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I can always tell when I'm dreaming, usually pretty quickly. In this case I was sure because, while I've been to that particular market many times, I only go in my waking life when I have a trip planned. It's the kind of market where tourists go to have a few afternoon micheladas and buy some souvenirs to take back home - you can spend 1000 pesos and delight your aunt with a hand-woven tapestry or spend 200 and get her a reasonable factory-made facsimile that will probably mean the same to her anyway. Since I moved to Mexico, I've stopped by once or twice a year before flying home to load up a suitcase with gifts to pay my way around the couches and spare bedrooms of New York City. I felt an immediate dissonance to be wandering around the labyrinth of tchotchkes in the summer heat with no trips planned until Thanksgiving, so I relaxed and let my dream-self enjoy the walk, happy to know that I was at least getting some REM sleep. I approached the edge of the market, bored and ready to slip around the corner to a nearby plaza for an ice cream, when Alex appeared, covered in cuts and shards of glass.

“Sarah did this,” she said.

“She did what?” I asked.

She lifted her hands, palms facing up. Her thin, pale forearms dripped with blood, gravel embedded in the edges of wide gashes. Was that speck of white a bone? 

“What do you want me to tell her?”

“Sarah did this,” she repeated.
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While I was dreaming, the real, sticky feeling of a dry mouth mixed with the urge to pee reminded me that I'd had too much to drink the night before, but I didn't remember that I had brought someone home until I snapped awake. I had already forgotten his name (something that started with a P?), and I immediately felt disgusted with him. The smell and weight of another body in my bed was unbearable with the midsummer sun cutting through the blinds. Luckily he was sleeping face down on top of the duvet. At least I didn't have to wash all the sheets, even if it meant all the hideous tattoos along his spine were exposed with all the shame of receiving a parking ticket. A panther, something tribal, a banal phrase, all shaking with his snores. You shouldn't have let this one park here, no stopping, no standing!

I can always tell when I'm dreaming, but I don't usually remember my dreams, so I'm sure that he (Pedro?) must have kicked me, or rolled over, or done something else tedious to wake me up with the vision of Alex in the market still clear in my mind. Even without the shards of glass and blood she would have looked terrible: she was emaciated, her hair messy and thin, her clothes dirty and shapeless. The latter was a particular sin: while I had chosen the practical path of an engineering career and only knew Sarah because we had worked the same shift in the university library, Sarah and Alex had met in the design program, both fashionable and always proud to dazzle with avant-garde looks made on a low budget. I hadn't seen Alex in several years, not since Sarah's wedding, and if I hadn't remembered that she was dead, I might have been more concerned about her health and well-being. 

I sat up in bed and startled - there she was, standing still in the corner of my bedroom, tucked behind a cheap rotating fan. In the calm of wakefulness, away from the bustle of the dream-market, her face was mostly slack and neutral, but her cheeks were thin enough to see the shadow where her jaw muscles clenched. I rubbed my own jaw with my pointer and middle fingers on each hand on either side of my face, then pushed my fingers up past my temples and onto my forehead. Her forehead was scored with wrinkles that seemed too deep for our age. Mine still felt soft and smooth, just enough fat and collagen against the bone to still pass for younger than my 32 years. I could see an inch or two of unbleached roots along the part of their hair. Maybe six months since the last time she had even bothered to dye her hair with a home kit? Or rather, six months before whenever she had died.

“Sarah did this,” she said. She pressed deeply into a wound on her left forearm with her right middle finger, teasing the shredded flesh like a vulva or stigmata. Her chipped glitter nail polish sparkled in the morning light.
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I don't remember my dreams, but I remember almost everything else besides names, and with Pedro (or Paulo) still unmovable in the bed, I went to the kitchen for water and thought of the first time I had met Alex. The Saturday shift at the library was really just a telephone game of figuring out which party that night would have the best guys or which bar would have the cheapest deal on shots while crossing paths in the stacks. Sarah knew about some art event that would probably have an open bar if we went early and would probably let us bring in our own booze if we went late. We split the middle and arrived at nine with water bottles full of vodka mixed with lemonade in our shoulder bags and then beelined for the table where a bored gallerista dispensed paper cups of Trader Joe's wine. 

“This is Ally, she’s in my program,” said Sarah as she pulled me across the room to a girl our age wrapped in gold lamé. They tapped their cups together. I tapped mine too and gulped the wine down quickly. 

“Enchanté,” she said. Her face was dotted with a temporary tattoo on each cheek - a unicorn on the left side, a dolphin on the right. Her hair was pink and pulled into a crown of chaotic little buns. Her mascara was thick and clumsy, more Candy Darling than Twiggy. Her teeth were already stained red with the cheap wine. I looked at anything but her eyes, and I could feel her gaze flitting around my face too, though with much less to look at. 

“Nice to meet you too. Let's get more wine before it's gone,” I replied. 
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Alex's death hadn't been a surprise, maybe just the way that she died and only that at first. She'd always struck me as the kind of person who didn't adapt well to New York, or even to life itself, the kind of person who was always unemployed, or in a bad relationship, or leaving a bad relationship, or trying some new spiritual trend, or whatever. When Sarah sent me the message, too devastated to say it out loud in a call, I first assumed it was a suicide or an overdose, something like that. A car accident on a highway just outside Chicago just seemed too random until Sarah finally called a week later with the details: Alex's latest romantic partner had been drunk behind the wheel, Alex herself stoned and hopefully dissociated from the shock and the pain of the sedan spinning through traffic and crashing head-on into a guardrail. Less an act of God than another kind of self-destruction, I thought. Sarah had gone to a memorial in New York where she recognized almost no one. 

“I keep thinking about the last time we talked.”

“Yeah?”

“I told her I was pregnant. It was bad. She kept talking about climate change, and I just wanted to be happy about the baby. Did I tell you we found out it's a boy? We've been trying for so long, and I just felt like Alex doesn't get it. Everything is - was - so personal for her. I said we could talk later and hung up.”

“Yeah."

“I really loved her, I just didn't know what to say anymore. I feel like shit.”

“I'm sure.”

“It's like, I know the planet is dying, can you just let me be happy for a minute?”

“Yeah.”
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What Sarah and Alex had in common had nothing to do with what Sarah and I had in common, and she and I rarely crossed paths outside of birthdays and milestones even when we were young. It's not that I avoided Alex, though I never liked her, it was just that even our waking hours barely intersected. Sarah and Alex would party til dawn, Sarah and I would drink wine out of a thermos in the park the next afternoon, and somehow Sarah could straddle both with a little bit of Adderall. The distance had grown as we aged: Sarah got married, and she and I both got good, stable jobs with good health insurance and 401ks while Alex moved in and out of town, forever convinced she could escape whatever was chasing her with a change of address. First LA, then Berlin, then Detroit - a constellation of anywhere she could sublet a cheap room and spin out for a while. I moved away too, but in a practical way, and even once I was living in Mexico I saw Sarah more often than Alex did. Her decision to be called Alex instead of Ally was a final punctuation in Sarah's mind. Ally was that funny friend who could sneak a joint or a flask past any bouncer. Ally was brittle and sometimes dangerous but always sparkled. Alex posted memes that spun around the fringes of the political spectrum like a helicopter about to crash. There was a year when Sarah complained about Alex's lack of effort in the friendship, and then a year when Sarah didn't say anything about Alex, and then there was the year when Alex died.

Honestly, I thought it was a waste of time coming to me, someone who had spoken maybe a hundred words to her in the ten years we knew each other. Why should I care that their spirit had crossed the border to surprise me in a dream-market? Better to hit up someone who believed in their horoscope or bullshit like that. Alex always was a drama queen. Alex always wasted her own damn time.
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“I saw someone dead in my dream,” I said to Pedro or Paulo (or Pablo) as I returned to the bedroom and sipped my water. Alex still stood in the corner, the blood now pooling around her sandaled feet.

“Someone you know?” he asked.

“Not really,” I said. “A friend of a friend. She blamed my friend for something.”

“Wey, that's fucked up.” He flipped over, and I noticed another tattoo on his thigh: a tarot card, a sword and scales, la JUSTICIA in curling black letters. A red flag if I had noticed it before fucking, but in that strange moment it almost gave some weight to his words. “Are you going to tell your friend? You have to clear away bad vibes like that. Better to tell the truth and be clean. What did she say your friend did?”

“I don't know. It doesn't matter. Do you want a coffee? I don't have any here but there's a good place around the corner.” Of course I had coffee, I always have coffee. But for a moment, the disgust subsided. I almost wanted to kiss him again at the thought of walking through the front door with him and locking it behind us.

He took the glass from me and gulped the rest. “OK.” 

Alex held out her arms as we passed. Little clumps of blood and gravel fell into the fan blades and flicked around the room.
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A few weeks later, Sarah called. By then I had grown used to the way Alex - the dead Alex - lurked in my home, dripping blood and saying nothing more than, “Sarah did this.” At first I had chased her around the apartment, scrubbing at the blood and sweeping up the gravel and shards of glass, but this only seemed to make things worse. It was easier to let her settle back into the bedroom corner where she had first appeared and let her make as much of a mess as she wanted. No one else seemed to notice.

Sarah’s son had finally gone down for a nap and she had some time to gossip while she prepped for dinner. The tap-tap-tap of a knife against a cutting board punctuated her story about going through a box of old books from our student years and finding a strip from a photo booth tucked into a textbook on typography - her and Alex, falling over each other in the back of a Brooklyn dive bar. “Our pupils were these big black dots, we must have been on molly or something,” she said. “Can you imagine? I haven’t even had a hangover in years.”

“You know, it's funny. I saw Alex in a dream a few weeks ago,” I said. 

“Really? What day?” She put down the knife and turned to face her phone's camera head-on.

“Two weeks ago. It would have been Sunday morning.”

“Weird. That was the anniversary of their death.”

“No way.” I picked at my cuticles and decided to make an appointment at the salon as soon as we hung up. “Well, she said to tell you everything's okay.”

“I'm glad.”
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Scott Coon
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Dear Earth Expedition Exobiologist Emily “Emma” Daily (Medical Absence),

I hope this letter finds you and your offspring alive and thriving. As for rest of the expedition, I am so sorry about what I must tell you. I wish I could communicate all this through a neural link, but humans don’t work that way. So, I will do my best to use your language to explain what happened to your team and hopefully you can help me process what happened, as well. I have never experienced such a thing. It was for the best that your “high-risk pregnancy” kept you from being here. I doubt things would’ve turned out differently. We were simply supposed to learn more about each other’s species and ecologies, but the expedition went very wrong very quickly. 

I’m so, so sorry.

Your team did arrive safely. Your sky vessel hovering above our tree was quite a sight, as was watching your team lower themselves and their gear on cables. We had twenty-square-meters of our tree’s crown cleared for their landing, which proved ample. While the others secured the equipment, “Captain” handed me the tablet I am typing on now. At one-quarter size, I can operate it with just one of me, unlike my predecessors who had to coordinate two or three of themselves to operate a human-sized tablet. I’m most grateful for it.

When he handed it to me, it displayed a list of team members. 

Captain “Captain” Wilhelm Zeigler 

Security Sergeant “Sarge” No Dai Wu

Biochemist Sandra “Sandy” Blake

Industrial Chemist Ahmed “Ahmed” Saud 

Xenoanthropologist Ronald “Ron” Daily

Exobiologist Emily “Emma” Daily (Medical Absence)

Though I had the list, Captain felt compelled to sonically introduce the team using the concatenated names. Watching the speech-to-text program slowly type his words, I understood why sonic communicators concatenate. I’m amazed you developed advanced technology communicating so slowly. By neural linking our antennae, we transfer a lifetime of knowledge to our young in an instant, but yours must spend years talking and reading; it must be tedious.

I introduced myself as Subcluster Four-hundred-eighteen of Cluster Twelve of Sector Seven. But your expedition called me “Francis”. By I, I mean the five of me. Or rather, I meant the five of me. There are fewer of me now, but that’s not important. By neural linking, I keep my minds in sync. Thus, all of me is one being with one mind, copied across five bodies. Losing one or more of me isn’t a loss at all. 

Also on the tablet, I found you’ve officially named us the Jupaxian Dolor-formicae, or Smart Ants of Jupiter Maximus, though we’re on the moon Leiningen, and though we’re not ants. This was of course concatenated to “Dolfor”. There’s an image of a tiny Earth ant on this tablet. Though I see why you see a resemblance in our segmented exoskeletons and six limbs, we Dolfor see only a vague likeness. I personally consider them gruesome little monsters, with their extremely thin torsos and long antennae. I won’t be viewing that image again.

For the expedition, I was assigned to your spouse, Ron, because I’m a xenoanthropologist like him. I inherited the knowledge of xenoanthropology from my previous me, two generations back. You’d know that me as the Dolfor who made first contact with humans. Despite arriving in daylight, we mistook your first expedition for predators—understandable considering all the damage they did, digging cleats and anchors into the tree bark containing our homes and factories. But my previous me recognized your use of tools. That me reached out by assembling fellow Dolfor into groups of prime numbers. One human recognized our attempt to communicate just in time to stop our chemists from launching a defense. Lucky for the humans. 

Your expedition, Emma, also arrived during our eight-weeks of daylight but planned to stay through the following six-week dark cycle, despite our warnings. They left most of their equipment at the crown, near our vine farms and melon harvesting operations. Using a winch and a sturdy leaf stem, they lowered the rest to our city level, one-hundred-fifty meters down the tree. 

Despite the upper canopy, the surface of our sub-arboreal city is bathed in light reflected off Jupiter Maximus, to which Leiningen is tidal locked. Because our side of our moon always faces the gas giant, we don’t see our star for most of the day, only at dawn and dusk, when it appears between the horizons of Leiningen and Jupiter Maximus. 

Fifty meters below our city, the lower canopy blots out all light always. The space beyond is called the Dark Unknown, home of the predators. No Dolfor has ventured below and returned. And no predator has ventured above while there was light.

The team deployed a portaledge outside our city. The horizontal plain accommodated six beds, a kitchen, a closed room for human body maintenance, and a small laboratory. It took the team two sleep cycles to set up. We warned them to save all their sleep for the dark hours. But Ron said humans don’t work that way. 

During a break from this extended setup, three of me stood on a counter in the half-built kitchen while Ron sat on a stool beside it. He was checking his tablet for a message from you. There was none. I asked why you’d stayed behind.

He said, and I copy-paste this from speech-to-text, “Because of the kid, she couldn’t possibly come with us. Emma had to stay on our science outpost on the other side of your solar system.” He gazed upward, as if he could see you from here. He said you were expected to lose one or both kidneys, requiring synthetic replacements. 

I asked, “Why are you taking such a risk? Is your species underpopulated?” 

Ron said, “No, there’re plenty of us, some even need adoption.”

I looked up ‘adoption’ in the tablet’s dictionary and asked, “Why would your spouse risk her health to create more offspring?”

He looked at one of me and said, “We didn’t plan to have kids. Well, not the first kid. We wanted them but the doctors said Emma’s body couldn’t handle it. And her uterine wall was unlikely to accept a pregnancy, as if it knew better. Our careers kept us from adopting, never any place long enough to manage the process. Even though we wanted kids, we decided it was for the best.” 

“What changed your mind?”

“Nothing. It was a miracle.” He chuckled like you do when something is humorous, but this chuckle felt off. I blamed my poor hearing, relative to humans that is. 

I looked up ‘miracle’, but it made no sense. “What is miracle?” I asked.

“It wasn’t really a miracle, Francis, just an accident,” he said, his gaze dropping to the floor. “We thought it couldn’t happen, so we took no precautions, and Jane was born. Emma nearly lost a kidney during that pregnancy. The doctors said we shouldn’t try again, that it’d be even harder on her the second time, but...”

“Wait,” I typed, “you succeeded in creating offspring, why endanger Emma to create another?”

He turned to me with what I think was a sad smile—such interesting contradictions from your malleable bodies. He said, “We couldn’t let Jane grow up an only child. Emma and I were both science-brats. The Exo-Science Corps kept our families moving around, kept us changing schools, or no schools, just digital learning. You see, human kids need other kids. Growing up, I had my sister; that helped a lot. Emma was an only child, and she didn’t want Jane to grow up like that. So, this.” He gazed back up at the sky, toward you.

If Dolfor strove to save every hatchling like you, we’d overpopulate within two dark cycles. I’m baffled—and horrified—that your offspring grow inside you, and you survive. More baffling, it grows inside you and doesn’t receive your memories? We hatch, scramble up the tree, and neural link antennae with an adult, receiving their life experience. It’s simple. But your whole birth and education thing is beyond me. I truly feel sorry for you humans.

I had more questions for your spouse, but Captain interrupted. 

“Ron!” Captain shouted. “You’re the expert on alien thinking. What do you think?” 

Sarge told Captain, “I don’t even know if any of this stuff will work against whatever’s down there.” Sarge was loading a weapon with projectiles. He also had shock lasers and trip flares to set up on the tree trunk. “My scanners can’t get through the lower canopy. We need to know what we’re up against.” 

Captain looked down into the dense foliage and shook his head. “If we drop a probe now, we could wake up whatever’s
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