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      This book is dedicated to the future, the children of today who will shape it, and the hope that we’ll still be around to enjoy it as a species.

      It’s also dedicated to my husband Mark, who is a far better person than he will ever acknowledge.
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      In 2023, we sent out a call for hope-filled stories about how we might change our government, our culture and our society to make the world a better place. We had a huge response, and selected and published fourteen of them in Transform the World in October.

      But there were so many other great stories there that didn’t quite fit the remit—hopepunk tales set on a near-future earth that involved a shift in the way we do things as a world.

      And so Earth 2100 was born. For the most part, these stories are still hopeful—after all, they assume we will still be around in another three-quarters of a century.

      They are notable for their diversity, from their characters and in the myriad different lenses they use to zoom in on humanity’s—and Earth’s—future.

      I love the iconography of the cover. One of my friends said the glass enclosure reminds them of the EPCOT™ geodesic sphere at Disneyworld, which is very appropriate, since that ride is dedicated to what folks back in 1982 thought the future would look like.

      So dig in and enjoy, and exercise that forward-looking impulse that we’ve been so sorely lacking these last few dark years.

      Onward to the future!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TIN LIZZY

          

          BY GAIL BROWN

        

      

    

    
      Chaos filled several of the workshop tables. Material overflowed a table with a sewing machine. Some heavy duty, water proof beige fabrics had drifted to the floor.

      A thick vegetable and meat soup simmered on the stove in the tiny central kitchen area. Next to the stove was a table set for two. Without any chairs.

      Celina rode her power chair over to the counter top stove to stir the soup. The counter was a few inches higher than was comfortable. Today she needed to cook more than her usual single serving. Maybe her height measurements had been off. The counter could be an inch shorter, and not be in her lap.

      It was challenging to figure out how to build it low enough to see into a pan, and stir the food, while tall and sturdy enough to not knock it over when Lizzy slid under it.

      There was only about a foot of space to work with, if she didn't want the pan higher than her face, and not able to stir without her elbow at maximum height. Which risked boiling food splashing on her face.

      Figuring out how to make furniture the correct height, so she could slip her non-functioning legs under it had consumed her waking hours, and even sleeping hours, for the last year.

      The stainless steel pan reflected her face. Down to the pointed lines above her eyebrows. Even the eyebrow she had singed an hour before.

      She turned the power chair back to her wood and metal design workstation. Another stainless steel surface. Covered with scars from the many experiments needed to build lowered objects, with a glimpse of personal beauty in their functionality.

      What would Henril and Trinkle think of her newest achievement? Her former hiking partners no longer walked the trails as much without her.

      Certainly not on the narrow bluff overlooking the river. Henril had avoided out of concern for Trinkle's safety. Or so he said.

      Hopefully, they would soon all be hiking together.

      Celina rubbed her hand across the glittery surface. Some of the scars were much like her own. Deep, jagged, and colorless. Others were smooth, transparent, and brightly discolored.

      The pieces of her current project were scattered across the scarred and grooved surface.

      A padded seat, large enough to sit on without falling off. A beige waterproof covering protected it against the elements. She would have to make few more colorful seat covers for special occasions.

      Wires encased in flexible clear plastic tubes connected the seat to two long padded sections. One for each arm. A small tap pad on each allowed her to steer the seat. The connecting back was short, to keep weight minimal. With just enough room to attach several small solar panels to charge the batteries.

      At the other end of the table were two smaller ovals, with a magnetic part that could be turned on or off, to connect the two ovals to each other. They were connected to the back of the seat by clear plastic tubes just wide enough to protect her nonresponsive legs from bumps and bruises. Several heavy duty adjustable straps connected to the tubes on each side.

      The plan to make the lower part rigid had been changed when she saw how difficult it was to cook with full sized pans. Without feeling in her legs or feet, and no ability to control them, strapped legs to the clear plastic tubes would allow the legs to straighten enough to keep her knees out of the way while reaching for objects. Or stirring food.

      Not like standing.

      Or walking.

      She touched her project. Her hope and dream of a future, not left behind. A Tin Lizzy she had named Spook.

      Her power chair beeped.

      "Jealous? Lizzy, you will always be my primary transport."

      The chair beeped again.

      She sighed and backed up to go stir the soup. It didn't have to be this way. She had had other plans. Until the snow storm.

      A year ago, the fresh clean snow had been knee high, and hiking in the crisp clear air seemed the perfect way to spend an afternoon. Henril had forged on ahead chasing puppy Trinkle through a shoulder high drift on the bluff overlooking the swift flowing river.

      Celina had paused. She was closer to the edge than she realized. Her hiking sticks shifted on the uneven snow. When the stick slipped off the boulder she had forgotten was there, she had tumbled off the bluff and onto the nearly frozen river below.

      Luckily, the snow had cushioned her fall. As had the fifty pounds of clothes and snow boots.

      She heard the ice crack. Her feet slipped into the icy water.

      By the time the rescue team reached her, it was too late. Her legs and feet were frozen. The tug of the rush of water under the ice had jerked her spine. Until she would likely never walk, hike, or dig again. At least the doctors said.

      After she was released from the hospital, she had demanded to live alone in her workshop. Leaving Henril and Trinkle the house.

      The house. A few blocks away. Might as well be on the moon, for all she could reach it. Crutches wouldn't get her ten feet. Her legs swung between them, not able even to get her feet to touch the ground, or move her disconnected legs on her own.

      Lizzy would make the distance with ease, if the sidewalks weren't splintered. And the road full of potholes. If she could even get out of the workshop, or home, on the narrow and slippery ramp.

      Her workshop. She wasn't giving it up. Nor, would she give up climbing mountains. Or digging holes in search of the history of this region, and those who had come before them, whose history was long lost. Spook would see to that. If she worked as intended.

      Celina wasn't quite ready to try out Spook in snow. Or ice. Or slush.

      The doorbell rang.

      She glanced at the monitor beside the stove. Henril and Trinkle were at the front door. This monitor she had used before even Lizzy came to transport her around her shrunken world. She tapped the button. The door unlocked automatically.

      Henril walked in and placed a bulky hiking pack on Celina's overflowing sewing station.

      Trinkle bounded in. A medium sized young adult dog who looked like a husky. Only, she wasn't. She too was not whom she appeared.

      "Is it working?" Henril pulled the only empty chair up to the eating table.

      She had forgotten he didn't always have a chair. How could she forget so soon? It had only been a year since the accident.

      "Yes. Spook moves well in here. I just have to store her on the table top, for now."

      "Show me how she works." Henril pulled out three bowls to dip the soup out.

      Celina moved back over to the work station. She grabbed Spook gently by the seat cushion. After lifting the machine off the table, she glanced around for the chair she used to get onto Spook.

      Henril had the only empty chair.

      She carried Spook over to Henril's chair and placed it gently on it.

      She grabbed her crutches and lifted her body up to slide it across onto Spook.

      Lizzy beeped.

      Spook let out a tinny beep.

      She smiled as she buckled her arms and feet into the apparatus. "Spook isn't for everyone. Or everywhere. She's for hiking, and going places that aren't easily made accessible. Like mountains. And archeological digs."

      Henril smiled. He knew her hopes and dreams. He shared them. And he knew when to give her room to try on her own.

      Lizzy beeped.

      Celina pushed the controls to lift Spook off of Henril's chair. Spook glided just inches above the ground. She moved Spook to the door.

      Opened it.

      Looked out.

      Shivered.

      And rode Spook back to the table. "I am unsure of the weather today."

      Henril nodded. "It isn't good. Just the kind of invigorating weather you used to enjoy."

      "And will again." Celina nibbled her bowl of soup while sitting on Spook. Not the most comfortable seat to sit and eat on. Very little back support. However, Spook was able to hover evenly the whole time.

      Trinkle lapped up her bowl of soup and looked up at Celine expectantly.

      "I'll get your coat and gloves down." Henril stood to take his bowl to the sink.

      "I could do it."

      He smiled. "Yes, on Spook. You had difficulty on Lizzy, and you haven't moved your outdoor winter clothes out. Let's save Spook for our test walk."

      She nodded. What should have been only moments, was closer to half an hour before she was ready to go outside. For the first time in months.

      She sat on Spook.

      Henril opened the door.

      Celina rode Spook through the door. Her Tin Lizzy. Since Spook hovered, instead of having wheels, she didn't feel the bumps on the wooden ramp attached from the door to the sidewalk.

      She shivered at the memory of the last ride in Lizzy to Henril's car to go to the doctor. The bumps and bruises had hurt for days. And he had had to maneuver Lizzy back inside and lock up. Without anyone to hold the door open.

      The ride to the snow covered sidewalk was smooth. She rode only inches above the ground. Still lower than walking.

      Trinkle barked at her. She ran off to her favorite tree, all snow covered and jumped like a fox after a snack.

      Celina laughed. A real laugh.

      She looked back as Henril closed the door. Yes. She could manage Spook to open, close, lock, and unlock the door on her own.

      Lizzy sat quietly alone by the table. No parting beep.

      Celina moved Spook to block the closing door for a last glance. "Lizzy. You won't be left behind. I will give you the gift of movement you have given me."

      Lizzy beeped softly.

      Spook beeped back.

      What did their beeps to each other mean? Someday, she would try to figure them out.

      Getting into the passenger seat was a breeze. No huffing and puffing. No twisting and dragging unfeeling legs through behind her. No pain. Nothing. Just slide right in. The two inches of padding did set the seat a little higher than she was used to. She turned Spook off to conserve solar battery.

      Trinkle bounced around in the back seat.

      Henril started the car. "How long will the battery last?"

      How long? In the workshop, it had lasted all day. It would recharge in sunshine, if she didn't use it too excessively. "That is what we hope to find out."

      He nodded and drove to a parking lot next to the lake. Where the trail led to the bluff.

      The bluff she had fallen from a year ago.

      Her hands shook. She could do this. Spook might even be able to handle the winding bluff trail.

      Someday.

      Not today. She turned Spook on. Celina opened the car door. She turned Spook and moved easily, and painlessly, out the door.

      Henril had released Trinkle. The pup ran and chased some geese away. She bounded to the edge of the almost frozen lake.

      Celina turned.

      Henril had his hiking pack.

      She wasn't sure Spook could handle the extra weight. Somehow, she would figure it out. She had to be able to travel, and carry things as well. Especially if she wanted to lead history digs with her friends.

      "Where to?" He spoke cheerfully, as he always had when they came here.

      She hoped her voice wouldn't crack. "Along the path to the rock garden. I want to test Spook on rocks. And see how high she can safely go." And there, if she couldn't make it back, they could rest and recharge Spook's batteries.

      He nodded and started out ahead of her. He used a walking cane, made to resemble a long cane used by blind people to sweep under the leaves, and scare off any snakes, or small predators that could be dangerous. Today, ice would be the main danger.

      Would she be able to manage her hiking sticks by spring? She touched the arm rest. Maybe she could create an attachment to carry them, and always have them with her.

      As they moved beyond the parking lot, another hiking couple saw them. The woman called out, "Watch for the rocks, they might stick in your wheels."

      Celina smiled. "Thanks for the warning. Spook doesn't have wheels."

      The couple laughed as they walked on to the parking lot.

      After hiking for nearly a half hour, they arrived at the rock garden. She felt invigorated with the fresh air. Though her arms were tired, they hadn't done much work. And her useless legs simply dangled in an almost seated position under her.

      Trinkle raced ahead of them to the top of the largest pile of rocks. A tall tree stood there. Her branches laden with piles of snow. Trinkle collapsed with her tongue hanging out.

      Henril laughed. "She has run at least three times what we have. Where would you like me to sit and watch?"

      Watch? Yes. He had to watch her. At least this time. Like watching a pup run through the woods on their first hike.

      Celina pointed to a rock on the opposite side of the piles. Sometimes adults sat there and watched children play on the rock garden.

      He nodded and went to it. Henril pulled a waterproof seat cover out of his pack. "Would you like warm coffee first?"

      She shook her head. Coffee might buzz her too much. Better to get the fear over with.

      She glanced back at the rock piles. She knew they weren't as high as they looked. Yet, from down here, they looked miles high.

      Spook beeped.

      She glanced at the controls. Plenty of power. She edged gently over the first low rocks. No change in the hover height.

      Celina pushed the button and went to the next level. A slight hesitation, as Spook calculated the distance to hover.

      And so it went, right up to the top of the nearly one story high rock garden.

      There she sat. On Spook. Next to Trinkle.

      Trinkle put her nose under Celina's hand.

      After petting her, Celina glanced up.

      There. Across the river. The narrow bluff she had fallen from. Nearly four stories high. She gulped. One year ago.

      Lizzy could never manage that trail. Nor would her battery last that long. Even if they had a car attachment to bring Lizzy to the trails. Paving the paths up here would destroy them, even if they were wide enough for the equipment needed.

      Someday, she would be on that bluff again.

      On Spook, her Tin Lizzy.

      Spook beeped.

      Celina glanced down. Her battery was full, from the snow reflection. Then she looked lower. They were hovering at least two feet above the rocks. Almost high enough to reach the snow laden limbs on the tree that graced the top of the rock garden.

      Spook would get her back to her favored hike locations. Maybe, with a few more minor modifications, she could even go on the next archeological dig a few valleys over. To enjoy the projects she valued. It was only a few months away. Time to get back to interests that would bring knowledge to the community.

      So much to do. Now that she had her mobility back.

      "Come Trinkle," Celina spoke and made the hand sign for Trinkle to follow.

      Trinkle led them down the rocks to where a smiling Henril waited. Hot cup of coffee ready to hand to her.

      She accepted the steaming cup with a smile.

      She would have Spook for travel. And Lizzy for home, shopping, and going about in town. Once the city widened and repaired the sidewalks after the spring thaw. They even planned to require concrete pads off of the sidewalk for trash pickup days, so she, and others, could safely navigate the sidewalks.

      Celina and Henril started back up the path. Trinkle stayed by their side. Soon they would reach the car. And home. Together.

      
        
        Gail Brown found science fiction brings hope and light through worlds of colorful dreams. It mirrors daily life as it could be. Perhaps should be, in some ways. Worlds where disability is accepted, and people live their lives without overwork and fear.
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      A Letter to My Daughter, Emily.

      I glance at our ghostlike reflection in the window. The sun is bright, so I have to shade my eyes to see us, translucent, fitted together like puzzle pieces. And maybe we are. Once you grew inside of me, a part of me for nine months. Like a bit of photosynthetic algae inside the lips of a giant clam.
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        * * *

      

      Long, long ago, before you or I were born, the people of our world spewed tons and tons of carbon dioxide (CO2) into the air, year after year, decade after decade.

      The plants sucked it up. The seas slurped it down, but it was too much, too much for the earth, too much even for the ocean to ingest.

      Our climate was warming, seas were rising, and destruction seemed inevitable.

      But even during crisis, politics and lies led to denial and dissention. It’s nature—human nature. By the time that all the nations of the world finally decided to take serious action, all but a few of the hardiest mosses and bryophytes were gone. We were mostly eating food grown in labs. Surviving but not living. But our desperation was fertile soil. Sea soil.

      At the time, your grandmother Emily and Shari, her partner in life and work, were living on a small atoll in the middle of an almost-dead sea, trying to save the coral reefs and to clean the waters.

      The ocean was drowning in microplastic then, and there seemed to be no way to remove it. But your grandmother and Shari came up with a plan.

      They built enormous strainers around their atoll, – similar to the huge filter-feeding mouths of the megamouth shark, but instead of being filled with tiny teeth or gills, these sieves were filled with jellyfish slime that trapped and held the almost-invisible plastics.

      “I’ve removed more jellyfish gonads than I care to think about,” Shari said, her lilting voice musical even when complaining. “They’re nasty and the smell is fouler than day old fish.”

      Their goal was to develop a biofilter of the mucus that absorbed both micro and nanoplastics. The jellyfish filter worked, but not well enough.

      It was like trying to sweep the beach with a toothbrush. Until… But let me tell you in Emily’s own words, quoting from her copious notebooks that I inherited.

      I think I might have a solution. HAGFISH.

      Hagfish produce slime the way humans produce judgement— easily, rapidly, defensively, and copiously. They slime when attacked, hungry, or simply stressed. They probably slime when sleeping. I bet their dreams are goopy nightmares.

      This slime is one of nature’s most wondrous substances.

      It consists of two main components—mucus and protein threads. Each thread waits, coiled up in its own tiny cell inside the slime glands —like meters of sticky, sticky hair stuffed into a shoe without a single knot or tangle. The threads are only one-100th the width of a whisker but can stretch out for about two hundred millimeters.

      When expelled, the threads spread out and entangle one another, creating a fast-expanding net.

      To create a liter of slime, a hagfish only releases 40 milligrams of mucus and protein— that’s 1,000 times less dry material than human saliva. That’s why the slime, though strong and elastic, feels so incorporeal, like an underwater spider web.

      When you see it in a bucket, it looks like water. Only when you stick your hand in and out, the bucket’s contents are now attached to you, the water has become congruent.

      Shari hates the stuff.

      This was followed by drawings of Shari tangled in thread.
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        * * *

      

      It worked. Emily made tubes based on hydra propulsion that sucked water in and spat it out. Shooting the strands of mucus far into the sea and pulling them back, covered in plastics.

      In a surprisingly short time, the seas were clean again. Clean for the first time in hundreds of years.

      But it was not enough. The air was still heavy with Co2 and the oceans were hot and acidified.

      So, your amazing grandmother and her remarkable lover began a coral nursery, growing Branching and Staghorn coral and anchoring them into the hollows of the dead reefs. Shari grafted miniscule recordings of healthy reefs onto the ends of their branches.

      I can still hear Shari’s explaining it, her voice murmuring like a long-lost dream of a coconut palm island in a Caribbean sea.

      “The soothing sounds of eating, mating, sex, and savagery that make up any vigorous community attracted the remaining fish, lonely in the dark waters. Hearing the music of a long silent reef suddenly calling to them, they came. And in their coming, the reef grew, and the artificial sounds became real.”

      Small miracles in a time when big ones were needed.

      A reef is built from colonies of many genetically identical coral polyps. They start life swimming freely through blue waters, but when they grow up and become homebound, they do it with a vengeance. They secrete a hard skeleton around themselves. After many generations of building tiny stone castles on the bones of their ancestors, the colony creates a reef. It’s as if you, Emily, could spit up enough bricks to build a house.

      Most corals have a tiny alga living in their tissues. The algae makes food from light, and it is this that gives the coral its color and provides the majority of its food. But when the temperature is too hot, or cold, or chemical, the alga becomes stressed and leaves, or perhaps the coral polyps spit out the algae. It’s hard to know.

      You could probably tell me, dear child. You could probably tell me so much, if only I could understand.

      With its main source of food gone, the coral turns white and is very vulnerable. It’s not dead, but it’s close, so close. I have seen it, when watching your grandmother work. Its bleached branches looked like drowned man's fingers reaching towards light.
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        * * *

      

      So, your grandmother and Shari began breeding heat-resistant coral. Grandmother had discovered that, like coral, many species of giant clam have algae living in their lips, supplying extra food. But, unlike coral, they are much less sensitive to heat.

      More from Emily’s notebook:

      While corals bleach from the heat, giant clams have managed to retain their algae. And I think I’ve figured out why.

      Iridescence.

      Animals generally use iridescence for display or camouflage, but their iridescence cells are dead. Clams have living iridescence cells. Why?

      Because instead of containing a single alga, giant clams grow long, microscopic pillars of algae deep into the clam mantle.

      The living iridescent cells fan the sunlight out into a cone about 15 degrees wide, bathing the entire pillars of algae in mild, but optimal, intensities of light. Moreover, they transmit mainly red and blue light, the wavelengths that the algae photosynthesize most efficiently, and deflect much of the green and yellow wavelengths that are of no use.

      Shari says that is why their green lips shine, like old-time movie stars.

      This was followed by two lines of doodles of large - lipped clams, smiling and blowing kisses. A few had sharp teeth.

      The living iridescence ensure that every last alga in the pillar gets its fill of sunlight, even though most of the 300 or so cells in each column have no direct access to the light. Genius! The genius of nature.

      If we imitate these columns, it could drastically improve the efficiency with which algae could be grown for food and biofuel because it will allow the algae to be grown in layers hundreds of cells thick, instead of as a single layer, as well as eliminating the need to stir the cells to expose them to sunlight.

      If we use this technology in solar panels, we could charge hundreds of cells instead of one.

      And so, we did. Your grandmother’s iridescent solar panels provided energy wherever it was needed, abundant and free as sunlight. The world had power again.

      This is the woman you were named after. I’ve always liked the name “Emily,” the way the sound sits comfortably on the tongue before smoothly rolling off. And when I found out that the name meant “striving” and “eager,” just the qualities you and the human race would need to move into the future and thrive, I knew it was perfect.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Your father, Marcos, and I had not met yet, and you were not even a dream.

      I was still growing up in the sheltering shadow of my mothers. Emily had given birth to me by artificial insemination. All the children of my generation were born that way, because all our males were sterile. In a way it freed us. In a world where everyone is artificially fertilized, no one is odd. We were struggling to survive and, in that struggle, differences of sex or preference or skin color disappeared. I think it was a good trade. Without clouds, there are no silver linings.

      Meanwhile, our parents were figuring out what to do with the extra carbon in the atmosphere looming like a dark fog on the future’s horizon.

      I will let your grandmother’s notebook explain it.

      Since the Industrial Revolution, humans have emitted more than 2,000 gigatons of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere. This thickening blanket of heat-trapping greenhouse gases is causing global warming, forest fires, stifling heat waves, and rising seas. What can we do?

      Then there are pages of doodles of fires and oceans and clams.

      The obvious solution is carbon sequestration, taking CO2 gas from the atmosphere and storing it. But how? Once captured, there are many long-term ways to store it.

      The most natural way to store it is terrestrial sequestration, when plants and trees store CO2 in their bodies and in their roots. Organic farms also can store CO2 in the soil if we return the soil, to its natural state. Perhaps we could begin to grow plants again?

      But how to remove it from the air?

      So, Grandmother Emily built CO2 scrubbers into the artificial clams that now dot the surface of the Earth. The clams “breathe” and “perspire,” taking in the unwanted carbon and producing food and water. For the human race, this new technology was the kiss of life from the giant, shining golden-green iridescent lips of synthetic, photosynthesizing clams.

      All types of scrubbers involve complex chemical reactions. And Emily’s scrubbers had the added benefit of producing useful byproducts like water, which we desperately needed both for drinking and to fuel our oxygen generators. It worked.

      But still, we lived sparsely. There were no land plants, except some mosses and algae.

      More from Emily’s notebook:

      What makes this system in the clam special is that the design can extract every last photon from sunlight… every photon except green and gold.

      Funny, we think of green as the color of growth and life, but really, it’s the only light plants aren’t using.

      If humans perfected photosynthesis, using every color of light every color of light to make food, plants would be black.

      And so began the black forest, which rose around our clamclaves like dark sentinels. At first it was little sterile, black banana-like grasses that ate all the light and sucked down carbon like candy. We tried to make them propagate, but they only grew by grafts.

      The climate was now under control, but science is always more complex than we suppose. Systems are always more connected. The chemicals that we used in carbon scrubbing, the chemicals that we had hoped would save us, had sterilized all of us. For a while, it seemed that I and Marcos would be among the last humans, just when we had begun to make the planet livable again.
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        * * *

      

      But then a miracle. Some women, me among them, got pregnant. Maybe it was the sea starting to live again or the sun, no longer deadly, that caused our wombs to blossom. We didn’t know. But ignorance didn’t dampen our joy. Usually our children are sterile. Other offspring, well, other offspring are like you, my sweet, perfect child.

      The scientific name for your syndrome is anorexia viridis, but most people just call it, The Verdant. At first, we didn’t understand. At first, we thought it was something to fear. A disaster. A takeover. Another way to die.

      We were wrong. It was rebirth. It was reincarnation. It was salvation.

      The government guidebook given to all parents describes Verdant-afflicted children as:

      Children who sit in one place, though their limbs are strong.

      Children who do not speak, though they can.

      Children who engage with the world on another level.

      Children who are evolving at a frightening pace.

      This is the world you were born into, my child. There aren’t many of us. We live in small clamclaves in the shade of black banana fronds which that have begun to grow and flourish. We hoped green plants would evolve again, but it might take decades. You were born into a world in recovery. We had come far, but we had so far still to go.

      I remember when you were conceived. Marcos and I were so happy. So amazed. We could not believe we had created life in this dying world.

      But what kind of life would it be?

      Potential parents are advised to have serious discussions about the hardships of having children and the possibility of a Verdant offspring.

      Childbirth is always an act of hope. Does any mother really consider the drawbacks, the difficulties, dangers, and the pain associated with it? We only spoke of The Verdant once, when deciding what to name you.

      “Emily’s a nice name,” said Marcos. “And if she has The Verdant, we can always change her name to Flora.”

      “That’s awful!” I scolded, grabbing my bulging tummy protectively, superstitiously. “I can’t believe you said that!”

      “What?” he asked, all big eyes and insincere innocence. “If I’m gonna be a dad, I gotta practice my dad jokes!”

      Dad jokes, it was a call backward to a simpler time. A time before you, or I, or your grandmother. An idea so silly and inconsequential, yet it survived. I’m sad that you’ll never hear these jokes, at least not in the way I do.

      Marcos grinned at me, and I grinned back, but inside my heart felt like it was breaking with love and the fear of loss.

      Then your father took us in his strong arms and held us as gently as a sea-anemone’s embrace, and all was right again.
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        * * *

      

      The Verdant is undetectable until the child is about six.

      When you were born, sweet Emily, I didn’t consider it possible that you could be Verdant. It was unthinkable. You were, you are, my perfect child. When I held you, your gaze searched my face so intently, I felt that you could see into my soul. I was not prepared for the joy that burying my face in the nape of your tiny neck gave me. I had never imagined I would ever again smell freshness, possibility, and the scent of a brighter future. It was like breathing nineteen percent oxygen.

      Your happiness was infectious, a contagion of hope. Humankind was on the mend. We had an intact ozone layer, protection from our sun. We had free, clean solar power. We had our giant clams, producing fuel and food. And we had love, the three of us, as dependent upon each other for the sustenance of happiness, as a coral is on algae for color.

      We were so proud when you walked and talked early! Your happiness was as apparent as it was contagious. For you, every step was a dance, every word a poem. Your voice, high and sweet, made me think of descriptions of birdsong.

      We played with you. Swinging you between us as we walked. As if we were young again. As if the world were young again.

      But only you were young. And you were getting older.

      In too few years, The Verdant became apparent. Your speech grew simpler and more direct. I told myself that the change was a sign of maturity. I scolded myself for missing your childish laughter. After all, you were born into a hard, practical world.

      Soon, you became less talkative, less gregarious, less adventurous. By the time you were eight, you had stopped dancing. At ten, you had ceased walking. Instead, you sat cross-legged on the floor soaking up the wan rays that beamed through the window, rocking slowly back and forth, softly humming to yourself.

      At first, I didn’t understand. At first, I refused to believe what was happening to you. I brought you food. I read you your favorite books. I showed you pictures. I shook you. I yelled. I slapped your nonresponsive face.

      I can remember the actions, but not the feelings. I know I acted like that because I thought I’d lost you. I missed your birdsong voice and skipping steps but mostly I missed your laughter, that spontaneous burbling up of joy, that contagion of happiness.

      I knew, but I didn’t want to admit it.

      Your smile, which seemed eternal, didn’t even fade – not at first. But each day it grew dimmer, as your mouth muscles relaxed, and your features diminished, retreating into blankness.

      My girl, my child, my heart — I thought you were leaving me. I didn’t understand.

      Your cells were changing, each thin-walled cell division, metamorphosing from muscle and nerve into meristematic and permanent tissue. You were becoming you. A different you, but still my child.

      The government guidebook tells parents to have ‘The Talk’ with Verdant children before the age of nine, before they are too far gone to understand and ask questions.

      But I took the coward’s way out. And I suppose so did Marcos, simply believing me when I said you and I had had ‘The Talk.’ And for not insisting on being there when we supposedly did. Now you and I never will have ‘The Talk’. Soon there will be no need.

      Would ‘The Talk’ have changed anything? It would have been difficult and uncomfortable for both of us. There would have been tears and sobbing, at least on my part. Your eyes had already dried from lack of moisture and use. I wonder how many other parents have made the same choice and left the unspoken words sprouting like mushrooms in the secret darkness of their hearts.

      I suppose we’re having ‘The Talk’ now, or at least I am, to myself, through this letter.
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        * * *

      

      As you soaked up the sunlight, listening to the rhythms in your head, your appetite decreased. You stopped responding to outside stimuli. Eventually, you ceased eating all together.

      I tore a page from the guidebook and put it on the wall by your favorite window. It says:

      The Verdant children eventually stay where they are placed. Most no longer respond to human touch or voice. A few fold their hands when stroked or curl their toes when tickled, but not much more.

      Their skin grows sallow, yellow gradually giving way to bright green. The Verdant affects not only motion and sound, but everything -- every nerve, muscle, and neuron. By the time these children reach puberty, they cannot live without light.

      We believe that The Verdant are filled with happiness, which they express in subtle ways. Watch for the unfurling of fingers and toes. The widening and reaching of limbs. The tilt of the head as it follows sun across the sky.

      I don’t know why I chose that particular page. Looking back, my selection seems almost random. Perhaps to prepare myself? To convince myself that you were joyful? Most likely, I did it because it was all I could do, some desperate gesture of weak and ineffective atonement.
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        * * *

      

      The guidebook is wrapped in the same tan algae-mycelium cloth that you were wrapped in when we brought you home from the birthing center. The bundle is hidden away in the bottom of the box that we used for your crib.

      Now, I understand the purpose of the guidebook: to soften the hammering blow of loss. To point out that the cup is still a quarter full. To focus my thoughts and efforts toward the future rather than constantly looking over my shoulder at the past, being undertowed into the seas of what-could-have-beens. Yes, you may lose your child, but the world gains another savior.

      You are becoming what you were meant to be. What you need to be. What we need you to be.

      And with that epiphany, with you cradled in my arms, turned towards the light, you seem a part of me again, or am I becoming part of you?
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        * * *

      

      A childhood is full of firsts: the first step, the first word spoken, the first birthday. Tomorrow will be another first, your First Field Day.

      Tomorrow, I will gather you up, careful not to bruise your atrophied legs, now shriveled into two pale, thick roots, desiccated white toes seeking moisture and nourishment that only the soil can give.

      As a family, we will go to our assigned plot in the field, and I will plant you in the dirt.

      You will be among the other miracles of your kind. Children, whose features have become so indistinct, their faces are only unfocused memories to the most devoted. Their brains dissolved into meristematic tissue. I wept the day you lost your eyes, watched as they gradually turned into buds and sprouted leaves. How could I have been so blind?

      To imagine humans as superior. To consider ourselves the peak of evolution.

      You are the miracle. You filter our water with your roots. You cleanse our planet with each breath. You eat sunlight. You will give the world back its green.

      A line from some forgotten past rings through my head. “Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.”

      There was a time when children worked in the fields. Now you will live there, making root connections with all the other Verdants, turning light into sugar, producing oxygen, providing homes for bugs and birds and mammals and whatever else may evolve on this strange and beautiful planet. You are the circle of Life.

      There was a time when the color of your skin mattered, a time when your father’s darker skin would have been considered a hardship. But all of your outsides are green, and any colorful variation in petal or leaf is just another evolution.

      My greatest achievement will always be having given birth to you, Emily. My greatest sorrow, was not accepting your change in time for you to know it.

      Marcos and I will come to your field each day. We will gently turn the soil, add some nutrients from our compost box, and check if you are thirsty. I will stick my fingers into the soil, feeling for root tendrils, searching again for that special bridge between you and me, as intimate as the one we once shared when you were in my womb.

      We finally understand that plants are and have always been the answer. How smart of evolution to make our connection to the Earth more apparent now, our ties familial. We have always been just another part of the great cycle, but we didn’t know it.

      But one of many things you have taught me, Emily: It’s never too late. It’s only another beginning.
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        * * *

      

      With your First Field Day only hours away, with this letter finally written, with my conscience and my mind emptier but not unburdened — will I have the dream again tonight?

      In my dream, I am sitting in our favorite square of sunlight inside the place you used to call home. I am older and wiser, but evolution is not finished with me yet.

      I call to your father, “Marcos! Marcos, my love!”

      Or I try to. Not a sound emerges from my mouth, but a mix of pheromones and energy and light.

      My eyes are growing dim, but I can see in new ways. I can feel your father near me. I can sense his life and other life through my pores. I become part of each scent and every fragrance drifting through the open window. As I step outside, planting naked foot to damp earth, I can taste everything. I drink the sunlight.

      I will have just enough time to crawl to the field, burrow myself beside you, and sink down my roots next to yours. Together, we will connect to the veins and arteries of roots and mycelium. Together, too, we will make what we need from light and water, hurting none and aiding all.

      E.E. King is an award-winning painter, performer, writer, and naturalist. She’ll do anything that won’t pay the bills, especially if it involves animals. Ray Bradbury called her stories, “marvelously inventive, wildly funny, and deeply thought-provoking.” She’s been published in over 100 magazines and anthologies, including Clarkesworld, Daily Science Fiction, Chicken Soup for the Soul, Short Edition, Daily Science Fiction, and Flametree.  Her novels include Dirk Quigby's Guide to the Afterlife: All you need to know to choose the right heaven, which was translated into Spanish, and several story collections.
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            ARCADE JUJU

          

          BY ISAIAH HUNT

        

      

    

    
      Are there times you just want to wipe your longest finger across the real world’s crumbling, miserable face?

      Well, allow me to point my ashy Black finger right down Euclid Avenue to a joint capable of bending your concepts of space-time itself and slip into different dimensions all with the snap of a headband, and a tap of a button. Sure, we got your normie arcade machines, but why resort to Pac-Man and pinball when you can race friends down the streets of St. Johannesburg in your customized Bugattis, slap through zombie hordes in a generated post-apocalyptic New York City, or spawn as super soldiers on Mars and compete in deathmatches even them bootleg Call of Duty games can’t comprehend? It’s a portal everywhere, anywhere, all at once. It’s Arcade Juju.

      And if it sounds like I’m advertising, that’s ‘cause I am.

      Case in point: Here we have Latoya, bantu knots refastened and mama-approved, the main character’s portrait from her favorite anime, Resolution on the Horizon, dripped on her watercolor long tee. She’s riding her hoverboard over puddles from the afternoon drizzle, past folks— a couple to her right, a posse to her left— and nah, I don’t mean those ‘wanna-be 2015 still on wheels worrying about running over toes and ankles’ hoverboards. What she’s got is the Graviton-2046, capable of saying ‘hell naw’ to gravity itself. Invested four years for this tech, so you best believe she’s floating 24/7. Sure
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