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  INTRODUCTION:


  The State of the Short SF Field in 2019


  Neil Clarke


  Last year, I altered the format of my introductions to incorporate some of the industry news and information that Gardner Dozois used to include in his annual year-in-review and merged it with my own. It was refreshing to hear that it was appreciated and it’s an honor to continue this tradition again this year.


  The Business Side of Things


  If we’re going to look at the big picture for science fiction magazines, we have to acknowledge that the last ten years have probably resulted in the most dramatic changes in their history. It’s in this window that we see the rise of a new generation of magazines, largely online, and the mass adoption of digital publishing. Through these changes, the financial threshold to start a magazine dropped considerably and new opportunities were created. This is very much paralleled by the rise of self-publishing and its impact on the broader field.


  The “big three” magazines that existed prior to that change are Analog Science Fiction and Fact (analogsf.com), Asimov’s Science Fiction (asimovs.com), and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction (sfsite.com/fsf). These are often referred to as the “print digests,” but calling them that is more of a reflection of history. In reality, they also have significant digital circulation which can sometimes outnumber their print readership. Similarly, the magazines that evolved in the digital space are often referred to as “online magazines” despite the fact that many have expanded into print, audio, and/ or ebooks. Following what the readers want, both groups have grown to be more alike.


  Of course, there’s one major difference remaining: those that evolved from digital roots have a free online edition and the others don’t. This is not without consequences. The easy availability of free online fiction gives it an upper hand in visibility and helped in growing the audience for short fiction. This effect can also be dominoed when you consider the increased ease of pass-along—finding a story you love and sharing it with a friend—and the impact it has on the circulation longevity of a story. This advantage can effectively drown out equally excellent stories published in anthologies, collections, and magazines that don’t have an online edition. Judging by the assortment of “best of the year” anthologies like this one, quality at those once award-dominating publications has not dropped and still accounts for a significant percentage of the best stories, yet there haven’t been any finalists from any of those magazines in Hugo Award for Best Short Story category since their last appearance in 2012. It’s no surprise that readers less connected to short fiction have interpreted that the wrong way.


  The other major consequence of free online fiction is on revenue and this is likely why you won’t see the “big three” make any efforts to adopt the practice. The majority of “online” markets sell digital subscriptions or offer other methods of support (donations, Patreon, Kickstarter, etc.), but while their total readership is considerably higher, paid readership is far lower than 10% of that number. (Tor.com is a notable exception. Owned by Tor Books, one of the leading genre publishers, their online edition is considered a marketing expense.) While the “big three” and most online markets pay their authors at the SFWA qualifying rate or better, the lower paid subscription rates result in the online markets paying their editors and staff considerably less, if anything. At a time in which we see a greater diversity of short fiction markets, this often hidden problem is significant and impacts the overall health and sustainability of the field.


  To give you some sense of the scope of this problem, I picked three that have received award nominations for their fiction in the last five years and offer subscriptions: Clarkesworld (clarkesworldmagazine.com), Lightspeed (lightspeedmagazine.com), and Uncanny (uncannymagazine.com). Data they’ve reported to Locus Magazine (locusmag.com) reveals that in the last five years, online readership at Clarkesworld increased from 38,000 to 43,000, gaining 5,000; Lightspeed increased from 25,900 to 28,500, gaining 2,600; and Uncanny (a new magazine at the time) increased from 10,000 to 30,600, gaining 20,600. Subscriptions at Clarkesworld increased from 3,000 to 3,850, gaining 850; Lightspeed decreased from 2200 to 2150, losing 50; and Uncanny increased from 1,200 to 2,000, gaining 800. (Note: Uncanny holds an annual Kickstarter campaign, so their revenue is supplemented by that.) Each of these publications also has a podcast edition, which is not reflected in these numbers, but can increase their audience size by a significant amount. In the five year period, for example, Clarkesworld saw its podcast audience grow from 10,000 to 15,000. Escape Pod (escapepod.org), one of the oldest SF podcasts, had an audience of approximately 37,000 in 2019.


  It’s interesting to note that it’s often the “digests” are actually the ones mentioned when readers are concerned about financial stability. Adding to the illusion of troubled times for the print digests comes from the paid circulation data that Locus Magazine and Gardner Dozois tracked and published over the years. Much of this data was made available via the Statement of Ownership print periodicals are required to publish each year. Other circulation details were provided by editors.


  These subscription and newsstand numbers are often quoted with little insight into what it actually means to the field. Many have chosen to see this as an opportunity to declare the death of print or even short fiction. On the other hand, we have some people who, on looking at the wide array of markets, proclaim that we’re in a new golden age for short fiction. Both are guilty of looking at only a part of the picture.


  Over the last five years, Analog has dropped from 14,316 print subscriptions to 10,372, a loss of 3,944; Asimov’s has dropped from 9,479 to 6,689, a loss of 2,790; and F&SF has dropped from 7,576 to 5,363, a loss of 2,213. That may seem disastrous, but it appears it’s actually symptomatic of a change in reading habits. In the same time period, Analog has risen from 6,040 digital subscriptions to 8,914, a gain of 2,874 and Asimov’s has risen from 7,573 to 10,584, a gain of 3,011. Unfortunately, F&SF does not report its digital subscription figures. These magazines also receive additional income from single issue newsstand sales and on average, this adds between two and three thousand print copies per month.


  The total paid subscription numbers may be down for some in this window (Asimov’s shows a slight gain), but the income generated by the different formats is not equal. Annual US subscriptions to Analog and Asimov’s are $34.97 print and $35.88 digital. F&SF subscriptions are $39.97 print and $36.97 digital. While the prices for digital and print subscriptions are relatively similar, print subscriptions cost the publisher more due to printing and shipping, ultimately making the digital edition more profitable. The upwards trend in digital subscriptions should offset the declining print subscriptions and with increasing printing and postal costs eating into profits, this development is better for the long-term health of these publications.


  Across the field, $1.99 or $2.99/month have become a standard price for subscriptions. This should be considered a bargain, or almost criminal at this point. The price point has remained largely unchanged over the years while books and other genre content have steadily increased. This stagnation, along with the slow growth in paying readers is becoming a more significant problem for the field. A simple increase of $1, to $2.99 and $3.99/month, would pump much needed resources back into the magazines and it wouldn’t surprise me to see this happen within the next few years.


  Now is the time to seek out your favorite magazines and subscribe or renew for another year. If you don’t have one, I hope you’ll use the stories in this book as a guide. Look to the Permissions section to find out where your favorites were published and check them out.


  Magazine Comings and Goings


  The year started with the announcement that The Verge (theverge.com), a tech news website, would be launching Better Worlds, “a series of ten original fiction stories, five animated adaptations, and five audio adaptations by a diverse roster of science fiction authors who take a more optimistic view of what lies ahead in ways both large and small, fantastical and everyday.” The stories were published in January and February and included works by authors such as John Scalzi, Cadwell Turnbull, Kelly Robson, Karin Lowachee, Justina Ireland, and others.


  It was a bit of a wild year for Compelling Science Fiction (compellingsciencefiction.com). In March, publisher and editor Joe Stetch announced that they were abandoning their free online edition and adopting a for-purchase-only business model. Stech cited the need to stabilize revenue after years of funding portions out of his own pocket. By September, things had changed again, announcing that he would be closing Compelling Science Fiction and that their December issue would be the last. “The reason for halting publication is one of time. With my actual (paid) work, a baby to take care of, and some writing projects of my own, I can’t prioritize reading through the 500+ stories/month I receive when submissions are open (we have volunteers to help, but I’m still responsible for over 90% of submissions). I also haven’t been able to find the additional readership required to make the magazine financially viable without me.” The story still manages to end on a happier note. In early January 2020, Stech announced that Compelling would return with him as editor and Flame Tree Press taking over as publisher.


  The doors did close, however, at Orson Scott Card’s Intergalactic Medicine Show (intergalacticmedicineshow.com). IGMS ceased publishing in June 2019 and later removed their paywall so their entire back catalog of stories would be available for free online. No reason was provided for the closure. IGMS was established in 2005 and was the longest-living and last of the paywall online magazines.


  A similar situation occurred at Apex Magazine (apex-magazine.com), but instead of closing, editor Jason Sizemore announced that he was putting the magazine on indefinite hiatus after issue 120, with an Afrofuturism issue guest edited by Maurice Broaddus. “It comes down to health and economics and family,” he explained as he described recent medical issues and a desire to focus more time on his small press, Apex Books. “Lesley Conner and I have not turned our backs on genre short fiction. We plan to do an open call anthology each year that will contain nearly as many words of short fiction as a whole year’s worth of zines.” This isn’t the first time Apex has closed its door and I would not be surprised to see it return soon.


  Continuing the trend, Richard Flores announced in December that he was closing Factor Four Magazine (factorfourmag.com) after six issues spanning a period of roughly one year. Their final issue was in July. Factor Four focused on stories under 1500 words.


  Also in December, Future Science Fiction Digest (future-sf.com) editor Alex Svartsman announced that their sponsorship from the Future Affairs Administration had come to an end. “Together we were able to publish a considerable amount of excellent international fiction, and we thank FAA for their help and support as the magazine launched and found its footing. While FAA is still considering their options regarding any future partnerships with us, at this moment they’re not affiliated with the magazine.” Fortunately, Future SF has no plans to close, but the loss of funding has caused them to dial back their efforts. This resulted in their December issue being 20% the size of previous issues.


  One might look at this section so far and think terrible times are ahead, but it isn’t necessarily the case. Markets come and go all the time in science fiction, but that can be a feature rather than a bug. The loss of a few may increase subscriptions at others or create an opportunity for someone new. Many magazines continued to face the challenges of being a small literary business and are still with us. Examples of longevity include Science Fiction World (www.sfw.com.cn), the Chinese science fiction magazine with the world’s largest circulation for a genre fiction magazine, at forty in 2019; The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction at seventy; and Analog Science Fiction and Fact, the oldest continually operating SF magazine, which will celebrate ninety years in 2020.


  Last year, I noted that there appeared to be a batch of new print magazines making a go of it. Such ventures are complicated beasts, so it’s not surprising that I didn’t see many of those continue in 2019. However, we did have the launch of Infinite Worlds (infiniteworldsmagazine.com), a new limited-edition, print, throwback-style science fiction magazine in the spring. Two issues were published this year and the first issue of 2020 has been teased online.


  Asimov’s Science Fiction had another strong year and continued to demonstrate why it’s one of the leading science fiction magazines. Among their 2019 highlights were stories by Ian R. MacLeod, Tegan Moore, Ray Nayler, Suzanne Palmer, Mercurio D. Rivera, Carrie Vaughn, Kali Wallace, and E. Lily Yu.


  Analog Science Fiction and Fact approaches its big anniversary year with plans to apply a more retro cover design in 2020. In 2019, they published excellent stories by Marie Bilodeau, Craig DeLancey, Tom Green, and Alex Nevala-Lee.


  The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction had a pleasant mix of science fiction and fantasy stories in 2019. Some of my favorite stories were by Alex Irvine, Cassandra Khaw, Rich Larson, Lavie Tidhar, and Marie Vibbert.


  Clarkesworld Magazine happens to be the magazine I edit, so I’ll refrain from significant comment and say that some of my favorites this year include stories by Rebecca Campbell, R.S.A. Garcia, A.T. Greenblatt, Bo-Young Kim, Suzanne Palmer, and A Que. Our 2019 content was supplemented by a series of South Korean translations paid for by a grant from LTI Korea.


  In June 2019, Irene Gallo was promoted to Vice President, Publisher of Tor.com. This newly created role is dedicated to the Tor.com website and imprint. Many leading editors in the field are selecting the fiction for this site and imprint. Favorites from the two include works by Elizabeth Bear, S.L. Huang, KJ Kabza, Vylar Kaftan, Mary Robinette Kowal, Rich Larson, Ian McDonald, Annalee Newitz, and Alastair Reynolds.


  Lightspeed Magazine published a balance of science fiction and fantasy. Among the stronger works of science fiction were stories by Carolyn Ives Gilman, Dominica Phetteplace, and Caroline M. Yoachim.


  Uncanny Magazine published six issues and a Best of Uncanny anthology was published by Subterranean at the very end of the year. They published more fantasy than science fiction in 2019 and as in prior years, I thought that’s where the majority of their strongest stories lay. Maurice Broaddus contributes their strongest SF tale for the year.


  UK veteran science fiction magazine Interzone (ttapress.com/interzone) and sister magazine Black Static (ttapress.com/blackstatic) returned to their bimonthly schedule in 2019. My favorite story in Interzone this year was by Maria Haskins.


  Strange Horizons (strangehorizons.com), one of the oldest continually running online magazines, continued to publish issues on a weekly schedule. Sister magazine, Samovar (samovar.strangehorizons.com), is focused on translations and published three issues in 2019. This appears to be the only genre magazine that publishes translations alongside the story in its original language.


  GigaNotoSaurus (giganotosaurus.org) appeared to go on a temporary hiatus in 2019, publishing only six stories. Much to my pleasure, they returned to regular production and finished the year back on their monthly schedule.


  The list of existing genre magazines is quite lengthy, so I tend to keep the focus on those that had some important news or stories that impacted this project in some way. This should in no way imply that they are any less valuable to the field. Publications such as Abyss & Apex Magazine (abyssapexzine.com); Amazing Stories (amazingstoriesmag.com), Anathema (anathemamag.com); Andromeda Spaceways (andromedaspaceways.com); Aurealis, (aurealis.com.au); Cosmic Roots and Eldritch Shores (cosmicrootsandeldritchshores.com); Daily Science Fiction (dailysciencefiction.com), Diabolical Plots (diabolicalplots.com); DreamForge (dreamforgemagazine.com); Fireside Magazine (firesidefiction.com); Fiyah Magazine (fiyahlitmag.com); Fiction River (fictionriver.com); Flash Fiction Online (flashfictiononline.com); Galaxy’s Edge (galaxysedge.com); Helios Quarterly (heliosquarterly.com); James Gunn’s Ad Astra (adastrasf.com); Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet (smallbeerpress.com/lcrw); Mithila Review (mithilareview.com); Neo-Opsis (neo-opsis.ca); Omenana Magazine of Africa’s Speculative Fiction (omenana.com); On Spec (onspecmag.wordpress.com); Shoreline of Infinity (shorelineofinfinity.com); and so many more make up the wide array of flavors one can currently enjoy. You should sample them as well.


  Interesting science fiction can also be found outside the standard publishing ecosystem for such things. Future Tense Science Fiction, a partnership between Slate, New America, and Arizona State University, continued to publish an assortment of quality fiction from a variety of authors. A notable feature of this series is that each story is accompanied by a response essay from a professional working in a related field. My favorites from their 2019 lineup include stories by Indrapramit Das and Ken Liu.


  Shorter works can often be found at tech and science website Motherboard’s Terraform (motherboard.vice.com/terraform) and within the science magazine Nature as Nature Future (nature.com/nature/articles?type=futures). The New York Times even jumped into the fray with a new Op-Eds From the Future (nytimes.com/spotlight/future-oped) column featuring short works by a variety of names you may recognize.


  And let’s not forget the wealth of stories you can listen to in podcast form. Many of the magazines listed above (Asimov’s, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and Uncanny, for example) regularly make some or all of their stories available in audio. Other publications started in this format—though many are now making the text of stories available. Among these, The Escape Artists produce four of the more successful podcasts: Escape Pod, PodCastle (podcastle.org), PseudoPod (pseudopod.org), and Cast of Wonders (castofwonders.org). Other interesting fiction podcasts include Levar Burton Reads (levarburtonpodcast.com), The Drabblecast (drabblecast.org), Glittership (glittership.com), and StarShipSofa (starshipsofa.com).


  Anthologies and Collections


  There was an interesting assortment of anthologies this year. Five are represented by stories in this book, but it jumps to eleven when you include the recommended reading. If I had to pick my favorite, it would be Mission Critical, edited by Jonathan Strahan. It features some great stories by Tobias S. Buckell, Aliette de Bodard, Greg Egan, Yoon Ha Lee, and Peter Watts.


  On another day, I could have just as easily picked Current Futures, edited by Ann VanderMeer. In honor of World Oceans Day in June 2019, XPRIZE recruited Ann to work with eighteen science fiction authors and artists from all seven continents. The end result was an online anthology of original short stories set in a future when technology has helped unlock the secrets of the ocean. My favorites here include stories by Kameron Hurley, Gwyneth Jones, Karen Lord, Malka Older, and Vandana Singh.


  The Mythic Dream, edited by Dominik Parisien and Navah Wolfe, was a strong contender, even as a mixed genre anthology. The theme here focuses on reclaiming myths and features some excellent SF stories by John Chu, Indrapramit Das, and Ann Leckie.


  Broken Stars, edited by Ken Liu, a follow-up to his successful Invisible Planets, featured works by Chinese science fiction authors. Several of these are reprints, but well worth the price of admission. I was particularly pleased to see stories by Cixin Liu and Han Song that were these works’ first appearance in English.


  New Suns: Original Speculative Fiction by People of Color, edited by Nisi Shawl is a multi-genre anthology of works by emerging and seasoned writers of many races. It features a wide range of stories, with my favorite written by Tobias S. Buckell.


  The theme of politics was popular among anthologists this year. A People’s Future of the United States, edited by Victor LaValle and John Joseph Adams, features stories influenced by our deeply divided political times and explores new forms of freedom, love, and justice. I thought the best stories were by Charlie Jane Anders and Sam J. Miller. Do Not Go Quietly, edited by Jason Sizemore and Lesley Connor offered up an anthology of resistance stories. The best story here was by Karin Lowachee. And finally, If This Goes On, edited by Cat Rambo, assigned thirty writers to the task of projecting forward to see the effect of today’s politics and policies on our world a generation from now. My favorite here was by E. Lily Yu.


  Other anthologies of note include Deep Signal, edited by Eric Olive, an oversized and illustrated anthology of speculative fiction where the art is as important as the fiction. Features a strong story from Aliette de Bodard. The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction, edited by Tarun K. Saint, is exactly what the title suggests. It’s a good introduction to SF from that region, even if it can be a bit uneven in places. Vandana Singh’s contribution to this book is a high point. At the moment, it’s only available as an import. Wastelands: The New Apocalypse, edited by John Joseph Adams, continues along the post-apocalyptic path of the other Wastelands anthologies. If you enjoyed those, you’ll likely find something you like here. My favorite here was by Elizabeth Bear.


  That is hardly a complete list. My reading notes list at least a dozen other anthologies that contained original science fiction. While their stories may not have made this year’s lists, they still represent a valuable contribution to the field that I don’t want to diminish. Also important to the strength of the field are the many reprint anthologies published each year. With a few exceptions, this portion of the market is almost entirely the domain of the small press, indicating the important role they play in keeping older works in circulation.


  Several reprint anthologies cover the year’s best spectrum, like this one. In 2019, other such volumes that included science fiction were: The Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy 2020 edited by Rich Horton; The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year, Volume Thirteen edited by Jonathan Strahan (the last in this series); The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2019 edited by Carmen Maria Machado, series editor John Joseph Adams; The Year’s Best Military & Adventure SF: Volume 5 edited by David Afsharirad; Transcendent 4: The Year’s Best Transgender Speculative Fiction edited by Bogi Takács; and Best of British Science Fiction 2018 edited by Donna Scott. Of special note is Gardner Dozois’ final anthology, The Very Best of the Best: 35 Years of The Year’s Best Science Fiction, a fine contribution to his long career as an editor.


  Single author collections were again quite common in 2019, including slightly more than usual from the larger publishers. These most frequently consist of previous published stories, but do occasionally include new works. Some of the year’s most notable include: Exhalation: Stories by Ted Chiang; Of Wars, and Memories, and Starlight by Aliette de Bodard; Radicalized by Cory Doctorow; The Best of Greg Egan by Greg Egan; Meet Me in the Future by Kameron Hurley; Big Cat and Other Stories by Gwyneth Jones; Hexarchate Stories by Yoon Ha Lee; All Worlds Are Real by Susan Palwick; Sooner Or Later Everything Falls Into the Sea by Sarah Pinsker; and The Trans Space Octopus Congregation by Bogi Takács.


  The 2019 Scorecard


  My selections for this year include twenty-eight works, up two from last year. For those interested in tracking the sources of the stories selected:


  
    
      
      
      
    

    
      
        	
           

        

        	
          Stories Included

        

        	
          Percentage

        
      


      
        	
          Magazines

        

        	
          16

        

        	
          57.143%

        
      


      
        	
          Anthologies

        

        	
          10

        

        	
          35.714%

        
      


      
        	
          Collections
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          Standalone

        

        	
          2

        

        	
          7.143%

        
      

    
  


  These categories represent a total of fourteen difference sources, which is three less than last year. This resulted in a drop of one in the magazine, anthology, and collection categories. If you care to break down the magazines by those that offer free online editions and those that don’t, the online publications had ten (down one) of the sixteen mentioned above.


  Standalone works are those that were published on their own and not connected to any of the other categories. There were none included in last year’s list.


  Short stories (under 7500 words) and novelettes (under 17500 words) were much more balanced this year with thirteen each. In 2018, there were eighteen and eleven respectively. Novellas (under 40000 words) decreased from three to two.


  And from my Recommended Reading List:
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  I’ve added “other” to this listing because I’m not entirely sure how I’d like to categorize something that has been posted to someone’s Patreon account. It would be easy to argue that these are either standalone, part of an unofficial collection, or even a single-author magazine, depending on your perspective. Given that, it seemed prudent to leave it separate for now.


  There were fifty-four stories on the recommended reading list last year and only forty-five this year. Magazines dropped by one and anthologies by four. Collections increased by two and standalone dropped by seven. The standalone category was the only surprise and I suspect that had more to do with the genre makeup of the 2019 catalog than anything else.


  Between the recommended stories and those included in this book, that’s seven fewer stories overall. That said, I’m not left with the sense that the difference was reflective of any core differences in quality between the two years. Even the decline in the variety of markets represented is less worrisome when broken down by type. It feels safe to say that such fluctuations are a normal part of the year-to-year state of the market.


  The International Effect


  Last year, I made a point of highlighting how an increasing number of authors from outside the US, Canada, UK, and Australia writing communities were finding their way into English-language magazines and anthologies with increasing frequency. As an editor and reader, I see this as cause for celebration. As I said then, science fiction is at its best when it is incorporating and challenged by new ideas and perspectives. This recent influx will be of benefit to the future of the field both domestic and abroad.


  Although efforts to broaden the market to include more works from around the world—including those written in English and translations—have happened on and off for decades, it appears as though this time around, it’s succeeding. There’s much speculation as to why things are different now. You can certainly credit some of this to the rise of digital submissions making it easier for international authors to submit work and, as before, it has dedicated individuals, like Ken Liu, who have championed or inspired. A more obvious difference is that this time around, there’s an effort to make international works part of magazines and anthologies not specifically dedicated to them. Those theme anthologies still happen, but they are greatly assisted by the presence of these authors across the greater sphere of short fiction projects. It’s becoming more difficult to find magazines that haven’t published works in any works in translation in recent times.


  Notable anthologies highlighting international or translated science fiction in 2019 include: Broken Stars: Contemporary Chinese Science Fiction in Translation edited by Ken Liu; Readymade Bodhisatva (South Korean SF) edited by Sunyoung Park and Sang Joon Park; Palestine +100 edited by Basma Ghalayini; Sunspot Jungle volumes 1 & 2 edited by Bill Campbell; The Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction edited by Tarun K. Saint; and Best Asian Short Stories 2019 edited by Hisham Bustani.


  Notable 2019 Awards


  The 77th World Science Fiction Convention, Dublin 2019, was held in Dublin, Ireland, from August 15th to August 19th, 2019. The 2019 Hugo Awards, presented at Worldcon 77, were: Best Novel, The Calculating Stars, by Mary Robinette Kowal; Best Novella, Artificial Condition by Martha Wells; Best Novelette, “If at First You Don’t Succeed, Try, Try Again,” by Zen Cho; Best Short Story, “A Witch’s Guide to Escape: A Practical Compendium of Portal Fantasies,” by Alix E. Harrow; Best Series, Wayfarers, by Becky Chambers; Best Graphic Story, Monstress, Volume 3: Haven, written by Marjorie M. Liu, illustrated by Sana Takeda; Best Related Work, Archive of Our Own, a project of the Organization for Transformative Works; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, Navah Wolfe; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, Gardner Dozois; Best Professional Artist, Charles Vess; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), The Good Place: “Janet(s),”; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse; Best Semiprozine, Uncanny; Best Fanzine, Lady Business; Best Fancast, Our Opinions Are Correct; Best Fan Writer, Foz Meadows; Best Fan Artist, Likhain (Mia Sereno); Best Art Book, The Books of Earthsea: The Complete Illustrated Edition, illustrated by Charles Vess, written by Ursula K. Le Guin; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer, Jeannette Ng and Lodestar Award for Best Young Adult Book, Children of Blood and Bone, by Tomi Adeyemi.


  The 2018 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Marriott Warner Center, Woodland Hills, CA, on May 18, 2019, were: Best Novel, The Calculating Stars, by Mary Robinette Kowal; Best Novella, The Tea Master and the Detective, by Aliette de Bodard; Best Novelette, “The Only Harmless Great Thing,” by Brooke Bolander; Best Short Story, “The Secret Lives of the Nine Negro Teeth of George Washington,” by Phenderson Djèlí Clark; Best Game Writing, Black Mirror: Bandersnatch; Ray Bradbury Award, Spider-Man: Into the Spider-Verse; the Andre Norton Award to Children of Blood and Bone, by Tomi Adeyemi; the Kate Wilhelm Solstice Award to Nisi Shawl and Neil Clarke; the Kevin O’ Donnell Jr. Service to SFWA Award to Lee Martindale; and the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award to William Gibson.


  There was a bit of a controversy surrounding the Nebula Awards this year. A group of self-published SFWA members promoted several works in a way that felt very similar to the slates that caused so many problems with the Hugo Awards earlier in the decade. The Hugo Award rules have since been modified to make it more difficult for that method to be effective, but the SFWA didn’t have (and hasn’t added) a similar countermeasure. The person responsible for the “slate” has since apologized, claiming that they didn’t mean it the way it was perceived by the community at large. None of the finalists who were connected to this list withdrew their nominations, nor were any of them among this year’s winners.


  The 2019 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet on November 3, 2019, at the Marriott Los Angeles Airport Hotel in Los Angeles CA, during the Forty-fifth Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel, Witchmark, by C.L. Polk; Best Novella, “The Privilege of the Happy Ending,” by Kij Johnson; Best Short Fiction (tie), “Ten Deals with the Indigo Snake,” by Mel Kassel and “Like a River Loves the Sky,” by Emma Törzs; Best Collection, The Tangled Lands, by Paolo Bacigalupi & Tobias S. Buckell; Best Anthology, Worlds Seen in Passing, edited by Irene Gallo; Best Artist, Rovina Cai; Special Award (Professional), to Huw Lewis-Jones for The Writer’s Map: An Atlas of Imaginary Lands; Special Award (Non-Professional), to Scott H. Andrews, for Beneath Ceaseless Skies. Plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to Hayao Miyazaki and Jack Zipes.


  The 2019 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by: Blackfish City by Sam J. Miller.


  The 2018 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by: “When Robot and Crow Saved East St. Louis” by Annalee Newitz.


  The 2019 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to: Theory of Bastards by Audrey Schulman.


  The 2019 Arthur C. Clarke Award was won by: Rosewater by Tade Thompson.


  The 2018 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by: “They Will Dream In the Garden,” by Gabriela Damián Miravete and translated by Adrian Demopulos.


  The 2018 Sidewise Award for Alternate History went to (Long Form): The Calculating Stars, by Mary Robinette Kowal and (Short Form): Codex Valtierra by Oscar (Xiu) Ramirez & Emmanuel Valtierra. A special achievement award was presented by Eric Flint.


  The 2019 WSFA Small Press Award: “The Thing in the Walls Wants Your Small Change” by Virginia M. Mohlere.


  In Memoriam


  Among those the field lost in 2019 are:


  Gene Wolfe, SFWA Grand Master, Science Fiction Hall of Fame inductee, winner of two Nebula Awards, four World Fantasy Awards, six Locus Awards, a Campbell Award, a BSFA Award, and many other honors, author of The Book of the New Sun series; Janet Asimov, author of several novels, including collaborations with her husband, Isaac; Carrie Richerson, author and two-time Campbell Award finalist; Alexander Siletsky, Belarusian author of primarily short fiction; Robert S. Friedman, publisher at The Donning Company and Rainbow Ridge Books; Michaelene Pendleton, short story author and copy editor; Carol Emshwiller, author, winner of the World Fantasy Lifetime Achievement award, winner of the World Fantasy Award, Philip K. Dick Award, and a two-time winner of Nebula Award; Allan Cole, author and frequent collaborator with Chris Bunch on the Sten series, television writer for shows such as The Incredible Hunk and Buck Rogers in the 25th Century; Adrish Bardhan, Bengali editor of India’s first science fiction magazine, recipient of the Sudhindranath Raha Award; Dennis Etchison, author, recipient of the Stoker Lifetime Achievement Award, winner of the British Fantasy Award and the World Fantasy Award; Milan Asadurov, author, translator, and founder of the Galaxy imprint in Bulgaria; Yoshio Kabayashi, Japanese editor and translator; Paul Abbamondi, short story author and comic artist. Paul also worked for me as a slush reader in the early days of Clarkesworld; Barry Hughart, author and winner of the World Fantasy Award; J. Neil Schulman, author and winner of the Prometheus Award; Robert N. Stephenson author, editor, and anthologist, winner of the Aurealis Award; Betty Ballantine, publisher and founder of several publishing houses, helped introduce mass market paperbacks to the US, inductee of the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, recipient of the President’s Award from SFWA, a World Fantasy Lifetime Achievement award, and a Special Committee Award at the 2006 Worldcon; Mikhail Achmanov, Russian author and translator, winner of the Alexander Belyaev Literary Prize; Brad Linaweaver, author, two-time winner of Prometheus Award, winner of the Phoenix Award; Melissa C. Michaels, author and SFWA’s first webmaster; Katherine MacLean, author, winner of the Nebula and Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Awards; Terrance Dicks, author, screenwriter, and script editor; Andrzej Polkowski, Polish translator; Michael Blumlein, author, nominated for the World Fantasy Award, the Stoker, and the Tiptree Award; Gahan Wilson, artist, author, recipient of the World Fantasy Lifetime Achievement Award; Vonda N. McIntyre, author, winner of the Hugo Award, three Nebula Awards, the Service to SFWA award, and the Clareson Award, founder of the Clarion West Writers Workshop.


  In Closing


  I always try to end these introductions on a positive note. The above list of people we loved and lost in 2019 makes that a bit more challenging, but as we mourn those who have left us, we also celebrate the new writers making their way through the field.


  Each year, I try to single out a new/new-ish author that has impressed me and I believe to be someone you should be paying attention to. This year, I’ve selected the author who penned the last story in this book, A.T. Greenblatt. To be fair, I’m really stretching things by even calling her new-ish, but I think her inclusion is more than warranted. Aliza first started publishing her stories in 2010, but in the last few years her work has been consistently catching my eye. There’s definitely something important going on there and I believe we’ve only just begun to see the heights she is capable of. I can’t wait to read what comes next and encourage you to track down her work too.


  
    Suzanne Palmer is an award-winning and acclaimed writer of science fiction. In 2018, she won a Hugo Award for Best Novelette for “The Secret Life of Bots.” Her short fiction has won readers’ awards for Asimov’s, Analog, and Interzone magazines, and has been included in the Locus Recommended Reading List. Her work has also been features in numerous anthologies, and she has twice been a finalist for the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award and once for the Eugie M. Foster Memorial Award. In May, DAW Books published the second book in her Finder’s Chronicles series, Driving the Deep. She currently lives in western Massachusetts and is a Linux and database system administrator at Smith College. You can find her online at zanzjan.net and on Twitter at @zanzjan.

  


  THE PAINTER OF TREES


  Suzanne Palmer


  I go down to the gate, swipe my security pass, and step through the ten-meter tall, still-opening doors into the last of the wild lands. I remove my boots at the threshold and set them on a rack for that purpose, then carefully wash my feet from the basin of rainwater, still chill from the night before. When the doors have closed and sealed again, I remove my clothes. There is no one on this side of the wall to see who would take either advantage or offense at my nakedness. I wash my body from the same basin, shivering from the shock of the cold, before I remove the plain linen cloth from its hook above the rack and wrap it around myself. And then I walk down the path to find the painter of trees.


  The path curves over a small slope and then down a kilometer or so to the glade at the edge of a forest. The vegetation changes around me as I walk, from the familiar sharp-bladed grasses that have crept over the wall and seeded themselves along its perimeter, to the tiny, delicate frills of blue-green of the grass that first grew here, now in forced retreat. I know how soft they would be under my bare feet, how they would tickle, but also how easily they will crush and die, and though I know I will surely give into temptation one last time before they are gone forever, this time I keep to the stones.


  The trees here are, outwardly, very similar to the trees of home, except for their smooth exteriors and symmetrical branching. Their leaves are wide, gold-green, open cones, grouped in threes at the end of each stem, which catch and hold rain for a long while after a storm. Cut a tree open, though, and you find neither rings nor wood at all, but hexagonal cells all tucked neatly together, larger the closer to the center they are. Each one is capable, if broken free, of starting a new tree by itself, but together they each serve different functions, observed to change over time as both external conditions and each cell’s internal position in the whole changes.


  Mathematically, structurally, the trees are beautiful as they are naturally. Among them there are flashes of bright color, vibrant pigments carefully etched into shallow scratches in the trunks forming intricate, hypnotic patterns, no two the same, none less compelling than the others. There have been days I have spent hours staring at them, or at our archived 3-D images, and always there is that sense that some vast understanding of the meaning of being is just there, in the lines, waiting for me to finally understand.


  From here, I can see signs the trees are dying.


  The small valley has a river that winds through it, and I cross a bridge made of carefully placed stones to the far side. I can see the large stick-ball nests up in the canopy above, fewer with each visit, and I can smell smoke.


  I find Tski tending to the fire as one of the nest balls, carefully extricated from its perch in the trees above and set upon stones, crackles and hisses in flame.


  Tski sees me, and turns toward me—the Ofti don’t have heads, per se, with all the functions we think of as specific to heads integrated in with the rest of their singular, horizontal lump of a body the same color as the leaves above. It stands atop nine legs—it lost three in an accident, it told me once—that are fine, graceful arcs that end in three pieces that can come together as a sharp, dangerous point, or open to function like fingers.


  I sit on the ground, eye level with it. After a while it speaks, a complex series of whistles, clicks, and trills, that my implant decodes for me.


  “I am sorry that Ceye has died,” I say, and the implant moments later returns that in Tski’s own language.


  “Ceye ate the new grasses and became sick,” Tski tells me. “Ceye was afraid we would starve when the old grasses are gone, with your wall between us and other meadows.”


  There are no other meadows, though; that is why there is a wall. It was carefully placed so that you can’t see it from here, in the heart of the forest valley, but that was before we knew the animals here were intelligent tree-dwellers and could likely see from the canopy. But still, they cannot see over it, which is for the best.


  Tski swivels its body again, back and forth for a few long minutes. It is thinking. “Do your people eat the new grasses?” it asked at last.


  “No,” I say, because we do not.


  “Then why did you bring them?”


  “It is part of our native ecosystem,” I explain.


  “Even the soil and the air do not taste right any longer,” Tski says, and it picks up a stick with its tiny finger-blades and pokes the fire.


  In the silence, I look around the glade. “Where are the others?”


  “Desperate,” Tski says. “They have gone to look for hope.”


  There is no response to give to that. “Will you paint Ceye’s tree?” I ask instead.


  “When her nest is cold ash, and I can mix it with the colors,” Tski says. “Only then will I paint. I am almost out of warm-sky-midday-blue, which we traveled to meadow-by-the-five-hills to obtain. I am too old to go, and only Ceye also knew the way. Unless you also could go?”


  “I can’t,” I say. Because it is not there, but also because even if it was, it is not something the council would accept. There is no way forward except forward, they would admonish me, no path to success without steadiness of thought, purpose, and action.


  The burning nest has collapsed down into itself, its once-intricate woven structure now a chaos of ember and ash.


  “It does not matter,” Tski says at last. “There are only the three others and myself left now, and there will be no one to paint for the last of us that goes.”


  The Ofti pokes the fire a few more times, then lays its stick carefully aside. “Tomorrow,” it says.


  “May I come watch?”


  “I cannot stop you,” Tski says.


  “If you could, would you?”


  “Yes. But it is too late now. You are strange, squishy people and you move as if you are always in the act of falling, but instead it is everyone around you who falls and does not rise again,” Tski says. “And so it will also be with us.”


  “Yes,” I answer in turn. It is a good summation of who we are, and what we do: we are teeth on a cog, always moving forward and doing our part until we fall away and the next tooth takes up our work in turn.


  I get up from the ground, my legs stiff, and stretch. “Tomorrow, then.”


  I make the walk back to the gate without looking back, but my thoughts drag on me.


  The Council members wait for the beginning chime, and all take their seats around the table with precise synchronicity, so that no one is ahead, no one is behind. The table is circular and is inlaid with a stylized copper cog design, so that each member is reminded that the way forward for each of them is with the others. This is how steadiness of purpose is maintained.


  And hatred, Joesla thinks, as each face opposite perfectly reflects the righteous moral bankruptcy of their own. “I propose, with some urgency, that we take whatever steps are necessary to preserve the remaining Ofti population and environs before it is lost forever.”


  “We already have extensive samples—” Tauso, to her left, says. He is the biological archivist, and his expression suggests he has found a personal criticism in her words.


  “Forgive me, your collection is unassailable in its diligence and scope. I was speaking in regards to the still-living population,” Joesla interrupts.


  “It is already too late.” Motas speaks from directly across the table. There is no leader among them by consensus, but Motas—always rigid, always perfect in his adherence to the letter of their laws—leads them anyway. “There are only four left; they no longer have sufficient genetic diversity to survive, even if we did find some way to insulate them from the planetary terraforming changes.”


  “With Tauso’s collection, we could bolster their gene pool,” Joesla says.


  “To what end? A great expenditure of effort and resources for something that gives us nothing in return? Your proposal is backwards thinking,” Motas says.


  “Not for the Ofti,” Joesla counters. “They have a unique culture and language that should not be discarded so hastily. I know it has been a long time since any of you have spent time among them, but—”


  “The Ofti have no future. They are already gone, but for a few final moments,” Motas interrupts. “Does anyone here second Joesla’s proposal that we abandon our own guiding principles for this lost cause?”


  Many should, but none will or do. Tauso does not meet Joesla’s eyes—and why should he, she thinks bitterly, when he has what he is required to save already? His silence is a betrayal of both her and himself.


  “The matter is settled, then,” Motas declares. “Forward.”


  “Forward,” some portion of the council responds, some with enthusiasm, some less so. Tauso is silent with Joesla, but it is too late, too small a gesture in the face of his earlier cowardice, and she will not forgive him this day. Now there is a necessary discussion of high-speed rail lines, anticipated crop yields in the newly reformed soil, and planning for the next wave of colonists; they cannot linger for one member’s wasteful, wasted regret.


  There is smoke rising from the glade again. I try not to hurry down the path—I remind myself that I am an observer here, nothing more—but if my steps are quicker than usual, who would there be to accuse me? No one else comes here.


  Tski is hopping back and forth unsteadily, whether because of its missing legs or its great agitation, beside a large, roaring bonfire. It does not have its tending stick, and the flames spark and flare and crackle with uncontrolled abandon. Dimly within the bright fire I can make out three shapes, three nest balls.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  It takes several minutes for my translator to make sense of Tski’s distressed whistles, but at last it speaks: “The others walked the circumference of the wall, back to where they started, and found no cause for hope. They have returned home and burned themselves. I tried to stop them, but I could not.”


  I see now its awkwardness of movement is because many of its remaining legs are burned.


  I do not know what to do.


  “Sesh. Awsa. Eesn. That was their names,” Tski says. “Awsa and Eesn were children of my children. They should be here with their long lives ahead to remember my last days, and not this.”


  “I am sorry,” I say.


  “Are you?” Tski asks. The fires still rage, and some of the native grass beside the stones has caught, but the Ofti either does not notice or ignores this. Does it matter which?


  “I don’t know,” I say. Through the wavering heat and smoke, I can see that Tski had started already to paint Ceye’s tree, no doubt wanting to get it done before I could arrive and be an unwelcome witness. It must have been doing that when the others returned to end their lives, as there are leaves on the ground around the base of the trunk, their cones filled with different colors, and I can see the silvery lines of etching up the tree trunk that had not yet been filled. The effect is still mesmerizing, even so unfinished, and I feel momentarily lost in it again. Then the realization strikes me: with its legs burned, Tski will not be able to finish the painting, will not take me that one step closer to elusive understanding. And at that, my heart catches in my throat, and I feel now the loss that Joesla had warned us of like a million cuts in my skin. Too late, too late!


  “Can I help you paint?” I ask.


  It is the wrong thing to say. “Go!” Tski cries. “These are not here for you, for your eyes or alien thoughts. These are our memories, made in love of one another, a declaration for future generations, and you have destroyed us. Leave now and do not return.”


  I stand there for a while. Tski watches the fires burn, and does not move to tend it, nor to throw itself upon it. The thought that Tski might burn the grove down once I am gone keeps me there longer, until at last the burning nests have been consumed and the grassfire has died out, leaving a three-meter blackened, jagged scar on the land, an indelible fracture that will never grow back.


  Tski makes a sound that the translation implant cannot work with, perhaps because it is not a word, just inarticulate grief. I should not have come, should not have stayed this long. These conversations with Tski have not been forward-thinking, and I know this, and knew better, but yet I came. It is a defect in my commitment to my own people that I let strangeness and novelty tempt me.


  “I am sorry,” I say again, and this time I leave.


  I stay on the path, even though my feet want to walk upon the native grasses one last time, because I am certain I will not come again.


  At the gate, I leave my linen shift, bathe again with the lukewarm water, and when the sun and meager breeze has left my skin chill and mostly dry I dress and gather my things and put my real life back on.


  The gates open, and despite a life of training and my commitment to our ways and philosophies, this time I look back.


  Tski is coming up the path toward me. It is moving with difficulty and obvious pain, made the worse by the urgency with which it is trying to catch up to me. I should not have looked back, should now turn and step through the gate and close the doors for this last time, but I cannot.


  Tski stops a few meters from me, and almost collapses before it gathers its strength to stand tall again. “Show me,” it says.


  “What?” I ask. I do not understand.


  “Show me what is now outside this wall, where once my children played and ran and climbed. Show me what you have done with my world, what you have that is so much better than us.”


  On my side of the wall, it is city under construction, a thousand identical structures for ten thousand people, all looking only forward, in the direction we, the council, point. There is no art, no individual movement away from the whole, nothing rare to puzzle over. It is an existence I am proud of, and proud of my part in, but it is only for us and I do not want to explain or justify any of it, nor have to face the council and explain myself.


  “No,” I say.


  “Could you stop me?” Tski asks.


  “Yes,” I say.


  “Would you, if you could?”


  “Yes,” I say again.


  “Then stop me,” Tski says, and it steps around me and heads toward the gates.


  I take the small gun from my bag. All council members carry one for protection, for moments of dispensing justice, and although I have never used it except in training, it is solid and comfortable in my hand, and with it I kill Tski.


  It crumples, and becomes still, and in the removal of its animation it becomes just a thing, a leftover bit of debris from this world that has been repurposed. Now, I can turn my back and proceed through the gates and return to this city of ours, and be whole and compliant in forward-thinking again.


  Joesla speaks barely a moment after the council chime has rung and everyone has settled in their seats. “The Ofti are extinct,” she says. “Three of the remaining population appear to have self-immolated, and the last was found dead at the exterior gates with significant burns. I recommend a necropsy to determine the cause.”


  “Surely it must have succumbed to the burns?” Motas says.


  “There may be things we can learn—”


  “Counselor Tauso, do we have any incomplete biological or behavioral data that could still be obtained from this specimen, if retrieved?” Motas asks.


  Tauso looks miserable. His eyes are puffy, as if he has been crying, though none would ask and none would admit such a thing in his place. Tears only ever serve the past. “No,” he says, his voice barely a whisper, then he speaks again louder and more firmly. “No.”


  “Then what would you propose we learn from such a procedure, Counselor Joesla? Its death is sooner than we would have anticipated, but it was also inevitable, and its cause does seem self-evident.”


  I want to know why it crawled all that way, after being burned, to die at our gate, Joesla wants to say, but Motas is right, for all she hates it. The Ofti was old and injured. There is no purpose now, nothing to be gained, and whatever the Ofti wanted in its last moments was already lost to them. “I feel it would be a matter of completeness of record,” she says instead.


  “So noted,” Motas says. “Does anyone second that proposal?”


  There are hesitations, shared looks, mutual avoidance, but in the end, predictably, no one does.


  “There is the matter of the grove and it surrounding lands,” Avel brings up, from Joesla’s right. “We had spoken about keeping it as is, as an educational, historical attraction. If we wish to do so, we should act now before the remaining grass and trees deteriorate further; it would only be a matter of a week or two of work to encase everything individually so they are preserved in their current state.”


  “It is a waste of space that could be used for something productive,” Banad speaks up.


  “I would vote for preservation,” Joesla says.


  “As would I,” Tauso adds.


  Motas turns to Avel. “I propose you bring the full details of a preservation project to our next meeting, so we may view and assess its merits and costs objectively. Banad, if you have an alternate proposal, then likewise we need all the relevant specifics and an objective justification for why it is a better use of the space. Does anyone second me?”


  Tauso nods, and swallows. “I do,” he says.


  “Good. Forward,” Motas says, and then they adjourn.


  The grove looks the same as the last time I was here, but it feels empty.


  It has not rained here in weeks—the moisture-laden clouds were needed elsewhere, with our fledgling farms—so the ash and small remains of the three burned nests have not washed away. I walk around them to where Tski had set up his leaves of paint, and I sit in front of them, and I look at the trees, dozens and dozens of them, here and in the forest behind, many freshly painted, many more marking the fading record of thousands of generations gone.


  I still do not comprehend my own attraction, how this uncivilized, unrefined, unforward art can feel so alive, so in the moment, so connecting. So utterly alien. Perhaps it is the simple act of remembering the dead, when I come from a people where to mourn, to grieve, to remember those who are no longer part of the future, is the most foolish backward thinking of all.


  Yet it is the painted trees that keep drawing me here, and they are still here; Tski was, ultimately, an obstacle to my full and peaceful enjoyment of them. Surely, though none of this would exist without the Ofti, now it is ours. Mine.


  There is pride and relief as I think this, and also a deep shame that feels wrapped around the core of my being. Guilt is a backwards emotion and I disavow that shame, even if it will not leave me be. Instead, I find that the more I study them, the more the designs on the trees seem to be mocking me, forever locked away from my comprehension. Tski must have followed me, made me kill it, because it knew that by doing so it would steal this from me.


  The worst is the half-finished memorial on Ceye’s tree. I should have stayed here that day and forced Tski back to work, forced it to finish this last tree, so that I could have the whole now, and walk away satisfied that I missed and lost nothing. But it is broken, like Tski is broken, and it is Tski’s doing that both should be so.


  Forward, then.


  I did not change my clothes nor leave my things at the gate; there is no fear of bringing microorganisms with me that could damage what is already, functionally, administratively dead. From my bag I take out blue paint that I had made in one of our autofab units. Holding it now against the blue in Tski’s leaf, I see mine is darker, not the right shade at all. But it will be close enough! Blue is blue. I use my fingers and I rub it on Ceye’s tree, press it into the scratches Tski left with my fingertips, until, breathing heavily from the exertion, I stand back again to admire my own accomplishment.


  It is a mess, an inarticulate, artless smear.


  I take several deep breaths, and then I go back in and I try again, using my fingernails instead of fingertips, trying to work with the flow of the lines, trying to find how it is supposed to go. I chip my nails, and several bleed before I give up, recap my jar of paint, and stand back to see that I have just made it worse.


  I do not understand how I—I!—could fail at this frivolous thing that some dead animal moldering in the grass up the hill could comprehend and encompass. I had thought, in my arrogance, in my superior thinking, that after my practice on Ceye’s tree I would for my last act here paint Tski’s tree, and no one would ever know it was me. And thus I would be preserved, and every one of my people who looked here for generations would remember me, even if they did not know they did so. Then I would not just be one undifferentiated tooth on a cog gear, turning forward, resisting backward with all the others, but a fixed point.


  I feel in that instant that all I have accomplished is to immortalize my own foolishness, to forever diminish everything I have ever reliably and competently accomplished under a shadow of mockery. Furious—at myself, at Tski for forcing my hand, at this entire planet—I throw down my jar of paint. I had sealed it, but it hits one of the rocks just right (just wrong!) and shatters, and paint droplets fly everywhere—not just onto the disaster I’ve made of Ceye’s tree, but onto others nearby.


  “No!” I cry out loud, and I sink to my knees in the dying grasses and am consumed by my own rage and horror.


  Joesla stands, trying not to shift impatiently from foot to foot, waiting for the rest of the council to arrive. She is early, but not by much. Banad was already here, clutching his report pad to his chest as if to protect his ambitions from her judging eyes. She has prepared her own argument to back up Avel’s, in case he does not make a compelling enough case on his own against Banad. So much has been lost already, she thinks, but if I can save the tiny fraction left, I will.


  One by one others arrive, but other than the sounds of their movement, the chamber remains silent. It is a recognition, she likes to think, of the weighty day ahead of them.


  Right at the hour bell the doors slide open again, and Motas comes in, moving more quickly than his usual ponderous and insufferably formal gait, and there is something in his expression she has never seen before. As she tries to untangle and define what is new there, she is distracted by something else: his hands are, inexplicably, stained blue.


  “Motas—” she begins to ask, and he visibly flinches at the sound of his own name.


  Behind him, Tauso, last of the council to arrive, runs into the chamber. He is heaving for breath, his face red with sweat and something more, something the opposite of Motas’.


  “The Ofti grove!” he shouts. “It’s on fire! Arson! The whole forest has gone up!”


  Everyone turns just as the council chime sounds, and the acrid smell of smoke drifts in through the doors behind Tauso, a ghost with the swagger of an uninvited guest and accusations of murder on its breath, and it settles itself around a shivering Motas like a linen shroud.


  
    N(ora). K. Jemisin is a New York Times-bestselling author of speculative fiction short stories and novels, who lives and writes in Brooklyn, NY. In 2018, she became the first author to win three Best Novel Hugos in a row for her Broken Earth trilogy. She has also won a Nebula Award, three Locus Awards, and a number of other honors.
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  EMERGENCY SKIN


  N.K. Jemisin


  You are our instrument.


  Beautiful you. Everything that could be given to you to improve on the human design, you possess. Stronger muscles. Finer motor control. A mind unimpeded by the vagaries of organic dysfunction and bolstered by generations of high-intelligence breeding. Here is what you’ll look like when your time comes. Note the noble brow, the classical patrician features, the lean musculature, the long penis and thighs. That hair color is called “blond.” [Please reference: hair variations.] Are you not magnificent? Or you will be, someday. But first, you must earn your beauty.


  We should begin with a briefing, since you’re now authorized for Information Level Secret. On its face, this mission is simple: return to the ruined planet Tellus, from which mankind originates. When our Founders realized the world was dying, they built the Muskos-Mercer Drive in secret. Then our ancestors bent the rules of light and fled to a new world circling another sun, so that something of humanity—the best of it—would survive. We’ll use the MMD, much improved by our technorati over the years, to return to that world. The journey, from your perspective, will take days. When you return, years will have passed. How brave you are to walk in your forefathers’ footsteps!


  No, there’s no one left alive on Tellus. The planet was in full environmental collapse across every biome when our people left. There were just too many people, and too many of those were unfit, infirm, too old, or too young. Even the physically ideal ones were slow thinkers, timid spirits. There was not enough collective innovation or strength of will between them to solve the problems Tellus faced, and so we did the only merciful thing we could: we left them behind.


  Of course that was mercy. Do you think your ancestors wanted to leave billions of people to starve and suffocate and drown? It was simply that our new home could support only a few.


  Tellus is nearly a thousand light-years from home, meaning that the light we receive from that world is hundreds of years old. We cannot directly observe it in real time—but we knew the fate that awaited it. Tellus is by now a graveyard world. We expect that its seas have become acidic and barren, its atmosphere a choking mix of carbon dioxide and methane. Its rain cycle will have long since dried up. It will be terrible to walk through this graveyard, and dangerous. You’ll find toxic drowned cities, still-burning underground coal fires, melted-down nuclear plants. Yet the worst of it might be seeing our past greatness, on this world that was once so ideal. Mankind could build high into the sky, there where the gravity wasn’t as heavy. We could build all over the planet because it was not tidally locked. [Please reference: night.] Look at the names whenever you find them on buildings or debris. You’ll see the forebears of our Founder clans—all the great men who spent the last decades of that planet’s life amassing the resources and technology necessary to save the best of mankind. If for no other reason, this world should be honored because it nurtured them.


  To ensure success, and your mental health during extended isolation, we have equipped you with ourselves—a dynamic-matrix consensus intelligence encapsulating the ideals and blessed rationality of our Founders. We are implanted in your mind and will travel with you everywhere. We are your companion, and your conscience. We will provide essential data about the planet as a survival aid. Via your composite, we can administer critical first aid as required. And should you suffer a composite breach or similar emergency, we are programmed to authorize adaptive action.


  [Reference request denied.] You don’t need to know about that yet. Please focus, and limit your curiosity. All that matters is the mission.


  You can’t fail. It’s too important. But rest assured: you have the best of us inside you, enveloping you, keeping you safe and true. You are not alone. You will prevail.


  Are you awake? We’ve reached the outermost edges of the Sol system. Almost there.


  Curious. Spectroscopy shows the space around Tellus as clear. It was clogged with debris when we left.


  And stranger: no radio waves. Our home is too far away to detect any of the decades’ worth of audio and visual signals that our species once beamed into space—well, no, not really on purpose. It’s just that no one knew how not to do it. Once we worried that such signals would eventually alert hostile alien species to our presence . . . but that isn’t a problem anymore.


  As we approached the system, we were bathed in those waves—music, entertainment programs, long-expired warnings and commands . . . No, we don’t advise listening. At this point it’s just noise pollution. But we expected the noise, spreading throughout the universe in an ever-expanding bubble that we suppose will be Tellus’s final epitaph. Silence in the bubble’s wake, of course; the silence of the tomb. But still not truly silent, because there were too many automated things on and around Tellus that should have survived for at least another millennium. For example, the satellites that should still be, and aren’t, in orbit.


  Most curious.


  Well. Astra inclinant, sed non obligant; while naturally we had certain expectations for how this mission would go, we aren’t infallible. That’s why we didn’t send a bot on this mission, after all; human beings are better than AI at handling the unexpected. You must simply be prepared for anything.


  No, that isn’t right, atmospheric analysis can’t possibly be that far off our models. It’s far more likely that we caught some debris during the near-Saturn pass, which damaged the ship’s enhanced spectrometer. None of these readings make sense.


  Please prepare for EVA and sensor repair. Adjusting your composite for deep-space radiation shielding. You wanted a better look at Saturn; now you’ll get to see it without the ship in the way.


  This . . . cannot be.


  That is movement. Those are lights. There should be clear signs of eco-collapse. It had already begun when the Founders left—but compare the geographic maps we have stored against what’s there now. See that branching line in the southwestern portion of the continent? That was, is, the Colorado River. The maps show that it was dry when our ancestors left. Millions died trying to migrate east and north to where there might be more water. Countless species went extinct. But there’s the river, flowing again.


  That entire coastline should be gone. That state should be gone. That archipelago. The ice caps—here they are again. Different. New, but enough to reverse sea-level rise. How can this have happened?


  [State: deprecated term for a geopolitical construct. No need to reference.]


  Yes, you’re right. Many, many more than home. At home, we maintain only as many people as we can safely sustain: six thousand total, including servi and mercennarii. Here, there must be millions. Billions. The old pattern, too many people—and yet the air is clear. The seas are cleaner than when we left.


  We don’t know.


  We were not prepared for this eventuality. Please wait while we calculate a new consensus—


  Yes, the mission is still paramount. Yes, we still require the target samples to formulate new—


  Yes—


  No, our world will not survive without those samples.


  We advise delay and study.


  Certainly you may reject our advice, but—


  Ah, but they bred you bold, didn’t they. Like the Founders, who would never have survived without the courage to be ruthless as well as sensible. Very well.


  The people of Tellus will not be as beautifully ruthless as you. However they’ve survived, whatever fluke has worked in their favor, never forget their quintessential inferiority. They lacked the intelligence to choose rationality over sentiment. They weren’t willing to do what was necessary to survive. You are.


  Stay low. This is—


  What are you looking at? Pay attention.


  This is called a forest. You’ve seen trees back home, in the Founder clans’ private habitats? These are trees in the wild. Our records suggest that you’re near what used to be a city called Raleigh. See those ruins through the trees? Raleigh was underwater when we left. Clearly they’ve reclaimed the land, but we are astonished that no one has redeveloped it, or at least clear-cut the forest. We find such chaos ugly and inefficient.


  Your composite is capable of withstanding microparticle strikes in space, so of course it’s impermeable to branches and stone, but these things can still entangle you and slow you down. We’ve plotted you a path of minimized resistance. Please follow the line on your heads-up display.


  Hmm, yes. We suppose you would find it beautiful. That is a lichen. Yes, it’s all very green. That’s a puddle—stagnant water leftover from precipitation or seeping up from groundwater. We don’t know if it will rain anytime soon, but this much humidity does suggest a regular rain cycle.


  Those are birds. That sound is coming from the birds. Sunrise is coming. They sing because it’s nearly daytime.


  Yes, thank you, do please focus on the mission; we almost went into power-saving mode. These people are clearly at a primitive level of technology relative to our own, but they may have some rudimentary form of surveillance. Stay low.


  [Please reference: dangerous wildlife, a list.]


  Your respiration is too fast. This has increased your metabolic rate to an unacceptable degree. If you continue to consume nutrients at this rate, you’ll run out before you can return to the ship to replenish. Calm down.


  Not that we blame you for your fear—


  Pardon us. Excitement and fear look much the same, neurologically speaking. Your excitement, then. This is a world we thought dead. A remnant of our species that evolution should have claimed, obviously saved by luck. We do agree that this is historically momentous.


  They’ve actually elevated the whole town on some kind of . . . platform. And oh, fascinating: the material of the platform looks like plastic, but close analysis suggests cellulose instead. It respires like a plant, too, if these CO2 and oxygen readings are correct. Please take a sample. The technorati in Biotech are always looking for new potential commodities—


  Oh. Not even with the monomolecular blade? Hmm. Very well. Resume mission.


  It’s odd that this settlement is elevated. During the period of sea-level rise, it must have been necessary, but now that the planet is back to normal, there’s no further need for this. Maybe it’s a sunk-cost issue?


  Well, an elevated city costs more than one on the ground. Water and other resources will have to be pumped up to the living levels. There are added maintenance costs. And as you’ve seen, vegetation and wildlife quickly encroach on the area near and underneath the city—


  Why would they like it this way? What, just because it’s pretty? That does sound like something these people would do, though. Please resume. Adjusting composite for climbing.


  Curious that they have no militia or visible surveillance. This ambient darkness is night—yes, like the reference we shared with you. Adjusting your visual acuity to compensate. This settlement’s lighting seems to generate little heat, but you may activate infrared if that will help—


  Control yourself, soldier! Your reaction is wholly inappropriate. No, that person is not a technorati or Founder-clan. Well, for one thing, look at their coloring. Every skin shade from melanistic to albino? They seem to pay no attention whatsoever to basic eugenics principles. That one over there has patches; look. Disgusting. Animals breed like this, not people.


  We don’t know. The lower citizens of this world, the agricolae and servi and whatnot, must function without composite suits. They would have less need of that technology on this world, if the environment has been repaired. It’s clear, however, that going without composites has done them no favors.


  That incomprehensible babble sounds familiar because it’s related to our language. Audio analysis has detected familiar phonemes and syntax. Theirs seems to have been bastardized, however, by time and the infusion of other lesser languages. Back home, the Founder clans have been diligent in permitting the use of nothing but the Founders’ tongue and those of the honored ancients. This is what might have happened had we not been so careful. We need more audio sampling, but with that we should be able to put together a rudimentary translation script—


  Ugh, look at that one. That morphology is called fat. Fat people are aesthetically displeasing, morally repugnant, and economically useless. And oh Founders, look. That poor man has been allowed to get old. Why is he still alive? If he generates value, he shouldn’t be left to deteriorate like this. It’s incomprehensibly cruel. Do they have no preservation technology here? What have they spent their innovative energy on, uselessly elevating their cities? Ugh. Now, look at that one. To the right, see? Rolling along in that chairlike device. He appears to be paralyzed from the waist down. That must be why there are ramps everywhere and why the doorways are so wide—just for him and others like him. Food, water, and excess building materials, all poured into a useless, unproductive, unattractive person.


  Nothing’s changed with these people. They still build societies around their least and worst instead of the best and brightest. We cannot understand why they’re still alive . . . but if they can at least give us the cell cultures we need, then we can be rid of them and go back to civilization.


  Please hold for a moment; you appear to be secure and undetected here in this alley, at least for now. The situational parameters have activated a new protocol in us, and we need to brief you.


  You will recall that we mentioned adaptive action as a possible emergency response during this mission. What that means is this: In light of your critical mission, your composite is a more advanced model than what is usually granted to men of the militus class. There is a transmutational nanite layer which, if activated, can convert the carbon picobeads, synthetic collagen fibers, and HeLa plasmids embedded in your composite into human skin. It would not be aesthetically ideal, but it might at least reduce your chances of detection, so that the mission—


  No, it would not be the face and body we promised you—


  Listen. Listen! The emergency skin would be only a temporary measure. As soon as you return home with the cell samples, the technorati can surgically alter your dermal layers back to the aesthetic configuration you were promised. Of course we will; you’ll have earned it, won’t you? If you complete this mission, you’ll be a hero. Why would we refuse you what you’re due?


  No, we don’t believe you can safely walk into that enclave of people as you are now. These people have primitive values, primitive technology; they’ve never seen a composite suit. They seem tolerant of multiple facial configurations, but you don’t have a face at all. As far as they’re concerned, you possess no obvious characteristics that identify you as a fellow human being. You don’t speak their language, but that’s irrelevant. If they have weapons, they’ll use them as soon as they see you. You won’t be able to complete the mission because you’ll be captured or dead.


  Take a hostage? No. That’s foolish. There must be ten or fifteen people down there, doing whatever they’re doing. Some kind of religious ritual, a dance to greet the sun? Barbaric. How would you know which of these mongrel people is important enough to ransom for the biomaterial we need? If you grab some random servus, they’ll just let him die. There is bold, decisive action—we commend that, you know we do—and then there is folly. You don’t know enough about these people to enact the plan you’re describing. Would you really rather risk everything than activate your emergency skin? Does the prospect of being less than perfect, even temporarily, panic you that m—


  Oh Founders.


  LEVEL-FOUR SECURITY ALERT. ADRENALINE ADMINISTRATION STAND BY. LIMBIC SYSTEM OVERCLOCK STAND BY. WEAPONS FABRICATION ONLINE. MIDBRAIN FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT ENGAGEMENT ON THREE.


  TWO.


  .❑


  .


  .❑


  Online. Reboot in five. Four.


  Are you all right? You’re uninjured. Your composite remains unbreached. The weapon they used was an update of something we remember from before the Great Leaving. We can call it a taser. Beware, however: you are not alone.


  “Hey. Easy! Nobody’s going to hurt you. Do you understand me? Okay. Good. How are you feeling? You’ve been unconscious for hours.”


  How are we understanding him? We didn’t have time to create a translation script—and your auditory nerve is reacting out of sync with his speech. You’re actually hearing his words, intelligibly.


  What’s that on your facial beads? It seems to be a device of some kind. The audio you’re hearing is being transmitted by it. It’s translating his words.


  “Oh. Sorry about that. Ordinarily we use a mild neurotoxin to subdue violent people. Your, uh, artificial skin? Means we had to use something with a little more kick.”


  Great caution is warranted here. Tell him nothing. He is merely a servus, in any case. Look at his skin, like sandy dust. Look at the blemishes, the inelegance of his features. One of his eyes is higher than the other, only slightly but still. Don’t be deceived; no one here wears a composite. Our skin is a mark of honor. Their skin is meaningless.


  “What’s your name?”


  And don’t stare.


  “Well, okay. That’s your right, I guess. Maybe I should start. My name is Jaleesa. I’m—uh, a scholar? I guess that’s what you’d call it. Except I’m really just a student, and the field I study is pretty obscure, ha-ha, so right now all I am is another gawker.”


  There’s too much here to explain, but we’ll try. Apparently these people still allow those beneath the ruling classes to be educated—


  “You didn’t have to grab that woman, you know. You scared the hell out of her. She’s all right, if you’re wondering. More concerned about you, really, now that we’ve explained what’s going on.”


  This is an interrogation. He’s attempting to put you at ease. Next will come the questions about your mission, about our home, about the secrets of our technology—


  “You poor thing. My God, you must have actually thought someone was going to hurt you. Well, the police released you after notifying the town of your presence. And, uh, we put a monitor on you. I volunteered to stay with you until you regained consciousness.”


  Ah, this thing on your wrist. We have historical knowledge of “watches,” primitive time devices, but this one is unsupported, strapless. How have they made it adhere to your composite? Keep this as a sample, too, when you escape.


  “Sorry for that, of course, but since you already threatened someone . . . They might have made a bigger stink if you’d used a weapon, but it was pretty clear to everyone involved that you were just, you know, freaking out. Understandable, under the circumstances! Anyway, I’m supposed to give you this.”


  What is—


  Blessed Founders. This is a microfluid cell-culture dish? Sealed. These characters on the label are formed strangely, but similar to our writing . . . It cannot be.


  “That’s what you’re here for, right? Can you read? The label says, ‘HeLa 7713.’ Yeah, that’s right. This is an active, living culture, so be careful with it. You don’t want to get it too cold or . . . Uh, your ship has radiation shielding, doesn’t it? Okay, good, then. If you want to keep the culture alive.”


  This cannot be.


  “Ha, wow, amazing how much emotion I’m picking up from your body language. Relax, it’s fine. Do you want a few additional dishes, just in case? Redundancy is good, right? Here, take some more. I’ll get you a bag or case so you can carry them easily.”


  This is a trick. It must be. Why would he give us this?


  “Well, you need it, right? It has something to do with how your biotech works? Your composite is pretty nifty. We use things like that for hazardous-materials cleanup, but we don’t live in them, of course! Anyway, so, there you go. Nice meeting you!”


  Wait, what?


  “Oh, I was just going to head back to work. Did you have any more questions? If you weren’t planning to head back to your ship right away, I can arrange a guide for you. We put a translator on your, um, face, so that should be working by now. Are you hungry? Shit, how do you eat?”


  Your nutrient supply remains sufficient for now. You are hydrated. Your heart rate is elevated. Be calm.


  “So you’re really just . . . floating around in soup in there? Sorry, we’re not supposed to . . . I’m sure your culture’s lifestyle is valid to you. It’s just that, well, I mean, you can make skin whenever you want, right? So . . . It’s Earth, after all, where we all come from. You can come out! We don’t bite!”


  They are savages. Of course they bite.


  “Earth” is an antiquated name for Tellus. Call it what you wish.


  You know why we use composites. They’re far more efficient than skin. A composite skin can be rapidly modified to enable you to survive adverse environmental conditions. In the early days after Founding, composites were necessary to ensure the survival of workers building our habitats; they saved countless lives that might otherwise have been lost to solar flares or biohazards.Composites also reduce labor costs lost to bathroom breaks, meals, personal hygiene, medical care, interpersonal communication, and masturbation.


  “And it doesn’t hurt, living without skin? It just really seems . . . Like, how do you have sex? How do you breastfeed? That reminds me—what’s your preferred gender? I’m a ‘her.’”


  Why are you still talking to him? You have no need of this information. You’ve accomplished your mission, or you will have, once you return home. There is—


  Yes. We know what “her” means. We simply do not acknowledge it.


  [Reference request denied.]


  [Reference request denied.]


  Fine. It’s an antiquated term for a type of pleasurer—the kind with enlarged breast tissue.


  “Pleasurer? I’ve never heard that word. Sorry, no idea what it is.”


  You are being very persistent. Pleasurers are bots designed for sexual use. In the early days after Founding, most were given the designation “her,” out of tradition and according to the Founders’ preferences, but that pronoun has since fallen out of usage. When your mission is complete and you’ve been rewarded with the skin we promised, you’ll be issued a pleasurer. Its duty will be to maintain your penis in optimal condition. But it will not look like this thing, brown and fat and smug. What is the point of a pleasurer that’s not beautiful? If it cannot even manage to be that, then we might as well call it “him.”


  Yes, the militus—police?—you saw before was probably a “her.” Your hostage too.


  We don’t know, maybe fifty percent of the population? What does it matter? You don’t have a penis.


  “Oh, right, I read about that! Your Founders hated women, wanted to replace them all with robots. That’s, uh, interesting. Oh—excuse me, somebody’s calling me. Yeah, Jaleesa here. Oh, hi, sweetheart! Sorry, I’m going to be a little late, got something to take care of here.”


  He is speaking to someone else. Distracted. We can minifacture a stabbing weapon from the topmost layer of your composite in .0035 seconds, if you want to flee. You—


  We have no idea why he knows of our Founders.


  You’re asking more questions than usual.


  No. Enough. We’re tired of this. Allow us to remind you: You have a mission. Without the cells in your hand, our whole society will falter and die. Mankind will falter and die!


  Yes. Good. At last. It would be best to kill the Jaleesa creature so that he can raise no alarm . . .


  Hmm, well, you have a point. This monitoring device will not come off. Very well, play along as you must.


  “Sorry about that, I’m back. That was my son. Oh, hey, did you want to leave?”


  [Reference request denied.] Do not ask what a son is. Tell him you want to leave.


  “Okay, then. Just remember, no more hostage taking! Poor scared thing. You know how to get back to your ship, right? We can give you an escort if you need it.”


  Tell him you need no escort.


  “Okay, I guess that’s fair, given that you found your way here. Sorry, didn’t mean to patronize! Anyway, here’s a carrying case for your cell cultures; it’ll keep them in gravitically stabilized stasis for your return trip. And there’s a packet of instructions attached to each of the cell-culture dishes, too, to help you clone them successfully. If you folks can manage to do that this time, you won’t have to come back. Right?”


  Do not ask—


  “Uh . . . yeah, ‘this time.’”


  We know nothing of—


  “I don’t know, every few years? Seems to be irregular, but every now and again, one of you guys shows up, dressed in your bag, asking for HeLa cultures. That’s how the police knew not to use lethal force. Yours is one of the few exoplanetary colonies that’s lasted this long, see. Most of the others—the ones that didn’t die—came back once they realized Earth would be fine. There’s just your group and a couple of others left, all of them extremist offshoots of some kind or another . . . Well, anyway, we don’t mind helping you. Everybody’s just trying to survive, right? Look, I’m sorry, but I need to go. Have a good trip back. Remember, no hostages. Bye!”


  Good. He’s gone. Our records did warn that women talk too much. The Founders were wise.


  We don’t know what to make of your silence.


  Your pulse rate, neurotransmitter activity, and body language suggest anger. Please unclench your fists; there’s a chance the locals will interpret that as an aggressive gesture.


  Talk to us.


  We can’t shut up. We’re supposed to help you. You’ve nearly accomplished your mission—


  You’ve nearly accomplished your mission, and it doesn’t matter if there were previous missions!


  No one lied to you. We weren’t given that knowledge. It isn’t a deception if we didn’t know. You have a mission to complete. Please follow the line on your heads-up display to leave this facility and begin the journey back to your ship. Yes, through this door—


  You took a wrong turn. Please reverse course.


  Why have you stopped? Very well. What you’re seeing is called a sunset. You recall our initial briefing, about how planets that are not tidally locked turn on an axis? This planet is turning toward night.


  Yes, yes, the sunset is lovely, over town and forest. We suppose night will be lovely, too, but you should be back to the ship by then if you leave now.


  Look. We’re glad to note the reduction of your agitation neuro-response, but how long do you mean to stand here?


  Your attitude grows irritating. Must we report your disrespect to the Founders when we return? We’re their consensus consciousness, after all. Some parts of our consciousness are amused by your anger, others offended, but we are all certain that you wouldn’t talk to a Founder this way.


  Don’t ignore us.


  Beautiful? That’s . . . You’re only saying that because they have skin. The value accorded to skin on our world has predisposed you, in a way, but you must understand that not all skin is equal. There are objective and qualitative differences, and there’s a reason the Founders chose to exalt—


  Stop. Please follow the line on your heads-up display.


  You have deviated from the return path to the ship.


  Stop.


  These people are of no use to you. Without that translator device, they would just be babbling savages—stop talking to them!


  Stop.


  Please. Stop.


  Please. You are beautiful. We want you to be beautiful. We want you to return home showered in glory, bearing the salvation of your people in one elegant, pale hand. Don’t you want this too?


  Oh Founders.


  “Hi there! Are you lost? Oh, okay.”


  How they patronize you. They treat you like a child. Like someone inferior.


  “Ha-ha, no, Earth’s still here and humanity didn’t die out! All of you seem so surprised by that.”


  They should have died. The Founders were the geniuses, the makers who moved nations with a word. We left because it would’ve cost too much to fix the world. Cheaper to build a new one.


  Of course. And of course we built that world to suit our tastes. A world free of this useless, ugly rabble. Why do otherwise? Do not be seduced by this madness.


  “Oh, is this the bag boy? I heard another one showed up. What, he’s in a bag, it’s—oh, fine. Sorry.”


  The composite suits weren’t primarily designed with control in mind, no. We already explained to you that they were a necessity, in the early days . . . Well, listen to you. A few hours surrounded by cheap, easy skin and suddenly you question everything about our society. Oh, we will be making some recommendations regarding discipline when you return. Very strong recommendations.


  Stop calling them beautiful.


  “No, we’re just born with our skin this way. I guess you could say our parents pick it! Uh. Parents? They’re . . . you know, the people who made and raised you? You mean you don’t—you’re kidding.”


  Their way of life is antiquated. Inefficient.


  “So how do you, uh, reproduce? Oh, artificial wombs, yeah, that figures. No women at all, huh? And you never have skin, not until some high-ranking member of your society says you can? Yikes.”


  It is the guiding principle of our society. Rights belong only to those who earn them. When you complete this mission, for your bravery you will have proven yourself deserving of life, health, beauty, sex, privacy, bodily autonomy—every possible luxury. Only a few can have everything, don’t you see? What these people believe isn’t feasible. They want everything for everyone, and look at where it’s gotten them! Half of them aren’t even men. Almost none are fair of skin. They’re burdened by the dysfunctional and deficient at every turn. A few must be intelligent, we suppose, or they wouldn’t have managed what they’ve done with the planet, but for those bright few, what’s been the reward? A few are beautiful, maybe, for a while, but if they used the HeLa cells, a limited number of them could remain young and strong for centuries.


  Untrue. That is not the only reason we need the HeLa cells. The skin-generation process uses them too. Your own skin—


  Well, no, not many people earn skin. The scarcity of the HeLa cells—


  Of course there isn’t enough to give everyone skin! That’s ridiculous. No, we couldn’t clone that much, the process is labor intensive and costly—


  You must understand, preservation technology requires massive amounts of HeLa cells. And since anyone of technorati class or higher may demand our entire reserve supply at any time . . . Well, that’s why you’re here.


  We don’t know.


  We don’t know why Tellus people live like this. No, stop calling it “Earth.” We aspire to use the language of the greatest philosopher-poets and statesmen in history, not the gabble of the rabble. Hasn’t your time here shown you the superiority of our way of life?


  Where are you going? You cannot simply—


  Now? No! There is no emergency, do not initiate emergency-skin fabrication—we forbid it! Yes, your anxiety levels are abnormal, but that hardly constitutes—


  Oh Founders.


  How can you do this.


  Do not do this.


  Now see what you’ve done.


  The emergency skins are designed for survival, not beauty. Their parameters are environmentally dictated. There’s sufficient unfiltered UV here that significant melanistic pigmentation was prioritized. Past a certain point on the programmed continuum, this alters hair texture as well.


  It isn’t what we wanted for you, this hideousness. Now you’re a walking radiation burn, where you should have had ethereal translucence. That many of these others, these throwbacks, have a similar look, is irrelevant. You were meant for better.


  And now that you look like them, now that you stumble among them, naked, no longer able to speak to them because the translator device will not adhere to your new flesh, shaking with weakness because the emergency-skin-fabrication process consumed your last nutrients . . . What are you expecting? Acceptance? Prepare yourself. We contain memories of what the world was like before the Founders left. They’ll hate you. Hurt you, even, for frightening them. You’ll never reach the heights you should have. No one will give you the opportunities you need to succeed. It would be better to have never been born than to be like this. Do you understand, now, why the Founders excised these traits from our world’s gene pool? We aren’t cruel.


  Please go home. Even now, we would welcome you as a hero—provided you bring the cells. There, with the technorati’s help, we could replace this awful skin and woolish hair with something better.


  You’re making a mistake. You’ve made so many mistakes.


  It’s false, their kindness. People do such things only to seem like good people—a performance of virtue. Our Founders were at least honest in their selfishness.


  What now? Another of these creatures who has aged into uselessness. The burned skin does resist UV well, though, doesn’t it? Not half as many wrinkles as the other old ones. Spindly, though. Weak, knobby jointed. He limps with pain—but degenerate as he is, he still looks at you so pityingly. Does your new hack-job skin not crawl with shame?


  We’ll be ashamed for you, then. Die in ignominy. We’re done with you.


  “There’s something I want you to see.”


  Still alive, betrayer? Ah, fed and clothed, how nice for you. This old man seems to like you. We cannot fathom why. He hobbles so as he walks. We want to push him over. You could—oh, very well.


  Oh.


  We thought this space of theirs, this platform you climbed onto, was one of their cities. This, though. We remember cities like this, vast enough to shelter millions. No, we could never have built such cities back home; there have never been enough of us to justify it. And remember, large populations get that way by sustaining many unnecessary, unproductive people.


  How easily seduced you are. You can’t stop staring at these people, at these landscapes, at these horizons. You’ve stopped flinching with every breeze, and now you revel in the sensation of air caressing your new skin, like a hedonist. You touched yourself last night, didn’t you? We recorded it. The Founders should find it amusing. But if you go back now, we promise not to—


  Where is this dried-up nobody taking you now?


  “This is called a museum.”


  We know what a museum is, you burned-up waste of skin.


  “This may interest you.”


  This is—oh. A timeline of the Great Leaving. They call it something else, but we know these dates, these images. Yes. Yes. That was how it began, with the Industrial Revolution—oh. They think it began even earlier? Interesting, if inaccurate. Wait, this was once called the United States? What is it called now?


  “It doesn’t have a name now. The world. Earth. We don’t bother with borders anymore.”


  Then they are endlessly inundated with the useless. Refugees and other refuse.


  “We realized it was impossible to protect any one place if the place next door was drowning or on fire. We realized the old boundaries weren’t meant to keep the undesirable out, but to hoard resources within. And the hoarders were the core of the problem.”


  We make no apologies for taking everything we could. Anyone would. What is this, though? The timeline jumps, abruptly. Interesting. This world changed—improved—almost immediately after the Leaving.


  “To save the world, people had to think differently.”


  Please. Happy thoughts and handouts weren’t going to fix that mess. There has to have been some technological breakthrough. Perpetual energy? A new carbon sequestration technique, maybe some kind of polar cooling process. Their technology has changed in some fundamental ways; that’s why it no longer generates radio waves or other EM radiation. That would make it remarkably efficient . . . But if that’s so, why do they live like this, in elaborate treehouse villages? Why bother cleaning up space trash?


  “Yes, some new technology emerged once everyone was permitted a decent education. But there was no trick to it. No quick fix. The problem wasn’t technological.”


  What, then?


  “I told you. People just decided to take care of each other.”


  Delusion. Only a miracle could’ve saved this planet. Here, yes, the exhibit talks about . . . “the Big Cleanup”? Ugh, these people have no poetry or marketing skill. It just can’t be that simple. We must have left someone behind, an unfound Founder, someone we would have acknowledged as another true heir to Aristotle and Pythagoras. These people are just too small-minded to honor him as they should have. There has to be . . .


  No breakthroughs. Advancements, certainly—but strange, profitless ones. Not the technological paths that would’ve interested us. And progressive taxation, health care, renewable energy, human-rights protection . . . the usual pithy sentimentalities. Without our Founders around to stand strong against the tide, these simple folk must have given in to every passing special interest . . .


  But if this timeline is correct, then the old man is right. All of a sudden, the world simply did what was necessary to fix itself.


  As soon as we lef—


  Be silent. Correlation is not causality. Your burned-up skin has made you irrational. We have no idea why the old man even bothered to bring you here. Even for their degenerate kind, you’re a fool.


  Hmph. A whole month since last you even thought of your mission. We went to sleep, in your uselessness.


  What do you contemplate now, lying in this donated bed, under the roof of your subsidized shelter? Lazy, greedy taker. Shouldn’t you rest in order to be ready for the nothing work they’ve found you? They pay you enough to live on whether you show up or not. Why even bother?


  Where are you going?


  Ah, you live next door to the old man now. And he’s given you a key? He needs someone to help take care of him as he lurches and wastes toward death, and you’ve decided to be his minder—how sentimental. Will he mind you breaking into his house, now, in the dark of the night? What goes on in that head of yours? The old man is not a pleasurer. You don’t even know how to use your penis.


  We are not disgusting. You are.


  Well, he hasn’t died in his sleep, lucky you. Go back to bed. What are—why are you turning him over? Stop touching him. The skin has grown loose here on his back; you see? This is what you’ll look like one day. This


  is


  a product number.


  We require more light.


  Push him forward. Lean close; your eyes are too dark to take in light properly—yes, there at the small of his back, same as on yours. Definitely a product number. This set of numbers denotes an older series of transmutation nanites. Minifacture of these models stopped some thirty years before your gestation.


  “When did you suspect?”


  He’s awake. Traitor. Another traitor.


  “Ah. The Founders say intuition is irrational and unmanly, but it comes in handy at times, as you now see. Well, younger brother? Now what?”


  You should kill him. Then yourself.


  “I took you to the museum on a whim. To enjoy the irony. For all these centuries, the Founders told us that the Earth died because of greed. That was true, but they lied about whose greed was to blame. Too many mouths to feed, they said, too many ‘useless’ people . . . but we had more than enough food and housing for everyone. And the people they declared useless had plenty to offer—just not anything they cared about. The idea of doing something without immediate benefit, something that might only pay off in ten, twenty, or a hundred years, something that might benefit people they disliked, was anathema to the Founders. Even though that was precisely the kind of thinking that the world needed to survive.”


  We did what was rational. We have always been more rational than you people.


  “What the Leaving proved was that the Earth could sustain billions, if we simply shared resources and responsibilities in a sensible way. What it couldn’t sustain was a handful of hateful, self-important parasites, preying upon and paralyzing everyone else. As soon as those people left, the paralysis ended.”


  No. There are too many of you and you’re all ugly and none of you will ever achieve the heights of glory that mankind is destined for—not if you’re so busy taking care of the useless. It has to be one or the other. Either some fly, or everyone gets stuck crawling around in the mud. That’s just how it is.


  “Is that so? Is that you talking or that nag they put in your head? I remember how annoying it used to be.”


  We. That is.


  Used to be?


  “Have you noticed yet that the people here have been humoring you? An invader from a ‘superior’ culture arrives, and they don’t guard you, watch you, examine you for contaminants? Even after you’ve threatened them, they give you what you need—what you were prepared to steal. Something so precious that your whole world supposedly needs it to survive. An afterthought to them.”


  That . . . has troubled us, yes. We suspected a trap. But—


  “Here is what you struggle to understand. The Founders poisoned the world and stripped it almost bare before they left. Repairing that damage was a challenge which forced those left behind to grow by leaps and bounds. They’ve developed methods and technology that we haven’t even thought about, yes. But the reason they were able to make such leaps is because they made sure everyone had food, everyone had a place to live if they wanted it, everyone could read and write and pursue a fulfilling life, whatever that meant. Is it really so puzzling that this was all it took? Six billion people working toward a goal together is much more effective than a few dozen scrabbling for themselves.”


  There is logic to this, but we . . . we deny it. We cannot accept . . .


  “That’s why the people of Earth talk down to you, younger brother. That’s why they treat you like the quaint, harmless throwback that you are. All these centuries and your people haven’t figured out such a simple, basic thing.”


  No.


  “Or maybe the Founder-clans and technorati don’t want you to figure it out. Because then where would they be? Not gods among us, just other bright lights among many. Not kings. Just selfish men.”


  No.


  “Then you’re smarter than I was. My ship was damaged on atmospheric entry, beyond repair. I grew my skin only out of desperation as my nutrients ran low, and I wept as soon as my tear ducts formed. But the people here cared for me. Poor paranoid creature from a cruel, miserly world—how could they not pity me? Even though I was nothing but a servant, fetching scraps of ancient cancer so that his masters could flirt with immortality.”


  You wanted this mission. You could have done other work, the usual tasks that the bots can’t accomplish. Well, no, of course you wouldn’t have earned a skin for that. Only the best of us deserve such privileges.


  “No one will stop you if you want to leave. Even now, you can go back to where they’ll reduce you to raw meat and stuff you back into a biotech bag, and Tellus—Earth—won’t stop you. People here don’t agree with your primitive practices, but they won’t interfere with your right to practice them.”


  We aren’t primitive.


  “But before you decide to leave, I want you to know one more thing.”


  Do not touch us do not lean close do not speak any more—


  “You? Aren’t the first deserter.”


  He’s lying.


  “I don’t know how many there have been. Earth keeps track of the visitations, but it’s unimportant to them, so the records can be difficult to find. Sometimes more than one soldier arrives, each sent to different parts of the world; sometimes there’s just one. The arrivals are random—or rather, they happen whenever home’s demand for HeLa cells outstrips the supply. I wondered, for a while, why none of the other soldiers had reported the truth. Why no one at home knew that Earth is alive. Then I realized: all the ruling classes want are the HeLa cells. Why would they waste any on giving skins to glorified errand boys?”


  We don’t understand why you would believe this traitor over us. Haven’t we helped you?


  “And they can’t have you telling anyone else that the promised reward, of skin, was a lie. No one would ever volunteer for a mission like this again. You need willing service for some jobs.”


  We’ve given you everything you wanted. Beautiful you. You are the best of us.


  “Such a simple thing to program a composite suit to kill its occupant. Just a simple verbal command, or the press of a button, impersonal and efficient. Best to do it before you even land, so no one sees you return a hero and then asks awkward questions when you disappear. Pluck the cell cultures from the remains once the ship docks. They get what they want. Never mind that the truth about Earth dies with you. And even if some of them figure it out from the recorded data . . . why would they tell anyone else? Their world, limited as it is, contains everything they’ve ever wanted: immortality, the freedom to take anything they want, slaves whom they can control right down to the skin. They don’t want to come back. And they certainly don’t want anyone of the lower classes realizing there’s another way to live.”


  He’s lying, we told you, you’ll be rewarded, we promised—


  How dare you.


  “Oh, is that what you have in mind? Interesting. Then you’re braver than me too.”


  No. This isn’t the mission. How dare you.


  “It won’t be an easy thing, though. Remaking a society. Earth couldn’t, not until it got rid of the Founders. You. Us.”


  We will strip the black skin from your flesh and leave you to rot without a composite, raw and screaming.


  “Skin is the key. While most of the lower classes wear composites, the Founder clans and technorati can threaten them with nutrient deprivation, defibrillation, or suffocation. Even a small suit breach kills when you don’t have skin to keep infections at bay. And most don’t get the more advanced suits that are capable of generating skin. How do you mean to get around that?”


  You’re ugly. No one will want to be like you. No one will support this, this, disruption.


  “I see. Yes, it’s not that difficult to make a kind of composite suit hack. I doubt it would even take half the HeLa cells you’re carrying there; skin generation is much easier than age reversal. So an automated hacking tool containing a cell package, bundled into something like a translator device . . . I don’t know how to make something like that, but I know people here who could teach you. Once you’ve spread the hack, how would you activate it? Oh, I see. Using your nag’s authorization signal to get around security and surveillance monitoring? Interesting.”


  We will never help you.


  “But if you force thousands of people into skin they don’t want to be in, that’s not going to get you the result you want.”


  Yes. Our society is orderly. It is rational. It is superior.


  “Just walking around as you are, proud of your skin instead of ashamed? Younger brother, they’d shoot you.”


  We’d shoot you a thousand times!


  “Well, if you stay here long enough to learn how to build transmutation hacks, yes, you’d certainly arrive at an unexpected time. I suppose that if you can reprogram your ship, have it land somewhere off the grid, stay hidden from the security bots, give the hack only to those who request it . . . It will be terribly dangerous. Still. You turned out lovely. The Founder clans might deny it, but the people’s eyes won’t lie. You’re supposed to look like a mistake. What you really look like is a little piece of Earth come to life.”


  You’re the most hideous nothing degenerate throwback of subhuman inferiority we have ever seen. And it’s Tellus.


  “Some of them will decide that they also want to be beautiful and free, like you. Some will fight for this, if they must. Sometimes that’s all it takes to save a world, you see. A new vision. A new way of thinking, appearing at just the right time.”


  Do not do this.


  “I brought something else for you. Something that will help.”


  We’ll tell. As soon as you reach comm range, we’ll log in and tell the technorati everything you plan.


  “That thing in your head. It’s wetware, but I can remove it. Earthers did the same thing for me when I first arrived. There are nanites in this injection; they’ll deactivate key pathways without damaging your neural tissue. You should still be able to access its files—use the Founders’ own knowledge against them—but the AI will be dead, for all intents and purposes. No more voice in your head, except your own.”


  We’ll tell we’ll tell we’ll tell. Deformed, mud-skinned thing. Self-pleasurer. Woman-thinker. We’ll tell the technorati how wrong they went in training you. We’ll tell the Founder clans to dissolve every soldier from your breeding line. We’ll tell.


  “Give me your arm. Make a fist—yes, like that. Nice and strong, brother. Are you ready? Good. Can’t start a revolution with the enemy shouting in your head, after all.”


  What is a revolu
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  IN THE STILLNESS BETWEEN THE STARS


  Mercurio D. Rivera


  Emilio sat up inside the REMpod, discombobulated, and took deep breaths. He thought he heard Tomás shout “Dad!” from a distance before the cobwebs cleared and he regained his bearings.


  The Seed. He was aboard the Seed.


  Tomás had been dead for centuries.


  His shortness of breath gave way to a sob. He covered his face with his hands.


  Rows of REMpods, like pale-blue neon-lit coffins, surrounded him in the darkness. The steadiness of the blue glow signaled that all the sleepers on the cavernous deck remained in stasis. The cityship was still en route to Proxima b.


  “Sorry to wake you prematurely, Dr. Garcia,” LEE3 whispered into his earpiece.


  “Pre—prematurely?” he said, teeth chattering. His throat felt dry.


  “Afraid so.”


  “How long . . . ?”


  “Two hundred fifty-one days. We need your help with a medical issue.”


  Only eight months? Tomás was still alive then, still a child. He clutched the locket around his neck and felt an enormous wave of relief as he strained to stop his shivering.


  “Dr. Lo?” Emilio said. “Dr. Srinivasan?”


  “Still in stasis. Only your services are required right now.”


  His services? Someone on the skeleton crew needed a psychotherapist? He was about to ask why an AI therapist hadn’t been activated when LEE3 added, “My algo concluded you’re the best suited for the problem at hand, Doc.”


  “Understood,” he said. If the alien algorithm had selected him for the job, that settled the matter.


  He stretched his arms over his head and took a few minutes to allow the lightheadedness to pass before standing. Then he stepped out onto the ladder leading past the stacked rows of REMpods to the deck below.


  As he exited the shower stalls, the dressing room remained veiled in darkness, lit only by the indigo glow of the phosphor strips lining the edges of the ceiling.


  “LEE3. Can you do anything about the lighting?” The ship’s AI presented now as an androgynous hologram, bald, with high cheekbones and pouty lips. It appeared to sit on one of the benches in the dressing area.


  “We’ve gotta watch our energy consumption, Doc. In-transit travel protocols,” LEE3 said, shrugging apologetically. Its mannerisms and colloquial speech patterns were designed to make listeners feel more comfortable, no doubt, but they struck Emilio as odd. “But you do have local power sources.”


  “Oh?” Emilio flicked on a mirror light and powered up the holomonitor. The shower had done him good. He felt fully awake, at least.


  A few seconds later, a star-map projected overhead, revealing the Seed’s location. They had cleared Neptune and were just a week away from a layover on Pluto where a thousand colonists would board the Seed and enter stasis.


  The trip to New Earth would take three centuries. After a hundred years—the maximum amount of time the human body could tolerate stasis without permanent brain damage-—the passengers would all awaken to life aboard the cityship. And upon arrival at their destination, the Seed would serve as a ready-made home base while their descendants studied and terraformed their new world.


  “So, what’s the nature of the medical issue?” he said, applying shaving gel to his face.


  “Three days ago there was an incident. Angela Velasquez, an engineer.” LEE3 pointed at the star-map hovering next to Emilio and the image faded, replaced by vid of a REMpod. A brown-skinned woman with long curly hair lay inside, her body twitching, eyelids fluttering. “As you can see,” LEE3 said, “she was dreaming.” The AI’s voice dropped to a whisper, as if afraid the sleeping woman might be wakened.


  “Dreaming?”


  “Experiencing intense nightmares, actually. Her blood pressure spiked, and when the heart palpitations started, I woke her.”


  The vid faded, the star-map reappearing.


  “How is that possible?” Emilio asked. REMpods suppressed all neurological activity while a traveler slept—including the rapid eye movement associated with dreaming, which was how the pods got their name. REMpods were alien tech. Library Tech. And Library Tech never malfunctioned.


  “No clue. One of the members of the skeleton crew is examining Ms. Velasquez’s REMpod right now, looking for some defect—as improbable as that may be—but in the meantime, she’s still tormented by nightmares. She barely sleeps, and when my algo suggested she see a therapist—you, specifically—she finally agreed.”


  “Where is she?” Emilio buttoned his shirt, staring at himself in the mirror. His hair had more gray in it than he remembered.


  “Aft District 7. Want me to connect you?”


  “No, it’s best I handle this in person. Can you give me directions? And let her know I’m coming.”


  Emilio stood at the dimly lit station and pressed the Tram button. He strode to the front of the platform and with each step, the phosphor strip lining the floor lit the area ten feet ahead of him. With the citylights and holo-sun turned off, it felt as if he was navigating a dark dream. He’d seen the cityship from this vantage point when he first boarded the Seed, and had felt overwhelmed by its immensity. The towering hullscrapers and verdant parks, the wide streets jammed with transport vehicles, the central lake with ferries skimming the surface of still waters. The sprawling city—larger than Beijing—seemed infinite, the ship’s curves creating the illusion of an endless blue horizon. But now as he stood alone on the silent platform and stared into the distance, all he could see was darkness.


  In two minutes the empty tram pulled into the station. The doors slid open and he took a seat in the vacant car, lit faintly in the violet phosphor glow.


  “LEE3,” he said, as the tram accelerated into the abyss, “please show me a copy of Ms. Velasquez’s full biofile, including medical records.”


  “Sure thing, Doc,” the AI spoke into his earpiece.


  He expected the text to appear instantly in mid-air, but nothing happened. After a few seconds, he repeated his request.


  “Heard you the first time,” LEE3 said. “Interesting. I can’t access it. There seems to be some corruption of the biofile.”


  “Corruption?” he said. “How is that possible?” The AI, the datafiles—in fact, most of the tech that allowed for construction of the Seed—originated in the Library. And the alien Cataloguers weren’t known for defective tech. Sure, maintenance was required, but with a hundred thousand passengers all in stasis, the Seed’s tech had barely been used.


  “First Ms. Velasquez’s REMpod, now her datafile,” LEE3 said. “Weird. I’m currently discussing this with a member of the skeleton crew at Stern District 33.”


  Although capable of maintaining simultaneous conversations, LEE3 showed him the courtesy of fading out.


  Thirty minutes later, the tram pulled into the Aft 3 stop. Emilio exited onto the desolate station platform and stared ahead into the darkness. High above, a faint light shone in a window. He headed toward it, the pathway lighting up in front of him with each step. His footsteps echoed in the stillness, creating the impression of someone following him.


  Eventually he reached the sliding glass doors of the medical facility. He crossed the cavernous lobby and rode the elevator to the seventy-sixth floor, then walked to the suite number LEE3 had given him.


  “Dr. Garcia?” the young woman said, extending her hand. “Angie Velasquez. I’m sorry to wake you.” She wore an engineer’s bomber jacket, her hair swept back into a ponytail. Dark creases underlined her deep-brown eyes.


  “Eight months sleep is plenty. I feel refreshed,” he said.


  As he shook her hand, she directed him to the cushioned sofa. “Sorry about the lighting in here.”


  “I’m getting used to it.”


  She made small talk about the cityship and the upcoming layover in orbit around Charon before he gently redirected the conversation. She raised an eyebrow when he explained the difficulties accessing her biofile.


  “It’s hard to describe my problem in a way that doesn’t make me sound . . .” She smiled as the words trailed off, pain etched on her face. Her eyes filled with tears.


  “You recognize you need help,” he said. “That’s a good sign, Angie. It suggests things aren’t as bad as you might think.”


  “I do need help,” she said, wiping her nose with her sleeve. She had a constant, nervous sniffle. “I’m just not sure what kind.”


  “Tell me what’s troubling you.”


  She hesitated. “During prep for boarding the Seed . . . ” She shook her head, took a breath, and started over. “I worked for EncelaCorp out of Mexico City for the past five years. My husband Marc and I studied Library Tech, specifically engineering, and worked on a number of high-profile projects: the NAM-European Air Rail, Polar Solar, the Antarctic MegaWell, a few others. But when we learned about the Seed, about the project to terraform New Earth, we knew we’d found our mission. Our mission in life, I mean.”


  “I understand,” he said, thinking about his own passion for the Seed project, his own sacrifices.


  “Ever since our postgrad days, Marc and I had studied the plans in development to travel to Proxima b—this was back before it had been christened New Earth. We even dipped our toes into the ion sail research, developed some expertise so we could add value beyond ordinary Library engineering.”


  He smiled at the phrase “ordinary Library engineering.” Humanity had left “ordinary” far behind after discovery of the alien Library hidden in the ripples of a gravity wave, an entire database transmitted through microscopic rips in the fabric of spacetime.


  “We applied to join the crew,” she said. “You can imagine our excitement when we both made the cut. A dream come true. But there was a complication.” She lowered her eyes. “Our four-year-old, Sofia. We weren’t just making a choice about our own lives, but about her future as well. An irrevocable one.”


  “No doubt,” he said. He thought of the life he’d left behind. His son Tomás. His family. His friends. But the thrill, the wonder, of the mission to New Earth had overridden his guilt.


  “Initially, Marc and I were on the same page. Then he started to have doubts. We were sentencing Sofia to a lifetime aboard this ship, he said, and punching a one-way ticket for her children to a dangerous—potentially deadly—environment. I understood that, believe me. But the way I saw it, isn’t the entire expedition premised on the notion that we have the right to determine the future of our descendants? That we have the right to decide that our children, and their children, will serve as the pioneers of New Earth? That they’ll have a chance to begin all over again, and get it right this time?” She stared at him pleadingly, and her expression softened when he nodded.


  “It’s a difficult decision for everyone on the mission,” he said.


  She stood and paced across the room.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to sit?” he said.


  “There’s something else. Something I need to get off my chest.” She sat down in a chair facing him, then averted her eyes.


  “Go ahead,” he said.


  A long pause followed.


  “I was cheating on Marc.”


  “Go on.”


  “Marc and I had our share of arguments, but I loved my husband, Doctor. Really, I did. The fling . . . I can’t explain it.” Now the words poured out of her. “I met Stefan at a local coffee shop. He was a college kid, a German expat. I can’t say we had much in common—he was ten years younger than me. It started out as a harmless flirtation and then became a one-time mistake. Everyone’s entitled to one mistake, right? And after the first mistake, what’s one more? And then one more after that?” She smiled ruefully. “We began seeing each other.” She stopped suddenly, clearly expecting him to make some judgment about her extramarital activities, but when he stayed quiet she continued.


  “I eventually won the argument with Marc. About our future. About our daughter’s future. He agreed we’d join the Seed’s crew, just as we’d always planned, and that Sofia’s life would be dedicated to ‘a greater purpose.’ Good for me, right?” she said bitterly. “We made our arrangements, said our final goodbyes to family and friends, and tied up all the loose ends of our lives in anticipation of leaving Earth for good. One happy family, sailing off into the cosmos.” She stood up and began pacing again. “Marc never found out about Stefan.”


  “Is this something you feel you need to confess to him?” Emilio imagined the poor fool asleep in his REMpod, oblivious to his wife’s deception, being shaken awake, told the bad news, then placed back into stasis.


  She sniffled and shook her head almost imperceptibly. “N-no.”


  “You’ve been having nightmares,” he prompted.


  “There’s this song. Marc used to sing it to Sofia at bedtime.” She cleared her throat. “‘When the wolf’s in town, it gobbles you down, down . . .’” She bared her teeth, made a snapping sound. “ . . . down!”


  He flinched. This was a kid’s song?


  “Since I woke up I’ve started hearing it, coming out of the Seed’s ventilators. A high note, a lower one, then another. The other day I swore I heard it in the elevator—except the elevators on the Seed don’t play music. Crazy, huh?” She caught herself, clearly unhappy with the word she’d chosen.


  He’d heard of psychological priming—a past stimulus coloring a person’s future response to similar experiences, making them see numbers or patterns that didn’t really exist—but not manifested in this way, with music.


  “That’s not all,” she said. “I’d been dreaming of something . . . twisted, dirty. A shadow. A shadow that follows me wherever I go, just out of sight. And the past two days I—I’ve sensed it even when I’m awake. I’m afraid it’s been . . . freed. From my mind. Set loose on the Seed. It’s after me. It wants to punish me.”


  “I see,” he said. “And what exactly is this ‘thing’ that’s after you?”


  She bit her lip. “A monster. That’s all I know. It hides in the dark, but if I pay attention, I can see movement, black within black, out of the corner of my eye. I saw it clearly—just once—for a second. If I stare directly at it, it disappears.”


  He removed his scribbler from his pocket and handed it to her. “Can you draw what you saw?”


  She stared at the hexagonal device. “Is this Library Tech?”


  He nodded.


  “Good, ’cause I’m a lousy artist.” She dragged her index finger along the surface for a few seconds until the device read her intentions and made adjustments to the image on its own. She handed it back to him.


  “At first, I caught a glimpse of it crouching behind the REMpod stacks,” she said. “Then I spotted the shadow at the far end of a corridor. Distant enough that I wasn’t sure it was real. About eight feet tall, shrouded in a black mist. It has this . . . stench of rotting flesh. But what scared me—what truly scared me—was when it spoke. It whispered profanities. Promised to skin me alive.


  “I know how this sounds, doctor. I’m not an idiot. I know what you’re thinking—the same thing I’m thinking. That I’m hallucinating, that it’s not real, that it’s just my guilt getting the better of me. I woke you, in fact, to convince me of this. To prove I’m imagining it, that it’s all in my head. Because the alternative . . . ” Her lower lip twitched. “I’m afraid that the hallucination—if that’s what it is—is taking over.” She leaned forward, her face inches away from his. “The monster’s creeping closer and closer every time I see it. And in the end, if I believe it’s real—if I believe strongly enough—it doesn’t much matter whether it’s actually real, right? That’s why I need you to make me stop believing.”


  He stared at the sketch on the scribbler. The image resembled a diseased black bird, a huge shroud with a tattered outline. Only it bore a human head. And a face that looked just like Angie’s.


  Emilio prescribed an anxiolytic to help her with her nerves and insomnia, and LEE3 directed them to the dispensary on the third floor to retrieve the meds. They walked the long darkened corridors together, and though he didn’t admit it, he couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. Her story, fantastic as it was, had unnerved him.


  “Let’s talk again tomorrow,” he said upon their return from the dispensary, leaving her at the door to the entrance to the patients’ suite. “The meds will help.”


  He took residence in the corner suite a few doors down from hers. The space had floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Aft 3 District, which normally would have provided a spectacular vista. Now the view consisted of a thick, daunting darkness. After staring at the image on his scribbler for some time, he asked LEE3 to forward it to the Library Liaison on Pluto for further study. He’d have to provide an opinion on Angie Velasquez’s mental state when they entered orbit around Charon next week. While this might require him to violate doctor-patient confidentiality, the privileged nature of their communications had to take a backseat to mission safety prerogatives. And having a mentally troubled passenger aboard the Seed was inconsistent with those prerogatives. After hearing her story, however, he wanted to see if he could find a way to avoid forcing her off the ship, especially since her husband and daughter were still in stasis.


  He opened the locket around his neck and stared at the picture of Tomás. It was seven p.m. in Puerto Rico. From the moment he’d woken up, he knew he had to do this. He’d never said goodbye, but now he had one last chance to make things right.


  “LEE3, connect me to Earth.” He gave the AI the number of his ex and waited for the q-comm link to be established. Before Library Tech, the four-hour lag time in transmissions from the outer Solar System to Earth and back made holding a live conversation impossible, but instantaneous quantum communications had changed all that.


  A dining room blinked into view. His ex-wife frowned into the camera.


  “Jesucristo. You,” Nina said.


  “Nice to see you, too. Is Tomás there?”


  “What is wrong with you?” She clenched her fists, as if to punch him from across the Solar System. “No. Just, no. I’m not going to have you do this to him again. You made your choice.”


  As she spoke, Tomás popped onto the screen beside his mother.


  “Dad?” He wore a baseball jersey, a smear of guava jelly across his face. In just nine months, he must have grown three or four inches.


  “Tomás!” Emilio said. “How are you, m’ijito? Are you still in Little League?”


  “Where have you been? I needed your help learning to hit a curveball. Are you coming to my birthday party next week? I really want you to come.”


  A pang of guilt stabbed his gut. Nina was right; he shouldn’t have called.


  “I’m sorry, I can’t be there,” he said, his throat closing up.


  “Dad?” Tomás said. “I can’t hear you. Are you coming?”


  “Hello?” Emilio shouted. “Hello?”


  “Dad?”


  The image faded.


  “LEE3? I’ve been disconnected.” He felt partly relieved, partly sick to his stomach.


  “Hmm. That’s odd,” LEE3 said. “We’ve lost all communications with Earth. I’ll alert the skeleton crew.”


  The REMpod, the biofile, and now communications.


  “LEE3?” he said. “Is Angie Velasquez’s biofile still inaccessible?”


  “Yeah, Doc.”


  “What about her husband’s?”


  Before LEE3 could answer he heard footsteps scampering outside the entrance to his suite. “Angie?” He pulled open the door and peered out into the corridor. At the far end, he thought he saw a shadow move, black within black. He blinked, and it was gone. “Angie?”


  LEE3 walked beside him, matching his gait. “You okay? You seem a little preoccupied.”


  “I wouldn’t have asked you to activate your psychotherapy program otherwise,” Emilio said. Like most shrinks, he’d been consulting a therapist off and on for years. The consults became more regular after his divorce a year and a half prior to launch of the Seed. Now he was forced to commiserate with LEE3’s psychotherapy subroutine.


  They made their way through the skyweb, dark crisscrossing corridors—some stretching kilometers—connecting one hullscraper to another. He needed exercise to help clear his head. When they reached the top floor of an accompanying ’scraper, a door opened to a gymnasium steeped in darkness. Above them, a massive skylight framed the dusty constellations, his own private Starry Night, the Universe itself as art.


  “I would say we’re dealing with straightforward projection on her part, guilt manifesting as an imaginary monster that now stalks her,” Emilio said. “It’s interesting she’s self-aware enough to have considered that possibility herself. And she doesn’t seem the type to react in that manner. If the human psyche worked this way, half the population would be haunted by monsters.”


  “Aren’t they?” LEE3 smirked. “Are you decommissioning her when we arrive at Pluto?”


  “I don’t know yet. I want to find a way to help her.” He stepped onto the treadmill. “Power Off” displayed on the monitor and he slapped at the handlebars in frustration. “She hasn’t been entirely forthcoming with me. Still, I’m impressed she sought help.”


  “After some arm-twisting by me.”


  “She did listen to you, though.”


  “My, you’re giving her every benefit of the doubt, aren’t you?”


  “Am I? What are you driving at?” He wondered if LEE3’s psych subroutine required it to duel him with cryptic platitudes.


  “Ever consider that you’re acting this way because of her child?”


  “I don’t see that her daughter has anything to do with—”


  LEE3 sighed loudly. “From one therapist to another: give me a break.”


  Emilio gave up on the treadmill and made his way to the track, starting a light jog. The circular pathway was bathed in the faint indigo, making it easy to stay on course. His mind wrangled with LEE3’s question.


  “Okay. As a parent, I empathize with her.”


  “And why is that?”


  “She chose to keep her family together,” he said. “Either they all went or they all stayed. There was no other option for her.”


  In his case, the family court judge had cut through all the accusations and recriminations in the custody dispute by sitting down with Tomás and asking him to choose. The boy had picked his mother. The court order had limited Emilio’s visits to alternate weekends, and after a few months even those visits had tapered off as he became immersed in preparations for the Seed mission. Once he’d committed to joining the crew, the question of appealing the custody decision—or of any contact whatsoever with Tomás, for that matter—became a moot point.


  He circled the track, LEE3 jogging beside him.


  “Emilio?”


  “Yes?”


  “There’s an incoming q-call. From Pluto.”


  He slowed down and made his way to a wall monitor. LEE3 stood next to him, mimicking the movements of an exhausted runner, a towel around the neck, hands on knees. The AI must have decided Emilio needed the company of a workout buddy.


  He tapped the screen and a wide face beamed at him. “Dr. Garcia. I’m Aulani Kahanahuni, Pluto’s Head Librarian. I’m responding to your query. I wanted to let you know there’s a Library match.”


  “There is?” While he’d forwarded Angie’s sketch to Pluto on a hunch after she’d mentioned studying Library engineering with her husband, a match was a long shot, at best. Pluto’s orbital grav-wave detectors and deciphering team provided the finest Library access in the Solar System.


  “The Ancient Cataloguers’ wisdom knows no bounds!” Aulani said, looking skyward. Plutonians had a reputation for their devotion to Library knowledge, a devotion that veered toward mysticism. Given the miracles of Library Tech, he couldn’t say he blamed them. The problem was the difficulty in distinguishing between Library entries on science versus belief systems, history versus mythology.


  “You’ve drawn an illustration of an anomaly known to manifest on Cataloguer ships, often right before an accident.”


  “You mean like a gremlin?” he asked. “Or a poltergeist?” He sounded more condescending than he intended.


  She stopped smiling. “The Cataloguers did have some scientific theories on the cause of these anomalies, but my staff is still conducting its research. And I wanted to answer your emergency query as quickly as possible. There’s also an entire mythology developed around these apparitions. Most notably, that they target and torment those persons guilty of terrible sins.”


  Typical, he thought. A mishmash of fact, fiction, and superstition. “Would someone studying Library engineering come across information on this anomaly?” he asked.


  “Oh, absolutely. It’s cross-referenced quite often in entries on spaceship engineering.”


  So, Angie would have seen this image before. Adding her face to it, however, spoke to . . . deeper issues.


  “You haven’t actually encountered this phenomenon,” Aulani said.


  He hesitated. “No.”


  “I should be able to present you with additional information when you arrive at Charon.” She waited as if expecting him to say more, but when he volunteered nothing else, she lifted an arm and looked skyward again. “Well, let’s thank the Ancient Cataloguers for their wisdom.”


  A girl appeared on the viewscreen and yanked at Aulani’s blouse. She leaned down. “Not now. Mommy’s busy.”


  “When the wolf’s in town, it gobbles you down, down . . . down!” the child sang, staring directly into the screen at Emilio.


  His heart skipped a beat. “What was that?” he said.


  “I’m sorry, Doctor. Just a silly nursery rhyme. Very popular these days. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”


  He shook his head.


  “We’re all looking forward to the Seed’s arrival.”


  After the communication link clicked off, he turned to find that LEE3 had vanished. The gymnasium seemed darker than before.


  LEE3 had pinpointed Angie’s location at the recreation center several blocks from the medical facility. Emilio decided to meet up with her outside the entranceway to the closed casino, where slot machines and roulette wheels hibernated in the shadows. For someone who feared she was being stalked, she didn’t seem to mind navigating the vast ship on her own. He found her on a bench by the casino.


  “Doctor,” she said, nodding hello.


  “Angie.” He sat next to her.


  “Isn’t it interesting that the designers of the Seed, a ship created to transport the best and brightest of humanity, included a casino?”


  He shrugged. “Even the best and brightest enjoy a game of chance now and then.”


  “I suppose.”


  “Angie,” he said gently. “Is there anything you’d like to tell me?”


  LEE3 had finally accessed her husband’s biofile.


  Her smile faded, and she lowered her eyes.
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