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      To all who have long wandered

      and, wand’ring still, feel lost:

      Do you glimpse the distant star and ponder

      if the end is worth the cost?
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      Belonging is a primal need. Something we all desire and dream of. For marginalised people, it can be challenging to find that place where you are included, wanted or indeed celebrated. Being different from the norm, whether that means you’re queer, neurodivergent, BIPOC or not a native English speaker, is often seen as a bug, not the feature it truly is.

      Together is a Distant Star sprang to life from the challenges women and queer authors face in the publishing industry – within both traditional and indie spaces. It’s apparent in the diversity of the stories but also the recurring themes: rage, hope, fear, friendship and family drama, escape and love.

      As many things do these days, it all began with a social media discourse back in July 2024. An article by E.L. Lyons highlighting female authors writing sci-fi and fantasy⁠* brought the initial spark to the conversation of indie spaces still presenting straight, white men with more high-profile opportunities.

      Fuelled by genderfluid-but-sort-of-feminine rage I, on a whim, tweeted that we should do something about it, instead of whinging for a week and then returning to the “norm”. The open call for queer and/or female authors to create a group project with the potential for an anthology had a great response.

      This is the most collaborative writing project I’ve ever been a part of. The care and attention to detail everyone has shown throughout the process has been downright magical. It’s taken a few years to get here but I’m so proud to be a part of this anthology that showcases all the diversity and skill of some incredibly talented authors.

      I’ll leave you with C.B. Lansdell’s words: “Success is made out to be an individualistic pursuit, and authors feel they must outpace the competition. But collaboration is another survival strategy, and a worthy one at that; not just for women and minorities but for creatives of all kinds.”

      
        
         

        Natalie Kelda

        Yorkshire, May 2026

      

      

      LANGUAGE AND HOUSE STYLE

      To celebrate the diversity of voices and regions represented in this anthology, no “house style” has been imposed upon the featured stories during the typesetting process.

      Each author’s preferred English variant of spelling, regional practices (e.g. use of dashes), and style conventions unique to their overall body of work have been intentionally preserved in the presentation of their story.

      Where necessary, a brief explanation to aid readers has been included in the accompanying author’s note.

      CONTENT ADVISORY

      The stories in this anthology contain mature content intended for an adult audience. Reader discretion is advised.

      Detailed content advisory and trigger warnings for each story have been provided by the respective authors in the Content Advisory.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          * E.L. Lyons, “Ladies of Indie SFF”, SFF Insiders, July 7, 2024, https://www.sffinsiders.com/blog/lists-ladies-of-indie-sff.
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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      “Tiiv Kaadan” is a short story related to the novel, Wraith and the Revolution. It depicts a scene that is mentioned briefly in the book, and is written from a different character’s perspective. “Tiiv Kaadan” has a much cozier feel, something I’ve rarely experimented with in my writing, but find I really enjoy. There will be more of both these characters and unrelated cozy works coming from me in the future.

      ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      A.J. Calvin is a science fiction/fantasy novelist from Loveland, Colorado known best for The Caein Legacy series and The Relics of War series. A former microbiologist, A.J. lives with her husband, along with a turtle, a bearded dragon, and a salt water aquarium.

      When she is not writing, she enjoys scuba diving, hiking, and playing video games. Her books are available through most retailers.

      Website: ajcalvin.net

    

  


  
    
      “By the Suns, how do they always find me?” The words are out of my mouth before I even register them, propelled by my endless frustration.

      Paparazzi. That’s what the humans call these professional gossipmongers, and I can’t seem to go anywhere on Megatropolis without at least a dozen trailing in my wake. Camera bots hover over their shoulders, primed to capture an image of me as I exit my personal shuttle on my way to one of the only establishments on this tech-driven planet that doesn’t allow their kind entry.

      “You’re an endless source of mystery to them,” Araan says from the driver’s seat. I can see nothing of him but the back of his white fedora, but the amusement in his tone is clear.

      We’ve had this discussion countless times before and it always ends the same. My assistant knows precisely what I’ll say next.

      “It’s less my mystique and more my finances they’re interested in.”

      “And the dynasty you’re set to inherit,” he reminds me, turning slightly to flash me a grin. “They’ve labeled you the galaxy’s most eligible bachelor, after all. I’ll be in the area. Call when you’re finished, and I’ll pick you up.”

      I straighten my shirt and tug at its cuffs. It’s not wrinkled; I’m merely buying myself a few extra moments before I’m forced to endure the onslaught of camera flashes and shouted questions that await me outside the shuttle’s door. My eyes drift from the eager horde and stray to the entrance of Tess’, an upscale singles bar and restaurant that I haunt on occasion. There aren’t many places on Megatropolis that offer a Botanaari menu, prepared by a Botanaari chef, but Tess’ is one of them. My people are but a tiny minority here.

      “Good luck, Daaros,” Araan says as I reach toward the console that will open the shuttle’s passenger door.

      Luck is a foolish sentiment, one I’ve learned not to count on. Wealth and unwanted fame attract all varieties of potential mates, but few of them are interested in me. It’s my credits they want, or the perceived prestige they’ll receive if they’re seen just once clinging to my arm. I seek someone who wants a true partnership, someone who doesn’t care for the spotlight or expensive trinkets. And so far, Araan’s wishes of luck have been unfulfilled.

      Yet I still appear at Tess’ when time allows. Call me a hopeless romantic if you will, but I refuse to give up. The person I’ve been searching for will appear one day, though I doubt it will be today. History indicates today is unlikely.

      Bracing myself for the inevitable roar of sound, I pull open the shuttle door and step outside. It’s early evening on this portion of Megatropolis, the reddish sun’s final rays streaking between skyscrapers and glinting off the planet’s artificial rings, visible through the clear sky above. A crowd of celebrity reporters lines the walkway between the shuttle and the entrance to Tess’, held at bay by a flimsy yellow security fence and their own questionable scruples.

      Queries and comments assault my ears, too many to decipher all at once. I ignore them all and stride as quickly as my legs allow toward the door. They’ve had their glimpse of Daaros Syl’Vaasis. They’ll get nothing more.

      Merciful silence descends as I enter Tess’ and the door whirs closed behind me. The establishment is mostly empty; it’s still early for most of its regular patrons, but it’s an ideal time for me. Fewer people means fewer stares. Botanaari don’t exactly blend in, and my face is frequently splashed across the celebrity feeds of every major news outlet in existence.

      I miss the days when no one knew who I was or what I was set to inherit.

      Gleaming tables are arranged artfully around the space, each with a clear view of the windows and the street outside. The reporters are beginning to disperse, their quarry beyond reach for now, and I allow myself to relax. Opposite the windows is a long bar and a door leading to the kitchens. A bot wearing the nanosteel facsimile of a human face works behind the bar, its metallic fingers deftly polishing glasses as it waits for someone to place an order. Server bots hover in the air behind the bartender, ready to assist the customers on a moment’s notice.

      The only sentient member of the staff is a human woman seated in an alcove adjacent to the bar, the small table before her occupied by an array of tablets. She doesn’t look up as I enter, but why should she? Her establishment runs smoothly and the blasted paparazzi haven’t followed me inside.

      The handful of other patrons glance toward me, curiosity written on their faces. Recognition and stunned surprise replace that curiosity for all but one, a dark-haired human who sits alone in the corner, an untouched drink on the table before him. His attention returns to a tablet, but he’s too distant for me to make out what is displayed on the glassy screen. If he knows who I am, he’s not interested, but if he doesn’t, he might be a pleasant dinner companion.

      I’m intrigued by his unusual response and I’m willing to test the bounds of my supposed luck. Time will tell.

      I move past the others, dashing their hopes as I walk to the table in the corner. The dark-haired man’s attire isn’t as flashy or expensive as the others’, but he appears comfortable. Pausing as I near, I note his tablet’s screen is filled with text and a complicated mathematical equation, one I recognize.

      “Are you a student at MSTI?” The Megatropolis Solar Tech Institute is only a few blocks away from this bar, and based on his chosen reading material, it’s not a stretch to assume he’s enrolled there.

      He looks up, startled. “Yes. Are you on the faculty?”

      “No. May I?” I gesture to the chair across from him with a smile.

      He doesn’t know who I am. Perhaps I shouldn’t have dismissed Araan’s parting words so quickly.

      When he nods, I slide into the seat and pluck the Botanaari menu from its resting place near the table’s edge. I won’t order for some time, but the velvety, grayish textile gives my hands something to hold.

      “If you aren’t faculty, you must be on Megatropolis for another reason,” he says, powering his tablet down. “If you were a student, I’d recognize you. Um, I’m Pablo, by the way.”

      “Daaros.” I glance up from the menu to gauge his reaction, but there’s nothing to indicate he knows my name. “And yes, I’m here on other business. One of my corporate offices is located on Megatropolis. After a day of meetings, I’m in dire need of a drink and the peace this place affords. And you?”

      “I heard it was quiet here. I thought it might be a good place to study until…” Pablo flushes and shakes his head.

      “Until an overly forward Botanaari interrupted your evening?”

      His blush deepens, crimson overpowering his naturally bronzed skin tone. “That wasn’t what I was going to say.”

      I study him for a moment. His eyes are a warm brown and would be stunning if he wasn’t so flustered, though I must admit, his present state is rather attractive. I decide to see how far I can press the fledgling night’s unexpected fortune and I ask, “What were you planning to say?”

      He reaches for his drink and gulps half of it down. “Until someone more interesting than my textbook arrived.” He laughs uncertainly and looks away. “That sounded better in my head.”

      “Do I qualify?”

      He snaps his head up, hope blossoming within those beautiful eyes. “Yes.”

      “Then perhaps I can buy your dinner.” I offer him my most charming smile, the one the paparazzi outside long to catch a fleeting glimpse of.

      “Oh, I can pay for my half,” he says, his words rushed, frantic. “We just met.”

      “I insist. Order anything you like.”

      Taking the other menu from its resting place, I slide it across the table. Its surface is creamy and smooth, printed on the material the humans call paper, a material I find inherently distasteful, but I mask my feelings behind my smile. Humans aren’t evolutionarily linked to plants like Botanaari are, and it certainly isn’t Pablo’s fault the bar chose to print their human-tailored menus on paper. It is less expensive, after all. At least Tess’ has the decency to print the Botanaari menu on compressed lyaan wings. They’re as versatile as the humans’ paper, but more sustainable. The lyaan colonies in the wilds of Botanaar thrive, and they provide us with more than just their wings. They’re a dietary staple too.

      “You’re sure?” Pablo asks uncertainly as his eyes flit across the menu.

      “Yes. I’d like to learn more about you, and it is nearing dinner time.”

      “There isn’t much to know,” he replies. “You already guessed I’m a student. I’m in the graduate program on a scholarship.”

      “And before you were at MSTI?”

      His expression goes blank and he shakes his head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not there anymore.”

      Where in the galaxy could he have possibly come from to garner such a reaction? It’s too early in the night to risk prying, so I’ll let my questions simmer for now.

      “Well, you’re here now, and that’s what matters.” My words are rewarded with another blush, and I press on. “When you’re ready to order, I’ll summon the serving bot. I come here often enough to know what dishes I prefer.”

      “Thank you. That’s very generous.”

      “Nonsense. You were the only person who didn’t gape like a fish when I walked through the door. It’s nice to meet someone who doesn’t immediately see the promise of credits when they look at me.”

      His brow furrows in confusion as he glances away from his menu. He still hasn’t puzzled out who I am, and I find it refreshing. I’ve met someone who wants to converse with me, not with the rich playboy the tabloids like to portray me as. And for the record, most of the pictures they’ve snapped of me are from corporate functions, not exclusive parties held at celebrity mansions on the Aloha Moon. Of course, the general public doesn’t know that, nor do they care. They believe the lies they’re fed and clamor for more.

      “You mentioned you were here on business,” Pablo says after a moment. “What company do you work for?”

      If I tell him the name of my company and my role within it, he’ll know exactly who I am. It’s a risk I’m not sure I’m ready to take, yet if I do, perhaps he’ll be more forthcoming about his own origins.

      “VaasTek.”

      His eyes widen. He recognizes my company’s name, even if he doesn’t know me. I shouldn’t be surprised; he’s studying solar engineering, and VaasTek is not only the largest manufacturer of solar technology in the galaxy, it’s also exclusively owned and operated by Botanaari. We do hire the occasional human, but it’s rare. They typically don’t understand the importance of solar power to our people, though they find it useful themselves.

      “Is it true your company only takes one intern every year?” Pablo asks.

      “No,” I reply with a laugh. “We take one intern for each department at each facility per year. We aren’t as exclusive as that.”

      He nods thoughtfully. “I think I’m ready to order.”

      When the serving bot floats to our table and waits expectantly, I’m surprised when Pablo orders the least expensive item on the human menu. Anyone else in the bar would have chosen something more extravagant, even without knowing who I am. A meal at Tess’ isn’t cheap. Why isn’t he taking advantage of it?

      After our orders are placed and the bot retreats to the kitchens, I find myself considering him anew. He’s an enigma, different from the rest, and is seemingly oblivious to the covert glances the other patrons shoot in our direction. He meets my eyes with a shy smile, and I know deep in my core that tonight will not be the last time I speak with Pablo.

      “I don’t know what you just ordered,” he says after a time. “I don’t speak Botanaari, but… Is it true you eat a lot of insect-based foods?”

      I smile; I think I like his fearless curiosity. “Yes, but we also eat some of the same meats you do. Tonight, the chef’s special is liikan, meat from a creature native to my home world. My meal comes with a portable sunlamp as well.”

      “For photosynthesis.”

      “I take advantage of my chlorophyll as often as I can.” I spread my hands atop the table to display their green hue. “Will that be a problem?”

      “No. I think the Botanaari are fascinating.” Pablo’s blush returns with renewed vigor. “I was only curious. I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all. I wish more humans would take an interest in my people and our culture.” I pause, considering my next words, and decide to take another risk. “I think I like you, Pablo. Would you be interested in attending a party tomorrow night as my guest? I’m hosting, so you’re welcome to bring a friend if you like.”

      “I’d love to,” he replies without hesitation. “Where is it, and what time should I be there?”

      I’ve crossed the threshold and there’s no retreating. “Nine, galactic standard. As to the where, my apartment is on Ring Eight. I will send you an official invitation, if you’ll give me your contact information?”

      His eyes widen and he looks down at the polished tabletop between us. “Ring Eight?”

      The apartments on Ring Eight have the best views the system has to offer of both Megatropolis and its crimson star. They also cost more per month than most of the planet’s residents make in a decade, and if I’m not mistaken, he knows it. Will he still be interested, now that he’s aware of my wealth? Or will he turn on me, trying to take advantage of the lonely Botanaari with more credits to his name than there are stars in the galaxy?

      “Who are you?” he asks. “I’m a nobody from Earth, and you’re inviting me to Ring Eight?”

      Earth. It’s no wonder he didn’t want to tell me where he’s from. The origin of humanity, his species’ greatest failure, the world they poisoned then abandoned as they fled to the stars. The destruction of Earth has long been a source of contention between his people and mine, but the decisions that led to it are not Pablo’s fault. They occurred generations ago, yet it is those like him, those left behind in that blighted wasteland, who have suffered the most. His scholarship at MSTI must have been a lifeline, possibly his only avenue of escape from that noxious world.

      “Yes, I am inviting you to Ring Eight.” My tone is even, relaxed, though I feel anything but. “And I am the CEO of VaasTek. Daaros Syl’Vaasis.”

      Recognition blooms in his eyes. “You’re… Oh, shit. I should have known. The reporters outside…”

      With a wince, I look away. I’m losing him, just when I thought we were forming a real connection. I should have waited to tell him my name. I should have withheld the invitation until after our meal, when I was more certain of him. I should have…

      “Daaros?” he asks, his words slicing through my thoughts like a scythe. “You heard what I said, didn’t you? That I’m from Earth?”

      I peer up at him, aware of the anxiety creasing his features. “I did.”

      “And you still want to invite me to your party? I’m nothing, Daaros. Less than nothing. I’m only here on Megatropolis because of my academic scores. Otherwise, I’d still be salvaging scrap along the coast back home, hoping to find enough to trade for my next meal.” He swallows hard and blinks away tears. “You could invite anyone in the damned galaxy. Are you sure you want to invite me?”

      A smile quirks my lips. I haven’t lost him at all. “Yes, I’m sure.”

      “But why?” he splutters, genuinely confused. “I don’t belong within a parsec of Ring Eight.”

      “Your origins shouldn’t define your definition of belonging.” I reach across the table and take his hand in mine, another risk that might yield another reward. “Please come tomorrow. It would mean more to me than you realize.”

      He doesn’t pull away. Instead, I receive a smile brighter than the twin suns of my home world at their zenith. “Okay. I’ll be there.” He hesitates, then says, “You said I can bring a friend?”

      If his friend’s invitation will ensure he comes, I’ll agree. But I hope his friend is just that—a friend. I’d like more from Pablo. This attraction, this magnetic pull I feel… It can’t be one-sided.

      “Yes. I’ll make sure your invitation includes a plus-one.” I withdraw my hand as the server bot returns with our food and a sunlamp for me.

      Pablo ignores the bot as it places a steaming bowl of noodles before him. “Then it’s a date.” He laughs softly, then adds, “Another date.”

      “You’d like to count this as our first?” I ask, amused.

      “You’re paying for my dinner,” he says with a grin. “Isn’t that the first step?”

      “I can’t argue with that logic.” Returning his grin, I lean forward and lift an eyebrow mischievously. “I hope this is but the first of many, Pablo. Regardless of what you may have heard about me, I am a proper gentleman. That is the term your people use, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” He pauses to watch as the bot sets up the portable sunlamp and attaches it to the end of our table before drifting away. “What does it feel like? The photosynthesis?”

      It’s an odd question, one I’ve never considered. One I never imagined I’d be asked.

      “It’s…” I shrug helplessly and set the lamp to a wavelength in the red spectrum, my preferred setting. Light bathes my skin, and I feel… “Tiiv kaadan. There isn’t a direct translation for the sensation I experience in your language, but it’s comforting. Pleasurable. Like a place you return to, not because you’re from there, but because you belong there.” I shake my head and turn my attention to the liikan adorning my plate. “I’m not making sense, am I?”

      “You are,” he counters, “but I’m not sure I’ve experienced that yet. I’m from Earth, but nobody belongs there anymore. We killed our home world, and only those who can’t find the means to leave, stay. I…” He hangs his head, and I put a name to the pain in his expression: Shame.

      “Pablo.”

      He looks up through the dark fringe of his eyelashes, fearful of what I’ll say.

      “You will know tiiv kaadan someday. I’m certain of it.”

      “I hope so.” He manages a tremulous smile that rapidly transforms into an uneasy laugh. “I’ve gone and ruined our first date, haven’t I?”

      “Not at all. This is the most interesting date I’ve had in a long time, and it’s all thanks to you. Few people see past who I am to take the time to know me.”

      “You’re lonely,” he says, surprised.

      “Yes, but I hope that will change one day.”

      It’s his turn to reach across the table and take my hand. “It will.” His mouth stretches into a grin—playful, teasing. “I’m as certain of that as you are of tiiv kaadan.”
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      The shrieking protests do not come from the patient lying supine on the table, but from inside me, his resyncrafter: Leave now. You don’t belong here. This is wrong!

      I shatter my doubts, adding the shards to a chamber far blacker than the hidden places within any of my patients. I am well acquainted with my own misdeeds – how could I not be, when I can so precisely locate the pits where other knyads hoard theirs? The guildmasters never warned us this procedure would exact a toll on those performing it, did they? They only ever told us it was necessary.

      With the resyn-filled pen, I deftly scrawl the last in a string of logographs across my patient’s forehead. He is primed for that most ancient of punitive transformations: scumbling.

      My guard, a thick-skinned knyad with a heavy jaw, waits at the door.

      I call to her, “He won’t struggle further. Wait outside.”

      “Certainly, kyr.” She dips her head and retreats. The door slides shut and muffled voices sound on the other side. “Does Master Gyl Duna require a security convecorpra?”

      “No. She finds them distracting.”

      Not as distracting as their chatter. Sighing, I return my attention to the patient. Within moments, the stone walls soften and an overlay that no hologram could replicate is drawn like a curtain over the room. I inhabit two places at once: theatre sixteen at the Nebbian branch of the Transmutation Guild, and the inner realm of my patient. The latter appears as an environment I can navigate. My dark indigo hands are outstretched in the physical world, but I can move independently of my body here.

      In all my years of practising resyncraft, I’ve found no two knyads’ souls are exactly alike. Many appear as underwater environments – unsurprising, given our origins. Others are home interiors of improbable dimensions or cold, windswept hills. On this occasion, I find myself in a pleasantly humid, thrumming place. I stand in a clearing. Like a roof, a dense canopy curves over me, blotting out the sky. Huge, papery leaves surround me on all sides. The whole scene is painted in inviting shades of orange and red. Innumerable pale flames light the forest, their shapes obscured by the folds of leaves which do not burn at their touch.

      The surreal climate of a knyad’s inner realm reveals more about his self-perception than the places he has been. This patient has an inviting presence, but the layered plants suggest some insecurities regarding his aptitude. Praise is hard-won; he either meets expectations or disappoints. How familiar.

      I have not read the patient’s file and don’t know what name he forfeited when he arrived here. Who these knyads are and where they come from is a point of curiosity I used to entertain. So, what kinds of dangerous criminals end up here? Proximity to the Erudean Pentarchy has the greatest bearing on the answer.

      Over the years, my superiors have sent me several caterers who had not prepared food to their Erud’s liking. Some of my more noteworthy scumblings include merchants, governors, a prominent musician, and an escort who had fallen out of favour with our sovereigns. Yes, I have collected many faces and gloated to fellow resyncrafters about them. My chest squeezes painfully and I shake my head. Guilt can set in later, after this is done.

      The humming current in the air suggests my patient’s mind is active. I pay his present thoughts no heed, turning instead to his memories, the shy flames flickering beneath the leaves. I summon memories tinged with selfishness, for these always yield the strongest trail.

      Slowly the leaves begin to drop, and puffs of light shoot like spores over the ground, coating it in a warm glow. I visualise digging my fingers into the red dirt; in reality, my hands are hovering over my patient’s face.

      Echoes of moments come to mind, starting with his recent experiences, working back to older memories. Insults directed at a subordinate for performing a task inefficiently. Withholding advice from friends to improve his chances of recognition. Breaking a casting platform and lying about it.

      Before me, the trail grows bright and defined. The protests return, in my mind and on my lips, louder and more vehement than before.

      Stop. This is wrong!

      The edges of the path blur and the transmuting theatre solidifies. I never wanted this. Never imagined my gift would be used this way, to maim instead of heal. But somehow along the way, I had managed to numb myself to it all. Now that I was awake again, how could I ever go back? The patient writhes, his words garbled and voice strained. I am needlessly drawing out the process.

      Enough.

      There is no avoiding this procedure. If I do not complete it, it will be given to another resyncrafter. If I really want to do right by my patient, I must make this quick.

      I am back in his realm. The trail sharpens into focus and soon the foliage is speeding by, reorganising itself. His realm is cooperating with me now, taking me directly to the source of the trail. Vegetation gives way to barren ground. The lights vanish. Up ahead, an oily rainbow sheen slides over a pliant membrane. Behind the barrier billows an inky substance.

      We all harbour a side of ourselves no one is meant to see. Some consider this a regressive part of knyads, a remnant of our animal nature, but I have found this darkness in no other creature. While there are many dangerous beasts on Knyadrea, only we knyads possess the spiritual complexity to become monsters.

      The resyn in my patient’s body activates at my touch. I reach out, both in the physical world and in this realm, and a teal flash soundlessly punctures the barrier.

      Blinking in the changed light, I am no longer in my patient’s polluted realm, but looking into his face. He is middle-aged, with fine lines about his mouth and a small, sharp nose. Nothing so distinctive will remain when we’re finished here.

      The activated resyn symbols on his face glow teal, and I lightly trace them with my fingers. The physical transformation begins to take effect.

      Some resyncrafters take credit for the outcomes of scumbling. Truthfully, we are more facilitators than sculptors. We set the transformation in motion, but it always works itself out according to an inevitable design. I bundle the knyad’s shed tendrils and discard them. I’ll never understand why some grow theirs to such a length; I can’t abide them hanging about my neck.

      More like clay than flesh, the ridges and valleys of the patient’s nose and eyelids meld into a pebble-smooth surface.

      No manner of mutilation is as clean or painless as this. Still, I recall the terrible effect it had on me when I first witnessed it – the nausea, the strength leaving my legs. Whatever emotion I felt then, I can no longer summon it. The transformation reaches its peak, and the knyad’s new features start to settle. Outside, when their faces are covered, these creatures are known to the public as maskads, along with a variety of slurs. I favour the Rhestian word for them, ectalan or ‘empty faces’. Still under my thrall, the patient stares vacantly at the ceiling. I gently tap the thick skin around his single eye, prompting it to close.

      It is done. My last scumbling.

      Next to me is a stand bearing the surgical instruments I use in more invasive procedures. In the tray, a sterile speech synthesiser lies at the ready. My mouthless patient will need the implant to speak. I locate the newly grown maw in the ectalan’s throat, the place from which he will feed. Above this is his larynx, where I position the synthesiser. As the implant touches his skin, the ectalan arches his back, blinking blindly. It wouldn’t do for him to become restless while I transmute his flesh to accommodate the cybernetics. I draw another vial of resyn and inject it into his arm.

      The newly scumbled knyad begins to thrash, and I stop. Renewing the thrall, I calm him and remove the needle. The injection barrel is half-full, but I dare not proceed. He is reacting badly to the amount of resyn in his blood.

      Now this is something I hadn’t accounted for: I can’t complete the procedure by segment’s end. A mirthless laugh breaks free of me, and I cackle into my clasped hands. My superiors will want me back here tomorrow, but I’ll be gone by then. I won’t cover much ground in twelve hours; I was counting on a full segment to pass before anyone noticed my departure.

      Snatching the patient’s file from the stand, I flip it open. Rather than marking the procedure as complete, I request that the patient, Heber – the name listed – be brought to my residence in three hours. I don’t yet know what I will do with him, but I can’t have him disrupt my plans. This may be my only shot at escape. I rub my stiff neck.

      Will you be waiting at the river mouth as you promised, Ni Muyae? So much could have happened since we saw each other. Are you even coming?
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      3 Revolutions earlier.

      With trembling fingers, a shop assistant wraps the parcel for me. She is new here. No doubt, Tessil has drilled it into her that I am an important patron and she is to make a good impression. Tessil needn’t worry about losing my custom so easily. He is the best tailor in Bythnia and his is the only shop that imports hats from Rhestatyn. I haven’t visited my home clan for many years now, but I am determined not to let my culture ebb from me like the retreating tide. Not that I need headwear to signal my heritage when I am an alkar taller than everyone here. Perhaps that is the source of the assistant’s unease around me, or it could be the rumours about the compound where I stay, just outside the town.

      I am fortunate to be stationed at the Nebbian Transmutation Guild. Bythnia’s grand old buildings are edged with clear waterways and gardens. The town grew from a Praemor clan that had migrated up the river and settled around the habitable side of Lake Istim, making it one of the farthest inland settlements on Knyadrea. Only the impatient notice its drawbacks. We are located along a trade route at the eastern edge of the Nebbian continent, bordering the planet side, but imports from the more populous far side of the moon are often delayed.

      As I wait for the assistant, I notice my hat is slightly askew, its gold quills dangling over the brim. I adjust it and check the shop mirror, seeing the familiar swirl of brown and blue on my forehead. A vivid, dark complexion isn’t common in this region, with its shallow waters, frothy waves, and mists. The Pale Sea makes for pale knyads.

      I catch the reflection of the assistant behind me, gawking at my graduation markings. The symbols grace the nape of my neck in a lighter pigment than the surrounding skin. Written in Devreme, the decorative characters read, master resyncrafter. Of course, they won’t mean anything to anyone who hasn’t studied at the guild. Not every resyncrafter displays theirs as I do, with many regrowing their tendrils over them. I can understand the appeal of anonymity, but in the end, I always veer towards the provocative. My gift is valuable and rare, not something to hide.

      Turning around, I address the assistant. “If you wish to spy on people discreetly, dear, ask a resyncrafter to grow you an eyestalk or two. I am sure it would enhance security in the shop.”

      She gulps and quickly proffers the wrapped box, keeping her head bowed. “Your parcel, kyr.”

      Leaving Tessil’s, I proceed up the pavement where smooth-barked louláki trees shower the cobbles in pale blue petals. Upon reaching a street corner, my shoulder connects with someone, giving me a start. I come face to face with another knyad. This in itself is odd; no one here is as tall as me. Hold on! I know her. If she hadn’t bumped into me, I’d swear my reminiscing had conjured a vision from my home clan. Only, the harvestmate I grew up with wouldn’t appear this way.

      The person I knew was much different from this knyad. The marbled black and purple skin of her arms is loose where she must have lost weight quite suddenly, and she is dressed in the hardwearing clothes of a dock worker. And yet, this could be no one but Ni Muyae. Surprise lights her round face. Her pale tendrils are styled as I remember, shorn to barbs at the sides, and longer on top.

      She recovers first, embracing me fiercely. “Oh, Gyl. It is you, isn’t it?”

      “Nim!” I fling an arm around her back. Though she is thinner than before, she still feels substantial and warm in my embrace. We rock together in the middle of the street, squealing like a pair of tidelings.

      “Peers!” she exclaims, pulling back to study me. “You look like you’re going to a governor’s ball!”

      I resist the urge to return the compliment, fearing it will sound insincere given what my old harvestmate is wearing. “You remember how it is, plain clothes at work and resyncrafter robes in town.”

      She runs her hands over the sandy yellow fabric at my front, inspecting the embroidery. “Mastery over so many disciplines, even elemental combinations. I told you you’d catch onto it. Manipulating the inorganic is easy.”

      I tuck my sleeves into my palms before she can see the symbols I’d rather she didn’t notice. “Enough about me” – I place my hands on her shoulders, pushing her back – “what brings you here?”

      “Oh, some new associates.”

      “Stationed in Bythnia? Perhaps I know them?”

      “That’s…unlikely. They’re wanderers like me, and more friends than associates if I’m honest. We’re leaving today.”

      “Now?”

      “In a few hours. If you have a moment, we could catch up over a glass of bira. Just the two of us.” She looks at me with pleading eyes, wide and brown as my own.

      “The Waterfront Bira Company is just a block away,” I say relentingly. “It’s my treat.”

      “I won’t turn down the offer. That place looks upmarket and I am a bit short of substants.”

      I had guessed as much.

      We sit at a shaded table overlooking the waterways and are soon reminiscing. I cast Ni Muyae a mock glare. “Don’t forget the time you had me knock over a jar in Master Erythrin’s storeroom. Not only did I have to create the diversion, you also wanted me to snatch you some rare ingredients.”

      “I was going to create my first pet, I needed the good stuff,” insists Ni Muyae.

      ‘Pet’ was too strong a word for a convecorpra that could barely take two steps before collapsing into its component parts. “You didn’t warn me that when Master Erythrin came to help me clean up, you would lock us in there.”

      “I wanted to see that Evoluat transmuting book in his office.”

      “You left us for half an hour.”

      “I couldn’t rush it. First, I had to climb through the window, and then I couldn’t find what I was looking for on his bookshelf.”

      “He started panicking about the ventilation. I had to console a teacher.”

      “I guess things haven’t changed,” says Ni Muyae fondly. “You always were the mature one, and I am still climbing into places where I shouldn’t be.” She raises her arms over her head in a stretch. “I have to be clever about it; I’m not as flexible as I once was. Luckily my new friends have my back.”

      I take a swig of my bira, then set it down and remark, “You’re very secretive about these friends of yours.”

      She laughs heartily. “Feeling left out, Gyl?”

      “Not if you’re locking them in storerooms.”

      “They can give and take a teasing. They’re fun, probably too rebellious for your liking.” Ignoring my scoffing, she adds, “Not one proponent of the establishment among them. I don’t think their interests align with the guild’s, either.”

      “I see.” My voice comes out strained.

      “Gyl, I⁠—”

      I hold up a hand. “I understand if you don’t trust me. I am a guildmaster. If you’re involved in anything that works against that institution, I’d be obliged to share what you tell me.”

      “Hey, I know that,” she says gently, “and I get it. Looking back, I am sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Sorry I left you to face the trials alone.” Her eyes slide to the rows of embroidered ovals encircling the inner layer of my bell sleeve – one badge for every scumbling I’ve performed. “The person I knew wouldn’t want to do the things required to earn those.”

      “The person you knew was holding back,” I reply tersely. “But not anymore. I wear my deeds with pride.”

      She gives a sad smile, which irritates me, and I return to my bira.

      How can I expect her to understand? Everything always came so effortlessly to Ni Muyae, and the guildmasters overlooked her misbehaviour because of it. Now she comes here, fashioning herself as my moral superior. I always knew what the Transmutation Guild was. As a juvenile, I was chastised for crying at the cruelty of some experiments. Corruption was unavoidable in this life; Nim just chose not to see it in these friends of hers. She didn’t know the good I had done using my position. The healings, the resyn-adapted crops, the convecorprae…

      “You will have studied Evoluat, of course,” she says, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Yes.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Even the Rhestian Order doesn’t teach such a complex transmuting language.”

      It brings me some satisfaction that she is envious. As an undergraduate, she learned only Devreme.

      With unfocused eyes, she watches a pedal cab sail past us. “Back on Rhestatyn, do you remember the segment we were called to Governor Rhy Fenn’s room and told we had been selected to study at the Transmutation Guild?”

      “Vaguely,” I lie. I think of it too often.

      “I always wondered why they sent us to the Nebbian Guild when our home clan has its own Order. We’re the largest planet-side clan too, powerful enough to have gained full independence from the Pentarchy.” She leans forwards and lowers her voice. “Then I learned something on my travels. Rhestatyn has a higher proportion of knyads gifted in resyncraft than other clans. After the Stratification Wars, there was some tension between the Pentarchy and powerful Praemor clans like ours. As a gesture of goodwill, our governors began offering the Transmutation Guild at least one resyncrafter per generation.” She puts down her bira and points from her chest to mine. “That was us.”

      I shrug. “We were both given the chance to walk away before taking the trials, just as the other candidates were.”

      “No. Somehow you knew they would never let us both go. One of us had to stay behind, and you felt it had to be you.”

      She is right, I had known. Ni Muyae never spoke to the older resyncrafters from Rhestatyn as I did, and I never told her what I learned from them. I meet her eyes and say, “I stayed because I wanted to.”

      “I believed that when I left.” She huffs into her drink. “I was too caught up with life outside the guild to realise it, but you were protecting me. You remained here so I could be free.”

      Her conclusion draws a bitter laugh from me. “How typical, you think it all comes back to you.” I shake my head. “I’m glad you left. It gave me the chance to prove I had the endurance you lacked. Everyone thought me too soft to complete the trials…too weak.”

      “You were never weak, Gyl.”

      “But I was, until I learned not to be.” I straighten, pushing my drink away. “Rationality is soothing, it silences knyads bawling about their conflicting wants. I found clarity simply in doing what was required.”

      “That’s a dangerous line of thinking,” says Ni Muyae softly. “The guildmasters don’t care how the rest of the world lives, you know that. How could you outsource your sense of justice to them?”

      I sneer at her. “Don’t lecture me. If you saw into the souls of knyads, you’d know what everyone deserves. Is it so wrong that I show people the truth of what they are?”

      “Their wrongs are only a fraction of the truth.” Ni Muyae’s tone is firm. “Your wealthy patrons can be scumbled too, more easily than most, but they pay you to rewrite perceptions. It’s power that determines who is fashioned as a monster and whose evils remain hidden. That is the more complete truth.”

      Wretched tears well in my eyes and I look away from her.

      She puts her hand over mine. “I can’t let you lose your heart, Gyl. I can’t let you kill the best thing about you.”

      Like a ripple in a still pool, the part of me she is referring to stirs. “It’s too late for that,” I say, offering a smile even as my voice cracks.

      Ni Muyae’s face glistens, her tears falling freely. “You’re living well here. I can’t imagine all the benefits of being a full-fledged resyncrafter. But I do know something of the danger you’d be in if you walked away from this life.”

      I nod. I had taken my oath and been inducted into the Transmutation Guild. I know too many of their secrets to be allowed back into society.

      “Those friends I was talking about,” says Ni Muyae, “they’re from many different clans, different strata. Our numbers are growing and we have bases around the moon. We rescue the kinds of people the Eruds send to you.”

      Their efforts are more organised than I thought, but I mask my surprise. “I expect no less from those mad enough to keep your company.”

      “We even rehabilitate ectalan, treat them like any other knyad” – she rubs my arm – “and we shelter people who want to vanish.”

      I wipe my face. “No. I-I can’t.”

      “It is a tough life,” she concedes, “but you’d be surrounded by people who would swim against tides for you. We don’t agree on everything, but we are foolish enough to believe the best in each other. If you change your mind, I’ll be passing this way again in three revolutions, on Ot’uno 28th. I’ll have them lay anchor at the river mouth. It’s a dark phase so we should have no trouble blending in.”

      “I could pass that information on,” I warn her, “have you all apprehended.”

      “I know, and maybe I’ve decided that’s a risk I’m willing to take if there’s a chance of getting my harvestmate back.” She heaves a sigh and shakes away the tendrils hanging over her forehead. “I can’t undo all that has happened since I dropped out of the guild, but you bought me my way out. I owe you yours.”

      “Don’t hope for too much.”

      She grins. “I am very hopeful. The odds of us meeting today were slim, and yet here we are. I feel the same way about you leaving with me in Ot’uno.” Pushing back her stool, she gets to her feet. “I have to run. Sorry we couldn’t catch up more, but we’ll make up for it later. Don’t forget, segment 28, at the river mouth. I’ll stay there the full twenty-four hours.”

      “Look after yourself, Nim,” I tell her, raising my glass of bira.

      She squeezes my shoulder, then backs away from the table. “Thanks for the drink.”

      She disappears through the sliding doors and I wonder if I’ll ever see her again.
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      Present segment, 28 Ot’uno, at the Nebbian resyncrafter compound.

      As the doors of my home slide shut behind me, the patter of spongey feet echoes down the corridor and a strong herbal scent permeates the air. A green mass bounds towards me on four long limbs. My security convecorpra comes to a halt, looking up at me expectantly with glassy eyes. Reconstituted succulent plants cover her sturdy frame, a combination of bony coral and metal. Her plant fibres allow for hydraulic motion. Waxy skin protects her innards from drying and loamy connective tissue holds her together. This is perhaps my favourite of the forms I have made for her. She is powerful, but nimble enough to move about the house without knocking things over.

      “All packed, Fuga?” I ask.

      Her hind legs and pelvis shift to a bipedal posture as she hooks her dexterous paws through the straps of my bags on the counter.

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      She is back on all fours, strolling with me onto the balcony and into the night. Steam rises from the lake, catching the glow of the planet lighting the horizon. The extensive grounds of each villa leave ample space between me and my neighbours.

      The Transmutation Guild Compound lies on the Eastern side of Lake Istim, some leagues away from the city. The lake reminds me of my home clan, only without the conifers and lichen-coated rocks. The water here is different too. In the light phases, it is pristine blue, clear to the bottom. It is also lifeless, save for some extremophile invertebrates. When the sun reaches its height, the lake boils in places. As such, the buildings are set well away from the scalding breeze.

      I should have taken more time to appreciate the sunset a few segments ago. After snapping my cords of attachment to this place for revolutions, I still can’t believe these are my last moments of enjoying this view. There are so many precious things I won’t be able to carry with me.

      Fuga comes up behind me. Normally, she would lie on her side, halfway up the steps, but she knows something is happening and won’t settle. While she isn’t exactly portable, I have no intention of leaving her behind. Fortunately, I’ve found a solution to the problem of her size. My convecorpra’s inquisitive personality has developed beyond anything I’ve encoded into her matter. It is a mystery I am yet to understand. Now that I am leaving behind the guild’s resources, I may never understand it.

      I stroke Fuga’s large head absently. It took me years to convince the guildmasters that they had retained the better Rhestian candidate. I have sharpened myself into an efficient instrument. Even among my peers, I am revered for my mastery over matter. I tried to ignore Ni Muyae’s offer. Scumblings are not required of me frequently; I perform only one or two a year. Can’t I continue like that?

      No, I decide. No, I can’t. Even if I discount scumbling, many of the resyncraft techniques I employ involve a measure of cruelty. I will find no peace as long as I stay here.

      A chime from the house announces the arrival of visitors. I head back inside with Fuga at my heels. Ahead, blurry shadows creep up the frosted glass entrance. Squaring my shoulders, I take a deep breath. My escape plan hinges on how this plays out. The doors slide open with a rumble.

      Waiting outside are two of the compound guards, Petru and Uliva. Ordinarily, I would find the presence of highly trained enforcers reassuring, but not so tonight. Cuffed to Uliva is my patient, Heber, empty-faced and dressed in the plain clothes of a captive.

      “Master Gyl Duna,” begins Petru, the guard closest to me, “you requested that this patient be brought to your quarters.”

      “That is correct.”

      Behind him, Heber backs away and Uliva roughly yanks the newly turned ectalan forwards.

      Petru produces Heber’s file. “Your report suggests that the procedure was not completed.”

      “The patient was reacting poorly to the resyn. I needed to allow some time to pass before his body could take more.” Starting with the truth emboldens me for the upcoming lie. “After I have added his cybernetics, I think it best if I monitor him for another full segment. Collect him no sooner than sixth-median tomorrow.”

      “Let me confirm with my superiors.” Petru retreats into the dark.

      I hope they will wait; I need them to.

      A voice rises from the metal mitter on his arm, but I can’t make out what is said. Petru signs off and makes his way back to me. “Your request has been approved, but the captain reiterated this maskad is not a high-risk case. They have no use for him after he is discharged from the guild.”

      I study Heber for a reaction. He has ceased struggling and keeps his head down while we discuss him.

      “Strays go feral in no time,” says Uliva. “A synthesiser won’t do him much good when he forgets how to speak.”

      Were the guards implying I could refuse him a synthesiser? If he left with them now, I could buy myself more time for the escape. Then I recall Ni Muyae’s story about her altruistic friends: We even rehabilitate ectalan, treat them like any other knyad.

      I smile down at the guard. “The guild provides every maskad with a synthesiser and I take pride in completing my assignments. How the creature uses his voice is not my concern.”

      Petru responds with a shrug. “I’m sure the Pentarchy appreciates your thoroughness, kyr. Do you require additional security?”

      “Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. My convecorpra handles my home security.”

      Petru casts Fuga a sceptical look.

      “She has been certified,” I assure him.

      Pleased at a chance to show off, Fuga arranges herself in a more bipedal shape, standing as tall as me. She extends a vine from her arm, wrapping it around Heber’s free wrist and pulling the dismayed ectalan towards her.

      With a grunt, Uliva jerks her captive’s other wrist and removes the handcuffs linking them.

      Some formalities follow and they eventually leave.

      Leaning away from Fuga, the ectalan gazes longingly after the retreating enforcers. It is telling that he would rather remain in their custody than be left with me.
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      I can’t remember the last time I saw an ectalan awake and moving about. Heber was an unfinished project; now here he stands, a living being.

      Breathing slits open and close at the sides of his uncluttered face, and at its centre is a single eye surrounded by patterned green skin. The eye is flat and rippled like a cephalopod’s, revealing little emotion. I recognise his fear, however. He knows I did this to him.

      Heber appears lost and shrunken in this spacious house where every doorway and piece of furniture is built to accommodate Fuga
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in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

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