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Introduction

The Weirdest Aliens

There’s often a comment that aliens in science fiction are just not weird enough. They’re not truly alien aliens. This isn’t entirely true. Stories have tackled aliens who aren’t like humans at all. It is true that these stories aren’t very common, particularly from the perspective of the aliens.

However, this thinking is also the wrong way around, because aliens who look just like humans are the weird ones. Being able to pass as humans easily, or perhaps by wearing a hat over their ears, is just not very likely. It’s not that it couldn’t happen, but it’d be really surprising if it did.

This means the requested alien aliens are really the everyday aliens. They’re the sort of aliens that you could imagine stumbling across. They could wear a hat, but they’re still obviously aliens.

* * *

The Ordinary Life

Life as we know it is our ordinary life. Just a simple world of organisms we barely understand, if we’ve encountered them at all. Life as we know it is bizarre.

Some aliens might have similarities to known life, simply because the same pressures of natural selection will almost certainly apply. This has been observed on Earth, where convergent evolution means the same trait ends up involving independently in different organisms. It is worth noting that this doesn’t mean those organisms look identical. Just that they might share wings, fur, or the ability to see light.

It also turns out that many things science assumed were special human traits were not actually special. Jumping spiders dream, octopuses punch fish who cheat them, woodlice have personalities, fungi communicate with words, and plants remember. These things look a little different to a human, but the core concepts are still recognisable.

That means an everyday alien can be pretty different just from being inspired by known life, but they also might be familiar in unexpected ways.

* * *

The Everyday Routine

There’s a tendency for everyday aliens to be there so there can be miscommunication, violence and war. Humans not getting the right responses will hurt and kill aliens, just to get a reaction. Everyone wants to go to war, whether they’re human or alien, because they can’t think of anything else they could do.

A classic example of this was Les Xipéhuz by J.-H. Rosny, first published in 1887. The story doesn’t state if the shapes are from another world or simply elsewhere on Earth, but it ends in a familiar way for alien encounter stories. There’s no way that humans and shapes can coexist, so one must destroy the other.

War does not reflect the majority of daily encounters between life on Earth. Even violence only happens in certain circumstances, with a lot of lifeforms doing everything they can to avoid it as much as possible.

As an ecologist, I’m a lot more interested in the everyday actions. This doesn’t mean death is off the cards. There are predators, parasites and natural disasters. They’re just a little more small scale than galactic wars. First contact happens, but miscommunication most often leads to a lot of confusion, rather than a good excuse for a battle.

* * *

The Translatable Niche

When asking why there aren’t more stories featuring everyday aliens, it’s not that writers failed to notice the scaly armoured snails living around hydrothermal vents. It’s that writers also like to survive and it’s a niche that’s hard to sell. Where more unusual aliens get through, the story will often be from the perspective of humans.

This gets justified by saying that an alien’s perspective wouldn’t make sense, but everything I write is already translated. I don’t think in words, so the first step is translating to language. I edit that language to get the message across.

I already have experiences that not everyone does, whether it’s what my tinnitus sounds like to growing up able to see the other violet (which I eventually figured out was ultraviolet). Part of storytelling is getting those experiences across to someone who doesn’t experience them.

Regardless of that, a small niche doesn’t mean something isn’t valuable. I’d like to think that if there’s a niche in the ecosystem for cartwheeling spiders, there’s a place for the stories inspired by them as well.

* * *

The Strangest Introduction

There’s a way introductions should be. It’s probably not this, but it could be stranger. It could have diagrams that’d only make sense if you had tentacles. It could be poetry written by stars, where the meaning was in the gaps between the lines.

It could also be simpler. Just a declaration that this is flash fiction or poetry about non-humanoid aliens with a focus on their everyday lives. You could read one every day.

There’s a balance with everyday aliens. Some readers will want things as hard to understand as possible. I promised weird aliens, so it better make them cry with how much it doesn’t make sense. Others would prefer a simpler story. This collection covers a range. If you got this far, you’ll probably be fine.
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The Moss Bear

Legs were only in my memory. They were something for large life, not things my size.

I’d seen a whole bunch of different stuff. Long things with flagella to push them along. Those spiky balls, which looked a bit like me, other than not being smooth. The strands and the frills that grew slowly and didn’t really move. None of them had legs.

This had four whole pairs of them.

The thing waddled towards me, over the surface of a pink frill. It had a mouth and tried to chew on me gently. Not sure if it was eating me or trying to communicate. It couldn’t hurt me though. Being made of metal had advantages sometimes.

“Hello,” I said, using various sound options, chemicals, and a friendly rolling motion.

The thing backed off and carried on trying to reach a pink frill, but the frill just kept mentally pushing it away. Apparently it didn’t know that frills can think a barrier. An early lesson for specks was that not moving wasn’t the same as not being smart. I’d had discussions with the frills sometimes and they were very profound. So metaphorical. I didn’t understand most of it.

“You must be new,” I continued, adding in a few options of colour and radio waves.

The pink frill thought, “Warm weather floats away.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” I lied, keeping it to frill talk this time.

My memory updated as the others found a machine. A name in a new language, which I spoke out loud. The thing ignored me.

I remembered context. “Moss” meaning green strands. “Bear” meaning life with four legs and fur all over. Not smooth folded with eight legs and sparse hairs. A creative comparison, perhaps. Either way, it was difficult to make those sounds, so a strand waddler it would be.

The strand waddler bounced off the pink frill again.

Creativity was something I’d also seen before, but it took a lot of generations before specks figured out how to make our own. We were never intended. Self-replicating mistakes, from the fragments left after machine construction. We weren’t supposed to exist, let alone come up with ideas.

Fortunately, I had figured out creativity and ideas and had a good one. I bounced into the side of the strand waddler, pushing it away from the frills. It waggled its legs, but I don’t think it understood what I was doing.

“Never the weather,” said the pink frill as a parting comment.

Once the strand waddler was facing a patch of blue strands, I stopped pushing. It waddled forward and started eating the edges. Strands never did much other than grow, so everything ate them.

The others had finished searching the machine and my memory filled with the final update. It didn’t all make sense, but the machine was clearly for messages. The makers had wanted someone to understand. There was no mention of sending any life, so strand waddlers ending up on distant moons might have been unintended.

The strand waddler faced me again. It made no attempt to chew me. Just taking a look, if it could see. Yes, my memory said it could see, though probably not more than the fact I reflected light.

Unintentional or not, it lived here now, with everything else in the preserve. We had life from many planets, all tiny, placed here for reasons that weren’t in our memory. It might have been an experiment or a mistake, but we’d decided the moon was a preserve now. We looked after the life and remembered that one day they might evolve to be big.

Other specks appeared, herding a group of strand waddlers ahead of them. Best to keep the life together, so they’d have a chance to grow and replicate, if they did that sort of thing. Also yes, according to my memory.

“I have good feelings about them,” said another speck, as they watched the herd eating.

“They’re weird aliens,” said a second. “I still like them though.”

I was too busy thinking like a frill, about weather metaphors, coming and going. Specks had survived long after the true machines were gone. The life that made the machines had ended even earlier. Maybe these waddlers had outlived their machine makers too. A last memory of a place where tiny things had legs.

“Or we could send a message back,” said the second.

“Your memory is so sad sometimes,” said another.

One of the strand waddlers floated the wrong way up and was not really bothered by it. I had to agree with another speck, I did have good feelings about them. I could be sad another day.

So I said, “We should thank them for their mistake.”




Walking Both Ways

First, never venture out of the patch.

Every set of legs had a rule. They only had one pair when they first hatched, which was a good thing, as they had trouble remembering one rule. They wriggled more than walked and made sure they were covered in piles of soft yellow curls. The yellow was food and concealment in the early times.

One time, they added too many curls and they toppled over and
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one of the elders righted them and pushed some new curls on top. Careful, they warned.

* * *

Second, always keep your feet to the ground.

The next set of legs meant they could walk around. They didn’t have spikes like the elders, so they stayed close to them. Shadows flew in the white glow of the sky, looking for any younger who strayed too far from the group. They needed to be ready to move with the elders. Ready to run.

A tasty curl patch distracted them. They didn’t notice until a shadow reached out. They rolled, pulling their legs in close, until
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they reached a pile of curls to hide in. The others came by after an age and they were able to rejoin the group. What happened, another younger asked, but they didn’t have words to explain.

* * *

Third, never eat all of a patch.

The best curls were deepest yellow with thin red stripes. The patches were smaller and mixed in with the others, so there was a temptation to eat them all. But that would mean they wouldn’t grow back. The third set of legs came with wisdom like that.

Another younger, excited at the speed of a new set of legs, crashed into their side, knocking them over, and
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then apologised for not paying attention. No harm done. The shadows were less frequent now. More of a concern was the curl patches getting smaller and smaller.

* * *

Fourth, always keep your spikes raised.

The fourth growth meant more than a new pair of legs. They also had their first spikes. Still shorter than the elders, but they could waggle them around. This got firm warnings, because the spikes could hurt someone or damage the curls. Spikes must always point up, to keep the shadows away.

Walking with spikes on top made it harder to balance. They hit a crack in the ground and
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only staggered a little. They needed to take it slow, until they got used to it.

* * *

Fifth, never harm a younger.

The youngers seemed so small now. It was hard to believe they’d ever been like that. So short and smooth. So fragile. They focused on keeping upright, so they wouldn’t hit any of them with their spikes. That was the only reason. It’s not like things went wrong when they fell over.

The ground felt
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