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For Kaveh






AUTHOR’S NOTE


The following serves as a content warning, and as such contains some spoilers. If you feel that you aren’t someone who benefits from or needs content warnings, I suggest you skip this section.


There is much discussion in media criticism circles about the ethics of portrayals of suicide and self-harm, particularly the tendency to romanticize it. Indeed, I have had some very bad nights as a result of certain pieces of media framing suicide as a sad thing that happens, but maybe sometimes the noble thing to do, especially for those of us who have metaphorically pissed our pants at the Grammys (looking at you, A Star Is Born). But romanticization or no, any depiction of suicide, attempted, contemplated, or completed, can make someone who already experiences those tendencies to fall back into the ideation pit. Depiction of an act need not be romanticized to trigger negative effects, especially if the viewer/reader goes in unaware.


On the flip side, as a writer you never know what will be harmful for others, and just because someone feels hurt or is triggered by your work doesn’t mean you’ve done anything wrong. I don’t like the idea of certain subjects being “off limits” either as a writer or a reader, and I think we should allow ourselves to write about messy, difficult, and painful situations, including sympathetic characters engaging in acts of self-harm or acting in unethical or even abusive ways. Armed with this foreknowledge, the onus is on the reader to decide if this material might be harmful to them.


One of the main themes of Truth of the Divine is trauma, and it contains depictions of post-traumatic stress, depression, addiction, alcoholism, domestic violence, and a wide smattering of manifestations of mental illness such as panic attacks. The book includes depictions of suicidal ideation, suicidal planning, attempted suicide, completed suicide, and violent self-harm. The book also contains depictions of racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia, racially motivated violence, anti-Semitism, and a few incidences of racial slurs. While the book doesn’t contain anything that I would consider sexual violence, it does contain some uncomfortable sexual situations (and no, I don’t mean with aliens, sorry—not yet, anyway).


I include this warning not because I want to dissuade anyone from reading but to inform the reader of content they may not otherwise anticipate, especially given the relatively light tone of the first installment of this series. If indeed you do feel like any of the above might be harmful to you, I suggest you postpone reading this book until such a time that that is no longer the case.






THE UNIVERSAL DECLARATION OF Human Rights




WHEREAS disregard and contempt for human rights have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind, and the advent of a world in which human beings shall enjoy freedom of speech and belief and freedom from fear and want has been proclaimed as the highest aspiration of the common people,


WHEREAS the peoples of the United Nations have in the Charter reaffirmed their faith in fundamental human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of men and women and have determined to promote social progress and better standards of life in larger freedom,


WHEREAS a common understanding of these rights and freedoms is of the greatest importance for the full realization of this pledge,


NOW, THEREFORE THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY


proclaims this Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, keeping this Declaration constantly in mind, shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories under their jurisdiction.





United Nations General Assembly in Paris


10 December 1948








FROM SA SOLOMON KAPLANReceived by Washington


TO KEVIN WIXOM FOR THE PRESIDENT 1:38 PM Tuesday January 1 2008


TOPSECRET TOP SECRET


SUBJECT: LIST OF ALL KNOWN INDIVIDUALS OF SPECIES AMYGDALINE (“PEQUOD”) AS OF JANUARY 1 2008, LISTED BY NUMBER, ESPERANTO CODE NAME, FUNCTION (IF KNOWN), CASTE (IF KNOWN), AND STATUS (IF KNOWN)


Inarajan, Guam Event- “Fremda” February 26, 1971


AG- ETI- 001 - “Čefo”technocratcaste: Oligarchstatus: d. (9/20/2007)


AG- ETI- 002 - “Esperas”diplocratcaste: Oligarchstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 003 - “Brako”stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 004 - “Kruro”stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: d. (10/7/2007)


AG- ETI- 005 - “Celo”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 006 - “Feliĉa”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 007 - “Okulo”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 008 - “Scivo”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/22/2007)


AG- ETI- 009 - “Lema”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (11/4/1973)


AG- ETI- 010 - “Anaso”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 011 - “Vespo”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 012 - “Idealo”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (2/14/1989)


AG- ETI- 013 - “Kontako”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/30/2001)


AG- ETI- 014 - “Intenci”technocratcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 015 - “Loĝi”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/22/2007)


AG- ETI- 016 - “Sperta”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (11/4/1973)


AG- ETI- 017 - “Proksima”stratocratcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 018 - “Ekbrilo”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (6/11/1997)


AG- ETI- 019 - “Arĝento”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 020 - “Blanka”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (1/4/1973)


AG- ETI- 021 - “Anaso”stratocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 022 - “Allogas”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 023 - “Vorto”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 024 - “Flanko”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/30/2001)


AG- ETI- 025 - “Komenci”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 026 - “Jaro”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 027 - “Fiŝo”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (2/14/1989)


AG- ETI- 028 - “Birdo”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/22/2007)


AG- ETI- 029 - “Domo”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 030 - “Stelo”propagandistcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 031 - “Krias”propagandistcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 032 - “Kaŝi”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 033 - “Nebulo”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112




AG- ETI- 034 - “Cimo”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (6/11/1997)


AG- ETI- 035 - “Problemo”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 036 - “Dika”diplocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 037 - “Nokto”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/30/2001)


AG- ETI- 038 - “Dolĉa”technocratcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 039 - “Pensu”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 040 - “Belto”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (6/11/1997)


AG- ETI- 041 - “Akvo”technocratcaste: Aristocratstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 042 - “Verda”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/22/2007)


AG- ETI- 043 - “Libro”technocratcaste: unknownstatus: RNSC Building 112


AG- ETI- 044 - “Povi”unknowncaste: unknownstatus: d. (9/30/2001)


Altadena, California Event- “Ampersand”


August 23, 2007


AG- ETI- 45 - “Scio”technocratcaste: Oligarchstatus: RNSC Building 127


Altadena, California Event- “Obelus”


September 20, 2007


AG- ETI- 46 - unnamed stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: d. (10/10/2007)


AG- ETI- 47 - unnamed stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: unknown


AG- ETI- 48 - unnamed stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: unknown


AG- ETI- 49 - unnamed stratocratcaste: Similarstatus: unknown


TOP SECRET









PART 1


. . . . . .


IT’S A FOOL WHO PLAYS IT COOL


January 7, 2008


ARTICLE 14.1 Everyone has the right to seek and to enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution.








December 14, 2007


The New York Times


A Third Option


To answer legal questions regarding the rights of extraterrestrial intelligences, we must think outside the box.


BY JANO MIRANDA




This week, protests in the capital spilled into violence as demonstrators in front of the White House, demanding accountability, clashed with police. The Cheney administration has seen a steady stream of resignations ever since President Cheney took office, and despite record-low approval ratings for the new president himself, he still refuses to address the topic at the center of these demonstrations: The people want to know the truth about First Contact.


I don’t condone what violence there has been, but we have to admit that the upset comes from a legitimate place. We still know almost nothing about the alien presence on Earth. Two months after President Bush resigned in disgrace, no new information has been released from those in power. What scant crumbs we do have at this moment come from the leaked memo that precipitated Bush’s resignation in the first place, the so-called Fremda Memo, which was published by my friend and colleague Nils Ortega via The Broken Seal. This memo effectively told us only that there are so-called ETIs (intelligent extraterrestrials) in federal custody, and they either cannot or will not communicate with us. But the purported reason for the delay in the release of what has up until now been confidential information isn’t the assumption that the public at large can’t handle the truth but instead the lack of legal status for any living ETIs inside the United States.


The de facto presumption right now, communicative or no, is that any intelligent extraterrestrial beings have existed and continue to exist in a sort of legal gray area, enjoying no real legal protections and beholden to no human law. Those on the left cry out against the former, those on the right cry out against the latter. And the rest of the world is similarly hamstrung, waiting and holding its breath to see what the United States will do, as the United States is, for the moment, the only country that actually knows what it is dealing with.


Regardless of what gets revealed about any ETIs, our first priority should be our own protection. A system of natural personhood was designed for humans, and we do not know what the consequences might be for allowing aliens, which, for all we know, possess vastly different intelligence and abilities from our own, into that system.


However, we likewise cannot assign extraterrestrial beings the legal status of animals, or of property. Protecting ourselves from abuses does not mean we should open the door for the abuse of others, now that we appear to be members of a galactic community. But that doesn’t mean we need to extend to any hypothetical extraterrestrial being, knowing absolutely nothing about their culture, their intelligence or even their civilization, the full scope of natural human rights. What then would follow? The right to citizenship? The right to vote? The right to marry? To own property, to play the stock market, to run for office? It may seem laughable, but in the United States, any natural person, provided they are of proper age and not in some violation of the law, can access some or all of these rights.


So the discussion has us at an impasse; either we grant ETIs, knowing absolutely nothing about their similarities or differences to us, full human rights, or we grant them no rights. The idea that these are our only two options strikes me as odd because part of what makes us human is our ability to problem solve, to innovate.


I would like to suggest a third option.
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“Hey, anyone home?”


Cora blinked, shooting to attention. “Yes.”


“Did you hear the question?”


“Yes.” She blinked again, trying to snap out of the mind fog that had been plaguing her all morning. The fluorescent lights in this conference room were the frequency of knives. “Scio has declined to speak.”


Sol shot her a millisecond of a glare, then faced the brigadier general seated on the other side of the conference table. “If he says he’s not going to talk to us, that’s pretty much that for the day.”


Brigadier General Whatsisfuck didn’t even look at Cora, which had been par for the course for this meeting and also fine by her. This guy was only the last in a long line of government bureaucrats she’d had to reassure everything was fine and the world isn’t ending while also gently telling them no, the aliens do not want to talk to you. State had been fine—they’d been polite, and only came knocking once. Homeland Security were low-key awful, but at least they kept it short and to the point. NASA were actually cool, she enjoyed those guys. The Department of Energy even showed up at one point; she had no idea what that was about. But the Department of Defense, they were the worst. Not only would they not take no for an answer, there were so many of them, none of the different departments ever communicated with each other, and they just kept showing up with the head of whatever new ETI task force they’d formed this week. This one was called something like . . . National . . . Security . . . Intelligence Force for Who Gives a Shit? She was so tired.


“I know it’s a strange situation,” said ROSA director Sevak “Dr. Sev” Ghasabian, flanked on his right by Cora’s aunt Luciana. A fiftysomething with sharp features and a head like a cue ball, he preferred Dr. Sev, just in case anyone was unclear on which degree he’d completed. “I know you’re on a tight schedule, but the best we can suggest is that one of them might be more amenable if you come back tomorrow.”


“When I flew out here, it was my understanding that some face time was going to happen with one of the, um, amygdalines.”


The brigadier general, a square-shouldered man who looked like a Boy Scout wearing age makeup, still ignored Cora. She wondered if it was because of who she was, since he was being noticeably dismissive to Luciana, too. Perhaps it was because they were members of the Ortega family, and her father, Nils Ortega, was presently the biggest force of chaos on this earth besides the aliens. Given that they were the only women in the room, it could also be shameless misogyny. Or both!


“Scio didn’t agree to it, though,” said Cora. “Dr. Sev agreed to it, and I asked Scio if he would do it. He declined.”


Finally the brigadier general spared her a glance— Porter, his name was, which she only caught once her vision de-blurred enough to read his name tag. “But we have no way of verifying that, do we? I find it highly questionable that an unqualified teenage civilian is the only ‘communication intermediary’ between extraterrestrial intelligences and the American government.”


That lit an anxiety fuse inside her. She wasn’t a teenager, and no one was qualified to be a communication intermediary, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t pressed just about every insecurity button she had.


“What is your goal, exactly?” asked Dr. Sev.


“To appraise the capabilities of the ETIs. But moreover, we need to know if any of them intend to use those capabilities.” Porter sighed, and Cora could all but see the rails switching routes in his mind. If Scio won’t talk, perhaps Esperas will. “There are two subgroups within the Fremda group, each with their own representative, correct?”


“There are not two ‘groups,’” clarified Sol. Sol Kaplan was in charge of the relatively small CIA contingent at the Riverside National Security Complex, which numbered somewhere between three and thirty, Cora wasn’t sure (and half the time, she didn’t know who was CIA and who just looked the part). “There is one group, and one . . . individual amygdaline we keep in seclusion.”


“And that would be ‘Scio.’” Porter sounded almost as uncomfortable with Ampersand’s Esperanto code name as she was. Unlike Esperas, who might sometimes communicate through a computer-based translator, Ampersand preferred his human intermediary, and unless one considered annoyed glares a form of communication, Ampersand refused to communicate any other way.


“Yes,” she said, leaving it at that. She didn’t want to give this man any ammo to confirm his suspicions of how out of place she was here. She was a college dropout with no training and no certifications and was only given top-secret clearance after Ampersand’s refusal to communicate without her stretched for an entire week before they panicked and let her into the club. So here she sat, underqualified, underpaid, and completely unappreciated. But she kept on, kept enduring this workplace, not only because a recession that was rapidly tumbling into a depression meant that jobs were scarce but because it was the only way she could guarantee access to Ampersand. Not that it was doing her mental health any favors, since the space aliens were also the root of most of her ills.




And if this headache was any indication, her condition was not improving.


When she’d seen a psychiatrist, she could not tell them what had actually happened to her three months ago, that she had been kidnapped by an alien Similar, a “militarist,” and held as ransom. She could not say that a twelve-foot monster had skewered her with its meat-hook digits, driven them straight through her body and into the cold ground. She could not tell the doctor that there were two weeks of her life after that that she did not remember.


So she told the psych a story about being kidnapped by a human person, an ex of some sort. He had held her under threat of violence, and when she fought back, he stabbed her several times. She’d survived the ordeal, but now there were nightmares. Nightmares and panic attacks and random bouts of crying and irritability and all sorts of fun times that had not been there before.


This, however, was a gamble of a story to tell, because if someone were to ask to see the scars, she would be found for a liar, because there were none. Ampersand was very good at operating on the human body like it was a machine, stitching her ambulatory sack of meat and water back together like a mechanic would repair a car. Good as new, no one would be able to tell it was ever in an accident.


The diagnosis came back as post-traumatic stress, but since it was still in its early stages, the prognosis was actually pretty good if she began treatment for it now. The psych had suggested that Cora begin therapy immediately and had given her a script for Prozac— treatments she could not begin and medication she could not take, because she could afford neither. ROSA did not offer benefits, and although still technically just below the poverty line, she now made too much money to qualify for California’s state-run health care system, MediCAL, leaving her in the limbo between with no health insurance.


“Help me understand the issue,” said Porter, addressing Sol. “The issue is . . . both parties refuse to be in the same room with each other?”




Everyone looked at Cora, and she tried to blink away the nuclear explosion going off in extreme slow motion behind her left eyeball.


“Only one of them has expressed a preference, and that’s Scio,” she said, “but yes, he won’t even consider being in the same room as Esperas, and Esperas controls access to the rest of them.”


“Do we know why they won’t be in the same room together?”


Again everyone looked at Cora.


Oh, she knew why, all right. Unbeknownst to the other humans in the room, Esperas had a special hate-on for Ampersand owing to his failure to disclose his relationship to the leader of the group of Similars who had been hunting them last year, code name: “Obelus.” The same Similar who had nearly killed her.


“We think it has something to do with one of their cultural taboos,” she lied. “I’m not entirely sure.”


“But Esperas does not have a dedicated interpreter like Scio does,” observed Porter. “Why is that?”


Cora glanced at the clock on the wall. This meeting was scheduled to end five minutes ago. Why was this man being so goddamn tenacious? Also, could eyeballs spontaneously explode? It felt like she was about to find out.


“It’s a matter of preference,” she said. “Scio feels like he needs an impartial intermediary to speak for him to better ensure that his meaning is getting across in the way he wants.”


“And Esperas does not?”


Esperas doesn’t care, thought Cora. Esperas had the luxury of hiding behind his own Similar, his “heavy,” and no one could make him talk to anyone. It had been assumed last year that both of the Fremda group’s Similars, their only form of protection, had been killed by Obelus. Cora found out later that was only half-true, as Brako, the one who had been thought killed at NORAD, survived, and was now just fine.


“Esperas has never requested a human intermediary,” said Dr. Sev.




“Then if Esperas is not here, why has Scio declined to speak to us?” asked Porter. “As I understand, between the two, Scio has been a much better source of intelligence. So if he has declined to meet with us, I’d like to know why.”


This guy was like a fork raking over the chalkboard of her nerves, and she could feel the beginnings of a meltdown. She tried to focus on breathing normally while Dr. Sev offered some placating half truth to General Brigadier. Not now, she told herself. Not now, not now.


“Please understand,” said Dr. Sev, “we are dealing with intelligences we largely don’t understand. Sometimes they behave capriciously, and we do not know why.”


“I flew all the way out here, and you’ve kept me waiting for two days—surely there can be some way we can schedule an interaction.”


“He said he wouldn’t do it, whether Esperas is here or not,” said Cora. She could hear the blood thumping through her skull. She was genuinely beginning to worry this was a prologue to an aneurysm.


“Yes, but why?” If her eyeball were about to explode, this man would be the detonator. “What is his reasoning?”


“I . . . I’m not sure,” she said.


“Come on, we know you have an excuse,” said Sol, frustrated. “Let’s hear it.”


In the three months she had been an employee at ROSA, Sol had never disrespected her that overtly. Even the brigadier general looked uncomfortable. Sol seemed to realize he’d stepped over a line, and corrected himself. “I mean, I’m sure he has an excuse. He always does.”


But the spiral had already begun, the last Jenga block holding the tower in place pulled out, and she was collapsing. “He’s busy.”


“Busy doing what?” asked Sol.


“I don’t know. Excuse me,” she said, barely holding it together. “I need to use the restroom.”


“We’re not finished,” said Sol.


“Please excuse me.”




She didn’t make it to the end of the hallway before she started running. By then, the bomb had gone off, the tower was collapsing. She fled to the nearest single-stall bathroom and had only just shut the door behind her before her breathing turned into audible shrieking so loud that anyone passing by could hear it. She fell to the tile floor, wrapping her arms around her midsection, begging her traitorous windpipe to quiet down. Sol will hear it, he’ll hear it, and he’ll take your clearance! He’s been looking for an excuse to revoke your clearance, he wants you gone, stop stop stop! This was the third one inside of a week.


Her throat burned, her eyes watered, and she grabbed fistfuls of hair in the hope that the pain would provide some sort of stopgap, short-circuit the panic. She pulled and pulled, then dug her fingernails into her skull until she felt moisture on her fingertips. She was so deep in her own torment that it was only now that she fleetingly wondered if Ampersand was feeling this, too.


Dynamic fusion bonding was what he called it, the way that members of an amygdaline “phyle” bound themselves to each other. Dynamic fusion bonding was the crux of amygdaline social structure, with members of a phyle called symphyles. Symphyles were bound to each other in the familial sense, if not the alien equivalent of the biblical one, which she was pretty sure would be the case if these guys hadn’t evolved past reproducing the old-fashioned way. Ampersand had told her that when he had attempted to fusion bond with her, he had expected it to fail, because he was a sleek and sophisticated 650-ish-year-old cyborg alien technocrat Oligarch and she was a lowly human, a being of meat and hair. And yet now here they were, bound together, ’til death do us part.


The ability to sense each other’s “state” was also a part of the package, only there was no rhyme or reason to how intensely they felt each other. Sometimes he couldn’t sense her at all, sometimes it was, in his words, “mildly debilitating.” She hoped now was not one of those times, hoped he wasn’t feeling his own alien equivalent of this tempest.




Then she realized someone was talking to her, a voice in her ear. It had spoken to her several times, and she hadn’t been coherent enough to respond.


“Dear one, come to me.”


She tried to get words out, but they weren’t coming. She could barely comprehend what he was asking.


“Dear one, come to me, I will stop it.”


“I can’t,” she garbled. “I can’t. Someone will see!”


“I can stop it.”


“Someone will see!” she all but shrieked. “I’ll lose my clearance. Sol is always looking for an excuse to revoke my clearance, if they see me like this! If they see me like this!”


There was a ripple on the tiled floor in front of her, and then a cloak of invisibility melted off a liquid metal plate. He must have slipped it under the door. It took a few dozen breaths before she could tear herself away from the wall, collapse onto the plate, curl into a fetal position, and let the liquid metal sweep over her, enveloping her in darkness.


When the metal unwrapped, the panic was still going strong. Her eyes, used to the bright fluorescent lights, could hardly see in the dark of Ampersand’s quarters. She rolled off the plate, her vision still swimming, her skin still prickling, her breath still coming in rapid bursts. Her vision coming in fits and starts, she could almost see Ampersand standing over her—giant by human standards at over eight feet tall, even with his forward-leaning center of gravity like a silver velociraptor. Long clawlike fingers floated over her, a head that was somewhere between a dragon and a praying mantis looked down at her.


“Do you consent to be medicated?”


“Yes,” she pleaded. “Yes, please, make it stop, make it stop!”


He placed his front four fingers of his left hand together, a small, syringe-like device forming at the tips, and he inserted it into her neck. The effect was immediate. It didn’t stop her hyperventilating, but it did pull back the prickling of her skin, the swimming of her vision. “I’m sorry,” she managed, her breath still fast and shallow, but slowing down. “I tried . . . to stop it. I didn’t . . . want it . . . to affect you . . . I’m sorry.”


He removed the syringe, the extensions on his fingers melting back into him. He stood still for a moment, as if recalibrating, and then lowered his body right next to hers. Ampersand didn’t “sit” like a human. More than anything, it reminded Cora of a deer, arms tucked neatly underneath his chest and digitigrade legs to his side. Then with both hands, he caressed her cheeks, then her temples, then ran his fingers through her hair. In doing so, he caught where she had made herself bleed with her fingernails. “Why do you do this?”


“I wanted . . . to make it . . . stop,” she said between breaths. “I . . . don’t know . . . I just . . . wanted . . . it . . . to stop.”


He’d already repaired the damage on one side of her head by the time her breathing slowed to something normal, which was so superficial he could do it with one hand.


She opened her eyes, by now able to make herself take deeper breaths. Not long ones yet, but deep. This room they’d put him in was so austere, about thirty by fifty feet and with nothing in it but a mattress foam top for him to . . . chill on, she supposed. She knew most of what he needed to function was a part of his person, but there was so much nothing in here. The only thing on the walls was surveillance cameras, which her eyes floated to.


“The cameras . . .,” she breathed. “You’ve still . . . They won’t . . .”


“They will not see anything I do not allow.”


She closed her eyes. He’d done this before; hacking human surveillance was old hat to him. She suspected that he spent most of his time outside of the complex with the people at ROSA none the wiser, but she had no idea where he went if he did. The few times she had asked, he evaded the question. “I have much work to do, much still to study.”


She looked up at him, his big head not a foot away from her face. Now that her eyes were used to the dim room, she could see his, a pair of giant almond-shaped gems that absorbed the light and reflected it back in an amber glow.


“Your post-traumatic symptoms are worsening.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “Did it . . . Was it . . . Could you feel it?”


“I felt this episode much more strongly than previous ones.”


Her stomach, only starting to stabilize, took a dip at the thought. “I’m sorry. I tried to stop it.”


“It cannot be controlled.”


She was unsure if it was a statement or a question. “I don’t know what to do. I can’t . . . I can’t really afford treatment. I’m living paycheck to paycheck as it is.”


The amber glow in his eyes shifted, and he leaned closer to her face. “Perhaps I can treat you.”


“What do you mean?”


“I should have begun a proper study much sooner. Your brain chemistry has changed drastically in the past three months, but I have little frame of reference, as I did not properly study you sooner. Still, there is much I can learn drawing from the medical literature I have found.”


She wiped her eyes. “Human literature?”


“Some of it may be useful. There are some approaches we can take, some therapeutic, some chemical. The latter will take some time to concoct, but perhaps we can arrange the former. But for both, I will need to conduct a study.”


She struggled to sit up, worrying that she might pass out if she stayed lying down. “What kind of a study?”


“I will need to insert monitors, see how your brain chemistry changes over time, when you are at peace, and when you are frightened, when you have nightmares, and when you have panic attacks.”


“You want to do that while I’m at work?”


“You do not feel safe here. It should be in a location where you feel safe. And also where you can sleep.”


“I suppose my apartment is as good as it gets.”




“Then I will find you there tonight.”


“And then what?”


“And I will begin the study, and begin to arrange a therapeutic schedule.”


The substance Ampersand used to calm her down had a way of also numbing her in all regards. But even through that fog, she felt like her heart might fall out of her chest in gratitude. If anyone could fix this, she knew, he could.
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Cora flipped open her phone to check the time for roughly the thirtieth time in the last five minutes. 10:43. He’d said “tonight” but hadn’t given her anything more specific. She’d even cleaned her apartment up to her not-very-exacting standards, though she wasn’t sure why; everything was dirty, toxic, deadly Earth atmosphere to him, with its cruel sun, unbreathable air, and multitudinous pathogens waiting to destroy his systems if the biosynthetic engineered barrier that protected his organic parts broke down; what was a little unsorted recycling?


“I am ready to begin.”


She looked over her shoulder and nearly jumped out of her skin. There he was, next to the giant beanbag chair, standing over her. The crown of his dirigible-shaped head, flaring out like a triceratops, nearly touched the top of her nine-foot ceiling. In tungsten light, his almond eyes always shone redder, his off-white “skin” slightly darker. She knew now that it was skin much in the way that humans had skin, but instead of individual living cells, his body was covered in billions of microscopic drones, which lent him some limited shape-shifting ability, such as the ability to form a syringe from the tips of his fingers, or the ability to become completely invisible. Same with the plates he used to travel; they weren’t liquid metal as they appeared but billions of self-replicating nanites.


He turned his head around like a satellite dish looking for a signal, surveying the space he had to work with. He always looked so out of place in spaces like this, but even more so here, a cheap, shitty apartment in a bad neighborhood that didn’t even ask for credit checks. She had no furniture but that which her mother and abuelita had been willing to discard—a folding table for dining, a few folding chairs. No couch, but a beanbag chair and some extension cords. No TV, but a laptop. No décor, but a couple Virgin Mary votives on the counter that her aging abuelita had foisted upon her. The only real piece of furniture that was new in the place was her bed, a full-size Malm from IKEA.


Then his head stilled, and he approached her wall near the kitchenette, examining the fire alarm near the cabinet. He removed it, then pulled out what looked like a lens on a wire.


“What is that?” asked Cora.


“Surveillance.”


She shouldn’t have been surprised. Which of those fuckers had done this? Had it been Sol? Or was it one of the other agencies, and Sol didn’t even know?


“They will not have accurate surveillance of this location anymore.”


She gritted her teeth, trying not to get angry. If she got angry, it might leak into him and he might get irritated, and now was not the time. Why do I help these people?


“What’s the plan?”


“I first intend to implant monitors.”


“In . . . my brain?”


“In your brain.”


“Will I feel anything?”


“You will feel nothing.”


“Okay,” she said, taking a breath to reassure herself. “What do I need to do?”




“I need an elevated platform on which to examine you.”


Somehow, she felt a little bit of shame at the fact that she didn’t have anything lying around that might work as an operating table, just that folding table that was maybe large enough to change a toddler’s diaper. “I think only my bed is big enough.”


“It will do.”


He had her strip the bed of pillows and the top sheet and lie down on her back. To the human eye, his “workstation” was deceptively simple; most of the automation he used was inside his own head, his tools willed into existence from the microscopic drones that covered his entire body, flowed through him like blood. From his fingertips, he produced three drone lights that hung in the air a few feet over her. She’d seen him use the drone lights a few times when he was studying something, and they were among her favorite tricks in his arsenal. Since amygdalines were so much more sensitive to light than humans, his ideal working lights were soft and pleasant to her eyes. They hung in the air like marble-size suns, but the light was soft, like warm red fireflies.


He demonstrated what the monitors looked like to her, which were indeed so thin she could barely see them. Each looked like a human hair, but one that shone iridescent like an oil spill. He used the side of her temple to enter her head. The tips of the needles he used were so sharp that she didn’t even feel a pinprick.


“I have a question,” she said when he was between threads. “On top of monitoring me and my symptoms, you said you wanted to study the nature of our bond. What did you mean by that?”


“There are characteristics of our bond not found in any inter-amygdaline fusion bond that has been observed.”


“What kind of characteristics?”


He produced another thread, stringing it taut in front of her eyes, then moved to her right temple to insert it. “As of right now, the biggest mystery is the empathic nature of our bond.”


“What do you mean?” she asked, keeping her jaw locked, moving her lips as little as possible.




“The ability to sense and share mood swings, this is unheard of in dynamic fusion bonding.”


“I thought dynamic fusion bonding meant you could sense each other’s ‘energies.’ You can tell if symphyles are nearby, if they’re alive or dead.”


“Yes, but dynamic fusion bonding is not an empathic bond. We cannot sense each other’s emotional states as you and I can. This side effect is unprecedented.”


He finished the thread, and she moved to look at him. “Really?”


“Really.”


“Do you have . . . any idea where it comes from?”


“None.” He pulled another thread taut, and moved back to her left temple. She stilled. “My hope is to find out what part of your brain it is rooted in.”


“Why my brain?”


“We have a sample size of one, and an experiment we cannot recreate; there is much I can only extrapolate, but given that this side effect is unprecedented and you, as a natural human alien, are the only variable that has changed, I surmise that the basis for this side effect lies in your brain.”


She turned to look at him as he finished a thread. “What do you want to do about it?”


He nudged her head back onto its side as he made another injection. “Eliminate the side effect so that we are no longer affected by each other’s moods.”


“Oh.”


This was a lot. She’d assumed the empathic aspect was a normal part of the deal; it had never occurred to her that they were in any way unique. In a way, that made her feel even worse; her nascent mental illness creeping into his mind wasn’t only a bug of being bonded to her, it was the first and only time he’d experienced anything like that at all?


And of course, it ran both ways; there were times when the wall between them was particularly thin, and she would feel some external force invade her. Sometimes it was deep despair, but more often, it was fear, terror, anxiety. Overstimulation from simply existing on an alien planet with its thin atmosphere, its violent weather, its sharp, bright, overbearing sun.


But on the other hand, it wasn’t like there weren’t any benefits; for one, she didn’t have to explain every goddamn thing anymore. If he said something offensive, he could intuit it without her having to explain it. It had likewise made him a quick study on the art of physically comforting her; before, she’d had to give him specific instruction on exactly where and how to touch her, which was not only tedious but wasn’t particularly enjoyable, like training a robot that was designed to put cars together how to pat you on the head. But their connection removed the need to explain what was good and what wasn’t, what helped and what didn’t. If he touched her in a way she wasn’t crazy about, he could sense it, and he wouldn’t do it again. If he did it in a way she liked, he added it to his toolbox without needing to be instructed to do so.


He finished with the thread and stood up to half height, keeping his back parallel to the floor. “I have finished this round of implants. You may prepare for sleep. I will monitor you awake, then asleep, then I will depart.”


Cora went into the bathroom, did the toothbrush and face wash rigmarole, then returned to her bedroom where her pajamas lived in a canvas IKEA box on the floor. Ampersand was still there, taking up half the room, looking at nothing in particular, standing between her and her pajamas. She sighed. How to handle this? Ask for privacy? It didn’t really matter, did it? A clothed human to him was just a natural alien with a jacket on.


Amygdalines were, even by the standards of their own species, completely asexual. With the exception of their Genomes, they were born sterile, and even their ancestors didn’t experience sexuality the way humans do, because a human will, of course, fuck anything. But more than that, she knew he’d seen her naked before, likely quite a lot. After Obelus had ripped her open, there was that period of two weeks that Ampersand had kept her to himself that she did not remember, two weeks that he’d spent doing god knows what repairing her. It was not likely that he had done so while she was clothed.


She walked right by him, removed her baggy jeans, and replaced them with even baggier pajamas right in front of him. She hadn’t weighed herself, but she’d dropped at least two sizes in the last three months, and was going on three. She just wasn’t interested in food anymore.


She put her bed back together, crawled in, and turned off the lamp on her bedside table, disappointed to see that he’d already put his soft little drone lights away. And then, he just stood there, half height, back still parallel to the floor. Staring at her.


“So I should just go to sleep?”


“Yes.”


“Okay.”


She waited to see if he’d back away, or move forward, or sit down, or do anything other than hover next to her bed, staring.


“Good night?”


“Good night.”


He kept staring.


Okay. She turned onto her side, back to him, but she could feel him staring. She was sure that he had some unfathomable algorithm that he was running that was mapping out the incredible complexities of this living computer, her human brain. She knew that him standing there, staring at her, was not the equivalent of a human doing the same.


But he kept just fucking staring at her.


“You are uncomfortable.”


She sighed and sat up to face him. “You standing there is uncomfortable, yes.”


“I am here to monitor you.”


“I know that, but standing next to my bed and staring at me—”




“I will sedate you.”


She huffed. “It’s still uncomfortable.”


“What would be comfortable for you?”


It struck her then, the image of the two of them in a hospital bed three months ago. She’d simply asked him to get in the bed with her because of some visceral, yearning need to be physically close to this being that was so alien. They hadn’t repeated that moment since.


She backed away from him, toward the wall. She pictured herself asking for what she really wanted and was hit by a splash of shame at the thought. “It would be more comfortable if you weren’t standing,” she said, hoping he’d take the hint.


He cocked his head to the side slightly, then moved toward her. “I am concerned my body resembles the source of your trauma.”


“You mean Obelus?”


“Yes.”


She had a slight twinge of nausea at the thought of Obelus, one she tried to expel with a breath. He’s dead. He’s dead. He’s gone. But it was true that Ampersand more resembled Obelus than he did any of the rest of the Fremda group, most of whom were much smaller and svelter than he was. He wasn’t completely wrong about that. Still, while the thought of Obelus gave her the anxiety, the fear, the nausea, the thought of Ampersand did the opposite. “I won’t feel trapped.”


He moved closer, almost over her in that fluid way that he moved, unbound by the laws of gravity. He tucked his left arm under him in that deerlike posture, half cocked on his side, then carefully, like he was testing the temperature of the water, placed his right arm on the other side of her, tucking her up next to his chest.


Yes, correct, this is correct, this is where I should be.


It was as though there were two halves of herself that had been vibrating out of sync that were finally on the same frequency. Smooth, calm, correct. She had her arms tucked up against her chest like a mummy, unsure what was appropriate. Then, she decided, fuck it. She wrapped her left arm around his midsection and pulled herself close to him, felt the texture of the carapace on his back. The closest analogue to the way his skin felt was sharkskin from a bamboo shark she’d once touched at the Aquarium of the Pacific, the slightly rough texture, the way it didn’t slip around like human skin, the firmness underneath.


With that sense of rightness, that sense of comfort, that sense of safety also came the shame. What if someone saw this? What would people think? What if people knew that this went beyond not being horrified by this but actually liking it?


She’d felt somewhat asexual ever since she’d met Ampersand, perhaps a side effect of the fusion bonding. She’d gone to a couple of gay clubs to try to hook up with a girl, but struck out there. Then she’d gone to a regular bar and found a guy, some white-collar brobro who worked for an insurance agency or something. He had a name like Paul or Chad or Dave, a receding hairline and a round, ruddy, meaty face that could have been twenty-five or forty-five. She’d gone home with him, let him have his way, in part because she was drunk but also because she wanted to see if she could feel something. It was dry and unpleasant and painful, and Paul or Chad or whatever his name was invaded her mouth with his tongue like he was a sandworm of Arrakis. She didn’t even spend the night with him.


That wasn’t affection. That wasn’t satisfying. This was.


Oh, God, this is so fucked up.


“You are anxious.”


She opened her eyes, hugged him tighter. “Just thinking. Good anxious. I . . .”


“I will sedate you.”


“No!” she blurted. “You can sedate me in a few minutes, but I just . . .” She tried to push through that sense of shame. He isn’t human. He’s not going to judge this like a human would. “I feel safe here. I feel like this is helping.”


That was true, wasn’t it? One of the hallmarks of PTSD was a loss of a sense of safety. Ampersand was, aside from the Similar Brako, the most powerful being on the entire planet. His entire body was effectively its own city fueled by some unfathomable matter/ antimatter core that was capable of generating enough power for every major city in the country combined. Sometimes it was overwhelming to think about all the things she did not know about this body he inhabited. And here he was, in bed with her, telling her, I will help you, I will treat your illness.


“I don’t know when you’ll be back here,” she said. “I just want to enjoy being here a little while longer.”


“A part of my study was intended to be therapeutic. If this is therapeutic, then we shall create a schedule, and I will come here every night.”


She pulled away, looked up at those luminous amber eyes inches away from her own. “You will?” This is so fucked up. Why do I like this? I should be with a human. This is so fucked up.


He ran his long arachnoid digits over her scalp, and she shivered. “I will arrive two hours before your scheduled sleep time, and I will stay here with you until you sleep.”


She thought her heart might burst from gratitude, and she hugged him. “Yes, yes, I’d like that.”


She pulled her face back into his midsection, the “chest” for lack of a better word, where a collarbone would be on a human, and closed her eyes. She tried to plug that little spring of shame that kept burbling up, and he continued caressing her head, the back of her neck, then the top of her back.


Please don’t stop.


She allowed herself a few minutes before she looked up at him and said, “You can sedate me now.”


He put his four forefingers together, so like the forelimbs of a spider, and that syringe-like device appeared. “This will make you sleep deeply. You will not have nightmares tonight.”


At that, she nearly cried. He could have given her a billion dollars, a private island, a full scholarship to the best school in the country, all the praise that the masses were heaping on her father, folk hero and soldier for truth; there was nothing she wanted to hear more than you won’t have nightmares tonight.


He injected the sedative into her, a warm sensation followed by darkness that took a few minutes to take effect. I love you, she thought, not for the first time as she drifted off to sleep. I love you, I love you, I love you.
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A series of text messages from Sol woke Cora before her alarm did, demanding that she “get in here” because “we are in deep shit.” She sighed, allowing herself another five minutes in bed. Yes, things had gone poorly yesterday, but that didn’t mean Sol was not prone to hyperbole.


Sol asked her to come to Conference Room 110, the glass-walled prison cell where yesterday’s shit show had occurred. Dr. Sev was there, his demeanor much more austere than his usual que será approach to life, the universe, and everything. Luciana was there, too, as well as her longtime coworker and probably closest thing Luciana had to a friend, Stevie. The whole thing felt like a parent-teacher conference was imminent.


Stevie had a light brown skin tone, sharp features, and curly black hair, a person so petite she looked elfin. She looked at Cora in the way that anyone would when they were about to have an unpleasant interaction with a coworker, but with Luciana, it was more personal. Four months ago, her aunt was the closest thing Cora had to a normal friend outside of people she knew from the internet, but then came the Fremda Memo and Luciana’s likely involvement, which she maintained to this day was nonexistent. It wasn’t active animosity, but the comfort was gone. The trust was definitely gone.


“Hokay. So,” said Sol, taking a seat and gesturing for everyone else to do the same.


“Am I fired?” asked Cora, speaking before thinking.


No one reacted, save Luciana, who placed a hand to her forehead.


“See, shit like that is why we are here,” said Sol. “The way you handled yourself yesterday was unacceptable and unprofessional. And that shit right there—unprofessional.”


“Yes, yes, I know. I’m sorry.” Cora took a seat across from Sol.


“What happened?” asked Dr. Sev.


“I really wasn’t feeling well yesterday,” said Cora, opting for the half-truth route. “That man kept pushing, and I’d been feeling nauseous beforehand. I felt like I was going to be sick.”


“Then you should have said something,” said Luciana. “Don’t just run out halfway through a meeting.”


Cora nodded, but didn’t say anything. She had clung to some resentment toward her aunt in the weeks following ET-gate, but lately she’d wanted to figure out how to repair the rift in their relationship. Still, how to even begin to have that conversation? She more or less knew what the problem was, but had no clue how to fix it, and now sure as hell wasn’t the time.


“I’m trying to work with this situation,” said Sol. “The president granted you top-secret clearance because Scio won’t communicate unless it’s through you. Fine, we understand that, but that doesn’t mean anything if Scio won’t communicate period. That combined with a rash of unprofessional behavior—”


“It makes it hard to continue justifying the level of clearance that you have,” said Dr. Sev, saving Cora from however callously Sol was about to phrase the exact same thing. “It was quite the task to convince the powers that be to give you clearance at all.”


“I understand.”


“This keeps happening, you’re out,” said Sol flatly.




“I understand.”


Sol fiddled with his lanyard and shrugged. “So, on a related note, in part because of Scio’s increasing reluctance to communicate with us, the DOD has recommended to President Cheney that the official information release be pushed back. Again.”


Dr. Sev sighed, and Cora caught that the likely reason for his serious mood wasn’t so much her personally as it was the whole situation. “When we asked what the reason was for the info release being delayed, the administration came back that a lack of communication does not inspire confidence, and they are concerned that the information they have may not be accurate.”


“In effect,” said Stevie, “they’re being pissy because Scio won’t talk to them.”


Cora leaned back in her seat. “What is it they want?”


Everyone looked at each other uncomfortably, as if hoping someone else would be the one to deliver the unhappy news. Finally, Luciana bit the bullet. “They want the DOD to take over the whole operation,” she said.


Cora’s face went slack. “Why?”


“Because these bleeding-heart liberals over here don’t take a firm hand with the multidimensional cyborgs,” said Sol, nodding to Stevie, Luciana, and Dr. Sev.


“The president wants the military to oversee everything from now on,” said Dr. Sev. “They are looking for any reason to do so.”


“That’s why Brigadier General Porter was being so . . . pushy,” said Luciana.


“Fuck no,” said Cora. “If the issue is Scio not talking to them, the military taking over is not going to help matters. Hell, if they do take over, he might—”


“He might what?” said Sol, now on alert.


“He might just leave,” said Cora. “You know how he feels about ‘militarists.’ If they walk in and say, ‘Hey, this is a military operation now,’ he’ll just say, ‘Okay, cool, bye!’”




Dr. Sev rubbed his hand up his face, parking it on his perfectly bald head. “Are you sure about that?”


“Well, we haven’t discussed this exact scenario, but I’m fairly confident that’s how he’ll feel.”


“Then they need to hear it from him,” said Sol.


“But why? Why would they think the DOD taking over would be a good idea?”


At this, Dr. Sev looked livid, an expression that seemed completely foreign on him. Luciana sighed. “Based on what we have learned through our friends at the CIA”—she nodded begrudgingly to Sol—“it really boils down to politics. The Cheney administration needs to put on a big-man act in order to compete with the Third Party.”


“Like remember in the ’90s how everyone was like, ‘Vote for me, I’ll be tough on crime’?” said Sol. “Well, it’s like that, but now it’s ‘Vote for me, I’ll be tough on aliens.’”


If there was any color left in Cora’s face, it was gone now. “But . . . they don’t even know what they’re dealing with?”


Sol snorted. “This is America. When has that ever stopped us? Let me put it this way; it traveled up the line to the secretary of defense, whom you’ll remember you had a little tête-à-tête with back at NORAD, not only that Scio figured out English in the space of less than a month but that Obelus learned it in even less time.”


“More noteworthy,” added Stevie, “that Obelus was able to break into enough levels of encrypted correspondence that he was able to locate a CIA caravan with basically no paper trail.”


Cora suppressed a shudder at the memory of that caravan. Four CIA agents had been tasked with transporting Cora and the Fremdan Genome, a collection of what Ampersand had described as “genetic material,” which turned out to be a living, breathing alien person, to an undisclosed location, but Obelus had found them before they got there. Cora and the Genome had been the only ones to make it out alive.




“What does that have to do with defense?” she asked, shaking the memory off.


Again, that awkward silence, like her hamster had died but no one wanted to break it to her.


“Let me put it this way,” said Luciana. “They are not thinking in terms of defense.”


It took Cora a moment to see what Luciana was getting at. “Oh my God.”


“What Obelus did, while terrifying, could potentially be repurposed by the military,” said Dr. Sev.


Sol chuckled humorlessly, adding, “If an ETI can break into NORAD after following a trail of badly encrypted emails, an ETI can probably find bin Laden.”


Cora didn’t react, stunned that it was being floated anywhere, at any level of government, that the Fremda group could be used for military purposes. But wasn’t it more naive to be surprised? Of course they were thinking like that. This is America. Besides, she couldn’t say she hadn’t had thoughts like that. Not “find and kill bin Laden,” exactly, but if Ampersand put his mind to it, he could do some terrifying things, and he was in no way beholden to human scruples.


But by that same token, he could also do some good things. Great things, even. How many of humanity’s problems could be solved by technologies it was well within his capacity to innovate?


But, of course, extrajudicial killing would be the first thing they’d think of, wouldn’t it?


Cora looked at Sol. “What do you think?”


“Well, I would love to know where bin Laden is. I would love to personally shove my foot down his throat and put it out the other side.”


“And I think . . .” Luciana shook her head, momentarily at a loss for words. “I think Scio wouldn’t agree to it. But if he did, something about the U.S. military repurposing alien tech to decide who lives and who dies doesn’t sit right with me.”




“That’s not a road any of us want to go down,” said Dr. Sev. Sol’s expression indicated to Cora that he was totally humoring the idea of going down that road.


“But why is it the DOD that’s being loudest?” asked Cora. “If Cheney’s so desperate for a political win, can’t you just ask him to, like, cure AIDS or something?”


Luciana’s, Dr. Sev’s, and Stevie’s eyes all popped as if they hadn’t considered that but, my, what a marvelous idea! Sol, predictably, ignored it. “Well, you know what, the CDC is the one agency that doesn’t seem to really have any interest in getting in on this. But the Cheney administration is in a tailspin. They’re being threatened in a primary. An incumbent has never lost a presidential primary before. So they are desperate, and there are those within the administration putting out feelers on how to turn these incredibly powerful ETIs into an asset. And, of course, the best and most obvious way to do that is through the military, and they are chomping at the bit to get in here. So if you really think that’s a bad idea then you need your buddy to get out here in person in front of Brigadier General Porter, and explain why.”


* * *


“I will not.”


Cora released an exasperated sigh. As time went by, he’d only gotten more obstinate about face-to-face meetings, even though she’d made the trek to the other side of the complex to ask him in person. When she (or anyone) entered his lair, it involved a labyrinthine level of bureaucracy, several key cards and a fingerprint scanner, and even some amount of paperwork. It was even worse when Ampersand went in and out. Perhaps that was why he was being so difficult; the simple act of existing was, for him, a huge pain in the ass.


“No one here wants you to work with the military,” she said. “But it’s possible the military might take the whole thing over, and they might try to . . . push you to do some of their dirty work for them.”




“I would not.” He wasn’t really looking at her, parked on the floor as he usually was, loafing like a cat and focusing on nothing in particular. He wasn’t doing nothing; whenever he had that distant, unfocused look it meant he was focusing on something within his internal systems, his own projects, a domain that no human may enter.


“I know that. But you need to meet with this general, come physically tell him why you won’t do it.”


“You are perfectly capable of relaying my message in my absence.”


“That only works up to a point; as far as they’re concerned, I could be making it all up. They need you to be there some of the time to make sure that I am truthfully relaying what you’re saying.”


“I have no interest in direct engagement with militarists.”


“I know that, but I need you to physically get in front of them and tell them.”


The light of his eyes coagulated, pooling like droplets of glowing orange oil in black water until they combined into luminous focus.


She crouched down to his eye level. “Look, to be honest, I’m not really worried about their bureaucratic bullshit, but I am worried they might decide I’m not necessary. If you won’t talk to them whether I’m here or not, then I’m extraneous. I know I don’t technically need to work here in order to interact with you, but . . . the economy’s in free fall, we’re heading into a depression, I need this job. And at least as long as I’m here, that gives both of us more bargaining power. I’d rather be here if you need me.”


Ampersand seemed to consider this, the focus in his eyes pulsing ever so slightly. Then, he rose to his feet. “What will assuage them?”


“Aside from having this conversation in person where you tell them in no uncertain terms that there is absolutely no way you will work with the military, they have a list of things they say they need to run by you before they can do an official information release. In person. As a show of good faith.”


He approached her in that slow, almost snakelike way that he moved, his attention rerouting from his internal world to the real world. She’d told him a while ago he didn’t need to ask permission to touch her anymore—at this point their relationship didn’t warrant that level of formality. He raised a finger, placing it on her neck and grazing it upward along her skin, a little too gently. She flinched and giggled. “Sorry, that tickles.”


She felt a similar sensation from the other side of her neck—a surprise attack from his other hand, and she giggled and shied away from him. She started to correct him, but then realized he was doing it on purpose. This was him being playful. She shot an eye at the security camera in the corner, dark and barely visible, but its lens shining at her. She hoped there was no one on the other side of that camera who could see this.


“You are anxious about the situation. Would it lessen your anxiety if I meet with them?”


“Yes.”


“If you wish it, dear one,” he said, pulling his arms back into his neutral posture. “For you. Not for them.”
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“Calm yourself.”


“Sorry.”


She took a deep breath and pushed herself closer to him. It had been a couple of weeks, and what was at first exciting had become routine. Ampersand would arrive around 10:00 P.M. and stay with Cora until she slept. She used the opportunity to turn it into an information exchange, walking him through certain aspects of human culture, and in turn, he answered her questions about life, the universe, and everything, and sometimes he wasn’t even frustratingly coy about it. It felt like a relationship. A friendship form of relationship, of course. A friendship-relationship. Yes.


He had her all but pinned up next to the wall as he always did, his body on one side of her and one hand on the other. She glanced at that hand, arguably the most alien thing about him, mere inches from her face, and once again was struck by the thought that this was not normal, and she really should not be okay with this. The four digits on the top were structured more like human fingers, with the two on the bottom on either side; the “thumbs” bore a striking resemblance to the forelimbs of a spider. His fingers weren’t attached with dozens of metacarpals but seemed to her more like hydraulics attached at a ball joint, held together up to the “knuckles” with a film that looked like a layer of skin rather than a meaty palm as seen in humans. It should be horrifying, but it wasn’t. Maybe humans could get used to anything with enough time.


“You can sedate me whenever you want.”


“You will sleep tonight without sedatives.”


Cora’s eyes shot open. The light sedative he’d been using every night put her into such a deep sleep she didn’t dream at all, let alone have nightmares. “Oh.”


Sleep without sedatives. She hadn’t had nightmares in weeks because she hadn’t slept without sedatives in weeks. Now it was time to go back to normal, and that scared her a little bit. Shouldn’t that be good, though? Why be scared of normal sleep? Wasn’t she more vulnerable when he sedated her? This was the same being, the same body, that had captured human beings (including her) and played with them like toys, and here he was running the tips of his fingers over her head trying to soothe her, a stack of pillows she’d pillaged from her mom’s house propping up his giant head, his body all but cocooning hers. And yet sleep was the intimidating thing in this scenario?


“Sleep now, dear one.”


She felt a warmth in her chest at the sound of his pet name for her, what he called a hypocorism. “Do you ever sleep?”


“I sleep.”


“When?”


“When I must.”


She nodded and closed her eyes. What the hell was wrong with her? She was half-naked in bed with a thousand-year-old (or 650-year-old, depending on how you measured time), eight-and-a-half-foot-tall alien cyborg, and the thing she was afraid of in this situation was the act of going to sleep?




She released a breath, trying to push out her anxiety with it. Going off sedatives was inevitable. Nightmares were a part of life. This was fine. This was necessary to figuring out a permanent solution. “Okay . . . just . . . don’t make me stay in it.”


“I don’t understand your meaning.”


“I mean, don’t leave me alone in my head longer than you have to. If I’m having a nightmare, wake me up when you have the data you need.”


“I will, my dearest.”


Her heart did a little flip. My dearest!


From what she could tell, amygdaline names were less “names” as humans conceived them so much as labels that had to do with one’s relationship to the speaker and were very tied in with their caste system. One wasn’t addressed as “Steve” or “Karen,” so much as “Mom” or “bro” or “senpai.” At first, Ampersand had addressed her with an impersonal “you” or “interpreter,” but after the dynamic fusion bonding, it was “dear one.” Was “my dearest” an upgrade?


She felt the impulse to respond, “I love you,” because it was true. She had come to terms with that by now—love was the word for it, as it would be for any friend, only this friend happened not to be human. This was Aristotle’s philia, a dispassionate virtuous love of function. Not of passion, never of passion. But she knew he wouldn’t return the sentiment, at least not verbally, and that would ruin the moment. Instead, she closed her eyes and said, “Thank you.”


There was no shame in this. No, people would not understand, but they didn’t know and did not need to. After all, it wasn’t like they were fucking.




It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.


Her eyes shot open at the thought, a thought she had been trying really very hard not to have. But really, it was just a thought, not a terrible one, it wasn’t like they were going to act on it. The thought didn’t send any warm flush between her legs, didn’t make her cheeks grow hot.


But still, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.


How would that even work?


Humans are inventive. You’ve said it yourself. Humans will fuck anything.


This thought should be revolting, but now that she was beginning to humor it, she couldn’t help but think, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. He’d be gentle, he’d be considerate, he’d likely be a quick study. Unlike Bill or Frank or Chad, he wouldn’t use her, he wouldn’t be centering his own pleasure.


Brain, brain, please, I am begging you, stop these thoughts please stop stop stop.


It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.


Where the hell are these thoughts coming from?


“You are agitated.”


“No . . .” Her lie was so bad, even a space alien wouldn’t be convinced by it.


“You are anxious.”


Okay. Strange how speaking for him and effectively being the diplomat for his words hadn’t made speaking diplomatically to him any easier. “I’m just thinking about, um . . .”


Getting fucked by a space monster.


She winced. “You’re not doing anything wrong, I’m not made uncomfortable by you, but the idea of . . .” She dared a glimpse down her body, how close they were, the way his arm had her tucked near him like she was an egg he was incubating. “Someone seeing us like this. I don’t think they’d understand. I guess I have some shame at the idea.”


“I understand.”


She drew into herself, worried she might have offended him. “Please, don’t think I don’t like being with you. I do, but it’s . . .”


“I have shame, as well.”


Her eyebrows popped, and she looked up at him as he raised his head so he could look down at her with his big almond eyes. Those beautiful amber gems that glowed softly in the dim light filtering in from the parking lot outside. She never would have imagined he would admit to experiencing something so, well, Catholic as “shame.” “What are you ashamed of?”


“I desire you.”


At this, she felt like she might implode, like her eyeballs were sinking back into her sockets to avoid the conversation, her eyelids trying to slink off her skull. “What . . . what do you mean?”


“I desire to know you.”


“Oh,” she said, relaxing a little. “You mean . . . high language?”


“Yes. I desire to know you. You are a natural, an alien, an animal, but you are my symphyle all the same.”


She let a breath out. Okay, not that kind of desire, not in the human sense. Amygdalines had three forms of language— Pequod-phonemic, the spoken “common language” (and its written corollary); “network language,” a variant on common that was transmitted through internal networks; and “high language,” about which she knew little, only that it was a much deeper form of communication than the other two, and one that humans were completely incapable of. “You’ve never really explained it to me, what high language is.”


He tilted his head slightly to the side, running his fingers along her hairline until they stopped at the base of her skull. “High language isn’t truly a language at all. A language is a medium, and medium is the only way humans have to communicate ideas. Spoken language is a medium, written language is a medium, music is a medium. High language is the absence of medium.”


“I don’t think I understand.”


“A medium is not an idea. A medium is a means to communicate an idea. It is an interpretation of ideas, of concepts, of your lived experience. But through high language, my consciousness experiences your consciousness as you experience it, and vice versa. There is no medium.”


She looked away from him, burying her face in her pillow to take this in. When she’d first known Ampersand, she had feared that he could actually read her mind, and it was only his perpetual cluelessness that eventually convinced her that he could not. But in this context, the idea that he’d actually thought about it, on some level wanted it, horrified her.


What could possibly disgust him more than truly knowing what it was like to be human? To exist inside her human body? To actually know her evil impulses, her sprawling self-loathing, her disdain for her coworkers, her embarrassing attempts at songwriting, the weird shit she (used to) masturbate to? Perhaps he had a desire to know her as a result of dynamic fusion bonding, but that didn’t mean he really wanted it.


Who would?


She shuddered, tense as a cord about to snap, and she could tell that something similar was going on on the other side of the wall. “Why is that a source of shame?”


“It is the product of a diseased mind.”


She relaxed her posture, confused, and looked up at him. “You mean me?”


“My mind.”


“What do you mean?”


“My brain is damaged, as is yours, but mine far worse, irreparable in many regards. Within the Superorganism, there are resources to repair some forms of trauma, but no resources to repair damage as extensive as mine. In our Superorganism, I would not be suffered to live. I did not believe the attempt to fusion bond with you would succeed, but it did. If Esperas knew . . .”


“I . . .” There was a part of her that was offended. He categorized his decision to bind himself to her as the product of a sick mind?


“We are different species. It is perverse. It is bestial.”


There it was, the word she’d been avoiding. She pressed her cheek into the nape of his neck. Bestial.


“But this desire cannot be acted on, regardless. You are incapable of high language, so my desire to know you can only remain a hypothetical desire.”


She didn’t know why the thought was so frightening, the “absence of medium.” Maybe he’d die wondering what it would be like to remove the medium between his mind and hers, but it didn’t matter; it couldn’t be acted upon.


Not like her weird impulses.


She shuddered. Ugh, if he got in her head, then he’d see the thoughts she’d just had, that she’d just considered . . . whatever, and thought, hey, maybe that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. What would he think of that?


“At least we can’t act on these . . . desires,” she whispered. “Maybe that’s for the best.”


She tried to relax and go to sleep, tried to reassure herself of what felt like something of a consensus—that these thoughts were okay to have, because it wasn’t like they could be acted on, anyway. It was for the best. But even so, as she began to doze, she got the sense that that wasn’t what he wanted her to say.
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Cora got the email for an all-hands meeting that morning at around 4:30— “ETI LEGAL STATUS CONGRESSIONAL INQUIRY.” She had known this was coming for months, as had everyone at ROSA, but as with so many other concerns, it was a can kicked down the road. Sooner or later, the legal status of ETIs on Earth (and more specifically, in the United States) was going to have to be clarified, but it wasn’t something anyone had particularly worried about until an idea called the Third Option started gaining traction.


It had been first pitched by a law professor named Jano Miranda, a young constitutional lawyer with a gift for public speaking. The Third Option, a proposed law that would create an entirely new category of personhood, led to the creation of the nascent Third Party, a bipartisan movement that branded itself as a “repudiation to the establishment.” Miranda’s advocacy for the Third Option had put his star on the map in a big way, but nobody, not even Sol, had seen the surging popularity of the Third Option becoming so relevant as to merit a congressional hearing so soon.


“It’s Julian,” Sol told Cora before the meeting started. “He really thinks he’s got a chance against Cheney in the primary, so this is the horse he’s going to ride into battle.” He meant Todd Julian, the junior senator from Illinois. A libertarian-minded sort (who, regrettably, had also said nice things about Nils, which was how Cora even knew of him), Senator Julian was the biggest champion for the Third Option in the Senate.


So this meeting was a big deal. Ampersand could not do this one remotely.


With some prying, Cora talked him into going through the rigmarole of leaving his lair, out of Building 112 and into Building 127, and into the conference room, flanked by military entourage. Try as they might to stay cool and professional, the people working here, military and civilian alike, couldn’t help but stare on the rare occasion that Ampersand came out, their eyes darting between the girl and the giant monster that walked behind her like he floated through water. She entered the conference room in front of him, but stopped dead when she saw who had already arrived. Luciana, Dr. Sev, and Stevie she had expected. Other amygdalines she had not.


Esperas never, ever came out, but there he was on the other side of the giant white room, likewise flanked by military entourage, a few of his underlings, the two propagandists, Stelo and Krias (or as Cora had nicknamed them, Woodward and Bernstein), and bringing up the rear, the Similar, Brako.


Oh no.


She felt something clawing against the metaphysical wall between her and Ampersand, like being pricked by emotional briars. Cora glared at Sol, which he duly ignored, instead calmly addressing his human coworkers. Did he not understand what a breach of trust this was? That by doing this, he was pretty much guaranteeing that Ampersand would never agree to meet with them in person again?


Those briars pricking her from the other side of the wall dug in harder, and she looked at Ampersand as some army private nervously closed the conference room door behind him. She felt the air change around him, grow thicker, his invisible defenses rising like spikes.




“I was not told they would be here.”


She turned to him and mouthed, “I didn’t know,” hoping Esperas didn’t catch that. There had been a time when Ampersand had been the only one of the Fremda group with an algorithm to decode human language, but that was no longer the case. She wasn’t sure if the rest of the underlings had it, but at the very least, Esperas and Brako had it, so she could no longer speak to Ampersand in confidence in front of them.


“Okay,” said Sol, taking a seat at the head of the table in front of the flat-screen while everyone else sat along the length of the table. Cora was the only human in the room who stayed standing. “Everyone at State, everyone in Intelligence, and everyone in DHHS agrees that any legislation surrounding ETI personhood directly affects you, and therefore you need to be a part of these discussions. First and foremost, our two group leaders— Esperas, Scio— do you understand what is being discussed in the upcoming hearings?”


Esperas took a moment, then responded in Pequod-phonemic, a translation appearing on the flat-screen behind Sol:




[The debate is between two political ideologies, one of which seeks to grant exoterran intelligent individual beings rights equivalent to a human, one which seeks to grant exoterran intelligent individual beings a restricted set of rights.]





“Good. Scio, do you understand what is being debated?”


Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. She could feel it, both through the wall between them and through basic human intuition.


“I was not told Esperas would be here.”


“He understands,” she said.


“Okay, so with that in mind, we need to know where you stand on the issue.”




Both Esperas and Brako were watching Ampersand now. They could tell something was wrong, even if none of the other humans in the room picked up on it. Esperas spoke, and the flat-screen translated:




[My stance remains one of noninvolvement. The humans will choose laws which are best for them. I do not seek to sway your lawmakers one way or the other.]





“Okay,” said Sol, looking at Cora. “Rebuttal?”


“I was not told Esperas would be here. He can see the disease.”


She’d never seen Ampersand like this, never felt his emotions so thoroughly override his self-control. She tried to stay focused, but she was having a hard time staying put together herself. He wasn’t answering Sol’s questions, so it was on her to come up with an answer.


“Scio feels that, among other things, he should have the right to control his own space. The problem with the Third Option is that it would preclude, among other things, the ability to own property, the ability to control wealth, the ability to participate in any kind of civic activity. He’d effectively have to have a human chaperone in order to stay within the United States, and if the United States decides that’s how to deal with ETIs, most other countries will follow suit.”


“So he opposes the Third Option.”


“Correct.” She glanced at Ampersand, standing behind her with that slight sway. It was barely an inch in either direction, but noticeable to her and probably blindingly noticeable to Esperas. She had to get him out of here.


“So we have one side that doesn’t care, and one side that opposes the Third Option,” said Sol. “If we have one indifferent, and one in opposition, that tilts to me that we are in opposition.”


“I’m in opposition,” said Stevie, more confident than Cora had ever seen her.




“I’m in opposition, too,” said Luciana.


“I . . . respect Esperas’s stance,” said Dr. Sev. “I think it is something to consider, that ultimately what our laws do is irrelevant to them. However, my concern is that restriction of rights, any restriction of rights, carries with it the potential for abuse. I am in opposition.”


“To state the obvious,” said Luciana, “they are never going to pass full personhood for ETIs as long as they don’t know what they’re dealing with. Do we know why they keep kicking back the official information release deadline?”


“I honestly don’t,” said Sol.


“Sooner or later, the public has to learn what they’re dealing with,” said Luciana. “Have we learned nothing from the last three months?”


The room quieted. Esperas and the others stayed stone still, all but Ampersand. An inch to the left, pause, an inch to the right, and on and on. Cora wanted to say something to soothe him, but there was nothing she could do that everyone in the room wouldn’t see.


“We need to give them legal names,” said Stevie. “All of them. That’s the first step. The release could happen any day now, we can’t introduce them to the world with Esperanto code names.”


“You’ve never given a thought to what their legal names would be?” asked Cora.


Dr. Sev leaned back in his chair. “Every human name correlates to some history, some ethnicity. There isn’t a single name we could give them that doesn’t come with some implication. Imagine the optics of naming one of them Christopher Goodman in a country with a history of forcing the indigenous people to adopt ‘Christian’ names in order to appear more ‘civilized.’”


“They can see. I can’t sleep. The Similar will find us. They will not suffer my disease. They will kill us.”


“I guess we could do something shitty and obvious like name them after U.S. presidents, not like we could piss people off more than we already have,” said Sol.




“But anything else is going to stick out, too,” said Luciana. “African names, Indian names, that’s appropriation. Chinese names, that’s—”


“Fallen American Empire,” said Sol. “Bad idea. Anything that ‘sounds’ foreign to WASPy American ears is a bad idea.”


“I can’t sleep. They will find us. They will kill us.”


Cora tried to hold her breath, clenching and unclenching her fists. She was beginning to sway, too.


“Maybe we should incorporate their Esperanto names,” said Stevie. “Keep it simple.”


“So, what, ‘Scio . . . McGillicuddy’?” Sol snorted.


“Esperanto still comes with implications,” said Dr. Sev. “Esperanto is completely based on European languages. It was invented by a Polish man.”


“They can see, they can see my disease.”


“How about Xethorp?” chuckled Sol. He was the only one laughing.


“This isn’t funny anymore,” said Luciana. “They need advocacy. Real advocacy.”


Cora’s eyes were watering. She didn’t think she could keep her breath quiet much longer. She looked at Brako, and for an instant, she saw Obelus in his place. We have to get out of here! They’ll kill us!


“I’d like . . . He’d like to be dismissed,” Cora managed.


“Is it really more important to you that we hide every state secret than do the work we’re supposed to do?” asked Luciana, either not hearing her or ignoring her.


“My job is to gather intelligence and report it back to my agency,” said Sol. “My job has fuck all to do with alien advocacy.”
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