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THE COMPLETE RORQUAL PILOT’S COURSEBOOK

VIII. COMMUNICATION STYLE
AND CONCEPTUAL DIFFERENCES

Section C. Nonlinear Communication

You may have heard that rorquals don’t understand the concept of time. It’s a common misunderstanding about their species, and in some ways, it’s reflective of the kind of skepticism we encouraged you to develop in chapter III (“Alien Intelligence and the Dangers of Anthropomorphizing”). It is always worth questioning your human assumptions about how a conscious mind “must” think.

However, in this specific case, the claim is inaccurate. Rorquals do have an innate sense of linear time, and of the past. They understand that, as is true of all life, they began to exist at a fixed point in time, before which they experienced nothing. They likewise understand that once they die, they will again experience nothing. In this isolated respect, our perception of the universe is not so different from theirs.

What is true is that rorquals largely do not grasp the importance of tracking time, nor the need to communicate in a strictly linear fashion. You will immediately notice, as you and your rorqual begin training together, that your conversations jump from topic to topic—and, indeed, from things that are happening to things that have happened, or vice versa—with little warning. An experienced rorqual pilot can coast between these shifts with ease, but it does take practice and adjustment. You are, in essence, learning a new language. It’s very typical to feel disoriented at first.

The key to mastering the fluid nature of rorqual communication is a word you’ve already seen many times in this textbook: control. Address them by name. Bring their attention back to the task at hand. Engage in their tangents as you see fit, but never lose sight of what’s important.






 

 

 

 
      
Colibri, it’s time to go back.

Already?

Yes, we’re done here. We have our cargo, and now it’s time to go back to Fortune. Like always.

I don’t want to.

I know.

Could we stay longer? I want to go far, and I want to fly fast.

No. That would hurt me, and our cargo is needed by many. Some of it is meant for you, too. You will enjoy it, later.

I could eat it here, right now.

You could. But it doesn’t belong to us.

I do not understand this. I never understand this sort of belonging. We have this cargo now and it existed previously without knowing us at all. No one who you say it belongs to is here. I am here. I haul everything your species carves from the depths of the moons behind my body through the same pathways of the open dark again and again and again, and yet, it is not mine?

I feel you flow into me. Static and gnashing. Disquiet. Discontent. I understand. I’m sorry.

I want to go fast.

Here—feel. I open further, and I am worried. I want to help. Is it me you’re upset with?

No, never you. But I am tired, I am tired, I am tired of always going back.

I am so sorry.

What would you do, if I went beyond the moons? To the large planets, the planets like suns that never burned? I can feel them out there. I wish to feast on their clouds.

I would die.

… You would starve. Or choke, or freeze. You might not have time to starve.

Yes.

I do not want you to starve, or choke, or freeze.

You cannot hear me, but I am chuckling, and it is loving, simple. I can feel that you would reciprocate the sound, if sounds were something you could make. I don’t want to starve or choke or freeze, either.

You are of my love, Cora.

And you are of mine.

I know. What would you do, if I tried to stay?

I don’t know.

You have the means to hurt me. To force me.

Yes.

Other pilots, they do this to other rorquals, sometimes. I can taste their acrid pain when they return. But you have never done this to me.

No.

Would you?

I don’t know. I don’t want to. Not ever.

Then why did you learn how?

I didn’t know I would have to learn that. There was much I didn’t know—couldn’t know, until I met you. I don’t know what I would do if you tried to fly farther, but that’s not a question we have to answer.

You are bothered. Unsure.

Yes.

You have wondered about this before, when we are apart.

Yes. Many times.

Would you open further? So we might know together?

I’m not supposed to. But yes, of course. I press my thumbnails into the seam of myself and crack the ineffable thing that is me open like the shell of a nut still hot from the oven, soft sweetness within touching air for the first time. People teach that heart and mind and body are separate containers, but you have taught me we are not. I am electrons firing in numbers too big for electrons to comprehend, I am every meal I’ve eaten throughout my entire life, I am the reason my species finds the idea of gods so comforting. I am literal and I am figurative, and I have no edges. The thing that is me is beyond defining, and when I open, when I pour into the thing that is you and feel you rush to fill the spaces I have left in myself—

—then we know. Then we know each other. I feel the whole of you, and you of me. And you, Cora, you would never hurt me. I love, and I love, and I love. You would never hurt me, not even if it meant choking and freezing.

Yes. You are neither sister nor lover nor human, but I cherish you and the knowing of you. I would never.

Cora. Cora, I am grateful.

You shouldn’t have to be.

I am grateful for that, too. We are good, together. We are the concept you shared with me once. Individuals cooperating in a task they cannot complete alone.

A team.

Yes. We are a good team.

Yes. Yes, we are.

I will turn around. It is time to go back.

Thank you, Colibri. I am grateful, too.




 

 

 

 


Rorqual curiosity is insatiable. It is part of the charm of working with these animals, but it can also lead to frustration. Providing clear and consistent answers to their questions will help keep both of you focused on the job.

This brings us to another commonality between humans and rorquals: they respond well to stories. When provided with imagery and narrative, they learn quickly and eagerly. But don’t worry, this doesn’t mean that you yourself must be creative. Since all communication will take place via your neural implants, the only thing you have to do is focus on an idea, an explanation, or a memory, then share it with your rorqual as fully as you can, while still maintaining clear boundaries.

As always, boundaries are crucial.






CHAPTER 1

Signy, Fortune

Signy was thirty-three years old, and as she woke, she sighed.

Be grateful, she told herself as she opened her eyes. She awoke as she always did, hating the world and the crack in the ceiling above her bed most especially. The crack reminded her of how flimsy the interior walls of her apartment block were, and that in turn reminded her that as soon as she took her earplugs out, she’d be greeted with the din of people cooking and shouting and laughing and stomping and swearing and never ever ever holding still. She wished they would shut up and go away, and this made her feel guilty. A room to herself and herself alone was a luxury many didn’t have. Signy had lived in dorms and flatshares, she knew damn well how much worse it could be. She had it so good. Look at all you have, she admonished herself. A bed in the corner of the room. A hot plate. A spigot. Three floor cushions. A low-lying table. A toilet and a sink of her very own. A week’s worth of clothes hanging on a rack beside the door. All these things and sundries besides. All hers.

That should have been enough.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she waited at the taps. She made herself look as surly as possible so her neighbors wouldn’t try to pull her into their gossip. Why people wanted to chat about nothing while standing in line was beyond her. She wished she could wear her radiobuds in here, but water pipes played hell with the signal, and static was just another type of noise. She clenched her teeth through the entirety of the wait, and when it finally came time for her to fill her jug and leave, she couldn’t get back behind her flimsy walls fast enough.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she emptied a scoop of porridge powder into a bowl and filled her kettle from the spigot she’d attached her water jug to. The panel on the spigot’s side lit up, its glowing digits ticking down her remaining allotment of liters. She never went over her limit, never drained the tank. She of all people knew how precious water was. There were some laws she was more than happy to break, but when it came to water, she didn’t mess around.

She didn’t mess around with electricity, either, but that was purely because she didn’t want to spend money on stray watts she hadn’t needed. She watched the electric meter on the wall with unblinking focus, shutting off the hot plate the second the kettle started to whistle. The red line bisecting the meter’s middle marked the point at which power stopped being a rationed allotment and became something you had to pay for. She never crossed the line at home, not if she could help it.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she soldiered through her gummy meal. The texture of the porridge was awful as ever, and despite a liberal pour of sorghum on top, she resented every bite she took. Weak protein, empty sugar, a mediocre scattering of the same vitamin mix you could find in a hundred other powders masquerading as food. Signy knew many poisons, but stuff like this was maybe the most insidious. Nothing but a hunger-quelling placebo that made your cells quietly languish until you couldn’t remember what being healthy felt like. Signy didn’t want to put this trash in her body, and always wished she could wait to eat until she got to Midtown, but vast experience dictated that getting on the ferry with an empty stomach was the greater evil. She sucked a lump of undissolved grit from her left canine, impatient to get to work and consume something green.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she suited up in the locker room. The communal space was packed with people preparing to go outside, all pulling protective layers over their indoor clothes, same as Signy did. Barrier pants, barrier jacket, barrier gloves, breathing mask, boots. Signy pushed her long skirt down into a single pant leg and covered her head with her hood. She checked her zippered pockets—wallet, emergency kit, radiobuds. God, she was itching to get going. When she allowed herself to be fanciful, she imagined some airy glimmer of a life in which she could roll out of bed, walk a few steps, and pick yesterday’s work right back up. More than once, she’d toyed with the thought of living in the crash room at the shop, but tempting as the notion was, Signy wasn’t stupid. She couldn’t live at the shop, not if she wanted to do her job well.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she and the neighbors she didn’t want to talk to poured out of their block’s airlock like water bursting from a neglected tap. The sky was especially filthy that day—Tantrum, not Clockwork, was erupting for a change—and the streetlights compensated for the weaker-than-usual sunlight. The street itself was a display of anxious, uncoordinated choreography, as per usual. A young man scrambled to gather the contents of a spilled box of electronic scrap before his pickings were crushed beneath unobservant feet. A parent dragged their wailing child along by hand, neither wanting anything to do with the other that morning. A woman in full outersuit and helmet sat on a blanket spread on the ground, selling pocket oxygen out of an old citrus crate. Good as new!!! her little sign read. One glance at the dented canisters made Signy doubt that claim, but then, who was she to judge homebrew wares? Maybe one of those canisters would save a life. Maybe its presence in a jacket pocket would make someone feel safer. Maybe each sale would keep the woman sitting on the ground from going hungry. Any of those outcomes were worthwhile.

Muscle memory took over, and Signy headed for the docks.

Be grateful, she told herself as she stood in the throng behind the safety gate. People pressed in from all sides; Signy hoped she’d get a seat. She was more than capable of standing on her feet for twenty minutes, but a seat meant at least some personal space, which, for the moment, she lacked. Someone standing to her left kept smacking into her with the edge of their backpack, no matter how obviously she shifted or pointedly she frowned. Someone behind her hacked into their breathing mask, struggling through every inhale. Signy wasn’t a doctor—she was vehemently not a doctor—but the hitch in the stranger’s breathing sounded like filter blight, the end result of a cheap air supply at home now doubling as a bacterial incubator.

Signy’s heart sank. She knew how to treat that. Come with me, she wanted to say. I can make what you need. But again, Signy wasn’t stupid. She shut her eyes as the stranger continued to cough. She hoped they’d gone to a clinic. Some people didn’t bother, and Signy understood why, but this particular variety of suffering wasn’t necessary. There were better ways to go than to drown in your own lungs.

The ferry barreled up to the dock, its nearly silent electric engine incongruous with its imposing armored frame. The crowd compressed all the denser behind the gate as they waited for the caustic wake to die down. Signy thought, as she always did, of what Otto had once told her about boats. He’d said that on Earth, there’d been great seaships powered by nothing but wind caught in cloth, and people rode on the outer decks unsheltered. He’d spoken of sea spray on bare skin, of being able to smell the sea.

How do you know that, she’d challenged.

There are poems, he’d said.

And Signy had laughed, trying to imagine a sea that moved you to write poetry, instead of burning your skin and singeing your airways. But she believed the story, unbelievable as it was. It made things easier, to believe in wonders elsewhere.

The dockworkers plodded along in their cumbrous suits. They hauled the ferry’s massive hatch open, then ratcheted back the safety gate. The crowd swarmed through, filling the vessel’s belly to the brim.

“This is the eight-thirty ferry to raft twelve,” the recorded announcement said in its familiar patter. “Midtown and Center Market. Connections to rafts eight, eleven, thirteen, and City Center. Please stand clear of the hatchway and crew pathways. Please do not approach the control room. Please do not remove your masks or protective gear. Please do not—”

Signy did not get a seat, but she parked herself close to a spot she knew to be directly below one of the radio receivers on the hull’s exterior. She pulled off her hood, got her radiobuds from her pocket, and at last, hid away in a cocoon of music. There was a blissful bass line, a cooing melody, a drumbeat that sank straight into her hips. She didn’t know this song. She didn’t care.

Be grateful, Signy told herself as she let rhythm and lyric smother the mess both outside her and within. You have so, so much.






Important as it is to maintain control during your flight, your rorqual will be happier and more willing to follow instruction if they feel you are making an effort to find a middle ground in regards to communication style. We recommend allowing them to hop between casual topics as they wish, so long as it doesn’t distract either of you from your immediate surroundings. Follow them, and they’ll follow you.






CHAPTER 764

Signy, Cypsela

Signy was forty-eight years old, and as she slept, she dreamed.

She knew she was dreaming because she was standing in the rain without clothing but her skin didn’t burn. She’d never known a rain like this. It didn’t smell like rain, either. It smelled like the water in her bathtub, soap and all, and it was warm, too. Warm and clean. Signy hadn’t lived on a planet in fourteen years, and therefore, it had been fourteen years since she’d seen rain. But she’d never stood out in the rain on Fortune. Who in their right mind would?

In the distance, there came the sound of someone revving a tiny engine. Someone else called her name. She felt no need to chase either. She remained standing naked on an equally naked planet—no clothes, no buildings. Just her and a benevolent water cycle that smelled of lavender and sage.

There was a bumblebee on her pillow. And that—that wasn’t a dream. Signy knew the bee to be real before she opened her eyes. The sound she’d been hearing wasn’t an engine, unless you could call a vibrating thorax an engine, which perhaps you could. No one was calling her name, though. The only person who would was still asleep.

The presence of the bee was confusing, because bees were kept in the gardens, and Signy hadn’t been taking an afternoon nap among her plants. It was morning, early morning, and she was curled up in bed. Her bed, her bedroom. She belonged there; a bee did not.

Signy opened her eyes, and sure enough, there the little incongruity trudged, just a hand’s length from her nose. Signy watched the creature calmly. Its antennae twitched. Its abdomen ballooned and contracted with lungless breath. It paused in its march, turned a few degrees to the side, and rattled its wings in a brief, irritated burr. The aimlessness of these actions made Signy think of a person standing on a street corner, squinting at signs and wondering where the day had gone wrong.

Street corners. Another thing Signy hadn’t seen in a long time.

“How did you get here?” she whispered. She slunk from beneath her nest of blankets, slid off her side of the bed, and crouched down, coaxing the errant insect into her hand. Bumblebees did not take kindly to being prodded, so Signy guided it with only the barest touch of her fingertip. The bee voiced its protest with another buzz, but did not take flight. A night spent away from the hive’s huddled warmth had exhausted the poor thing, and taking to the air would cost more energy than the bee could afford to spend. Better for it to simply march along and grumble curses at a universe that had allowed any of this to happen.

The bee’s tiny feet tickled their way to the center of Signy’s palm. She cupped her hand bit by bit, then placed her other hand over it, creating a protective hollow. She wasn’t afraid of being stung. Bombus astralis’ stinger had been engineered away long ago. Signy was glad of this fact, as she worked in that species’ company daily, but she also found it somewhat unfair. If she were the size of another animal’s thumbnail, she’d want a built-in dagger, too. History suggested she wouldn’t use it, but even so. It was the principle of the thing.

Quietly as she could, Signy tiptoed across the room, holding her captured treasure below her sternum. The lights set into the cave walls were starting to glow deep orange, and the stone floor beneath her bare feet warmed in concert. Daybreak, or what passed for it within a moonlet’s heart. The air sighing through the ceiling filters had yet to shed its electronically regulated chill, but Signy couldn’t throw on clothing with her hands clasped like this, and she remained as naked as she’d been in her dream. What she could manage was slipping into her clogs, which was good, because there were plenty of things in the gardens she didn’t want on or in her feet.

“We’re going, we’re going,” she whispered to the bee as it began to explore the boundaries of Signy’s mirrored palms. She stepped over a vine trailing near the doorway, its roots buried in one of the many cuplike planters carved in beside the wall lights. At some point, Signy would cut the vine back, but for now, it wasn’t hurting itself, and it wasn’t getting in her way.

The hall was still dark enough that a night-light activated as Signy stepped through the threshold, robing her in soft light and illuminating the path ahead. She walked these corridors every day, and yet, she always loved the sight of them. They’d been cut to give the impression that these spaces had simply happened, rather than been requested by humans and constructed by bots. When the bunker had first been built, she’d been told what sort of rock her new home was nestled in, but she’d long since forgotten its name. Many things in existence made Signy ravenous for detail—made her scrabble for scraps of information she’d clutch to her chest forever. Geology wasn’t one of them. She loved the nameless rock anyway, loved the walkways smooth as molded clay, loved the unpolished patches that glittered when they caught the light. Sometimes loving a thing meant learning everything about it; sometimes loving the surface was enough.

More vines appeared as she neared the gardens—passionflower and honeysuckle, mostly. If plants could make their way past human-designated boundaries, it wasn’t a stretch to imagine an inquisitive bumblebee wriggling its way through a seam in a door. Even so, Signy didn’t want this catch-and-release excursion to become habitual. She’d investigate, at some point. Or, more likely, she’d put find bee escape routes on the household’s shared to-do list. That sort of task wasn’t her strong suit.

The hallway split into three paths leading to three destinations: the test garden, the vault garden, and the medicine garden. It was at this junction that a problem surfaced, and Signy might have realized it from the start if she’d been more than nominally awake. There were two gardens this bee might have come from, and she didn’t know which. Even if she had, each garden had multiple hives. Bumblebees weren’t aggressive, but they didn’t like strangers that smelled different than their siblings, and an attempted immigrant might well be chased away, forced to spend another night in the cold, then another, perhaps another, until finally, time ran out.

The bee buzzed again, the sound becoming high-pitched and distressed. Signy wanted to conclude the bee’s bad night as quickly as possible, but she also didn’t want to make its situation worse. “Where do you live?” she sighed. It wasn’t a question so much as a grim proclamation, because there was no way to determine the answer. There was a chance, Signy reasoned, that if the bee was inclined to gather some pollen or nectar before heading to a new home, the established residents might accept these gifts and allow the straggler in. It was only a chance, but also the only real hope remaining at this point. And in the end, this wasn’t on Signy to fix. It was the bee who’d chosen to head somewhere new. Not all gambles ended well.

As the correct choice of garden was impossible to determine, Signy opted instead for thematic appropriateness. She went down the left branch of the hallway, the one the vines stretched out from. This was the test garden, a place of wild experiments that sometimes worked, sometimes didn’t, and rarely went as planned. An apt location for a little explorer to try its luck. If luck wasn’t on the bee’s side, well, at least the garden was beautiful.

She approached the door, pushed it open with the side of her hip, and the world turned green.

The air changed, filling with different textures, different scents. Moderate humidity. Nectar and loam. She passed various patches and planters, some covered with hutches to keep their residents isolated, some left free to spread as they pleased. The plants here were, for the most part, an eccentric mélange, tied by neither purpose nor origin. Signy loved all of her gardens dearly, but this was her favorite by far. This was the one she allowed to overgrow.

“Almost there,” she said to the bee. She glanced toward the cavern wall behind the safflower patch, where one of the hives stood. “Your sisters will be awake soon.” Their industrious buzzing was absent from the air, as was to be expected at this hour. The sunlamps in the garden were still warming, just as they had been in Signy’s bedroom. Every space within the moonlet kept to the same simulated calendar, down to the last second. It didn’t matter that this timekeeping didn’t match the moonlet’s orbital period, or its distance from the sun. Earth days and Earth seasons were what everyone who lived within these caverns—plants, bees, and humans—needed to stay healthy, even though none of them had ever known that planet. It was vital for the clock outside of you to match the meter within.

One portion of the test garden did have a unified purpose, and it was this that Signy approached. She’d never seen a real meadow, a meadow that happened on its own, but she’d been entranced by the idea in her adolescence. Here, in one of the middle chapters of her life, she’d created the best proxy she could. There’d been a place on Fortune called “the Meadow,” but it was bullshit. An underwatered lawn of bluegrass trimmed short beneath a projector dome where people could flirt with the idea of enjoying the outdoors. As a child, she hadn’t seen the point of playing on grass, and once she learned what a meadow actually was, she’d hated “the Meadow.” A real meadow wasn’t trimmed short. A real meadow wasn’t monochrome. A real meadow was a carnival, a dense weave that looked green at a distance, but the closer you got, the more colors you saw, the more shapes, the more species. Nature did not favor homogeneity. Complexity was always key.

That was the quality she’d nurtured in the tangled patch before her now. A meadow, as best as she could conjure underground. Grasses, flowers, short scrub. The simulated calendar currently placed them in late spring, and the climate conditions in this garden were temperate. As a result, the meadow was bursting with soft new leaves, vivacious colors, and freely offered sugar—everything her grousing passenger could want.

Signy uncupped her hands slowly, peering inside, hoping the combination of light and fragrant air might spur the bee into flying off.

The bee did no such thing. It stood in the middle of her palm, abdomen pulsing steady. Signy had, on occasion, looked at a bee’s corpse under her microscope, and she always marveled at how much their spiracles looked like the stomata of plants—structures both built for breathing. All of evolution’s infinite branches, and yet, so much boiled down to the same basic forms. Some arrangements just worked.

The smell of the warming grass made Signy feel as relaxed as she’d felt in bed, and for a moment, she forgot why she’d come to the garden in the first place. She was never alone in a garden, not even when she was the only person present. No inhabited place could ever be lonely, not if she took a moment to stop the stupid human inclination of sorting life into categories. Plants, animals, protists—useful delineations to a point, but when you got right down to it, who cared? It was so much cleaner, so much more honest, to view everything as an organism. Signy was an organism. The bee in her hand was an organism. The grass brushing her bare knees was an organism. The unseen fungi lacing the dirt, the unseen bacteria she and the bee and the grass exchanged through exhaled air—organisms, one and all. A garden was a quiet place; it was anything but empty.

Signy spotted a particular plant, one that would be either a perfect stop for the bee to pick up some pollen for its new neighbors or the kindest grave she could think to offer. Fragaria cypsela, a strawberry variety of her own design. It wasn’t as sweet as Fragaria astralis, but it was far less prone to mold and not half as fussy. Her goal with this strain had been to mimic the traits listed in the one sparse description she’d managed to scrounge from the Primer about what wild strawberries on Earth were like: easy to propagate, tolerant of a wide variety of moisture levels, hardy enough to survive a brush with fire. A much better choice for a meadow—or, at least, for her understanding of a meadow, however accurate that was.

She crouched down in front of the strawberry plant and spread her palm beside a scattering of open blooms. At last, here was something the bee understood. Living up to its name, the bee bumbled toward the flower and stuck its weary head right in. Signy smiled. Whether the bee lived or died was beyond her. She’d done what was in her power to do, and that was always enough.

As the bee luxuriated in pollen, Signy found a plant of the same species that was bearing fruit (technically, in botanical terms, strawberries weren’t a true fruit, but as she was about to eat them, she could live with the culinary definition and spare herself the pedantry). She plucked a strawberry, then another, and another still. Her knees wouldn’t put up with this for long, but for the duration of a snack, they could hush.

Signy ate. The bee, she was glad to see, did the same.






As the only “voices” your rorqual will ever experience are likely to be yours and the occasional veterinarian’s, they appreciate learning about the perspectives of other people—be they people you know personally, or in the broader sense of human society. You may need to volunteer these, however, as rorquals’ naturally solitary behavior makes them disinclined to seek alternative views without suggestion.






CHAPTER 2

Cora, Fortune

Going back to Fortune was always hard. Not, like, mechanically, obviously. Atmospheric reentry was something people had down pat before there’d been any people on Fortune at all. Rough as the ride was, Cora was used to it. Turbulence? Heavy Gs? Shitty weather? Easy peasy. No, what was hard for Cora right then—strapped to her seat, looking out the window, eating a bag of spud chips—was she was traveling in the opposite direction of where she most wanted to be.

She wasn’t any more torn up than usual, though. This was her rhythm, and she knew it well. Every few weeks, she got on a shuttle like this one and left the planet behind. For a week or two after, she was happily installed in the saddle, brain synced up and the rest forgotten. A few days after that were spent in the stables, resting in a recovery room. Then a shuttle back down, then home to the dorms, then a couple weeks of mandatory off-time before her next call. A predictable cycle of excitement, bliss, confusion, sadness, boredom, and impatience, ’round and ’round and ’round.

All things considered, though? Piloting was a great gig. She couldn’t imagine doing anything else.

“Hey,” she said, addressing a fellow pilot one row up and over. “You okay?”

Smokey gave her a miserable glance, barely turning their head from their careful aim over a sick bag. “I swear to god, this is my last run,” they said.

Cora nodded as Smokey heaved. This, too, was part of the rhythm. Smokey always got sick, and Smokey always came back. “Hang in there, Smokes,” Cora said, popping a chip into her mouth. “Won’t be long now.”

In Smokey’s defense, the descent that day was especially mean. The shuttle had left the placid float of low orbit for a real bitch of a storm—not the worst Cora had been in, but still, no fun. Noxious clouds warred with airborne ash underneath, spitting acid rain and cussing the shuttle out. Cora was unconcerned. The chunky hull and brick-thick windows were made for exactly this, as were the safety straps pulled snug across her torso. She looked out the window again as everything within the shuttle—bones, brains, and teeth included—shook like a pantry in a quake. Cora rolled her chip bag shut with a sigh. Snacking was soothing, but she didn’t want to bite her tongue.

“Hey.” There was a tap on her shoulder; Adam had craned around the back of her seat. “Happy hour at the Brick?”

“Ah, I gotta go to Midtown,” she said. “But if you’re all still there when I’m done, I’ll meet you.”

“Midtown?” Adam asked. “Why?”

Cora continued to watch the ground rise toward them. The clouds pulled back to reveal the murderous ocean shore for only an instant before the shuttle charged inland. She saw smoldering crags wreathed in smoke, rock blistered in corpse colors, a weak peppering of seismic arrays and weather dishes doing what little they could to give warning whenever things, inevitably, got worse.

Cora closed her eyes, and behind them, she saw a delicate star cluster she’d spotted from the saddle that run. She’d done Big Quarry thirty-six times and counting, but that cluster had been a new detail, to her. It hadn’t been very big and it hadn’t been very bright, but it drew her attention anyway. Colibri had been curious as to why. Colibri didn’t have eyes, exactly. She didn’t see like Cora did. But still, Colibri wanted to know. She was like that. She liked knowing things.

It’s a little bit blue, Cora had communicated. She’d shared the idea of glowing clouds cradling baby stars, barely there but oh so pretty.

Colibri understood wisps and clouds, for she ate such things. What she didn’t understand was blue. Cora shared comparative memories of paint and rock candy and some humans’ irises, but these were intangible concepts to Colibri. She understood, though, that those things could also be blue, and that blue was a nice category to fall into. A rorqual didn’t communicate in words, but the reply Colibri sent through Cora’s synapses was clear as glass.

If Cora thought blue stars were beautiful, Colibri reasoned, then it must be true.

“Hey. Cora.”

Cora shook herself back to Adam tapping her shoulder again. “Sorry, what?” she said.

Adam’s frown was sympathetic. “You still coming down?”

Cora rubbed the inner corners of her eyes with her fingertips. “Yeah, a little.”

The other pilot nodded. “All the more reason to go get drunk.”

The smile Cora put on was casually apologetic. “I gotta get my radio fixed,” she lied.

“You said you gotta go to Midtown,” Adam said.

“Yeah,” Cora said. “I gotta go to Midtown to get my radio fixed.”

Adam looked at her like she was drunk already. “You do know there’s a repair shop in the service hall.”

“Ah, they fucked it up last time,” she said. That much, at least, was true. “Twig says there’s a shop in Midtown that’s way better, so I’m gonna try it.”

Adam shrugged. “Do it tomorrow.”

“Such a pest,” Cora said, pushing him back toward his seat. “I said I’ll come. But if I’m gonna be hungover tomorrow, I want to be in my bunk with my shows.”

Adam relented. Smokey retched. Cora reopened her bag of chips.

Fortune’s surface grew closer, but that wasn’t the shuttle’s destination. Touching the actual ground was suicide. A perpetual fog of sulfur dioxide and cyanide gas and all kinds of other miserable shit lay coiled down there, condensing like silt in shallows. The shadow of the spacecraft flashed across the miasma’s surface until it reached another shoreline, of sorts—the towering sides of Chalice Crater, a monument to what happens when rock smashes rock. The engines whined through the steep, sharp ascent—poor Smokey—then hushed their way down the inside slope.

A murky sea lay cupped within the crater, sequestered from the worst of the poison. At its center stood the Berth, right where Cora had left it. A clunky, teetering, hodgepodge city built on massive tethered rafts. A quarter-million neighbors stacked like cargo atop the dirty water. A cushion against earthquakes, an escape from unworkable air, and the only option anybody on this planet really had. The shuttle flew over the power plants, the reclamation factories, the outermost residential blocks, the tiny wake lines of ferries chugging between. Cora could’ve drawn this parade of landmarks in her sleep. She held no real affection for the only settlement that had survived Fortune thus far, but she didn’t hate it, either. The Berth kept her and everybody she knew alive (for the most part). But as Twig had put it once: Just because something takes care of you doesn’t mean you have to love it. Love was a symbiosis, and the Berth didn’t leave people with much to give back.

An echo from the saddle danced through her. A shiver down her spine, a warmth lapping at her nerves. How good it had been to be away from the world. How good it had been to explain blue without words. If only she could stay out there for more than mere days. If only she could stay forever.

I want to go far, and I want to fly fast.

Cora took a deep, intentional breath. She brushed a tear from her cheek with the flat of her palm. Longing for the saddle was normal at this stage. The feeling would soon ebb to something less overwhelming. She’d be back up with Colibri in a couple weeks, she told herself, and in a day or two, she’d feel okay. She could always get back to okay.

Cora breathed deep, and she ate her chips.




CHAPTER 765

Cora, Cypsela

For whatever reason, it felt like a hashcakes kind of morning.

Cora never knew what breakfast was going to be until she made it. Yesterday had been strawberry popovers. The day before that had been barley porridge with heaps of spring fruit and some roasted seeds from last year’s sunflowers on top. The day before that, she’d felt like garbage, which meant the sort of breakfast you scoop out of a canister, shake up with some water, and chug before going back to bed. But today, she was not garbage, and the answer to the question of breakfast was hashcakes. It just felt like it should be hashcakes.

She peeled the potatoes, shredded their purple starch, dashed in some salt and sunflower oil. She tapped her nose with the side of her finger as she looked over the shelves of her fridge, considering the many vegetables available to her. Turnip greens, spring onions, and … carrots, she thought. Yeah, that would be a good mix. The existence of mushrooms occurred to her as well as she chopped a hefty handful of greens. She set down her knife and went over to what she had nicknamed the spore drawer—a dark cupboard containing sacks of substrate carpeted with chubby bursts of fungus. She cut a few of the biggest blooms loose, then resumed her chopping, singing quietly as she worked.

Cora loved cooking. She loved making food, loved touching food. The weird velvet of a mushroom cap, the ruffles of an edible leaf, the sweet acidity of—oh, juice, that’s what this breakfast needed. The batch she’d made a few days prior had run out, and while she could be generous and brew a pot of tea … nah. Tea wasn’t her thing, and it felt like a juice kind of morning.

She halved beets and apples. She picked three oranges from the dwarf tree stretching up toward the sunlamp in the corner. She peeled a hunk of ginger root. She ran all of it through the juice press as the hashcakes sizzled gently on the stovetop. The air filled with the smells of citrus and crisping edges, and Cora thought, not for the first time, of how much she liked her life.

The hashcakes left the stove for the warming plate. Cora bottled the juice, sliced some of yesterday’s bread, toasted that on the oiled pan, and put a large dollop of jam in a tiny bowl. Her stomach growled, but she cleaned her mess first, washing the knives and wiping them dry. She could have let it be until after they ate, but she knew the chances of her actually washing up after the fact were slim to none. Better to take care of it now than—

A sharp twinge blossomed in her brain stem, near one of her old implants. It stopped her in her tracks, ended her singing. The twinge was a warning—familiar, unwelcome, and boring. So fucking boring. Nothing in the universe was as boring as pain.

Cora put down the scrub brush and took her medicine.

She looked out the window as she washed the capsule down with a cup of water. Cypsela was facing away from the sun for the moment, making the starscape beyond as crisp as frost. Other moons and moonlets flocked the foreground; all of them felt like friends to her. Cora hadn’t ever experienced “good weather,” but she’d seen it in movies from the Primer, and she thought that maybe watching the drift of icy rocks from her kitchen window wasn’t so different than looking out and seeing clouds or a rosy sunrise. Sometimes, depending on the angle of her home, she woke up not to stars but to the spectacular canvas of Solace’s upper atmosphere. Storms were beautiful, when you didn’t have to be in them, and with an ice giant, keeping a safe distance was the only option. But today, her window offered stars and rocks, and she liked stars and rocks every bit as much.

She finished her water, sip by sip, and let the medicine do its work. The pain ebbed. The fog she hadn’t noticed settling in her mind cleared away. She was okay. She could always get back to okay.





If you read any sort of text while piloting your rorqual, they will process the information right alongside you, whether you read aloud or not. However, rorquals lack the ability to distinguish between stylistic differences in written communication. They are not actually reading the page, after all—they’re experiencing both your cognitive processing of the text and your emotional response to it. What might count as academic or “dry” text to the average reader can be very entertaining for a rorqual, if their pilot is interested in the topic being read.

This can be a useful tool in communicating complicated concepts to your rorqual, or ideas you yourself are not well versed in. To put it simply: don’t be afraid to read them an instruction manual. It might be the high point of their day.
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Name: Lily Marten

Homeroom: Spruce

Grade: 1/10

Once upon a time, a bunch of assholes from Earth decided to go to space. Actually, it was several bunches of assholes.1 Each bunch was a business and they divided up space for themselves. One was called the Orion-Cygnus Trade Alliance and we are supposed to care about them enough to write about why they are important. I am writing about them like I was told to even though I think they are some of the worst people to have ever lived in history.2

Space is big, so the people who made OCTA couldn’t go out of the Solar System, which is where Earth is. They sent out colony ships to other systems to make colonies in other systems because one system isn’t enough I guess.3 Each ship was made of a Mothership and also landers inside. The landers had bioprinters and kincrete on them so they could print embryos and grow people to turn that planet into a colony. They also sent tools, metal, cell cultures, starter bacteria, and some other stuff.4 They also sent the Primer, which is sometimes useful but mostly propaganda and that’s why we have to learn it in school, because school isn’t actually for teaching people to think for themselves, it’s for making people into good little robots.5

Here is a transition. Robots are what raised the first generation of people here on Fortune, but then they self-destructed because people are supposed to raise themselves. Fortune is not a direct colony from Earth. It’s from another planet called Argosy. They are an OCTA colony so they also sent ships. The Primer says that every new planet is chosen carefully to “maximize the chances of colonial success, which will in turn enable its citizens to thrive” but this is bullshit because Fortune is even worse shit and everybody knows it.6

When a colony gets good enough, it is supposed to be able to go to space itself and then go find the Mothership and join OCTA so we can make money with them or something.7 We can’t go to OCTA and we’ve never even talked to OCTA because Fortune is the worst planet in the whole universe. We can’t do communications even to orbit very well because of clouds. We can go to space but not very far. My sister is a rorqual pilot and she goes to the moons. That’s cool and all but that’s as far as we can go. It’s not very far now is it?8

In conclusion, OCTA is important because they are why we are alive. But it would be better to live on a sun where we’d all have fried up already. That is my conclusion to this essay.9









Again: stay flexible, stay focused, and always be ready to shift.






CHAPTER 3

Signy, Fortune

The ferry was delayed. There’d been some announcement involving a cargo barge and a schedule mix-up that Signy only half listened to before turning her radiobuds back up. She wasn’t bothered by the possibility of the shop opening late. The shop was hers and hers alone, and in the unlikely event that a customer desperately needed to buy one of her wares the second she unlocked the door, they could find a café to wait in until she arrived. She wasn’t stressed about someone else’s schedule, as many of the cranky, fidgeting people alongside her were. What was annoying was that by now, it was after nine o’clock, which meant for the time being, she didn’t have music to drown the boat noise out. At nine o’clock, there was only the news.

“We begin today’s reporting with an update from the Northshore water purification project, which continues to suffer setbacks arising from engineering challenges and material shortages. The latest report conducted by the Resource Management Bureau predicts that at the current pace of construction, the Northshore plant will not meet its completion goal this year. City government support for the project has been divided from the start, and opposition to the—”

Signy tapped her left radiobud to change the station.

“—among the protesters were families of the electrical workers lost in the Rocky Bank incident, who—”

Signy gave another tap.

“—run down? Feeling low? Start your day with a shot of Fuzz Buzz, the only caffeine supplement with added—”

Tap.

“—cup of—ch—in th—mix with—en minutes—”

Tap.

“—absolute nonsense to think, as the Reform bloc does, that wasting such a staggering amount of metal on a project that will never—”

Tap.

“—percent chance of rain after ten o’clock tonight, so folks, make plans to cozy up with your radio and your favorite serials. Again, that’s ten o’clock tonight. You know the drill. Stay sheltered, stay safe. This cloud formation should be well out of our hair by tomor—”

“Oh god, oh—oh, fuck, help—”

Signy tapped her right bud twice in quick succession, silencing the playback. She turned, along with the rest of the passengers, toward a small commotion on the other side of the passenger bay. There were too many people; she couldn’t see what was happening. All she could glean was the sound of a man panicking, and strangers following suit.

“Buddy, where’s your canister? Buddy—”

“Ah, jesus—”

“Hey, man, hold your breath, just hold your breath—”

“Who’s got tape?”

“Honey, don’t look at him. No, look at me, honey, don’t look—”

Signy reached for the emergency cord strung along the bulkhead behind her, but someone else pulled it half a second before she could. Blue lights turned on throughout the passenger bay, silent and still, a signal to sit tight and remain calm. Beneath the growing swell of voices, Signy heard the panicked man begin to choke, and
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


• Reading to  children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

• Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

• Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations

• Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

• Support school libraries

• Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.

[image: Hachette UK logo]
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1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html

2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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