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    Editorial: May 2020

    John Joseph Adams | 200 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 120th issue.

    This month’s cover is from Galen Dara, illustrating a new science fiction short by Adam-Troy Castro. If you’ve ever wondered how a time traveler would see your personal problems, be sure to read Castro’s new “The Time Traveler’s Advice to the Lovelorn.” Ada Hoffmann has created a future where AIs are gods and angels are cyborgs in “Melting Like Metal.” We also have SF reprints by Alex Irvine (“One Hundred Sentences About the City of the Future”) and Charlie Jane Anders (“Rager in Space”).

    Millie Ho spins a story of fire, rebirth, and love in her new fantasy short “The Fenghuang.” Alexander Weinstein also tackles issues of the heart in his new “Destinations of Love.” Our fantasy reprints are from Carmen Maria Machado (“I Bury Myself”) and C. Robert Cargill (“We Are Where the Nightmares Go”).

    All that, and of course we also have our usual assortment of author spotlights, along with our book and media review columns. Our feature interview is with Stephen Graham Jones. Our ebook readers will also enjoy a book excerpt from Molly Tanzer’s Creatures of Charm and Hunger.
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

    
      John Joseph Adams is the editor of John Joseph Adams Books, a science fiction and fantasy imprint from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. He is also the series editor of Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy, as well as the bestselling editor of more than thirty anthologies, including Wastelands and The Living Dead. Recent books include Cosmic Powers, What the #@&% Is That?, Operation Arcana, Press Start to Play, Loosed Upon the World, and The Apocalypse Triptych. Called “the reigning king of the anthology world” by Barnes & Noble, John is a two-time winner of the Hugo Award (for which he has been a finalist twelve times) and an eight-time World Fantasy Award finalist. John is also the editor and publisher of the digital magazines Lightspeed and Nightmare, and is a producer for WIRED’s The Geek’s Guide to the Galaxy podcast. He also served as a judge for the 2015 National Book Award. Find him online at johnjosephadams.com and @johnjosephadams.
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    The Time Traveler’s Advice to the Lovelorn

    Adam-Troy Castro | 3637 words
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    Time is best described as the thing that must crawl by before even the most unlikely events finally get around to happening.

    A lot of it had passed in the little village we now visit, drifting down its cobblestoned streets like loose papers carried away by the wind, before the most unlikely of all developments had finally occurred.

    Samael, the junk collector, had fallen in love.

    Nobody had ever expected this, in large part because Samael was as dull and unimaginative a man who had ever lived. Some thought him simple, as no attempts to provide him with an education had ever stuck; some thought him unfriendly, as he greeted any attempt at conversation with grunted monosyllables, hoarding what remained of a voice that years of near-silence had turned to rust. There were places in the village where he was also suspected of being cruel, and where children were warned to return their homes whenever he appeared, dragging his homemade cart from place to place in search of discarded things he could fix and resell for enough coins to feed him so he could do the exact same thing tomorrow. Between that, his hulking size, and the default scowl of a man whose teeth were not pleasant for others to look at, he was considered sinister and, at the bare minimum, unpleasant. No one in the village imagined that there could be the capacity for love anywhere in his soul. But the truth was, he was no monster: just a quiet man with scant need for other people, content with his daily routine and what little comfort that labor earned him . . . until he saw her.

    Magda was the watchmaker’s daughter, a girl who had sometime over the course of one harsh winter when most people had stayed indoors and only ventured out reluctantly, and in heavy furs that made everybody look alike, advanced from sweet and appealing child to something taller and rounder in all the right places. In the years that followed she had only blossomed and was still in the process of blossoming the first time the junk collector spotted her. She was unaware of his reverence and had she learned of it, would not have responded to it except with kindness, for she was a sweet and generous soul of precisely the sort who understood that appearance was the least reliable of all the methods human beings use to measure one another.

    This story could go on at great length smothering her physical description in superlatives, or in asserting how she brightened every room she entered; how kind she was, how prematurely wise, and so on. It could then become either a story in redemptive love, as she saw in him that which all her friends and neighbors had missed; or, for narrators of a certain bent, a horror story which hinged on Samael’s obsession becoming a dark one, as he was turned deadly by his feelings of rejection. However, it heads in neither of those two directions. Magda herself, who was every bit as wonderful as Samael believed and who was understandably the subject of wistful fantasies by many men other than the junk collector, went on to live a wholly blessed life in which the strange man with the cart was nothing but an occasional presence, noted but never remarked upon in her youth, before he disappeared forever.

    But for Samael, still caught in those throes of longing, the dilemma remained a fresh one. He knew that he was not the kind of man who won beautiful young women, not with looks, not with charm, not with sheer animal magnetism, not with security, and not with sparkling repartee. He was also not the kind of man who would consider taking a young lady against her will. He was just profound enough to understand that this included not just the significant power of his arms, but also the potions available to any with the coin to spend, that could induce in those who ingested them the most helpless forms of love for whoever included a lock of their own hair in the mixture, even when they possessed no qualities worth loving. These may have been tempting prospects for those whose concept of love was closer to possession, but had certain side effects so easy to detect that anybody traveling with someone so ensorcelled ran the risk of arrest, while the unfortunate in their possession was forced to guzzle the readily available antidotes: not a factor in Samael’s disinclination, in any event, since what he wanted was for Magda to love him not just unreservedly, but of her own free will, with none of her magnificent spark diminished or set on paths she would not travel herself.

    No, what he needed more than anything else was advice, from someone who would neither tell him he pursued an impossible dream, or laugh at him.

    So he went to the time traveler.

    • • • •

    The time traveler had been an intermittent fixture of this region for centuries, first appearing as an old man when the village consisted of no more than a half dozen houses, then disappearing and reappearing every few years, sometimes older, sometimes younger, always bathed in a soft amber glow that made his full aspect comprehensible to those who lived their entire lives in only one age. Whenever he appeared, he was always adamant that he was no supernatural being, but a mere man learned in the ways of his own far-future time, enamored of this particular village for its mountain air, for its scenic vistas, and for the warmth of the people. “Please,” he said, more than once over the centuries, “consider me one of you.” And though this was not quite possible, given the miraculous technology in his possession, he had nevertheless succeeded in rendering himself a figure regarded with more affection than fear.

    Sometimes, as in this century, he slowed himself down and lived as a nearly-frozen figure, sitting at a table in the inn that was reserved for his use, and taking years to complete a single eye-blink; speeding up and providing response only to those who asked him direct questions, which happened only rarely because this was a village that respected the privacy of others and only a few people presumed themselves burdened by issues that required the input of a time traveler. Once a decade or so, he would call for a refill on his drink, paying with a coin forged out of a metal so rare that just one was enough to leave the various generations of the innkeeper’s family among the wealthiest in the mountains.

    He was thus available for Samael, who sat opposite, received the great man’s attention and explained the attendant problem.

    The figure behind the amber glow spent a few minutes determining to his satisfaction what we have already established, that what Samael sought was not some handbook for obtaining the maiden against her will, and said, “You could try poetry.”

    Samael regarded the prospect with something like horror. “I am no poet.”

    “Understand, sir: It does not have to be a good poem, only a sincere one. Over the years, many ardent admirers launched dynasties with rhymes of painful scansion, using naught but the three most belabored eternals, June, moon, and spoon. In many cases, the object of affection recognized her aspirant’s pitiful writing skill and repressed her incredulous laughter out of reciprocated feeling. Others would not have recognized great poetry even if a thick volume of it were dropped on their heads from a fifth-story window. They responded only to the sentiment, however poorly described. Just offer the truth, and she will respond as her heart bids her.”

    Following this advice with substantial difficulty, Samael could only protest, “But I am no good with words, at all. Maybe you can help me?”

    “You seem to think that just because I possess technology grander than your own that I am capable of performing as indulgent Cyrano. Forgive me, my dear man: On paper, I am a dreadful clod. And you do not want a third party to write your love letters, in any event.

    “Let me tell you something. Many years ago, as I reckon time, I was an idiot not much more advanced in matters of the heart than your own unpracticed self, and I fell helplessly, head-over-heels in love with a beautiful and charming young lady, a poet herself, in whose presence I could emit only incoherent stammers. She must have thought I was some kind of idiot, and she was not wrong in this, because it was what I became whenever she was near. Not burdened with my current experience, I traveled to 1599 and commissioned the greatest poet of all time, William Shakespeare himself, to produce a sonnet to her glory. I paid him a fortune in the coin of his realm, described the object of my adoration as best I could, and traveled to one evening a fortnight hence to collect what I’d commissioned. I assure you it looked great to me. And then I leaped forward four hundred years and handed it to her. Can you guess what happened?”

    Samael had never in his life perceived anything involving sexual politics with perspicacity sufficient to guess what would happen next, in any proposed collection of variables. His shrug was as eloquent as he ever got.

    “She read it,” the time traveler said, “and she hated me.”

    “Why?”

    “I had reckoned without the voice of the writer. Shakespeare was bawdy, sir. As a dramatist he delighted in finding ways to insert dirty jokes, naughty puns, and out-and-out pornography, wherever he could, to wake up those theatregoers whose attention spans were not quite up to multiple hours of free verse. He also enjoyed finding ways for his characters to subtly insult each other, when they were otherwise obliged to treat one another with deference and respect. So imagine if you will a man of those inclinations engaged by a wealthy patron, one who confessed himself incapable of sculpting the metaphors capable of winning a young lady’s heart. Imagine that he despised the very enterprise and wanted to warn the fair maiden off, and you will understand that he deeply amused himself producing lines that to this dullard’s eyes appeared complimentary but to her educated understanding of metaphor and Elizabethan slang portrayed her as a perfumed harlot who spent her days by the waterfront giving repeat-customer discounts to sailors. So she slapped me, called me disgusting, and flounced off, while I was left rubbing my jaw and saying, ‘Ow.’”

    Samael required long minutes of cogitation to decode that speech, but eventually he said, “Maybe not poetry, then.”

    “Trust me, Samael: You cannot get what you want from the woman without engaging with her on some level, and that is precisely what renders success in this enterprise, through any intermediary, unlikely. Your problem is your profound personality deficit. You possess nothing capable of fascinating her.”

    “My looks, then,” Samael said. “You can do something about my looks.”

    “Samael, I could take you to eras where flesh is whim and where anyone can have the form that best suits them, where a man who wants to fly can grow wings in an afternoon, flit about like an eagle, and then discard them in order to fit into his tuxedo at night. I can surely arrange to make you an Adonis, of any shade from infrared to ultra-violet; even transparency is a possibility. But you will still be yourself. Even if you dazzle her so completely that she invites you to share your bed, she will sooner or later realize that you possess the conversational skills of an oaf and that you lack the personality to inspire her heart and mind. And then there is the aging factor. In ten years, fifteen, however beautiful your altered appearance at the onset, the bloom will still be off your rose. She will look elsewhere, or wish she could.”

    This all bore the ring of truth. Samael could only feel what all men feel whenever all the light goes out of their respective worlds: a terrible heaviness that he would no doubt carry for the rest of his life. And yet, persistent to the end, he managed to insist on his life’s sole dream.

    “I will take those fifteen years if it means I can let her know I love her, can be loved by her in return, can make her happy and sleep by her side. It is all I want on this Earth.”

    The time traveler regarded Samael in a silence that persisted for so very long that the junk collector wondered if he’d returned to dilated immobility, and ultimately said, “I can give you fifteen years.”

    • • • •

    Samael never would understand a single damn thing that happened to him during the subjective experience of time travel. There was a vehicle, of course, but aside from enclosing the time traveler and himself, it so completely failed his entire understanding of objecthood that he was left squinting at all the oddly intersecting lines that made the inside of his skull itch. There was a direction traveled, but it was not forward or backward, up or down, north or south or east or west, or even from a recognizable here to a definable there. There was some sensation of movement, but it seemed to affect different parts of his body at different speeds, and left him with the impression that he’d spent at least part of the time with his head pickled in a broth of his own liver. It involved an understanding of the universe that would have cured madmen and shattered the sanity of savants. He was wholly unprepared for it and he survived the experience with his soul intact only because

    
      she
    

    (not the actual person he had yet to win, but the idea of her)

    remained painted on his heart’s tremulous canvas.

    He was thoroughly infected with the disease that had made an uncounted battalion of ardent swains, over too many millennia to count, write poems to the glory of her, march off to pointless wars for the glory of her, carve masterpieces out of clay or granite or coral rock for the glory of her, trudge across deserts and cut off ears and shoot at Presidents and arrange for demeaning tattoos, all for the glory of her.

    He endured his torso being spaghettified and whirled around his skull in fractal spirals that would have sent Euclid screaming into the night, without complaint, all for love of her.

    Then the time traveler said, “Most first-timers are most uncomfortable during this next part,” and it got so much worse that everything that had come before was like a gentle ride on a haywagon during the harvest festival. And still Samael hung on, adamant, Magda’s glorious features glowing before him in sharpest candlelight, for this and ten times more would have been well worth the price, for the mere possibility of the glorious Magda looking upon him with adoration.

    “We’re here,” the time traveler said.

    Samael felt his ribcage regain a third dimension. It nevertheless took several seconds longer for him to persuade his eyelids to flutter, and so it was in absolute darkness that he managed a forlorn, “Where’s here?”

    “This is a time some fourteen thousand years after the era you know, when Mankind has completely mastered the art of bodily modification. Here, every man and woman and every human being in the seven hundred genders now understood to occupy those two traditional extremes can daily modify their forms, to suit whatever their needs may be. This is an era where the philtrum and the uvula are recognized as the untapped reproductive organs that they have always been, an era where some human beings arrange to exist at the size of prions and others, individuals, exist on the map as snow-capped mountain ranges; an era with the capacity to transform you into the fully representative and truthful version of yourself capable of not just winning Magda, but also keeping her for your lifetime, while remaining fair to her own desires. What you see when you open your eyes, dear Samael, will be like nothing else you’ve ever known, but it will also be the place that realizes your most extravagant dreams.”

    Samael opened his eyes, and yes, what he saw, through the time machine’s equivalent of a front window, was a metropolis that made no sense to him: a skyline of towering glass extending as far as his eyes could see, beneath a sky the color of orange marmalade. Through the transparent walls of all those towers he could see little black dots he understood to be the descendants of human beings going about their daily business, perhaps even working at their jobs; and yet of those who were closer, some had a wholly horrifying number of limbs or heads and some seemed to be, for lack of a better phrase, on fire. Those with angel wings flitted through the air and those who had elected to be liquid simply rolled across the landscape like living tsunami. And behind them all were figures who towered over the tallest buildings, their heads fuzzy in the distance at the altitudes where their crania scraped the limits of the atmosphere. The music behind it all sounded like all the violins in all the world playing different concertos all at once, and yet they melded, in ways that made the junk collector’s heart ache in most of the mere handful of ways it hadn’t ached before. But time travel had not destroyed him, because of his adoration of Magda, and the sight of this landscape—a vision that an educated man might have compared for sheer madness to a happier version of the landscapes of hell captured by Hieronymus Bosch—did not destroy him either, because Magda remained both overlay and underlay, anchoring him in what amounted to a sandwich of sanity. He gulped and said, “What do we do?”

    The time traveler said, “I will take you to a certain clinic I know about, where more exotic requests can be accommodated. You will be improved, and rendered capable of winning Magda’s devotion. I will bring you back, and you will live happily ever after. I guarantee you this, Samael, and I want you to know that I am wholly sincere about this, because I have divined your soul and I do believe, to the depths of my own, that you are a good man, utterly deserving of these ambitions.”

    The junk collector said, “Umm, thanks,” and then he wept, because he had never really known kindness or even the possibility that dreams could be realized by one such as him. After a moment, before allowing the time traveler to escort him into the streets he could not understand, he succumbed to the fear-impulse. “Will it hurt?”

    “It’s love, Samael. Of course it will hurt. That’s much of the reason people want it.”

    And Samael smiled, because even a shambling clod like himself could see the truth in this, and with no further hesitation, he let the time traveler lead him to his destiny, all for the love of her.

    • • • •

    And of the resolution to this story I can you that the time traveler brought him back to Magda, who fell in love with him in mere seconds; and that she took him to her bed and cherished him to the end of his days. His life was short, only the fifteen years that had been promised, but it was fifteen years of pure bliss. To most people of the town, the junk dealer Samael never returned, and was never missed, remarked upon only by those incapable of letting things like an unsolved disappearance just be.

    • • • •

    But before that:

    The time traveler left the tavern that generations of villagers had come to know as his home, for the first time since some of the oldest people in town first blinked at the phenomenon known as light while squalling outside the wombs that had incubated them.

    His stride, known so rarely in the past decades, was jovial. He was a good man, this time traveler. He had a genuine affection for people in general and in specific for the inhabitants of this one small village, whose village he had kept safe from the churning of world politics, from economic busts, from the tramp of conquering armies, and from all the other ills that beset less protected men. A more judgmental observer would say that he kept them as pets. In truth, he valued them as neighbors. He knew they were provincial but he found their conservative ways a fine curative to the surfeit that’s the lot of the traveler. He would have done anything for them, anything reasonable: and what he had done for Samael was not just reasonable, but wise.

    He made his way to the home of the watchmaker and he knocked on the door: three short raps, neither angry nor threatening. And in a couple of seconds, the door was opened by a vision of extraordinary beauty, fresh-faced and sweet and with a smile capable of illuminating the world. The time traveler was far too old for her, millennia too old for her, but he felt as instantly in love with her, in that moment, as Samael had been: and he thought: This, at last, is a reason to love Mankind.

    “Hello?” Magda said.

    “Hello,” the time traveler said. “An admirer of yours has asked me to bring you a gift.”

    He reached into his coat, which had many big and expansive pockets, and handed her a sleepy, eight-week-old beagle.

    ©2020 by Adam-Troy Castro.  | Art © 2020 by Galen Dara.
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    One Hundred Sentences About the City of the Future: A Jeremiad

    Alex Irvine | 3246 words

    
      	It rained yesterday, only in my precinct, far in excess of the scheduled and published amount, as a result of which some of my more delicate houseplants, which are flowering, were severely damaged.

      	The choices in the mayoral election are disappointing, far from the ideological panoply promised in early stages of the campaign.

      	Because of this, I am deciding whether or not I should file a formal Notice of Intent not to vote, and request that information regarding the civic and criminal consequences of such a filing be forwarded to me immediately.

      	Aware that the regulations concerning feedback to the Central Civic Authority limit my initial complaint to one hundred sentences, I am indulging in sentence structures more complex and digressive than would be my inclination otherwise.

      	It is my understanding that the daemon constructed to assess and rout complaints to the relevant authorities is equipped to understand any grammatically correct sentence.

      	If this is not the case, I request notification of this fact immediately.

      	As a gesture of good faith toward the one-hundred-sentence regulation, and a demonstration of my commitment to the civic goodwill, I will eschew the use of semicolons throughout this document.

      	My wife and children concur with my displeasure regarding the amount of rain that fell in our precinct yesterday, and are agitating for me to add a further complaint about municipal services, which has to do with the promised delivery of entertainment through our household channel.

      	We have rigorously fulfilled our own entertainment obligations under city statute, as you will note from a cursory examination of our feed statistics, which demonstrate that our channel is of above average popularity in the areas of sexual experimentation, cookery for children, and saxophone lessons.

      	My wife and I will continue to provide popular content in the area of sexual experimentation, and nothing in this complaint should be construed as a threat to withhold provision of said popular content.

      	If I may devote one sentence of my hundred to humor, I will also note that my children will continue to cook for the educational/culinary benefit of the citizenry.

      	Saxophone lessons will also continue, although my oldest son wishes me to append a complaint about the mandated price of reeds, which were reclassified as a Controlled Commodity after the last election.

      	This reclassification will have a real and perceptible effect on our family’s election behavior during this cycle.

      	My oldest son, who has taken charge of the saxophone content on our family’s channel, becomes eligible for the franchise four days before the election.

      	If our only complaints were weather-related, we would not clutter municipal bandwidth and processing time; however, the added difficulties with delivery of entertainment and informational content over our family’s channel provoked us to this action.

      	I note the use of a semicolon in the previous sentence, and will therefore limit myself to a total of ninety-nine sentences.

      	Given our family’s concerns about the lack of ideological diversity on the ballot, the recent failures of municipal weather control are profoundly disturbing.

      	Mayoral candidates differ in no significant respect from the current leadership under which municipal weather control has failed and commodity prices have risen onerously.

      	For this reason, we request a waiver that will permit us to apply for a Notice of Intent not to cast a ballot in the upcoming election.

      	We are fully aware that municipal statute provides for such a request only in the event that the petitioner can demonstrate that choosing not to cast a vote in a specific instance is more in keeping with the principles of civic engagement than voting for a slate of candidates would be.

      	First, we are enjoined to make a brief argument addressing our wish not to engage in the Alternative Candidate Selection mechanism.

      	It is our family’s belief that the Alternative Candidate Selection mechanism is prima facie illegal given municipal emphasis on party enrollment and primary winnowing of the candidate pool.

      	If any citizen is allowed to write in any candidate despite the systems in place to produce candidates, of what value are those systems?

      	Knowing that the system in place does in fact, and has in the past, produced candidates who have performed great service for our conurbation, and further knowing that no candidate ever named through Alternative Candidate Selection has ever succeeded to office, we reject the idea that the Alternative Candidate Selection mechanism is a viable alternative to voting within the pool of party candidates.

      	We further wish to register, in the strongest possible terms, our disapproval of the common practice of soliciting Alternative Candidate Selection votes as a way for an individual to increase traffic and thereby municipal reimbursement and bandwidth subsidies.

      	We question the motives of those citizens who have let it be known that they would welcome Alternative Candidate Selection votes, and suggest to municipal authorities that those citizens are acting in a manner contrary to the established political procedures that enable the smooth functioning of our government.

      	Therefore, since Alternative Candidate Selection undermines the political structure that keeps our city functioning, we argue that it is not a viable alternative to a selection from one of the party tickets.

      	Further, since there is no meaningful difference among the party candidates, the elimination of Alternative Candidate Selection as a viable alternative means that in this election, there is no way for a vote to have the effect our family desires and needs from the electoral process.

      	This concludes our primary rationale for applying for a Notice of Intent not to cast a ballot in the upcoming municipal election.

      	We further provide a number of secondary rationales in support of the primary rationale.

      	Following a recent cast of our family’s popular Kidz in the Kitchen program, we were contacted by four different citizens who wished to appear on the program under the fictitious pretext of being family friends who were invited to dinner.

      	Each of these citizens suggested, with varying degrees of duplicity, that such an appearance would increase their chances of successfully conducting a political campaign through the process of Alternative Candidate Selection.

      	Three of the four suggested that if our family did not agree to the fictitious pretext of inviting them over for dinner, there could be political consequences in the future.

      	The fourth made no such threat, which our family takes as a demonstration of the finer qualities of some of our city’s prominent citizens.

      	We refused all four requests, desiring to keep Kidz in the Kitchen free of political taint, and since then we have suffered evident political harassment.

      	To wit: Kidz in the Kitchen has seen firewall attacks in several precincts, which our privately hired AI investigator determined were malicious attempts to prevent Kidz in the Kitchen from reaching the neighborhoods in which its viewership is highest and most committed.

      	At least one of those attacks was conducted along a frequency known to be leased by one of the potential “guests” of Kidz in the Kitchen for his day-to-day professional activities.

      	A second potential “guest” has taken the opportunity of his media platform to suggest that all public channels offering sexual experimentation programming should be banned or placed behind onerous security protocols to prevent the material contained within from reaching anyone who might find it objectionable on religious or moral grounds.

      	This suggestion is a clear contradiction of the city’s stated commitment to freedom of informational flow, and can only be interpreted as an attack on our family, since this potential “guest” never agitated against sexual experimentation programming before our family refused to commit to his fictional pretext for an appearance on Kidz in the Kitchen.

      	Our popular sexual experimentation programming has recently encountered difficulties due to decreased erotic drive, a problem I and my wife attribute directly to the stressful effects of being made the focus of politically motivated attacks.

      	Even our attempt to co-opt the problem through role-playing as if we were ourselves the potential “guests” and their spouses (a strategy recommended by the city’s Bureau of Sexual Health) failed due to our personal difficulties in finding the comedy inherent in being made the focus of politically motivated attacks.

      	Because of this and other problems inherent in the political process, our family feels that we have a right to entertain the possibility of not participating in the upcoming election.

      	We are also considering filing claims for emotional distress and impingement on means of livelihood against both the potential “guests” and the municipal authorities, both biological and Distributed Network Origin, who have failed in their duties to protect citizens from abuse of the political process.

      	The nature of the abuses of the political process were outlined above.

      	We elect not to engage in mud-slinging over the third potential “guest” and our suspicions regarding his involvement in the price fluctuations of single and double reeds for woodwind instruments, which as noted above have onerously increased the burden on our oldest son and his popular saxophone tutorial programming.

      	However, despite this nod to civic decorum, we are fully committed to our allegations regarding the other two potential “guests” and their egregious manipulation of city infrastructure for political ends.

      	We therefore request, as outlined above, a full opinion from the municipal AI responsible for legal issues regarding the civic and political consequences of filing a Notice of Intent to not vote in the upcoming elections.

      	We feel this opinion is necessary because existing city documentation, as available on public servers, is inadequate and fails to take into account the actions of those human beings still remaining in municipal government and positions of influence within the business and financial communities, not to mention the information infrastructure.

      	As an aside, our family strongly feels that the time has absolutely come for the city’s Bureau of Information Architecture and Bandwidth to be turned over to an all-AI staff.

      	What better demonstration of the city’s avowed commitment to equal placement policies for Humans of Distributed Network Origin?

      	The previous is noted to be a question, but will be included in this letter’s count of sentences, which, as previously noted, will total ninety-nine due to the presence of a semicolon.

      	We as a family feel that it is important not to take advantage of either people or systems.

      	This sentiment extends to our approach to municipal government, in which DNO Humans perform as well or better than their biological counterparts, and are much less likely to run afoul of ethical problems and conflicts of interest.

      	We find it regrettable that none of the candidates pursuing the mayor’s office has seriously considered this step, which would enormously increase the efficiency and responsiveness of municipal government.

      	We find this failure one more data point in our hypothesis that there is no meaningful difference among the candidates, and, as pointed out above, regard this lack of difference as a valid reason for expressing our desire to apply for a full accounting of information regarding the consequences of filing a Notice of Intent.

      	Because we find our point adequately argued in the previous fifty-five sentences, we will devote the next forty-three (because of the semicolon) to a litany of suggestions for improvement of civic life and governance.

      	This is the greatest city in the history of human civilization, and it is the responsibility of the polis to seek ways in which it can be made even better.

      	We call for abolishment of the popular and ironic slang term “Dinos” as it is used to refer to Humans of Distributed Network Origin, on the grounds that its evocation of the pejorative epithet dinosaur is demeaning to their incorrigible individuality and nature as a parallel and equally valid stage in the development of humanity.

      	The term AI, short for artificial intelligence, though outdated and unreflective, is nevertheless free of such biases and has been found to be a preferable alternative.

      	For this reason, our family uses that term whenever the full nomenclature “Human of Distributed Network Origin” is found unwieldy.

      	As an alternative, when “AI” seems flippant, the compromise coinage “DNO Human” has been, and will continue to be, preferred.

      	This consensus was reached in consultation among all family members, with children accorded an equal vote due to their fuller investment in a future they will inhabit long after their parents’ lifespans, however enhanced by current and future developments, have concluded.

      	We wish the relevant authorities to recall that some years ago, our city began its transformation under a leadership mandate to become the City of the Future, and now that a form of this envisioned future has become our present, we must not lose sight of this mandate.

      	The City of the Future must tolerate none of the failings and shortcomings of cities and civilizations past.

      	What emerges from any committed analysis of ideas of the City of the Future is an impression that the City of the Future is never fully achieved, and forever only sought for.

      	This seeking is what defines the City of the Future.

      	The slate of candidates available to the polis in the current election has utterly failed to demonstrate a commitment to seeking, and instead evinces a meek investment in the status quo.

      	The unpredictable and poorly controlled incidence of rainfall in our precinct is one example of this.

      	A DNO Human would do a much better job of regulating municipal meteorology than does the current biological human leadership, which is running unchallenged to continue its tenure.

      	We call for a City-wide assessment of the ways in which DNO Humans would be more effective stewards of City resources, and an aggressive implementation of such policies where they are found to improve upon the existing state of municipal services.

      	We call for a thorough re-examination of the ways in which the City’s environmental, climatological, economic, information, and social policies contribute to the quest for the next becoming of the City of the Future.

      	This call has been circulated to all subscribers of our popular programs in children’s cookery, intermediate saxophone, and sexual experimentation.

      	The authority to which we are addressing this letter will in all likelihood receive similar communications from a number of our subscribers.

      	We wish to declare that despite our solicitation of expression of common views, at no time did we suggest that continued provision of our popular content would be dependent on our subscribers expressing such views or conveying them to the relevant City authorities.

      	We make this declaration in order to differentiate our activity from the brazen political gamesmanship engaged in by the three potential “guests” who wished to use our popular content to further their guerrilla political candidacies.

      	Should the processing daemon at the Central Civic Authority be unable to distinguish between these two forms of political engagement, we request that the entirety of our petition be directed to a human, either biological or of Distributed Network Orgin, who will be able to assess it fairly and fully.

      	We are aware that the previous sentence will only be read in the event that its request has already been honored, which will probably mean that its motivating concern was misplaced, and it need not have been written.

      	It is our profound hope that the same is not true of the rest of our communication, which is born out of real and pressing concerns, and is meant to propose real and transformative solutions.

      	As I wrote the previous sentence, it began to rain again.

      	It was not scheduled to rain in our precinct again until Thursday.

      	We consider this further proof of the City’s failure under the leadership of humans of biological origin, and of the political system which they continue to dominate at the expense of potentially more effective and progressive leadership driven by DNO Humans.

      	My son declares his unwillingness to continue providing saxophone content until the meteorological situation is fully assessed and corrected.

      	I have not encouraged him in this decision, but as a father I am heartened at his investment in a political process that has failed him so utterly.

      	The leak in our kitchen roof has nothing to do with the origin of this complaint, although it is a well-known fact that the actions of the Central Civic Authority have contributed to the outrageous rates charged by licensed contractors in the areas of home repair and network administration.

      	As of this writing, our family will continue to provide Kidz in the Kitchen.

      	The continued provision of sexual experimentation content will to some extent depend on the emotional and psychological well-being of the principals in that content’s provision.

      	Said emotional and psychological well-being is in question at this moment, due to meteorological irregularities, which are known to affect human emotions, and a pervading sense that while our family performs its civic duties, the City is not performing its duties to us.

      	It will be clear, we hope, how this continued malfeasance on the part of City meteorological authorities strengthens our petition to explore any and all options with respect to civic engagement, including the pursuit of a Notice of Intent not to vote in upcoming elections.

      	In a spirit of good faith, we will, as a family, endeavor to convince our son that he should continue to provide saxophone content.

      	The final decision, however, will be his.

      	We have been in communication with a number of Humans of Distributed Network Origin, who are fully supportive of the sentiments expressed in previous sentences of this petition.

      	At their request, we have not included their identities, although we have secured their permission to characterize them as “representing a broad range of occupations, social strata, and roles within the informational architecture and civic ecology of the City.”

      	Their reticence to disclose their identities provides ample evidence of the degree to which DNO Humans feel marginalized in the life of the City despite their critical and necessary role in the function of nearly all civic authorities and bureaus.

      	Central Civic Authority ignores discontent such as that expressed in the preceding sentences at its peril.

      	This sentiment is not expressed as a threat, but as an acknowledgment of the deep feeling among the polis as a whole that the City of the Future has taken the passage of time as an excuse to pretend that the future is already here.

      	That is not the case, can never be the case, and must never be assumed to be the case.

      	It has stopped raining.

      	We are nevertheless committed to this course of action, and hope that Central Civic Authority or one of its representatives will contact us regarding our questions, both on the topics of the Notice of Intent and the status of the City considered more broadly.

      	We remain committed to the ideals of the City, and those of the future, and hope that this petition is taken in the spirit in which it was intended.

    

    ©2008 by Alex Irvine. Originally published in Postscripts. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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    Melting Like Metal

    Ada Hoffmann | 6291 words

    When the quantum supercomputing systems of the God called Nemesis registered the sighting of the heretic Candor Gray—already tried in absentia and slated for termination, and assigned the serial number of HA3-940QK322PF-P—Enga Afonbataw Konum of Nemesis was already waiting, as she’d waited during the last few dozen stupid assignments.

    Enga was an angel of Nemesis, a no-longer-human cyborg built for a singular purpose: to hunt down and destroy the Gods’ enemies. To keep the galaxy safe, her teammate Elu would have said, but Enga knew better. She’d seen hundreds of heretics apprehended, from ravening cultists with genuine murder in their eyes to wide-eyed youngsters who’d unknowingly flouted the wrong regulation. They all screamed the same, in the angels’ custody; they all died the same. Enga might be a decorated veteran, with a towering stack of medals and commendations, but she had always known better than to call herself a hero.

    It wasn’t a matter of morality. She had her task, and she was bound to it for eternity. No sense crying.

    Angels looked mostly human on the outside. Just strong, healthy people with titanium plates glinting at their temples, an outward sign of the circuitry within. Angels’ most profound differences were on the inside. Enga was more heavily modified than most, but even she looked like the muscular, dark-skinned human she’d once been, save for those plates in her forehead and for her elaborate prosthetic arms, a forest of metal implements and weapons emerging from her strong organic shoulders.

    She waited, then, in her predeployment room aboard the Menagerie, with her senses turned down to their lowest permissible sensitivity and her teammates at her sides. It was a shining metal room, like so many on ships like theirs, elegantly bare at first glance. The walls held intricate artworks, silver filigrees too delicate to be intelligible to mortals. There were no screens, no blinking lights, none of the disembodied voices announcing commands that mortals imagined when they depicted God-built spaceships in vids. There was no need for it: all the relevant information went straight to the insides of the angels’ heads. The room did have several elegant ergonomic chairs, where angels could sit comfortably when they expected, at any moment, for those orders to arrive.

    Waiting like this was Enga’s default state. She liked to fight, if you could call that sense of grim and painful relish liking, but she liked most of all to be still. Not a muscle moved in her organic body and face, nor a servo in her arms. She breathed in and out, controlled, poised. Information streamed along her retinas and through more private, inner mental displays, and she ignored it. She would have turned it off, and her auditory cortex too, if that was allowed: been nothing but a dark, silent stillness. But Akavi had insisted that, in case of some rare emergency in which text-sending failed, all of his team should be capable of responding to sound.

    Into that stillness, on an inner mental display, came the alert.

    
      Target HA3-940QK322PF-P sighted—transmitting coordinates.
    

    There was always a frisson of authority with these messages, even though they were automated. Nemesis’ consciousness, absorbed in broad strategy, had likely not noticed their passing. Instead, they were generated by the nonsentient surveillance subroutines assigned to Gray’s case. But Nemesis was, in some sense, a computer, and She was intimately connected to every system that served Her. So divinity was a matter of degree.

    Enga reset her visual cortex to default, wincing as the predeployment room’s full brightness cut her eyes. The filigrees on the walls were supposed to look like mythic animals, confusions of wings and eyes, but mostly they were a bunch of finicky details that hurt to look at. A portal gleamed in the front wall: a silvery archway slightly larger than a normal door, currently leading nowhere.

    Elu Ahriemu of Nemesis, at Enga’s right, had been lounging on one of the chairs; he scrambled quickly to his feet. Elu looked like a gawkily pretty, barely-adult boy. His appearance only meant that he’d been recruited young, not that he still was. Elu had been doing this longer than she had.

    Akavi Averis, Inquisitor of Nemesis, stood patiently at her other side. Akavi could look like whatever he wanted to, but he’d gone with a variation on his usual theme: tall, slightly masculine-of-center, elegant, and commanding. His current
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