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      We are celebrating our fourth year of publication with fiction from China, Greece, and the United States. Over the course of the past three years we've been privileged to share dozens of translations and original fiction from every continent. At a time when international relationships in so many parts of the world are as strained as the nerves of ordinary citizens after two years of the pandemic, it is more important than ever to help people across the globe understand each other better. Storytelling and conjuring visions of possible and impossible futures are among the most effective ways to do that.

      In the coming year we hope to highlight brilliant storytellers from even more countries and cultures. In addition, we will be collecting all the translations published in Future SF in 2020, along with Rosetta-nominated short stories and other select fiction (both SF and fantasy) in an anthology titled The Rosetta Archive: Notable SF/F Fiction in Translation. This book will be edited by myself and Tarryn Thomas, and should be available in both print and ebook formats in February 2022. This project is made possible by funding from the Future Affairs Administration, who will also be seeking to translate and share the same stories with Chinese readers.

      In the meantime, we have not run out of firsts for the magazine: in this issue we're publishing our first full novella, and it's a translation!  "A Mountain of Dust" is written by veteran Future SF contributor Wangxiang Fengnian and translated by the Rosetta Award-winning Judith Huang. It's a fable-esque tour-de-force through a world where a person's wealth and status is reflected in their physical size. And just as we were about to publish the issue, we got word that it won the 2021 Gravity Awards for Best Novella in China!

      Christine Lucas crafts a futuristic cyberpunk tale in space, while P.G. Galalis rounds up the issue with a bittersweet superhero story.

      In addition to our fiction offerings, there's also a review of the new Dune film as well as an analysis of the state of Brazilian speculative fiction and the challenges these authors are facing in sharing their stories with Anglophone readers.

      We remain committed to making all Future SF content available online for free—even if the offerings are staggered over the course of a few weeks. Please help support our long-term growth by subscribing via our Patreon page (patreon.com/ufopublishing).

      Happy reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Mountain of Dust

          

          Wangxiang Fengnian, translated by Judith Huang

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning, dust motes drift gently in the light. Later, they seem to feel their own way, scattering to the four winds. Word by word, sentence by sentence, the words that form the worlds settle into their forms, turning into sounds which are in turn heard as stories.

      

      There is darkness, and there is light. "Okay, let's just start the story here," a voice booms out of the darkness.  "In this world, there is a limited amount of food, and it's unequally distributed among the population. The more people eat, the taller they grow, with no upper limit. On the other hand, the hungrier they get, the smaller they shrink, becoming slower and weaker but not to the point of starving to death—they only get smaller and smaller. Some will shrink so much that they are virtually invisible, neither of much use nor causing much trouble, while others will be as tall as a mountain range, able to change the world simply by taking a single step." The rich man leaned over his son, who was tucked in bed ready to hear his bedtime story. Today's story will be extra special.

      "But I've never seen anyone bigger than you or smaller than me," said the little boy.

      "That's because you've been living on our estate; the servants and I are maintained at this size to be optimized for you, and your toys are designed to fit you. You will understand it better, as you get older, and as you see more and more other people who are different sizes." The rich man took the eight-tone music box in his son's hand and twisted the spring to make it play a crisp little tune.

      The little boy touched his father's beard as if he was tending a forest. "Will you grow to be very big?"

      The rich man smiled slyly. "Daddy must go into the world of the big people, in order to do big things."

      The little boy bristled. "Will I also grow bigger and bigger?" he asked again.

      "Yes, you'll grow up fast and catch up with Daddy."

      The little boy looked up into his father's face, reluctant to grow up himself, and also unwilling to let go of his father.

      "So, do you want to hear stories of the big people or stories of the little people?" The rich man patted a thick new storybook.

      "I want to hear… the stories of the little people."

      "There are not many little people's stories… or maybe most of their stories don't make it to us. The stories of the big people are somewhat monotonous. I think I can find a few—"

      "I've changed my mind! I want to hear stories that are about both big and little people at the same time." The little boy yelled as he flopped on the bed.

      The rich man creased his brow, one side of his mouth hiding a smile as he flipped through the table of contents of the storybook deliberately. "I'm going to have to do an extra special search to find what you want," he said.
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        In this world that expands without end,

        some are like pillars that hold up the sky,

        while others disappear like dust at the turn of a heel.

        -Yin Song, the wandering bard that drifts like a cloud,

        from The Distance between the Worlds (three inch edition)
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      The reporter was what people call a typical, average man—average size, average income, and he ate average food, like a nail hammered firmly into the middle of his class. His skin was tanned from years of work in the field as an investigative reporter, making him look like an explorer. But he had nothing to do with things like adventure. In fact, he wouldn't touch adventure with a ten-foot pole, just as he would never set one foot out of the realm of the average. He thought of this as the "wisdom of the average worldview," considering it the ace up his sleeve in doing well among the average. Currently, he looked at the man in front of him who seemed to be trying to lure him off his comfortable track in life. He had to figure out how to get rid of him.

      The interlocutor sat down across from the reporter at the restaurant, a frequent haunt of average people, and ordered the largest portion of beef and potatoes allowed for average people. The visitor was an average-sized man, just like the reporter, though slightly older. He was in good spirits, with shiny white hair and a slightly hunched back, wearing a custom-made suit. In the greasy, run-down restaurant, he looked out of place. The man claimed to be a supervisor working for a famous billionaire tycoon.

      "A lot of Mr. Forbes's business involves average men, so he asked me to stop at this size," said the supervisor, by way of explanation, politely taking off his hat and placing it on the corner of the table. After offering this explanation, he spoke again. "Actually, I kind of want to look at the other scales as well."

      Even if the supervisor had not told him how he came to be this size, the reporter would not have pegged him as a liar. In the reporter's professional estimation, this visitor had the temperament and bearing of someone who was not just an average man, but which qualified him to go to larger scales, though not the smaller ones.

      The reporter listened patiently to the supervisor. He had to admit that the assignment would be an interesting one, but his interest was like someone who stood in a corner and listened, waiting for a moment to cut off the conversation cleanly, but only after his curiosity was satisfied.

      The supervisor was just about to explain the commission when the reporter interrupted him.

      "If you know me, Your Excellency," said the reporter, pushing his empty plate away, as though rejecting the commission and their conversation in the same gesture—"no, no, if you know average men," he said, sweeping his gaze over the diners who came and went like pilgrims, "you'd know no one would agree to shrink down to become any smaller. It's not about the money."

      "I understand. Mr. Forbes would not have asked me to come to you if he hadn't been desperate. He feels that your talent is his very last hope."

      What could the reporter say? He should be gratified, flattered. But no matter what the supervisor said, the reporter could not risk so much for the sake of giving the big man hope. Who would have thought that something that could make one of the world's most enormous Titans fret would fall to someone like him, someone as tiny as a mote of dust that could be killed with the flick of a hand? The reporter stood up, half-turned away from his visitor and picked up his leather notebook.

      The supervisor's eyelids lowered, his eyes full of sadness. "I implore you to reconsider, for the sake of a father who has lost his child, for the sake of the young master…" His voice cracked. "Mr. Forbes certainly understands the value of this assignment, so he is willing to spare you from the fear of becoming smaller, forever."

      As if his muscles had minds of their own, the reporter turned back around. "What?"

      "After the deed is done, Mr. Forbes will guarantee you enough food to stay in the average man's world for the duration of the Forbes Group's existence."

      The deal was not essentially different from being offered cash, but the way the conditions were put was irresistible. To the reporter, it was like a dream come true.

      In a trance, he agreed. And so, the supervisor happily sauntered out of the restaurant and went back to report to his boss, leaving a good half of his enormous plate of food on the table uneaten. Within moments, the reporter had consumed the whole lot.
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      The mysterious thing is that when the fear that dwells in the heart is dispelled, often compassion can be found in its place. The reporter was curious to know what was happening in the mind of the rich young master who, on the day he came of age, had decided to go on a hunger strike to become smaller.

      He guessed that it was not a spontaneous decision made by the young man, but something that had been building up for a while. So he asked to examine the young man's rooms, for the rooms of one's childhood and youth are often where the most clues to a psychological mystery are hidden.

      The tycoon immediately agreed and asked the supervisor to take the reporter on a tour of the young master's room.

      The room was located in a large estate on the outskirts of the city. It was said that in order to ensure the absolute safety of the young master's birth, the tycoon's family at the time, along with their servants, had all shrunk down to average size.

      The reporter walked around the room, which was spacious for an average person, and looked down. He could sense how well-loved and protected the young master had been, by the world he saw around him. In the room, he saw boxes of building blocks, handmade custom figurines, posters lining the bedroom walls, photos on his desk, storybooks in his bookcase, drawing books filled with his sketches of big people and little people, and an exquisite violin.

      After going through these one by one, the reporter pulled open the middle desk drawer and picked up a shiny music box that had been obviously handled so often that much of the paint had flaked off. It seemed to exude an exquisite luster from use. He gave the key a twist and the music box emitted a bright, crisp sound, as though waking up everything in the room.

      "The young master's favorite toy as a child," said the supervisor.

      The reporter closed his notebook and walked over to the door. A line which had tracked the boy's ever-increasing height was drawn on the side of the door. The highest mark was already almost as tall as the reporter. It conjured in the reporter's mind a thriving, rebellious, sensitive teenager who harbored a secret.

      "The highest mark is still far from the greatest height the young master attained. The young master could have grown to be as tall as his old man."

      The supervisor sighed.
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      To grow is a slow, cumulative process. However, to shrink is something that can happen in a flash. To catch up with the young master, the reporter had to work against time. So he started dieting. When hunger strikes, the body shrinks to reduce energy consumption, and it was almost as though he could hear his body sucking into itself.

      The reporter went to a watch store and handed the watchmaker an old brass pocket watch.

      "Is it not keeping time well?" The watchmaker put on a magnifying glass and took a look at the watch. "It's a family heirloom, right?"

      "No, it's working just fine, both in the old days when time was slow and now when it's as fast as a dog's paw. It has always done its job," the reporter replied. He propped his elbows on the counter and said, "I'd like to ask you to take it apart and put it back together without screws. I want to take it with me."

      "Why do you… ah…" the watchmaker seemed to bite back his opinion.

      He buried his head in the delicate tools to dismantle the pocket watch, in deep concentration. The parts, so small as to be almost invisible, were all placed precisely, shining and waiting to be restored. After a while, he handed the pocket watch back to the reporter.

      "You have to be very careful," the watchmaker said as he handled the pocket watch gingerly.

      The reporter pulled out a handkerchief, caught the pocket watch, and wrapped it with care. Now the pocket watch was no longer moving.

      The watchmaker lifted his eyes to the reporter. They were filled with sadness. "I hope I will get to see it again."

      The reporter nodded.
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      The sun went down, and came up again, casting streams of light onto the bedroom window.

      Every day the reporter woke up, the bed got a size bigger, which seemed to be a good thing, but on the other hand, the clothes and shoes got too big for him to wear. Fortunately, the tycoon had paid him a large sum of money in advance so that he would not look like a between-sizes vagabond wearing a pair of straw shoes and rags. The reporter had also hired a housekeeper to take care of the house, as well as to look after the house in his absence. The various clothes and shoes he’d shed were neatly arranged inside the cupboard, from big to small, so that he could one day put them back on from small to big again.

      He had never shrunk before, so he faced the task with great apprehension. Even during the great famine four years ago he had organized his stock of food with precision, and had successfully avoided shrinking throughout the whole Depression. Some of the people he’d known had gotten smaller and smaller, and had never come back. He often tried to imagine how those people lived in an even smaller world. Now
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