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	Praise for The Downloaded

	 

	“Robert J. Sawyer’s new novel is a potent distillation of everything that makes science fiction so addictive. In the space of a concise and tightly plotted story, The Downloaded explores a broad swath of future history and absolutely sizzles with fascinating ideas. You want space travel, a ruined Earth, virtual worlds, a cast of relatable characters, and a glimpse into the labyrinth of human destiny? Look no further: this book has all that and more.”—Robert Charles Wilson, Hugo Award-winning author of Spin

	 

	“In The Downloaded, Robert J. Sawyer proves he’s not just a master of using science fiction to address social issues but also a master of devious plot twists and diverse character voices.”—James Alan Gardner, Theodore Sturgeon Award-winning author of Commitment Hour

	 

	“No one does the end of the world quite like Robert J. Sawyer. The Downloaded is a wicked-smart thrill ride from start to finish. The interview format brings genuine intimacy to this action-packed story that also raises questions about consciousness, society, and the very nature of humanity. I loved it.”—Sylvain Neuvel, bestselling author of A History of What Comes Next

	 

	“Robert J. Sawyer is well known for big-concept original SF and rigorous research. While The Downloaded continues in this vein, it’s also a wonderful demonstration of another aspect of this impressive author: his deep understanding of—and compassion for—people, regardless who or what they are, or even what they have done. It’s a rare and potent humanity that elevates Sawyer’s work high above the rest.”—Julie E. Czerneda, Aurora Award-winning author of To Each This World

	 

	“One of the best SF novels I’ve read in years. The Downloaded is a tightly-written SF story that will hold your attention, but it’s more than just that. Sawyer has given us an advance look at a technology that we may have someday if we’re fortunate, but also a near-future world that we may get, too, and God help us if we do. The juxtaposition of the two makes this a fascinating tale.”—Allen Steele, Hugo Award-winning author of Coyote

	 

	“Extraordinarily well done. Sawyer gives just enough science to make the story’s logic utterly plausible—and then he instantly moves on, making the story’s focus far more on the emotional impact on the characters rather than on world-building. The Downloaded stays honed to the human interest throughout.”—Hugo and Sturgeon Award finalist Paddy Forde



	



	Praise for Robert J. Sawyer

	 

	“A new Robert J. Sawyer book is always cause for celebration.”—Analog Science Fiction and Fact

	 

	“Sawyer not only has an irresistibly engaging narrative voice but also a gift for confronting thorny philosophical conundrums. At every opportunity, he forces his readers to think while holding their attention with ingenious premises and superlative craftsmanship.”—Booklist

	 

	“Can Sawyer write? Yes—with near-Asimovian clarity, with energy and drive, with such grace that his writing becomes invisible as the story comes to life in your mind.”—Orson Scott Card

	 

	“Robert J. Sawyer is by any measure one of the world’s leading (and most interesting) science-fiction writers. His fiction is a fascinating blend of intellectually compelling big ideas and humane, enduring characters.”—The Globe and Mail

	 

	“Sawyer, an articulate fountain of ideas, is the genre’s northern star—in fact, one of the hottest SF writers anywhere. By any reckoning Sawyer is among the most successful Canadian authors ever.”—Maclean’s: Canada’s National Magazine

	 

	“Robert J. Sawyer is a writer of boundless confidence and bold scientific extrapolation.”—The New York Times

	 

	“Sawyer’s books—always rich in science, action, and profound thinking—never fail to surprise, delight, and cause us to transcend our ordinary thinking. I’ve read Crichton, Asimov, Heinlein, Clarke, King, and Koontz—and Sawyer outdoes them all.”—Clifford A. Pickover

	 

	“A polished, exciting writer. Sawyer writes with the scientific panache and grandeur of Arthur C. Clarke and the human touch of Isaac Asimov.”—Quill & Quire

	 

	“Cracking open a new Robert J. Sawyer book is like getting a gift from a friend who visits all the strange and undiscovered places in the world. You can’t wait to see what he’s going to amaze you with this time.”—John Scalzi

	 

	“Sawyer is Canada’s answer to Michael Crichton.”—The Toronto Star

	 

	“No reader seeking well-written stories that respect, emphasize and depend on modern science should be disappointed by the works of Rob Sawyer.”—The Washington Post

	 

	“Sawyer is a terrific writer. He can write about the most sophisticated science while giving readers the room to understand what’s happening and follow the plot.”—Winnipeg Free Press
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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Any civilization’s collapse begins the moment its people start to ask themselves “Does this bring me joy?” rather than “Does this bring others joy?” 

	—James Kerwin

	 

	 

	Interview with Dr. Jürgen Haas

	 

	So you’re the . . . the person who wants to interview each of us? I know it’s hot out, but you should be wearing a coat, don’t you think? A mackinaw? As in deus ex machina? Thank you, thank you, I’m here—well, for the next seven years, at least. Try the five-hundred-year-old veal, and don’t forget to tip your robot.

	Nothing? Crickets? Talk about a tough room! Anyway, yeah, sure, I’m glad to be interviewed. But I bet some of the others will refuse. No, no—not any of us, but some of them. Go ahead, though; fire away.

	Oh, don’t bother calling me “Dr. Haas.” “Jürgen” is fine, thanks. What? Sorry; I’m having trouble understanding your accent. When did I first realize something was wrong? Let’s see. It was nighttime. Why? Because I like nighttime. Heck, sometimes I let the night last for—well, for what seemed like days, if you get my drift.

	There was a full moon. In movies, it’s always a full moon, isn’t it? Used to bug the heck out of me. And if they showed a dark night sky, it was just some random spattering of stars, never any recognizable constellations. But I made sure my sky was correct: Ursa Major in the north, mighty Orion in the south—although I did cheat on the planets, like they used to in planetariums. Instead of untwinkling points, each showed a small disc. I could see the cloud bands on Jupiter, the rings around Saturn, and hints of geography on Mars.

	But, yeah, I guess I like the full moon as much as the next guy, so it usually was full for me. I know the glare should have banished most of the stars, but in the Jürgenverse the very heavens bent to my will.

	A megalomaniac? Moi? That’d only be true if they were delusional fantasies. But the moon was indeed full and the stars were blazing; even the ones right by the lunar disc were visible, while the Milky Way arched gloriously from horizon to horizon. And, no, there weren’t any clouds. I’ve looked at clouds from both sides now—a perk of the job, see?—and unless they resemble a dragon or something else cool, I’ve got no use for them.

	So, yeah, a perfect night sky. All it needed were streamers of northern lights, like in a Yukon tourism ad, and—voilà!—there they were: rippling green and gold sheets. Gorgeous. But it wasn’t freezing; screw that. It was as warm as an old-time August night in Toronto, but with none of that damn humidity.

	Now, a night like that, you gotta do something special, right? Like, say, bodysurf over Niagara Falls. As a kid, I once saw the falls long after sunset, when they lit them up with different colors. My version was like that, too: foaming sheets of pink and magenta, green and teal.

	I had the Niagara River raging toward the precipice, a wild torrent, kicking up spray that diffracted the moonlight into rainbows. On the shores were beds of white trilliums, the goddamn provincial flower, which I’d seen precisely once in the wild. But they are beautiful, so what the heck: millions were as easy as one.

	And, sure, body surfing in the dark is insane, but that’s what made it worth doing. Now, a stunt like that needed an audience, and so I conjured one up: Letitia, dreadlocks down her back, long shapely legs quickly closing the distance between us, a huge, warm smile across her gorgeous face.

	Don’t look at me like that. She is gorgeous, and I am not objectifying her. I’m just telling you how I saw her, all right? Give me a break.

	Sure, it wasn’t the real Letitia. She was off in her own silo just like I was in mine. I hadn’t seen her in the flesh for—God, had it really been four years? Time flies when you’re having fun—or, I suppose, when your system clock is running fast.

	But, actually, the clock there was running slow. Yes, from my point of view, just four years had passed in that simulated reality, so it was now 2063 as far as I was concerned, but five centuries had slipped by in the outside universe. That made it sometime in the mid-2500s, meaning we should have been getting close to our destination.

	The last time I’d seen the real Letitia, she’d been thirty-eight. I was a year older—still am, subjectively—but got my astronaut’s wings a year after she did; medical school takes time.

	Anyway, there was no need to wear clothes; nothing could hurt me, and the temperature was always whatever I found comfortable. Still, I summoned up a pair of swim trunks in ANSA blue and gold. For her part, Letitia was wearing—well, that was odd. She was in her astronaut’s jumpsuit. But at least its light tan color made her visible in the dark.

	I looked back to make sure Letitia was paying attention, then braced myself on the trillium-covered north bank—the Canadian side—and bent down in a low crouch, then leapt up, up, up into the air. At the pinnacle, I swung my arms over my head, ready to pierce the raging waters as my trajectory started angling downward. When I hit, the water was warm—no need to suffer, after all!—and I remained submerged for a full minute before rising to the surface, my body sluicing along the top of the frothing river, barreling (but not in a barrel!) toward the sheer cataract of Niagara Falls.

	Just before I reached the rocky lip, I realized that I could have even more spectators if I added the Maid of the Mist sightseeing boat, with its crowd of tourists clad in yellow slickers, and—ta-da!—there it was, up ahead and far below, as I shot over the precipice like I had a booster rocket up my bum. I must have been flying forward ten meters for every one I dropped in altitude, and I soon realized that by the time I hit the Niagara River, Letitia would be far behind.

	I’ve got a silly fondness for superhero movies, so I pulled my right arm back against my body, the way Superman does when executing a turn, and started arcing back toward her. The air whipped my hair and flung moisture from my body. I imagine from Letitia’s point of view I was a silhouette against the night, backlit by the moon. To rectify that, I made three spotlights on rotating mounts appear along the south bank and let their beams converge on me as I continued to swoop down toward her.

	Letitia should have been applauding wildly and grinning from ear to ear, but she was doing neither. Instead, she just stood there, arms folded across her chest, shaking her head. The system usually knows what I want to see, but I could always override its choices through an effort of will and I made an effort then, telling the Letitia simulation to let out a cheer and then come running toward where I was about to land.

	But nothing happened. She just stood there, looking pissed. I spread my arms as though they were brakes and came down gently about three meters from her. As I walked toward her, I noticed something startling. Her dreadlocks were longer than I’d ever seen them, but that didn’t bother me; the more the merrier, says I. But from the top of her head down to the middle of her bottom, they were interspersed with red beads, like cranberries strung along twine. Beads I don’t mind, but I hate the color red—yeah, strange for a doctor, I know—and there’s no way I’d have conjured up a vision of her looking like this.

	I blinked rapidly three times—my usual trick for correcting glitches—but nothing changed. “Jesus, Letitia,” I said, hearing my own voice for the first time in ages. “That was pure athletic gold right there. Why the resting bitch face?”

	Anger shone through her normally charming Jamaican lilt. “I’d forgotten what a little boy you can be, Jürgen. Maybe I should turn to Dr. Chang instead.”

	Chang. That bastard. One of the best things about going into my own silo had been leaving other people behind—certain ones, at least. “Simulation override phi chi psi omega,” I said. “Reset Letitia.”

	But Letitia remained exactly as she had been, standing among the trilliums, glaring at me. “Conjure up some more clothes, doofus,” she said. “We need to talk.”

	 

	 

	Interview with Captain Letitia Garvey

	 

	Yeah, yeah, that’s what Jürgen would say. Me waiting there for him at the side of the Niagara River with—what did he call it?—“a huge, warm smile” on my face. I won’t say it’s typically male to cast a woman as a passive spectator, but male astronauts like Jürgen still cling to that macho so-called “right stuff” the original Mercury Seven had coursing through their veins. Of course, Jürgen’s veins were now filled with antifreeze, like mine, but you know what I mean.

	Or maybe you don’t. I guess I better explain. For me, it started with my grandfather on my mother’s side—that’s the Jamaican-born one. In 1989, when he was just twenty-nine, he was diagnosed with a rare form of non-Hodgkin lymphoma called mantle cell lymphoma. How rare? Just a few hundred diagnoses a year in North America. How serious? Incurable; terminal. Doctors said he had maybe four years to live.

	Well, that wasn’t good enough for a man who’d survived a tour of duty as a United Nations peacekeeper. Nor was it good enough for someone who still had what he called his “barrel list,” a bucket being much too small to hold all his plans. We had that in common, Gramps and me: a drive to do everything. Neither of us could stand it when something got in the way of our goals.

	I’d never met him, of course, but Grandma and Mama told me all about him. A black man in what was then the white man’s world. He had to fight every step of the way—and so I’ve got to keep fighting, too, right? Carry on the family tradition.

	They used to say a cure for cancer was twenty years in the future—and they’d been saying that for five decades. But they were making stumbling progress toward treatments for mantle cell lymphoma back then. There sure as hell wasn’t going to be a cure in four years, and maybe not in twenty, but eventually there was bound to be one. And so my grandparents decided to have him cryonically frozen when the cancer finally took his life. This was a man who wasn’t going to let a little something like stage-four cancer stop him—at least not for good.

	Between the life insurance his union job provided and a policy he’d bought separately, there was three million dollars just waiting to be collected—and, back then, that was enough to look after his wife plus my momma-to-be and her two brothers with lots left over for the deep freeze. He signed a contract with ColdBoot, Incorporated, based in Nevada, the world’s top-rated cryonics facility.

	Ironic, that. Glowing reviews . . . of their grounds, their staff, and their facilities for storing bodies; they had about a hundred and seventy in deep freeze. But no reviews of their ability to resuscitate a dead body, because no one had any idea how to do that. As the joke went, “How many cryonicists does it take to change a light bulb?” “None—they just sit in the dark and wait for the technology to improve.”

	Well, upon Grandpa’s death in 1994, when he was thirty-four, he was indeed frozen. As he said just before he passed away, he was always a chill dude anyway.

	During the opening decade of the twenty-first century, treatments for mantle cell lymphoma involving chemotherapy were developed, but they couldn’t be called cures. Even if you managed to beat the disease back until there was no trace of it in the body, mantle cell, caused by a chromosomal translocation, had a one-hundred-percent recurrence rate. The fucking thing always came back, and the second time it was almost impossible to knock down.

	But soon, robust treatments were developed, combining chemo and radiation with an autologous stem-cell transplant. That technique was the gold standard for a while, and usually gave the patient nine or ten years of life following initial diagnosis. And then, in the 2020s, there came something called CAR T-cell therapy. Finally, oncologists started using the word “cure” in relation to this cancer, although the noun was still most often preceded by the adjective “potential.”

	My grandma missed her husband but was in no rush to have him revived, partly because she was afraid of what a man whose body was still that of an amateur athlete in his thirties would make of a wife who was now a senior citizen.

	But by 2032, CAR T had been replaced by advanced genetic techniques, providing a total, permanent cure. And so my grandmother decided it was time. She, my momma and poppa, my uncles Devon and Leroy, and twelve-year-old me converged on Nevada and asked ColdBoot to revive him. It was a historic moment, something Grandpa never could have anticipated when he’d signed up for this: turned out he was the first person any cryonics facility anywhere was going to try to bring back to life. They’d have to rapidly remove the antifreeze that had replaced his blood to keep his cells from exploding, fill him up with six liters of O-positive, and then restart his heart.

	Grandpa’s body, removed from the steel canister that had held it for thirty-eight years, was shrouded in rapid-heating thermal blankets. Wall displays big enough that we could read them from the upstairs observation gallery showed his vital signs, or lack thereof: body temperature was 17°C and rising rapidly, but both his EKG and EEG showed flat lines, as did his respiration monitor; one on me would have revealed the same thing as I held my breath.

	There were two more digital readouts, each glowing red, one atop the other. The upper one was labeled “Chronological Age,” and said “72 years / 3 months / 22 days.” The lower one was marked “Biological Age,” and said what you’d have found on Grandpa’s death certificate issued almost four decades earlier: “34 years / 10 months / 5 days.”

	Finally, it was time for the defibrillation. One of the nine doctors in the room pulled back the blankets, and another applied the paddles, and—

	—and Grandpa’s chest heaved, and the electrocardiogram jumped into action, and, moments later, so did the brain-wave monitor. Just after that, the respiration monitor showed him taking giant shuddering breaths. We watched his chest rise and fall.

	I glanced at the biological-age readout and saw that “days” now showed a six, which was doubtless a bit of theater: having that value arbitrarily set to just before the end of one day so that his new life would be marked by a changing of the last digit.

	Up in the gallery, we hugged one another and let out excited whoops. Tears of joy collected in my grandmother’s eye sockets. Below, those doctors not immediately occupied were giving each other high-fives or shaking gloved hands.

	We waited for Grandpa’s eyes to flutter open . . .

	And we waited.

	And waited.

	Finally, my mother couldn’t take it any longer. In the gallery with us were three ColdBoot executives, and Momma and I turned to face them. “Well? Why hasn’t he woken up?”

	Mr. Nakamura, a tall man with slicked-back hair, tried for a reassuring smile, but I could tell it was forced. “He’s probably just like me: no matter how long I’ve slept, when the alarm goes off, I want five more minutes.”

	Momma frowned, but we turned back to look out the angled windows at the revival room. The celebratory atmosphere had evaporated and all nine doctors were hustling about. One flicked his index finger against Grandpa’s forehead as if trying to get a piece of machinery with a loose connection to work.

	After a couple more minutes it proved too much for Nakamura. He leaned forward and pressed an intercom button mounted on the window sill. “Heather, what’s going on down there?”

	A doctor with skin even darker than mine looked up and, although the bottom of her face was behind a mask, there was no mistaking the panic in her eyes. “Everything was nominal,” she said. “Everything is nominal, but . . .”

	“Then why isn’t he awake?” demanded Nakamura.

	Her shoulders lifted and fell in a shrug that mirrored the tracing on the respiration monitor. “I don’t know.”

	Grandpa didn’t wake up that day . . . or the next . . . or the one after that. Finally, Nakamura gathered us all in his office. “I’m so sorry,” he said, “but Mr. Henderson is in a coma. He’s completely nonresponsive to external stimuli. Everything is working fine, except he isn’t conscious.”

	“You promised you could revive him!” my grandmother said.

	“Well, I didn’t,” said Nakamura, who would have been in public school back when Grandpa was frozen, “but he has been revived. He’s come back to life. No one has ever been resuscitated, and—”

	“Fuck that!” said Grandma, the first time I’d ever heard her use such language. “That isn’t living.”

	Nakamura nodded reluctantly. “We’re flying in experts in neuroscience—best in the business. Meanwhile, we should discuss . . .”

	“What?” said Grandma. “You want more money? Good Christ!”

	Nakamura held out his hands palms up. “No, no, no. Of course not. It’s just that . . . well, he still has mantle cell lymphoma, and there’s nothing about the gene-resequencing cure that requires him to be conscious. I suggest we go ahead and eliminate his cancer so that when he does wake up, he’ll be healthy.”

	But he never did wake up. We moved him into a long-term-care facility near Grandma’s house in Montego Bay, and she went to visit him every day until she herself passed away.

	There’d been funds set aside to freeze her when her time came, but, after watching her beloved just lie there year after year, she chose not to follow in his footsteps. And, really, who could blame her? In the time since ColdBoot had tried to bring Grandpa fully back to life, they’d also tried to revive seven others as cures were found for the things that had killed them . . . and not one had regained consciousness.

	ColdBoot’s competitors also tried reviving “corpsicles,” as the press had taken to calling them, and although in all but one case, in which the body didn’t resuscitate at all, the once-dead did regain biological activity, they never woke up.

	Simple old age finally

	
	
	
	Interview with Roscoe Koudoulian

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	Interview with Captain Letitia Garvey

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
HUGO & NEBULA WINNER

ROBERT J.
‘ SAWYER

- D[]NNL[]HDED

W "Wicked smart!” —Sylvain Neuvel

1





