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        Original, unique, imaginative, and deftly crafted, The Neurodiversi­verse: Alien Encounters is a fun and thought-provoking read from cover to cover and unreservedly recommended for community and college/university library Contemporary Science Fiction collections.

        —MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Neurodiversiverse is a warmhearted science fiction anthology that celebrates those whose greatest strengths are that which makes them different.

        —FOREWORD REVIEWS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        A powerful anthology that blends science fiction with the inspiring realities of neurodiverse lives. Each piece in The Neurodiversiverse is a tribute to the incredible potential and creativity of the neurodiverse community.

        —TAEVO PUBLISHING

      

      

      

      
        
        
        There are so many well-imagined worlds and situations represented in this collection, and it speaks strongly for neurodiversity, including advocating for its recognition as part of the spectrum of human experience.

        —HARARE REVIEW OF BOOKS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        I found this strong multi-author anthology very rewarding.

        —EVAN L, NETGALLEY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Composed of hearty short stories with seasonings of poetry, The Neurodiversiverse is an engaging collection of literature celebrating difference. Whether you are looking to expand your palate beyond its usual horizons or enjoy the comfort of stories that center non traditional protagonists, this anthology is fantastic.

        —C. BORST, AUTHOR OF SOLDIERS IN GREY

      

      

      

      
        
        
        [M]ost of the stories in this anthology feel like coming to a safe space where I can meet people I understand and glimpse into the possibilities of lives and adventures of all the ‘what ifs’ and ‘could have beens.’ It's definitely worth a read.

        —MELANIE, GOODREADS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Neurodiversiverse is an empowering and heartening read, highlighting that uniqueness should be celebrated rather than ‘fixed.’ It’s a beautiful testament to the value of neurodivergence, and I highly recommend it.

        —NAITO DIAMOND, BOOKBUB

      

      

      

      
        
        
        The Neurodiversiverse is a place where differences are appreciated and celebrated. Overall, this book is an uplifting and enjoyable read.

        —BETH LEWIS, GOODREADS

      

      

      

      
        
        
        We should be able to tell neurodiverse stories not just neurotypical stories with neurodivergent characters in them. The Neurodiversiverse does that really well. Readers looking to read outside majority experiences should consider this.

        —ALEX BROWN, IGNYTE AWARD-WINNING CRITIC OF PUNK‑ASS BOOK JOCKEY

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO THE NEURODIVERSIVERSE!

          

        

      

    

    
      Where do you want to go first? Let us be your guide to the many alien encounters you shall find within—strange and baffling, funny and uplifting, tender and romantic, and, yes, even, hopeful.

      There are thrills and chills along the way, but the alien need not be frightening. Sometimes, aliens can be as vulnerable as we are.

      In all these voyages, understanding is the key to success. Sometimes, that’s understanding the other; sometimes, it’s understanding ourselves. Sometimes, it’s an understanding of what keeps us apart; sometimes, it’s an understanding of how we can come together.

      The stories, poems, and art in The Neurodiversiverse feature the work of experienced authors and debut authors, poet laureates and new poets, and art from a variety of artists—including our beautiful cover, with art by Barbara Candiotti.

      Among our experienced authors, we are proud to feature the following:

      
        
          	
        Tobias S. Buckell, author of Shoggoths in Traffic, brings us “The Pipefitter,” which explores the benefits and drawbacks of ADHD in a far-future fight for survival against aliens who are merciless—and a neurotypical world that is unbending.
      

      	
        M. D. Cooper, creator of the Aeon 14 universe, gives us “The Zeta Remnant,” in which competent explorers train themselves to make good decisions regardless of whether they are autistic or not—and M. D.’s autistic, so she’d know.
      

      	
        Ada Hoffmann, author of the Outside trilogy, brings us “Music, Not Words,” which depicts the struggle autistic people face to be heard clearly—and speculates that, sometimes, the words themselves could be the problem.
      

      	
        Jody Lynn Nye, author of forty novels, a hundred stories, and The Dragonlover’s Guide to Pern, gives us “A Hint of Color,” which shines a light on how synesthesia could reveal aliens that neurotypical people might not even recognize.
      

      	
        Cat Rambo, author of You Sexy Thing, Nebula Award finalist, and former president of SFWA, surprises us with “Scary Monsters, Super Creeps,” which explores how superheroes and supervillians fighting could be the worst place in the world for someone with anxiety—or the best.
      

      

      

      Many of the stories in The Neurodiversiverse are #OwnVoices stories told from the perspective of folks who are neurodivergent themselves—perspectives that might surprise people who don’t share these conditions. Representation is important. Especially for those of us with anxiety or other forms of neurodiversity, reading great stories about characters like us makes the world a happier place. The Neurodiversiverse features stories about:

      
        
          	
        Autism
      

      	
        ADHD
      

      	
        PTSD
      

      	
        OCD
      

      	
        Synesthesia
      

      	
        Anxiety (of various flavors)
      

      	
        Avoidant attachment disorder
      

      	
        Dissociative identity disorder
      

      	
        And more
      

      

      

      These perspectives bring us wonders. Shadows in the light of titanium rain. Space that shatters singular minds. Tai chi that can vaporize fighter jets. Travel through dimensions enabled by crochet. Superpowers unleashed by anxiety. Seekers whose world is saved by a child. Heartbroken starships. Human-sized hamster balls. A planet covered in mathematical fidgets.

      And, finally, we learn why aliens abduct cows.

      We are tremendously proud to bring you this anthology celebrating neurodiversity.

      So, ready or not … here come the aliens.
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      LIZA OLMSTED, CO-EDITOR

      I discovered my own neurodiversity relatively late in life: in my mid-30s, in the middle of a successful (but exhausting) career in software. It came after several of my favorite authors happened to mention they had ADHD, and I thought, “If they have ADHD, and their stories are just like my brain, that might be me.” It was me.

      The more I learned about ADHD and about how it manifests for myself, the more of my friends, family, and people I respected⁠* discovered they were also neurodivergent. It turns out neurodivergence runs in friend groups.

      And then I read about the “ADHD-to-autism” pipeline for late-diagnosed people, which I scoffed at: “I’m not autistic, I’m just really really interested in learning all about autism.” (I was, in fact, autistic. Having autism as a special interest is common in late-diagnosed autistic people.)

      What’s great about this modern world we live in is that there is a never-ending supply of social groups hyperfocused on the issue you care about. Autism groups, autism-in-women-and-nonbinary-people groups, trans groups, groups for people who need surgery to replace their temporomandibular joints (… yes, I do have personal experience with that, why do you ask?). Some of these groups are incredibly well moderated, and we provide links to them and other resources at the end of the book.

      But what isn’t so great—yet—is that it’s still hard to find books that show neurodivergent people, or any disabled people, having fun adventures, falling in love, and saving the world. If they do appear, it’s as side characters who are a burden for the main character to carry, or as villains, or as robots⁠* or savants.

      

      Talking about how we talk about neurodivergence:

      Although autism and other forms of neurodivergence aren’t new, a lot of the language about them is. As modern society removes stigma around neurodivergence, we revise our word choices. As neurodivergent people’s opinions get centered more in the discourse, rather than those of neurotypical doctors, we reject some words that used to be standard and reclaim words that were stigmatized.

      In this book, we focused on using the language that many neurodivergent people prefer for themselves. Words have been shifting fast in this century, and they may shift again in the future. Some of the choices we made in this book include the following:

      
        
          	
        We talk about “autistic people,” not “people with autism.”
      

      

      

      
        
        While there was a long period when American society thought “person with X” was the more humanizing way to describe it, people who actually have X (disabilities, autism, etc.) often experience those terms as less humanizing. Being called a person “with” autism implies that maybe I could still be myself without it, which most⁠* autistic people don’t tend to believe for themselves. This isn’t a universal trend—there are still people who prefer “person with”—and we aim to use the language people prefer for themselves.

      

      

      
        
          	
        We talk about “neurotypical people,” not “neurotypicals” (except when it’s intended to be a slur), as well as “neurodivergent people” instead of “neurodivergents.”
      

      

      

      
        
        Reducing people to a single characteristic often reads as dehumanizing. This seems to be a recent trend in language, maybe in the last decade or so. To the best of our ability, we’d rather stay current with humanizing language, even at the risk of being out of date in just a few years if the trend changes again. One of the stories in this book does use “neurotypical” as a slur, as an indicator of a character’s own bias. Just as neurotypical people can be biased against neurodivergent people, neurodivergent people can become quite jaded and be biased against neurotypical people.

      

      

      
        
          	
        We talk about the range of different thinking styles as “neurodiversity” and an individual’s particular style that’s different from the norm as their “neurodivergence.”
      

      

      

      
        
        No one individual’s “neuro” is actually “diverse” by itself. “Diversity” requires a group. That said, it might be a small demonstration of our own autism, how rigidly we try to adhere to this distinction, because many other English speakers don’t notice or need that distinction. (I promise not to correct you if you use the “wrong” word, and I’ll try very hard not to judge you, either.)

      

      

      
        
          	
        Our use of the term “disorder” is complicated.
      

      

      

      
        
        For most forms of neurodivergence, the official names come from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). When we use the term “disorder,” it’s because that’s the official term the DSM uses, and therefore is the most precise way we have for talking about it. That said, “disorder” implies something is wrong, and we align with the neurodivergent-affirming movement, which maintains that many “disorders” aren’t.⁠*

      

      

      
        
          	
        We talk about “autism,” not “Asperger’s.”
      

      

      

      
        
        “Asperger’s” is no longer a diagnosis, since the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) came out, because it was found that it is actually a subset of autism. In addition, many (but not all) autistic people prefer to distance themselves from the Dr. Asperger who gave it the name, because he was a Nazi collaborator. For the people who still find it to be a meaningful and empowering term for themselves, we support them, but we choose not to use it in this book.

      

      

      
        
          	
        We use the term “alien” to mean “beings from other worlds.”
      

      

      

      
        
        Although the term is sometimes used to refer to humans on Earth, we hope you’ll set that usage aside as you enjoy the stories in this book. Referring to humans as “aliens” is othering and exclusionary in a way we don’t encourage. Many neurodivergent people share the experience of feeling alien among humans. It’s not unique to neurodivergent folks; many people who feel different or othered by the people around them describe a similar experience.

      

      

      
        
          	
        Common science fiction tropes.
      

      

      

      
        
        There are many science fiction tropes, like “space colonies,” whose names have real-world connotations that we don’t intend to allude to or endorse.

      

      

      
        
          	
        Defining the phrase “#OwnVoices.”
      

      

      

      
        
        If you haven’t come across this phrase, it’s a hashtag used in social media to indicate when something is written by a person who’s a member of the group being discussed. For example, when a Black person writes about being Black, that could be tagged with “#OwnVoices”. When an autistic person writes about being autistic, that’s #OwnVoices. When an allistic (non-autistic) parent writes about their child’s autism, that is not #OwnVoices.

      

      

      You’ll also see neopronouns, like ze/zem or xe/xem, and the old-fashioned they/them, which refer to people outside the gender binary.

      Because we strive to use language precisely, accurately, and politely, we end up with clunky sentences to describe the book like, “a neurodiversity-themed science fiction anthology of short stories, poetry, and art by and for neurodivergent people.” Boy, that’s a mouthful.⁠*

      

      How this book came to be

      My co-editor Anthony and I decided we wanted to make an anthology full of fun stories where neurodiversity is instrumental to the plot in a positive, uplifting way. A book where readers could see characters like them having otherworldly experiences. A book where readers could see characters unlike them, too, with neurotypes different from their own, having exciting adventures with ways of thinking that are unfamiliar to them.

      That’s the exciting thing about diversity, that everyone is more likely to see themself represented in a diverse group, and everyone is more likely to see people really different from themself, too.

      We were incredibly fortunate to receive so many submissions from neurodivergent writers, poets, and artists. We didn’t require creators to disclose their neurodiversity as part of submission, so we can’t tell you exactly how many are or aren’t, but we do know that a majority are.

      Depending on your knowledge of neurodivergent traits, you may or may not recognize specific details as being characteristic of particular flavors of neurodivergence. If you are yourself neurodivergent, I hope you see someone familiar in this book.

      

      I hope that through this collection you’ll be able to meet many different neurodivergent people, and feel the beauty and magnificence of each one.

      
        
        —Liza Olmsted, May 2024

      

      

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
* Just this year, Neil Gaiman subtly revealed he’s autistic in a post on Tumblr. (Source: https://www.tumblr.com/neil-gaiman/744334382867890176/thoughts-on-autism) Hugo- and Nebula-award-winning artist and author Ursula Vernon is publicly ADHD. (One of many sources: https://x.com/UrsulaV/status/1613776807848980480)

          

          
* I absolutely adore The Murderbot Diaries by Martha Wells, but they do kinda fall into this category.

          

          
* The Autistic Not Weird Autism Survey by Chris Bonello surveyed over 11,000 respondents, over 7,000 of whom were autistic, and the answers show that over 90% of autistic respondents use the phrase “autistic person,” versus less than 19% of autistic respondents who use “person with autism.” While this isn’t a large enough sample size to prove that most English-speaking autistic people worldwide prefer the phrase, it’s a good enough indicator for us. Available at: https://autisticnotweird.com/autismsurvey/#language. We recommend the whole survey, it’s very informative.

          

          
* Per our invaluable consultant, Dr. Anaïs Wong, PsyD, “The argument among neurodiversity-affirming specialists is that Autism and ADHD in particular are too common to qualify as disorders, if you follow the DSM’s own definition of disorder (must be rare). And we argue that it was evolutionarily advantageous to have different types of brains that would be very good at different things. So all neurodivergences that are inborn (most of DSM diagnoses, except for brain injury and degenerative conditions like dementia) may actually be epigenetic adaptations to severe strain experienced by previous generations.”

          

          
* Co-editor’s note: Anthony says, yes, that’s a mouthful, but we’d rather end up with our sentences being a mouthful than start off with our collective foot in our mouth.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHEN THE ALIENS CAME

          

          A POEM

          AVRA MARGARITI

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When the aliens came, their nictitating membranes

        found our world too loudsharpbright …

      

        

      
        …  like that time I had to hide under a table

        in a lit-up restaurant, while patrons wondered

        what was wrong with me

      

        

      
        When the aliens came, we cringed at their nakedness,

        made them wear suits and dresses, watched

        their too-thin skin squirm and itch …

      

        

      
        …  like that time my mother crammed me in a church dress

        that rubbed me raw, crab-pinching shoes, and I cried

        and dreamed of flensing my skin to escape

        textile constriction

      

      

      
        
        When the aliens came, we taught them

        to say please and thank you, even when they didn’t mean it,

        told them, don’t go tempesting the waters when they asked the whys

        and hows of our customs: you don’t want to look ungrateful,

        do you?

      

      

      
        
        …  like the times my grandma trained me

        in the art of politeness, pinched my sides

        to sunset bruises whenever I replied with honesty to how are you?

        to, is there anything you need?

      

        

      
        When the aliens came, we prepared a feast for them,

        an envoy. A letter of demands

        for their advanced ways and technology.

        I snuck into the outdoor tent where they sat in wait,

        uncomfortable, overwhelmed …

      

        

      
        … and I prepared to tell the aliens that I too felt alien

        among my people, I too would like to extend my welcome

        but don’t always know how to get the words

        to leave my throat

      

        

      
        When the aliens came, they did not look me in the eye,

        nor did they address me in voice or gesture.

        Yet they let me sit with them in blessed dark and quiet

        while their welcome feast raged on outside.

        Inside the tent, we were cradled by the cosmos,

        a sensory deprivation chamber where we floated

        in synesthetic synchronicity

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MUSIC, NOT WORDS

          

          A STORY

          ADA HOFFMANN
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        Content note: emotional abuse

      

      

      Every night that summer, when Justina looked out her bedroom window, something sang to her.

      At first she didn’t know where the song came from. But music had always meant more to her than mere words. Music was an intricate pattern of tone and pitch and timing that sank directly into the heart and moved the body. Words, Justina had trouble with, even on a good day. Music, she understood more intimately than anything.

      So she leaned out through her window every night and breathed the music in. It told her:

      Friends.

      People like her in some ways, and very unlike her in others. Friends, up there, between the stars, in the sky.

      Justina believed what she heard without questioning. Questions were for adults and rude classmates who cornered her in the yard: why can’t you answer us? Why can’t you explain? What’s wrong with you?

      Music did not need interrogation, question, or explanation. Music only was, self-evidently.

      So it did not surprise Justina when, in late July that summer—the year she’d turned fifteen—she started to see the flying saucers. Silvery disks, spinning like an old-fashioned record, pulsing in time with the strange, lovely tune that came down from them to Earth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I saw it,” said Justina at the breakfast table, rocking back and forth with the need to be understood. The morning light streamed in through the yellow-curtained window to the Formica-topped table; the birds outside, the dogs walking, and the thrum of the cars, made music of their own. It was all she could do to form a few words at a time, slow and labored, instead of vanishing into the music.

      Her mother was setting out plates and bowls. “Saw what?”

      “The spaceships.”

      “What?”

      “She must have seen it on television,” said her father, reclining at the head of the table with a newspaper.

      It was hard to make this many words. Justina hated breakfast. She would rather have just swayed to the rhythms she heard, let the words fall away, spent her day dancing to the symphony of the world. But people always got angry when she tried to do that, instead of speaking and going to school.

      “No,” she said. “Real … real ships. Saucers. Flying.”

      Her father put down his coffee cup with a loud clink, which hurt her ears. “You did not see flying saucers.”

      “Real. They … sang.” Justina rocked back and forth a little harder. She didn’t like when people disagreed with each other; music had its dissonances, but only words allowed this type of terrible clash. She never knew what to do with it, and her father was excellent at disagreeing, making the words clash as loud and hard as possible.

      “Flying saucers don’t sing,” he said, louder now. “They aren’t real. This is preposterous.”

      “Honey,” said her mother as she shook out cereal into the ceramic bowls, “she doesn’t know what she’s saying. Justina, honey, you must have had a dream. All sorts of things can happen in a dream, can’t they?”

      Justina did not argue again. She hunched in her chair, covered her ears. She already knew, from the pitch and crescendo of both voices, where this was going.

      “What’s going to happen if we let her keep saying things like this?” her father demanded. Even with Justina’s hands over her ears, his voice rang harsh and dissonant. “Let her babble about saucers, and what’s the next absurd thing she’s going to say, about you, or about me? How long until we have child protective services breathing down our necks, for no damned reason⁠—”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      People always argued about Justina right in front of her, like she wasn’t there, like they didn’t care how the words overloaded her. She did understand words, even though it was hard to make them. People didn’t get that about her. She could think. She just mostly thought in music, not words.

      Even after the argument itself was over, it took hours for the clash between her parents to stop reverberating, echoing between her ears. But that night, when it had faded, Justina opened her window. The flying saucers’ music washed over her, soft and tender—the opposite of the sounds her parents made. Instinctively, Justina understood the structure of the song. It wasn’t made to crash or clash over her, or to wipe away her words in favor of its own. This was a song with room in it, warm and clear—little spaces between the notes, gaps that a harmonizing voice might rise to fill.

      Tonight, Justina had made up her mind. She fixed her eyes on the saucers and took a deep breath. In her own thin reedy voice, without any words, she answered them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The saucers came down without any fuss: only a slow swell of rising and deepening chords. They were smaller than Justina’s house, but bigger than her father’s car, flattened and perfectly circular, casting a silvery light over the indifferently mown grass of the backyard. When they settled down gently in that grass, their music changed: not a full break but a further development. A different verse of the same song. A bridge.

      Justina stood perfectly still for a few seconds, staring at the saucers, absorbing the sound.

      Then she crept to the back door and opened it quietly. Silvery light washed over her as she stood in the fresh night air, in the music, with the night birds and insects and faraway cars giving harmony of their own. Something opened in the saucer nearest to her: a curved door. An invitation.

      Justina thought about maybe turning and waking up her parents, showing them that she was right; but she knew, deep down, that this would not do any good. This music was hers, not theirs. This invitation was for her.

      Without any fear, bringing nothing but the song in her throat, Justina stepped out to meet them.
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        Content note: one scene of violence and harassment

      

      

      I should not have read The War of the Worlds after signing up as an alien tour sponsor. It’s not that I was paranoid that the Xerians are secretly trying to take over the world. That would make sense, but instead, it was because of the stupid ending. The aliens are not conquered by mankind but by germs, which kills them off because they have no immunity to Earth diseases.

      As the days until the first tour grew ever closer, I could not get that ending out of my head. Every single cough, sneeze, and headache was a sign of what might be a cold for me but a deadly illness to the people entrusted to my care. But I also couldn’t just back out of it. It had been my lifelong dream to join the diplomatic ranks of Earth’s budding Intergalactic Council. I couldn’t let a little OCD and intrusive thoughts stop me. The trick to getting over these fears is to just face them … within reason, of course. One of my worst obsessive anxieties is rabies, and I’m not about to get over it by playing with a wild raccoon.

      But this time, I did know that it was safe. The Xerians were all fully vaccinated against Earth diseases, so there was no chance for me to pass anything onto them. No matter how much I tried to remind myself of this fact, though, it refused to stick in my head. And when I wasn’t thinking about that, I was thinking about other ways this could go terribly wrong.

      Not everyone was happy about our growing diplomatic relationships with other species. We could be attacked by the xenophobic terrorist groups, like the Children of Men, or caught in a mass shooting, or a natural disaster. I’ve had some self-defense and survival training, but I doubted I was skilled enough to be of any use.

      The day arrived like any other, if it wasn’t for the way my stomach twisted like it was filled with electric eels. The first tour of the Xerians’ excursion was supposed to be the easiest, and I tried to remind myself of this as I watched the group of five Xerians file into the conference room where I was to prep them for their excursion walking among the humans. These were students, cultural anthropologists wanting to learn more about Earth’s customs.

      At first glance, Xerians reminded me a bit of most artists’ modern renditions of velociraptors. They were birdlike in the way they glanced around the room with quick, jerky movements and had bright patterned plumage like a parrot’s. They were, in a word, beautiful.

      As they approached, they acknowledged my presence with a tilted nod of the head and a friendly trill. Though I’m lacking in their vocal anatomy, I did my best to replicate the gesture and sound as a sign of respect.

      Finally, the last of the Xerians took zer seat. I had been briefed on gender and the lack of it in their society. Because the status of their genitals was considered a private affair, we relied on neopronouns when we didn’t know their names and preferences.

      Taking a slow, deep breath in and out to wrestle my nerves into submission, I smiled and stepped in front of the podium. “Hello and welcome,” I said in a pale facsimile of their language before switching to my own. “You can call me Nyla, and I’m going to be your tour guide today. We’ll have a short talk before we begin our tour of Times Square and Broadway. But first, I’d like to know what I can call you.”

      The five Xerians in my charge were named Yem, Otra, Rekete, Dren, and Jasa. The last in the list was the latecomer. Jasa fidgeted anxiously in zer seat while the rest seemed relaxed. It must have been zer first time on Earth. Well, it was my first time giving the grand tour, so we could be nervous together.

      We went over the basic ground rules about our customs, stuff that may seem like common sense such as ‘don’t take staring as a sign of aggression’ and ‘don’t steal from shops,’ but we still took pains to point out because there had been some incidents in the past. Their culture was very different from ours, which was something to be celebrated, but could also create friction.

      Soon enough, though, it was time to go. We all filed into the elevator and rode to the ground floor. It let out near Times Square, where they could experience the Big Apple for the first time.

      I checked our itinerary for probably the fifth time, just in case I missed something or the words on the paper magically changed. The first stop was a Broadway matinee production of Hamilton, apparently to help them gain a grasp of our history. We had a private box so that the Xerians could ask me questions without disturbing the other audience members.

      “For a play, we try not to speak, and if we must, it’s in whispers so that we don’t distract the audience or the actors,” I said after they had taken their seats. “When the audience claps, you may clap, and when they laugh, you may laugh. Do you have any questions about etiquette or what a musical is?”

      Jasa raised zer hand. “I heard something about singing and dancing. Will the audience choose their mates from the performers?”

      The rest of the Xerians chuckled among themselves, making zer curl in on zerself. “That’s a very good question,” I said, channeling my years of teaching experience from before I joined the diplomacy corps. You’d be surprised how many former preschool and kindergarten teachers excelled in the fields of intergalactic relations. Child logic can feel incredibly alien to adults who don’t know how to field it.

      I flashed Jasa a reassuring smile. “This is an interesting cultural difference we have between us. While some humans sing and dance to attract mates, most do it for the same reason we decorated the walls of this place.” I gestured to the ornate baroque and rococo architecture surrounding us. “We do it because we find it beautiful and want to share that beauty with everyone else. In this case, the dancing is meant to tell a story. Some of the behavior you see on the stage is meant to be more of a metaphorical act than a literal one. Perhaps you have something like this in your culture.”

      One of the Xerians whispered to another in zer native language, making Jasa sink in on zerself even more. Jasa started rocking back and forth, a behavior I had not seen other Xerians do, but which reminded me of how my friends and I sometimes rocked in awkward social situations. Like recognizes like. I’m not diagnosed autistic, but, on top of my OCD, I have that behavior in common with many of my neurodivergent friends.

      I took my seat next to Jasa and whispered, “If you need a break, tap my hand three times and I’ll take you somewhere quiet.”

      Jasa nodded, zer shoulders untensing slightly. “I am sorry,” ze whispered back. “Even among my people, I am considered strange. Forgive my peculiarities.”

      “I get it. I’m pretty peculiar by human standards too. Forgive me mine and I’ll forgive you yours?”

      Ze made a soft cooing noise in the back of zer throat, something I recognized as a laugh. “You have my gratitude.”

      The lights went down, and the music picked up. While the Xerians watched the singing and dancing with rapt attention, I watched their faces and movements. Their heads twitched owlishly as they tracked the dancers on the stage, like raptors in search of prey on the forest floor.

      At one point, Jasa leaned over and whispered, “I have read about how your country came to be, but I am confused.”

      “What else is new?” whispered Yem, making Otra snicker.

      I shot them both warning looks. Apparently establishing a pecking order is something that occurs among humans, birds, and Xerians, but I wasn’t going to tolerate it.

      “We rented this box so that you can ask questions. What’s confusing you?”

      “They really revolted because of a drink?”

      “Sort of,” I replied, and did my best to explain why tea was so important and that this was just one of many problems the colonists had with England.

      Jasa let out an excited trill, puffing zer feathers. “Like how the Lonen colony revolted against the Xerians because we insisted on seizing most of their resources.”

      I was not familiar with this aspect of Xerian history but nodded anyway. If Jasa made the connection, then it was probably a good enough comparison. Some of the other alien tourists shot zer glares, and the proud puffing of Jasa’s plumage began to shrink as ze sank back in zer chair.

      Apparently, humanity wasn’t the only species with a sordid history of colonization. I made a mental note on that so I could discuss it with my superiors later. Odds were that they already knew about any history of colonizing, but just in case, it was a good idea to mention it.

      Periodically, Jasa would lean over to ask questions about the romantic subplot or the duels of honor, trying to come up with parallels to zer own culture. The rest seemed to understand it or at least grasp enough that they didn’t feel the need to ask questions, not even during intermission.

      It was late afternoon when we left the theater. While the other four walked in front of us, Jasa trailed behind next to me. “It’s strange. I knew that we were watching humans on a stage and that they were all fine, but still I felt a profound grief by the end, as though I had lost someone I loved.”

      “That’s the magic of art,” I said. “It gives us a safe place to feel all these big emotions and come out the other side with a new perspective. Humans are built to love and to bond, even with things that aren’t real, because they feel real to us. Is Xerian art like that?”

      Jasa’s head twitched from side to side as ze thought. “Yes, and no. Most of what you call art is done for a purpose such as attracting a mate or asserting our dominance. I have never seen any of my people dance for the sake of dancing or sing for the sake of singing.”

      I hadn’t realized how far the other Xerians had gotten ahead of us until we reached a red light with the standard asshole New York drivers speeding through and making the streets unsafe for pedestrians. They were on the other side of the road and kept walking, either not hearing or ignoring our cries for them to stop.

      Despite the fact that they stood out as five-foot-tall velociraptors, I lost sight of them among the crowd. “Shit!” Throwing caution to the wind, I ran across the street, Jasa following close behind.

      But they were nowhere to be found.

      My mind flooded with all kinds of gory possibilities. What if they were hit by a car? Or mugged? Or taken by the Children of Men? What if they got hurt or accidentally ate something poisonous to them?

      I was going to be fired and disgraced and have to go back to a teacher’s salary. This was my dream job, and now I was fucked. But more importantly, they could be in danger.

      “Please breathe,” Jasa cooed, stroking my arm to give me something else to focus on. “I think I know where they went.”

      That shook me out of my near panic attack. “Where?”

      “I overheard them talking about sneaking off to visit a place called Club Parrot. Do you know what that is?”

      “I haven’t heard of it, but I know where to look,” I replied, taking out my phone. “Why would they do this? Am I really that terrible of a guide?”

      “You are a wonderful human. We are simply at the age of impertinence, so please forgive us.”

      The age of impertinence. Right. They were basically the Xerian equivalent to college students and I had expected them to behave like fully grown adults. But I could worry about that later. First, I needed to find them. “Right, you said Club Parrot?”

      “Yes. Can you find them with your …” Jasa hesitated, seeming to search for the word. “Communication device?”

      I nodded, typing in the name of the nightclub. There were a few to choose from, but the closest was only a few blocks away. Because they don’t know better and think like tourists rather than New Yorkers, they'll probably go to the nearest club, assuming it would be nicer than the others off Broadway.

      The white walking man flashed and we crossed the street. “They weren’t going to include you in their plans?” I asked as we hurried down the block.

      “They assumed that I would hate this Club Parrot and be too anxious about deviating from the planned tour. Both of which are probably true. I am far too boring to be impertinent like them.”

      I stopped short. “Hey, you’re not boring. I’ve enjoyed our talks today. You were the most engaged and curious out of all of them, and I enjoyed sharing a little bit of our world with you.”

      The feathers on Jasa’s neck puffed. “If you are mocking me, I would rather that you said how you truly felt instead.”

      “I’m not making fun of you.” I nudged zer closer to the building so that people could file past. “Like I said, my brain works a little differently compared to other humans, and sometimes I also get the feeling that people were secretly making fun of me too, but believe me, that’s not what I’m doing here.”

      Jasa nodded. “Do you know why they do it? I never truly understood. I mean, I know I am not one of them. I had to save all my credits to be able to afford this trip, and I feel like I am the only one who wants to learn about your world.”

      “I don’t get it either.” I flashed zer a weak smile. “I think that there are two approaches to differences in others: curiosity and hostility. You and I meet the universe with curiosity and an open mind, wanting to understand. Others, though, are made uncomfortable by difference, and at best, shun it. At worst, they try to stamp it out.”

      It seemed a bit strange for a group of anthropology students to be so closed-minded, but if these were undergrads, they probably took the course because it was required and was a good excuse for a field trip to Earth rather than because they had any true passion for the field.

      “Let’s go, Jasa,” I said. The nice thing about New York City is that it’s a fairly accepting population. There are so many kinds of people in one place that even the strangest visitors were usually just given a curious glance or two before they moved on. Staying stationary like this, though, gave them more opportunity to stare. I knew I was getting uncomfortable, and I wasn’t even the target of their gazes. I couldn’t imagine how awkward it must have been for my alien charge.

      It wasn’t difficult to find the club. A line had already formed outside the door and stretched around the building. At the front were the Xerians arguing with the bouncer.

      “What do you mean we’re not allowed in?” Dren demanded. “Do you know who my father is? He has enough wealth to buy this place, employees and all, burn it to the ground, rebuild it, and then burn it all over again.”

      “It’s club policy. We don’t want any intergalactic incidents.”

      “There’s gonna be one if you don’t stop holding up the line,” called a guy a few places behind them. I didn’t like the looks of him. His muscles were tense like a snake coiled to strike, and the arm holding a half-empty beer bottle sported a tattoo of Earth. It could just be a coincidence, but the symbol had been growing increasingly popular among the Children of Men.

      “So, you’ll simply refuse us service,” Rekete said indignantly. “I can’t imagine how well that would turn out.”

      “I’m not afraid to call the police,” the bouncer said, sounding exhausted as he cast his eyes about for support. The man who interjected puffed out his chest in a silent promise to be his backup should things become physical. Eventually, the bouncer’s gaze settled on me and Jasa. His shoulders sagged in defeat. “Oh great. Another one.”

      All the Xerians turned their irritable gazes onto Jasa, who shrank in on zerself with guilt.

      “I’m actually here to collect them,” I said, stepping between the group and Jasa and shooting them my best disappointed kindergarten teacher look. They shifted uncomfortably from side to side, none of them meeting my gaze. “I’m their guide, and we got separated.”

      Making pointed eye contact with them, I said, “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get back on schedule. I’ll have to call the restaurant and ask them to hold our table for a bit longer, but I think you’ll like the place we picked. Then, we can take you souvenir shopping.”

      “I resent the fact that everyone seems to think we need a babysitter,” Otra said, crossing zer winged arms.

      Age of impertinence indeed. Apparently, spoiled rich kids transcended species. I straightened my spine and forced my voice to stay level. “Well, you did sneak away from me and pick a fight with this poor bouncer. I’m sure they all gave you the lecture about being ambassadors on this world, so maybe they weren’t far off when they assigned you a babysitter.”

      Otra bristled at that, and the man in line laughed. “Yeah, we don’t want you here. Go back to where you came from.”

      I turned on him. “Not even remotely what I meant, asshole. So, please keep your mouth shut.”

      “Traitor bitch,” he growled, and the next few seconds happened too fast for me to fully comprehend it. He threw the half-empty beer bottle, aiming not at me but at Dren. I moved without thinking, pushing zer out of the way. The bottle struck my temple and shattered, the shock of it sending me to the ground.

      Vaguely, I heard the man cry, “Oh shit!” and someone else yell, “Don’t let him get away!”

      I wanted to sit up, but moving made my stomach roil with nausea and my head spike with pain. Something dribbled down the side of my face, and for a moment, I wondered if it had started to rain. But then, I touched it, and my hand came away red.

      Jasa’s face swam in front of my vision. “Are you hurt badly?”

      I blinked, trying to focus on zer words. Was I okay? I was pretty sure that I had a concussion, but I’d survive. “I think we’ll have to cut the tour short,” I slurred.

      “Nyla, I am so sorry,” Dren said. “I—I didn’t think⁠—”

      “And this is why it’s a good idea to have a guide with you.” I sat up, taking a moment to let the world stop spinning before pulling out my phone. “I’ll call my supervisor. They’ll send a new guide, because I think I need to go to the nearest emergency room. The police will likely contact you for witness statements. You five didn’t break any laws, so I doubt you’ll be in any legal trouble, but—” I gagged, the nausea threatening to become vomit. Like an earthquake before a volcanic eruption.

      “I already called the cops and an ambulance,” the bouncer said. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      The ambulance arrived with the police, and after a quick statement, they carted me off to the nearest hospital for an MRI and monitoring. I’ve always been afraid of those delayed reaction concussions that would kill me as soon as I fell asleep, and that loop of intrusive thoughts was difficult to ignore. My blood pressure was spiking higher than normal, forcing me to take deep breaths and focus on the fact that if I suffered a cerebral hemorrhage, the hospital would be the best place to have it.

      When they released me the next day with the caveat that I get plenty of rest, I was surprised to find the tour group waiting outside with flowers in their claws. Their replacement tour guide stood some distance off to give us some privacy.

      “I understand that it is customary to give flowers to those who have been to the hospital,” Jasa said, handing me zer bouquet. Ze eagerly shifted from foot to foot. “I remembered yesterday that you talked about symbolism and metaphors, and I wondered if flowers had symbols too. And they did! The language of flowers is fascinating, and we all chose our bouquets based on what they represented. Mine are chrysanthemums and lavender for relaxation and longevity.”

      Dren was up next, studying zer feet as ze handed me zer bouquet. “These are violets and white roses, meaning an apology.” Ze looked up. “It was my asinine idea to sneak off to the club, and because of me, you were hurt. I am so sorry.”

      “All is forgiven,” I said, accepting it. “Just don’t do it again.”

      “I won’t,” Dren promised.

      Yem gave me pink and yellow carnations for apology and joy while Otra gave me pink and white roses for friendship and respect, and Rekete gave me hyacinths and gladioluses for expressing regret and offering strength.

      “I love them,” I said once I’d accepted them all.

      “It was Jasa’s idea,” Otra said. “I was surprised how much I enjoyed thinking about symbolism like a human.”

      Shifting the five bouquets to one arm, I pulled out a business card for each of them. “I can’t be your tour guide for the rest of your trip, but if you have any questions, don’t hesitate to text or call.”

      While the others accepted it politely, Jasa’s face lit up like Times Square on New Year’s Eve. “Thank you, Nyla. I will definitely take you up on it for my dissertation. And perhaps, one day, I might call you friend.”

      I grinned. “I don’t see why you can’t call me your friend now.”

      Her feathers ruffled, zer claws flapping with delight. The other Xerians exchanged baffled glances but didn’t antagonize her. “I would like that very much, Friend Nyla.”

      “I’ll see you around, Friend Jasa,” I said, and watched them rejoin their tour guide. Calling a cab, I slid inside with the stack of bouquets beside me.

      “Whoa, did your partner do something to really piss you off?” the cabbie asked.

      Laughing, I shook my head. “No, this is just from some friends of mine.”
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        The suits and coats told me it would be hard

              to talk to a creature with perfect memory,

              to have a conversation with a Xotiran.

        They said his mind is like a photographic video log

              that plays on repeat,

              a replay triggered by the smallest turn of phrase.

        Said that one mention

              can spiral from one thought to the next.

        That it can be hard for a human to follow

              such a rabbit hole,

              such a traffic-jam-like stream of thought.

      

        

      
        But I tell them I am like the Xotiran,

              with a brain adapted by flashpoints,

              memories chronicled like a timeline;

              filled with crystal clear darkest hours

              instead of a mush of nostalgia

              and a blur of human recollection.

      

      

      
        
        One trigger can lead me to an echo of remembrance,

              a reminiscence burned into the back of my mind,

              so I am worlds away,

              both in my body

              but fading in and out.

        A projection looking down on myself,

              what some long to call astral projection

              is an art of dissociation long mastered over time.

      

        

      
        It’s a skill I practice as I pause between airlocks

              and decontamination sprays,

              a meditation between microphone placements

              and the donning of boot covers

              and blue latex gloves.

        He prays at a stainless steel table,

              long nails leading to dark green scales,

              flaring scarlet gills,

              and auburn eyes setting in a horizon

              thousands of miles from here.

      

        

      
        We hesitate between translations,

              finding respite in pleasantries

              until we bottom out of parlor games

              and build up to a free fall

              in the darkness of space.

        We trail off together like rogue exoplanets,

              as we touch the places that hurt,

              hold the things we loved,

              and recite orisons for the actions we regret,

              an enterprise for a personal amnesty.
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