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Fikriyya has been drifting through space for time beyond time; drifting in and out of consciousness like the wheel of stars around her; light trailing through gaseous nebula and the endless midnight black as she tumbles. They’d taught her space was deathly cold, ice and exhalation gone to cloud and crystal in the dark, backlit by light-years’ distant points of inaccessible solar heat.

	But here, buoyed by unseen, gentle hands, all around her is an endless sweep of warmth. Like being loved. She never expected love to feel like dying. 

	Fikriyya long ago drifted away from the wreckage of her ship, past sheared hull panel segments hardened against the void; past jettisoned deep-space sonar arrays and free-floating chemical compounds gone globular and shattered specimen containment units; past pages torn free from beloved books and cracked photos of loved ones – their splintered safety glass shining sun-bright in light from distant stars.

	There could be other survivors out here somewhere, lost like she is. Fikriyya was not the only one in the midst of external repairs, barely suited up and beginning her work when a massive shadow fell swift and sudden across the ship, drinking in the light of the stars behind it. A negative space hidden in the shadows between blazing constellations as it hurtled in from points unknown.

	She’s given up trying to figure out what exactly tore through the Horizon. Given up on looking for others drifting into her orbit. If any of the others did survive, she’s seen no sign of them. She knows she should feel more than she does; that grief should be hitting harder. Some part of her vaguely aware that it’s a trauma response, her body and her mind slipping into shock. But even that part of her is tired of trying to think. The background blare of her suit’s low-oxygen alarm answering the why that she’s barely had the strength to ask.

	This is it then. The end to an admittedly short, if illustrious, career in the sciences; of probing the deeper questions of the universe. The only question now whether anyone will ever come looking for her and her crewmates’ remains. Far more likely she’ll burn up in the orbit of some distant planetoid with sufficient atmosphere, or be scattered by the impact of a spatial object travelling blithely between points too distant to ever truly comprehend with a rational mind.

	It's not a good way to go. But she can think of worse ones. Most of those are why she left Earth. She smiles at the memory of how pissed her parents were when she didn’t want to remain ground-side. That she didn’t want to have her brilliant astrophysics career where she could also bear babies. Where they could ignore the other genitalia, sterile but no less present, no less functional nor less desired by her, that they just never talked about. That they never had since her birth. How they just refused to address it in the face of her sisters’ acceptance. She always appreciated that the friction with her siblings came instead from being eldest, from being the first among them to acquire her PhDs, for always earning the spotlight they all craved. She hopes they’ll remember her fondly and forgive her for not returning as promised.

	Exhausted, she does her best with increasingly sluggish thoughts, trailing like oil in water, to engage the beauty of her cosmic tomb. To focus on the splendor of this now, instead of everything she left behind. To give meaning to this end.

	And as her breath draws shallow and her eyes drift shut, everything in her narrowing field of vision slips past some invisible, devouring barrier, seeming to slide away into infinity until the world dissolves into blurred, elongated light stretching beyond sight before sliding into the dark. Appropriate, she thinks. Another end, a mirror playing out on galactic scale.

	Tired of fighting, tired of holding out for some imagined, miraculous rescue, she lets herself be devoured by the waiting dark.

	* * *

	 

	And wakes … somewhere else.

	She breathes deep, drawing in shaking gulps of air as her body spasms, eyes batting open violently. The low-O2 alarm still screams in her ears, jarring against the wide crack in her helmet’s visor. The suit’s seal breached. And yet she’s not dead. 

	She somersaults in space, the liquid quality of the light around her showing endless reflections of herself whirling in place, distorted like funhouse mirrors. The whole a silvered, shimmering space overlaid on the infinite void. The fire of billions of blindingly bright stars burning into her retinas, all but overwhelming her optic nerves as she tries to process the cascade of light and sensation suffusing her every pore.

	It’s as if she herself is filled with light. Her body become a stellar nursery, bacteria become accreted clouds of gas and dust, every molecule of her supercharged, alive with fire and the fusion of waking stars born in the nebulae that was once some distant entity called Fikriyya. She feels herself glowing, fragmenting, firing off in chain reaction as her cells split and she bursts into a billion points of light.

	When she cools, and her senses dull back down to mere human limits – gone tender as neurons and receptors still sizzle with the energy flooded through them – she blinks, and endless reflections of her blink back.

	She reaches out a hand toward the afterimages around her, and a hundred thousand of her do likewise, all drawing down to the central point of her outstretched finger. A magnified, infinitely reflective Creation of Adam.

	She draws back and unbuckles her broken helmet. She releases it and lets it drift, near-infinite reflections doing likewise. One becomes millions of cascading reflections, making fractals in three-dimensional space like ripples spreading across a gelatinous, hyperspheric surface with Fikriyya at its core. She tries to propel herself first forward, then back. But there’s no momentum to gain here, nothing to push off. A half measure of panic builds as her brain demands she tread water, though she’s already afloat in whatever, wherever this is.

	Her brain hits another flush of panic as one of her reflections drifts differently from her own motions. At first, she thinks it’s just a flipped action, but unlike her, that self has something to push off, a drifting helm falling past its orbit. She flails as the echo spirals toward her. A trick of perception, surely. Or she’s hallucinating in some endless moment between brain death and dissolution. What other option here in the midst of this potentially inner space? It’s not as if she can be facing an independent variation of herself.

	An impossible idea. Until a gentle bump has her look over her shoulder. Into her own face, the lack of certainty there equal to her own. But reassuring somehow to see it so close and recognize every pore, every line of her more than forty years, crow’s feet and freckling well-earned. She recognizes the look of curiosity in her eyes, that desire for discovery that’s led her through the course of her life. And also a very physical sense of desire in that look at the contact. She’s no stranger to it; she’s seen it mirrored in the eyes of others, some who treat her as an oddity to be explored, others with fewer hangups or fetishes, just desirous of her; the whole, miraculous state of her; the person so often overlooked in the rush to codify, clarify, quantify, and assign.

	Her other self, or herself, or some fractal extrapolation of isomorphism – she’s not sure where statements of isolated identity begin and end in this situation – gives her the kind of attention focused wholly on her. The kind she’s never stopped craving, and so rarely finds. Then she feels it: something equal parts presence and solidity of flesh pressed up against her ass, blood coursing through its length, the heat of it felt through both their skin-tight suits. That heat building in intensity as her other self slides her cock up along the crack between Fikriyya’s ass cheeks. The flesh there tender, bruised like the rest of her from the wreck of her ship and the birthing of … whatever she’s made. This endless panoply of not just reflections, but of her? And now that she looks at them, really looks, each reflection isn’t strictly isomorphic. Oh, they’re close. If she were more musical, had followed a path like Basma’s – the family’s youngest, more practiced than prodigy but subsumed in the language of music, breathing it like air – she might deem them infinite variations on a theme. They are echoes, to be sure, but imperfect replicas; variances all beginning to react differently now, as if waking from static dreaming and imitation. All beginning to come together. To connect and…

	Oh, she thinks, as several of her collide from variegated angles to lock mouths, kissing as hands explore breasts and necks and backs and down to buttocks and slits and they tangle together. Ripping remnants of exo-suits and clothes away as they writhe.

	It has been a long time since she was with anyone. But has she been so charged, so coiled tight toward bursting, with her energies focused elsewhere – so ready to spring alive and blossom into nuclear, obliterating heat at the slightest provocation? If the actions of her other selves are anything to go by, she … might have needed some release. Multiple couples and groups of her are already fucking, with the fury and force of mayflies before twilight takes them.

	As the cock behind her grows more insistent, its owner’s hands come to rest gently on her hips, paused as if to ask, “Yes?” Her own well-manicured fingers swift to slide back and rip at the fabric of her skin-molded spacesuit’s ass in answer.

	Yes, far too long since she was with anyone. And after all, this is just another kind of discovery, isn’t it? It’s all science, in the end. A world never yet explored – somewhere beyond a sense of reality or space or being she can readily define. She looks back at herself and nods, noting finally the difference in the self behind her – the different flecks of color in those irises; so slight a variation, but a whole other her in that dissimilarity.

	Her other self smiles, and together they lock fingers to fully rend the suit’s fabric apart, exposing bare brown skin to the darker shade of waiting, burning shaft. The flesh of that mirrored cock startlingly familiar as it rubs against the pucker of her sphincter, teasing delicate, nerve-riddled skin, then moves down to let Fikriyya slide along the length of a version of her own cock, rubbing her pussy lips with the thick, engorged meat of it, the glans as solidly dark as her own. Strange to see, on looking down, how it peeks past the pubic hair of her mons, sliding back and forth as she rides the shaft, and presses deeper down to let her lips spread over it. 

	She gasps in pleasure as her other self puts her hands on Fikriyya’s breasts, teasing them through the fabric of her suit, and uses her teeth to rip away the fabric at the back of her neck before kissing there. She closes her eyes and joins her hands to the other Fikriyya’s, playing with her nipples together before another pair of hands cups her face and she opens her eyes.

	The half-forgotten other her, having drifted slowly toward the pair of them, has made contact. A hunger stronger than the Fikriyya behind her in this echo’s eyes – an entirely different eye color here, several shades lighter than her own. The smile different, too, a quirk she’d never possessed. This other her’s breath comes ragged, the eagerness there reminiscent of a self she can barely remember from those heady uni days when her libido was at its height and she worked her way through the campus’ queer associations like fire through dry tinder – as they all of them did, her circle of friends and sometime lovers. Seldom together long, burning themselves out quickly, together too fiercely to last long. But always others to see about folding into better. She never found someone who fit into her life like the puzzle piece she always thought was missing. When did she stop looking?

	The other Fikriyya reaches out to kiss her, and she does likewise, letting the Fikriyya behind her continue to knead her breasts as she rides her shaft, letting the rhythm build until both sets of her lips are well-wetted.

	There’s a moment, the strangeness of tasting her own lips, soft and pliant, that’s somehow fit to break her brain more than the cock she’s grinding. It’s something about her own breath warm in her mouth, a perfect mirror of her tongue prodding past her lips to flick across teeth and slide across her own tastebuds. The taste of it salty, with a hint of sweet. Intoxicating as good wine, and she clasps her arms around herself and draws deeper into the kiss. The self in front of her happy to oblige. Their eyes closing almost in perfect harmony, fingers skating along sensitive flesh, seeking down to dips and hollowed in
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