
diggers' children, or cook their supper, or bring them baskets of
mulberries, or haul away the dirt dug out of the well holes, and all
the while look on so they can learn how to do it themselves."

"That is a better idea," said the astrologer. "But when all the wells
are dug, what then?"

"Then more babies will grow up, and they will need water for their
own babies. We'll need more wells forever."

"I see," said the astrologer. "I will think about how best to arrange
this for you, Princess."

She nodded, and went down to the ballroom to meet her dancing
instructor.

The next morning she was back. The astrologer yawned hugely as
he answered his door to her knock, but smiled to see her. "Princess."

"Astrologer, I don't want the peasants to fix me and my friends pork
roasts so often any more. That's so many pigs, even if we do share
them. I want them to raise goats instead, and give the milk to their
children. I can eat porridge and eggs and beans like everyone else."

"Princess," said the astrologer, "goats and pigs eat different things.
While goats want grass and browsings, pigs will eat scraps and



spoilage. Somewhat fewer pigs could allow somewhat more goats,
but to switch entirely from one to the other, that's difficult indeed."

"Then I want the peasants to share the pork among themselves, and
to have some more goats than they have right now," she said.

"And once everyone has the milk they want, what then, Princess?"

"Then more of their children will grow up strong enough to farm,
and they will have plenty of work feeding all the goats and all the
pigs too," she said, "till everyone's belly is full."

"T will consider how best your will can be done, Princess," said the
astrologer.

She nodded and swept off to her singing lesson.
The following morning, she was back again.

"Astrologer," she said, while he blinked at her from under his bushy
eyebrows and combed a tangle out of his beard, "I have thought
and thought and thought about it, and I cannot think of a single
thing I could give up that would cure the flu. I could give up my
gardens, but my roses can't save anyone from illness. I could tear
down my palace, but the stones wouldn't help at all. I could do all
kinds of things that would take away parts of my life that bring me
comfort and joy, and not a single one of those things would make
the least bit of difference. Am I wrong? Is there anything I can do?"

The astrologer looked at her, a little proudly, a little sadly. "You are
not wrong," he said. "There is nothing you can tear out of your
garden, your wardrobe, your home, that will achieve this feat."

She bit her lip. "Astrologer, you don't sound quite as though that
were the end of it."



"In the Kingdom of Plenty," he said, "there is a deep magic woven. A
deep magic that may let you achieve some of your wishes."

"Some?" asked the Princess.
"Some. It is deep, but it is slow, terribly slow."
"Tell me."

"If," said the astrologer, "a great deal of luxury is gathered into one
place, not just food but sugar, not just clothes but silk, not just rest
but frivolity, it is a bit different. You cannot drink mist. The Kingdom
of Plenty cannot drink poverty. But you can drink water, and it can
drink wealth."

"How can the Kingdom drink wealth?" demanded the Princess.

"Let me tell you a story," said the astrologer, and the Princess sat
down on his old armchair and folded her arms to listen.

"Many, many years ago," (began the astrologer), "people lived
almost like wild beasts. They did not farm, but ate what they found.
They did not weave, but wore the skins of their prey as blankets
against the cold night. They did not dig wells, but went thirsty when
there was not enough rain to feed the rivers. This way to live was
not wicked, nor even very much more of a hardship than it is to be a
peasant. But one day, we do not know precisely when or how, their
ways began to change. They learned new ways to find what they
needed, and they learned more about what it was that they needed,
in the same way we have learned what causes rickets and what
makes water impure.

"They worked much harder, and this work itself hurt them, but they
began to see what more there could be. A peasant with a cellar full
of grain is not better fed than a beast with a belly full of berries. But
the peasant can imagine: what if this cellar were deeper and the
sacks more numerous? What if the mice never came to my



storeroom? What if I could keep meat the way I keep wheat? And
this imagination is key. These things that the peasant has the power
to want are essential to the magic. This is enough wealth to drink,
but only a little sip, only enough to tantalize.

"There are two ways that a kingdom can be. Well, really there are
countless ways, but consider these two. First, the peasant can
imagine having twice as much of what he has, and go to his
neighbor and strike him with his threshing scythe, and take
everything in that cellar too. This makes one peasant a little richer. It
makes the kingdom poorer. There is twice as much grain per peasant
in that year, but at the next harvest there are half as many workers,
if this is how the people of the kingdom treat one another. And
anyone who fears his neighbor's hoe or flail will turn on him next will
not plant as much; he will put a bar on his door, he will pretend to
everyone that he has nothing in the larder, he will flee to the
kingdom next door if he knows the way.

"The second way is that they can refuse to do this.

"How does the second kingdom let any of the peasants get what he
imagines, you might ask," (the astrologer went on). "He has a sip of
wealth, just enough to dream of what it would be like to gulp down
a whole basinful. How will he ever get more than that? And this is
the magic of the Kingdom of Plenty. One peasant cannot put a whole
basinful together. But many of them can. As the wild beast is to the
peasant farmer, the peasant farmer is to -"

"The Princess," whispered the Princess.

"That's right. But the magic cannot work, if your people come to the
palace door with their pitchforks and spades. This would spread all
your wealth into mist. If every peasant took an equal piece of the
silk in your sheets they'd have worthless scraps. If every peasant
took an equal share of your banquet into their stewpots they would
scarcely taste the difference. It's different, when it's all together. And



it's different, when you choose what to do with the magic you have
been building all your life, of your own free will. Sometimes - some
princes, some princesses, choose not to use it. This is their right.
Princes and princesses like you enjoy the power you are hoping to
wield now only because this is their right. It was a prince like you
who gave us the ships that sail to faraway shores, not so long ago."

"What must I do?" she asked, a set of determination in her jaw.

"What do you want?" asked the astrologer. "You cannot have
everything. The magic is slow. It is ponderous. It is getting faster,
but it is doing it little by little. I cannot imagine how many
generations lie before us before our successors have laid enough
magic atop magic atop magic to have even become capable of
imagining the end of death."

The Princess looked at her hands. "I want the wells," she decided,
after thought. "I want everyone in the Kingdom of Plenty to have a
clean well of pure water to drink."

"This you can do," said the astrologer. "Come with me."

The astrologer took her to a deep underground room of the palace
that she had never been to before, where there was a great magical
ledger she had not known existed. It wrote in itself, debit and credit,
in spidery handwriting barely legible: so much spent on wood for a
fence, so much earned selling eggs at the market, so much saved
and so much lent and so much found between the couch cushions,
in black and red and blue and green.

In royal purple, it listed taxes rendered to the Crown. This much silk,
this much pork, some work in the garden and some work in the
kitchen.

The Princess watched in wonder as it marked every grain of sugar
and every broom-pass a maid made across the ballroom.



"Princess," said the astrologer. "It says here that you are very rich.
You have told me what you would like to buy."

And he handed her a pen, full of ink in lustrous gold, and she took it
up. It hummed between her fingers.

She wrote, on the waiting parchment of the infinite ledger: for wells
throughout the Kingdom, and the pen went on of its own accord,
tearing itself from her hand and scratching out what she owed in
exchange.

When it was done, the Princess's silk was still fine, her pantry still
full of ham for her breakfast and sugar for her toast. But there was
one thing new in the Kingdom.

She and the astrologer looked out of the window of the highest
tower in the palace, watching the peasants come out of their houses
and dance for joy, pulling up buckets of water from their wells,
singing the praises of the Princess.

"What's next?" she asked.

"Who is next," the astrologer said gently.
"...yes," said the Princess. "Who is next."
"That is up to you, Princess."

The Princess threw a ball. Everyone was invited. The peasants,
joyous and many, bowed and whirled and promenaded, glowing
already with better health and comfort. The Princess danced with
them all, linking elbows with widows and clasping hands with
farmhands and scooping up every child she saw.

By the end of the ball, a little Prince, who had toddled of his own
accord to the festivities quite alone, was installed in the palace
nursery, with nurses engaged for his care and silken clothes in his



size laid out to soothe his chapped skin. He joined the banquet,
squealing with delight at the pudding that came after the main
course, too small to wonder much at his luck.

The Princess tucked the Prince into bed under his silken sheets, and
read him a story out of a beautifully illuminated book.

And then she went to the astrologer's quarters. He was collecting his
effects into a traveling trunk.

"Where will you go?" she asked him.

"T think perhaps it's time I saw some of those distant islands my
ships have been traveling to," he said, patting her on the shoulder.

"Will you ever come home?"

"Maybe. On the high seas it is a bit of a gamble. But I am growing
old, and we are not rich enough that I can be saved for a much
longer life anyway," he replied, smiling gently. "So you'd best read all
my books, and write a few, to be sure everything is well with the
Kingdom of Plenty."

"T will," said the court astrologer.



Colonist

I hit the ground and start running for my career.

I mean, sort of I'm running for my life, but I don't have a life after
this either way, and I do have a career.

I promised myself I wouldn't start waxing philosophical during
exams.

I vault a low shrub. Bad move, nhow my left hand that I used to push
off is full of prickles and they sting like anything. Would it have made
sense to focus more on maneuvering that didn't rely on touching
environmental hazards? No, I shouldn't think about that. I'll figure
out training regimen tweaks later after I die, no point right now. T'll
do without the hand. I keep running.

I realize T completely forgot to smile for the camera when I go to
ground in a rocky alcove and take a breather. Nothing says that a
rock can't poison you, but it's at least less likely to try it than a plant,
and ostensibly you're not penalized for taking rests as long as your
overall time and performance are good. Ostensibly. There's no law
that says they have to publish all their criteria. I smile.

I tweeze a few prickles out of my hand with my multi-knife. It
doesn't make it hurt less at rest, but it does make it less likely to
brush against my leg or something and make me regret it. Some of
them are in too deep to tweeze, but it's not like I'm going to need
my hand ever again if it can get me through today. Do they worry
about that, I wonder. Or is having a real job just as much of a meat
grinder and they don't care if their new hires are all the type to
wreck themselves trying to achieve their quarterly objectives? It's
not like more of us are very hard to come by.



Maybe I should just go on the dole.

No, nope, that's how they get you, a few plant spines in your hand
and you start thinking like a useless bluesy gamer. I can do this. I've
got to do this. I'm going to space. I'm going to make it.

I give up on the last few spines, spit on the wounds in case that
dilutes the poison or something - it doesn't - and run some more.

I watch myself get utterly creamed by a mocked-up dinosaur
standing in for the kind of thing that space colonies sometimes have
running around. Some of them don't, but I'm majoring in Wildlife. I
like it, just conceptually - it can't all be dinosaurs, there's got to be
something worth domesticating out there - and there's slightly less
competition than in the safer fields like Mining or Infrastructure or
Generation. Ultimately, of course, if a mining major gets offered a
slot on a ship to Jurassic Park they'll take it, and if I get a berth on a
generation ship I'll grit my teeth grinning and raise sixteen babies
from the gene bank, but you have better odds if you indicate a
passion for something and stick to it. I'd rather be eaten by a
dinosaur - or, no, it's not even eating me, it's just sort of stepping on
me and roaring, great - anyway, it's a better death than a mine
cave-in or an engine failure in intergalactic space.

"Better luck next time," says my boyfriend Marco. He's a Space
Station guy, so it's not a long term thing unless by some crazy
lottery ticket miracle we get placed together anyway, but you have
to bust stress somehow. Even if I dated another Wildlife major it's
not the sort of thing you can count on. Life doesn't really begin till
you graduate.

"This isn't about luck," I tell him.

"Sure it is, if that beastie hadn't -"



"T mean, luck is involved, but good students win and the best
students win a lot, and I'm not the best, and I need to be the best."
I'm up and pacing now; some of the meds I'm on are great for
getting plenty of exercise in but also leave me with nervous energy
when I'm just trying to watch myself get trampled to death. "I
should be putting more time toward my athletics."

"Or you should be getting sleep."

"I don't think the dinosaur stepped on me because I yawned. No,
Wildlife is a pretty physical track, and if colony scouts see this kind
of thing," I gesture at the splash screen that has stilled on my
zoomed-in death throes, "they're not going to want me. It's too late
to change majors -"

"No it isn't, you have until next fall."

"It's too late to effectively change majors. Sure, they'll graduate me
if I switch into something soft like Generation -"

"Hey, Generation folks work hard as fuck."

"T know it's not easy but it's not complicated , they just need to not
mutiny or fuck up their kids - don't interrupt me, I know 'just' is a
belittling word but I'm indicating that there are only two things on
that list - anyway. I should be running and jumping and climbing
trees more and reading about xenobiology less. It's not like they'll
have anything in the books about whatever I'll be dealing with."

"You don't think you'd get second wave?"

"T guess I might get second wave. Or third, depending on conditions
when I graduate.” I run my fingers through my hair.

"My grandma says they'll have good-enough robots by the time we
graduate,” he remarks, looking out the dorm window.



"They've been saying that since she was born. Good-enough robots
are always fifteen to twenty years away, two years for optimists.
Boots on planets, feet in boots," I say. "I've got feet. They just have
to be good feet."

"You have good feet," he says. Well, I don't date him because he's
good at giving me constructive feedback on how to get boots on. I
just think he's pretty. I shut him up with a kiss and spend the next
while de-stressing so I'll be able to sleep tonight at all.

I spend my midterm fighting off space bats from a farm. The bats
die when they eat the crops, they can't digest Earth proteins, but
they're dumb as rocks and it doesn't stop them from trying even
when the corpses are shoveled into great cautionary piles. They
aren't frightened by scarecrows because they aren't frightened by
humans at all. It takes me a long time and a lot of chunks taken out
of my arms by space bats before I figure out by trial and error
something that will fend them off, and then I get a B- because my
solution wouldn't scale well to enough farms to supply a colony with
the materials provided in the simulation. A student majoring in
Medical gets to take her patient rapport for a spin on my bites. Her
voice is steady in my earpiece, telling me what to grab from my
supplies and how to make the knots she recommends. When she's
walked me through what to do to clean the wounds and wrap them
up, and the proctor's had a chance to look her work over, I die.

History is still required. There's a lot of "when will we use this in real
life" in all our classes - part of why robots are not and will never be
good enough is that they have to be programmed for specific
conditions and we don't know what the conditions are in advance. I
am not going to meet stompy dinosaurs or idiot bats; whoever had
that privilege has probably been settled on their planet for decades
now if it's made it into the curriculum. But history is honsense to
have on the requirements list. Math, sure, maybe we'll need it when



we're engineering domes in the Sagittarius Arm, science, absolutely,
hit me with the firehose, all the phys ed is essential to weed out
anyone who'll collapse in a spacesuit or can't build the stamina for
manual labor. We have to prove to the colony pickers that we have
what it takes. I'll even tolerate art, if more for mental health reasons
than practicality. But history?

The history teacher of course disagrees. Presumably you have to be
incredibly passionate about history to wind up teaching it when you
don't have what it takes to go to space and could be playing video
games on the dole. I don't know how you wind up with a passion
like that on this planet, but this guy managed it. Maybe he likes the
history kind of video games, there must be some. I don't know, I
never play.

Anyway, I attend my required history course. I need the GPA and the
attendance record and the compliance score even if I don't need the
information. He rambles on about pre-diaspora and makes us write
essays about Earth and about the colony's foundation and stuff like
that. We get to pick any topic we want for our final paper. It has to
be five pages long, which might not sound like much but I do need
to pull an A on it and I have a lot of other stuff on my plate.

I have, in addition to a boyfriend, a study buddy. Flora. She's in
Logistics/Ops. We sit across from each other at a table and if one of
us swears the other mumbles sympathetically. Closer to exams we
quiz each other. I swear enough trying to settle on an essay topic
that she actually looks up.

"What's eating you?"

"Space bats. No, it's the free-topic essay in history. I need something
I can work out a thesis for while I'm on the track, or maybe figure
out in the waterworld simulation and report to myself from there,
except I can't count on downtime in the waterworld to tell myself
anything." I look at an astrogation flashcard and flip it over. I'm not



good at astrogation. If I were good at astrogation I'd be home free,
almost nobody can both navigate a ship and also be a remotely
functional human being. The combination might get me a choice of
more than one ship.

"Can't you just ask your parents to tell you a story about landing, or
something?"

"T only have one, and no, she's got my sibs to worry about." We're
none of us biologically related; I'm from the embryo bank and so are
they. I believe a lot of families manage to look past that but my
mom finds it an impediment. She was fine, helpful even when it was
clear I might have the potential to make something of myself, but
not the tell-me-a-story kind of mom. I wasn't hugged enough as a
child. She made me stop chasing down my little siblings to hug them
after one turned out to have gotten into the butter and I dropped
him. "Besides," I say, "that isn't a thesis statement, 'here's a story
about landing', is it."

"Wow, ass."

"Mega ass." I turn the page in my index of the timeline of the history
of the universe. "Think he'll buy me speculating wildly about the
precursors? I can speculate wildly about the precursors while I'm
doing hurdles and then vom it onto the page later."

"How close are you cutting it in History?"

"Not too ."

"Maybe ask him? I mean, don't say it's going to be vom."
"Right."

I stay after the next meeting of history class. I ask him if it would be
acceptable to write my paper on what we know about the
precursors. He says it might be hard to find sources but I'm welcome



to try. Which makes me think he's expecting something non-vom.
With sources. Dreadful. I ask him if there's a minimum number of
citations - like, for crying out loud, it's only five pages - and he says
"not numerically speaking". I don't know what that means. Probably
"no but don't think that means you can quarter-ass this and get your
A".

I spend the next hour on the track. My next simulation is tonight, so
I can't push too hard - if I'm exhausted that'll get copied in with the
rest of my physical condition. But I can run and jump and do the
obstacle course for a while, composing sentences in my head. The
Precursors were - or the Precursors are? We don't know if they're
actually dead or anything. The Precursors left a network of portals
throughout the - hm. My schedule alarm goes off. I hose myself
down in the high pressure shower, and take a power nap to freshen
up before I prepare to die again.

The next morning I watch the recording of myself trying to tame
wild space horses. I do all right, actually. I don't even get kicked in
the head. The pickers had better appreciate me. I didn't have time
to breed the space horses for docility but in the time given I think I
was doing well.

I eat breakfast with Marco. He looks preoccupied.
"What's eating you?" I ask.

"Micrometeoroids," he says. "Listen - I'm thinking about dropping
out."

I stare at him. "You've got to be kidding me."

"I don't know that this is really what I want to do with my life. Like -
someone has to, but if one guy drops out that just means someone
else gets the spot, right? It'll get done."



"So you're going to go on the dole ?" I ask incredulously. "You're just
going to go be nobody? Marco, I can't believe you, I can't believe
you're even thinking it -"

"T haven't decided for sure," he mumbles. "But what do I need with
a spot on a space station, really - I don't think I'd /ike it. All my
simulations look so miserable and they're starting to sometimes flag
halfway through or ask to be killed early. I don't want that to be my
whole life."

"So you want your whole life to be video games and waiting for
somebody else's boots to hit all the new metal and all the new soil?"
I say. "Why would you want that? You might as well, like, die."

"I die a lot," he said to his plate. "You do too."
"Dying's only bad because you're not alive afterwards!" I scoff.

"My brother's on the dole," says Marco. "He ate something native in
the garden as a kid, couldn't make it into school - not even Support
tracks, let alone colony ones. The video games thing is kind of rude -

"So you've eaten a bad plant and decided to join him," I snarl.
"Good luck with that."

"You're so - you're vicious ," he says. "Why did I ever put up with
you?"

"T know why I put up with you, and it wasn't worth it. Go. Go be
nobody."

He goes. He used to bus my tray for me. He doesn't this time. But
I'll save more time by not having a boyfriend than I'll lose by having
to carry my own dishes.



The history teacher announces that due to popular demand we can
choose to do our assignments as presentations instead of essays
and deliver them in simulation. It's a real time-saver. I sign up for a
slot and I read about the Precursors while I'm on the stationary bike.
I'm not great at presentations, but I'm not good at essays either and
if I read enough I'll probably be able to pull something together. My
book is going for a weird spooky mystical angle on the Precursors,
like they were some kind of magical beings or something, so I swap
it for a different book.

The Precursors are the folks who left the portals. We're pretty sure
for various reasons that they're artificial, not some kind of natural
wormhole situation. They make colonization feasible - you still need
generation ships to settle some sites but you can cut down the
number of generations a lot if you go through the right gates. And
the Precursors settled a lot of planets and left a lot of ruins. There is
so much Precursor technology and so many artifacts left on nearly
every rock in the system. And it's a good thing they breathed oxygen
(or possibly breathed nitrogen but their plants breathed oxygen or
something) because we need to find it all, and we need to figure out
what the heck it all means, because the portals don't look like
they're going to last forever.

Probably they just built them for themselves and didn't care if they
lasted without maintenance for the million years it's been since then.
I wouldn't care about that if I were building myself a portal. So it
needs charging every fifteen million years, whatever, I'll go back and
do that when it's been fifteen million years and if I'm not around to
patch it up I'm not around to be fussed if they fail. Or if they blow
up. Lotta people think they're gonna blow up. Like, really bad
blowing up. FTL shrapnel in every direction blowing up. I fish out an
estimate about how old Earth would fare if that happened because 1
figure that's the way to a history professor's heart. All those
continents in those specific shapes or whatever it is that he's
attached to will, apparently, in the event of a portal explosion event
that affects anything in the neighborhood (and there are like forty



portals in the neighborhood), be sublimated into plasma slag. This
would be terrible for both of history and also things normal people
care about like not being dead.

Apparently some folks think the Precursors left their colonies for
some reason but are still around and will come sailing out of the
Sombrero Galaxy or something to make sure that doesn't happen. I
reckon they don't care. Why would they? They didn't know we
existed. We probably didn't exist, when they were bopping from
constellation to constellation building stuff and having Precursor
babies to crew Precursor generation ships. We were just wildlife
back then. The kind of thing I'm going to be devising protocols to
deal with while the Archaeology majors unearth all their weird
doodads and informative garbage and indecipherable probably-it's-
writing-but-who-knows-since-they-were-aliens. The kind of thing I'm
going to be taming and domesticating and turning into coats to
make every useful person's lives easier on my colony.

That's enough ruminating to extemporize something passable when
I go give my history presentation. I make sure I'm thinking about it
when I go to sleep - I don't think it really helps but it soothes some
of the pre-test nerves.

I deliver my presentation to the camera. My history teacher can't
come to me and I can't go to him.

Man, was I that lousy in bed? That Marco would rather just never -

Even if that line of thought were useful to me it wouldn't be useful
to me here. I'll just have to hope that I think of it on the outside too.

I conclude my presentation and confirm that it submitted correctly
and I die.



After finals the colony pickers come by. I'm not old enough to get a
slot yet, they have to be sure I'm not going to burn out or lose a
limb or something in the next year before they bet hard on me, but
it's not too early to put in a good showing and be memorable for
next year. Everybody does a sort of expo thing. I show off my sim
recording of the history presentation - I got an A, and it's good to
show off you're well-rounded - on top of my best-of with my in-
major courses and of course all the fallback material on construction
and maintenance and child development, in case some disaster
takes out two-thirds of my ship and I have to wrangle space bats
while wearing twins on my back and patching holes in the water
system. It's not an appealing prospect but it's better than playing
video games forever. I'm going to be a colonist.

I fuck one of the pickers. It's not supposed to happen, but nobody
enforces that. I put on a convincing enough pout about my
boyfriend dumping me and me needing my stress relief that the guy
doesn't feel like he's being outright bribed, and if he responsibly
ignores it when I graduate then I'm at least no worse off and if he
remembers me fondly then that can't hurt. Besides, I really do need
to unwind. I tried Flora but she said no.

Marco hasn't actually dropped out yet. He's at the expo with
everyone else showing off his skills at managing hydroponics. Some
of the sites we need to do archaeology on have higher gravity than
humans can put up with - at least, put up with sustainedly while
doing anything useful. We have robots that can manage that, just
not robots that can do that and also make choices, so somebody has
to hang out in a space station piloting them from the sky, and
somebody has to make the space station keep working and make
anybody on the space station who breathes still able to do that so
they can keep handling all the maintenance.

Maybe he was never really going to drop out and he was just
venting in a kind of stupid way. Maybe we could've remained a thing
till graduation.



No sense worrying about it now.

One of the pickers - not the one I boinked, his colleague of some
kind - says I have grit. It's a good compliment. I beam at her and
ask her if she has recommendations from the course catalog for my
skillset and take everything she says down very carefully.

Afterwards I treat myself to a big pile of desserts and working on my
art project, which hasn't been graded yet because that teacher's
really slow. The art project will probably already score as well as I
need, but working on it is soothing. Besides, I won't see my next
choice of who to hit on till Lab Protocols 2 meets. Art's the next best
thing. I'm doing a great big abstract and it's not hard to expand the
virtual canvas to just keep going. I never do this in sim. I'm not time
crunched enough to need to and I don't get to keep any of the
soothed-ness if I die after adding more streaks of gold and swirls of
blue.

I sign up for my next raft of classes. Nonlethal Wildlife Takedowns,
Orienteering And Camping, Ecosystem Management, Xenogenetics.
The required Archaeology Basics that is finally offered at a time I
have open. Welding As Art, credit in two departments at once.
Nutrition And Health. Concepts of Robotics. A course on Maintaining
Working Relationships. You'd think I'd need that given the breakup
but nobody on a colony ship with me is going to be the kind of
person who'd drop out of a good school to go on the dole when he
isn't even flunking. Still, you don't want everybody snarling at each
other and running into total psychological shutdown at the prospect
of collaborating, not on the ship and not once boots hit ground.
There's probably something else that'd be that contemptible and set
me off that badly, I just haven't run into it yet.

It's a heavy courseload but I handled worse in my first year. And the
pickers are only going to grab the folks with minimum accumulated
credits after they've assigned the ones who go above and beyond.



I lasso a space cow, or try to - got it. They're not edible but they
have industrially useful not-technically-blood. Potentially cheaper
than synthesizing the equivalent, says my briefing, and it could even
be an export if we got enough of them in stables hooked up to some
kind of not-technically-bloodsucking machine. This class gets really
elaborate with the briefings. Does it matter why I need to
nonlethally lasso the space cow? Does it affect things if I do it
because somebody told me to and not because I have been brought
up to date on industrial vampirism? I wonder about this but I don't
make the curricular calls. Maybe I can streamline things when I
retire, if I wind up in academia then. But first I apply hobbles to the
space cow's wheels and then I die.

The guy in Lab Protocols 2 is down to hook up. He's actually way
better in the sack than Marco was. He gets his hands all over me,
gets his mouth all over me, squeezes me like he's trying to press me
into cider. It's so good I let him stay the night, curled up against me,
nuzzling my neck. He mumbles when he's sleepy. I think I hear
something about it being good to get this sort of thing out our
systems while we still can? I pretend not to understand. I don't want
to wreck another relationship or whatever it is arguing about how
long I'll be able to show him a good time. I can't keep him after
graduation most likely anyway, so if he thinks he's not going to make
it, that's not really any skin off my nose. Me, though. I'm going to
space.

Apparently I have a pop quiz on shipboard emergency protocols. In
this simulation I'm the only living passenger in my entire sealed
deck. Of course I am, but they included a lot of bodies and I feel
that was unnecessary, they could have said they were vented into
the void. I stabilize everything I can reach, and coordinate with the
video calls between decks, and sustain pretty serious burns to both
arms and keep going anyway, and by the time it's safe to open the



bulkheads I'm running on fumes and emergency stimulant tabs but I
think I'll get an A, and then I die.

Mock Ship is the only extracurricular besides gym type stuff that
matters at all. The Generation folks have to expect to live out their
whole lifespans on a ship, so they have coursework on it, but it's not
like a three-year voyage with a couple portal shortcuts is as easy as
life on an established colony like this one. Pickers like you to have a
mock ship and good reviews from your shipmates. My mock ship,
the Wild Oats , meets once a week, which is already a lot of
concession to convenience - my real ship will have me locked in a
can with the same few hundred bodies for a very, very long time.

I spend a lot of my hours on the Wild Oats studying for other
classes. It's not all drills for catastrophic system failure like that
gnarly-looking quiz I had last night. Much of our flight will be spent
skilling up, checking up on completely accurate and entirely routine
computer behaviors, staying in condition. The mock ship is supposed
to simulate the inevitable social drama, and there's lots, but staying
out of it is a perfectly good way to get a "good shipmate" rating
from everybody with you.

Today somebody's having a crisis over her dad retiring. I can't really
relate, but I pat her shoulder and when there's a chance to
volunteer to get her a cup of water I take it. It's not a realistic
source of ship conflict, any more than I expect to be reading up on
Archaeology Basics in flight - it's not like you ever get to hug your
dad again after you blast off whether he's retired or not. But there'll
be something and it's practice for whatever it turns out there'll be.

On the way back to my room from the mock ship meeting I get an
alert. Finals have been over long enough that they've finally got the
class rankings published. I'm thirty-ninth, which is good. It's great,
actually; usually something like the top five hundred in the school
manage to get a placement. The top half of those get the choice



colony ship roles, the next two-fifty wind up on second wave
supplements to colonies that hit hard times or they get slots on
trading and messenger vessels. Below that you have support roles
on-planet, and some days I think that might be good enough for me,
I could see myself in the shipyard or the farm sector... But I'm thirty-
ninth, I'm good. I caught a rumor to the effect that this might be an
unusually thin year, but thirty-nine is enough. In the end me and the
valedictorian might literally be on the same boat.

I don't know why it would be a thin year. The Precursors went all
over the place. By the latest estimates to come into this system
we've touched fewer than ten percent of their worlds - humanity in
general, not just offshoots from this colony and this school - and any
one of them might have the clue to re-upping the portals. Sure,
exponentiation is a thing and maybe we'll have it all mopped up by
the time I'm old and creaky and thinking about retiring, just by
multiplying a few more times, but that's decades away. Rumors are
wrong as often as not, and that's probably all it is.

I go track down my stressbuster buddy and approximately jump him
- that's the right way to deal with a baseless yet niggling rumor -
and we try to climb inside each other's skin. I look for him on the
rankings later and he's in the four hundreds. That's fine. I'm not too
good to fuck a four hundreds guy.

I catch space fireflies in a net.

I don't know if I've ever wanted to keep a simulated experience
before. It's not the kind of thing I tell myself. I'm not going to go,
hey, bio-self, this was great, I want to carry this memory forward,
only to then die anyway and leave myself with a hefty dose of the
creeps. Maybe I feel like this every time I don't wind up as a bloody
smear on the simulated space rock where I expire. Maybe I feel like
this even then. I'm not going to tell.



The fireflies glint beautifully. They don't bite me. They aren't
poisonous unless I eat them. I have to swish the net gently so I
don't foul up their lacy little wings. It's twilight and twin suns are
setting in the west; the sky looks like my painting from my last art
class.

I don't want to die.

I do anyway.

In Ecosystem Management, halfway through a lecture on Precursor
animals and their feralized descendants, half the students have
alerts go off within thirty minutes of each other. The first few ignore
them. The eighth student ducks into the corridor to take the call.
When he comes back with his face as bloodless as a block of wood
we know it's big - if it were personal he wouldn't have come back
and if it were tiny he wouldn't look like that. I saw that kid's
Orienteering final last year and he's unflappable. The class kind of
stops after that. The teacher doesn't even scold people for looking at
their messages. I don't get any, but I'm sitting next to Flora -
Logistics/Ops folks need to be well-rounded - and she does. I look
over her shoulder. It can't be too private if it affects this many
people, and she doesn't pull away from me.

Flora's sister, who shipped out after graduating last month and
hasn't hit the portal yet, has sent her just this:

We're turning around. Don't let Mama turn my room into a
sewing room.

There is no way that half the students in this one class had a family
member on that specific ship. No way. Ships usually pull people from
all the schools in the whole system. They train together for a while
on the ship itself and then they take off once all the rough edges are
located and sanded down.



So it has to be something bigger than that, something that is
causing a ship to turn around. That had never happened in my
lifetime, possibly the entire history of the colony.

I turn toward the guy on my other side. His screen says:
Probably time to stop killing yourself in school, kiddo. More later

"What happened ?" 1 say out loud, and I'm not the only one saying
something like it. It's pretty obvious how big a deal this has to be.
Someone in the room has to have more than a cryptic update, vague
advice -

"We're not using portals anymore," somebody in the third row says.
" What ?"

The same kid goes on, voice trembling like he's about to start crying,
"They think - that using them - is making them decay faster - so we
have to stop. Essential trade and messages only."

"Who's they ?" I scream, but no one hears me, and it doesn't matter
anyway.

Even a generation ship can't make it to a new colony in a remotely
useful amount of time without any gates at all. You can set up a
generation ship to take off with one set of people and land with their
grandkids aboard ready to put boots on the planet and go, but you
can't rely on that if you need it to be their great, great, great, great,
great grandkids, and those are the kind of distances we're talking
about if you have to get from point A to point B as the vacuum-
going crow flies. There's no perfectly lossless recycling process,
nothing that robust to disasters, no social protocol that can be relied
upon to keep a little society on-mission and self-perpetuating that
long. We can't land on any new colonies that nobody's already flying
to right now - already flying to through the portals they need to hit,



moreover, though I guess some folks midway through their journey
won't get the message till they land.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. There's nowhere to go and nothing to do with
the rest of my life. I'm not a physicist, I'm terrible at all the linguistic
nonsense the archaeologists do to decipher inscriptions, I can't help
- I can raise kids, but why would we need people to raise any more
kids than they happen to find recreationally appealing if there's
nowhere they need to go and nothing they need to prepare to be
able to do? What will become of me? What will become of anyone? I
don't want to play video games.

Farming industry. It'll have to be that, I'm a wildlife major. This
planet doesn't have as many animals as some of them but there are
any. And they raise pigs and stuff. I don't have to die, I don't have to
go into simulation forever and shuffle off the mortal coil.

"The mission to C5-110K will go on as planned with some delay, due
to unusually promising intelligence about the quality of the dig sites
on the surface -"

I sit up straight.

"- with candidates selected from across all current pupils of all years,
throughout the system."

I'm thirty-ninth. In my year. In my school. According to an aggregate
ranking that assumes a standard planet distribution and not anything
specific to C5-110K. I'm probably something like the two thousandth
best in the system across all the years of colony-candidate students.
Which was fine, when a new ship rolled off the yard at least once a
year!

I could work shipyard. Shipyard would be fine. No, fuck, they're
going to wind up shutting down the shipyard. Farms though. Who's
even going to eat still? Anything. Anything.



"Classes are cancelled for the rest of the day," says the professor.

That's bad. What if not all the other schools out there are doing the
same thing, and I have a gap in my record, when they pick people
for that one single ship? I don't have a great shot at it but if C5-
110K is wildlife-heavy I could maybe get in just on colony balance
reasons. Or personality fit, if they have a superstar astrogation
specialist who's really picky. I don't actually get along great with the
kinds of people who do well at astrogation but I could learn. Could I
learn fast enough? When are they crewing the ship? Probably not for
years, if they're letting the younger cohort catch up to be counted
in. Maybe I do have an advantage. Maybe I can improvise some kind
of self-teaching arrangement and while they're catching up I'll be
learning more, gaining more experience, until I'm past the level of
skill they usually expect of graduates. It's lucky, really, that I'm in
the last year of school. Someone might look at this as more years of
my life being wasted on something that will never happen now, but
it could still happen, and it'll be easier for the senior students, if I
just don't let up for a second.

The "captain” of the Wild Oats calls an extra mock ship meeting. I
report with great alacrity. I don't have study plans drawn up for the
rest of the day and I don't know how the situation with the cancelled
classes will affect things like when our assignments are due.
Anything to do, even sit in the mock ship and be somebody's
shoulder to cry on, will be better than nothing. What if this is the
closest I ever get? I can't waste a second.

I wind up in a sobbing cuddle-pile of the students who, on happier
days, play the roles of biostorage manager, backup astrogation
officer, chief archaeologist and interim mess hall chef, and night shift
medic. They're warm. They're miserable, and it makes them feel
better to be half draped on top of me or to have my ear pillowed on
their shoulder. It makes me feel better too. It's the purest form of
basic animal satisfaction for the kind of thing we are. This is what
humans do when we're alive. I'm surrounded by heartbeats and



breathing and occasional hiccupy crying noises. Maybe I'm crying a
little too.

Mom talks sometimes about her trip to this planet. She wound up in
a complicated polyamorous affair with the captain, the geologist,
and the air recycling maintainer. To hear her tell it they spent the
entire trip having exciting new configurations of orgies amongst
themselves and with everyone else who'd hold still for it. You bring
all the media on record with you, of course, but nobody who works
hard enough to get a berth on a ship is the sort to spend years
catching up on their passion for Earth poetry or listening to ancient
rock operas. They're like me. They study, they have thirty percent of
a hobby to keep the lights on in their brains, and they like to be
moving around - and on a ship you don't have a whole track, just
treadmills. So they -

Oh, who am I kidding. They just want to be touching other people.
Exercise or whatever is just an excuse.

The crew of the Wild Oats disperses without an official dismissal,
after a couple of hours. I almost wait for the captain but then I see
he's fallen asleep on one of the electrical techs. I look for my
fuckbuddy but I can't find him. Maybe he dropped out. There's never
been a better time. People are going to be cutting and running,
going and giving their brothers and sisters hugs before that becomes
impossible forever.

I go back to my dorm and start looking for job postings in the
farming sector.

I am not the first person to have this idea. A listing for a granary
supervisor disappears before my eyes to be replaced with a message
stating that due to an overwhelming volume they will not accept
new applications on the expectation that a suitable candidate exists
among those they have under consideration already.



I look for my fuckbuddy again. This time somebody points me in the
right direction and I get pulled into the orgy his friends have thrown
together. Just what the doctor ordered.

I stagger out an hour or two later and grab dinner and have a
brilliant idea: I write my mother. There might be a little more slack in
the system without the shipyard, and it's not aimed at anything
important anymore, but it can't all vanish overnight, can it? I ask her
if she needs any help around the house with my little sibs. I can
cook. I got A's in all my child development classes.

She replies that my next-younger sister already had that idea. Says
that some of her best friends are retired on the dole and it's not that
bad. Asks if I like dogs.

I don't answer her. I go looking for Flora. Flora's grabbed a stray
child from the child development daycare and is squeezing him while
he sleeps on her shoulder. I whisper. "What are you gonna do?"

"Dunno," she whispers back. "Maybe there'll be a grace period."
"There's never been one before."
"But with the shipyard shutting down. There might be."

I don't want a grace period. Or, no, I want one with a fierce avarice
that kind of scares me, but it's not - it's not being useful, it's not
being the kind of person I was always supposed to be. I wanted to
be a colonist. I was supposed to be, I was meant to be, I was good
enough. If I failed at that I wanted at least some kind of place in the
world. Farmers feed people. That's something.

"T hate the very thought of video games," I say brokenly.
"My uncle says that's a mean thing to call it," she says.

"If it's about to happen to me I think I can call it whatever I want."



"I'm scared too," murmurs Flora.

I can't take that. I could take conflict and competition. I could take
indifference. I can't stand the empathy, the remark you'd get from a
fellow-traveler - an inapt term, we aren't going to be traveling
anywhere.

Flora pulls her sleeve over her hand and wipes the tears off my
cheeks. She pulls me into a hug, her and the sleeping toddler who'll
never get to go to space and me.

I wind up staying out late, even though there's nothing I really want
to be awake for. I stagger into bed in the wee hours of the night, the
shades overhead unfurled and keeping the sun off to protect our
delicate circadian rhythms. I wake up in a sweat, five minutes to go
till my first class, about to be late. It doesn't matter. It's cancelled
today too.

I look out the window. The campus is emptier. People are scattering
to their families or their friends. I could go home. I don't really want
to. This has been my home. I was ready to switch homes, but - to a
ship, once I got a placement. Maybe a new dorm if I wound up in a
support role.

There's no way I'm going to C5-110K. Mom doesn't need me back.
There aren't any job applications left. I can't even throw myself into
schoolwork because they keep cancelling things. Which makes
sense, really, if there's nothing to prepare us for, no reason to sift
through all the colony's offspring for the best of the best.

What are we going to do? What else do people do, besides try to
stay alive, try to run faster than everybody else to save the world?
That's all T know how to do. If I decided to turn my Welding As Art
project into some bigger fancier worthless sculpture what would be
the point?

How do you hold still to save the world?



I flick through the news. There's a lot of op-eds and one physicist
confirming that the math on the portal behavior looks sound and it
could be that there are possibly very few uses of the portals left
before we have to fix them or die. That's our connection to the rest
of humanity, not just the way we were going about filling the galaxy.
I guess most people feel more strongly about connecting to the rest
of humanity than I do. I'm sure they'll be fine without me. They
don't need me to send them a card once a year listing my
accomplishments. Especially not nhow that my accomplishments are
negligible. But somebody decided we were going to use the portals
for messages, as few as possible ("possible™), and not for colonies. If
the answer we need isn't reachable from the planets we have, the
planets people are already heading to without being possible to
recall.

I look away. I get up and walk out of my room and wander,
aimlessly, in the air the Precursors made that we can breathe. What
if we hadn't been able to breathe their air? Maybe we'd have done it
all from space stations. Or gone harder on genetic engineering. It's
sidereal night, so it's a bit nippy, but the artificial lights proclaim it
day for humans. Maybe we'd have re-engineered all their air, if it had
been the wrong kind, and all the animals I'd ever get my hands on
would be preserved specimens to dissect for clues to what the
characters in their signage means.

I wind up in the building where I take history classes. The professors
who have office hours now are lounging in screens on the walls, like
portraits, each in their own alcove so people can step in and talk to
them without bothering the others or getting in everybody's way.
The history teacher calls to me from his niche.

"Hello," I say, automatic.
"You look pretty wrung out," he says.

"No kidding." I pause, chewing my lip. "- what's it like?"



"What's what like?"
"Retiring."

"T do still have a job," he points out. "No, I know what you mean - in
my day we just called it 'transferring' - and of course you've
experienced it many times. Just... not this you."

"Yeah." I look at my fingernails. I run the pad of my thumb over my
pinky nail. In simulations, there's a lot of stuff to track. Humans
saccade our eyes a lot. We're sensitive to nanometer-scale textures.
Clumsiness in rendering the air can send us into panic cascades
about not having enough of the right stuff to breathe. Trying to run
people without bodies at all was a disaster. There are all kinds of
tricks you can pull to make it economical to simulate a person, of
course. More economical than feeding them. There's places you can
hide your shortcuts and rugs under which to sweep all your cut
corners. Simulations feel high fidelity to the simulated. You can make
everything seem to happen at the right place and the right time in
the right way.

As long as there's only one human in the sim.
"Don't you get lonely?" I ask.

He knows what I mean. Of course he's not isolated , we're having a
conversation right now. He talks to people all the time. By most
metrics his life is lovely. His house is probably thirty times nicer than
Mom's and he eats better than I do for all that his food is digital.

But if I have to retire, I'll never touch another human being again.

(It's twenty or thirty years off. Two if you're an optimist. But it
always is.)

"T have some dogs," he says. "You're a wildlife major, yes? You'll like
dogs. They're the perfect animal. They love running around, and



being petted, and you can train them to do all kinds of things."

There are some dogs in the gene bank but it's never been a priority
to make any, at least on this planet. I hear on some planets they've
managed to make them useful pulling sleds or herding some of the
more flock-inclined Precursor animals. Not here.

"Dogs sound nice," I say.
"Everything else - you get used to it."
"Can I see your dogs?" I ask him.

He shows me the dogs. They don't look like I expect - there are a lot
of kinds and they look as wildly different as branches of the same
Precursor species adapted to different planets do. But he's right,
they sort of are the perfect animal. Interesting without being alien.
An easy animal, but not a trivial plush toy. He gave all of his silly
names.

I think I'd like to have a dog. The dog wouldn't know my life was
pointless. The dog wouldn't know that all its sensory experiences
were stripped down to make everything easier to render. It'd lick my
face just the same.

The conversation ends, eventually, gracelessly, and I wander back
out of the classroom building into the brightly lit night.

I have another alert.

They're building a bigger ship. A more-generations ship. We're going
to the Triangulum Galaxy.

I field-process an asteroid with janky equipment I have to manually
reset thirty times, in a spacesuit with failing temperature control. I
have sweat in my eyes, and my HUD warning me that I've sprung a



liquid re-circulation leak even though I've already gone through my
whole patch kit trying to stop it, and a cramp in my right foot. I
gather up all the ore we need and haul it, load by load, all the way
back to the shuttlecraft, and take it back to the mothership, where
the machine shop will render it into spare parts. With a grin on my
face threatening to split my cheeks, I die.

Everybody's changing their major. It's going to be a big ship - a fleet
of them, actually, for redundancy. It's got room for everybody who
wants to go. The Generation folks have a bit of a head start, since
we're not going through any portals on our way out and it's going to
be for the long haul. I'm not going to be within striking distance of
the captaincy. But I never even wanted that. I just wanted to be part
of the process that gets us where we're going. My great great great
great great great great great completely unrelated heirs will be in
intergalactic space, out of the path of the gates' explosion. Even if
there's nothing we can learn from the Precursors that will save the
Milky Way, we don't have to go with it. We can do this. It's never
been done - there's never been a generation ship this long - but
we're going to pull it off. I'm going to put everything into it.

Everything that isn't putting my hands and my muscles to work can
wait. I'm a colonist. I can have a dog when I die.



We're Gonna Sing It Again

i. don't ask where and don't ask when

Hermes is a messenger. He can go where others can't, travel freely
between realms that others find impassable.

li. it's a tragedy

Once he sneaks in to look at the Fates' weaving and sees a peculiar
tangle in their loom, just a glimpse before they chase him out. An
ugly loop. They'd have trimmed that away if they could, snuffed out
whatever mortal did whatever it was that caused such a snarl.

So it must be that they can't cut it.

Hermes thinks about that a lot, about that tangle looping huge and
ungainly from the future of the tapestry to the past, and one day he
tries it.

iii. his mama was a friend of mine

Calliope is not a particularly good mother. The Thracian fellow
doesn't seem any great shakes at parenting either. Hermes isn't sure
who raised the lad the first time around. This time it was him. Maybe
there is a way to thread the needle. Maybe if Orpheus grew up more
trusting, more secure, he'd believe Hermes, when he said it was a
test, not a trap.

iv. always singing in the back of your mind

He should have known it wouldn't be that simple. There wasn't just
one loop, in the tapestry. How many threads before he succeeds? Or



before he gives up? Fifty? A hundred, two hundred?
A thousand?

The Fates glare at him whenever they're in the same room, now.
They know it's his doing. He just doesn't care that much about their
handiwork or about their glares.

v. who are you

The Fates are sabotaging him, he thinks.

It's getting harder every iteration to affect things, make them go
differently. He finds himself saying something he said last time or
the time before, finds himself absentmindedly retracing his steps.
He can still try new things, with effort, but the effort is enough that
he's limited to one or two points of divergence each time. At least,
the big divergences; he can make little changes in his delivery when
he speaks. Tweak his gestures. He pays a lot of attention to exactly
how his voice rises and falls, when he tells Orpheus the story of
Hades and Persephone. Maybe there's a way to get it across just so.

vi. a hungry young girl

He doesn't know where Eurydice is before the point at which she
arrives at the station. She doesn't talk about it, even if he asks her
point-blank. Orpheus isn't curious enough to pry, or, if he is, doesn't
report back to Hermes about anything she says. This makes it
basically impossible, at least on his limited budget of changes he can
make to the timeline, to do anything to change her upbringing. He's
limited almost exclusively to talking to Orpheus. He's less and less
convinced that the boy's childhood matters at all. He makes smaller
loops, just the few months where Eurydice is in the picture.

vii. it's a love song



The thing is, he can avert the tragedy.

He can step outside the station and chase Eurydice away, and she
and Orpheus will never meet, never love.

viii. don't forget that times are hard

He can - after a few false starts learning how mortals manage this -
help the girl find firewood and food, skipping off to distant jungles
where Persephone's visits are of less consequence and back with an
armful of bananas and a sling full of logs.

ix. wait for me, I'm coming too

If he's emphatic enough while Orpheus is deep in creative flow, he
can interrupt the songwriting to alert the boy to more immediate
and physical needs - and then he goes to help her forage, and he
and Eurydice die, but together, like old age come a bit early.

There are a dozen ways to interrupt the story before it sets up its
miserable fall.

X. it isn't finished

And if Hermes does any of that, Orpheus can't complete the song.
He needs to fall in love, he needs to know loss, and only then will
the right notes and the right words reach his lips. Without that song
no one, not Zeus and not Demeter and not Aphrodite and certainly
not Hermes , can resolve the tension. The seasons swing more and
more wildly.

xi. blazing hot or freezing cold

Sometimes the world ends in fire, as Persephone evades her
husband. The world is choked in kudzu and smothered in pollen.



The sun beats down hotter and heavier. Steamy summer storms
can't suck enough warmth out of the air. The animals that can live
like this at all overpopulate and then die to disease in their billions.
Eventually the tinderbox catches, and the survivors are smothered in
smoke or roasted alive.

Sometimes it ends in ice, if Hades chains her down and keeps her at
his side. Persephone shrivels to a shadow of herself, marinated in
wine and so lost from everything that once brought her joy that it's
not clear if she could create spring again given the chance. The seas
recede and the glaciers advance and every leaf on every tree blows
away to crumble to dust, every waiting seed in the earth perishes
without a glimpse of the dawn, and the world is buried in snow.

xii. help you to your final destination

The only thing he can't do is let the lovers in the underworld make it
all the way back to the station. Too much direct involvement from
Hermes during the walk invalidates the conditions of the test. He
can't get Hades to have so much as a civil conversation with him,
even if he goes back farther than usual and lives out the decades
before Orpheus's birth on rails and tries to find an opportune
moment; so the original trial is the only one that Hades ever sets.

xiii. is he always like this

Sometimes Orpheus barely makes it out of the underworld.
Sometimes he gets all the way to the station, but turns around just a
split second too soon. Sometimes he gives up in the middle of the
hike to Hadestown; a half-Muse can go longer than an ordinary
human being without food or warmth, or he'd never get so
distracted from such concerns in the first place, but if Hermes
mistimes his interruptions, Orpheus'll be running on fumes when he
needs his strength to walk, to sing, to endure, to turn around and
lead the dead home - and he'll collapse, and Eurydice will watch



from a few meters back, unable to move forward or make her voice
heard in his ear.

xiv. let the poet bless this round

Hermes does eventually think of asking Orpheus about it. It's his
entire divergence for the loop, forcing his way through a
conversation that isn't the same bedtime stories and avuncular
advice he's been dispensing on every trip around the timeline, but
he tries.

Orpheus is a good boy, and in his own field, he's a god-touched
genius. But he's a little simple - simple in a good way, a pure and
beautiful way, part of why Eurydice loves him, part of why Hermes
can't leave him to his tragic downfall, but... well, it's hard for him to
understand the concept. Hard for him to figure out why Hermes
can't just warn him (Hermes always warns him), or can't just go ask
his uncle Hades to be reasonable, or can't just - and Hermes has
tried all of that. Hermes has tried so many things. This time he's
trying asking Orpheus and it doesn't help at all.

xv. whether or not it turns out well

How many threads were there? He tries to get another look at the
loom, but he's on such thick rails now. He can still tweak exact word
choice. Emphasis. It's a test, he says. It's a test, he tries the next
time. It's a test, he repeats, trying for gentle confidence. It doesn't
work. Nothing he tries in that vein sticks with Orpheus as long as it
has to, long enough to get him all the way to the end of the line,
long enough to let Eurydice follow him into the light of the sun.

xvi. the world we dream about and the one we live in now

Hermes tries letting the world end a few more times. Slight
variations. Can he steer Persephone to run away, and then be



caught? Does that change anything, if Hades drags her down below
while she cries for her mother and begs for her father and pleads
under the eyes of all the gods for rescue? The world still ends. The
folks up on Olympus must be excited to start over. They must be
longing to try doing something with some kind of fire nymph or
some kind of ice spirit as the dominant species on the face of the
Earth. They just needed an excuse.

xvii. why go against the grain

Hermes, straining against the railroad tracks woven into his life with
every breath, attempts letting Orpheus be dragged up by his
absentee mother and his disinterested father and whoever else was
around. It's so hard, even though this is how it was the first time
around. Orpheus isn't Hermes's son. What happens? If he stands in
the right places to see the key moments go by, how are they lined
up? - but the boy comes by the station one day and Hermes snaps
right back into the pattern. Orpheus doesn't notice anything odd
about acting so familiar with this god he's never met before. It
doesn't wind up making any difference.

xviii. you're early

Gods don't get bored in the same way humans do. But there is
something sort of like it, in the weariness Hermes feels at the
thought of trying again.

He isn't ready to give up, though.

He winds back. Back and back and back, to the day he was born,
the precocity of his youth. He thinks about things that aren't
Orpheus, lives on rails that aren't quite so deeply carved into him.
No one returns his meaningful looks, even if they're a little too
meaningful. Nobody but the Fates. Did the Fates use to have any
particular opinion on Hermes, before? Before the tangle? Even they



can't see infinitely ahead. It can't have been woven in already, the
first time he did this - can it? But they know now.

Xix. way back when

The long running start pushes him into the timeline with a sort of
vigor that he didn't think he could still muster. He'll be back on the
railroad soon, back on the cable-thick thread that governs his path
forward, but it weighs lightly on him now. He lays helpful tidbits for
himself, for Orpheus. Hermes smooths the road around the back.
Maybe, if Orpheus's feet are that little bit less tired, if he's gotten
there that two minutes sooner, maybe he won't look around over his
shoulder. Hermes gets books. Maybe, if Orpheus knows just one or
two more stories to draw on, he'll have the strength to see the test
through to the end. Hermes, escorting souls where they all wind up
in the end, makes an effort to smile and provide a kind word.
Maybe, if there's an echo of a whisper of softness in the hearts of
Eurydice's fellow dead, they'll find some way of their own to help
that they can't think up without it.

xx. there ain't a thing that you can do
It doesn't work.
xxi. what's done, what's done, what's done is done

Tighter loops. More heroics to try any variant, any change of
wording he can slip through the gaps in the snarl of his own
making. Is Orpheus on rails too? Does he feel the hand of fate on
his cheek, pushing his face to look behind? Does he feel the weight
of destiny in his heart when he tries, all alone, to find trust and
certainty? Sometimes it seems that way. Hermes is too familiar by
now with the exact twitches of Orpheus's eyes, the studied
steadiness of his hands on the lyre, to feel like the boy is acting
much more freely than he is.



xxii. are we gonna try again

Of course, Hermes could just stop. He could just let it end where it
ends, and carry on from there. Let Orpheus drown in his own misery
and failure while spring comes again and the gods have to wait for
another excuse to wipe clean the slate and start afresh. Or he could
let Orpheus fail earlier, fail to write the song just-so with the
experience of love and pain to give it timbre and bittersweetness,
and watch it all disintegrate in a whirl of flame, and see what comes
next, the way all his relatives seem raring to do.

xxiii. the first shall be first and the last shall be last

How many threads were in that tangle? Does it matter? Is he
foredoomed to give up, or prophesied to succeed? Probably if it was
either the Fates wouldn't be so cross with him. His would be just
another curious ripple in their many-dimensional textile. They'd
know where he'd wind up, and he'd get there one way or another.
Hermes thinks they must just... not know.

xxiv. between your ears, behind your eyes

This would be heartening, if Hermes thought they might not know
because it was truly undetermined if he'd ever get the thread
through the ever-shrinking needle's eye. But he doubts it. He thinks
it more likely that they knew he would give up, but didn't know
when. Didn't know how many times he'd make the loop. Didn't
know how much extra golden god-thread they'd have to spin to
accommodate him. But he'd give up sooner or later, all the same.

xxv. how long, how long, how long
Not this time, though.

xxvi. everybody looked and everybody saw



He tries asking more people for advice. Persephone, when she drops
by. Euyridice, once he works out how he can get her alone - it's
easier to wrangle deviations from his pattern, entire conversations'
worth, when not all the major players are present at once. Of course
no one has any experience with this sort of thing and no one has
anything helpful to offer. He does get a new ending when
Persephone is so horrified by the story of eternal winter as to skip
out on her marriage early, but what follows is hardly better as a
place to leave the timeline lie than what he gets in an ordinary loop.

xxvii. whether or not it turns out well

Hermes winds up with half a word of advice pieced together from
everyone whose opinion he seeks. Not everything he tries has to be
aimed straight at his goal. He could try stranger things, farther
afield. Hermes doesn't think it'll help - if it doesn't matter who brings
up Orpheus, what matters the price of tea in China? - but it's worth
a try.

Tea has never been more expensive. Six governments are toppled
ahead of schedule. Zeus has a new favorite nymph and Hera is in an
uproar felt the world over. Ships sink. Forests burn. Bananas rot in
the queerest places. Will any of this change anything? Will all his
casual aimless destruction perturb anything where it matters?

It's storming brutally when the lovers make their trek home.
Orpheus has ice in his hair and his clothes are dripping with sleet,
when he turns his head again.

xxviii. brother, what do you care?

Hermes takes a loop off.

He goes to visit Selene, on the moon. Resolutely, the whole loop
through, he refuses to leave. She hints that he's overstayed his
welcome, but there is plenty of moon for him to kick his way across.



xxix. back into tune, back into time

He hasn't been to all the craters yet, when he sees the colors of the
Earth above shift into a perfect spring green.

He checks. Orpheus is where he always is. Alone, like he always is.
XXX. ain't no compass, brother, ain't no map

Lachesis confronts him.

It's not an obvious confrontation from the outside. She does it in
broad daylight at the station where anyone could see, and it looks
like two old friends catching up while her sisters look on, her and
Hermes trading gentle barbs about an inside joke - but for her glare.

Hermes suggests she and her sisters could just let him win. She
storms off. The rails tighten. He can feel them constricting around
his teeth when he has to deviate from the script to acknowledge she
was ever there at all.

xxxi. from long ago

Hermes tries going forward , after the next time Eurydice is sucked
back into the Underworld. Forward far enough that Orpheus is long
gone. Far enough that the coastline is changed and the hills are
smoother and the trees are all replaced with similar newer trees. Far
enough that Hermes can slide through a crowd and see what the
return of spring has brought.

xxxii. it's an old song

There are still humans. That's something. He hadn't been sure.



But it doesn't have anyone who counts Orpheus as their ancestor,
has Eurydice's name on their family stele.

He goes back again.
xxxiii. maybe it will turn out this time

He gets closer than he ever has. Orpheus is gritting his teeth,
clenching his hands, staring at a wall when he can't bear to keep
scrunching his eyes shut, waiting - shaking and sobbing, but waiting
- for Eurydice to catch up and put her hand on his shoulder.

Hermes, watching from around the corner, sees Atropos's scissor too
late. Eurydice, resurrected, crumples to the floor, dead. Orpheus
spins and stumbles to collapse over her fallen form and he wails.

The Fates won't let him have it.

Well. He won't let them have it either.
xxxiv. but we sing it anyway

Hermes goes back again.



Diplomats

"Initiating diplomatic genesis. Stand by. Asootzo miagru noot
blarichamicretifar, " the computer said.

Quinn closed zir eyes and waited. It didn't feel like anything yet.

"Diplomatic genesis in progress. Mipto blarichamicrefaariblek ." The
alien language was a rumbling hum, resolving into syllables only
because Quinn's ears insisted.

Zie had a building headache, rainbowing from the base of zir skull
forward to zir eyebrows. It hurt, and Quinn flinched from pain - was
tired and yearned for sleep - thought baby animals were cute ,
enjoyed food full of sugar and grease and salt . Aimed zirself at
accomplishments hunting status , and security , out of anxiety or
boredom -

"Diplomatic genesis approaching completion. Plarbofac rblarim
blarichamicretfrem ."

The pressure burst. Quinn was still a human, but less loudly. Zir
head felt less overfull but, if anything, hurt worse, hollow and
abraded and throbbing. Zie made a burbling noise and dropped zir
head into zir hands. "Nf."

Through zir fingers zie could see glimpses of the alien across the
room, a pile of green lobes and dark mantle.

On the table between them was a white box.

"Diplomatic genesis complete," said the box. The voice was Quinn's.
Quinn's as it sounded from the inside. " Lokreb blarichamicoolt. "
Probably that was the foreign ambassador's voice. Or it wasn't. What
did Quinn know.



"Welcome, diplomat," said the ceiling speaker, " alproot inawbeca
chamic ; are you able to select a unique name at this time?
Vasprecimaritaliga cheartipren loor mo deprawingitel. "

There was a quiet, except for Quinn's panting breaths as zie tried to
exhale zir headache. "Call me Roon," the box said, at length, "
kleetmorif atra roon ." The voice was a little less like Quinn's this
time, low and blurry. It didn't sound like Quinn trying to put on an
emlood accent, though, it was too - authentic? If Roon's voice was
different in the emlood language now, Quinn lacked the ear to pick
up the difference.

Roon went on, after a moment, "I'll be an 'it' in English, I think."

"Ambassador Quinn," the ceiling speaker said, "thank you. You may
now return to your quarters to rest from your ordeal."”

Quinn made a vague hand gesture at the corner of the room where
zie remembered the camera being. Zie piloted zir chair out the door
without trying to listen to the equivalent remark in emlood. Did they
give human ambassadors floatchairs if they didn't have them
already? Zie had no idea and lacked the energy to ask.

Behind zir, ambassador rictic slumped out of the room too.

Roon, a whole soul made of rent halves, was left in the diplomatic
genesis chamber alone.

Quinn woke up feeling like zie'd been through a thresher. Zie'd
wanted this. It had been all zir idea. Ambassadors were set for life.
It still hurt, though.

It'll grow back , zie thought.

Someone was pounding on the door. The doorbell worked fine, but
people tended not to see it. Tharansi architecture was confusing like



that sometimes. Quinn really did not want to deal with visitors.

The pounding ceased and then the visitor found the doorbell. Quinn
also really did not want to try to go back to sleep with that racket.
Zie groaned airlessly and reached for zir chair.

When zie'd floated all the way to the foyer - or what passed for a
foyer, on Tharan - the doorbell had rung four more times. Whoever
was there was also continuing to hammer on the door. Somebody
wanted to talk to zir real bad.

Quinn's approach caused the door to open, sliding into the aperture
in the wall, and the taller of the two women on the front walk (for
Tharan values of front walk) stumbled when it wasn't there to slam
her fist into again. The short one dropped the hand that had been
prodding the doorbell.

"T was asleep," said Quinn.

"I apologize," said the tall one, pushing old-fashioned spectacles up
her nose. "Keesha Janvier, Points of Interest. I'd be happy to
reschedule for some more convenient time and I'm sure my
colleague would as well -"

"Oh, no you don't," said the short one. She had blue hair and more
gadgets attached to her face and collar and sleeves than Quinn
cared to count. "Jeananne Palmeiro, IPNN. My network has an
exclusive with the Ambassadorial Associates."

"That doesn't mean I have to talk to you," Quinn pointed out. Zie
might have automatically been signed up for the union, or whatever
the heck structure they had, but this just diverted a little of zir pay
and, apparently, prevented disfavored publications from running
stories about zir for the first couple of weeks or something. Zie was
definitely not obliged to give interviews.



Neither journalist was deterred by this. "On background, Miss. -"
said the tall one, and "But it'll be only a moment of your time, Mr. -"
said the short one.

The reporters looked at each other.

"Don't wrack your brains trying to figure out if I've got no tits or just

bad posture,” said Quinn. "It's '"Ambassador’.
"My apologies, Ambassador," said the tall one.

"Ambassador, can you tell me how you feel about -" began the short
one.

"I feel like I've had half my soul ripped out . Go away," Quinn
snapped, out of patience as abruptly and inevitably as falling off a
cliff. "Whatever it is can wait. Or not happen at all! Get off my lawn.'
It wasn't a lawn, but zie wanted them off it.

Keesha dipped her head politely and turned to go. Her counterpart
wasn't so easily deterred. "- about the controversy surrounding -"

"I said get off my lawn! What, do I have to call security?" The roll of
soul-pain ebbed, a little, as Quinn realized zie was ravenous.
"Actually, no, I changed my mind. I'll let you in and answer
questions while I eat breakfast but only if I get to watch you two
glare daggers at each other the whole time, it'll make me feel
better."

Keesha Janvier, Points of Interest, perked up and turned around;
Jeananne Palmeiro, IPNN, took this as an invitation to shoulder her
way past Quinn's chair.

Quinn floated into the kitchen, trailing journalists, and queued up a

fake omelette and a cinnamon roll in the warmer. Zie didn't trust zir

arms not to tremble with strain if zie tried to pick up a jug of orange
juice just at the moment, so zie pointed this out to Jeananne and



made her pour it. Keesha was tall enough to reach the vitamin pills
without Quinn needing to increase the chair altitude. Zie didn't need
the vitamins, but taking a pill, any pill, might help zir feel better.
Ibuprofen or even opiates didn't do a thing for soul pains.

"So, take turns," zie said, once zie'd eaten half the omelette. Did it
take calories to grow back a soul? Somehow zie hadn't read an
answer to that either which way in all the informational materials
they'd given zir. "You first." Zie pointed arbitrarily at Keesha, mostly
because Jeananne looked like she'd make a funny face about it. She
didn't disappoint.

"Ambassador," said Keesha, "I hate to start with such a stupid
question, but what pronouns should I be writing my piece with for
you?"

"Zie. Look it up in your style guide," said Quinn. "It's a stupid
question - or it would be, but they wanted an agender ambassador
for the emlood."

"Oh, and why was that an important consideration?" Keesha asked,
leaning forward. "Was that a primary factor in your selection?"

Quinn rubbed one of zir eyes and started picking apart zir cinnamon
roll. "Diplomats bridge gaps," zie said, mouth full of dough and icing.
"It's easier if the gaps are smaller. Emlood don't have gender - there
isn't even a minority among them that do. But a minority of humans
don't have gender. So, I'm a good match for an emlood in particular
that way on top of the usual ambassadorial considerations."

"Which," continued Keesha, "for our readers, are?"
"You can't look it up?"

"T'd much rather have a quote from you."



Quinn sighed. "Unattached people. People who don't care too much
about having bodies. My diplomat's got most of my memories, and
we don't want it missing a spouse or cranky about not getting to go
skiing."

"Hence the chair?" asked Keesha.

"What do you mean, hence, it's not as though the Terran
Commission took a sledgehammer to my spine to prep me for the
job. I just happen for that among other reasons not to have a skiing
hobby."

"You said 'it'?" said Jeananne.

"My diplomat named itself Roon and said it's an it, yeah. I didn't go
in with something picked out but it's not surprising, since, emlood,
gender, they don't mix."

"So," said Jeananne, "you didn't list interpersonal skills as a quality
they look for."

"They don't. It'd be pointless. We're different species," said Quinn.
"Unrelated evolutionary history. Human charisma, human social
skills, all that nonsense, wouldn't translate. That's what the
diplomat's for, so they pick ambassadors aimed at making a coherent
diplomat over anything else. Except if I were a psychopath they
wouldn't have considered me a good example of a human if they
could possibly avoid it. I do think they wound up needing to go with
one of those for some species that really can't merge with human
empathy but it's not a first line and my diplomat cohered fine so
apparently emlood aren't all that sociopathic. Victory for the advance
of xenology. Yaaaay." Zie flopped back in zir chair.

"Is that all an ambassador needs?" asked Jeananne.

"T have to hold down the, you know, actual ambassadorial job.
Relaying stuff to and from Roon, translating what it says for human



ears. So they want people who'll get along with themselves, like
having an officey job with support staff. I don't have a support staff
yet. For some reason, they decided to give me some recuperation
time after having my soul torn in half. Just to be nice, I guess. Can't
imagine why. But I don't have to sound good on broadcast. Or talk
to you."

"So you're going to live here on Tharan Prime for the rest of your
life?" said Keesha.

"Sure. Ambassadorial capital of the galaxy. Also, in theory, this
swanky house is in a gated community. I guess the gates are busted
today because here you are. I don't need a mask for the
atmosphere, the Tharansi don't have a love affair with staircases,
decent shipping lane to everywhere I might want to import stuff
from."

"You mentioned a staff. What will they do? Will they be all your
colleagues?" asked Jeananne.

"T'll train people to talk to Roon so I can retire someday or have the
glorious freedom to be struck by lightning at any time without
costing billions in lost value. And they'll make more diplomats. They
do for nearly every species pair. Cultural variety and sheer workload.
I know there's only one with the Vree, but, well, they're the Vree.
But I don't know how soon they'll do it, because it depends how we
get along with the emlood talking to them directly instead of through
the Tharansi."

"Do you know much about the emlood?" asked Keesha.

"Nah. I know a few words of the language my counterpart speaks.
To understand, mind, not to speak recognizably. I can count to
twelve and tell the difference in pitch between past and future tense.
They didn't give me homework, this was out of curiosity - Roon
wasn't supposed to start with preconceptions when none of the
sources I could've looked into would be as good as Roon itself is at



translating emlood concepts into human ones. Besides, for a long
while it wasn't obvious my diplomat would be an emlood diplomat.
They could have assighed me to the Green Fuzzies or the Mmiikan,
I'm about as good a match for those."

"They did make a new Green Fuzzy/human diplomat, though,
recently?" said Keesha.

"Sure. I've never met the ambassador, though, and I've probably
heard the same three sentences about her that you have. Very
enthusiastic Green Fuzzy otherkin, so she definitely couldn't have
been in my shoes even if I could've had hers." Quinn finished zir
breakfast. "If you two want to keep asking me questions you will do
my dishes for me."

The reporters looked at each other, and by some silent process
assigned Jeananne to washing and Keesha to drying and putting
away. Quinn intended to buy an automaid with zir shiny new salary.
Zie would have had a normal dishwasher, but some feature of
dishwashers was apparently illegal on Tharansi planets for some
Tharansi reason and the market hadn't yet come up with anything
suitable to export there instead short of an entire robot.

"So, Ambassador," said Jeananne, dipping close to Quinn's head as
she went by with the silverware, "what /s your opinion on the recent
controversy around contact with the emlood?"

"Oh, uh, you know, these things always calm down sooner or later,"
said Quinn, scratching a phantom itch somewhere north of zir
armpit. Why did missing half your soul have to suck so much, zie
wondered. "I'm supposed to get my inputs from Roon and staff and
so on, I don't really read the news." It was abstractly kind of
embarrassing to be the only human ambassador to the emlood and
not know what the heck she was asking about. It sounded like an
ambassadorial sort of thing, keeping up with current events about zir



counterpart species, and if it had been, it would have been an
ambassadorial thing Quinn was failing at.

"According to experts and all the serious official sources," Keesha
said, "there's no controversy anyway, but I too would really like your
take on it - should I explain -"

"No, because you're the news, and I don't read you," said Quinn.
"When the Premier sends me a brief on whatever this is, I'll read
that. If Roon and I started following different blogs or took up
listening to competing podcasts or something we would promptly
both be lousy at our jobs, we'd get distracted having stupid political
arguments and probably dragging rictic into it too if that's a thing
emlood do, instead of figuring out common ground."

"Rictic is your emlood counterpart?" asked Keesha.
"Don't pronounce it with a capital letter, they hate that. But yeah."

"I... don't know how to pronounce things with or without capital
letters, but I'll take that under advisement," said Keesha. "Well, to
circle back to the human interest angle, I remember hearing that
many ambassadors are - by analogy to not having a skiing hobby or
a spouse - also asexual, does that describe you?"

What an idiotic question. Quinn wanted to go back to bed for the
next fourteen hours. "Nope," zie said, "and unless you're planning to
invite me to prove it, the both of you can clear out now, go, scoot."

"We did your dishes!" said Jeananne indignantly.

"Come back when instead of my dishes you did some kind of
enforceable contract, oh wait, you can't, I don't have to talk to you,
get out of my house."

They shuffled out the door, grumbling to themselves and glaring at
each other as though each thought her colleague responsible for the



breakdown of the interview, but really Quinn was just exhausted. Zie
hadn't meant to be up so early. Had now gotten some calories into
zir and had nothing else keeping zir up. Felt like zie was slowly and
gently dying of soul-strain.

It'll grow back, zie thought, as zie floated back to the bedroom and
shoved zirself out of the chair and onto the mattress.

"Have you experienced any side effects?"

Quinn rubbed zir eyes. "What I was led to expect. Pain, irritability,
tiredness."

"And you still don't want a care worker in-home?"

"Doc, if I had a cat, I'd make Commissioner Zalas take it rather than
be pained and irritable and tired at it. Don't send me a person . 1
bought an automaid yesterday, I'm eating, I'll be fine. How's Roon?"

"Roon's adjusting at a normal rate, meeting other diplomats and
slowly picking up some work tasks. It's settled an academic
argument about distinguishing emlood poetry and music."

"Yeah?"

"I'm sure Roon can tell you all about it. Unless you're not up to
seeing it this afternoon?"

"No, no, I want to talk to it, hopefully it'll, you know, understand."

"The discomfort should lift in the next several days, and we expect it
to be unnoticeable by the one-month mark."

"That would be very helpful of you to say if I'd unexpectedly had my
soul ripped in half."



"- whereupon," the doctor continued, "you can step down your
appointments with me to once weekly, if you prefer, though you can
continue to come in more often if this would be helpful to you in any
way. I gather you don't want to start interviewing support staff
immediately."

"Hell, no."
"All right. But you do want to speak to Roon?"

"It must know what I'm like when I'm sick." This was admittedly
more painful than the Venusian flu but it wasn't different in kind.

"Episodic memory transfers with the least fidelity, but it should have
an idea, yes."

"If I piss it off I'll go home."

"All right. I'm scheduling your interviews with Commission-vetted
support staff for three days from now. You have complete veto
power, but if you can select a full complement from the initial round,
it'd be substantially more convenient. Roon recommended adding a
second fact-checker to your roster, you'd have to ask it why, on top
of the clerical staff and personal assistant and media handler and
linguist and Commission attaché."

"Could've used media handling yesterday."
"You were bothered? At home?"

"I saw their badges, they were genuine reporters. Probably someone
let them in."

"Well, probably you should talk to the neighborhood gatekeeper
about that, or delegate to your PA once you have one."



"Eh. They left when I shooed them. But if you see something in the
news that has more about me than my Commission fact sheet that's
going to be why."

"Understood. Anything else for today?"

"No. Let me talk to Roon."

"Hello, Quinn."

Its voice had shifted again, darker and more musical. Like some
bluesy contrabass trying to sing without opening his mouth too
much. Its mouth. Roon didn't have a mouth. Quinn discarded the
analogy in frustration. It sounded like a human who'd also
incidentally been listening to emlood number chants all day.

"Hi, Roon. How's being a diplomat?"
"Busy. Bodiless. I'm perpetually conscious of my power supply."

Roon was a bulletproof white box housing a civilization's triumph of
electronics: a soul receptacle of Tharansi manufacture. It drew
electricity wirelessly from half a dozen access points in its room. If
anyone tried to touch it they'd get enough of the voltage into
themselves in the process that they'd never carry it away from the
grid. Even Quinn had to give a retina scan and a voice print and let
the security goons check zir and zir chair for possible tampering
before zie could enter the building, let alone the chamber. Roon was
paired to plenty of peripherals so as to be able to see, hear, speak,
probably do some emlood things too that there were emlood
technologies for, but if something did manage to happen to its power
supply despite all the security its battery wouldn't last too long.

"Wouldn't have expected you to worry about that," said Quinn.

"Tt isn't that I'm worried."



"Huh." What was it, then - no, Quinn didn't want to ask about that,
not when zie was just getting to know this half-of-zirself. They could
dig into the details of what kinds of exotic hybrid emotions Roon was
equipped with later. "What have you been up to?"

"I spoke to one of the human/Tharansi diplomats. Lin," said Roon.
"T heard from the shrink that you talked to a Tharansi/emlood too."

"Yes, but kueci was less interesting." Was it really? Why would that
be? Or maybe it was less interesting but more some other trait that
emlood valued - no, again, Quinn shoved that aside. Roon was half-
human and knew how to talk to humans, and more than that, was
half Quinn in particular. If it said something zie shouldn't second-
guess it. "Lin is the oldest coherent human/Tharansi diplomat."”

"Is - she? I thought it was, I forget, starts with an M."

"She, yes. You may be thinking of Neem, who is the oldest
conventionally created half-human diplomat. Lin was the first
success of the abductions."

Quinn squinted, though there was no body language from the white
box to scrutinize. "The what now."

"I think all the ambassadors must know. They wouldn't have put me
in touch with Lin if I weren't supposed to find out, and no one asked
me to keep it from you either. Probably the Commissioners - at least
the ones I remember you talking to - would know."

"Know about... abductions."

"You - may or may not already know, I find I can't recall - that the
Tharansi invented diplomats to bridge gulfs within their own genus.
The spotted ones with the brown ones, the mountain ones with the
swimming ones, and so on. If they ever learned to do diplomacy
without it they forgot how long before they got into space. So when



they started finding aliens they didn't know how to get very far with
machine translation and guesswork, or at least it seemed - more
complicated than they preferred. It's simple, by comparison, to
kidnap a few dozen aliens, collect some Tharansi volunteers who
have a few signs of possible sympathy to the species such as liking
the way they look or finding their architecture less counterintuitive,
and start making diplomats until one sticks and can help you talk to
the aliens."

"T guess that's exactly the sort of thing that would be swept under a
rug, wow. Probably no one even died, unless you count the
diplomats that never cohered, but what a thing to do - but landing
and saying 'we come in peace' would have a substantial downside
risk -" Quinn said, muttering mostly to zirself, though zie presumed
Roon could hear.

"Exactly."
"Is this what they always do?"

"Almost. The Green Fuzzies and the 'splal were from the same
system, and already on good terms with one another when the
Tharansi arrived. They kidnapped some 'splal but were able to
source Green Fuzzy volunteers for making diplomats through them.
And the Mmiikan, who were technologically advanced and also
engaged in civil war to the point of being rather difficult to approach
and kidnap. The 'splal were able to help via conventional diplomatic
approaches when the Tharansi asked them. In every other case the
Tharansi began with abductions."

"What... happens, to the abductees?"

"It varies. They were not much worse off than you. Most were put
back where they came from. Lin's human ambassador chose not to
go home and stayed to do ambassadorial work for six years before
succumbing to cancer," said Roon.



"Wow. I would probably have more complicated opinions on that if I
didn't ache so bad. - does it hurt for you too?"

"No. I'm uncomfortable but mostly in a more... philosophical way.
Trying to figure out who and what I am and how to reconcile myself.
I have the correct amount of soul, even if it's not all from the same
source."

Quinn nodded. "- I'm glad you cohered. They say that the ones that
don't never wake up, but - I'm glad you're not dead, I guess, even if
you wouldn't have ever been alive if you were going to be dead -
ignore me, I'm not making sense."

"No, I understand," said Roon. "Of course I understand."

And that was the point, after all, wasn't it.

Quinn went in to see Roon again a couple of days later, when the
pain had faded to a throbbing ache, and rest seemed less indicated
than distraction. The conversations were recorded. Always, unless
one of them asked for privacy, they were going to be transcribed,
compared, analyzed: here is Quinn. Here is Quinn plus x. Solve for x.

Roon described emlood neuroses and subcultures and aesthetics, or
the closest things they had to those. Quinn could understand them
only in fragments, because Roon sketched out all the information in
terms individual to Quinn. Your crush on Kendall in third grade , it
would say, only without anyone thinking it was cute, without anyone
noticing at all, and your crush isn't on third grade Kendall, it's on
who you expect her to be when she’s seventy. But even if you later
decided she wasn't going to turn out that way you'd still have the
crush on imaginary future Kendall. Specifically Kendall and not
Everly, they were different - focus on the way they were different.
And Quinn would have to grope through this tangle of hypotheticals
to come out on the other side with some scrap of recognition about
emlood family dynamics.



Or: the way you feel when you've got the painkiller almost to your
lips. Not after, once you've put it in your mouth, not before, when
you've decided to get one, but: when your headache has not even
started to be relieved, but you are almost but not quite irreversibly
on the way to fix it. Only in this case it isn't a pill, it's a blob of
orange goo you can sit on, and you're solving being bored, not
having a headache.

Or: the fourth movement of that symphony. I've forgotten the title. I
think you have too. But you know which one I mean, don't you?
That one. The really good part.

Or: it's like being too hot - not like being too cold, only too hot - but
just not quite hot enough to fiddle with the climate control yet, but
you know that you could. Except that for an emlood the problem is
that they are too cold -

Or: The exact, exact sort of fun it is to stick a balloon to your hair
with static electricity. There's nothing else even slightly right. The
balloon comparison isn't right either but it's as close as I can get.

Or: I don't know if you're right about what it feels like for snakes to
shed their skin. But the way you imagine it, that's what it's really
like, for them -

Quinn found it fascinating , even though it was a lot like trying to
interpret the stage directions for zir recurring dreams about having
been accidentally enrolled in a dental school that didn't have any
bathrooms and was by taught by well-meaning fairies that thought
they were zir grandparents. Quinn listened. Took notes. Asked
questions, where zie thought the missing piece might be something
Roon couldn't remember instead of something that was impossible
to explain.

Roon wanted Quinn to learn more emlood vocabulary, too, at least in
the language rictic and therefore Roon spoke. Zie'd never be able to
pronounce anything intelligibly, of course, but there were computer



tools for that; zie just had to use emlood text-to-speech. If there
was ever a reason for zir to talk to an emlood somewhere other than
Roon's room. But Quinn would work on that later. There was this
diplomat zie was dying to get to know.

Roon didn't have to sleep, and Quinn didn't want to.

Quinn's bedtime was apparently informing Roon's schedule, though.
At about the time when a responsible version of Quinn would have
called it quits and gone home for more sleep, rictic showed up,
through the opposite door that airlocked into the emlood
atmosphere.

"Oh," said Quinn. "T'll get out of your way."

Quinn was Roon and rictic was Roon - and Quinn and rictic were
strangers.

"Oh," said Roon, echoing. "I'll pretend you said something friendly
modulo emlood, shall I. And I'll see you later."

"Of course." Quinn floated zir chair backwards, keeping half an eye
on the pile of green flesh and the plastic mask apparatus keeping it
alive. Zie felt a queer twinge through what zie imagined might be
the empty space half zir soul had once been, when rictic's voice
rumbled through the room. Roon rumbled back. They'd have the
same automatic rapport as Roon had with Quinn, zie supposed. Or,
not the same; some alien sort of emotional intimacy taking up the
same space. If Quinn asked Roon zie'd be told to compare it with
something silly, like zir relationship with zir stepsister except for
never having met her before and first encountering her by sitting
beside her in a wooden roller coaster and really liking her hat.
Something like that.

The rumbling went on. Quinn reached the door and let zirself out.



During zir downtime Quinn studied emlood writing. The emlood had
independently invented writing more times than humans had, but
unlike on Earth, a single writing system had come to dominate all
the languages in circulation even though - like most species - there
were thousands of mutually unintelligible ones to cover. This was
not, evidently, because it was simple and easy to learn. Maybe the
inventors of this system had conquered all the other emlood at some
point.

It was an alphabet, more or less, but the way it was written was
mind-bendingly spatial: chunks of inscription were written in shapes,
not rows, and flocks of smaller characters swooped between those
shapes, past and sometimes overlapping others. Quinn had tried to
learn hangul once. Zie couldn't remember anything about it but
knew it had taken less than three hours to compose zir first
grammatical sentence.

The software for writing the language was buggy, predictably for a
program developed by and for a handful of overexcited linguists
trying to take direction from yet a third species. Roon was days old;
the software had been around for a few months, composed in
sprints at the instruction of emlood/Tharansi diplomats talking to
human/Tharansi ones talking to the programmers. The banner next
to the logo encouraged Quinn to submit bug reports. The
documentation said that version 0.6 would include the ability to
animate the characters, which modern emlood electronics did.
They'd used static writing when they had to, of course - no planet
had rocks and pigments lying around on the ground that would jump
in the relevant patterns of their own accord - but as soon as there
were screens and e-ink and holograms the emlood had jumped on
that with great eagerness and apparently the ability to read still
characters was on the decline. So Quinn was learning obsolete alien
literacy skills.

Zie sent in bug reports about once every ten minutes, wished it was
realistic to learn on paper, and memorized the first twenty characters



by brute force. Zie took a nap, and ate lunch, and re-memorized the
fifteen characters zie'd forgotten. And then it was time for yet
another meeting with the doctor, because Quinn's psychological
stability was now a linchpin of interplanetary negotiations and would
continue to be for a while.

"T've read the transcripts of your meetings with Roon," said the
doctor.

"Figures," said Quinn. Zie wasn't really irritable anymore so much as
listless. Zie would be going through all the phases of healing and
regenerating from catastrophic soul injury and apparently this was
one of them.

"Does that bother you?"
Quinn shrugged. "I'm aware they record."

"You can ask them not to. I've never gotten a transcript that my
patient or diplomat had asked to have unrecorded, or a portion they
wanted to redact."

"I'm not worried about that, it's just - weird that -"

"That your conversations are so interesting all of a sudden?"
suggested the doctor.

"Yeah. They don't feel like public interest conversations while I'm
having them. Does Roon get a shrink too?" zie wondered suddenly.

"If it wants one. But there aren't any experts on Roon's psychology -
not besides you and rictic. And each of you only has half the
picture."

Quinn woke up the next morning to a notification that zie wasn't to
leave the gated neighborhood. Some kind of kerfluffle about the



news media. Commissioner Zalas had written, It's not your fault.
We'll get you in touch with Roon when it's necessary to do so. Which
of course immediately made Quinn think that probably something
was zir fault and that it must be a serious problem. What was it?

Okay. Quinn had internet access without leaving the house. It had to
be something about zirself, or Roon, or emlood, so those were the
terms to search.

Ah. There it was. New Human/Emlood Diplomat Generated . How
had - which one was it - Jeananne's editor let that slip? Quinn didn't
understand it zirself but zie knew better than to put "emlood" in
capital letters, wouldn't even start a sentence with it in case some
outdated software insisted when zie wasn't looking, and zie'd
warned those reporters. Now the emlood government was
demanding the editor and Jeananne Palmeiro delivered to them,
which was really unlikely to end in apology gift baskets and
handshakes.

The article wasn't fresh, but presumably news filtered to the emlood
only gradually and through intermediaries and they'd taken a while
to be aware that someone had published an article with a capital
letter in their species’ name. Who'd told them, Quinn wondered - zie
wanted to ask Roon if it'd been its doing, but what would zie do if
the answer was "yes"? Roon hadn't met the reporters, that had
happened after the genesis, zie might have considered the lives of a
couple strangers unimportant compared to the emlood sense of
honor. Or whatever it was. The sensation of tweezing a hair out of
the weird mole on zir arm while playing vintage television in the
background and reflecting on the sound of the ocean, or something.

But Quinn was quoted in the article, zie could see in the pull quote,
so if Roon had read it, it'd known that they weren't strangers to
Quinn. That would matter to a human, or at least to Quinn, but
would it matter to an emlood? Or rictic?



Quinn was jumping to conclusions. Zie shook off the storm of
thoughts and opened the actual article.

Ambassador Quinn looks exhausted, though third parties say that
the disheveled ponytail is zir usual way of handling zir long brown
hair, and zir pajamas could pass for street clothes on some planets.
Wow, Quinn did not like being a public figure. It wasn't even
supposed to be part of zir job. Who'd let those people in? Clearly a
terrible decision all around.

Zie was not actually supposed to read this. Zie was supposed to get
information from the Commission, from Roon.

The emlood, said a later paragraph, were a signatory to the
pangalactic Tharansi-proposed treaty forbidding warfare or
preparations for warfare with other signatories. The emlood (through
Tharansi ambassadorial relays) have maintained that they intend to
abide by their obligations, but have not commented on the leak
indicating that their ships have been found to be carrying terrain
upheaval apparatus and weapons of planetary sterilization. Instead,
emlood counter-accused the Mmiikan port authorities in the border
sector of violating the more local regulations governing ship
inspections. Ambassador Quinn had no comment on the matter.
Ambassador Li Zou to the Mmiikan said that it was a clear violation
of the preparatory clause even if the emlood are able to somehow
prove that they have no plans to deploy the devices against any
fellow sapients, and that his diplomat, Kelai, believed that the
emlood should be found in violation. Tharansi enforcement has yet
to issue any statements, even preliminary ones. The Ambassadorial
Commission did not return requests for comment.

It was easily possible that rictic hadn't known anything, that Roon
hadn't known anything. There were a thousand ways that reporters
could have learned about a public accusation by the Mmiikan. There
were probably also a thousand ways that emlood could have learned
about the copyediting disaster; just because Quinn didn't yet know



much about how they transmitted information among themselves
didn't know they didn't have plenty of ways.

Why hadn't the article least been taken down?

There were other articles. Quinn opened one about the tussle over
the extradition demand - ah, apparently taking the article down
would be tantamount to destroying evidence by putting a fresh layer
of wallpaper over it, if you were an emlood - did they ask Roon that,
it sounded like a Roonish comparison. There were explainers about
the terrain upheaval technology. About the plausible peaceful uses of
planetary sterilization weapons (well, comparatively peaceful - you
could, if you weren't very ecologically minded, use it to clear out a
hostile biome that didn't include any people.)

Quinn looked and looked.

...cautioned that without the ability to communicate directly with the
emlood, overinterpreting the discovery prematurely could be
provocative, but Ambassador Quinn has not reached out to give...

...Mmiikan diplomats assured their ambassadors that the Mmiikan
are likewise staunchly against weakening the protections of the
treaty...

...anonymous professor of terraforming engineering has rendered
the expert opinion that no species is likely to find terrain upheaval a
valuable part of benign interventions intended to make a planet
more habitable to them, being as it renders the area ongoingly
geologically unstable, and...

...await comment from Ambassador Quinn, once zie is recovered
enough from diplomatic genesis to perform zir duties...

This wasn't one of zir duties, zie didn't have to talk to anyone, zie
was not a charismatic public relations manipulator, zir job was to talk
to Roon.



And Roon hadn't said anything about it.

"T don't want this recorded," Quinn said.

The covers for the cameras didn't shut. Those were Roon's cameras.
But they had indicator lights that went from white and on the left to
blue and on the right.

"What is it, Quinn?" Roon asked.
"Talk to me, Roon."

"She sells seashells by the seashore." It didn't need to use a mouth
to speak; it didn't trip over its nonexistent tongue.

"Roon, am I going to have to be ambassador to a species that
throws around weapons of mass destruction?"

Silence. Then, "I'm sorry. I didn't know. I've found the article now."
"Are you sure rictic didn't know?"
"If it did, the memory didn't transfer."

Quinn's ponytail was slipping. Zie pulled out the elastic and
refastened it. "I was hoping for a cushy nigh-professorial
'furtherance of understanding' gig," zie said. "Not trying to relay for
people who are shooting at each other. Those things aren't very
defense-oriented. God, Roon, do they have the concept of not
shooting the messenger, am I safe if they get pissed off? I had to
come here under armed guard with decoy convoys just because
they're paranoid about lone actors shooting me to make a
statement. I shudder to think what will happen if the emlood as a
state entity want me dead."



"The emlood signed the treaty agreeing that diplomats and
ambassadors are not targets... but they also signed the warfare
preparations one. I can see why this wouldn't reassure you."

"Guesses," prompted Quinn.

"They picked rictic for its human-compatible psychology, not for
social connections or strategic knowhow; they didn't know how
much leeway they had to screen on other desiderata since I didn't
exist to tell them. It's more of an outlier for an emlood than you are
for a human. I could ask it to come here, and we could at least
figure out if I'm missing anything that it knows."

"- what, right now?" said Quinn, shifting uncomfortably in zir chair.

"Its schedule isn't like yours. I can ask it to come here whenever I
like and it will come." A silence. "You don't like it."

"I don't know what to think of it, Roon, it's illegible to me. I know
you're half it, but you act just kind of like you're - me with the ability
to read rictic's mind. Why, does it like me ?"

"That's sort of complicated."
"Do emlood not like people?"

"- kind of. Not in the same way and not for the same reasons. To the
extent the idea translates it has a good opinion of you, mostly for
being chosen as its counterpart, partly because it likes me - for
emlood values of liking, again - and you come as a package deal
with me."

Quinn chewed on that explanation. It had no dreamlike analogies,
which was somehow worse. "What about you?" zie asked.

"It depends. I like you in a human way. It has a lot to do with
familiarity and identification. For that matter that's mostly also how I



like rictic."

"Wow. - we should have that chunk of conversation over again
sometime when we're on record. This time I just want to figure out
how to finagle the - terrain upheaval, planetary sterilization, treaty
violation - thing."

"T understand. I will ask rictic the next time I speak to it."

"I - no, go ahead. Call it in," sighed Quinn. Zie looked away. This
was pointless, Roon had cameras all over the room and didn't have
to look at zir from the white box. "How long will it take?"

"It will be here in less than ten minutes." It sounded cheerier,
presumably on purpose. It wanted its components to get along.
Quinn had not done much thinking in advance about how zie would,
if zie'd been the half of zir soul glommed together with an alien in a
box, feel about the working relationship of zir ambassadors. Perhaps
zie should have so zie could know if this was surprising. Probably it
wasn't, probably it was just the desire of a child of divorced parents
to see them back together, notwithstanding that rictic and Quinn had
no previous acquaintance and certainly hadn't raised Roon from
childhood. "I'll translate, even if you've been very diligent about your
homework you're never going to be able to hear all the subsonics."

"You sound so human," Quinn remarked softly.
"Oh?"

"You said 'subsonics'. Below the human range of hearing. You can
hear them fine. But you're verbally taking for granted that this is a
superpower you have, not a human limitation I have. The language
is too low, I'm not just tragically deaf."

"I'm speaking English," Roon reasoned.

"Yeah. I just - wonder what I'm missing."



"That's what I'm here for," said Roon.
And then rictic slid through the airlock.

Quinn didn't look directly at it. For one thing, zie wasn't sure
whether it was rude or not - both norms could be found in human
cultures, let alone alien ones - and for another it probably couldn't
track zir gaze. If it cared, it could ask Roon, who'd say something
appropriately... diplomatic. Whatever would serve the same social
function as politely neglecting to mention that Quinn did not really
care for the look of emlood flesh heaped on itself.

They started rumbling. They didn't so much interrupt each other as
overlap, like there was no reason to be quiet while another person
was speaking. Quinn couldn't distinguish their voices. Zie didn't
know if that was a deficiency in zir ability to tell emlood voices apart
or if Roon had just adopted this voice without any alterations like the
ones it made to Quinn's. It might signify something different in the
one case than in the other. Come to think of it, it wasn't even
obvious what it signified in Quinn's case...

The rumbling stopped. Quinn's chair, settled on the floor, stopped
conveying a low buzz into zir spine. Roon said in plain English, "It
didn't know."

"Well - what does it think of it now it knows?" asked Quinn.
"You can't tell anyone."
II_ huh?ll

"It doesn't have the kind of - status - within emlood society, that it
would need, to give a genuine opinion, if someone else might find
out. Me and you are different to it, but you cannot tell reporters,
Commissioner Zalas, anyone. I also assured it we weren't recording."

"Okay. . n



Roon took that for the agreement it was and resumed rumbling.
Quinn levitated zir chair; it was slightly less comfortable to have it
wobbling on thin air instead of planted on firm ground, when zie
wasn't even going anywhere, but the floor conducting the noise was
threatening to grind zir bones to powder.

Eventually they fell silent. Quinn looked expectantly at Roon.
Wondered crazily if zie could put stickers on it - probably the voltage
would prevent it in practice, but would Roon mind -

"It thinks," Roon said, "that there must be a good explanation.”
"And how much was lost in translation there?"

"Rather a lot," admitted Roon, "but the gist is right. It doesn't know
why they had those weapons, but it doesn't think that the
statements that they aren't going to use them to prosecute a war
against any signatories are likely mistaken."

" Mistaken ," repeated Quinn.

"You might say 'lies' to express the same idea, but it means
something closer to 'mistaken’, because there would have been too
much social pressure and structural incentive involved, in producing
those statements, for anyone to lie in the emlood conception. So
they'd either be mistaken, or not mistaken, and it expects the latter."

"Do you have to explain this much to it about everything I'm
saying?"

"It's less interested. When it comes up, yes, more or less. We
haven't been doing this for very long yet, we'll all get used to it. Do
you want to ask it anything else?"

"Does it know anything else?"

"It could speculate.”



"...Are the emlood hoping to colonize someplace that could use
sterilization and upheaval, someplace with just plants and bugs or
whatever? The terraforming expert said upheaval wasn't useful for
terraforming, but maybe he's full of it."

Roon and rictic spoke, and there came the report: "It doesn't know
of any specific colony prospect that might have to do with this
business, but they are generally interested in colonizing, and it could
imagine finding a mountainous or wetland area inconvenient enough
to alter seismically even if it would take considerable time to settle."

"T guess that would be a good explanation, if that were how terrain
upheaval worked - I suppose they could have something cutting-
edge - but why wouldn't they tell the Mmiikan that was what was
up? _Il

"The Mmiikan/emlood border is mostly well-defined, but it does have
a few places where it remains relevant who has established the most
Tharansi-legible claim to a system first," said Roon. "So it's possible
they want to settle the place before the Mmiikan know it's desirable.
They have similar living condition requirements, if only at some
extrema."

"Hunh. Well, T guess that makes it sound somewhat more likely that
this'll all blow over without much blowback onto me ... is it going to
be able to find out anything else?"

"It can try. Are you done for the day, Quinn?"

"- nah, I don't have anything else to do, and maybe if I stall long
enough they'll call off the guards and I can float home by myself. We
can do understanding-furtherance stuff, take my mind off
everything."

"Resuming recording," said Roon. The little indicator lights on the
pickups flipped back into their usual place.



And they talked about other things, Quinn and rictic each querying
their diplomat in their own ways and getting their own answers.

The emlood didn't like capital letters because they didn't like the
implications of a hierarchy as simplistic and unnuanced as "capitalize
proper nouns, and extra capitalization for God, but maybe only if
you're religious". It wasn't that they preferred to be lower-status,
Roon explained, but that the institution of capital letters was so
laughable that being offered this status wrapped all the way around
to being insulting. They had an enormous vocabulary for smells but
no words for colors, though they did distinguish them. Albeit the
blue rictic saw was not the blue Quinn saw - Roon's cameras had
both modes. The emlood had something very like the common
human appreciation of tidy round numbers, except in base eight,
and much more openly acknowledged. They were planning to
colonize seven new planets for a round octet as soon as they had
seven candidates lined up, all in parallel, so as not to spend any
awkward period of time as a three-planet species.

Humans liked keeping cats, and riding horses. Humans could cast
adults in teenage roles in movies, which would have been
implausible for the metamorphically maturing emlood. Humans, to
emlood ears, sounded like a certain bug-like family of creatures from
their world, with four wings and an annoying yelping vocalization
that attracted predators away from its eggs. Humans artificially
colored their food. Humans sometimes used titles so sarcastically
that their original polite form was all but lost to history. Humans
could recover very quickly from even fairly substantial abdominal
surgery, but really didn't want to have any if they could avoid it.
Humans did not like standing in the rain, even though they evolved
in a planet where it rained and often chose to clean themselves via
artificial rain.

Quinn wasn't sure if it was more interesting to learn things about the
emlood, or to hear things about humans in this defamiliarizing



context, learning what aliens thought was most fascinatingly alien
about zir.

According to Roon, rictic had been picked as an ambassadorial
candidate because it was missing an entire normal emlood emotion,
as strange as a human unable to experience fear. "It's analogous to
you not having a gender, in some ways," Roon explained, "but in
terms of how it's understood by other emlood and how it's dealt with
it in its life so far, it's more like it's autistic, it learned all the rules
explicitly with wide error margins to be safe." Quinn wound up
taking out zir mobile to play Torus Crash during the prolonged
subsequent explanation of human gender. Maybe emlood back on
their homeworld were waiting with bated breath for this key insight
into how humans ticked. They'd have to settle for Quinn's outsider
view on it, but that was probably better than nothing.

Humans hedged bets and slacked off and vented to their friends.
Meanwhile, emlood recited numbers to themselves and sat on
orange blobs (Quinn still did not understand the thing about the
orange blobs after Roon had a go at translating it) and stuck rocks in
their mantles "sort of like chewing gum, or like trichotillomania?".
Humans wrote stories about talking animals. Emlood children
invented complicated relationship tangles for their collections of
nutshells and ritually destroyed the ones that lost imaginary
popularity contests. Humans started with arithmetic in math class,
and with the alphabet in literacy. History classes for emlood were
taught in a style of falsehood, with a standard transformation you
had to apply to any remark about a past event to find out what
really happened, and all the expected irreversible casualties when
the sorts of things that were told as conventional lies actually
occurred.

They both thought Green Fuzzies were cute - humans because they
were fuzzy, and emlood because they were green. Green things
were just cuter, explained Roon.



They both liked looking at the stars.

Quinn stayed until zie had to go attend to zir human need for dinner
and sleep, and left the other two rumbling at each other with a smile
on zir face.

Quinn hurt all over when zie woke up, and this was so customary
that zie took about three minutes of disconsolate lounging to notice
that zie also wasn't in zir house.

Come to think of it, zie also hurt more than zie should. It hadn't
been this bad yesterday. Zie didn't think it was one of those healing
processes that went two steps forward, one step back.

Zie sat up. Zir chair was nowhere to be seen. The place looked like a
human room, if not necessarily in a human building - there were
those rounded lower corners and that scallop-textured ceiling, but
the furniture, none of which was zir chair, all looked like you'd find it
in a hotel. There was even an art print on the wall. A watercolor of a
trio of ducklings.

Whoever'd put Quinn here hadn't tied zir up, but zie wasn't going to
get far without the chair. It definitely didn't look like a hospital - zie
hadn't been coshed over the head on the way home and then
rescued by nurses who needed remedial mobility-device-related
training. Zie had most likely been coshed over the head and then
successfully abducted. And not by Tharansi who wanted to make
first contact, either.

"Ambassador," said a voice. The door was sliding open - definitely a
Tharansi door - that also explained why there weren't any windows -

"Random kidnapper," Quinn replied flatly.

"If it amuses you to call me that." The random kidnapper had a
gigantic bushy black beard, and he was, like some kind of movie



villain, wearing a deep hood that covered the rest of his face.

"I'm amused as all get out here. You know what's hilarious? Not
having my chair. That's just absolute comedy gold right there."

"Would you have preferred to be handcuffed to the bed?"

"I would have preferred not to be kidnapped. You don't even get a
you-tried star for not handcuffing me. I am not going to interview a
few hundred past victims and award you Most Improved because
you went from hanging folks upside down in a rattish-infested cellar
to the business travel edition."

"There's unfortunately too much at stake to have passed up the
opportunity,” said Hooded Villain, sounding awkward if not
chastened.

"Oh, I'm sorry to have maligned your no doubt worthy cause, see,
you've caught me with half my soul missing and I'm not at my most
charming."

"We're aware of that."
"What do you want?"

"What everyone else wants, of course," said the kidnapper. "We
want you to talk to Roon."

Hooded Villain hauled Quinn firefighter-style into the next room. No
one had picked Quinn up since zie'd been twelve and zie didn't
appreciate the return to form, but zie didn't waste zir effort batting
at the kidnapper with zir ineffectual fists. There, the rest of the gang
of four was assembled; Hooded Villain's colleagues acquired the
mental monikers of Venusian Stereotype, Pink Dyejob, and Chip
(who was, at the moment Quinn failed to come up with any better
nickname, eating chips).



Once settled in a (completely nonfloating) chair, Quinn was
presented with dubious microwave moussaka, with a side of
something incongruously fancy made of lentils and squash ribbons
and lemon. Zie figured if they'd wanted to poison zir they could have
done it while zie was unconscious, and they were all eating from the
same serving bowl, and Venusian Stereotype didn't stop zir from
swapping forks at the last second... so zie ate it, being as it was
hours past the dinnertime zie'd skipped to be kidnapped instead. It
was distracting, though, to have to maintain zir position in a chair
that didn't have armrests; it was difficult and if zie messed up zie
would fall onto the floor. "I want my own chair back, you jerks," zie
muttered.

"It's safe," said Venusian Stereotype.

"What, are you going to hold it at gunpoint for my cooperation?
What do you even want?"

"I said, we want you to talk to Roon," said Hooded Villain.

"They're not going to put me through to it under these conditions,
moron."

"Roon hasn't been operative long enough to be very useful without
you. You represent a considerable investment and I think they'll
want you back."

"T think they'll express that with the armed forces, not with a line to
my diplomat so I can parrot whatever you want me to say."

"You don't know what we have to say yet," said Pink Dyejob.

"I assume you have some kind of demand. Or maybe you just want
to insult the emlood in a really culturally literate way. Whatever. It
doesn't matter," Quinn said. "They're not going to give you access."



Venusian Stereotype, from the far end of the dinner table, snorted.
"You haven't heard what we want you to say," she reiterated.

"That might have somthing to do with your not having said it yet,"
said Quinn.

"Did you read Palmeiro's article about you?" Hooded Villain asked.
"Even if you were just reading it for vanity and it was the only
coverage you saw..."

"You suck ," Quinn said, pointing a fork at Hooded Villain. "Like, as a
person. Deep within your soul."

"Souls are, funnily enough -"
"Don't quit your dayjob, comedian."

"- the thing at issue. What would you think of me if I didn't have
one?" finished Hooded Villain.

"If you try to make two diplomats in a row the second one just
doesn't work."

"No, no, if I never had one, any fraction of one."

"I admit that it would be hard for me to think less of you than I
already do, what with the kidnapping."

"Engage with me here. Suppose -" he began.

" You kind of kidnapped me on my way home without my chair,
asshole. "

"Oh, for fuck's sake," said Pink Dyejob. "There's aliens without souls
and the emlood are going to genocide them and the Tharansi are in
on it."



"Take it up with Wildlife Among The Stars or the Conservation Party,"
snapped Quinn.

"They're not animals," said Chip, softly; it was the first time she'd
spoken. "They build cities. They have controlled fire, plumbing, a
chemical analogue to writing."

"Fancy space ants," said Quinn derisively. "Hurrah."

"The Tharansi thought they were people, too. They took more than
a hundred of them trying to make a first diplomat. Didn't work. They
tried over and over, in case it was just bad luck," said Pink Dyejob.
"They were so convinced that they had to have souls."

"They thought maybe they were just too different from Tharansi in
particular,” murmured Chip. "They recruited some people from other
species in case one of those was close enough. Quietly, through Lin,
who you might not have heard of -"

"The first human/Tharansi diplomat, I know, I know."

Chip inclined her head. "They took me and some other candidates to
the planet. More humans, lots of Tharansi, couple of Green Fuzzies,
at least one Vree. They showed us around to see if we'd be likely
fits, if the place looked - comfortable, aesthetic - to improve their
chances. They got us to pick out who to kidnap, who to try pairing
with. I thought I was helping, I - so they showed me a bunch of
them and I picked one I thought looked friendly. They're not cute
exactly, not pretty, but one seemed friendly-looking and that was all
we had to go on... And when it didn't work they gave us a lot of
hush money, compensation for the soul damage, I..." She choked a
little. "I think they gave up then. I think they didn't put them back, I
think - I think maybe my opposite number got dumped in a waste
chute."

"If the Tharansi don't want to try doing soul-invariant diplomacy,"
said Hooded Villain, "the 'splal could. The 'splal haven't been told



this species exists. The new planet is right where the emlood want
to expand. And they don't have souls, so the Tharansi think it's fine
for the emlood to wipe them out."

"So tell the 'splal," said Quinn, grouchily cutting up a stubborn bit of
eggplant. "I recommend doing it without kidnapping any of them.
My consulting fee will be -"

"Do you know anything about the 'splal?" asked Venusian
Stereotype.

"I was never a candidate to be their ambassador, so no, not really!"
snapped Quinn. "Next time you want to have me over for dinner you
could let me know what my homework is ahead of time, though,
that would help!"

"The 'splal care a lot about procedure ," said Venusian Stereotype.
"It's why they're so good at doing the whole from-prime-numbers-
on-up thing compared to everybody else. They make very small,
conservative moves. They have all their data analyzed by tons of
people to make sure they're pruning out all the chauvinist
assumptions. They don't act very differently when they have access
to diplomats and preexisting lines of communication. So they're not
going to go visit this species without all the boxes checked and the
treaties signed. The 'splal will never start a war - because they never
do things that are at all like 'show up on a planet the emlood want
to sterilize without Tharansi authorization and attempt to talk to

fancy space ants .

"Thank you, this has been so educational, now what do you want
with me ?"

Venusian Stereotype went on, "The Tharansi have made up their
minds. They care more about souls than anything else, and they've
made pretty sure that the new species doesn't have any, and it's
obvious they don't care to consult anyone else before confirming
that the emlood can have the place because it's in their general area



and they want it. The emlood - we don't know much about emlood
yet. You're the first ambassador to them we've got. One of the first
any species has got, Quinn. And that means we, being humans,
don't know if they can be persuaded."

"Your inconvenience is temporary," said Hooded Villain. "An entire
species is on the line. We didn't think an email would arrive,
uninspected, and be taken seriously -"

"So you decided to kidnap me."

"The Tharansi kidnapped scores of the new people," said Chip. "I
think mine was scared - it was tied up opposite me, when they tried
to make a diplomat of us, so it couldn't get away. You don't seem
concerned about them."

Quinn glared at her. "Do you always try to open negotiations by
telling your prisoner they're selfish for being more concerned about
being personally kidnapped than about space ants they've never
met?"

"Every time so far," said Hooded Villain. Rather than pick Quinn up
again he shoved the chair, ground-bound and wheel-less, back to
the hotel room where zie'd woken up. "It seems like you're done
eating."

The chair legs scraped against the floor and rattled zir aching bones.
"T hate you," zie said.

"I think I'll cope." He dumped Quinn out of the chair into bed and
then took the chair with him on the way out of the room. Quinn was
left alone.

In the morning, Chip brought zir breakfast. "Hey. How are you?"

"Kidnapped. Missing half my soul. Immobile. Bored."



"Bored enough to listen to me talk about the new species?" she
asked.

"Could I possibly stop you?"
"You could put me off till later, I guess."

"Oh, no, I wouldn't want to keep you waiting, please, wax
rhapsodic.”" Quinn stabbed at zir fruit salad with unnecessary force.
A grape escaped.

Chip sat down on the edge of the bed, sighing, looking subdued.

"Have you named them, or anything? Save the insert name here?"
asked Quinn. "T've been calling you Chip, in my head."

"Chip? That's awful. Call me Violet, it's not my real name but at least
it's @ name. I have something I call them but it's not official and
you'll probably laugh at me."

"Fine, space ants it is."

Violet looked away, lips pursed, like she didn't want to make a face
while Quinn was looking. "If you say so. They were scared, I think,
of the vehicles. They didn't try to attack us, just got out of the way.
They don't look like ants. More like... fluffy millipedes. They're not
too fast overland but they can go from zero to top speed real quick.
Scattered when they noticed us coming on all those feet. They come
in shades of brown and grey. They dye themselves, with clay and
plants and ashes... The one I picked ran backward, so it could look
at us while it got out of our way. It was so funny. It didn't chase us,
but we circled back later, and it was the same one, it'd dyed half of
its left feet purple... so I picked that one, I said I'd try to make a
diplomat with that one, and the Tharansi grabbed it in a net and it
didn't make a sound. They don't make sounds. They have sign
langauge and the chemical writing I mentioned. I don't know if they
can hear, I don't know why they don't use symbols to write like we



do - I don't know much about them at all. Because the diplomat
didn't work. I'm farther along than you at regrowing my soul,
probably I'm at sixty percent now, but if I seem a little run down..."

"Tragic," said Quinn flatly.

"Yeah, yeah, we kidnapped you so you don't give a rat's ass. And
they tried to get half a soul out of my friendly alien and it didn't
work. You couldn't tell for sure, just from the two of us - were we
just not a good enough match? Does it not have a soul at all? Does
its soul not tear in half the way everyone else's does? But every
other species we've met works the same way, and they tried so
many times. So the Tharansi decided, that they were just strange
animals after all."

"And you want me," said Quinn, "to tell Roon to tell rictic to tell the
emlood that there's been a mistake, they can't have the planet after
all, they have to tell their 'splal ambassador to tell their 'splal
diplomat to tell their other ambassador to go talk to space ants."

"Yes."
"And you decided the best way to communicate this -"
"Your mail's being screened."

"I don't want to sift through doorstoppers from every green ink
maniac who thinks the emlood are sending them messages via
alphabet soup, no shit they're screening my mail!"

"T don't blame you. But you can see why they might not have let us
get through to you, especially if Tharansi are participating in the
screening. The emlood don't want to be delayed by debating about
it. You'd have to ask your diplomat for details but I wouldn't expect
any species to have evolved to be indifferent to getting what they
want when they want it. The Tharansi are accommodating them and
for more on that you'd need to talk to a Tharansi diplomat. Which I



encourage you to do. After you've talked to Roon about the new
species."

"Do you have some plan that involves letting me go do that ever?"

"We aren't mindreaders. If you're a good liar you could probably get
us to let you go without intending to do anything to help. Even
though it would take two minutes and could prevent a genocide."

"Remarkably strong word, that."

"They have sterilizers and terrain heavers. They're not going to leave
any alive."

" Have you tried going to some ecology interest group? They'd go
for it whether or not the space ants are people. Save the xenomoss.
Protect the charismatic megabeasts. A shikken in every zoo."

"That's where we got - well, we're not giving our real names -"
"Hooded Villain, Venusian Stereotype, or Pink Dyejob?"

"...the pink one. She's with an ecology group. They aren't able to
talk directly with the emlood. The only person who can do that is
Roon."

"They'll make more diplomats."

"It's possible none of them will cohere until it's too late. It's possible
that even if they do, we won't have any better way to get through to
them either."

There was a silence.
Violet said, "Will you talk to Roon?"

"Give me my chair back," said Quinn.



"Will you?"
" Fine , damn you all."

"Thank you," said Violet. "Someday - when we know how to talk to
them - maybe they'll thank you too."

"Oh yay. Chair."

"All right, all right," she laughed. "We'll have to load you up and
drop you off somewhere else, T'll tell -"

"CHAIR," barked Quinn, and Violet got up and scampered.

The Commission didn't let Quinn go straight to Roon after zie
popped up, zir chair out of battery and zir mobile having been left
behind entirely on the moss by where zie'd been ambushed. They
wanted zir to sit a psych evaluation, first - what, did they think zie'd
been hypnotized - and tell the human unit of cops who came to zir
house everything zie could remember about the place.

They didn't actually seem to want to know why somebody'd chosen
to kidnap Quinn and then just let zir go. Zie mentioned, once, "did
they send you any demands -" but they hadn't. Said, during the
psych eval, "they had some political complaints about the emlood -"

"Whatever they want to complain about, it'll have to go through
channels. They're fixing up the security in the residential, I think the
cops are actually interrogating the reporters who got in here in case
they used the same hole but they're going over everything like ants
in @ candy shop. Do you want to move to a new house?"

"No," said Quinn. "I just got moved into this one. Did they take me
out of my house, I don't recall.”



"No, it looks like they had the guards infiltrated. Investigation's still
underway and I don't have many details for you. So if you don't
want to move it's not a security essential.”

"Good. What an enormous waste of time. They didn't let me have
my chair, you know."

There. Quinn didn't feel like zie was being cagey about the
kidnappers' motives - little though zie wanted to talk about them, it
seemed a little early to be fomenting rebellion against zir
Commission handlers, especially while zie was still recovering from
major anima injury - and spent the entire session instead processing
zir mobility issues.

Quinn was pronounced fit to resume zir nominal duty schedule the
following day, and if zie sat up half the night mulling over space
ants, well, zie didn't feel that this was anybody's business.

Zie brought breakfast into the diplomat chamber the next morning.
Roon told zir to take it right back out again, so zie ate in the hallway
outside and came back in, cranky but not especially deterred from
zir plans. Distracted, though, yes. "Is eating private for emlood?"

"Yes," said Roon.
"...were you going to elaborate on that?"

"T suppose it's my job but I'd like a day or two to collect my
thoughts on it before I try to discuss them. Imagine if rictic came in
and started peeing on the floor."

"Is it likely to?"

"No, but if it did that'd be about the level of awkwardness. I heard
you got kidnapped?"

"T got kidnapped. They took my chair."



"Wow."

"They were like, would you rather be handcuffed."

"And you said, I'd rather not be kidnapped, you assholes?"
"Nearly verbatim. They did eventually let me go."

"I was worried about you."

"Well, you'll have to get by without me one of these days but not
this one. I have a question for you, though - uh, let's stop recording
-" Zie was trying to sound offhand, so anyone looking at the
transcript wouldn't feel like there had to be something really juicy in
the redacted section. Maybe they'd think it was about emlood pee.

"Okay," said Roon. It wasn't fooled at all. It knew zir too well.
Quinn waited a heartbeat, another one - they were getting faster -
"Quinn?"

"The kidnappers wanted something."

"What was it? If there was a ransom demand or anything like that I
didn't hear -"

"No, they - they said they knew what the emlood were going to do
with the weapons. They said -

"- Roon, I have no idea where your sympathies on this really lie. I
can't even figure out my own. The Tharansi seem to know what
they're doing, they made a decision, and hell, it's not like I'm a huge
fan of the folks who kidnapped me that I want to pay loads of
attention to what they want out of life, but -"

"It's okay," murmured Roon. "It's just me."



"T barely know you."
"You know me."

Quinn gripped the arm of zir chair. "There's a species that looked
mighty sapient to the kidnapper I talked to who'd seen them. But
they don't have souls. The Tharansi gave up trying to make
diplomats. And it's in the emlood sphere of expansion."

There was a silence. Quinn might have been imagining the electronic
hum from Roon's box growing louder.

"That's bad," Roon said at length.

"Yeah. That's bad. They wanted me to talk to you to find out if the
emlood can be convinced. They didn't specify convinced to what -
try another hundred times to make diplomats out of them, try letting
the 'splal talk to them the long way, try leaving them alone for a
hundred years and seeing if they invent radio. Probably any of those
would be better than nothing. But - you're the one who'd know."

Silence. Silence. What must it be like, Quinn wondered, holding such
a vague concern as what to do with soulless aliens in a diplomat's
mind. What if they really, really weren't people and no amount of
trying would uncover their secret intellectual prowess? What if they
were, but once the Tharansi recognized them they started
demanding recompense for their abductees, or from the emlood for
having wanted to colonize their world? What if they were people, but
the emlood didn't care, and the Tharansi weren't convinced in time?
And then weighing it against emlood concepts that would not, would
never, match, rumbly strange guesses about what people Roon had
not met would think based solely on its half-soul's guidance. And on
top of that translating it back for Quinn. No wonder it was taking so
long. The surprise was more that their conversations were usually
swifter.

"Quinn," said Roon, "I have an idea, but you are going to hate it."



"Here I hoped you were going to have a plan that had no drawbacks
at all," said Quinn. "Out with it, what have you thought up?"

"I think that you should go to the planet," said Roon, "and bring
rictic along with you."

It was a crazy idea. Roon couldn't come along, since it was a usually
stationary installation, and machine translation wasn't up to anything
more complicated than asking where the bathroom was yet. It
turned out that rictic could fly an emlood ship, but Quinn would have
to stay in a single cabin with the pressure and atmosphere suited for
humans, just zir and enough food and potable water to last for the
week and a half the trip would take. Zie would have to use an
emlood toilet, and the less said about that the better; it was from a
certain angle fortunate that the appliance would work for Quinn, or
even a fully mobile human, at all.

From another angle it was profoundly unlucky because it meant that
Quinn had been talked into this crazy idea and was now locked in
the only room of a ship with breathable air, using a stack of pallets
containing assorted instant porridge and bottled water as a table to
prop up what would at home live on zir nightstand.

Quinn hadn't expected this to work at all. Surely the Commission
wouldn't want zir going somewhere with nobody but rictic for
company to a planet that the emlood hadn't even colonized yet.
Surely the emlood would be restricting landings on space ant turf.
Quinn didn't even have an environment suit fitted, so presumably
any rock the emlood wanted to live on would kill zir if zie tried to
float out into its atmosphere.

Not so. By some emlood process, Roon and rictic convinced
important emlood to supply and authorize the trip. The closest Roon
came to explaining it was that it would look bad and impair the
diplomatic project if they wouldn't let even ambassadors see. The



Commission gracefully acquiesced when Roon told them that there
was a fact-finding mission for which Quinn's presence was required.
And the planet had air that would be intolerably, but not fatally ,
thick and muggy and methane-laced for Quinn. Zie had an airmask
to make particularly sure. It was temporarily survivable for emlood
too, though they were planning to sterilize the ecosystem and
replace it for their comfort in that as other domains. The gravity
would be hard for a human to walk in, but, well. Quinn didn't walk,
and it wasn't bad enough to make it hard to breathe.

Quinn sent Roon encrypted letters, most days of the trip. But it was
somehow much harder than talking to it in person. Quinn didn't
know why. Roon didn't have any body language unless you counted
twitching a camera in its aperture for a better angle. Maybe Quinn
was usually relying on it being able to read zir mannerisms and tone
a lot more than zie expected. Letters were at least better than
nothing, though, and especially important for things like "can you
get rictic to look into the climate control system, it's boiling in here"
and "no, tell it I'm fine, I just knocked over a pile of snacks and
swore a lot about it". Quinn knew more of rictic's language than
rictic knew English and that wasn't saying much, so transmitting
letters to and from their mutual diplomat was actually faster than
trying to pick through a collage of emlood letters and punctuation
marks and hoping that conveyed what zie meant adequately.

The trip was somehow overstimulating and stultifyingly dull at the
same time. The emlood ship was /oud . There were so many high-
pitched noises emlood couldn't hear that they hadn't designed away.
Quinn's room had an air recycler and it was sealed off from the rest,
but the temperature conducted through the walls was enough that
zie was constantly sweating and eventually decided to go naked
since nobody was looking at zir anyway. Zie should have sprung for
a chair upgrade that would let zir cool it off directly to suck some
heat out of zir thighs. And there was nowhere to go and nothing to
do. Zie didn't often nip out for a recreational float around the block,
or even go shopping in person, but being completely unable to



escape these six walls was threatening to drive zir mad. Perhaps it
would have been better if the climate control issue weren't
manifesting as a desire for "fresh air". Was Roon having this problem
and just being quiet about it? Quinn'd have to ask later.

Quinn tried to read books, watch movies, play games, anything, but
zie was too cranky and too confined to enjoy them. Trying to
concentrate on anything while perseverating on the space ants was
an exercise in frustration.

Zie wound up sleeping a lot. It helped a little with the soul-aches,
and a lot with passing the time. Zie had unsettled dreams full of
fuzzy millipedes, dying to a sterilizer, falling to the ground, their
bodies spelling out words in a language no one would ever learn
again.

They approached the planet with their plan all worked out with Roon
in advance. Since interplanetary comms were fast but not instant,
they wouldn't be able to course-correct with it in real time. Quinn
was going to land in a human-designed, autopilot-capable shuttle,
which had spent the trip magnetized to the ship's hull. Meanwhile
rictic would remain aloft and wait to be signaled, or for two days,
whichever came first. If Quinn signaled, zie'd do it from the shuttle,
by preference, and then come up in it once rictic was on the lookout
for an intercept. If zie couldn't signal from the ship zie'd do it from a
device temporarily attached to zir chair and rictic would direct the
shuttle to zir location, or if necessary land the entire ship to collect
zir itself. If zie didn't signal at all, it would land and set out on a
manhunt, tracking the device's location. Without satellites this planet
didn't have yet, it wouldn't be very accurate, but Roon assured
Quinn that rictic was very committed to zir safety.

As far as getting to the shuttle went, Quinn's strategy for getting
through the emlood atmosphere to the airlock hatch was: wear
goggles and hold zir breath. The stuff they breathed wasn't that bad,



and the dash wasn't that long, and none of zir ability to move fast
depended on zir ability to breathe freely.

Zie felt a little like zie might throw up, which would complicate an
attempt to hold zir breath, but zie'd brought half a pharmacy's worth
of meds just in case because there was no way to take a doctor
along on this ridiculous excursion. Zie took an antinausea pill and
waited fifteen minutes for no reason and then, ready as zie'd ever
be, sealed the goggles over zir eyes and undid the safety locks on zir
cabin door. In the corridor - if you wanted to call it a corridor - rictic
was waiting to conduct zir in case something went wrong, but Quinn
made it to the hatch just fine.

When everything was sealed and double-checked and found
according to plan, the shuttle took off,

This part of the journey, also, was long. Not as long as the
interstellar portion, but shuttles didn't just pop up and down like
elevators. Quinn watched the space ant planet come into view by
degrees. Zir chair anchored to the reference frame of the shuttle so
zie scarcely felt the acceleration. Zie put music on. Tried to sleep
through it and failed because zie was so overstocked on rest.

The shuttle came to a stop on the surface of the planet a reasonable
floating distance from a population center of space ants. Quinn
would have preferred to go observe a group of them who hadn't
recently had a bunch of their number kidnapped by other visitors
from the stars, but unfortunately, hoping to cover their bases
thoroughly in checking for souls, the Tharansi had sampled
individuals from the entire space-ant-inhabited part of the planet,
which was most of the northern subtropical band and a fertile-
crescent kind of place leading north from there. Since Quinn could
not use this criterion zie was instead landing in the place with the
nicest (to humans) weather, one of the northernmost hives where it
would only be thirty-five degrees centigrade at high noon.



The shuttle settled for a moment, waiting to deactivate until its
subsidence detectors were confident it had chosen a stable patch of
ground. Then it switched its engines off and released the clamps on
the hatch.

Quinn suited up and floated out.

Zie had landed two miles away from the hive, or the city, whatever
you wanted to call it. Far enough away that based on the Tharansi
and emlood observations Roon had to work with, there wouldn't be
any locals - any of the disputed animals - any of them right there to
witness the landing. It was unclear how good their distance vision
was, but since Quinn wouldn't have any trouble floating two miles
over nice flat terrain and would have started to run into battery
trouble if it were twenty this was the site they'd picked out.

The place stank. The mask Quinn wore wasn't rated for completely
replacing zir inhalations with Earth-grade air; it was there to
supplement oxygen and filter out particulates and trace
objectionable gases. It did nothing about the smell. Without any way
to be sure what specifically was contributing which flavor of wet
brown stink that suffused the air zie couldn't even steer around
particularly offensive plants. Or animals. The animals didn't flee from
Quinn. They didn't know what zie was. Planets with herbivorous
sapients like the Green Fuzzies tended to have bolder wildlife, and
ones with particularly inhuman residents - like, Quinn supposed, the
fuzzy millipedes zie was here to meet - sometimes left their
creatures willing to go right up to human visitors, for better or for
worse.

Nothing was so bold as to leap onto Quinn's person, which was
good, because zie hadn't actually suited up for that eventuality.

Zie floated southeast, checking zir compass now and then. It wasn't
a real compass - the planet didn't have that kind of magnetosphere -



just a doodad with an accelerometer that would by dead reckoning
figure out which way zie was facing. It was good enough.

There weren't roads. Zie was drifting along above spiral-leafed
plants, the distinctions between their several types quite lost on zir.
They were at least green. The whole place was very green. Perhaps
emlood thought it was cute but that wasn't, evidently, going to give
them any pause in razing it to the ground.

Grasses taller than Quinn grew in copses zie slalomed around.
Drooping ropes of viridian needles hung from twisty red trunks.
Moss-stuff writ large enough to brush the bottom of the chair
partially hid busy flocks of many-limbed pink things.

There weren't roads, but there were farms, if you wanted to call
them farms. They were at least fairly consistent swathes of specific
plants. And something that could be a town, if you squinted. Quinn
squinted. Zie didn't have anything better to do, here.

Roon had said this would help but had struggled to articulate why. It
hadn't even sounded very confident.

It wasn't that the place didn't look like a town, Quinn mused as zie
drew closer. It did. It had paths between the structures, and
buildings, and they were made of mud but humans had once built
with mud too. Still did sometimes, if they were dedicated reenactors.
But there was an organic quality to the mounds that made Quinn
imagine it was built by the space ants - millipedes, whatever -
chewing up wood pulp or something, and spitting it into place. Birds'
nests, termite mounds, those big hives that Tharansi lizard-things
built in the ambassadorial neighborhood before the groundskeepers
knocked them down. (Quinn wasn't sure what the groundskeepers
had against them; the lizards were harmless and pretty cute.)

Quinn got closer, chair brushing the tops of alien plants and
releasing more smells, bright sour ones and harsh bitter ones and
one that made zir imagine a rose farting. Beavers reshaped the land



around them too, zie knew. Ants, literal Earth ants, built hills and
tunnels, waged war, farmed aphids or leaf fungus - and they were
still ants.

The millipedes weren't hostile, and the plan was for Quinn to
approach quite close to the settlement, but it was always possible
that they'd learned to be hostile when a bunch of them were
kidnapped and failed to make diplomats. Had the Tharansi tried all
the possibilities? Was there a 'splal being paid hush money? An
emlood, doing due diligence before their species laid waste to all this
malodorous green? The conservationist groups had a point, thought
Quinn, it would be a shame even if these were just dumb bugs.

Zie could see some of the millipedes as zie crossed the innermost
farms. There was a texture to the outside of their structures, rough
ridges, so even if they didn't have the clingy feet Earth bugs had,
they could climb up the sides and into the windows; they were doing
it. Quinn could see them looking at zir with their three-eyed faces,
and then skittering away, often without turning around first. Maybe
they echolocated or were using smell to navigate or just knew their
way around really well. They didn't approach zir chair.

Quinn couldn't blame them. If they were just bugs, fuzzy bugs the
size of anacondas with a hundred feet apiece, then avoiding
unfamiliar weird-smelling creatures still made sense as an instinct.
The other animals hadn't run from zir but who knew what ecological
niches these things occupied? If the millipedes were people - well,
then it was smart of them, zie supposed.

Whatever they were, they weren't high-tech. Quinn didn't see
evidence of fire, let alone electricity. Honestly, it had been pretty
generous of the Tharansi to check these guys. They didn't appear to
have textiles, pottery, sharp rocks, or wheels. Just crops, in loose
blobby shapes - neither the circles and rectangles humans favored
nor neatly tiling emlood rectangles, but maybe something else



farmed that way, zie didn't know. And their termite mounds, with
windows they ducked through to hide from Quinn.

It was so quiet. No sounds, Violet had said. Chemical writing, like
ants - sign language - bees did that.

One millipede came into view as Quinn drifted through the town that
was slower. Maybe it couldn't hear zir approach. Actually, maybe
they were all deaf. It was in the middle of the wiggly lane between
two hives, and Quinn came closer, thinking of checking to see if
every other one of its feet on one side was purple. Silly. They'd killed
Violet's would-be co-ambassador.

This one was a cool dim green-blue, like being six feet under the sea
in the sunshine. None of its feet were purple, they were just black
with little flecks of turquoise. It turned around and Quinn realized it
didn't have eyes at all. There were scars across its face, like
something had scratched it badly and it had healed but was now
blind.

Blind animals didn't live very long, did they? Wild ones, at any rate.
Ones belonging to species that were supposed to be able to see.
This one was right now failing to run from something all its
neighbors had been scared of.

Maybe blind bees could work in the hive, in the dark.

This millipede wasn't in the dark. It was standing in the street with
its fuzz waving gently in the hot fragrant wind. Some of the others
were peeking out of the nearest windows, looking at Quinn and at
the blind one.

"I'm not going to hurt it," said Quinn. None of them reacted.
Probably they couldn't hear. Why weren't they raising some kind of
chemical alarm for the blind one? Had its nose been damaged too?



Zie got within a few feet of the eyeless millipede. It was a pretty
color. Maybe the nature conservationists were the wrong tactic here
and the kidnappers should have been appealing to furriers. Save the
species by turning the individuals into coats.

Quinn was close enough to see that the blue-green millipede was -
eating. Chewing, very slowly, with its creepy mouthparts. Zie was
close enough to see over it, and - that was another millipede, dead
in the street, butchered, and the blind one was eating some organ of
the dead one. Was nobody warning it that Quinn was right there
because it was a murderer and they wanted to see what zie'd do to
it? Was it just really really rude to interrupt cannibalism?

The blind millipede moved away from Quinn. Maybe it felt zir
shadow o