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        Are you alive?

        I touch you.

        You quiver like a sea-fish.

        I cover you with my net.

      
        What are you—banded one?

        —H.D., “THE POOL”
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            BIRTHDAY

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            DAY 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The Earth rippled under Olivia Jelani’s feet as she pedaled her legs enough to keep her head above water, but easy enough to keep the worst of the pain at bay. The view through her polycrystalline-based pool—looking down from her home on the Vaix Orbital—never failed to give her a thrill. A mere projection of the planet would have lit her underground natatorium just as well. But a projection, no matter how lovely its light, could never match the live view, because it wouldn’t be real. That made all the difference.

      Her joints had been nagging her all day—all year, really—but the swimming helped. At least in the moment. A few hours from now she’d feel as she had a few hours ago, and just slightly worse.

      A tone, brief and pleasant, filled the chamber.

      Olivia wiped the water from her face. “Yes?”

      “A man named Tanzig Sagaa is at your door,” said the ambiont.

      She ran the lyrical name through her mind several times, but came up blank. “Do I know him?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. He’s a Sovereign Alliance officer representing the General Polity.”

      Now her curiosity edged closer to concern. Why would the SA send someone all the way to the Vaix Orbital when a note would do? Unless this was some prank.

      “Show me?” She pedaled over to the side of the pool to save her legs some strain as a face appeared above the blue wavelets. The man’s prominent widow’s peak was the most notable thing about him, a stranger after all. And apparently he’d popped over from Heliopolis.

      She should at least find out why he’d gone to all the trouble.

      “Tell him to hold on.”

      She grabbed the rail of the ladder and, bracing herself, gingerly climbed out of the pool.
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        * * *

      

      In the lounge, Olivia sat across from the man in the navy-blue suit as he sipped the smoked black tea she’d set before him. Her hair, still wet, was tied back. The old basset hound Somtow had found a patch of sun, the light just peeking out from beyond Vaix’s far rim, and regarded their houseguest with his big brown eyes.

      Time to find out why he was here.

      “This isn’t about my bottomless pool, is it?”

      She’d insisted on that bit of architectural whimsy back when she’d still had enough residual social capital to score a plot variance. Structurally her pool was fully to code, of course. But it was an indulgence that her nearest neighbors would never be permitted.

      The man smiled. “Ah, no, Ind. Jelani.” So now she was an “individual.” Was the title of courtesy—the Sovereign Alliance’s honorific of choice—a calculation? A note of formality to put her in the right frame of mind? He sipped at his tea, then set the mug on the low table. “Do you keep up with the news?”

      “Enough to make small talk.”

      “Did you happen to see the footage of the small craft that emerged from the Accolla Sphere last week?”

      Where could he possibly be going with this?

      In 2967, Stellorg SE—a mining syndicate sponsored by the Accolla Polity—had discovered a construct of suspected alien origin: a faceted spheroid, nearly six hundred kilometers in diameter, in the Main Asteroid Belt between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter. The makeup of its hull prevented precise readings, but scans indicated that it was inert.

      Then, almost a year ago, in 2994, the mass of the sphere had fluctuated without explanation, renewing the interest that had fallen dormant in the intervening decades. But no further activity was observed until just days ago, when without fanfare, a craft—little more than a spartan wedge—emerged from a fresh opening in the construct’s skin and proceeded to make its way toward the Terran aggregation. With an official entourage of Sovereign Alliance patrol vessels, and an unofficial one of onlookers, the alien ship came to rest not far from Heliopolis, the home of the General Polity, within the Earth-Sun L5 Lagrange point.

      “That news would have been hard to miss,” Olivia said.

      The man nodded. “The ship’s crew call themselves ‘teelise.’”

      “Call themselves . . . ? You’re saying the General Polity has met aliens?” That had been the initial assumption, but the feeds had dried up in the days following the encounter, with no new details, and life went on.

      “In person. Yes.”

      The heat of Olivia’s mug soothed against the relative cold of her fingers. “I hadn’t heard about that.”

      “It’s not a secret,” Tanzig said with a hand flutter, “but the prevailing guidance is to be deliberate about how that information is made available.”

      “To people like me.”

      “It’s a novel situation. It makes us cautious.”

      “Yet here you are.”

      “Here I am.”

      He was going somewhere with this, but he was taking his time getting there. Olivia wasn’t about to rush him, however. His caution made her feel cautious.

      “We’ve been meeting with them—the teelise—long enough now to have made it most of the way through the list of questions we’ve been holding on to for nearly three decades.”

      “This is a lot to take in.” Olivia sipped her tea. “So why are we talking about this? Because I don’t really have any⁠—”

      “Ind. Jelani, I’m here because I have an offer for you.”

      Just then, Somtow picked himself from the floor with a wheeze and headed out of the room.

      “An offer for me, specifically?”

      “For you.”

      The sound of the front door opening was met by the excited clacks of dog nails on biocrete, followed by a man’s voice. “Who’s that good boy, mm?”

      Aleksi.

      If Olivia had known where this conversation was headed, she would have waited for him.

      “Excuse me a minute,” she said, and made her way to the foyer stiff-legged, until her joints eased up.

      Aleksi was giving Somtow one last deep-tissue mush before he stood and dusted off his hands. “Do we have guests?” He threw a thumb over his shoulder. “There’s a cruiser out front with some kind of fancy livery.”

      “Yeah, we’re talking in the lounge.” She leaned in for a hug. Her partner had that smell again. It was innocuous—something resiny, like sumac—but unlike anything in the manor. “I mean, I don’t know him. Tanzig something, from the SA.”

      Aleksi was suitably impressed.

      “He says he has some kind of offer for me.”

      “You applied to something?”

      “Uh, no.” What interest could she possibly have with a bureaucratic alliance of the fourteen major polities, the self-appointed arbiters of cultural norms? She’d sooner go into sundiving.

      “Well, if he’s here in person, it must⁠—”

      “I don’t know the details yet,” she said, trying to keep the edge out of her voice. “You’re just in time to hear his spiel.”

      “You want me to sit in?”

      “Of course.” Or did he not care? “Assuming you want to.”

      As she headed back into the lounge, Aleksi muttered something under his breath.

      Olivia found her old spot on the sectional, right by the gash in its upholstery. When Somtow was a puppy he’d tried to jump up by himself, an errant toenail had caught in the fabric, and he’d opened a tear as he went tumbling to the floor. The dog had never attempted such a feat again, but the damage had remained, a reminder of youthful imprudence.

      At the moment Somtow sat with his head resting on Tanzig’s knee. The dog had given up any pretense of suspicion.

      “This is my partner, Aleksi,” said Olivia as he sat down beside her, close enough that she could smell that smell. “I hope it’s okay that he’s here?”

      “Of course.” Tanzig looked at Aleksi and put up a hand. “I only hope I didn’t come at a bad time.”

      “No,” Aleksi said, “this seems like something we’ll both want to hear. Was it Tanzig . . . ?”

      “Sagaa, that’s right.” Their guest gave a nod toward the table infopoint, invoking his identity chit. The words illuminated the space between them.

      
        
        Sovereign Alliance

        Agency: SAFAS (Foreign Affairs)

        Name: Tanzig Sagaa

        Title: Outreach Officer

        Polity: General Polity

        Comm: H001-1cf77-1e (SLT)

      

      

      “Outreach?” Olivia asked. “Reaching out to me or to the aliens?”

      “A bit of both?” Tanzig gave Aleksi a quick brief to get him up to speed, and he listened in silence.

      “So where would I come in?” Olivia asked once he’d finished.

      “The General Polity has drawn up something we consider to be a vital initiative. A matter of state. If you agreed to lend your support, I’d need you to know that it would involve some travel.”

      She couldn’t help looking at Aleksi, who was giving their guest his contemplative squinch. She turned back to Tanzig. “Is this how you normally recruit people?”

      “We don’t recruit people. No, this is what you might call a special circumstance.”

      “And I’d be traveling to Heliopolis?”

      “Yes, initially. But then you’d head to the Accolla Sphere. The teelise have requested someone from our race to meet with theirs, in a more official capacity. Or . . . ceremonial, if you prefer.”

      “The teelise.” She shook her head. “You’ve already been meeting with them.”

      “We have. But this would be on their turf. A regular citizen—which you are—to represent humanity at their introductory ceremony. I’m talking about a symbolic gesture.”

      His words were like dust motes in the sun—there but intangible. Why was he here?

      Olivia eyed Tanzig’s ID again, this time more closely. Sovereign Alliance. The identification couldn’t be a forgery, because it was live-signed by the Orbital Centrum in conjunction with the Sovereign Alliance itself. Whatever this was, it was as real as the growing ache in her bones.

      “Why me? I’m not a diplomat,” Olivia said, and at her side Aleksi chuckled silently. “Or an astronaut for that matter.” Her connective tissue disorder, untreated as it was, would be considered a disqualifying defect.

      “No, you’re not,” Tanzig said, sitting forward, “but you are the daughter of one.”

      Olivia’s stomach tightened. “What?”

      “Max Mehdipour, Integrity Polity envoy.”

      “What?”

      “Your father.”

      “I know that. What does he have to do with any of this?” The sharpness in her voice was unintentional. But the man’s unexpected mention of her father had rattled her, possibly more than it should have.

      “Ind. Mehdipour has been assigned to attend this ceremony I spoke of. He was selected by committee from among the active council members and representatives of the teelise faction.”

      Olivia was silent.

      “He’s going to the Accolla Sphere,” Tanzig repeated, as if that provided more context.

      “So then you have your diplomat,” she said. “Your envoy.”

      “No, you don’t understand: the teelise asked for a single representative—one human—a stipulation they seemed adamant on. But once your father was selected, proud and loyal citizen of the Integrity Polity that he is, an appeal was made to expand the team by one seat. And the teelise acceded, finally. They’re willing to make an exception, for family. Which is good news for you. That’s why I’m here, to tell you there’s a seat for you, to help represent your people before a new race.”

      There was something in his voice, an invitation to tease out his true meaning. She looked at him with a dawning realization.

      “The General Polity doesn’t like it that the envoy is a member of the Integrity Polity.”

      Now it was Tanzig’s turn to be silent.

      “So this is politics?” She picked up her mug, then put it back down. “This is why you came all the way out here? To enlist me as a General Polity spy?” Just because Vaix was under the GP aegis didn’t make its people duty-bound serfs.

      Aleksi put a hand on her arm, and Somtow stood and made his way out to the other room. Olivia had assumed the SA had made a mistake, but this was worse. This lackey wasn’t here for her at all.

      “Not as a spy.” Tanzig looked genuinely pained. “As an attaché.”

      “An . . . ?”

      “A cultural attaché.”

      “You have this all worked out.”

      Tanzig sat back. “I have to admit, I thought you’d be more . . .” He struggled to find the word.

      “Thankful?”

      “Receptive.”

      “Hey, Liv?” Aleksi, ready to placate.

      No, she had to nip this in the bud.

      “Ind. Sagaa, I think you’ve made some unfortunate assumptions about me. So I thank you for your consideration, but this venture of yours isn’t something I can be a part of.”

      Tanzig was silent for a good five seconds. “I don’t understand. You’d pass something like this up without any consideration? Not even for⁠—”

      “Don’t even think about saying ‘for family.’ My family is right here.”

      He blinked at her.

      “Have you talked this scheme of yours over with Max Mehdipour?” she asked.

      “We would, of course. If you agreed.”

      “If you had spoken with him about it already, you might find him as receptive to this father-daughter absurdity as I am. The two of us haven’t spoken since my vocabulary consisted of strings of free-verse phonemes. And now . . . It’s not that I lack that pioneer spirit. But what you’re asking me is to open up a part of my life that is resolved and done.”

      Tanzig gave her a long look, then stood. “I’m sorry, we had no idea it was like that between you. Is there . . . anything I can say to convince you to think this over?”

      A fair question. “If Max backs out, you let me know. Otherwise, I hope you enjoy your trip back to Heliopolis.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            DAY 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia and Aleksi ate dinner as the sun was falling behind the crescent of Vaix’s retaining rimwall—fresh halibut straight from the coast of the neighboring Apeiron canton. Aleksi had taken a few calls as he was preparing their meal—work-related by the sound of it—but by the time they sat down he was quiet.

      Olivia dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “Would you have given a different answer?”

      He looked at her.

      “To the Sovereign Alliance,” she clarified. “Would you have agreed to go?”

      She hadn’t intended it, but the question was a test of sorts. Would he leave everything behind to go after something like this? Would her partner leave her?

      Sometimes she’d felt that they already had left each other, just not so formally. Lately she’d been putting more energy into the relationship, so maybe she noticed it more. Then again, she had more time in general these days. Aleksi, after nearly a decade of scripting and threading, seemed to be on the verge of real success as a storyguide. Most of his brand of immersive, self-propagating fiction was dreamed by dedicated dramaturges—Aleksi had labeled it “chains of derivative tropes with rare moments of accidental brilliance”—but he’d made it his mission to gain the attentions of a participant audience who didn’t seek the extraordinary, and finally, the right eyes were on him. Only a select few storyguides were sought after for their unique voices, and Aleksi Tsang was now one.

      But the promise of success had made him cautious, quiet. The better he was doing, the more hesitant he was to share about it.

      “Well it’s a lot to ask of someone point-blank,” he allowed.

      “To ask someone if they’re prepared to drop everything and . . . break bread on an alien ship?”

      He nodded.

      “Yeah, it is,” she said.

      “Even though there’s not really another way you can ask something like that, if it must be asked.”

      She considered that. It was a fair answer, but didn’t really get to what she wanted to know.

      “So you would have said what?”

      He twirled his fork. “Well, our circumstances are different.”

      “Some things are the same. We’re in the same relationship.” That rang false as soon as the words passed her lips. Was that true of any relationship?

      “But I can’t pretend to know how being in close quarters with your biological father might make you feel, especially since it’s not a topic we’ve ever discussed,” Aleksi said. He’d always been close with his parents, which made sense, because they were perfect. At least from a distance. “But . . . was your decision based mainly on that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Would you have considered going if not for Max?”

      Olivia’s question had somehow come back on her, and maybe there had never been a way around that. Had Max’s involvement simply . . . made her decision easier to justify? Made it not a decision at all, and therefore a good cover? Maybe. But did Aleksi have to zero in on that immediately?

      He waved off the question. “Hypotheticals.”

      “Moot point,” she added. “If not for Max, they wouldn’t have asked me anyway.”

      As the patio fell into shadow, Olivia chalked the whole question up to a pointless exercise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THREE

          

          
            DAY 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vaix Institut Polytechnique faculty center was an unassuming facility nestled in tree-lined campus grounds abuzz with crickets and sweet with the scent of honeysuckle. Olivia had done her best to put yesterday’s interruption behind her by organizing some course notes for a peer workshop she belonged to.

      Now she stared at the open file on the panel in front of her: Language and Lyricism Beyond the Stanza.

      She was feeling quite a long distance beyond the stanza at the moment. She hadn’t changed a word of her proposal since she’d sat at her desk nearly an hour ago. She looked down at her braces, their matte shafts following the contours of her legs like shallow question marks. Her first poems, scratched into a pad fifteen years ago—as she lay recuperating after a labral tear in her right hip—had felt as inevitable as a sneeze. When she received her first literary award she lied, telling those gathered that she’d been driven by a deep need to articulate the mystery of her own circumstances, of her own body. But in truth, her writing was merely one of the few uses of her body, and of her mind, that would never cause her agony.

      Or so she’d thought at the time. By the age of thirty she had given up on poetry—less a conscious choice than a state of inertial standstill—only to find herself awarded the Art Next Universal Prize for her last poetry collection. Accepting the prize made her feel like an impostor, and ever since she’d found herself writing the same poems over and over. Inspiration became familiarity, and her writing process was more numbing than enlightening. She’d discovered the poetic equivalent of semantic satiation—the phenomenon in which repeating a word over and over causes it to lose its meaning.

      In the end, she was left with a single harsh truth: she’d stopped growing. In stasis there could be no writing. At least nothing of merit.

      She hadn’t finished anything new in three years.

      “In on your off day?” Siti, the adjunct foreign language instructor, sidled up to her desk, hiking her backpack higher on her shoulder. The two women sometimes ate lunch together.

      Olivia’s eyes flicked to the date on her panel. “Looks that way.” Would she have known if someone hadn’t said something? Her mind had been in a fog all day. “I needed to get out of the house.”

      “Fancy a stretch? I was going to do a circuit or two on the path to wake myself up.”

      Olivia’s hip had begun to bother her on the fifteen-minute walk from home. She didn’t want to push it. “I think I’m going to keep at it.” She pointed at her panel.

      “Your proposal?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe you can run it by me next week.”

      The younger woman was solicitous by nature, but especially where Olivia was concerned. Olivia had long suspected it was because Siti had lost a sibling in childhood—a sister in her case—which was something they shared.

      “Sure, thanks for asking,” she said, suddenly thinking of Ran.

      She turned back to the dead words on the screen and chuckled to herself. The General Polity wanted this broken-down lyrical onanist to meet their aliens? Of course they were merely leveraging bloodline to try to slip someone in from their own team, but they must have been disappointed to discover she was their best option.

      The thought gave her pause. Maybe her rejection had less to do with Max and more to do with her ego: You don’t want me for the right reasons.

      By the time the letters were burning themselves into her retinas, getting some air seemed like a good idea after all.
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        * * *

      

      While walking through the park, Olivia connected to her half-brother. Despite his isolated presentation on her comm’s display—technically he wasn’t anywhere, even if he was presently engaged at some specific location—she’d clearly caught him in the middle of something. His projected visage was tight around the mouth, and he kept looking away. But his eyes lit up as she filled him in about her visit from Tanzig Sagaa.

      At least until she got to the part about her ultimate decision.

      “Are you kidding me?” he asked, his disbelief exactly as lifelike as it needed to be. “You don’t turn something like this down, whether or not you’re feeling chummy about your crewmate. It’s not like you have to sit in your dad’s lap.”

      “Oh, please, Ran. Dad is my dad. Max Mehdipour was never anyone’s dad.”

      “For two years he was.”

      “Two years I barely remember.”

      The dull ache had crept up between her bones, back first, then legs. She found a free bench and sat at the shady end.

      “You don’t have to forgive the guy,” Ran said. “But to pass up something like this just to avoid being in the same room with him?” He shook his head.

      “It would feel like I was signaling to him that it’s fine.”

      “So go and signal that’s it’s not fine. But don’t let this idea you have of him prevent you from meeting actual fucking aliens in the flesh. Especially not after what the guy already did.” He squinted at her. “Would this be broadcast, or would this be a secret meeting? Are we supposed to be discussing this on an open channel?”

      “It’s moot, okay? Can we not hash all this out now? I’m already exhausted.” Had she expected anything different from him?

      After a pause, he nodded. “Yeah, maybe it’s for the best that you avoid the whole thing. Who needs the stress?”

      She said nothing. The last time he’d tricked her into a conversation about her condition, he’d called it an “indulgence,” to bait her. This time she wouldn’t take the bait.

      “Have you been taking care of yourself?” he asked, his eyes suddenly too piercing by degrees.

      “Please.” An ironic question coming from him.

      “Seriously, you’ve lost weight.”

      “I’m sure it’s a bandwidth issue.”

      “Funny. But I’m serious, and it scares me that you’d say no to meeting another race. Because that’s really not a yes or no question, Olivia. The person who would say no to that really isn’t⁠—”

      “We’re done talking about the aliens, okay?”

      “I’m talking about you. Because this is all tied up somehow with your refusal to deal with your condition. Connective tissue disorders don’t have to be⁠—”

      “Ran.”

      “If systemic revision was good enough for your dead brother, it’s good enough for you. I don’t like seeing you suffer, or miss out.”

      And there it was. She was being indulgent just by being alive. She should let the medics kill her off, then spawn some idealized version of her. Except that hadn’t worked out so well for her brother, whose body had died on the operating table.

      “I’m fine as I am,” she said.

      “Wait,” he said. Now his cheeks grew red, and even though everything about him was little more than a glorified simulation, the effect was real enough to bring on that dull, heavy feeling in Olivia’s stomach. “What was that?”

      “I said I’m fine.”

      “No, I heard it. You can’t get past your ‘I’m fine as I am,’ anti-Seconder bullshit.”

      “Anti . . . ? Ran, don’t make this about that. I’m not prejudiced.”

      “You’re afraid.”

      “It’s not something I think about.” Unless she was talking to him. “Not everyone can be perfectly healthy all the time.”

      “But most can, if they want to.”

      Her muscles were bunched like a network of macrame knots, and she forced herself to straighten. “Look, I’m not wallowing in self-pity, or making some slight at you.” She lowered her voice as a couple walked by with their two dogs leading them. “This isn’t remotely what I called to talk about.”

      “No, but it comes out, Olivia. You don’t even hear it: this idea you have that Seconders somehow aren’t the same person as the originals. That we’re some . . . distilled approximation.”

      “I never said that.”

      “You don’t have to! And I take offense. It’s a slap in the face. If I’m not me, why did you call me?”

      “Of course you’re you, don’t be ridiculous. But people are complex.” What was that old saying? The map is not the territory. “But when you casually suggest systemic revision . . . who’s to say what else I might lose, along with the disease?”

      “I think I’m qualified to say.” He shook his head. “Sorry, but we are who we are, for better or worse.”

      Just because he’d gone through the process didn’t give him any special insight. It only proved the illusion was convincing.

      “I’m telling you, I’ve seen it from both sides, and I didn’t lose anything,” he continued. “Tell me I’m wrong.” He waited, but she resisted feeding him. If he kept pressing her, she might say something stupid. “You’ve known me my whole life, Olivia. Come on, this fear of yours, is it grounded in anything, or are you playing the suffering artist because that’s your thing now?”

      “Ran!”

      “You’re the poet girl with the disorder, and if you lose that⁠—”

      “Like you lost your suicidal tendencies?”

      Shit.

      Ran was visibly taken aback. “What the fuck?”

      His fault. “I’m sorry, but the Ran I grew up with . . . he killed himself. That’s all I meant.”

      “And now I’m not suicidal. That doesn’t mean I’m not me, Olivia. Fuck. Is that who you thought I was? Grow up. People change in all kinds of ways, all the time. That doesn’t mean they’ve lost their identity.”

      But she was thinking maybe it did mean that, even if it had never bubbled up like this before. Why were they even talking about this? She was fine with who Ran was . . . no matter who he was.

      “This isn’t about you, Ran, okay?”

      “It kind of sounds like it is.”

      “I’m really sorry it came out the way it did. This isn’t what I think about when I think about you.”

      “Okay.”

      But he wasn’t okay. It was clear on his face.

      She would salvage what she could.

      “Have you talked to Dad?”

      Their dad. Nils, not Max.

      Ran bit his lip, but allowed the moment to pass. “He wants us both to visit.”

      “Yeah, well you know I don’t like going back.”

      “‘Going back.’ Like you’re being forced to relive some trauma. You can see Earth from your pool, but somehow you’re afraid to actually step foot on it. Anyway, he’s not in Toronto, he’s in Montpellier. You’ve never been there, right?”

      “No.” But Earth was Earth, and the idea of going back was suffocating. Their dad had fled back to his birth home eight years ago, after his wife—their mother—had died on Vaix. Lately they talked when there was something to talk about, but how long had it been since they’d seen each other in person? Years, for sure. He couldn’t expect Olivia to just drop in regularly.

      “I’m surprised you’re still on Vaix, honestly,” Ran said.

      “What are you up to?” No way were they talking about her again.

      “You know, working.”

      “I could tell you had something going on there. What’s up?”

      He released a lifelike sigh. “I’ve been working on the COI with my Seconders group, you know. Future leaders from lives of adversity. Or deaths. There’s still a stigma about ‘echoes’ outlasting their welcome in society, so . . . it’s ongoing. You can see why I’d be touchy.”

      “Progress?”

      “Slow, but . . . yeah, it’ll be going on long after I’ve moved on.”

      Had Ran’s personality drifted over time? Seconders didn’t tend to lose cohesion anymore—that slow death that had plagued the earliest trials. But the seconded did tend to evolve away from their initial engrams, the gulf between them and their loved ones widening over time. Maybe that was normal, and Ran was right. Maybe that was what bothered her.

      But she was still the same.

      “Have you really considered moving on?” she asked. Only a small percentage of the Seconder population chose to remain “ghosts in the machine” with no physical form, as Ran had. Of those, about half eventually opted for dignified dissolution.

      “I don’t avoid thinking about it, sister.”

      She nodded, but said nothing.

      “Well . . .” he said, “I’m sorry the idea of change scares you so much.”
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      “Hey, Liv.”

      Olivia had nearly finished preparing their crudités platter, but only when Aleksi interrupted from the other room did it register that there’d been a jolt of pain up her arm every time the knife hit the cutting board.

      “Yeah?”

      “Some officials are about to meet the aliens. It’s live.”

      The Sovereign Alliance’s state affairs feed had been detailing the meetings with the teelise over the past week, but—save for rumors and fanciful sketches—the aliens themselves had yet to make an appearance.

      “Be right there.” So she could see what she’d be missing.

      Grabbing some napkins, she took the tray out to the lounge and joined him on the sectional.

      “Nice,” he said, sitting forward to survey the spread. “Thank you.”

      Olivia massaged her hand, only half watching the projection as some SA minister addressed her colleagues about this great honor.

      “All good?” Aleksi was watching her.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “You didn’t say much when I got home.” He’d been out meeting with his fiction team and got home several minutes after her tears had dried. But he’d sensed something anyway.

      Now the officials were speaking about this important moment in the history of humankind.

      “I had a weird conversation with my half-brother today, and . . . it always turns into something.”

      “Ah. But it’s cool now?” He clearly didn’t want to talk about it. But neither did she.

      “Yeah.”

      Aleksi nodded. He’d done his part. He dipped a carrot in the yogurt then sat back to watch the proceedings.

      The view cut to a statue of some sort, positioned at the edge of the dais. It was an impressionistic figure, caramel-colored and clean of line, its contours just detailed enough to evoke anatomy. Except . . . it wasn’t a statue at all. And it was moving of its own accord to center stage, alive and unfamiliar. The camera tracked its steady progress across the floor. Was this a teelise then? Was everyone watching as this entirely new life form mingled with the officials in their fancy suits?

      The ache between Olivia’s bones, for the moment, was a million miles away.

      The teelise—there were three of them in view, she now saw—were roughly humanoid in stature, but that’s where any similarities ended. Their eyes ringed their mushroom-like heads, each a dark sphere with a single point of white at the center. Their unblemished skin was a uniform brown, and each of them wore a gauzy white scarf draped haphazardly, as if they were making a gesture toward clothing but not really understanding its purpose. They didn’t appear to require any breathing apparatus. They had no pockets or protuberances, and lacked even a suggestion of limbs when they stood idle. It was only when they moved that their limbs separated from their torsos, peeling outward as needed, translucent and thin, like—it struck Olivia now—the shaved skin of a carrot.

      Do they have feet?

      She chuckled to herself as the teelise contingent, all three of them identical, presented the members of the SA’s High Council with what appeared to be an award. Floating within a glass-sided case was a massive urn made of smoked glass. What had humanity won? Had the aliens come untold distances and waited three decades just to bestow a trophy?

      But as the camera zoomed in, it appeared that the object might not be solid at all. Within its volume was a cloud of glyphs sequenced along countless strips that extended, web-like, from somewhere within the nebulous suspension. Nothing about this offering was static—it was a living sculpture, essentially made of language.

      “What are they saying?” she asked.

      Aleksi increased the volume.

      “. . . at the presentation ceremony, attended by General Polity Secretary-General Lancau Sebatic and the teelise delegation. Here, they’ve presented the domain of humanity—as they refer to our Solar System—with a gift from their people.”

      One of the three teelise now stood at the podium, with other humans and teelise by its side. “Within this seed,” it said, “we carry the language of our forebears.”

      Its voice had been modeled to use the same generalized parlance as any newsreader. Its tone was gentle, even plain . . . yet somehow utterly foreign.

      “We share this part of ourselves with you as a symbol of our everlasting connection. For it is not ours alone, but the accumulated wisdom of children set to wandering the stars. Each seed is as unique and evolving as each species in the universe is different. Now, as you contemplate your own journey, we welcome you. Welcome. And thank you.”

      As the alien stepped away, the camera cut back to the artifact itself. “Their gift to all of humanity,” said the voiceover, “which they earlier referred to as a ‘Lore Seed,’ is said to represent centuries of the teelise people’s written history captured in physical form. We’ve been told that each word, each thought represented within, is in a constant state of recombination, forming new, emergent meanings.”

      Olivia didn’t realize she’d been weeping until Aleksi handed her a tissue. She hadn’t felt so transported by an expression of language since she’d discovered how her poetry led to insights she couldn’t have reached through other modes of expression, similar to the way a new language could. What visions might such an artifact of entified knowledge provoke, even more than poetry?

      And as she watched the brief ceremony wrap up and dissolve to endless commentary, she tasted for the first time the unmistakable bitterness of regret.

      She’d made a mistake.
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      “I wasn’t sure you’d take my call,” Olivia said, gazing out over the sparsely populated foothills of the Piosey canton from her deck. She might have expected everything to look different after last night’s event. It felt different. She felt different, or at least more anxious.

      “I’m not in the habit of ducking people, Ind. Jelani,” said Tanzig Sagaa. The communication delay between Vaix—sharing the Moon’s orbit—and Heliopolis was barely noticeable. “I know I gave you a lot to think about.”

      “It’s Olivia, please.”

      “You’ve thought through everything we discussed, Olivia?”

      “I have.” Did his eyes flick offscreen? Maybe there was someone there with him. No matter, as long as she wasn’t too late, let them all hear. The thought of missing out made her shoulders tight, as though her initial rejection might yet come back to bite her. But she owed him at least some explanation. “I watched the ceremony with Aleksi. I didn’t know what to expect, seeing aliens—real aliens, this time—up there on the platform. But there it was. I was watching history unfold in front of me, but . . . it didn’t matter. I couldn’t connect with it—couldn’t connect with the truth of it. It took so much effort just to wrap my head around the spectacle.

      “But that changed when they presented their gift. When the teelise unveiled that ‘Lore Seed,’ and I saw their language swirling like a flock of birds—even though I couldn’t read the words—that’s when I felt that the teelise were knowable. A people who can create such poetry should be known to us. And I . . .

      “Ind. Sagaa, if your offer is still on the table, I would very much appreciate the opportunity to get to know the teelise myself.”

      “They’re remarkable, aren’t they?” Tanzig said with a grin. “It’s an amazing time in our history. We’re all feeling much the same thing.”

      “Right. So if there’s still time to talk about it, I would love to take you up on your offer.”

      To her relief, there was still time to talk about it. The opportunity hadn’t passed her by. And for the next ten minutes, in the broadest of terms, they spoke about her trip to the Accolla Sphere, the representatives she’d be meeting there, and how much of this information she should be sharing with those closest to her.

      “So what happens next?” Olivia asked.

      “What happens next is a series of necessary hurdles—low hurdles—before we can actually get you prepared and on your way. Briefings, non-disclosures, and signatures, as they say.”

      “Today?” Dignity, Olivia.

      “Oh, no, you’ll be meeting with the Sovereign Alliance in person, here at Heliopolis.”

      The General Polity’s primary base of operations was a small but majestic ring located at the Earth-Sun L5 Lagrange point. She’d been there only once, for a middle school field trip. By far the one thing that had made the greatest impression was the Global Polity Social Charter, emblazoned in larger-than-life letters across every polity building in the capital. She had wandered off on her own just to read the buildings.

      “Does that sound like a good place for us to start?” Tanzig asked.

      “As long as I don’t have to pass any physical evaluations,” Olivia said. Maybe it was the adrenaline coursing through her system, but she immediately regretted saying it.

      “No need to worry about that, Olivia. Let me make arrangements and get back to you with some dates.”

      This was really going to happen.

      “Oh, speaking of dates,” she said, “one thing I have to ask you . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “How long would this assignment be for?”
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        * * *

      

      That evening, Olivia relayed everything to Aleksi. It was no surprise to him, of course; she’d told him about her change of heart the previous night. But now it was official, or soon would be. She’d fly to Heliopolis for her initial briefing at the end of the week.

      “You’ll be okay on your own?” she asked.

      “I’ll manage,” he said, smiling. “Will you be reachable on the sphere?”

      “I’m sure that’s something we’ll cover, but I’ll ask them.”

      He led Olivia to the couch. She detected no foreign smell on him today. He hadn’t visited the set.

      “I’m glad you decided this was something you’d be okay with,” he told her, holding her hand, light enough to avoid causing her pain. But her joints hadn’t been bothering her today, not since her meeting with Tanzig Sagaa. Her reward for being proactive.

      She squeezed his hand. “Do you mean that?”

      “You deserve this. And I think it’ll be good for you.”

      And for him? In his own way he probably wanted this as much she did.

      “Since we’re talking about it, what about us?” she asked. “They said I might be there for a month or more, depending on how this ceremony proceeds.” It seemed like a long time for a ceremony, but the thought of being immersed in an alien culture for an extended stay only made the prospect more compelling.

      He nodded, but took his time responding.

      “Ultimately . . . I think it’ll be good. Maybe because I don’t think your decision was clouded by that question.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “That you weren’t thinking about an outcome. Right? That you’re interested in an experience. That you’re choosing this for yourself.”

      She had wondered where such a singular, solitary journey would leave them, but he wasn’t wrong. More than the journey itself, it was the decision to go that she’d needed to make. And ultimately, wherever that left them, that would be good for them both.
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      The landscape outside the capsule, with its sheer fjords and glistening falls, sped by like a living painting. It was an apt comparison, Olivia thought, given that the formations hadn’t been hewn by centuries of erosion, but by a decade or so of terrafab processes. Still, the end result was no less spectacular.

      The group picnic had been Olivia’s idea, hatched in the wake of her mission briefing earlier that week, once the true scope of the operation had been laid out before her. Now, setting aside the lie at the center of this outing, she looked across the aisle at two of their closest friends, Whistler Droz and Ekel Pefkiev. Aleksi had commissioned a block of rail time to take them somewhere Olivia had never been. He knew the details of what would remain unsaid, along with Ran. They had both signed the appropriate NDAs.

      As far as their friends knew though, Olivia’s upcoming excursion was of a far more conventional type.

      “I’ve heard of the Steropees,” Olivia said, her nose practically touching the glass, “but this is the first time we’ve actually made it out to see them.”

      “You could tell me they were as high as the rimwalls and I wouldn’t argue it,” Ekel said.

      “Look here,” said Whistler, pointing out a fearsome line of black cliffs as their capsule passed over it. “This whole range was going to be a tie-in for a mission we were designing. The project never made it off the ground, but they wrote off the terraforming as an R&D expense.”

      “So that’s how that works,” Aleksi said. He was in a position to know, since they were in a similar line of work—she with her visual design, and he with his interactive narratives.

      “Something like that.”

      “Hey, whatever works,” said Olivia. “We’re so lucky that all of this is practically in our back yard.”

      Aleksi sat back in his seat. “People dismiss it because it’s unsettled. It’s rough. They prefer places like Dajia⁠—”

      “Yeah, if you’re super into crowds and guided activities and curated tracts,” said Whistler. “They’re afraid of anything that casts a shadow.”

      “Well I live for the crinkly bits,” Olivia said, still staring out the window. When would she see such sights again?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DAY 14

        (four days earlier)

      

      

      The confusion had set in moments after Olivia signed her life away. At least that’s how it had felt.

      “It’s just a precaution,” said the man sitting across from her. That was Ioor Volkopp, the silver-haired member of the Sovereign Alliance’s diplomatic security, who’d taken over from Tanzig Sagaa. Tanzig was in attendance at the other end of the table, but he’d remained uncharacteristically silent throughout. Also in attendance were Pola Penrose, the SA liaison officer, and Quv Vidalin, the head of mission.

      The SA home office on Heliopolis was far less monumental on the inside than it was from the pedway outside, with neat, thick-walled rooms formed from restrained arrangements of biocrete slabs.

      “I’m afraid to make one wrong step,” Olivia said as Ioor flicked away the image of her signed contract, clearing the table for the first time.

      “It isn’t like that,” he said, resting his arms on the table now that the formalities were out of the way. “This mission isn’t secret, per se. But there is certain information that you’ll be learning before we’ve reached a decision on how . . .” He trailed off.

      “We want to have a holistic plan in place,” said Quv, a thin man with a pockmarked face. It said something about him that he’d foregone any easy cosmetic repairs. It made him seem more honest. “We’ll need to know a lot more ourselves before we convey every last detail here to the public.”

      “Is the information yours to control?” Olivia asked them.

      “Well, I didn’t say control,” Quv said, his mouth drawn tighter. “This is about being responsible. It’s a big responsibility, and the full picture here, it’s still very much at an unfolding stage.”

      Olivia held her tongue.

      “This is all new to us,” said Ioor, taking another tack. “Is it surprising that we’d be extra . . . deliberate the first time around? It’s like new parents with their first child . . .” He saw the look on Olivia’s face. “The point is, please consider our conversation here today, and any that follow, as Restricted with a capital R. Your partner and brother are being told much the same.”

      Despite the high level of security the mission required, Aleksi and Ran—the two people closest to Olivia—wouldn’t be left out of the loop entirely. Giving them security clearances, if lesser ones, was a measure the Sovereign Alliance was willing to provide, Quv had told her. As an outsider to matters of state, they’d deemed it beneficial to provide Olivia with a more familiar support team, outside of the professionals in this room. Her brother and partner wouldn’t be apprised of her every move, but she’d been assured that a line of communication between Berengia and Sol would remain available to her—strictly monitored, of course—so they could be there for moral support if she found herself homesick. Aleksi, presumably, was in a nearby office, receiving a subset of the briefing she was getting now. Ran, being bodiless, would be casting in on a secure stage for his. As for her father down on Earth, Olivia had decided that he should know only what the public knew. Bad enough if he suspected his daughter had any interest in connecting with Max. No, she would tell her father something prosaic to explain her absence, and hold Ran to it. She could apologize to him after, once she actually had experiences worth sharing.

      “People, we do have a lot of ground to cover,” Pola said. “So we’ll cover logistics first, and agenda second.”

      “Sound good?” Ioor asked Olivia.

      “Logistics?” Olivia asked. “You mean beyond getting a ride to the Accolla Sphere?”

      “There's a bit more to it than that,” Ioor said, and threw a glance to Pola. “The sphere is not your final destination.”

      “Oh.” Were the teelise hiding something else, perhaps outside of the Main Asteroid Belt? The feeds had made no mention of a second ship.

      “Now, this part will require some explanation.”

      Olivia nodded. Why the buildup?

      “You and Max will enter the Accolla Sphere,” Ioor said, “which serves as a local outpost. But the sphere’s primary purpose is to house something the teelise call a ‘spring.’ Which happens to be a nonrelativistic gateway of their own design.”

      And there he stopped, as if to allow his words time to flutter over to Olivia. She looked from face to face, all eyes on her.

      “Am I supposed to know what that means?” she asked.

      “It’s a wormhole,” said Quv, stealing Ioor’s thunder. “It’s a gateway that allows for nonrelativistic point-to-point travel.”

      How many documents had she just signed? Suddenly she was sure she’d been deprived of a key piece of context, like promising not to get angry at someone before they revealed what they’d done.

      “I didn’t think wormholes existed,” she said. “I didn’t think they were possible.”

      “We didn’t either,” Ioor said. “Theoretically, yes. But not in a stable state, let alone in a form that would allow for safe traversal.”

      “A gateway,” she said. “To where?”

      “Directly to Maffei 1, which is a galaxy nine million light years away.”

      Olivia looked down the table at Tanzig. It was understandable why he’d omitted this particular morsel at their first meeting, but an expression of compunction now wouldn’t have been unwelcome. Yet his face remained neutral.

      “The spring is the key to this mission,” Ioor continued, “since our introduction to the aliens—your introduction—will take place in their system.”

      “This all . . . doesn’t sound real.”

      “Indeed, it’s put our science team on their heels. But to the teelise the springs are an old and reliable technology.”

      “The classic teleporter,” Olivia muttered. She imagined the look on Aleksi’s face when they told him. She could see him shooting up from his seat. That was most often how he expressed excitement: he would stand, and then . . . nothing. As long as he wasn’t sitting. The rest happened in his head, betrayed only by a glimmer in his eye.

      She didn’t feel like standing.

      “According to the teelise, travel from our system to theirs will be practically instantaneous.”

      “One thing though,” Quv said. “The traversal process itself is fairly . . . involved. I mean physically.”

      They wouldn’t have highlighted the fact if it weren’t important. Yet another warning sign.

      “Well as I’m sure you’ve noticed,” Olivia said, “I’m not the hardiest of physical specimens.” She indicated her leg braces.

      “We’re aware of your challenges,” Ioor said. “But we’ve been assured by the teelise that your physical condition, such as it is, will not present an issue.” So it had come up. “In fact, one of the reasons it took the teelise twenty-eight years to reach out to us was because they were conducting research to ensure that humans could make the crossing safely.”

      “Any human,” Quv said.

      “So then, what kind of process are we talking about, exactly?”

      Quv and Ioor looked at each other.

      “Well,” said Ioor, “you’re familiar with the procedures deep-sea divers follow to acclimatize to their environment?”

      “Vaguely. They have to take their time adjusting to extreme pressure changes.”

      “Yes. It’s essentially the same idea here, only . . .”

      Olivia shook her head. Only what?

      “Only more involved,” was all Ioor seemed willing—or able—to say. Maybe he didn’t know.

      “If I’m going to be undergoing this process,” Olivia said, “I do expect someone to tell me, at some point, what it is I’ll be subjecting myself to.”

      “Of course. But right now let’s focus on the high-level details—the where, the who, and the what. We’ll let the experts take you through the how when the time comes.”

      “You’re not the diving expert.”

      “I couldn’t swim to save my life.”

      “Right.” Olivia shifted in her chair, trying to keep her back straight. It would be the only way to get through these briefings intact. “You’ve already told me the where. Nine million light years away. And the who is the teelise.”

      “Actually, the teelise are only here to handle the technical details of your travel. But they’re not the ones who sent the invitation. A partner race did that.”

      “Wait. What?” What was that whole ceremony she’d watched less than a week ago? Had that not been an invitation? “What does that mean?” Olivia asked. “A partner race? Different aliens?”

      “Yes. On the remote side of the wormhole is a multi-species syndicate—what the teelise call a ‘symbiotry.’ And we—the human race—have been invited to join it. Provisionally.”

      “But not by the teelise. By this other race.”

      “We call them the ‘remotes.’ It’s a generic name, I know. They don’t have a proper name for themselves, like ‘humans,’ so we had to pick something, for convenience.”

      “Remotes” seemed more perfunctory than generic, a barely more polite way of saying “foreigners.” It brought to mind stranieri, from the Italian—literally, strangers. Besides which, once she got over there, the word “remotes” wouldn’t make any sense at all.

      Olivia sipped her water. It was clean, but flat. “Okay. Just to be clear, the teelise aren’t the remotes.”

      “They are not,” said Quv.

      Ioor nodded. “The teelise are the facilitators.”

      “And what do we know about these remotes?” Olivia asked.

      “Not much so far⁠—”

      “Surprisingly little,” Quv put in.

      “—except through the actions and philosophy of the teelise,” Ioor finished. “For instance, we believe the remotes aren’t big on travel. See, this is the kind of thing you’d be finding out for us.”

      Olivia looked at the faces around the table. They were gravely overestimating her value to the mission. “People, look. I’m sorry, but I wouldn’t begin to know how to evaluate whether humanity can join some alien version of the Sovereign Alliance.”

      Ioor held up his hands in a placating gesture. “We don’t expect you to. That’s Max Mehdipour’s primary remit. For you, this trip is to be a gentle, low-stakes introduction, nothing more. Of course, once we’re all agreed that a new alliance between our peoples is mutually beneficial, a more involved diplomatic operation can begin, with teams who specialize in assessing the prospects of these new alliances.”

      He’d let her off the hook. Mostly. “So what do you want me to do here?” Olivia asked.

      Ioor smiled. “For now, your impressions of the remotes are all we’re looking for.”
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        DAY 18

      

      

      The drop into the gorge, only meters away, took Olivia’s breath away, and the mountain range rose up even higher on the far side. Fortunately, for all its majesty, the windward currents were mild, idly toying with the fluttering fringe along their picnic blanket’s edge.

      The food arrayed before them would have fed twice as many people.

      “I’m a little ashamed that it’s taken us so long to make it out here,” said Whistler.

      Her partner had speared a falafel ball at the end of a toothpick. “We get so wrapped up in our routines.”

      “It’s amazing the kinds of things you see just before you leave for somewhere,” Olivia said. Would she be homesick? She hadn’t thought so, but she hadn’t traveled to any real degree for nearly a decade.

      “I don’t think that’s uncommon,” said Aleksi. “It’s not until something bigger interrupts our routine that we blink and actually look around ourselves.”

      Grounding, that’s what his words were. But rather than tedious, she found it endearing. Maybe because she would soon be gone.

      Whistler placed a friendly hand on Olivia’s knee. “I like to think that the more amazing the things you see before a trip, the more amazing the trip will be.”

      Olivia gave her a genuine smile.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        DAY 14

        (four days earlier)

      

      

      “I suppose I should know what a cultural attaché does.”

      Olivia’s Sovereign Alliance team had ordered food in, but the sandwiches didn’t make their discussion about aliens feel any less strange.

      The head of mission dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “Essentially, you’ll be a diplomat whose focus is on promoting our culture.” Quv gave his colleagues a glance, as if to make sure they were all on the same page.

      “Is that all?” Olivia said, allowing her smile to show.

      “Well, no,” said Ioor. “Generally speaking, although cultural attachés may be creative people, they tend to be more the planner or the marketing expert rather than the actual talent. You know, designing a campaign of activities to convey the message.”

      “The message about . . . ?”

      “About who we are. Look, we know this isn’t your background⁠—”

      “No, it’s not.” She shifted in her chair to alleviate her sore hips.

      “I can get you something if you’re uncomfortable,” said Tanzig from the other end of the table.

      “I’m fine,” Olivia said, waving his offer away. “Here’s what I keep coming back to. I’m not yet feeling confident that you know who I am, besides the daughter of Max M.” What was she saying? Was she trying to argue them out of this? Because if so, why had she come all this way? “I understand that you don’t want the only face of humanity to be from Integrity. It’s petty, but I understand it. So besides showing my face . . .”

      “You’re demonstrating to them that our people aren’t a monoculture,” Quv said.

      “But you make Integrity sound like a band of ragtag bandits. They’re part of the Sovereign Alliance!”

      “Exactly,” said Ioor, his voice so quiet as to be soothing, “and we would normally send a wide delegation to represent that breadth and diversity, especially to a new species. Unfortunately, the limitations inherent to this exchange have been made clear to us. So here we are. We get to send you. And as far as I’m concerned, that’s a win-win.”

      The man presented his best infectious smile.

      “So,” Olivia said, “did you see me participating as a poet, or as a spy? Because I’m definitely not both.” And she might not be either.

      “Just as a daughter.”

      Olivia scoffed.

      “As an equal representative of our species, who happens to be a daughter,” said Quv. “You’ll be by your father’s⁠—”

      “Max’s.”

      He blinked. “Really?”

      “If you want our discussion to remain civil.” When were these people going to get it? “My father is the man who raised me.”

      “Of course,” said Quv, putting up a hand. “You’ll be by Max’s side, and you’ll see first-hand how he represents us, and perhaps the SA as a whole.”

      “So no Integrity Polity propaganda allowed?” Olivia asked, not afraid to give them a poke. And why shouldn’t she? If there was even a hint of gamesmanship, she was prepared to walk. Or so she told herself.

      “We don’t expect anything like that,” Quv said flatly.

      “You’re not rivals, Olivia,” Ioor added. “As I said, if we could send a broader, more representative team from the start, we would. But that will have to happen in the near future, so we hope. For now, we’re making the best of this. And we’re glad you’re a part of it.”
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      “Speaking of amazing trips . . . ?” Ekel looked over at her expectantly.

      All eyes were on her. Olivia couldn’t take the bait
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