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  Content Warning & A Note About Language



Content Warning:

References to people trafficking, scenes of consensual intimacy, personal impact of the loss of a culture, and people struggling with familial relationships.




* * *

A quick note about language and pronouns:

If you are unfamiliar with neo-pronouns, they do appear in this novel. In particular you’ll come across the singular they, as well as others like ey, eir, em and xe, xyr, xem.




As with the first book, Unlicensed Delivery, this book is written from the perspectives of characters whose primary language of communication is a fictionalized future language. Most of it matches modern British English, which is entirely because that’s the language I write my books in.

I wanted to make it accessible but still futuristic, so most of the words I’ve chosen to include are similar enough to their English counterparts that it shouldn’t take too much working out. That is, apart from aufenthaltsraum, which is a German compound word created for me by a lovely writer I met online. 

Aufenthaltsraum 

– Ow-Fen-Thal-ts-Room – A “Spending Time Room” – 

A room whose designated purpose is for use as relaxation in all its forms. Can include sections for botany, cooking, crafting, eating, lounging, gaming, vids, etc.
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Messages from Sauraxen of Pitzk 

to Pitzk: Sau. 

Collected by Ratch on PT75-129. 

Transcribed automatically for longevity of record. 

Request audio playback?







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D1




Hey vava. 

So my life got a bit chaotic there and—do you remember Basti, my friend from uni? We roomed together, he was doing his captaincy Master’s Degree while I was studying for my engineering one? He’s finally bought that ship he always talked about. And he asked me to come on as his chief engineer, which I don’t have to tell you is quite the promotion. Anyway, I decided to go for it so don’t send any more messages to my old address, it’s R1bb1t-MC4TS via Captain Sebastian LeaYaPar-Jones now.

The ship itself is a real clunker. Sturdy and solid, but somebody had a fun time personalising it a few years ago and now we all have to deal with the fallout of that. I love it. Best deal I ever got. Oh and Matter is here too—you remember Matter? I told you about meeting them at that fancy ambassadorial dinner where I was being trotted around like some pretty prize everybody needed to see and people kept trying to shake my hand, hate that. Matter found me hiding in a cupboard when they went to hide in a cupboard. Anyway, they’re the pilot, which is awesome because Matter gives the best cuddles bar yours in the entire universe! They make anywhere feel like home.

We’re doing our Deep Space Travel Assessment now, Secondary Assessment started today and I kinda hate that our assessor is a harrushetti because those guys are scary. But I can make it work. I’ve been in weirder situations. None come to mind, but I’m sure I have.

Anyway, I’ll update you next time something fun or interesting happens. 

Love, Sauraxen.




* * *




Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D15




Hi vava.

We found a stranded cryopod ship out in the void with a single person left alive on it. Her name is Chamber and apparently her people were at war with Ouaeahhn before the IPA even existed. Imagine that, Ouaeahhn at war! She might be the last of her kind in the universe. And she… well, she’s mostly handling it okay except she cannot stand Matter. I get it, they’re ouaeahhn and it reminds her of the war, but it’s hard to be on a ship with someone who spends a lot of time disliking your friend’s entire culture for something that happened before any of us can remember.

We ended up dropping her off at an IPA Station called Omega-Sethi—at her request, not just dumping her for making things tense. I have to admit, though, I definitely prefer the ship without her on it. That feels mean…

The assessor is still harrushetti—obviously, that’s not the kind of thing that can change—but he’s not as bad as I first thought. He’s quite… considerate really. And he knits and spends a lot of time taking care of the plants. It’s kinda cute.

Anyway, that’s all for now. Love you.

Sauraxen.




* * *







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D21




We finally got a job, vava!

We had to land on this weird place called EC.63, which is an Earth Colony. It’s apparently got this really complicated history about crash landings and welcoming aliens but mostly it’s just bright there. We only landed because I needed a junkyard to find a replacement piece for the kettle. You should have seen it when the assessor guy came in to request the replacement piece, he got his words all muddled up—ugh, it’s hard to explain over voice notes that I know are going to be compressed into text files and played with that awful voiceover. The point is, we got a job. Transporting a thing called ‘racattle snakes’ to a few systems over. I can safely say I’d rather room with one of the harrushetti than spend any time with those beasts but as long as they stay out of engineering, I’ll be fine.

Love you.

Sauraxen.

* * *




Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D23




The racattle snakes got out! There was one in engineering! I think this might be the most terrifying day of my entire life!




* * *




Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D24




The beasts are gone. Dropped off at their final destination. Some lab for study and care apparently. I don’t know, it was really foggy there and I didn’t want to go out with those creatures. I stayed safely tucked away in my room behind a door—which is like a wall but you can get rid of it whenever you want.




* * *







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, SA.D25




Hi vava. 

Sorry you got two dramatic messages in a row. Here’s hoping they came through together and you didn’t have to wait after I complained about the things getting out before you heard from me again.

In much nicer news, today is Matter’s birthday! I’ve told you about birthdays before, they’re a very human celebration of hatching day that you get every year. There’s celebrations and presents and cake. I made them this bottle thing that’s supposed to look like the sky out in space. I’m not sure how well it works, but they seemed happy with it. And Dimae—Basti’s husband—made cake for everyone who could eat it.

Better yet we got to progress to our Tertiary Assessment, so that starts today or tomorrow. Oh shoot, I should probably explain that too. So Deep Space Travel Assessments come in three parts, a Primary Assessment on planet or station to assess your psychological readiness and capability for the dangers and stresses of regular deep space travel. Then a Secondary Assessment where you get to travel and be assessed as you go. And a Tertiary Assessment, which seems to be just the same as the Secondary one but longer? I dunno, there’s probably something specific to it that I’m just oblivious to. You know me, if it’s not circuit boards and engine parts I’m not paying attention.

Talk soon.

Sauraxen.




* * *







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, TA.D5




Hi vava.

We got a job in a galaxy called Clickclick, which I think is probably the worst IPA translation I’ve come across. Specifically on a planet called Clicksphere. Basti actually asked me to go down on the planet with him. It was weird. They build tunnels above the ground. They were kinda rude about my clothes, which is ridiculous because I’m only wearing clothes for wider attitudes about appropriateness. I miss being around people who don’t think nudity is a problem! Ugh and all they wanted us to transport was a single briefcase. It seems pointless, but Basti is going ahead with it so I guess we’re going along with whatever.

Love, Sauraxen.




* * *




Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, TA.D7




The fucking emergency engine crapped out on us and we’re still in Clickclick so there’s no parts to replace it and Basti doesn’t even understand why we have an emergency engine and I wish I’d never even joined this stupid crew!




* * *







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, TA.D9




I didn’t think our plight could get any worse but Basti got pulled in by Clickglobe—the planet we had to deliver that briefcase to—authorities for illegal cargo. Somehow we’re the ones in trouble instead of the sender and they’re extorting services out of us.




* * *







Sent from:

R1bb1t-MC4TS, TA.D11




Hi vava,

I’m sorry I keep sending you random unhappy messages. It’s not as bad as all that, it’s just sometimes I need someone to talk to who isn’t on this crew. I could probably chat with someone in real time, like a friend on a planet or station but it’s just nicer talking to you. I guess I am just a hatchling sometimes, wanting my vava even though I’m too much an adult to need one.

I managed to get parts to repair the emergency engine with—Basti almost tried to sell me in exchange due to translator error at the travelling marketplace, but that’s more of a funny story since Matter came and fixed it all as per usual. We’re still stuck in Clickclick on the job, but that’s got to be over with soon. Then we can get out of here and onto more normal jobs.

Can’t wait to hear back from you.

Sauraxen.




* * *




Sent From:

Station Gnarresh-Fle. IPA Standard date 35JX243




Hi vava. 

I can’t believe I haven’t heard back from you yet, it’s been 24 days since I last sent something and I haven’t got any replies yet. Is everything okay?

We had… It wasn’t the best time ever. So, that cargo we were extorted into carrying, that was illegal guns, which we only found out because Matter bumped into the crates and knocked one open. Basti reached out to the Clickclick authorities but they ended up being just as ridiculous as everyone else we met in that galaxy and made us carry the cargo until—I didn’t know it at the time but we were waiting for pirates to board us like a sting operation. I’m still kinda mad at Basti about putting us through that, especially since, you know, we got boarded by pirates! I’m okay, obviously. This message would have started very differently if I wasn’t.

It was scary there for a while though. The pirates disabled the entire ship and everyone got kinda hurt. And then we were just floating in space, no engines and no real hope of help. Again, we’re fine. Matter did some snazzy ouaeahhn piloting to get us to Harrush—that’s not a nice place, by the way, wouldn’t recommend a visit. Everything is really bright because it’s an ice planet, and cold too. And the people are ridiculously formal and seem to dislike outsiders, so that was a fun time. Especially since both of our harrushetti needed serious medical treatment so Matter, Basti, and I were just kind of abandoned there.

But everyone got better.

And now we’re on an IPA Space Station called Gnarresh-Fle so we can go through another set of assessments because our Tertiary Assessment got interrupted and there isn’t an IPA rule for this kind of situation so it’ll probably be at least 100 days before anything happens.

Seriously, write me back, I’ll be bored otherwise. And tell whoever it is that they’re not going to the broadcast tower enough. I know this one is being sent from Gnarresh-Fle but it’s probably best to send it to R1bb1t-MC4TS, Galactic Whale, via Captain Sebastian LeaYaPar-Jones so I’ll get it even if we move on.

Love you.

Sauraxen.




* * *




Messages from Sauraxen of Pitzk to Pitzk: Xanaka. 

Collected by Ratch on PT75-129. 

Transcribed automatically for longevity of record. Request audio playback?




Sent From Station Gnarresh-Fle. IPA Standard date 35JX243




Hi Xanaka, is everything okay? 

I haven’t heard back from vava for over 55 days, which is a bit long for it just to be between broadcast tower trips, isn’t it? Message me back at R1bb1t-MC4TS, Galactic Whale, via Captain Sebastian LeaYaPar-Jones.

Please.

Sauraxen.








  
  
  Gnarresh-Fle Day 65

  
  




Sebastian

It wasn’t that Inter-Planetary Alliance chairs were particularly or specifically uncomfortable. Not necessarily, it was just that they weren’t exactly designed to fit Basti’s body. The way the backrest was aligned, forcing him to either lean too far back, leaving him unbalanced, or sit up as if there were no backrest at all. The seat itself was too narrow for his body, designed to accommodate people with an extra pair of legs who would want to settle said legs on every side of the seat of the chair—perching on it more like a stool—as much as it was designed to fit people with a bodies a similar shape to Basti’s. But, no, really the chair was fine. Basti was beyond used to IPA standardised chairs and their relative discomfort. The problem, what had Basti squirming in the uncomfortable chair, was the situation. Basti was sat in a standardised office with no real personalisation to spot on the IPA grey walls or placed with care atop the IPA standardised desk, with a bureaucrat who had all the power over not just Basti but his crew as well.

It didn’t matter that this bureaucrat had to be pretty far down the list of people in charge to be assigned to deal with Basti’s problem; she was still an authority figure and she still set Basti’s teeth on edge. Still had Basti squirming in his uncomfortable IPA chair. All made yet worse by the way she looked at Basti with her cat-like ears flat enough to balance a tray on top of. She thought she was debasing herself in some way by having to deal with Captain Sebastian LeaYaPar-Jones: human. Would this conversation—such as it was considering she hadn’t said anything yet—have gone better if the bureaucrat wasn’t one of the types of alien Basti was most familiar with? He had married a harrushetti, after all; he knew those facial expressions and subvocalisations intimately. Would it have been better if he couldn’t read her face? Or would he have been just as anxious in the face of the unknown?

The silence stretched too long, Basti either had to move or speak. So he tried to keep himself from snapping when he asked, “Can you explain why it says provisional on my ship’s Deep Space Travel License?” He didn’t add the ‘or not’ that would be too rude. But considering he’d booked the meeting with her with the title ‘provisional stamp on Deep Space Travel license’ it was somewhat frustrating. He’d even done it in Harrushetti language and spelling—with a lot of help from Dimae.

“It says here,” the bureaucrat gestured to her datapad, clawed hand swiping past the pronoun patch on her shirt, an embroidered piece in direct contrast to the rest of her formal and bland outfit.

It was rare for harrushetti to use she/her pronouns, their concept of gender not lining up with linguistic practices in wider IPA languages like Earth Common Eurean—not to mention the fact that most Harrushetti struggled to manage words that began with an ‘s’. But Basti wasn’t actually about to start questioning someone else’s pronouns.

“That your DST—” She pronounced it ‘DeST’ the way Dimae did, avoiding the S and making it into a single word. “—assessment was derailed by…” Her ear flicked, the little pink bow pierced through it dancing in the light and shining the same colour as her nose.

As she began to list the things that had gone wrong for the crew in the process of their Deep Space Travel assessment, Basti couldn’t hold in his sigh. Trust the IPA to need each member of a crew to go through their licensing experience independently, only for them to end up judged as a group. But nobody said IPA rules made sense. They, like the chairs, had to fit as many forms as possible without the need for exceptions.

Exceptions like Basti’s husband also being his doctor on a ship so small the crew comprised of only five people.

Exceptions like Matter being the one to reach out for help when everything had gone horribly wrong despite the fact that it was Sebastian’s ship.

Exceptions like what the Clickclick authorities had insisted Basti do when he had tried to turn over the illegal weapons he had been threatened into taking aboard in the first place.

And none of that even began to address the issues that Basti hadn’t considered important enough to include in his report until he’d asked if Brruuh intended to address them—since the cognitivist had started out as their DST license assessor before requesting to join the crew.

“That doesn’t exactly lend itself to a full license,” the bureaucrat concluded.

“I’m not debating what happened during the assessment,” Basti argued. “It’s more like an enquiry as to what the provisional designation means. Where we go from here. When I can expect to get rid of that stamp.”

“The provisional designation requires your whole crew to be cleared by an independent IPA medical officer as fit for duty following their injuries, then you’ll be scheduled a provisional license test. You can hardly expect to take an injured and unwell crew into Deep Space when you don’t know how far away from a medi-station you might find yourselves.”

“I have a medical officer.” Not an official requirement for needing a Deep Space Travel License, though it was generally accepted as good practice. No, according to IPA regulations there needed to be a captain, an engineer, a pilot, and one other crew member at the minimum. At least one of them had to have medical training, which was why Sebastian’s MSc in Captaincy and Command had included a first aid module. He couldn’t have afforded a doctor, could barely afford the rest of his crew. Basti had pulled in a lot of favours to wrangle the ship to functional and staffed. To have landed everyone in the position of being stuck in harrushetti space dragged at him like the gravity from a black hole.

“Irrelevant.”

Basti held in a sigh. A question balanced on the tip of his tongue. One he wasn’t sure he should ask. Matter hated to talk about it, hated drawing attention to it. But if an IPA medical officer had to clear them all for duty, that meant, as their captain, surely Sebastian had to raise it. “What about chronic illnesses?”

The bureaucrat flicked over the datapad, obviously shifting from page to page. But that information was locked behind a medical wall, and this IPA bureaucrat might be a lot of things, including in a mystery position since the text on her designation arm band was in Harrushetti, which Basti didn’t read. But, by lack of symbol alone, she was not a medical professional.

Basti failed to hold in another sigh. If the IPA didn’t have paperwork and systems in place already designated for a situation like that, it would mean a council meeting about the whole thing, and who knew how long that would take. He wasn’t about to kick his pilot off the ship, even if they weren’t also his sibling and his friend. He certainly wouldn’t do it for something they could manage perfectly well and that wasn’t even their fault.

Not to mention that would require leaving Matter stuck in the harrushetti-run galaxy for the foreseeable future, since Deep Space Travel was apparently disallowed for any of them until this provisional stamp stopped glittering over the top of all their licenses and IDs.

“And in the meantime?” Basti asked, all hope sinking deeper than his boots. Deeper than the deepest chasm in the chasm-ey-est planet he could think of.

“You’re welcome to find jobs within the galaxy.”

Right. Cargo running jobs in and around Harrush and Station Gnarresh-Fle. Those would be plentiful for a human captain with an alien crew! Because harrushetti were known for their benevolent and welcoming nature—oh wait, nope. Basti was barely allowed into his in-laws home because he was from a different planet, regardless of the fact that if he and Dimae split it would be putting Dimae’s health at risk. 

“How long will it take to start the new assessment?” Basti grit out.

“I couldn’t hope to tell. We would need a qualified cognitivist and this station doesn’t currently have any.

“Brruuh?” Basti offered, clinging to what little hope he could find, since Brruuh had already filled out the transfer paperwork to become a member of his crew.

The bureaucrat shook her head. Impartiality—supposed impartiality was important in harrushetti culture.

“Are you going to request one?” Basti asked, losing any semblance of the patience he’d been clinging to.

“It will take up to two IPA designated weeks to expect to hear a response, and up to an IPA designated year before we can expect to get anyone out here. And I cannot make the request until you crew have been cleared from medical leave—after all; we couldn’t waste anyone’s time.”

His time, it seemed, wasn’t valuable like anyone else’s. Basti stood, swallowing back the angry words he wanted to hiss and spit at the bureaucrat. It wasn’t her fault; she was just the unhappy face being plastered all over the problem. “Thanks for your time.”

“Captain,” she called before Basti could escape her office. “Your ship will need to be cleared before it leaves this station. The damage to it was extensive and we cannot have a vessel flying around that might break down, even within the galaxy.”

Because harrushetti were very clean and tidy people. A clunker like the Galactic Whale breaking down in their orbital space would be an eyesore!

* * *

Brruuh

“We’re stuck here,” Sebastian announced, launching himself into one of the dining chairs set around the table in the aufenthaltsraum with an emphasis that must have been painful. It reminded Brruuh of nothing so much as a kitten launching themself into a sulk. Emotions too large for the form that contained them.

“On the Station?” Matter asked, shifting in their lounge on the sofas next to Sauraxen and Brruuh but not quite making it to their feet. They pinged a hair tie from their wrist toward Basti, the way he caught it betraying a longstanding habit of such action. Siblings!

Basti started pulling his cloud of dark coils into its usual pineapple shape on the top of his head. “Kind of. We need the ship to clear harrushetti regs, but even then we’re stuck in the galaxy until we get a new assessor to take the provisional stamp away.”

“Does that mean we did a whole DST assessment just to get informally rejected?” Sauraxen asked.

“Basically,” Sebastian huffed.

Brruuh ran a soft hand over her scales, announcing his departure before he shifted over to the coffee machine, setting it working. The normal undercurrent scent of coffee that spread over the whole ship and its crew had turned sharp with the frustration felt amongst said crew. If any of the more scent-focused species wanted to maintain focus, a covering scent would be useful, and every other meeting seemed to have a round of hot drinks. Was that a human habit? Or just a wider-Jones family habit?

“A provisional—” he paused, trying to think of a word to replace ‘stamp’ so he could avoid the difficulty of starting a word with an S. Since joining the crew of Galactic Whale officially, and their recent extended stay in Harrushetti space, Brruuh had come to discover other harrushetti didn’t struggle with it as much as he did. Whether it was a YaBin trait, a kittenish trait he should have grown out of, or just Brruuh, he couldn’t say. But avoiding it was an ingrained habit at this point. Would designation be the right word or…? “—badge is a little different,” Brruuh explained.

He had handed out enough of those particular stamps in his time working on Station Ana-Bay. Usually to crews that were falling apart from grief, or who hadn’t considered the weight of inter-galactic travel. It was a stamp he might have been inclined to—had been inclined to cover Matter’s file with when they had first met. Their cavalier attitude toward the inherent danger had been difficult to fathom, difficult to see as anything but negative. But after spending 121 days with them he had started to understand the way they interacted with the world more. Matter took the job seriously, it was life they made fun of. And bureaucracy.

This crew wouldn’t have been given provisional status if not for the mismanagement in Clickclick, if not for the way they had blasted into harrushetti space in a broken down ship. It was clear to Brruuh—and anyone else with a brain—that the resourcefulness shown in the wake of such difficulty was a valuable trait allowed out into the depths of space.

“It’s not a rejection, exactly,” Brruuh explained. “More like a postponement, a request for further investigation.” He sighed into the cupboard, trying to disguise it by pulling out his tin of eenya for him and Dimae, neither of whom could tolerate the caffeine in coffee.

This crew wouldn’t get through a harrushetti level of further investigation. And the cognitivists who could offer such assessments were few and far between. Even Brruuh wasn’t fully qualified for it. He could hand out provisional stamps, but getting them removed was above his level of qualification. Off the top of his head, he could ask Yarrun, or Talisa, and there was always Vedran, reluctant as Brruuh might be to reach out to Vedran after the birthday cake incident. But would harrushetti authorities allow someone Brruuh knew to perform the assessment? Talisa and Yarrun would never let friendship come in the way of their work; it was a large portion of the base of Brruuh’s friendship with them. Glancing over at his lounging paramour, currently plaiting back her best friend’s purple hair, he wondered idly if what he had with Yarrun and Talisa was even friendship. Were they just colleagues? 

Either way, friendly colleague or legitimate friend, was it worth reaching out? Seeing if he could convince them to travel to Gnarresh-Fle? They might be willing, might travel faster than an official IPA request would get anyone out here.

“Does it matter whether it’s a rejection or a postponement if we can’t leave either way?” Matter asked.

Brruuh bristled but had no decent response. It was different to him. It mattered to him that there was a difference. But it also didn’t make a difference to the crew in the greater scheme of it: it wouldn’t be any easier to get a Deep Space Travel license rejection overwritten than it would be to get a provisional stamp removed. Not here in the depths of harrushetti space.

Of all the council members in the IPA, harrushetti were the ones who liked paperwork and planning and bureaucratic timelines the most. It was one of Brruuh’s least favourite pieces of his home culture, even if he knew he followed those tendencies to a self-destructive extent.

He set the drinks on the table, carrying his, Sauraxen’s and Matter’s tucked into the crook of an arm, returning to the sofas. When Brruuh had first arrived, he hadn’t approved of the layout of the aufenthaltsraum. Hadn’t really approved of aufenthaltsraums at all. Brruuh would much rather have a room for each of the designations an aufenthaltsraum offered: a botany space, a kitchen and dining space, and a chilling out space. Aufenthaltsraums combined all the above and anything else the crew might need a space for. For Galactic Whale, the fact that the sofas faced the dining table had gone into Brruuh’s initial report notes, ‘blurring the lines between dining and relaxing’. When he found Basti working in the space, running crew meetings here, he had disapproved even more.

But, after some time on the ship, after getting to know the crew a little better, he could see the way humans and wrexi both turned meetings on and off. They changed posture or shifted seats after a meeting had closed. Making designations of their own where Brruuh would have seen none. Even Matter shifting to sit up, the siblings both tying up their hair created lines between work and relaxation.

And the aufenthaltsraum was comforting in the way Brruuh had always tried to make his office. It had plant life, soft blankets in YaPar orange and brown and YaBin greys. The sofas were fraying and patchworked together, but comfortable for both sitting and lounging and far larger than strictly necessary for such a small crew. The kitchen space was small, a glittering silver entity with chiller drawers and surprisingly deep cupboards. A hob, oven, kettle and coffee machine all with self-cleaning functions that he’d seen everyone use. It ended up being a perfect microcosm of how the crew worked together. Even if somebody left a mess, it rarely devolved into an argument, everyone accepting that messes happened and got forgotten, that people were called away for more important jobs from time to time. Nothing like when people left messes in Brruuh’s old office kitchens.

“They said once the ship has passed muster, we can work inside the galaxy,” Sebastian said.

“Not even the cluster?” Dimae asked.

Basti shook his head.

“It won’t help anyway,” Dimae muttered, huffing away his own question. “Nei harrushetti is going to want us to move their cargo when they could use a certified harrushetti vehicle instead.”

“What then?” Matter asked. “We sit here and starve? Just wait for some random cognitivist to appear and hope they catch us on a good day? That’s ridiculous.”

“They’re just trying to keep everyone safe,” Basti placated. “And we’re not going to starve, the Station is happy to provide for all our necessities while on board. You know that.”

“Yum, Station canteen food designed primarily for obligate carnivores,” Matter huffed. “And they don’t care if we’re safe. They’re just following a stupid protocol. Protocol that means they’re going to demand you find a new pilot. One who isn’t like me.”

“Matter…”

Matter shoved to their feet, coffee sloshing dangerously in the mug but not quite spilling over the edge. “Sorry, I’m not—I can’t be in this conversation right now.”

The conversation wrapped up quickly after their departure, the delicate balance of the crew meeting disrupted by their absence.

The crew of the Galactic Whale functioned in a very specific and particular way, not just because they were a small group, but by the interwoven layers to each of their relationships: Matter and Basti were siblings, though they hadn’t grown up together, Dimae and Basti were married, Sauraxen and Basti were best friends from university, Matter and Sauraxen were somehow closer despite only having met through Basti’s friendship with her. And, now, Brruuh was intertwined with Sauraxen by romantic relationship, and with Matter by the fact that they had brought him back from the brink of death. As if those social bonds weren’t complex enough, the small number of crew led to a lot of crossover in duties: Matter was the pilot but functioned as a secondary engineer and security where necessary, Basti was the captain but he was also a backup medical officer, and despite being the medical officer Dimae also spent of a lot of time cooking for the entire crew.

Removing a single piece of this unit upset the balance.

Still, the other crew asked some questions. What would a harrushetti assessor want to see on a ship maintained by a wrexi? Because Sauraxen’s perception of the world came though sensory feedback rather than sight, meaning nothing in engineering was labelled. A few questions from Basti to Brruuh about what the next stage of the process—a new cognitivist coming to reassess what he had tried and failed to assess—might look like. Not that Brruuh had ever run that kind of assessment himself.

When the conversation moved on to more casual items and Sauraxen shifted from cross-legged to perched on the balls of her feet on the sofa—position change proving that Brruuh was right in his assessment that the meeting was over—Brruuh excused himself to follow Matter.

They were in the pilot’s console, the opposite end of the long living floor from the aufenthaltsraum, at the front of the ship with its huge domed window that normally displayed the wonder of space in all its glittering glory. Now it was just the sad grey walls of a Station’s landing bay.

He elected to ignore the salt sting of tears in the air and the way Matter swiped a hand across their face. Standing at the edge of the room rather than stepping onto the narrow pathway to the main body of the pilots console. Giving Matter space where they perched in the tiltable and adjustable chair with its sidebar of buttons and dials Brruuh couldn’t have begun to imagine the specific purpose of. “You okay?”

Matter shot him a grim smile. Such a human expression. No other species Brruuh had met would make such mockery of their own expression of happiness.

“Poor question,” he admitted. “But I didn’t know how else to open the conversation.”

“What are you asking?”

“You hurt.”

They shrugged a shoulder. “I always hurt.”

“Emotionally hurt,” he clarified.

Matter shrugged.

If this was a real cognitivism session, Brruuh would wait for Matter to say something more. He would never make suggestions, wouldn’t risk putting words in Matter’s mouth. But this wasn’t a cognitivism session and Brruuh recognised a fear in himself that he wanted, rather selfishly, to find in someone else too. “You’re afraid a harrushetti doctor won’t clear you for duty?”

“It’s not just that,” Matter admitted. “It’s the whole mess of having to be assessed at all. People constantly ask questions I don’t want to answer: rude ones, reasonable ones. It doesn’t matter. It becomes a thing that people want to know about.” They put on a voice, “How did it happen? What does it mean? How long have you been like this? How do you manage?”

And if it wasn’t questions, it was unsolicited comments on the state of the tragedy in question. You lost your whole family? How old were you? Gosh, that’s so sad! I could never. Brruuh was uncomfortably familiar with that particular experience, even if his wasn’t—hadn’t been an injury.

“The not-questions are nei better,” Matter continued. “Offering sympathy I didn’t ask for. Sympathy I don’t want. Telling me they wouldn’t be able to live like me. As if this was a choice I made. As if suggesting that I should just stop.”

Brruuh hummed noncommittally.

“As if they want me to disappear from their sight. Stars.” They jerked away, turning their back to Brruuh, hand reaching up to their face again.

Tears. Human tears. Alien to Brruuh. Another piece of the mixed heritage that made up the confusing being before him. As a half-ouaeahhn, there was every chance Matter wouldn’t have been landed with the emotions leaking from their eyes—ouaeahhn didn’t do that. But Matter’s half-human nature brought with it an odd variety of traits, their less holographic skin, their appetite, the way their presence read to the predator buried deep in Brruuh’s instincts as a fellow threat, and the fact that they didn’t bounce back the way other ouaeahhn had after the trauma they had shared with some of them.

“It’s not like I chose this,” Matter huffed into the landing bay outside the dome. The phantom ghost of their breath steaming against the clear protective bubble appearing in Brruuh’s eye, even though the dome was too far for it to actually land. “I’m just doing what I can, you know?”

“I know,” Brruuh breathed, afraid speaking too loudly would scare the words away. Matter was notably reticent to talk about any of this, Dimae—as chief medical officer—had brought that to Brruuh’s attention more than once. Not outright asking him to try and work away at Matter’s barriers, but pointing him in that general direction. Needing a greater understanding of their situation than Matter was willing to offer. And how could he blame them when it pressed against almost every area of their life? It got exhausting to talk about; at least Brruuh had been able to leave the place where everybody knew, at least Brruuh was able to disguise his symptoms, hide them from general view. Matter would be allowed no such recourse.

“Even Raxen asked.” They sighed, fiddling with the coffee cup mostly abandoned on the little table attached to the pilot’s chair. “And I get it, she’s eaahla.”

The translation module Brruuh had installed in his inbuilt translator murmured a rough translation: joy, interest, free-fall. What was the point of such direct word-centred translation when eaahla obviously meant such a specific thing here? But he would tuck it away and do the research later. And maybe he could get his claws on a proper IPA certified tele-empathy reader to add into the mix. Not that Matter was in the habit of leaving ouaeahhn language untranslated anyway.

“My best friend,” they clarified after a thought, the words a little hesitant. Not a clean translation. Another concept like Ahthae—the family we. “She wants to know what to do to support me. But it’s just so endless. Why can’t I just…?”

“Just?”

“You never asked.”

“Excuse me?”

Matter turned back to him, purple eyes intent and already starting to shine back his own silver grey colouring. “You never asked. After that initial cognitivism assessment where I gave you the Space Whale story, you just let it go. The only thing you pestered about was my ability to do my job, and you were far more focused on my unprofessional nature.”

Brruuh shrugged, a very human gesture he’d picked up from too many years working with them. “If I needed to know anything you would tell me. If you want my assistance, you’ll tell me. Why would I need to know details? I’m not a medical doctor. Don’t mistake, I’m happy for you to tell me as a friend or as a cognitivist, but it’s only my business if you want it to be.” Just like the situation with Brruuh’s past, with his lost family. At least Matter wouldn’t have to go into any medical assessment with the full knowledge that everyone involved recognised their markings as those of someone whose entire family, homestead, and community had been destroyed. “You’re allowed an advocate,” he said. “With the doctor.”

Matter sighed. “Who would I ask? Basti, who gets choked with guilt ever time it comes up? As if he had any part in this. Sauraxen, who can’t help but run as soon as she senses tension? Dimae, who doesn’t even like me most of the time?”

“I’d do it.”

Those eyes found his again and Brruuh found his ears flicking with embarrassment.

“I’ll think about it.”

Brruuh nodded and retreated from the pilot’s console, back to his office. His safe professional space where he could take steps to help more than the immediate problem.

He pulled up the communications tab on his datapad and started tapping out a message to Vedran. He should start with an apology, right? Or would Vedran even remember the cake incident? There had only been a little fire. And his eyebrows grew back in… After a while.

Ugh, why were social interactions so difficult?




OEBPS/146755c97806b54cb481bdc1b6ce75c4658ad63c_smallRaw.jpg
'ﬂl lCe L
Tr av el

JJ SO u 1 S‘O-\A’“







OEBPS/images/146755c97806b54cb481bdc1b6ce75c4658ad63c_smallRaw.jpg
'ﬂl lCe L
Tr av el

JJ SO u 1 S‘O-\A’“












