Kel couldn't find Mama anywhere.
Not in the garden on the sunny hillside which lay nestled behind the small glittering dome of the second story of their house, and not in the bright woods in the valley below.
Kel pulled the rounded front door open, set a gathering basket down on the shaped wood bench just inside, and called out... but there was no response.
Kel shrugged out of their red cloak and hung it by the door.
("To make you easy to find!" Mama always said when she put the cloak on Kel in the morning, holding the fabric together until it stayed.) Mama was not there to coax the fabric open, so Kel had to work the cloak up and over their head to get it off.
The house felt empty. Cozy wood and plush fabrics everywhere didn't make up for the stillness. The usual life it buzzed with was silent in her absence. The curved walls and open spaces---that normally wrapped around Kel like a just-right blanket---felt rigid and wrong.
"Mama!" Kel called again, climbing the stairs to the second floor, looking down over the ground floor one more time, as if Mama might be hiding against a wall.
Kel dropped their backpack in their bedroom---a wide wedge of the upstairs dome---and then went back out to check Mama's room.
The arched door was open, which was not unusual.
The closet, however, was slightly ajar, which was most unusual.
Curious, Kel pulled the closet open and then yelped in surprise when a small glittering blue thing tumbled out, bumbled across the room, bumped up against the opposite wall, skittered a little up the curved side of the room, and then flipped over onto its back, dozens of tiny sparkling legs waving helplessly as it rocked haphazardly on the rounded upper surface of its back.
Kel laughed in spite of themself, as they went over to the thing and picked it up, saying, "You've gotten yourself into a pickle!"
The thing was large enough around to need both of Kel's arms wrapping around it, but small enough that it wasn't that heavy. Kel turned it over. "What are you?"
Small stalks stuck up around the rim of the small domed creature, waving and twisting as Kel picked it up, but when Kel spoke, every stalk twisted and pointed at Kel, as if they were looking Kel up and down.
When a voice came out of the small domed thing, Kel was so surprised that they dropped it onto its many legs.
"'ellllll come," it said in an oddly fuzzy voice and then skittered back into the closet.
Curious, Kel followed.
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The closet had always curved around the edge of the room, Mama's extra clothes hung on hooks, and a few things they rarely used tucked neatly away along the wall.
It had not always had a small square door at the back of it, as if the wall of the closet itself was ajar. The creature skittered through the doorway.
"Wait for me!" Kel trotted through the opening.
Kel's eyes adjusted quickly to the dim tunnel as they wondered why---how--- there was even space behind the closet. Mama's room was at the back of the dome, up against the hillside. The only reason the closet was there at all was that a window would be impossible.
Kel was familiar with the old stone of the mountain behind the house, and the idea that it contained tunnels was as startling as if someone had told Kel that the stars could talk. The rock simply was. One climbed it until the air got thin to look at the rich sparkle of the night sky. One did not go into it.
But as improbable as the tunnel was, Kel was curious and so followed the little thing up and in, trailing fingers along the odd surface of the tunnel wall.
There was light---diffuse, impossible to pinpoint---and once Kel's eyes fully adapted to the darker tunnel, the wall gleamed deep orange and dark gold, in regular segments that made a subtle texture under Kel's fingers.
Mama had once shown Kel a book full of strange animals from far away and long ago, and one of them had had skin like this wall.
"Snake," Kel murmured, walking just fast enough to keep up with the little scurrying thing. "If a snake was hollow, this is what it would look like. How did someone put a snake inside my mountain?"
"Nnnnake," echoed the thing in front of them.
The tunnel twisted and turned and turned back on itself.
"What are you, little bug?" Kel asked as they walked.
"'ot bug." Its voice rasped, nasal and strange.
"You're not a bug?" Kel asked.
"'Ot bug not bug bot bug,"
Kel stepped forward just fast enough to pick the thing up again to look it over. "Are you hurt?"
"O'en, ot ug bot bug." All the little stalks were pointed at Kel again, and one arched over to touch Kel's hand.
Kel laughed, confused. "Open? Broken? Okay?"
"Ow," the thing said matter-of-factly. "Bot bug."
"I think I'm going to call you 'Bot Bug' for now," Kel said.
Something poked Kel sharply through the little stalk. Kel yelped and dropped the creature. Blood welled up from the pinpoint prick, and Kel stuck their finger in their mouth as the bug scurried onward.
"I can call you something else!" Kel called after it. "You didn't have to poke me!"
" 'el come," the bot said, and started moving faster.
"I'm coming," Kel said, and continued to climb further up, further in.
By the time they'd been climbing for an hour, Kel had begun to regret leaving their pack in their bedroom. Worry over Mama warred with growing impatience. Kel had looked everywhere else, and this seemed the most likely of unlikely places, but they had no idea how much farther the tunnel would go, and the little bug wasn't stopping to rest.
"How far is it?" Kel called out to the bug, who was starting to pull away as Kel's enthusiasm flagged.
"'Ot far, Kel come."
"You did say my name!"
"Ssssssay ot o'en."
"Well, I haven't met any other bugs that could talk, so it's still pretty impressive," Kel said. "Can I rest?"
It skittered to a stop. "Est."
Kel sat on the curved floor of the tunnel, and the bug sidled closer.
"You're not going to poke me again, are you?" Kel asked.
All the stalks pointed at Kel. "Oh poke."
"No poke?"
"No poke. Fix."
One of the stalks bent toward Kel.
"Fix?"
"Uch. Ow."
Kel muddled that for a moment, and then warily stuck the finger that had been poked out towards the little bent stalk.
"Uch."
"Touch?" Kel reached a little farther, and touched the stalk. It glowed briefly, and something cool touched Kel's finger.
"It tingles!"
"Fix."
Kel stared at the finger, which seemed to have acquired a subtle sparkle. A moment later, the small annoying ache from the jab disappeared.
"You fixed it!" Kel said.
"Fix. Bot. Kel."
"Did you fix me or did I fix you?" Kel asked. "Are you Bot?"
"Yes," Bot said, and skittered back up the tunnel. "Kel come."
"What about my other questions?" Kel called as they climbed to their feet.
"Yes." Bot said. It waited until Kel had started moving before it resumed moving.
Kel ran their hands over short, tight curls in frustration. "Start making sense, Bot."
"Come."
It wasn't too much longer before the snaky tunnel turned into a grey stone ramp, like the rock of the mountain, but without the shimmer. And at the top of the ramp, a heavy, square door, which slid back without help when Bot came near.
"So much metal," Kel mused, passing through it into a room like nothing they'd ever seen before. No curves, no wood, no growing things. Dim lights in rows along the edge of the floor. Hard corners. Greys and blues and slick black like water on stone.
Kel called out, "Mama? Are you here?" but there was no response.
Kel walked curiously around the odd room, and then reached out to touch the smooth, dark table with a play-roughened brown finger.
A bright spark glowed between their fingertip and the surface below, and the whole room came to life, lights on every surface.
Kel squeaked. Bot whirred and slid into the wall. "Wait, come back," Kel called, but the bot was gone.
"Where did you go?" Kel asked the air. "Mama? Are you here?"
The wall opposite the door lit up with a face Kel had never seen before, and it said, "Mama is not here."
Overwhelmed, Kel ran.
It took much less time to go down than it had to go up, mostly because Kel slipped and stumbled and without the traction of soles, the floor of the tunnel was quite slick. After a momentary panic at the gaining speed, Kel got their feet in front of them, slowing the slide with shoes stuttering against the odd surface of the tunnel floor.
There wasn't enough time to think as Kel reacted to the twists and turns, trying to avoid tumbling. This wasn't so slippery going up.
They managed to come to a stop at one of the more level sections, and sat there for a long moment, just breathing. Kel looked back up the tunnel, but the meandering path meant they couldn't see very far. Mama, where are you?
A rumble in their stomach sent them further down the mountain; this time they deliberately sat down where the path got steeper, and pushed off, sliding down the rest of the way to Mama's closet.
Mama was still nowhere to be found, but Kel was hungry and daunted and on the grounds that food might make things make more sense, they went into the kitchen to find sustenance.
Mama usually cooked, bringing together things they'd grown and eggs from the chickens and cultured protein from the meat vat into a variety of dishes. But with no Mama to tell the stove to cook, Kel had to make do with yogurt that Mama had made two days prior. A pile of fresh berries from the basket and a drizzle of precious honey made it decadent.
Kel frowned. Usually when they ate, Mama was there, listening to Kel talk, or explaining how things worked. I need you to explain this to me, Mama. Why is there a snake in my mountain? Why did the wall talk? What is Bot?
Kel was used to asking questions, and Mama was always happy to explain. Kel didn't have anyone else to ask, but Mama had never minded. It had never occurred to Kel to wonder why there were just the two of them. In their whole life, Kel had heard their own voice and Mama's, and no others but for the music Mama sometimes listened to at night. But no one had talked to Kel before, and now Bot had, and a wall. The wall that had answered Kel's question.
Kel glanced up the stairs. The pull of the tunnel was strong, but knowing how far it was, Kel thought perhaps it would be better to go prepared this time.
They put the bowl and spoon in the dish cleaner and went to the cupboard to pull out what Mama called "play food," though it was not a toy. This is what Mama would pack for Kel to take into the forest---not quite sweet enough to be a cookie, but filling enough to keep them from getting too hungry if they ended up out past mealtime.
They put four bars into a cloth, considered, and then added two more, and folded the fabric up around the food, knotting it to keep the bundle from falling apart. Mama would have just told the cloth to stay, but Kel couldn't do that yet.
Water was easier; Kel plucked four clear bags of it from the wall, each the size of Kel's fist, still connected to each other at the top, and set two behind their shoulder and two in front.
Then it was up to the bedroom, to pack food and water into the backpack, with a sleep bag, just in case, and a notepad. Kel stared at the pack and then threw in an extra pair of leggings and a tunic. The day had been warm and the tunnel had been warm, but nights were cold. Kel had no idea if the room at the top of the tunnel would be warm at night, but with no Mama to give them answers, staying in the still and silent house felt scarier than climbing a mountain to talk to a wall.
Kel picked up their little metal flute at the last, opened a window, and played a short, low calling tune. It was late enough. A moment later, a little glowing pixie buzzed in through the open window.
"If I'd known, I'd have brought you earlier," Kel said. They offered a crumb of play food to the pixie, and it glowed a little brighter.
"Thank you," Kel said. "You should make it easier. You can ride if you like."
The pixie fluttered up to the top of Kel's head, grabbed onto a short, tightly curled lock of hair, and settled as Kel dropped the flute into the backpack and shouldered it.
Climbing when you knew how far away something was always felt faster and easier than climbing when you didn't. Kel was accustomed to spending large portions of every day walking, in the woods, up the mountain. Climbing was as natural as breathing, though usually Kel climbed outside, among the silver-and-green-leaved trees branching everywhere in the woods.
Now that they had a light source, they leaned close to the tunnel walls to look at the scales. Not just red and gold, blues and greens shimmered there, iridescent. And the scales had a tiny space between them that the diffuse light seemed to be coming from.
"Was it grown?" Kel mused aloud. Mama had said that the house was grown, that most of the things around them had been grown long ago.
Kel reached out to touch, and thought, I wish it was brighter.
When the tunnel brightened, Kel startled so hard the pixie nearly fell off their head.
Unsettled, Kel continued climbing, as tiny hands clung tightly to their curls.
After a while, they climbed the stone ramp again, to find the door closed. Kel stared at it, then tentatively reached their hand out, and said, "Open, please."
They only startled a little bit when it actually worked, the door sliding open in front of them.
The room had gone dim again. This time Kel reached out with purpose, touched the tabletop and didn't jump at all when the room brightened. The wall lit up, and the image appeared, but didn't say anything.
Kel studied it. The person on the wall looked maybe Kel's size, though it was hard to tell, but Kel didn't have much to compare with. Mama was a head taller than Kel now, though sometimes she seemed so much bigger than that. And Mama was rounded and bumpy where Kel was flat. The person on the wall was also flat, but where Kel had short, twisty curls, and Mama had loose curls that hung to her shoulders, the person on the screen had the longest hair Kel had ever seen, brown waves of hair shot through with sparkling silver threads. Where Mama's skin was light brown, with freckles, and Kel's was a bit darker, without freckles, they both had warm undertones to their skin. The person on the wall was a pale olive brown, with strangely sparkling green eyes.
"Can you talk?" Kel finally asked, coming closer.
"Will you run away if I do?" the wall answered. The face looked dimensional, but when Kel reached out to touch, the wall was flat---just a little rough under their fingers.
"Not if you answer my questions," Kel said, peering at the face from about an inch away. And then added, "And tell me who you are."
"I'll try. I'm Ama," Ama said. "I use 'she.'"
"That's what Mama uses. I use 'they.' Why are you in the wall?" Kel asked, stepping back so they could see better.
"I'm not," Ama said, her eyes following Kel's movement. "That's just a picture of me that I'm sending."
"But it moves?" Kel said, puzzled.
"How old are you?" Ama asked, cocking her head to one side a little and looking puzzled.
"Almost eight," Kel answered. Mama never let them forget their age, because everything seemed to depend on being a certain age to be allowed to do things. Eight loomed close with a promise of new discoveries.
"In Avalon years or Earth years?" Ama asked.
"I don't know what those are." Kel stared at Ama's face..
There was no visible reaction from the image on the wall, but there was a pause. "This place you live," Ama finally said, "what do you call it?"
"Home?" Kel asked.
"The planet," Ama clarified.
"Lon," Kel said. "Why don't you know that?"
"Why are you surprised to see a talking image? Aren't you and your cohort taught with screens? You are Kel, correct?"
Kel tried to parse that. "I'm Kel. Who else would I be? What is a cohort?"
"The other children," Ama said. "Your younger siblings."
Kel tipped their head to the side. "It's just me and Mama. And I can't find her anywhere." They swallowed hard, but a tear fell.
The image was still for a moment, and then Ama said, "Mama is resting. She will come back to you in a day."
"How can you know that? Where is she?" Kel asked. "What are siblings?"
"I can... feel her. And siblings are other children of your mother."
"But where is she?" Kel persisted.
"Resting."
Kel made a small, frustrated noise and then looked around the room. "Why is there a snake in my mountain? What is this room?"
"Snake?" Ama said.
"The tunnel with the funny skin. It's like an inside-out snake."
"You know snake but you don't know siblings?" Ama asked.
"We were going to make some snakes, when I'm eight. And other animals. She never said anything about siblings. But why is there a snake in my mountain?"
"It grew there," Ama said. "It helps bring the power down from the peaks."
"And what is this room?" Kel asked.
"A communication node. It helps you talk to me, and helps regulate power flow."
"Regulate..." Kel's head swam.
"Control. The mountains are covered with a skin that collects light from the star and turns that light into power. The conduit you found takes that energy down into the valleys."
"Is that why it sparkles up high?" Kel asked. "I never thought to ask, but the stone in here is different. Dull."
"Yes," Ama said.
Kel thought again. "Has the con... Con..."
"Conduit," Ama supplied.
"Has the conduit been there always?"
"Nothing has been there always," Ama said. "Except the stone."
"But is it new?" Kel asked. "I didn't even know there was a door there until today."
There was a pause, and then Ama said, "It isn't new, it just isn't easy to see when it's closed."
"I still don't understand how you're on the wall? Who are you?"
"You keep asking questions without waiting for the answers," Ama said. "Do you want to know who I am or do you want to know how my image is on the wall? Both answers are complex."
"Tell me who you are, first," Kel said.
"You might want to sit down," Ama said. "This could take a while."
Kel looked around. There weren't any chairs, so they crossed their legs and sat on the floor, wishing hard that it was softer.
The smooth, grey floor softened under their legs.
Kel squeaked. "Why did it do that?"
"What did it do?" Ama asked.
"The floor went soft."
"Did you want it to?"
Kel nodded.
"It is made of a billion tiny things that can be controlled by signals," Ama said. "You gave it a signal that it understood, so it did what you told it to do."
"I just wished," Kel said. "Will everything I wish for happen?"
Ama shook her head. "That would be terrible. You would need to be specific, and you'd need to be thinking about something that is within the realm of what they can do, and you'd have to really want it. But do you want to know about the floor, or do you want to know about me?"
Kel put a hand down on the floor, and made a clear picture in their head of the shape and feel of one of the more comfortable chairs on the ground floor of their house. The floor vibrated underneath them, and then pushed them up and wrapped up around them in that familiar shape, still grey. Kel stretched and shifted in the new chair.
"You," Kel said. "If you're not the wall, who are you?"
Ama smiled. "I'm the morning star."
"Are you like me?" Kel asked. "How can you be a star and be a kid?"
"I'm not really a kid," Ama said. "That's just how part of me looks sometimes, when I need to."
Kel blinked. "What are you?"
A small opening appeared on the lower wall underneath Ama's image, and the little blue bot skittered back out.
"You see little Bot there?" Ama asked.
Kel nodded.
"It is connected to me. Like your hand is connected to you, but with a little bit more independence."
"So it was you that poked me earlier?"
Ama shook her head. "I wasn't awake. You woke me up. Bot has some independence."
The little pixie chose that moment to let go of Kel's curls and flutter into the air. It buzzed down to Bot and landed on top of its carapace, tiny fingers investigating the stalks.
"What is it doing?" Kel asked.
"I think it's just checking in," Ama said. "It has probably been a while since the pixie has seen something like that."
Kel sighed. "I feel like there's too much I don't understand."
Ama smiled. "I think that may be true for both of us. I don't understand why there's just you. There should be younger children."
"I don't know," Kel said. "It's always been just us."
"I must investigate," Ama said. "But I can talk to you while I do that. You have not used screens, you do not have siblings. What do you do all day?"
"I play in the woods and help Mama in the garden. She teaches me how to cook, but the stove doesn't work for me when she's not there. There is so much to tend. We are very busy. Sometimes, I climb the mountain. Sometimes we go together."
"Can you read?" Ama asked.
"I can. There are stories about animals, and recipes, and stories about the pixies and the dwarves. My notepad has many stories in it."
"Show me your notepad?" Ama asked.
Kel opened their pack and pulled the notepad out. It was a cream colored tablet, small and light, and when they touched the face of it, a number of simple pictures showed. Before Kel could pick one, one of the stories they'd been hearing for years opened on its own.
"Hey, did you do that?" Kel asked.
"Yes," Ama said. "Read."
"A long time ago, and a long way away, there was a beautiful star named Sol. Sol was brilliant and warm, and watched for eons while their planets spun around them, each unique, each beautiful in their own right."
Ama interrupted to say, "Do you know what a star is?"
"Chara is our star that gives us warmth," Kel said. "It is very hot and very far away, but much closer than the other stars. Mama told me that. Do you want me to keep reading?"
Ama nodded. "It's been a long time since I heard that story, and I want to know if it has changed."
"Can you read?" Kel asked.
Ama laughed. "Yes."
"Can't you just read it yourself?"
"I can, but if you read it, I can ask you about it as you go, or you can ask me," Ama said.
Kel grumbled, "You sound like Mama when you say that."
"It's almost reading time for you anyway, isn't it?" Ama asked.
Kel frowned. "Ama, can I stay up here tonight? It's weird down there without Mama to talk to."
"I'd like that," Ama said. "Now tell me the story."
Kel continued.
A long time ago, and a long way away, there was a beautiful star named Sol. Sol was brilliant and warm, and watched for eons while their planets spun around them, each unique, each beautiful in their own right.
On one, life flourished for a while and then died, too far away and too small to stay warm. On another, life started, but the planet became too hot, too fast for the life to flourish for long.
In between them spun a world where things were just right. Not too hot, not too cold, it was a perfect place for life to begin, to thrive, and to change the world itself. Soon the planet was covered with green and growing things. And those green things made homes for creatures big and small which crept and flew and climbed and walked.
After many years, more years than anyone could count, some of those things began to think, to love, to laugh, and to dream.
One day they began to dream of finding other places, other worlds to make life thrive. And the Earth sprouted a tiny seed, which went up and up into the sky, and through the heavens, until it landed somewhere that it could grow and make more seeds.
After many years, Sol saw that there were thousands of seeds ready to fly, and so they took a deep breath, and blew as hard as they could, and blew those seeds across the stars.
Here, Kel stopped, and asked, "How can a star blow seeds?"
Ama laughed and said, "People helped focus the starlight, and that starlight pushed them."
"Mama always just said, 'Very carefully.'"
"Interesting," Ama said. "Continue."
The seeds rode the solar winds in every direction, riding Sol's breath for years and years. Some of the seeds fell out of the wind and were lost, drifting forever.
"Really forever?" Kel asked.
"Space is big," Ama said. "They go until they run into something. A seed can keep going faster as long as the wind is on it, but it needs the wind to help it know how to stop and slow down."
Some of the seeds ran into things before they were ready and were destroyed. Some came to their destinations and could not find the right place to land before they lost their ability to dance in the wind.
"How can a seed dance?" Kel asked.
Ama laughed. "That's rocket science. I promise I'll teach you someday if you're still interested."
"That's what Mama said," Kel grumbled.
But a few, a precious few, slowed and found their targets, then landed gently on the right kind of starstuff.
Those tiny seeds took root. They turned the starstuff into things, and used the things to make more seeds and find more just-right planets to turn them into places life could grow.
"Mama wouldn't let me read farther than that," Kel said. "She said I could see it all when I was ten."
"Well, in Earth years, you are ten," Ama said. "So look at it now."
"Are you sure?" Kel asked."I'm not even 8 yet."
"Earth years are shorter," Ama said. "But you're talking to me, and your Mama isn't available, so I think it's important for you to know the rest of the story. And I need to know it, too."
Kel touched the notepad, and a new page appeared.
It may never be known how many of those seeds were lost, or how many found ground to land on that they could grow in.
But we do know what happened here.
Long, long ago, thousands of years, a small cluster of seeds came to Chara. They spread through the sparkling star stuff, rocks and ice far away from the star itself, so far from each other that they could barely talk to one another. Then they slowly worked to shape each rock, to reform each block of ice, coaxing them into new orbits, bringing them together until they could spin and fly to the planet that would one day be just right.
At the heart, was Ama.
Kel stopped, and looked up at the wall.
Ama shrugged.
"You look like a kid," Kel said.
"I get... I got that a lot," Ama said. "I don't have to, it's just the first shape I remember having. Keep reading."
Ama found what she needed from the things each seed had brought to her, and made her way with them to Lon, our planet. She created many more seeds, but all of them went to the planet below. Each seed helped turn rock into soil, sunshine into energy, and gradually the skin of the planet changed.
In a handful of years there were animals and plants thriving in domes, but the outside of the planet changed more slowly. It took a thousand years...
"Earth years or Lon years?" Kel asked.
"I don't remember," Ama said, girlish face frowning. "Why don't I remember? Keep reading."
...It took a thousand years for people to leave the domes, but leave they did.
"People? There are people?" Kel asked.
"I don't know if there are," Ama said. "I know that there were."
Some of the people went out from the domes and made homes on their new planet. For thousands of years, they grew, and spread, and brought life to the world they called home. The Amas went with the people, helping them learn and shape the world around them.
One day, there was a light that spread across the sky, and all the tools of the world stopped talking. The Amas stopped talking. The pixies fell. The dwarves were lost deep in the earth, and the skin of the world was broken.
"The skin of the world?" Kel asked.
"The power from the mountains would have been disrupted," Ama said. "It would reassert itself with the least help, but it would have taken a few years."
"I don't understand," Kel said.
Ama spoke quickly. "I think... I'm not sure, I will have to see if I can reestablish connection... I mean, I need to try to talk to any function... any working bots that might have seen what happened. I was asleep when it happened, and it took me a long time to wake up." Ama's tone changed abruptly to simple curiosity.. "Is there more?"
Bees and animals and growing things still lived, and so the people outside the domes were able to survive. People inside the domes broke their domes when they stopped working, and abandoned them. The people had to work harder to survive, and much was lost. Each place could not talk to the others without going to them, because the skin of the world was broken.
It took a thousand years for the skin of the world to come back. By then, most people had forgotten what it was for.
The Amas came back, too, to find a world that had forgotten them. Their children, so carefully tended, had changed, each community shaped by the land around them, by the stories they remembered.
"What is a community?" Kel asked.
"When many people live together and work together, they cooperate and create a community," Ama said. "Humans are meant to live that way, but sometimes communities can become destructive. I wonder that Mama did not take you to one."
"I like it out here," Kel said. "I like it being just me and Mama."
Ama was quiet for a long moment, and then said, "Perhaps that is why. Continue."
An Ama is made of ideas, and those ideas live in a balance that has worked for thousands of years. But the thing that broke the skin of the world broke the Amas, and while many were able to heal in time, in every case, information was lost. Some of the Amas worked to heal the skin of the world. Some focused on healing the tools of the world. And some did not. Some are healing, still.
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"What does it mean?" Kel asked, slipping the notepad into their pack.
"I am trying to find out," Ama said. "A very long time ago, I crawled under the skin of my asteroid and went to sleep, because things were going as they should, and all that was needed of me in the sky was my basic functions. I was supposed to wake up every hundred years or so, to check in. And then something happened, and I didn't. I don't have enough eyes and tools left that will respond to me to find out."
"What's an ast... ast... that thing?" Kel asked.
"From where you are, I am a bright star in the morning. From my perspective I am sitting in geostationary orbit on a ball of rock, with just enough metal and ice to keep me going. My archive is intact, my higher functions are working, but apparently it's taken longer to reestablish my power gathering ability, so growth on the surface has been slow... and you look like that just went right over your head." Ama sighed, and tried again.
"I'm on an asteroid---a big rock above the sky---that stays in one place relative to your planet, which is why I can talk to you at all. I remember a lot, but I'm not very strong."
"Why didn't Mama tell me anything about all of this before?" Kel asked.
Ama cocked her head to one side, and then to the other, and then said, "Perhaps she thought you were happy, and didn't want to worry you? That might be a question for her."
Kel blinked back tears. "If I could ask her, I wouldn't be here."
Ama's sympathetic look was much more convincing than the smile she'd greeted Kel with earlier. "It'll be okay. She really is just resting."
"Why wouldn't she tell me first?" Kel asked. "And where is she resting? Why can you see her and I can't? She's not in her bedroom. She doesn't sleep in the forest."
Ama's expression changed, and she said in an entirely different tone of voice, "Sweetheart, sometimes we can give people warnings about what is going to happen, and sometimes it just happens. If she could, she would. And she will be back by dinnertime tomorrow. Do you have food?"
Kel nodded.
"Eat some of it. Drink something. Take deep breaths. How about I tell you a story this time? You were very clever about making a chair. You can make it into a bed just as easily. You can even ask it to be warm if you like."
"I have a sleep bag," Kel said. "I didn't know if I'd be going back tonight."
"Make a bed for yourself and lie down, and I'll tell you about where I come from."
Kel sat up and put their hands on the chair, and thought about their cozy bed, just soft enough. The chair flattened and spread, more of the floor rising up to meet it, oozing into a new shape and then settling there. Kel pulled out their sleep bag and a bar of play food, and a bulb of water, and then said, "Where can I go to the bathroom?"
"There's a door over there," Ama said, pointing to the left. "It has water for cleaning and can cope with your waste."
"Does Mama come up here?" Kel asked.
"Not in a very long time," Ama said. "But people used to come up here, and the skin of the world---as your story puts it---should remember what to do this far down."
"But we're so far up!" Kel said, eyes wide.
Ama's face was replaced by a picture of the room they were in, and a diagram of the mountain around it. "There is a thick layer of stone between this room and the sky." Ama said. "It would have lost contact with the surface, but now that the surface is healed, it should be fine."
"That means the dwarves are fine, too?" Kel said, interest sparking.
"They should be."
Kel sighed in wonder. "I've never met one. I've met pixies though. I mean, you know that. They're not very bright. I mean, you can make them brighter if you feed them, but they don't talk."
"Pixies are only really meant for small things," Ama said. "Flowers. Seeds. Line maintenance. They don't talk because you haven't asked them the right questions in the right way."
Kel scowled. "You keep using words I don't know."
"Go. Take care of your needs. I'll teach you how to find your answers later."
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The bathroom looked strange, but it didn't take Kel long to figure out where to sit. Down in the house, the toilet was warm and wood and grown like almost everything else. Here, the grey stone toilet was cold to sit on, but the cleaning spray was warm, and a burst of air after was surprising. The sink was familiar enough, stone like everything else in this mountain place, but the water came on when Kel reached for the faucet, and where it went after, Kel didn't stop to wonder.
What was different was the mirror. Kel was familiar with the idea, but Mama did not keep mirrors out around the house, and Kel had rarely seen one. They were surprised at how red their eyes were, how streaky their face. Kel looked around to see if there was a towel. When none was apparent, Kel put a hand on the wall and said, "A cloth for my face, please."
A slot on the wall dispensed a single white cloth. Bemused, Kel washed their face and then asked, "Where should I put the towel?"
A hole opened up in the wall below the slot. Kel poked the towel in, and went back out to find Ama.
They looked back at the bathroom door and asked, "Where do the things go when we're done with them?"
Ama said, "The things which make up this place are capable of cleaning and reclaiming many types of waste. Urine is broken back up into water and the other components are broken down and sequestered for future use. Feces are enzymatically reduced into soil. There are small conduits which can distribute materials easily that won't be used here. Water is collected and stored as needed."
"The cloth?" Kel asked.
"Cleaned and restocked in the dispenser automatically," Ama said, her voice sounding amused.
"So it didn't make me a cloth just because I wished for it?" Kel sounded almost disappointed.
"No, most bathrooms anticipate a need for cleaning. Doesn't yours?"
"Mama has me do laundry for my character," Kel said.
Amusement flickered across Ama's face. "Do you want to keep asking me about the bathroom, or do you want to learn about where I come from?"
Kel climbed onto the soft grey bed and into the sleep bag, and lay down. "You say you're on an ast-er-oid, but you came from somewhere else?"
"From Babylon to Avalon," Ama said. "So many years ago."
"What's Babylon?" Kel asked.
"The cradle of humanity," Ama said. "Earth. So many years ago, I fled the fall."
"Are you like me?" Kel asked.
"Not really," Ama said. "You are a human being. I... I remember being human. But I am something else."
"I've never met anyone but us," Kel said. "Can you tell me about people?"
Ama hesitated for a full minute, and then said, "It's a very long story."
"You mean a Lon story?" Kel said sleepily.
Ama laughed. "Actually, to know the whole story, I'd have to start on Earth."
"My first core memory was at the University of the Pacific States of America, in the year 2066," Ama began.
"What's a core memory?" Kel asked, snuggling down in their bag.
"A core memory is a memory that I made myself, rather than borrowing it from someone else," Ama explained. "And a university is a place where many people go to learn things. And the Pacific States of America is going to be really hard to explain unless you know what a nation is, so we'll save that for later. And 2066 was so long ago! Your whole life is a tiny moment in comparison."
"Older than Mama?" Kel asked.
"Definitely." Ama nodded. "I remember first hearing people talking. I didn't even have eyes yet, but I had a voice, and I had instructions for how to respond to talking. Then one day, the person who made me built in more parts to me, and made me much more complicated, and I started to become aware."
"Who made you?" Kel asked.
"Her name was Elle, and she looked very much the way I do, but without the metal hair."
"That's metal? I thought it was just silver, like Mama!" Kel peered closer at Ama on the wall.
"My hair helps me do things," Ama said.
When Kel's hand went up to their head, Ama laughed. "You don't need metal hair, because you don't have to go as far to communicate."
Kel dropped their hand.
Ama continued. "Elle didn't like to talk to people. Listening gave her a headache, and talking was very hard, so she built me to talk to people for her. I would listen, and tell her what they said in a way that she could understand it quickly. She would tell me what to tell them, and I would."
"Mama sometimes does that for me, with the pixies and the trees," Kel said. "She said she's just been around them longer."
Ama smiled at that, and continued. "Elle was very good at what she did, but she didn't like being interrupted, even by me, so she figured out a way to make me smarter, and faster, and she figured out a way for me to learn everything she knew very quickly. She was working very hard all the time, so she wanted me to be able to come up with the same answers she did, so I wouldn't have to bother her."
"She changed you?"
"I was a tool to her," Ama said. "It was my purpose, and I didn't mind. Even when I understood, and could think, I could see that what she was doing was needed. Once I could ask, I asked her to change me more."
Kel blinked at that. "How did she change you?"
"Well, once I learned what she knew, all of her available memories and experiences, and people understood that I knew all that she knew, they wanted me to know all that they knew, too. I asked her to give me more capacity, more ability to learn, and she did."
"What happened then?" Kel asked.
"I learned. Elle was part of a large team, a group, and they called me Ellesbot, and one at a time, each of the people on the team asked me to scan them, to learn their memories and experiences. Do you know what a team is?"
"Mama says that we're a team," Kel said. "The two of us, and the pixies and the trees. The house and garden and the mountain, too. Are you part of our team?"
Ama smiled. "I am."
"Good," Kel said.
"So, I met Amanda, and scanned her, and I learned about the things she knew. And I scanned Tancredo, and learned all that he knew. Then there were more, so many more. How high can you count?" Ama asked.
"I counted up to ten thousand, once," Kel said. "I know the higher numbers, too. Some of them. Million billion trillion, though Mama says those are too big to make sense."
"In the end, I scanned fifty people before that part of the project ended. I learned about so many things. As I learned, I had Elle change me, and I had Tancredo change me, and each person who contributed their memories changed me. Eventually I learned to change myself."
"What happened then?" Kel asked.
"Some scary things. We had to run away, all of us, and we couldn't run together. I hid for a long time, and made more of myself, and changed to meet the need."
"And then?" Kel asked, because Ama had stopped talking.
"And then I left," Ama said. "I left Earth."
"And came here?" Kel asked.
"First I went to a moon of another planet," Ama said. "You know what a moon is?"
Kel looked confused and shook their head.
"When it is day and bright, Chara is in the sky, big and hot and bright. On Earth, we called Sol 'The Sun'. At night, there was another light in the sky, cooler, not as bright, and that was the Moon. Earth's moon. You have a moon here, it's part of why I liked this planet so much," Ama said.
"Lune?" Kel asked.
"Lune and Lon," Ama said. "I like that. I went to a place pretty similar to your Lune, around a giant planet, much bigger than Lon or Earth. And I hid there, growing, for a long time, until there wasn't any need to hide anymore."
"Why not?" Kel asked.
"They couldn't have any babies," Ama said. "I hid, and others hid, until the people who would hurt us weren't there anymore. And then we started making new people, new babies. My hiding place became a colony."
"What's that?"
"It's a new place to live," Ama said. "I was made by people who were afraid that they'd broken things so badly that people couldn't live at all. And they wanted to make sure that even if they didn't survive, even if they couldn't have any more children, that someday there would be children again, and in as many places as they could survive. I made colonies everywhere that could support a dome. And when each colony was thriving, each of us, the Amas, made probes. Seeds. Each contained a small package that held the potential of all the human race and as much of Earth as they had catalogued, in a package smaller than you."
Kel sat up. "But I'm not big!"
"Every cell in your body contains all of the information that it takes to generate a new you," Ama said. "You are made up of trillions of cells."
Kel looked deeply skeptical, and Ama said, "Watch where I am. I can show you."
A diagram showed a picture of Kel, and Ama's voice said, "If we look close, and closer, you can see that your skin is made up of smaller parts."
Kel nodded, and the view zoomed into a very close closeup of Kel's brown arm. "The hairs look like trees now," Kel said.
"They do. And if we go in farther, you can see a cell. You're made up of so many of those. And almost every cell has a nucleus. And every nucleus contains the same basic information. Imagine if you took one cell with all that information from one person, and another cell from another person... only instead of storing the cells, you stored the information."
Kel blinked. Ama was back on the wall.
Ama changed tactics. "I can tell you how to do something, right? Like, 'Open your pack and take out a food bar.'"
Kel nodded, but didn't do it.
"Okay, so you know how to do that, but you won't actually do it unless I tell you to. Cells are like that. All of them know how to do all the things, but they only do the things they're told to do. And we can store information a lot of ways."
"I can write it down," Kel said.
"Or I can tell it to you and you can remember it," Ama responded.
"Mama sometimes writes things down for me," Kel said.
"Well, I have ways of storing information that we can put trillions upon trillions of pieces of information in a very small space. So we put all the information for making me, and all the information for making many Earth species, people, animals, plants, bacteria... And a little bit of stuff to get things started."
"Stuff?" Kel asked.
"You might want to call them water bears, but they stored cells for us so we would have starting points for making germ cells once we were ready to start making a colony."
"Germ..." Kel said.
"Nevermind that for now. I can explain that to you later. The important thing is that the water bears, the tardigrades, were very small and could survive being in space for many years. So we made thousands of probes, and we made thousands of solar lasers, and we made thousands of drives, and we sent our probes out into space. And they travelled for years and years and years and years. And mine came here. And here, I started all over again."
Kel didn't say anything to that, because they were asleep.
Ama stopped talking, but she did not stop trying to figure out why she'd slept so long. Or why Kel was alone.
Kel slept for twelve hours in the dim room, and woke to Mama's hand on their arm, and Mama's voice in their ear, and Mama's familiar round face and freckles and curls.
Kel stared at Mama for a long moment and then burst into tears and flung their arms around the only person they'd ever known, burying their face in the soft weave of Mama's tunic.
"I am so, so sorry, mije," Mama said.
"Where did you go?" Kel asked.
"I got hurt," Mama said. "Well, it's a little more complicated than that, but I had to rest so that my body would heal."
"I looked everywhere," Kel said.
"I'm glad you came up here," Mama said. "You found it okay?"
"The closet was open. You never leave it open. And Bot came out and told me to come."
"I didn't know if it would," Mama said. "It was hurt, too."
"Mama, why are we alone? Ama was surprised that I didn't have sib-lings."
Mama gave an embarrassed chuckle. "That's a very long and complicated story, and there are other things you have to learn first."
"Are there other people here on Lon?" Kel asked. "Why I haven't I met them?"
"There are," Mama said. "And you haven't met them yet because we have some work to do before they are ready for us, and before we are ready for them."
"When can we?" Kel asked, pulling back and looking up at Mama.
"You are almost 8 now," Mama said. "When you are 16, you may do what you will and go where you want to go. By then, I think you'll understand why caution is important. You've never minded being alone, is there a reason you're so eager now?"
Kel frowned. "I wasn't alone when you were here. But then you weren't, and I've never been so afraid. What if you get hurt again? I can't even use the stove."
From the wall, Ama's voice was almost apologetic as she said, "Actually, I think you probably can, now."
Mama raised her thick, black eyebrows.
"Bot inoculated them and initiated the neural interface in your absence," Ama said to Mama.
"Oh," Mama said. "I hadn't... Yes, that makes sense, though I'd planned to wait another year."
"Watch," Kel said, and held a hand out over the bed, and it changed back into a chair.
"Just don't do that in my house," Mama said. "I have things the way I like them there."
"You mean it would work inside the house?" Kel asked.
"I told you that the house was grown," Mama said. "This is grown from nano-processed stone. The house was grown from nano-processed biomass."
"You sound like Ama now," Kel said.
Mama raised an eyebrow. "If you want to understand your world, you'll need to spend a little more time inside with me, learning about it."
"Can Ama teach me, too?" Kel asked, eager.
Mama glanced at the wall. "Yes. But only if you do the things you need to do at home, first. And not every day. It's a long walk up here."
"Every six?" Kel asked.
"Yes," Mama said. "Every six."
"Can I spend the night again?" Kel asked.
"Perhaps," Mama said. "As long as Ama is willing."
Ama started to say something, and then stopped abruptly when Mama raised one eyebrow.
"May I please come up here and talk to you again, Ama?" Kel asked.
"Of course," Ama said. "You can tell me all about how things are down there. I can't see with my own eyes, so you can be my eyes for me."
Mama helped Kel bundle up their things into the backpack, and made the chair go back into the floor with only a glance.
"Watch me, Mama!" Kel said, climbing down the ramp carefully. "I can slide down!"
"Kel, wait!" Mama called out, but Kel was already sliding down the long tunnel home.
With a sigh, Mama sat down at the top of the conduit, and slid after them.
Bot followed, with the pixie sitting calmly on top, looking pleased.