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            Chasing Secrets

          

        

      

    

    
      ERF HEADQUARTERS-ORCHARD A16

      YEAR 3216

      Quin couldn’t bear to see the full expanse of the orchard, so she ducked down and crouched at the base of the nearest sapling. The decline was creeping in here as it did everywhere, despite her greatest efforts. This orchard, like the last she’d tended to, was a sea of sickly yellow with shocks of brown and bare branch where dead saplings stood out amongst the rest.

      The scent of resinous pine and moldering leaf-litter filled her senses here on the ground where her green canvas-clad knees were pricked by fallen needles and the damp seeped through to her skin.

      A16 was an attempt to mimic natural woodland: balsam fir with its dense evergreen needles, white-barked birch, pale-faced aspens with leaves like mis-hammered coins. Each of them showed signs of distress in their own unique colors, their suffering as clear as if they had faces. She reached out to caress a cheek of cool bark—hesitated, hand hovering over a fir that was weeping needles into a copper-hued carpet.

      Shameful, this reticence to feel what her saplings felt, to sink herself into it with them. What good was it to be the only expert in arboreal linguistics if every forest, orchard, and solitary tree, from the great sequoias of Earth history to the shrublike remainders of today, died out? The thought hollowed out her stomach like a well-thrown fist.

      That end wasn’t far off. Only orchards and tame city trees were left on the planet; the giants were long dead. Planet-wide oxygen farms were a costly and inefficient replacement with Earth’s organic lungs all but wiped out, and those were being shut down as well. Bureaucracy stifled larger solutions and she was the last stopgap, the last gasp of a program that could have fixed things. Just another miscarriage of scientific advancement and effort squashed by fear, funding, and functional ineptitude. . . .

      It had been too long since she’d spoken with the ancient trees on Ross-128b. She was falling prey to short-sightedness. And Chase hadn’t answered for so long. Silence from Chase made the doubts seep back in.

      She shook her head, puffed air at the multicolored braids that tickled her face in shades of autumn. A bitter smile pulled at her lips. The rest of her hair was its natural black, the tight curls cropped short in the back so it wouldn’t tangle on the implant stage at the base of her skull, a hairstyle all in service of her symbiotic translator.

      The creature that grew from Quin’s biotech implant—aptly named Synesis for the wisdom she gave—reached soft nubby appendages towards the sapling in front of them, all eagerness and impatience. The Mushroom Symbiont’s voice spoke in Quin’s mind, chemical signals manifested in words.

      Go in . . . Under, inside, burrow in . . . a taste? A taste?!

      “Tabban—alright, Fitiry—My little mushroom . . . Allons-ee!–let’s go!” Quin’s words came in the many tongues she spoke, blended together with the arboreal language.

      She set her mind back on task. Too many errant thoughts slowing her down today. She wasn’t seeing the saplings for the orchard. . . . She’d blame the headache percolating just behind her eyes, and she’d blame that on the angle of the sun. All of her real problems were too big to look at just now, at least if she wanted to keep going.

      On the ground in front of her, was a carpet of wilted orchard grass and Taraxacum Officinale, common dandelions gone to seed with their downy silver heads nodding around the base of a birch sapling among many. She had to focus in, one need at a time. She put a hand on the closest birch and began the upload. The first strains spread from her fingertips into the bark of the tree, then she froze—There were thudding footsteps coming closer, and she felt the whole orchard’s questioning. They didn’t have a grasp of history to give them fear of axes or a life long enough to have known non-human animals large enough to shake the ground. The orchard’s saplings may as well have been fresh from their seeds.

      “My apprentices . . . young ones like me. Here to learn from you. And they are late.”

      “Sergeant Fleury?” It was the soft southern lilt of Jordan’s voice.

      Quin turned, still crouching with a hand on the side of the tree. One of her quickest apprentices was standing there.

      “Oui, Jordan?” She pulled her hand away from the tree, the papery bark tickling her withdrawing fingertips even as Synesis cried out in her mind.

      Regret burned in her temples. These young ones were a distraction, another need to fill when her focus belonged on the saplings. The voice of her mushroom symbiont tugged at her attention—treeee—and she clenched her fists against the urgency pulsing in her head.

      Sweat broke out along the lines in her mahoghany-brown forehead under the front locks of her hair. Jordan was talking again.

      “Ithaca and Ronin and I, we think we could give some of the uploads to the orchard, as much as we’ve learned . . . so you aren’t doing all of it. And for practice.”

      Quin scowled at the copse of saplings instead of Jordan. She brushed her knuckles across the papery bark of another birch. No answer. This one was dead already when it had been thriving just days ago.

      “Sergeant Fleury . . . ?”

      She forced her attention back on the waiting child. “Jordan, as the team leader you will tell them no. Listening to, communicating with each of the trees that I have reeducated, that you may do. Speak to them, go slowly. Wa, Intebihu illehum—pay attention.”

      Jordan tipped her head, ponytail flopping to the side along with her flailing mushroom. “But I feel like I can do more than that and⁠—”

      “You cannot. Not after last time.”

      “But–Yes, Sergeant.” Jordan ducked her head, cheeks flaming. Her stride thumped harder than it had on the way over as she walked away.

      At least she had restrained herself, ceased her arguments before Quin had to give a formal reprimand. Not a thing she enjoyed, but there was work to do here, more dire than she had expected.

      Synesis strained towards the lifeless tree again and Quin reached one hand back to pet her, to comfort. There wasn’t much room on the creature’s back with the many large fruiting bodies that grew there, large open-capped mushrooms showing gills in a crown that framed Quin’s face.

      She tucked her hand between the mushrooms to reach the small, soft body and scratched gently like one would a cat, a cat with the wrinkled, naked body of an echidna with many stubby legs. Synesis was more fungus than mammal, but both were in her genetic cocktail.

      All but the top two sets of appendages grew from the coppery implant stage that ran the length of Quin’s cervical vertebrae. A jointed leather sling attachment like an inverse saddle supported the creature’s body, ensuring its pseudopods wouldn’t be pulled away from the implant stage by its own weight.

      Quin pressed the curling brown leaf ends between her long sepia fingers, her close-cut nails stained with loamy soil.

      She forced a smile. Pulled in a steadying breath and closed her eyes. “Your leaves, they’re crisp like out of an oven, eh? Quel dommage. We will fix this for you . . . ”

      She didn’t have to fake the concern in her voice, but she added optimism and hoped Synesis would take the hint and assist her with the proper chemical messengers to make it feel real, something to slow her heart, stop the racing thoughts of oncoming cataclysm.

      She delved one hand into root-populated soil and rested her other palm on the tree’s bark. She could taste the slow response to her words, a weakened mewling sort of gratitude for her presence, a muddled questioning as if this were an old and ailing mind . . . and underneath, the musty decay of languishing.

      Flexing her fingers in the earth, she tamped down the fear boiling up in her belly for a second time.  What this sapling needed was for Quin to speak back the arboreal truths as she’d learned them, to remind this young one who had forgotten and would keep forgetting until they could remember.

      If these saplings grew large enough—she knew better than to think size or age was the issue—No, these tame trees might never be able to hold what a wild tree could. A twinge of unease teased her. She pushed it aside. No more time for doubt.

      “Shhh . . . tais-toi Chér. Quiet and listen now . . .” She felt the tree’s struggle through her fingertips, understood it through Synesis. The sapling was trying to remember, but it had lost the beginning of the All-Question completely. The middle was muddied, and the end was devoid of meaning without the thread that bound beginning, middle, end in a continuous loop like the growth rings of a tree.

      Quin started the upload from her mind slowly, gently. Synesis translated what Quin delivered as imagery, words, and ideas—into chemical signals and blueprints for growth, for protection from disease, and for expanding the underground network for communication between this birch sapling and all of the others in A16.

      Quin broke into a sweat, a sharp, throbbing pain in her skull and an ache in her chest. Linking herself into the muddled, aching confusion of this young mind hurt. The tree struggled to grasp and keep even a fraction of what she was imparting.

      The words slipped away. The meaning with it. She repeated each refrain of the message again and again until that bit seemed to take hold. She added more of the All-question, linking the parts in hopes of forming a web of knowledge interconnected enough that it would hold.

      The drift of knowledge began as soon as Quin stopped repeating and added something new. The tree’s despair crept back in.

      No! Still young—You keep going. . . . That’s the message. If you hear it all at once, you’ll see it! You’ll remember.

      She pushed harder. She sped the flow from a drip to a gush and flooded the tree’s awareness with the All-Question, willing it to fit, willing it to stick.

      She conjured it first from memories, the same memories it had linked to as it settled into her own mind when she’d heard it sixteen years ago.

      Her daughter Lumina, tiny—the size and shape of a tadpole, growing, then grown to child-size, no longer staring up at her through the membranes of the AUC she’d grown in.

      Chase. There was always Chase—from the before times when they’d met, saplings themselves, young, giddy, that spark in her eyes that meant she’d never sit still. Their hands pressed into the same ruddy tree bark, fingers linked, and then after, on Genti-6 with little Lumina between them, looking up through Chase’s green eyes, their own seedling, then grown to sapling, strong but still so young.

      The memories bubbled freely into the link between Quin and Synesis. Synesis translated into the same cycle that the Tree song would be delivered, soil—seed—sapling—growth—rest—recede—in an endless loop that grew in size and complexity until it built from single note to full orchestra of knowledge.

      Lights flashed in Quin’s mind like strobes of red and purple—a warning—and when she took note of her body state she found she was dizzy, lightheaded. Synesis pulled her back, stopped her from further recklessness, cut off her desperation.

      She sucked in greedy gulps of air to ease the dizziness and sat back, only one hand in contact with the tree.

      The sapling needed a pause as well. She eased back in, gentle—slower like before, but the small tree couldn’t fit much more. The birch began repeating the All-Question through her roots to herself and to all the trees in the orchard, just the beginning, but it spread through the orchard’s shared roots and the sparse mycelial network in the ground.

      Quin sat back on her heels, brushed the clammy feeling from her palms onto her uniform. She pulled a handheld computer from her pocket and searched the schedule. Twenty more orchards were showing signs of imminent decline, and she’d need to upload for them today. There would be more tomorrow.

      Fatigue settled heavily on her shoulders, but it couldn’t smother the relief of a successful upload.

      She sunk to the ground and found it warm against her back. The sun heated her mahogany skin in a way that stilled her. Lassitude made her muscles loose and heavy, her mind slow—slow like the trickle of an upload these trees could take.

      There was a light breeze stirring the orchard’s leaves, making the tiny quaking aspens sing with a loud but musical rustling. The fir saplings gave off the scent of warm, golden sap. Peaceful, but once she stood, Quin stared at the small trees with a growing heaviness like dry rot in her limbs. She’d be back here in a month, unless something changed.

      It isn’t going to change on its own.

      The wind kicked up just enough to push at her back as she left the orchard, threads of sharp, acrid fear running along her neurons. Synesis would be soothing it away if the fear was unjustified, but it wasn’t. The ecological team was the next step. Their proposals were the only way to stop treading water until the decline overtook them and Tree became a dead language, a part of history, and Quin with it.

      “Allons-y saplings!” She placed a hand on the nearest little fir tree and repeated the message directed at her apprentices. She felt them through the mycelium, linked to other trees across the orchard. The unique flavor of their minds greeted her, Jordan’s independence and strong sense of self in bold blues and golds, a taste of saffron and cayenne. Ithaca, mild, patient like the flow of sun-warmed honey in the hive, and Ronin, solid, kind. She pictured long-standing edifices when she felt him in the link.

      It was time to go back, before fatigue from the uploads made a waste of what day was left, so she urged them faster.

      Break the link.

      She tried to temper her growing impatience, but they felt it through the mycelium and one by one disconnected from the trees. They followed behind as her feet picked up the speed and rhythm to keep taking the next step, and the next, a microcosm of what she was doing with these trees, just taking each step until she could get someone with more power and resources to listen.
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        * * *

      

      Genti-6

      Lichen couldn’t talk, at least not in a way that she should understand, not without a mushroom symbiont to translate, and Lumina wasn’t an Arboreal linguist. She didn’t even live on a planet with trees. . . .  Nope, lichen couldn’t talk to her. The reminder bore repeating. Because the whispers in her head were different now, louder, more like words but not, and she wasn’t as sure as she ought to be that the lichen wasn’t—couldn’t be speaking to her.

      Lumina scrunched her nose at the tufts of crusty plant-life on the newest addition to her rock collection. She leaned in, scowled at it like a cat stung on the nose by a scorpion, still irresistibly curious—and then touched it with the tip of her tongue.

      Blech—Bitter!

      And tingly, and did it just thank her . . . ?!

      With a shiver, she dropped the slate-grey rock from her hand and brushed fragments of yellow, scabrous, lichen off on her green overalls. She spit into the trashcan under her desk even though the taste was already gone—She hadn’t eaten it after all. If any was left on her skin, she might keep hearing it, and she needed it to stop, for now at least. She smooshed the sides of her face between her hands, fingers digging into the yellow-brown of her skin enough to blanch the knuckles, as if she could rub away that odd, tickling feeling in her mind.

      “Ugh . . . okay, just wait a minute.”

      There were still residual tastes of what she’d heard, little echoes flitting through her head like ghost-lights in the dark. Maybe she was losing it. First that tingling in her fingers as far back as she could remember, as soon as she was big enough to toddle and pick up bits of lichen and moss, or Genti-6 brambles. Later, the tingling became a sense of connection, of wordless communication with the growing things she touched. Now it was so much louder, almost words. . . .

      This wasn’t the first time she’d thought that something was wrong with her. It was the second or third time, at least. This was just the first time she was certain of it. And the urge to keep testing it wouldn’t go away.

      She hesitated, reached, and then brushed her fingers across the lichen again, cringing in anticipation as she did so.

      No words, no language . . . She just felt that bubbling, tingling feeling across her nerves, the same that she’d always felt. She could almost believe she’d imagined the words, but then it came again.

      Not clear words at first but a sense of pleasure, encouragement, and other things she couldn’t understand but was certain were actual words. All she knew was that the lichen appreciated being pet by her tentative fingers, and it particularly liked the salty taste of them. But that was too much of a leap without questioning it. It was pure fantasy. She was sixteen, not five.

      No, this was something that would have to be explained—even if it meant she was sick, an illness of the mind maybe. But there were other possibilities first and she knew where to look. Somewhere she shouldn’t.

      The papery yellow lichen seemed to stare back up at her from the otherwise smooth back of the grey-blue rock in her hand. The Genti-6 colony site was covered in rocks like these, and she had many of them in her collection. She put this one down gingerly, careful not to brush it with her fingers again. Then her eyes strayed to the computer tucked into her mother’s bookshelf in the family library.

      She felt her armpits get sweaty—guilt-sweat, an easy hint that she was doing something she shouldn’t. Better to just wait, just ask for permission. But Chase was in the birthing caves for the season and, while her mother would answer her call eventually, Lumina didn’t want to wait, and she didn’t want to ask her. It would hurt Chase’s feelings that she didn’t want to ask her these things. No doubt.

      Her cheeks flushed hot with shame, but it didn’t change facts. She would rather ask Quin. Quin was the one who might know—It was a stupid thing to want. Good luck with an answer from the Tree-Whisperer. Earth was a long way off from Genti-6 and the Tree-Whisperer was in high demand. She wasn’t allowed to forget that. Chase made sure of it.

      But if Quin knew what was wrong with her, that meant she'd always known and had a reason not to have told her already.

      Again Lumina’s eyes were drawn to the metallic glint of that computer, thinner than any of the books next to it, with a single power light like one drowsy eye blinking in slow motion. Sleep mode.

      It winked at her.

      Your mother isn’t here . . . Wink.

      They’re just old letters . . . Wink.

      Lumina stepped over the collection of rocks spread out on the floor and reached for the thin body of the computer. It was right there. She could access all of her mother’s files and her letters from Quin—Chase wasn’t big on passcodes. She could find out more about her own history.

      Taking the thin, pliable device, Lumina folded it in fourths and shoved it under her arm. She climbed into her favorite chair, tucked herself into the worn green-velvet cushions. She loved the curved arms and claw feet, polished by age and admiring hands, and she loved that the antique was solid enough to have had a hover function added on.

      She tapped the little panel installed under the right arm and it rose, with smooth bobbing motions, like a ship on a mellow sea. Anticipation fluttered in her stomach. She knew so little about her origins, just what Chase had told her when she was little. Every night the story of the baby-gift . . . Now that she was older, she didn’t know how to feel about being a gift—spliced together, grown and carried just so that Chase could have her.

      When she was small it seemed like a special thing, the way her mother told the story as she brushed and braided Lumina’s soft, dark umber curls, weaving words the way she wove her hair.

      Lumina sat on Chase’s lap listening with rapt attention as she told her how she’d been grown in a capsule, an AUC— artificial uterine chamber—strapped to the body of a dear friend, nourished by her bloodstream and grown, then brought here to Genti-6 for Chase to raise.

      It wasn’t a completely novel way to come into existence. AUCs weren’t unheard of if someone didn’t have a womb, or else didn’t want to use theirs, but they weren’t common. The AUC itself wouldn’t explain what was wrong with her. There were three children her age in the colony that she knew were AUC born and they weren’t out of the ordinary.

      Lumina opened the computer, a tight scowl of determination pulling her brows together in a little V above her green eyes. She had Chase’s eye color, the shape too. What did she have of Quin, her other mother, the Tree-Whisperer? Her skin tone, some of it anyway, more melanin than Chase but not as much as Quin, and her hair that defied gravity all around her face in a fluffy crown of springy curls. Maybe other things. Like ingredients in a soup, she was a mix of them. . . . There had to be something in those old letters. She could read just enough to find it, and then ask questions. She just needed to know the right questions to ask first.

      Chase’s old files and messages weren’t hard to find on the hard drive; the file was called “Quin Letters”.

      She laughed, covered her mouth, and then stared at the door as if anyone was there to hear it.

      She could search for keywords but then she might miss something. Instead, she set them to sort by file date and opened the first.

      She held small screen cradled in her hands, cheeks normally the color of sunlit ochre sand flushed pink through a peppering of ruddy freckles. The same burnt umber flecks appeared in her green irises as if spices had been sprinkled across her face without care for where they’d land. Sprinkles—That’s what Chase called them. The memory made her want to close the screen out and confess.

      Would her mother—the woman called Chase in the letters—be angry if she knew Lumina was reading them, and was it fair for her to be angry when she kept so tight a lock on her stories, even the ones that should have been Lumina’s as well? She read the words on the screen, searching for any mention of her name at first, but as the letter pulled her in it became a story and it swept her along.
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        * * *

      

      Lumina traced the patterns on the tile of the library floor with one finger, spiraling green fern fronds, and then shrugged at Chase. Her mother appeared on the screen in three dimensions, splashing in water, being nudged by the sea-creatures she was working with, something large, and grey, and mammalian-looking.

      “No, I’m okay. You just surprised me because I know you’re busy.” She glanced at the open letter on the screen behind Chase’s image and her chagrin stabbed at her. She’d been caught stealing—figuratively. She’d scrambled to arrange her face and answer as if she hadn’t been reading the forbidden words.

      “Well, it’s not too late to join me at the caves this season. You could put it in as work-study with the school.” Chase’s tone was casual, too casual, which meant she wanted Lumina to come.

      “I don’t know. . . .” Lumina couldn’t find a solid yes or no quick enough.

      “Ooh! Come tonight and we can camp out on top of the caves, a real fire, peanut-butter s'mores—perk of the job—first dibs on snack imports!” Chase’s excitement was normally contagious, but not this time.

      Lumina bit both lips, brows creasing in the middle. A no would hurt Chase’s feelings, but the caves felt far away, and wet, like work. The last time she was promised s’mores at the caves there was a rash of whale calves stillborn and several more in distress. They’d spent the whole night and the next morning resuscitating and stabilizing the ones they could. Tired or not, that was what Chase did, rescued things, brought them back from the edge, and then gave them reasons to stay on this side. And it had been good, exhausting but good.

      Not tonight.

      Something heavy was lodged in her thoughts. She needed to curl up in blankets and let it work itself out. Chase could work stuff out with her hands deep in some sort of task. Not Lumina, she needed space. She needed to keep reading those letters.

      Still no answers, but maybe if she kept reading . . .

      “I think . . . I think I’m too tired.” Lumina’s yawn was a real one.

      “You okay? You need me back? You look like you need to talk.”

      “No, no—But thanks for calling me.”

      If she went to the caves, she might talk. She might admit to reading Chase’s letters, and if she did that she couldn’t finish them.

      Chase pushed a newborn whale calf away from her, off camera towards another handler with gentle coaxing hands. “Invite Laila over maybe? And the offer for s’mores stands, okay? Maybe when I get back, dark chocolate, peanut butter, toasty melted goodness⁠—”

      “Deal.” Lumina closed the chat, rolled over on the chilled tile and shivered. No, no Laila. Laila would talk her ear off about all things that didn’t matter, and she’d avoid answering Lumina’s questions if it meant deepening the conversation past school and future plans.

      No Laila.

      Instead, Lumina dragged herself up and asked the fire to light with its warm electric glow and requested hot cider from the wall unit, more imported perks. No apples here, but the taste could be mimicked and there were herbs grown on Genti-6 that gave it a rich, spicy taste, different from anywhere else in all the colonized planets. It made her taste-buds tingle almost like licking Lichen. Ha, ha, ha. There was lichen in the mix—Maybe, it was saying don’t

      eat me.

      She curled up with Chase’s olive-green flannel blanket in front of the fire—everything should be green—the computer next to her with its tempting secrets. But Chase’s face echoed in her head, inviting her to come have s'mores with her. She shouldn’t keep reading them.

      There were other things she could do to figure out what was happening to her—Chase would take her seriously if she told her what was happening, now that she was older and could explain, and now that it was changing, becoming words and not just that little tickling sensation in her mind. Or she could ask Proctor Vetrano at school, or a doctor . . . or Quin. She could write a letter to Quin.

      But with each thought of a person she could tell, she recoiled and tucked the secrets deeper. No. It was too personal, it was hers. Figuring herself out had to be like that too. Like when she was seven and she’d learned to climb the stone statues of trees out in the garden, no help up, and she’d felt so much bigger than she ever had before. She’d sat at the top for hours watching the sky change colors from midday to sunset, to full dark, savoring being so high up. She never wanted to come down.

      Or there was the first time she remembered meeting Quin, so tall she could have been a tree herself, with the sun haloing her hair like fire at the edges, and when she’d crouched down to pick her up it was like something new sprouted up inside Lumina, something that was supposed to be there.

      The fire was making her drowsy, her thoughts drifting, until they became little conversations, the echo of words, not quite dream, not quite thought, but somewhere in the liminal space between. There were patterns when she closed her eyes, the weaving trail of branching

      threads. Figuring out the mystery of herself could be something like climbing a high precipice, or finding something you’d misplaced for a long time. That thought settled her mind enough for her to sleep. She pulled the edges of the age-softened blanket over her cheek and leaned back. It smelled like her mother, like herbal teas and soft skin, and rosemary oil. The fire sent flickering shadows across her face.

      There were great shapes in the dark behind her eyelids as she drifted in and out. Craggy pillars of living bark soared high into the sky with their needled branches creaking in a rushing wind, giants she’d never seen in such vibrant reality. It was as if she waited beneath them now, and as she stood barefoot, her toes sank into the ground, growing and stretching, weaving with the roots of the forest.

      She descended deeper, through layers of consciousness to a place full of whispers, voices speaking incomprehensible language in counterpoint to her thoughts. She listened, tried to decipher them as she had the lichen words while waking, but drifting became dream, dream became a dark stillness, then the oblivion of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Another’s out!” Chase rubbed one freckled forearm across her forehead, and only managed to spread the algae-tinged sea foam across her face instead of wiping it off. Her hands were so covered in foam and the sticky protein filled fluids from the over-sized birthing capsules beneath the surface of the water that they’d be no help. Salt-water and green foam dropped into her eyes and she squinted, laughing as she tried to shake the water off.

      She leaned over the water’s edge, closer to the seal-sized sea mammal being born until she fell in with a messy splash. The head was still easing out of the capsule’s opening, the umbilical cord pulsing and blood-filled—still attached. It wriggled as it slipped free, and its fins splashed in the water, ready to swim from the moment of birth. Chase grabbed hold, wrapping her arms around the large whale calf. The eyes were clear and bright, well-formed, and the mouth and throat patent—open. The water was warm enough, perfect for the calves to grow in until they developed thick enough blubber for deeper ocean temperatures.

      She stroked the orca’s nose and released him to join the others. Two-hundred-eighty-six of them filled the sea caves, swimming and bobbing along the sun dappled surface of the water.

      The gaps in the ceiling let in warmth and light, and narrow tunnels allowed exchange of water from open ocean to clean the caves. It was a refuge to keep the calves from growing cold or escaping into open water before they were ready for independence.

      The calf nudged Chase as she pulled herself from the water onto the stoney ledge. She gripped the metal rails so she couldn’t slip back in, but she turned and dangled her feet, nudging the calf back.

      “There’s no milk on the birthing wall, cub. It’s over there.” She gestured to the curve of cave wall where the older calves were nuzzling and bumping the milk synthesizers to release their meal into the water. “Do I need to swim you over?”

      A hand slapped her shoulder and feet splashed into the water next to hers. She looked over at Manalou with her freshly algae-drenched nose crinkled. She wiped more salt from her eyes. It didn’t sting anymore. She’d opened her eyes underwater before they even started, and it would be a while on dry land before the sting would come back. She was a water creature now, three weeks into the biggest spawning on Genti-6, drenched head to toe daily so that Manalou’s playful splash was nothing.

      “You coming to the blue’s cave or is your shift over?”

      Chase grinned, and pulled herself up with the rails. “Shift? What shift?”

      Manalou chuckled, electric-blue hair falling over their eyes and covering a half-smile. “You know sleep is a thing right? Food?”

      “Psh . . . I eat underwater.”

      “Right, right. Eat, sleep, breathe water. What are you going to do when the trees get here and they have us working on land?”

      Chase stopped on the stairs, gripping the rail harder and wetting her lips, tasting ocean brine. All she could see was trees and sudden panic turned corporeal, rough mahogany red bark peeling in long soft strips and thick green needles smelling of that acidic orange peel tang of conifer leaves. She was also picturing Quin. “Trees?”

      Manalou looked askance at her. “Yeah, trees. Because as soon as this spawning is over, the trees are arriving. Coming in with the Tree-Whisperer herself. Do you read emails yearly?”

      “Trees . . . after spawning . . . Mmm . . . ” Chase shrugged to cover the way her brain was glitching. She didn’t want to explain that, yes, she had entirely missed all the news about something as high profile as trees coming to Genti-6, and she really didn’t want Manalou’s laser-focus on her past with Quin. “So, I guess I’ll have to grow roots then.” She shrugged and kept walking.

      They were across from the magnetic rail station that would run them inland and then back out to the coast further south to the blue whale spawning caves.

      The train car was warm and dry. Still, Chase shivered at the temperature change as her damp clothes began to dry out. She wished that she was wet, well not wet so much as submerged. That in-between place where one is neither dry nor fully wet was the only part of spawning that was hard to bear. The weight of the water was comforting, and the buoyancy helped her breathe, helped her think. Land felt heavy after so many weeks in and out of the water.

      She leaned her head back and tucked a hand over the scars on the back of her neck. The hardware left there was small, the more cumbersome implant stage and harness for a mushroom long gone. They’d only left the port there when she was discharged from the project.

      Just in case.

      She fingered the circular prosthetic, fidgeting idly as her thoughts darted. While spawning was happening there was no sense of time, no tracking of days or room to plan what would come after. Now the forward motion of the train trapping her body in place, along with Manalou’s concerned stare, brought back the uncomfortable sensation that she’d forgotten something, or delayed it—and time was up. It was an itch that she couldn’t scratch because it was somewhere within the spongy tissues of her brain.

      Anxiety churned in her gut like those calves in the water stirring their milk until the cave became a murky soup. Trees . . . and Quin . . . And she’d told Quin she had things to show her next time she came. She wanted to bring her to the spawning caves, and to the city with all of the new diversions being built there. But also, “things to show you” meant she’d tell her that Lumina wanted more of her, and that she did too.

      It wasn’t supposed to be so soon, Quin coming back to Genti-6, maybe not for years. She wasn’t sure she could tell her. It would sound like a demand on Quin’s so very limited time, or an accusation, that what she already did wasn’t enough—letters, visits so infrequent from a child’s perspective, and from her own. But holding back wasn’t telling lies. Honesty could be selfishness in disguise. Quin was doing what she needed to do, and she was doing the same⁠—

      Manalou scooted closer, turned Chase’s face with a warm, dry hand on her cheek. “You okay?”

      She nodded, gave them a quick kiss on the cheek. “There’s blue whales at the next stop aren’t there? I’m perfect.”

      Manalou dropped their hand and bumped Chase’s shoulder with their own. “When you do that . . . ” They mimicked Chase’s hand at the back of her neck. “I know it’s hurting. And who you’re thinking about.”

      Chase didn’t move her hand but instead pressed it firmer; the pressure was comforting.

      “It’s not painful. Just weird, like I left something somewhere and I can’t remember what it was or where it was—but physical—sort of.”

      Manalou raised a hand to her shoulder with a quizzical brow, then hesitated for Chase to nod or lean into the offer. And Chase did. Was it reinforcing a lie to let Manilou smooth and knead the scar tissue, pressing away the knots of tension and distracting her from that internal ache?

      It was a physical feeling even if it wasn’t just that, but she didn’t feel it so much in the muscles of her neck and shoulders. It was deeper than that, internal, like nerve pain, a jumpy tingling feeling that extended into her thoughts, and yes, Quin was always a part of those thoughts when it got bad.

      Manalou’s hands were just rough enough, just gentle enough to soothe until the ache faded and was replaced again by the promise of the next spawning cave, and the warm salt waters of Genti-6.
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            The Sap That Seeps Slowly

          

        

      

    

    
      “No, no, se pas pwoblem nan.”

      “But isn’t it Quin? The problem . . . it’s at least partially that you need a break—yes, I understood your creole. I listen and I learn.” General Waters nodded to punctuate his sentence. He looked less grizzled and worn than the last time she’d seen him, at his retirement from the service. Rest was suiting him, along with those longevity treatments he’d finally earned. His hair once auburn, was still showing patches of snow, with silvery streaks in the top-knot he was letting grow out, but the lines on his weathered face weren’t cut as deep and his blue eyes were clearer, sharper, when they looked at her.

      He reclined his stocky bulk in an old-fashioned fabric hammock under the shaded garden dome. The artificial oasis overlooked a deep gorge on the edge of base housing. Heat radiated over the canyon outside the glass in disorienting waves, and the last rays of light painted their faces in hues of pink and gold. Overhead misters came on, and Waters stretched and grinned. Arm muscles built from decades of hard labor, softened with age, were tightening up again, increasing his look of strength and vitality. Quin shivered under the misters but was silently grateful on behalf of Synesis who stretched pale fleshy pseudopods into the chill mist just like Waters.

      She shook her head and leaned close enough to Waters for the smell of mushroom to hit him. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was strong, earthy, and she knew it made the General’s nose itch. “It’s bigger than that. I’m going into orchards monthly. Just like before. It’s as bad as if I’d never gotten the All-Question to teach them. We thought we were teaching them a little at a time. We’re teaching nothing. Just prolonging the end.”

      “Got to a year in between for a while . . . ” General Waters was frowning down at his drink now, something blue and smelling of mint and bourbon. He stirred the ice with his straw. Took another drink.

      “Oui, C’est ça—That’s right. Now we’re back to monthly and they’re sicker each time. I feel like I’m patching up holes in a rotting carcass. None of my requests or proposals are going through.”

      “Bet they’d approve you taking some leave if you’ve been putting in that many requests.”

      She laughed with him, the tight, impatient sort of laughter that meant she had more to say. “They aren’t just my requests, Waters; it’s the team of ecologists, and I’m backing them, so why are we getting ignored?”

      He groaned and set down the empty glass. “I think you know why you’re getting that reaction and I don’t like it any more than you do, but people are tired. Hope’s gone out of ’em since you came back with the download and only scattered orchards have survived, nothing new growing, or spreading. No miracles. It wasn’t the fix the ERF expected.”

      Quin threw up her hands and Synesis mirrored the motion with her pseudopods. “I’m doing everything I can. Uploading, training their latest batch of recruits with their fresh baby mushrooms, but the researchers need more resources, approval to work with other strains of mushroom.”

      “They’re pulling out, Quin. Slowly—slowly, little bit every day but you see it. People have options, they can shift to any colony site, that’s what gets people excited now⁠—”

      She couldn’t hold back the bitterness in her voice. “Not trees.”

      Waters looked about to speak and then shrugged. His eyes were shadowed. “Yeah, I guess that’s right. It’s hard for people to keep trying to save something that seems hell-bent on dying.”

      “Difficile?! Hell-bent on dying? How can you say that to my face? Knowing people caused this . . . and what I do with these hands every day? How can it be hard for the ones doing nothing if it isn’t hard for me? Because it isn’t. It is the easiest thing in the world.” She held up her soil-stained hands for emphasis.

      But he was right about one thing. She could see the side-stepping happen the more she pushed for bigger investment in solutions, solutions for what used to be the cause and was now looking more like a forgotten fad. People didn’t want to make a third push for rejuvenating Earth and its most valuable inhabitants, the trees and plant-life that had once made up the bulk of the planet’s biomass.

      They couldn’t see what she saw, that this was just one more step, a series of obstacles she could picture humanity stepping over like giants, inconsequential once it was solved and they looked back at it. Would they see it if they hadn’t had their heads turned by the wider universe, or was humanity fatally short-sighted, unable to hold onto a single goal for longer than a lifespan?

      It sounded like Tree in her head, that question, and she winced at the connections she was making. The people stepping away, giving up, finding other more exciting places to throw their energy and resources were very much like the orchards full of saplings that she fought to educate—fatally short-sighted, giving up each time she withdrew her hands.

      She groaned, shoved her face into her palms, bent over her knees. The mushroom on her neck tilted itself towards Waters until he scratched under its muzzle with one finger. Synesis shivered and the reaction spread into Quin through the mycelial network in their shared nervous system. She shook off the warm tendrils of pleasure that were not her own. She didn’t want to feel comforted, distracted, least of all aroused.

      “What about you?” Her voice came out muffled until she moved her hands and faced him. “I know you’re retired, but are you still on my side—still a part of this thing that you dragged me back into?”

      He cleared his throat, shifted in the hammock that accommodated his heavily muscled frame. “I am retired, Quin. Lots of—um—lots of places to do that now. Same for you when you’re done.” His eyes shifted away from hers before coming back to settle on her face with a more solid resolve and a large helping of shame.

      She stood and did a full spin to show off the large crown of mushroom fruits that grew from the back of her implant like an ever-expanding crown, a halo of fungus that mirrored the internal changes, the spread of mycelium throughout her nervous system and maybe elsewhere. They didn’t know for certain how far the implant would spread over time, and hers was the longest successful symbiosis. It was all through her brain, her spinal cord, and laced with her nerve fibers. There were spores in her bloodstream. She knew that much.

      She looked at Waters in front of her and saw him as he’d been the day he asked her back into the program, desperate, with the fire of idealism sparking in those sharp blue eyes. He’d spent the better part of an hour convincing her that the ERF needed her back, that she was the answer to the decline, and if she would just accept a new mushroom she could be the savior of arboreal kind. She’d said no . . .  until she’d finally said yes with a silent apology to the child she was growing in an artificial womb under her civilian clothes. Synesis hadn’t put her into a second coma; she’d made her whole again, for a steep price. She crushed out the old voices of self-judgement for the choice she’d made and the many things she’d given up.

      If the fungus in her bloodstream was of any other type it would have killed her, but this one was genetically engineered. It formed a mutually beneficial partnership with her nervous system and lulled her immune system into acceptance. In exchange, it gave defense against any other fungal infections that could threaten her. This was a mammalian fungus, rather, something in-between animal, plant, and fungus, and therefore able to interface between all three. But it was temperamental, vulnerable, especially in the first few years, susceptible to rejection from a host if that host proved a hostile environment.

      Quin’s environment was anything but hostile. She had welcomed a second mushroom into her head, into her thoughts, and into her decision-making, and her second symbiont had filled all those spaces left gaping and bleeding when the first implant was lost. Maybe that was why Synesis had taken so well for so long. A long term mycelial interface hadn’t seemed possible before or since.

      Sixteen years.

      Growing, thriving—and becoming more and more intertwined with Quin and Quin with her. Synesis, the unification of reason and insight, understanding.

      Quin lifted her chin, gesturing now to that crown around her face. “When I’m done? If I’m done because the trees are all gone, I don’t expect there to be a retirement for me. You’ve seen what happens to a mushroom without the trees. You saw it with Chase and the other trainees when you froze their access.”

      “You were in a coma, Quin⁠—”

      “Arifu—I know. You were protecting them from the same. But their mushrooms declined, shriveled up on their necks, and then separation sickness. Their mushrooms died off. Do you think on this scale—” She made an arc with her arms encompassing her head and the antler sized projections. “That it won’t kill me?”

      He’d gone silent. He pulled his eyes off Synesis and stared at the sky over her shoulder, then he heaved a sigh. “No, I don’t suppose it won’t. There’s the mother trees though, the forest on Ross 128-b⁠—”

      “Oui, the mother trees, access forbidden, because we don’t know the forest there won’t decline if we go back. We don’t know if they could sicken from some contagion we bring. If I can’t go there, what of the other colonies where I bring these ‘educated trees’? When do you think I’ll have to start topping them up, re-uploading every six months, then every two—every week. How long can I do it? How many orchards? And who after me if this mushroom dies off? If the ERF quits, what happens to my apprentices, eh?” Noticing for the first time how her voice had risen, she lifted a comforting hand to Synesis and said prayers into the mind link. Le ismah Allah—bondye padon . . . More a comfort to herself than the mushroom.

      “Those proposals you’re trying to get through . . . ”

      Quin smiled and sat back down, pouring him another drink from the cold metal pitcher propped in ice between them. She pushed it over to him, didn’t take one herself—hadn’t since she’d taken on a second implant. She’d grown used to abstaining. It wasn’t worth intoxicating Synesis when the implant could do the same with a little psilocin through their connection, psychedelic compounds that the mushroom used on her at times. They were small doses, sometimes larger to convey deeper messages and to facilitate the upload to saplings when she was too tired for it. Everything she took into her body needed to be for a purpose and beneficial to both of them. She ignored criticism of her near religiosity on the matter; Synesis’s longevity was too important to risk with frivolity.

      She pulled out a small computer screen and unfolded it for Waters to take in the other hand. “Daeni arik, shuf hna. There are three of them. Sorry—Here.” The prayers had put Arabic at the forefront of her tongue, and she had to shift to something he’d understand more of. “The first two things the ecologists want to try and then my idea. All of them need a fair shot before we let the decline happen. Our mycorrhizal networks need diversified again, more strains of fungus⁠—”

      “I still think a vacation would clear your head, make the uploads easier.” His eyes had taken on that protective look she’d noticed after her first coma, all soft and full of worry.

      “You know the only place I’d take a vacation, and you know why I can’t go there.”

      He pressed his lips together the way he always did when battling acute frustration with her. “An idea . . . Have you thought about sharing these proposals with our local homeworlder leadership?”

      “What, Inaya?”

      “I think she’d be interested in comparing notes.”

      “Oui, probablement, but I don’t think collaborating with anti-ERF radicals would make the chain of command more amenable to any proposals I am pushing.”

      Waters shrugged.

      He could not be serious. “And do you think Inaya would trust it coming from the ERF?”

      “You aren’t the ERF—you’re something else, people see you differently.”

      “Inaya sees me as a sell-out and a pawn. She told me that herself once. After showing me what they could do. Citizen scientists, grass-roots researchers, minds that should be working with the ERF and she is poaching them for her protests.”

      “And I’m sure you told her she was rigid and unyielding, too radical to know what was good for her?”

      “I might have.”

      Waters frowned and leaned closer to the screen and then backed away as if he’d forgotten his vision was clearer now.

      Quin watched him read, a small measure of hope rekindling. He might have been retired but he had friends who would listen if he pulled in favors—giving up wasn’t an option.
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        * * *

      

      The dictation flowed from Quin’s lips in a rush of unfiltered expression. It was almost stream of consciousness and she spoke in any and every language she knew. The words that fell from her lips trembled with vehemence and exhaustion. The program transcribed and then translated her letter into a language Chase would understand, mostly English, but the French and several words and phrases she had taught Chase would remain as Quin spoke them.

      Chase,

      I won’t be there long. It can’t be a vacation for me. If I’m gone too long the trees begin to die off again and I’m butting my head against wall after wall here on Earth. Nothing is as simple as it seems when it’s all tied up in the bureaucracy of a fading government. Fading because they’d rather be in the Kepler system, or Gliese, and Earth is old to them, pulled back from the brink too many times and trees non-essential so long as we can grow and synthesize food some other way. Even though the oxygen will not last. It is like the early years of the decline when species died off one at a time, slowly enough for them to ignore.

      It’s impatience. They are impatient and they are bored. They think they’ve tried three times but they’ve never pushed long enough or hard enough to cross that threshold where it won’t spring back like a—like a damn rubber band with no anchor on the other side. Does that make sense? It feels like I’m the only one here seeing it. General Waters I think sees it but doesn’t want to. I think he’s still old in his head— brain tired—but he’s trying.

      And then there are the homeworlders, fighting what we do instead of joining the cause of the ERF. Protests, influencing investors and scaring them off . . . We have the same goals, stop the decline, rebuild Earth ecosystems and they are doing it, on some scale, not trees but gardens, food production the old ways with better results than could be expected. There is value there, knowledge we need. They make me angry, the choosing sides, harsh stances, such waste.

      I have a secret thing that I wonder. But it’s a thing I would only tell you. It is this: sometimes I wonder if we would all be fighting the decline together still if our training hadn’t ended as it did. Inaya, and Mara, yourself, and I. Would we still be friends, instead of scattered and at cross-purposes, at odds, or devoted to other things as you are (and rightly so)? We had such hope for our place in the scheme of things. When I went under, it all fell apart. It’s just a thing I think sometimes. What if my weakness and the consequences (I know I was young and should not be blamed), what if it could all be rewritten? Alors . . .

      And here I am rambling about how I can’t stay before I even arrive as if you’ve ever tried to hold me there. I’m excited somewhere underneath this fatigue. I’m excited to see you and to see Lumina. I’ll stay for anything you want to show me. Genti-6 is a miracle because of what you do there, that’s the truth. But these trees I’m bringing. Your colony wants them, but I can’t promise they’ll last, survive, grow tall like your ecologists picture. I’m bringing them because the request was made and it was approved. I’m not the one making these decisions.

      Yours,

      Quin

      If it bothered Chase that the letters were so raw, like the gushing flow from a broken pipe, she had never said so. She’d never asked her to write less often, to slow down, to stay on topic, and why would she? There was a time when Quin had worried that Chase didn’t want her letters and that she was only writing them for herself, during the dark time after she’d woken up in the infirmary. After she’d woken with Chase gone to Genti-6 and both their mushrooms dead and extracted from their implant stages. The separation sickness was so acute, the grief so sharp and all-consuming that she couldn’t find where she ended and the pain began. Once she’d reclaimed her sense of self, she’d begun to remember what was between them, and she’d decided that entertaining the smallest doubt diminished them both.

      Did she still need the reminder? She couldn’t help but smile at the seeds of insecurity that still cropped up. It was just a rule. It didn’t mean that doubts never came, or that she didn’t worry when months passed without any word, but it did mean she didn’t feed the doubts and she didn’t put them on Chase. She would simply nod at them when they came up and then turn them away from her door.

      She sent the message and tossed the device onto the bed, where it slipped down the terracotta-hued sheets onto the floor with a light thump. She left it there and walked out onto the balcony. Twinkling lights lit the night in the shape of a stone forest of high-rise buildings. They were massive tributes to what old Earth had missed the most, the deep forest, trees as big as these and bigger. Most had never seen the real thing, and never would unless something significant changed.

      Quin leaned her bare arms on the cool metal rail, exhaled warm breath into the equally warm night air. She wanted to see these monuments as an effort in the right direction, as a sign that people still valued the natural world, but they’d been built before her time. They were just memorials when she looked at them now, tombstones. Beautiful? Yes, they were both beautiful and functional, housing hundreds in relative comfort, filtering water, producing food in the upper canopies. Still, people were leaving them for other planets.

      The ERF reserved the ground below for reseeded plant-life and animals to reclaim—what animals there were—most couldn’t be reintroduced with such barren ecosystems, holes in their food webs as pervasive as a Swiss cheese.

      It was better now than it had been before their predecessors came back from Mars to rebuild, after the plagues of Massospora had burnt themselves out and it was once again possible to repopulate and continue the process of cleaning up old Earth’s mistakes.

      But looking across the expanse of Earth’s largest city-center, Quin felt only grief. They were teetering on the edge of a precipice, and on one side, she saw the forest grown back, tall, sturdy, and finally able to provide the protection and stability that smaller growths needed, that animals and people needed, something to cut the glare of open sky and root the soil in place. But on the other side of that ledge everything rebuilt here crumbled, dried up and blew
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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