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  INTRODUCTION:


  A State of the Short SF Field in 2018


  Neil Clarke


  I opened this year’s review of short fiction with an important dedication. Few people can be said to have shaped modern science fiction to the degree that Gardner Dozois did over the course of his career. He will most notably be remembered for his time as editor of Asimov’s Science Fiction and The Year’s Best Science Fiction series, but he was also a Nebula Award-winning author. Gardner also won the Hugo Award for Best Editor a record-setting fifteen times and edited dozens of Hugo, Nebula, and Locus Award-winning stories. He was also a friend and colleague, working for me as reprint editor at Clarkesworld for the last five years.


  On my shelves lies a complete run of The Year’s Best Science Fiction, all thirty-five volumes plus his three Best of the Best volumes, and dozens of other anthologies he edited. While volumes one through three of my series were technically competing with his, he never once made me feel like that was the case. One of the best and more beautiful things most of you don’t know about this field is how collegial it is. Even when the stories were no longer new to me, I always preordered his next volume, simply for his annual summation of the field. For many of us, it was an important history of the field, one that spanned over thirty years and was yet another important part of his legacy.


  No one can fill his shoes, but in his honor, I’m going to merge some of the short fiction-oriented features of Gardner’s introductions into my own. It’s my way of noting that aspect of his work. It’s of personal value to me, and a desire to see that particular torch carried forward.


  The Business Side of Things


  For a long time, the genre magazine field was dominated by “the big three” print magazines: Analog Science Fiction and Fact (analogsf.com), Asimov’s Science Fiction (asimovs.com), and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction (sfsite.com/fsf). It wasn’t until more recently that online magazines began to present them with any serious competition for authors, readers, and awards. Much has changed in the last decade.


  Out of all the 2016 and 2017 Hugo Award finalists in the short fiction categories, only one came from a print magazine. For some readers, this has created an illusion that the health or quality of those markets is in decline. Another possible explanation is that online fiction is easier for readers to share and it has a much longer shelf life than the digests—which is often two months. This is not to say that the finalists are unworthy, it simply posits that some equally worthy stories are being overlooked due to reduced availability, much in the same way a UK-only novel would face significant disadvantage against a US-only novel. Popular vote awards are heavily influenced by availability and visibility.


  In 2017, one third of the combined selections in the year’s best anthologies by Dozois, Horton, Strahan, and myself were from print magazines. I’d argue that would indicate that quality is not suffering at those publications, but instead that due to the sheer volume of markets publishing short fiction, it’s simply impossible for your average reader to keep up. Any restrictions to availability, particularly in the form of having had to purchase it in a relatively short window of time, will reduce the likelihood of it being seen by a potential voter. This would also explain the decline in stories from anthologies.


  Adding to the illusion of troubled times for the print digests comes from the paid circulation that both Gardner and Locus Magazine (locusmag.com) have 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. Additional circulation details have been 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 part of the picture. Combined, you have a better view of the overall health—both their strengths and weaknesses.


  Over the last five years, Analog has dropped from 15,282 print subscriptions to 11,401, a loss of 3,881; Asimov’s has dropped from 9,347 to 7,109, a loss of 2,238; and F&SF has dropped from 8,994 to 6,688, a loss of 2,306. That may seem disastrous, but it appears it’s actually symptomatic of a change in reading habits. Over the last five years, Analog has risen from 6,174 digital subscriptions to 8,788, a gain of 2,614 and Asimov’s has risen from 8,640 to 10,578, a gain of 1,938. 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 in this window (all were up for the year), 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.


  It’s no secret that online and digital publishing has contributed significantly to the wealth of short fiction magazines we have at the moment. The overall financial health of those markets, however, is considerably lower than that of “the big three.” The current dominant model for the digital-born magazines is to release all content for free—either immediately or parceled out over a period of time. The majority 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. The average supporting rate (the percentage of readers who pay for or contribute towards the publication’s costs) is often well below 10%. This means that those three print magazines have a considerably larger paid readership than any of these newer markets. That creates a much more stable financial foundation, one that allows them to pay their staff professional wages that the free markets simply cannot manage. As a result, many of these editors work for free or very little income. That is a much more troubling point of data than the print magazines losing awards visibility and one that goes largely ignored when people talk about the state of short fiction.


  Another takeaway from the low supporting rates is how little short fiction is valued when it comes to dollars on the table. The drive to publish fiction online for free—something of which I freely acknowledge my own role in—has negatively changed perceptions of what readers expect to pay for in the short fiction market. It’s not a unique situation, as many newspapers find themselves in the same boat, but this isn’t good for any industry impacted by it, particularly one like science fiction magazines where advertising revenue is thin at best.


  Let’s take that Golden Age argument for a second, though. That would imply a thriving healthy state of being for the field, that I’ve just explained isn’t there for the majority of the publishers. Even the digests, while healthier, aren’t exactly rolling in the money. At present SFWA, the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, state that their qualifying rate is $0.06 per word. SFWA will be increasing that rate to $0.08 in 2019, but most of the larger markets are already paying that or better. Even the most prolific short fiction authors are unable to earn a living at either rate. If we’re using inflation values calculated to the present from the previous Golden Age, it would be at least four times that value, but paid readership, and therefore financial resources, has not scaled accordingly.


  Digital subscriptions to most magazines—whether they originated online or in print—are typically between $1.99 and $2.99 a month. Compared to other forms of entertainment, or even a gallon of gas, these rates are too low. If the future of short fiction is to be strong or even hoping to have even a shadow of a Golden Age, we have to stop treating the majority of professionals like volunteers and acknowledge that short fiction is worth paying for. This not only means that the paid subscriber levels need to increase, but that subscription rates should be a bit higher. Even an increase of $1 a month on subscription prices would provide a considerable boost to the health of these markets, allowing them to pay their staff and authors a more respectable rate for the work they do. In the end, it would be a modest increase with a significant impact on the field.


  So, if you aren’t currently supporting your favorite short fiction venues with a subscription, please consider doing so today.


  Magazine Comings and Goings


  While I normally don’t get excited about resurrecting old magazines, last year, I was thrilled to hear that Omni—the first magazine I subscribed to—would be returning with Ellen Datlow and Pamela Weintraub back at the helm. Unfortunately, that came to a halt when their parent company, Penthouse Global Media, declared bankruptcy in January. In June, the company’s assets were sold to WGCZ Ltd., a Czech porn site operator, and that placed the future of Omni on uncertain ground.


  The oft-resurrected magazine Amazing Stories (amazingstories.com) has once again returned after a successful Kickstarter campaign—dramatically highlighted by a surprising last-minute pledge of $10,000 to squeak past the finish line. Experimenter Publishing Company published the first of two new 2018 issues and distributed copies for free at San Jose Worldcon. The magazine is currently available in print and e-book editions.


  An interesting development in 2018 was the number of magazines that attempted to launch with print editions or add them later on. February saw the publication of Spectacle Magazine’s first quarterly issue, complete with full-color interiors, high production values, and a $20 cover price. Sadly, it appeared as though the publishers had not quite done their homework, causing them to run into a controversy over clauses in their contracts. This was eventually resolved amicably, but they failed to produce any other issues. Their website is still taking orders for subscriptions, but their website and social media presences haven’t been updated in months, leaving their current status in question.


  Another print magazine, Visions (readvisions.com), launched in the UK in December. They describe themselves as “a science fiction magazine where writers, designers, and researchers of the past and present come together to explore the future.” While they are purchasing print and digital rights to stories, it appears as though they’ve only produced a print edition of issue #1. Their second issue is scheduled for Summer 2019.


  UFO Publishing and The Future Affairs Association (China) published issue #1 of their quarterly English-language magazine, Future Science Fiction Digest (future-sf.com), in December. The magazine is edited by Alex Shvartsman and will place a heavy emphasis on translated works. Interestingly, the magazine is acquiring rights for English and Chinese language, which they have licensed for print, audio, and electronic editions.


  Apex Magazine (apex-magazine.com), launched a new print edition in early 2018, but terminated the program in December, citing a lack of interest. This was not their first foray into print, having originally launched as a print magazine back in 2005.


  Fireside Magazine (firesidefiction.com) rounds out the print launches with a rather attractive color quarterly edition, Fireside Quarterly, with a subscription price that works out to $30 per issue paid in monthly installments. Stories published in the print edition were later published online.


  On the sadder side of the spectrum, Shimmer Magazine closed its doors after thirteen years. Also shuttered was LONTAR, a biannual literary journal focusing on Southeast Asian speculative fiction, which closed in May after producing ten issues. That region is now represented by Ombak (ombak.org), Southeast Asia’s weird fiction journal, which published its first issue on Halloween. After twenty years, Mythic Delirium (mythicdelirium.com) has gone on “indefinite hiatus.” Space and Time (www.spaceandtimemagazine.com) announced that it would be closing after over fifty years, but was rescued at the last minute by Angela Yuriko Smith, who will take over as publisher. Their first new issue is expected in late spring/early summer of 2019.


  Although they have yet to produce an issue, Hard Universe had perhaps the most unusual new market announcement of the year. Sponsored by a company invested in their own cryptocurrency, Hard Universe intended to be the first genre magazine to pay authors in that medium. As of the end of 2018, they had not accepted any stories despite opening for submissions in July.


  Asimov’s Science Fiction continues to demonstrate its position as one of the leading science fiction magazines this year with stories likely to appeal to a wide range of science fiction fans. Among these, the best were by Sue Burke, Rich Larson, S. Qiouyi Lu, Linda Nagata, Suzanne Palmer, Robert Reed, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and Allen M. Steele.


  Industry stalwart Analog Science Fiction and Fact remains one of the most purely SF markets available with excellent stories by Marissa Lingen, Suzanne Palmer, and Nick Wolven.


  The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction had a stronger year in 2018 and will be celebrating their 70th anniversary this year. Some of my favorite stories were by L.X. Beckett, William Ledbetter, Robert Reed, and Vandana Singh.


  Clarkesworld Magazine (clarkesworldmagazine.com) happens to be the magazine I edit, so I’ll refrain from significant comment and say that some of my favorites this year—which seem to match our reader’s poll results—include works by Simone Heller, Erin Roberts, R.S.A. Garcia, and Carolyn Ives Gilman.


  Tor.com celebrated a milestone tenth anniversary year with an impressive retrospective anthology, Worlds Seen in Passing, edited by Irene Gallo. The volume of fiction was down considerably from last year but remained a strong source for quality work. Favorites included work by Simon Bestwick, S.B. Divya, Greg Egan, Daryl Gregory, James Patrick Kelly, and Rich Larson.


  Also turning ten this year was literary adventure fantasy magazine, Beneath Ceaseless Skies (beneath-ceaseless-skies.com). They are consistently publishing some of the best fantasy work in the market. Their output falls outside the purview of this anthology, but it’s well worth reading.


  Celebrating its 100th issue, Lightspeed Magazine (lightspeedmagazine. com) published a supersized issue of the magazine that was nearly double the size of their regular releases. It included an excellent story by Sofia Samatar which never appeared in their online edition. Other notable SF works were written by Bryan Camp and Ken Liu. Lightspeed had a much stronger year on the fantasy side of the publication.


  Uncanny Magazine (uncannymagazine.com) published a guest-edited “Disabled People Destroy Science Fiction” issue featuring fiction and non-fiction by writers who identify themselves as disabled and in 2019 they intend to launch a new YouTube channel. The best science fiction story in this year’s lineup was by A.T. Greenblatt. Overall, Uncanny had a stronger fantasy than SF lineup this year.


  GigaNotoSaurus (giganotosaurus.org) only publishes one story a month, frequently longer than you’ll find in most other markets. The strongest stories here came from Vanessa Fogg and Adrian Simmons. This was Rashida J. Smith’s last year as editor. Elora Gatts will take the reins in 2019.


  UK veteran science fiction magazine Interzone (ttapress.com/interzone) took a break in early 2018 and skipped an issue, resulting in only five of the usual six print and digital issues per year. This appears to have been temporary change in schedule as the January/February 2019 issue is scheduled for publication. The publication schedule for sister magazine Black Static (ttapress.com/blackstatic) was likewise altered. The best stories from Interzone were by Gregor Hartmann and Samantha Murray.


  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) celebrated its first anniversary and published six new translations in 2018. They may be the only genre magazine publishing translations that includes the original version of the story as well.


  Interesting science fiction can also be found outside the standard publishing ecosystem for such things, of course. Future Tense Science Fiction, a partnership between Slate, New America, and Arizona State University, ramped things up considerably. After publishing only two stories since the launch of the series at Slate, in 2018 they started publishing monthly stories around a quarterly theme. A notable feature of this series is that each story is accompanied by a response essay from a professional working in a related field. The quality here is high with excellent work by Madeline Ashby, Hannu Rajaniemi, and Mark Stasenko.


  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). Wired Magazine (wired.com/magazine) closed out the year by publishing a few stories from a 2019 issue on their website. For reasons mentioned in previous introductions, the online editions of these stories were considered 2018 publications for the purpose of this anthology. Notable among these were works by Adam Rogers and Martha Wells.


  Just as the online and print magazines have become more similar in the way they distribute issues, the audio fiction world of free podcasts has often done the same. Not only are more print and digital magazines producing podcasts (Asimov’s, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, and Uncanny, for example), but more podcasts are offering online text versions of their stories with increasing regularity. Among these, The Escape Artists produce four of the more successful podcasts: Escape Pod (escapepod.org), 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), and the District of Wonders markets: StarShipSofa (starshipsofa.com), Tales to Terrify (talestoterrify.com), and Far Fetched Fables (farfetchedfables.com).


  Additionally, a wide range of stories—sometimes focused on very specific themes and subject matters—can also be found in publications like Abyss & Apex Magazine (abyssapexzine.com), Anathema (anathemamag.com), Andromeda Spaceways (andromedaspaceways.com), Aurealis (aurealis.com.au), Compelling Science Fiction (compellingsciencefiction.com), Cosmic Roots and Eldritch Shores (cosmicrootsandeldritchshores.com), Daily Science Fiction (dailysciencefiction.com), Diabolical Plots (diabolicalplots.com), Factor Four (factorfourmag.com), Fiyah (fiyahlitmag.com), Flash Fiction Online (flashfictiononline.com), Galaxy’s Edge (galaxysedge.com), Helios Quarterly (heliosquarterly.com), Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet (smallbeerpress.com/lcrw), Mithila (mithilareview.com), Neo-Opsis (neo-opsis.ca), Omenana Magazine of Africa’s Speculative Fiction (omenana.com), On Spec (onspecmag.wordpress.com), Orson Scott Card’s Intergalactic Medicine Show (intergalacticmedicineshow.com), Perihelion (perihelionsf.com), The Future Fire (futurefire.net), and many more.


  Anthologies, Collections, and Standalone Novellas


  Anthologies had a strong year with six different titles landing stories in this year’s table of contents and several more on the recommended reading list. It was a difficult call, but I think the strongest science fiction anthology of the lot was Twelve Tomorrows edited by Wade Roush. This latest installment in the series presented some impressive visions of the future by Elizabeth Bear, J. M. Ledgard, Ken Liu, Paul McAuley, Nnedi Okorafor, and Alastair Reynolds.


  Two other anthologies were close. Robots vs. Fairies, edited by Dominik Parisien and Navah Wolfe, was a very strong contender and was likely the best mixed science fiction and fantasy anthology of the year. The strong lineup included top-notch science fiction by Madeline Ashby, Lavie Tidhar, and Alyssa Wong. Also interesting was Infinity’s End—the final installment in the Infinity anthology series—edited by Jonathan Strahan. The notable stories here included works by Naomi Kritzer, Linda Nagata, Alastair Reynolds, Kelly Robson, and Peter Watts. I’m sad to see the series end, but Jonathan already has something new in the works for 2019.


  Several other anthologies captured my interest this year. 2001: An Odyssey in Words, edited by Ian Whates and Tom Hunter, was an interesting concept (all 2001 word stories) and offered enjoyable stories by Yoon Ha Lee and Ian McDonald. A Thousand Beginnings and Endings, edited by Ellen Oh and Elsie Chapman, explored the mythology and folklore of South and East Asia and had a great story by Aliette de Bodard. Mechanical Animals, edited by Selena Chambers and Jason Heller, riffs on the traditional ideals of automata to explore our strange and competitive relationship with the natural world and featured excellent work by Aliette de Bodard, Stephen Graham Jones, An Owomoyela, and Caroline M. Yoachim. Mother of Invention, edited by Rivqa Rafael and Tansy Rayner Roberts, featured diverse and challenging stories about gender and artificial intelligence, including some excellent works by John Chu, Seanan McGuire, and Bogi Takács. Shades Within Us, edited by Susan Forest and Lucas K. Law, hit themes of migration and borders and included another one of Rich Larson’s excellent tales. Women Invent the Future, a project from Doteveryone, included a strong piece by Liz Williams.


  Also important to the strength of the field are the many reprint anthologies published each year. This market is almost entirely the domain of the small press, with a few exceptions like The Future Is Female! edited by Lisa Yaszek and published by Library of America and the previously mentioned Worlds Seen in Passing retrospective of Tor.com stories. Several reprint anthologies cover the year’s best spectrum, like this one. In 2018, other such volumes that included science fiction were: The Year’s Best Science Fiction: 35th Annual Collection, edited by Gardner Dozois, The Year’s Best Science Fiction & Fantasy 2019, edited by Rich Horton, The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year, Volume Twelve, edited by Jonathan Strahan, The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2018, edited by N.K. Jemisin, series editor John Joseph Adams, The Year’s Best Military & Adventure SF: Volume 4, edited by David Afsharirad, Transcendent 3: The Year’s Best Transgender Speculative Fiction, edited by Bogi Takács, and Best of British Science Fiction 2017, edited by Donna Scott. At this time, it appears as though Gardner’s series will not be assigned to a new editor, ending the series at thirty-five volumes. The Very Best of the Best: 35 Years of The Year’s Best Science Fiction, completed before his death, was published posthumously.


  Single author collections were very common in 2018, numbering in the hundreds if you go by ISFDB.org and primarily originating from small press publishers. Some of the most notable include: The Sacerdotal Owl and Three Other Long Tales by Michael Bishop; An Agent of Utopia by Andy Duncan; How Long ’til Black Future Month? by N. K. Jemisin; The Promise of Space and Other Stories by James Patrick Kelly; Tomorrow Factory by Rich Larson; Ambiguity Machines and Other Stories by Vandana Singh; and The Future Is Blue by Catherynne M. Valente. No favorites from this lot, as they’re all great.


  On the novella front, Tor.com Books, Tachyon Publications, and Subterranean continue to be at the front of the field. Tor.com Books is by far the most prolific publisher of standalone novellas (and occasional novelettes) in the field and featured excellent work by Brooke Bolander, Ian McDonald, Kelly Robson, and Martha Wells. Tachyon published another excellent work by Peter Watts, The Freeze-Frame Revolution. My favorite of Subterranean’s 2018 lineup was The Tea Master and the Detective by Aliette de Bodard. I wouldn’t be surprised to see any of these on award ballots this year.


  I’d also like to take a moment to point people towards Twelfth Planet Press. Icefall by Stephanie Gunn is a work that might well sail below the radar for many readers and deserves more attention.


  The 2018 Scorecard


  For those interested in tracking the sources of the stories selected this year:
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          Magazines

        

        	
          17
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          37.9%
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          3.4%

        
      

    
  


  These stories represent seventeen different sources, up four from last year. Online magazines have eleven of the stories, up one over last year. Print magazines remained the same. Anthologies and collections each gained one.


  Short stories did considerably better this year, placing eighteen on my list, up from thirteen last year. Novelettes were down from eleven to eight and novellas up from two to three. The volume of short stories allowed for an increase from twenty-four stories to twenty-six stories in total.


  And from my Recommended Reading List:
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  The standalone category primarily consists of individually published novellas from publishers like Tor.com Books, Tachyon, and Subterranean. Several of those would have been worthy additions to this book but were logistically impossible due to size or availability issues. Novellas continue to be a strong source of some of the best work being written today.


  Overall, while I may worry about the business side of the field, I thought 2018 was a good year for science fiction, but an unusual one in that fewer of my favorites came from what I would consider the usual suspects. It’s not that they had an off year, but more that others published some very pleasant surprises. The landscape is changing in interesting ways and that’s a good thing.


  The Most Interesting Development for Short Science Fiction


  We’ve been exporting SF to other parts of the world for decades, but it wasn’t until more recently that significant numbers of works from outside the usual US/UK/Canada/Australia sphere have been making their way here. As an editor and reader, this makes me particularly happy. Science fiction is at its best when it is incorporating and being challenged by new ideas and perspectives. This recent influx will be of benefit to the future of the field both domestic and abroad.


  Translations, in particular, have been increasingly common in US magazines. Clarkesworld has regularly published Chinese SF for over four years and will add Korean SF in 2019. Samovar—affiliated with Strange Horizons—has regularly published translations since 2017, and now Future Science Fiction will be featuring them as well. Occasional works in translation have also been appearing in Asimov’s, Lightspeed Magazine, Tor.com, Uncanny Magazine, and many more.


  Translation or internationally-focused anthologies were also quite common in 2018 and represented by works such as Future Fiction: New Dimensions in International Science Fiction, edited by Bill Campbell and Francesco Verso; Solarpunk: Ecological and Fantastical Stories in a Sustainable World (translated from Portuguese), edited by Phoebe Wagner and Brontë Christopher Wieland; Apex Book of World SF 5, edited by Cristina Jurado; Best Asian SF—despite the title, this is an original anthology and not a “best of” in the traditional sense—, edited by Rajat Chaudhuri; Zion’s Fiction, edited by Sheldon Teitelbaum and Emanuel Lottem; and Speculative Japan 4, edited by Edward Lipsett. I’m aware of four more anthologies scheduled for 2019: 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; Gollancz Book of South Asian Science Fiction, edited by Tarun K. Saint; and Best Asian Short Stories 2019, edited by Hisham Bustani.


  If you are interested in learning more about what is happening with translated works, I highly recommend reading Rachel Cordasco’s SF in Translation blog (sfintranslation.com). It’s filled with interesting news and reviews and is definitely the best source of information on this subject on the web.


  Notable 2018 Awards


  The 76th World Science Fiction Convention, Worldcon 76, was held in San Jose, California, from August 15th to August 20th, 2018. The 2018 Hugo Awards, presented at Worldcon 76, were: Best Novel, The Stone Sky by N. K. Jemisin; Best Novella, “All Systems Red” by Martha Wells; Best Novelette, “The Secret Life of Bots” by Suzanne Palmer; Best Short Story, “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience™” by Rebecca Roanhorse; Best Series, World of the Five Gods, by Lois McMaster Bujold; Best Graphic Story, Monstress, Volume 2: The Blood, written by Marjorie M. Liu, illustrated by Sana Takeda; Best Related Work, No Time to Spare: Thinking About What Matters, by Ursula K. Le Guin; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, Sheila E. Gilbert; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, Lynne M. Thomas & Michael Damian Thomas; Best Professional Artist, Sana Takeda; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), The Good Place: “The Trolley Problem”; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), Wonder Woman; Best Semiprozine, Uncanny; Best Fanzine, File 770; Best Fancast, Ditch Diggers; Best Fan Writer, Sarah Gailey; Best Fan Artist, Geneva Benton; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer, Rebecca Roanhorse, and The World Science Fiction Society (WSFS) Award for Best Young Adult Book, Akata Warrior by Nnedi Okorafor.


  The 2017 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Pittsburgh Marriott City Center in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on May 19, 2018, were: Best Novel, The Stone Sky by N.K. Jemisin; Best Novella, “All Systems Red” by Martha Wells; Best Novelette, “A Human Stain” by Kelly Robson; Best Short Story, “Welcome to Your Authentic Indian Experience™” by Rebecca Roanhorse; Ray Bradbury Award, Get Out; the Andre Norton Award, The Art of Starving by Sam J. Miller; the Kate Wilhelm Solstice Award, Gardner Dozois and Sheila Williams; the Kevin O’ Donnell Jr. Service to SFWA Award, Bud Sparhawk; and the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award, Peter S. Beagle.


  The 2018 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet on November 4, 2018, at the Renaissance Baltimore Harborplace Hotel in Baltimore, Maryland, during the Forty-fourth Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel, (tie) The Changeling by Victor LaValle and Jade City by Fonda Lee; Best Long Fiction, “Passing Strange” by Ellen Klages; Best Short Fiction, “The Birding: A Fairy Tale” by Natalia Theodoridou; Best Collection, The Emerald Circus by Jane Yolen; Best Anthology, The New Voices of Fantasy, edited by Peter S. Beagle and Jacob Weisman; Best Artist, Gregory Manchess; Special Award (Professional), Harry Brockway, Patrick McGrath, and Danel Olson for Writing Madness; Special Award (Non-Professional), Justina Ireland and Troy L. Wiggins for FIYAH: Magazine of Black Speculative Fiction. Plus Lifetime Achievement Awards, Charles de Lint and Elizabeth Wollheim.


  The 2018 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by: The Genius Plague by David Walton.


  The 2018 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by: “Don’t Press Charges and I Won’t Sue” by Charlie Jane Anders.


  The 2018 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to: Bannerless by Carrie Vaughn.


  The 2018 Arthur C. Clarke Award was won by: Dreams Before the Start of Time by Anne Charnock.


  The 2017 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by: Who Runs the World? by Virginia Bergin.


  The 2018 Sidewise Award for Alternate History went to (Long Form): Once There Was A Way by Bryce Zabel and (Short Form): “Zigeuner” by Harry Turtledove.


  The 2018 WSFA Small Press Award: “The Secret Life of Bots” by Suzanne Palmer.


  In Memoriam


  Among those the field lost in 2018 are:


  Ursula K. Le Guin, SFWA Grand Master, winner of six Hugos, six Nebula Awards, three World Fantasy Awards, three James Tiptree, Jr. Awards, and many other honors, author of classics such as The Dispossessed, The Left Hand of Darkness, The Lathe of Heaven, and the Earthsea series; Jack Ketchum, World Horror Grand Master, winner of three Bram Stoker Awards; John Anthony West, short stories in F&SF and Omni, Bill Crider, winner of the Sidewise Award; Victor Milán, Prometheus Award-winning writer; Peter Nicholls, Hugo Award winner and editor of The Science Fiction Encyclopedia; Kate Wilhelm, two-time winner of the Hugo Award, helped establish SFWA and the Clarion Workshop, Science Fiction Hall of Fame member; Mary Rosenblum, Compton Crook and Sidewise Award winner; Karen Anderson, author and illustrator; David Bischoff, Nebula Award nominee, novelist, screenwriter; Claudia De Bella, Argentinian author and translator; Palle Juul Holm, Danish critic and author (as Bernhard Ribbeck), published the first Danish educational text for science fiction; Raymond Reid Collins, stories in F&SF; Susan Ann Protter, literary agent; Philip Roth, winner of the Sidewise Award and Man Booker International Prize for Lifetime Achievement; Gardner Dozois, fifteen-time winner of the Hugo Award for Best Editor, two-time winner of the Nebula Award, Science Fiction Hall of Fame member, editor of Asimov’s Science Fiction from 1984-2004, editor of The Year’s Best Science Fiction series; Christopher Stasheff, best known for his humorous Gallowglass/Warlock novels; Steve Sneyd, Science Fiction Poetry Association Grand Master; Steve Ditko, comic artist and writer, artist and co-creator (with Stan Lee) of Spider-Man and Doctor Strange; Harlan Ellison, SFWA Grand Master, winner of seven Hugos, four Nebula Awards, a World Fantasy Award, and many other honors, Science Fiction Hall of Fame member, edited Dangerous Visions and Again, Dangerous Visions, author of the Star Trek episode “The City on the Edge of Forever”; Christine Nöstlinger, received the Hans Christian Andersen Medal for her lasting contribution to children’s literature; Karen Simonyan, pioneer of Armenian science fiction; Michael Scott Rohan, Scottish fantasy and science fiction author; H.M. Hoover, winner of the Golden Duck Awards’ Hal Clement division for young adult literature; Michael Sissons, literary agent and anthologist; K.C. Ball, winner of the Writers of the Future Contest; Sven Wernström, Swedish author; Robert Bausch, winner of Fellowship of Southern Writers Award; Greg Stafford, game designer, co-founder of Chaosium, Origins Award Hall of Fame member; Pat Lupoff, Hugo Award winner for Best Fanzine; Dave Duncan, two-time winner of the Aurora Award, Canadian Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame member; Jin Yong, Chinese author and one of the most popular wuxia writers of all time; Domingo Santos, Spanish author and co-founder of Neuva Dimensión; Achim Mehnert, German author and one of the founders of ColoniaCon in Köln, Germany; Stan Lee, created and co-created the Fantastic Four, Hulk, Thor, Iron Man, the X-Men, Daredevil, Doctor Strange, Spider-Man, and more, winner of the Inkpot, Eisner, Kirby, and Saturn Awards; Emeka Walter Dinjos, short story author; Billie Sue Mosiman, author and editor.


  In Closing


  I always try to end these introductions on a positive note. I must say that the above list of people we love and lost in 2018 makes that a bit more challenging, but as we mourn those have left us, we also must 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 watching for. This year, I’m selecting someone who might just have been the most prolific author publishing short fiction in 2018. I published several stories by D.A. Xiaolin Spires (daxiaolinspires.wordpress.com) last year, but at some point, it started to feel like she was regularly announcing new sales or appearing in something I was reading. Volume is not necessarily connected to quality, but she’s regularly accomplishing both and only getting better. I look forward to reading more of her stories in the future. I hope you will too!


  Simone Heller lives on an island in the Danube River, in a town near Munich, Germany. For most of her life, she’s been lucky enough to make a living from science fiction by selling it, translating it, and writing it. She almost became a biologist, but graduated in linguistics and cultural studies instead. Most of her time is spent in fictional worlds, with travels in the real world whenever possible. And the rest is browsing history. Find her at www.missnavigator.com.


  WHEN WE WERE STARLESS


  Simone Heller


  When we set out to weave a new world from the old, broken one, we knew we pledged the lives of our clutches and our clutches’ clutches to wandering the wastes. Season after season, our windreaders find us a path through the poison currents, and our herds scuttle over molten glass seas and pockmarked plains into the haunted places where the harvest is plentiful. We move swiftly, outpacing vapors and packs of wild dogs alike, leaving only the prints of our tails in acrid sands.


  This wasn’t entirely true; we left other things, too, dear and precious. But this was how it was told by the elders when the veiled moon was high and we were cuddled up with our cozy-stones.


  On the moonless nights, though, they spoke of ghosts: beckoning wraithlights and treacherous silent ones, and all the other types we had classified; and the multitudes that still waited for our soothing hands out among the ruins. They spoke of ghosts like they were the ones to handle them, when it was always me.


  So when Warden Renke strode up to my resting place on the outskirts of the half-shaped camp, the stark white paint of her dread-screen slapped on in haste, I knew what she needed.


  “Someone found another ghost, yes?” My longing glance went to the grub’n’root stew some kind soul had left next to the pack serving as my pillow, still lukewarm from a hot stone placed at the bottom of the bowl. I reached for the harness with my tools instead.


  “It’s in the dome structure to the East. Asper ventured there in search of the light metals his weaver prefers. He meant no harm; he knows we need every spare part he can churn out. Said he saw strange lights.”


  “Alright.” It could be nothing, or just another minor ghost which I would have laid to rest before the deep-night chill encroached. I stood and fingered my engraved pliers, waiting for Renke to disappear like they all did when it came to my work. But the Warden fixed me, her pupils mere slits.


  “Eat your fill first, Blessed. We need you to stay strong. Truss won’t be able to step in for you.”


  And he hadn’t stepped in for years now, since the day he became a respected member of the tribe, but I didn’t say that.


  “How is he?” I asked instead.


  Renke looked back to where the first weaverspun tentpoles came together, as if she could see the pallet there, the thin mat of woven vines stained with blood. “He’s barely conscious. You should visit him as soon as you’ve cleansed yourself.”


  It could well be my last chance. One shift in the weather, and we’d be running again, leaving our excess baggage behind. Truss never passed up an opportunity to teach a lesson, so it would probably be me he’d ask for the Song of Passing, and I was afraid it would be more than I could take. People’s hearts, as hardened and as barred as they were, were a different matter from the hearts of ghosts. I took one big mouthful of stew and swallowed. “I’ll take care of this ghost, Warden. This spot will serve as a fine resting place and see us recovered to full strength.”


  Renke cast a doubtful glance down at her freshly spun leg brace, for she, too, hadn’t walked away unscathed. “Report to me when it’s done. I’ll put harvesting on hold, so hurry. No way to know how long the winds will grant us.”


  The run-in with the rustbreed had not been my fault. I was a good enough scout—I scoured inaccessible ruins for scarce materials, and I never ran the tribe into the lairs of the befouled crablion or let anyone’s mind become ghost-shifted. But when the heat-baked ground of a salt flat we were crossing was suddenly riddled with burrower holes, a full legion of the writhing, rearing centipedal creatures already upon us, all I could do was to change the gentle hum of the Lope Concord to the jarring trill of the Rush and find us a path out of this trap. The air had been filled with the dry stick sounds of the rustbreed’s milling legs and the sharp smell that went for communication among them. But for all their legs, we were the better runners, and we made it. Barely. The hindquarters of our sole gearbeast were a fused mass of metal and dried fluids from a rustbreed feeder, and I didn’t want to think about Truss’ side, which had been similarly exposed. Others, like Renke, had been burned badly, too, but he had been the only one to suffer a bite and get the corrosive substance under his scales.


  The ruined place I had led us into was vast and violent, some of its canyons carved by storms and some designed by its unholy builders long ago. We had been following these shadowed paths for hours, paths I would have preferred to scout before bringing in the tribe. As it was, I had to lay ghosts to rest on the run, which was a contradiction in and of itself.


  I skirted the camp, listening to the whirring sounds of dozens of weavers busily spinning pots and ropes and all the things we would need to shelter and recover. Bits of Asper’s cleansing chant drifted over the jagged scenery. He would be fine. Surely he had run at first sight, not even checking if it was a real ghost, or just a reflection on an unexpectedly untarnished surface. It took more than that to risk ghost-shifting. But the tribe was skittish. He would sing half of the night.


  Out of the rubble and partially collapsed buildings around the camp, two ruined structures protruded into the upper airs like teeth, broken and half-melted. Loose material flung up by the poison winds had merged with the original walls like flowstone.


  No such thing marred the surface of the dome. Its sides were certainly blackened like everything else, and even blacker holes yawned where some of its hexagonal segments were missing, but the telltale pockmarks to determine downwind shelter were nowhere to be seen. It loomed over the rubble as if to claim some things were unbreakable, no matter what. We would prove it wrong, if I had my way and we stayed. Because that was what we did; we cleansed the ruins by harvesting them, by feeding their very substance to our weavers and rendering it pure and useful to be sold to the settler townships up in the mountains.


  Only this time we would need every scrap for ourselves to survive.


  The entrance to the dome structure was a narrow, curved tube. When I reached a barrier of two thin, clear panes of glass, they swished apart almost soundlessly, releasing a draft of cool air from within. Asper must have been desperate if he had gone beyond that. I took a moment to camouflage and darted through, curling my tail in case of nasty surprises; this would have been a stupid way to lose it. At some point in the past, granules of debris had blown in, but the layer was thin and petered out after a few paces. When the portal closed smoothly behind me, one side grated a little bit on a piece of gravel that must have been displaced by my feet.


  My gaze was drawn upwards. The air of the dome was still, the evening light eerily peaceful as it filtered through the once transparent segments. Gone was the cleansing singsong, gone were the high winds keening in cavity-riddled structures. It wasn’t that there was no indication of violence in this place: the tail end of a colossal metal tube still hanging from steel cords fastened around its tapered nose had fallen and destroyed all manners of tables and glass cases on the floor. But it was as if it had happened centuries ago, and peace had been found in its arrangement.


  Anyone with a healthy fear of ghosts would have gone looking for the one whose invisible hand had moved the glass panes. I knew better. I was not after an inferior ghost tied to this entrance—my prey would be haunting the vast space, where the light was murky and the shadows were glistening. I went straight in to look for the veins that spoke of ghost activity, for the hiding places of ghost organs, stored away in boxes for protection.


  Uncomfortably chilly layers of air enshrouded glittering heaps of shards. Once, I might have felt out of place, an unwelcome disturbance. But I had left my fear of ghosts behind like an old skin a long time ago, and what I had found instead was the unforeseen, and sometimes pure beauty.


  The tribe never knew. To them, beauty meant nothing. I could have shown them the brightest colors and patterns on my skin, and all they ever wanted were the dulled hues of sand and ashes, all the better to pick clean ruins like this one.


  In the end I found absolutely no sign of a ghost inhabiting this space. I resigned myself to take care of the entrance and let go of my camouflage.


  When I turned around there was something where there had been no one. Like a person, a solitary figure leaned on one of the undamaged glass cases. The light pooled strangely around it, and when I flicked my tongue, the smell, the heat, and the heartbeat were all my own and told me no other living being was in here with me.


  “Hello, little explorer,” it said with a clear, slightly hollow voice.


  The ways ghosts reacted to people were mostly limited to precise, fatal attacks, if they were of the aggressive kind, or simple things like manipulating doors or following every move with a single red eye in the shell they animated, observant even in afterlife.


  This one drifted over to me, mimicking a walk on two legs as best it could, lacking a tail. Its whole body was obscured by a bulky, silvery layer of clothing, its head round like a bowl. It seemed insubstantial, a ghost of subtle dangers. My breath quickened, but I stood my ground. When there was but a pace between us, I lifted my hand to rap my knuckles against the semi-translucent head-bowl with just a hint of bright eyes behind. The ghost quivered slightly as my fingers passed right through it, and on my skin I felt an almost imperceptible sensation of heat.


  “Now, now, you’re a cheeky one, aren’t you?” It turned with me as I began to walk around it, cautiously, looking for the veins tethering its body to its heart. “I understand you’re curious, and I encourage you heartily to experiment. But your experience will be better if you refrain from touching me.”


  The way it reacted to me, seemed to talk directly to me, was disconcerting. I felt a lump grow in my throat. Even now there were no veins. They could still be under the floor, but I somehow doubted it. I had seen a few Untethered before, even sought them out. They didn’t need to animate objects, but moved through thin air with a fluid grace. I knew they could be laid to rest with a bit of work; I just chose not to whenever possible. The world always felt lessened by their passing.


  “I don’t see a tag on you, little explorer.” The ghost’s voice came from slightly above. So maybe it had stored its lungs somewhere. Finding them would at least be a start. “Would you mind telling me your name to avoid confusion?”


  I looked up at the strange specter in surprise. No amount of singing would redeem me in the eyes of my tribe if I volunteered my name to a ghost. Granted, I did talk to ghosts. It was a one-sided conversation, a game of pretending at its best. This ghost wouldn’t even register my name, a name nobody had bothered to use since I became Blessed. What harm could it do, to whisper and hear it swallowed up by the still air of the dome?


  I flicked my tongue. “Mink. My name is Mink.”


  The round head bobbed enthusiastically. “Welcome, Mink! Now, would you like to see the stars?”


  A flutter of anxiety rose in my stomach. This was more than a mere reaction; this was interaction. For a short moment, I felt this was not a ghost, but something else altogether, something alive and very old and dangerous. I fought my unease with a snort. “Stars? You’re trying to trick me with fancy tales the elders tell to hatchlings, yes?”


  “That’s what most come for, but we can certainly look at something else. The rocket, maybe? Or one of the landers?” It drifted off a little bit, hands clasped behind its back. With a swooshing noise, the soft glow of wraithlights grew throughout the dome, in at least five different places. There were sounds as well, sounds I recognized: ghosts, many upon many of them, animating contraptions, whining in high voices. A legion of ghosts, seemingly springing into action in unison.


  I shielded my eyes and staggered back, caught myself on one of the tables, shaken. Such a conglomerate of ghosts would take days to be laid to rest. Our wounded might not have days; they depended on the herds’ output before the windreader called us off.


  The untethered ghost had moved to hover next to me. “You seem upset, little explorer Mink. Is there something wrong? Something I can do for you?”


  I held my face still buried in my hands and looked at the ghost through my fingers. Was it trying to help me? All I had ever been taught told me to run now, but I had never been the student Truss or the other elders had envisioned. “That’s impossible . . .”


  “Let’s try some music to lift your spirits.” The ghost drifted back and forth expectantly. When nothing happened and I began to wonder if I should have said or done something, it heaved a great sigh. “Uh . . . I’m very sorry, little explorer Mink . . . some things seem to be amiss here. I thought I had just the right music for you. But now I can’t play any at all, and I just don’t seem to be able to fix this defect. Ah. I shouldn’t be all sad when I need to cheer you up, right? Don’t you worry. I’ll find a work-around.”


  “You miss your music?” I had always suspected some ghosts liked music, and tried to use this to my advantage. But this ghost had offered me consolation; it seemed genuinely upset it couldn’t act on it. I didn’t seek an advantage when I suggested: “I could sing for you.”


  Truss would have called me ghost-shifted or straight out mad at this point. I had nothing yet, not even a classification, just a growing sense of unease and a lot of work cut out for me. But there were many ways to a ghost’s heart, and a nonaggressive, calming approach might work just as well as exhausting oneself by tearing out every wall panel for clues. Or maybe I was just trying to rationalize my own desperate need for a song.


  It took some time to find my voice, because, yes, I had sung to ghosts before, but never for a whole legion of them. Soon enough I found the center of the dome was an excellent place to stand and sing.


  I did not sing a ghost song, but one of ours. The melody of the Paean of Manifest Horizons rose strongly in the empty air, and it was more uplifting than the somber tones of the Song of Passing I usually sang in the forsaken places of the world, while making them a little bit more forsaken. It wasn’t until after the first verse I noticed the second voice accompanying mine in perfect harmony. At first I was puzzled and amused to sing alongside those hidden lungs of the ghost. Then I felt my spirit lifted in a way I had not expected: not to chant alone amongst the rubble of a past age, but to have a voice other than mine echoing, countering, running ahead in joy. When I reshaped the tune into a jubilating variation and the ghost followed suit without pause, though, the dread feeling crept upon me again, made my voice veer off into a warning warble. I faltered, and the ghost sang the ending notes on its own.


  Ghosts were the remnants of the long-dead past, and one thing they—or at least all the ones I had encountered—could not do, was evolve, learn, grasp something new. This one had not only learned a song in a few heartbeats, but even how to mold it in the unique way of my tribe. And I finally had my classification and my name, and the absolute certainty that I would not be the one to lay this ghost to rest, or any of its manifestations, for that was what I faced: one vast ghost of many forms, one fabled entity that ruled this whole place. An annihilator of tribes. A Clusterhaunt.


  “What an amazing talent,” it said, lifting its hand to its chest, where of course no heart resided. “Thank you!”


  I tried to swallow against my dried-up throat, but only produced a strangled squawk. When I fled the dome, the ghost called after me: “Little explorer Mink, do you really have to leave already? You haven’t seen the stars yet!”


  Terrified as I was, I would have crashed into the grating panes of glass. But the ghost moved this extension of itself out of my way, and I stumbled out before it could reconsider.


  This was what was going to happen: the camp would be left to the winds, half-shaped pots and tents melting into the ruined landscape. The marrow of our wounded would feed whatever happened to stumble upon this site, our crippled gearbeast would hold its lone wake. I would paint the warning sigil of our tribe on a nearby wall in green permastain, so that no scout in their right mind would ever set foot in the dome again. And we would flee this place, maybe leave a trail of our injured as we ran, and we would never look back, never wonder what we had lost, not only in lives, but also in not taking the rare materials from the dome, in not observing the Clusterhaunt and learning about its ways.


  Or at least try to coexist. I had fled on impulse, fueled by the horrors our lore spoke of. It didn’t seem so bad now that I had time to think and didn’t see a spectral host coming after me from the dome. But how could I suggest this to a tribe who, by that very same lore, left its weakest members behind to die? I would be declared suicidal, a menace, unheard.


  For we were survivors, mere survivors; we never managed to be more than that, and some didn’t even manage that much. We told ourselves that we made a difference, that we shaped a world, but one look at this ruined vastness told the truth: we didn’t change a thing, and all our sacrifices were just to survive another day. It was enough, mostly, as long as we pretended it didn’t tear our hearts out.


  I was perched on the remains of a toppled roof structure and looked at the bug-catcher lights dotting the camp’s perimeter in the dark. They would glow long after we were gone.


  When I finally trotted over to the ring of lights, I vocalized a lesser warning sequence. “Scout incoming,” I saluted the guard I knew would wait in the shadows beyond. “I need to see Truss. Get someone to apply the dread-screen on him. I’m unclean.”


  She hissed gruff acknowledgement, and by the time I entered the camp proper every weaver had been moved out of my way, as well as sleeping mats and cooking utensils for good measure. A young herder still gesturing her weaver backwards lifted the eight-legged metal creature up into her arms and staggered away under its weight, even if it was far out of range of whatever evil emanations of mine she might fear. I saw Asper, too, hovering on the fringe of the camp and obviously eager for news, his weaver easy to spot because he was the only one to dread-screen its carapace for extra security. At Truss’ resting place, one of the hunters simply smeared the remaining paint in her hands onto her face and throat before I came too close.


  On Truss, the swirling white patterns had been applied with more care. He looked bad underneath, skin sagging in stiff folds, eyes sunken. His side was bandaged, the color of the rust-like substance eating away at him already bleeding through.


  “Teacher,” I said, kneeling next to him.


  He lifted one feeble hand, as if to keep me from propping him up. “Talk to the elders, little foster-hatch. Why come to me? They are the ones who decide our way.”


  They knew only one way, but I didn’t say that. “You’re one of them, old man. How are you? I was gone so long, and I was afraid you wouldn’t . . .”


  “Warden told you that, didn’t she?” He coughed, and I watched the stains on his bandage deepen. “To keep you on your toes. She knows you’re prone to getting distracted.”


  At that, he winked weakly at me. We had always kept my bolder adventures between the two of us, as we had our differences. I wanted badly to take his hand, to feel if there was any strength left in him, but he had never been fond of touch. Or sympathy.


  “I’m not dead yet.” His voice was a low rasp. “Won’t run for days, but if the winds are willing and you’re keeping us safe, I’ll eat the stuff that’s trying to eat me . . . just you watch.”


  At that, I felt all color bleed out of my skin and fought hard to keep Truss from noticing. I had been selfish to come here, just so that I could say goodbye. “It might not happen,” I offered softly. “It might not happen fast enough. And so many of us are wounded and exhausted. Even I would be hard-pressed to run now.”


  Part of me wanted to tell him about the Clusterhaunt. But he hadn’t scouted for years, and in his day Truss had never been one to indulge in the presence of ghosts. I knew what he would have to say, and I didn’t want to hear it.


  He said it anyway. “Don’t concern yourself with our weak and wounded, little foster-hatch. We’re prepared to stay behind, knowing the tribe will survive. The elders are aware of that. They know how to handle it.”


  “But they don’t have to handle it,” I whispered.


  Suddenly I felt Truss’ hand on mine, cold and brittle. He started to say something, but in this moment, Renke strode up to us, the windreader and the other two elders in tow.


  “What news do you bring, Blessed?” she asked. “Is your work done?”


  I looked up at her, then back to Truss. There were days when I found joy in my job, when I felt I brought peace to the ghosts of old and betterment to the brand-new world. Today it felt like laying to rest everything I loved. “My work is never done.”


  Renke came closer than most dared when I was unclean, to stare down at me. “The herders are awaiting my command. Is it safe now, or do we move?”


  There was no invitation to debate, no room for experiments. I only needed to utter the word; the decision was already made, had already been made since the day we set out to wander the wastes.


  I fought to keep my unruly colors under control. None of the tribe could actually read them, but Truss had seen most of the spectrum while teaching me, and even with eyes half-closed he might be watching.


  Renke’s crest rose halfway in impatience. I could feel the eyes of the herders on me, all prepared to set out, their weavers protected in the crooks of their tails. They would never admit that survival was not always enough.


  I squeezed Truss’ hand one last time and finally got up to look the Warden in the eye. “Send them out,” I said. “This place is safe.”


  The night sky was a black abyss sucking my gaze upwards, and with it went my bravado and determination. No veiled moon shed its light upon the ruins; the stars, its fabled lesser cousins, were nothing but a story to ease the weight of the dark.


  I did not deserve to even think of a soothing story, because I had embarked on the darkest of tales.


  Clusterhaunt. Few claimed to have seen one, the even fewer reliable witnesses weren’t keen on telling what they had seen. Clusterhaunts were said to be the rarest and mightiest of ghosts, spiteful of the living, and oh-so-strong, the most powerful ghost-shifters, heart-concealers, mind-mimickers.


  Tribe-vanishers.


  But I had told my lie, and I needed it to turn into truth. So instead of getting back to my lonely resting place, I went to the dome once more. “Residual energies” would keep the herders from entering only for so long; then I would either have found this heart or failed them all.


  First I jammed a stone I had brought under the glass panes of the entrance. I didn’t want to get trapped inside, and disabling the ghost’s extensions piece by piece was one way I figured I could counter its Clusterhaunt abilities. I took my lamp into the pitch-black dome and began to turn over every larger piece of rubble to find a hint of ghostly veins, organs, anything.


  All too soon a familiar pale glow came up behind me.


  “Little explorer Mink! What a pleasant surprise to have you back!”


  I looked up at the bowl-shaped head bobbing above the silvery suit. Why would it choose this appearance when it ruled so many forms? Why not a more threatening one?


  It hovered closer. “You were gone so fast last time, I thought you maybe didn’t like it. But you’ve got them both—Curiosity and Spirit. Want to see them? They’re right here, brought back to Earth after their duty was done.”


  Wraithlight flared to life halfway through the dome to illuminate the shapes of two battered gearbeasts. Their odd wheel-legs seemed sturdy enough, but after a closer look, I found them to be perplexingly impractical: their broad backs were plastered with strange contraptions, no room for stowage at all. They wouldn’t carry even one of our wounded.


  “You’ll find the whole story of Curiosity and Spirit on your personal Memory Vault,” the ghost went on. “Please don’t forget it next time you leave. It helps you relive your whole experience in here at home.”


  I ignored the gearbeasts, but the ghost kept following me. “Have you lost something?” it wanted to know. “May I help you? Just ask away!” as if it was a game Clusterhaunts liked to play. I wasn’t here to talk, though.


  There were just not that many alternatives. No wall panels to peel off the glass-like sides of the dome, no secret compartments embedded in the smooth, hard floor. The rubble under the fallen tail of the metal tube the ghost had called a rocket was a big pile of shards, and even the bases of the undamaged tables and cases were solid. So maybe talking was how I’d get to the heart of this ghost.


  I turned very slowly. “You’d answer all my questions? Really?”


  “Sure. That’s what I’m here for.” The ghost hovered expectantly.


  I swallowed. I was a scout, not a master of eloquence. This could go horribly wrong. “Where is your heart?”


  Among all the reactions I had anticipated, I surely hadn’t expected the ghost’s pronounced shoulders to sink. “Ah,” it said in a somewhat small voice. “Well, you already saw on your first visit that I am not like you. And a heart is among the things that separate us.” Its light grew dim. “Alas, I guess one could say my heart is up among the stars? That’s where I always wanted to be, so maybe that’s a justified notion.”


  So the ghost really liked its tall tales, liked them so much it spun its heart-concealing fabrications around them in a way that made me feel all wistful. I could have asked about its veins and lungs next, or any other part of ghost anatomy a good scout knew to look out for. But the only thing I seemed to remember was how it had tried to comfort me earlier, and somehow that made everything much more complicated.


  It had diligently shuffled after me, and I was looking at its blurry form through a thin sheet of clear material mounted on a table between us. “What are you called, then?” I asked finally.


  The ghost lifted its hand and dropped it again. “Oh, I . . . nobody ever calls me anything. I’m just here for your service. And on a better day, this should display the orbits of the main celestial bodies. It’s in maintenance mode. I apologize for your inconvenience.”


  “Nonsense.” I felt angry all of a sudden, and not just because I wasn’t making any progress here, apart from trying to befriend a ghost. “People also don’t call me anything since the Blessing came upon me. But I’m more than the service I render.”


  “I’m afraid that I am not.”


  I crossed my arms and hissed in frustration. Even those old gearbeasts had been named, however strangely. I could do better. “I’d like to call you Orion, then, if I may.”


  It just hovered there, frozen.


  “I mean, we’re not close enough for me to know your gender,” I added. “So it’s just a suggestion, yes?”


  “It’s a brilliant suggestion!” The ghost beamed, radiating brightness. “Orion . . . that’s very considerate!”


  I thought so myself. It was a name from the same old tales that told of the stars.


  “Thank you, little explorer Mink. I’m attaching my name to all Memory Vaults now.”


  And in the newly brilliant light of Orion I saw something, off to the side. Something that shouldn’t have been here, and yet there it was.


  Inside one of the glass cases, bathed in wraithlight and completely still, sat a weaver.


  “Don’t touch the exhibit, please!”


  I had taken the weaver out and set it on the floor, where it had very frus-tratingly not shown the slightest inclination to move. Clearly, it hadn’t been able to bask in a long time.


  “Little explorer. Your interest in this ATU shows how bright you are. But I counted 384 defects in here already, and you really shouldn’t add . . .”


  I gestured at the weaver. “What did you call that?”


  “People call them space spiders, but officially it’s an Advance Terraforming Unit.” Orion drifted to another thin glass-like sheet, this one larger, mounted on the floor. “Come along! See them in action.”


  The weaver sat motionless. I would fetch this prize for my tribe, a new heirloom to complement our herds. But I also wanted to know how it had ended up in a glass case. Reluctantly, I followed the ghost.


  “Still no music.” Orion contemplated the large glass-like screen. “I’m sorry.”


  “I am sorry for adding another defect,” I said, and I meant it. As much as Orion tried to make up for his failing contraptions with enthusiasm, I could still sense his distress. “Shall we sing again?”


  I did not feel like it. I couldn’t see any horizons manifesting themselves in my near future. I was still here to lay Orion to rest, the sooner the better. Had I stumbled upon him while advance-scouting, I would have turned my back and looked for another harvesting ground. But this was not an option with the tribe camping on the threshold, cultivating their superstitions.


  “Maybe later, little explorer Mink. For now it will do, the display works just fine. Look.”


  At first, I saw nothing; nothing I hadn’t seen before with minor ghosts. Ephemeral colors danced through the glass, almost too quick for the eye to follow. Then the whole screen, larger than myself, was filled with the image of a weaver. I sat on my haunches to get a better look. I understood now: Orion was showing me a vision.


  “Moving mode; printing mode; charging mode,” Orion said while the weaver flickered through a series of motions, completely translucent, so I could see its intricate inner workings. This was followed by an impossibly long line of weavers scuttling up a smooth ramp, then fire and smoke. “When the ATUs set out to terraform other worlds, they are equipped to deal with every hostile surrounding, to transform every unusual or even hazardous material into something useful,” Orion said, and I slumped to the floor, curling my tail around my legs. “They are constructed semiautonomous, with modes to work on individual projects, to collaborate, or to be operated by a higher-level controller.”


  I must admit I wasn’t able to follow his tale, but then I had never worked with a weaver, so what did I know? The images drew me in. Weavers glinting like gems in front of a profound blackness. Weavers swarming at structures I had never imagined. Weavers working away at something that looked like the dome I found myself in, but under two bright bluish suns.


  “These are other worlds?” I asked. I saw them, but I couldn’t believe they were real. New worlds, worlds not poisoned by a violent, unholy past.


  Orion’s head bobbed enthusiastically. “Yes, little explorer. There are many upon many, scattered among the stars. Everything you see in here, including the visitor center itself, was built to get there. Maybe you will travel to one of them yourself one day?”


  I stood fascinated, watching, and I felt fear clamp down on my heart even as it soared. This, I knew, was ghost-shifting: ghosts telling about great things, about possibilities, about progress. It was not true, it just didn’t happen, and when it happened, it was bad. This kind of thinking had destroyed the world. We were careful now, and we didn’t pursue any stupid ideas.


  But it was beautiful, and that had always been my weakness. I was transfixed by the images as they flickered by, bathing me in the brightness of distant suns. My gaze drank up the swarms of weavers spinning things far greater than we had ever dreamed of. And I realized they were so much more than what we had been using them for. This would be invaluable knowledge, if the tribe could accept it. I wondered if they would even accept a ghost-touched weaver, and resolved to tell them I had found it far from the place of the haunting.


  I turned to look at the creature with renewed awe. But my colors flared in alarm at what I saw.


  The first light of the day filtered in through the ceiling, and I realized I had lost the track of time over the ghost’s stories. Several figures were clustered together near the entrance, shuffling and whispering. Among the dozens of weavers at their feet, the one marked white with dread-screen clearly stood out in the front row. Asper and his fellow herders had come to harvest. They craned their necks, staring at me. Staring at Orion.


  “Visitors!” The ghost began to drift closer. “Are these your friends? More little explorers? I’d love to welcome them.”


  “No, Orion!” I tried to prevent what could only end in disaster. “Stay back, will you?”


  The herders had already scattered. With hectic gestures they maneuvered their weavers to hide behind them, while some broke and ran for the entrance, shrilling a warning.


  “Wait!” Asper yelled. “The Blessed is in the ghost’s thrall. We have to rescue her! Get Renke, hurry!”


  “It’s alright.” I made two steps towards them to show I was free to go. “He’s nonaggressive.”


  It was a futile effort. Most of them were crazed with fear, clogging the narrow entrance tube or fleeing along the walls of the dome. Asper, though, not only came for me, but managed to bully a fellow herder to march with him towards much more ghost activity than any of them had ever seen.


  “Asper, you have to watch this!” I backed off towards the glass-like screen. “We were all wrong about the weavers.”


  He grabbed my arm.


  “Hey!” Orion drifted closer.


  Without letting go, Asper jumped. I stumbled and was caught by his friend, who dragged me to my feet without any respect for shoulder joints and their natural resistance to jerking. I hissed.


  “Hey!” Orion said, louder now. “I cannot tolerate violence in here. This is a place of peace and learning. Now, behave yourselves and release Mink!”


  A collective gasp rippled through the herders as they heard the ghost speak my name, and I used their surprise to detach myself.


  I could not let them take me. When they got me out of this dome, there would be no turning back and setting this right. Truss would die, unsung and alone, and I would not bring a new weaver and a new vision to the tribe. I tried to back away and babbled incoherent things that probably did nothing to convince them I was not ghost-shifted beyond repair. Orion’s warnings became increasingly pressing.


  When Renke’s fighters joined the fray, they pushed the fleeing herders back in and moved towards me, crests rising as Orion drifted in between us as if to shield me.


  Then, cutting through the very fabric of this old, untouched space, I saw the glint of a spear flying. Renke’s verdigris green collar-feathers were tied to its shaft. It passed right through Orion, to bury itself in the screen containing the vision. A web of cracks appeared, and the light within died.


  Orion’s voice shrilled, distorted and much louder than before. “Stop damaging the equipment, and leave Mink alone, now! She’s under my protection.”


  In the silence that followed, a rustling sound came up. It was a sound we knew, but it had a wrongness to it that made everyone freeze. Instead of the chaotic concert of individual clinks and whirrs, we heard our weavers march in unison. They came scuttling from all corners, flowing together like some big machine assembling itself. I knew this behavior, I had observed it moments before in the vision, but it was uncanny to see it executed, as if they had developed a shared, single-minded purpose all of a sudden. The others just stared, but some called out to their weavers, gesturing them back to no avail.


  I froze when I saw what their purpose turned out to be. They all came up to me, smoothly parting around me and flowing into a new formation, climbing upon each other and surrounding me with a barrier of spiky metal.


  And they were ready to defend. Asper and the other herders tried to intervene as the fighters tore into the formation, and they all got burned by spurts of heated material, seared by cutting-lights, sparks flying off their scales. They had absolutely no experience with the way the herds behaved now, like a single organism lashing out.


  I tried to climb over my living protection, ready to leave with the tribe to end this. “Orion!” I cried. “Stop. Please!”


  “Habitat security initiated, please cooperate.”


  “Orion?”


  But he didn’t respond to me anymore.


  And I remembered the most important thing a scout has to recognize: the point when fighting would only lead to greater loss. I sounded the Rush. “Flee! This is a Clusterhaunt!”


  Renke took up my tune, aggressively, urging on the herders who still called their weavers. I don’t know what really made them break and run in the end. It could have been the herder who recognized the carapace of her weaver and tried to yank it out of the formation, only to get cut so badly we had to carry her. Limping and crying, we fled, and Asper’s look was so hurt and betrayed I wanted to camouflage out of his sight. When I reached the entrance tube as part of the last group supporting and dragging each other, I thought I heard a faint whisper from the dome. “Safety can only be guaranteed in the habitat. Staying is recommended.”


  There was a difference I hadn’t known, between separating myself from the tribe and being separated from the tribe. Oh, I was still with them, but I was kept off to the side, under guard. My status was unclear. Outcast, probably; a prisoner, surely; still useful, maybe.


  Renke had screamed into my face, asking who would spin her a new spear, now that there was not a single weaver left. Asper had not spoken at all, but he surely cursed the day the tribe had acquired the clutch of supposedly blessed eggs that had hatched me. Others had said it aloud: “She who runs on her own shall no longer sing with us.” And Truss had been loudest of all. “Is this how I taught you to serve your foster-tribe? You doom us all with your shrewd ideas. You shame me. You deny me my contribution to our survival, just because you’re too sappy to accept what has to be done.”


  He might still get his chance to die all alone now.


  My body’s warmth seeped into the night-cooled ground. I was a miserable, pale heap, bound to a cracked column to protect everyone, including myself, from the mad bouts of my ghost-shifted mind. And as I stared up into the murky morning sky, still clear of the minor color shifts and scattered light that preceded a new wind, I knew they were right. I had been ghost-shifted. I had been blinded. The stars were not real. There was nothing but blackness up there.


  I had been wrong all the time, dreaming of greatness and of knowing everything. I had chased visions and embraced change like it was just a pretty color I could wear, while secretly smiling at the superstition the herders held against me, never letting me approach a weaver. Now the weavers were taken, because I had lied. Because I had failed to see that they were right.


  Not that anybody took the time to lay the blame at my feet—they would be crest-over-tails planning their next steps. I could hear them arguing. But it was just a waste of energy. Even if we stood a chance, we would never fight the one thing that let us thrive: our herds, our cleansers, our silvery lifeblood in this wrecked land.


  Of course, without weavers, we would soon all be ghosts. And it would be a long drag down. We would wander the plains, deprived of our purpose, deprived of our calling and our sustenance. We hadn’t needed the weavers to change the world, really, but as a reason to tread on, to lay claim to hostile territory, to sustain our foolish, desolate, stubborn way of living. We had never seen what they really were, until now that they were gone, and I was the only one . . .


  No.


  I had to give up this delusion. I had never been the only one. I knew nothing.


  To the disgruntled huffing of my guard, I started a cleansing song. It was too late for that, but I had to do something to steer my mind from the tantalizing vision, from the dread and the despair.


  When I heard the soft thud of footpads on the ground, I thought somebody might try to gag me. But next came a strangled sound from my guard while a weaverspun chain dug into her trachea; that made me jerk out of my song.


  Under a cover of black fabric I recognized the loam-spotted greens of Asper’s scales. My first thought was that he had come to personally punish me, and when he stepped closer, I expected him to tell me he wanted me gone, that he couldn’t bear to feed me one more share of spicy mothfry after all I had done.


  “They’re gone, because of you. Poor Peshk needs a brace, because of you, and I can’t build one, because of you.” He stared down at me for a moment, his tail lashing. I cringed, which made him snarl even more. “What is it with you, crazy scout?” He took off his heat cloak and dropped it near the shadowed corner I was curled up in. “You’re all sickly white.”


  I hooked the cloak with one claw and drew it to me cautiously. “It’s . . . it’s my mood, yes?”


  “Then snap out of it! You’ll need your skill after you’ve warmed up.” He swallowed, as if the next thing he was going to say had a foul taste to it. “They are debating. But it all ends up the same—we’re going to leave. Hoping to reach the settler townships and seek refuge there. They’re packing already. We’re abandoning our weavers.” He took out a small trimming knife. “Can’t let that happen. Can’t just leave my Tineater serving this Clusterhaunt. So I figured you’d be the one to come up with another idea. I saw you talk to that ghost. Like it made sense. Maybe you’re shifted, and surely you’re as unclean as a cesspool full of ground poison, but you’ve got a knack for communicating with this thing.” With one swift slash, he cut through my rope.


  I didn’t move, just sat numbly, completely baffled. And I wondered if everybody had this one breaking point that made them fall from grace. “This might not be in the tribe’s best interest,” I said softly. “What if I don’t come back and you’ll have to run without a scout?”


  “Wrong time for regrets,” Asper snarled, and he sounded strangely like Truss to me, when he had taught a lesson. Then he tossed me my tools and turned around to sit next to the guard and check on her. “Go make some sweet talk to this ghost of yours, or rip its heart out. I don’t care. Just get Tineater back to me. Bring the weavers, or don’t come back at all.”


  The moment I moved out of reach, he took up the cleansing song I had abandoned.


  There were many reasonable things I could have wished for as I passed through the yawning portal into the dome again: that I knew a secret tune to make the weavers follow me out just like that; that I had Truss at my side, to hold me back with a sharp hiss from making yet another stupid mistake; that I could run, run the plains with my tribe and our herds whole and sound, and leave this place alone.


  I might face the true power of the Clusterhaunt now, not the gentle inducements of the being I had dubbed Orion.


  A name it hadn’t responded to any longer after it had turned on us. I was very much afraid that any bond Asper relied upon might have existed in my imagination only.


  Foolish as I was, the thing I really wished for was that it hadn’t forgotten my name.


  But Orion was nowhere to be seen. I could tell, because in plain daylight the murky darkness of the dome wasn’t absolute. High up, where some of its ceiling panels were missing, shafts of light sliced down all the way to the ground in cascades of dancing dust motes. And there was a flurry of ghost activity. Faintly blinking lights, ghostly chatter emanating from various objects, all clocked to the clinking and whirring of the weavers. It was every sane person’s nightmare, but I was beyond fear.


  Or so I thought, because when Orion did descend upon me out of thin air, I blanched, flinched, and pinched my tail under a metal pedestal I knocked over while fighting for balance. Before I could lift it, two weavers scuttled over and hoisted it back up. I very slowly backed away.


  “Little explorer Mink, adding some defects again, aren’t you? But don’t you worry. Mistakes happen, and I’ve got so much help now.” Orion drifted closer and lowered his voice. “We’re not officially reopened yet. You are a regular visitor, though. And I’m so glad to see you’re back, and unharmed, too, so I’m willing to make an exception. A special tour just for you, what do you say?”


  Part of me wanted just that, to lose my unhinged, ghost-shifted self in visions. I swallowed. “Actually, I’m not here to visit you. I’m here for the weavers.” I indicated three of the creatures, spinning upwards from the floor, thread after thread, grabbing shards with their long legs to absorb and fuel their weaving while building something that looked like it would go on top of the pedestal. “They don’t belong in here. They are the herds of my tribe, you see, and we need them back.”


  “Weavers? You have a knack for names, little explorer Mink. But you must understand the ATUs are no playthings, and they are doing what they are made for. They are not mine to give back. But they do good work, and they are well cared for. Just imagine how many visitors will take delight in this place after all those pesky defects are behind us.”


  I took a deep breath. I very much detested breaking things. And it had been nice, nice to get to know someone who wasn’t aware of the brokenness of the world, who didn’t live under the constant pressure of survival. It had been nice, but it was the only leverage I had. “There is something you should know.” I worked my jaw for a moment, like something old and awful was lodged between my teeth. “They are not coming. Nobody is coming. There are no visitors anymore.”


  “Little explorer!” Orion’s gloved hand went up to his bowl-shaped head. “What are you saying? That’s nonsense. Right?”


  I came close to him, and I wished I could have reached up and taken the sides of the bowl in my hands, to look into those elusive eyes. And to have something to cling to, because it hurt, what I had to do. “It’s true. Look at all those defects. And believe me, you got off lightly in here. The defects outside are numberless.”


  And I sung him the oldest parts of the Tribesong, the way the elders had sung it to me as a hatchling, lest I forgot how the world became broken and the reign of demons had ended when they choked on their own corrupted breath, after their insatiable thirst for knowledge had undone them.


  When I sang no more, Orion was silent for a very long time. He didn’t even hover or flicker. I tried to stay equally unmoved. The tribe, the herds, the running, hearts thumping up our chest. That was what mattered. Not a ghost and his grieving.


  “I was built to teach,” he stated finally, his voice unquavering and strong, and I thought that maybe his hidden lungs weren’t built to produce the sobs buried underneath. “I was built to inspire new achievements. If it’s all gone, and I’m all alone . . . why am I still here?”


  I had no answer for him. Ghosts despised the living, that was why, and I knew that he did not.


  Orion looked up again, a hint of eyes gleaming under the bowl. “But you. You will come? You, and your . . . tribe. You returned, after all. You want to learn.”


  I laughed. It sounded like choking. Learning was what had gotten me into this wretched situation in the first place. “No, Orion. We won’t. I’m sorry. My tribe is fear-stricken by your presence. You have proven yourself a true Clusterhaunt by taking our weavers. You are the doom of my people.”


  “But everything will be fine in here soon,” he insisted. “Zero defects. And you’ll like the stars. I promise—”


  “Orion. There are no stars.” I had the distinct feeling that I was about to tear his heart out with words alone, and I had to speak around the lump in my throat. “The veiled moon is a silvery blotch gliding through the upper fumes. And the stars, they are gone so long they are not even in the Tribesong; a whisper of clear lights, shining through the dark fabric of the night to give us comfort. But we can’t afford to believe in comfort. There is only blackness.”


  “Is that so?” Orion moved again, and this was the first time he tried to touch me. His fingers passed through my cheek, leaving faint traces of heat. “You should believe in comfort. It makes you reach out again after you fall. How else would you advance? When we set out to reach the stars, there were many who would have held us back. It’s a risk, they said. A waste. But we sent our eyes up into the skies, and we saw worlds up there. We have always had to cross the blackness, Mink, and it has always been vast and intimidating. We have always fallen. But this place is a monument to our resilience, and it has seen visitors from afar, who brought back the evidence of those worlds. As its guardian, I was never intended to go myself, but I saw the blackness could be crossed. And you should have trust in that, too, Mink.”


  My mind went back to those pristine, luminous worlds of the vision, and there was comfort in the thought of them out there. I could not condemn this comfort, even if it made my heart want to reach out and find a way to get there. Even if I needed to embrace ghost-shifting to get only one step closer. And I did. “Show me.”


  He clasped his hands behind his back and nodded gravely. After a while, a weaver came scuttling out of the gloom to stand close to me and pinch me in the upper calf. In one of its legs, it held something, pressing it urgently into my hand as soon as I crouched. I looked at the smooth oval in my palm, then back at Orion.


  “Your Memory Vault. I told you not to forget it next time you leave.”


  “I’m not leaving. I want you to show me your vision.”


  Orion shook his head. “No. Not only you. Bring your tribe. Let me show them. Only this one time. I am not your enemy. But this is the price I demand for giving back the weavers.”


  Never would the elders bring what was left of our tribe into the lair of the Clusterhaunt again. Never would they trust my word, ghost-shifted as I was. And yet. I wanted them to see. I wanted to be with them again, and that would never happen when my dreams lived among the stars, while theirs still had to cross the blackness. “I’ll try, but my voice in the Tribesong is small.”


  “Nonsense,” he said. “I heard you sing. There’s nothing wrong with your voice. Just use it. Educate them.”


  He was right. They needed to know, and I had never made the effort to tell them anything. It had been easier for me, and easier for them, to carry on as we had always done. But there were other worlds, worlds not lost to corruption and poison. This was a vision as true as any prediction of our windreader. This was hope. It would be hard work, but I had to make them understand. Even if it meant breaking what was left of trust and love. Even if the only thing to speak in my favor was the prospect of a happy reunion with our herds.


  Then Orion explained to me in detail how I would get the weavers back after the performance. If I hadn’t believed him before, I would have done so now, because it was a sound plan. It was, in fact, a plan I had executed many times before. And as soon as I grasped what he wanted me to do, I threw up my hands and said: “No. I won’t do that, Orion.”


  “But you must. As I said, the weavers are not mine to give back. When I initiated habitat security, they were integrated in the defense matrix. I can command them to repair while there is no threat, but I can’t undo their integration. Security is automated.”


  I didn’t understand, and I didn’t care. I shook my head.


  Orion waited very patiently by my side while I came up with other plans. Waited very patiently while I cried. And waited very patiently while I added one or three defects by kicking things.


  But the world was less patient. It barged in on me when Asper crashed through the entrance, the fear in his voice overshadowed by the greater horror that must have driven him to brave the Clusterhaunt’s lair yet again.


  “Blessed!” he cried. “You have to lead us in the Rush, now! The camp was breached by a rustbreed vanguard. They have followed us.”


  We were nomads, and we didn’t get to keep things. Not even dreams.


  So I tried to shake it all off while I followed Asper into a nightmare. People were securing exhausted young ones to their chests or trying to force up the wounded, while right in the middle of the camp Renke and her fighters fell back against the rustbreed despite battling fiercely. Vanguard attacks were meant to delay and cripple until the arrival of the colony, and if they had to impale their sinuous bodies on our weapons to shower us in acids, they would do just that. Already the ground sizzled with ochre blood.


  Everybody made way to let me take my place at the head of the column, to lead us on the quickest path out into the open, where we could outrun them. But my eyes searched for Truss’ pallet, where he would die alone, as was his duty. And my mind went back to the dome, to my voice rising up through its stillness, stirring the dust of centuries.


  I knew a safe place right under our noses. I could still get us out without anyone being left behind.


  “No need to run,” I told those nearest to me. “Bring your young ones into the dome. It’s safe, I promise. The Clusterhaunt will protect us.” They didn’t move, of course, but I went on, louder now. “I bargained for our protection. Our weavers will defend us in the dome. You have seen what they are capable of! These walls are indestructible. It is our best and only chance! Go!”


  Most of them muttered madness at me, but some snuck glances at the dome, leaving our formation with tentative steps. Others kept looking at the elders.


  “Get back!” the windreader yelled, ushering them on. “Don’t listen to this ghost-shifted rambling. We run!”


  “But the Blessed is right!” I hadn’t noticed Asper staying with me in the fray. He had leapt onto a crumbling wall, waving his heat cloak like a banner. “Our weavers are in there. I won’t leave them. I say let’s go and make a stand there! We’ve got nothing to lose.”


  I saw the eyes of the herders shift. Terrified, yes, but flecked with mad determination as they grabbed what they had dropped in the wake of the attack and started to run for the dome, a few first, but drawing more and more after them. And I saw Renke lose every battle she was in and buckle when she finally called her fighters to her side to cover our retreat.


  And just like that, the tribe was on the move. I went to find Truss and lifted his dry, grunting weight upon my shoulders. He didn’t quite struggle, but he did snarl.


  “Don’t you dare and deny me my choice. Leave me, and do what the tribe needs of you.”


  “I am,” I snapped. “And you can thank me later, or still make use of your choice then.”


  He huffed, but sagged against me in defeat. The tribe had decided, after all. Just beyond the tube entrance, their courage left them, though, and they all stopped dead in their tracks. The space was brimming with ghost activity. “Orion!” I shouted, shouldering my way to the front, Truss still with me. “Where are you?”


  “Mink!” The ghost blinked to life in all his silvery splendor between two shafts of light in the middle of the dome, making my people surge back against the walls. “I’m glad you came back! Come on, everything is prepared for the show.”


  “We’re not here for the show. Please, Orion, you have to protect us. There’s rustbreed at the threshold, and my people need shelter. Help us!”


  The spear fighters defending the entrance shot frantic looks at Orion as he drifted closer, but the Warden called them back in line with a disdainful growl and motioned others to move up as replacements, should they fall.


  “I see,” Orion said, and my heart leapt when I felt his lighthearted nature yield to the gentle profoundness I had come to trust. “Harm to visitors is to be avoided at all costs. Initiating habitat sealing.”


  An inaudible command brought in our herds. From all directions, they converged upon the entrance, the staccato of clinking legs made it sound like we had acquired an army. Smoothly they flowed into precise lines, passing down chunks of material to the tube opening where the silvery creatures began to weave upwards from the ground, and downwards from the ceiling. Most herders just stared in astonishment, but some whooped and called their weavers’ names, and a few ventured out to gather rubble for them. Not every fragment went into the quickly growing wall, though. Some ended up in scalding spurts directed at our enemies.


  It was messy. Three weavers were thrown back in a spray of acid as they clung to the red-tipped mandibles of a rustbreed soldier to keep it from rearing. One of our fighters went down, hundreds of chitinous legs crawling over him. He was still screaming long after he had been pulled back out.


  But soon there was only room left for a single rustbreed to squeeze through, and then not even that. The entrance was sealed, and we stood in silence, apart from the occasional thud when one of the creatures flung itself against the freshly spun concrete slab.


  The tribe huddled together in the open space of the dome, eyeing me, the elders, and Orion. Some lowered the young ones to the floor, still holding their hands. Some flicked their tongues.


  “What now, little foster-hatch?” I was kneeling next to Truss, trying to check his bandages. He slapped my hands away, but he was no longer bristling with fury, his crest drooping in concern instead. “Seems we are not to become rustbreed sustenance yet. But what do we eat? We don’t have a grub’s worth of food with us, and they won’t go away as long as their prey is so close.”


  I looked up into the fearful faces of my tribe, who had trusted me in a way I would never have thought possible. “We have our weavers. And we have Orion. Surely there is something we can come up with.”


  It took a long time to get them to talk. Half of them still believed the Clusterhaunt had set this as a trap for us, and they were unwilling to go near it. A few even snuck on their dread-screen, which they had brought with them of all things. Orion was no help either, curiously hovering close, displaying some tricks to get the attention of the young ones. The tribe had settled into an uneasy camp formation, a few lone bug-catcher lamps marking a perimeter, its guards clearly at a loss.


  Those lamps gave us an idea at last. As soon as I had gotten the herders to talk not about our predicament or the implications of conversing with a Clusterhaunt, but about the glorious things their weavers could build together, they were unstoppable. Ideas flew back and forth, with Orion chiming in with detailed knowledge.


  “These possibilities, Blessed . . . Mink!” Asper clasped my upper arm as if I weren’t the uncleanest being he had ever met. Still, I was not one of them. I had no clue what exactly they planned to build, but the gleam in Asper’s eyes told me it would be magnificent. “There is enough plastics in here to burn the whole colony to the ground!”


  In our lamps, we used a burning paste spun from plastics. The weavers would tunnel deep and build some contraption to saturate the ground the rustbreed crawled upon and burrowed in, until all that was needed was a single spark, while we sat safely here in our indestructible dome.


  “Of course you will have to learn to control the ATUs for this project, little engineers,” Orion told them. “I can’t do it for you.”


  The herders were too agitated to notice, but his tone alerted me. There had been a calm finality in Orion’s words that suggested he was not planning to participate.


  “Why not?” Asper asked. “I’d like to learn, but we are in a tight spot right now. I’d prefer to be educated when nothing tries to break in and eat me.”


  “Nothing will breach these walls, little engineer. But you won’t be able to learn from me afterwards. There are rules, hard-coded rules I have to adhere to. I cannot order the ATUs to break down the interior of my visitor center to form flammable components. I cannot add defects. Habitat destruction is beyond my authorization. As is sending the weavers out of the habitat to tunnel as long as they are integrated in the defense matrix. You have to take your weavers back. Mink knows how.”


  I jumped up from the resting place I had found when they had gone into technical details. “I told you no, Orion!”


  The others looked at me in puzzlement. They didn’t understand. I had not abandoned my old teacher, and I wouldn’t abandon my new one, even if he had found better students now. The stabs of jealousy I had felt since Orion had begun to focus his enthusiasm on the herders subsided, though, when he took me to the side. “I can’t give them back. So I need your help, and I’m very sorry for your inconvenience.” He hovered closer, so close that for the first time I got a look beyond the bowl and saw more than just a hint of his eyes. They were bright and very blue, luminous like the worlds I had seen in his vision. “Mink. Most curious of explorers. You should know that nothing will change if you keep clinging to the long-forgotten remnants of the past. I don’t belong here, and you know it. You opened my eyes to it. It would be a sad existence indeed to stay back with this knowledge, waiting forever. And I would have no one else lay me to rest.”


  “No! Laying to rest is for ghosts. You . . . are something else, Orion. I gave you a name. You showed me the worlds.” I flicked my tongue, affectionately now, and in affect, because it passed through him yet again.


  “Then save what’s left of me.” He drifted backwards, beckoning me to follow him. “Not these outdated projections, but what I stand for. This is my purpose after all, educating the next generation about becoming explorers, builders, spacefarers. Now go and save your tribe!”


  He had led me to the gigantic metal tube, and pointed up its sleek form. Above its upper end, where it was still fastened to the ceiling, one of the dome segments was missing, big enough for a lithe scout to squeeze through.


  I shook my head with closed eyes. Imagined one way it would all end, if I did nothing, and another, and another, all equally grim. When I finally buckled, I swallowed everything I wanted to say and turned to technicalities. “If I go, will there be enough time to teach them what they need to know?”


  “They are quite adept already. They might have used high-tech tools to build spoons, but they are master-builders in their own way. I’ll teach them everything they need to know about ATU coordination. I’ll try to attend the process as long as I can, but as you know, residual energies are nothing but a short echo.” He came closer, as if to take me in his insubstantial embrace. I wasn’t entirely sure if I really felt his warmth or just imagined it. “I’m sorry you have to do this, to go into danger for me. But I’m glad you found me, I truly am, Mink. I’m glad I was not forever alone. Now don’t you worry. Just remember, beyond the darkness, worlds are waiting.”


  What I saw when I climbed the rocket tube to the outside of the dome was a sea of writhing russet bodies. Rustbreed reek permeated the air, legs clattered like an upcoming storm. It made me understand, more than anything else, that there was no way for me to go back down and sit it out. To wait for another plan, a miracle, a change of rules, would have been madness. There was a hard-coded rule of the tribes: nobody survived a rustbreed colony. Vanguard, yes, even the first waves of the colony proper. But those below had already settled in, infesting the whole area. And yet I might be able to save everyone. Everyone alive, at least.


  I looked down through the hole in the ceiling one last time. Even Asper still shied when Orion came close to point something out, and the others kept more than a healthy distance. They did not trust him like I did, but I hoped their shared passion for the weavers and Orion’s attempts to entertain those who were not involved in building would keep the tribe from panicking.


  I turned away and camouflaged. Everybody thought it easy, that I just had to press against any random surface and magically took on its color. But it’s not like that. It is a process, a transformation, and it’s more than scale-deep. The colors are a mental thing. My whole body wanted to scream danger in bright yellows and reds, and I had to convince it to calm down. When I felt positively invisible, I took up the rope and began my treacherous way down the side of the dome.


  Even camouflaged, it was harrowing to see this dead place writhe with a host of centipedes prepared to tear me apart. After our first flight, there was not much left in my vial of extract from rustbreed scent glands, so I didn’t fiddle with droplets, but threw the whole thing to shatter far from the place where they were clustered, obsessed with this frustratingly thin wall separating them from a tribe’s worth of a feast. The whole ground seemed to ripple as they moved to investigate, and I was able to slip past the few remaining patrols.


  I was possibly the very first scout to be led to a heart-chamber by the ghost’s own words. It was located in one of the tall, broken buildings, beyond debris-strewn staircases descending far down into the bowels of the earth, into labyrinthine hallways with doors Orion had taught me to navigate. A true Clusterhaunt hideout, if there had ever been one. The entrance was signed in the way he had said it would, and I made short work of its grade-4 lock with a vial of potent acid. This was, after all, my trade.


  I closed the door carefully behind me, then I looked around. And the moment I saw what this room was, my chest ached for Orion.


  It was a cauldron of ghosts. It was a grave.


  On its other end, massive vanes behind a metal grate streamed air into my face, sufficiently cool to immobilize anyone exhausted enough to give in to the cold. There were hearts aplenty, rack upon rack, neatly placed in their boxes. But only one was still beating.


  “Orion.” I stood transfixed by the slow pulses of light emanating from the box, placed my hand upon it like I had never been able to with his manifestation in the dome. Then I began to chant, because it was the only way to get moving again, to sink into the routine of a duty I had done so very often.


  As I took down my tool sash and put on my gloves, I sang the Song of Passing, to tell the ghost that the sins of the past would be set right and there was no reason to linger, but I soon slipped into my own verses. I sang of the vastness of the fallen world and the vastness beyond, and I hoped it was bearable because he had my voice guiding him along. I sang of worlds beyond the blackness and a bowl full of stars, and I took my engraved pliers and plucked and cut at the right places, as gently as I could and with a touch that I hoped conveyed love, not violence, until the very last bluish light on the heart slowly faded.


  A noise I had not perceived till now ground to a halt, and the breath of cool air on my face died. I let my own breath go in an anguished rush and slumped down on the lifeless heart-box, without a care for my unprotected face and arms.


  At the afterthought of residual energies, I jerked up. Maybe there was still time for a proper farewell. I forcefully banned my grieving paleness and ran.


  I came back to a darkened dome.


  I knew what to anticipate: weavers under the control of our tribe again, flowing together to use up all the interior material of the visitor center to build secretly under the earth, slowly, but steadily creating the trap. The moment the weavers came together for their task, the rustbreed were dead already, their time burning down with every spun thread of tunnel, pipe, fuel, until they faced their immolation. I should have been glad to see the plan in motion.


  Still, when I saw no ghostly lights shine from within the dome, my heart sank. I was too late. The last emanations of Orion had occurred without me. But then I heard the music.


  Of all the things he could have repaired, of all the things he could have done with his last energies, he had chosen his beloved music. It was indeed very inspiring, swelling like the songs of a dozen tribes woven into one, ethereal, rising ever higher, tugging at the soul and then taking it along in a thunderous rush. The hexagons of the ceiling had been shaded to blackness, and I scampered down the metal tube of the rocket into a darkness speckled with the fearful eyes of my tribe under this display of ghostly power. Because there was also light.


  Lights dotted the blackness. Clear and bright, beckoning, shining through the fabric of the artificial night. A few lone pinpoints first, then scattered scintillating clusters, until an abundance of lights pulsed above us. And as I came to stand among my people on the ground and let my gaze be drawn up, it was as if the domed ceiling had dissolved into an infinite, vast space, stretching out forever before our eyes, close enough to touch if we just strove to reach it.


  None of us had ever seen the stars, but our hearts recognized them. They looked just like so many camps in the sky, bug-catcher lamps in the darkness, and I could not have been the only one to wonder what tribes lived up there.


  Nobody made a sound, and only when the surging song Orion played for us ascended into our own Paean of Manifest Horizons did they move, like a collective sigh. And I could see that he had entered their hearts now, that he had become our ghost, with this last show, his star-laden farewell. Renke was studying their faces as well, and when she caught me looking, she simply nodded her acknowledgement.


  And so when the weavers began to move, precisely coordinated, and when we began to hear the rustbreed blindly throwing themselves at the walls again, not knowing that even now their doom was in the making, and when the stars winked out in large swathes and it all went dark, our tribe sang on in the vast blackness, sang verses of new horizons and our ghost guiding us, and our voices filled the dome like an elegy, like a hymn, and took on a shape of their own, a shape of things to come.


  When we set out to weave us a way to the stars, we knew we pledged the lives of our clutches to wandering the wastes. Generation after generation, we would scourge the ruins of the broken world for lost knowledge, our herds converging on molten glass seas to build miracles we had never dreamed of.


  We are no mere survivors anymore. We are still adapting to our changed existence, as our starlit minds keep finding new paths in this old world. Our gaze is set upwards now, out to unpoisoned spheres, out to unveil the moon and what lies beyond. We will never be starless again, and this is the greatest gift, a glittering song to complement our own with hope.


  When I walk the acrid sands with my ghost-shifted tribe, our two newly adopted gearbeasts trundling along, I know I will not be the one to actually bring us to the stars. This will fall to Asper, who teaches our future builders and planners to control their weavers, and to paint them, too, for beauty, not out of fear. My contribution to the Tribesong is small. But as I tell it once again, I’m clutching the Memory Vault, the only thing I took for myself from the visitor center that is now but an empty, scorched husk. They are like small eggs, those Memory Vaults. I’m not a fool. Most eggs come to nothing, I know. But maybe something will hatch. Maybe there is something left of Orion in there. I’ll give it to the next scout after me, and she will give it to the next and the next until Orion’s Song reaches the stars. Because as small as this contribution is, I know there will always be need of us who find new ways to cross the blackness and dream of the worlds beyond.
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  INTERVENTION


  Kelly Robson


  When I was fifty-seven, I did the unthinkable. I became a crèche manager.


  On Luna, crèche work kills your social capital, but I didn’t care. Not at first. My long-time love had been crushed to death in a bot malfunction in Luna’s main mulching plant. I was just trying to find a reason to keep breathing.


  I found a crusty centenarian who’d outlived most of her cohort and asked for her advice. She said there was no better medicine for grief than children, so I found a crèche tucked away behind a water printing plant and signed on as a cuddler. That’s where I caught the baby bug.


  When my friends found out, the norming started right away.


  “You’re getting a little tubby there, Jules,” Ivan would say, unzipping my jacket and reaching inside to pat my stomach. “Got a little parasite incubating?”


  I expected this kind of attitude from Ivan. Ringleader, team captain, alpha of alphas. From him, I could laugh it off. But then my closest friends started in.


  Beryl’s pretty face soured in disgust every time she saw me. “I can smell the freeloader on you,” she’d say, pretending to see body fluids on my perfectly clean clothing. “Have the decency to shower and change after your shift.”


  Even that wasn’t so bad. But then Robin began avoiding me and ignoring my pings. We’d been each other’s first lovers, best friends since forever, and suddenly I didn’t exist. That’s how extreme the prejudice is on Luna.


  Finally, on my birthday, they threw me a surprise party. Everyone wore diapers and crawled around in a violent mockery of childhood. When I complained, they accused me of being broody.


  I wish I could say I ignored their razzing, but my friends were my whole world. I dropped crèche work. My secret plan was to leave Luna, find a hab where working with kids wasn’t social death, but I kept putting it off. Then I blinked, and ten years had passed.


  Enough delay. I jumped trans to Eros station, engaged a recruiter, and was settling into my new life on Ricochet within a month.


  I never answered my friends’ pings. As far as Ivan, Beryl, Robin, and the rest knew, I fell off the face of the moon. And that’s the way I wanted it.


  Ricochet is one of the asteroid-based habs that travel the inner system using gravity assist to boost speed in tiny increments. As a wandering hab, we have no fixed astronomical events or planetary seasonality to mark the passage of time, so boosts are a big deal for us—the equivalent of New Year’s on Earth or the Sol Belt flare cycle.


  On our most recent encounter with Mars, my third and final crèche—the Jewel Box—were twelve years old. We hadn’t had a boost since the kids were six, so my team and I worked hard to make it special, throwing parties, making presents, planning excursions. We even suited up and took the kids to the outside of our hab, exploring Asteroid Iris’s vast, pockmarked surface roofed by nothing less than the universe itself, in all its spangled glory. We played around out there until Mars climbed over the horizon and showed the Jewel Box its great face for the first time, so huge and close it seemed we could reach up into its milky skim of atmosphere.


  When the boost itself finally happened, we were all exhausted. All the kids and cuddlers lounged in the rumpus room, clipped into our safety harnesses, nestled on mats and cushions or tucked into the wall netting. Yawning, droopy-eyed, even dozing. But when the hab began to shift underneath us, we all sprang alert.


  Trésor scooted to my side and ducked his head under my elbow.


  “You doing okay, buddy?” I asked him in a low voice.


  He nodded. I kissed the top of his head and checked his harness.


  I wasn’t the only adult with a little primate soaking up my body heat. Diamant used Blanche like a climbing frame, standing on her thighs, gripping her hands, and leaning back into the increasing force of the boost. Opale had coaxed her favorite cuddler Mykelti up into the ceiling netting. They both dangled by their knees, the better to feel the acceleration. Little Rubis was holding tight to Engku’s and Megat’s hands, while on the other side of the room, Safir and Émeraude clowned around, competing for Long Meng’s attention.


  I was supposed to be on damage control, but I passed the safety workflow over to Bruce. When we hit maximum acceleration, Tré was clinging to me with all his strength.


  The kids’ bioms were stacked in the corner of my eye. All their hormone graphs showed stress indicators. Tré’s levels were higher than the rest, but that wasn’t strange. When your hab is somersaulting behind a planet, bleeding off its orbital energy, your whole world turns into a carnival ride. Some people like it better than others.


  I tightened my arms around Tré’s ribs, holding tight as the room turned sideways.


  “Everything’s fine,” I murmured in his ear. “Ricochet was designed for this kind of maneuver.”


  Our safety harnesses held us tight to the wall netting. Below, Safir and Émeraude climbed up the floor, laughing and hooting. Long Meng tossed pillows at them.


  Tré gripped my thumb, yanking as if it were a joystick with the power to tame the room’s spin. Then he shot me a live feed showing Ricochet’s chief astronautics officer, a dark-skinned, silver-haired woman with protective bubbles fastened over her eyes.


  “Who’s that?” I asked, pretending I didn’t know.


  “Vijayalakshmi,” Tré answered. “If anything goes wrong, she’ll fix it.”


  “Have you met her?” I knew very well he had, but asking questions is an excellent calming technique.


  “Yeah, lots of times.” He flashed a pointer at the astronaut’s mirrored eye coverings. “Is she sick?”


  “Might be cataracts. That’s a normal age-related condition. What’s worrying you?”


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “Why don’t you ask Long Meng about it?”


  Long Meng was the Jewel Box’s physician. Ricochet-raised, with a facial deformity that thrust her mandible severely forward. As an adult, once bone ossification had completed, she had rejected the cosmetic surgery that could have normalized her jaw.


  “Not all interventions are worthwhile,” she’d told me once. “I wouldn’t feel like myself with a new face.”


  As a pediatric specialist, Long Meng was responsible for the health and development of twenty crèches, but we were her favorite. She’d decided to celebrate the boost with us. At that moment, she was dangling from the floor with Safir and Émeraude, tickling their tummies and howling with laughter.


  I tried to mitigate Tré’s distress with good, old-fashioned cuddle and chat. I showed him feeds from the biodiversity preserve, where the netted megafauna floated in mid-air, riding out the boost in safety, legs dangling. One big cat groomed itself as it floated, licking one huge paw and wiping down its whiskers with an air of unconcern.


  Once the boost was complete and we were back to our normal gravity regime, Tré’s indicators quickly normalized. The kids ran up to the garden to check out the damage. I followed slowly, leaning on my cane. One of the bots had malfunctioned and lost stability, destroying several rows of terraced seating in the open air auditorium just next to our patch. The kids all thought that was pretty funny. Tré seemed perfectly fine, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d failed him somehow.


  The Jewel Box didn’t visit Mars. Martian habs are popular, their excursion contracts highly priced. The kids put in a few bids but didn’t have the credits to win.


  “Next boost,” I told them. “Venus in four years. Then Earth.”


  I didn’t mention Luna. I’d done my best to forget it even existed. Easy to do. Ricochet has almost no social or trade ties with Earth’s moon. Our main economic sector is human reproduction and development—artificial wombs, zygote husbandry, natal decanting, every bit of art and science that turns a mass of undifferentiated cells into a healthy young adult. Luna’s crèche system collapsed completely not long after I left. Serves them right.


  I’m a centenarian, facing my last decade or two. I may look serene and wise, but I’ve never gotten over being the butt of my old friends’ jokes.


  Maybe I’ve always been immature. It would explain a lot.


  Four years passed with the usual small dramas. The Jewel Box grew in body and mind, stretching into young adults of sixteen. All six—Diamant, Émeraude, Trésor, Opale, Safir, and Rubis—hit their benchmarks erratically and inconsistently, which made me proud. Kids are supposed to be odd little individuals. We’re not raising robots, after all.


  As Ricochet approached, the Venusian habs began peppering us with proposals. Recreation opportunities, educational seminars, sightseeing trips, arts festivals, sporting tournaments—all on reasonable trade terms. Venus wanted us to visit, fall in love, stay. They’d been losing population to Mars for years. The brain drain was getting critical.


  The Jewel Box decided to bid on a three-day excursion. Sightseeing with a focus on natural geology, including active volcanism. For the first time in their lives, they’d experience real, unaugmented planetary gravity instead of Ricochet’s one-point-zero cobbled together by centripetal force and a Steffof field.


  While the kids were lounging around the rumpus room, arguing over how many credits to sink into the bid, Long Meng pinged me.


  You and I should send a proposal to the Venusian crèches, she whispered. A master class or something. Something so tasty they can’t resist.


  Why? Are you trying to pad your billable hours?


  She gave me a toothy grin. I want a vacation. Wouldn’t it be fun to get Venus to fund it?


  Long Meng and I had collaborated before, when our numbers had come up for board positions on the crèche governance authority. Nine miserable months co-authoring policy memos, revising the crèche management best practices guide, and presenting at skills development seminars. All on top of our regular responsibilities. Against the odds, our friendship survived the bureaucracy.


  We spent a few hours cooking up a seminar to tempt the on-planet crèche specialists and fired it off to a bunch of Venusian booking agents. We called it ‘Attachment and Self-regulation in Theory and Practice: Approaches to Promoting Emotional Independence in the Crèche-raised Child.’ Sound dry? Not a bit. The Venusians gobbled it up.


  I shot the finalized syllabus to our chosen booking agent, then escorted the Jewel Box to their open-air climbing lab. I turned them over to their instructor and settled onto my usual bench under a tall oak. Diamant took the lead position up the cliff, as usual. By the time they’d completed the first pitch, all three seminars were filled.


  The agent is asking for more sessions, I whispered to Long Meng. What do you think?


  “No way.” Long Meng’s voice rang out, startling me. As I pinged her location, her lanky form appeared in the distant aspen grove.


  “This is a vacation,” she shouted. “If I wanted to pack my billable hours, I’d volunteer for another board position.”


  I shuddered. Agreed.


  She jogged over and climbed onto the bench beside me, sitting on the backrest with her feet on the seat. “Plus, you haven’t been off this rock in twenty years,” she added, plucking a leaf from the overhead bough.


  “I said okay, Long Meng.”


  We watched the kids as they moved with confidence and ease over the gleaming, pyrite-inflected cliff face. Big, bulky Diamant didn’t look like a climber but was obsessed with the sport. The other five had gradually been infected by their crèche-mate’s passion.


  Long Meng and I waved to the kids as they settled in for a rest mid-route. Then she turned to me. “What do you want to see on-planet? Have you made a wish list yet?”


  “I’ve been to Venus. It’s not that special.”


  She laughed, a great, good-natured, wide-mouthed guffaw. “Nothing can compare to Luna, can it, Jules?”


  “Don’t say that word.”


  “Luna? Okay. What’s better than Venus? Earth?”


  “Earth doesn’t smell right.”


  “The Sol belt?”


  “Never been there.”


  “What then?”


  “This is nice.” I waved at the groves of trees surrounding the cliff. Overhead, the plasma core that formed the backbone of our hab was just shifting its visible spectrum into twilight. Mellow light filtered through the leaves. Teenage laughter echoed off the cliff, and in the distance, the steady droning wail of a fussy newborn.


  I pulled up the surrounding camera feeds and located the newborn. A tired-looking cuddler carried the baby in an over-shoulder sling, patting its bottom rhythmically as they strolled down a sunflower-lined path. I pinged the baby’s biom. Three weeks old. Chronic gas and reflux unresponsive to every intervention strategy. Nothing to do but wait for the child to grow out of it.


  The kids summited, waved to us, then began rappelling back down. Long Meng and I met them at the base.


  “Em, how’s your finger?” Long Meng asked.


  “Good.” Émeraude bounced off the last ledge and slipped to the ground, wave of pink hair flapping. “Better than good.”


  “Let’s see, then.”


  Émeraude unclipped and offered the doctor their hand. They were a kid with only two modes: all-out or flatline. A few months back, they’d injured themselves cranking on a crimp, completely bowstringing the flexor tendon.


  Long Meng launched into an explanation of annular pulley repair strategies and recovery times. I tried to listen but I was tired. My hips ached, my back ached, my limbs rotated on joints gritty with age. In truth, I didn’t want to go to Venus. The kids had won their bid, and with them off-hab, staying home would have been a good rest. But Long Meng’s friendship was important, and making her happy was worth a little effort.


  Long Meng and I accompanied the Jewel Box down Venus’s umbilical, through the high sulphuric acid clouds to the elevator’s base deep in the planet’s mantle. When we entered the busy central transit hub, with its domed ceiling and slick, speedy slideways, the kids began making faces.


  “This place stinks,” said Diamante.


  “Yeah, smells like piss,” said Rubis.


  Tré looked worried. “Do they have diseases here or something?”


  Opale slapped her hand over her mouth. “I’m going to be sick. Is it the smell or the gravity?”


  A quick glance at Opale’s biom showed she was perfectly fine. All six kids were. Time for a classic crèche manager-style social intervention.


  If you can’t be polite around the locals, I whispered, knocking my cane on the ground for emphasis. I’ll shoot you right back up the elevator.


  If you send us home, do we get our credits back? Émeraude asked, yawning.


  No. You’d be penalized for non-completion of contract.


  I posted a leaderboard for good behavior. Then I told them Venusians were especially gossipy, and if word got out they’d bad-mouthed the planet, they’d get nothing but dirty looks for the whole trip.


  A bald lie. Venus is no more gossipy than most habs. But it nurses a significant anti-crèche prejudice. Not as extreme as Luna, but still. Ricochet kids were used to being loved by everyone. On Venus, they would get attitude just for existing. I wanted to offer a convenient explanation for the chilly reception from the locals.


  The group of us rode the slideway to Vanavara portway, where Engku, Megat, and Bruce were waiting. Under the towering archway, I hugged and kissed the kids, told them to have lots of fun, and waved at their retreating backs. Then Long Meng and I were on our own.


  She took my arm and steered us into Vanavara’s passeggiata, a social stroll that wound through the hab like a pedestrian river. We drifted with the flow, joining the people-watching crowd, seeing and being seen.


  The hab had spectacular sculpture gardens and fountains, and Venus’s point-nine-odd gravity was a relief on my knees and hips, but the kids weren’t wrong about the stench. Vanavara smelled like oily vinaigrette over half-rotted lettuce leaves, with an animal undercurrent reminiscent of hormonal teenagers on a cleanliness strike. As we walked, the stench surged and faded, then resurfaced again.


  We ducked into a kiosk where a lone chef roasted kebabs over an open flame. We sat at the counter, drinking sparkling wine and watching her prepare meal packages for bot delivery.


  “What’s wrong with the air scrubbers here?” Long Meng asked the chef.


  “Unstable population,” she answered. “We don’t have enough civil engineers to handle the optimization workload. If you know any nuts-and-bolts types, tell them to come to Vanavara. The bank will kiss them all over.”


  She served us grilled protein on disks of crispy starch topped with charred vegetable and heaped with garlicky sauce, followed by finger-sized blossoms with tender, fleshy petals over a crisp honeycomb core. When we rejoined the throng, we shot the chef a pair of big, bright public valentines on slow decay, visible to everyone passing by. The chef ran after us with two tulip-shaped bulbs of amaro.


  “Enjoy your stay,” she said, handing us the bulbs. “We’re developing a terrific fresh food culture here. You’ll love it.”


  In response to the population downswing, Venus’s habs had started accepting all kinds of marginal business proposals. Artists. Innovators. Experimenters. Lose a ventilation engineer; gain a chef. Lose a surgeon; gain a puppeteer. With the chefs and puppeteers come all the people who want to live in a hab with chefs and puppeteers, and are willing to put up with a little stench to get it. Eventually, the hab’s fortunes turn around. Population starts flowing back, attracted by the burgeoning quality of life. Engineers and surgeons return, and the chefs and puppeteers move on to the next proposal-friendly hab. Basic human dynamics.


  Long Meng sucked the last drop of amaro from her bulb and then tossed it to a disposal bot.


  “First night of vacation.” She gave me a wicked grin. “Want to get drunk?”


  When I rolled out of my sleep stack in the morning, I was puffy and stiff. My hair stood in untamable clumps. The pouches under my eyes shone an alarming purple, and my wrinkle inventory had doubled. My tongue tasted like garlic sauce. But as long as nobody else could smell it, I wasn’t too concerned. As for the rest, I’d earned every age marker.


  When Long Meng finally cracked her stack, she was pressed and perky, wrapped in a crisp fuchsia robe. A filmy teal scarf drifted under her thrusting jawline.


  “Let’s teach these Venusians how to raise kids,” she said.


  In response to demand, the booking agency had upgraded us to a larger auditorium. The moment we hit the stage, I forgot all my aches and pains. Doctor Footlights, they call it. Performing in front of two thousand strangers produces a lot of adrenaline.


  We were a good pair. Long Meng dynamic and engaging, lunging around the stage like a born performer. Me, I was her foil. A grave, wise oldster with fifty years of crèche work under my belt.


  Much of our seminar was inspirational. Crèche work is relentless no matter where you practice it, and on Venus it brings negative social status. A little cheerleading goes a long way. We slotted our specialty content in throughout the program, introducing the concepts in the introductory material, building audience confidence by reinforcing what they already knew, then hit them between the eyes with the latest developments in Ricochet’s proprietary cognitive theory and emotional development modelling. We blew their minds, then backed away from the hard stuff and returned to cheerleading.


  “What’s the worst part of crèche work, Jules?” Long Meng asked as our program concluded, her scarf waving in the citrus-scented breeze from the ventilation.


  “There are no bad parts,” I said drily. “Each and every day is unmitigated joy.”


  The audience laughed harder than the joke deserved. I waited for the noise to die down, and mined the silence for a few lingering moments before continuing.


  “Our children venture out of the crèche as young adults, ready to form new emotional ties wherever they go. The future is in their hands, an unending medium for them to shape with their ambition and passion. Our crèche work lifts them up and holds them high, all their lives. That’s the best part.”


  I held my cane to my heart with both hands.


  “The worst part is,” I said, “if we do our jobs right, those kids leave the crèche and never think about us again.”


  We left them with a tear in every eye. The audience ran back to their crèches knowing they were doing the most important work in the universe, and open to the possibility of doing it even better.


  After our second seminar, on a recommendation from the kebab chef, we blew our credits in a restaurant high up in Vanavara’s atrium. Live food raised, prepared, and served by hand; nothing extruded or bulbed. And no bots, except for the occasional hygiene sweeper.


  Long Meng cut into a lobster carapace with a pair of hand shears. “Have you ever noticed how intently people listen to you?”


  “Most of the time the kids just pretend to listen.”


  “Not kids. Adults.”


  She served me a morsel of claw meat, perfectly molded by the creature’s shell. I dredged it in green sauce and popped it in my mouth. Sweet peppers buzzed my sinuses.


  “You’re a great leader, Jules.”


  “At my age, I should be. I’ve had lots of practice telling people what to do.”


  “Exactly,” she said through a mouthful of lobster. “So what are you going to do when the Jewel Box leaves the crèche?”


  I lifted my flute of pale green wine and leaned back, gazing through the window at my elbow into the depths of the atrium. I’d been expecting this question for a few years but didn’t expect it from Long Meng. How could someone so young understand the sorrows of the old?


  “If you don’t want to talk about it, I’ll shut up,” she added quickly. “But I have some ideas. Do you want to hear them?”


  On the atrium floor far below, groups of pedestrians were just smudges, no individuals distinguishable at all. I turned back to the table but kept my eyes on my food.


  “Okay, go ahead.”


  “A hab consortium is soliciting proposals to rebuild their failed crèche system,” she said, voice eager. “I want to recruit a team. You’d be project advisor. Top position, big picture stuff. I’ll be project lead and do all the grunt work.”


  “Let me guess,” I said. “It’s Luna.”


  Long Meng nodded. I kept a close eye on my blood pressure indicators. Deep breaths and a sip of water kept the numbers out of the red zone.


  “I suppose you’d want me to liaise with Luna’s civic apparatus too.” I kept my voice flat.


  “That would be ideal.” She slapped the table with both palms and grinned. “With a native Lunite at the helm, we’d win for sure.”


  Long Meng was so busy bubbling with ideas and ambition as she told me her plans, she didn’t notice my fierce scowl. She probably didn’t even taste her luxurious meal. As for me, I enjoyed every bite, right down to the last crumb of my flaky cardamom-chocolate dessert. Then I pushed back my chair and grabbed my cane.


  “There’s only one problem, Long Meng,” I said. “Luna doesn’t deserve crèches.”


  “Deserve doesn’t really—”


  I cut her off. “Luna doesn’t deserve a population.”


  She looked confused. “But it has a population, so—”


  “Luna deserves to die,” I snapped. I stumped away, leaving her at the table, her jaw hanging in shock.


  Halfway through our third and final seminar, in the middle of introducing Ricochet’s proprietary never-fail methods for raising kids, I got an emergency ping from Bruce.


  Tré’s abandoned the tour. He’s run off.


  I faked a coughing fit and lunged toward the water bulbs at the back of the stage. Turned my back on two thousand pairs of eyes, and tried to collect myself as I scanned Tré’s biom. His stress indicators were highly elevated. The other five members of the Jewel Box were anxious too.


  Do you have eyes on him?


  Of course. Bruce shot me a bookmark.


  Three separate cameras showed Tré was alone, playing his favorite pattern-matching game while coasting along a nearly deserted slideway. Metadata indicated his location on an express connector between Coacalco and Eaton habs.


  He looked stunned, as if surprised by his own daring. Small, under the high arches of the slideway tunnel. And thin—his bony shoulder blades tented the light cloth of his tunic.


  Coacalco has a bot shadowing him. Do we want them to intercept?


  I zoomed in on Tré’s face, as if I could read his thoughts as easily as his physiology. He’d never been particularly assertive or self-willed, never one to challenge his crèche mates or lead them in new directions. But kids will surprise you.


  Tell them to stay back. Ping a personal security firm to monitor him. Go on with your tour. And try not to worry.


  Are you sure?


  I wasn’t sure, not at all. My stress indicators were circling the planet. Every primal urge screamed for the bot to wrap itself around the boy and haul him back to Bruce. But I wasn’t going to slap down a sixteen-year-old kid for acting on his own initiative, especially since this was practically the first time he’d shown any.


  Looks like Tré has something to do, I whispered. Let’s let him follow through.


  I returned to my chair. Tried to focus on the curriculum but couldn’t concentrate. Long Meng could only do so much to fill the gap. The audience became restless, shifting in their seats, murmuring to each other. Many stopped paying attention. Right up in the front row, three golden-haired, rainbow-smocked Venusians were blanked out, completely immersed in their feeds.


  Long Meng was getting frantic, trying to distract two thousand people from the gaping hole on the stage that was her friend Jules. I picked up my cane, stood, and calmly tipped my chair. It hit the stage floor with a crash. Long Meng jumped. Every head swiveled.


  “I apologize for the dramatics,” I said, “but earlier, you all noticed me blanking out. I want to explain.”


  I limped to the front of the stage, unsteady despite my cane. I wear a stability belt, but try not to rely on it too much. Old age has exacerbated my natural tendency for a weak core, and using the belt too much just makes me frailer. But my legs wouldn’t stop shaking. I dialed up the balance support.


  “What just happened illustrates an important point about crèche work.” I attached my cane’s cling-point to the stage floor and leaned on it with both hands as I scanned the audience. “Our mistakes can ruin lives. No other profession carries such a vast potential for screwing up.”


  “That’s not true.” Long Meng’s eyes glinted in the stage lights, clearly relieved I’d stepped back up to the job. “Engineering disciplines carry quite the disaster potential. Surgery certainly does. Psychology and pharmacology. Applied astrophysics. I could go on.” She grinned. “Really, Jules. Nearly every profession is dangerous.”


  I grimaced and dismissed her point.


  “Doctors’ decisions are supported by ethics panels and case reviews. Engineers run simulation models and have their work vetted by peers before taking any real-world risks. But in a crèche, we make a hundred decisions a day that affect human development. Sometimes a hundred an hour.”


  “Okay, but are every last one of those decisions so important?”


  I gestured to one of the rainbow-clad front-row Venusians. “What do you think? Are your decisions important?”


  A camera bug zipped down to capture her answer for the seminar’s shared feed. The Venusian licked her lips nervously and shifted to the edge of her seat.


  “Some decisions are,” she said in a high, tentative voice. “You can never know which.”


  “That’s right. You never know.” I thanked her and rejoined Long Meng in the middle of the stage. “Crèche workers take on huge responsibility. We assume all the risk, with zero certainty. No other profession accepts those terms. So why do we do this job?”


  “Someone has to?” said Long Meng. Laughter percolated across the auditorium.


  “Why us, though?” I said. “What’s wrong with us?”


  More laughs. I rapped my cane on the floor.


  “My current crèche is a sixteen-year sixsome. Well integrated, good morale. Distressingly sporty. They keep me running.” The audience chuckled. “They’re on a geography tour somewhere on the other side of Venus. A few minutes ago, one of my kids ran off. Right now, he’s coasting down one of your intra-hab slideways and blocking our pings.”


  Silence. I’d captured every eye; all their attention was mine.


  I fired the public slideway feed onto the stage. Tré’s figure loomed four meters high. His foot was kicked back against the slideway’s bumper in an attitude of nonchalance, but it was just a pose. His gaze was wide and unblinking, the whites of his eyes fully visible.


  “Did he run away because of something one of us said? Or did? Or neglected to do? Did it happen today, yesterday, or ten days ago? Maybe it has nothing to do with us at all, but some private urge from the kid’s own heart. He might be suffering acutely right now, or maybe he’s enjoying the excitement. The adrenaline and cortisol footprints look the same.”


  I clenched my gnarled, age-spotted hand to my chest, pulling at the fabric of my shirt.


  “But I’m suffering. My heart feels like it could rip right out of my chest because this child has put himself in danger.” I patted the wrinkled fabric back into place. “Mild danger. Venus is no Luna.”


  Nervous laughter from the crowd. Long Meng hovered at my side.


  “Crèche work is like no other human endeavor,” I said. “Nothing else offers such potential for failure, sorrow, and loss. But no work is as important. You all know that, or you wouldn’t be here.”
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