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    Editorial: May 2019

    John Joseph Adams | 377 words

    Welcome to Lightspeed’s 108th issue.

    Usually, artwork is commissioned to illustrate a story, but we’re turning things on their heads! Our cover this month is from the multi-award-winning artist Julie Dillon, and it served as the inspiration for Kathleen Kayembe’s science fantasy novelette “The Ocean That Fades Into Sky.” It’s a tale that asks “What happens to the gods of a planet when human beings arrive to terraform it?”

    If you’re a fan of superhero stories, you’ll enjoy the new fantasy short from Adam-Troy Castro called “The Minor Superhero at Home, After His Series Ends.” We also have fantasy reprints by Debbie Urbanski (“The Portal”) and Kurt Fawver (“The Convexity of Our Youth”).

    Our first original SF short is set in a war-torn futuristic India. It’s called “This Way to Paradise,” by Rati Mehrotra. Our other piece of original science fiction—Matthew Kressel’s “Truth Is Like the Sun”—looks at the effects of the first pop music concert broadcast from space. We’re also reprinting science fiction by Max Gladstone (“The Iron Man”) and Nancy Kress (“Cocoons”).

    Of course in the nonfiction department, we have our usual assortment of author spotlights. Our feature interview is with frequent Lightspeed contributor Ashok K. Banker. We also have the latest installments in our book and media review columns.

    If you’re an ebook reader, you’ll get to enjoy an ebook-exclusive reprint of “Fallow” by Sofia Samatar, and an excerpt from An Illusion of Thieves by Cate Glass.

    Awards News

    As you may recall, back in March, we told you about how two of our authors, José Pablo Iriarte and Sarah Pinsker, were named 2018 Nebula finalists. Both José’s novelette, “The Substance of My Lives, the Accidents of Our Births” (lightspeedmagazine.com/fiction/substance-lives-accidents-births) and Sarah’s short story, “The Court Magician” (lightspeedmagazine.com/fiction/the-court-magician) were published in Lightspeed’s January 2018 issue.

    Now we’re pleased to also announce that Sarah Pinsker’s story is also a finalist for the Hugo Award, as is frequent Lightspeed cover artist Galen Dara. Congrats to them both!
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR

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

    Nancy Kress | 4954  words

    A recon detail brought in another one just after dawn. The soldiers had donned full biohazard suits; nothing could convince them that this wasn’t contagious. They set the body on a gurney. I wheeled it into a quarantine room and inspected it.

    This time, for the first time, it was a child. A girl, about eleven years old. Half of her face was still visible.

    • • • •

    “The whole premise sounds ludicrous,” Colonel Terence Jamison said, stirring more sugar into his coffee.

    He wasn’t at all what I’d expected. Thirty minutes off the ship from HQ on New Eden, he sat diffidently on the edge of a foamcast chair in my cluttered office as if visiting a priest to confess sins. Slightly built, soft-spoken, he seemed reluctant to meet my gaze with his pale, milky-blue eyes. Out of uniform, he wouldn’t look like much, certainly not a senior officer in the Seven Planets United Space Corps.

    I said, “Maybe it is ridiculous. After all, we have no documented proof, only anecdotes from, in most cases, unreliable sources.”

    Jamison blinked at me. “Dr. Seybert—”

    “Nora, please.” I am a civilian contractor, and this was a “courtesy visit.” Yeah, right.

    “Nora, to tell the truth, I’m not even sure why I’m here. Someone up the chain of command got a bee in their bonnet.”

    He was not telling the truth, and had Jamison ever seen a bee? I hadn’t. Both New Eden, where I’d been born, and this outpost on Windsong pollinated their native plants by wind or bird. I knew exactly why Jamison was here, and both possible outcomes of his mission.

    Neither was good.

    “Dr. . . . Nora,” he said, “shall we get started?”

    • • • •

    
      I am Elizabeth DiPortio. I hate my life. I choose this change. It can’t be worse.
    

    • • • •

    “My god,” Jamison said. And then, “I didn’t know . . .” And finally, regaining composure, “Briefing pictures were inadequate.”

    “Yes,” I said.

    We stood beside the gurney. The “spiders,” which were not really spiders, had done more of their work. A thin, filmy web of very fine, dull red filaments was being spun over her naked body. The spiders worked unevenly; her forehead, neck and genitals were as yet completely uncovered, while her eyes, neck, and budding breasts were already sealed into the cocoon.

    Jamison’s face twisted in revulsion. “Why don’t you wash it all off her?”

    He knew the answer to this already; it was in ten years’ of situation briefings. So we were going to be playing games. He would pretend ignorance, hoping that my answers would reveal whatever information the Corps thought, suspected, or hoped I was holding back. There wasn’t any, but try convincing HQ Special Ops of that. I knew as much about Jamison as he did about me; I have friends at HQ. The stakes here were too high to not play along.

    So I said, “We tried internal and external laving, in the early years. Twice. Both patients died. You see the ‘spiders’ but you don’t see the biofilms that have invaded her nostrils, mouth, anus, vagina, ears. Those early autopsies revealed them. She’s being colonized by sheets of microorganisms, changed from the inside out. Go ahead, you can touch her—both spiders and microbes have already attuned to her DNA. They won’t do anything to you.”

    He didn’t touch her. “Is she in pain?”

    “No.” He’d never glanced at the monitors, which showed plainly that her brain waves registered no pain. He was not a doctor.

    “Who is she?”

    “We verified that only a few hours ago. Her name is Elizabeth Jane DiPortio, a Corps dependent. Her mother is a grunt at the mining base; she’s been sent for and will be shuttled here from the coast. Her father is a civilian dependent and, preliminary report says, a drunk. He may have abused her.”

    “This wasn’t seen and dealt with?” Disapproval dripped off him. Not compassion—disapproval. Drunk or abused dependents did not meet Corps regulations. Under his mask of diffidence, Jamison was a martinet. And he handled Windsong’s gravity, lighter than New Eden’s by point two gee, like a man used to a lot of interstellar travel.

    “Colonel,” I said pleasantly, “Alpha Beta Base has over 6,500 people now, military and civilian. We can’t see and deal with everything.”

    He nodded, blinking in that deceptively harmless way: Nobody here but us rabbits. “Tell me what is changing inside her.”

    “Her digestive flora—the microbes from her mouth to her rectum—are being destroyed, augmented, or replaced with ones that are part of the biofilms. Which are, of course DNA-based—panspermia, you know.” I was being condescending. He didn’t react. “Most of her organs are being modified only enough to accommodate the new microbes, with the exception of her vocal chords. They’re being drastically reconfigured to make sounds at a pitch above human hearing.”

    “To communicate with what?”

    “We don’t know. Maybe only each other. It’s a big planet, Colonel, and the Corps is still just a speck on it. Two specks: base and the mining operations in the mountains.”

    “Yes,” he said, smiling, without mirth, in response to my condescension. I hated him. “I know. How do the . . . the . . .”

    “We don’t know. Some Terran spiders inject their prey with venom that digests tissue. Maybe these spiders are injecting something that denatures DNA, or activates parts of it. Maybe the microbes are injecting some of their own DNA into the host and taking over selected cell machinery, like viruses. But most likely the process has no real Terran analogy.”

    “How much of this microbial activity is affecting her brain?”

    “Some of it, although it’s impossible to quantify. The smallest invaders are the size of viruses. They can get past the blood-brain barrier just as some viruses can.” This was why Colonel Jamison was here.

    For the first time, he looked directly at me. “I want to see a finished product.”

    “They are not products, Colonel. We call them ‘moths.’ And we don’t—”

    “Moths? Do they have any sort of wings?”

    “No, of course not. I admit the name is a little fanciful. We don’t keep them on the base after they emerge from the cocoons. They head out to the bush.”

    “But some wander back. One is here now.”

    His intelligence was better than I thought. The Warrens tried to keep their son’s visits a secret.

    Jamison said, “I want to see Brent Warren.”

    • • • •

    
      We am Elizabeth DiPortio. We hate my life. We choose this change. It can’t be worse.
    

    • • • •

    The first one was an accident. Ten years ago, Corporal Nathan Carter, Private Sully O’Keefe, and Private Sarah Lanowski went off-base to “party” in the bush. This was really stupid because Windsong is home to predators, including one beast as large as a rhinoceros. There may be even larger, more dangerous animals on this huge, mostly unexplored continent. But the three soldiers were all young and, like young everywhere, considered themselves invulnerable. There was alcohol, drugs, sex. The next afternoon O’Keefe and Lanowski, already AWOL, staggered back to the base. Carter was missing. A search detail found him a quarter mile away. The spiders and biofilms had already started cocooning him. We put him in quarantine, laved the filaments off him, hit him with broad spectrum antibiotics and anti-virals and everything else in the medical arsenal. His heart stopped and he died.

    Since then, there have been twenty-two more. Some were accidents, some may have been suicides. Most occurred at the mining camp, a rougher environment in both geographical and human terms. Here, where the ground is flat enough for the spaceport, it’s easier to maintain the chemical-soaked perimeter that keeps out the spiders. No one has ever been cocooned within the base.

    Elizabeth DiPortio deliberately walked off base, alone, at night. Brent Warren was taken at the mining camp. He was the only moth, until Elizabeth, who had a family here to return to.

    The SPUSC skimmer set down a mile from base, on a flat meadow between woods and the river. A rover already sat there. The pilot turned off the engine. Jamison said to me, “That’s not a Corps rover. The family has its own?”

    “It belongs to their church, which loans it to them. The Warrens are good people, Colonel. A close family, which may be why Brent made his way from the mining camp back here, and why he wants to see them every few months.”

    “How does he—”

    “He just comes here and waits. Eventually a dronecam spots him and someone lets the family know.”

    His mouth tightened. “A Corps dronecam.”

    “Which is not diverted from its usual business by noticing Brent.” The more I saw of Jamison, the more frightened I felt.

    “Where are the Warrens and . . . and him?”

    He had almost said “it.” I snapped, “How should I know?” He looked at me—quiet, diffident, rabbit-harmless—and said nothing. I added, “We wait.” I climbed out of the skimmer. Jamison followed. The wind that gave the planet its ridiculously lyrical name blew in our faces. Warm, sweet-smelling wind, neither breeze nor gale, blew from sunrise to sunset.

    A few minutes later, Gina and Ted Warren emerged from the trees. They had their little girl with them, whose name I couldn’t remember. Brent trailed behind. Just a normal family, out for a Saturday walk.

    Jamison drew a sharp breath.

    Brent Warren walked lightly, fluidly, like a dancer. He was naked. The cocooning stage lasts for about a week—sometimes longer, sometimes shorter. We don’t know why. What emerges is not human. The form still has two legs, two arms, torso, and head. The dull-red skin bristles with tiny projections—not hair, not fur, not scales—whose function is unknown. It’s the head that causes revulsion.

    Brent’s face bulged in a round, smooth ball. The two early autopsies showed that tissue had been added beneath the skin, containing organelles of unknown function that sent tendrils deep into the brain. On the surface of Brent’s face, features had been minimized. His nose was now two small nostrils, his mouth a lipless slit without the levator muscles that enable smiles or frowns. Above the face, on the top of his head, was a second, smaller bulge. Only his eyes remained the same, gray flecked with green, and it was into their son’s eyes that the Warrens mostly looked.

    They stopped walking, uncertain, when they saw us. Gina smiled, but her eyes flicked over Jamison’s uniform. Ted did not smile. Both worked as civilian contractors for the Corps, and both had been planning to leave before this happened to Brent. Now they would stay, to be near him. But the Warrens, no less than the rest of us, knew what rumors would have reached HQ.

    “Colonel Jamison, this is Ted and Gina Warren, their daughter . . . uh . . .”

    “Elise,” Gina said.

    “Yes, sorry, Elise. And this is Brent.”

    Brent stared without expression at Jamison. His lipless mouth moved slightly, but whatever he said, in whatever unimaginable language, it was not said to us.

    • • • •

     am Elizabeth DiPortio.  hate my life.  choose this change. It can’t be worse.

    • • • •

    Jamison took charge of the meeting, raising his voice to be heard over the river and the wind but keeping his deferential, rabbity manner. Nonetheless, we felt compelled to answer his questions. He was Corps, and Corps ruled Windsong.

    “Mr. Warren, can you talk to your son?”

    “No.”

    “Do you communicate through gestures?”

    “Mostly, yes.”

    “Could you demonstrate for me?”

    Ted Warren’s jaw set. Gina put a hand on her husband’s arm and said, “We can try. Brent, dear, please show Colonel Jamison the herbs you found for us.”

    Brent did not move. But his left hand was lightly curled, as if he held something in it.

    “Please, Brent.”

    Nothing.

    Gina moved as if to touch her son’s left hand. Ted stopped her. “He doesn’t want to, honey.”

    Elise moved behind Gina and clutched her mother’s legs.

    Gina said to Jamison, “Well, he showed us some herbs, and then gave us some.” She held out her own hand, which held a bunch of small purplish stalks with purplish leaves. “I told him I had a headache and he picked me these and pantomimed chewing them.”

    I said quickly, “Please don’t eat them, Gina. Brent’s metabolism is—may be—much different from yours. Now.”

    Jamison was not interested in anybody’s metabolism. He said, “This . . . Brent understands English still? He knows what you say to him?”

    “Yes,” Ted said. His dislike of Jamison rose off him like heat.

    “Has he understood you ever since he came out of the cocoon?”

    “Yes.”

    “If you give him an order, does he follow it?”

    “I don’t give him orders.”

    “Does he volunteer information, through gesture or pantomime or any other means, in addition to responding to what you say?”

    We were coming to it now.

    “Yes,” Ted said.

    “What kind of information?”

    Gina said, “He tells us he is well and happy. Before I ask.”

    “How does he tell you that?” Jamison asked.

    Before she could answer, or Ted could say something sharp, Brent stepped forward. One step, two. Jamison didn’t shrink back—I’ll give him that—but in the skimmer, the pilot tensed. She raised the gun I’d suspected she’d held on her lap and leveled it at Brent. The Warrens did not see. I don’t know if Brent did, or if he understood, but he stopped walking. His lipless mouth moved, talking to air—certainly not to us, since he must have known we couldn’t hear him. Who or what else was listening?

    Brent half-turned toward his parents and raised his right hand to his mouth. He pressed his mouth to the hand and then blew toward the Warrens. A kiss.

    Then he was gone, loping into the woods, disappearing among the trees.

    I never cry, but I felt my eyes prickle.

    Jamison said, “Does he never touch you directly?”

    “He does, yes,” Gina said quickly, before Ted could answer.

    “When he touches you, do those projections on him feel sticky, scaly, or something else?”

    “Go to hell,” Ted said.

    • • • •

     am Elizabeth DiPortio. æ hate my life. Ø . It will be good.

    • • • •

    In the skimmer, I said, “You never got to what you actually wanted to ask. You alienated them, and you did it deliberately. Why?”

    Jamison said mildly, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And then, “They shouldn’t bring that child near that naked thing.”

    I didn’t answer. I needed to think. Jamison was not doing what he was sent here to do, and I could only think of one possible reason why.

    • • • •

     am Elizabeth DiPortio. æ my life. Ø  . It will be good.

    • • • •

    At the clinic, Elizabeth DiPortio’s parents sat in an exam room. Kurt, my assistant, said, “I wouldn’t let them into your office, and I certainly wouldn’t let them in to see the patient, I don’t care who they are.” He scowled.

    Peter DiPortio sat slumped in a chair, eyes half closed, smelling of sweat and alcohol. Beverly DiPortio, a muscular woman in her thirties, was garbed in miner’s gear and stomping fury. “How the fuck did you let this happen to my daughter! I work for the Corps, you’re supposed to look after us, and now you . . . them . . .”

    “I’m sorry this has happened to Elizabeth,” I said, “but it was not the Corps’ responsibility, nor mine. Elizabeth left camp at night. Apparently no one was at home to notice.”

    Peter DiPortio muttered, “Bad seed.”

    I thought I hadn’t heard him right. Before I could ask him to repeat, Beverly said, “I want to see Elizabeth!”

    “Certainly. But I must prepare you for—”

    “Cut the crap. I want to see her!”

    I led them to Elizabeth’s room. Peter shambled tensely, a gait I could not have imagined. The bottom half of his body lurched along, but his face and shoulders clenched with fear. For Elizabeth? No—the moment he saw her, his face relaxed.

    Beverly said, “She’s too far gone. I seen this, at the camp. You’ll have to destroy her.”

    I felt my mouth fall open.

    “She ain’t human anymore,” Beverly said, and there was pain in her voice but not as much pain as revulsion.

    “That isn’t going to happen, ma’am.”

    She turned on me. “It’s my right! She’s my kid! Give me the papers to sign!”

    Peter was gazing at Elizabeth’s mouth, half covered with red filaments. “Can she still talk?”

    I lost it. Jamison, this child, these horrific parents . . . I snapped, “Yes, when she wakes up she can talk. When she comes out of her cocoon. The Corps is interested in what she’ll say.”

    He believed the lie. His face paled. Then he staggered sideways and nearly fell, catching himself awkwardly on the doorjamb. Beverly threw him a look of deep and total disgust, pushed past him, and strode out of the room.

    I stayed a long time beside Elizabeth’s bed, watching the mite-sized spiders work. I couldn’t quiet my mind. Then I told Kurt to cancel my afternoon appointments, let the nurses see any walk-ins, and page me for any emergencies. I signed out a rover and drove to the Warren bungalow.

    • • • •

     am Elizabeth DiPortio. æ my  . Ø  . It will be  .

    • • • •

    Anybody who says that we understand human motivation, that we can formulate simple and clear reasons for why people what they do, is either lying or naïve. Standing in the Warrens’ neat bungalow, surrounded by photos of Elise and a pre-cocooned Brent, I thought that I would give everything I had to never see the inside of the DiPortio’s bungalow. A deep, heartfelt, completely irrelevant thought.

    “Gina, Ted, I need to ask you some things, and I want you to trust me when I say that the questions are important. You’ve heard the rumors about moths?”

    Ted said, “We’re not discussing that, Nora.”

    “If we don’t, we may all die.”

    His eyes widened. I had planned it this way, to compel his attention and, I’d hoped, his compliance. But Ted Warren was not an easy man to compel. He said, “You’ll have to explain that.”

    “I don’t want to yet, because I’m not sure. Could you just—”

    “It’s Colonel Jamison, isn’t it?” Gina said. A look passed between her and Ted, one of those married-couple looks that say so much more than outsiders can discern. She followed it with, “We’ll tell you anything you want to know, provided you agree to not tell anyone—anyone at all—without our say-so.”

    “Yes,” I said, and wondered how much this lie would cost me in the future. “Have you heard the rumors about moths?”

    “Of course,” Gina said. And then again, hands clasped together so tightly that the knuckles bulged blue, “Of course.”

    Everyone had heard the rumors. A moth, a former engineer, supposedly had appeared to a miner taking an ill-advised walk outside the mining camp. The moth pantomimed falling; the next day, a section of mine collapsed, destroying two expensive bots. But . . . the strolling miner had been on recreational drugs. A moth had supposedly stood in the road between the mine and spaceport, stopping a loaded ore transport. Nobody knew what to do, so the tableau froze while the drivers argued: Run her over? Inch forward and hope she moves? She did, after five minutes. The transport reached a bridge five minutes after the bridge had collapsed. There were more stories, but most could be coincidences; a lot of the narrators were unreliable; pantomime is not a precise method of communication; some “pre-cognitive warnings” could be after-the-fact interpretations.

    Rumors. Factions. An amateur evolutionary biologist—the outpost didn’t yet have the real thing—offered the theory that, once, all humans had pre-verbal awareness of the near future, as a survival mechanism. That had disappeared with the Great Leap Forward, the sudden, still unexplained spurt of human culture forty to fifty thousand years ago on Earth’s vanished savannahs. Increased creativity and rationality had replaced the ability to sense the future that, like a river, always flowed toward us, its rapids heard before they could be seen. But the ability, latent, was still locked in our genes. Massive genetic alteration could free it.

    Did I believe this theory? I didn’t know. A doctor is a scientist, committed to rationality. But I also knew that ideas of “the rational” were subject to change. The list of things once derided as irrational included a round Earth, germs, an expanding universe, and quantum mechanics. HQ thought that moths’ pre-cognition deserved at least minimal investigation.

    I said, as gently as I could, “Gina, has Brent ever told you anything that later came true?”

    Ted made a motion as if to stop her, but said nothing. Gina said, “Yes.”

    “Tell me. Please.”

    “We . . . we went to see him. At the usual place by the river. While we were visiting, Brent suddenly pushed us all back into the rover. He was frantic. We got in and he ran off into the woods. Then one of those big animals like a rhinoceros came out of the woods and charged the rover. It almost knocked it over. We barely got away alive.”

    “Could Brent have heard or smelled the animal?”

    “I don’t think so. We sat in the rover talking for at least fifteen minutes before the animal arrived. Elise wasn’t with us and I was crying.”

    Ted said, “It might have been coincidence.” His face said he didn’t believe it.

    I said, “Were there other times?”

    Gina said, “One other time. We—”

    Ted cut her off. “We’ve been straight with you, Nora, because we trust you. Now you trust us. What’s happening with Jamison?”

    “I don’t know for sure. But I think HQ will do anything to stop what they see as a possible epidemic of cocooning. Jamison sees moths as a dire threat to what it means to be human, and he’s making the decision. The only way to sway him is to show that people like Brent have potential value to the Army. A battalion accompanied by a moth who can see what an enemy will do in the future would be—”

    “No,” Ted said.

    “Ted, I think he might destroy all the—”

    “Let him try. Our boy and the others can take care of themselves. They know how to live off the wilderness and it’s a big, unexplored planet! Plus, they might know in advance when the Army would strike.”

    It was almost unbearable to say my next words. “Jamison knows that. He knows that if HQ wants to destroy the moths, they would have to destroy all of us and quarantine the planet.”

    Ted and Gina stared at me. Gina finally said, “They wouldn’t. You said this was only speculation on your part. And if they quarantined the planet, there wouldn’t be any need to destroy the humans on it.”

    “If we all become moths and later another expedition comes to Windsong—”

    “More speculation!” Ted snapped. “But I’ll tell you what isn’t speculation—what they’ll do to Brent if we give him up to ‘save’ ourselves. They’ll take him to HQ and examine him in ways that . . . it would be torture, Nora. Maybe even murder, to see what makes his brain so different.”

    “The alternative is that maybe we all die.”

    “I doubt that,” Ted said, and Gina nodded.

    They wanted, needed, to doubt it.

    As I left, Ted said, “Remember, you promised to keep all of this to yourself. Everything we said. You promised.”

    “Yes,” I said. “I did.”

    • • • •

     am Elizabeth DiPortio. æ my  . Ø  . It   .

    • • • •

    I sat in my office at the clinic, in the dark. No one was on duty; we had no patients except Elizabeth and there was nothing any of us could do for her. Moonlight from Windsong’s larger moon, delicate and silvery as filigree, flowed through the window. It was light enough to see my untouched glass of expensive, Earth-exported Scotch.

    Time as a river. I saw Brent and the other moths standing on its banks, just beyond a bend, looking into water the rest of us could not yet see. I remembered how Jamison had deliberately alienated the Warrens before they could say anything positive about Brent. I saw Jamison’s revulsion at the sight of Brent and Elizabeth. It wasn’t even revulsion but something deeper, some primitive urge to so completely destroy a perceived enemy that they could never rise again: the urge that made Romans salt all the fields of Carthage, Hitler try to exterminate all the Jews. I saw the base and the mining camp burning and cratered, reduced to smoking rubble by weapons fired from space. I saw myself as wrong for thinking all this: melodramatic, building a case purely on speculation. I saw the decision I had to make as two roads, both shrouded in mist, and both leading to tragedy. I saw—

    Something moved in the hallway.

    I rose quietly, heart hammering, and crept in the dark toward the door.

    • • • •

     am  . æ Ø  , It   .

    • • • •

    Elizabeth—post-cocooned Elizabeth, who should not have emerged for another day—stumbled along the hallway. I turned on the light. Her round, inhuman face showed no emotion. She extended an unsteady arm and, her movements in her altered body not yet coordinated, took my hand and tugged me along the hallway to the clinic’s back door.

    Why did I let her? Was there some faint, latent pre-cognitive ability in my brain, too? Later, I would ponder that, without answers.

    We went out the back door just as Peter DiPortio reached the front. From where Elizabeth and I hid in the rover shed, locking it behind us, we heard his crowbar smashing against the door. We heard his drunken shouts that he would kill the thing that had been his daughter. He was, in demeanor and temperament and appearance, the opposite of Colonel Terence Jamison. Yet he was the same.

    I made my decision. It was not a choice between Brent or Elizabeth, not between the force of a promise or the force of reason, not between the good of the many or the good of the few. It was something far more primitive than that, something arising from my hindbrain.

    Survival against a perceived enemy.

    • • • •

    “I don’t believe you,” Jamison said.

    “I know you don’t,” I said. “That’s why I’ll give you Brent Warren. On New Eden you can . . . ‘test’ him to determine exactly how and when moths can see the near future.”

    We stood in the Spartan living room of the Corps guest bungalow, surrounded by the decorations of war: antique crossed swords on the wall, a cast-iron statue of the SPUSC logo on a table. I don’t know who decorated the place. Jamison’s deferential, rabbit-like manner had completely disappeared.

    “No,” he said.

    “Colonel, I don’t think you understand. I’m offering to bring you Brent Warren, to . . . trap him for you, so Army scientists can find ways to use the moths’ pre-cognitive ability. They can—”

    “There is no ability.”

    I gaped at him. “Haven’t you been listening? I saw it. It’s real. Elizabeth DiPortio—”

    “There is no ability. You’re lying, in order to save these inhuman abominations you’re so unaccountably fond of. There is no ability.”

    I said slowly, “Is that what you’re going to report to HQ?”

    “I already have.”

    “I see.”

    “What will they—”

    “I don’t know. I just make the report, doctor. But you should think about this: Suppose this dehumanization spreads to the other six planets? To Earth? To the Corps?”

    “I will think about it,” I said and moved toward him, taking my hand from my pocket.

    • • • •

    In the rover, I force myself to think calmly. I have maybe twelve hours until the Corps begins to wonder why Jamison has not contacted them. I don’t know how much time will be left after that. I don’t know how many other Corps soldiers on Windsong will believe me, or will rate their loyalty to the Corps above everything else. I don’t know how long it will take to spread the word to 6,500 people. I will start with the Warrens. I am on my way to their place now.

    Twelve hours. In that time, a great many people can escape into the wilderness, can fan out into small groups hard to track, can get into the planet’s numerous caves or beyond the range of space weapons concentrated onto two small settlements. They cannot eradicate everybody. People can carry supplies until we learn to live off this planet. We have few old or sick. Brent will help us, and maybe more moths will, too. Some of us will become moths. That is inevitable. But we will be alive.

    There are all kinds of cocoons. Time is one. Rigid organizational rules are another. But the most deadly cocoon may be the limitations of what humans consider human. Perhaps it’s time to emerge.

    Twelve hours. I don’t know how many people I can save in that time. But I do know this: Twelve hours is enough for the spiders to begin work on Jamison’s body, held immobile by a non-fatal dose of ketamine from my syringe in the ditch where Elizabeth and I dumped him.

    I hope to meet him again someday.

    ©2015 by Nancy Kress. Originally published in Meeting Infinity, edited by Jonathan Strahan. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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    This Way to Paradise

    Rati Mehrotra | 7767  words

    The mountains were beautiful, even though the roads that took you there were broken. Even though the whole world was broken. Tara sat on the side of the pitted road, soaking in the autumnal sun, gazing at the distant snow-capped peaks in awe. Forgetting, for the moment, the ache in her feet and the emptiness in her stomach.

    “The Sivalik Range, children,” said Anju, pointing at the green hills that rose around them. “The word literally means the ‘tresses of Shiva.’ Cross the valley, and you stand at the feet of Pir Panjal, the inner Himalayas.”

    “Can we eat, Auntie?” said Tamar. “Let’s save the geography lesson for later.”

    A familiar, hurt look entered their aunt’s face. Tara wanted to kick Tamar. But she felt as tired as her brother looked. It would be nice to rest and eat—if there was anything left to eat.

    They had been moving for as long as Tara could remember, she and Auntie Anju and Tamar, her older brother. Traveling from field to camp to ditch to abandoned hut, driven by rumors of the Red Cross, MSF, or the World Food Programme. The rumors usually turned out to be false; when war broke out, most international aid agencies fled the Indian subcontinent—at least, the northern half of it.

    But in the last few weeks—ever since they’d met the strange, one-eyed man who called himself Kashif—they hadn’t stopped at all. Anju had driven them on, a fanatical light in her eyes—in the wrong direction, north instead of south. North to the front: the constantly shifting line of Actual Ground Position, over 1900 deadly kilometers curving from Gilgit in the northwest, Siachen Glacier in the north, and Aksai Chin in the east.

    They had begged for scraps of food and bartered whatever little they had until it was gone. Mostly they went on foot, sometimes in the rare truck if they could hitch a ride, and once, memorably, on a stolen bicycle. They cut across Himachal, skirting the River Beas, avoiding the toxic dump of abandoned towns along its shore. It was weird; all the other refugees were headed south. Paradise, reminded their aunt when they complained of hunger or fatigue. We’re going to find Paradise.

    “Okay,” said Anju to Tamar now. “We’ll eat. But it’s important for you to know things. When I was your age, I was in Grade Nine. I studied history and geography and math.”

    “When you were my age, things were normal,” said Tamar, and Tara could see the effort it cost him not to shout.

    “They were not,” retorted Anju. “We were on the brink of nuclear war.”

    “At least you didn’t have to beg or steal or kill someone over a piece of bread!”

    “You didn’t kill anyone, that was just a dog . . .” began Anju, but Tamar turned his back and walked away.

    “Let him be.” Tara put her hand on Anju’s arm as she made to follow. “He’ll be fine.”

    But she wondered about that as her aunt unslung the bag from her shoulders and opened a packet of stale chapatis. Would Tamar be fine? Would any of them ever be fine again? Even if the war stopped and soldiers retreated from the borders and the UN made them all sign another treaty. As if they were naughty children, India and China and Pakistan. Naughty, deadly children who could burn down the whole world if they didn’t stop their games.

    As if they could forget what had happened in Lahore and Karachi, Delhi and Mumbai. As if anyone even understood what had happened. Three countries poised on the brink of Armageddon, when suddenly forty million people vanished without a trace from their key cities—Tara’s parents among them. Governments gone, central command collapsed, and anyone left with any knowledge of the nuclear program was confronted with the existence of a new weapon, lethal beyond their dreams. Who had done it? Where were the bodies? How was it even possible?

    God’s fury, said some. North Korea, said others. Aliens, whispered mad Kashif through spittle-flecked lips. Which made as much or as little sense as anything else.

    Whatever it was, it had pushed the three countries back from the nuclear brink, even if it hadn’t stopped the fighting along the front.

    Tamar rejoined them a little later and they ate in silence by the roadside, one chapati each spiced with a bit of precious pickle. It was nice and quiet in the sun. Tara could smell the pine trees on the hillside below, even hear a bird calling. She wished she could stretch out the moment, make it last.

    But all too soon, their meager meal was finished, and Anju was on her feet. “Let’s go,” she said, brisk. “We still have a couple of hundred kilometers before we arrive in Jammu. Wouldn’t it be nice to get there before Diwali? Wouldn’t that be auspicious?”

    And the fanatical light came back into her eyes, as if she saw something neither of them could.

    • • • •

    A day before Diwali, they arrived at the remains of Bahu Fort in the old town of Jammu, sore-footed and starving.

    “We’re here,” cried Anju, waving her arms at the devastation around them. “We made it.”

    Tara and Tamar stared at her. Their food was long gone, and they’d been surviving on wild berries and plants that Anju claimed were edible. The autumnal damp and the distant roar of machine guns had kept them awake most nights, shivering, huddled together for warmth. There was a deep, aching hole in Tara’s stomach that she thought would never be filled. And their aunt was acting as if they’d soon be at a feast.

    “What happened here?” asked Tara, as they picked their way through the rubbled street. Empty shops gaped on either side like holes of darkness. Ahead of them, the River Tawi glinted in the midday sun. A feral dog snarled at them from behind the safety of a rock.

    Anju shrugged. “What happened everywhere, I suppose. Looting. Blame. Madness. Riots.”

    “Humans are stupid,” muttered Tamar.

    Anju frowned at him. “We need to cross the river. The new town is on the other side, and that’s where Kashif told us to go.”

    They followed her down to the banks of the Tawi and stopped short. The suspension bridge had collapsed. It hung drunkenly over the churning river, snapped cables trailing in the water like lazy black snakes.

    Anju threw up her hands in disgust. “So much for Northern Command. Couldn’t they have fixed the bridge?”

    “They’re probably not expecting visitors,” said Tamar, kicking a stone into the river.

    “Don’t,” said Anju. “The Tawi is sacred. The story goes that the son of the Serpent King brought the river here from Kali Kundi Glacier to cure his father’s illness.”

    Tamar rolled his eyes at Tara, and she knew what he was thinking. They were all sacred rivers, and all polluted as hell. Anju made a point of boiling their water before she judged it safe to drink.

    “Let’s walk along the river,” said Tara before Tamar could say anything. “Maybe there’s another bridge. Maybe they’ll let us through.”

    “And maybe it’s all just a story,” said Tamar. “If this place is so wonderful, how come everyone else isn’t here, clamoring to be let in?”

    “It’s supposed to be a secret,” said Anju, exasperated. “I’ve only told you that about a hundred times. Captain Kashif did not lie.”

    They followed their aunt, jumping over the slick black rocks on the banks of the river. Thick, dark clouds drifted across the sky, blocking the sunlight. Anju hummed, tuneless but cheerful. Tara’s heart ached. There was nothing here for them but broken houses and empty streets. What would their aunt do when she realized that?

    At least it was a goal, finding Paradise. It was something to look forward to, even if it wasn’t real. It gave their mother’s sister—the last adult left in their family—something to do, apart from staring off into space, her eyes turned inward to a past that was dead and gone. And Kashif, even if he was a drunk and a liar, had defected from the fabled Jammu PARA Special Forces. Nobody even knew if the Jammu Special Ops was real. Kashif had worn a patch over his gouged-out eye and hidden his true identity from everyone else at the Meerut camp.

    “Go there,” he had told them one night, his words slurred, his single remaining eye burning. “It’s like Paradise. More than enough food. Good doctors. Completely safe and normal. Everything anyone could want: books, forests, waterfalls, music, lakes, markets. Just like the Kashmir of old. But don’t tell them about me.”

    “Why did you leave?” Tamar had asked, but Kashif had not replied, just rocked himself on his haunches, moaning a little, sounding like an empty vessel in the wind. Tamar and Tara kept away from him after that, but their aunt did not. “Extracting information,” she told them the next morning, and they knew better than to press her.

    That was a month ago, or maybe two. It was hard to keep track of time when every day was much the same struggle to survive. There must have been a time before this wandering the edges of ragged camps, this constant hunger and fatigue. Tara could remember the sights and sounds of Diwali: the flash of firecrackers, the smell of smoke, the noise and the laughter. But Tamar told her she imagined it; she was too little to have seen a real Diwali. Maybe he was jealous of her memories. Maybe he just hated to remember that they had once had so much.

    For herself, Tara liked to picture red-and-yellow boxes of sweets before she fell asleep. Sometimes she daydreamed of gujiya, the sweet dumpling made in huge batches every Diwali, although she could not recall what it tasted like. Maybe Paradise had gujiya. Why not, after all? It was as likely as anything else Kashif had said.

    It began to rain, cold sheets that drenched the clothes and soaked the skin. They ran to take shelter inside the ruins of an old bus station a short distance from the river.

    “It used to snow in Nainital this time of year,” said Anju, once they were inside. “When I was little. Cold wet flakes that I used to catch on the tip of my tongue. And we’d go skating on the pond when it froze over.”

    Tara caught Tamar’s eye. No, don’t say anything. Let her speak. It was better that way. Sometimes Tamar interrupted their aunt, shouted at her, and made her cry. It wasn’t his fault. Wasn’t Anju’s fault either, but Tamar hated it when she talked of the past. Especially when she talked of their parents and grandparents, gone these eight years. What happened to them, Tara used to ask Anju when she was little. And then she learned not to ask, because Anju didn’t have the answers. No one did. But that didn’t stop the questions gnawing Tara’s insides. Where did they go? Are they still alive? Will they ever come back?

    It wasn’t Tamar who interrupted their aunt this time. It was the sound of boots, louder than the patter of rain on the broken roof of the station. Tara shrank back next to her aunt, heart thudding inside her chest.

    The door slammed open and a long, black rifle entered, followed by the man holding it. He was dressed in a faded brown-and-green pixelated pattern that Tara’s eyes skittered over. The face above the uniform was just as hard to see, helmeted and goggled in the same pattern, olive stripes on the cheeks. A light flashed on their faces and they cowered under the soldier’s scrutiny.

    “Civilians,” he said, in a tone between disgust and boredom, and switched off the light. But he still kept the rifle trained on them.

    Another uniformed figure pushed past him, this one unmistakably female. “Or spies,” she said. “You, get up. Hands where I can see them.”

    They stood and raised their hands, Anju pushing them behind her as if that would somehow protect them. “We aren’t spies,” she said, and Tara was proud of the way she spoke, firm and calm. “And you know we have no weapons. Your scanner would have caught them.”

    “Shot a family of four two weeks ago,” said the woman. “Came in across the border, with explosives strapped on their chests. Even the baby.”

    Tara shuddered. Had people always been like this? For all her reminiscing, Anju had been vague on that point.

    “Please,” said Anju, “we’re just refugees looking for shelter and food.”

    “Then why are you here?” demanded the woman. “We’re thirty kilometers from the Pakistani front, and the damned Chinese nipping at our heels. Civilians were evacuated years ago.”

    “We’re looking for Paradise.” The words spilled out before Tara could stop herself. Beside her, her aunt stiffened. Tamar shot her a warning look.

    “What?” said the man.

    “Paradise, you idiot,” said the woman. She quoted, “If there is a paradise on earth, it is here it is here it is here. Amir Khusrau, thirteenth century, Persian poet extraordinaire.”

    “Oh, that’s a good one,” said the man. “Paradise. Well, maybe it was once, but Kashmir is hell now, at least for me.”

    “It’s what you deserve,” said the woman.

    The man gave a mock bow. “You and me both, Bird. You and me both.”

    “But these people,” the woman pointed her rifle at them, “they’re going to Paradise. The real Paradise. Well, folks, you’ll have to die first.”

    “Sorry,” said Tara, although her throat was clogged with fear. “That’s just our name for it. It’s not really called Paradise.” The soldiers studied her, their bodies held in relaxed readiness by years of training and neural enhancements. How little it took to die. Tara swallowed hard.

    “We heard about a special camp in Jammu,” said Anju, gripping her shoulders. “A safe place.”

    “And who told you about this place?” The man’s voice was casual, but Tara was not fooled.

    Anju made a vague gesture. “We were given directions by a man we met at the Meerut camp. Tall, fair-skinned, one-eyed.”

    She was selling out Kashif. Maybe that was what she had planned to do right from the start, but Tara couldn’t help feeling bad for him. Deserters were shot, Kashif had told them.

    Something passed between the two soldiers: a private communication through their optico-neural implants, Tara guessed, combined with silent finger-talk.

    “Come on,” said the woman. “Our CO wants a chat with you.”

    “Will we get food?” asked Tamar as they left the station. “Do you get anything special to eat on Diwali?”

    The woman laughed, a not-pleasant sound. “I’m surprised no one’s eaten you yet,” she said. “And instead of fire crackers, you’ll probably hear gunshots.”

    Not even Tamar had an answer to that.

    • • • •

    The woman was Bird and the man was Tiger. They had no other names to distinguish them, no insignias to denote rank. But the way Tiger deferred to Bird, Tara knew she must be senior to him. The rain had stopped, and they walked along the river, feet squelching in the mud. Tara wished she still had her boots, but she’d outgrown them, and they’d been bartered for food like everything else. All she had were torn canvas slip-ons, a size too large. They were wet and muddy, and her feet hurt, and she’d have blisters tonight.

    They stopped in front of a narrow bridge where Bird conferred with the guards before they were allowed to cross. On the other side of the river was a tall barbed wire fence with a sentry checkpoint. A broad strip of denuded land separated this from another fence with watchtowers on top. Robots patrolled this strip, metal animals on wheels and treads, and any other time Tara would have loved to stay and watch them. But Bird and Tiger hurried them along, occasionally poking them with a rifle butt, which Tara thought mean and unnecessary. As if they really were prisoners or spies.

    They were taken to a long two-story brick building, marched along a corridor, and halted in front of a plain wooden door that swung open for them.

    Inside was a massive desk, screen-covered walls, and, sitting at the desk, one of the largest men Tara had ever seen. He was dressed in a uniform similar to Bird and Tiger, but he didn’t have a helmet or goggles, so Tara could see his face: bald, dark brown, and broken-nosed, with thick eyebrows that met in the middle of his forehead, giving him the appearance of an almost comical villain. Unlike Bird and Tiger, he was old. At least forty-five, Tara decided.

    “Good afternoon,” he said in a deep, pleasant voice. He waved a hand at the chairs on the other side of his desk. “Sit, sit. I trust Bird has been nice to you so far? If not, don’t worry. Her squawk is worse than her slash.”

    “Hahaha,” said Bird, sour, and Tara understood that this was an oft-repeated joke, designed to put people at ease.

    They sat down, their aunt in the middle and Tara and Tamar on either side, the two soldiers standing behind them.

    “Candy?” said the bald man, and he pushed a bowl of little red-and-white balls toward them. “You can call me Wolf,” he added.

    They each took one candy. It was sweet and hard and minty, and Tara longed to take another, but she didn’t. She sucked the candy, sweetness exploding at the back of her tongue.

    “Now,” said Wolf, leaning back comfortably on his chair and beaming at them, “why don’t you tell me all about yourselves. Tiger will get us some of his fantastic tea. And biscuits. Would you like biscuits?”

    “We’d love biscuits,” said Anju.

    Tiger left; Bird stayed, stiff and silent behind them.

    Anju began to speak, halting at first and then faster, the words spilling out as if they had been dammed up inside her. “I’m Anju. These are my sister’s children, Tara and Tamar. They were just two and five when that thing happened in Delhi. We were in Nainital for the summer, but somebody died—I don’t even remember who—and everyone had to go to Delhi for the funeral. I stayed behind with the kids . . .”

    Tara shut her out. On the other side of Anju, she could sense Tamar clenching and unclenching his hands. Poor Tamar, three years older than her, and with so many more memories of a normal world. Or at least, more normal than this one. Surely Tamar could remember Diwali. Surely, he had once held a sparkler in excited toddler hands.

    “Tara? Answer him, please.”

    Tara jerked back to attention to find Wolf watching her with a smile that did not go all the way to his eyes. “Sugar?” he asked.

    “Yes, please,” said Tara. He put two teaspoons of sugar in a cup and passed it to her. She sipped it, hot and sweet and spicy. If the soldiers were going to kill them, they wouldn’t be wasting tea and sugar on them. Sugar was precious, tea even more so. People in camps had fought over tea, died for it. Tara reached for a glucose biscuit, dipped it in her tea, and took a small bite. It melted on her tongue.

    “Tell me about this man Kashif,” said Wolf, pouring a steaming cup for himself. “One-eyed, you said?”

    “Yes,” said Anju. She hesitated. “He told me he paid a nurse to remove the implant in his left eye, so no one could track him.”

    “We have other ways of tracking,” said Wolf. “Go on.”

    She shrugged. “Nothing much to add. He told us to come here, said there was plenty of food and clean water. Told us it was safe, even though it was so close to the border. Said no one got sick here, and it had everything anyone could want: books and trees and flowers.”

    Surprise flashed across Wolf’s face, there and gone in an instant. The first genuine emotion Tara had seen in him.

    “He was drunk at the time,” Anju added quickly. “He sounded crazy, to be honest. I didn’t know whether to believe him or not. But I thought . . .” her voice trailed away.

    What did you think, Auntie? Tara wondered. Did you think we could make it true by wanting it?

    But Wolf seemed to understand. “I’m sorry to disappoint you,” he said. “But there’s no ‘Paradise’ here. Did he tell you about our visitor?” Said in such a casual tone, like an after-thought.

    Anju froze. Wolf nodded. “He did, didn’t he? And he warned you not to talk about it.”

    She clenched the tabletop. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said, but her voice shook, and Tara wanted to hold her, tell her she’d done her best.

    “Please,” said Wolf. “Don’t insult my intelligence. We have many ways of making people talk, ranging from the unpleasant to the horrific. I suggest you tell me everything you know.”

    Behind them, Bird cracked her knuckles.

    Anju opened and shut her mouth a few times. Wolf nodded encouragingly.

    “He said there were aliens,” she said at last, still in that shaky voice that made Tara want to cry. “The aliens vanished everyone in Delhi and Mumbai and all those other cities in Pakistan and China. They drove people crazy. But they were beautiful, the most beautiful thing he had ever known, and when they sang, he could see the entire universe.” She stopped and wiped her forehead. “That’s all I know. I tried asking him more questions, but he didn’t answer.”

    Tara stared at her aunt, biscuit forgotten. This was why Anju had dragged them all the way here. She’d never really believed in Paradise at all. But she’d believed in the aliens. As if aliens could help them survive the
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