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The Ring Master Invites You to Visit the Midnight Menagerie

Ladies and gentlemen, and, of course, all you ‘sweet’ children daring to see what, up until now, only existed in your dreams. Or perhaps your nightmares. 

Behind me, lurking in the blue-black darkness on the fringes of the unknown are the stars of the show.

Creatures waiting to be seen, anxious to meet you…creatures from so many galaxies you never knew existed. And I, as the master of the show cannot wait for the entertainment to begin.


Section One

The Carnival Arrives

Ladies and gentlemen, daring souls and dreamers, and those who teeter on the tightrope of curiosity and dread—welcome! Welcome to the Midnight Menagerie! 

Here, beneath the striped canopies and the whispering winds of the carnival, wonders awaken! The strongmen flex their might, the acrobats defy gravity, and the fortune tellers spin futures like gossamer thread.

But perhaps it is not the glitter and grandeur you seek. Perhaps you are drawn to the shadows, to the hushed corners where curtains shudder though no wind stirs. To the tents where the line between spectacle and sorcery blurs, where each act carries a cost, and every gaze may be met by something that stares back.

So come, buy a ticket and take a step beyond the ordinary. The show is about to begin.


Tunnel of Lust

Fin Patiliu

Come hither and teeter awhile en route to carnal fascination

Unrelenting acts of pleasure and little death within

Stay vigilant beyond the gate

Sights unfathomable will sink in

Wickedness comes with prying eyes

Body heat helps light the way for escaping

~

Pay heed, creatures of ritual are never escaping

Wantons lacking quench here get devoured by fascination

Soul meets soul on lover’s lips while lustful intent travels between the eyes

Keep your faith hidden within

Desire not to fit in

Divine love may yet open the return gate

~

Fear calls dark winds to conceal the gate

Aspire not towards escaping

The nebulous vestibules of Paradise welcome us in

Desires can poison, but not the antidote, which rules a lifelong fascination

No words of love escape tormented tongues within

Their sweet nothings blister loins and boil floaters across the eyes

~

Precious eyes

Blind to every gate

Yearn to see more from within

Nothing but mutual heat escaping

Longing reprieve from excessive fascination

Porous flesh invites the fallen in

~

To me blend in

Share mine eyes

Keep sound mind and release your fascination

You shall get the gate

You shall experience unashamed, paroxysmal escaping

Faith a leap curious one, and spiral further down the bowels within

~

We all change within

Some change so much all they want is further in

Emotional incontinence keeps the worldly from escaping

By all means indulge your temptations, and feast your eyes

Poets are known to frolic for days by this dimension’s gate

Welcoming ye misguided, cold feet in heat yet full of carnal fascination

~

Eyes of eternal fascination

Escaping vice means abandoning elation

The tunnel gate chooses who cometh within, and stay in.

~ * ~ * ~

Fin Patiliu has fiction published in Strange Days Books: Dreams anthology, MiNDFOOD Magazine, and SpecFicNZ’s Artificial Sweetener: Tales of AI 100% written by humans.

One of Fin’s earliest written word discoveries was seeing the name Cameron under a strikethrough line on his own birth certificate. Date night circa 1982, two sweethearts cozied up in front of David Cronenberg’s Scanners, which suffice it to say, scared one canoodler well enough not to consent to naming their first born after the film’s protagonist. Fin strives to reclaim his fictional legacy, of blowing people’s minds. 

Born in Papua New Guinea. Raised in New Zealand. Lives in Auckland.


Keeping the Tradition Alive

Annie Percik

“I want to put together a travelling show,” Grandma Louise stated without preamble as she walked into the room.

I looked up from the daily news bulletin scrolling across my palm screen to see her fixing me with her iron stare. Her face was a mass of wrinkles but those grey eyes looked out at me with piercing acuity. Hands on hips, she radiated an energy that belied her advanced age and tiny stature.

I dropped my hand into my lap, palm down to show she had my full attention, and pasted an interested expression on my face. “A travelling show? What do you mean?”

Grandma Louise was known for her hare-brained ideas, often coming up with something outrageous, which the rest of us needed to approach with care. Usually, whatever she got enthusiastic about was wildly impractical, or sometimes downright hazardous, but nobody wanted to crush her enthusiasm. And presenting resistance could easily enflame her dangerously stubborn streak, especially if anyone suggested there were things she shouldn’t or couldn’t do.

She sighed. “The traditions are being lost, Helen. Out here on the ring, nobody understands what our family used to do.”

I chuckled. “Well, you can’t exactly get a performing elephant on a space station.”

The only reason I even knew the word ‘elephant’ was because of Grandma Louise’s stories. She wasn’t really my grandmother, but there were too many ‘greats’ in the accurate description of the relationship to use on a daily basis. She was the oldest person in any of the colonies, and the only one who could actually remember the travelling circus she grew up in. She was also the only survivor of the earliest longevity trials. None of her peers or even her children or real grandchildren were left alive to help tell the stories or share properly in her reminiscences.

“I’m sure you and your cousins can help me come up with something,” she said. “You’re all bright kids. I want to bring the circus to every space station in the ring. And you’re going to help me do it.”

And that was that. For Once Grandma Louise had got an idea firmly in her head, and this time there was no shaking it loose. No matter the obstacles and arguments any of us put in her way, she kept coming up with solutions and counterarguments to keep the idea alive. And gradually, her passion started to infect the rest of us. One by one, we came around to her view and started arguing in its favour. She put together a team to handle the project. I was on holograms, my sister Julie did the costume design, and our cousin Petra worked on the marketing. Grandma Louise oversaw every detail, correcting us at every turn, whenever anything we produced didn’t exactly match her vision. It might have been annoying if it hadn’t been for the light that shone from those piercing grey eyes, every time she got lost in the images spilling from her mind.

“No, Helen, the horses’ gait needs to be smoother. They’re meant to be graceful. Leave the galumphing to the elephants.”

I went back to the control panel for the holograms and entered new parameters to tweak the different animals’ movements.

“The top hat needs to be taller, Julie. I want to be imposing, so the kids see me as someone to look up to. Literally.”

My sister scrubbed out the offending headgear from her 3D sketch and added more height until Grandma Louise was satisfied.

“Bigger, Petra! All the lettering should be bigger! With curlicues and bold shadowing. The circus is a major event and the posters need to reflect that.”

The tip of my cousin’s tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth as she applied herself to redesigning the marketing materials for the event.

After two months, we were all exhausted, but Grandma Louise’s eyes were bright as she looked out at her first audience. Petra had done an excellent job getting the word out, and the station had been buzzing with anticipation and curiosity for days. Now, the gallery around the zero-g dome was packed with people of all ages. Grandma Louise straightened her incredibly tall top hat, shook out the tails of her bright red jacket and grinned at me.

“How do I look?”

She stood as straight as she could and gave an elaborate flourish with her arms, her theatrical background shining out from every pore.

“Amazing,” I said. “But didn’t you tell me once the ringmaster was always male? I thought all you were allowed to do was wear a spangly leotard and look pretty, while the horses galloped round you.”

She winked at me. “That’s a part of the tradition we don’t need to keep alive.”

With that, she strode out onto the platform that extended into the dome, clicked out of her magnetic boots and pushed off into the air. She executed a perfect somersault and used her manoeuvring jets to come to a stop at the exact centre of the dome, spinning slowly to survey the crowd.

“Roll up! Roll up!” Her magnified voice echoed around the chamber and a hush fell. “Welcome, one and all, to the first performance of the Galactic Circus! Have we got a show for you today! You won’t believe your eyes!”

The crowd gasped as my holographic elephants materialised at the edges of the dome and started stomping majestically around the path in front of the gallery. They waved their trunks and trumpeted at the crowd. I saw more than one small child reach out to try and touch them, mouths agape in wonder. The adults too were transfixed, their faces suffused with a joy not often seen amidst the daily drudgery of keeping the station running. I felt a smile tug at the edges of my own lips at being a part of bringing this spectacle into their lives. In the centre of the circus ring, Grandma Louise spread her arms wide and reclaimed her heritage.

~ * ~ * ~

Annie Percik lives in London, writing novels and short stories, whilst working as a freelance editor. She writes a blog about writing on her website, which is where all her current publications are listed, including her novels, The Defiant Spark and A Spectrum of Heroes. She also hosts a media review podcast, Will You Still Love It Tomorrow, and publishes advice and meditation videos featuring her teddy bear Stanley on Instagram (@wisebearstanley). He is much more popular online than she is.

Visit her website at: https://alobear.co.uk/


The Menagerie of the Milky Way

Harriet Phoenix

Tom and Amanda stepped off the shuttle that had carried them into high orbit and joined the crowd of other winners. One young man had evidently given his plus-one ticket to his mother, and a woman standing at the viewport chatted excitedly to a teenager who could only be her sister, but mainly it was couples in their mid-twenties like themselves.

No wonder, Tom thought. Any guy who wins this ticket and doesn’t take his girlfriend better expect to be single by tomorrow.

Despite their calm stroll across the lobby, Tom could feel Amanda buzzing with the same excitement that bubbled through him. With every soft impact of his trainers on the floor (not metal, not plastic, not anything he recognised) he felt it; this is alien. I’m in space, on an alien space station, where an alien is going to take me on a tour to see more aliens.

Of course, over the last three years seeing aliens had become commonplace, but that was on TV. This would be live, not just the k’Bleeki but species from all across the galaxy. Royalty, heads of state, tycoons and Nobel winners had all had this tour, but the k’Bleeki wanted to meet a healthy crop of regular people as well. And so a lottery had been created, with seven thousand plus-one tickets sent to seven thousand lucky, randomly-selected citizens of planet Earth.

And one week ago, a ticket for this, the very last night before the Menagerie of the Milky Way (its Earth name) left orbit to continue on its expedition across the galaxy, had arrived with his name on it. He, Tom Crofter, who never won anything, who’d attended his third-choice University so he could get a low-paying job in data entry, had been chosen.

He felt underdressed, like he should’ve rented a tux or something. But the invitation had specified a casual dress code, and warned them to be prepared for lots of walking. So he’d cleaned his trainers and donned his best version of the jeans and fandom T shirts he wore every day. Amanda had edged closer to smart casual, and he noticed she’d found time to touch up her roots; there’d definitely been a pale stripe among the purple three days earlier when he’d invited her.

He tore his gaze from his girlfriend’s hair as they waited for their turn being photographed. Couples posed, prom-photo style, in front of the station’s enormous clear wall before passing through a nearby door to meet their guide.

“What does it say about what we’re about to see,” he murmured to Amanda. “That the sight of Earth from space is only the warm-up act?”

Amanda smiled, not taking her eyes from the blue and white orb hanging in the blackness beyond the window.

“Do you think it’ll look different to us?” she asked. “Next time we see it, on the way home?”

Tom felt his lip tighten. “I hope so.”

Just then the couple in front finished their photo and Tom and Amanda stepped forward. At the human photographer’s direction, Tom slipped his arms around Amanda’s waist while she leaned her head back, fanning her hair out across his shoulder.

He thought of what was ahead, and as the camera flashed he managed to conjure a grin someone might assume to be for the girl in his arms.

~ * ~

The flash ended, and Amanda blinked. “What…”

“Okay, that’s great!” The photographer waved them towards the door. “Have an amazing time!”

“Wait, what…”

“C’mon, Amanda!” Tom’s arm moved up around her shoulders, hurrying her along. “Let’s go and see the aliens!”

“Tom,” she hissed as they approached the door. “Did that flash seem odd to you?”

“What?” He looked at her as the double doors hissed open and they stepped forward into a solid white waiting room with another set of doors ahead. “A little, I guess. Usually flashes make me blink, but that one didn’t. And maybe it went on a second or two longer. Why?”

“Just…” She struggled for a way to explain the feeling, like a subtle penetration across every inch of her skin, that wouldn’t sound hysterical and dumb.

“Did it feel, somehow, like…more than light?” she finished lamely.

He considered, then shook his head.

“Even if it did, why shouldn’t it?” he challenged. “We’re on a spaceship made by an alien civilisation so far past us it’s gone right back around to being funny. They handed out the technology that saved our arses like it was nothing. They probably had to make a new camera dumbed down enough for some human intern to use, and it’ll probably be the highlight of that guy’s whole career just to touch it. So, seriously, why would the flash on that camera be the same as ours?”

She shrugged, before he could start waxing too lyrical. “Just seemed odd, is all.”

The double doors in front of them hissed open, and Amanda got her first look at a k’Bleeki.

On TV, they stood inches above all but the tallest humans, and so she’d imagined their presence would be intimidating. But TV didn’t communicate their delicacy; up close, it seemed incredible a stray breeze didn’t whisk them away. Something about the way they moved made it seem as if they were just gliding with every step.

Like humans, the k’Bleeki had limbs surrounding a torso with a head on top. Convergent evolution was the term being thrown around by scientists; nature finding the same solutions to the same problems. The k’Bleeki were a little like insects, with six legs jointed differently than anything from Earth. Like crickets, they spoke to each other by vibrating parts of their exoskeleton, but that exoskeleton was closer to cartilage than chitin, translucent and sturdier than it looked.

The process could be used to imitate human speech, but this was uncomfortable and exhausting. k’Bleeki who interacted with humans therefore spoke using surgically grafted speakers that translated their thoughts into whatever Earth language they pleased, sounding just lifelike enough to dip a toe into the Uncanny Valley.

“Thomas Crofter and Amanda Hale?” the k’Bleeki asked.

The pair of them nodded, and the k’Bleeki’s sunset-orange form tinged with shades of lilac.

“Wonderful!” They said, beckoning them out into a corridor as white and featureless as the room they’d left. Identical white walls curved and branched from where they stood. “My name is Darmin, and I will be your guide this evening. If you’d like to follow me, we’ll get started!”

Tom and Amanda headed down the corridor with Darmin, who hesitated before adding, “Ah, may I just clarify…which is Tom, and which is Amanda?”

“I’m Amanda, this is Tom,” Amanda replied, cutting off Tom who closed his mouth with a snap.

“And you are the female, correct? And Tom is male?”

“That’s correct.” Amanda worked to keep the irritation out of her voice. Human gender norms were not universal, she knew that. She’d seen documentaries; k’Bleeki changed genders pretty much on a whim, and each possessed both sets of equipment, tucked away inside the exoskeleton when not in use. They wore clothes, the styles of which had nothing to do with an individual’s current gender; Darmin’s pale grey tunic with many pockets was likely pragmatic, while the green sash across their chest probably denoted their rank. Their names were the closest approximation to their k’Bleeki names the first human they spoke to could manage.

It was, in short, just about impossible to tell a k’Bleeki’s gender by looking, which was why humanity had decided to cut through the whole problem by assigning them all ‘they/them’ pronouns, and also why it was stupid to get offended when they weren’t clear on anyone’s gender. Even if Tom had made a stupid sniggering noise when they asked.

Darmin made another lilac blush. “Ah, good! I know the basic signs, of course—body structure, differences in presentation, the keratinous fibre on your scalp and other ornamentation—but there’s so much individual variation that it’s as well to check. It’s all so fascinating!”

Introductions over, Darmin’s talk turned to the facility. The corridors, they explained, could be adjusted to cater to the atmosphere of any species that visited the Menagerie.

“What if you’d found intelligent life on, say, Venus?” Amanda asked. “Could you cater to beings who live in an atmosphere of sulphuric acid?”

“It would present a challenge,” Darmin admitted. “But not the greatest one we’ve faced. We’ve had visitors who lived in ionised plasma! The facility can handle it; the challenge lies in protecting the guides as we move through that environment. Earth’s atmosphere is comparatively simple. However, I will need to change my gas cylinder at some point during the tour, for which I beg your indulgence.”

As they walked, a nook appeared in the wall, leading to another door. Darmin waved them in and turned to face them.

“This is the first stop on your personal tour,” they announced, indicating the door. “The beings you’re about to see are from a planet some forty thousand light years away, and your scientists have named them Lupus cercopithecidae exo.”

Amanda frowned. “Wolf monkeys?”

Tom chuckled. “Well, why not? We have wolf spiders and we have spider monkeys. Why not wolf monkeys?”

Amanda forced a laugh, biting down on a retort. Oh, Tom, do you have any idea how boring you are when you try to be interesting? You haven’t crawled under any big rocks yet, so I guess not.

“Although these creatures appear intimidating,” Darmin continued. “I assure you the habitats you’ll be seeing are entirely self-contained. Each habitat is a perfect replica of the exhibits’ natural environment, with the viewing ports disguised using holograms as normal features of the landscape. They won’t even know you’re there!”

~ * ~

Through the door, a small lift took them up into the wolf monkey enclosure. Rather, a small viewing point disguised, as Darmin had said, as a large rock inside the enclosure.

At first, Amanda thought there’d been a mistake. How could a viewing port be so dark?

She glanced around, blinking, and as her eyes adjusted to the almost non-existent light, Darmin’s voice reached her in the gloom.

“All the view ports are kept darker than the enclosure, for ease of viewing,” they explained. “In this case, that is very dark indeed. The atmosphere of the wolf monkeys’ planet reflects almost all visible light, meaning…”

“…They live in near-total darkness,” Amanda finished.

She stepped closer to the thin film of energy between her and instant death. As she started to pick out details, she realised with a start she’d been watching a tribe (troop? Pack?) of aliens without realising.

They had six legs arranged around a central torso with a face protruding from the centre, a face that seemed to be mainly teeth and jaws. It wasn’t hard to imagine how human scientists had seen that face and immediately thought “wolf.” Watching the nimble way those six legs propelled them around the stone spires of their enclosure, the “monkey” part was no mystery either.

“Amazing,” she breathed.

Darmin’s electronic tones drifted over her as she peered into the gloom. She took in the complex hierarchical structure as she tracked movement, trying to match the pack’s roles to the individuals.

“Oh, is that their cub?” She pointed to a smaller figure near the centre, clinging to the rock.

“That’s correct!” Darmin somehow managed to sound pleased. “The youngest pack member is currently pre-adolescent. However, one of the adults is soon due to deliver their own cub. When that happens, this cub…”

Tom followed Darmin as they pointed out the pregnant wolf spider and explained how the new addition would impact the current youngest’s role, but Amanda was distracted. Something was clutched in the cub’s claws, with surprising delicacy. Something spindly, with six spokes radiating from a central…

“It’s a doll!” she gasped. But it came out as a shriek, and as the others turned to stare at her she pointed. 

“The cub,” she stammered. “The cub, it, uh…it’s playing with a doll. So, uh, one of the adults made a doll and gave it to their kid, or the kid made a doll, and, well…is that normal?”

Even in the gloom, she saw Tom’s eye roll.

“It’s not uncommon,” Darmin said.

And they continued their talk. Amanda tried to pay attention, but that wolf-monkey child and its doll gave her the chills.

~ * ~

“What was all that about?”

Amanda raised her eyebrows at Tom as they followed Darmin down a corridor. “Excuse me?”

“All that back there. Freaking out over a doll made of sticks. What was that about?”

“You didn’t think that was odd?” she challenged. “A being making a facsimile of itself for their kid to play with…that doesn’t seem, I don’t know, sort of oddly sapient behaviour to you? I mean, we do that. Animals don’t.”

“Dogs play with sticks, Amanda. You don’t get all spooked over that.”

“Dogs don’t tie bundles of sticks into pretend dogs and give them to their puppies, Tom.”

“Well, no. No opposable thumbs, for one thing.”

“Be serious!” she snapped. “I just…didn’t expect to see that kind of behaviour from an animal in a zoo. Surprised me a little, that’s all.”

He smiled at her, one of his humouring smiles.

“Oh, just forget it,” she snapped.

“So, is this human ‘bantering’ behaviour?” Darmin asked. “Where you exercise your bond with verbal sparring and pretend to argue?”

“Uh…yeah, sure,” Tom said. “Bantering. That’s it.”

“So fascinating!” Darmin’s hand-analogues fluttered. “Many species engage in some form of ritual combat in their mating behaviour, but it’s always interesting to observe!”

“I imagine you’ve seen plenty of couples interact this past week,” Amanda observed. “It’s mostly couples coming in, right?”

“Yes, mostly.” Darmin rustled their exoskeleton irritably. “But sadly, a fair number of ticket holders have brought friends or relatives as their guests, rather than mating partners. Most unfortunate.”

“What?” Amanda asked. “You mean, like that guy who brought his mum? I thought that was sweet.”

“Yes. Sweet. Appealing.” Another exoskeletal rustle. “But not really useful.”

Amanda blinked. “What do you mean, ‘useful’?”

“So,” Tom said loudly. “What about this next exhibit, huh?”

“Just along here,” Darmin said. “By the way, would it be alright if I let you both enjoy it without me for a few minutes?”

They patted the small gas cylinder grafted to their side. “I won’t be long.”

Although Earth air wasn’t toxic to the k’Bleeki, it was lacking in certain compounds their species needed to survive. Amanda had seen a documentary comparing it to a human breathing pure nitrogen; the nitrogen itself was harmless, but the lack of oxygen would kill within moments. Therefore, k’Bleeki who interacted with humans did so in Earth or Earth-like air, but were fed intravenously by a cylinder containing those compounds.

“Oh,” Tom said. “Yeah, sure!”

“Yeah,” Amanda said flatly. “We’ll be just fine.”

~ * ~

Amanda was in one of her snits.

“That was weird, right?” she asked. “With Darmin?”

“You’re seriously thinking about the tour guide right now?”

The creatures that darted around the viewpoint were not fish. Acraspeda noctiluca exo were closest to a cross between a jellyfish and a squid, each a little bigger than his pinkie. Hailing from an ocean planet with no natural predators, they had evolved with no need for camouflage and nothing to fear from even the most elaborate bioluminescent displays. Thousands of tiny forms darted around them in formations of astounding complexity, blazing with every colour imaginable. It was dazzlingly, beguilingly beautiful, utterly transcendent.

And still, Amanda wasn’t happy.

God, he wished Chrissy had said yes.

“Tom, I’m not kidding.” She looked around, checking that Darmin was still changing their cylinder. “Did you notice how they were over people bringing friends and family? Why would that bother them?”

“They want to learn about regular humans,” he recited irritably.

“Then shouldn’t they be just as interested in observing family and social bonds? Aren’t those just as significant as romantic ones? Why get annoyed some people didn’t bring their partner? And what did they mean by, ‘not useful’?”

“Maybe their thesis is on pair bonds. What’s it matter?”

Better question: why hadn’t he been one of the lottery winners to annoy Darmin by bringing someone other than their bae?

Tom and Amanda…since their second year of University they’d been a single unit, Tom-and-Amanda as if they were one being, just like their friends Jake-and-Chrissy. But last month Jake-and-Chrissy had become simply Jake and Chrissy, while Tom-and-Amanda… Tom and Amanda…

When Tom had won this once-in-a-lifetime ticket, his mind had gone straight to Chrissy. That was how Tom-and-Amanda were doing.

They’d always had vibes, unspoken. Tom-and-Amanda could just as easily have been Tom-and-Chrissy; they both knew it. There’d always been that understanding between them. Or so he’d thought, until he’d told Chrissy about the tickets and invited her along.

“Tom, did you think I broke up with Jake to be with you?” she’d asked, her expression turning flat, flat as her voice had been when, reading her answer in his face, she’d told him, “You are unbelievable.”

And then she’d just left.

He’d waited a couple of days, in case she reconsidered, or told Amanda. When neither of those appeared to have happened, he figured he’d got away with it and invited Amanda along. What else was there to do?

Somehow he knew she’d manage to suck the fun out of a zoo full of aliens.

Even now, instead of marvelling, she peered out at the amazing display with a frown.

“This viewpoint just looks like a rock, right?” she asked. “No different to, say, that rock over there?”

“I guess.” If he’d had the nerve to go to art college instead of listening to his parents, was there even a hope he’d be good enough to communicate the slightest bit of the wonder he was seeing? Probably not, but he could have spent a career trying.

“Then why are they only dancing around this rock? Why not that one, or that one?”

Tom looked, and saw she was right; the creatures were ignoring the other rocks looming in the ocean, focusing their display on the one rock that was secretly a viewer.

“That’s not a coincidence,” Amanda said. “They know we’re here. They must.”

“Darmin said they can’t,” he replied. “They’re the expert.”

But he lacked conviction. They were so clearly being flocked, the display growing ever brighter and more intricate as he watched.

“Maybe the forcefield buzzes, and they can feel it through the water?” Amanda murmured, staring raptly at the not-fish. “Or emits a wavelength they can see, or maybe they have senses the k’Bleeki didn’t know to account for…”

Of course, Tom thought. Now she’s interested; when there’s a chance to show off.

“All done!” Darmin appeared in the viewport with them, patting their fresh cylinder. “So much better! I appreciate your patience. How are you enjoying the Acraspeda noctiluca exo?”

“They’re amazing!” Tom gushed.

“Oh, they’ve stopped!” Amanda said. “No, wait, they’ve just spread out. They were right up by the forcefield a moment ago.”

“Magnificent, aren’t they?” Darmin drifted closer. “We’ve recorded over twelve thousand distinct patterns, even allowing for varying numbers of individuals within the shoal.”

“Is this how they communicate?” Amanda asked.

Darmin flushed lilac with pleasure. “Yes, it is, well done! Right now, they’re sharing facts about their environment with each other.”

“Wonder what they were saying a moment ago?” Amanda mused.

“What do you mean?”

“Just that, right before you came in, they were doing a much brighter, more complex formation. I just wondered why.”

Tom rolled his eyes. Watches a few nature documentaries, thinks she’s David Attenborough. At least I know I’m not an artist.

For the thousandth time, he wished Chrissy had said yes.

Or that—having been turned down by Chrissy—he’d left Amanda, and invited Jake instead.

~ * ~

The Acraspeda noctiluca exo had been breathtaking, but Tom had ruined it as usual, rolling his eyes every time she’d dared show a moment of curiosity. And it hadn’t stopped, all evening. He’d snorted when she asked Darmin a question about the Formicidae cuniculus exo’s burrowing habits, annoying her so badly she hadn’t even registered the answer. So, she hadn’t had the maths grades to take the A Levels she needed for the Zoology degree she wanted; did that mean she wasn’t allowed to show an interest? In anything, ever? Can I be a little bit curious about the aliens, please?

The truth was, the aura of negativity that hung around Tom like a dark cloud became more exhausting every day she had to deal with it. She hadn’t started going to the gym after work for her health at all; it had been to delay the moment she had to go home to that energy drain.

And if he thought she didn’t know it had been three days between his winning the lottery, and inviting her, then he was in for a big shock. A mathematician she wasn’t, but she knew those tickets came a week in advance and she could count on her fingers just fine, thanks.

Was it stupid, that deep down she’d hoped this once-in-a-lifetime trip would be some kind of second wind for them? Maybe, maybe not, but it hadn’t taken her long to realise her mistake. Right around the time he’d tsked at her for asking about the life cycle of the Chiroptera pterodactylus exo the conviction had taken hold; this was the final stop for Tom-and-Amanda.

Tomorrow morning, she’d invite him out for brunch, somewhere nice and public where he wouldn’t make a scene, and end it. Instead of a second wind, tonight would be a sendoff.

Perhaps it was a little heartless, dumping Tom right after what should have been the date of a lifetime, but Amanda knew she was making the right choice as she felt her footsteps lighten on the alien flooring. What would she do once she’d cut out the deadwood? The usual things people did, she supposed, like try a new hairstyle and change her wardrobe, but what else? She didn’t feel like seeking out another relationship, because it felt like she’d always been in relationships, so maybe it was time to try being single.

Amanda was roused from her thoughts as they passed another tour group; the young woman and her sister they’d seen in the Atrium. The humans waved at each other and made excited faces while the k’Bleeki made a series of odd gestures, and then the two groups passed each other and disappeared from view.

Darmin’s speaker made a noise halfway between a sigh and a tsk. “What a waste.”

“What do you mean?” Amanda asked. Darmin didn’t answer. “Really? She brings her sister on the trip of a lifetime, and…what, you’re annoyed? Why?”

“Leave it, Amanda,” Tom murmured.

“I merely wonder,” Darmin said. “Why so many brought family members or friends rather than their mate. Out of nearly a thousand per night over the last week, almost twenty percent. It is not a problem per se, but given what we know about human behaviour, that seems odd.”

“Maybe she doesn’t have a…mate,” Tom suggested.

“No, she must,” Darmin answered. “All the lottery winners were in a long-term, opposite-sex relationship.”

“Maybe they’ve broken up,” Amanda suggested.

Darmin stopped and stared at her.

“Broken up?” they asked. “As in…ended their pairing? Is that something humans do? We thought you were monogamous!”

“I mean, like…officially?” Tom said. “But not everyone wants that.”

“And even those who do,” Amanda said. “Well…sometimes it’s hard. Finding the right person. There’s some trial and error involved.”

Unwillingly, she found her gaze straying to Tom until their eyes met.

“And even when you think you’ve found that person,” Tom said slowly. “Time goes by and you realise you don’t work anymore.”

“You don’t fit,” Amanda elaborated. The softness of her voice caught her by surprise. “There’s nothing wrong with you and there’s nothing wrong with them, but together you’re really, really wrong.”

“Maybe you were fine together once,” Tom continued. “But since then you’ve grown up, and…you’ve grown apart.”

“You’ve outgrown each other,” Amanda agreed.

There was a silence as they regarded each other.

“And when that happens,” Amanda said, slowly. “There’s only one thing you can do. If you both want to be happy.”

“You have to let each other go.” Tom’s voice was almost a whisper.

“Exactly.”

Amanda blinked, not breaking eye contact. Her eyes felt unexpectedly heavy.

“Really?” Darmin’s speaker somehow sounded chipper. “That is fascinating information! Plenty to unpack there. That is exactly the kind of insight we invited ordinary people along to share! In our experience, no matter what species you’re dealing with, the leaders and the scientists would never think to explain such a facet of everyday life, but that’s exactly the kind of thing we want to learn!”

Amanda felt herself smile.

“And, may I say, the two of you communicate it so well! It’s fascinating to observe how attuned you are to each other.”

“Yeah,” Amanda said. “I guess we are.”

“Well! Shall we continue the tour?”

“Good idea.” Tom held out his hand. “Let’s finish this.”

Amanda took his hand. “On a high note.”

~ * ~

It was a high note. He wasn’t sure when it had happened, but Tom had forgotten what it was like to feel peaceful in Amanda’s company. But since the talk with Darmin, it seemed they’d both relaxed. Amanda no longer seemed interested in finding fault with every wonderful thing they saw, and he no longer seemed to mind her endless questions, now that they’d cleared the air.

Now that they’d let go.

Tomorrow, he figured, they’d part ways. They hadn’t really discussed the details, but he knew Jake was looking for a flatmate…

He pulled out his phone to send Jake a quick text, only to remember there was no reception in space.

“Woah!” He held the phone out to Amanda. “It’s nearly midnight!”

“Really?” She leaned over to look. “Wow! We’ve been here nearly three and a half hours.”

She turned to Darmin. “Aww! We must be near the end of the tour.”

Darmin’s peach colours tinged at the edges with verdigris. 

“We are! In fact, the Plasmonis coronii exo were, technically, the last stop on your tour. However, since you’ve been such pleasing guests and I’ve had such a wonderful time showing you our exhibits, I wonder if you’d be interested in seeing one last, rather special habitat that’s not on the official tour?”

“Backstage pass?” Amanda said. “Yes please!”

“I’m game,” Tom said. He hadn’t noticed how tired he was, but since he’d seen the time he felt a little punch-drunk. But what was he going to do? Turn down an extra, so he could go home and sleep a little sooner? “What’s special about this one?”

“It’s a new exhibit,” Darmin explained. “In fact, it’s so new it’s not really open to the public yet, and the viewing port isn’t even finished. You’ll be going into the enclosure itself!”

“Really?” Tom gaped. “Is that safe?”

“Perfectly!”

“Are you sure?” Amanda looked worried. “We won’t contaminate their environment or anything, will we?”

“Of course not!” The pale green tinges at the edges of Darmin’s chitinous armour deepened. “The safety of our exhibits and our guests is our overriding concern. Don’t worry, I’m not breaking any rules. We guides have been given leave to show this particular exhibit to our guests, at our own discretion.”

They gestured to a section of blank white wall, which opened. The enclosure beyond was dimly lit, gloomy in contrast to the bright corridor.

“We would love to know what you think,” Darmin said, gesturing them inside.

They stepped through, moving into the space as their eyes began adjusting.

“Where are the exhibits?” Amanda whispered to Tom, who shrugged.

At the far end was a large rectangle of light, and they made their way towards that, shuffling carefully around objects that loomed at them in the semidarkness. Under their feet, the texture of the flooring changed.

“Wait a second.” Amanda crouched, running her hand along the floor. “This is tile. But back here, this is carpet.”

Tom passed her, realising as he did the change in flooring coincided with an archway the approximate size of double doors. He crossed over to the light source, pressing his hands to the glass and looking out.

“Tom!” Amanda leapt to her feet.

Ignoring her, Tom peered out through what he realised were French doors—locked, he found. He looked out over a grassy area with picnic benches and a basketball hoop, but before he could wonder about that a movement caught his eye.

Across the grass from him was another French door, and inside was a girl his own age, hammering on the glass with both fists. Seeing Tom, she waved both arms above her head, mouth working as she shouted something he couldn’t hear. A boy appeared next to her, making frantic shoving gestures as he shouted along with the girl. They were shouting the same thing, one syllable over and over, and it took Tom a second to realise what it was.

RUN!

“TOM!” Amanda screamed from behind him. “Tom, the door’s gone!”

He whipped around, just in time to see Amanda sprinting into the first room. Tom tried to follow, but crashed into a wooden structure that skidded along the tile floor with a groan. Extricating himself from what he realised was a kitchen table, he hurried after Amanda, who stood at the opposite wall, slapping and banging her fists on the blank space where the exit had been.

“NO!” she screamed. “No, you can’t do this! No, no, no!”

The room lit up as Tom entered, revealing a living room. He now clearly saw the objects they’d dodged around were armchairs and a coffee table, and two closed doors to his right presumably led to a bedroom and a bathroom. As he watched, patches lit up on the blank wall, becoming windows appearing to look out over a meadow that couldn’t possibly be there.

Amanda turned
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