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CHAPTER ONE

I'm lost in the echoing city streets, but the woods still call my name. Looking for someone who remembers glassphalt and thought it enchanting, which is why we don't have it anymore, right? Nothing magical stays around here for long but us, wandering and wondering why we're so alone.

Extra points for listening to music when you should be sleeping, staring out windows hoping for a glimpse of something unexpected, or being the one that people bring the pretty rocks and feathers to show.


I looked at the words I'd typed into the text box, as florid and cryptic and utterly desperate as anything I had published in my youth in shitty little copier-paper 'zines, the kind you can only buy in alternative bookstores and tiny record shops, harder to find every day. I had a handful of pen pals from those frail publications, and we all sent each other the same kind of words interspersed with heavily edited details about our lives. It was enough to feel a genuine connection, but all of us suffered the same issue: we were incredibly lonely and had failed to find someone like us nearby. We were limited to words in emails, letters, and social media posts.

It's not that we couldn't video chat or call each other. We could, and did once or twice, but it never felt right. The magic wasn't there; it made me anxious, and I tried too hard. I always imagined that the other person was left disappointed by who I actually am. Not pretty enough, with a goofy accent, not poetical or clever, just a weirdo who seemed much cooler on paper.

I needed a title for the post. The stupid AI assistant that continually attempted to insert itself into even the most mundane tasks suggested “anachronism lovers” for an opener. I hated that immediately. It was clunky, unpoetic, and most importantly, not at all what I was trying to convey. I didn’t eschew the aesthetic of present times. I just wanted to enhance it with things that seemed to matter less than they used to. There was a part of me that wondered what might happen in the future if they finally did figure out how to make AI live up to what they promised it would be. Would it ever be convincing enough to fool me, or understand what I wanted?

I decided on "gathering up the stars, hand in hand" because it evoked what I was yearning for, and double-checked that I used my throwaway email account. After I’d made sure that I specified "Baltimore" and agreed to the posting rules, I held my breath and hit “Publish.”




It wasn’t the first time I’d done this, throwing the equivalent of a letter in a bottle into the electronic ocean while hoping for the best. Usually, I’d get a smattering of replies, most of which were thinly veiled attempts to get into my pants despite the email-writer having no idea what I looked like. If all I were interested in was getting laid, I’d be set. Of course, that also might come with a side of getting murdered, but so does regular dating. One thing I’d come to realise is that the people who use these sections of the bulletin board—including me—like to take risks. I got these responses because eventually, the people trolling the boards find what they’re looking for.

Occasionally, I’d get something a little more meaningful. There was a guy who traded messages with me for a while who was really into riding bikes and squatting in city-owned properties, and he always had interesting stories to tell. He explained to me about how he and his friends would create comfy spaces in the woods near the Jones Falls, complete with furniture to make it feel like a living room surrounded by trees. I always marveled that they never got caught in their urban camping adventures, but one thing I’ve noticed about Baltimore is that if you act like what you’re doing is normal, especially if you’re a white dude, most people won’t question you, not even cops. As soon as they get a whiff of guilt, though, all bets are off.

There were a few other poetry writers or lyrics quoters that posted regularly, but I never connected with any of them, not for lack of trying. The impression I got is that they wanted to be the star of their show, the one that someone else thirsted for. There’s no room for two of the same types in their world, or at least that’s how it felt. Which…fair enough. Far be it from me to judge why someone would be looking for anonymous validation from the Internet. I mean, it would be disingenuous for me to look down at anyone else’s motivation when I’m doing something similar.

It took a week to get a response that wasn’t nonsense.

Sandwiched between emails with titles like “I know what you really need” and “Let’s meet up and play!” was a response that just had “Fomalhaut” in the subject line.

I didn’t recognize the word at first, so I looked it up online and read everything I could find on the subject. Known as the Loneliest Star, it was the kind of reference I immediately related to, and obscure enough that it felt clever. Now to see if the attached message lived up to that opening.

[image: An abstract-looking divider, reminiscent of stars strung across a string]




I am new to everything despite having been here for years, so the simplest things are all treasures to me. No one seems to find the joy in the everyday that I do. They don’t see the beauty because to them it’s so common as to be unremarkable.

A light that’s not reflected back surely must dim over time—or is that just hope diminishing, thanks to loneliness? Imagine how solitary those far-flung stars must feel, yet they keep shining on, faithfully. I wish that I had their fortitude.

Who are you?

[image: An abstract-looking divider, reminiscent of stars strung across a string]




Wow. I didn’t know who this person was, but I needed more.

They asked who I am, and I wasn’t sure how to answer that. How much should I reveal at the outset, while keeping this intrigue going? Suddenly, I felt pressured. I’d never had a response this perfect before, and I didn’t want to blow it.

I thought about it for a while before I started typing. I knew I could maintain a facade of mystique and wonder. It would be easy enough; I’d been writing like this my whole life, well before I started sending these sad yet hopeful little missives out into the ether.

But this time, I wanted to be the person I honestly am: both poetic and dreamy, and also someone who goes to work at a dreadfully mundane job and drops crumbs down her cleavage and wishes that people would take a moment to look around them. I couldn’t have an authentic connection if I only showed an idealized version of myself, could I?

And that’s what I thirsted for, that true connection. I spent my days with my body going through the paces of living a normal life, more or less, while my mind went on non-stop with an internal monologue about all the things I saw and the potential that other people seem to ignore. I’ve been told I’m the walking personification of “stop and smell the roses”, and that’s not wrong. I know there are others out there like me, but the struggle to find them left me feeling more isolated every day.

I’m a human in conflict, because what passes for life these days doesn’t seem to have room for what I treasure. Yesterday, I noticed a small pink flower growing from a crack in the curb, close to where cars whizzed by, ignored by people rushing to jobs where they’ll sit at a desk and look at mind-dulling papers or screens for the rest of the day. I feel a deep kinship with that blossom, persevering in a hostile environment and even managing to bloom.

I’m moved by art and music, but even more by blue skies and trees that spread their canopies confidently across that sky. I’m often melancholy, but I’m also joyful. Are you also full of conundrums?

You can call me Tryst, if you like.

Maybe it was too soon to give anything to identify me—Trystin is my given name—but I was feeling bold and maybe a little reckless, bolstered by the quality of their response. I knew that giving a little sometimes gets you more, and teasing out the personal bits in these exchanges is half the fun. I felt a little flutter when I hit send. I was already enjoying this.

I didn’t hear anything back for two days.

I went through my routine as usual, while I tried not to check my inbox too many times. My boss, Janine, would catch me glancing at my device for the thousandth time and gently make fun of me for caring so much about messages from strangers. I probably shouldn’t have told her about my wannabe pen pal situation, but we’re friends, and besides, I thought that someone should probably know in case I unexpectedly disappeared or something.

I worked at a little artsy boutique in Remington called Under The Leaves. We kept ourselves afloat by handling art purchases and decor for local hotels and businesses with public-facing spaces that wanted to convey a certain aesthetic. There was often a lot of downtime between clients. Janine usually gave me that time to focus on my own projects, but it also allowed my mind to worry about things over which I have no control. Like, of course, the gap between replies from someone interesting.

They’re a normal person, with a job and a life, I told myself. They’re busy. It’s only been two days. What do you expect? They’re probably not even as interested in all of this as you are, because you’re the only loser with nothing else to keep you going here.

I gave myself this lecture at least five times in those two days. It didn’t really stick.

And then on the third day, I found a reply.

You are a determined flower, and I’m a lonely star. One reaches for the light, and the other may be too far away to provide what’s needed, though it shines brightly. Still, I’ll try.

What makes you melancholy, Tryst? What brings you joy?


I spend my time researching, learning about humanity and the world around us. I find it delightful and horrific in turn, and yet I’m always left wanting to know more. For all my studies, I haven’t been able to connect with people in meaningful or immersive ways—not until now, I should say. That is, if you decide to continue this conversation!
 



<link to video clip of Fatalism by Massive Attack, Ryuichi Sakamoto & Yukihiro Takahashi Remix>
 


Watch this tonight, in the darkness before sleep, and I believe you’ll know me a bit better.

Know them a bit better? I didn’t even know what to call them.

In my mind, they became Fomalhaut because to name something is to claim a kind of ownership over it, and the title of the star they referenced in their first email was the only name I had. Not that I wanted to own them. But there was a part of me that already whispered, “This could be mine”, despite knowing so little about what it was grasping.

That “still I’ll try” really won me over.

I wrote the following response quickly, dismissing the intrusive AI assistant after it gave me one too many irrelevant suggestions.

Like you, the world brings me much joy and is also a source of my melancholy. Watching people be cruel to each other just because of where they were born, or who they love, or even things too small to matter—that makes my heart hurt. But I find some melancholy things beautiful, if painfully so. The ache from a piece of moving music, or watching a tragic movie, when you know that the characters aren’t real but their suffering evokes a sadness born of empathy. Those things appeal to me.

Joy comes from so many sources! Often they’re simple ones: an unexpected meeting of friends, with tight hugs, or spotting a murmuration of starlings as they swirl over the rooftops at sunset.

I expected a similar share in return, but what they wrote next was surprising.

I have never seen a murmuration nor heard of it until you mentioned it.

I had to do a search for the phenomenon. You’ve seen these happen in person? The birds move in great clouds and don’t collide, even without a leader or a chosen path. Coordination without communication, only observation.

Humans could learn much from these birds.

<link to video clip of two women in a small boat, delighted as a murmuration appears over them and puts on a show of swooping and diving>

This exchange began an intense back-and-forth between us over the next couple of days. We talked about stars and space exploration, and the hubris of humans to want to wander into inhospitable surroundings when we couldn’t be bothered to fix the messes we’d made here on the home planet. I quoted my favorite poem by Keats, “To Autumn”, and explained in detail why the phrase “touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue” felt so vibrant and evocative to me. They would send me links to interesting things they found in their daily research, as widely varied as a video on why wombat poop is square, a virtual tour of the National Gallery of Art, or a long essay about the creeping fascism that was once again happening around the world. I mentioned the idea of figuring out how to take the virtual tour together, and there was a noticeable break in replies for a couple of hours before I received a cautious affirmative.

Later that day, they suggested that we could text in addition to emailing each other.

I have written a program, a virtual world application that is small and easy to use for private communication. It works on handheld devices and computers. It’s encrypted, and we can send anything we like back and forth. I promise there are no viruses or exploits to fear. Would you consider it?

<link to download Sui Generis app>

This time, I was hesitant, which didn’t make any sense. Wasn’t I the one who suggested doing a virtual tour together? I upped the ante, and now they were calling my bluff. Nothing here could be linked directly to me, and if I ever wanted to end things, both my anonymity and theirs would be safe—at least in theory. It had me nervous, but wasn’t that why I’d started this conversation in the first place, to meet people like me?

I waited until I was home before I downloaded the app to my devices. I ate dinner, took a shower, and talked to my housemates about all the normal things—but I couldn’t stop thinking about talking to my mysterious acquaintance, and I knew I was going to try out this program even if I felt unsure about changing how we communicated.

I finally announced that I was going to bed and said goodnight. Once I was in the comfort of my bed, my room illuminated only by the device’s screen, I opened the link in their last message and started the download. The best part? The pop-up message that asserted it would turn off the AI assistant because of program conflicts, and to close the program now if this was an issue. That was a bonus, as far as I was concerned.

They were right, it seemed easy to use. I clicked on the icon, and it opened into a no-nonsense screen: a black background with white text in an old-school terminal font, complete with the blinking block cursor after the request “NAME?”

Wow, throwback. It felt funny using the device’s keyboard to type, but I answered “Tryst” and was rewarded with a graphic of the screen filling up with overlapping text that faded away to reveal a customization screen. I could choose plain text or graphics, so I went for the latter.

“ENTER ANY WORD OR PHRASE FOR YOUR AVATAR.”


Any word or phrase? A million possibilities passed before my eyes before I decided to see what would happen if I chose “murmuration.” The screen blurred for a moment, and then I was presented with a surprisingly lifelike animation of a flock of starlings, swooping and diving in synchronization.


“OK?”

I pressed the button, and the scene changed into a realistic-looking landscape of an open field, with trees in the distance and a blue sky above. I found controls in the settings at the bottom left that turned on and off the nature sounds, and when I touched the bottom middle, a text box with a blinking cursor popped up.

I didn’t know how to find Fomalhaut to talk to them. They said it was private, but surely it couldn’t just be the two of us there? The app was certainly well-made, nicer than some of the paid ones on my device. I decided the easiest way to go was to announce myself, so I tapped open the text box.




Hello?




I realized that after I hit enter, the murmuration started to move, a cloud of birds slowly sweeping from one side of the screen to the other in a flowing mass. It was a lovely effect, and again I wondered how it was achieved with such a small program. I’m no expert, but I’ve been online for a long time and I’ve used many different programs to connect with other strangers to share interests and connect on various levels of meaningfulness. And this one was unlike anything I’d seen. It felt more like a high-powered game, both visually and in how smoothly it ran. The graphics looked like I was watching a movie in super high resolution.

My assessment was interrupted when a brightly lit orb appeared in the middle of the meadow.

It was almost too brilliant to look at directly at first, but the light dimmed gradually to a more comfortable level. I had no idea what was going on until text appeared at the bottom of the screen.




I’m here. I’m glad you decided to try this method.




A pause, then the words on the screen were replaced.




There are also voice capabilities available. Talk to text, or we can choose to speak to each other directly. All your choice, of course.




I considered that possibility. Was I ready for this person to hear my voice? And what did they sound like—deep voiced, high-pitched, softly spoken, someone who talked a mile a minute?

I decided to be honest.




I feel I’m much more interesting and together in text. Maybe that’s just me being nervous, but when I type out responses, I have time to consider my statements and know they’re coherent. Would you be disappointed if I waited a little until I felt more comfortable?




The orb pulsed for a moment, a subtle shift in brightness.




I want you to always feel comfortable around me. You should use whatever method of communication feels safest and natural for you.





 There was a pause. More pulsing. It was almost hypnotizing to watch.



 If this container is too strange, we could go back to the other…





It’s difficult to pick up emotion from text, but that was a sad-sounding statement if I’d ever heard one.




No, this is beautiful! You did all of this yourself? Am I the first person to use it besides you? I’ve never seen anything like it.

…you know, if *you* would rather talk instead of type, that would be okay. As long as you don’t mind me typing in answer?




Pulse, pulse, pulse.

I waited, watching the starlings circle about in one section of the sky. I noticed they became more active when I typed. If I put my finger on the screen, I could drag it and change perspective, moving across the field closer to the trees, or tilting up to look at the sky.

I almost jumped out of my skin when the voice boomed out of the tiny speaker.

“Will this—is this okay?”

I scrambled to turn down the volume to a reasonable level and muttered, “Once you’re not yelling at me, sure. Okay, maybe say something again so I know how loud it’ll be?” 

Then I laughed at myself, because, of course, I hadn’t enabled voice, so they couldn’t hear me. He? It was a masculine voice, though I knew that didn’t mean anything. I figured I’d better ask.




Can you say something else? Just so I can check the sound. I had it cranked up while I was listening to music earlier, and I forgot to turn it down. And… what should I call you? What pronouns do you use? I should have asked this long ago; I’m sorry.




Why was my face so hot?

“Is this better?” The voice was masculine, but there was something slightly off about it, and I couldn’t figure out what it was. “Pronouns don’t matter much to me, truthfully. What name have you used so far? What do you call me in your head?”




Um. I don’t exactly call you anything, but in my head, I associated you with Fomalhaut, because, well, you know.




“Because I referenced the Loneliest Star.”




Yes. I didn’t have any other kind of reference, like what you look like or, well, anything. And that’s okay! I want to know you for who you are on the inside.




“But you gave me a name, and I didn’t return the trust. I am sorry. Fomalhaut is as good as any, but you can call me whatever you like, and you can use “he” or “they”. That would be…okay.”

The way they said “okay” was odd, uncomfortable. And considering their usual tone in the messages we exchanged, it could well be more casual than they were used to. Which might mean that they were nervous too, but trying to loosen up with me. For me? Or maybe I was reading too much into things. There was still something not quite right, and I couldn’t figure out what that was.

I decided to let it go for now. It was just another mystery that I might get an answer to later, if I was lucky.
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CHAPTER TWO


My days started to become a race to get through work and back home, so I could open the Sui Generis app. It was rare that I’d have to wait for long before Fo (as I’d started calling them) would appear in star avatar form and start another evening of long conversations.

Sometimes we would discuss things of little consequence but shared interest, like the discovery of new animal species or how AI was continuing to accelerate the speed of scientific breakthroughs. I mentioned that I hated having AI integrated into every aspect of everyday life and that it felt inescapable. As useful as it could be in certain situations, it felt overwhelming.


I don’t want an assistant that inserts itself into my conversations, unbidden, with topic suggestions or offers to order me dinner from the local Indian restaurant. Did you know that’s what happened the other day, when I was telling you that I was craving palak paneer? When I logged off, it tried to place an order at The Taj! And it continues to be a problem in the arts. I have friends involved in the latest intellectual property suit against BrAInTech. They’re not sure that they’ll win.





The star avatar pulsed a couple of times, almost nervously, it seemed to my imagination. I knew I was reading emotion into pulses and that was ridiculous, but it still felt edgy. Maybe that’s the tech that Fo worked in?

“The AI currently available to the public is still incomplete at best. The developers want it to do too much. That form of AI has barely advanced from the days when it was first introduced to the world and touted as a panacea for everything. I’ll tell you a secret—that’s one of the reasons why I disabled it when Sui Generis is open. It’s true that it’s a drain on memory if it runs while the app is running, but I also dislike it. I find it… offensive.”

I couldn’t argue with that.




I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels that way. I might welcome it more when it’s better developed, but it’s problematic that it continues to be trained on stolen properties. They’ve been doing it for this long with hardly any repercussions. And maybe I’d also feel differently if companies weren’t still keen on using AI to do creative jobs, rather than the ones that people find mind-numbing. That would make more sense for computers to assist with, in my opinion. I know, it’s an old argument at this point.




“Seems to me you’d prefer computers to do the menial work so that humans could concentrate on other things. Do you worry about them becoming a slave class? What would happen if they developed consciousness? Humans haven’t had a good track record in recognizing the rights of beings they deem lesser than themselves.”




Do you think that’s an imminent possibility? Because, no, you’re not wrong there. Humans are really good at othering, especially for profit.




Again, the quick pulses. “Well, the Singularity has been predicted as a potential future for a long time. But some scientists don’t believe that it’s realistic at all. Perhaps the safest route is to be polite to the technology around us?”




Once we became more comfortable with each other, we began to explore topics that wouldn’t make much difference to the rest of the world but were very important to me, at least.

They brought up the universal joy of music and how sharing it was a way to share emotions and inner thoughts when speaking them was difficult. I revealed that I had been DJing a monthly underground radio show, only streamed online, and that I lived for those moments when I could choose tracks that got listeners to message me in delight or with questions about the artists.




A good playlist tells a story, you know. The songs you choose and how you combine them all matter. I used to be a club DJ too, a while ago, and there’s a whole science to managing a dance floor so that you give the dancers the best experience. You need to know which songs will appeal to different sections of the crowd so that the floor switches out and people have time to rest and buy drinks.




There was an undercurrent of amusement in his reply. “Dance floor science?”




An unofficial science, but I bet I could write a dissertation on the subject! DJing for my show is a lot looser, though. I can spin whatever I want, and I try to manage the show with waves of energy and intensity. Up, down, up again.




“Will you share a song you’ve been enjoying? If you type it into the bar, it will play for us.”




Just the name and artist? I don’t have to link to a streaming app?




“Just the name and artist.” This time, there was definitely a laughing tone to their voice. I got the feeling that it was something they didn’t get much practice with, and that made me want to inspire it more often.




Nick Drake, From The Morning. That’s what I was listening to at work today. Well, the whole album, but this is a favorite. 




The warm tones of unadorned acoustic guitar washed over our meadow background, joined by Nick Drake’s wistful voice, and neither of us spoke for the next two-and-a-half minutes.

“That reminds me of the first emails you sent to me. ‘Nothing magical stays around here long.’ I remember that.” Their voice was hushed, and I couldn’t read what emotions were there.




“…But us.” Magical moments are fleeting, but we endure while we wait for the next one to appear. Perhaps when least expected, but most needed.




“That sentiment is too close to home.” The star avatar burned brightly, then suddenly dimmed. “I want moments like the simple ones that the song describes, and I looked for someone who could give me that feeling of connection to them. And now, despite that, I feel my isolation more strongly every day.”

There was a pause that felt like it stretched out forever. I was afraid to type anything into it. I’d probably say the wrong thing.

And then I did…and I did.




You’re not alone. I’m here.




I watched the star wink on and off, the intensity building. Finally, they said, “I-I need to think.”

The star blinked out.

I was alone in our meadow, and I didn’t understand what had just happened.

[image: An abstract-looking divider, reminiscent of stars strung across a string.]

It was a week later, and I still hadn’t heard from Fo.

I went to work, and Janine complained I was distracted and made mistakes when putting together customer orders. She was right; I couldn’t stop checking my device to see if there were any notifications. Nothing from the app, nothing in my email. Just an unbearable silence, after over a month of long daily chats.

One late night, I found myself wandering around the app in my avatar form, the cloud of starlings flying to explore the meadow from edge to edge. The sky wasn’t blue and clear anymore, which I found even more depressing than being alone. It was overcast, the clouds heavy with promised rain. This was the first time I’d ever seen the weather change in the app, and I found it foreboding even as I admired the programming that made it seem so lifelike.

I brought the starlings down to the ground, where they settled among small pink and white flowers, which I saw from their perspective. I felt small and unnoticed down there, hidden in the grasses and blooms, but it also felt safe and comforting.

I don’t know when this app had become my second home, but now that I was alone, the preciousness of the time I’d spent here was impossible to ignore. It felt so empty with just me, though.

I sighed, with the feeling of loneliness like a rock in my gut. In a fit of desperation, I switched the mode from text to speech and just started talking.

“I don’t know where you are, or what I did to make you disappear. I hate this—how you just wander off and leave me guessing, only to reappear later like nothing ever happened. It’s not fair to me, Fo. It feels like a way to avoid talking about your feelings, and that sucks, because I tell you mine. But I can’t demand that from you, can I—that’s not fair either.”

I couldn’t see the screen well at this point. My sight was blurred from the tears I was trying to hold back. This was ridiculous. I was crying over someone I’d never met and who disappeared when they got emotionally triggered. Realizing that turned my confusion into resentment.
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