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  For forty-five years, the members of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (SFWA) have been reading, pondering, dickering over, and selecting the most exceptional
  works in the genre. Each year, they present the prestigious Nebula Award for Best Novel, Novella (17,500-40,000 words), Novelette (7,500-17,500 words), and Short Story (less than 7,500 words). The
  first ceremonies, in 1965, honored works by Frank Herbert, Brian W. Aldiss, Roger Zelazny, and Harlan Ellison. Not a bad start.


  Throughout each year, the fifteen hundred or so members of SFWA send in recommendations to call attention to works they find worthy of consideration. If a story or novel receives enough
  recommendations within a year of publication, the work is included on that years Preliminary Ballot. The full members of SFWA vote on the shortlisted works to winnow them down to four
  candidates in each category (a special jury can also add works that they feel slipped through the cracks), and thats the final Nebula ballot, from which the winners are chosen.


  Hence, the contents of this Showcase.


  The genres rival award, the Hugo, is chosen by the readers and fans, the equivalent of the Peoples Choice Awards. The Hugo and Nebula audiences tastes dont always
  agree, but both awards are an impressive feather in an authors cap. For me, the final ballots serve another vital purpose: providing SF and fantasy readers with a cream-of-the-crop reading
  list.


  When I grew up as a kid in small-town Wisconsin, with a whole section of the public library devoted to science fiction (as denoted by little rocket stickers on the spines), it was hard to know
  where to start. The section was daunting and huge  six whole shelves filled with science fiction books! I could have begun at the top and worked my way down, which would have made me
  very familiar with Asimov, Bradbury, and Clarke, but I would never have made it to Zelazny. Obviously, not a good system.


  Instead, I turned to the Nebula Awards anthologies for a selection of each years best work; from there, with a checklist of past Nebula novel winners, I was steered toward such
  masterpieces as Ringworld, The Forever War, Rendezvous with Rama, Man Plus, Gateway, Stardance, and many others. I studied the works, learned from them, and (most of all) enjoyed them.


  By age twelve I was already an aspiring writer sending stories out in the mail, and starting my pile of rejection slips. My interest in writing did not go unnoticed, and teachers began to
  encourage me. I got connected with a local book-review service and found myself with as many free novels as I could read, so long as I turned in reviews afterward. (I was only fifteen at the time,
  and book review felt more like a book report.) The book review editor encouraged me to attend a local science fiction convention in Madison, Wisconsin  WisCon. He
  even loaned me the $15 membership fee. That was where I met my very first real-live New York editor, David Hartwell. I was just a high-school kid, too shy to talk much, and I wondered if all
  professional editors wore such strange neckties. (Hartwell, by the way, is also Tors editor for this very book, and we have worked together on other projects as well.)


  After graduating from the University of Wisconsin, I moved away from the Midwest  still wanting to be an author  and took a job in the San Francisco area as a technical writer for
  a large research laboratory. There I discovered a much wider world of fandom, other like-minded aspiring authors, writers workshops, and frequent conventions. I attended my first Nebula
  Awards ceremony in 1985 at the swanky Claremont Hotel in Oakland, California (nobody told me I wasnt supposed to wear my battered Star Wars T-shirt), where I watched Orson Scott Card receive
  the Nebula for Enders Game.


  I published my first professional stories, sold my first novel, then three more novels, joined SFWA as a full member  and suddenly authors and publishers began sending me novels and
  stories to consider for the Nebula Award. Instead of just looking at each years nominees and winners as a list of good fiction to read, I could cast my vote, add my recommendation to books
  and stories that I found particularly noteworthy. It was a heady responsibility (and a tough task for a relatively slow reader). Just keeping up with all the best writing was nearly
  impossible.


  Each years Nebula Awards Showcase certainly helps.


  Tastes and styles have changed over the years, but the works that are recommended and nominated by SFWA members always form a melting pot of science fiction and fantasy: bold ideas, excellent
  world-building, clear and precise prose, or mind-bending experimental writing  the whole gamut.


  This volume is no different. Reading these stories, you will find a wide range of colorful fantasy, experimental speculative fiction, steampunk, edgy near-mainstream, and hard SF. The tales will
  take you from the distant past, to a skewed modern day, to the far future, as well as to sideways points in between. Tor Books has generously allowed us the space to include not only the winning
  works in the three short-form categories, but also all of the nominees in the Novelette and Short Story categories. I guarantee that youll love something here.


  Let the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America show you our best.


  


  FINAL 2009

  NEBULA BALLOT
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      FROM THE AUTHOR: Hooves and the Hovel of Abdel Jameela is actually a prosification of a very short poem I wrote years ago. The poem consisted entirely of a
      single image  an old man somewhere in the medieval Islamic world defying the narrow-minded by declaring his love for a hooved woman. Translating this image into a story, of course,
      introduced deeper demands in terms of plot and character. These demands eventually led to the story that appears here. Most of the characters names, by the way, are vaguely allegorical
      or otherwise playful  Abdel Jameela, for instance, might be roughly translated as servant (or slave) of beauty.

    

  


  AS SOON AS I arrive in the village of Beit Zujaaj I begin to hear the mutters about Abdel Jameela, a strange old man
  supposedly unconnected to any of the local families. Two days into my stay the villagers fall over one another to share with me the rumors that Abdel Jameela is in fact distantly related to the
  esteemed Assad clan. By my third day in Beit Zujaaj, several of the Assads, omniscient as important families always are in these piles of cottages, have accosted me to deny the
  malicious whispers. No doubt they are worried about the bad impression such an association might make on me, favorite physicker of the Caliphs own son.


  The latest denial comes from Hajjar al-Assad himself, the middle-aged head of the clan and the sort of half-literate lout that passes for a Shaykh in these parts. Desperate for the approval of
  the young courtier whom he no doubt privately condemns as an overschooled sodomite, bristlebearded Shaykh Hajjar has cornered me in the villages only caf  if the sitting room
  of a qat-chewing old woman can be called a caf by anyone other than bumpkins.


  I should not be so hard on Beit Zujaaj and its bumpkins. But when I look at the gray rock-heap houses, the withered gray vegetable-yards, and the stuporous gray lives that fill this village, I
  want to weep for the lost color of Baghdad.


  Instead I sit and listen to the Shaykh.


  Abdel Jameela is not of Assad blood, O learned Professor. My grandfather took mercy, as God tells us we must, on the old mans mother. Seventy-and-some years ago she showed up in
  Beit Zujaaj, half-dead from traveling and big with child, telling tales  God alone knows if they were true  of her Assad-clan husband, supposedly slain by highwaymen. Abdel Jameela
  was birthed and raised here, but he has never been of this village. Shaykh Hajjar scowls. For decades now  since I was a boy  he has lived up on the hilltop rather than
  among us. More of a hermit than a villager. And not of Assad blood, he says again.


  I stand up. I can take no more of the mans unctuous voice and, praise God, I dont have to.


  Of course, O Shaykh, of course. I understand. Now, if you will excuse me?


  Shaykh Hajjar blinks. He wishes to say more but doesnt dare. For I have come from the Caliphs court.


  Yes, Professor. Peace be upon you. His voice is like a snuffed candle.


  And upon you, peace. I head for the door as I speak.


  The villagers would be less deferential if they knew of my current position at court  or rather, lack of one. The Caliph has sent me to Beit Zujaaj as an insult. I am here as a reminder
  that the well-read young physicker with the clever wit and impressive skill, whose company the Commander of the Faithfuls own bookish son enjoys, is worth less than the droppings of the
  Caliphs favorite falcon. At least when gold and a Persian nobles beautiful daughter are involved.


  For Gods viceroy the Caliph has seen fit to promise my Shireen to another, despite her love for me. Her husband-to-be is older than her father  too ill, the last I heard, to even
  sign the marriage contract. But as soon as his palsied, liver-spotted hand is hale enough to raise a pen . . .


  Things would have gone differently were I a wealthy man. Shireens father would have heard my proposal happily enough if Id been able to provide the grand dowry he sought. The
  Caliphs son, fond of his brilliant physicker, even asked that Shireen be wedded to me. But the boys fondness could only get me so far. The Commander of the Faithful saw no reason to
  impose a raggedy scholar of a son-in-law on the Persian when a rich old vulture would please the man more. I am, in the Caliphs eyes, an amusing companion to his son, but one whom the boy
  will lose like a doll once he grows to love killing and gold-getting more than learning. Certainly I am nothing worth upsetting Shireens coin-crazed courtier father over.


  For a man is not merely who he is, but what he has. Had I land or caravans I would be a different man  the sort who could compete for Shireens hand. But I have only books and
  instruments and a tiny inheritance, and thus that is all that I am. A man made of books and pittances would be a fool to protest when the Commander of the Faithful told him that his love would soon
  wed another.


  I am a fool.


  My outburst in court did not quite cost me my head, but I was sent to Beit Zujaaj for a time, only, to minister to the villagers as a representative of Our beneficent concern for Our
  subjects. And my fiery, tree-climbing Shireen was locked away to await her half-dead suitors recovery.


  O Professor! Looks like you might get a chance to see Abdel Jameela for yourself! Just outside the caf, the gravelly voice of Umm Hikma the caf-keeper pierces the
  cool morning air and pulls me out of my reverie. I like old Umm Hikma, with her qat-chewers irascibility and her blacksmithish arms. Beside her is a broad-shouldered man I dont know.
  He scuffs the dusty ground with his sandal and speaks to me in a worried stutter.


  P-peace be upon you, O learned Professor. We havent yet met. Im Yousef, the porter.


  And upon you, peace, O Yousef. A pleasure to meet you.


  The pleasures mine, O Professor. But I am here on behalf of another. To bring you a message. From Abdel Jameela.


  For the first time since arriving in Beit Zujaaj, I am surprised. A message? For me?


  Yes, Professor. I am just returned from the old hermits hovel, a half-days walk from here, on the hilltop. Five, six times a year I bring things to Abdel Jameela, you see.
  In exchange he gives a few coins, praise God.


  And where does he get these coins, up there on the hill? Shaykh Hajjars voice spits out the words from the caf doorway behind me. I glare and he falls silent.


  I turn back to the porter. What message do you bear, O Yousef? And how does this graybeard know of me?


  Broad-shouldered Yousef looks terrified. The power of the court. Forgive me, O learned Professor! Abdel Jameela asked what news from the village and I . . . I told him that a court
  physicker was in Beit Zujaaj. He grew excited and told me beg upon his behalf for your aid. He said his wife was horribly ill. He fears she will lose her legs, and perhaps her life.


  His wife? Ive never heard of a married hermit.


  Umm Hikma raises her charcoaled eyebrows, chews her qat, and says nothing.


  Shaykh Hajjar is more vocal. No one save God knows where she came from, or how many years shes been up there. The people have had glimpses only. She doesnt wear the head
  scarf that our women wear. She is wrapped all in black cloth from head to toe and mesh-masked like a foreigner. She has spoken to no one. Do you know, O Professor, what the old rascal said to me
  years ago when I asked why his wife never comes down to the village? He said, She is very religious! The old dog! Where is it written that a woman cant speak to other women?
  Other women who are good Muslims? The old son of a whore! What should his wife fear here? The truth of the matter is


  The truth, O Shaykh, is that in this village only your poor wife need live in fear! Umm Hikma lets out a rockslide chuckle and gives me a conspiratorial wink. Before the
  Shaykh can sputter out his offended reply, I turn to Yousef again.


  On this visit, did you see Abdel Jameelas wife? If he can describe the sick woman, I may be able to make some guesses about her condition. But the porter frowns.


  He does not ask me into his home, O Professor. No one has been asked into his home for thirty years.


  Except for the gifted young physicker from the Caliphs court. Well, it may prove more interesting than what Ive seen of Beit Zujaaj thus far. I do have a fondness for hermits. Or,
  rather, for the idea of hermits. I cant say that I have ever met one. But as a student I always fantasized that I would one day be a hermit, alone with God and my many books in
  the barren hills.


  That was before I met Shireen.


  There is one thing more, Yousef says, his broad face looking even more nervous. He asked that you come alone.


  My heartbeat quickens, though there is no good reason for fear. Surely this is just an old hater-of-mens surly whim. A physicker deals with such temperamental oddities as often as
  maladies of the liver or lungs. Still . . . Why does he ask this?


  He says that his wife is very modest and that in her state the frightening presence of men might worsen her illness.


  Shaykh Hajjar erupts at this. Bah! Illness! More likely theyve done something shameful they dont want the village to know of. Almighty God forbid, maybe
  they


  Whatever malicious thing the Shaykh is going to say, I silence it with another glare borrowed from the Commander of the Faithful. If the woman is ill, it is my duty as a Muslim and a
  physicker to help her, whatever her husbands oddities.


  Shaykh Hajjars scowl is soul-deep Forgive me, O Professor, but this is not a matter of oddities. You could be in danger. We know why Abdel Jameelas wife hides away, though
  some here fear to speak of such things.


  Umm Hikma spits her qat into the road, folds her powerful arms, and frowns. In the name of God! Dont you believe, Professor, that Abdel Jameela, who couldnt kill an ant,
  means you any harm. She jerks her chin at Shaykh Hajjar. And you, O Shaykh, by God, please dont start telling your old lady stories again!


  The Shaykh wags a finger at her. Yes, I will tell him, woman! And may Almighty God forgive you for mocking your Shaykh! Shaykh Hajjar turns to me with a grim look. O
  learned Professor, I will say it plainly: Abdel Jameelas wife is a witch.


  A witch? The last drops of my patience with Beit Zujaaj have dripped through the water clock. It is time to be away from these people. Why would you say such a thing, O
  Shaykh?


  The Shaykh shrugs. Only God knows for certain, he says. His tone belies his words.


  May God protect us all from slanderous ill-wishers, I say.


  He scowls. But I have come from the Caliphs court, so his tone is venomously polite. It is no slander, O Professor. Abdel Jameelas wife consorts with ghouls. Travelers have
  heard strange noises coming from the hilltop. And hoofprints have been seen on the hill-path. Cloven hoofprints, O Professor, where there are neither sheep nor goats.


  No! Not cloven hoofprints! I say.


  But the Shaykh pretends not to notice my sarcasm. He just nods. There is no strength and no safety but with God.


  God is great, I say in vague, obligatory acknowledgment. I have heard enough rumor and nonsense. And a sick woman needs my help. I will leave as soon as I gather my things.
  This Abdel Jameela lives up the road, yes? On a hill? If I walk, how long will it take me?


  If you do not stop to rest, you will see the hill in the distance by noontime prayer, says Umm Hikma, who has a new bit of qat going in her cheek.


  I will bring you some food for your trip, Professor, and the stream runs alongside the road much of the way, so youll have no need of water. Yousef seems relieved that
  Im not angry with him, though I dont quite know why I would be. I thank him then speak to the group.


  Peace be upon you all.


  And upon you, peace, they say in near-unison.


  In my room, I gather scalpel, saw, and drugs into my pack  the kid-leather pack that my beloved gifted to me. I say more farewells to the villagers, firmly discourage their company, and
  set off alone on the road. As I walk, rumors of witches and wife-beaters are crowded out of my thoughts by the sweet remembered sweat-and-ambergris scent of my Shireen.


  After an hour on the rock-strewn road, the late-morning air warms. The sound of the stream beside the road almost calms me.


  Time passes and the sun climbs high in the sky. I take off my turban and caftan, make ablution by the stream, and say my noon prayers. Not long after I begin walking again, I can make out what
  must be Beit Zujaaj Hill off in the distance. In another hour or so I am at its foot.


  It is not much of a hill, actually. There are buildings in Baghdad that are taller. A relief, as I am not much of a hill-climber. The rocky path is not too steep, and green sprays of grass and
  thyme dot it  a pleasant enough walk, really. The sun sinks a bit in the sky and I break halfway up the hill for afternoon prayers and a bit of bread and green apple. I try to keep my soul
  from sinking as I recall Shireen, her skirts tied up scandalously, knocking apples down to me from the high branches of the Caliphs orchard trees.


  The rest of the path proves steeper and I am sweating through my galabeya when I finally reach the hilltop. As I stand there huffing and puffing my eyes land on a small structure thirty yards
  away.


  If Beit Zujaaj Hill is not much of a hill, at least the hermits hovel can be called nothing but a hovel. Stones piled on stones until they have taken the vague shape of a dwelling. Two
  sickly chickens scratching in the dirt. As soon as I have caught my breath a man comes walking out to meet me. Abdel Jameela.


  He is shriveled with a long gray beard and a ragged kaffiyeh, and I can tell he will smell unpleasant even before he reaches me. How does he already know Im here? I dont have much
  time to wonder, as the old man moves quickly despite clearly gouty legs.


  You are the physicker, yes? From the Caliphs court?


  No peace be upon you, no how is your health, no pleased to meet you. Life on a hilltop apparently wears away ones manners. As if reading my
  thoughts, the old man bows his head in supplication.


  Ah. Forgive my abruptness, O learned Professor. I am Abdel Jameela. Thank you. Thank you a thousand times for coming. I am right about his stink, and I thank God he does not try to
  embrace me. With no further ceremony I am led into the hovel.


  There are a few stained and tattered carpets layered on the packed-dirt floor. A straw mat, an old cushion, and a battered tea tray are the only furnishings. Except for the screen. Directly
  opposite the door is a tall, incongruously fine cedar-and-pearl latticed folding screen, behind which I can make out only a vague shape. It is a more expensive piece of furniture than any of the
  villagers could afford, Im sure. And behind it, no doubt, sits Abdel Jameelas wife.


  The old man makes tea hurriedly, clattering the cups but saying nothing the whole while. The scent of the seeping mint leaves drifts up, covering his sour smell. Abdel Jameela sets my tea before
  me, places a cup beside the screen, and sits down. A hand reaches out from behind the screen to take the tea. It is brown and graceful. Beautiful, if I am to speak truly. I realize I am
  staring and tear my gaze away.


  The old man doesnt seem to notice. I dont spend my time among men, Professor. I cant talk like a courtier. All I can say is that we need your help.


  Yousef the porter has told me that your wife is ill, O Uncle. Something to do with her legs, yes? I will do whatever I can to cure her, Almighty God willing.


  For some reason, Abdel Jameela grimaces at this. Then he rubs his hands together and gives me an even more pained expression. O Professor, I must show you a sight that will shock you. My
  wife . . . Well, words are not the way.


  With a grunt the old man stands and walks halfway behind the screen. He gestures for me to follow then bids me stop a few feet away. I hear rustling behind the screen, and I can see a
  womans form moving, but still Abdel Jameelas wife is silent.


  Prepare yourself, Professor. Please show him, O beautiful wife of mine. The shape behind the screen shifts. There is a scraping noise. And a womans leg ending in a cloven
  hoof stretches out from behind the screen.


  I take a deep breath. God is Great, I say aloud. This, then, is the source of Shaykh Hajjars fanciful grumbling. But such grotesqueries are not unheard of to an educated
  man. Only last year another physicker at court showed me a child  born to a healthy, pious man and his modest wife  all covered in fur. This same physicker told me of another child
  hed seen born with scaly skin. I take another deep breath. If a hooved woman can be born and live, is it so strange that she might find a mad old man to care for her?


  O my sweetheart! Abdel Jameelas whisper is indecent as he holds his wifes hoof.


  And for a moment I see what mad Abdel Jameela sees. The hoofs glossy black beauty, as smoldering as a womans eye. It is entrancing. . . .


  O, my wife, the old man goes on, and runs his crooked old finger over the hoof-cleft slowly and lovingly. O, my beautiful wife . . . The leg flexes, but still no
  sound comes from behind the screen.


  This is wrong. I take a step back from the screen without meaning to. In the name of God! Have you no shame, old man?


  Abdel Jameela turns from the screen and faces me with an apologetic smile. I am sorry to say that I have little shame left, he says.


  Ive never heard words spoken with such weariness. I remind myself that charity and mercy are our duty to God, and I soften my tone. Is this why you sent for me, Uncle? What would
  you have me do? Give her feet she was not born with? My heart bleeds for you, truly. But such a thing only God can do.


  Another wrinkled grimace. O Professor, I am afraid that I must beg your forgiveness. For I have lied to you. And for that I am sorry. For it is not my wife that needs your help, but
  I.


  But her  pardon me, Uncle  her hoof.


  Yes! Its curve! Like a jet-black half-moon! The old hermits voice quivers and he struggles to keep his gaze on me. Away from his wifes hoof. Her hoof is
  breathtaking, Professor. No, it is I that need your help, for I am not the creature I need to be.


  I dont understand, Uncle. Exasperation burns away my sympathy. Ive walked for hours and climbed a hill, small though it was. I am in no mood for a hermits
  games. Abdel Jameela winces at the anger in my eyes and says My . . . my wife will explain.


  I will try, my husband.


  The voice is like song and there is the strong scent of sweet flowers. Then she steps from behind the screen and I lose all my words. I scream. I call on God, and I scream.


  Abdel Jameelas wife is no creature of God. Her head is a goats and her mouth a wolfs muzzle. Fish-scales and jackal-hair cover her. A scorpions tail curls behind her. I look
  into a womans eyes set in a demons face and I stagger backward, calling on God and my dead mother.


  Please, learned one, be calm.


  What . . . what . . . I cant form the words. I look to the floor. I try to bury my sight in the dirty carpets and hard-packed earth. Her voice is more beautiful than any
  womans. And there is the powerful smell of jasmine and clove. A nightingale sings perfumed words at me while my minds eye burns with horrors that would make the Almighty turn
  away.


  If fear did not hold your tongue, you would ask what I am. Men have called my people by many names  ghoul, demon. Does a word matter so very much? What I am, learned one, is Abdel
  Jameelas wife.


  For long moments I dont speak. If I dont speak this nightmare will end. I will wake in Baghdad, or Beit Zujaaj. But I dont wake.


  She speaks again, and I cover my ears, though the sound is beauty itself.


  The words you hear come not from my mouth, and you do not hear them with your ears. I ask you to listen with your mind and your heart. We will die, my husband and I, if you will not lend us
  your skill. Have you, learned one, never needed to be something other that what you are?


  Cinnamon scent and the sound of an oasis wind come to me. I cannot speak to this demon. My heart will stop if I do, I am certain. I want to run, but fear has fixed my feet. I turn to Abdel
  Jameela, who stands there wringing his hands.


  Why am I here, Uncle? God damn you, why did you call me here? There is no sick woman here! God protect me, I know nothing of . . . of ghouls, or A horrible thought comes to
  me. You . . . you are not hoping to make her into a woman? Only God can . . .


  The old hermit casts his eyes downward. Please . . . you must listen to my wife. I beg you. He falls silent and his wife, behind the screen again, goes on.


  My husband and I have been on this hilltop too long, learned one. My body cannot stand so much time away from my people. I smell yellow roses and hear bumblebees droning beneath her
  voice. If we stay in this place one more season, I will die. And without me to care for him and keep ages scourge from him, my sweet Abdel Jameela will die, too. But across the desert
  there is a life for us. My father was a prince among our people. Long ago I left. For many reasons. But I never forsook my birthright. My father is dying now, I have word. He has left no sons and
  so his lands are mine. Mine, and my handsome husbands.


  In her voice is a chorus of wind chimes. Despite myself, I lift my eyes. She steps from behind the screen, clad now in a black abaya and a mask. Behind the masks mesh is the glint of
  wolf-teeth. I look again to the floor, focusing on a faded blue spiral in the carpet and the kindness in that voice.


  But my people do not love men. I cannot claim my lands unless things change. Unless my husband shows my people that he can change.


  Somehow I force myself to speak. What . . . what do you mean, change?


  There is a cymbal-shimmer in her voice and sandalwood incense fills my nostrils. O learned one, you will help me to make these my Abdel Jameelas.


  She extends her slender brown hands, ablaze with henna. In each she holds a length of golden sculpture  goatlike legs ending in shining, cloven hooves. A thick braid of gold thread dances
  at the end of each statue-leg, alive.


  Madness, and I must say so though this creature may kill me for it. I have not the skill to do this! No man alive does!


  You will not do this through your skill alone. Just as I cannot do it through my sorcery alone. My art will guide yours as your hands work. She takes a step toward me and my shoulders
  clench at the sound of her hooves hitting the earth.


  No! No . . . I cannot do this thing.


  Please! I jump at Abdel Jameelas voice, nearly having forgotten him. There are tears in the old mans eyes as he pulls at my galabeya, and his stink gets in my
  nostrils. Please listen! We need your help. And we know what has brought you to Beit Zujaaj. The old man falls to his knees before me. Please! Would not your Shireen aid
  us?


  With those words he knocks the wind from my lungs. How can he know that name? The Shaykh hadnt lied  there is witchcraft at work here, and I should run from it.


  But, Almighty God, help me, Abdel Jameela is right. Fierce as she is, Shireen still has her dreamy Persian notions  that love is more important than money or duty or religion. If I turn
  this old man away . . .


  My throat is dry and cracked. How do you know of Shireen? Each word burns.


  His eyes dart away. She has . . . ways, my wife.


  All protection comes from God. I feel foul even as I steel myself with the old words. Is this forbidden? Am I walking the path of those who displease the Almighty? God forgive me,
  it is hard to know or to care when my beloved is gone. If I were a good Muslim I would run down to the village now and . . . and . . .


  And what, learned one? Spread word of what you have seen? Bring men with spears and arrows? Why would you do this? Vanilla beans and the sound of rain give way to something else. Clanging
  steel and cleanburning fire. I will not let you harm my husband. What we ask is not disallowed to you. Can you tell me, learned one, that it is in your book of what is blessed and what is
  forbidden not to give a man golden legs?


  It is not. Not in so many words. But this thing cant be acceptable in Gods eyes. Can it? Has this ever been done before?


  There are old stories. But it has been centuries. Each of her words spreads perfume and music and she asks, Please, learned one, will you help us? And then one scent rises above
  the others.


  Almighty God protect me, it is the sweat-and-ambergris smell of my beloved. Shireen of the ribbing remark, who in quiet moments confessed her love of my learning. She would help them.


  Have I any choice after that? This, then, the fruit of my study. And this my reward for wishing to be more than what I am. A twisted, unnatural path.


  Very well. I reach for my small saw and try not to hear Abdel Jameelas weird whimpers as I sharpen it.


  I give him poppy and hemlock, but as I work Abdel Jameela still screams, nearly loud enough to make my heart cease beating. His old body is going through things it should not be surviving. And I
  am the one putting him through these things, with knives and fire and bone-breaking clamps. I wad cotton and stuff it in my ears to block out the hermits screams.


  But I feel half-asleep as I do so, hardly aware of my own hands. Somehow the demons magic is keeping Abdel Jameela alive and guiding me through this grisly task. It is painful, like
  having two minds crammed inside my skull and shadow-puppet poles lashed to my arms. I am burning up, and I can barely trace my thoughts. Slowly I become aware of the she-ghouls voice in my
  head and the scent of apricots.


  Cut there. Now the mercury powder. The cauterizing iron is hot. Put a rag in his mouth so he does not bite his tongue. I flay and cauterize and lose track of time. A fever cooks my mind
  away. I work through the evening prayer, then the night prayer. I feel withered inside.


  In each step Abdel Jameelas wife guides me. With her magic she rifles my mind for the knowledge she needs and steers my skilled fingers. For a long while there is only her voice in my
  head and the feeling of bloody instruments in my hands, which move with a life of their own.


  Then I am holding a mans loose tendons in my right hand and thick golden threads in my left. There are shameful smells in the air and Abdel Jameela shouts and begs me to stop even though
  he is half-asleep with the great pot of drugs I have forced down his throat.


  Something is wrong! The she-ghoul screams in my skull and Abdel Jameela passes out. My hands no longer dance magically. The shining threads shrivel in my fist. We have failed, though I
  know not exactly how.


  No! No! Our skill! Our sorcery! But his body refuses! There are funeral wails in the air and the smell of houses burning. My husband! Do something, physicker!


  The golden legs turn to dust in my hands. With my ears I hear Abdel Jameelas wife growl a wordless death-threat.


  I deserve death! Almighty God, what have I done? An old man lies dying on my blanket. I have sawed off his legs at a she-ghouls bidding. There is no strength save in God! I bow my
  head.


  Then I see them. Just above where Ive amputated Abdel Jameelas legs are the swollen bulges that Id thought came from gout. But it is not gout that has made these. There is
  something buried beneath the skin of each leg. I take hold of my scalpel and flay each thin thigh. The old man moans with what little life he has left.


  What are you doing? Abdel Jameelas wife asks the walls of my skull. I ignore her, pulling at a flap of the old mans thigh-flesh, revealing a corrupted sort of miracle.


  Beneath Abdel Jameelas skin, tucked between muscles, are tiny legs. Thin as spindles and hairless. Each folded little leg ends in a miniscule hoof.


  Unbidden, a memory comes to me  Shireen and I in the Caliphs orchards. A baby bird had fallen from its nest. Id sighed and bit my lip and my Shireen  a dreamer, but
  not a soft one  had laughed and clapped at my tender-heartedness.


  I slide each wet gray leg out from under the flayed skin and gently unbend them. As I flex the little joints, the she-ghouls voice returns.


  What . . . what is this, learned one? Tell me!


  For a long moment I am mute. Then I force words out, my throat still cracked. I . . . I do not know. They are  they look like  the legs of a kid or a ewe still in the
  womb.


  It is as if she nods inside my mind. Or the legs of one of my people. I have long wondered how a mere man could captivate me so.


  All knowledge and understanding lies with God, I say. Perhaps your husband always had these within him. The villagers say he is of uncertain parentage. Or perhaps . . .
  Perhaps his love for you . . . The crippled beggars of Cairo are the most grotesque  and the best  in the world. It is said that they wish so fiercely to make money begging that their
  souls reshape their bodies from the inside out. Yesterday I saw such stories as nonsense. But yesterday Id have named you a villagers fantasy, too. As I speak I continue
  to work the little legs carefully, to help their circulation. The she-ghouls sorcery no longer guides my hands, but a physickers nurturing routines are nearly as compelling. There is
  weakness here and I do what I can to help it find strength.


  The tiny legs twitch and kick in my hands.


  Abdel Jameelas wife howls in my head. They are drawing on my magic. Something pulls at The voice falls silent.


  I let go of the legs and, before my eyes, they begin to grow. As they grow, they fill with color, as if blood flowed into them. Then fur starts to sprout upon them.


  There is no strength or safety but in God! I try to close my eyes and focus on the words I speak but I cant. My head swims and my body swoons.


  The spell that I cast on my poor husband to preserve him  these hidden hooves of his nurse on it! O, my surprising, wonderful husband! I hear loud lute music and smell lemongrass
  and then everything around me goes black.


  When I wake I am on my back, looking up at a purple sky. An early morning sky. I am lying on a blanket outside the hovel. I sit up and Abdel Jameela hunches over me with his sour smell. Farther
  away, near the hill-path, I see the black shape of his wife.


  Professor, you are awake! Good! the hermit says. We were about to leave.


  But we are glad to have the chance to thank you.


  My heart skips and my stomach clenches as I hear that voice in my head again. Kitten purrs and a crushed cardamom scent linger beneath the demons words. I look at Abdel Jameelas
  legs.


  They are sleek and covered in fur the color of almonds. And each leg ends in a perfect cloven hoof. He walks on them with a surprising grace.


  Yes, learned one, my beloved husband lives and stands on two hooves. It would not be so if we hadnt had your help. You have our gratitude.


  Dazedly clambering to my feet, I nod in the she-ghouls direction. Abdel Jameela claps me on the back wordlessly and takes a few goatstrides toward the hill-path. His wife makes a slight
  bow to me. With my people, learned one, gratitude is more than a word. Look toward the hovel.


  I turn and look. And my breath catches.


  A hoard right out of the stories. Gold and spices. Jewels and musks. Silver and silks. Porcelain and punks of aloe.


  It is probably ten times the dowry Shireens father seeks.


  We leave you this and wish you well. I have purged the signs of our work in the hovel. And in the language of the donkeys, I have called two wild asses to carry your goods. No troubles left
  to bother our brave friend!


  I manage to smile gratefully with my head high for one long moment. Blood and bits of the old mans bone still stain my hands. But as I look on Abdel Jameela and his wife in the light of
  the sunrise, all my thoughts are not grim or grisly.


  As they set off on the hill-path the she-ghoul takes Abdel Jameelas arm, and the hooves of husband and wife scrabble against the pebbles of Beit Zujaaj Hill. I stand stock-still, watching
  them walk toward the land of the ghouls.


  They cross a bend in the path and disappear behind the hill. And a faint voice, full of mischievous laughter and smelling of early morning love in perfumed sheets, whispers in my head. No
  troubles at all, learned one. For last night your Shireens husband-to-be lost his battle with the destroyer of delights.


  Can it really be so? The old vulture dead? And me a rich man? I should laugh and dance. Instead I am brought to my knees by the heavy memory of blood-spattered golden hooves. I wonder whether
  Shireens suitor died from his illness, or from malicious magic meant to reward me. I fear for my soul. For a long while I kneel there and cry.


  But after a while I can cry no longer. Tears give way to hopes Id thought dead. I stand and thank Beneficent God, hoping it is not wrong to do so. Then I begin to put together an
  acceptable story about a secretly wealthy hermit who has rewarded me for saving his wifes life. And I wonder what Shireen and her father will think of the man I have become.
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      FROM THE AUTHOR: When Apex Publications decided to publish a collection of my award-nominated short stories, I asked the readers of my LiveJournal if they could help me
      come up with an appropriate title. My high school friend Andrew Marc Greene suggested the title I Remember the Future as a fitting one for the type of stories I tend to write. I agreed,
      but that meant writing a new story with that title as well. I kept running the phrase I Remember the Future over and over in my head, but no story idea came to mind. And then on
      the afternoon of Tuesday, March 18, 2008, we heard the news that Arthur C. Clarke had died. (Oddly, because Clarke lived in a time zone farther east, he died on Wednesday, March 19, but those
      of us living in the West heard the news on Tuesday. Its almost like time travel.)


      Late that night, as I stared into a mirror and thought about how the last of the Big Three was gone, I suddenly realized what this story had to be about. I quickly shared the idea with my
      wife, Nomi, and then jotted down a bunch of notes so I wouldnt forget it. I also called Janna Silverstein, since I needed to tell another science fiction and fantasy writer about the
      epiphany I just had, and it was too late to call anyone on the East Coast. I Remember the Future is about an elderly science-fiction writer named Abraham Beard (the name is a joke
      between my high school friend Charles Ardai and me, as we both have used it for writers or editors who are characters in our stories). Abraham has spent his life writing of various hopeful
      futures, and he is disappointed that none of them have come to pass. He reaches out to his adult daughter Emma, to connect with the future one last time, but Emma and her own family are moving
      away, and she rejects his overtures as being too little, too late. From Emmas perspective, her father spent far too much of his life pursuing his writing career with his head lost in the
      clouds and too little time connecting with his family. Abraham acknowledges this in the story when he says, I consider once again telling her what Ive told her before: that times
      were tough, that money was tight, and that Sheila and I both had to work to support Emma properly. But then I recall the many times I shut the door of my home office on Emma to meet a deadline,
      and I realize that the chance for apologies and explanations has passed far into the mists of time. As the story ends, Abraham connects with his other progeny, the characters he created
      in his infinite worlds.


      The story is somber but hopeful. I had fun writing the selections from Abrahams own novels that I worked throughout the narrative, as I had to capture the feel of science fiction from
      the various decades of the twentieth century. The story also tackles head-on the minor controversy that nowadays many science fiction and fantasy writers are looking to the past more than to
      the future; the story suggests that we should embrace that past rather than reject it. As Shakespeare said in The Tempest, Whats past is prologue.


      I Remember the Future isnt my first foray into recursive science fiction meant to honor those writers who came before us; my Hugo nominees Cosmic Corkscrew
      and Paying It Forward also show my interest in this theme.


      I Remember the Future is dedicated to Arthur C. Clarke.

    

  


  I REMEMBER THE FUTURE.


  The future was glorious once. It was filled with sleek silver spaceships, lunar colonies, and galactic empires. The horizon seemed within reach; we could almost grasp the stars if we would but
  try.


  I helped to create that future once. We created it out of our blood, sweat, and tears for a penny a word. We churned that future out onto reams of wood pulp paper, only to see the bitter acids
  of the decades eat it away. I can still smell the freshness of that world, amidst the stale odors left in the libraries, real ink on real paper.


  But I despair that no one else does.


  
    
      Smith turned to Angela, whose face was obscured by the glass plate of her helmet. Despite the higher gravity and the bulkiness of his environmental suit, he felt like jumping a hundred feet
      into the vacuum.


      Angela, look!


      What is it? she asked. She reached over with her gloved hands to take the object from him.


      Gently, he said as he handed over the sheet. Its paper. Real paper.


      Angela took it and handled it almost reverently. Once again, she looked around the large cavern at the many inscribed marble columns, flashing her light into every dark corner.


      Paper? That dead wood stuff you told me about? Made from trees?


      Smith nodded. Its true. Weve found the ancient lost library of New Earth. And maybe, just maybe, in these volumes well find the final clue that will lead us to
      the location of the original human home world.


      Abraham Beard,


      The Searchers (1950)

    

  


  The day after my diagnosis, Emma comes to visit me at home. When she rings the bell, I get up from my seat in the living room, where Ive been watching Forbidden
  Planet on DVD for the past hour, and I shuffle over to the front door at the end of the hall.


  A cold wind blasts me as I creak open the door. I shiver momentarily as Emma strides past me.


  As I shut the door, she opens the hall closet and lets her hands dance upon the hangers. She ignores the empty wooden ones and selects a blue plastic one.


  Its the middle of the day and youre still in your bathrobe? she asks me as she slips off her overcoat.


  Im retired and its the weekend, I say. Why should I get dressed up?


  Because your only daughter is coming to visit? Oh, never mind. She hangs up her coat.


  Wheres Frank and the kids? I ask her.


  She sniffs. They decided to stay at home.


  The kids decided to stay at home. My grandchildren, Zachary and Kenneth. Or Zach and Ken, as Emma told me they prefer to be called. I havent seen them in months. They didnt
  feel like schlepping out to Queens?


  Its too cold.


  So why the visit?


  Emma purses her lips and glances at the floor. I thought it would be nice to see you.


  I know there must be more to it than that, but I dont press it. Emma will tell me in her own sweet time. Are you hungry? I ask as we walk to the living room. Do you
  want something to eat?


  She smiles. What are you going to offer this time? A red pepper? A clementine?


  As it so happens, the refrigerator crisper holds many peppers and clementines, but I refuse to give Emma the satisfaction. I thought you might want some ice cream.


  Ice cream? she asks with bemusement. Sure, Id love some ice cream. Where is it?


  Its in the freezer, I tell her, although it should be obvious. Where else does one keep ice cream?


  
    
      The first thing Larry noticed was the cold. It filled the core of his being, then slowly began to recede as tendrils of warmth entered his body.


      Then he noticed a faint white light blinking in the distance. Either the light became larger or it moved closer, and it continued to pulsate in a regular rhythm.


      And finally he heard a hiss, the sound of air leaking quickly across a barrier. He tried to breathe and felt as if his lungs were filled with liquid. He tried again


      when suddenly a door swung open, and Larry realized that he was floating vertically in a round glass chamber. The gelatinous liquid surrounding him quickly drained, and Larry fell
      into the arms of two men in silver jumpsuits.


      Easy now, the taller one said. Your muscles need time to adjust.


      Larry shook off their support. Im fine, he croaked. He coughed up some fluid and spoke again. I dont need any help.


      If you say so, the taller man said.


      I do, indeed, Larry answered. He stretched out of his stoop, and although his legs felt like they would give way, he refused to give these strangers the satisfaction of seeing
      him fall.


      Where am I? Whats going on? he asked.


      All in due time, the shorter man said in a thin, reedy voice.


      Larry turned to stare at him. I am Larry Garner, the richest man on Earth, and I demand you tell me whats going on, now!


      The two men looked at each other, and the shorter one shrugged. Usually, we give people more time to adjust, but if you insist


      I do!


      Youre in the future, the man said. Its two thousand years since you died.

	  
	  Larry fainted.


      Abraham Beard,


      The Unfrozen (1955)

    

  


  Earth to Dad? Hello? Are you there?


  Emma is waving a hand in front of my face.


  Sorry, I say. I was just thinking. My mind


  Was elsewhen. Yeah, Ive heard that before.


  I realize that we are sitting in the dining room and that Emma has scooped two bowls of ice cream, one for each of us. I pick up my spoon and take a bite. Its butter pecan.


  I hate butter pecan, but I bought some for when Zach and Ken were last here.


  The ice cream is very badly freezer-burned. Its so cold against my tongue that it hurts. I put the spoon down into the bowl and watch Emma eat her ice cream.


  You can take the rest of it when you leave, I say. The kids might enjoy it.


  Emma gives me a half-smile. Even with the cold outside, itll probably still melt before I get it home.


  Oh, I say.


  We sit in silence for a few moments, the only sound the tick of the analog clock in the other room, the clock my wife, Sheila, bought when we got married, the clock that hangs above the
  flatscreen television set that Emma and Frank gave me for my last birthday.


  So, how are things?


  Things are good.


  The kids doing well at school?


  Yeah. Emma smiles. Zach did a PowerPoint presentation on blogging for one of his teachers.


  I nod and try to keep my face neutral, but Emma sees right through me. You disapprove?


  Its not that, I say. Its just


  I know what it is. Rant number twenty-three.


  Im not that predictable.


  She crosses her arms. Fine. Then what were you thinking?


  I pause for a moment, but she doesnt sound sarcastic so I say, When I was growing up, the future seemed so full of possibilities.


  We have possibilities, Dad.


  I shake my head. Weve turned inward. All of us have. We used to dream of a world as big as the sky. Now were all hunched over our tiny screens.


  Emma rolls her eyes. Like I said, rant number twenty-three. Within three sentences, youre going from the Internet to the lack of a manned space program again.


  You dont think its a problem?


  Its just that Ive heard it before.


  The more true something is, the more it bears repeating.


  Nothing bears repeating if you cant do anything about it. She sighs. I mean, seriously, what did you ever expect me to do at the age of twelve when you first warned
  me about the eventual heat-death of the universe?


  
    
      The starship HaTikvah had finally made it to the edge of the universe. A hopeful mood filled the souls of the fifty thousand humans and aliens who occupied the ship,
      each the last of their kind.


      On the bridge, Captain Sandra McAllister spoke into her intercom. Fellow sentients, she said, this is the proverbial it. The universe is ending, the embers
      of the stars are fading into nothing, and in a moment well tap into the power of Black Hole Omega. If all goes according to plan, well break out of our dying universe and into a
      new one, one thats young and vibrant. Our own personal lives will continue, but more importantly, we will continue to exist in order to be able to remember all of those who came before
      us.


      McAllister turned to her first officer and said, Any time youre ready, Jacob. Push the button.


      Jacob nodded and reached out with his spindly fingers to the Doorway Device. But just as he was about to depress the red button, a blast rocked the ship.


      What was that? he cried out.


      Virilion, the ships robotic helmsman, replied in a croak, Its the Nichashim! Theyve come to stop us!


      McAllister narrowed her eyes. Like hell they will, she said. Virilion, fire at will! Blast them out of our sky!


      Abraham Beard,


      Fire and Ice (1980)

    

  


  Dad? Dad?


  You dont need to shout.


  You were gone again, she says.


  Perhaps, I say, Im turning inward because Im getting old.


  For the first time since she came into the house today, Emma looks worried. Youre not that old, Dad.


  I smile at Emma to keep her from noticing the wetness I feel in my eyes. Thats nice of you to say, but its not true. I am old.


  Youre only as old as you feel. You told me that once.


  I shake my head. Its hard to feel young when so many of my colleagues are gone. First Robert, then Isaac, now Arthur, I think, although I dont say it aloud. I
  know Emma too well; she might laugh at me for placing myself among such giants.


  Instead, she doesnt seem to know what to say in response. She fidgets for a few seconds, eats some more ice cream, and then changes the subject.


  Listen, Dad, Im here because I have news.


  Funny, so do I. You go first.


  Are you sure?


  Yes, Im sure. What is it? I ask.


  She takes a deep breath and looks me in the eye. Were moving to California.


  
    
      Jackie looked at the gleaming silver spaceship with portholes running all up and down its sides. She felt more excited than she ever had before in her six years of life.
      Soon, her family would leave behind this polluted, depressing planet for a new world filled with cool green fields, rich with possibilities.


      Jackies mother and father held tightly onto her hands as the three of them walked in the line out onto the launching pad. The hoverlift floated next to them, carrying their luggage,
      while Jackies robot dog kept running ahead and back toward Jackie, matching her excitement.


      Finally, after what seemed like hours but Jackie knew was only minutes according to her chronometer, Jackie and her parents made it to the open hatch of the spaceship. A stewardess, her hair
      dyed platinum blonde, stood at the doorway greeting the immigrants with a big smile. She took their tickets and welcomed them aboard.


      Is this really it, Dad? Jackie asked.


      Her father removed the pipe from his mouth and smiled. It is indeed, he said. Goodbye, Earth! Next stop, Mars!


      Abraham Beard,


      The Burns Family on Mars (1960)

    

  


  Dad? Youre gone again.


  No, Im not, I say.


  So, Emma says. Were moving to California.


  Why?


  She takes a deep breath. Franks got a new job. UCLA is offering him a tenured position. Full professor.


  UCLA. Hmm. California. I try to sound as noncommittal as possible, although Emma must know how much this news hurts me.


  Yes, California.


  From what I hear, California is a nice place.


  She frowns and looks puzzled. Arent you going to object?


  Are you asking me to?


  Dont you even want to know why were moving?


  You told me  Franks got a job offer. I pause. What about you?


  What about me?


  I dont think youll be able to keep working at the New-York Historical Society if youre living in L.A. Have you found a job at a museum there?


  Now she pauses before speaking. Im not planning to get another job, at least not right away.


  Oh?


  I want to be there full time for the kids.


  I stare into her eyes, seeing the six-year-old girl who wanted nothing more than to be the first astronaut to walk on Jupiter. Is that really what you want?


  She glares at me. I


  

  
    
      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      
    

  


  

  

  

  
    
      

      

      
    

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    
      
    

  


  OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF
NEBULA AWARDS SF

Edited by
KEVIN J. ANDERSON






OEBPS/html/docimages/line.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
THE MAMMOTH BOOK OF

NEHULH AWARDS

f=

Paolo Bacigalupi, Kage Baker,
Kij Johnson, Rachel Swirsky,
Eugie Foster and many more

Edited by Kevin J. Anderson





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





