
        
            
                
            
        

    
	“A gorgeous meditation on pain and destruction, reclamation and regrowth. This lush, magical story of heartbreak, healing, and hope in the aftermath is a balm to the soul. Perfect for fans of Becky Chambers and Premee Mohamed.”

	—Kelsea Yu, Shirley Jackson award-nominated author of Bound Feet and Demon Song

	 

	“Luscombe and Stock conflate the best and worst of humanity in this tender, creative, and thoughtful meditation on the destruction we’ve wrought on our world—and what it demands in return. Featuring lovable characters and a fascinating characterization of Earth that bleeds through every word, Human Scars on Planet Skin is a necessary addition to climate fiction.” 

	—S. Hati, author of And the Sky Bled

	 

	“In Human Scars on Planet Skin, Effie Joe Stock and Nathaniel Luscombe create a unique and often terrifying world. This impressive psychedelic trip blends body horror, eco fiction, and lyrical prose to create a brutal, unflinching, and mesmerizing reading experience.”

	—A. D. Sui, author of The Dragonfly Gambit

	 

	“Brimming with emotion, haunting in its symbolism, and unapologetically unique, this is the book I didn't know I was looking for. Human Scars on Planet Skin meets you at the intersection of environmental devastation, overwhelming grief, and dogged restoration. It's a story of the scars of both the world and those we carry with us. Of the things we cannot carry. Of our place in the balance of nature, life, death, and the other souls around us. Of the pain and process of healing, even in the face of unspeakable horror. This is a one-of-a-kind story for those looking for a visceral, heartfelt journey that takes you to the depths of despair while also highlighting the tenacity of hope.”

	—Hayley Reese Chow, author of Into the Churn

	 

	 

	“Human Scars on Planet Skin tenderly explores non-human perspectives as it takes the reader on a journey through a human-ravaged world. Unique and unafraid to hold humankind accountable for its actions, this book is what modern sci-fi should be doing more of.”

	—Drew Huff, author of Landlocked in Foreign Skin
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	I, Effie Joe Stock, dedicate this book to Mother Earth, my own Mother, and Nathaniel Luscombe—the three creatures brave enough to hold me and all my emotions and never judge me once
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	I, Nathaniel Luscombe, dedicate this to those who feel more at home in their body as they get older. I hope this book takes you by the hand and helps you heal. I know that writing it healed me.
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FOREWORD

	 

	This is a book about a planet reclaiming her skin from those who wish to tame it, chain it, cultivate it. This is a book about a shroomperson who can’t help but lie to themself to cover up the death around them, to cover up the death inside them growing from places they’ve buried out of self-hatred and shame. This is a book about creatures so wrapped up in saving the world, they forget to save themselves. This is a book about the horrors lying just under the skin, waiting until one sinks, alone, into the depths of their soul before writhing free and setting loose a darkness one thinks may never end. 

	Except, this isn’t really a book about . . . any of those things. 

	Because it’s a book about you. It’s a book about me. And I think, somewhere between its pages and the folds and tears in our own skin, that is where fiction ends and the real horror begins.

	I hope it holds you the same way it held me, fitting broken pieces together not to create something whole, functional, or appealing, but rather something beautiful, something worthy of existence and love just because it survived. 

	Because if that is enough for a little shroomperson and a sentient planet, then it’s enough for you. And it’s enough for me.

	—Effie Joe Stock
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GLOSSARY

	 

	Apis Turrian — A sentient honeybee responsible for herding non-sentient honeybees; a shepherd honeybee  

	Dama — Parental title shroombabies call their shroomparents

	Headcap/shroomcap — the dome-like shroompeoples’ heads, sometimes where spores are released

	Isagani — Turr’s largest garden city; a harmonious, cultivated ecosystem many Turrians call home

	Nyphern — a spiny leafed vine with paralyzing properties for self defence

	Shroomperson — Any sentient mushroom

	Turrian — Any sentient plant or insect living on Turr

	Unique Life — The life force gifted to non-sentient plants and insects that cause them to become sentient

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	
TURR (PROLOGUE)

	Day 0 Since the Humans’ Exodus from Turr’s Skin

	 

	Pain radiated through Turr’s bones. She’d been holding herself back for some time, building the energy and courage for what she was about to do. No longer could she watch as the humans tore apart the ecosystems on her body. They were parasites and they’d long overstayed their welcome.

	Her vengeance started as a gentle quake running across her surface. 

	The light of her sun rose and warmed the places the humans lived. Places that should belong to Turr’s people. Though once wild, tuned to the gentle song of life Turr used to sing, they now lay tamed and cultivated for an unfamiliar, unyielding sort of civilization. Twisted forms of technology forced life from the soil, giving nothing in return. Tall structures rose unnaturally, housing the humans. The exposed ground around their buildings burned from carelessly discarded toxins. 

	Turr stretched within her form, testing the limits of her strength for the first time in years, a quake rippling along her surface. Though her children had taken her silence as a surrender, she’d rather die than submit herself beneath the hands of these aliens. She’d spent time gathering strength and learning about their systems. Now she knew how their world worked. Now she knew where to attack.

	A second, stronger quake rippled through her bones, a full-body movement to assure herself of her capabilities. The threads of life snapped taut. She counted them—fewer than there used to be.

	With a surge of anger, she pushed herself into the plants and began her attack. 

	The first buildings to fall under her wrath peeled back like a lifeless scab. The only plants that responded to her soul were the ones growing along the city outskirts. She overextended herself, pushing the thick vines beyond their limits to crawl across dead soil and wrap themselves around the human structures. Structures she’d grown used to, grown around, were now torn from her skin, leaving pockmarks in their wake where she’d forgotten to live.

	This first attack gave her more strength. She took back more of her land, the forests growing and expanding, taking on a life of their own as she gave them strength to fight.

	When her limbs found one of her own creatures, she wrapped them with life to protect them from her rage. When she found humans, she ripped them apart and consumed their flesh, using the life they’d stolen to fuel herself.

	With the fear of Turr’s raging soul burned deep into their own bones, the humans prepared to flee. The angry planet, once so lush, now grew vengeful and thirsty for blood. 

	Screams rippled the air. Death permeated the once clean atmosphere. Desperate for materialistic wealth even at the expense of their lives, the humans gathered their belongings, riches and trinkets they thought they couldn’t live without and ran from their houses—buildings they’d borrowed from Turr’s bones and never thought to return.

	The humans’ ships had lay dormant for five years, stilled in their assurance that Turr was their new home. But this unexpected eviction changed everything. They engaged the jets of their massive ships. Turr had grown over them through the years, thin layers of plant life spreading across the metal. When the jets engaged, the heat grew unbearable, and the plants curled back, dying. 

	Turr felt this death and wept. 

	Fire poured from the ships, singeing the plants, roasting fungus trees, and charring daffodil forests. Turr writhed within her melting form. It’d been years since she’d first felt this scale of destruction. It would take years more to recover. 

	But what was extra recovery? She was already a damaged thing, already clinging to life with everything she had. She would rather push herself to the brink of death and be free than remain alive in this state.

	Some of the ships rose into the air, then fell back down as the engines died, old fuel betraying them. Explosions bloomed across Turr’s skin. Plants withered and burned. Turr’s children died. Other ships pushed onward, rising into the atmosphere. 

	Turr groaned as her plants receded from the city. She no longer had the strength to continue her attack. Even amidst the burning, relief coursed through her as the weight of the ships left her form. The human’s reign over her had ended. 

	Or so she thought. 

	With a last spurt of technological horror, the human ships jumped into hyperdrive, dumping thousands of gallons of toxins into the sky. 

	Turr screamed and shook, tearing her bones and skin apart with violent quakes, straining away from the toxins. But her atmosphere trapped and spread them. Her gravity brought them closer. She could do no more to protect herself or her children.

	The toxins settled.

	They burned, seeping into her, melting away an entire region. The thriving life there curled in on itself, transforming into rot. No life could flourish within this bubble of death. Color drained from lifeless bodies, leaving behind an aching void. 

	Turr opened her skies and cried. The rain, cold where it used to be warm, struggled to wipe clean the blackened forests—shells of the beautiful life that once lived on and decorated Turr’s skin.

	Her efforts were not enough. The toxins had settled deep. Like all things, they had roots—dark, torturous roots that knew no boundaries. Poison entered Turr’s veins. 

	The land, which once sung with life, fell silent. 

	 Turr had wanted the humans to leave for so long. Ever since they stepped their small feet onto her skin, they’d done nothing but leave footprints of incomprehensible destruction. But would she have forced them so quickly from the planet they’d tried desperately to tame, to cultivate, to oppress, had she known the damage they’d leave in their wake? Even as the humans fled back between the stars, they left behind deep scars that might never fade.   

	She ached to lay down and rest, to succumb to the painful silence spreading across her. Instead, she stirred once more. 

	Through waves of grassy expanse, moss under dandelion forests, purple waters holding lily pad towns, she reached and searched for any last living souls on her surface. 

	Find each other and you will find me.

	Through each other’s eyes you will learn to see.

	The answers I will give you through memories.

	Then in healing yourselves, you will heal me.

	 

	
INVIDIA (ONE)

	Day 0 Since Humans Made the Dead Zones

	 

	Bright sunlight brushed against the shroomperson’s soft, rubbery skin like an old lover. Turning their pudgy face to the roof of their cave, Invidia smiled, letting the morning air soak into their body, their cells, then down into the ground under their feet where their roots had stretched and grown overnight. 

	A quick glance at the compost floor of their cave filled them with pride. Dozens of little mushrooms had sprouted from the moist soil—stems plump and healthy, caps shining pink with sparkling white ridges. Bending down, Invidia trailed their fingers across the mushrooms’ caps.

	“Maybe one day, Turr will bless one of you with the unique life, and I’ll have a little shroombaby of my own.” A smile spread across their face. Desperately, they yearned to make such a contribution to the thriving ecosystem of Turr’s sentient plants and pollinators. Full of hope, they gently broke their thick feet from the soil and roots below. Unlike sentient shroombabies, this common fungi growth no longer needed a parent’s support.

	Invidia gingerly stepped across the fungus circle. Trying to hide their bright smile, they collected a few of the mushrooms before stashing them away in a leafy bag.  They pushed through a thick growth of pink shimmering vines covering the cave entrance and stepped into the bustling garden city of Isagani.

	Immediately, the bustle of Turr’s largest ecological city bombarded Invidia. Dozens of creatures ran or flew back and forth, tending to the vast gardens, their sole purpose on Turr to take care of her plants and creatures. To become sentient, to take upon the responsibility of maintaining such a vibrant, thriving ecosystem, was a Turrian’s highest calling. 

	“If you take care of Turr,” Invidia sang as another shroomperson pushed out of their own cave, stretching their thin yellow legs.

	“She will take care of you!” the neighboring shroomperson finished with a wink, tipping the corner of their orange and yellow spotted headcap. A sprinkling of orange spores scattered on the ground as they laughed, waving to their friend. Invidia waved back enthusiastically as their neighbor picked up a reed pail, ready to gather more compost.

	All Turrians lived by those words: Take care of the planet and she will take care of you. Invidia’s eyes strayed over the large fungus forest, across the tops of the daffodil trees beyond, and finally to the human mega city. Its metal buildings and glass windows stood in stark contrast to the ecological surface of Turr. The humans, who’d arrived years before, didn’t know these words of the land. Instead of caring for Turr, they’d come to take, steal, and corrupt.

	“We’ll never be safe until they’re gone.” The memory of their friend’s words echoed through their mind. Balling their stem-like hands into fists, Invidia forced themself to look at the human’s city. If Turr herself couldn’t hide her face from the abomination, neither should they. 

	The last few months had been the worst. The entire might of Isagani had nearly reached its limit fending off the spreading illnesses brought upon them by the humans. The destruction had become impossible to ignore as once purple waters turned indigo, then brownish blue. The plants closest to the humans were shrinking. An entire fungus and daffodil forest near the metropolis had been reduced to a field of dirt where the humans planted their own strange crops—crops that stole from the soil rather than gave back to it.

	“You’re not a fighter type.” Invidia’s hands painfully clutched their bag as the memory’s familiar words rattled in their mind. “Even among the gentle types you’re the weakest. Shroompeople aren’t meant for fighting or protecting. They’re not even meant to be out in the storms or the sun.”

	But Invidia refused to be confined to the dark crevasse of their cave. Though they desired more than anything to raise their own shroombabies, to be satisfied with the familiar life of collecting and digesting compost like the other shroompeople, they couldn’t help the urge to rebel. They felt called to do something more. To heal Turr so their future shroombabies could thrive, not just survive. 

	So instead of grabbing their own reed pail and following the slow march of colorful shroompeople to the compost collection, Invidia pressed their leafy bag of shrooms tighter to their chest and ducked down the road in the opposite direction. 

	“Invidia!” a trilling voice called out behind them, accompanied by the low humming of wings.

	Wincing, Invidia turned and waved at the wasp creature hovering a few feet off the ground. “Hello, Lorna!”

	“Where are you going?” Lorna asked, eying the unusual bag. “I thought we were going to watch the butterflies today? And why aren’t you going to the compost collection?”

	Invidia’s cream-colored cheeks darkened to match their headcap, their mouth running dry. “Oh! I’m so sorry. I completely forgot.” They wanted to bury themselves in their cave again, shame eating at them like a beetle.

	Lorna sighed, her little antenna bobbing as she planted two of her spindly legs on her thorax. “You always forget, Invidia.” Her buzzing words sounded forgiving, but her eyes shone with disappointment. “You forgot last time too.”

	With shaking hands, Invidia reached into their bag and pulled out three shrooms. “I know, I’m so sorry. I’m not very good with . . . time.” But really, they weren’t very good with anything that didn’t include ideas to get rid of the humans. “Here, take a few. I know they can’t do much to . . . fix anything”—they sighed bitterly—“but perhaps they can help you forget the pain for a while.” Invidia handed the psychedelic mushrooms to Lorna who took them with a small, sad smile. 

	When the humans first arrived, Lorna’s family had marched off to fight them. They’d never returned. Since then, her friendship with Invidia had become strained. Lorna reached out for companionship, and Invidia withdrew, unsure how to comfort against the pain of death. 

	“Thank you, Invidia. I appreciate it.” 

	But her kind words didn’t convince Invidia. In fact, they felt certain Lorna’s pity was directed more toward themself rather than her own tragedy. Discomfort twisting painfully inside them, Invidia refused to meet Lorna’s gaze until she pointed to their bag. 

	“So, where are you off to today?”

	A thousand excuses raced through Invidia’s mind. Finally, they settled on a half truth. As a psychedelic shroom type, lies always came more easily. “Resley has some new vine sprouts that I’m supposed to gather for the regrowth team. They want to plant them around Isagani to fill the wall’s gaps.” 

	Lorna buzzed an unsure tone. “Is that all?” 

	Invidia nodded a bit too fast, too aggressively. They both knew runs for new seedlings were done once a week—one having been conducted just yesterday—and never by a shroomperson. 

	Lorna searched Invidia’s face, looking as if she would ask another question, but Invidia didn’t let her. 

	“I’m sorry for forgetting our butterfly watching date. Perhaps we can try again next week?” They turned away, effectively closing the conversation. 

	A sparkle formed in Lorna’s eyes as they forced a smile and nodded. “Of course. Absolutely.” 

	They both knew it was a lie. 

	Lorna didn’t stop Invidia as they turned away and started back down the road. Though their plan had worked, something inside them almost wished it hadn’t. 

	It took Invidia nearly the entire morning to reach Isagani’s outskirts where their friend Resley grew his vines. He loved growing them in little mazes, joking that all the pathways led to the center so he could always find his way back home. The towering growths of vines stretched for miles, doubling as the outer walls of Isagani, separating the cultivated land of the garden city from the wilderness beyond.

	“Hello, Resley! I’m here!” Invidia jumped up and down, peering through enormous leaves, straining to catch a glimpse of their tall, green-skinned friend.  

	“Invidia! You’re earlier than I expected. Did you bring a wet bag?” Resley ducked under the heart-shaped leaf he’d been attending to and strode over to Invidia. Young vines reached out to him like children seeking attention from a loving parent.

	Invidia patted the bag proudly. “I did. I’ll make sure to wet it again on the trip back.” They rummaged through the bag before pulling out the rest of the mushrooms. “And I brought some shrooms for you as well.” 

	A smile spread across his leafy lips as he brushed hair-like vines from his face, tucking them behind his ears. “You know you didn’t have to do that.”

	Invidia bowed, their pink cap bobbing vigorously. “Of course I did. I have my own shroom growth back at my cave. I have plenty to hand out now.”

	“Your own growth! Does that mean you’ll grow other shroompeople?”

	A bright smile lit their face as their stomach fluttered. “I hope so. Most of my friends are already Damas to their own shroombabies.” They signed deeply, lowering their shoulders. “But I don’t know if it’ll even happen. I haven’t been spending as much time around the mushroom caves and compost gardens as I should and now I feel behind, and—”

	Resley placed his hand on Invidia’s shoulder. Little vines stretched from his green fingertips as he gave a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry about it. Your own shroombabies will grow when Turr is ready to bless them with the unique life. And when that day comes, you’ll be a wonderful Dama to them.”

	Tears sparkled in Invidia’s eyes as they nodded, warmth spreading through their body and spirit. “Thank you, Resley.”

	His bright smile lit up the world. “Now! About those vines you want to fight the humans with.”

	Invidia opened their bag, unable to refrain from dancing with anticipation. These new vines could bring an end to the corrupted croplands. They could bring Invidia a new beginning, a new purpose, a new way of caring for Turr. 

	With a gentle touch, Resley pulled five small vines from a patch of soft, cultivated soil. Their roots dragged along clumps of dirt that fell to the ground, scattering back into moist compost.

	“I’ll bring more compost next week, if you’d like.” A pang of guilt and self awareness twisted inside them. “If I can remember,” they quickly added. 

	Resley turned, a broad smile on his face, his blue eyes sparkling brightly. “You said that two weeks ago, and I’m still waiting.”

	Invidia’s face burned red, but Resley only laughed.

	“Don’t think anything of it, Invidia. I know you’d rather spend your time running around the garden city than stomping in decay.

	He wasn’t wrong, but Invidia wanted to do better. Desperately, they wanted to conform, to file into their place in life, to serve Turr how every shroomperson was expected to. 

	Why did it seem such an impossible task?

	Before they could promise to make it up to him, the planet beneath them groaned.

	“What’s—” Resley frowned, the words cut from his lips as a violent quake threw them to the ground .

	The entire planet shook so violently, Invidia felt their flesh grind against the rocks below, the force rendering them helpless. 

	Resley yelled something, but Invidia’s head throbbed too much to hear. When they touched their headcap, their hand came back covered in smashed, rubbery flesh. The world spun around them.

	Warm hands hauled them to their feet.  

	“Run!” Resley dropped the baby vines, accidentally trampling them as he grabbed Invidia’s shoulders. “Don’t look, run!”

	Invidia blinked, trying to straighten the world that only continued to spin in a blurry mess. Their head pounded, their body screaming in protest against the shaking ground, against the cuts lining their form. Screams filled the air. Sirens blared.

	“Invidia! Just go!”

	But they couldn’t. Their eyes found the human city and the sight they beheld rooted them to the spot. 

	Huge fungi burst out of metal buildings. Vines snaked up the alien structures, tearing them apart, prying the sheets of metal from their frames. Humans were thrown from the buildings, their screams chasing them before the sickening crunch of their bodies filled the air. 

	Turr was fighting back.

	Their mind couldn’t comprehend the horror. “What’s happening?” They’d never felt fear before, not like this. Not in the way that they thought it would kill them if they felt any more of it. “What’s going on?”

	The roar of hundreds of jet engines filled their air. Alarms from the human city wailed. The smell of death wafted up to Invidia’s button nose.

	Resley spoke desperately, pushing against them, trying to herd them away to safety.

	But Invidia didn’t want to run away. They didn’t want to be safe. They wanted to fight. To mean something.

	With wide eyes, they stepped toward the chaos.

	Explosions rippled across the land as the humans’ shuttles lifted from platforms they hadn’t moved from in years. Several crept into the sky, hanging still as if an invisible force held them back. Moments later, a few of the engines gave out. The ships fell to Turr’s surface. Explosions and fire blinded Invidia, but even still, they didn't turn away.

	The destruction was simply too overwhelming, the amount of death too incompressible.

	Even Resley stopped fighting against them, frozen in place. Together, they watched the other shuttles take to the air, several of them exploding mid-flight. The sky rained with fire and metal. In the near distance, Isagani became pockmarked from falling debris.

	“This isn’t happening. This isn’t real,” Invidia whispered, but it was.

	All of it was real.

	Then, as if in one last attack against the planet they hadn’t been able to tame or subdue, the humans pushed their ships into hyperdrive, dumping thousands of gallons of toxins into the sky.

	For a long moment, everything fell silent as a haze of black death floated down toward Turr.

	Then the sound of the planet’s screams filled the air.

	The planet shook, as if striving to flee the destruction.

	The black haze settled.

	The darkness began to spread.

	Tight vines wrapped themselves around Invidia, sheltering them from the nightmare.

	“It’s going to be alright, Invidia.” Resley whispered. tenderly. “Don’t cry. Don’t cry.”

	Invidia hadn’t even known they were crying until they felt their wet face pressed against Resley’s chest, his body quivering with the same fear that paralyzed their own.

	“It’s alright,” he murmured as darkness filled the land. The moss beneath their feet began to turn black. Poison crept into their toes.

	“I
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