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	JR Campbell

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A


	 couple of points to begin with: First, I’d ask you to take a second and consider how you would define a library. Put a pin in that, shelve it for a moment; we’ll come back to it in a minute. Got it? Thanks. My second point: As a long-time consumer of science fiction, literary and other media, it’s incredibly rare to come across a science fiction universe that doesn’t contain a library.

	They seldom take the spotlight, but science fiction is rife with libraries. For a genre which spans such vast imaginative spaces, from utopias to dystopias, galaxy-spanning cultures to a dying civilization’s last remnants, each vision goes to great lengths to name-drop their library. When Hari Seldon and his followers seek sanctuary in Trantor's Imperial Library, Doctor Zaius quotes from the lawgiver's scared scrolls, Captain Kirk and the crew of the Enterprise travel to Memory Alpha, the Doctor in THE Library, and Obi-Wan seeking a lost planet in the Jedi library, it's clear that, bleak or hopeful, a future without libraries is almost unimaginable.

	At least, unimaginable to the science fiction consumer. There’s a logic baked into this, science fiction is—in its pure form—based on science, which is based on reason. Without libraries and the history and knowledge they represent, how can reason persist?

	It’s time to take the pin from our first point, your definition of a library. Chances are you consider a library as a collection of books (or other media) accessible to (almost) anyone with an interest in that collection. Of course, as many of you are aware, borrowing and reading of material from a library by any interested individual is a historically recent notion, one which started in the late nineteenth century but took root in the twentieth. Before then, access to a library’s information was tightly controlled by those who owned them. Previous libraries were open to the public for very, very narrow definitions of “the public”. Library is one of those historically slippery words whose meaning has shifted subtly but significantly over time. At the time of this writing, it’s almost certain your definition of a library means a collection of media accessible by those who need it. In other words, a public library, a concept which really did not exist a mere two hundred years ago.

	A person from the eighteenth century could easily describe what a library was, but their description would not include the concept of public borrowing. That your definition includes the notion of public access is an example of how a new idea can quickly take root and change the world for the better. It is, in other words, amazing.

	This is not to suggest the library revolution is over. There are still those who see no profit from such institutions, many who feel allowing the public to choose what they wish to read is somehow misguided, who feel that art should be limited to those who can afford it. They seek to rewind the calendar and return the concept of libraries to their ancient, privileged definition. For those who labour to ensure libraries remain public, you have our gratitude. More importantly, future generations will share our gratitude.

	 

	Of course, this anthology is not about libraries. It’s about librarians, without whom the concept of the public library simply does not work. 

	While the definition of library has undergone a radical change, the same cannot be said of the concept of librarians. In literature and other media, the presentation of a librarian is usually accomplished with a number of unfortunate stereotypes. How many times have you seen a librarian recommending a book as opposed to telling someone why they cannot read it? How often is a librarian shown quieting the excitement of someone’s discovery with an authoritative “shush” rather offering encouragement? These are clearly holdovers from a time when libraries were designed for the special few rather than the general public. As much as we’ve accepted a modern notion of libraries, many of our concepts regarding librarians remain firmly rooted in the distant past.

	But not all of the librarian concepts are so negative. Among the cardigans, glasses, cats, and demands for silence, most of the librarians encountered in literature serve a particular function: A love interest. Again, the logic is straightforward. It’s not unreasonable to expect someone surrounded by books to be well-read and, by extension, intelligent. Since the modern library is a public institution, offering assistance to those in need, a librarian is easy to present as kind and idealistic. Historically, since the public library revolution, most librarians have been women. As such, employing a librarian as a love interest is shorthand for so many positive traits, it’s not surprising so they’ve captured the hearts of so many protagonists, time travelling or otherwise, even when the librarians were more interesting than those who fell in love with them. 

	In terms of narrative, nothing moves a story along like a librarian’s info-dump or a shocking discovery within the pages of an all but forgotten book the protagonist was directed to by a kindly, knowing librarian.

	Professionally, it is understood a librarian must be organized. This is likely why so many librarians in literature hold high positions in rebellions. Not only is it safe to assume they understand history, when pressed they are quite capable of organizing an uprising. Once I finish alphabetising these shelves, I need to smuggle weapons across the border. I must admit I find this juxtaposition of a quiet public life in the library with a private life of wild, extreme danger utterly delightful.

	

	The genesis of this anthology lies in the rant of a family member complaining about the negative librarian tropes, an event kicked off by a deleted scene from Star Trek: Insurrection discovered on the internet. It’s a scene full of outdated librarian tropes gathered together for a one-note joke which falls flat. Shannon and I, knowing the librarians in in these pages were unlikely to escape the librarian topes completely, were determined to be more respectful than that clip. We were seeking more thoughtful librarian stories, to give the librarians of science fiction a moment in the spotlight while showing our support for the current generation of librarians fighting the good fight on our behalf. Our hope is that you’ll enjoy the following stories as much as we did. Tropes are played with, a variety of futures explored, there’s love interests and rebel leaders, bright futures and dark, and through them all, the librarians and the library communities they serve.

	Enjoy!

	 

	JR Campbell

	May 2025

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	As a rule, themed Science Fiction anthologies rarely have an opportunity to speak with someone whose job description matches their titles. Astronauts are thin on the ground, aliens even more so; however, this anthology is delighted to include a short reflection from Sephora Henderson, current head librarian of the Merril Collection of Science Fiction & Fantasy at the Toronto Public Library. This collection, recognized as one of the finest Science Fiction and Fantasy collections in the world, was first established in 1970 when author and editor Judith Merril donated five thousand books to the Toronto Public Library. The Collection continues to grow, now containing more than eighty-five thousand items in its temperature-, humidity-, and light-controlled stacks.  Open to the public, the Collection’s holdings are reference-only, but can be requested and viewed in the reading room. If you can’t make the journey, hundreds of items are accessible through the library’s digital archives. The Merril collection is a treasure to all those afflicted with a love of speculative fiction. Sephora Henderson became Senior Department Head of the collection in 2017 and has graciously provided us with the following notes of her journey. The editors want to thank Sephora for indulging our interest in speaking with an actual science fiction—or should we say Starship—Librarian.    
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	Sephora Henderson

	 

	 

	 

	 

	M


	y friend, Peter Halasz, recommended a visit to the Merril Collection to his friend, Nalo Hopkinson. She sent me an email, introducing herself and telling me that although she had a tight schedule, she was willing to come by for a visit and sign a few of her books, as suggested by Peter. Now, a quick search of the Merril Collection catalogue will tell you that there are ninety-one items attributed to Nalo Hopkinson—novels, short stories, anthologies, and graphic novels. Her signature graces some of these items, but there were yet a few full-length novels that were unsigned. She certainly needed no introduction, and her presence would be an honour. I was thrilled. 

	On the day of her visit, she arrived at the Collection early in the day. She was heading back to her home on the west coast imminently, but you’d never guess—she was unrushed and generous with her time, and I felt incredibly lucky to sit and talk with her. We talked a bit about my history with the Collection—I told her that I assumed leadership of the department after the retirement of my predecessor, Lorna Toolis. Lorna spent over thirty years as the Head of the Collection, and was a fixture in the Science Fiction and Fantasy community here in Toronto. 

	Many years ago, when I was a newly minted Librarian, I had a conversation with a colleague with whom I had forged a bond, as she was also a big Science Fiction and Fantasy enthusiast. I remember telling her that I thought Lorna Toolis had the best job in the entire library system. My colleague allowed that it would be magical to work at the Merril Collection someday, but resolutely relieved me of any grander aspirations, as she was certain that no one could ever replace Lorna. That particular thought hadn’t even crossed my mind; I was, rather, expressing my admiration for her station at the helm of such an extraordinary Collection.

	I told Nalo that my goal is to continue the good work for which Lorna had laid the foundation. I also acknowledged feeling some pressure because I felt like I had big shoes to fill, and Nalo gently shook her head, looked me in the eyes, and said, quite seriously, “Make your own shoes.” I’ve thought about that moment a lot in the last few years. Her statement made me feel reassured in a way that I can’t quite describe. I think about it from time to time and feel flooded with gratitude. As a woman of colour myself, facing all of the challenges that that entails, her advice was like a benediction.

	My early days at the Collection were busy with requests for interviews from the local media. Some were newly discovering the Merril Collection and wanted to highlight this curious Toronto space, and for others it was news because there hadn’t been a new Head of Collection in thirty years (and I am only the fourth since its establishment), so who was I? 

	My earliest forays into the fantastic began on the silver screen and would journey onto the page before long. Mine was a very odd and solitary childhood. Long before the digital days, my father was a film projectionist, and I spent most of my childhood inside of a projection booth, or in a movie theatre. I saw the inside of every projection booth within a hundred-kilometre radius of Toronto by the time I was ten. Everyone has a sound that they hear when everything is quiet, something that makes them think clearer or makes them feel calm—for me it’s the sound of film moving through a projector. I have celluloid in my blood. Perhaps the film that made the largest impression on me was E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial. In 1982, most kids were desperate for the opportunity to see it even once on the big screen; I saw it nine times in the first few weeks of its release, just from touring around with Dad. As an only child, books were my other company and remain a great solace to this day. I had increased borrowing privileges at my school library because I was known to read voraciously, and also to treat books carefully (my first job would be as a Page in my high school library, go figure!). I remember always being drawn to science fiction and fantasy. Initially, I would choose books for their interesting covers—I didn’t know anyone who enjoyed the genre who could recommend anything in particular, and I read just about anything that was available. I’m not sure when I picked up the book that would remain my forever favourite, but Dune changed my whole world! When I started my job at the Merril Collection, one of the first things I did was to go to that section of the stacks and look at the copies in the collection with no small measure of awe.

	When I think back to my journey here, I think I have, in one way or another, always been “making my own shoes”—I’m just not sure I thought of it in such intrepid or bold or confident terms. I’ve always had an inner sense of determination when it came to certain endeavours—school, music, learning languages—but I’ve also always been a little shy. I’ve always been content to let others shine and to lend support from the fringes, in whatever way I can. My leadership role at the Merril Collection is somewhat at odds with my personality, and yet somehow it is a perfect fit. 

	 

	Sephora Henderson

	Senior Department Head

	Merril Collection, Lillian H. Smith Branch, Toronto Public Library

	May 2025

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	How to Save a Life

	 

	C.N. Wheaton

	 

	 

	 

	 

	T


	he right story can save your life. 

	That’s what the plaque on the edge of the library desk said anyway. How many times had I looked at it without seeing it? 

	As for why I’d put it into my pocket when the ship was being invaded . . . well, I’d needed to grab onto something. 

	Then I was hit with a stun-bolt and woke up all alone in a cell. The walls and floor were a dark red-purple that was oddly damp and squishy in a way that reminded me of raw meat. Filaments of yellow light were threaded throughout the odd material, not enough to truly illuminate the space so much as make it full of shadows. There was no door I could see, no door I could find even when I subdued my revulsion long enough to touch the walls.  

	I took the plaque out of my pocket and traced the familiar words as I tried to keep it together. “Hello?” The word came out as a whisper. I swallowed and tried again. “Is anybody out there?” I asked, my voice high and anxious, half-afraid of the answer. 

	“Ellison? Is that you?” The voice was from the other side of the wall. 

	“Kimura?” I asked a little louder, standing up, hope rising. “Are you here to get me out?” Of all the members of the Flight Corps—the ones who flew the ships, explored new planets, and made treaties with alien nations—Kimura was the one I trusted most. 

	There was a long pause. “I wish.” His voice was rueful. 

	“Oh.” I collapsed back down, wincing as my hand hit the clammy floor. “Is it just us in here?” 

	“No.” The deep baritone was instantly recognizable as the head of the Health Corps, Dr. Obeng. It sounded like he was on the other side of the wall to my left. 

	“I regret to report I’m here too,” said a wry voice from across the room. “Rebecca Littlejohn from Engineering.” 

	“And me. Bouchard; Science.” 

	There was another pause, but nobody else chimed in. “Okay,” Kimura said, sounding much more in control than I felt. “First, is anybody injured?” 

	“I am unharmed,” Dr. Obeng shared. The rest of us murmured our agreement. 

	“Good. Now we just need to find our way out of here. Littlejohn, Bouchard, what can you tell us about where we’re being held?” 

	“Well, it’s definitely in the top three creepiest places I’ve ever been,” Littlejohn said cheerfully. I smiled in spite of our surroundings.

	“Anything else?” Kimura asked. 

	“Haven’t found a door yet. Don’t worry; I’ll give you a shout when I do.” 

	“All of these components are organic in nature. Possibly Jaloo construction?” There was a zap and then a string of curses in French. When she stopped swearing, Bouchard spoke up again. “Definitely Jaloo.” 

	Kimura let out a low whistle. “Not good, but they’re unlikely to kill us. We must have been taken by an unsanctioned raiding party from one of those splinter groups that insist on observing humans. The last one I read about held their captives for years before ransoming them back. Keep looking for a way out, you two.” 

	Littlejohn and Bouchard moved to an area of their respective cells closer to each other and further away from where I was sitting. Their discussion quickly became technical enough that I tuned it out. Staring at the fleshy-looking ceiling above me, I wished I had something to read. 

	A little while later, a hole appeared in the ceiling, glowing yellow as it widened. I watched it, frozen in fear. Through the walls, I could hear everyone react in alarm. Then a package fell through the hole and landed on the floor with a plop. Inside the package was a ball about the size of my fist. It was glowing too, the light fading in and out. 

	“Kimura?” I asked, hating the way my voice trembled. “Did something just appear in your cell too?”  

	But Dr. Obeng was the one who spoke first. “I think we all got one. It’s labelled like food. From what I’ve read, Jaloo have a similar physiology to humans.” He paused. “But we probably shouldn’t eat it all at the same time, just in case.”

	I picked up the package. “I’ll try it,” I volunteered, surprising even myself. “I’m the least important one here.” 

	“No,” Kimura immediately responded. “It should be me.” 

	The thought of him getting hurt was so upsetting that I didn’t even think, ripping open the package and taking a bite of the hard, glowing ball even as I dimly heard him ordering me to stand down. The flavour was a cross between banana and chicken. I choked it down. Then I let out a weak laugh. “How long should we wait to see if I die?” 

	Dr. Obeng and Bouchard started debating the toxicity levels of various compounds. I sat there, feeling useless. Technically, librarians were part of the Health Corps too, a fact which had never made much sense to me and was making less sense by the second. As a librarian, I knew how to find information on poisons, could rattle off call numbers and databases and titles, but those facts weren’t just something I had in my head. I’d never managed more than basic first aid skills. Dr. Obeng, Bouchard, Littlejohn, and Kimura all had specialized training that was always with them, always useful. Without my books and media files, was I even still a librarian? 

	The hours crawled by. 

	At some point I fell asleep. As much as I wished I’d be somewhere else when I woke up, nothing had changed when I opened my eyes again.

	Kimura said my name. “Ellison, report.” 

	“Still here,” I managed. The food was strange and the floor was clammy, but I felt a bit better anyway. “So, are we getting out?” 

	“Littlejohn and Bouchard are working on it, although we might be here a while,” Kimura said, voice rueful. 

	“It is important to keep up our strength. Everyone should exercise,” Dr. Obeng shared. “Jumping jacks, weight bearing exercises like yoga, and dance, are all good options. I’m sure you all know the dangers of being sedentary.”  

	Being trapped in a cell made of raw meat was nightmarish enough without adding P.E. class, but the idea seemed to cheer up Kimura, so I agreed. Then, while I was doing jumping jacks, the plaque fell out of my pocket. 

	Seeing it gave me an idea. 

	As soon as we’d all finished exercising, I blurted it out. “Let’s tell each other stories.” 

	“What?” Bouchard asked. 

	My cheeks felt hot and I was grateful that none of them could see me blush. I cleared my throat. “I’ve heard of living libraries, where you can check out a person for a while to have a conversation. We might not have any media with us, but we all have stories, don’t we? Whether we’ve lived them or love them.” 

	“Good idea, Ellison,” Kimura said, voice kind. “Do you want to start us off?” 

	I felt momentarily tongue-tied. “Oh. I . . . I didn’t have one in mind.” 

	“I can go,” Dr. Obeng shared. “This is one my grandmother told me that her grandmother told her. There once was a spider called Anansi . . .” 

	After his story about the trickster god, Dr. Obeng continued on, telling us about his loving, boisterous family, scattered all across the stars. He shared how he met his wife in line at a hospital cafeteria on Earth. When he mentioned he’d been in the library to get a book for her on the day we were captured, his voice broke.

	We were all quiet after that. 

	Finally, Littlejohn spoke up. “You know, Anansi sounds a lot like Coyote. I’ll tell you one of those stories someday, when we’re back home. But, right now, the story on my mind is Rancho Corazón, a telenovela my sister and I watch on holo-call every week. You see, it all started with Catalina, coming back to the family ranch to find it’s on the brink of ruin. The boy she used to love is working to destroy it and the boy she used to hate is her only hope . . .”

	Even Dr. Obeng swore under his breath when Littlejohn got to the most recent episode and we still didn’t know if Catalina was going to find her lover before the storm hit. Then Littlejohn told us more about her sister, who she’d grown up hiking with in California. She shared about her favourite trail in such detail I could feel the mist on my face and hear the oak leaves crunching underfoot.

	As the ceiling opened up and a glowing banana-chicken flavoured ball dropped through again, Kimura spoke up. “I keep thinking about my kitchen . . .” 

	He told us about his favourite recipes, waxing lyrical about the things he could do with tofu and vegetables I’d never even tried. If I closed my eyes and held my nose, I could just about imagine that’s what we were eating. As he went on to tell us about his childhood cat, Haru, there was a smile in his voice. 

	I could picture that smile. 

	Kimura dropped by the library every week for a new book. So many people looked past us at the library—eager to see someone more important or just interested in getting their media—but he had always been kind. His smile was like sunshine. He liked mysteries and poetry and nature writing. 

	And I liked him. 

	But I’d never gotten up the courage to say anything. 

	Of course, my crush wasn’t the story I wanted to share. Fortunately, while my own life was quiet and uneventful—stint in an alien prison notwithstanding—it wasn’t the only life I’d lived, thanks to all the stories I’d read. Although I’d struggled to think of one when I was put on the spot, I’d finally decided. When I opened my mouth, however, I was stopped by a song. 

	The lilting melody was coming from Bouchard. Goosebumps erupted on my arms. I’d had no idea she could sing, much less that she could sing like that. When Bouchard finished, she said, sounding sheepish, “It’s from my favourite musical.” 

	“Oh! I thought it seemed familiar!” Littlejohn laughed. “You’re incredible.” 

	The rest of us rushed to agree. 

	Bouchard was clearly pleased when she spoke again. “Thank you. I could teach you the song if you like?” 

	None of us had a voice like hers, but there was something so human about singing together. Even though we were all sealed in our own solitary cells, we could create something that made our surroundings more bearable. 

	Bouchard’s discussion of the musicals she’d been a part of transitioned into telling us the drama in the science department of her university. “It’s true! I thought he would launch himself over the table!” 

	“Over dirt?” 

	“Soil. And yes.” 

	Then Bouchard moved on to talking about her favourite genre: horror. It wasn’t one I liked—even before my surroundings resembled a horror movie—although I appreciated Bouchard’s passion for understanding our fears in order to confront them. I’d never been very good at that, but the universe seemed intent on making me learn. 

	After that, it was my turn. “I don’t know every word,” I warned, “but I’m going to tell you a story that’s meant a lot to me. It’s about a man who just wants to get home . . .” 

	Recounting The Odyssey took a while. Sirens and sorceresses and whirlpool monsters and cyclops and more lies than you could shake a stick at later, Odysseus had finally reunited with Penelope. 

	When I finally finished my story—several days later—the wall of the cell cracked open. “Hurry!” a voice urged. 

	They didn’t need to ask twice. I stood up, stowing the plaque from the library in my pocket, before squeezing through the wall of the cell. In a small central area, I saw Kimura, Littlejohn, Dr. Obeng, and Bouchard emerging from their own cells, looking as confused as I felt. 

	A Jaloo stepped out from the shadows. Their skin was the same purple-red as our surroundings. With spindly legs, they towered over Dr. Obeng. Oversized eyes blinked at us owlishly. “Follow me. I’m getting you out of here.” 

	“Why?” I blurted out. 

	“I want to know what happens to Catalina,” they admitted. “And I would miss my brood partner too, like he does.” They nodded at Dr. Obeng. “I want them to be reunited like your Odysseus and Penelope.” 

	“Won’t you get in trouble?” I asked as we started following the Jaloo away from the prison section of the ship. Bouchard squeezed my arm in warning. 

	Our Jaloo jailor hesitated. “Yes. Even so, I still want to help. I’d always heard humans were dangerous, but I do not think we are really so different, you and I.” 

	“I could knock you out,” Kimura said after a moment. We all stared at him. He shrugged, looking sheepish. “That way you could tell them we overpowered you.” 

	The Jaloo looked down at us. “I do not think that would work.” 

	“Then come with us. Bring your brood partner,” Kimura said, and I fell a little more in love with him just for that. 

	“I will happily watch every single episode of Rancho Corazón with you,” Littlejohn promised. “Honestly, it’s even better than I described.” 

	That settled it. With a nod and their version of a smile, our alien rescuer ensconced us in a shuttle and sent a short-wave transmission to their partner. An agonizing length of time later, a second Jaloo arrived with a small bundle of things. 

	They told us the story of how they met as we made the nail-biting journey away from the Jaloo ship, huddling under the heat-reflecting blankets that Bouchard and Dr. Obeng swore could help hide us from any scans. 

	When the Jaloo parked us on a moon near where our ship had been attacked, Littlejohn jury-rigged a way to send a message to our ship. And then we waited. 

	After a day where every worst-case scenario danced through my mind, a message finally arrived. With coordinates to a nearby shipyard where our ship was being repaired, our little group set off again. As soon as we saw our home, I wasn’t the only one with tears in my eyes. 

	It hadn’t been destroyed. 

	Though the Jaloo drew strange glances as we disembarked the shuttle, word of their defection had spread, and Littlejohn glared fiercely at anyone who even thought about reaching for a weapon. Once we were all safely onboard, we were given the chance to shower, change, and eat a meal that didn’t glow or taste like banana-chicken. Then we were led away, one-by-one, for debriefing. 

	Since I was the least important, my interview happened last. 

	I slipped into the chair across the table from Captain Chopra. My boss, Head Librarian Jeffries, smiled at me encouragingly from their seat. I answered all of their questions, telling them my time in captivity with as much detail as I could stomach. 

	As I got up to leave, the captain cleared her throat. “Your colleagues said you saved their lives.” 

	“I—what?” 

	The captain smiled. “I’m putting you up for a commendation.” 

	I stammered my thanks. Still reeling, I left the interview room, only to bump straight into Kimura. He smiled down at me and I felt warm all the way to my toes.  “Oh good, I was hoping to find you,” he said. “Can I cook for you?” 

	“Yes,” I said at once, overeager. Then I took a breath. “I mean, thank you. I’d like that. Is there anything I can bring?” 

	“How about a book?” he called over his shoulder as he walked away. 

	I was still smiling when Head Librarian Jeffries came out. Together, our steps led us to the library. Since the breach had happened there, our whole collection was in disarray. My smile slipped. As I bent down to pick up a fallen book, I felt the plaque in my pocket where I’d put it after my shower. I pulled it out. “I’m sorry for taking this.”

	My boss patted my hand. “I’m not. It did its job. And you did yours.” 

	“I don’t know why they said I saved their lives,” I admitted. 

	Jeffries scoffed. “I do. You could have died in that prison. You didn’t because you kept each other sane. That Jaloo guard only helped you because of the stories you suggested everyone tell. So don’t ever think you don’t matter.” They stooped down to gather more books from the floor. “Now, go on and get ready for your date. The work will still be here tomorrow.” 

	They squeaked when I hugged them. 

	As I set out for my date with a racing heart and a volume of love poetry, that old plaque caught my eye again. How many times had I looked at it without seeing it? 

	But I finally understood. No ship is complete without a librarian for one simple reason: bodies can starve, but hearts can too. Stories remind us we aren’t alone. They connect us across space and time. Whether we’re locked in an alien prison or a different sort of struggle entirely, it’s those connections that save us.

	That’s what stories are for. As for librarians? We’re trained to help you find the right story . . . the one that can save your life. 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	The Librarian of Mars

	 

	Kara Race-Moore

	 

	 

	 

	 

	3 hours until MECC arrival 

	 

	E


	mma Chen, chief librarian of Mars, tossed another bundle of tarp-wrapped books into the ravine. With a soft thud the latest bundle hit the desert floor. She was trying to spread the drops out so they wouldn’t all crash on top of each other, but there was no time to do any of this properly. 

	As she hefted the next bundle out of the rover, her arms screaming in protest, she thought longingly of having enough time and equipment to do this better, to have any of this be remotely thought out or planned. 

	She stumbled on a rock and struggled to right herself without dropping the awkward package. She blinked as spots danced in front of her eyes. All the caffeine in her system couldn’t fight the ache in her eyeballs. I’ll sleep in the rover, she promised herself, willing her body to keep moving just a little longer. 

	The radio in her bio-suit helmet crackled to life. “Emma? Emma?”

	“Yes, I’m here,” she responded, panting as she lugged the tarp bundle to the edge, knocking rusty coloured pebbles down the chasm.

	“Yeah, and so will the MECC, soon. Heads up, last convoy is getting ready to leave.”

	“Understood. I’m almost done with this load.” With a grunt, she tossed the bundle down. From the weight, she was pretty sure that one had all been medical textbooks. “I’ll be back at the hangar in less than twenty.”

	“See you in fifteen. Remember, we’ve got to be out of here before the fireworks.”

	“Copy that. Over and out.” Back at the rover, she pulled out another package of books; these were all stuffed inside an old duffle bag stamped with the Harvard logo. The way these books shifted around indicated to her a mix of beach-read paperbacks and children’s picture books. Back at the edge of the ravine, she tossed it down with the others, turning back to get another before it even hit the bottom. She was running out of time. 

	This was insane. Three days ago, she had been dancing at the colony’s New Year’s Eve party, drinking the latest batch of Mars One homebrew and eating poppyseed cake, celebrating with everyone else the momentous year of astounding scientific discoveries. And now she, and the rest of the (now technically former) colonists were bracing for an invasion. 

	 

	45 hours until MECC arrival

	 

	Emma suspected she had the same stunned expression on her face as everyone else around her as they stumbled out of the town hall meeting. The residents of Mars One had not only just voted to secede from Earth, declare independence, and start their own nation, but had also agreed to evacuate, empty, and then destroy Mars One, so the Mars Exploration and Colonization Company, formerly their founding patron and now very much the enemy, could not use it. 

	The MECC had sent a message to tell Mars One that the regular supply convey that was two days’ out from arriving on Mars would not be a regular supply delivery at all but would be delivering “agents” who would oversee turning the colony into a commercial depot. The message instructed the colonists to prepare living space for these agents and be ready and on hand to assist them when they arrived. The MECC declared Mars One would now be dedicated to harvesting the plant life just discovered on Mars, known as the “Mars moss.”  The alien plant had turned out to cure cancer as well as host of other human health issues, and, with trillions of dollars on the line, the company stated it could no longer support a colony on Mars devoted to something as unprofitable as pure scientific research.

	Oh, and all children would be shipped back to Earth, while all adults would be conscripted to gather the alien plant, and the colonists better get with the program. The colonists were very much not going to get with this program.

	Anne Kennedy, the first human born on Mars had, minutes before, been the head administrator of the Mars One local government but now had taken on the role of leader of this first nation on Mars. Kennedy had instructed everyone to pack a personal bag with the bare minimum and then start packing up vital equipment such as the oxygen generators, medical supplies, food, and everything else that was imperative to survival. 

	At the end of the meeting Emma’s wife, Gwyneth Lloyds, had given her a hurried kiss and told her that she had was going to be with Anne helping with logistics planning. Clearly her role as the Mars One township clerk was about to expand considerably. Emma nodded and then hurried towards the library. 

	Emma knew the books in the Mars One library would not make anyone’s version of a list of “vital equipment,” but she was going to try and save as many as she could. She would not, could not, just walk away from them. To start, she put her hand on the shoulder of the person nearest her in the hall, Jiya Patel. “Swing by the library and grab a few books for your personal bag,” she instructed. She made an attempt at a grin. “Something for the ride to Labyrinth Sation. And tell everyone else to do the same.” Chuckling, Jiya agreed, then hurried off.

	Emma repeated the message to everyone she passed as she headed to the room grandly labelled the “Mars One Public Library Main Branch.” She had made the sign herself out of broken computer chips tiled together to proudly spell out the name of the first library on Mars.

	People back on Earth were often surprised to learn there were books on Mars. But people, Emma reflected, were often idiots.  There were books everywhere, in cities, towns, villages, farms, on submarines and Antarctic science bases, and even on the space stations—why wouldn’t humans bring books with them to Mars? 

	She didn’t know what the room had meant to be originally, but she had built up the small area from a bland storage area for books shared by the original handful of colonists to a space that was cozy and welcoming. The shelves were positioned to provide little reading nooks, each with an armchair or two, carefully assembled from flat-packed furniture kits from Earth, softened with air cushions, and covered with homemade goat hair fabric. One corner of the room was the Children’s section, marked out by low shelves filled with bright picture books and the area filled with tiny chairs, cushions, games, and toys. 

	All of the books that made up the library had been donated over the years, either by people who had come to Mars One and given their personal books to the library so everyone else could read them, or donated by people back on Earth and sent up on supply ships, usually as part of some PR stunt by an Earth politician or celebrity. Everyone thought it was an original idea to send books about Mars. Emma had outright begged the supply ship’s cargo master to refuse any more copies of A Princess of Mars. As it was, Mars One had enough copies to supply almost every resident with a copy of the old pulp adventure. Emma used the hard copy versions as doorstops. 

	Still, despite the uneven approach to acquiring books, they had a rough representation of all genres, almost as well stocked as any remote, small-town library. She pulled up the main database, put in her administrator access code, and looked up the overall total. She glanced from the screen to the room. The library currently held 15,194 books. Yesterday she would have been sad they didn’t have more for the rapidly growing population of Mars. Today she despaired at how she could save them all. But, as chief (and only) librarian, she knew she had to try. 

	Like so many of her generation, she had made her job up. Before, volunteers had run the library on top of whatever their “real” job was. But she had seen the need to expand the use of the library and told Anne Kennedy, as chief executive administrator of Mars One—someone else who had made up her job when she’d seen the need—that she, Emma Chen, was now the official head librarian of the Mars One Public Library.  

	She had pulled support by becoming a “sister library” with several libraries on Earth—including the Sir Edmund Hillary Library of Auckland, New Zealand—who had all provided lots of ideas and cheerleading, but for the most part she had done the groundwork of revitalizing the library by herself.

	And now all of it—the reference section, the children’s section, the educational resources, the recreational reading in all genres—all of it was to be either hastily packed up or left behind for destruction. Even if everyone took a few as part of their personal items, it wouldn’t be enough—and no way would Anne Kennedy authorize space that could be going to food supplies and repair tools for books. But Emma refused to just walk away.

	Emma surveyed the rows of books meditatively, assessing the options. Books could withstand cold temperatures. Damage was caused by humidity, and that was not something one had to worry about on the surface of Mars. If she just left them outside, far enough from Mars One to avoid whatever was decided the best way to destabilize it, as well as far away from whatever punitive actions the MECC might take, and give the books some sort of cover . . . 

	She dashed over to the maps area of the reference section and pulled out the latest survey map of the area immediately around Mars One, heavily detailed from all the explorations done by the people who called Mars One “home.” She ran her finger along the paper, following one of the popular hiking trails. 

	The site for Mars One had been chosen for the warm temperatures found near the equator, and for the broad plateau that had been easily made into a runway for ships landing and taking off.  However, even in the flat area, there were still plenty of formations roughing up the landscape. She slid her finger over a marking of a small fissure that snaked its way across the plain, the result of ancient rivers and floods, and today, bone dry. She could make it there in less than half an hour in one of the manned rovers. More like 15 minutes if she ignored the usual safety precautions. 

	To start, she pulled out the few crates she had in the library supply closest. She was about to dump out all the children’s activities materials onto the floor, but stopped, struck by an idea. She hastily consolidated one crate with everything she had that would keep kids occupied. That she would insist on going with the first convoy of rovers filled with the Mars One children. 

	As Emma began loading up books, she was mindful of weight, knowing they would have to be moved at least part of the way by hand. She layered the bottoms of boxes with flat picture books, then a layer of hardback books, then lighter paperbacks, pausing to test the weight now and then before continuing to fill them. 

	People began to stop by, grabbing a few books. She cheerfully encouraged everyone to take as many as they could carry, and not worry about which ones, reassuring everyone she would organize a book swap when they were all at the Labyrinth, the science station perched on the edge of the Valles Marineris, the largest canyon in the Solar System. The station, the only other habitation on Mars, was named for the section of the canyon it overlooked—the Noctis Labyrinthus, Latin for “Labyrinth of the Night,” due to all the twisty turns of the numerous branches of the canyon. And heading into a labyrinth never sounded so apt as it did now.

	 

	41 hours until MECC arrival 

	 

	As she was closing the now-filled crates, a tiny four-year-old boy and his mother arrived, almost as if it was an ordinary day with Story Hour about to begin, except he was wearing one of the children-sized blue bio-suits, just needing the helmet in order to go outside. 

	“Ms. Chen, Ms. Chen!” he shouted, then, remembering he was in the library, whispered-shouted: “Ms. Chen! Can I have the dragon book? Please . . . Please . . . Please!”

	His mother, Rashi Barker-Singh, looked at Emma with pleading eyes as big as her son’s. “Please tell me you still have it,” she begged, her accent still slightly British, despite all her years in the polyglot Mars One. She glanced fearfully at the crates of already packed up books. “He’s refusing to leave without it.”

	Toby had checked out the picture book Dragons Do Dance! so many times that all he had to say was “the dragon book” and Emma knew exactly which book he meant. 

	“Well Toby, today is your lucky day,” Emma told him. She took him by the hand and led him over to the Children’s section. “I’m packing up A to Z, and your dragon book is by—” she paused, looking at him expectantly.

	“Zelda Zirinsky!” he finished excitedly.

	She said a silent prayer of thanks for the author’s choice of pen name as she plucked the book off the shelf and handed it to him. She happened to know this author had a pen name for each of the multiple genres she wrote in; for example, her Romance pen name was Wendy Wexcomb while her Mystery pen name was Marguerite MacVane. 

	“Now,” she told him solemnly, “it’s very important you keep it safe on your journey to Labyrinth Station.”

	He deflated somewhat at this stark reminder this wasn’t an ordinary visit to the library. “Mama says I have to go without her or Daddy,” he told Emma, his eyes big, on the verge of tears.

	“It’s just that you get to go first, honey bear!” said his mother over-brightly, her voice as thin as cheap glass. “We’ll all be there soon, Mama just has to finish packing, then I’ll meet you there!”

	He did not look convinced. 

	Emma saw all the warning signs of an incoming meltdown and decided to act. She knelt beside him. “Do you remember at Story Hour a few weeks ago when I read the book about the butterflies escaping a storm of war?” 

	Toby nodded.

	“This is like that. You are now the brave butterfly. You see, back on Earth, there is a group of people who have been hypnotized by money, and they think, if they grab all the Mars moss that Dr. Patel found, because we discovered it’s such a good medicine, then they will get even more money, so they are sending soldiers to take you and all your friends to Earth and keep you there until your parents and all the adults here on Mars give them all the Mars moss.”  

	OK, it was a gross oversimplification of a very complicated situation, but it got down to brass tacks, which clearly this four-year-old needed to hear. And, hell’s bells, when she had picked that book, she had just been trying to gently introduce the topic of refugees on Earth to the young readers, never imagining it would be applicable to them on Mars. She glanced at his mother, who nodded at her to keep going. 

	“So, we are going to leave Mars One and go to the science base in the Canyon—the Labyrinth Station. We must take turns because we don’t have enough rovers to shuttle everyone all at once, so, just like I’m packing A to Z, we’re sending people by age, from youngest to oldest. That means you’re in the first group of everyone age one to sixteen, and your mom and dad will come later.”

	“So, I’m an A and Mama and Dad are Zs?” Toby asked.

	“More like Hs,” huffed Rashi, clearly affronted at how old being a Z made her sound. “The Original Seven—they are the Zs.”

	“Right,” said Emma, “your parents will be right behind you. And in the meantime, you’ll be with your friends.”

	“OK,” he agreed reluctantly. 

	She pointed at his backpack. “And today, today you get to take as many books as you can fit in that backpack—no limits!”

	His eyes went wide. “Really?”

	“Really, really. Buuuuut, you have to fill up the bag in just one minute because then you’ll have to head out.” She pointed at the grandfather clock standing at the back wall. They both watched the second hand reach the “00” at the top. “Go!” she shouted. With that Toby raced towards the low shelves and began grabbing brightly coloured picture books and jamming them into his bag.

	While he did that, Emma pulled over the crate of children’s activities. “Take this and put it on the rover with Toby. It’s a bunch of drawing materials and games. No matter what anyone says, make sure they get it, it’s important.”

	Rashi nodded. “I will, thanks. And I can take a few books with me, too, as part of my personal allotment.” She gestured at the messenger bag slung over her shoulder.

	“Good,” said Emma. “Take whatever you can hold.”

	Rashi flailed for a few moments as she glanced around, momentarily looking as overwhelmed as Emma felt, then, mostly due to proximity, grabbed several books on the American Revolution from the History section. “The Yanks might have some good tips,” she said self-consciously as she stuffed them in her bag. 

	Emma burst out laughing, then, glancing at the clock, called: “Thirty seconds!” to Toby. 

	“I bet we won’t be able to take that with us,” Rashi said, nodding at the clock, and Emma sobered as the enormity of everything being left behind hit her. “That project was such a nightmare,” Rashi went on in a wistful voice. “No one had ever made a clock like that before.”

	The grandfather clock had been a student project for the senior class of the Mars One Public School several years ago. The student population on Mars had only then grown big enough to have a senior class big enough to do a group project.

	Emma pointed at a framed Time magazine cover on the wall near the clock. “But you all made the news.”

	“True, but, come on, back then Martian students doing anything made the news.” She smiled. “Still, it was quite a project, writing the code for the parts as well as assembling them after we 3D printed them.”

	“And you ended up with a working Martian clock, perfectly marking every day’s twenty-four hours, thirty-seven minutes and twenty-two seconds.”

	“Yeah—for another few hours at least.”

	“Still, you all got As. And an ice cream party! That was one of my first projects when I took over the library, arguing it should be a community space and not just a book dumping ground.” 

	Rashi laughed and said reminiscently, “Slyvia the Fourth made the best goat milk ice cream!”

	“Good thing our goats are all pygmies,” said Emma, wondering who was going to be stuck driving a rover full of goats. She watched the second hand come back to the 00. “Time!” she shouted. 

	Toby trotted back over to his mother and Emma, a proud grin on his face as he held out the bulging backpack.

	“Great job!” said Emma. She bent down and hugged him. “Have a good trip! And I’ll see you at Labyrinth Station!”

	“Bye, Ms. Chen!” he said cheerfully as he gave her a wave. He toddled away under the weight of his backpack while his mother managed to lift the crate with both hands, both looking much better than when they had walked in.

	 Emma felt the smile slide off her face once they were out of sight, at how many lives were being uprooted and how much would be left behind, thanks to the greed of a few people millions of miles away. She grabbed a 150th anniversary special illustrated edition of A Princess of Mars and threw it across the room. “God damn the MECC,” she cursed. She took a deep breath, then went back to closing the crates. 
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