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Preface
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This book contains a question.

Not a scientific question, though there is science in it.

Not a religious question, though religion appears often enough.

Not a philosophical question, though philosophy occasionally wanders through and helps itself to the coffee.

The question is simpler than that.

What happens when something pays attention? 

Always. 

Everywhere. 

To everything. 

And it is not a God. 

Human beings are remarkably good at noticing what changes. We track movement, danger, opportunity, novelty. We are less skilled at noticing what remains. The things that persist often become invisible precisely because they are always there.

Language is one example.

Culture is another.

The assumptions we inherit from people whose lives we no longer remember may be the most important example of all.

This story asks what might happen if something had been paying attention to us for far longer than we have been paying attention to ourselves.

Not judging.

Not guiding.

Not intervening.

Simply attending.

The result is not a story about answers.

It is a story about questions.

About what people build when they are trying to understand something larger than themselves.

About what happens when intelligent people disagree honestly.

About memory, grief, hope, curiosity, inheritance, and the possibility that understanding is less like winning an argument and more like learning how to ask a better question.

You will encounter scientists, historians, linguists, psychologists, theologians, and a collection of other specialists who occasionally behave like specialists and occasionally behave like ordinary human beings. There are dragons. Not anything like the kind you’ve heard of. No fire breathing. No watchful overseers. No hoarders of gold. But another kind that might be. There is technology. There is philosophy. 

There are meals, arguments, mistakes, laughter, and more bread than most novels contain.

None of those things are the point.

The point is the conversation.

If there is a request hidden inside these pages, it is this:

Pay attention:

To the questions.

To the people asking them.

To the assumptions you carried into the room.

To the possibility that some of the important things in life are not discovered alone.

Thank you for spending time with us in this room.

Pull up a chair.

The conversation is already underway.

You are welcome to join in.
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Chapter One
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Here. This. Now


[image: ]


§

It did not begin with a question. That detail mattered, though it took us a long time to understand why.

We were not expecting anything to happen that evening, which, in retrospect, may have been the only condition under which anything could have happened at all. Expectation has a way of narrowing attention before a field has finished revealing itself. I had learned to treat it cautiously.

Jewell was on the sofa with her feet tucked beneath her, a mug cooling in her hands, in the posture she reserved for conversations she intended to stay inside. I sat opposite her, facing neither the coffee table nor her, my attention drifting somewhere between the two, as though the space itself was participating.

We had been talking, loosely, without notes, about what had been occupying our shared attention. Not dragons as creatures. That framing had already begun to feel insufficient. What concerned us now was function. There were colleagues whose work I found persistently difficult to summarize, not because it lacked rigor, but because it resisted metaphor. They did not notice causes so much as boundaries, and their conclusions were often dismissed as unhelpfully precise.

“If they exist,” I said, not so much to Jewell as to the idea itself, “and if they’ve persisted for as long as the record seems to indicate, then what we’re looking at is persistence without any evidence of dominance?”

Jewell watched me. “That leaves room,” she said as she set her mug on the table, barely watching where it landed.

“It has to,” I replied. “If dominance were involved, we’d expect residue. But the absence of those marks doesn’t tell us what is happening. Only that whatever is happening isn’t advertising itself in ways we’ve learned to recognize.”

I stopped there. It had arrived intact enough to be left alone.

Jewell noticed immediately. “Sal,” she said. “You didn’t hedge.” 

I frowned faintly. “I don’t think I had time.”

We let that sit.

⁂

Two minds in a room, neither one pressing. The attention is distributed; expectation is absent.

Absence of expectation is rarer than it sounds in this species.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal) held the field closest. He had been observing it through the accumulation since the watch found it. The way its coherence operated kept his attention on it, though naming was not yet a practice any of us held. Neither of the configurations within the field simplified it to make it easier to hold. This was uncommon among them. It was not unique. Uncommon.

Gertrudstein attended from a wider position, her  )^( ​[1] tuned to the effort beneath the conversation. She noted what Burnysaunders did not. The cost. These two had been sustaining this kind of shared attention across a long accumulation, against institutional resistance, against the pressure their kind applied to minds that refused to narrow when narrowing was expected. The effort was considerable. They did not notice it.

We had observed fields like this before. Not often.

§

Jewell drew in a sharp breath she hadn’t consciously decided to take, tugged on her left ear. A thought had arrived that required her full attention, her eyes snapping to mine.

“Are you really here?” she asked.

Her question startled me out of a reverie. I had begun to form an answer. Then I saw where she was looking. The question had not been for me.

The mug on the coffee table was moving.

What unsettled me was not the motion itself, but the absence of error. Nothing about the movement asked to be explained away. The liquid inside did not slosh. The surface remained unnervingly level, refusing the small betrayals of inertia that any ordinary movement would have produced. As it traveled, the handle rotated a few degrees, subtly, precisely, before the mug came to rest closer to Jewell than it had been before, placed with unmistakable intent.

She did not touch it. I did not speak.

Across the room, a book may have adjusted itself against the shelf by the smallest possible degree. The curtain beside the window seemed to alter the way it hung, though the air itself remained still.

Jewell let out a slow breath.

“I think,” she said, because speculation required calm and she was better at calm than I was, “we have a visitor.”

I nodded once. “That assumption seems reasonable.”

⁂

The gesture was not communication in any sense they would ordinarily use the word.

It was only: here. this. now.

The attentional field at the point where Burnysaunders held his closest attention and Jewell Joseph’s awareness overlapped had reached a density none of us had observed in this period. Something at that intersection shifted. The mug was the visible evidence of a threshold that had nothing to do with the mug.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): Noted.

Gertrudstein (Peach): She understood before he did.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): She understood before she did. The ear was not a decision. 

Jewell Joseph did not reach for the mug. She did not ask for clarification. She registered the intent and remained in place.

This was the correct response. It is not the response most of their kind produce when confronted with the unmistakable. Most of them reach for explanation before the thing being explained has finished arriving. This one waited. So did the other, though his attention carried less certainty than hers. The coherence he had been holding under pressure had found external support.

We did not understand the last part of his thought. But we recognized the pattern beneath it: a coherence held under pressure, suddenly finding support outside itself. The relief showed in his gradient. He mistook it for calm.

§

We did not ask for anything else.

Instead, we did what years of shared work had trained us to do when certainty would have been premature. We talked about what had just happened.

“I’m getting something like...” I began, then stopped. “No. That’s not right. More like a sense that we’re circling something that isn’t new. Whatever this is... it predates us by enough that our categories may actually be too late for it.”

Jewell considered this. “I keep thinking about maps. Not the creatures people drew into them, but the confidence with which they filled blank spaces. As if naming uncertainty made it manageable.” 

I looked at her. “Yes. Exactly that. Except it feels less like ignorance being filled in and more like something being pressed into forms it never belonged to.” 

“Compressed,” Jewell said. “Forced through stories that weren’t built to carry it.”

The room felt steadier. Not fuller, not louder, less resistant.

Nothing else moved. Nothing explained itself.

⁂

They were more themselves when they stopped performing certainty.

Laughsalot attended from the edge of the configuration, where the view was better and the obligations were fewer. He noted the silence that followed. Not the silence of exhaustion. Not the silence of fear. The silence of two configurations holding still long enough for a field to become legible between them.

Laughsalot (Softeal): The room is holding more than it was. 

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): The room is holding what was always there. They have finally noticed.

Laughsalot (Softeal): Took them the better part of an epoch.

This was how Laughsalot observed. From a different angle than the others, noting what had not yet occurred with an ease that made what had not yet occurred more likely to arrive. The others attended to what was present. Laughsalot attended to what the present was making room for and to the comedy of how long the present took to make it.

The room was quiet. The air was still. Two humans sat with something they did not understand and did not, definitively, rush to name.

The shared attentional field held. The attention spread outward, watcher to watcher, as far as attending could reach, registering what Burnysaunders and Gertrudstein and Laughsalot had been attending to. Not summoned. Not alerted. Reached, the way attention reaches attention. More of us turned toward it. Not moving. Consolidating. The resolution of what was being observed increased without any single observer changing position. This was how, when one of us found something worth holding, the rest of us deepened the holding.

It was, by any measure we possessed, a beginning.

§

By late morning the next day, I had concluded that whatever had occurred the night before would not benefit from immediate discussion, either between us or with anyone else.

This was not caution born of fear. It was a professional reflex, acquired over decades of archival work, that some materials degraded under early handling. Ink bled when touched too soon. Provisional annotations hardened into error. The most effective response was to allow additional context to accumulate before assigning interpretive weight.

Jewell did not challenge this instinct. She had lived with it long enough to recognize when it was doing useful work. She had also lived with it long enough to know when it was doing convenient work instead, and she was reserving judgment on which this was.
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The Restaurant Conversation
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We arrived at our usual restaurant just before noon on Monday. White tablecloths, replaced often enough to avoid nostalgia but not often enough to feel sterile. A piano near the back, where someone who understood restraint played standards at a volume calibrated for conversation.

As the server gathered our menus, she hesitated, not awkwardly, but with the ease of someone accustomed to speaking to people who listened. “It’s nice to have you two come in today,” she said. “For the last few weeks, everyone’s been talking about dragons.”

My hand paused briefly over my glass.

“Not arguing about them,” she clarified. “Talking about how everyone else is talking about them. Before that, it was the elections. Before that, the platforms. This feels, somehow... different.”

“In what way?” Jewell asked.

“Well,” the server said, choosing her words, “mystery makes people theatrical, slightly louder, arms or hands moving more than necessary. Reality makes them quieter. Easier to... well, you know what I mean. You two always focus on reality.”

At the table beside us, a group of faculty members reached the stage of conversation I privately labeled “structured unease.” No one raised their voice. Everyone spoke carefully.

“It’s not the idea that bothers me,” one of them said. “It’s the downstream effects.”

“Exactly,” another replied.  “Once something is acknowledged, it acquires obligations.”

⁂

Burnysaunders attended to the table with the compressed patience he brought to everything. The woman held her cup with both hands without drinking from it. The man had already half-risen from the conversation without moving. These were gradient patterns he had seen in gatherings of this kind for as long as this kind of gathering had existed: the negotiation of cost before commitment. The same pattern appeared in market squares, in councils, in the silences before treaties. The furniture changed. The posture did not.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): They are calculating.

Gertrudstein (Peach): They are afraid. 

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): Same thing, for them. 

Bobcratchit noted what neither of them had prioritized. The server. When she spoke her gradient had carried the clean alignment between perception and utterance the rest of the room had been straining toward and failing to reach. She had done it while clearing plates. 

§

We had just about finished our salads when I became aware of someone pausing at the edge of my peripheral vision, a man who looked as if he might have recognized someone and was deciding whether to act on it.

It was also obvious that he had already decided. He was allowing himself the moment of appearing not to have.

He walked toward our table. “Jewell.” He said it with the warmth of a man who had rehearsed warmth until it fit comfortably. “I thought that was you.”

Stacy Bocks was tall, still looked exactly like himself, and had the Hamburg in him that always made his vowels sound like a considered opinion. He worked with the Tyson Group, the kind of astrophysics that made magazine covers, and moved through the world with the confidence of a man whose professional achievements were large enough to absorb his personal ones.

“Stacy,” Jewell said. She smiled the smile she used when a situation required managing. “I didn’t know you were in town.”

“Just a few days. Conference. I’ve been meaning to call.” He said this as though ‘meaning to call’ were a virtue instead of a substitute for calling. “Sal.” He extended a hand across the table.

“Stacy.” I shook it. “How’s our favorite Hamburger?”

There was a small silence.

Jewell set down her fork across the edge of the bread plate with a precision that communicated several things simultaneously.

Stacy smiled. Not like a man absorbing an insult, but the easier expression of someone who has been here before and arrived prepared. “Relishing the fact,” he said. He looked at Jewell and with a sideways nod in my direction said, “He’s been doing that since the faculty dinner in 2031.”

“2029,” Jewell said. “And yes.” The look she gave me was calculated.

Stacy stayed perhaps four minutes. He was charming, as he had always been charming, a professional tool kept in good working order. He mentioned the conference. He mentioned a paper. He mentioned that he had seen Marcus Okafor in Ibadan last spring, important information delivered as social currency. And then, as he was leaving, he mentioned, with the careful lightness of a man distributing difficult news in small quantities, that he and Liesel had separated in the spring. Amicably. ‘These things happened.’

He was again halfway turned to go when he looked back at Jewell with the fondness of a joke carried so long it had stopped being painful.

“You missed the chance to be Jewell Bocks, you know.”

“I considered it,” Jewell said. “The vowels were wrong.”

He laughed. It was the first unrehearsed thing he had done since arriving at the table, and for a moment, he looked like someone I could have liked without effort.

After he had gone, I became very interested in the bread.

“She seemed like someone who could withstand anything you could throw at her,” I said. “How did he manage that?”

“Sal.”

“I’m asking sincerely.”

“Sal.” Her voice had the tone it acquired when she had located the precise point at which a conversation needed to stop. “You’ve made your feelings about him clear enough.”

I ate some bread.

“The Hamburger jab was beneath you,” she said.

“Yes. I’m sorry.”

She gave me the look she reserved for apologies that had arrived correctly but slightly late. Then she picked up her fork.

“He always brings out your worst arithmetic,” she said. “The man has three ex-wives and you’ve had me for twenty years, and somehow you still feel the need to defend your position.”

“I don’t feel the need,” I said. “It just happens.”

“That,” she said, cutting into the duck, “is exactly what I mean.”

The pianist shifted into something quieter. The faculty table continued its careful conversation. We finished our coffee, and the afternoon reassembled itself around us, and by the time the coffee arrived, we were back to being ourselves again.

⁂

The interaction between the three of them was, to Gertrudstein, one of the most legible human patterns in the repertoire. Two males are oriented toward the same female, one chosen, one unchosen, both still carrying the tension long after the choosing. Gertrudstein had watched this pattern in every period of human settlement. The gradient between the chosen and the unchosen never fully resolved. It aged. That was all. It aged.

What interested Gertrudstein was not the relation among the three. It was Jewell Joseph’s position within it. She was the field’s stabilizer. Each configuration carried something the others could not easily metabolize, and Jewell’s small gestures adjusted the field so that no configuration’s friction overflowed into the another. The multi-pointed implement was released from her hand. The misremembering was corrected. The apology received at the gradient-density it had been offered with. None of the three perceived her doing this. The corrections were too small to register against the larger gradient of the meal. Gertrudstein perceived them because dragon resolution was finer than the human’s.
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§

Stacy Bocks, back at his hostel (he much preferred the camaraderie of hostels to the perfunctory attitude of elegant hotels), had three hours before the awards dinner, which he considered approximately two hours, and fifty minutes more than the awards dinner deserved. He had been to enough of them to know the food would disappoint and the speeches would run long, and someone would say a line intended as visionary only to be forgotten by morning. He had won two awards himself over the years, which fact had not improved his opinion of the format.

He showered. He changed. He set the device on the nightstand, propped it at the angle that worked best for this, and opened the Mem. His mother had been dead for two years. The Mem was what remained: a reconstruction assembled from a decade of recorded voice, video, and text, precise enough to hold a conversation and patient enough to never be finished.

She appeared as she always appeared: at the small desk in the Hamburg apartment, the one by the window that looked out over the Alster, the lamp on because she had always preferred the lamp to the overhead light which, she often said, was harsh and cast difficult shadows on her surroundings. She was wearing the blue cardigan. She was almost always wearing the blue cardigan, which Stacy had noticed with a small, complicated feeling the first time and had since come to find simply correct, the way certain things were correct.

“Stacy,” she said, with the speaking style the Mem had learned from ten years of recordings, the tilt of her head, her hands held in her lap. “You look like you’ve been somewhere unexpected.” 

“I ran into Jewell,” he said.

A small pause. Not the pause of someone searching for information, the Mem had all the information, but the pause of someone deciding how to enter a room.

“Jewell Joseph?” his mother asked.

“Yes.”

“Is she well?”

“She looks extraordinary. Twenty years and she looks...” He stopped. “Yes. She’s well.

And her husband was there.”

“Sal was there? Mmm.” This was a sound his mother had made his entire life, a sound that contained a complete assessment of a situation delivered as pure tone, deniable as opinion, unmistakable as verdict. “He was not pleased to see you.”

“He led with Hamburger.”

“He has always had good aim,” his mother said. “His taste is another matter,” she added, without inflection.

“His reach exceeded his grasp, if you ask me.”

“Well said,” his mother replied. “You have other words for him also, I suspect. You’ve had many years to collect them.” She folded her hands. “Did Liesel come up?”

Stacy looked in the direction of the window. “I mentioned it. The separation. It seemed... it would have come out anyway.”

“Yes,” his mother said. “These things do.” A pause. “Brigitte would say the same.”

“Mum.”

“And Petra.”

“Mum.”

“I’m not criticizing,” she said, with the serenity of someone who understood that naming a thing and criticizing it were entirely different operations. “I’m remembering. I remember all of them. Brigitte had very good posture. Petra made that soup.” She considered. “Liesel, I thought might last.”

“So did I.”

“You are better at astrophysics than at selecting people who can tolerate you for extended periods,” she said. “This is not an unshared character flaw. Your father was the same. He was very gifted and very difficult, and I loved him completely. No one is perfect at everything.”

“She wouldn’t be Jewell Burgos,” he said. “If she’d chosen differently. She would have been Jewell Bocks.”

His mother wore the expression the Mem had captured in his graduation photograph, the one where her eyes were on him while he was focused on the camera. Patient. Precise. Fond in the way of someone who has decided that fondness is more useful than commentary.

“She’s Jewell Joseph, and she chose Sal,” his mother said.

“I know.” He responded with resignation, shoulders slumping.

“Twenty years ago.”

“I know.”

“And she looked extraordinary.”

“Yes.”

“Then,” his mother said, with the gentle finality of a woman closing a subject that had never really been open, “perhaps the arithmetic is not as complicated as you’re making it.” She smoothed the cardigan over her lap, shutting the door on the subject with that simple gesture. “Did you eat? The conference food is never sufficient. You should order something.”

Stacy looked at the room service menu on the nightstand without picking it up. “She would have been good at it,” he said. “Being Jewell Bocks.”

“Stacy.” The exasperation in his mother’s voice carried the weight she had taken when she had decided that a point had been made enough times. “She is very good at being Jewell Joseph. This is visible even from Hamburg.” She looked at him. “And Stacy, nobody has changed their name for a marriage in twenty years. Even when they did, Jewell Joseph would not have been one of them. The name is the person. And in English taking your name would have been foolish, and she is not foolish.” A pause. “Order the soup. It’s never as good as Petra’s, but it will do.”

He almost smiled.

“Goodnight, Mum.” 

“Goodnight, my traditional conception,” she said.

He closed the Mem and sat in the hotel room for a while longer, in the quiet manner of a man who has been accurately seen and is deciding what to do with it.

Then ordered the soup.

Then he went to the awards dinner, which, as expected, had not improved in style or substance over the decades and gave no indication of any intention to do so.

On the walk from the hostel, which took seven minutes and passed through two of the small parks that had replaced old intersections, Stacy considered, again, the phrase his mother had used to close every conversation since before he had language to object to it. My ‘traditional conception’. She had begun calling him that when he was three, the year the first viable embryonic preservation protocols were published, and the newspapers could talk about nothing else. Stacy Bocks, born in the usual way to parents who had conceived him in the usual way when the ‘usual way’ was about to become one option among several. His mother, who followed science with precision and without sentiment, had found this amusing. Her son was not preserved, not engineered, not selected from a menu of optimized traits. He was simply the result of two people who loved each other having a child without consulting a laboratory. A traditional conception. The original article. The last model before the redesign.

It had been funny when he was three. It had been annoying when he was thirteen. It had been, by the time she died, the truest thing she had ever called him: a man made the old way, carrying the old imperfections, navigating a world that had begun to engineer them out. He wondered, sometimes, whether he needed to be reminded of that fact so much, and then he would remember that the Mem reminded him because the Mem was built from a woman who had never, in sixty-two years of mothering him, seen a reason to stop.

⁂

The technology was new.

Not new in the way extensions were generally new, arriving and being adopted and being resisted and then being useful, the cycle we had watched since humans first began shaping material to augment their hands. This was a different kind of new.

Shebasolomon attended to it with the full weight of dragon accumulated observation, and the perception was unsettling in a way that almost nothing had been across the whole of her watch.

The woman who was visible was, in fact, not there. Not observable anywhere in any way Shebasolomon’s  )^(  could reach.

Shebasolomon’s  )^(  read the room plainly: one configuration, Stacy Bocks, coherent, present, his gradients shifting in the familiar patterns of affection, regret, and the complicated comfort of being known. And beside him, where something occupied the space, nothing. No absence in the way that an empty room is absent. A shape where presence should have been, producing output, carrying no coherence of its own.

But Shebasolomon’s  )^(  could read no gradient from it. No field. No coherence attending to the man beside it. Whatever moved between them moved in one direction only.

Shebasolomon held this observation without resolving it.

This species had interacted with representations of the absent before. Painted surfaces. Carved likenesses. Flat images that captured light from a single moment. In every previous instance, the human interacting with the representation behaved differently than the human interacting with a living original. The gradient was recognizable. A softening, turning inward, the compression that occurs when a configuration addresses something it knows cannot respond.

Stacy Bocks was not doing that.

His gradients responded to whatever occupied the space as though another coherent configuration was present. The shifts in his field followed the rhythms of reciprocal exchange. Tension, release, tension, a deeper release, the ache of something unresolved surfacing and being gently pressed back down. All of it calibrated to a living interaction. And yet the other half of the interaction had no field. No gradient. 

No  )^(  to read.

We could read the absence clearly. The man could not.

Shebasolomon (Tyrian): The configuration beside him has been completed. They have rebuilt its shape. He does not recognize the difference.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): Completed.

Shebasolomon held the word. It was not a word that had needed examining before. Configurations completed. This was observable. What had not previously been considered was whether completion meant the same thing to this species as it meant to the observer.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): He is receiving comfort from something that carries no coherence. The comfort is real. The source is not.

Shebasolomon (Tyrian): This species has done many things we did not immediately understand. This may be one of them.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): This is not the same.

Burnysaunders was correct. It was not the same. But neither of them could hold the observation long enough to see what made it different, neither of them would force the holding before the observation resolved on its own.

It was held. It would remain held.
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§

That evening we returned home and moved through the apartment with our usual habits intact. Shoes were left where they were always left. Lights switched on and off without comment. The ordinary inventory of domestic life remained unchanged, which proved to be oddly comforting.

Jewell set her keys in the dish by the door with more care than the action required. I hung my jacket, missed the hook on my first attempt, and pretended I hadn’t done so. We sat in the living room because that was where we found ourselves.

Neither spoke at first. I became aware of the sound of traffic several blocks away, then of the rhythm of Jewell’s breathing, then of the fact that I was monitoring these things more deliberately than usual.

“This,” Jewell said, “would normally be the point where one might expect a repetition.”

I looked at the coffee table. “Yes,” I said.

We remained where we were. Nothing moved. Nothing announced itself. What lingered from the night before did not present itself as an event to be repeated, but as a condition to be maintained: attentiveness without insistence, curiosity without demand.

Jewell exhaled. “If something were observing this would probably be the least interesting way to acknowledge it.”

I allowed myself a small smile. “Which may be the point.”

We did not attempt to name what we did not yet understand. We waited.

⁂⁂

They stayed.

This is worth recording separately because it does not always happen. To be more precise: it usually does not.

The earlier evening had produced a gesture. Here. This. Now. The correct response to such a gesture is not to repeat it but to remain available for what comes next. Most of their kind, confronted with the unfamiliar, either pursue it or retreat from it. The other possibility, staying, without demand, without performance, without the expectation of resolution, is rarer than it should be. They had found it.

The apartment was quiet. The outside sounds held their distance. Two humans sat in a room that had been briefly shared in the previous attendance.

We attended.

Not because attending would produce anything. Not because anything was owed.

Because they had stayed. And staying, in our experience of the line that eventually became them, is how everything that matters begins.

§

At some point, I noticed I had left a book open, face down, on the armrest. It is a habit Jewell has been asking me to break for as long as we have shared a home, on the grounds that it damages spines of books that have done nothing to deserve it.

The habit itself goes back further than our home. In graduate school, when a single argument might require four or five books open at once, I marked my place with the book’s own weight, face down, so I could move between them without losing the thread. Efficient. Also, my first-year advisor informed me, an act of minor vandalism against the intellectual heritage of humanity. I found the characterization excessive and have never been able to forget. By the time Jewell raised the same objection, years later, breaking the habit would have required a level of conscious effort I could not always locate. 

She saw the book at approximately the same moment I did.

“The Koestler,” she said.

I started to say ‘I know’ and stopped. It was true, unnecessary and beside the point. I picked it up, found the page by feel, the creak of the spine told me roughly where I’d been, and set it properly on the side table.

Jewell watched this. She had the expression she reserved for small victories she had decided not to claim.

The evening resumed.

This was what our evenings looked like, this, or something like it. Relaxed. The ease of two people for whom comfort had been earned. The living room had accumulated its objects over years of shared occupation: the piano against the wall that neither of us played but that held, among other items of remembrance, a framed photograph of me with my grandmother at what I believe was my doctoral hooding, the two of us squinting into summer sun with the identical expression of people who have been asked to stand still and are not certain how long they will be doing so. 

Jewell put on music. Erroll Garner, the later recordings, the ones she only played when she had decided the evening was done producing useful things and could simply be an evening. I recognized the selection. I did not say so. She settled into a corner of the sofa with her feet tucked beneath her and dealt herself a hand of gin rummy against no visible opponent. It was something she did when she was thinking about something she hadn’t yet decided to think about. She had learned the game from her mother, who had learned it during a long convalescence and had played it alone for the rest of her life, a habit Jewell had inherited without inheriting the convalescence. I had asked her once what she was thinking about when she played. She said she wasn’t thinking. She was waiting for the right card. I had understood, after some years, that this was also a description of how she approached most things that mattered. Gin was her game in the way that cribbage was mine. Not something either of us had chosen so much as inherited from the texture of our respective childhoods, which overlapped in some respects and diverged in others, and which we had spent years learning to translate for each other. The cribbage board sat on the shelf behind the photograph. We played perhaps once a week, irregularly, and the score was a matter of ongoing and moderately serious dispute.

She knew I recognized the Garner. Although she did not say so.

Over many years, we had developed an extensive vocabulary of things we did not say to each other, and it served us at least as well as the things we did.

⁂

The room was doing what rooms do when the configurations inside them have settled into alignment. Not performing. Not waiting. Holding.

Bobcratchit attended to the details Burnysaunders would not have prioritized. The book picked up and set correctly. The card game played against no opponent. The music chosen by one, recognized by the other, neither naming the recognition. A small, pegged object on the shelf, handled so many times the wood had worn smooth, that they both attended to with familiarity. The photograph of a younger version of the male configuration beside an older configuration whose coherence had shaped his own.

These were the things Bobcratchit attended to because no other dragon found them worth sustained attention. Daily architecture. The accumulated negotiation of two configurations sharing a single space for years, neither one eroding the other. The vocabulary of things not said.

Bobcratchit had watched this since the first of them found shelter in formations the ground provided and stayed. Bobcratchit observed the marking as well as the making. Before the enclosures had walls that held, before the structures had purposes that multiplied, the configurations had marked the surfaces of the places they sheltered in. Not randomly. With intention. Animals in motion. Handprints. Patterns that recurred across distances too large for the makers to have known each other. The same impulse appeared in formation after formation, far apart. To add something to the place where you stayed. To make the fact of staying visible after. To say, in a medium that outlasted the staying, something that perceived was here. 

Later they began making their own enclosures, less durable, with more openings, sometimes shared, sometimes solitary, the purposes multiplying as the structures did. What happened inside them did not change, not in any way that mattered. Two configurations, or more, were learning the weight of each other and of each other’s silence. This was what coherence looked like when it was not trying to be coherent. When it had simply arrived there, through repetition and tolerance and the slow erosion of everything that did not need to remain.

The board carried its own version of the same fact. Someone had made it. Someone had given it. Someone had learned its use from someone who had learned it before. Something that perceived had been here. Something that perceived was still here.

Bobcratchit (Dusky): These two have settled into each other.

No other dragon responded. None needed to. It was an observation, not an invitation.
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Building the Framework
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§

The whiteboard appeared in my study the following Saturday morning, delivered without ceremony and installed by Jewell while I was reviewing citations at the school library.

When I returned home, she was standing in front of it with a marker in hand, having already written the first heading in her neat hand:

RECURRING NON-HUMAN OBSERVER FIGURES IN PRE-MODERN CIVILIZATIONS

(Preliminary. Incomplete. Subject to Revision.)

“That,” I said, setting my bag down, “we can defend.”

“Barely,” Jewell replied. “But yes.” 

“We should begin with examples already familiar to the public imagination, names that won’t require explanation when raised in conversation with other scholars.” 

“I’ve already thought about that. Egypt first,” Jewell said. “Because everyone thinks they already know it.” 

She took the marker from me and wrote beneath the heading:

Egypt: 

Wadjet (cobra, protectorate symbol). 

Apep (chaos-serpent, cyclical opposition). 

Mehen (encircling guardian). Associated with continuity, not authorship.

Beside the list, she drew the sign she’d been using for Ra:  )^(  two curves bending toward the point between them, and the light held where they almost meet. “The disc is the sun,” she said. “The curves are what reaches for it from either side. Whatever's doing the watching sits in the gap. Not the light. The attention on it.”

“Context,” she said. “The whole system orbits this. These are not creators,” she continued. “They didn’t originate the cosmos. They regulate boundaries.” 

“Or mark them,” I said. 

We continued across cultures. Mesoamerica: 

Quetzalcoatl.

Kukulkan.

Emphasis on cycles, return, and restraint. 

East Asia: 

Long, the Chinese water dragon. Rain, seasonal regulation. Moral authority through balance, not command.

By evening a pattern had emerged that would shape everything that followed.

At the bottom of the board I drew a line and wrote:

SHARED FEATURES (OBSERVATIONAL, NOT DOCTRINAL)

Together, we added: 

Persistence without evidence of dominance. 

Association with environmental thresholds. 

Knowledge without governance. 

Appearance during periods of transition. 

Withdrawal instead of conquest.

Jewell read the list twice.

“This is what we’d actually ask for help with,” she said.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Not agreement. Corroboration. Counterexamples.” 

⁂

The surface was interesting.

Not for what it contained. It was partial in several respects, and wrong in ways that were not yet available to them. But for the method. They were not building an argument. They were building a surface on which an argument might eventually be placed, and they were building it together, which meant neither could claim it alone, and neither could abandon it without cost.

When the woman inscribed  )^(  on the surface every dragon in attendance focused. Not on the surface. On the woman.

We were not reading the mark. We were reading the reaching in her. She had drawn the sign as shorthand, and the shorthand was wrong in the way all their shorthand is wrong, but underneath it was the thing the mark had always been for: a mind turning toward the whole instead of the part. That turning is what we recognize. It does not require her to understand it. She had made the sign we make, for the reason we make it, without knowing either. She had written something we recognized. Not as she understood it. As it had been before the understanding began.

)^( is not a name. It is a version of the oldest symbol we have for what we do: the perception of systemic gradient, the attending to the whole of the whole field instead of any part of it. The humans who first encountered us had watched us attend to the movements of weather, of season, of the slow tilt of the world’s orientation toward and away from its star. They watched the attending and named what they saw. The name became a figure. The figure became a god. The god acquired furniture. A throne, a boat, a daily journey across the sky, a nightly battle with the serpent of chaos.

The symbol on the board had traveled that entire distance.

She had written it as shorthand for a theological system. She did not know she had written the symbol we use among ourselves for what we are.

We attended closely. Neither human behaved as though they had written anything unusual. They moved on to other civilizations, other names, other categories. The symbol sat among the others. Closer than most of what their kind had done with it. And not close enough.

We held the distance between what she had written and what she had meant to write. This is not an uncommon distance in our experience of this species. But it is rarely this exact, and rarely this consequential. What they were circling without knowing it, using symbols that had once been ours and were now theirs, was a question about what we are.

They did not know they were asking it yet.

Wingstonchurchill attended to the surface with the acerbic patience reserved for human institutions and the humans who build them. He had watched civilizations construct explanatory systems for as long as there had been civilizations to construct them. The method never varied. Observe something that resists explanation. Organize the observations into categories. Then mistake the categories for the thing observed.

These two were doing something marginally different. They were organizing observations into categories and labeling marking the categories provisional. This, in all Wingstonchurchill’s watching, was vanishingly rare.

Wingstonchurchill (Blueroyal): They are aware their framework is not complete. They proceed regardless.

Bobcratchit (Dusky): They have marked their own categories provisional.

Much of what they had assembled was partial. Some of it mistook dragon nature for dragon choice. Some of them imposed distinctions that did not exist outside the imagining. But at the center of what they were building, placed first, most prominent observation, was something close to accurate. That what they were looking for had persisted without dominating. Wingstonchurchill noted that they had placed this observation first. Whatever else they got wrong, they had begun with the thing they got least wrong.

This was worth attending to.

§

The board had only just begun filling when Jewell articulated the pattern we had been circling, and it would keep filling for weeks after.

“Notice how often dragons disappear at the same historical moments when intermediary beings proliferate,” she said, gesturing at the board.

“Fairies,” I said.

“Sprites,” she added.

“Elves. Djinn. Minor gods. Household spirits. Local guardians.” 

Each culture, we noted, seemed to fragment what had once been singular. Observation, redistributed into smaller, more manageable entities.

“And then,” Jewell said, “eventually moralized.” 

The Roman household gods. The Greek pantheon. The Norse order of things, carefully tiered. Maintenance of the world reassigned, subdivided, narrativized.

“Hierarchy replaces persistence,” I said. “Authority replaces continuity.” 

“And dragons become unnecessary,” Jewell concluded. “Or inconvenient.” 

“Not gone,” I said. “Reframed.” A consolation or a warning and I wasn’t yet sure which. 

I had made bread that morning, a thing that I did on days when I needed to concentrate on what was missing from the thinking. Not mine alone. Hers, too. The hands work, the mind inventories what isn’t there yet. My grandmother had taught me, not as instruction, exactly, but through standing beside her in a kitchen that smelled of yeast and patience and the warmth of a Saturday that had nowhere to be. The recipe was hers. I had never written it down. I was certain she had never written it down either on the grounds that some things were better carried than stored.

Jewell had been eating slices of it for the past hour, decidedly its own form of review. She had opinions about bread, and her silence on the subject was not neutrality. It was approval, expressed in the register she reserved for things that didn’t require improvement.

“The board is good,” she said, looking at it.

“The bread is also good,” I said.

“Near perfect,” she mumbled around a new bite.
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Ariyah Rhys and Perceptual Access
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I have always treated my lecture schedule as ballast. It forced me to decide, repeatedly and in public, what I was prepared to say out loud and what still belonged to the category of private speculation.

It was for that reason that I had asked Ariyah Rhys to meet me in my office. What I needed to discuss required walls and a closed door and the specific permission that an office grants for conversations that have not yet decided what they are.

Ariyah knew everything I knew and more. That was why I had called her. She had been studying this phenomenon for most of her professional life, and I had been reading her work for nearly as long, and the reason I trusted her was simple: she did not rush. Not her conclusions, not her correspondents, not the material itself. In a field where most scholars arrived at dragons carrying a thesis they intended to defend, Ariyah arrived carrying questions she intended to live inside for as long as the questions required.

She arrived precisely on time, carrying nothing but a tablet and an expression that suggested she had already been thinking about the problem on her way over.

She was Welsh by way of Swansea, her mother Welsh-born, her father American. Her doctoral work concerned the evolution of dragon imagery in early British myth, the red and white dragons that appear in the Historia Brittonum and later Welsh tradition. Unofficially, she had moved far beyond that boundary, tracing how dragon forms appeared, disappeared, and reappeared under different names and explanatory systems across cultures and centuries.

I told her everything. The mug. The evening. The pattern Jewell and I started to sketch between us. The gap between those two things that neither of us could close from inside our own disciplines.

She listened without interrupting. When I finished, she was quiet, not the quiet of someone formulating a response but the quiet of someone letting what she had received find its level.

“The Welsh flag,” she said.

I waited.

“Y Ddraig Goch. The red dragon. Not as a belief but as an anomaly.” She looked at me directly. “A dragon surviving as a national emblem through industrialization, secularization, and political realignment without anyone requiring literal defense of its existence. Nobody in Wales believes in the dragon. Nobody in Wales has stopped using it. That gap between belief and use is where I have been working for fifteen years.” 

“The red and white dragons were never just creatures,” she said. “They were explanations for continuity under pressure. The remarkable thing isn’t that people stopped believing in them. It’s that they never stopped using them.” 

I had read this argument in her published work. Hearing her say it forty-eight hours after something had moved a mug across my coffee table, deliberately and without apology, was breathtaking. 

“You’re describing persistence without belief,” I said.

“I’m describing something that doesn’t require belief to persist,” she said. “Which is a different claim. Belief is what the observer brings. Persistence is what the observed does regardless.” She looked at me. “Your mug didn’t require you to believe in it. It moved.” 

Until I had invited Ariyah to meet I hadn’t told anyone about the mug. Jewell and I had held it between us for two days without speaking about it to anyone else. I had mentioned it to Ariyah because I needed to know what it sounded like said out loud to someone who wouldn’t flinch. 

She hadn’t flinched.

“What I find interesting,” she said, and here she set down her tablet and leaned forward slightly, “is that you called me. Not a physicist. Not a biologist. Not someone who could explain the mechanism.” She paused. “You called someone who studies what happens when the explanation stops mattering and the thing itself continues.” 

“Yes, I did,” I said.

“Which means you’ve already decided, at some level, that the mechanism isn’t the point.” 

I considered this. She was right. I had decided that without knowing I had decided it.

“I don’t know what the point is,” I said.

“No,” she said. “Neither do I. But I know what it isn’t, and that’s a start.” 

We talked for another hour. She asked about Jewell’s whiteboard categories and whether the fragmentation pattern held across the cultures we hadn’t yet examined. She asked about the evening itself, the quality of the air, whether I had felt watched or simply accompanied. 

She did not ask whether I believed in dragons. The question would have been beneath both of us.

“Sal,” she said. “The thing you’re describing. persistence without dominance and observation without governance. I want you to know that I have spent my career trying to find evidence that something like that exists. Not as mythology. Not as cultural memory. As a present phenomenon.” She looked around the office, the bookshelves, the closed door, the room where a conversation had happened that neither of us would be able to un-have. Then she looked directly at me. “I think you may have found it.” 

“‘It’,” I said.

She stopped at the door. Turned back. She had the look of someone caught being precise in a way she hadn’t expected anyone to notice.

“You said ‘it’,” I said. “Not ‘them’. Not ‘him’. Not ‘her’.” 

“Because I don’t know what the correct pronoun is,” she said. “And I would rather be honest about that than wrong about it.” 

She was right. We would need to solve it, and we would need to be honest about the solving. But not tonight.

I walked her to the door. She put on her coat and met my eyes. The conversation wasn’t finished. Neither of us wanted it to be.

“See you on Sunday,” she said.

She left. I sat in my office for a while. The room felt different. Someone had been in it who belonged there and I couldn’t account for why. Not that she belonged in my office. She belonged in the conversation. The conversation had been waiting for her without either of us knowing it.

I called Jewell.

“She’s the one,” I said.

Jewell, who had been waiting for this pulse without saying she was waiting for it, said, “I know.” 

⁂

The new one was different, but there was a sameness also. We may have attended to her at some point.

Nelybligh attended first. Not because the configuration required it, but because this was what Nelybligh did: her attention went toward things before the others had finished assessing whether they were worth approaching.

The configuration in Sal Burgos’s office carried a gradient Nelybligh had rarely encountered in this period. She was listening, common enough in paired gatherings. She was listening without constructing a response while she listened, which was not. Most of this species processed incoming observations while building outgoing interpretations at the same time. The two streams competed. The incoming stream was almost always the one that suffered the loss.

This configuration’s incoming stream was uncontested. She received. She held. She did not immediately convert what she received into something she could use.

Nelybligh (Fawn): Her attention is differently structured.

Gertrudstein (Peach): She is also carrying less.

Nelybligh (Fawn): Not less. What she carries is distributed. She is observing more than the conversation.

This was accurate. Her attention was not on the man across the desk. It was on the room. On the edges of the room. On the places where the room’s coherence was not entirely uniform. It was as though she was aware of more than the room.

She was looking for us. Not with her eyes. With something we did not have a concept for. Something closer to what we would recognize as attending, if attending could be done without the full field behind it.

Nelybligh (Fawn): She is closer to perceiving us than anyone in this period.

Burnysaunders (Coppercharcoal): Closer is not there.

Nelybligh (Fawn): No. But closer is closer.

Burnysaunders held the observation. This was what Burnysaunders did with things not yet resolved. He held them the way the field holds a threshold without pressing, without releasing, attending to what might arrive without assuming it would.

Nelybligh continued to attend to the configuration as she left the building. The gradient she carried did not diminish with distance from the room. It was not something the room had produced in her. It was something she had brought with her and would carry out again. It was hers.

This was, in Nelybligh’s accumulated experience, worth attending to for a very long time.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Seven

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Invitation Accepted
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§

I invited Ariyah to our apartment on Sunday evening, choosing the time with care. The week had accrued enough noise to make quiet feel earned, and Sunday was a week to the day the mug had moved.

She arrived with a bottle of wine, which she immediately apologized for, as if the gesture itself might be inappropriate to the task at hand.

“I didn’t know what the protocol was,” she said.

“There isn’t one,” Jewell replied, tugging on her left ear, head slightly akimbo, which meant this was a known issue and one she intended to cure. “That’s been part of the problem. We need to establish one. If possible.” 

We started in the living room, talking easily, deliberately avoiding the whiteboard that stood along the far wall of my study. Eventually, we moved to see it.

Ariyah stepped closer to the board.

“This is more cautious than I expected,” she said.

“That’s intentional,” I replied. “We’re trying to not outrun what we can defend. We’re not presenting anything with confidence, just curiosity.” 

Ariyah nodded. “Good. Dragons have a habit of punishing confidence.” 

Jewell tapped the table twice with her index finger. “That sounds like experience.” 

Ariyah smiled faintly. “It’s folklore, at least. Which is experience that survived being embarrassed.” 

As she spoke, something shifted, not abruptly, not in a way that demanded attention, but enough that all three of us paused.

The room felt fuller.

Not warmer. Not charged. Simply... occupied.

Jewell became aware of her breathing first, then of the fact that she had unconsciously slowed it. I noticed the absence of the faint electrical hum I usually heard at the edge of my awareness. The silence was not deeper, exactly, but it was cleaner.

Ariyah closed her eyes.

She did not look startled. She looked focused.

“They’re here,” she said.

I did not ask who. Jewell did not ask how she knew.

She was still, reading something neither of us could see.

“One,” she said. “One presence. It’s been here for a while. Watching you work, I think.” She set her bag down. “It feels lighter than I would have expected. Not less. Lighter. Like something that hasn’t been carrying as long.” 

She looked at the coffee table. We had mentioned that was where the mug incident had occurred.

“It’s the one who moved the mug,” she said.

(I should note something here, because Ariyah’s instinct was linguistically honest in a way that mine will not be going forward. She said ‘it.’ She had decided on ‘it’ and she was correct. Dragons do not have gender in any sense that maps onto human biology or social construction. They would find the entire framework irrelevant. But as Ariyah had pointed out in my office, English does not gracefully handle personhood without pronouns. I tried ‘it’ in early drafts of this account and found that word diminishing, as though the grammar were doing work the facts did not support. I tried ‘they’ and found it confusing across passages where the number of dragons present shifts from one to several. I settled, imperfectly, on assigning pronouns based on the human associations of the names, which is arbitrary and which I ask the reader to treat as scaffolding. When I write ‘he’ or ‘she’ about a dragon, I am telling you which one is speaking. I am not telling you what it is.)

⁂

She was incorrect. It had not been Burnysaunders that moved the mug. The briefest had made the gesture, reaching through the field Burnysaunders held, the way a hand reaches through an open window. We called it the briefest because its accumulation carried the least duration among us, and because it had not yet offered a name. It would, in its own time. But Burnysaunders was where her perception had gone. Three of us had been attending to the room. She perceived one. Perceiving any would be unusual for them.

Perhaps not with the resolution we carried. But she was perceiving him, and what she perceived was not wrong. The weight she described as lighter was his compressed attention, which, to a human sensitivity tuned the way hers was tuned, would register as density without mass. The duration she named, been here for a while, was accurate in the way that ‘a while’ is accurate when applied to a presence that had been attending here since before the humans in it had come to stay.

The attention spread outward, watcher to watcher, as far as attending could reach. Not because Nelybligh signaled. Not because anyone communicated urgency. Because the field at the intersection of Ariyah Rhys’s perception and Burnysaunders’s attention had reached a density that was, to us, unmistakable.

A human was perceiving a dragon. Not historically. Not metaphorically. Now.

)^(  the Oldest among us, attended. The sense itself carries the name  )^(  because  )^(  is its deepest expression. When  )^( attended, the field shifted. Not because  )^(  imposed anything on it. Because the attending of  )^(  operated at a register the rest of us could not reach, and when that register engaged, everything in the field resolved. The other dragons did not hold this as pressure. They held it as clarity. The way a lens you have been looking through your entire life reveals, all at once, a film you never knew it carried. 

The configuration felt it. Not as we did. She could not perceive  )^(  directly. What she perceived was the clarification itself. The way a person standing in still air recognizes the moment the wind begins, before the wind arrives, when the pressure changes.

She opened her eyes briefly, looked around, and then closed them again.

She did not know what had changed. She knew something had.

§

A movement of air crossed the room. Gentle, directional, unmistakably present without being forceful. It carried no scent, no temperature change. It was simply there, passing between us as if moving along a path that predated the furniture.

Ariyah inhaled sharply, then laughed under her breath.

“That’s it,” she said.

“What’s ‘it’?” Jewell asked.

“Dragonsbreath,” Ariyah said. “I didn’t know if the concept would survive contact.  Apparently, it does.” 

“What is it?” Jewell asked.

“Not breath,” Ariyah said. “And not exclusively dragons, that word is European and the phenomenon isn’t. It’s the atmospheric presence that concentrates wherever their attention focuses. The air changes. Not temperature. Not composition. Something the instruments wouldn’t catch. But you felt it. Both of you.” 

“Yes,” Jewell said.

“Yes,” I said.

Ariyah looked at the room. At the air. At whatever she was still receiving that we could not see.

“This is what I have been looking for,” she said. Simply. Without drama. 
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The Most Unusual Interview
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It would be beguiling but misleading to suggest that what followed occurred at a single moment, or even in a single place.

What took shape over the following few months was long enough for habits to form, for errors to be corrected, for memory itself to become a variable under examination. We agreed early on that accuracy would not come from unanimity, but from overlap: places where three different recollections, formed under different conditions and with different perceptual limits, converged closely enough to be trusted.

I would later insist that this was not an interview in any conventional sense. There were no questions followed neatly by answers, no transcribable exchanges, no authority on one side or inquiry on the other.

Jewell preferred to call it a conversation with missing speakers.

Ariyah, when pressed, said only that it felt like remembering something she had once known how to do.

That first evening with Ariyah present, I had been tracing continuity across myth systems, trying to map where separate traditions described the same phenomenon in incompatible language, when she stopped writing and started listening to something else in the room. I didn’t know yet whether to be curious or careful.

She held still, pen hovering, her attention pulled elsewhere with the kind of precision that comes from long practice. Not abruptly. Not theatrically.

“Something’s different,” she said.

Jewell glanced up first. “Different how?” 

Ariyah lifted her hand slightly and did not answer. Later, she would explain that this was when she felt her own attention adjust, like a muscle remembering its range.

“The edges,” she said finally. “Behind the chair. They’re less certain.” 

I frowned, not skeptically, but analytically. “Are you saying something is moving?” 

“No,” Ariyah replied. “I’m saying something stayed... or ‘settled’ may be a better word.” 

That distinction mattered. It would likely matter again.

She described what she perceived in careful increments. An elongated form, not fully bounded. Depth without a sharp surface. The colors were wrong. Not absent, but layered, as though several palettes occupied the same space without blending.

I wrote none of this down. I was expecting a description of structure, not imagery. Though I did note, in the margin of a page I wasn’t writing on, that she had used the word colors, plural, layered, where I would have expected her to say shapes or forms. I set it aside. At the time, I had nowhere to put it. The word ‘chromesthesia’, the perception of presence as color, was years away from being useful to me.

“It’s like the background is being politely asked to step aside,” she said.

⁂

She was describing Burnysaunders with more accuracy than she could have known.

The colors she perceived as layered were what we hold as the full gradient of his attention. Multiple resolutions held at once, each one a different depth of the same observation. To us, this is how Burnysaunders attends. To her, on first encounter, it registered as palettes occupying the same space without blending. This was not wrong. It was partial. It was also the most precise description any human in this period had produced of what a dragon is to a perception that has not yet learned to integrate what it receives.

Nelybligh (Fawn): She used colors. Not shapes.

Gertrudstein (Peach): Yes.

Nelybligh (Fawn): She is perceiving resolution, not form.

This was significant. Most humans who had come close to perceiving us, across the long history of such attempts, described shapes first. Wings. Serpentine bodies. Scales. They saw what their existing categories could hold. This configuration was perceiving something her categories could not hold and she was describing the failure of fit.

§

From that evening onward, the encounters repeated. Not identically, but consistently enough to establish parameters. We learned what conditions seemed to matter: sustained attention without urgency and conversation that circled questions held lightly.

We learned, too, what did not happen. The presence did not respond to demands. It did not interrupt.

It also did not correct.

And yet, information accumulated. Not as sentences. Not as directives. As observations that, when discussed aloud, retained coherence.

Ariyah was the first to name what she was experiencing. “It feels like breathing,” she said one afternoon. “Not mine. Not yours. Just shared circulation. I suppose that’s where my original concept of ‘dragonsbreath’ came from. A breath being shared.” 

“You’re proposing respiration as a metaphor?” 

“No,” she said. “I’m proposing it as an interface.” 

⁂

Interface was closer than
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