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Jackie white-knuckled the band of her seatbelt as the ground below rushed up to meet them through a tiny, oblong window. The airplane landed with a hard, rumbling thud against the runway, screeching to its eventual halt. She gasped as she realized she had totally forgotten to breathe during the entire sequence. 

"You alright there? First plane flight achieved." Anaraxis reached a clawed hand over and let it drop gently on Jackie's knee. Jackie’s eyes followed up the forearm, cinnamon scales overlapping pistachio shell skin that disappeared under the role of a cuffed long-sleeve shirt. A shock of plaid patterned up to the weasel-shaped head that rose above the loosely open collar. That head also had soft scales down between her round ears and to the tip of a narrow snout. Jackie slid her fingers into the curve of that clawed hand and let Anaraxis squeeze it. Her own skin was several shades darker in comparison, her fingers short and round in the hollow of Anaraxis’s rough hand. 

"I've been through interplanetary bridges more often than I've been on an airplane. That feels extremely weird to me." 

“Airplanes are scarier,” Anaraxis decided out loud. “An airplane crash you see coming the entire time and can’t do anything about it. The bridge collapses, and you’re dead instantly. No time to think about it.”

“That’s not comforting, Ann.” But Jackie found herself chuckling. “Also, how do we know? People live through plane crashes. Or at least there’s the black box. Has anyone ever survived a gate collapse?”

“Uh, no? I don’t think that’s physically possible.”

“So for all we know, you get trapped in a collapse and you’re spaghettified and aware of every second of it. Or you just fall out in space and freeze/suffocate to death.”

“Okay, maybe we stop having this conversation. We have to go through a gate after this, and it’s going to psych me out.”

Anaraxis spent every childhood summer in her “ancestor country” on Miraalan, so if this kind of thing bothered her, it was decades late in coming. She had also just come back from a work trip to Latolan, barely making it back inside the safety window between legally approved gate trips. 

The default permitted turnaround was only a few days, but it was often adjusted by overall health, magical inclination, frequency of travel, and time since the last trip. For the average person, it was rare to run into an issue. Even world-hoppers usually spent enough time on any given world for restrictions to not interfere with their plans. For the frequent business traveler, it required tight but manageable schedules. For the hard-core multi-word inhabitant, it might mean a yearly physical and a packet of paperwork relieving the District of any liability if they develop any ill effects from dense amounts of gate travel. She had heard of gate-city denizens who traveled through a gate just to get back and forth to work. That was absolutely not a lifestyle she could live.

Jackie took another deep breath when the chime went off for their seatbelts. They had a few moments before they had to jump into the fray of people. She pulled her hands from Anaraxis to check the position of her dark curls under her silk bonnet. A man across the aisle was doing the same thing and offered a nod of solidarity. Wearing a bonnet out and about beyond an emergency trip to the store wasn’t terribly en vogue, but early morning travel was a whole different set of rules she was happy to take advantage of. Anaraxis leaned against her.

“Seriously. Are you okay? You’re going to a new planet. It’s okay to be nervous.”

“I’m fine,” Jackie sighed. And that was mostly correct. The truth was, the world was starting to flex and stretch in front of her again. Being ripped off her homeworld in an orb of red lightning had torn her apart at the existential level. She had only just reformed before it was time to flake away again in front of a gate that would take her to yet another planet. The one that would be her new home forever.

But that had been more than a decade, at this point. She had had time to rebuild, bit by bit, cell by cell. It had almost been enough time to forget about all the other planets. Sufficient time to not only find a new normal but to find comfort in it. She had almost figured everything out, even.

Now she was planning to voluntarily go through a gate to a new world for the first time, mere hours away from being hip-deep in an environment entirely unlike her own in ways she’d fail to see until she was in the middle of it.

She wasn’t naïve. She had the internet and understood her place in the swell of the multi-global economy. In her little corner of Purvailan, however, true off-worlders and recent immigrants were few and far between. The social and economic influence of other worlds was abstract, at best. 

Then she was getting her passport updated. Then her ticket was booked. Then a debate between taking a series of transport circles versus a plane to get to the gate that would take her off-world. Then a series of complex cosmetic plans so she could go as long as possible between hair washes. Then figuring out what weather to pack for.

Damn. 

She was still processing it when they finally started disembarking. ​
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“When are you picking up the thing again?” Anaraxis sat on the edge of Jackie’s bed, the door between their connected hotel rooms wide open. 

The museum had paid for her room. That Jackie found an adjoining room for Anaraxis was a special treat. The plane ticket had been the same. Once they knew the flight number, Anaraxis squeaked on the exact same flight. Then open seating made it easy to find a spot together when the time arrived. 

The trenglate, technically, wasn’t part of this delivery project. She was taking some of her vacation time from her own job to make this a separate trip that just happened to coincide with Jackie’s assignment. The museum probably wouldn’t care that much, but she wasn’t going to volunteer the information. And she certainly wasn’t going to let any of the extra expenses drift onto the corporate account while they were still on-world. Once they got to Azelan, they would deal in what amounted to cash. The museum had access to systems that let her make a few preliminary reservations before arrival, but she couldn’t confirm and (more importantly) actually pay for any of it until she was on-world. She would have to handle it herself with the promise of reimbursement based on receipts later. It was much easier for Anaraxis’s presence to fade into the background that way. 

“Um...hold on.” Jackie checked her phone to make sure she was getting the schedule right after moving between time zones. “My gate ticket is 8 a.m., so I’m picking up the package at 6 a.m. to give me plenty of time. When’s your ticket?”

“11:30 a.m. so you’ll have to wait for me, I guess.”

“Okay,” Jackie decided after thinking about it for a moment. Considering the way gate tickets worked, even getting tickets on the same day had been a minor miracle. Anaraxis had to stalk the virtual queue for them. Jackie’s had been acquired through the museum, and they had a different kiosk. Not special enough for the early morning hours when the super important and super-rich moved through the gate or the late night hours for very special shipments, but a guaranteed spot, at least. While she’d rather they go across together, she was fine to go across alone, knowing no one was waiting for her. She’d dropped onto an unknown world before. That she could handle. She needed her hype team to push her through on this side, though, even if it made her anxious to become so emotionally reliant on Anaraxis.

“You’re nervous,” Anaraxis said in that semi-accusatory way of hers. When she knew damn well that Jackie was feeling a certain way and would not give her room to object. 

“I have a right to be, I think. I’ve never been off-world before.”

“I’d like to point out that you totally have.”

“Okay, but not like this,” Jackie insisted. “I was insta-transported to Correlan. Then from Correlan to here, it was... different. I had my eyes closed the whole time, and I barely remember it. It was all a blur.”

“Well, you won’t remember crossing the gate this time, either, so that’ll be the same, at least.” 

“What?” Jackie broke from her anxious circling of the room to sit next to Anaraxis on the bed. 

“Did you not watch the introductory video?” Anaraxis questioned with a series of chirps on the back end. “It’s right on the site.”

“I mean, I got it in my e-mail, but I didn’t uh...I didn’t really watch it all the way through. Just the beginning.”

“If you get gate sick, don’t blame the District. Or do. Whatever. You won’t remember the trip across the bridge, though. And they recommend you don’t try to.”

“Now that I remember...” she admitted. She rested her head on Anaraxis’s shoulder. Her eyes blinked slowly until they lowered completely. 

“They say it’s because it’ll fuck with your brain,” Anaraxis continued the conversation with reduced energy. She could almost see the trenglate scrolling on her phone through closed eyelids. 

“Do they?” Jackie sighed dreamily. 

“Yeah. From what I read, it’s not that you forget afterward, it’s that your brain just doesn’t process the experience and never forms the memories to begin with. But people who travel a lot — like, a lot, a lot — say that at some point your brain starts getting used to the sensation, so it starts trying to process it. But it still can’t actually do it, so you get all brain-fractured.”

“I thought brain fracture was when you can’t metabolize magic of a certain density.” Jackie considered opening her eyes to cast a spurious glance at Anaraxis but wasn’t able to gather up the energy for it. Instead, she rolled her forehead across Anaraxis’s shoulder. 

“I mean, that’s what a bridge is, isn’t it? Condensed magic.”

“Is it?” Jackie hummed in consideration.

“I guess. I thought? I’m not a magic-tech person.”

“You...you literally are, though.”

Anaraxis fell into silence. 

“Shit, you’re right. Different field.” 

Jackie barked a laugh. She lifted herself upright again with a yawn. 

“Alright. I need to get to bed.” Jackie stretched and patted Anaraxis on the knee. 

“Can I just sleep with you?” At this point, it wasn’t a weird request. There was an instinct, apparently, somewhere in the primal part of the trenglate brain that didn’t enjoy sleeping alone. But those who had integrated into societies that favored space just pushed that essential aspect of their being down. However, when presented with the opportunity, they would be remiss not to take it. At least that was how Anaraxis explained it the second time she stayed over at Jackie’s house and she simply dropped right onto the other side of Jackie’s bed. Maybe she was full of shit. It didn’t matter. Jackie didn’t really object. 

Anaraxis had sort of just appeared in her life like a mini-cyclone, spinning her up at the center of a whirlwind. In the quiet of the aftermath of their last grand adventure, Anaraxis had snuck in closer. Jackie wasn’t sure what any given day would look like if Anaraxis wasn’t part of it. 

It was the closest she had even been to anyone apart from the family she hadn’t seen in more than a decade. 

“You’re the one who paid for a second room,” she objected performatively. Anaraxis just shrugged. “Do what you want.” That was the end of the discussion for the night. Tomorrow was a big day, and if she didn’t sleep, she’d never make it through. Time would tell if she could manage it. 

​

While she was the one in charge of the package as it moved off-world, a courier service was entrusted to get it across the country. Air travel apparently didn’t have the same problems with missing packages as gate travel. The office was even attached to the airport, so these items didn’t have to travel outside the building before being picked up by their designated person. 

The construction was simple, clean, and industrial. You’d never know what was inside if you didn’t know the suite number. Maybe that was the goal. Inside was an efficient whirlwind of desks and windows and scans of her ID and face and fingerprints and forms signed in triplicate. The bureaucracy was an elven trait, a minefield of “T’s” to cross and “I’s” to dot. When a chest-high goblin delivered her briefcase within a minute of reaching the window, she knew where the efficiency came from. 

“Would you like to check the contents?” the goblin asked, purple, extra-jointed fingers tapping on the briefcase and large, pink eyes flashing in question. The four horns on a bald head were hidden under a soft cap, as was typical for inter-species workspaces. She guessed. She didn’t actually know. She was surrounded by ariesians and trenglates and elves on a daily basis, but there weren’t very many goblins at all where she lived. Gate cities had a more diverse population, but usually from the gate they attached to. So the presence of a goblin was still off-pattern. Ze was the only one around at the moment. She would have expected vampires, and she hadn’t seen any of those.

That she was aware of. 

Vampires were just humans with pizazz, after all. You’d have to lean in close for the iron rings around the iris and an extra set of canines to tell them apart. But that only applied to those who fed on blood. The ones who fed on neurochemicals only showed their extra qualities under UV light. Unless you could sense bio-magical auras. But she didn’t know shit about that.  

She hadn’t seen any engots, either, though. They were a whole different, entirely vampiric sub-species of humans, but they stood out in a mixed crowd. 

A smudge of olive green appeared in her periphery, and she glanced up and up and up to the face of another human sub-species. It was one of the giants of Correlan, and they wanted to use the same table she was at. Now it was starting to feel like a proper gate city. 

After a few quick movements involving releasing a combo lock, she confirmed the contents of the suitcase and was on her way. 

Just because she was able to verify the item was in the case didn’t mean she really knew what the artifact was. She thought the tablet was stone when she saw it for the first time under the dim lights of the back rooms. The strings of letters etched across one face were shallower than expected from most chiseling instruments. If it had come across her own bench, she would have proposed erosion as the culprit. The bevels of the letter edges, however, were still sharp, not softened with age. She recognized the language from the smattering of ancient Azelan texts she had studied. Not many artifacts and books turned up on other worlds. It surprised all of them who were attached to the project that this one had made the trip.

Her questions about it had been met with a series of uncertainties. 

The Archambault Museum of History and Art had sent it to Purvailan under very strict conditions to carbon date, spectrograph, and run a few other non-destructive tests. They had determined that it was made of some concrete-adjacent material and older by a few thousand years than the first recorded use of concrete by anyone. That was about all they knew for sure without the additional context of Azelan historical records. Something the original owners weren’t inclined to share. They just wanted the rough data they didn’t have, and, in exchange, Jackie’s museum could take whatever pictures and measurements they wanted for their own archive. At the time, Jackie expressed chagrin that she hadn’t been given the chance to look for unique tool marks. She was assured it was accounted for, and now it was time for it to go back. 

As annoyed as she was with the tablet’s handling, her assignment to bring it here gave her an opportunity she might not get otherwise. In the wake of the recent debacle with a set of figurines that might carry the burden of rewriting history entirely, she had learned about an auction. One of the lots was a series of notebooks from an archaeologist named Antoine Berlain who had been part of the dig that had discovered them. The only way to see them was to go to The Archambault Museum, the eventual vicarious giftee of the auction. She had been willing to let the trail drop there. 

But then her workplace dropped a tablet in her lap that had to go back home. That home was the exact same museum, and it needed someone to get it there. She wasn’t the sort to believe in fate, but hell, she could recognize a sign when she saw one.

She held the case to her chest, arms wrapped through the straps as instructed. Part of her wished Anaraxis was here. The other half was glad for the short reprieve. In a moment of pique, the trenglate decided she didn’t have it in her to get up at the “fuck awful time” required to make it to the depot. She’d meet Jackie on the other side. 

She looked out over the crisscrossing streets in front of her. She could take a bus or a tram, but there was plenty of time to walk the relatively short distance to the gate station. She needed to walk. And with what she knew of how the gate station worked, she’d be spending some time in tight quarters for a while. A last breath of fresh air would be nice. With a last puff of her chest, she set off.​
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