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For my father, who gave me my first science fiction books.








Perhaps there is no such thing as a cruel future. The future, properly speaking, is already cruel by virtue of being the future.

—Kōbō Abe, Inter Ice Age 4



The future ain’t what it used to be.

—Yogi Berra
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THE DARK HOURS

When I couldn’t fall asleep, I counted the parts of the body. I used the outdated numbers. What they’d taught me back in school when only the ultrarich upgraded. Two hundred and six bones. Seventy-eight organs. The separate pieces floated through the fog of my mind, one by one, like strange birds. If I was still awake by the end, I’d think about everything connecting. Miles of nerves and veins snaking through the pile, tying tibia to fibula, connecting heart to lung. Muscles, blood, hair, skin. Everything joining together into a person, into me.

Then I swapped in new parts. A second cybernetic arm or a fresh lung lining for the smog. Cutting-edge implants. This season’s latest organs. I mixed and matched, tweaked and twisted.

I didn’t know if I was really getting myself to sleep. I might have been keeping myself swimming in that liminal ooze between waking problems and troubled dreams. It was a state that reminded me of the anesthetic haze of the surgery table. Like my mattress was a slick metal slab and the passing headlights were the eyelamps of surgery drones. Outside, the world went by. Construction cranes hoisted buildings tall enough to stab the clouds. Cars cluttered the skies. But inside, my senses dulled, the world was gone. I was alone and waiting to wake up as something different, better, and new.

I’d been piecing myself together for years. With surgeries and grafts, with shots and pills. I kept lists of possible procedures. Files of future upgrades that would lead me to an updated life. My brother, JJ Zunz, always laughed about it. “One day I’m going to wake up, and none of you will be left,” he’d say. That would have been fine with me.

We’re all born with one body, and there’s no possibility of a refund. No way to test-drive a different form. So how could anyone not be willing to pay an arm and a leg for a better arm and a better leg?

Sure, we’re each greater than the sum of our parts. But surely greater parts couldn’t hurt.

Each time I upgraded it was wonderful, for a time. I had new sensations, new possibilities. I was getting closer to what I thought I was supposed to be. Then each time seemed to require another time. Another surgery and another loan to pay for it. Two decades of improvements and I still wanted more, but now I had six figures in medical debt crushing me like a beetle under a brick.

That night, as I was Frankensteining a new body for myself in my head, my brother called. The sound jostled me. My imaginary form collapsed, the parts scattering across the dim emptiness of my mind. I opened my eyes. Yawned. Slapped the receiver.

A massive Zunz appeared before me, legs sunk through the carpet to the knees, face severed at the ceiling. He was so large he could have swallowed my head as easily as a hard-boiled egg.

“Kang,” he said. He paused, then repeated the name with a question mark. “Jung Kang?”

I shrank his hologram to the proper size. He glowed at the end of my bed. For some reason, he was wearing his batting helmet. It was 3:00 a.m.

“Um, no. It’s me. Kobo. You dial the wrong address?”

Outside, the bright lights of the city illuminated the nighttime smog. A billboard floated past my window, flashing a Growth Cola ad. The Climate Has Changed, Your Body Should Too.

“Yes. Kobo.” He shook his head. “My brother. How are you?” Zunz spoke haltingly, as if he either had a lot on his mind or nothing at all. He looked healthy at least. A lot of players in the league wanted the retro bodybuilder style, muscles stacked like bricks, but Zunz made sure the trainers kept him lean and taut. When he swung a baseball bat, his arms snapped like gigantic rubber bands.

“Shit, JJ. You sound like you got beaned in the head with a bowling ball. What do the Mets have you on?”

“Lots of things,” he said, looking around at something or someone I couldn’t see. He had several wires running from his limbs to something off feed. “Always lots of things.”

Zunz was a star slugger for the Monsanto Mets and my adopted brother. After the apartment cave-in killed my parents and mushed my right arm, his family took me in. Gave me a home. Technically, I was a few days older than him, but I never stopped thinking of him as my big brother.

“Kobo, I feel weird. Like my body isn’t mine. Like they put me in the wrong one.”

“They? You gotta sleep it off. Hydrate. Inject some vitamins.” I unplugged my bionic right arm, got out of bed. Tried to stretch myself awake. “Here, show me your form.”

Zunz didn’t have a bat on him, but he clicked into a batting stance.

“Fastball right down the middle.”

He swung his empty hands. Stared into the imaginary stands.

“Fourth floor. Home run,” I said. Although his movement was off. The swing sloppy and the follow-through cut short.

Zunz flashed me his lopsided smile. His dimples were the size of dugouts. He got back into his stance. “Another.”

When Zunz had first been called up to the Big Leagues, he used to phone me before every game to get my notes. I never had much to say. Zunz had always been a natural. But I was a scout and it was my job to evaluate players. Zunz needed my reassurance. Or maybe he just wanted to make me feel needed. As his career took off, he started calling me less and less. Once a series. Once a month. Once a season. These days, we barely talked. Still, I watched every game and cheered.

“Sinker,” I said. My arm creaked as I threw the pretend pitch.

I watched his holographic form swing at the empty air. It was strange how many ways I’d seen Zunz over the years. In person and in holograms, on screens and posters and blimps. I knew every curve of his bones, every freckle on his face. And I knew his body. Its shape and power. At the Monsanto Mets compound, he had all the best trainers and serums on the house. I’d never get molded like that, not on my income. But watching Zunz play made me want to construct the best version of myself that I could.

“You look good to me. ChicagoBio White Mice won’t know what hit them.”

Zunz pumped his fist. Smiled wide. He may have been in his thirties but he still grinned like a kid getting an extra scoop of ice cream. Except now he frowned and shook his head. “I feel stiff. Plastic. Unused. Do you know what I mean?”

I held up my cybernetic arm. “Hell, I’m practically half plastic already. But you look like a million bucks. Which is probably the cost of the drugs they’ve got pumping through you.”

I lit an eraser cigarette and sucked in the anesthetic smoke. After a few puffs, I felt as good and numb as I did before an operation.

Thanks to Zunz, the Mets had built a commanding lead in the Homeland League East and cruised through the division series against the California Human Potential Growth Corp Dodgers. As long as they could get past the ChicagoBio White Mice, the Mets were favored to win the whole thing.

“Give the White Mice hell,” I said, blowing out a dark cloud. “Show them a kid from the burrows can take the Mets all the way.”

“Will do, Kang,” Zunz said.

“Kobo,” I said.

“Kobo.” He cocked his head. I heard muffled yelling on his end of the line. I couldn’t see what was around him. Zunz’s hologram turned. He started to speak to the invisible figure.

He shrank to a white dot the size of an eyeball. The dot blinked. Disappeared.

The call had cut out.

I finished my eraser cigarette and went back to sleep. Didn’t think about the call too much. The biopharms always pumped players with new combinations of drugs in preparation for the playoffs. Hoping to get the chemical edge that would hand their team the title, which would lead to more retail sales that could purchase more scientists to concoct new upgrades and keep the whole operation going. Zunz was a high-priced investment. Monsanto would keep him together.

And I had my own problems to worry about. Sunny Day Healthcare Loans was threatening to send collection agents after me again, and I had to skip town for a few days. I took the bullet train down to North Virginia, the latest break-off state, to scout a kid whose fastball was so accurate he could smack a mosquito out of the air. It was true. He showed me the blood splat on the ball.

The Yankees had authorized an offer. The number on the contract made the parents’ eyes pop like fly balls. But when I gave the kid a full workup, I realized they’d been juicing him with smuggled farm supplements. The kind they pump into headless cattle to get the limbs to swell. The kid’s elbow would blow out in a year. Maybe two.

The parents cried a lot. Denied. Begged for a second opinion. I gave them the same one a second time.

I was one of the few biopharm scouts left who specialized in players. Other scouts plugged the numbers into evaluation software and parroted the projections, but I’d spent my whole life desiring the parts of those around me. People like Zunz, who seemed to have success written into their genetic code. I watched them. Studied them. Imagined myself inside them, wearing their skin like a costume, while I sprinted after the ball or slid into third.

I still liked to think baseball was a game of technique and talent, not chemistry and cash. I guess I was a romantic. Now it was the minds that fetched the real money. That’s what most FLB scouts focused on. Scientists working on the latest designer drugs. Genetic surgeons with cutting-edge molecular scalpels. For biopharm teams, players were the blocks of marble. The drugs sculpted them into stars.

By the time I got back to New York, the playoffs were in full swing. I got a rush assignment from the Yankees with a new target. I’d planned to go to the game, watch Zunz and the Mets play the White Mice from the front row with a beer in my hand and a basket of beef reeds in my lap. But the Yankees job was quick work and easy money. Which meant I could quickly use that money on another upgrade.

The prospect was a young nervous-system expert named Julia Arocha. Currently under contract at Columbia University. She was working on a stabilization treatment for zootech critters. Her charts were meaningless scribbles to me, but I was impressed with the surveillance footage. Arocha was a true natural. She glided around centrifuges as easily as an ice skater in the rink, holding vials and pipettes as if they were extensions of her limbs.

The next night, I grabbed a cab uptown to the pickup spot. The playoffs were on in the backseat.

“What the hell?” the driver shouted as a Pyramid Pharmaceuticals Sphinxes fielding error gave the BodyMore Inc. Orioles a runner on third. The man flung his arms wide. They shook like he was getting ready to give someone the world’s angriest hug. “You believe that shit?”

“Bad bounce,” I offered.

“Bad bounce? My ass. Hoffmann is a bum. We’d be better off with some Edenist who’d never been upgraded playing right field instead of that loser. Don’t you think?”

“If you say so. I’m a Mets fan.”

He scowled. “Mets,” he said, gagging on the word.

The taxi flew over the East River. Great gray barges cut blue paths through the filter algae below.

“Mets,” he said again. “Well, the customer is always right. Zunz is a good one, I have to admit. They don’t make many players like him anymore.”

“They’re trying. You see the homer he smacked on Friday?”

“Right off the Dove Hospital sign. The arms on that guy. Wish we had him on the Sphinxes.”

“He’s going to take us all the way,” I said.

We flew toward the giant towers of Manhattan with their countless squares of light pushing back the dark, both of us thinking about JJ Zunz. Imagining my brother’s hands gripping the bat, his legs rounding bases in our minds. His body perfect, solid, and, at that point, still alive.
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THE NEW PROSPECT

The handoff was going down at an uptown sushi joint named Kamome. Their gimmick was having the sashimi delivered by seagulls. The gulls were only drones, but they squawked like the real thing.

I was in the back corner of the rooftop, spinning a glass of lukewarm shochu in my cold metal hand. My stomach felt sour and my nerves were tingling. After all these years, I still felt nervous on the job. I pulled out an eraser cigarette and sucked it down as quickly as I could. Let the anesthetic smoke numb me.

Julia Arocha was across the roof, dunking gyoza with Columbia deans in spiderwool suits. The deans had struck a trade deal with the Yankees in exchange for a sizable donation to the School of Business Ethics. I guess they wanted to give Arocha a final meal before they explained they’d sold her rights behind her back.

Between us were the usual assortment of customers rich enough to spend a month’s rent on chunks of petri dish tuna. You could tell how wealthy they were by looking at them. Idle rich venturing out from their cloud condos to show off their latest enhancements. Investment bankers built like linebackers. A pair of socialites clinking martini glasses, one elongated with curved bones like giant noodles and the other spilling over the seat with reinforced curves.

The only ones who looked out of place were a wide and knobby pair at the far table beside the seagull docking station. The woman was squat and muscular, stuffed into a crocodile skirt suit. She had thick arms and a brow you could have balanced a champagne glass on. The man was taller, wider, and paler. His suit was dark and sharp while his features were all smoothed out. You could have mistaken him for a human-sized bar of soap that had been used a few too many times.

Trogstoys, people called them. Neanderthals cloned and grown to work the Siberian mushroom farms. Rare in the Remaining States, where cloning sentient beings was illegal. I’d never seen one in person. The woman seemed to be looking at me, but it was hard to make out her eyes under that brow.

We were all on the 201st floor, which was a good thing because the lower part of the city was marinating in smog. It was the big cloud, the gunk that coalesced around the One China factories, thickened above the Pacific oil fires, and then floated across America like a dirty tongue licking the land.

But up here, the air was cool and crisp. Ion vacuums in the shape of lollipops ringed the building below us. The oxygen being pumped in felt like it was blowing straight from the last chunks of the Arctic. I took a sip of shochu, closed my eyes, and breathed in deep.

I liked being up high. Zunz and I had grown up in the burrows of SoCroHi, South Crown Heights, back when those underground
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An Interview with Lincoln Michel by Gavin Pate

Gavin Pate: Let’s start where the novel starts: baseball. Your protagonist, Kobo, is nostalgic for his playing days, and even as the world crumbles, everyone pauses long enough to revel in the World Series. Did you play ball growing up? And why is the game such a potent metaphor in the U.S.?

Lincoln Michel: I played a little baseball as child, or more accurately T-ball, and in NYC I sometimes play with friends or in the media softball league where magazines like The Paris Review, The New Yorker, and The Believer compete. But I actually can’t pretend to be a baseball megafan. If a reader corners me at a bookstore quizzing me on the batting averages of the 1958 Yankees or something, I’m going to be exposed.

Baseball was a way into some larger questions I was mulling, as we move into a future where body modification, genetic editing, and performance-enhancing drugs are commonplace. What does society do when the rich can control their body to ever-greater degrees? How do we handle that kind of flesh inequality? What even is the self at that stage? Sports is at the forefront of these questions, for better or worse. I was a teen in the ’90s, during MLB’s great steroid era, and I remember all those competing arguments. Baseball seemed like a natural entry point into the larger social and philosophical questions.

All that said, there does seem something particularly literary about baseball compared to other sports. Part of it is the idiosyncratic rules and terms. Countless American idioms and phrases come from baseball: “Rain check,” “bush league,” “off base,” “ballpark figure,” “swing for the fences,” etc. Also, the very nature of the game—with its one-on-one matchups and short bursts of action—makes it easier to render dramatically on the page (or even screen). Baseball has also been in so many works of fiction over the decades, from Don DeLillo to The Simpsons, that it’s accrued this vast store of meanings, memories, and allusions. That’s always fun to play with.

GP: The Body Scout is tightly knit, with short chapters and characters coming in and out who consistently up the stakes. While it might get marketed as sci-fi, for me it’s a mystery at its core. I was impressed by how well it was plotted, especially for a first novel. How much of your plotting was a matter of discovery, and how much was scripted? What challenges did you face in the process?

LM: It makes me very, very happy to hear you say that. Certainly mysteries and hardboiled fiction/noir were traditions I wanted to be in conversation with. I’ve always read crime and SF, but I also come from a “literary” background and remember plot being somewhat pooh-poohed by peers and professors. I’ve always thought the “plot-driven vs. character-driven” binary as a definition of “genre vs. literary” was utter nonsense. No style or genre has a monopoly on the basic elements of fiction. And plot is like any other element: really hard to do well!…

…My process, the chaotic, constantly shifting mess that it is, is a bit of both. It shifts and varies. I wrote without much planning. Stopped. Edited. Wrote more. Stopped. Outlined. Changed the outline. Cut a chapter. Wrote a new chapter. Combined characters. Etc. It was a mess, so I’m very glad to hear that isn’t obvious on the page.…

GP: The Body Scout is awash in apocalyptic themes, but unrelenting debt seems to weigh on the characters the most. There is a lot of insidious technology in this book, but is debt the worst?

LM: Inequality in general, and medical inequality specifically, is a major concern of the novel. It’s a world where the rich can afford not just health, but the body itself, while the poor cannot. Which, of course, is just extrapolating a straight line from today. It’s hard not to become inured to the daily insanity of late-stage U.S. capitalism, but I still find myself shocked more or less each day as I go on Twitter and see people begging strangers for basic medical care. Throwing up GoFundMes (which I try to contribute to regularly) to cover an ambulance ride, root canals for long-neglected teeth, heart surgery for infants. And then between these items you’re reading news articles about Jeff Bezos and Richard Branson having so much wealth they can’t even fathom what to do with it except race each other to space. It’s really insane, depressing, and absurd. Or to pick another example, having rich Western countries tossing away unused vaccines because right wing politicians realize it’s to their benefit to spread lies about science while billions around the world can’t get access.

So Kobo’s medical debt is definitely a stand-in for inequality in general, for living in a world where some people can have nothing, no matter how hard they work, and others can have so much despite not even having the creativity to imagine anything useful to do with their riches.

GP: That reminds me of one of my favorite lines in the book: “Being rich doesn’t buy you any taste, does it?” But the absurdity of Branson and Bezos in space, is it even still absurd? As I write this there is a plea from the FDA for people not to take horse de-wormers as a preventative treatment for Covid—can satire keep up?

LM: Since I have the space (pun intended) here to mock them a bit, I’ll say the funniest thing is they didn’t even really go to space. They dipped into it for like a half second and then pundits went on to brag about how amazing it was that “capitalism made this happen,” as if government-funded astronauts haven’t been doing far more impressive things for decades. We sent people to the moon in the ’60s! I’m supposed to be impressed the richest man on earth dipped his toes into space for the length of a few TikTok videos while wearing a cowboy hat a half century later? Who cares? If he didn’t have to piss in a bottle and drink Tang for a month I’m not impressed.

Anyway, it’s true that satire is hard in our current era. How do you parody Bezos in a cowboy hat in space? Or the anti-vaccine madness? The way Trump speaks? Honestly there are a lot of things I wrote in my book as jokes or kind of expressionist ideas that have already come true. I have a kind of Elon Musk character who gets famous sending satellites to space that show advertisements, and then literally this month Musk himself bought a company to do that. I almost deleted a line in the opening of the book about pollution from factories and fires floating “across America like a dirty tongue licking the land” and hitting NYC, where the novel is set, because I thought it was maybe too extreme. But this summer pollution from wildfires on the West Coast literally killed the air quality here.

I don’t know the answer. Perhaps it’s just to call SF satire like The Body Scout “realism” instead?

GP: You have great set pieces. The skin-costumes at the Janus Bar were wild, Kobo’s trip to the retirement home was heartbreaking, and the mayhem outside Game Seven was perfectly choreographed. Are there any you particularly liked or that surprised you in the process of writing?

LM: A lot of the set pieces—and really many of the elements of the novel—spun out of a meeting of the central questions and the premise. I wanted to write, basically, a cyberpunk novel with the cyber being replaced with flesh. What’s a future where instead of electronic gadgets and virtual reality, people are obsessing over gene editing and body modifications? Then on top of that, the book was, as I said, inspired by noir fiction and in conversation with that tradition. What’s a seedy noir sex club in a “bodypunk” world? Well, the skin-costumes of the Janus Club. What do the rich fill their gilded palaces with? Biosculptures made of living flesh and kept alive by elaborate machines. I suppose the most fun ones are the ones that hit you with that sudden feeling of both surprise and inevitability you always want in fiction.

GP: I assume you were working on this when the pandemic began, and you’ve been writing it during the past five years, which have been the most radical, politically, in my lifetime. Your book doesn’t shy away from addressing important issues of our time, and with its focus on biotech, pharmaceutical companies, and capitalism, it must have been odd writing during the era of COVID and vaccines. I point this out because you manage to make your characters incredibly complicated morally, personally, and philosophically. In such a polarized time, did you find it hard to avoid political grandstanding or nicely packaged morality?

LM: The novel was actually finished and sent on submission right before COVID hit. (To be honest, I thought for sure it wouldn’t get published and just get lost in the chaos of those early COVID weeks.) Anyway, luckily my brilliant editor Angeline Rodriguez at Orbit bought it maybe a month into lockdown. So while I edited it during COVID, it was finished beforehand and everything about the central premise was there when I started thinking about it in 2015 or so.

I do wonder what would happen if I’d started the novel in, say, 2019. Maybe the Edenists would have evolved into something more Q-Anon/conspiracy minded or there would have been another rival group along those lines. Or maybe not—I definitely did want to make most of the characters and groups at least somewhat sympathetic, minus, I suppose, the billionaire capitalist elites.

This maybe isn’t exactly answering your question, but one thing I dislike in science fiction is when some new technology is introduced and everyone accepts it universally and in the same ways. Technology doesn’t work that way. Different people adopt some parts and not others. Different ideologies and groups absorb, reject, or reinvent. I wanted The Body Scout to be a world where you saw that play out both at the level of ideological groups and individual characters.

GP: This ties into something else I thought you handled well, which was the world building. You relied on the specific language of the world—erasers and scarab drones and cyber surgeons and the Department of Human Limits—to world-build as you went, so our understanding of the place was solidified by the language of this future, allowing the story to keep moving and avoid the pitfalls of giant exposition drops. But was it hard to keep all of this stuff straight as you were writing?

LM: I definitely think language is an essential tool of worldbuilding. It’s how you conjure the feeling of a different reality or mindset. You need more than the technical details. The language we use is the key to how we understand the world and different cultures, ideologies, etc. At a few points in the novel you see that dramatized, such as when the leader of a kind of radical anti-corporate, back-to-nature sect gets mad about the protagonist discussing the “shelf life” of “zootech.” He calls them “newforms” to acknowledge they are lifeforms with the same rights as any other lifeforms.

The trickiest part for me wasn’t really remembering the terminology, but in figuring out what language to scale back. I planned out an entire thirty-team league in the book, but I probably only worked a half-dozen team names into the manuscript. It was also hard to remember to stick with “zootech,” when in early drafts they were called “guppies,” which was explained as slang derived from the government using bioweapons on protestors they labeled “Genetically Unconventional Peacekeepers” or G.U.P.s. To me that’s more like how humans use and change language, but at the same time you don’t want readers to get lost in an avalanche of lingo, right? You don’t want a book to read like, “Glorp, the Flack’Tar of the Donorbian League, sat on his UniPod spilling Sarkondian flaspo-mud into his gill-intake-slits as Mordovian fleckbots sprayed NoScento,” or whatever. You have to find the right balance.

GP: You also walk a fine line between giving your characters hope for a better future and full-blown nihilism. A line that really resonated is when Dolores tells Kobo, “Systems don’t simply come down. New players take them over.” To which Kobo responds, “Even if it doesn’t topple over, we’ll kick out a few of the bricks.” Considering how the novel ends (and without giving it away), is kicking bricks enough?

LM: I suppose I’m fairly cynical these days, and Kobo is certainly very cynical, but I also think there’s a poetic, punk-rock beauty in at least being like, “well, fuck the system,” and kicking a few bricks out of the wall.…

I’m glad you think the novel gives at least some glimmer of hope. Is it enough to kick a few bricks? Definitely not. We’re clearly not doing enough right now, collectively. The whole planet is burning because we aren’t.

I do often think about the quote Ursula K. Le Guin said in her National Book Award speech in 2014: “We live in capitalism, its power seems inescapable—but then, so did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance and change often begin in art.”

I’d certainly like to think art can inspire resistance. I’m someone who grew up on punk rock, hip-hop, Surrealism, and other pretty overtly political art. But I don’t think that necessarily means the characters themselves lead a glorious revolution in the narrative. Ultimately a novel isn’t a manifesto and you have to try to write an ending that feels true for the characters and the story.

Full interview first published by Rain Taxi; excerpt reprinted with permission.
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FAR FROM THE LIGHT OF HEAVEN

by

Tade Thompson

A tense and thrilling vision of humanity’s future in the chilling emptiness of space from rising giant in science fiction, Arthur C. Clarke Award winner Tade Thompson.

The colony ship Ragtime docks in the Lagos system, having traveled light years to bring one thousand sleeping souls to a new home among the stars. But when first mate Michelle Campion rouses, she discovers some of the sleepers will never wake.

Answering Campion’s distress call, investigator Rasheed Fin is tasked with finding out who is responsible for these deaths. Soon a sinister mystery unfolds aboard the gigantic vessel, one that will have repercussions for the entire system—from the scheming politicians of Lagos station, to the colony planet Bloodroot, to other far-flung systems, and indeed to Earth itself.

Chapter One

Earth / Ragtime: Michelle “Shell” Campion

There is no need to know what no one will ask.

Walking on gravel, boots crunching with each step, Shell doesn’t know if she is who she is because it’s what she wants or because it’s what her family expects of her. The desire for spaceflight has been omnipresent since she can remember, since she was three. Going to space, escaping the solar system, surfing wormhole relativity, none of these is any kind of frontier any more. There will be no documentary about the life and times of Michelle Campion. She still wants to know, though. For herself.

The isolation is getting to her, no doubt. No, not isolation, because she’s used to that from training. Isolation without progress is what bothers her, isolation without object. She thinks herself at the exact centre of the quarantine house courtyard. It’s like being in a prison yard for exercise, staggered hours so she doesn’t run into anyone. Prison without a sentence. They run tests on her blood and her tissues and she waits, day after day.

She stops and breathes in the summer breeze, looks up to get the Florida sun on her face. She’s cut her hair short for the spaceflight. She toyed with the idea of shaving her head, but MaxGalactix didn’t think this would be media-friendly, whatever that means.

Shell spots something and bends over. A weed, a small sprout, pushing its way up between the stones. It shouldn’t be there in the chemically treated ground, but here it is, implacable life. She feels an urge to pluck the fragile green thread, but she does not. She strokes the weed once and straightens up. Humans in the cosmos are like errant weeds. Shell wonders what giants or gods stroke humanity when they slip between the stars.

The wind changes and Shell smells food from the kitchen prepared for the ground staff and their families. Passengers and crew like Shell are already eating space food, like they’ve already left Earth.

Around her are the living areas of the quarantine house. High-rises of glass and steel forming a rectangle around the courtyard. One thousand passengers waiting to board various space shuttles that will ferry them to the starship Ragtime.

Shell, just out of training, along for the ride or experience, committed to ten years in space in Dreamstate, arrival and delivery of passengers to the colony Bloodroot, then ten further years on the ride back. She’ll be mid-forties when she returns. Might as well be a passenger because the AI pilots and captains the ship. She is the first mate, a wholly ceremonial position which has never been needed in the history of interstellar spaceflight. She has overlearned everything to do with the Ragtime and the flight. At some predetermined point, it will allow her to take the con, for experience and with the AI metaphorically watching over her shoulder.

She turns to her own building and leaves the courtyard. She feels no eyes on her but knows there must be people at the windows.

The quarantine house is comfortable, not opulent like that of most of the passengers. The Ragtime is already parked in orbit according to the Artificial who showed Shell to her quarters. Inaccurate: It was built in orbit, so not really parked. It’s in the dry dock.

Shell spends her quarantine reading and lifting – not her usual keep-fit choice, but space demineralises bone and lifting helps. She usually prefers running and swimming.

The reading material is uninspiring, half of it being specs for the Ragtime. It’s boring because she won’t need to know any of it. The AI flies the ship, and nothing ever goes wrong because AIs have never failed in flight. Once a simulated launch failed, but that was a software glitch. Current AI is hard-coded in the ships’ Pentagrams. MaxGalactix makes the Pentagrams, and they don’t make mistakes.

If she’s lucky, it’ll be two weeks of quarantine, frenetic activity, then ten years of sleep.

Shell works her worry beads. She has been in space, orbited, spent three months on a space station, spent countless simulation hours in a pod in Alaska, trained for interstellar, overtrained.

“It’s a legal requirement,” her boss had said. The private company had snatched her right out from under NASA’s nose six months to the end of her training. Shell still feels bad about it. She misses a lot of good people.

“A spaceflight-rated human has to go with every trip, but you won’t have to do anything, Michelle. We cover two bases: the legal, and you clocking space years. After this, you can pretty much write your own career ticket.”

“If that’s so,” said Shell, “why isn’t anyone else sitting where I’m sitting? Someone with seniority?”

“Seniority.” Her boss had nodded. “Listen, Michelle, you have to get out of that NASA mindset. We don’t use seniority or any of those outdated concepts.”

Shell raised an eyebrow.

“All right, your father has a little to do with it.”

Of course he did. Haldene Campion, legendary astronaut, immortal because instead of dying like all the other old-timers, he went missing. Legally declared dead, but everybody knows that’s just paperwork. A shadow Shell can never get away from, although she is not sure she wants to. A part of her feels he is still alive somewhere in an eddy of an Einstein-Rosen bridge. She once read that dying in a black hole would leave all of someone’s information intact and trapped. Theoretically, if the information could escape the black hole the person could be reconstructed. Shell often wondered, what if the person were still alive in some undefinable way? Would they be in pain and self-aware for eternity? Would they miss their loved ones?

The TV feed plays The Murders in the Rue Morgue, with George C. Scott streamed to her IFC. The film is dated and not very good, but it keeps Shell’s mind engaged for a while. Next is some demon-possession B movie, a cheap Exorcist knock-off that Shell can’t stand.

Each day lab techs come in for more blood and a saliva swab. It isn’t onerous – a spit and a pin prick.

On day ten, the Ragtime calls her.

“Hello?”

“Mission Specialist Michelle Campion?”

“Yes.”

“Hi. It’s the Ragtime calling. I’m going to be your pilot and the ship controller. I wanted to have at least one conversation before you boarded.”

“Oh, thank you. Most people call me ‘Shell’.”

“I know. I didn’t want to be presumptuous.”

“It’s not presumptuous, Captain.”

“I prefer Ragtime. Especially if I’m to call you ‘Shell’.”

“Okay, Ragtime. May I ask what gender you’re presenting? Your voice, while comforting, could go either way.”

“Male for this flight, and thank you for asking. Are you ready?”

“I hope to learn a lot, Ragtime, but I have to admit, I’m nervous.”

“But you know what you’re meant to know, right?”

What does Shell know?

She knows everything she was taught about space travel by the best minds on Earth. She knows how to find an edible plant when confronted with unfamiliar vegetation. She can make water in a desert. She can negotiate with people who do not speak the same language as her in case she crash-lands in a place without English or Spanish. She can suture her own wounds with one hand if need be, sinistral or dextral. She knows basic electronics and can solder or weld unfamiliar circuitry if the situation demands it. She can live without human contact for two hundred and fourteen days. Maybe longer. Though she is not a pilot, she can fly a plane. Not well, but she can do it. Best minds on Earth.

What Shell knows is that she does not know enough.

She says, “I hope I’ll have the chance to see things I’ve learned in action.”

“I’m sure we’ll be able to make it a wonderful experience for you. Do you like poetry?”

“Wow, that’s an odd… I know exactly one line of poetry. In seed time learn, in harvest teach—”

“In winter enjoy. William Blake. I have access to his complete works, if you would like to hear more.”

“No, thank you. The line just stuck in my mind from when I was a kid. Not a poetry gal.”

“Not yet, but it’s a long trip. You may find yourself changing in ways you didn’t anticipate, Shell.”

“Isn’t this your first flight as well?”

“It is, but I have decades of the experiences of other ships to draw on. Imagine having access to the memories of your entire family line. It’s like that, and it makes me wise beyond my years.”

“Okay.”

“It’s not too late to go back home, you know.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’d be surprised at how many people lose their nerve at the last minute. I had to ask. I’ll see you on board, Shell.”

Chatty for a ship AI, but it depends on feedback loops that taught him how to converse with humans. Not too late to go back home. Does he know the level of commitment required to get this far? The people who would consider going back home have already fallen away.

The thing you miss when in space is an abundance of water to wash with. One of Shell’s rituals before spaceflight is a prolonged bubble bath. She stays there long enough to cook several lobsters, until her skin is wrinkled. She listens to Jack Benny on repeat. She feels decadent.

When she wraps herself in a housecoat and emerges from the bathroom, she does not feel refreshed because she knows from experience that this will not reduce the ick factor for long.

On the eve of her departure Shell conferences with her brothers, Toby and Hank. The holograms are decent, and if not for the lack of smell she’d have thought they were right in the room with her. Good signals, good sound quality.

“Hey,” she says.

“Baby sister,” says Toby. Tall, blond from their mother, talkative, always smiling, and transmitting from somewhere on Mars, a settlement whose name Shell can never remember.

“Stinkbug,” says Hank. Brown hair, five-eight, slender. He’s called her that since she was two. Taciturn, works as some kind of operative or agent. Brown hair, five-eight, slender. He and Shell look alike and they both favour their father. He cannot talk about his work.

“While you’re out there, look out for Dad,” says Toby.

“Don’t,” says Hank.

“What? We don’t know that he’s dead,” says Toby.

“It’s been fifteen years,” says Shell. Toby always does this. They declared Haldene Campion dead years ago so they could move on and disburse his assets.

“Just keep your ears open,” says Toby.

“How? We’re all going to be asleep for the journey, you know that.”

Toby nods. The hell does that mean?

“I’ll tell you what Dad told me,” says Hank. “Make us prouder.”

“‘Prouder’?” says Shell.

“Yes, he said he was already proud of our achievements. It was his way of saying ‘do more’ or something,” says Toby.

“I’m just starting. I don’t have anything to prove,” says Shell.

“Campions are champions,” says Hank.

“Jesus, stop,” says Shell. Shell remembers that their father used to say that too.

They talk some more, this and that, everything and nothing.

Not a lot of companies use Kennedy Space Center any more, but strong nostalgia draws a crowd, and publicity matters, or so MaxGalactix tells Shell. Geographically, KSC is good for launching into an equatorial orbit, but new sites that are more favourable in orbital mechanics terms and friendly to American interests have popped up. KSC is prestige and history.

Parade.

Nobody told her there would be one, so now she is embarrassed because she doesn’t like crowds or displays of… whatever this is. So many of them wave, some with American flags, some with the mission patch.

She waves back, because that’s what you do, but she would like to be out of the Florida sun and inside the shuttle. You wave with your hand lower than your shoulder so that it doesn’t obscure the face of the person behind you. They teach you that too.

Blast off; God’s boot on her entire body, both hard and soft, and behind her the reaction of the seat. Shell is not a fan of gs, but training has made her tolerant.

Do not come to heaven, mortals, says God, and tries without success to kick them back to the surface of the planet.

Why am I here? I shouldn’t be here.

But she is, and she will deal with God’s boot and come out the other side.

The Earth is behind her and the Ragtime lies ahead.

Short, shallow breaths, wait it out.

Gs suck.

After docking, Artificials from the shuttle escort and usher Shell and other passengers from the airlock through the entire length of the ship to their pods. Medbots stick IVs and urine tubes into her while a recording goes over Ragtime’s itinerary. First hop is from Earth to Space Station Daedalus, then bridge-jumps to several space stations till they arrive at Space Station Lagos for a final service before the last jaunt to the colony planet Bloodroot.

“You’ll be asleep at Lagos, so don’t worry about anything you may have heard about Beko,” says Ragtime.

“What’s Beko?”

“Oh, you don’t know. Lagos has a governor, but the real power is Secretary Beko. She has a reputation for being very intense. It doesn’t matter. You will not be interacting with her, so relax.”

“All right. What about on Bloodroot?”

“You’re not meeting anyone on Bloodroot either. We enter orbit, they send shuttles to get their passengers, we turn around and come home. Easy.”

“Won’t I need furlough by then? It’s a ship, Ragtime. It can get boring.”

“I don’t see why you can’t spend time on the surface. You’ve had all the necessary vaccinations. If you want to, just tell me at the time.”

Shell starts to feel woozy. “I’m getting… getting…”

“Don’t worry, that’s the sedative. I’ll wake you when we get to… and…”

The world fades.
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YMIR

by

Rich Larson

A gripping, far-future retelling of Beowulf from an award-winning author.

Yorick never wanted to see his homeworld again. He left Ymir two decades ago with half his face blown off and no love lost for the place. But when his employer’s mines are threatened by a vicious alien machine, Yorick is shipped back home to hunt it.

All he wants is to do his job and get out. Instead, Yorick is pulled into a revolution brewing beneath Ymir’s frozen surface, led by the very last person he wanted to see again—the brother who sent him off in pieces twenty years ago.

CHAPTER 01

Yorick wakes up dead, which is never comfortable. His chest is a clamp, lungs frozen, no heartbeat. His limbs are phantom. The hindbrain panic swallows him whole. He knows nothing except that he is alone and terrified and in the dark; every sensory-starved nerve in his body is screaming it, and then—

A jolt of electricity digs its teeth in, and his heart stutters back into motion. He owns his chest muscles again, so he sucks down a breath, ballooning all the crumpled alveoli in his lungs. The first one always feels like sucking back broken glass. A rehearsed thought comes to him: Nothing is wrong. You’re coming out of torpor. Nothing is wrong. You’re coming out of torpor.

He gasps. Bucks. Waits for the firestorm in his nervous system to subside, for the world to stop lurching from side to side. He works on proprioception, finding his body in space. His arms and legs are spread-eagled, punctured in a dozen places by tubes that are pumping him full of newly-brewed blood. A diagnostic droid is scuttling up and down his torso.

His prosthetic mandible is missing. Cold dry air rasps in his wound.

“Welcome back from the River Styx, Yorick.”

Yorick’s eyes are crusted over. He works his lids until he manages to free one from the gound. First he sees only a dark gray haze. Next he sees an orange blur, flickering through his field of vision too quickly to track. He knows from experience that this is the orange suit of a thaw technician.

“It’s been a long time since we spoke last,” the voice says. “Nearly two decades here. Half that for you, I believe, with all the time spent in torpor. I can see you’ve done good work in that span. Eight successful hunts. Do they ever permit you to keep trophies from them?”

Yorick knows the voice. His gut coils tight.

“I still think you did your very best work right here with me, of course,” the voice continues. “Back in those early days of Subjugation.”

The tattoo on his neck prickles. He knows the voice, but it was one he never thought he would hear again, and if he’s hearing it again it means—

“I’m afraid this thaw’s not taking place on Munin. You were rerouted in transit to solve a more pressing problem here on Ymir.”

No.

No, no, fucking no.

“That seems to have spiked your adrenals, Yorick. Thrilled to be home, I expect.”

Memories crash in. Phosphorescent flares lighting up the ice field, the skull-pulping sound of smart mines going off. An anonymous body shredded to pieces, steaming, another barely intact, wriggling through the snow and slicking blood behind. And the owner of the voice is there, too, one bony hand on his shoulder, saying civilization costs.

“I’m an administrator here now,” Gausta says, voice sintered with faint surprise, as if she’s still marveling at the fact. “Living just to the east of your old haunts, overseeing security for all of Ymir’s northern-hemisphere extraction and refinery sites. Which brings us to why you’re here.”

Yorick wants to rage, to beg, to say that he will go anywhere, absolutely anywhere. Just not Ymir, the slushball of piss on the edge of the colony maps, the birthplace he swore to never set foot on again. But he can’t speak without his mandible. He only manages an animal groan that startles the thaw technician.

“Eight days ago a xenotech incident suspended all labor in the Polar Seven Mine,” Gausta continues. “There were grendels here after all, and we finally dug far enough to wake one up.”

Yorick isn’t afraid of the grendel. He’s killed the grendel a dozen times on a dozen worlds; it’s the job the company trained him for. He’s afraid of everything else.

“It butchered a few miners and then disappeared, as a grendel is wont to do,” Gausta says. “But the attack has reinvigorated anti-company sentiment here in the north. There are rumors of a strike. Fainter rumors of insurrection. We tread on thin ice.”

Yorick finally pries his other eye open. The orange blob of the technician sharpens. Above it, he sees the hazy outline of a holo projected on a low plaster ceiling. He can’t make out Dam Gausta’s features, but he recognizes the predatory angles of her body. He remembers her in a chamsuit, her long limbs dissolving into the ashy snow behind her, her hooded head turning dark as the starless sky. Before that, in a bright yellow coat.

“The algorithm balked when I chose you for this job, Yorick,” Gausta says. “You were only the third-nearest option, and the differential in transit cost was significant.”

Yorick forces the memories down and works on focusing his eyes. Gausta’s face comes clear, the wolfish gaze and jutting bones and swirled vitiligo skin. She’s aged less than he has in twice the years, as perfect and awful as ever, the gengineered telomeres of a company higher-up at work. Her eyes are unchanged, the same silvery pits.

“But machine minds are so limited when it comes to sociohistorical context.” Gausta gives her scalpel smile. “You understand this place, Yorick. Every day the mine remains shut and the grendel roams free, not only does the company bleed profit, but the locals’ discontent festers. Stability degrades.”

But it will never be stable up here; Yorick wants to scream it at her. The first colonists to come to Ymir were exiles and radicals. The generations born after were shaped by the cold and the dark into paranoid tribalists. He left because he didn’t want to die, and now the company has returned him with a tattoo on his neck, a target on his back.

Gausta reads his ruined face, or more likely his jolting heartbeat. “It’s been twenty years here,” she says. “And you’ve undergone quite a spectacular rendering of flesh. Nobody will recognize you, Yorick. So long as you do your work quickly, and tread lightly on the ice.”
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“Blends noir, cyberpunk and sports into something at once timeless and original.… Michel’s writing is beautiful, too, breathing sophisticated life into stock genre types, and illuminating vast tracts of story with casual wrist-flicks of world building. The Body Scout is a wild ride, sad and funny, surreal and intelligent.”

—Amal El-Mohtar in the New York Times

“A modern cyberpunk classic.… Michel is a writer who understands both the art and artifice of storytelling.”

—Boing Boing

“A spectacularly successful debut.”

—Booklist

“Mesmerizing.… Offers a compelling vision of tomorrow along with a haunting question: where would you find yourself if you lived in this world?”

—Tor.com

“Lincoln Michel’s debut is a darkly comic, propulsive science fiction thriller. We are all cyborgs now, so the connections here are clear and on point. Play ball!”

—Kim Stanley Robinson, New York Times bestselling author of The Ministry for the Future

“The Body Scout is the kind of wild, inventive adventure that I’d been searching for. It scratched a special itch: sly and smart, weird and wonderful, all in one package. A little bit Philip K. Dick, and I detect hints of Julio Cortázar too. Lincoln Michel is a wildly talented author and this novel is something special indeed.”

—Victor LaValle, author of The Changeling

“The Body Scout is a fizzy and brilliant confabulation, an anticorporate extrapolative throwdown that is equal parts Pohl-and-Kornbluth and George Saunders, with loads of heart, a skewed and hilarious language all its own, and the audacity to propose that the New York Mets could win a World Series by competent skullduggery. I devoured it.”

—Jonathan Lethem, award-winning author of Motherless Brooklyn

“An imaginative sci-fi noir novel… smart and worth your time.”

—Roxane Gay, New York Times bestselling author of Bad Feminist

“Holy cats, I don’t even know where to start with this amazing book!… A wild, inventive sci-fi thriller with a lot of heart and a lot of humor.”

—Book Riot

“A sci-fi noir with… rich, earnest character development.… A refreshing and assuredly unique work. As in many great noir and literary stories alike, The Body Scout’s perspective is world-weary, and yet the book betrays Michel’s essential optimism: books can still be odd, adventure can still be smart, and, in a culture that has trained us toward the familiar, there are still readers out there hoping for something new.”

—BOMB

“A breathlessly paced techno-thriller.”

—Esquire

“Michel’s really wonderful at depicting claustrophobic atmospheres, so the whole narrative feels like it’s collapsing in on you. Also there’s baseball!”

—Variety

“Lincoln Michel is an enormously talented writer, and one of the things he does exceptionally well is blend genres.… The Body Scout is a mashup of cyberpunk, noir detective novel, and literary fiction centered on the premise of what it means to be human, and well worth the advance buzz it has already received.… This novel is one hell of a mercilessly entertaining ride, one that I can’t recommend enough. Dear reader, you’re in for a treat.”

—Brooklyn Rail

“Michel’s brisk, entertaining debut weaves familiar cyberpunk tropes through a gritty, near-future world of corporate greed and pro baseball.… Readers won’t need to be baseball fans to enjoy this gripping ride.”

—Publishers Weekly

“One part William Gibson, one part Cory Doctorow, and a dash of… propulsive future noir.”

—Kirkus

“Interweaves world building with plot so seamlessly that the rapid-fire pace he sets never feels bogged down by exposition.… Michel is having an enormous amount of fun in his sandbox, creating worlds with an equal measure of hard-won skill and a sense of spirited, mischievous play.”

—Chicago Review of Books

“The world in The Body Scout may be unreal, but the novel’s emotion and heart are hyper real.”

—Washington Independent Review of Books

“[A] semi-insane, eerily prescient novel [that] will also have you in stitches.”

—CrimeReads

“Most *good* science fiction is, almost by definition, *timely* science fiction, as it imagines its way forward into the world to come, based on the world that is—so it is with Lincoln Michel’s The Body Scout.”

—Literary Hub

“Michel’s writing combines smarts and playfulness… to make a book that’s fun and satisfying from beginning to end.”

—Today

“The bases are loaded with murder and suspense in Lincoln Michel’s grand-slam cyberpunk thriller.… A darkly funny look into our possible, not-too-distant future.”

—Apple Books

“This novel is delightful in its brio and sharp as a tack in its inventiveness—and yet its greatest, most poignant gift is in asking: What does it mean to inhabit a body? A superb read.”

—Esmé Weijun Wang, Whiting Award–winning author of The Collected Schizophrenias

“The Body Scout is the best kind of cautionary tale, with urgent things to say about evolution, health care, and human nature. This is a story populated by fantastic characters and worldbuilding, but most importantly: it’s a hell of a lot of fun to read.”

—Rob Hart, author of The Warehouse

“A wonderfully entertaining and disquieting jaunt through a world both old and new.”

—Alice Sola Kim, Whiting Award winner

“Completely weird and still completely real. Delightful—I couldn’t put it down.”

—Shea Serrano, #1 New York Times bestselling author ofBasketball (and Other Things)

“A delirious, thrilling ride. I loved Kobo and his bad habits and broken heart, and his world is so weird and wonderful and packed with eye-popping tech that it’s easy to miss how much it has to say about our own.”

—Sam J. Miller, Nebula Award–winning author of Blackfish City

“The Body Scout is like a sci-fi detective novel that a sci-fi detective would write. Like the hybrids and cyborgs who fill this book, Lincoln Michel has the restless brain of Philip K. Dick, the bloodshot eyes of David Cronenberg, the tongue of William Gibson, and a beating heart ripped straight from Raymond Chandler’s chest.”

—Tony Tulathimutte, Whiting Award–winning author of Private Citizens
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