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            THE TOADSTOOL IN THE ROOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Ensign Mike didn’t know how to be a person.  They had watched a lot of other people be people.  They had a literal computer brain full of literature and data about how other people managed to be people—often very badly.  But being able to look at someone else and tell that person was making poor choices wasn’t the same as knowing how to be a person yourself, and Ensign Mike felt more and more keenly aware of that difference.  But they didn’t know what to do about it.

      To be fair, by one measure—a very reasonable measure—Ensign Mike was only about a year old.  So the toadstool-like being composed from a mass of mycelial material clustered around a computer implant tried not to be too hard on themself.  That seemed like the right thing to do.  It was what Ensign Mike would have told someone else who was like them...  But no one else was like them.  And no one else was telling Ensign Mike what to do.  At least, not about deep, psychological things like personhood.  At a practical level, Ensign Mike had superior officers aboard the Tri-Galactic Union starship Wanderlust ordering them around almost all the time, telling them to get out of the way or assist with tasks.  Mostly to get out of the way, even though there wasn’t any particular place for Ensign Mike to get out of the way to.

      The Wanderlust was a small ship, designed for short-term missions.  It had never been meant to fly across a distant galaxy for months leading into years on end, far away from any Tri-Galactic Union ports or known safe havens.  Much as Ensign Mike had never been meant to exist as a person.  Yet here they were.  Flying across the Tetra Galaxy, trying to be a person.

      The Norwegian Forest cat captain and golden-mantled squirrel commander each had their own quarters.  Ensign Mike couldn’t fault them for insisting on having their own private space.  The toadstool-being held regular counseling sessions with Commander Chestnut, and it was very clear to them from those conversations with the squirrel that the demands of command—keeping control and composure in front of your crew at all times—definitely called for those private spaces.  A place to collapse, let down the facade, and just be yourself.  And the two barracks rooms were already full to the brim each with bristling, complicated personalities.

      Captain Carroway had neglected to officially assign Ensign Mike to either of those barracks rooms...  And the toadstool-being didn’t exactly want to force their way into the complicated interpersonal dynamics playing out in either of those spaces.  It was easier to simply slip away into a crawlspace behind the engine room where the zephyr drive coil thrummed comfortingly whenever they needed to sleep or find some privacy of their own.  Ensign Mike’s fleshy mycelial components had originally been part of the Wanderlust’s shipboard computers anyway, so nestling into the crawlspace felt like going back to their childhood bedroom anyway.  At least, it felt like Ensign Mike imagined that would feel.  Obviously, they’d never had a childhood bedroom of their own.  Although, they did have extensive memories of being Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s neural implant way back when the Morphican had been just a little bunny.

      Ensign Mike had sung lullabies in Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s head when the alien rabbit had been a child.  As a Morphican neural implant, Ensign Mike had expected to live out the rest of their artificial, digital life connected directly to Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s brain, experiencing life only vicariously.  Becoming a being of their own had been a massive gift from the universe.  But sometimes, it was a gift that Ensign Mike didn’t know how to handle.

      They knew how to soothe Vossie.  And extending their knowledge with all the information that had come along with their mycelial flesh, they knew a great deal about how to soothe all the other members of the crew.

      However, Ensign Mike knew very little about how to soothe themself, except by soothing others.  Unfortunately, they lived aboard a ship filled with animals who were desperately unhappy at a deep level, living in a transitory state, always focused on escaping the galaxy they’d been thrown into and placing all their hopes on returning to their homes in the Milky Way.  They were impossible to soothe.  Yet, Ensign Mike kept trying.

      There were two other animals in the crew who actually saw the wandering path of the Wanderlust as their home, the way Mike did.  The caterpillar-like alien, Lys, and the hedgehog-like alien, Korvax, who’d been her nursemaid had joined the Wanderlust’s crew voluntarily as hitchhikers.  Korvax had become the crew’s chef and unofficial morale officer.  Whereas Lys had taken over tending the shipboard garden and flirted with learning a little bit about every trade she could aboard the Wanderlust, up until the ship had taken on a satellite—a baby world turtle named Sojourner—who now took up all of the caterpillar’s time.

      Lys’s people were native inhabitants of Sojourner’s species—butterfly-like aliens who lived on the back of planet-sized turtles.  For now, though, Lys and Sojourner were children together—a caterpillar bonded to an asteroid-sized turtle.  And most of Lys’s attention had turned to tending her baby world and its one full-time inhabitant, a tardigrade-like being who’d been accidentally enlarged to person-sized.  The tardigrade called itself Solace, and it had been keeping house on the turtle’s back with Lys for about half a year now.  They were expecting Solace’s first batch of eggs to hatch soon, and then their hands would really be full.  Fortunately, both Lys and Solace had entire rows of hands along their bodies.

      Ensign Mike could have grown more hands too, if they’d wanted to.  Their mycelial body was flexible enough that they could alter their form somewhat at will.  But mostly, it seemed easier to fit in aboard the crew if they stuck to a stable, vaguely familiar form—mushroom cap head, row of slitted eyes along the underside, thick bushy mycelial beard, and otherwise the standard bipedal structure that the cats, rabbits, canine, hedgehog and squirrel in the crew all shared.  For one thing, it meant Mike was able to wear a Tri-Galactic Uniform like the rest of the crew, and in fact, their uniform had required fewer alterations than the ones that had been designed to handle Lys’s caterpillar body with her two rows of hands and Korvax’s hedgehog shape with all the prickles sprouting out of his back.

      So, Ensign Mike was sitting in a chair on the Wanderlust’s bridge, watching stars stream by on the main viewscreen, doing their best impression of a person.  Monitoring the upcoming scans, fulfilling their role as a member of a small crew, where every member had to take a turn babysitting the ship’s controls as it flew like a dart on autopilot back toward the far-off Milky Way.  Back when Ensign Mike’s mycelial flesh had actually been part of the ship’s computers, they’d have played a much more active role in the ship’s autopilot.  Ensign Mike only had dim memories of that time, when flying the ship had been as automatic as breathing or keeping your heart beating for a mammal.

      Ensign Mike didn’t like their shifts on the bridge.  It made them think about what they’d used to be, and how it hadn’t involved thinking deep questions like, “Am I doing enough?” or “Why does the captain always seem angry with me?” or simply, “Is Vossie getting enough sleep without me there to sing him to sleep?”

      There are advantages to individuality, personhood, and self-awareness... but there are also disadvantages.  Getting caught in loops of self-reflection to the point where you start doubting the nature of reality and your place in it was one of the big ones.

      Mike could hear a number of the off-duty officers talking and laughing in the multi-purpose room at the back of the ship.  Korvax usually had some sort of brunch bar set up at this hour, and Mike could smell the sweet and savory particles from the hedgehog’s cooking in the air.  The scents made the mycelial strands of Mike’s beard restless and twitchy.  So far as the toadstool being could tell, they were the only member of the crew other than Lys who actually enjoyed Korvax’s cooking.

      Ensign Mike had a couple of counseling sessions scheduled later with Cmdr. Chestnut and Lt. Diaz.  The toadstool was looking forward to those—not as much as they always looked forward to sessions with Lt. Cmdr. Vossie, but still, it would be a chance to forget themself and focus on someone else.  Ensign Mike always felt better when they did that.

      Mike looked down from the overwhelming screen of streaming stars and focused on the computer panels at their current station.  The Wanderlust’s sensors were adjusted to their maximum settings—reaching out as far in front of the ship and to the sides of the ship as they could, checking for rare elements and radio signals that might imply planets with useful resources or civilizations.  Habitable but empty planets were the ideal, allowing the Wanderlust to stop briefly, stock up on supplies, and let the crew members stretch their legs on an actual full-sized world.  Baby Sojourner’s shell wasn’t big enough to fully scratch that itch yet—just large enough for a small, simple house that the crew had helped Solace build so that the tardigrade would have somewhere to live, lay its eggs, and tend to them.

      Ensign Mike wondered if Sojourner’s back was going to start feeling really crowded once the clutch of eggs hatched and a whole family of tardigrade toddlers started toddling about on the turtle’s shell.  The toadstool being’s slit of a mouth twisted into a lopsided smile imagining all those future baby tardigrades.  What a crazy thing Sojourner was attempting—to start an entire civilization, raising the whole first generation itself.  But what other choice was there?  Sojourner was essentially the only member of its species in the universe, as all its kin were still microscopic beings sloshing about in the oceans of a planet the Wanderlust had left behind half a year ago.  Far, far behind them now.

      A burst of activity on the ship’s scans drew Mike’s attention.  They examined the readout, thinking how much easier it would be to simply experience the scan directly.  Mike was tempted to see if they could open up the display panel and hook up some of their mycelial beard strands directly into the computer... but the times they’d tried that before, it had been such an overwhelming experience, like sliding into warm water and falling asleep.  Comforting, cozy, and eventually the same as drowning.  Mike knew better than to try it again for something as petty as not wanting to have to read and decipher the scan results from the outside of the computer panel.

      Mike blinked their row of eyes, closing each eye separately in a sequence that chased along the underside of their mushroom cap head.  If they were understanding the scan correctly, then the absolute profusion of signals bouncing around in an upcoming star system implied far more than a simple inhabited planet.  It looked like an interstellar hub.  A sort of space age crossroads.  They needed to alert the captain, because this was exactly the kind of place that she’d want to have the Wanderlust check out.  Though, of course, it could also be exactly the kind of place that could be extremely dangerous.

      During the first six months on this journey, the Wanderlust’s crew had spent a great deal of time and energy avoiding the dangerously aggressive Zakonraptors who inhabited much of the Tetra Galaxy.  As far as they could tell, at this point, the Zakonraptors were behind them, but who knew what kind of dangerous species might be ahead...

      Ensign Mike hesitated, confused by the profusion of feelings that the profusion of signals inspired in them.  They wanted their crewmates to get the chance to interact with interesting alien species and possibly learn useful information.  But also, the Wanderlust crew was the entirety of Mike’s world—the only friends or family they’d ever known, except for Vossie’s family back in the Milky Way.  However, Mike knew that Vossie’s Morphican family wouldn’t have any idea of what to do with Vossie’s neural implant walking around being a separate person from Vossie.

      Vossie himself didn’t seem to know how to deal with it half of the time.  Sometimes, he acted like Mike’s brother.  Sometimes, he almost seemed like he was trying to ignore Mike, like the wayward neural implant who knew too much about him was the equivalent of a childhood blankie—beloved but outgrown and kind of embarrassing.

      In the end, though, Ensign Mike didn’t hesitate for too long before keying in the command to send the information about the scan to the Captain, because the very fabric of half of their being—the mycelial half—had the Tri-Galactic Union’s core beliefs and directives practically imprinted on their DNA.  And the Tri-Galactic Union was all about exploration, discovery, and connection.  Even if those things carried an inherent risk.  There’s an intrinsic danger to exploring the unknown, but just about everything worth doing comes with some degree of risk attached.

      The talking and laughter at the far end of the ship changed tone almost immediately after Mike keyed in the command to pass the data along to the captain.  The Norwegian Forest cat must have been awake and part of the jovial brunch crowd, because only moments later, she padded her way onto the bridge, followed by several other officers—the white cat Melbourne, the canine Diaz, and the hedgehog Korvax who was wearing a chef’s hat and still carrying a frying pan that smelled like it was full of fried tammas leaves which had a salty, savory taste apparently akin to bacon.

      “Show me the readings,” Captain Carroway meowed, leaning over Ensign Mike without actually looking at the mushroom.

      Mike pointed with a slender mycelial finger at the display, gesturing at the various relevant readouts.  They felt a strange sense of dread—like the captain was going to be angry with them or blame them somehow for having not sent the readings along sooner, faster, more clearly.  Ensign Mike didn’t know what she might decide they’d done wrong, because they didn’t think they’d done anything wrong...  But the captain always made them feel like they were failing anyway.

      The Norwegian Forest cat grunted, considering the display, still leaning into Mike’s personal space without seeming to notice her intrusion.  Finally she stepped back, cleared her voice with a harrumphing cough, and intoned, “It looks like we’ll be making a little stop soon.”

      “What did Mike find?” Ensign Melbourne meowed, crowding up closer to the front of the bridge.

      “Well, it’s hard to tell for certain from the readings,” Captain Carroway meowed back, the touch of a purr coloring her tone.  “But it looks like it could be a very lively space station.”

      “Well done, Mike!” Melbourne meowed, excitedly.  “It’s about time for a little more excitement around here!”

      Ensign Mike’s thin line of a mouth quirked, trying to smile at the white cat’s praise, but they couldn’t help but feel like the kind words were overshadowed by Captain Carroway’s complete dismissal.  Sometimes, when Captain Carroway was around, Ensign Mike didn’t feel like they existed at all.  They certainly didn’t feel like a person.
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      As the Wanderlust approached the alien space station, the entire crew crowded onto the bridge, eagerly watching the viewscreen.  Captain Carroway grumbled quietly in her captain’s chair about disrupting sleep schedules and the importance of keeping to work shifts, but the grumpy Norwegian Forest cat knew better than to actually order any of her officers back to their barracks.  They’d just watch the approach remotely on computer pads in their barracks if she did.

      Ensign Mike wished there was a way to assure the captain that events like this one—events that pulled the crew together—were worth far more in terms of morale than any disruption to their schedules would cost.  But Ensign Mike knew the captain wouldn’t listen to them.  They didn’t know how to get through to her.  Perhaps a carefully placed word in Cmdr. Chestnut’s pointed ears would work its way back to the fluffy feline.

      Ensign Mike knew that Captain Carroway actually listened to the golden-mantled squirrel.  And to Vossie...  Even Korvax, when it came down to it.  Maybe Mike was doing something wrong, if the cat listened to everyone but them.

      Perhaps more self-reflection would help Mike figure out exactly what they should be doing to earn the captain’s respect.  Everyone respected her, and she respected everyone... but them.  So they had to be the problem.

      Except, deep down, Ensign Mike had more self-respect than that.  They knew they were doing the best job they could, and they worked as hard as everyone else aboard the ship.  So, as much as the rest of the crew respected her, Captain Carroway had to be in the wrong.

      Distracted by their own musings, Ensign Mike almost missed the moment that the space station became visible in the distance, surrounded by the stars of deep space.  Windows gleamed with blue light on twisting, turning branches of rich mahogany brown; the space station had a thick central cluster with those branches twisting in a vague, asymmetrical spiral outward.  Along the slender, outer tips of the branches, many metal spaceships were docked, hooked on like mechanical barnacles.  Overall, the space station looked more natural than any of the space stations in Ensign Mike’s extensive memory—non-Euclidean, non-angular, non-machine-logic.  It looked less like something that had been built than something that had been grown.  Almost like an avant-garde piece of found art floating in space, constructed from a beautiful piece of driftwood.

      Lt. Lee and Lt. Diaz—the pretty little Papillon dog and the imposing Xolo-Lupinian hybrid—were already woofing quietly at each other about the station’s architecture, conjecturing exactly what Mike had been thinking:  this station followed naturalistic growth patterns rather than blueprinted plans.

      Captain Carroway’s triangular ears twisted around to listen to the quietly woofing canine engineers.  “I suppose if planets hatch from eggs in this sector of the universe,” she meowed wryly, “then it only figures that space stations would be grown from seeds.”

      “We don’t know that it came from a seed,” Lt. Diaz barked, her flatly serious tone completely missing the hint of whimsy that had colored the captain’s voice.

      “But if it did,” Korvax squeaked jovially, “maybe we should pick up a few of them!”

      “What would we do with several space station seeds?” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie asked the hedgehog crossly.  Ensign Mike’s heart—metaphorically speaking, of course—ached to hear the bleakness in the rabbit’s tone.  (Though, arguably, the closest thing Ensign Mike had to a heart was Vossie’s hijacked neural implant, buried deep in their mycelial flesh.)  The toadstool wanted more than anything to be nestled safely back on Vossie’s brow, singing words of encouragement and levity straight into the rabbit’s brain.

      Instead, Mike did the next best thing available and said out loud in a voice like raindrops falling in the forest, “If there really were such seeds, I’m sure they’d be fascinating to study.”

      Vossie’s naturally mild rabbit-like face twisted up in an expression of frustration, and Ensign Mike wished they could melt right back into the Wanderlust’s computer systems, unconscious and unaware, nothing more than a body of flesh used to make calculations.

      If only there weren’t so many other animals crowded around the bridge, Ensign Mike knew they could make Vossie feel better... but it would only be temporary, because the rabbit still had to make it through every day without their aid.  Vossie and Mike had never been meant to be separate beings like this.  Every bit of Mike’s individuality came at a cost to Vossie, who had to get by without the carefully tailored electrical and chemical interventions that his brain had benefited from for his entire life up until this voyage.

      While Mike wrestled with their own internal demons, Captain Carroway hailed the space station and negotiated safe terms for the crew to visit by teleporter.  She declined to actually dock the Wanderlust, clearly wanting to keep greater flexibility in case any trouble arose.  Sojourner had already slipped away from her usual position, following in the Wanderlust’s wake like a faithful duckling following her mama.  Captain Carroway and Lys had agreed it would be safer for the baby world turtle to take up an opposite orbit of the system’s sun, keeping her distance from the space station.  World turtles were rare commodities, as shown by how the Wanderlust had needed to rescue Sojourner from the cruel experiments of Zakonraptors shortly after she’d hatched.  No one—including the world turtle herself—wanted to risk Sojourner falling into the wrong talons again.

      Of course, Solace had stayed at home on Sojourner’s back, tending its clutch of eggs.  Lys had been reluctant to leave the brooding tardigrade and baby world behind at first, but ultimately, the caterpillar had realized that her telepathic connection to Sojourner meant the Wanderlust would be more responsive to the turtle’s needs with her aboard than relying on comm-pins for communication.  Technological signals were more likely to be scrambled by interference than her strong telepathic bond.

      The Wanderlust settled into an orbit beside the space station, apparently called Spindle Reef, and Captain Carroway began doling out the order of shifts for visiting the station.  The first group included Cmdr. Chestnut, Lt. Lee, and Korvax—a mix that didn’t surprise Ensign Mike at all.  The toadstool knew that Captain Carroway trusted Cmdr. Chestnut and Lt. Lee implicitly, and Korvax had more knowledge of the Tetra Galaxy than anyone else aboard.  The second group would include the captain herself, Lt. Diaz, and Ensign Werik.  This also made sense to Mike—these were the two officers who the captain trusted least and thus wanted to keep a close eye on.

      Mike would be in the final group with Lt. Cmdr. Vossie, Ensign Melbourne, and Lys.  Captain Carroway always put Mike and Vossie together, given a choice.  The mushroom simply wasn’t sure if it was something she was doing because Vossie had asked her to, if it was because she’d seen how effectively they worked together, or if it was some sort of pre-rational prejudice that still involved seeing Mike as less than a whole person and instead as some sort of wayward extension of Vossie.

      Mike feared it was the third option.  But they liked to imagine it was the first.  They liked to imagine that Vossie still wanted them, even if the toadstool wasn’t able to play the same role in the rabbit’s life as they had before becoming a separate person.

      The first two shifts passed successfully with each team of crewmembers returning excited by what they’d seen, refreshed by the time away from their small ship, and bearing useful goods they’d managed to trade for.  Korvax, especially, came back with all kinds of foods that he hadn’t eaten in many, many years and was thrilled to be able to share with the rest of the crew soon... even if the rest of the crew seemed less thrilled by the prospect.

      Lt. Diaz managed to acquire several mechanical components she’d been needing to fix some irregularities in the ship’s engine room, and Captain Carroway negotiated a non-aggression pact with the primary species in this sector of the Tetra Galaxy that would ensure the ship’s safe passage for much of the rest of the way to the nexus wormhole that would finally take them home.  All in all, a very, very successful outing.

      So, when it came time for Mike, Vossie, Melbourne, and Lys to take their turn visiting the station, the toadstool found themself swept up in the sense of excitement and adventure, keenly curious about what they would see aboard Spindle Reef.
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      Glimmering shimmers of golden quantum energy tickled outward from Ensign Mike’s belly to the very tips of every mycelial strand of their bushy beard as they teleported from the Wanderlust to Spindle Reef.

      Mike appeared on Spindle Reef, floating beside Vossie, Melbourne, and Lys in what seemed to be an out-of-the-way corner of a very large chamber with no artificial gravity.  The space in front of them was woven through with a complex interleaving of what seemed to be silken ropes and wooden bars that the varied inhabitants used to swing about from one location to another, and the space stretched so far out into the distance that Mike couldn’t see the other side.

      “Woah-hoh,” Ensign Melbourne meowed with amusement, twisting about in the zero gee ineffectually.  The weightlessness seemed to be triggering his innate feline instinct for flipping over while falling in order to land on his feet... except there was no way down anymore, or maybe every way was down, so he just kept wobbling around as if he were trying to spin a hula-hoop around his waist.  “Those sneaky gremlins!  I can’t believe they all managed to keep it secret from us that this place is gravity-free!”

      “That is surprising,” Lt. Cmdr. Vossie intoned, his long ears splaying.  “Mostly because I have trouble picturing everyone else in the previous two groups all agreeing on something together.”

      “It must have been Cmdr. Chestnut’s idea,” Mike said, mushily.  Vossie generally underestimated the squirrel’s charismatic ability to lead, and Melbourne underestimated the squirrel’s sense of humor.  But Mike knew Cmdr. Chestnut quite well from their counseling sessions and had a lot of respect for the golden-mantled squirrel.

      “It seems unwise to keep tactical information like this from your crew,” Vossie grumbled, being a very grumpy-looking rabbit whose long hind feet suddenly had nowhere to land.

      “Eh,” Ensign Melbourne meowed, equivocating but finally getting his gyrating under control.  The white cat had managed to snag his claws on one of the nearest silken ropes, getting himself grounded.  “Seems like a fun and harmless prank to me.”

      “And that’s exactly what’s wrong with the current balance of the crew,” Vossie muttered, finally managing to snag his own hind foot on one of the ropes and wrangle himself into a good hold on it.  “You’re originally a Tri-Galactic Union officer, Ensign Melbourne.  You should know better than to fall into these lazy, lackadaisical, delinquent ways that have been brought to our crew by the Anti-Ra officers.”

      “Hey,” Melbourne objected.  “I was a delinquent before this mission.  How did you think I ended up in that prison, waiting around for a crazy Norwegian Forest cat and her Morphican first officer to offer me a plea bargain that involved a suicide mission that landed us in the Tetra Galaxy?”

      Vossie harrumphed but didn’t say anything more.  Verbally sparring with a snarky cat wasn’t his idea of a good time.  At least, not when the
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