
        
            
                
            
        

    


More Praise for The Mulai 


‘The type of speculative fiction that I yearn for! Weird, bold, and impossible to describe in the length of a shelf talker. For fans of linguistics, ethnography, unreliable narration, everything it can mean to be human, what it means to be a community, and anyone dreaming of something beyond the crushing weight of our current system.’

– Billie Egret, Third Place Books




‘An interesting look on how culture and language might evolve when it is broken off from the main society for many years. I really enjoyed this!’

– Anna Franson, Books & Company






Praise for Living Things


‘Living Things turns out to be both highbrow and hair-raising (and exceptionally well translated by Julia Sanches). In only 120 pages it succeeds in several separate ways: as an eco-thriller exposing the horrors of industrialized meat production and agrochemicals; as a treatise on rendering truth in fiction; and, not least, as a “lads on tour” caper.’

– Miranda France, Times Literary Supplement




‘[An] impetuous, upstart spirit infuses this short and spunky tale about young, would-be literary men who hit the road in search of adventure but find bleakness and exploitation … Hachemi’s is the sort of writing that compulsively interrogates itself as writing, in which literary theorizing runs alongside the storytelling … Hachemi’s documentary-style accounts of low-paid factory labor compellingly take us where most fiction writers would rather not go.’

– Rob Doyle, New York Times





‘Living Things dips blithely in and out of genres and packs more ideas in its lean frame than seems possible. It’s a novel posing as a journal posing as a meditation on the function of the journal that playfully interrogates form and content in art, what it means to write, and what it means to care or not care about anything, or about everything. Munir Hachemi is a magician, and his marvellous book, deftly translated by Julia Sanches, defies adequate description.’

– James Greer, author of Bad Eminence




‘Startling, compulsive, and vibrant; Living Things reads like an ignition. The most honest thing I’ve read in a long time about being young and alive in a beautiful, horrible world.’

– Dizz Tate, author of Brutes




‘A sinister, suspenseful novel, Living Things … Hachemi wrangles form itself, making a sci-fi of what is ultimately extremely quotidian and true: Frankenstein creatures created as fodder to feed an increasingly undernourished world, and the refracted suffering that upholds such a system, in which living things – worker, plant, and animal – are made consumable parts in a helix. Hachemi deftly lays bare the cannibalistic bent at the heart of global capitalism.’

– Abi Andrews, author of The Word for Woman is Wilderness




‘Heady, diaristic and compulsively readable in Julia Sanches’s perfect translation, four reckless and stubborn college students get themselves caught in the hell of factory farming in southern France. To say that Living Things is a superb eco-thriller is both true and yet falls short of just how magnificently unclassifiable Hachemi’s novel is.’

– Jacob Rogers, The Centre for Fiction
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A blow – head down, chin to chest – and shouting:

‘I will never show my tongue!’ Blow.

[ … ]

‘Mouths aren’t visible when shouting!’ Blow.

[ … ]

‘Last words!’ the Secretary howled.

‘Closed mouth! Closed mouth! Closed mouth!’ the three replied.

Plop, Rafael Pinedo




Since these were the early years, and since to them words mean so many things at once, I can’t be sure of the Indian’s exact words, and all I believe I know about them is pieced together from uncertain clues, unreliable memories, and interpretations, so that, in a way, it’s possible my story also means many things at once, with none of them, coming as they do from unclear sources, being necessarily correct.

El entenado, Juan José Saer




The future is over.

El árbol de Saussure: Una utopía, Héctor Libertella








1 The Archeologist

Journal of Dr. Cordovero’s second visit to the Mulai, circa the year 1891

The future is over = the tree already came. The tree already came. The future is over. Future is over. What strange wordplay (all words are wordplay). Desert, the desert. I tried to teach Idri Spanish one time. She listened carefully. Idri, my Idri, where are you? Not in the desert. The desert erases everything, the desert is a verb, the verb erase. ‘You’re so silly,’ she said laughing, ‘that’s our language, Mulai!’ She was right. Though at the time I believed that she was wrong. I don’t know why. So silly.

Desert, deserter, deter, determine, uncertain, interned. In the desert of sounds, the wind blows … Words, dust that collects to form a sound, a letter. Idri, I mean Faida, where are you? If the desert only erases, then I am always retracing your steps, raining on water. The gaoshar once said: ‘Woman, archer, I need you.’ Where have I heard that before? It was now, tomorrow, in the desert. Flukeh, I mean Faida, are you there? Waiting for me? Mu, Sheipa? In his stories, the gaoshar used the words of the desert, of the future that already was. Faida, Faida, I mean Faida: I need you.





	1 After the end of the arrival of the containers (‘a.C.’ from now on).









2 Flukeh2

The year 0 a.C.

Our story begins the day the Mulai stopped receiving boxes of supplies, back when they didn’t know about ionizing radiation and had yet to invent the Voyage.

Flukeh the Procurator reacted with neither shock nor dismay. She took the chair from the scriptorium and planted it in the middle of the large central square. She sat down and waited for a good number of people to gather around her. Then she said:

‘It’s time we understood we will not receive more cargo.’

No one spoke. Someone could have posited that the delivery had been delayed – but by whom?

‘I propose we explore our options for survival.’

That’s not what she said. She said, ‘We must explore … ‘ At that time, people left the Dome for only two reasons, one of which was to collect supplies from the containers.

‘Let’s activate the domelets.’

Or ‘We will activate.’


No one responded.

‘We will attempt to grow our own food in the soil.’

This time, a murmur was heard in the audience.

‘We’ll raise snakes, wolves, and scorpions.’

The murmur grew louder. As was to be expected.

‘We will search the Temple for resources.’

Back then they called it the Temple as a joke. Or perhaps they had already forgotten it was ever a joke at all.

Someone spoke:

‘How to do such a thing, Flukeh? Do you know how animals reproduce? Do you know if they do? And more importantly: do you plan to go alone?’

Another person added:

‘Visiting the Temple and not complying with instructions is dangerous. Accessing the Temple for any reason other than receiving fertilization is against the book.’

Flukeh replied:

‘No one has ever tried. I checked the scriptorium. No one has ever tried.’

The majority of the group left to discuss the issue. Some were not especially interested and so retreated to their darkened rooms; they were in sif, and it was hot. A boy approached Flukeh and asked for the chair. He wanted to write. She handed it to him, then sat cross-legged on the floor. She leaned back, propping herself up on the palms of her hands.

After a while, the crowd gathered again. Someone said:

‘The doors of the Dome open in one direction.’

The others echoed the phrase like a prayer.

The doors of the Dome open in one direction. And again: The doors of the Dome open in one direction.

‘You know the rules.’


They were: do not leave except during designated intervals, do not eat anything outside, travel in multiples of three and in a group of no fewer than nine – save for reproductive rites – bring an aspergillum of clean water to be returned intact, do not enter the domelets. No one could remember where these instructions had been found. Maybe they were still in some corner of the scriptorium. No one bothered to check.

‘You’re free to leave.’

(They probably did not have to make this explicit.)

Even though Flukeh knew there was no point, she insisted it was also dangerous to stay in the Dome. She spent that night with her trinomial. Because the three of them were women, they fucked out in the open, in the pleasant sif night air, and chatted for hours. A few people moved away from them while others didn’t mind the sounds of their voices and moans. At some point, the boy who’d asked Flukeh for the chair approached them and said he was done, would she like it back. Flukeh glanced at the scriptorium and thought of the countless hours she’d spent there poring over texts and taking notes. She kissed the boy and said there was no need.

Luhen, one of the women in Flukeh’s trinomial, gave her a carving of the Dome. Raura, the other woman, made her a stick with a good grip and a sharp end, should she need to defend herself. Flukeh did not try to convince them to come with her.

At dawn, Luhen suggested that she write alone for the first time.

‘You are leaving anyway.’

Flukeh decided to give it a try. Standing up, she took a pencil and some paper from the scriptorium. No one looked at her: it was as if she’d already left. She crouched in the shade of one of the darkened rooms and pondered what to write. She, who had written so much, dozens upon dozens of words. But nothing came to her. She couldn’t bring herself to write without the rustling of people walking past, without the murmur of conversation, without being interrupted. Finally, she tried out an unusual word:

[image: Glyph composed of two circles with various simple lines and shapes protruding from them. The circles are linked by two lines.]
It was something she’d read in the Temple, written in Archaic, during her first and only fertilization trip. Mulai or ‘the tree comes.’

She returned the pencil and paper to the scriptorium. She’d considered taking them with her and then thought better of it, because what was the point.

Two hours later, she left. No one came to see her off.





	2 Note from the editors: This volume is comprised of excerpts from a report written by Nahum Cordovero, accounts he invented or translated, reflections, a few short stories, an interview, a lullaby … It is ultimately the work of Dr. Cordovero, as is the chapter order, the fiction, the inferences. Every edition published to date has been identical to this one, from the second chapter to the second to last. In this edition, we’ve taken the liberty of including two newly recovered excerpts from the journal pertaining to the doctor’s second visit to the Mulai. Because he is no longer with us, we could not get his consent, but we are sure he would’ve been happy to give it.









3 The Archeologist

Report by Dr. Nahum Cordovero (edited)

Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

Strictly speaking, this report should begin with a transcript of the dispatch that alerted us to the existence of the Mulai. In-sofar as the technicians of the Department of [REDACTED] [REDACTED] have been able to ascertain, it had been a long time since any concern had been shown for the project. A small radio receiver picked up the first transmission almost by chance. A few minutes later, a remote functionary made a string of urgent calls.

At first the message was believed to contain some unknown code. Its peculiarity stemmed not from its incomprehensibility but from its vague familiarity. No one recalled a mission called ‘Future’; we still could not fathom its origins. Someone noted that during World War I, U.S. (present-day [REDACTED] [REDACTED], [REDACTED], and [REDACTED] [REDACTED]) military forces had recruited Navajo speakers to send encoded messages, but this link was promptly dismissed. Now, after several years in the community, I am prepared to reconstruct part of the original meaning. In every reconstruction, there is something lost and something gained; I believe what we have to gain is greater than what we have lost.

It’s often said we access new concepts through their resemblance to those we already know. Maybe that is why I translated the first phrase as follows: ‘Dog, your Dome is the sky.’3 And the second as: ‘You are three and Flukeh is your prophet’ (messenger would be a more apt translation). Although these versions are consistent with the mixedness of Mulai culture, they are also extremely reductive. ‘Thy heavenly containers come.’ ‘Give us ma for growing and sif for preparing food.’ ‘Dog, complete our trinomial. We know how to give you pleasure. In return, give us your ionizing radiation.’

One of the factors that delayed our receiving the signal was that the transmission was aimed at what the senders refer to as the orbital, an enormous stratospheric mirror that, according to [REDACTED], was responsible for the sudden change in the weather patterns of the habitable zone around the Dome. Because they believe it allows them to communicate with Dog, they transmit messages only when the orbital is visible to them, from their vantage point. This happens more often than you might expect, because while the orbital is not stationary, the thing they referred to as the orbital is in fact several orbitals (the Mulai believed there was only one; or rather, to them, various identical, remote objects are in fact one).

The message varied with each transmission (at first we believed, mistakenly, that this was due to the fact that there was no written text and that the dispatch was recited from memory). I propose that we study these slight variations in the future. Sometimes, for example, the message was repeated three times without modification. The same applied to every phrase, every word or syllable. Surprisingly, however, these utterances were not successive iterations of an original so much as versions that oscillated around a single gravitational centre.

Any archeologist who heeds the discrepancies in the message will discover which elements remain consistent; for example, the copious allusions to ionizing radiation or a slight quiver in the speaker’s voice when referring to reproduction. The most-often-recurring motif is without a doubt the closing of the prayers, which is always ternary. ‘The tree comes.’ ‘The tree comes.’ ‘The tree comes.’

This report has been commissioned by the committee on [REDACTED] [REDACTED] for the purpose of determining the nature of the Mulai. In point 19 herein, I am encouraged to conclude that their nature is either [REDACTED] or [REDACTED]. Yet, my research indicates something far more complex: the Mulai [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED]. Nevertheless, future studies on their community and interpersonal relationships would be greatly beneficial to us, not only because of the Mulai’s potential to become an object of our sciences, but for what we could learn from them. In fact, should the hypotheses of [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] be correct, we can expect to make definitive advances in the archeological field, meaning in the field of relationship studies. Beyond this, we could also come to understand how the Mulai were able to create another world, one radically different from our own whose roots nonetheless exist in our world today.





	3 Because there is no clear distinction between the singular and the plural in the Mulai tongue, in the phrase ‘Dog, your dome is the sky,’ your stands in for both. That is, it’s unclear if the Mulai’s God is one or several, or if it is a structure, an institution. In order to preserve this ambiguity, as a rule I have chosen to use the Mulai term for ‘God’ or ‘gods’ or whatever it refers to: Dog.*


	* Note from the English translator: Unlike in Dr. Cordovero’s native Spanish, for which there are two distinct terms for the second-person singular and plural (tú and vosotros, or tú and ustedes, depending on the variant), in English, you can be at once singular and plural. Although this ambiguity often leads to some confusion, in this case the ambiguity is appropriate.









4 Faida

Circa the year 154 a.C.

She decided to do as Flukeh had once done, thousands of big moons ago. Taking the chair from the scriptorium, she planted it in the middle of the square. She knew there was something ceremonial about reiterating the past, repeating what is written. Also something heretical.

Faida immediately sensed animosity and figured it was warranted. For the past few small moons, she had devoted herself to writing. All in all, no one hated or looked down on her. They couldn’t have called her selfish; they knew that, unlike growers and dehydrators, those who persisted in writing had very little to share. What could she show them? Their own tongue?

She had been thinking about airing her hypothesis for some time now. It had been much longer than three to the power of three to the power of three big moons since the cargo stopped arriving, and the community had adapted to their absence. Faida was of the mind that the Mulai had misinterpreted Flukeh’s ideas: it wasn’t enough just to survive, like snakes or wolves or shrubs or scorpions. What they needed was to amass enough ionizing radiation to summon new containers.

The previous night, Ummat had expressed a desire to embark on the Voyage; it was time for the community to grow, and Ummat had volunteered. ‘That’s a good idea. I need to get away,’ Faida thought.


When the crowd turned its attention to her, she said something so far beyond common sense that they couldn’t comprehend it: that maybe there was a drastic difference – like that which separates the Dome from what is not the Dome – between the snakes and the loudhailers, between the wind and the expert system, between the piss-recycling process and the suspended water on days of ma. Maybe – although not even Faida herself was sure of this – the gods, Dog, had created some of these things and not others. But what about the wolves and the scorpions, the reproductive module and the small reddish pebbles on the ground? She had the feeling the answer to this question held the key to recovering ionizing radiation and, with it, the containers.

Their hostility came as no surprise; Faida rose from the scriptorium chair and quietly left the conclave. She knew that what mattered most was for her idea to be out in the open; through repetition, any position, whether for or against, could only bolster her theory, its material existence. Besides, she hoped to flesh it out during the Voyage.

Four small moons later, Faida, Ummat, and Kbale were joined in matrimony. It felt like a farewell. The following morning, the trio set off.





5 The Archeologist

Personal journal of Dr. Cordovero The year 159 a.C.


Day 0

We arrive at night to avoid alarming them. One of the Rovers will take us from the edge of the habitable zone to the Dome, and another will deliver the boxes of supplies. They’re an offering and also something far more basic, a preliminary form of communication: we’re bringing these things because they asked us to.



Day 1

The Mulai found us waiting at the entrance to the Dome at daybreak. The mission made every effort to ensure that the containers – as the Mulai call them – were identical to the ones we used to send 150 years ago, so they must have looked familiar.

Though I’m doing my best to remain detached in this journal, I can’t help confessing that this has been the biggest day of my life.

As they approached us, I grew tense, but they went straight for the containers. We were surprised to find that they remembered how to open them. They seemed neither happy nor excited, which I still don’t understand. They quietly set to work, and I had the impression that I was standing before the same Mulai people from a century and a half ago. Which, of course, isn’t the case: the biologists’ reports, the doctors’, and common sense rule this out. I think it’s rather that, in some way that eludes me, their sense of community is so strong that they’re somehow a single timeless entity; that we, too, are that entity. In other words, it’s as if the Mulai’s every memory, every decision, and every minor act are in fact collective. Lurking behind that idea, I believe, is a truth I’m not yet ready to express.

As for their response to our presence there … well, there was none. We are Dog, their god, or gods – and yet just imagine what believers in our world would expect from a divine incarnation, what material form would satisfy our understanding of the word god. That’s when I realized how simplistic we’ve been; the idea that Dog would not only be concrete, but also so like them, is ludicrous. On the other hand, we couldn’t bring ourselves to speak, and silence is more the stuff of believers than it is the stuff of their gods. After some time, I told the men to remove their clothing. I did the same. ‘Underwear too?’ asked Daan, our meteorologist, seeing that none of the Mulai men had their penises on display. ‘No,’ I replied. Our nakedness sparked our first interaction with the community; a small cluster approached us bearing loincloths like the ones they wear. A girl laughed at us. What I mean is: they also laugh.

It would’ve been around nine in the morning. Although the sun was already up, it was cold outside the Dome. I scanned the area for something – some symbol, armband, tattoo, or paint mark – that might indicate which one of them was in charge. There, as I craned my neck, squinting at that mass of people, I realized how difficult they are to tell apart. Different as they are, they are also strangely alike. I tried tallying them up and eventually conceded defeat after losing count several times. In certain cultures, a leader comes to light only under exceptional circumstances, if at all, raising the possibility that no one is in charge and that the community is governed by a void. I deduced this might be the case with the Mulai. Since I had no way of ascertaining it, I mumbled the greeting our linguists had prepared for us. But they just kept walking past, freighted with supplies, like ants, showing no sign that they’d heard me. I went up to one of them and pointed at myself, then at the Dome; in return, I received a look of profound bewilderment.

An hour later, we were frozen stiff. There wasn’t a single Mulai left outside the Dome. We looked at each other in confused silence. This was not what we’d been led to expect. Lee, the biologist, seemed the least unsettled or uncomfortable of us all. Finally, she suggested: ‘What if we just go in?’ Our fascination was still strong, but fear and cold are no less convincing, so we took a vote and decided to enter. No one paid us any attention as we stepped over the threshold. I think the Mulai have no concept of giving permission.

Even though the Dome is semi-transparent, we could only really take in the view from the inside. I was surprised to see houses made of scraps and junk metal as well as a large central square with a sprawling desk covered in stacks of paper. There was also a clothesline from which many of these papers were hanging – as if being dried or exhibited or aired out – and also various paint-smeared bedsheets. Another thing I saw was that the supplies had already been placed in some unintelligible order, integrated into their regular feeding circuit.

We did nothing else. Erring on the side of caution, we chose not to eat. There is no need for clothes inside the Dome: it’s a comfortable temperature.



Day 4

Today I noticed that the Mulai have hung our clothes from the legetorium, which is what I’ve dubbed the clothesline, since they refer to the table they write or draw on as a scriptorium (only pronounced differently). They’re making bags out of some of our clothes and tearing other pieces into strips to mend suits that they use for some unknown purpose.

The day before yesterday, Ako contravened my request that the group refrain from eating. Much as this bothered me, the truth is that my plan to eat only after the person in charge had been located or once we had a better understanding of the Mulai was flimsy at best. Their response to Ako partaking of a couple of their dehydrated vegetables was, once again, nonexistent.

Generally speaking, it’s like we’re not even here. My reason for writing in my personal journal instead of the field journal is that Ako and Niko were involved in a minor scandal. A group of Mulai found them having sexual relations behind one of the houses and proceeded to separate them with some ornamental walking sticks. They didn’t hurt them. I pretended to be upset and told Niko and Ako that they had put the entire mission at risk and that I’d have no choice but to write up the incident in my report. Neither of these things is true; in fact, their actions provided us with extremely valuable information about the Mulai, whom I hadn’t suspected of being so puritanical.

There have been no repercussions for the group. I have yet to pinpoint the leader.



Day 5 (noon)

As it turns out, the Mulai do not ask permission.

Up until today, I hadn’t taken a shit once. This, I believe, is the most accurate translation of the Mulai verb. Lee led the way again and shat on day two. Today, after holding out as long as I could, I reached my breaking point and climbed up to one of their very high, transparent toilets. The structures are about three metres tall and can be reached by a narrow staircase. It turns my stomach to think of all the people I’ve seen shitting from down below, and even more to think of all the people who’ve seen me. My shit or piss – again, per Mulai terminology – tumbled down the see-through columns that hold up the toilets. Afterward, Niko asked me, with a hint of derision, ‘Feeling lighter, doc?’ to which I replied that the only way to rise above in this place is to take a dump. He thought I was joking and found it so hilarious that he spent the rest of the day sharing my retort with the group. I was serious throughout, because that’s what’s expected of me, but the truth is that this event, insignificant as it may be, made me feel less alone. Sometimes, laughter can be a homecoming. Then I started thinking about all the time I have left here.

[image: Diagram of a 3 meter tall cylinder. Stairs on its right lead to the lid of the cylinder.]


Day 5 (night)

A while ago, I was wandering around the Dome when I saw two women and one man having sexual relations in the square, right in front of everyone. Not to mention that the sex was ferocious, with anal penetration, oral sex, and other acts I’d rather not put in writing. Why had they separated Niko and Ako? Is it that sex between foreigners disgusts them? Or is it something else that eludes me?



Day 7

As per protocol, the others have left. I don’t know who I’m writing this journal for. My report notes are in the field journal. Yet I write as if someone will read these pages someday. Maybe time will tell. Or maybe I’ll stop writing altogether.

Today, in passing, I heard a conversation between three Mulai, I’m not sure which: so far, all my efforts to tell them apart have been in vain. I recognized a word from one of the iterations in the transmissions that brought us here: faida. I’ll have to look into it.



Day 9

I spend my days wandering the Dome. I’ve tried on several occasions to communicate with the girl who laughed at us when we first arrived. I’m also at the scriptorium fairly often. Every now and then, a Mulai will sit and draw something, but I don’t know if their marks constitute a language. I enjoy watching them, the care they put into what they do. Sometimes, they will sit at the scriptorium and not draw anything at all but instead just rearrange the papers or hang a composition on the legetorium or shred an earlier piece of writing. Other times, they add glyphs – this is what I’ve been calling the smallest units of what I take to be their writing system – to someone else’s composition. Occasionally, they laugh or seem troubled by what they see. I’m giving a thorough account of this in the other journal, though my inability to tell individuals apart complicates things.



Day 10

The Mulai have names. The girl, for example, is called Idri or Id Ri. I can say this now because I’ve made progress in our communication. The process of learning Mulai is different from that of any of the languages I know. Before coming here, I memorized their transmissions, spent countless hours deciphering sounds, reading linguists’ reports, repeating words, working out how to transcribe them. The Mulai tongue is similar to ours, except it’s as though our language has been broken and reassembled according to patterns as organic as they are implausible. Which is why learning Mulai entails forgetting; the process is not additive so much as subtractive. As if instead of writing on this blank page, I took a black sheet of paper and filled in the negative spaces around the letters.

If only I could change some of the features of our language, I feel it might become intelligible to them. What I mean is that a language is much more than a framework of sound: there is a lot of silence and gesturing. When they plan their work, for example, I barely see them talking. At the same time, they also have a knack for talking for talk’s sake. I get the sense that if Idri were to ask me where I’m from, I’d be able to understand her and maybe even venture an answer. But she hardly ever asks questions or registers my own; instead, she invites me to play phonetic games that I’m still pretty terrible at. A while ago, for example, I realized she wanted to play word association, and when she saw that I was more or less following, she threw in a few gestures that meant nothing to me then and still mean nothing to me now. Soon enough, she got bored of my incompetence and joined a group of four grown-ups playing the same game.



Day 11

I’ve been trying to take part in community chores. I don’t think the Mulai care whether I help or not. Whenever I’ve asked them to teach me, they’ve ignored me, so I’ve limited myself to the simplest tasks, like picking things up from the floor, helping frail people up to the shitters, or minding the littlest children. It seems I’ve got used to seeing other people naked.

In the time I’ve been here, I haven’t noticed anything resembling working hours. Each individual works on whatever they want whenever they want, though I’m not sure want is the right verb. Oftentimes they function as if by electrical impulse. A while ago, I saw a Mulai who’d been lying down for hours jolt up, tinker with the agricultural modules for a couple of minutes, then lie back down. Maybe feel like is the more appropriate verb, maybe they’ve modified our slogan and now live by the code: ‘From each according to their whims; to each according to their whims.’



Day 12

Last night, once I’d finished going over my notes for the report, something happened. It would’ve been around one in the morning; I’d just left the scriptorium when a Mulai, a man, came up to me and started touching my face and shoulders. I did the same thinking it was some form of greeting, but it soon became clear that his petting was of a sexual nature. I was stunned. While I didn’t want to sleep with him, I also didn’t want to reject him, for fear of breaking some unknown custom. He kissed me, and I followed him half-heartedly. Then he grabbed my hand, and we made our way to one of the living quarters. As he opened the door, I managed to mutter the word no. Then I looked him in the eyes and traced in the air a symbol I’ve seen them make when they want to decline things. Lucky for me, he immediately let go. I watched him walk away and join another Mulai man or woman. They started kissing and groping each other in the middle of the square, on top of one of the floor mats. I turned away. I felt dirty, disposable.

All day I’ve been thinking about what happened last night, not only what it says about the Mulai, but also what it says about me.






6 Flukeh

The year 0 a.C.

Flukeh walked ahead, not knowing that she was laying the groundwork for what many moons later others would call the Voyage. With each step she took, she hollowed out tracks in the collective memory of the Mulai, tracks that later generations would retread tasca by tasca, hunger by hunger, and hope by hope.

Even though Flukeh did not have a map or know what a thing like it was, she had no trouble finding the first domelet; other Mulai had glimpsed it before when they had gone out for wood. She made her way there in an almost straight line, dodging shrubs that sheltered snakes and scorpions and ignoring whatever wolves crossed her path.

The soles of her tascas were sore when she arrived. She’d never walked so much in one day. It was ma, so the temperature was pleasant, and she barely had to dip into her canteen.

Flukeh missed Luhen and Raura. She was unused to being alone; as soon as they can walk, the Mulai cluster in groups of three. She was scared and cold, which was unusual in a fully functional domelet like that one. Hugging her companions’ gifts, she lay in the middle of the structure.

The following day, she decided to turn her body into a map. She pulled the knife out of her zamarra and drew the tip along her belly in the same direction that she was moving. Every ten steps, she gently inched the blade forward. This was her scale.


Halfway to the second domelet – or what Flukeh calculated or intuited to be halfway – it started hailing. Suddenly, she understood why it was so cold the night before. Ma gave way to telyu, the less frequent season. Also, the more dangerous. It was her first time experiencing it.

Despite herself, she thought about Luhen and Raura and wondered if they were thinking about her too. Telyu hailstones are like fists, but the thing that truly drove Flukeh to despair, robbing her of the will to fight, was loneliness. No Mulai is born to be alone; even the Loucú live alongside others, albeit in silence. She cried out of rage and impotence, out of pain and frustration; the fact that there was no one around to lick away her tears made her all the sadder. She dropped to her knees and fists, sure that she would die. According to those who’d read about telyu, or experienced it firsthand, the phenomenon never lasted less than two days.

Flukeh was about to faint when it occurred to her that, unless she did something, the Mulai would go on waiting in vain for the containers, for nine moons big and small, again and again, until every last one of them died or turned into plants, wooden shrubs, or snakes. This was the problem with the Mulai, her people: they believed in nothing beyond themselves, only in the eternal constant change by which everything remains the same. ‘The tree comes,’ she thought and then repeated it three times as a prayer.

A sizeable ball of ice hit the ground next to her, lifting the soil at the foot of a shrub. A scorpion flew out and plopped, belly-up and defenceless, beside her knee. Flukeh, who had never killed before, decided to try it this once, perhaps making her the first Mulai to ever do so. She raised the knife she’d used to tattoo her belly, clutching it tightly in her right hand. It was then that she devised the first tenet of what would become the Teachings of Flukeh, also known as the First Amendment to the Libertarian Codex. ‘We owe life to ionizing radiation,’ she thought, ‘and preserving life means preserving radiation.’

With the kind of determination only faith can inspire, Flukeh flipped over the scorpion, which darted off in the opposite direction. She paid close attention to what the small animal was doing: it was following the distant light of a wolf – though in the hail, everything seemed far away. She put her zamarra on as a hood, then started trailing the animals.

The hail knocked her over a few times, but then, after what may have been another two hours, she and the wolf arrived at a different domelet from the one she had left that morning. She thanked someone – but who? – and walked in.



All the charging stations appeared to be working, and there was a wolf in each one. Flukeh wondered if it was night or day, but telyu hid both the sun and moons. She gazed at the centre of the domelet and saw the scorpion she had decided not to kill. She stared at it long, almost to the point of forgetting where and even who she was, or the Mulai. Circling through her mind was the thought that the scorpion might kill her for food. It’s possible she slept; she saw something, a giant shrub with leaves of an unknown colour, emerge from the middle of the Temple and knew she had a fever. Eyes fixed on the scorpion, she recited what would become her second teaching: ‘To eat is to preserve life. When we consume another living thing, its life enters our body and we become indebted to both life and the world.’


She threw herself at the scorpion and stabbed it with the knife. The animal spoke to her in an unknown language. To Flukeh’s surprise, the domelet slowly warmed up. Somehow this act had summoned the ionizing radiation.

She gave thanks again, then began devouring her prey. First the pincers, then the head, followed by the body. Before she made it to the stinger, the temperature was already pleasant, and Flukeh fell asleep.



When she woke, telyu had already given way to the unbearable heat of sif. Even though the temperature remained stable inside the domelet, Flukeh knew an inferno raged outside. She had dreamed again about the creature in her vision, a giant shrub with leaves of an unknown colour, a colour unlike any she had ever seen. It occurred to her that maybe it was a tree, a concept that until then she knew only by word, though she could put an image to it now. ‘Yloni life that grows,’ she thought.

Another two small moons passed before she was ready to depart. On the first day the wolves, imperturbable, resumed their chores; they ran about around her, entering and exiting the domelet and returning some of the cans of provisions she had misplaced when she fell. They moved the cans into an underground compartment that Flukeh had no idea how to access. When possible, she snatched them before they could be hidden. She ate and felt a little better. Just as she was deciding to resume her Voyage, she saw the stinger on the ground and gagged. It would seem she hadn’t changed that much after all: she still knew that consuming another living thing was an impure, repugnant way to feed, at least according to Mulai tradition, in which only canned provisions and dehydrated fruit and vegetables were ingested. These are the extremes that hunger will push us to, she thought, if we fail to recover ionizing radiation. To this filth.





7 The Archeologist

Report by Dr. Nahum Cordovero (edited)

Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

The Mulai reside in a dome located at the very centre of a circumference with a 250-kilometre radius. They call this the habitable zone, and the weather is harsher along the edges. The Brabat – Mulai who have withdrawn from the community and lost the ability to speak – also live in the habitable zone, although outside the dome. At first many academics considered them to be a subculture of the Mulai. However, as Itama Ito has noted elsewhere: in many senses, the Brabat are much closer to us than to them. – 31 –

[image: Diagram of “the habitable zone.” A large dome is in the centre, surrounded by some smaller domes and sparse foliage. A large scorpion stands on the bottom right.]
From left to right: Dome, Flukeh’s scorpion

The radius of the habitable zone is inexact and bears some relation to the maximum range of the orbitals (which the Mulai refer to as the orbital). A biological or anthropological approach would yield a much smaller radius than the one above: around 110 kilometres (cf. Wilson et al.), which is the furthest we have found Brabat settlements.

As for the domelets, they are small-scale replicas of the Dome, with a capacity of twelve to fifteen people. Though each is equipped with climate control, some of the systems stopped working a while ago. The domelets also serve as storage for provisions that the Mulai cannot seem to access. We’ve yet to determine whether the Brabat know how to access these supplies, though it seems unlikely; as Ito notes, this further supports the theory that the Brabat resemble us.

The domelets were originally intended as resting places where people could spend relatively long stretches of time sheltered from the elements. Even though terraforming in the area was a relative success, seasons occur at random, and weather conditions can be extreme.

The Mulai follow four distinct seasons. The first, which they call telyu, is characterized by blizzards and hailstorms. Though infrequent, it is by far the worst, since a few days of telyu invariably saturates the Dome’s moisture-capturing device. Ma, a more regular season, is one of constant rain, which the Mulai receive as a blessing. Then there is sif, perhaps the most dangerous of all the seasons, with a high, inclement sun. During sif, the Dome’s surface-darkening mechanisms are activated, and the Mulai surrender to a period of stillness. Sif has a certain advantage over telyu as the Mulai are able to leave the Dome during this period, much as these forays are dangerous and undertaken only in cases of great need. There are some disadvantages, however, as sif tends to last longer and drain the stores of moisture. The remaining season, which is also hot, though significantly less so, is also the most common: kalima, a term the Mulai doubtless borrowed from the phenomenon that defines it, a sandy dust storm that clogs the air and is accompanied by strong gusts of wind.

Outside the habitable zone there is nothing, or rather only certain death. There is barely an atmosphere, and the median temperature is sixty-three degrees below zero.

The Dome’s interior is kept at a balmy twenty degrees. The climate-control system has always functioned perfectly. While this may puzzle the uninitiated, what is in fact surprising – and has led researchers from Zhang and Li’s contingent to conclude that the Mulai or Brabat must have tampered with the systems – is that some of the domelets ceased working at all. Terra-forming in that zone was not a complete success, and maintenance robots were promptly deployed. The Mulai call them wolves4, and for a very long time they saw no real difference in nature between mammals like themselves and reptiles, insects, and robots.

As mentioned, the temperature in the Dome barely changes, but during sif the climate-control system reaches peak performance, and the temperature climbs, although never higher than twenty-five degrees. The batteries required by the Dome’s systems are recharged during this season.

The Mulai sleep on the floor, on mats, which they store in the morning, naked as ever and usually in threes. However, none of this is mandatory, and now and then a lone Mulai or several can be seen sleeping on the roof of one of the darkened rooms.

Scattered around the Dome are several shitters and pissers. I suppose now is as good a time as any to apologize for my coarse language. But the fact is that these are the closest terms to the ones employed by the Mulai. Besides, with time, I grew accustomed to them and can no longer bring myself to use any others. The shitters and pissers are completely transparent. The former consists of a grooved rubber surface, which provides traction, and a hole. The latter consists only of a hole, this one smaller. I’m absolutely certain that shitting in a pisser or pissing in a shitter would be considered a terrible affront, though I’ve never seen anyone attempt something so injudicious.

Both the shitters and pissers are located approximately three metres above ground (I don’t know why, and to date no one has come up with a satisfactory theory). Because the bases are transparent, the piss and shit can be seen oozing down the columns to the composters and purifiers, semi-underground structures with portholes that allow the contents to be measured and, I presume, checked for mixed bodily refuse. The piss- filtration system is automated. The shit-filtration system is not.

As for Mulai medicine, there are two distinct stages. In the first stage, which went out of fashion a long time ago, the patient is taken to a darkened room and fed all the food and water they need through a trap door. They are also provided with their own toilet to shit and piss in (it’s connected to a septic tank). This way, they have no reason to leave their room, and the other Mulai can avoid contact with them. After fifteen small moons, the door is opened. If the Mulai in question is dead, their body undergoes death rites. If they are alive and well, they get to leave the room. If they’re alive but still unwell, the procedure is repeated for another fifteen days.

According to my hypothesis, this kind of medical treatment fell into disuse after the Mulai discovered the expert system. Their fear of all things related to the Temple meant it was a long time before they began utilizing it; even more years would pass before they finally understood that the drugs they’d reserved for ritual and recreational use could also be fed to the system. I suspect what happened is that a Mulai touched the system, either while testing it or by accident – Al Bakri has posited that they may have mistaken it for the reproductive module – and that it responded by displaying an image of the little plastic bag that needed to be inserted for it to function.

The Mulai believe the device gathers ionizing radiation and channels it into the patient’s body with the help of pharmakon. Darkened rooms are still used in cases of milder illnesses. It’s unclear what etymological process led the Mulai to call drugs (recreational as well as medical and ritual) pharmakon, but certain philosophers have used this linguistic coincidence to erect genealogies worthy of oblivion.

I will end this summary with a note. By the time the Mulai found the expert system, Flukeh’s ideas had already been assimilated into the community; in other words, the preservation of life5 was already at the centre of their worldview. This is why it was no surprise to the Mulai that the system physically resembled the reproductive module: they found it easy to accept that reproducing life and preserving it were variations on a single principle. It took me a long time to approach this comparison with humility and grasp that the Mulai were only able to see the resemblance between the reproductive module and the expert system because the people who built these two devices – that is, us – already had this idea in mind. I couldn’t say for sure, but I believe that was the first time I was struck by the certainty that studying the Mulai constitutes a form of autoethnography. Only there, so far from my home, was I able to ask myself why we deliver children in the same place that we treat illnesses. Is childbirth an illness? Is healing a kind of birth? Whether these questions are valid or inconsequential, I would have never been able to formulate them if I hadn’t lived with the Mulai. Only when we encounter the other can we truly see ourselves.





	4 Note from the English translator: Strictly speaking, the word that the Mulai use for these robots is lobo. For the sake of approximating the experience of English readers to that of Spanish readers, I have opted to render lobo as wolf throughout.


	5 This is the first time in the report that I have used the word life as it is understood by the Mulai. Central to their culture and belief system, the Mulai concept of life is extraordinarily complex. Though I feel entirely incapable of attempting a definition, I hope readers will be able to reach some understanding of it throughout this volume. My goal is not for everyone to arrive at the same idea but for no one to believe that the Mulai’s notion of preserving life is as puerile as our own.









8 Faida

Circa the year 154 a.C.

Ummat advanced in the middle, in gala wear, while Faida and Kbale escorted her, walking stick in hand, tasked with rationing provisions, minding the aspergillum, and staying the course. Faida glanced at the wolves they met on the way and wondered if they, too, like the scorpions and snakes, had been created by Dog, and if the origin of the Dome was the same as that of the mountains that loomed on the reddish horizon. She thought about the darkened rooms, erected by Mulai hands, then issued a counterargument: ‘But Dog created the materials.’ At times she felt close to illumination, and at others she felt as if she were stumbling around a dark, endless Dome.

The eve of their arrival at the Temple, they came across a Brabat man chasing a snake that had fled from one of his barns. Kbale gripped the walking stick in an offensive position and Faida gestured at him to wait. She had wondered about the Brabat as well: Were they also Dog’s creatures? The stranger stood in place, snake writhing in his hand. Faida stepped forward and asked him a question. The man fled, though not before throwing the snake at her, perhaps to buy himself time. She left the animal on the ground and began walking again, deep in thought.

In the Temple, the air was like the Dome’s. Faida wandered the deserted galleries while Ummat was given the injections that would allow her to carry.

After fertilization, it was customary to wait three days. The carrier spent this time in a throne that monitored her condition and sometimes even told her – in a strange language few Mulai could decipher – if the fertilization had been successful. Kbale stayed with Ummat. When he left the room, he looked inquiringly at Faida, as though he knew she was exploring the Temple’s inner chambers. They danced and fucked once or twice but mostly ignored each other; they were exhausted.

Once a day Faida would mentally go over the History of Flukeh. It occurred to her that what she’d experienced on the Voyage had inevitably altered the text, that the History was no longer what it’d been before, and that she herself had changed. At first she attended to these alterations with guilt; later, she would do so with pleasure.

On the first night, she lay on a comfortable surface – a sort of cubicle with canvases and straps not unlike the ones used to fasten the Mulai to the expert system. She tried them on, then took them off, studied the runes etched into the metal part of the cubicle, had the urge to copy them, then gave up, attempted to memorize them, and finally, practically asleep, slid her hand between the soft surface and the wall, where she touched something paper-like.

For hours she contemplated the object, which was unlike anything she had ever seen. Although almost everything in the Temple was out of the ordinary, it was always made of plastic, metal, wood, or some other known material. But what was this? Faida didn’t believe in radical difference, so she tried to make sense of the object through analogy. The interior reminded her of the paper at the scriptorium, only greyer and more textured, its consistency almost grainy. It was covered in a pair of hard, veiny surfaces that were vaguely reminiscent of skin; she wondered who would be so perturbed as to use skin as a covering, especially given how well it composted.


The object had two possible states, either open or closed. When closed, it always looked the same; and yet every time that wonderful monster opened, it revealed something different. Sometimes, it showed her a host of indecipherable glyphs that resembled the ones she’d seen around the Temple. Other times, it lavished her with impossible images, such as one where creatures similar to the Mulai walked down vast celestial paths, and another of an underground Dome that seemed to be crowned by massive vertical structures.

On day three, Faida was in the charted zone of the Temple when Ummat and Kbale called out to her. This immediately brought her back to reality, and she realized she had forgotten to recite the History of Flukeh. In that moment, she had an idea so foreign to all that she knew and believed that for a few seconds her brain went blank in order to assimilate it. ‘Or maybe not so foreign,’ Faida thought when she returned to the world and to her partners’ calls. The thought was: ‘What if the Libertarian Codex is simply an evolved form of the object I am holding?’ She turned around and saw Ummat and Kbale as a pair of smudges. Then, seized by hunger and sleeplessness, she fainted.

When Faida came to, she was in the expert system. She fumbled around for the object and panicked when she couldn’t find it. ‘What object?’ Kbale inquired. ‘No, no. I know not what you’re saying.’ Ummat unfastened the straps, and Faida ran to the cubicle, then to the main hall. The object lay motionless near the spot where she’d fainted. As Faida hugged it, she became suddenly aware of the fact that Ummat and Kbale had not registered it; that the impossible is also invisible, and that the radically new and radically other hide in the blind spots of our consciousnesses.


Her partners found her like that, on the floor, opening and closing that paper mouth while expressing in turn terror, calm, and fascination. At some point when the object was closed, they approached her and gave her food and water, then informed her she had slept so long that it was now day four, and they would have to wait until day six (three plus three) before returning to the Dome. Also, that the ritual had been a success, and Ummat was now carrying.

Faida did not hide her indifference. She said she wanted to stay in the Temple to study that inert beast, then showed them how it worked. At first they were surprised, but eventually they said, ‘It’s not so special,’ and reminded her that they couldn’t go back without her, because undertaking the Voyage with an even number of Mulai could jeopardize the future member of their community. They suggested she bring the object in her zamarra.

Faida reluctantly agreed. She was compelled less by the love that bound her to Ummat than by a powerful thought: the object was similar to two other objects in the scriptorium, to those sheets of paper the Mulai had joined with a wire because, in them, successiveness trumped simultaneity. Therefore, the object must be a series of principles (the Libertarian Codex), a creed (The Teachings of Flukeh [that is: The First Amendment]), or a combination of the two. By carefully studying those texts, Faida might just succeed in deciphering the one in her hands. But there was one thing she still struggled to understand: books (an archaism Flukeh had dug up long ago to refer to this way of grouping together written texts) were always paired with a guardian tasked with memorizing them (that way, anyone could pull a page off the wire, for example, or add a new glyph or short radical, and the book’s custodian would restore it). Did this object also have a custodian to memorize each and every one of its tiny glyphs, not to mention the images? No Mulai was equipped to carry out such a massive task, but maybe the artifact’s makers were. Was it Dog’s work? And yet, another pressing question remained: What had driven them to trap the texts in this way? To enclose, capture, and immobilize them? By analogy, her mind jumped to the Brabat’s farms, and she wondered if those structures were perhaps word-multiplying farms. Then she felt momentarily disgusted and had the urge to destroy it.

She stared at its edges. A very thin material divided the paper into several parts. Her first impulse was to tear off the covers and pull out each section, assuming they must be stand-alone books, but then on further reflection she decided she probably shouldn’t do this before deciphering the glyphs inside. Faida also asked herself why a species capable of handling so fine a material with such admirable precision (and – although this was only a hypothesis – memorizing both images and glyphs) would put so much energy into ensuring its words could not be changed. The only possible reason she could think of was that in its culture of origin, the tome must have held enormous significance, something canonical.

They left on the dawn of the sixth morning. Three days later they were back in the Dome. Had she bothered to ask, Faida would’ve learned that her ideas had failed to take root with the Mulai. But she didn’t. Instead, she made her way to the scriptorium, cognizant that the path she was about to embark on would turn her into a Meïdri and burden on the community. The first thing she did was write down the History of Flukeh and ask another guardian to memorize it. The Mulai she spoke with gave her a puzzled look: the transcription differed so profoundly from the original text that it was a mere echo or unwitting parody.

From that day on, Faida spent her time at the scriptorium trying to comprehend the manuscript. She took part in a handful of rituals, the most important ones, and also ate, shat, and slept the bare minimum. She assumed she would die there, alone, reading in public and yet alone, until one day she had the most important idea of her life. She was going to take up a task – in her view – more valuable than agriculture, sex, or cutting wood, an enterprise that would give meaning to her suffering and sleepless nights and might even save the community: she would translate (if this was at all possible) the book’s contents into the Mulai tongue.





9 The Archeologist

Personal journal of Dr. Cordovero The year 159 a.C.


Day 46

I’ve mastered the basics of communication. For the past few weeks I’ve been so deeply immersed in the report that I forgot all about this journal, which I stumbled across today among the papers on the scriptorium.

Thanks to Idri, I realize now that all the drawings around me are actually texts. To be frank, I’m not sure why I thought they were drawings; maybe it’s the attitude the Mulai adopt while making them. Well, also because of the calligraphies they hang from the legetorium.



Day 47

I enjoyed writing in my journal yesterday, so I’ve decided to leave it here, in the scriptorium. My plan is to add a new entry every time I come across it – so long as one of the Mulai doesn’t destroy it, alter it, or take it with them.

It’s been two weeks since I stopped writing away from the scriptorium. Idri explained – or perhaps I perceived this somehow – that the Mulai don’t like it when people write in private, on their own. She neglected to tell me why she doesn’t mind this or why the others don’t mind that she doesn’t mind.

The community’s attitude toward me changed once they realized I wasn’t writing on my own anymore. Yesterday, the Mulai man who propositioned me taught me how to empty the composters. I was so elated to be taking my first step toward becoming embedded in the community that I tried to seduce him that same evening. Maybe I felt guilty. He rejected me with one cool, calm gesture. I was paralyzed, frozen, or rather: red-hot with rage. I was also embarrassed and glad it was late at night, convinced everyone was watching. I turned around; there were hardly any Mulai in the area, and the few people there were all busy with their own affairs. I have no words for what I felt, but it was made of freedom and desolation.



Day 49

Even though I’m not in a trinomial, for the past few nights I’ve been sharing a floor mat with two Mulai. It seems the Mulai like to do things in threes, especially when it comes to sleeping, talking, and sometimes fucking. I’ve yet to witness a rite of passage to adulthood outside their participation in these arrangements. From what I can tell, the Mulai believe there are also domes on their two moons, and that in these domes live other Mulai. And yet, it’s difficult to tell apart what they truly believe from what they make-believe for the sheer pleasure of invention.

Those of us adults who are not in trinomials are referred to as Meïdri. I don’t know why I’m so keen to be in a trinomial; I also don’t know how to make it happen.



Day 51

This evening, at sundown, I sat to rest and to chat a little with Idri. I worked up the courage to ask her about Faida; she pointed at a young girl and said: ‘This is Faida.’ The Mulai recycle a set number of names, so it was something of a struggle to get her to understand that the Faida I was referring to was not this Faida but a prior Faida, possibly the one immediately preceding the little girl in question. Finally she said that everyone knows who Faida is, that a certain Mu told them that the Mulai have her to thank for the return of the containers. I didn’t want to press her. I must exercise patience.



Day 51 (night)

Maybe I got ahead of myself. I asked Idri if Faida is still alive and, if so, where. Idri said she wasn’t sure. As for Mu (a very unique, monosyllabic name), he doesn’t live in the Dome, though he comes by every now and then. I spoke to a few more people who confirmed that Mu is a special case. No other Mulai lives or has ever lived outside the Dome. I don’t understand why this neither surprises nor disturbs them.



Day 53

I spoke with several older Mulai as well as some avid readers. I believe they view the fact that the name Faida has been downloaded – their words – into another person as the culmination of a huge achievement on her part: irrelevance.



Day 54

I want to look for Faida. Idri is chatty today. I asked her about Mu, and she shared a dream she had last night: ‘I dreamed about that Faida you always talk about. She was lying face up and a huge shrub grew out of her bellybutton. It swallowed the whole sky.’ ‘And where does she live?’ I pressed. ‘In the Temple,’ she replied before heading off to play with the other children.



Day 57

It’s January 1, New Year. Weeks of a loneliness that is stratospheric, boundless. I never knew a person could be this lonely.






10 Flukeh

The year 0 a.C.

She left behind her shelter at night. The sun had permeated everything, and the rocks and shrubs perspired sunshine. Her breathing was laboured. As the moons vanished behind the horizon, she tried to calculate how long she had left until the third domelet. She had three more of them to go before reaching the Temple.

She walked another two days. Though she tried to sleep during the day and walk at night, the heat made it impossible. Knowing the season was unlikely to change before she reached her destination, she took small sips from her canteen. On day two she realized she was almost out of food.

The second she set tasca in the next domelet, she felt grateful: it was functional. The surface had darkened, and the temperature was pleasant. She considered waiting for ma to return, but it was too risky: it could be weeks, and her water would run out before then.

She slept all day, then woke to eat her final can of food. This is when she realized she would have no choice but to live off scorpions and snakes. She spent all night gathering provisions: she would shake a shrub and then, when the animals darted out, stab them with her knife while reciting a mantra of her making: ‘To eat is to preserve life. When we consume another living thing, its life enters our body and we become indebted to both life and the world.’ She collected seven corpses in a bag, then went to sleep. The following morning, she continued her journey.

As she walked, she thought about the force that moved her. It couldn’t be her own energy, that is, energy from her own body, the sum of energies from her own body; she knew it wasn’t enough to keep her walking for days in the infernal heat of sif. This is how she arrived at one of the most important tenets of the First Amendment: ‘Dog exists. At times we are grateful for something that no one has done; the object of that gratitude is Dog.’

Flukeh arrived at the fourth domelet, and at the fifth, and then at the Temple. In the fourth domelet, she grabbed the wolves, beat them, and begged them to open the provisions depot. She thought she had killed one but could not bring herself to eat it, in case it was still alive. In the fifth domelet, she felt like dying: it was non-functional and hotter inside than out. For all her supplicating, she got nothing. This is how she knew – and recorded in her book – that Dog can be the object of gratitude but not supplication. Or maybe she did not have enough ionizing radiation for her words to reach him.

Shortly before arriving at the Temple, she glanced down at her belly. She opened her mouth to laugh, but her throat was parched from two days of no water. She pulled a snake out of her pouch and drank from its body. Even there, on the brink of death, she could appreciate the irony: the illustration on her belly was reminiscent of Mulai script. And so was born the glyph that designates the Voyage.

She spent those final hours walking with her eyes fixed on the moons. Their light was hypnotic. Even though the Mulai believe lunar milk drives people mad, Flukeh did not look away. She could just about hear a voice instructing her, the voice of someone who many moons ago, when she was a little girl, had explained to her that people who become fixated on moons develop the outlandish belief that certain objects – for example, the moons themselves – are somehow bound to them, and that no other Mulai can look at them, smell them, touch them, or use them. No matter how hard she tried, she could not avert her eyes; she felt the light enter them and fill her entire body. She wanted to preserve that flow.

Dawn was breaking when she crested the hill and spotted, some two hundred metres away, the Temple gates.
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Day 119

I barely touched the report this week. Instead, I fucked and observed the Mulai engaging in sexual intercourse. After recovering from my rejection by the first few people I approached, I began sounding out other men and women; I’ve succeeded in finding at least one person (or group of people) to fuck every night. Sex has re-entered my life with the reckless abandon of an old habit that has been recently discovered anew. Usually, I fuck in one of the darkened rooms – I’ll explain why later. It just dawned on me that the intense reek of shit hasn’t bothered me once.

I’m writing in this journal to document my observations. Yesterday, for example, I saw a Mulai masturbating a four- or five-year-old child who was rubbing up against the side of the agricultural module. Perhaps he was teaching him how it’s done, I don’t know. At first I felt nothing; then I was overcome with a disgust so intense I nearly vomited. But I don’t think there was anything sexual about what they were doing; in fact, it seemed almost didactic, perhaps even a relief to the boy. In any event, I don’t think there are any age-related taboos; rather, children don’t fuck because they don’t want to. I suppose that if one of them did want to, they’d have to find an interested adult, which strikes me as unlikely, or else another interested child, something I’ve rarely seen. I will continue to investigate.

Tomorrow, there will be a matrinomial ceremony.



Day 121

Yesterday’s events were so intense that I’m writing this entry less to leave a record – that’s what the report is for – than to get things off my chest.

I went to the scriptorium to read and stayed there late, to the point that I forgot all about the matrinomy. A Mulai woman snapped me out of my reverie. She had a resin-like paste with her. She said: ‘Lucks are on your side, you get to be black.’ Dressed all in white, she looked like a scorched tree trunk or like she’d just come back from rolling around on an ashen beach. She left before I had a chance to say anything. It took me a while to understand what was happening. Everyone was smeared. The woman who’d given me the ointment stood beside someone else, and they both waited. The rest were clustered in groups of three, all following the same pattern: one in a tunic, another in black, another in white. I walked up to my group. I recognized the man in the tunic; he was a Meïdri, so I didn’t get my hopes up.

In the middle of the square stood a trinomial. One of the members, the one dressed in white, is called Aktu. When I interviewed her a week or two ago, she told me she wanted to carry, meaning get pregnant. I turned instinctively to the scriptorium so I could write something down, but my partner laid her hand on my shoulder. I looked at her and felt the urge to speak. She put something bitter in my mouth, which I swallowed.

Of what came after, I have only hazy memories. That said, it took a while for the pharmakon to have an effect, so the ritual itself is still fresh in my memory. The event was a lot like our own marriage ceremonies. There’s a husband and a wife. Well, they’re not exactly husband and wife – they couldn’t be – though the terminology used by the Mulai does derive from these words; it’s as if they’ve preserved the parts, the carcass of our ceremony. What’s more, these categories don’t refer to the participants so much as to the relationships, to the sides of the triangle. Like this:

[image: Hand-drawn triangle with “eje” written on its top point, “mujer” on the bottom left point, and “marido” on the bottom right point.]
From left to right: wife, axis, husband
I’m still not accustomed to the Mulai way of thinking. To them, there are only relationships, like a triangle made up exclusively of sides, that is: the triangle would be just as it is, only completely different. Hence why I’ve named the vertices husband, wife, and axis. I don’t know to what extent their ritual differs from ours; maybe they’re the same, maybe it’s always the case that when two people are wed they’re wedding something else, a sort of invisible interpreter. Maybe when two people are joined in matrimony they are, in some way, meekly accepting that they will never again be able to look one another in the eyes, or touch one another, or speak without the mediation of a third, which I suppose is something like a god or the institution of marriage itself.

The ceremony was followed by a furious, frantic dance that ended in an orgy. Until yesterday I’d never seen a Mulai under the influence. I have a note somewhere from the time I interviewed a trinomial and asked them about drugs – mostly mushrooms or medications they use for spurious ends. They kindly showed me a closet where the drugs are stored. The closet was unlocked, which leads me to believe that the only reason they don’t get high every day is that they don’t want to.

The following account cannot be entirely trusted; after all, this is a personal journal. During the orgy, I had the impression that sex was usually between a person in white, a person in black, and an axis, though I’m fairly certain I saw a few cases that departed from this pattern. We spent all night fucking and dancing. I was too energized to sleep, but the majority of the Mulai gradually lay down on their floor mats (after dragging them to the edge of the Dome) as dawn drew near.

By sunrise, my mind was a little clearer. Although the Dome was polarized (we’re in sif), we could still feel the heat. As soon as the first rays of sun hit us, we all – me included – stopped what we were doing and made our way toward the exit. Standing there were Aktu, her partner, and the axis, who handed over the aspergillum. The three of them had walking sticks and wore outfits I hadn’t seen before – very modern, like space suits. A few Mulai donned their violas, others took up drums, and the rest of us clapped along. As the trinomial got closer and closer to the door, the music picked up. When I realized what was about to happen, I got ahead of myself and tried to accompany the trinomial so that I could finally see the Temple. Aktu stepped in front of me and said: ‘There is no Voyage without a trinomial.’ I mustered the courage to leave the Dome, but Aktu re-issued her warning by way of a swift cane to my testicles. I stood there, doubled over in pain, as they walked away.


When the trinomial left, the music ended abruptly and, little by little, everyone went to sleep. By the time I got up, it was almost dark, and now that I’ve written these notes, I’m going back to bed.



Day 125

I’ve been researching their rite of matrinomy. The other day, it seemed to me that the blow Aktu dealt me was not approximate but actually very precise, so the first thing I did was look into the walking sticks. If I’m not mistaken, they serve the same function as our pre-wedding dance classes; in fact, at some point in the night, Aktu and her partner – the woman in black – acted out a duel, a sort of technical display that I didn’t see firsthand. I don’t know how the sticks are fabricated, and though they’re usually made of wood, I’ve also encountered a few made of metal (I thought they were stored somewhere, but they’re scattered around the Dome; I just hadn’t seen them before). I regret never studying martial arts; it’d be interesting to know more about the origins of the Mulai’s use of weaponry. I will make sure to note in the report that someone should study this in the future.

Yesterday, Idri taught me the basics of cane combat. I gathered from this experience that the Mulai aren’t really all that skilled – it’s not so difficult to hit someone in the groin. Sure, they know how to deal the blow, but that’s the extent of it. I’d venture that the main function of the canes is to scare off the Brabat. More on that another day.

I’ve also asked around about the Voyage. I’m interested in what happens when the trinomial leaves the Dome. Apparently, they walk to the Temple, where the bride lies back on some sort of altar; then, if enough ionizing radiation has been amassed and the matrinomy has been carried out correctly, she is fertilized. I asked one of the Mulai if sex enters the equation in any way, and he looked at me with disgust.



Day 129

Something happened the day after my last journal entry, something I haven’t been able to put into words. It’s not that I think anyone will ever read these pages but that I don’t know how to narrate the events to myself.

After the matrinomial ceremony, I continued to fuck daily, sometimes multiple times in one day. The day before yesterday I was in a darkened room with two Mulai, a man and a woman, enjoying a moment of pleasure. We were sucking each other in some inconceivable arrangement when I had the urge to penetrate her vaginally. It’s only occurring to me now that I hadn’t attempted this before. She was licking her partner’s penis while he gently scratched her back, and I started rubbing against her vagina to lubricate before penetration. Her reaction was instant: before I knew it she was on top of me, one hand gripping my member and the other around my neck. In the dim light that filtered through the blinds, I could see that she was fighting back the urge to strangle or punch me. She said something to the other man that I didn’t quite understand, though it did not sound positive. He got back in his loincloth, and the two of them walked out, leaving me there on the floor, shocked, worried, and smothered by the stench of shit.

Since then, I’ve been getting the silent treatment. After looking through my notes and racking my brain, it’s dawned on me that I’d never seen anyone fucking that way, naturally. At one point I’d written the word dysfuck, which I think may have referred precisely to that, to vaginal penetration.


I’m some kind of pariah now, possibly forever. Oddly, it makes me feel more accepted. They’re punishing me as they would anyone else.



Day 141

I fucked again last night, though this doesn’t necessarily mean I’ve been forgiven. There was a matrinomial ceremony, and I timidly participated – I didn’t even take drugs. No one was setting out on the Voyage: they were just joining each other in matrinomy for the sake of it. It was a cool night, and a group of seven or eight Mulai – impossible to tell exactly how many because there were people streaming in and out – and I pleasured ourselves in a vortex of indistinguishable bodies. At some point I felt something crawling up me and saw a small boy scaling the beast with many backs while, here and there, curiously touching our bodies.






12 Faida

Circa the year 154 a.C.

It was Faida’s first time attending a matrinomy without pharmakon. Though she wasn’t alone in doing so, most people preferred to take a stimulant, depressant, or hallucinogen that turned them into live antennae thrumming with ionizing radiation.

Her mind was elsewhere. She would have much rather continued translating at the scriptorium, but it seemed too radical for her to write by herself at a time like that.

The future carrier was a Mulai called Sheipa, a little younger than Faida. Faida vaguely recalled seeing her play with the children, and it dawned on her how little she cared about the small things that filled other people with sorrow or joy.

She had only recently come to terms with the fact that it would take years to complete the translation. But she didn’t lose heart: she went on pouring all her energy into deciphering those small scorpions. That said, every now and then she turned her attention away from her task for a few hours – not many, and only when exhaustion got the better of her – hours she spent drafting a treatise for the Mulai. Even though, with time, her ideas and memories began to seep into the text, she remained certain it would be useful.

On the day of the ritual, Faida was already a Meïdri. She went to meet a pair of Mulai she’d never spoken to before. One of them was very young, practically a child.

The drums started up, and her partners held hands. Faida spotted Ummat and Kbale in the distance and felt a pang of sadness. Ummat looked beautiful, painted all in black, while Kbale, in white, glanced sidelong at the newest member of the trinomial, whose face Faida could not make out under the hood.

The community formed a large circle. Sheipa, Doren, and Calta stood in the centre. It was the future carrier’s prerogative to choose her place in the ceremony, and she had elected to paint herself black; this made black the preferred position that evening. Faida quickly picked out a tunic and left the other two Meïdri to argue over who would be black. It was more comfortable this way, as she wouldn’t have to track down a piece of metal; also, she could cover her face.

She kept wondering how she could possibly be the first Mulai to attempt a translation. While rummaging around the scriptorium, she had come across a multitude of papers covered in glyphs identical to the ones in her book. Yet there were no signs that anyone had ever demonstrated interest in them. She herself – it was hard to believe this now – hadn’t noticed them before she began translating. She had already completed two sections, though she remained unsure about the title: The Domes We Do Not See.

The drumming ended abruptly, and the ritual started in earnest. It goes like this: first the white Mulai perform their dances, each raising a long stretch of fabric – either nylon or silk – and waving it around, drawing concentric circles in the air. Then, they hold hands with their black counterparts, who proceed to recite something – random words, a poem, or gibberish (this largely depends on the class of drug they’ve taken). Finally, hidden under their tunics, the hooded Mulai begin to intone a slow march; at first the music has no lyrics, but eventually it gives way to words like forever, health, and poverty, words that are either meaningless or whose meaning the Mulai have long since forgotten.

This is when the trinomial with the carrier takes centre stage. The carrier and their partner in black hand a piece of scrap metal to the tunicked Mulai, who then kneels and exchanges the others’ pieces of scrap metal before touching his or her finger to their lips. This lasts around fifteen minutes. Then the rest of the group follows suit, and many approach the future carrier to clink metal, don their violas6, and take up their drums, at which point the ceremony turns into a dance or an orgy, if not both.

[image: Diagram with one person dressed in a full-body viola costume posing on the left, with three people in long dresses raising scrolls above their heads on the right.]
Faida stepped away from the group. She knew her two ceremonial partners were in a binomial and preferred not to put them in the awkward position of having to make up an excuse to be alone. She climbed onto the roof of one of the darkened rooms and contemplated the crowd. Binomials were very rare. Most Mulai found them unsettling. Or even, as they would have put it. That which is even is unsettling, Faida thought, gazing out at Ummat, who had drifted away from Kbale and their new partner and was now dancing with a young Mulai woman. Faida considered climbing down and joining the ritual, maybe even taking a pharmakon and trying to forget her task as a translator, either for a little while or forever, but instead she jumped off the roof and walked to the scriptorium, brimming with a feeling she did not understand and that we might call rage. ‘I am not writing alone; come watch me if you so like,’ she thought, though no one paid any attention to her.

She was still translating at sunrise. The party had ended hours ago, and there were people milling around the exit to give Sheipa the aspergillum and watch her depart. Faida’s eyelids started drooping. She was heading to a mat when all of a sudden the group stopped playing their instruments and clapping. She approached them, curious, and saw Sheipa stop to scold a little boy for carelessly spilling his piss, then walk him to the pisser. Faida couldn’t contain a smile, which contrasted with the others’ looks of consternation. She thought about how she would like to get to know that carrier once she’d returned from her travels, about how that wouldn’t happen in this lifetime, about a bucket of water whose surface is freezing over, and finally, about how tired she was. Then she went to sleep.





	6 Violas are how they refer to an instrument that is like a cello with nine strings and hinges that the Mulai open and then fasten around their bodies. See the drawing above.
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Discussions around Mulai culture have helped to shed light on their reproductive practices. A hypothesis proposed by Walker et al.’s multidisciplinary team (comprising two anthropologists, a biologist, and one doctor) has come to dominate the field: the reproductive throne is a machine that performs what we call artificial insemination. Building on this idea, I wrote an article that put forward an archaeological theory: with time, the Mulai must have realized that people with penises could not be fertilized, so they began hiding that useless appendage from sight. This premise is backed by research I conducted at the scriptorium, where I found a manuscript that memorialized a rageful, disorderly debate around the relationship between Mulai with penises and life, the main argument being that because they work with cultivation modules, these Mulai are also in life.

Our culture has traditionally associated sex with penetration (to be specific, heterosexual sex with vaginal penetration). Even when interrogating this notion, theorists have relied on tools that differentiate between sex and not-sex; this dividing line has consistently centred on ideas of consent vis à vis access to one’s own body. It took me longer than necessary to realize that the Mulai don’t operate according to these categories: either sex does not exist, or else any exchange of pleasure is sex. Giving or receiving a massage, stroking a person’s hair for a while, mutual licking, helping another Mulai stretch a muscle, coming together for personal gratification (to cite an example, I met a Mulai woman who deeply enjoyed having her ears cleaned), unilateral or bilateral masturbation, fellatio, whispering words in someone’s ear, anal penetration, fondling or licking a pair of breasts, running a plant leaf down a friend’s back, slowly circling the ring finger around the anus … For the Mulai, these are all different degrees of the same thing. Unlike us, they have not created a catalogue of sex acts. Whether something belongs in this category is contingent on the existence of mutual desire. Consent is therefore tacit; when a Mulai does not want to participate, they simply walk away. Their understanding of violence as a form of self-defence – as well as their sex-gender system, if we can even speak of such a thing – renders the idea of forcing another Mulai to do something completely preposterous. Also: for the Mulai, community is a kind of communion, and they enjoy gratifying each other, which gives way to a play of mirrors that amplifies sensations.

Since leaving the Dome I haven’t been able to partake in vaginal penetration7; like the Mulai, I find it wholly artificial, even harmful. I can’t explain my reasoning because something so visceral cannot be subjected to the fetters of language. I once found a document in the scriptorium that recounted the – likely mythical – story of the first child born through what we refer to as natural insemination, and how every harvest in this Mulai’s lifetime was a bad one and the community could barely amass any ionizing radiation at all; how everyone came around to the idea that this form of reproduction was an insult to the natural one involving the throne in the Temple, which I have never seen with my own eyes.





	7 By vaginal penetration I mean what we traditionally refer to as coitus; penetrating the vagina with fingers, the tongue, or objects is not an issue in Mulai culture.








14 Sheipa

Circa the year 154 a.C.

One afternoon the Mulai gathered in the comfort of the Dome’s humidity- and thermo-regulation systems. Toatoa could already plant things, was adept at construction, and had become a formidable explorer; from then on, he would go by Toadí. Also, Grandma Go (previously Goro) had ceased the day before, and her body lay in one of the composting modules.

Judging by the levels of ionizing radiation, it was a good season. Three days earlier, Oshib, the Wolf, had organized a prayer circle in which they sang the first cycle (‘Station to base | station to base | base, do you copy? … ‘) and the fourth (‘Now I will read | a few sequences: | one one two three | five eight thirteen … ‘) to their respective musical accompaniments. On top of this, food was scattered around the shrubs where Kela had eaten a snake, probably more than the life of that animal merited. Also, kalima had just set in, and the slight humidity outside pointed to the coming of ma, always a blessing.

It was time to bring another Mulai into the Dome. Sheipa volunteered, arguing she had the necessary parts (a uterus) and that she was loaded with ionizing radiation: she’d bled just a few days ago, and many moons had passed since she’d last fucked anyone with a penis. Doren and Calta, her trinomial partners, corroborated this. A debate ensued. On the one hand, although everyone agreed it was a shame to be endowed with a penis, it remained unclear if penises actually repelled ionizing radiation, as noted by Irmir, who’d also volunteered to undertake the Voyage and bring a new Mulai into the Dome. On the other hand, Sheipa had tried on numerous occasions to become a carrier, to no avail, raising the possibility that she was incapable of being one. Lado, another volunteer, alleged that there was a text in the scriptorium that claimed that some Mulai with vaginas could not carry, for unknown reasons (the exact words were ‘Dog gazed at the Mulai with their right eye’), though she could not locate the paper in question or show it to the assembly because Sheipa had taken the precaution of tossing it in a composter after the last meeting when she was not chosen.

The recentness of her last bleed, added to the fact that she was the only volunteer who seemed truly interested in carrying (the rest saw it as a community service, no more important than gathering wood or planting squash), led her to be chosen. Some still had their suspicions, however: ever since Sheipa had left her girlhood behind, she’d devoted herself to childrearing, a chore generally reserved for men who, in doing it, compensated before Dog and the community for their shortcomings: bringing new Mulai into the Dome. It wasn’t unusual to see her sitting with the children for hours on end, teaching them to write or else reading them pages from the scriptorium or the Libertarian Codex. Doren tried to dissuade her from going, since he didn’t want to: the harvest was about to begin, and it would be helpful to have him around the Dome. Sheipa did not listen; the decision had been made.

The following night, she and her two partners were joined in matrinomy. Sheipa felt the ionizing radiation course through her body, centred in her uterus. She was ready to carry.

They set off on the Voyage in the morning. Sheipa was dressed in gala wear made out of fabric found in the Temple, and her partners wore grey leggings, carried one defence stick each, and had zamarras packed full of provisions. It was still kalima: a good sign. The Mulai clapped hands, beat drums, strummed violas, and sang the fertilization song. They seemed happy. Oshib managed to get the loudhailer to sound even louder, and there was much rejoicing. Everyone fêted them, and all Sheipa could think about was the fertilization module needle, the jab, and the pleasing warmth she had felt on previous occasions.

She was almost at the exit to the Dome when she stepped away from the retinue. The music ground to a halt. Sheipa had just seen Beebee, a little boy to whom she often read the History of Flukeh, pissing on the ground. She berated him, and the boy stopped his stream of liquid and lowered his gaze. He lied, claiming he couldn’t hold it in, and Sheipa told him that it was still a disgrace to display your penis in public. ‘Besides, we do not spill our seed,’ Sheipa said, quoting the Libertarian Codex, before taking Beebee to the pissers.

On her way back, she thought about how nature – Dog – gave them incredible things: the ability to speak and breathe, heat, cold, urine recycling, snakes, the sun, tomatoes, and wolves. Looking up, she was met with stunned, worried expressions. She told her fellow Mulai not to fret: as far as she was concerned, any radiation she had lost by straying from the path was recovered in the liquid she had saved. The loudhailer thundered in the distance. People seemed unconvinced, but then someone took up the beat again, and soon everyone was playing. When Sheipa received the aspergillum, a bad omen tingled through her body, but she pushed it out of her mind.
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There is only one Mulai who always fulfills the same role: the gaoshar or storyteller. When a gaoshar dies, another is selected from the youngest in the community, and from that moment on, they will devote their life to reading in the scriptorium, crying in public, and telling one story after another, which the Mulai pore over and which, through repetition, cease to be recognizable.

I still haven’t deciphered the exact significance of the Mulai’s tales. In a recent article, Ava Bé argued that the Mulai do not have moralizing fables; rather, their stories are mere repetitions that seek to perpetuate language itself, not the stories’ content. While living among them, I witnessed firsthand that the Mulai often take part in games reminiscent of our poetry or repentismo.8 In other words, this purpose is served elsewhere in their community.

The main characteristic of the Mulai language is perhaps its constant change, which is unsurprising considering its origins. After listening to the gaoshar for a few days, this becomingness is felt. If one of our storytellers were to do as the Mulai’s gaoshar, our imperfect memories would also have an effect on the stories, only, in our case, it’s the plot, characters, and style that would change. In the gaoshar’s stories, language itself is what shifts, its syntactical structures or lexemes, and yet what they say remains – at least vaguely – intelligible. In this sense, the gaoshar is a word-making machine.

I’ve spent countless years trying to design an archaeology of the Mulai language. Now that I’ve determined it can’t be done, others braver or more foolish than I have assumed the mantle to little success. Like them, I relied on a belief that is widely held in the archaeological field: that language is transformed by time and space. As universal as this belief may seem, it does not apply to the Mulai tongue, whose very nature is change.

An example. The Mulai word Loucú refers to those who stop speaking almost entirely and live in isolation in the Dome. At first, doubtless influenced by the fact that Spanish is my mother tongue, I thought – and published – that the term could be traced back to the word loco, or crazy. And even though the Mulai do not possess the complex system by which our societies judge some individuals to be crazy and others to be sane, it’s possible the word continued to function as a vestige. It wasn’t long before researcher Elena Villena proposed an alternate thesis: according to her, Loucú clearly comes from the English word lone – and its attendant terms, lonely, lonesome, and alone – combined with gū | 孤, meaning solitary or orphan. Villena was immediately corrected by another academic, Vidal Escabia, to whom it seemed obvious that the term derived from lone, as identified by Villena, only combined with ku, which forms the Japanese word kodoku | 孤独9 and has the same meaning. The debate soon became entangled in issues relating to the datedness of the words and whether or not they’d been in use centuries ago, and other alternatives instantly cropped up. I read somewhere that Loucú comes from locus because, for the Mulai, a person who is mute is worth no more than the space they occupy, and also that the first part of the word stems from the Korean term oeloun | 외로운. I have no words, in Mulai or any other language, to respond to these arguments.

Nearly all etymological discussions have ended in the same way, which is to say: they haven’t. Of course, in some cases there is a clear relation, but only when an archaic script has stabilized the mutant nature of the Mulai tongue. The clearest example of this is lobo10, which comes from the Korean term lobos | 로봇, meaning robot, and is printed on the sides of the machines that live around the Dome. Nonetheless, and despite something of a consensus, discussions are ongoing, even in cases like this one. 11

Don’t be misled by my previous statement; if the act of writing has fixed this word in time, it is only because it is printed on the wolves themselves – and in Korean, not Mulai. In our tongues, writing in a way rectifies the curves of language while also stabilizing it; in the Mulai tongue, the written word is as liquid as … no, it is more liquid than the spoken word. At the same time, the former can extend invisible bridges between elements of the latter, which is often incomprehensible without its counterpart. The word knee, for example, has been lost and substituted by the word shambra, which resembles the word fennel | ا ل ش م ر in Arabic. It is highly likely that this transformation stems from the Spanish expression de hinojos, meaning ‘on one’s knees.’ To the Mulai, it’s obvious that shambra, in other words, knee, is the same as fenlei, which is the term they use for fennel, as it refers to the plant, although Mulai pronunciation brings it closer to classification | 分类 in Mandarin Chinese.

For the Mulai, the words shambra and fenlei are one and the same. When I pointed out to the woman who explained all this to me that the two mean radically different things – and are pronounced in radically different ways – she shook her head and made a series of gestures with her hands. Seeing my confusion, she went to the scriptorium and showed me the glyphs for both words, which were identical, then walked up to the food module and showed me a fennel bulb, in her view indistinguishable from a human knee. Around then, she also told me that an underused synonym for darkened room was shombra, probably an Arabization of the French term, chambre. The glyphs are also the same. There are other examples, like the term bocales, which refers to bowels and whose etymology the reader may attempt to puzzle out on their own.12

During my first few months living among the Mulai, I thought writing was just an accessory to their lives. But with time I came to notice it’s the opposite, that writing is the closest they have to a collective history, a memory that subdivides their past. On a microscopic level, their writing also perfectly expresses the Mulai tendency to waver between successiveness and simultaneity.

There is no metaphor that can describe learning or mastering Mulai. If it’s a labyrinth, then it has multiple dimensions in which you can follow a sound only to find a glyph or follow a sense only to find a coincidence that straddles multiple languages, or find an image, or else – as is most likely the case – you can simply get lost and take pleasure in the disorientation. Hence one of the few Mulai expressions still in use – because it’s been fixed in the History of Flukeh: to grope the left wall, as if reading, which means ‘to blindly search for something.’

Prestidigitation is integral to the Mulai language. To hear them speak is to see them trace fugitive signs in the air. The word for silence (unrabt), in fact, means something along the lines of ‘bound hands.’ I’ve tried to speak Mulai without moving my hands; it can’t be done.

They also express themselves through signs. At first I thought they only used sign language to communicate with people who are deaf or mute, but I discovered later that it’s widely employed; the gaoshar, for example, uses it constantly. Signing is a beautiful dance that transforms Mulai bodies into a series of consecutive glyphs, and they often engage in it for the sheer pleasure.

The Mulai are not unversed in calligraphy. They make paint-brushes out of their own hair and use certain minerals to mix ink. It seems evident that this practice stems from Chinese calligraphy. Although we may find it exciting to behold (perhaps because we’re reminded of something we lost long ago), to the Mulai it’s just another form of expression, like writing in charcoal or sleights of hand.


[image: Glyph composed of many small circles with various protruding lines and shapes. Some circles are linked to others with two lines between them.]
I’m unsure if the Mulai are familiar with the concept of literature. If by literature we mean the complex cultural mechanism that exists in our societies, then no, I believe they are not; but if we mean the playful or hedonistic use of language, then yes, they absolutely are.13 When they perform their dances; when they sit in a corner and mutter words, letting themselves be swept up by them and then arriving at new words that will either be passed on to the community or else vanish in a matter of minutes; when they grope glyphs with their left hand and are compelled by images, sounds, echoes, and resonances to write their poems, say, or their exquisite corpses; when they spend hours at the scriptorium selecting pages and then arranging them; when they practice calligraphy – in all these cases, they are, in my view, making literature. Long ago, Flukeh had the revolutionary idea that the Mulai should sign their texts. And for a while they did, although the practice fell into disuse, considered an extravagance (because, among many other reasons, the ‘signature’ was incorporated into the text). That said, I have seen a number of Mulai stamp the glyphs of their names on a ream of paper they’ve organized. Among the Mulai, writers are no more than organizers of words, which makes me wonder to what extent our own authors are not the same, to what extent I myself am not the same. But in Mulai culture a ream of paper is not fixed, it is neither stapled nor sewn together, and the signatures that appear here and there shed all meaning due to successive rearrangements; words are put into someone else’s hand until they become worn out, and no one knows the identity of the first or last person to arrange them.

There is also a Mulai word for the person who writes, which could be translated into Spanish as ‘escribano’ or ‘escribidor,’14 though it refers only to the writer while they are writing; the definition is physical, mechanical. The word in question is suchá, which is all too similar to 作家 (zuòjiā) for us to ignore its genealogy. Moreover, the glyph for suchá is composed in such a way that it could also be translated as ‘the Mulai who makes the house.’ To help me memorize it, I leaned on a mnemonic device that doubles as an inside joke: A writer is the maker of the house of being.

[image: Glyph composed of one circle with four protruding rays. The rays form the following shapes: an M, a backwards V with a line on top, criss-crossing lines forming a triangle with a V above it, and a dome.]

Chapter 22 includes a clumsy attempt at Mulai grammar. For now, suffice to say that poetry comes naturally to their linguistic system. Almost always performed with hands, it vanishes into thin air, disassembles and reassembles words without apparent logic; this dance sparks occasional glimmers of meaning, intuitions of that endless current over which the Mulai trace their glyphs. It is as difficult to tell that they are making poetry as it is to tell that they are fucking, and yet it’s obvious when you see it. Apparently, poetry can spring out of nowhere; a Mulai will be eating when suddenly they’ll get up and start drawing shapes in the air. It’s also not uncommon to see poetry among children, who play at making it together. One child will say a word while executing a sleight of hand and another child will reply with a different word; then, once they’ve finished tracing their glyph in the air, the two will join hands. And so on and so forth until the cycle is completed. These poems are rarely consigned to paper, though the Mulai do enjoy a game of exquisite corpse, which suits the geometry of their script. Contrary to what one might believe, they never compose poetry under the influence of pharmakon, or at least I’ve never seen them do this. The following is, I believe, the most popular game among the Mulai: one Mulai eats while others sit around staring at them in silence. Eventually, a spectator will shout out a word they think they’ve heard through the soft sound of their chewing. Although the eater never confirms nor denies uttering that word, the participants inevitably become embroiled in a discussion that ends without fail in laughter. In a variation of this game, instead of eating, the person moves jerkily.

By doing Mulai paleography under the illusion that their texts can be dated, we can gain some insight into the rules of their evolution. The Mulai language represents the confluence of three elements: a planned system, temporal erosion, and life in community. In this sense, it is neither natural nor artificial. At the scriptorium, I came across an eye-opening document, translated below:


It’s common knowledge that the first Mulai called themselves by ridiculous names. For example, there was a man called Stephen who wanted others to write as he did. He’d sit with the youngest Mulai and show them how to write certain glyphs, though for some reason he neglected to teach them many others. Stephen also wanted everyone to memorize the Libertarian Codex and copy it out according to his own writing system, but before this could happen, the younger Mulai grew up and stared at him with their big black, green, brown, grey, or blue eyes. Because they felt sorry for Stephen for fretting over something as banal as how others wrote, they went along with it, but the minute he left, to gather wood, for example, they’d start playing, drawing circles of glyphs or making exquisite corpses. Sometimes, Stephen would see them doing this and silently watch his language mutate; he even went so far as to invent a word for this transformation, to corrupt, a term that seemed to fill him with nostalgia. Other times, he would get up in the middle of the night and rectify the Mulai’s savage, rounded forms, making them conform to his calligraphy. The other Mulai let him, though the next day there were always more glyphs than Stephen had the time to rectify. As moons passed, it became something of a game, and the Mulai were glad to see Stephen finally playing with them instead of trying to make them copy him, and although he still looked sad, this sadness was short-lived because he fell gravely ill and ended up in a composter. The Mulai dedicated the day of his death to cheerfully rectifying many of the texts in the scriptorium.



Logicians and mathematicians conceive of systems as the sum of a series of axioms and rules of inference. If we accept this framework, then the Mulai have three axioms: the Libertarian Codex, original writing, and a repudiation of the English language. These ingredients were passed down by the first generation, which – like Stephen – was naïve enough to believe that directives of this kind (a code of conduct, a new mode of expression, and a certain resistance to their only shared language) were needed to consummate their utopian project. As for the rules of inference, they are determined by the Mulai’s material conditions.

I’ve painstakingly attempted to translate a few Mulai words. Whenever I endeavour to move toward an organic structure of glyphs, I’m met with the impossible. In an initial version of this report, I tried my hand at a few mechanisms that would allow me to translate from Mulai (the fourth-person singular, which the Mulai call the simplural, gender-inclusive pronouns,15 foreign morphemes inserted mid-word), but the result was so unintelligible that I have chosen to omit them.


There are hundreds upon hundreds of copies of Mulai stories in the scriptorium. Occasionally, there is a section that has been crossed out, or someone has scribbled something else in the empty margins of a page, or the pages are loose. Whenever a story is transcribed, it changes, and the pieces I’ve appended to this report (chapter 17) are the decanted result of a multitude of these versions.

For the Mulai, there is nothing more natural than destroying, overwriting, or inserting new glyphs into a text. Stabilizing a piece of writing, however, unsettles them. What’s more, they believe that language is a public thing, and writing in private is severely frowned upon. In an old manuscript, I discovered that this taboo – to put it one way – had to do with hoarding power. The Mulai have a saying: ‘If you want to write alone, then live alone.’ It’s been speculated (see Kawasaki and Roediger) that this is what gave rise to the Brabat, though to date no serious research has been conducted around this theory. I’ll share my own hypothesis later.

Some stories are also circulated orally. Their effect is the same as that of the Mulai tongue, in that they feel at once foreign and familiar.16 Sometimes they contain concepts that the Mulai can’t fully grasp, though they’ve injected them with new meaning (for example, a tiger), concepts whose origins we can trace with our own clumsy etymologies. The gaoshar continuously produces these stories, which the Mulai repeat, thereby changing them. Their endings are hardly ever closed, and they operate according to the logic of disappointment.

Three years ago, P. Müller published a narrative analysis of a Mulai story. Although the article draws several fascinating conclusions, there is one in particular I feel compelled to discuss. According to Müller (see pages 247–51 of Mulai Geschichten), there is a clear nexus between the fact that nearly every Mulai story features someone abandoning the Dome and the belief that they are an orphaned community; to Müller, these stories are diasporic accounts. Assuming my firsthand experience is of some value, I should note that Müller’s hypothesis strikes me as inconsistent; the Mulai can’t be orphaned because they have no concept of parenthood. What’s more, they are a community of people who have forgotten where they are from, or better yet, a community of people from nowhere.

The apparent schizophrenia (in the etymological sense of breaking with meaning before this meaning has been closed) of the Mulai language may indeed be in some way related to its origins. Although I couldn’t access their temple, I was fortunate to be able to consult some interesting documents at the scriptorium. In the absence of more evidence, the following should be taken as mere speculation.

My thesis is that the first Mulai (if they can be called this) purposefully changed a number of words. For example, the Mulai term for sexual intercourse is fukair, which is apparently directly related to fuck or follar. It’s likely they chose this word in the hopes of freeing their new culture from the taboos of its predecessor. Other examples in the same vein are shitter and pisser. The decision to make widespread use of the obscene calls to mind the system in ‘The Purloined Letter,’ where something is hidden in plain sight. Likewise, diminutives17 were stripped of their childish nature, and the auxiliary domes were named domelets. There are even stranger cases, like the word for sun, magurf, which derives (see Chukri) from spoon in Arabic dialect. We must resist the temptation to draw morphological connections. There is a proliferation of such cases: foot, for instance, is tasca, for which no reference is possible. What I’m suggesting is that some of these deviations were planned while others arise from the natural dynamics of language. It probably took the first Mulai no time at all to realize that, in the absence of a regulatory body, languages change faster than our own minds. Of course, these disruptions could be – and have been – attributed to two factors: experimentation and madness. The latter strikes me as lazier than the former, and we should ask ourselves to what extent both factors don’t constitute a single departure from the norm.





	8 Note from the English translator: Repentismo refers to a kind of oral poetry typical to certain regions of Spain and its former colonies. In repentismo, everything is improvised save for the structure, generally quintillas (in which stanzas are composed of five octosyllabic lines) and décimas (which refers to a ten-line stanza of poetry). The closest equivalent in the English-speaking world may be the African American tradition of toasting. The root of the word repentismo is repente, meaning sudden and unexpected.


	9 It has been pointed out that the words in Chinese and Japanese are the same, but look closely, and you will notice that the Japanese character ku does not correspond to the Chinese character gū, which instead corresponds to kodo.


	10 Note from the English translator: Translated in these pages as wolf.


	11 It’s been suggested that lobo may come from the Spanish term for wolf. Though unlikely, perhaps this word magnetized the Korean term due to the behavioural similarities between wolf-lobos and robot-lobos.


	12 Note from the English translator: In conversation with the editors, it was decided that this wordplay might be too difficult for English readers to decipher, so here it is: vocales → vowels → bowels → bocales → entrañas.


	13 From this point on, whenever Mulai literature or poetry appear in this report, it is this sense that I am referring to.


	14 Note from the English translator: As of the time of translation, the definition of escribano (from the Latin scriba, or ‘he/she/they who write[s]’) most in use roughly translates into English as ‘notary public.’ Escribidor, on the other hand (from escribir, meaning to write, plus the suffix dor), denotes a prolific writer, and carries an undercurrent of ironic disparagement.


	15 Note from the English translator: Because Dr. Cordovero’s mother tongue is Spanish, which typically genders words masculine or feminine by using the letters O and A respectively (with some exceptions, of course), a more accurate translation of this sentence might be ‘inflecting gender with the letter E,’ which has been adopted in some Spanish-speaking contexts to express gender neutrality. English does not inflect gender in the same way, so throughout this book, except in cases where Dr. Cordovero or the editors have noted a specific gender, the gender-neutral pronoun they has been used.


	16 Downey, of the University of the Southern Cone, conducted an interesting experiment. After noticing that Mulai fables failed several of the statistical tests used to distinguish human from non-human stories, Downey decided to use artificial intelligence to generate random yet syntactically logical stories. None of the resulting stories resembled the Mulai’s tales, nor did they reproduce the same statistical distributions. Downey then repeated the experiment, this time feeding a Mulai fable (the Story of the Scorpion and the Snake) to the machine and subjecting it to random variations. Results were identical to the ones obtained in the first experiment.


	17 Note from the English translator: In Dr. Cordovero’s mother tongue, Spanish, the diminutive is created by appending the suffixes -ito, -illo, or -ico, among others, to a word, so that what I have rendered here as domelet is in fact domillo in his translation of the Mulai original.









16 Faida

Circa the year 154 a.C.

After the wedding, Faida felt something new: a fear of death. It wasn’t so much physical death that bothered her. What filled her with terror was the possibility that her task – her translation – would fade into oblivion. She hardly ever left the scriptorium, and on the rare occasions she did leave, she walked about in an unusual way that the others found a little unsettling. As though she were trying not to fall, or dodging scorpions, or sidestepping death.

The thought that her task might never be completed obsessed her. She calculated how long she would need to finish the translation, how many booklets she would fill. It became clear to her that she was going in circles or, at best, spirals. She stopped translating. During this period, she began a third manuscript on top of her translation and her reflections, a sort of work journal where she tracked her meagre progress – so that in a hypothetical future someone else could pick up where she had left off. On gloomy mornings she stared at the stack of books on the scriptorium and felt there was no better place to hide a text; her problem, she suspected, was not that the Mulai wouldn’t understand but that they wouldn’t care. And yet her work was the only thing that mattered; more than once, she even forgot to eat.

She lost a lot of weight. One afternoon, Kbale went to see her and gave her some cans of food. Faida had not spoken in so long she struggled to communicate. For months, she had felt a gulf separating her from the others: because she was focused not on the language of the present but on the static words in the books, she couldn’t grasp a thing anyone said to her.

But it was different that day. She was so frustrated with her work that for the first time in a long while she listened to what her interlocutor said. Kbale told her about the harvest, about their new third in their trinomial, about how much everyone wanted Sheipa to return to the Dome carrying and in good health. As Faida looked at her former partner, as she replied and gestured with her hands, she could tell that something, whether new or forgotten, was loosening in her mind. Though in the past she’d tried – albeit unsuccessfully – to recruit others to her task, so that she could have someone to think things through with her, she’d never tried that: engaging in small talk, mirroring the other person’s laughter and everyday gestures, turning all these rituals into metaphors for her translation.

She began engaging with the community again. Wherever there was a problem, she was there too; she listened to solutions proposed by others and offered some herself. In the back of her mind, she thought about work: to her, a clog in the shitter, a flaw in the agriculture module, or a sick wolf were all metaphors for her task, reflections of the switch from one code to another.

The day she hit on a solution, she was already muscular again, and the Mulai felt as if they had gotten her back. One night, as she was drifting off beside a Mulai whose sexual overtures she had rejected, an image from the book came to her, and she recalled a detail that she hadn’t paid close enough attention to: the place where she had found the tome, between the wall and the mattress. For the first time it occurred to her that maybe someone had hidden the book and that whoever left it there shared her fear of words dying. If so, then perhaps there was some other clue in the Temple or maybe even the Dome.

She got up and went to the towering stack of books on the scriptorium. Casting her mind back to the day when it dawned on her that the best hiding places are in plain sight, she felt she was completing a cycle. She didn’t sleep for two nights. This time, no one approached her, not even Kbale. Though calm on the outside – she would take a sheet of paper, glance at it, then add it to the stack – inside she was consumed by doubt and excitement.

Finally, she found the dictionary. It took her a moment to understand what it was. The part written in Mulai glyphs was primitive, awkward, and archaic; it lacked fluidity. Not all the words in the other part were in the same scorpioned script as The Domes We Do Not See. Many, however, were.

When she found the dictionary, Faida experienced yet another new sensation: curiosity. She needed, no, she wanted to know who’d hidden it, whether Dog themself, another Mulai, or some unknown entity. This idea, the idea that something else existed, an object or person that was not Mulai, nor Dog, nor Brabat, nor snake, nor scorpion, nor wolf, made her dizzy. She got up, then leaned on the scriptorium. It was the first time she was physically aware of the loss: some of the pages in the dictionary had been rewritten, others torn in half (someone had probably needed something to draw on, to clean or light a fire with), and yet others had – she presumed – simply disappeared. But if the script in the book was like the Mulai’s, then one word might lead to another and another, and she could recreate the rest from this grafting.

She left the Dome one unremarkable afternoon, not caring if anyone saw her or what the weather was like. She gathered a few things, then simply walked out. No one said a word, though many watched her leave. She had wanted to go for a while: a Mulai who does not take part in the community of the Dome is no Mulai; they are Brabat or perhaps Loucú. But she wasn’t one of those either. Whenever she saw a Brabat, she clutched the book and dictionary to her like amulets, the amulets of a language that distinguished her from them. Her eyes darted feverishly at the Brabat, whom she chased away by conjuring symbols in the air.

The minute she arrived at the Temple, she began translating again. If she wanted to understand Dog – if Dog was indeed the author – she reasoned, she would have to become Dog; she slept in the bed where she found the book, ate Dog’s food, drank Dog’s contained water.



‘Armilla is a city made of pipes. The traveller seems surprised more by their absence than by their presence. From what I understand, they are lengthy cylinders that function much like our condensation channels, except permanently filled with water. The others flooded their Domes with them. The traveller is surprised by the structure; what surprises me is how unsurprised they are by so much water.’



The days in the Temple grew soft again. Faida would wake, sometimes eat, then sit down to translate. The frenzy of the first few days was behind her. She was certain now that she was capable of completing the translation and threw herself into the task the way people throw themselves into inexorable things. Life was easy: there was food and water to spare, and the temperature indoors was always pleasant. Faida tried to recall why the Mulai didn’t live in the Temple. She could not.

Every so often a trinomial would appear. Faida left them alone, and they didn’t bother her either. The first ones who saw her in Dog’s clothes had to fight the urge to shout in terror. She reasoned that she was now less Mulai and that the Mulai were now less her. Sometimes she even had these thoughts in the language of the book.

In the months that followed, the translation and the treatise began to meld together. Aware of this, Faida kept them in different parts of the Temple, convinced that physical distance could exorcise any verbal communion. The translation had compelled her to develop another theory about Dog, but another year would have to pass before she could pronounce it.

She was becoming frustrated. For a while she was convinced the dictionary was wrong, because all she could wring out of the texts were nebulous descriptions of impossible cities, vast groupings of domes erected in the air, in the sky, or in time itself. Cities that were other cities, cities that were their own blueprints, cities inhabited by the dead.

Fascinating things happened in the text. For example, there were several voices, which led Faida to surmise that it was written by different people who had transcribed conversations. But at least one voice did not fit this theory, she contended, the one that didn’t take part in the discussion but nonetheless described every one of its participants.

The only possible response to this enigma was that the author was Dog, the entity the Mulai sometimes refer to in the singular and others in the plural. Only Dog fit the characteristic ambiguity of the text, of the narrator.




‘In one of their conversations, Marco Polo and the Emperor discuss what it had been like to learn the other’s language. I read the phrase “ramified and leafy discourses” and realize that this is how we learn languages, by striking out along their ridges. When the others look kindly on us again and take me with them, the cities I want to visit are the ones that resemble a language: Zaira, of course, which shares my name; Ersilia, which is made of relationships; Octavia, the spider-web city; Zenobia, the city on high pilings. I want to get lost in its streets and domes just as I’ve gotten lost in the words of its language, and now and then wander out onto a public square that feels vaguely familiar even though I haven’t seen it before.’



She took notes while translating. In those months she thought a lot about Flukeh and how she’d changed everything for the Mulai by dint of a single idea. ‘A perverse idea,’ Faida thought, since Dog could in some way or ways – this was the first time Faida felt she’d had a revelation – resemble the Mulai, living bodies that breathe and suffer and eat and drink and live together.

In the following months, she abandoned the translation and went back to writing a treatise where she affirmed that they, the Mulai, are alienated forms of what had once been Dog and that, for this reason, there is a radical difference in nature between the domes and the houses, between the sticks they use to defend themselves against the Brabat and the expert system.




‘I’ve given a lot of thought to Adelma. Like the others, we Mulai also believe – or maybe I should say “The Mulai also believe’ – in gods. Only our gods must be very different from their gods. In fact, the others are our gods, and the difference between our gods and the gods’ gods is not just one of degree but also one of nature. For example: it appears the others believe in something called the hereafter, which is where the dead go. The Mulai dead go nowhere, only to the composter, and yet the others’ dead do seem to go specifically to Adelma. This is what I don’t understand: if the dead go to this city and live there, then what difference is there between them and the living? If the hereafter is actually closer to here than it is to after, then what distinguishes their religion from ours? What good are the gods’ gods?’



Faida thought more and more about Flukeh. She felt an affinity with her. Yet Flukeh had taught the Mulai about the existence of Dog, and Faida wanted, in a way, to refute it. This is how time advances, she thought, by force of difference.

Faida probably flaunted Mulai rules more out of disinterest than disrespect. She ate Dog’s supplies, stopped reciting the six cycles, and occasionally pissed at the Temple gates. The only thing she hadn’t done yet was eat the offerings the Mulai left during their visits. Instead, she waited for the food to rot, then tossed it outside for the wolves or beasts to deal with.

After completing the treatise, Faida felt unmoored, so she began to copy it, glyph by glyph. For the first time in more than a year, writing was once again what it had always been: the pleasant unfolding of lines, not the torture of trying to find the right glyph (or knowing what it meant for a glyph to be right).

One day, three Mulai showed up at the Temple. Faida faintly remembered who they were and why they were there and begged them hoarsely to please take a copy of her notes – ‘the book,’ she said – and give it to the others to read. They accepted, perhaps out of fear. Faida had a hunch they wouldn’t read it, though she couldn’t have explained her reasons for feeling this way. Before they left, she pronounced: ‘Dog are dead.’ Later she would not recall what language she had said this in.

She picked up the translation again. It occurred to her that Dog’s writing probably attracted ionizing radiation, so she began reading aloud the passages she understood but whose sounds were unfamiliar. She pictured the pitter-patter of the legs of scorpion-letters and enunciated very slowly.

She noticed the trinomials had started avoiding her. One day she approached some Mulai after they had done whatever it was they came to the Temple to do (always in the same room Faida never entered) and asked if they had read her book. They walked away without answering. Faida threw herself at one of them, pushed him against the wall and posed the question again. The other one said in terror that some of the Mulai had read it and that it was being held up as an example of one-eyed thinking. Faida was stunned; they still didn’t understand. She let the Mulai go and got back to work. Not long after, she completed her translation.





17 Three Fables And A Mulai Lullaby

One

One morning, the scorpion decided he wanted to go over the Dome rather than around it. He’d seen a snake do exactly this, so he went to speak with her. The snake explained that instead of walking on legs, she slithered on her belly. This sounded entirely reasonable to the scorpion, who chose to do the same. It took him many small moons to take his first steps, but little by little he began to climb. By the time he reached the summit, he could speak the language of snakes, and as he slithered down the other side, he realized he was in fact a snake. So he went looking for the snake – now the other snake – to tell her the good news. Without thinking, he went around the Dome rather than over it. By the time he made it to his friend, he was leaping for joy. ‘Look, snake! We’re the same now,’ he said, and she gave him a puzzled look. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, scorpion-friend.’ He looked down at his legs and over at his stinger and saw that he had resumed his original form.

Two

Every day Pangpang ate a morsel of his body. Someone had told him it was the best way to get the necessary nutrients, and Pangpang had heeded that someone. Pangpang hoped this would help him grow a lot, but instead his body shrank a little with every morsel. Confused, he went to find someone he could ask, but that someone was not the same someone who originally gave him the advice, so Pangpang went on eating morsels of his body, out of habit, until there was nothing left.

Three

There was once a young gaoshar who wished his stories were written on paper. No one took him seriously, but he insisted on telling everyone that his stories were excellent and deserved to be put down on paper. One day he heard the voice of Dog summon him to the Temple. There, Dog told the gaoshar that they had another mission for him: instead of telling stories, he would dedicate his life to turning a crank that emitted a beautiful, monotonous sound. And so it was that the gaoshar spent the rest of his days turning that crank. Whenever some trinomial arrived, they would laughingly ask him to tell them a story, but his hands were occupied. Some saw him cry. As amused as the Mulai were, it was serious business: they couldn’t select another gaoshar while the current one was still living. Luckily, it didn’t take him long to die, turning the crank round and round by the grace of Dog.

The Lullaby

(There is no record of this being sung before Faida and Sheipa)

On a moon there was a dome. In the dome there was a scriptorium. On the scriptorium there was a glyph that read: ‘On a moon there was a dome. In the dome there was a scriptorium.”On the scriptorium there was a glyph that read: ‘On a moon there was a dome … “‘





18 The Archeologist

Personal journal of Dr. Cordovero

The year 160 a.C.


Day 368

I realized today that, as of three days ago, I’ve been living with the Mulai for a year.

I’m conducting an experiment. One phase of my research involves telling the Mulai about us, our culture, laying the groundwork for the next stage of our relationship, once the nature of said relationship has been determined. This started around two months ago, and I quickly realized the Mulai are completely indifferent to us. No matter how much I tried to explain that I was talking about Dog, I couldn’t get through to them. Then one afternoon last month, after listening to the gaoshar for a while, I was speaking with Idri when, without meaning to, I started telling her a story from the Great Wars, the story of a nameless soldier, except without context or explanation. I could see that my story had captured her interest, or at least her attention. The following day, I overheard her sharing it with some friends (though I had to jump in and correct some inaccuracies).

So I began spreading other stories. The Mulai especially like stories with twists – the kind our authors would find contrived – and the simpler, the better. They don’t care about setting or characters. At first I got the sense I was tricking them, that by codifying our culture in story form I was engaging in a kind of propaganda. But this past week, I realized it wasn’t like that at all: they don’t associate my stories with an ulterior reality, nor do they believe there’s a place out there where these events happen. They repeat the stories for the sheer pleasure of it, altering them along the way, until finally these stories reach the gaoshar, who reworks them and sends them out into the community. And so on and so forth, again and again, until the stories become unrecognizable.



Day 372

I forgot to mention the other day that a technical failure in some of the agricultural modules has meant that the Mulai and I have been going through lean times. And yet they never once considered rescinding food from me: we were hungry together. One day I asked a Mulai shepherding the wolves that repaired the agricultural modules why we didn’t eat the bodies. His only response was to point at the composters. I thought about the Yahoos, who touch their lips and their bellies to indicate that the dead are also edible or that everything we eat becomes, in the long run, human flesh. I wondered if I’d ever mentioned the Yahoo to them, but I could swear I haven’t.



Day 390

Yesterday I attended my first death rite.

I was sitting here, at the scriptorium, when I spied a group of Mulai tinkering with a composter. It caught my attention because there were a lot of them and because, if memory serves, that particular composter wasn’t full yet. So I got closer to have a look. I wasn’t the only one; it took about fifteen minutes for the entire community – Loucú included – to come together.


Two Mulai – I found this very puzzling – unhooked the composter from the gutter that connects it to the shitter – the smell was overpowering – then left. Everyone waited in silence. A few minutes later, the pair returned with a body and placed it in the receptacle, which they then rehooked to the shitter. After a while, as though in response to some unknown cue, they all said in unison: ‘Faluo [the name of the deceased] has vacated.’ Immediately afterward, the whole community took three turns around the shitter, counterclockwise. Then we painted the remaining members of the deceased’s trinomial in white.

Idri has just informed me that we’ve been summoned by the two Mulai I mentioned above. I’ll write more later.



Day 391

I was wrong: apparently, I’d only attended half the death rite. Yesterday, when Idri came to fetch me, we walked to the centre of the square, and the people in white recounted what Faluo had been doing three days ago, when he died. They went into great detail, narrating every inconsequential thing he did, like listen to the gaoshar for two hours or work at a particular harvest module. This made me think about just how much attention the Mulai pay to someone they believe is in their final hours. When they finished speaking, we set off and spent the rest of the day retracing Faluo’s movements. That’s why I couldn’t get back to my journal. Those two hours we spent listening to the gaoshar in silence were overwhelming.



Day 392

This morning I saw Idri use the shitter where Faluo was buried. I asked if this was her way of honouring him. She didn’t understand the question.


I didn’t see anyone cry the other day. I do get the sense that the people in white – the people still in white – are sad, but it’s hard to say whether I’m the one projecting that sadness.

This is a good moment to mention that I saw a young Mulai boy fall a few days ago. As soon as he started crying, Idri ran up to drink his tears. I took it as a sign of affection, though maybe it’s a form of preserving water, or both. That’s when I finally understood why I’d seen so many Mulai licking each other’s eyes.

Still, I have no idea what, besides physical pain, compels them to cry. I also don’t know why they laugh. I see no humour in many of the stories they find funny. They also laugh while fucking.



Day 422

Today I reneged on one of my core principles, which is to interfere as little as possible in Mulai life. But they drove me up the wall. Even though the wolves finished repairing the modules a few days ago, very few vegetables have grown so far, and we’re still going hungry. It’s kalima, which has had a profound effect on the community’s spirits; everyone has been immersed in their characteristic torpor. In any event, I was feeling hungry and there was nothing ready to eat, so I picked a tomato. I was about to bite into it when Hoddsa, a Mulai who devotes a lot of time to agriculture, ran over to stop me. He very patiently explained that the fruit needs to be dehydrated before it can be consumed, and I told him I knew but didn’t care, it was easier to digest this way. He denied this and claimed that ‘all that water’ could poison me and that I needed to let it evaporate so that the moisture recycling modules could recapture and purify it for our consumption. I ignored him and brought the tomato to my mouth, but he looked at me with such panic and disgust that I shouted in anger and dropped the fruit right then and there.

I am hungry.

Oh, also, the Mulai in white stripped off their paint a few days ago, two small moons after Faluo’s death. And it’s New Year’s Day.



Day 424

I wonder if my relationship with Idri won’t end up seeming problematic. There’s no denying that out of all the Mulai, she’s the one I care for most deeply; we’ve established a kind of father-daughter bond that makes no sense in the community (or at least I have; I can’t speak for her). There are no mothers or fathers here: newborns are named and then form part of a group. The person who births them gets to select a name from a list of available options, but that’s the extent of the maternal bond. At first I thought nursing would prolong it, but they rarely practice that.

An interesting detail: as my knowledge of Mulai has progressed, I’ve found out that most of their names have negative connotations, like ‘disgrace,’ ‘grave illness,’ ‘irreversible mistake,’ ‘enduring sadness,’ et cetera. I believe this may come from an old Chinese custom, though it’s possible it derives from the script at the entrance to the Dome: ‘Future | 木来 | Будущее | م س ت ق ب ل | 미래.’ The other day, I asked a Mulai woman about this tradition, and she said, with perfect seri-ousness and a lot of technical details, that ionizing radiation is refracted and ‘warped’ by names before transferring to people, hence their monikers. I felt like I was in physics class and began laughing hysterically. The woman didn’t get what was so funny, which only made me laugh more. Finally, she walked away, I assume so that I could laugh in peace.






19 Faida

Circa the year 154 a.C.

‘This morning, as I translated the city of Zaira, I made up my mind to visit it one day. The fact that it resembles my name can’t be random, just as the connection between air and wind is no mere coincidence.18 Marco Polo seems transfixed when he tells Khan that the only way to truly capture Zaira is to describe its weight, measurements, and temperatures. I’m sure I must be missing some nuance, because what’s so fascinating about that? Even harder to comprehend is Ersilia, an analogue of Zaira, except here the relationships between things are made tangible through the strings that tie them together. According to Marco Polo, once the inhabitants can no longer pass through the strings, they take Ersilia elsewhere, leaving behind a giant web of relationships. It’s a ridiculous idea: either Marco Polo was an idiot or he was engaging in what the others refer to as humour. You can’t take the things out of a place and leave behind only relationships; it’s the interweaving of relationships that produces these things. Ersilia was not what they took with them but what they left behind.’



Faida translated and drifted around the Temple; deep down both activities were one and the same. For days she had felt like she was nearing the end, but the translation never ended. There was always some adjective to reconsider, some word she felt unsure about: friend, campanile, journey.

One night she was masturbating in one of the beds when she arched her body and felt a hard object beneath her shoulder blade. She stopped and got off the mattress. There was nothing, or rather only a poorly concealed tear on the underside. She took a few steps back to get a better look and saw that it was the same bed where, so long ago, she had found the book. She tore open the mattress. Inside was a small, long, metallic device. She knew immediately that it was a key.



‘I’m surprised I wasn’t taken with Fedora on first read, or second read, or any read. It’s a poorly designed city at whose centre stands a crystal globe filled with smaller crystal globes that contain other Fedoras. The narrator relishes these kinds of games: in each Fedora there is another crystal globe, and so on and so forth. Apparently, whoever built it did not understand that, if other spheres are enclosed in a semisphere, then each sphere must in fact be another Fedora, meaning: the problem is that the globe is in the centre of the city, that it is not the city itself, that it is not the world with its blue vault, that it is not everything.’



In the main room of the Temple, beside the large, exterior-facing window and across from the armchairs, was a small trunk with a slit. Faida hadn’t paid much attention to it; as much of a mystery as Dog were to her, she had enough with trying to grasp the basic features of her own culture. There were the hallways, for example. Or the opaque toilets, down which shit disappeared to Dog only knew where. Or the doors, those instruments that split the world along terrifyingly banal lines, endlessly separating the indoors from the outdoors and the inside of the indoors from the outside of the indoors and from the other outdoors. ‘Dog is obsessed with boundaries,’ she thought. With difference.

She inserted the key and opened the trunk but couldn’t make sense of what she saw inside. There were lights and buttons, although, to be fair, Dog was clearly obsessed with buttons and lights because they were all over the place. She pressed things at random and then, pulling a lever, felt the light trembling of an object outdoors moving very slowly. She tried to peer through the window but saw nothing from her vantage point. By the time she went outside, whatever had been moving had already stopped, and nothing looked out of place. She walked around the Temple and saw that one of the annexes was facing a different direction. That was it.

Back indoors, she noticed that some of the lights on the panel beneath the window were now glowing. She pressed some more buttons, but nothing happened.

She despaired. Lately, she’d started hating Dog for refusing to answer a question she couldn’t even formulate yet. Flukeh’s first revelation came back to her: ‘Dog exists. At times we are grateful for something that no one has done; the object of that gratitude is Dog.’ She wondered if Dog might not actually be the object of the supplications we do not voice.

In the trunk, along with the main apparatus, she found a small rod that was wider and black at one end. The only object not attached to the structure, it possessed its own blinking light. She picked it up with her hands and held it as if it were a holy thing – slowly and slightly away from her body – then pressed the only button she could see.

Nothing happened.



‘Maybe Moriana was designed as an upgraded Fedora. Like the latter, it is also a semicircle, and yet the traveller realizes there is another Moriana on the obverse, a Moriana that completes the sphere and houses everything its inhabitants deem bad. Eusapia, in turn, improves upon Moriana, since it relegates to the second city not what is bad but what is dead. If I make it back to the Dome, I will have to determine if this other city still exists underground; if I fail, dear reader, then this task must fall to you.’



It was a fit of rage and not a premeditated idea that drove her out of the Temple. She didn’t even pack food. She travelled from domelet to domelet, noticing that during her time in the Temple she’d become strangely familiar with Dog’s instruments. Even though she didn’t understand them and even though, during her time at the Temple, she’d used nothing more complex than the bed or bottles, some part of Dog had nonetheless suffused her – a certain logic or way of inhabiting things. She understood then that she was right, that the domelets were not like the rocks nor the mounds because she couldn’t see eye to eye with the rocks and mounds (‘Although,’ she wondered, ‘maybe someone can. The gaoshar, perhaps.’); that the wolves were unlike the snakes and the scorpions; that some things responded to a secret language that she could now just about muddle through. By touching this and that and waving the rod around, she got doors to open to large reserves of provisions and to slumbering wolves. Doors. Inside. Outside. Difference.

She knew then that the wolves, too, were Dog’s creatures. She would have to draft an addendum to her treatise. The only problem was she didn’t know how to get back to the Temple.

She walked until she lost all sense of time. Her body was seized by that new feeling, the one that had been hounding her since the day of Sheipa’s matrinomy. She was going to die. She was going to die, and all her work would be lost. She laughed or cried for no reason, and there was no one around to lick her tears. She blamed loneliness like never before: she did not need the others to know who she was, only someone (a single willing Mulai would suffice) to share her knowledge with, that is, someone she could turn, even if only a little, into herself.



‘Laudomia is a city, though in actuality it’s three cities: in one dome are the living, in another the dead, and in another the unborn. The traveller argues that the latter must be crowded and uses a peculiar word I have encountered several times before: infinite. I don’t know why the traveller takes for granted that the Laudomians will reproduce ad infinitum instead of assuming they will one day end, like all things do. Eternal reproduction is a silly idea, one the Mulai do not share and that I really struggle to comprehend.’




One morning or maybe afternoon or maybe night, Faida had a revelation of a geometric nature. She saw the Dome in the distance, its form, its lights. Instead of nostalgia, what she felt was the certainty that the Dome was the centre of something, the very heart of the habitable zone.

Her first impulse was to try to find her way back, to share everything. But she knew for certain that this was a ridiculous idea. What she needed was to leave the habitable zone. Now that she knew where the centre was, it shouldn’t be too difficult. She needed only to turn her back on the Dome and walk.

The chill set in gradually. The Mulai are not used to the cold; when the temperature drops too low, they shut themselves in the Dome. It was probably the first time any Mulai had ventured so far. She didn’t even see the unmistakable prints that pointed to the presence of the Brabat.

Gradually, she discovered new sensations. The first was the lack of sensation, which she fought by smacking her hands against her chest. Then icy tears congealed on the fuzz above her lip. The clothes she had found at the Temple were well-insulated, but she had to keep at least one hand raised to hold the rod that – she believed – pointed the way. Based on her readings at the scriptorium, she had assumed the transition from the habitable zone to the dead zone would be brusque, like one of Dog’s doors, but she was wrong. It was incremental and contradictory. The cold grew more severe; at the same time, it burned. At some point, she glanced up, saw the orbital and recited the six Mulai chants, convinced they wouldn’t save her.


Then the time came when she stopped seeing snakes. Soon after, the scorpions also disappeared, and finally the plants. How much longer? Was this the dead zone? Was she going to die? Was she already dead?

The solar cycles melded into each other. Faida talked to herself, holding conversations with no one or else with the rod. Once she finally understood what was happening, these conversations became the only beacons by which she could track the passage of time. She had started to understand or at least intuit what the rod was. She once more had a reason not to die, one that went beyond the Mulai’s absurd reverence for life. She didn’t think she had it in her to make it back to the Temple, nor did she know where it was, but she knew she had to try.



‘Strolling through Tamara must have felt to Marco Polo like reading a boundless text. In this city, things are not so much things as they are symbols of themselves, symbols of their function. In fact, the traveller abandons the city before he has even visited it and, when he leaves, sees other symbols in the clouds, shadows, and mountains. Maybe this city’s description holds the key to how the others think, though I am still eons from understanding them.’



She arrived, wounded, one hot afternoon. Through the vertical rays of sunlight, she spied a lone Mulai waiting at the gates. She tried to focus her eyes: the woman looked like she was carrying. It crossed her mind that what she was seeing was not real, or that it belonged to a new reality. Or that extraordinary things can happen in Dog’s world. Or that she’d been right to think she was already dead; then she let go, fainting.





	18 In Mulai, both words share the same root.








20 The Archeologist

Report by Dr. Nahum Cordovero (edited)

Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

The darkened rooms are mostly used for fucking, sheltering during sif, and housing the ill. Though not always: there’s also a strange class of Mulai called the Loucú. The Loucú are people who for no apparent reason decided to abandon their trinomial from one day to the next and start venturing out for wood and sheets of metal, which they use to build the living quarters they retreat to. They stop speaking and working almost entirely, and yet, so long as they’re not seen writing alone, they’re accepted by the community.

The transformation from Mulai to Brabat is a completely different process: with few exceptions, the Brabat are Mulai who lose their way during the Voyage. Unfortunately, I couldn’t study them as closely as I would’ve liked, terrified by the prospect of becoming one if I spent too long in their company. What I did manage to gather is that they’ve lost the ability to speak19 and that they practice the repugnant custom of vaginal sex. Language fills the Brabat with dread, so it’s rare for them to attack the Mulai during the Voyage. That said, I don’t want to give the impression that they’re stupid; in fact, they’re the only ones who have succeeded in mastering the technology of the domelets.


The Mulai have no interest in creating new settlements. They flit between two modes of habitation: nomadism and the Dome. I’ve noticed that when they leave the Dome, they undergo a sudden change in character; they become drier, fading into their environment. The Brabat are Mulai who have abandoned the Dome not as a physical place but as a centre of gravity. What makes Faida so special is that she succeeded in forging a kind of intermediary zone between these two spaces, as much as this zone exists only in language.

The Brabat are not a community. They live scattered across the domelets and in house-like shelters similar to those of the Loucú. They come together only for the purpose of copulation, and now and then one of them can be seen walking beside a child – a child I expect is abandoned by their guardian the moment they reach adulthood. They are survivors. Every so often, they attack and eat each other, and they also consume snakes and scorpions.20 They do not appear to farm, though they participate in a rudimentary form of animal husbandry.





	19 The speed at which the Mulai lose language has led S. Gabba to posit that, in the absence of any institution to stabilize them, languages can become at once malleable and dangerously volatile.


	20 According to a recent study by Wen et al., the scorpions consumed by the Brabat may be an especially nutritional life form, a superfood.









21 Flukeh

The year 0 a.C.

Translation of a text by Faida21

After cresting the hill, the traveller finds herself in front of the Temple. The hull is made of metal, and it is surrounded on all sides by towers, some half-buried in the sand. The traveller trudges down the path – on the brink of death, heavily sunburnt, overcome by the structure’s outsize beauty – and for the first time in her life, she reads the sacred inscription whose code was forgotten long ago by her people, although the sound and meaning remain embedded in their collective memory: Mulai, ‘the tree comes.’ Beside it, a few forgotten glyphs that are indecipherable yet nonetheless legible still (although the wind and sand partially erased one of the characters):

Future 木来 Будущее م س ت ق ب ل 미래

The traveller wonders what the connection is between the Temple and Dog. Either the question has no answer or she cannot find it, battered and confused as she is. Regardless, this place amasses or maybe helps amass ionizing radiation. In the sky, the orbital seems to glare defiantly at her, emitting painful rays of light. Her mouth and tascas burn. She can barely move her lips, and her eyes sting, perhaps from the vision of the Temple.


As soon as she steps through the gate, she feels relieved. Inside are red rectangles of projected light, but the sun is filtered and it is much less hot than outside. The traveller passes through successive rooms, groping the left wall as if reading. She no longer carves the route on her belly. A peculiar idea seizes her: could the Temple be larger inside than out? She doesn’t know what this means.

Finally, she arrives at a room with a throne that closely resembles the reproduction module (but isn’t). A voice sounds. Oddly, it seems to be speaking to her in Mulai, yet she can’t understand what it says. She thinks: ‘This is my language, but the order of the sounds is jumbled.’ This statement makes sense in her head, which is a comfort.

Different parts of the throne begin to beep and glow. There is a slender platform with restraints on either side; the traveller, as though guided by an invisible hand – and not without assistance from ionizing radiation, of course – reclines in the throne, which recognizes and accepts her. The restraints close, and the traveller feels something sharp pierce her forearm. The throne seems to erupt with joy, as though it had been awaiting her for countless years: sounds, colours, and the coming and going of tools attest to this. The traveller, too, feels happy, though she isn’t sure why. The door to the room closes and the temperature begins to drop. Giving into exhaustion, she falls asleep.

[…]

Flukeh’s first days in the Temple were spent on recon and repair. When she woke, she was no longer in pain, and she gave thanks with a gesture that would one day be incorporated into Mulai custom: she squeezed her left forearm – where the throne had pricked her – with her right hand.

She would never know how long she was in the Temple. Some say she was there for dozens of moons while others speak of hundreds, even thousands. Less in question is what she did while she was there, because she would go on to narrate these events while others transcribed or shared them aloud.

She disposed of what was left of her clothing from the Voyage and cloaked herself in whatever she found in the rooms nearest the Temple’s spiritual centre: the command chamber. She knew the garments were meant to be worn because, although they were a little small on her, they adapted to her extremities: the holes fit her arms, legs, and head. She found many more identical pieces, comfortable and resistant, and decided to take them with her when she returned to the Dome.

At some point, she must have seen herself reflected in one of the Temple’s many mirrors and been overcome with sorrow at the sight of the indelible burn mark that marred her face. ‘From now on,’ she probably thought, ‘everyone will be able to tell me apart.’

It must not have taken her long to find food and drink. Cylinders of contained water that she guzzled down, cans, and myriad bags of dehydrated food that saved her life.

Once she was ready, she made reparations for the murders she had committed, dumping water and food in the shrubs. Not knowing the exact cost of a life, she made ample offerings of both. And yet she could not find peace.

Every time she passed the room with the reproductive module, she clamped her eyes shut and kept walking. The module filled her with an ancient horror and also with desire, even though she knew she could not use it without her trinomial.


She probably crossed paths with other Mulai at some point. Maybe they exchanged words, maybe they ignored each other. Flukeh almost certainly offered them food and water, and they almost certainly backed away in fearful reverence.

One day she found a half-concealed opaque cylinder filled with a tingly sweet drink, sweeter than anything that had ever passed her lips, even sweeter than dehydrated fruit. She spent the rest of the day in a state of wild euphoria.

The discovery of the loudhailer cleared the way for her return to the Dome. It was likely a gradual discovery. One day, as she was out exploring, cleaning the Temple, and relishing ma, she stumbled across it, covered almost entirely in sand. It wasn’t until many moons later that she discovered it could move and came close to understanding what it was.

The Temple had everything she could possibly need, with the exception of one thing that happened to be very important to the Mulai: company. She missed writing, and she did not dare or maybe did not want to write alone. She also missed eating and fucking and talking and dancing together; she missed the rituals and the composters, missed cutting wood and tending to the plants. We can guess that she felt relieved the day she was driven – perhaps by boredom – to fiddle at random with the loudhailer’s ridges, pushing down, licking, and moving them around until a voice emerged from inside, a voice that spoke to her in a language unknown and yet strangely similar to the one she’d heard in the healing throne. It seemed to urge her to do something she could not decipher. All she understood were a few loose connectors and words like dome and radiation and also an order: answer us. Flukeh understood that this was a test and that if only she could decipher the voice, then she would be able to summon the ionizing radiation and recover the containers. Although she didn’t know if it was Dog talking, she knew the voice was in some way related to them. For the first time, she felt someone with her even though there were no other Mulai there.

Flukeh began spending every day in the loudhailer’s chamber. She tried every button and every lever until one day the voice disappeared. Seized with panic, she tried to retrace her movements, and the voice gushed back. Right then, it was playing one of the six cycles she had managed to recognize: a melody with a rhythm faintly reminiscent of Mulai song.

She resolved to stop touching the device and instead explore the rest of the chamber. On one of the many days she spent there, she got the structure to move. Despite having no idea what happened, she felt she must have transmitted vast quantities of ionizing radiation. She couldn’t make it stop; thankfully, she realized in the nick of time that the structure moved with the help of a wheel. Euphoria washed over her: she hummed along to the music and playfully chatted with the voices coming from the loudhailer while steering the device. ‘As soon as I figure out how to make it stop,’ she thought, ‘I will return to the Temple for clothes and provisions.’

Three days later, to everyone’s surprise, she arrived at the Dome.’





	21 This translation is original and free.









22 The Archeologist

Report by Dr. Nahum Cordovero (edited)

Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

I began developing this grammar for didactic purposes alone, not for inclusion in this report. One afternoon I sat down with a Mulai who frequented the scriptorium and showed him my system. I laid out my classification by radicals, but he didn’t understand it; for him, a radical has no meaning except in relation to others. I was reminded of those Chinese dictionaries where you might look up a character, for example 发 (fā), and be fed a definition – to put it one way – that looks something like this: ‘To send, emit, remit, give, shoot, pronounce, express, bring into existence, come into existence, generate, germinate, transform into, come to be, [in reference to food] to grow or expand when moist, to develop, expand, open oneself to, expose oneself to, feel, have a premonition, begin, set in motion, become rich, make a fortune, show one’s feelings.’ Mulai glyphs are even more elastic. This instability made it impossible for me to explain to my interlocutor the meaning of the verb to mean. I showed him several glyphs, but he couldn’t make sense of them outside the wider system, which is to say that in Mulai there is no such thing as a smallest meaningful unit. Every systematization of language is impoverishing; I understood then that, when it comes to glyphic writing, so much is lost that there is no danger of ossification. For these reasons, the following pages should be taken as no more than a clumsy approximation, a translation into our worldview of what is in actuality a complex and achingly beautiful dance, one that can only be fully grasped through the body, only if and while you are Mulai. This is why the Mulai consider sign language to be the most perfect language, because it marries spoken and written words unlike any other.

I should begin by clarifying that, whereas we believe that the primary function of language is communication, for the Mulai it is language itself.

According to my classification, the Mulai system is made up of nine sections that are linked together. When there is no radical, these sections are not written; in other words, the circumference remains flat. Below is an ideal Mulai circle in which nothing is written:

[image: ]
To read Mulai, you must trace the labyrinth with your left hand. The reader begins at what I refer to as radical M, an inverted triangle, and proceeds clockwise. Take the glyph for writer: – 110 –

[image: Glyph composed of one circle with four protruding rays. The rays form the following shapes: an M, a backwards V with a line on top, criss-crossing lines forming a triangle with a V above it, and a dome.]

The connectors alternate between expressing something that is and something that is done, something that is and something that is done … and so on and so forth, following a scheme of M – TB – TD – TB – TD – TB – TD. In other words, ‘glyph M, to be, to do, to be, to do … ‘ According to this system, the glyph for writer should have four radicals:

[image: V shape] : beginning of glyph.

[image: Upside-down V shape with a line protruding from the top] : Mulai | person.

[image: Criss-crossing lines forming a triangle with a V shape above it] : to make something with one’s hands | gesticulate | write in the air.

[image: Two lines with a curve, forming a dome] : dome | house | city | shelter.

A writer is a ‘Mulai who makes the house,’ though in this case Mulai refers to a person in general; to make22 means to fabricate something, to carve, or to string words together with one’s hands; and house can be understood as ‘home’ (although the Mulai are unfamiliar with this concept) or physical living quarters.


To cite another example, the first paragraph of Faida’s translation:

[image: Glyph made of clusters of circles, connected to each other with two lines. Each circle has varying protrusions with symbols at each end. The word “diomira” is written in one of the circles.]
Needless to say, this paragraph has been abbreviated; in Faida’s translation, every chapter of the original book is expressed as one giant glyph.

By simply observing this passage, it should become clear that the above classification is far from sufficient. For example: the starting glyph (radical M) is often omitted, especially in poetry (in fact, I added it myself in these cases). There are two main reasons for this: the first is that a Mulai may decide that their text could be read from any point; the second is that the Mulai rarely read successively but rather simultaneously. Near the scriptorium, fastened to either end of the eaves is a very long rope. This is the legetorium where the Mulai pin their texts and observe them, be it for a few seconds or for hours, be it to decipher them or simply enjoy them.

What’s more, some connectors prompt variations in the M – TB – TD … scheme. These are mostly adverbial, though the range is significant. In general, a connector with a flat base (| |) expresses that a thing is or is done. Though I’ve entered a handful of connectors into a dictionary of some sort, I’ve also observed that the Mulai have a tendency to deform these connectors at will; only by surrendering to the underwater currents of their language can we read their texts.

It’s also worth noting that there are no such things as synonyms in Mulai. The above glyph for writer, for example, is the same as several others, which sometimes display a slight variation (‘person who makes the house every evening in the dim gloaming light’) and sometimes are at once radically different and surprisingly the same (‘person who moves their hand over paper’). The meaning swims somewhere in this magma of words. We only know these glyphs are the same because, on the rare occasion a text is read aloud, they are consistently pronounced suchá. As I said, in Mulai culture, it is oral language that stabilizes writing, not the other way around.

I don’t know what compels a Mulai person to choose one glyph over another. The few times I worked up the courage to write in their language, my choices were guided by aesthetics and an adherence to meaning; as a result, my texts turned out dry, lifeless. Whenever I raised this with one of the Mulai, I was told they didn’t make decisions so much as let themselves be guided by language; and yet every Mulai text has a unique structure. Sometimes I’ve come to think that the Mulai’s indistinctiveness, the liquid current in which they all float together, holds forms of individuality – even if short-lived – far more radical than those of our own culture, which places the individual at the centre of identity.

There are many more variations. Those Mulai who struggle with writing (children, for example) sometimes jot down in the text tiny numbers that denote a sequential order. I’ve also encountered, let’s say, primitive forms of writing. The structure of early Mulai texts is much more complex. There are four primary connectors and another four secondary ones – with functions like ‘something that is,’ ‘something that is not,’ ‘something that does,’ ‘something that does not,’ et cetera – and the starting glyph is marked with an X. What the connectors predicate varies at each step. The previous paragraph, for example, would have been written as follows:

[image: Spread of eleven connected circles with lines protruding from each, some with symbols in between. The word “diomira“ is written on the top circle and on the bottom right, one circle is marked with an X.]
The Mulai language does not care for economy of expression. In fact, it evolved from a concise, well-planned form into one far more chaotic and also, once it’s been mastered, more beautiful and productive. Of course, it’s prone to what we call misunderstandings. When I asked some of the Mulai if this worried them, they replied that misunderstandings are what allow us to communicate. I believe I grasped what they meant in that moment.

The fact that Mulai texts are neither signed nor dated can be overwhelming to anyone who learns to read them. And yet, the most complex modifications are sudden; while writing a text, someone may draw a word in a completely novel way, only for this word to be instantly incorporated into the community’s lexicon. By studying their language I have come to learn that words are small moulds that we fit over our experience of the world, and that their precise shape is crucial. The Mulai have emotions I’d find impossible to translate; at the same time, they know nothing about many of the emotions that we experience daily.

For further information on the Mulai language, please refer to the many studies cited in the bibliography. The creation of a new discipline, Mulai Paleolinguistics,23 has already yielded some interesting results.

A closing observation before we move on. There are two ways to refer to the concept of green in the Mulai tongue. For the colour of the plants in their greenhouses, they use a word commonly represented by a glyph comprised of two colours, blue and yellow. Yet for some reason, the Mulai haven’t grasped that the leaves of their mythological tree are the very same green; instead, they believe they’re a colour never seen before. It’s not that this colour is inaccessible to them through experience but that it has yet to be discovered. The colour is named yloni, and its glyph is never written outside the Mulai’s most-repeated phrase: ‘the tree comes.’

[image: Two identical glyphs. The left one is drawn in the same clean outline as previous glyphs, and the right is roughly brushed on with a thick ink. The glyphs are made of two connected circles with various protrusions]




	22 Note from the English translator: The verb I have translated here as to make is ‘hacer’ in Spanish, which means both to do and to make. One of the disadvantages of translating from a ‘bridge’ translation is that the choices best suited to X language may be ill-suited to Y language, especially when the source text is in a language is as complex as Mulai. Given all this, I have chosen to translate hacer as both to do and to make.


	23 I’m not in favour of the title. A better one would have been Alterlinguistics, as studying the language of the Mulai is more like performing archeological research on our future than on a supposedly mythical past.









23 Sheipa

Circa the year 154 a.C.

The first three days were hard yet calm, predictable. Sheipa couldn’t shake the fear that her small mistake, her noncompliance with Mulai rituals, could cost her everything she’d longed for. But when she noticed that kalima wasn’t ending, that – despite the dust coating everything – the temperature and humidity were tolerable, she began to relax. On the dawn of the fourth day, as she stepped out of the domelet where they’d spent the night and saw that ma had come, all her doubts evaporated. She took a sip of suspended water. It tasted like mud. Sheipa thanked Dog and gripped her left forearm with her right hand.

At a crosspaths, Doren came to an abrupt halt. He thought he heard something and held his defence stick in scorpion-squashing position. They could barely see each other through the fog. Doren failed to repel the first attack. A Brabat lunged at him, clambered onto his back, and started pounding his temples with his fists as if to beat his head in. Doren turned around, and another Brabat dove at his knees, seizing his tascas. All Sheipa could make out were shadows whirling in the fog. She wanted to say something, to scream, but she couldn’t. There were six Brabat; Sheipa knew in that moment that they had bigger problems than being outnumbered. The fact that there were six Brabat was a bad omen. Three plus three. Calta managed to knock one of them out with the stick, but the others bested him. Sheipa was aware that any act of violence (‘Violence is the prelude to the end of revering life, just as the gang plank to the Temple is the prelude to reproducing life’) would drain her of all ionizing radiation, making it impossible for her to carry; so she planted her fennels on the ground and silently prayed the six cycles while she watched the Brabat murder, then quarter, her partners, bocales and all, for food.

Once they were finished, they surrounded her. She could tell that, as the bride, they found her at once fascinating and horrifying. They argued soundlessly. ‘They don’t have the language,’ she thought and then realized they were frightened of her gala wear, the fertilization ritual, and everything she represented in that moment, which is to say they feared her symbolism. She decided to go on praying aloud. It worked: the Brabat put even more distance between them. Everything about that situation was new: the Brabat rarely ventured into the mountains, and they avoided attacking the Mulai at all costs. Usually, they made do with the flesh of scorpions and snakes.

One by one, they left with their respective rations of meat. Sheipa gleaned a certain longing in the eyes of the last Brabat, who drew ever-smaller circles around her. She pictured the situation from up high: the spiral he was drawing with his movements, the meat, and in the middle, Sheipa; it reminded her of the glyph for danger. She ran her hand down her clothes, her only protection against the other. When the Brabat was very close, Sheipa got up and started walking backwards. He lunged at her, as if by instruction. Terror distorted his face; he probably thought they would burst into flames if they touched. The instant they made contact, their fears were one, only hers was born from sound and his from silence. Sheipa did not resist; she didn’t resist even as the Brabat led her, almost gently, to one of the exterior domelets, which he had adorned with sticks, canvas, bones, and snakeskin.





24 The Archeologist

Personal journal of Dr. Cordovero

The year 163/164 a.C.


Day 1513

I’d forgotten about this journal. It’s been more than four years since I started living with the Mulai. After trying and failing to write a chapter about what life means to them, I’ve dug up this diary so I can consign my failure to these pages.



Day 1513 (nighttime)

All living things – and the Mulai consider a leaf fluttering in the wind to be a living thing – are joined in a single line, the world’s circulatory system, which leads to ‘the tree’ (Dog is not living). We struggle for our survival and respect the struggle of others. We avoid killing at all costs.



Day 1517

I just realized, while writing again in this journal, that my previous entry was in the first person plural. I will do my best to steer clear of such extravagances from now on.

Yesterday I asked Kllalla what we would do if faced with an invasion. She told me the story of Yzur, an ape (though who knows what an ape means to her) that pretended not to speak so that it wouldn’t be forced to work. I’m not sure exactly what she was trying to tell me, but what I gather is that in case of an invasion we’d simply let ourselves be killed, thereby respecting life, honouring our own precarity. The life of a Mulai is not their own, because life is not an enduring state but a fleeting one.24 And this minor adjustment, I believe, renders impossible the notion of property.



Day 1518

Lately I’ve been thinking about the Mulai’s relationship with technology. It’s an organic part of life; for example, the loud-hailer teaches us the six chants that attract ionizing radiation. When we pick a fruit or vegetable, we apologize and intone chant number three, which is basic instructions about how to use a radio. Needless to say, the Mulai don’t know this, although they enjoy the garbled sounds.



Day 1531

Today I helped make some trinkets. Idri showed me how. We carved wood, stone, and metal into beads for necklaces. Next to us, three Mulai were mixing ink for tattoos and another three a pomade that is used as makeup. I say makeup, but the fact is that when the Mulai apply makeup, they’re actually making themselves down: instead of accentuating their features, they blur them. In my early sketches, I drew them all practically the same. This may be hard to believe, but with time and some careful observation, I’ve managed to discern that their hair colours and eyes are different … These details are likely the result of the reproductive module’s genetic variability. But if I don’t pay attention, it’s as if I were seeing a single reiterated Mulai. I wonder how they see me.




Day 1533

I have a theory. When the first mission arrived, its participants must have brought gadgets with them that only worked when connected to the internet. Once the Mulai became Mulai, those pointless devices must have seemed puzzling, leading them to conclude that Dog sometimes makes objects that have no use. It’s possible this gave rise to their desire to adorn themselves, as a way of emulating futility. This would also explain why makeup and trinkets give them a technological appearance, as if they were machines and they were highlighting not their veins but their wiring, or, better yet, a blueprint of their wiring.






	24 Note from the English translator: Here Dr. Cordovero plays on the difference between the Spanish verbs ser and estar – where the former, to put things simply, designates a constant state of being and the latter a more transitory one.









25 Oshib

The year 160 a.C.

For years I asked myself why the others abandoned me. It will all be worth it, just as soon as I make it back to the Dome.

I’d say it was a mistake for me to get so fixated on the loud-hailer as a kid, but that would be unfair because it wasn’t really a choice, and if it isn’t a choice, then it can’t be a mistake. I became the Dome’s technician. The others joked and called me Wolf. I could fix things they considered magical, but then one day I decided to improve the loudhailer, and I don’t know what happened, since I just deployed my usual method: sitting near the device for hours, gently stroking it, talking to it, giving it a gentle pat so I could listen to its response. And, when I tried to improve it, I turned the wrong wheel – I know this now – and the six cycles became one squishy, uniform noise. Agitated, I tried to backtrack, but the fear made me forget what I’d touched. When Dabu charged in, enraged, I raised my arms to stop him, not realizing he had a sharp object in his hand, and before I could react he chopped off three of my left fingers. I know it wasn’t on purpose, that he didn’t want to hurt me, but the others still chastized him and he hated himself. Now he’s a Brabat and doesn’t have a name.

My fate wasn’t much better. The community even went so far as to consider expelling a Mulai for the first time. While they debated, I spent hours at the scriptorium drawing, reading, trying to understand. I didn’t dare go to the loudhailer. The only person who visited me was the archeologist. That’s when I had the idea of writing down the six chants to save them from oblivion. But no one actually knows what they say, so the archeologist taught me his system for transcribing sounds. The others looked at me more and more strangely. They’d forgotten all about the debate and never got around to deciding whether or not to expel me, though they did isolate me in an inconsistent way, or rather, I isolated myself.

The noise was unbearable, not so much because it was irritating but because it reminded us of the six cycles we’d lost, so they took the module far from the Dome, where we couldn’t hear it. I started seeing patterns in the little letters the archeologist had taught me; it was easy, you just had to join the curves together. Months passed, and I began to understand a few words. Or not really, I didn’t understand any words in particular; I could tell the six cycles were asking for something, though what exactly I couldn’t say. I told the others, but no one listened or rather only the archeologist listened because he always listens to everyone.

I worked with the only hand I could still use and then, one day, I decided I was tired and that I had to fix the loudhailer so that I could rewind time and be myself again, Oshib, the Wolf. Since I wasn’t part of a trinomial, I embarked on the Voyage alone. The archeologist didn’t see me leave, or else he might have tried to come with me. No one stopped me, and I didn’t meet anyone on my way to the loudhailer. I was surprised by how quickly I was able to fix it. It was just a matter of adjusting the dial to the right listening position. I allowed myself to play a little and made a surprising discovery: I heard Faida and Sheipa’s voice speaking a litany addressed to Dog. No one had heard or seen them since long before the archeologist’s arrival, so I decided to tell people at the Dome and set off.




I’m walking with a sure step now, Oshib once more, the one who was lost long ago. Less than a day’s travel from the Dome, I feel a throbbing pain in my right ankle and see a scorpion scurry away. Fear seizes me. ‘No, not now,’ I think, but the scorpion doesn’t care what I think, or if I never make it to the Dome, or that my body is expiring in the desert sand, as several Brabat close in on me, on the Wolf, their food.





26 The Archeologist

Personal journal of Dr. Cordovero

The year 165 a.C.


Day 1908

By my estimate, it won’t be long now before they come to collect me. So I’ve decided to return to my journal and the report.

Lately, I’ve been wondering what processes were needed for the first mission’s crew members to become Mulai. All I can find on the subject at the scriptorium points to the fact that the transformation was quick. Maybe the children of the first generation were already Mulai, or maybe it took two generations, though no longer than that. At first it seemed implausible, but then I remembered that in little more than five years, I myself have come to momentarily forget who I am. In truth, I am at this moment finding it exhausting to write.



Day 1909

It’s not, I think, that Mulai culture is magnetic. Rather, it’s that in the absence of anything to keep it cohesive, our culture has deteriorated at impressive speed. The Libertarian Codex is, in this sense, fascinating: a compendium of very flimsy ideas devised by people with the dimmest understanding – even for the time of its writing, I mean – of how power relations work.

Here is my theory of the genesis of the Mulai: In the first mission, the crew members who were coming to terraform and colonize this place didn’t rebel against the civilization that sent them but simply forgot it, or maybe it was clouded over in their memories. One of them likely had a few half-baked anarchist views and decided to make the most of the situation and convince the others that they should construct a new society. By the time they arrived, they’d probably already drafted the Libertarian Codex, which is basically just a testament to their inability to understand how quickly their culture and their plan would be swept up in the unstoppable currents of the other, of the Mulai. My guess is that they either burned their belongings or used the books for fuel. They wanted to erase everything so they could start over and carried out improbable experiments, like swapping out specific taboos. One of them was probably terrified of this void and so held on to a few things: one radio (the others were systematically destroyed), clothes, and on her bedside a book that Faida would translate more than a century later.



Day 1910

Picking up where I left off. One question worth asking is: even if the first crew members’ plan did not come to fruition, had that initial libertarian seed not been sown, would Mulai culture still be what it is today? Like any social organism, theirs is conditioned by the environment in which it evolved, though it’s possible the seed influenced the direction of that evolution. There’s something to be said, for example, about the worship of Dog, which directly contravenes the teachings of the Codex. Yet, it could be argued that it was precisely repression that facilitated the emergence of this belief system. What’s certain is that the Mulai cannot be understood in terms of purity: they are the purest of mixes, radically unstable, and, at the same time, they are – we are – us.




Day 1913

I’m fairly confident that, even though the particulars of my theory may be up for discussion, I am, in a way, right. In my report, I’ve advanced a method I’m calling etymology of culture. Trinomials, for example, call back to one of our institutions – the couple – and to the military system of binomios,25 which dates to Ancient Greece. It’s still unclear to me why there are three members in lieu of two in Mulai relationships. Maybe it has to do with the fact that there are two moons here instead of one, which also says something about us.

The tree may be the most interesting case. For the Mulai, faint memories of a lush green land function as a sort of paradise lost. They speak of forests, of fruits, of waterfalls, and picture them as extreme versions of what they know. It’s the most natural of misunderstandings: when the gaoshar speaks of the tree, an organism that produces food like theirs, only juicier, bursting with water – food that doesn’t need to be dehydrated because where there are trees there is always water – the Mulai listen with rapt attention. But, if you suggest to them that they should eat their fruit without dehydrating it first, they feel disgusted. This is because the tree comes, the tree will arrive. It’s an eschatology of the here-and-now, of certitude, of the material. The tree does not stand for the promise of transcendence but for an uncomfortable wait.




Day 1914

Yesterday, after writing in my diary, I spoke with Idri. I asked her if the Mulai have some plan to lure the tree to them, some kind of mechanism by which to channel ionizing radiation, anything. She didn’t understand so I changed tack and asked what they intended to do once the tree finally came. She didn’t reply, though she mulled it over a while and later that night I heard her discussing the issue with other Mulai. This morning as well.



Day 1922

I’ve just come from listening to the gaoshar, who has started including the coming of the tree in his stories. Sometimes he inserts a few scattered details, other times it’s just something that happens, an anecdote. Now that I’m about to leave, I think I’ve finally made real, critical change in the life of the Mulai.



Day 1936

My estimations were correct. I’m leaving. The Rover crew is waiting outside the Dome, and they’ve done me the courtesy of letting me write in this journal one last time. I will leave it here, in the scriptorium.

About the coming of the tree: it turns out I haven’t been critical to the Mulai. First they took my question seriously, then it became a motif, a topic in their stories, their jokes, stories they recounted as though they were real. A few days ago I noticed I’d got swept up in this trend myself, so I made an effort to extricate myself and ask about the original plan one more time, about what we would do when the tree finally came. They reframed my question as a piece of dialogue that was part of something else, of a story; but since I didn’t follow the bit, someone did it for me, and in the end we all laughed. I think this anecdote encapsulates everything worth knowing about the Mulai.

There is no word in their language for goodbye.






	25 Note from the English translator: The term binomio, in Spanish, refers not only to the mathematic expression but to a military practice, namely, the formation of groups of two soldiers who do everything together. This practice is still au courant in Spain, as of the time of translation. Unhelpfully, and inelegantly, this arrangement is referred to as ‘battle buddies’ in English.









27 Sheipa

Circa the year 154 a.C.

‘This is how it is,’ she thought. ‘Flukeh showed us the way, and now I must face the consequences of straying from her tascaprints, abandoning the segmented. On this paper,’ she stared at the map-glyph of the Voyage, ‘each black stroke is unique and can be told apart from the rest by the elbows, the intersectures, the crosspaths, and the circumvolutions. But the blank spaces, the parts we never see when we look, are one and the same, identical, no matter where you are on the outside; now I am outside, I am the outside.’

Sheipa did not know how many small moons had passed since she’d arrived at the Brabat’s domelet. He fed her on time, adjusted the temperature to her comfort, and regularly collected her excrement. He let her go outdoors unsupervised, but when Sheipa stood peering out at the red, sprawling desert she felt more than ever that she had nowhere to go, that it was all blank space, the map’s mute zone, the perfect labyrinth.

She was surprised by the other’s mastery of the domelet. With a wave of the hand or an ancestral sound, he could get it to dispense contained water or food from a compartment that opened on the floor, or to regulate the temperature and humidity, darken and lighten the walls. Also, Sheipa could have sworn that he ordered around the wolves who came and went, touching everything and carrying out their inspections.

Every time she shat or pissed, he looked at her as if she were a barbarian or a child. He didn’t mind the shit, but he clearly considered piss a precious resource; he always pissed into a narrow recycling conduit located near the domelet gates. Sheipa carried on, defiantly.

At some point she tried to talk to the Brabat, but he always fled from these attempts.

The first few times the other tried to fuck her, Sheipa rejected him. She knew that under the right circumstances sex could attract ionizing radiation, but it wasn’t clear to her whether this applied to sex with a Brabat; what’s more, he had a habit of entering the domelet, stripping off his rags, and standing there fully naked, penis on display, something Sheipa found equal parts horrifying and disgusting.

Besides wanting to fuck, the Brabat asked her for nothing. Every so often, he would offer her an unusual cooked dish and point at a part of the body to indicate what it was. It took Sheipa a while to realize that Mulai meat was to him the same as Brabat meat and that he was offering her the stewed meats of Doren, Calta, and goodness knows who else. ‘It’s a ridiculous idea,’ Sheipa thought, ‘but maybe to him we are one and the same.’

She refused to eat Mulai meat.

One day or maybe night Sheipa had the urge to fuck him. It was sif, and the domelet was dark. She took the initiative. In the gloom, everything was pleasurable, as pleasurable as ever – so long as she didn’t see the other’s penis. Soon she realized that fucking a Brabat wasn’t so different from fucking a Mulai and started imagining that she was with Doren or Calta or both in a single body; this is how she managed to push out of her mind the thought that she was negating the number three, and so she felt more comfortable, even though deep down she knew her partners were actually in the stew that the Brabat stored in some unknown place.


Things went well at first. She sucked his dick long and then they pleasured each other mutually; after, he ate her out long, her ass too, and everything was good until he tried to make love to her. She whispered to him that she didn’t want love, only to fuck, and redirected his penis to the right place, but the Brabat pushed her hand away and very nearly made love to her, nearly pulled her out of the flow of ionizing radiation, dooming her to Dog knows what. Sheipa fought back and shouted, ‘No!’ and the Brabat recoiled from her in sacramental terror. Sheipa withdrew to a corner of the domelet and wept. Hearing the other quietly weeping as well, she wondered what tears meant to the Brabat.

After that day, he wanted nothing more than to do it again. He begged her with his eyes and covered his penis in a gesture of compromise, one she never accepted. Then he started trying to take what he wanted with violence and subterfuge. More than one night she woke to him fondling her or edging his penis where it didn’t belong, and she scared him away by reciting the six prayers.

Who knows how many small – and also large – nine-moon or eighty-one-moon cycles they spent like this. Sheipa knew her captor was losing his fear of words, that he was getting closer and closer to the love she evaded at all costs. She was also starting to lose her grip on things: What if all her ionizing radiation was gone? What if she’d eaten Calta and Doren’s stewed meats? What if she fled aimlessly until her life ended?

When the Brabat lost his fear of words, Sheipa resorted to the paper with the glyph of the Voyage, reigniting his terror. Before long the glyph also lost its effect, and they finally made love. The first time, Sheipa squirmed out of his embrace, but when he ejaculated inside her, she assumed that was it, everything was lost anyway, so in the months and days that followed she acceded to everything the Brabat wanted: she hunted, ate Mulai, scorpions, and snakes, and even made love to him because – she thought – she was no longer Mulai, and no matter what she did, she’d be condemned to live outside of ionizing radiation.

The world followed its course. The sun came and went, and Sheipa asked herself if this was the life all Mulai people consecrated themselves to. She neither hated nor scorned the other; she simply pretended he didn’t exist. Only occasionally did she wonder to what extent they were one and the same. She looked for signs, found they had identical moles on their forearms, and vomited out of disgust or maybe shame. When she missed her first blood, she feared the worst; when she missed her second, she knew for certain what had happened and howled in despair. She would carry a child who couldn’t be called Mulai.

The afternoon she found out she was pregnant, the other was working at the snake farm. She waited for him, dressed and laden with provisions, ready to leave. When the Brabat returned, he gaped at her, and she wondered what this had all meant to him, if it ever occurred to him that he had robbed her of everything. She explained in gestures that she was challenging him to a fair fight, then left her bundle of effects on the ground.

She didn’t know where the feeling came from, but she had the urge to do to him what he had done to Calta and Doren. It was like a geyser. The Brabat did not understand, or else he pretended not to. Until she dealt the first blow, more a warning than a genuine attack.

The fight didn’t last long. Sheipa was an excellent combatant (in the Dome she’d been chosen to teach children the art of the defence stick, among other things). Sheipa taunted the Brabat and waited for him to make a mistake. When he lunged at her, she stepped aside, then shoved her heel into his knee, collapsing the joint. The other shrieked in pain, and Sheipa lost all grasp on time and control over the geyser.

When she came to, she was tearing into his bocales with her teeth. ‘It is equilibrium,’ she thought, ‘to feed the child and the blood taken from me.’ She noticed it had been many small moons since she’d thought in words. Sheipa got up and, covered in blood, wandered aimlessly in the twilight while reciting a phrase to verify that she could still talk.

The sun didn’t cross the sky above her many times before she stumbled into the Temple. First she couldn’t contain her laughter, then she couldn’t hold back a smile as she walked through the main gate and heard someone speaking in the back, a voice calling from a place no one ever ventured, there beyond the expert system and the reproductive module.





28 Flukeh

The year 0 a.C.

The day Flukeh parked the loudhailing module, the Mulai came out to welcome her. They dropped what they were doing and crowded around that weird contraption, that structure that became dangerous the minute someone noted it was made of the same materials as the Temple. Exhaling, they took a few steps back, because the Temple – according to chapter one, section four of the Libertarian Codex – was both the Mulai’s source of life and their greatest existential threat.

Flukeh protested and began unloading food and beverages reminiscent (at least for the older Mulai) of the celestial provisions that had once descended in containers but were now sorely missed. Many had their doubts, and Flukeh took advantage of this split second – this passing rift in the Mulai unity of thought, this glimmer of individuality, of rupture – to suggest that perhaps it was Dog who spoke through the loudhailer or, better yet, that the six cycles (three and three, which reinforced Flukeh’s argument) were the path or map that led to Dog, that is, to the containers.

Someone asked what the hell a map was, and in response Flukeh exposed her belly and on it was what would eventually become known as the glyph for the Voyage. The others recoiled, blinkered by a failure of understanding. Someone claimed that the Libertarian Codex (chapter one, section one) said that the idea of Dog did not refer to any existing thing and, most importantly, that it was capable of destroying a community in ways the Mulai could not even fathom. Flukeh responded that they were being ridiculous and that the tree, whose existence none of the Mulai doubted (because if they did, they would have no reason to go on breathing), had never been seen either. ‘And yet,’ Flukeh boomed, ‘the tree comes.’ This, no one questioned.



These conversations were rehashed, each a faint echo of the first, whenever Flukeh had the urge to speak, which was less and less often now. She split her time between the scriptorium and the loudhailer (increasingly in the former and decreasingly in the latter, seeing as she had memorized the six cycles). She hardly interacted with the Mulai she had missed so terribly. Not even to her partners in the trinomial, Luhen and Raura, did she speak.

In these conversations, she learned to read signs that showed the others’ convictions were beginning to waver. Although the Mulai still couldn’t make sense of the cyclical emission, it was a tangible thing that rang out incessantly, like a word we don’t understand and yet can’t stop hearing. There were some who believed they could interpret the cycle, and it’s true Flukeh felt that the language in the cycle was her own and that it would have been less surprising to understand it than not, since it was in fact her language, the language of the Mulai, only a little disordered. This idea took hold in the community. Flukeh also observed that the others had started being tempted by the water and food they had previously forbidden themselves; at one point it seemed to her that some of the provisions had gone missing, that someone had made off with them when no one was looking.


At the scriptorium, Flukeh tried to devise a method that would allow her to reliably reproduce what she heard on the loudhailer. She saw herself withdrawing from the others and wondered if it was possible to cease to be one of them, to cease to be Mulai; most of all she wondered what would become of her then, whether she would turn into a wolf, a scorpion, a snake, anything. She did not share these thoughts because she knew the others were not ready for them. ‘Beliefs,’ Flukeh reasoned, stroking her belly, ‘set boundaries that are also a map of the world. Now that I have reached that boundary, I don’t know if I have the courage to go on or if it’s even possible to turn back.’



During one of these listless conversations, which were now sparsely attended, Flukeh voiced an idea that had been weighing on her mind, an idea that would transfigure the community’s dissatisfaction toward her into open hostility, eventually culminating in a form of exile. Flukeh herself felt the frisson of the unnatural and probably didn’t agree entirely with what she was proposing. Maybe she was trying to feel out the point at which language becomes a threat.

This is what she proposed: that they collect and arrange all the texts in the scriptorium into volumes, as in the Libertarian Codex. She even went so far as to insinuate that each and every Mulai should invent a glyph to be drawn on the texts they authored, distinguishing it from the work of other writers. ‘Child, you have gazed long and one-eyed at the moon,’ said an elder Mulai, one of Flukeh’s most ardent supporters. Then she turned her back on her.


Flukeh knew she’d misjudged and made no attempt to fight back. Being Mulai, she was aware that the community’s objections were in fact her own, only in other mouths, and that it was senseless to try and fight back against yourself. She hardly needed to listen to the reproaches hurled at her like stones; these same battles were unfolding inside her. Arranging the scriptorium meant encroaching on the readerly pleasure of joining papers at random and also denying the relationship between the compiler – in Mulai, the arranger26 – and language itself. Some posited that, in a way, Flukeh’s proposal was a direct assault on the spirit of the Libertarian Codex. And they were right.

From then on, there were no more meetings. Flukeh gradually diffused into a pellucid, incorporeal existence. Some children joked that she might be one of the voices in the loudhailer, but it was the opposite. Flukeh did not speak but only read (she had forbidden herself from writing), meditate, and exercise as if in preparation for a long journey. She knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she was destined for barbarity, that she had trespassed a line that could be crossed in only one direction, and that she could not remain in the Dome. One afternoon, she made a colossal effort to tell Luhen about everything. Not about her plan, for Flukeh no longer planned: she simply drifted around while humming the tune of the loudhailer’s fourth cycle, waiting for something, she knew not what, maybe for the community to spurn her. Yet the community barely registered her presence (unlike that of the loudhailer, which had become something of a temple outside the Temple, both attracting and repelling the Mulai). Luhen didn’t understand Flukeh; she couldn’t see why she found it so hard to speak, why she couldn’t even write the glyphs of their names in the sand, an act that used to bring the two of them and Raura, their third, immense pleasure. Flukeh trembled and let out a lone tear, the tear of someone who senses between her and the person next to them, the person they love, an unbreachable distance, a tear Luhen caught in the air and brought to her lips.

Flukeh withdrew. She felt powerless, and yet, at the same time, she knew she’d had a mission and that this mission had been accomplished. At sundown, she positioned herself on one of the Dome’s structural beams and gazed from up high at a few Mulai making their way toward the loudhailer, either to decipher the cycles or accompany its music with violas and drums. She knew it was only a matter of time before they accepted the existence of Dog and the path Dog laid toward ionizing radiation. Looking through the Codex, she observed that in the passage sanctioning certain forms of access to the Temple, Dog was already implicit, secreted among the glyphs, prowling amid the rules; that Dog is in all things forbidden, perhaps also in that horrifying phenomenon we call humour.

During Flukeh’s final days in the Dome, words continued to abandon her. She broke her hieroglyphic silence and channeled all her energy into writing what would later become the First Amendment of the Libertarian Codex. Someone tried to destroy the papers she’d written on, but then another someone saved them in a peculiar gesture Flukeh regarded as the triumph of the person she was no longer.

Little is known about what came after. Flukeh remained mute, answering only in a drone that vaguely recalled the songs emitted by the loudhailer. She went down in Mulai memory as Flukeh the Procurator because she had procured the loudhailer that would become the centre of Mulai spiritual life, moon after moon, and as far into the future as the writing time of this story. Maybe compassion made the Mulai forget she was also the first Brabat, the founder of a caste of renegades who ate scorpions and took refuge in domelets, a down-and-out caste on the very fringe of what we call life.

With time, the Mulai came to accept that Dog was like the tree. Flukeh’s words crumbled beneath the incessant wind that buffeted the Dome, and new customs were born; for example, that of leaving as much food as possible in the Temple so that, like plants that return to the earth, it proliferates. The proliferation of life is Dog’s modus operandi. No one in the community ever suggested that they should redress the loss of the Procurator; it was her body that caved into the desert, and her body was a Mulai body. To penalize themselves over this loss would have been the same as punishing themselves over an amputation.





	26 Note from the English translator: The word chosen by Dr. Cordovero is ordenador, from ordenar, meaning to arrange or organize. Ordenador can also mean computer.









29 Emma

Excerpt from the journal of one of the first Mulai

Translated into Mulai or invented in Mulai, or both, by Faida,

Re-translated from Mulai into Spanish by the Archeologist

And translated into English by Julia Sanches

Circa the year 220, before the end of the supply containers

At the time I didn’t have a clue where I got the strength to hide the book and the radio, but I know now – now I know I want to preserve some part of what we were. We’ve been here thirty years, and I don’t recognize our kids or grandkids anymore. We don’t even recognize ourselves. I barely remember the journey or what it is we came here to do. Every day, I make a concerted effort to read something. Letters are my anchor, and I get the sense that, unless I look at the manuals or the book, the scorpions will escape, that they won’t be there next time I open the texts. I know this isn’t the reason we’re here, but why then? To colonize?

I use the radio practically every day too. It’s kept in a trunk under lock and key (in any event, almost no one comes here – they’ve started jokingly calling this place the Temple, and it scares them – so there’s no danger of me getting caught). The radio is connected to the system in the Temple, so I can send messages home. No one ever answers them, which is obviously worrying.

When we landed here, we vowed to wipe out every trace of our past, especially the radios. It was part of the mission. Our mission, I mean. Since our home is no longer ours, it doesn’t make sense to stay in contact, or at least that’s what they said. And I believed it; like all the others, I helped draft the Libertarian Codex and develop our new language, which we call Jargon, though our kids and grandkids call it something else that I haven’t figured out how to transcribe. Please, if anyone finds these pages, don’t let me be portrayed as a traitor. I also believed – and some part of me still does – in the mission we’d set ourselves.

As I write these notes, I’m reminded of the interview process we went through before coming here. Our mental health was of the utmost importance, they said, more than our physical well-being or technical capacities. Emotional stability, decision-making skills. It makes me want to laugh, now.

Someone suggested redefining the word mission to fit our project: building something new and different and better. We’ve never had a leader, so I’m not sure who made the decision. I think the decision made itself, because no one was looking at it, because no one searched for it in the dictionary or spoke it aloud, because we didn’t watch TV or read books or talk to strangers, and we weren’t inundated with the ads we used to get at home, and we didn’t have to wait for the traffic light to turn green nor do any of our thousands of everyday rituals. As far as I can tell, the deterioration was gradual. Strangely, though, it also felt quick – quick and organic.

I shouldn’t laugh. The same mistake they made with us, we’ve now made with our kids, grandkids, and their hypothetical descendants. The Libertarian Codex is no different from the psychological tests we were put through before leaving, an attempt to keep everything the same, even though that isn’t possible here. It’s weird, but I get the feeling that the others, the members of the original mission, the ones who came with me, have no idea that the geometric script our kids are using isn’t the same script we invented. Everything changes, and they all let themselves change without realizing they’re doing so. But I’m in the Temple, the only house that hasn’t been swept up in our growth.

I’m going to leave this note on the scriptorium, a long desk they’ve placed in the Dome. According to our new dogma, anyone who wishes to write must do so there. I want to leave a record. If you find this, please know: I’ve done everything in my power to stay in touch. It was only this morning, watching a colleague of mine who spends all day crying and telling strange stories, that I lost all hope of ever going back home. I don’t even believe that any of them can understand this script anymore. I’m going to hide the key to the radio trunk in a hole in my mattress and wedge the only book I have left between the mattress and the wall. As for these notes, all I can do is leave them on the scriptorium. May fate decide whether or not they should be saved.





30 Faida And Sheipa

Circa the year 154 a.C.

Faida woke in the bed with the book and key, the bed she called Dog’s bed. She felt something touch her head and had the urge to brush it away, but she could barely move. A voice spoke a few words she did not understand. She fell back asleep.



The next time she woke she saw the Mulai carrier sitting on one of the two armchairs, cradling her translation. The woman read while occasionally glancing over at Faida. When she noticed Faida was awake, she went up to her and told her not to worry, everything was all right. Faida wondered why this woman kept saying everything was all right, but when she tried to voice the question she threw up and began convulsing.



Now Faida was not in the bed but in the reproductive module. Panic gripped her. She tried to wriggle free but saw that she was restrained and fainted from the effort.



When Faida regained consciousness, the other woman was stroking her hair. She knew then that this is what she’d felt on first waking and realized she was not thinking clearly. Before she could ask any questions, the carrier said something. Faida’s vision was blurred, and at first she did not understand. Once her eyes adjusted to the milky white light, she saw that the person beside her was Sheipa, the woman endlessly surrounded by children whose matrinomy Faida had attended before leaving. Sheipa repeated whatever she had said earlier. This time Faida understood: she was telling her not to worry, that this was a healing throne and Faida had not been fertilized. Her eyes drifted to Sheipa’s swollen belly and then to her face; she smiled, but the other woman was not smiling. As Sheipa unfastened her straps, Faida fell asleep.



Those first few days, they mostly discussed Faida’s translation. Faida was glad Sheipa did not ask for explanations and instead simply marvelled at the impossible architectures of the domes described in those pages. Their conversations meandered from curiosity and painstaking description to amusement without ever touching on thankless transcendence.

In just a few weeks, Faida had fully recovered, and they began spending every day together, either chatting about the cities or about almost nothing at all. They came up with a new game: first they would choose a city, and the next day, they would act like they were living in it, by its rules, and somehow bring it to life.




One day it was their turn to do Zobeide. Sheipa chased Faida around the entire Temple, but Faida knew the place a lot better and always found somewhere to hide. The game slowed as Sheipa grew tired; by sundown the only sound was their laughter bouncing down the corridors. By the time Sheipa found Faida in Dog’s bed and lay down beside her, it was already night. Without thinking, they began stroking each other, and Sheipa asked if she was the woman the founders and builders of Zobeide were looking for. Faida lied and said yes, so then Sheipa asked her where this city was and told her she wished to see it. Faida turned to look at her and stayed quiet. Gazing back at her, Sheipa said she had ruined everything by finding Faida because now no one would erect Zobeide, its arcades and stairways. Faida said it was better this way and kissed her.



Another night, after fucking, Sheipa told her story. She spared no detail about the lovemaking, her captivity, the cannibalism. She expected Faida to reject her for doing the one thing that the Mulai truly abhorred, but instead Faida hugged her even tighter and asked if she believed in Dog, to which Sheipa replied, ‘What?’ before bursting into tears, and Faida licked her eyes, then repeated her question, about whether or not Sheipa believed in Dog, and if so, then what she believed Dog to be, and Sheipa drew back a little to give Faida a confused look, after which it was Faida’s turn to tell her story, and as she cried without knowing why, she let Sheipa lick her eyes and tell her, once she was finished talking, that there was no need to worry, she believed her, and she would be her trunk, her guarantee, her scriptorium.




Faida decided to finish her translation once and for all. She spread the papers across the panel in the main room, the one with buttons, then proceeded to stay there every minute that she and Sheipa were not chatting or fucking or playing.

One morning they were eating together and peering out the large window when Faida asked how long it would be until the baby came. ‘Not long,’ Sheipa said, and Faida asked casually what they should call him. Sheipa fixed her eyes long on Faida and told her she wasn’t sure but that for a while now she had been thinking that what they were doing could not be right, they’d formed a two-person trinomial, and something bad was bound to happen to them, especially given that they were living in Dog’s Temple, eating Dog’s food, and wearing Dog’s clothes, and Faida saw that Sheipa looked frightened, so she told her that without Sheipa she was one but with her they were three and, besides, none of this mattered because Dog did not exist or else maybe Dog existed but had left them long ago, or perhaps he’d never left, which could only mean that all of them, each and every one of the Mulai, were Dog, and Sheipa seemed to understand and relax a bit, then she asked Faida if she knew what name followed in the Mulai onomastic code, and Faida replied that she did not, but they could call the baby by a new name. ‘A new name?’ Sheipa asked. ‘Yes, a new name, like Mu, for example, the tree, the tree that comes,’ Faida replied, and the two women cried. Failing to lick each other’s eyes at the same time, they broke into laughter.




‘Translating has taught me a lot about our language.’ Faida was putting the finishing touches on her translation and gradually allowing herself to spend more time with Sheipa. ‘It’s strange, but getting close to another language has shown me things I would never have noticed otherwise. Take the colour green, the colour of the tree, of Mu. Although the word exists in Dog’s language, it is used indiscriminately to describe trees, some birds, and tomato plants.’ ‘Birds?’ Sheipa asked. ‘Birds are like flying snakes.’ ‘What is flying?’ Smiling, Faida said it didn’t matter what flying was, that she was trying to tell her that there is no word for the colour yloni in Dog’s language, which made her wonder if trees were not simply what the Mulai called green, if yloni might not be an unimaginable colour, or even an imaginary one, and if maybe that was why they had never been able to picture a tree. ‘If this is true,’ she said, ‘then Mu, our baby, is definitely one, a tree.’

Sheipa looked at her disconcerted, opened her mouth wide, and leaped out of bed. Faida asked what was wrong, and Sheipa calmed her down, saying the trunk lid had slammed shut. ‘Like the day I arrived at the Temple,’ she said, laughing, ‘I almost died of fright.’ Faida asked why and Sheipa, as if realizing something, explained that since she had been there, every so often words had sounded from the loudhailers, a short, reiterated message followed by the six looped prayers.

Faida wondered if that message had always been emitted and quickly decided it had not, or else she would have sensed something in the Mulai who visited the Temple. I must have activated it myself, she thought. She told Sheipa to describe the message, and Sheipa asked how. Faida bit her nails and stayed silent for a moment. ‘The prayers!’ she shouted all of a sudden, then explained to Sheipa that if they could identify which of the languages in the prayer corresponded with the languages in the book and inferred their meanings through the words that resembled their own, then they might be able to use this to reconstruct Dog’s scorpioned alphabet. Sheipa hugged her, and the two shouted for pure joy. Faida suggested they immediately get to work, which they would have done, but that very instant Sheipa’s water broke.



Mulai gestation lasts three to the power of three times three big moons. After a baby is born, they are not to be spoken to for the same amount of time. They are cared for, cleaned, and fed but not addressed because they have spent longer inside the world than outside. Sheipa begged Faida under her breath to please respect that ritual – she could not explain why, she just needed it – and Faida accepted, resigned at first, since she wanted to call Mu by his name, thereby fulfilling the prophecy, but happy too, because it would give her more time to work on decoding the alphabet.



By the end of the first month, her translation of The Cities We Do Not See was finished. Faida then became obsessed with completing her other task before Mu received his name, before the coming of the tree. If there was any chance of Dog returning to the Mulai, then she wanted her child to bear witness.




They began to take turns caring for the anonymous Mu and translating or decoding. They eventually stopped letting the Mulai wander any further than the reproductive chamber. ‘Us inside and the rest outside,’ thought Faida, who was becoming more and more – or so she believed – like Dog by the day.



By the start of the eighth month, she had nearly concluded her task. The two of them discovered that each tiny glyph corresponded to the smallest of sounds, a form of writing that struck Faida as odd and inefficient. Now that she was nearing the end, she was unsure what to do with all that information.



One afternoon, halfway through the eighth month, pure despair drove Faida to wander around the Temple with her rod. At some point, she noticed that a small red light near its base would begin to blink whenever she drew close to the main room and recalled that she had found the rod in the trunk, plugged into the monstrous apparatus. She put it back there, but nothing happened. Worried that she would not be able to invoke Dog before the time came for them to name the baby, Faida did something she hadn’t in a long while: she prayed. Closing her eyes, she intoned the cycles in a low whisper.

She was halfway through the first cycle when a hand shook her. Sheipa angrily asked her to be quiet. At first Faida did not understand, then Sheipa explained that her voice was echoing all over the Temple and that Mu could hear her. Faida gaped at her and understood then that she had finally found Dog, that her own voice could be Dog’s voice, then her surprise turned to joy, and she danced in silence until exhaustion got the better of her.



They spent the next fifteen days working on the message they would send through the rod. They felt the ionizing radiation stand their arm and leg hairs on end and decided to hold the invocation and the naming ritual on the same day: they wanted their prayer to be the first thing Mu heard.



The day came, and the three leaned over the rod. As Faida and Sheipa gazed into Mu’s enormous eyes, Faida asked herself if that was not green: the colour of his eyes, but also the feeling of contentment, or even that exact moment in time. The two women looked at each other and began speaking as one. First they recited the Mulai’s six prayers, then they repeated the phrases that sounded in the loudhailers around the Temple. Only after all this did they read, in unison, the text they had prepared: ‘Dog, your dome is the sky. You are three and Flukeh is your prophet … ‘





31 The Archeologist

Excerpt from an interview between Pierre Wei and Dr. Nahum Cordovero

Conducted in 182 a.C., three years before his disappearance; revised for publication in this volume

Pierre Wei: [ … ]

Nahum Cordovero: Because I wasn’t allowed to give interviews before the report was declassified. In any event, I don’t think of myself as an authority on the Mulai, whom some refer to as Kirai now, and I’m worried my statements will be misinterpreted.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: I’d rather not answer that question. I’ll just mention some of the serious accusations levelled against me.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Yes, but the mission was sent before the start of the Great Wars and then forgotten for over a century. They continued to receive provisions because deliveries were automated, but no one knew it existed. I explain all this in the first chapter of my report.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: It was a success! I mean, of course the Mulai were never part of the plan, but in physical terms, to put it one way, the mission was a success. The Dome was deployed as intended, as were the orbitals, to some degree. The wolves, excuse me, the robots, did their jobs. Let’s say that everything from the travellers’ skulls outward went according to plan. Or almost. [Laughs.]

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Good question. There is no such thing as fate for the Mulai; only that which exists exists. Although this also includes, for instance, everything that is narrated. Words. The Mulai do not speculate about that which does not exist.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Of course the tree exists.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Absolutely. The idea that Flukeh was the first Brabat is something I discovered at the scriptorium, but I have no proof to back this claim. I included it in this volume because one aspect of my approach is to treat Mulai texts as source texts. In any case, it goes without saying that the character they refer to as Flukeh may in fact be more than one person. Remember, they recycle names.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: It’s difficult to explain, but yes, of course, similes hold a certain weight. For example, to the Mulai, there is a natural continuity between the thrones (the reproductive module and the expert system) and the scorpions because they all have ‘stingers.’ Except the first one gives life, the second sustains life, and the last kills.


Some things were so subtle that it took me a long time to perceive them. For example, there is no single idea in Mulai culture that encapsulates both domelets and darkened rooms. They have no concept for home. Geometry trumps function, and any of us could converse with them for years without realizing this. The same applies to ideas that, for instance, they lack. In a note I did not include in this volume, Faida tries to make sense of a change she undergoes while translating Invisible Cities: she develops a fascination for things that proliferate. Were it not for that note, I would have never known that the fact that a plant comes from a seed that in turn produces more plants is utterly banal to the Mulai, even though it never ceases to fascinate us.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Of course, we need to root out the vices in our own thinking. As an illustration: It’s perfectly reasonable to view wolves as different from scorpions because we can’t eat a wolf, no matter how much we may want to; on the other hand, even though the thrones are obviously inedible, they more closely resemble scorpions than wolves because they have ‘stingers.’

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Yes, for sure. That’s absolutely true. As the saying goes: ‘When embarking on a line of flight, don’t forget your gun.’

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Sounds good. Let’s get back on topic, then. What do you want to know?


P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: No, no, vaginal sex is frowned upon, but it’s not considered any worse when done between siblings. You remind me of myself when I was new to Mulai life. I asked them if they were worried their son, or daughter, would be born with a disability, and they asked me what disability meant. By the time I managed to define this for them – a weeks-long process – they asked me what son meant, and daughter. Now, that was even harder. Then they wanted to know what a sibling is. By the time they had finally understood this, they’d forgotten the meaning of disability. Though I never got an answer to my question, I did get some good stories. I think the Mulai were amused by all my questions and concerns.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Yes, that’s exactly it. There’s your exclusive. [Laughs]. I chose not to explicitly say that Faida was what we call deaf for two reasons. First, it would’ve betrayed my own experience, see-ing as it took me an inordinately long time to realize that she could not hear, and when I did, it made no difference. I wanted to replicate the arc of my discovery. The second reason is that the Mulai have no concept of deafness or any word to designate it.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: I don’t think it’s a coincidence at all. If Faida had been a hearing person she might have become fixated on the phonetic transcription of our language; and yet to her, the sound of Spanish was as foreign as Mulai. Maybe this is why she was able to complete the translation.


P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Of course. I can, or at least I could, write Mulai, but it wouldn’t have been worth it. You have to try to understand what it’s like to read a text in Mulai. Imagine that instead of publishing the report the way I did, I’d unbound it, then tossed all the pages in the air and rearranged them according to the strictest happenstance. What would you have gotten from that?

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Not at all! You would definitely have gotten something out of it. Now, imagine that someone else had written on those pages, making edits, say, or additions and modifications, or that they’d jotted down personal notes and reflections of their own. Imagine that after this, we burned about 10 percent of the text, then tore up the remaining 90 percent. There’d still be something left, wouldn’t there? There’s always something for us to understand. That’s Mulai.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: I take your question as a personal failure on my part.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: No, no, please, I meant no offence. It just pains me when I can’t communicate my experience. There’s no strict difference between their language and their world, but that doesn’t mean the former is a representation of the latter. You and your readers must understand one thing: I couldn’t grasp everything that was happening there. I saw clear signs, crystal-clear signs, in fact, of the supernatural. There were stories of Mulai who could switch places with other Mulai or with objects. Or of people who could feel the pain of other Mulai from great distances. Then there are the notes Faida wrote, in which she claimed to have been in the cities Calvino described in his book. At first I thought it was just a bad translation, but later, when I realized it wasn’t that at all, I chalked it up to a nascent mythology. Still, the stories didn’t go much further; they circulated, transformed, sometimes disappeared completely. Later it occurred to me that these stories might be mental structures I couldn’t understand. I spoke to a Mulai who claimed to have seen another Mulai vanish into thin air. Needless to say, I tried to convince him that this was impossible, but, unsurprisingly, he didn’t get it. I asked if he meant this metaphorically or perhaps hyper bolically, and he said of course not and took me to see the invisible man. The man was standing in the middle of the Dome. All of a sudden my companion gripped my arm in surprise: ‘I told you so!’ But the other man was still there, so I inferred that they must either be making fun of me or I wasn’t ready yet.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Would you believe me if I said yes?

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: [Laughs] I’d rather not go into that. There was this recurring idea that if someone gazed up at the moons at a specific point in their dance, they could lose their minds and start believing that certain things belonged to them. I don’t know where they got this idea from [laughs], though it does closely resemble our concept of private property. Here’s an interesting fact for you: the word lunatic is still in use in their language.


P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Yes, I actually tried to create a record of all their stories. Though I had to write them down at the scriptorium, I could take the pages with me wherever I liked; it made them laugh to see me shitting with a stack of paper clutched in my hand. One day the scriptorium caught fire. I ran around the Dome shouting, but no one paid any attention to me. That is, until I tried to take some water over to the scriptorium to put the fire out; then, they stopped me. A Mulai who had come to care for me helped me build a kind of firewall, and we managed to save about half the documents. After that, I stopped keeping records of everything.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Pencils, both traditional and mechanical: pens don’t work well at all there. It never occurs to them that they might run out. At any rate, they were sent large quantities of writing implements in the first containers. As for their calligraphy, they make paintbrushes out of their own hair and mix ink out of various minerals.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Keep in mind that the first Mulai date to a period when our civilizations were in the grips of unprecedented environmental collapse. Hence why no one thought about the mission for the longest time.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Yes, I’ve heard it. It’s attributed to Takver, correct? Like the theory of the dissident. Both are brilliant, in my view.


P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: No, I don’t know her personally, though I’ve read her work for years and admire her deeply. The line she draws between the absence of anything resembling money in Mulai culture and the fact that they don’t wear makeup for the purposes of standing out is genius. It’s fascinating, how she fleshes out the theory that they don’t need to be different because, deep down, they don’t feel like commodities.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Indeed. I wrote the first Mulai dictionary. Their language is frenetic, unlike any of ours. It doesn’t change from generation to generation but from one hour to the next. It doesn’t bother the Mulai when they don’t understand what is written. To them, what’s written can always be under-stood. By the time a Mulai rereads a text they’ve authored, what they read is no longer what they originally wrote. In a way, the same is happening to us; it’s the fate of any language. The only dif-ference is that, while the Mulai find joy in this process, we find nothing but despair.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: Hmm … Yes, some of the accounts are mine, but they’re as fictional as the report. Others are free translations of texts from the scriptorium. But they’re all stories, in any case. When the report was declassified, I toyed with the idea of publishing my field notes, but I just couldn’t do it. I don’t understand them anymore. While living with the Mulai, the only way I could convey information was through stories.

P.W.: [ … ]


N.C.: Not only that. The interjections are numerous; readers should assume that anything that reads as odd to them is my own intervention. The most violent one being, without a doubt, the imposition of grammatical gender. Gender doesn’t exist in Mulai culture; it doesn’t produce meaning. I’ve sought, through literature, to get closer to something completely foreign to me. I know I haven’t succeeded. I also know it was worth it.

P.W.: [ … ]

N.C.: What interests me most of all is discovering the Mulai have resuscitated our ethnography. I agree with Takver that there is only one possible interpretation: the aliens we’ve gone to great lengths to find are, in fact, us. It gives us pleasure or suffering to imagine other possible worlds, but we should just accept that these worlds are inevitable, because our world is already another world that, like the tree, is coming, is always on the verge of arriving, is everywhere.





32 Invisible Cities

Dr. Cordovero’s notes on Faida’s translation of Invisible Cities

If there’s one thing I learned from the Mulai, it’s that we are nothing but a series of encounters with the other, which is why Faida’s notes about Invisible Cities may say more about her than any other document.

I became obsessed with her notes. I couldn’t work out how she managed to decipher the book. Yes, the Mulai tongue is made up of remnants of our own languages, but Invisible Cities isn’t just any piece of writing. Calvino’s book is, to be perfectly frank, a testament to the vacuity and excesses of its time. Although the copy Faida based her translation on has yet to be found, it’s safe to assume she didn’t work from the original Italian but from a Spanish version. So it should surprise us that she managed to understand a passage like this one:


I should not tell you of Berenice, the unjust city, which crowns with triglyphs, abaci, metopes the gears of its meat-grinding machines (the men assigned to polishing, when they raise their chins over the balustrades and contemplate the atria, stairways, porticos, feel even more imprisoned and short of stature). Instead, I should tell you of the hidden Berenice … 27




Even I can’t read this passage without a dictionary, and several of the linguists I’ve conferred with have assured me that few of Calvino’s Spanish-speaking contemporaries would have been able to either.

F. Lodrüm suggested in a recent essay that this is precisely why Faida could decipher it. Benzita, on the other hand, also pointed out that the Mulai language is not unfamiliar with the system of phonetic relationships in Arabic root words, while Cassoli noted that we may have taken for granted, and too lightly, that Faida understood Invisible Cities; it’s much more likely that she grasped only some parts of it (or, better yet, that she grasped all of it but not in the same way we do).

If we stop to think for a moment, and keep our assumptions in check, we will see that the biggest obstacle Faida came up against was likely not a word like triglyphs, which at the end of the day just refers to – barring specific historic considerations – a series of three glyphs. What can be more natural to the Mulai than three glyphs? Another matter altogether is the word imprisoned, which, though a natural enough concept to Calvino, proved the deepest of mysteries to Faida. ‘Well, then,’ she may have thought when she hit upon the word’s definition (composed of other words she already knew), ‘a person who is imprisoned is deprived of freedom because of something they did. Why not banish them instead? Why not end them, given how vicious Dog’s culture is?’28 The most obscure word in Spanish would have been more comprehensible to Faida than the idea of imprisonment.

I’m reminded of the passage she dedicates to the word lover, which seemed cryptic to her due to the mechanisms surrounding it (marriage, betrayal, secrets). The moment I read that passage, I decided to devote the rest of my life to studying the Mulai. For the first time, I could see that Faida’s interest in us was equal to or perhaps even surpassed our interest in her.

It’s true Faida cared more for geometry than abstraction. Though in an early draft she attempted a heavy-handed rendition in Mulai of the original text, she later went about eliminating everything and anything she deemed ancillary. As such, the onerous passage above – back-translated by me from Mulai into Spanish – becomes:


I should not tell you of Berenice. Instead, I should tell you of the hidden Berenice [ … ]



In this sense Faida was implacable, though her writing hand was likely driven by the pursuit of pleasure. More than a few hedonistic readers and academics have noted that my translation of Faida’s translation of the Spanish translation of Invisible Cities, despite being only around thirty-five pages long, is superior to the original. Either way, Faida returned again and again to the cities she could imagine – the spiderweb, the city made of strings – and almost never to the cities that were the product of pure intellect.


As a matter of curiosity, I should say that one of the main challenges she encountered as a translator was the use of italics. Given there was no such typeface in the dictionary she referred to, and given her complete ignorance of our typography, for a while Faida was convinced that the italicized passages (pertaining to conversations between Marco Polo and Kublai Khan, for example) were in another language (and its attendant script) and that she would never succeed in deciphering them. A happy coincidence eventually solved this problem: while trying to understand the meaning of Italy, she wandered accidentally onto the definition of italics. In any event, this discovery is more important for what it meant to her than what it means to us, since she excised every single one of Marco Polo’s interludes from the final draft.

There has been much discussion about whether or not Faida believed the cities in the book were real. Those of us who have consulted Faida’s notes, and who know the Mulai’s language and culture, have no doubt that she believed our cities resembled the ones in the book. The Mulai are unaware of the distance of fiction and for a long time they considered us divine beings. Faida probably thought (and, for what it’s worth, I believe her logic is flawless) it was perfectly normal for beings who were capable of depriving each other of freedom to also be capable of building cities underground or in the clouds. Beijing or Warsaw would likely surprise her more than any of the cities in the book.

Although her interest lay in geometry, when criticizing the cities in the book, Faida highlighted flaws in their conceptual design rather than their urban design. (By now, readers will probably have noticed that I’ve interlarded the account of her life while she was translating Invisible Cities with some of her notes; I recommend revisiting her reflections on Zaira, Laudomia, and Eutropia.) There are, however, specific instances when her doubts are of a physical order; she is more surprised, for example, by Marco Polo’s account of Venice than by any of the other marvels in the book.

Before concluding, I’d like to draw your attention to some striking coincidences in Faida’s translation work. For instance, phonetic variation leads her to infer that a camel must be some kind of horse.29 In another article, Benzita makes the brilliant point that this kind of linguistic reasoning is perfectly natural to Arabic speakers, for whom kitab [book], maktaba [library], and miktab [desk] are but variations of a single form: k, t, b. In Spanish, the words camel [camello] and horse [caballo] are unrelated (barring perhaps a remote Indo-European filiation), yet I’m hesitant to think Faida’s discovery was entirely random.

I’ll finish this note with a passage that moved me because when I read it I felt – and still feel – a secret bond with her:


Rereading these notes about The Cities We Do Not See, I realize how distant I’ve grown from the other Mulai. I’ve dedicated vast glyphs to concepts that, like traffic or clock, are very foreign to our everyday experience, and I believe I’ve translated them successfully. Yet other ideas, like death or theft, are so complex I’m not even sure I understand them myself. I’m scared that when Dog eventually return, they will not take us back with them, that we will either be incapable of communicating or only able to do so via the delivery of cargo.







	27 Note from the English translator: The Spanish translation Dr. Cordovero cites is by Aurora Bernárdez, translator of luminaries such as Simone de Beau-voir, William Faulkner, and Albert Camus, among others, and ex-wife of Julio Cortázar, whose book Hopscotch we’re glad Faida did not find wedged between the bed and the wall. Please picture the Spanish translation Dr. Cordovero refers to lurking behind this English version by the late William Weaver.


	28 In an especially revealing note, Faida is awed by the fact that a figure like that of the prison warden would deprive himself of his own freedom in order to ensure the prisoner does not escape and goes on to posit that the warden was likely also being punished and that the purpose of the whole surveillance system was to keep him from realizing that his labour was also a form of imprisonment.


	29 Note from the English translator: In Spanish, camel is camello and horse is caballo. If this account were entirely fictional, I might have Faida infer that a camel is a caramel-coloured creature due to ‘the phonetic variation,’ but I’m afraid I can take no such liberties here.









33 The Archeologist

Report by Dr. Nahum Cordovero (edited)

Commissioned in the year 159 a.C.

Declassified in the year 183 a.C.

I’ve been asked to issue a clear assessment as to what should become of the Mulai. Though this poses a challenge to any archeologist, this case is particularly contentious. Needless to say, I am not of the mind that the Mulai should be confined to a reservation. The Mulai community is like a living body that absorbs everything it comes into contact with, which in principle should indicate they do not need protection. On the other hand, I know our culture is or has long been incapable of relating to others laterally, that we’re unfit for an encounter. In any case, I’m against their [REDACTED]; as a matter of fact, I staunchly oppose this course of action, and the commission should know that if they choose to pursue this route, I will do everything within my power to stop them. For this reason, my final proposal is that we [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED].





34 Faida

Notes on a desert Voyage Circa the year 154 a.C.

‘Life is a worm that slithers inside the bowels of the earth, or through bodies, while we busy ourselves with repetitions. One, worm, two, worm, three … so time passes. Wormburgh is a city drafted out of these hollows. The traveller arrives expecting to find an explosion of trees and fruit, but life is never as we picture it – not a road to be travelled, or a road already tunnelled, but a corridor that collapses behind each step we take, smothering us. To live in Wormburgh is to be in perpetual motion, to stalk the worm or worms that are a single worm, to acclimate to the whims of Wormburgh and die, finally, in a moment of carelessness and wait eight or nine big moons for the desert wind to do its job and conceal our bodies, for the world to devour us and take back everything that belongs to the world.’



‘Yesterday the traveller spent a month in Weinonia, half a day northeast of the Temple by foot. Weinonia is a testament to failure. Maybe it’s a draft of the Dome or maybe both cities are drafts of another city I don’t know. The god of Weinonia is a machine destined for preservation. Although it died long ago, the city still hums along; its inhabitants are bodies infused with defective copies of Dog’s brain. They half-remember their duties or passions and repeat tasks and conversations whose meanings have eroded. Among them walk a number of lunatics or indigents, Mulai or Brabat who came to Weinonia by chance and wound up lost in its labyrinth, which is made of the shell of words that someone once spoke. The traveller is on the verge of turning into one of them when she accidentally glimpses her face in the glass of a wall clock, her look of terror, and flees right on time.’



‘The traveller asks herself, “What is this scorched land?” then draws phrases with her hands. And this light that crackles when it touches the cold, red stones? She wishes she could be by herself, not with Faida, with an I who is not me, her. She thinks about death, about the electric buzzing of the sun, about how the desert does not care if it is she or her body that slumps to the ground. The traveller breathes and, while breathing, swallows worms; the rod, the rod will save her. Though she can’t open it, she knows that if she could, it would be the only place in the world without worms. She tears the worms from her lashes, caro data vermibus, she read somewhere, and the rod trembles, she will reach the Temple, “Not today,” she says firmly, and stays there, fennels planted in the sand.’



‘Eve’s god only lets in people who harbour no impure thoughts. In the three years the traveller has spent trying to access the city, she has not seen anyone succeed. With time, a giant encampment formed around Eve, composed of people who wish to enter the city – a city they believe to be perfect. Like everyone, the traveller found a place for herself, pitched a shack, helped collect provisions for the community, farmed, loved, played, fucked, danced, cried, laughed with others, and tried to demonstrate, like the rest of them, that her spirit was pure. Some left and others arrived, all with the same idea and each finding their place in the encampment. If the traveller left, it was only so she could visit other cities and because she had something that belonged to Dog. She would later think of her years in (or around) Eve as the best of her life.’



‘The goddess of Laudomia is implacable. She grants passage to whosoever wishes to enter, though not before divining their future in the city, arranging every variable, and communicating the fates of each and every applicant so that they may decide for themselves if they wish to pass. Whenever someone crosses the threshold, the goddess invariably says: “The world is infinite; Laudomia is not.”

‘So it’s surprising to find that Laudomia is not only inhabited by people destined to be rich and powerful. In this city, the majority of residents are poor; they cling to the belief that the goddess was wrong and that they can subvert the established order of things. They are conspirators who fail constantly. No one knows what the goddess said to the others, and although she sentenced the cobbler who wished to be a tycoon to fix shoes, she also promised the carpenter who wished to be a city councilperson that he would sit on the city council. Consequently, the latter sees in his peers an opportunity for advancement: he conspires with them only to betray them at a pivotal moment, thus earning himself a seat on the council. The traveller meets others, who are either more abstract or naïve and who calculate details, textures, longitudes, weights, and measures, searching for the smallest unforeseen variation that could change the future of Laudomia. And then there are those who do nothing, not speak nor think nor work, all to deny whatever future the goddess assigned them. The traveller did her utmost to stay because the goddess said her fate was to leave.’



‘The traveller thinks about things, about how things are, about her hands, about whether her hands are also things. “Things,” she thinks, “are like boats.” The waves lap at her hands, craven waves, treacherous waves that want to wear down her skin, waves patient and cunning; the traveller beats them back with all her might, she beats back the cold, scorched desert. Things are houses, and sometimes it rains in houses, and when it rains the septic tank overflows and the smell of shit wafts up the pipes. The father says, “It’s not working right,” but Faida disagrees, she says for once it is working as it should, that everything goes to rot, that the water carries the boat away, pulls them from the shore. “It’s normal,” says the traveller to the father, “house-things move.” “Everything will be okay.”‘





35 The Archeologist

Journal from the archeologist’s second visit to the Mulai, following his disappearance

Circa the year 189 a.C.

We make images because we are drawn to the idea of a thing that becomes something else that is also the thing itself and is substituted by its double.

A memory seizes me: they said we were the first Mulai, that the project had failed. They said we Mulai had found religion; they used the word spurious. They said our fear of the Temple was to blame for everything, that a prayer is always intimate, something torn away from the Mulai. No, no, no. You cannot strongarm the desert. Dog is not a god, the project has not failed, a prayer is always choral, it is a chorus that lives inside us and sings nothings into the desert. How do I explain this to her? I need to finish my report, to tell Faida, to speak to her about a message that is unspoken, that is wind, a voice without body. Did the mission fail? Was there a mission at all?

I am at the Temple gates. End of journal, end of game, end of me. When I go in, I will find a place to hide it, then I will cease to be me and become desert. Cresting the hill, I saw the ship in full, and my mind hurtled back to my planet, I remembered everything I am about to leave behind, that violence. Seen this way, Future seems like a childish technological exercise, the vanity of a little boy who wants to show everyone what he can do. As an edifice to Dog, however, it is magnificently useless.
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