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			Introduction

			As we celebrate the best works of science fiction and fantasy from 2025 in Nebula Awards Showcase 61, it is remarkable to me how unremarked upon the quarter-century mark of the 21st Century was.

			We commemorate the 25th anniversary of the most trivial things—TV shows like Friends and Survivor, the debut albums of the Spice Girls and *NSYNC, movies like Coyote Ugly or Legally Blonde, and even fad toys like Tamagotchi and cultural ephemera like Pokémon have all been fêted for their 25th in recent years.

			Yet our silver anniversary with the future came and went, and we, as a culture, just ignored it. No wistful remembrances, no collective stock-taking. Total silence.

			Maybe it’s because, after all the buildup, once we actually got there, we discovered that the future kinda sucked.

			No orbital colonies. No meals in pill form. No flying cars.

			Turns out that the future was (to invert what historian Arnold J. Toynbee once said about the past) just one damned thing after another.

			It was not the future we were promised. We were promised a better tomorrow. A final frontier. We were promised fully automated luxury gay space communism!

			(Though, I’m not too bent out of shape about the flying cars, to be honest. Have you seen how people drive? Do you want to watch them fly? Me neither.)

			I’m being silly here in imagining a future straight out of The Jetsons or Star Trek, obviously, but I’m hardly alone in feeling that the future turned out to be underwhelming. Psychologically, when the cosmic odometer turned over from 1999 to 2000, wasn’t the future supposed to feel different from the past?

			What we got instead was a lot like the past, but with better interfaces. No definitive rupture, but rather continuity with the same fragile human vanity, cruelty, and institutional failures, only now delivered faster, scaled globally, and rendered in high definition on screens we can’t stop checking.

			Was that most science fictional year of 2001 a new start or a best-before date?

			I am guilty of giving the future too much credit. And I suspect I’m not alone.

			In hindsight, we probably should have been more skeptical of the 21st Century. The warning signs were there.

			Consider how the 2000s began: millennial anxiety and the Y2K bug, the bursting of the dotcom bubble, a botched American presidential election, and then 9/11, which shattered the world’s post–Cold War idyll and put an end to the “end of history.”

			Since then, experiencing the first quarter of the 21st Century in real-time has felt less like a futuristic era and more like a series of stress positions. The phrase “unprecedented times” has lost all meaning, as historic shocks arrive with farcical frequency: twenty years of war in the Middle East, a global financial crisis, austerity, Brexit, a global pandemic and another global financial crisis, war in Europe, an energy crisis, trade wars, another war in the Middle East and then another one, another energy crisis, growing right-wing authoritarianism around the globe, the steady background hum of compounding ecological and climate degradation, and a partridge in a pear tree...

			Just one damned thing after another.

			And perhaps most offensive to fiction writers is how utterly preposterous this future is, narratively. We have arrived less in 2001: A Space Odyssey and more in Idiocracy.

			I have lost count of the number of times in recent years when, seeing the latest outrage in the news, I have thought, “There is no way an editor would ever accept this story if I submitted it!”

			Politicians and billionaires so cartoonishly evil that Bond villains would tell them to tone it down a bit? Media barons buying online platforms and TV networks to hollow them out as propaganda machines? Billionaires funding private space programs while civilization’s basic mechanisms are starved for resources? Paramilitary goon squads unleashed on American cities? Threats to invade Greenland? GREENLAND!?!?

			Please rewrite and resubmit. No one will believe this as-is.

			Yet this is the actual future a quarter of the way through the 21st Century. Truth is stranger than fiction, as the saying goes, because fiction is obliged to make sense.

			It is worth noting that neither the fantasy nor science fiction genres escaped the growing pessimism of the early 21st Century unscathed. At a time when real-world institutions felt like they were failing us, even our imagined worlds began to lose hope.

			The rise of grimdark fantasy—so prominent in the late 2000s and 2010s—tracked almost perfectly the disillusionment following the global financial crisis and the Great Recession. Science fiction cycled through trends of dystopia, zombie apocalypse, and retrofuturism, looking back to a time when we still believed in the future. Nostalgia, as Richard Greenberg once observed, is just a longing for a time we know we can survive.

			Please don’t misunderstand: this isn’t a slight against grimdark or post-apocalypses. The trends in genre over the last 25 years have all yielded wonderful works. Rather, it’s an observation that the farther we got into living “the future” the harder it seemed to become to imagine “the future” anymore. Or at least a future we would want or hope for.

			Maybe that’s because, as William Gibson has assured us, the future is already here, but it's just not evenly distributed. I’m not sure that’s correct, though. That idea assumes there is one coherent “future.” 

			

			What we’re experiencing are fragments of many imagined futures all at once. Utopia and dystopia butt up against each other. Sleek Star Trek-inspired design and late-capitalist cyberpunk decay grapple for aesthetic dominance. It’s like viewing things through a kaleidoscope, with each turn revealing a different configuration as the shards of our futures reorient themselves into our Now.

			Turn the kaleidoscope and you’ve got slick touchscreens and pocket supercomputers. Turn it again and you get digital platforms controlled by tech-bro oligarchs. Another turn, we’ve sequenced the human genome. Another turn, democratic decay. Turn for billions fewer people living in extreme poverty than at any point in human history. Turn again for staggering wealth inequality. Turn for climate catastrophe. Turn and humans return to the moon.

			And yet, this is precisely why speculative fiction remains indispensable.

			Because in a moment when reality feels unreal, feels incoherent, when we are grappling with a fragmentary Now, speculative fiction still insists on asking: “What comes after this?” Speculative fiction demands we confront and reimagine what comes next, challenging us to assert agency over what the future could and should be.

			What matters to us? What kind of world is this becoming? More than that, speculative fiction can ask not just what future we expect, or what future we fear, but what kind of future do we actually want?

			To hold in mind a vision of a future you would choose (rather than one you would merely endure) is a radical act of resistance in the face of a world seemingly bent on driving us to despair. Such a vision is how we clarify what we value. How we identify what we’re willing to fight for and defend. What we might still build.

			To plan, to wonder, to speculate—that, increasingly, feels like something worth preserving, and speculative fiction is a unique vehicle for doing just that.

			Because, at its best, speculative fiction isn’t really about the future at all.

			Like most good fiction, it is about the human condition: about who we are under pressure, and how we might react when circumstances change. The high technology, the distant planets, the magic, the dragons—these are not the subject so much as the lens. Because speculative fiction is about the Now, about us as people of the present.

			Science fiction takes contemporary concerns—political, social, technological—and wraps them in the guise of the wondrous or numinous or alien not to escape them, but to let us step back from the present, from our own assumptions and blind spots, and ask, at a safe distance: what kind of a world are we building, and is it one we want?

			Fantasy, while often less concerned with the future per se, is no less interested in the realities of the human condition. Power, duty, loyalty, corruption, sacrifice—exploring such concepts is the raw material of fantasy. If science fiction asks what kind of world we are building, fantasy asks what kind of people we are within it and who we might yet become.

			

			The future, despite everything, isn’t a destination, and it’s not something that happens to us. It is something we assemble, piece by piece, out of the Now.

			So, as we look through the kaleidoscope, the question is not whether things will change (they will) but how they will be arranged when all is said and done. 

			Speculative fiction gives us a way to turn the lens experimentally, to see not just what is, but what might be, and to imagine the final pattern we want.

			In the stories that follow in Nebula Awards Showcase 61, and in the longer works on the Nebula finalists list, you’ll find fiction that speculates about all this and more.

			Stories that center on the redefinition of identity and the fragmentation of the self, the burden of generational legacies and the tension between preserving memory and moving toward the future. Stories examining the encroachment of the artificial and its displacement of the human. There are meditations on the power of storytelling and memory, and on the nature of power and the struggle for agency against systematic control.

			So, let's turn the kaleidoscope a quarter turn and another and another and see how our futures might sort out.

			Welcoming New Categories to the Nebula Awards

			And speaking of the changes the future brings...

			The Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers Association (SFWA) is pleased to welcome two new categories to the Nebulas this year: Poem and Comic.

			The Best Poem category is open to a science fiction or fantasy poem of any length, and the Best Comic category is open to a science fiction or fantasy story of any length told using sequential art. These mark the ninth and tenth new categories added to the Nebula Awards since their inception in 1966 and are among the nine active categories of awards presented this year.

			So, with those welcomes made, all that remains is to welcome you to Nebula Awards Showcase 61.

			Stephen Kotowych

			Kitchener, ON

			April 2026

		

	
		
			

			SHORT STORIES

		

	
		
			Laser Eyes Ain't Everything

			Effie Seiberg

			The Super-Abled 501 Local Union building wasn't ADA compliant.

			I sat in my wheelchair next to the three steps that led to their front door, and groaned. My brand new laser eyes didn’t exactly fix my mobility problems.

			Two weeks ago, I’d been zapped by a falling piece of alien spaceship debris and developed laser eyes. Ten days ago, I’d lost my job at the City Planner’s office because of budget cuts. I wasn’t even mad though, because I could never push my projects through and you know who gets stuff done without anyone getting in their way? The super-abled. As soon as I got home I filled in my union application.

			Yesterday I’d gotten notice that I could join after I demonstrated my new laser eyes in person. And now here I was. Stuck.

			A rubbery guy walked out the front door, legs stretching and compressing like a slinky.

			“Excuse me!” I said, brandishing my paperwork. “Is there another way into the building?”

			Stretchy-legs looked me up and down. “You sure you’re in the right place?”

			I sighed and took off my sunglasses, then lasered the small patch of grass next to the sidewalk. “Yeah. So. Is there another way in?”

			He shook his head.

			“Sooooo could you get someone to come out? Nobody’s answering the phones.”

			“Right. Sure. Hey, why are you in a wheelchair if you’re super-abled?”

			I took a deep breath and reminded myself that ignorance wasn’t malice. “Laser eyes ain’t everything. Can you go grab someone?”

			Eventually a harried intern came and explained that testing had to be done inside where specialized equipment made sure nobody was cheating, but if I wanted we could get one of their super-strong members to carry me and my chair in.

			Normally I’d never submit to such indignity. But, figuring I could get this sorted more effectively as a member than a non-member, I said OK.

			A large woman who looked like she was made of striped sedimentary rocks clomped over and gathered me up, wheelchair and all, like I was just a bag of groceries. Humiliating, dehumanizing, and not exactly the best first impression in a professional context. Once she put me back down I hoped that everyone, myself included, would forget that ever happened.

			Inside, in a room full of lenses and sensors, I lasered things. I turned paper into ashes, melted concrete into a glowing blob, and then, because nobody was saying anything, with great care I lasered the wobbly words ‘is this enough’ in char marks on the wall.

			My application was approved.
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			I’d been trying to get traffic circles built since I’d started at the City Planner’s office. As an assistant I hadn’t had much sway over anything.

			Each time there was a different reason. Sometimes there was no budget. Sometimes it wasn’t what the voters wanted, though, had anyone actually asked the voters? Of course not. Sometimes there was no time to spend on this and really I should be focusing on the important things like fixing the coffee machine.

			But the super-abled? They could do anything they wanted. They had no bosses to tell them no, and what were you gonna do, try to stop a super-abled person from doing, well, anything?

			Over the next week I went through the list of superheroes in the union roster and started contacting them, one by one. I introduced myself and gave my little spiel about how traffic circles save lives compared to regular intersections, and how this little change could make a big difference, and weren’t we super-abled all in the business of saving lives…?

			The responses weren’t encouraging.

			ExpandiRay wouldn’t lend me his raygun to grow an intersection wider so that I could carve it into a circle after, because insurance wouldn’t cover it.

			AscendAnt said she was too busy with an autograph signing to get ants to dismantle bits of pavement and carry them to a new orientation.

			NiteFlite wouldn’t lift and move sections of street without consulting with the union PR rep, who wrote that redoing city infrastructure wasn’t “on brand” for the union and maybe I should just find a nice supervillain to fight instead.

			The Smash sent me back an email that looked like she’d mashed her fists all over the keyboard and called it a day.

			But most of them didn’t respond at all.
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			They still hadn’t built a ramp, and meetings were in-person, so I joined the union meeting by video. The HR rep made a big deal about making a “special exception” for me since I “didn’t really need this accommodation” because “someone could always carry me in like before.” I managed to keep my smile plastered on my face.

			The union leader, a woman named “Big Dig” with hands like gopher claws, went through the agenda. Most of it was assigning press stuff. But eventually we got to the one real thing on the agenda—the union wanted to defeat Doctor Croc, a green scaly menace who’d been razing buildings, most recently a conference center.

			I knew that place well. Its front doors were too narrow for my chair, and the one time I’d gone to a conference I’d had to get in near the dumpsters in the back. Which had meant waiting by the dumpsters for an hour, until I too smelled like garbage, until someone brought up the service elevator. Which meant my boss was so grossed out he’d sent me home to shower.

			Destroying a conference center wasn’t great, but if you absolutely had to, I’d choose this one.

			When it was time, I introduced myself and said “Sorry I’m not there in person to meet everyone. I’ll be glad to join you once there’s a ramp!”

			Crickets.

			“So I was wondering when there was a chance to suggest new business? Traffic circles save lives over intersections, and I was thinking that if someone like PhazeMatter could turn an intersection’s pavement into a liquid and then we reroute it and solidify it back, we could make a big difference to the city without a lot of effort… I have a research paper on traffic circles… if anyone’s interested…”

			I trailed off. Nobody was listening.

			The union leader ahemmed and said “Everyone, there’s snacks outside, mingle and enjoy! RazorBeam, can you stay on a minute?”

			She waited until everyone else filed out of the room. “I wanted to touch base. The 501 really cares about accessibility. But with dues the way they are, we can’t afford to put in a ramp right now.”

			“But the ADA says—”

			“This building is old enough to be grandfathered in. Besides, if we built a ramp for you, we’d have to make adjustments for everybody. Backless chairs for Lizzardbeth so her tail would fit better, upgrade the bathroom plumbing for RockGal, you get the idea. The budget would explode! There’s even a rule in the union handbook, from about seven years ago, that says we don’t do accommodations when it’s for just one member.”

			Temporary ramps were pretty cheap, but I tried switching tactics. Maybe I could still get something else done. “Can we talk about traffic circles then?”

			“Unfortunately it’s not on our list of priorities for the year, so maybe some other time. And we’d rather you not bug all the other union members about it. But hopefully you can join us in person for the next meeting! You’re missing out on the networking,” she chirped, and hung up.

			I breathed deeply. Then lasered a hole in my living room wall.
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			Throughout the next week, I waited for my union-issued superwatch to vibrate and call me into action. On Friday it finally did, telling me to come to HQ.

			

			Yet again, I hit the problem of the stairs, but it turned out not to matter. They wanted me for an outdoor photo shoot as the newest member of the team, together with an interview with a local journalist.

			During the interview, the PR rep held giant cue cards with what I was supposed to say to the journalist. The whole exercise seemed pretty meaningless.

			But then the journalist asked, “And RazorBeam, how do you feel about Doctor Croc getting away yesterday, after he smashed up the craft supplies store on Main Street?”

			The PR rep’s eyes widened. Probably the journalist hadn’t vetted this question with them. And I was taken aback too—I’d had no idea that there was a new Doctor Croc incident.

			“Uhhhh… I’m sure we’ll get him next time?”

			“What’s really important here,” jumped in the PR rep, “is that we have a wonderful new member of the team. Our diversity makes us stronger, and that lets us better serve the people of this city. Thank you for your time!”

			After the journalist was hurried out, I asked the rep what had happened.

			“Oh it’s just a craft store, don’t worry about it.”

			“Why wasn’t I called to help? I was free, and maybe if I was there he wouldn’t have gotten away.”

			“Oh well.” They looked me up and down. “We want to save your abilities for the projects that use them best. I’m sure the next time you’ll be called. See you then!”

			As they sauntered away, I lasered a patch of grass into a charred black splotch in frustration.

			But why a craft supplies store? What would a supervillain have against pipe cleaners and construction paper and rolls of fabric? A convention center was the center of big meetups and commerce, it was a big deal to a city to get that destroyed. But a little craft shop?

			I wasn’t a fan of that store, not that I needed a lot of craft supplies. But I’d gone once to get poster board and thick markers to make a sign for a rally, and the aisles of supplies were crammed so close together that I couldn’t really maneuver in there.

			Still, a craft store made no sense.
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			Two weeks later, at the next union meeting (still via video), I came prepared with a proposal.

			If I could get help blocking traffic, I could sort of make traffic circles happen myself. I’d spent the last few weeks experimenting with asphalt and found that after I melted it I could sort of push it around with a shovel. It wasn’t the most efficient, but it could work.

			

			I never got to talk. There’d been another Doctor Croc attack that nobody had invited me to, and it was at a perfectly wheelchair-accessible gym. This time they put up some photos from the gym fight. (They’d brought the journalist! But not me!)

			I’d been to that gym. It was a crappy old place where the windows didn’t properly close and all the fluorescent lights flickered and there was a greasy sheen of something on all surfaces, so not that many people went to it anyway and I doubt many people were sad it was destroyed. What was Doctor Croc’s goal here, anyway?

			Nobody was trying to figure out what the pattern was, though. And it seemed like nobody could stop the guy. ExpandiRay was in the hospital with a shattered femur from some barbells Doctor Croc had thrown at him during the fight. And RockGal had some new epoxy-filled cracks on her face.

			I didn’t even try to bring up traffic circles.
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			The attacks kept coming, and I kept not getting an invitation to come help.

			I did experiments in my own backyard on how far I could accurately laser things, and sent the results to Big Dig. It didn’t change anything, even though I was pretty sure I had the most reach out of any of the super-abled who had distance or projectile abilities. (I got an angry letter from my landlord who saw the charred remains of my experiments and I had to buy a fire extinguisher, so I guess one change. But that was it.)

			If I couldn’t help fight, perhaps I could help predict. I went to the library and read all I could about Doctor Croc, and found nothing that made sense. There was no obvious vendetta I could find, nothing about past grudges, or feuds, or specific needs for revenge. As a twentysomething he’d had an airboat accident in a swamp and had been bitten by a mutated crocodile. The toxic waste plant that had oozed its sludge into the swamp to affect the crocodiles had long since been dealt with. There’d been lawsuits, cleanup efforts, the works, and it hadn’t been in business in years. It looked like the site was now an ecology museum with exhibits about the dangers of pollution in wetlands.

			So I needed a new theory. I made one of those conspiracy boards at home, with the printed out pictures and thumbtacks and pieces of string connecting pieces of information. He’d destroyed the conference center, craft supplies store, and gym, and previously had demolished an ancient movie theater that showed old movies on a rattling old projector, and a little hardware store crammed full of tools and paints all the way to the ceiling, with really high checkout counters that displayed even more goods beneath them. After weeks of trying to put together the puzzle pieces, I still had nothing.
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			Chez Louisette was the one fancy restaurant in town. And it was having a grand re-opening on Wednesday. It was no crappy gym or dusty craft store, but it was an opportunity with a lot of press so maybe, just maybe, Doctor Croc would be there? Maybe?

			So on Wednesday morning I sent a note to Big Dig about my theory, then went to stake the place out.

			Not only was I right, but Doctor Croc had beat me there. As soon as I got near I heard a big crash. And another. And then two green scaly fists burst through its wall, raining down bits of brick.

			Nobody else was here, but this was my chance! Maybe if I could take him down alone, the union would take me seriously, and we could get something done.

			I lasered a giant hole in the wall, which then tottered and fell forward, revealing a very angry crocodile man. He was about eight feet tall, mostly a torso on stubby green legs, and his arms were muscular, massive, and gearing up for another punch.

			“Hey!” I said. “Doctor Croc! Put your hands in the air!” I remembered protocol, and pushed the button on my new superwatch for the union to send backup to my location.

			He looked me up and down. “You?” he said. “YOU. Of all people. Are trying to stop ME.”

			I suppressed a scream. Why were people so difficult everywhere! “Disabled people can be super-abled too, you know. Now I can laser you dead from here in less time than it’d take you to throw a chunk of wall at me, so I suggest you put your hands up.”

			“You don’t get it. Do you know what this restaurant’s been doing?”

			“Uh, being snooty?”

			“They won’t reveal their ingredients, which is dangerous for people with allergies and Celiacs and whatnot.” He looked smug, as though this magically explained everything.

			“I mean, that’s awful, but that’s no reason to destroy the whole building. Or any of the other places you’ve been smashing up. Now, you’re under arrest, by the order of the Super-Abled 501 Local Union! Hands up!”

			He scoffed, but slowly raised his hands and stepped out towards me. Behind him were the twisted stainless steel remains of what had been a kitchen. “Still a believer, huh? Tell me, did the 501 ever add any outdoor handrails?”

			“What does that have to do with anything? No…”

			“I was a member seven years ago. Asked for some accommodations so my kid could join on Take Your Child to Work Day. They never added any. Each time it was ‘there’s no budget’ or ‘that decision was made by the previous leadership’ and nothing. Ever. Changed. Eventually they had a vote that said that any changes to the union of any kind, which benefit only one person, were out. Specifically to shut me up. Even though accessibility accommodations help loads of people, and they wouldn’t even know how many people weren’t applying in the first place because the building was inaccessible.”

			Sounded familiar. And enraging. “It’s crappy,” I said, “but still no reason to destroy everything.”

			“Oh yeah?” he asked, moving closer. “Have they built you a ramp yet?”

			“Um. No…”

			“Didn’t think so. They just can’t be bothered.”

			“OK so they suck, fine, but why destroy all these other buildings?”

			Doctor Croc continued, “Nobody can be bothered to make accommodations. The ADA’s only enforced when people bring lawsuits. I’m in a giant Facebook group of parents with disabled kids and basically nobody has the time and money to sue, ever. And even then most lawsuits fail. But when I destroy an inaccessible building, the insurance covers it, and when they rebuild, it’s no longer so old that it gets an accessibility exemption. Plus, it’s safe since everyone gets evacuated. No people get harmed, and we get the accessibility we need. There was nobody here this morning when I started smashing.”

			“That can’t be right,” I said, as his hands started floating downwards. “Hey, hands stay up! Look, I used to work for the city. There are plenty of avenues to ask for accommodations. And besides, what was so inaccessible about that gym? Or the other places?”

			He put his hands up again. “That gym had flickering lights, which can trigger migraines, seizures, or meltdowns. The movie theater never bothered to add closed captioning devices. The hardware store had high checkout counters and never let its cashiers sit even when one of them broke a leg.”

			“OK, that makes no sense. Why not just destroy the gym’s lights? Or the hardware store’s checkout counters? There’s no reason they couldn’t rebuild with the same exact problems. Plus I doubt anyone even knows that this is why stuff’s getting destroyed. You’re not exactly getting headlines that say ‘Doctor Croc Destroys Another Inaccessible Building’.”

			“Huh,” he said, lowering his hands briefly then thinking better of it and shoving them up again. “Yeah that’s a good point. Probably should’ve just smashed up those counters, and probably should’ve left a note or something. Hey you’re good at this! You should join me!”

			“I’m not going to start smashing up buildings! I’m one of the good guys.”

			“Oh yeah? Those good guys that can’t even get you a ramp? Those things cost what, like $200 at Home Depot?”

			He had a point. With the union taking a percentage of all sponsorships and deals, and members working with giant brands like Nike, they could absolutely find space in their budget for a measly $200. They could get a single backless stool for Lizzardbeth for cheap. They just weren’t bothering to take those two minutes to think of solutions to help. Even I hadn’t thought of the problems with flickering lights and old movie equipment.

			Most of all, nothing was getting done. The local 501 was so busy with its public image it wasn’t doing jack. Here I was, talking to their archenemy for a good five minutes, and nobody else was showing up.

			“This is ridiculous,” I muttered.

			“It is ridiculous! We’d make great partners, you and me, actually make some changes around here. What would you do about the movie theater?”

			“Huh? I don’t know, I guess I’d laser ‘GET CAPTIONING DEVICES OR ELSE’ on their walls. Or send a note to local insurance companies that says that their clients are at risk of expensive damages if they don’t shore up accessibility, and they have two weeks to fix things.” I shook my head. “But that’s irrelevant!”

			“See? Those are great ideas. You’re full of them. So join me, whaddaya think? No more smashing up buildings when you’ve got a better plan, I promise.” He gave me a crocodiley grin, showing all his teeth. “My garage is fully accessible and is a great place to meet. And I make a mean dairy-free hot chocolate.”

			Something inside me snapped. It had been years since someone thought about accessibility for me without me having to even ask. And maybe this way I could actually get something done, especially if Doctor Croc was willing to let me focus him. Get him laser-focused, if you will. And with a bit of time I could probably come up with some better plans that were less destructive and more effective.

			“Hell,” I said. “Only if we make some traffic circles too.”

			“Oh I read those things save a lot of lives! Great idea, let’s do that next. You in?”

			“Why not,” I said, and grinned back.

			And just for some much-needed catharsis, I lasered an already-wrecked piece of kitchen behind him. The metal melted into a ramp-like shape.
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			Through the Machine

			P.A. Cornell

			“Steve, over here! Turn to your right. Can we get a smile?”

			He falls back on his training easily enough, turns to the cameras, gives them his famous crooked smile, tilts his head just so as the flashes go off so they can capture the smoulder that highlights his cheekbones. The one he’s practiced countless times with his manager, Ethel. 

			The red carpet extends before him, and up ahead he sees the actress he’s been paired with in this film. His co-star and onscreen love interest but in reality, a total stranger. He only knows her name because the photographers keep shouting it, asking her to turn so they can capture her svelte profile. She tilts her head obligingly, long blonde hair falling seductively over one eye, teasing the lenses and through them the millions of fans who’ll one day see these images. She’s a pro, like him. She’s clearly had the same kind of training he’s had. She’s been through the machine.

			It’s a phrase he heard years ago from a late night talk show host. It refers to the way Hollywood turns you into a product. You start out this average person, just trying to make it as an actor, then as your success grows, more and more people come into your life to turn you into something else. A movie star. A fairytale ideal of celebrity perfection. He’d told himself that would never be him. He was in it for the art, not the fame and fortune. But here he is.

			“Steve! Daphne! Can we get some shots of the two of you together?”

			The blonde up ahead reaches a hand toward him as if beckoning a good friend, though this is the first time they’ve met. She smiles at him in a way that almost looks genuine. He returns his best leading man grin, flashing the expensive set of pearly white teeth his manager arranged for in the earliest days of their partnership. He puts an arm around Daphne. They both pose, turn, look at each other and smile over and over. Then both look serious, then smile once more. Then she leans in for a peck on the cheek as instructed by the shouting crowd, just before they’re both ushered off to find their places inside, where the film will be screened.

			Once they’re away from the cameras, he extends his hand to Daphne.

			“Hi. Steve Randall.” 

			“Nice to meet you,” she laughs. “Daphne Everheart.”

			“You seen any of it yet?”

			“Not even the trailer,” she admits. “Did they send you the screenplay?”

			He shakes his head. 

			Someone in her entourage grabs her by the arm. She gives him a small wave as they lead her off. He wonders if he’ll even see her again after this premiere. Maybe. If the film does well opening weekend, there could be a sequel. They could find themselves at another premiere for a movie they appear in together, but that neither of them has acted in.

			Steve lets his own people show him past curtains and cocktails to a theater with plush red seating. He takes his place staring up at the screen, trying to conjure up some of the excitement he once felt as a kid about to watch his favorite actors. But the excitement feels more akin to anxiety as the opening credits appear. He sees his own name—or the one his manager gave him, anyway. That’s when he appears. 

			Seeing himself like this is unsettling, to say the least. He turns to the people seated around him and they’re all looking up at this face that resembles him but isn’t him. Do they not see it? Do they not feel that uncanny valley sickness in the pit of their stomachs that weighs his down as the thing on screen billed as Steve Randall starts to speak? It’s his voice, but he’s never said these words. Never read the script they came from. Who wrote this, anyway? He wonders. Or rather, what wrote this?

			The film’s runtime is ninety-five minutes. It’s a romantic comedy, but the word ‘comedy’ is generous. Steve doesn’t so much as crack a smile. He watches this AI-generated doppelganger and his equally digitized scene partner as they traverse the uneven landscape of the disjointed plot—flimsy even for this genre. They flash smile after smile, kiss with ever-deepening passion—if you can call it that, and ultimately, after a series of contrived misunderstandings, they get their Hollywood ending. All set to an AI-generated score bereft of any feeling that might conjure atmosphere or elicit an emotional response from the viewer. 

			As the lights come up and people start to clap, Steve glances down the row of seats at his co-star. Daphne, seeming to sense his stare, glances back. She looks as though she’s about to be sick but gives him a brave smile—a trained smile—and starts to clap along with everyone else. He does the same. This is his job now, after all. 

			The scan was taken a couple of years ago, during pre-production on a movie in which he played an astronaut. They had to scan him for proper fit of the spacesuit they were having made, as well as for some of the more intricate effects. The voice they came by even more easily. From all the ADR he’d done, voicework on some animated stuff, and of course countless interviews already accessible online. He hadn’t given the scan much thought, at the time. It had made sense for the work they were doing. He’d never imagined it would lead to this. 

			There’s an afterparty and people keep coming up and congratulating him on the movie. He says what he’s been trained to say, graciously thanking them for their praise, taking pictures with people for magazines and entertainment shows. Evidence that he is in fact still a real person that exists in the world, even though it’s not him on screen. Not in this movie and not in a handful of others, several of which he hasn’t even seen. If Hollywood could turn you into a product before, this is on another level.

			His career has become, almost exclusively, one of public appearances. His L.A. agent has him booked for a store opening tomorrow, and some time in the spring a series of meet-and-greets at conventions. The sorts of gigs that used to be thought of as ‘has-been’ work, but Steve, by all accounts, is still a bona fide movie star. He was People Magazine’s ‘Sexiest Man Alive’ just last year. Fans still somehow manage to find out what hotel he’s staying at in any given city all over the world, just so they can catch a glimpse of him walking in and out. How has it come to this?

			At the end of the night someone pushes him into a shiny black town car and the spectacle of this farce fades away in the car’s rear lights. He exhales, trying to get the image of the thing on screen out of his head. It’s not so bad, he tells himself. SAG made sure he’d get paid for the use of his image. It’s not as much as he might’ve liked, maybe, but it’s decent, and they use it often enough that the cheques enable him to maintain his standard of living. The public appearances add to that. He can’t really complain.

			But the sick feeling in his stomach remains.
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			When he’s back in New York, he calls his manager. 

			“It was fucking weird, Ethel.” He tells her. “Seeing myself in a film I wasn’t actually in. No chemistry between me and my co-star because, well…neither of us was actually there to do any acting. This isn’t what I signed up for.”

			“Sweet boy,” she says, using her years’ old term of endearment for him, though he hasn’t been a boy in quite some time. “I know. But this is how it works with the studio films these days. Be glad your image is still worth something.”

			Steve sighs deeply. “I know. It’s just…I worked so hard to get here. We both did. The work mattered to me. I miss challenging myself, figuring out who my character is and how to best convey that through my performance. I miss being able to disappear into all those people and live their lives for a time.”

			“Of course, of course,” says Ethel. “That’s one of the reasons I took you on as a client. Even at sixteen, you had such passion. You loved the art of it. But what’s the alternative, Stefan?”

			She only ever uses his original name when she’s serious. He knows her hands are as tied as his. It’s this or give up the business altogether.
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			Over drinks with a friend the next night, he airs his frustrations, his tongue loosened by more than a few shots with beer chasers. 

			“I’m bored,” he tells Frank, who doubled for him in an action film franchise that now continues without need of either of them. “I miss acting. It’s like all they left me with are the worst parts of fame. The parts where I still can’t walk down the street in peace without some paparazzo shoving a lens in my face, and where I can still get cancelled online for any stupid shit I might say without thinking. But the good parts, they’ve all been taken over by some digital version of me that frankly gives me the creeps.”

			

			“I hear ya, Steve,” Frank says, raising his beer. “It’s not just you though, brother. At least you still have a marketable presence. Companies still send you free clothes and shit so you can be spotted using it.”

			“Sure,” he tells Frank, “but all that amounts to is that I’m now pretty much just this human billboard. I’m not even an actor anymore.”

			“You’re breaking my heart, man. But think about guys like me. We were getting your crumbs even in the good times. If you think things have gotten rough for you, imagine what’s left for us. I haven’t been called for a stunt gig in months. And that last one ended up cancelled last minute when they decided it was cheaper to use AI. I’ve got a family to support, and all three kids are gonna need braces. Not to mention the first wife who’s on my back if I’m even half a second late with her alimony. What I wouldn’t give for my ugly mug to be in demand.”

			Steve knows he’s right and feels bad for whining. Things could be so much worse. Whatever jobs he’s lost to AI, there are countless more jobs lost by less famous actors, crew, and other support personnel like PA’s and craft services. He can’t begin to imagine how they’re all making ends meet these days. Many of the ones he’s still close with, like Frank, work multiple jobs, even outside the industry, just to cover what their once stable careers did.

			“Drinks are on me tonight, by the way,” he tells Frank.

			“You’ll get no argument here, pal.”
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			Later, in the privacy of his loft, Steve allows himself the luxury of self-pity. He can’t help thinking of the kid he once was. The chubby little dork with the accent. Too shy to talk to girls. Pushed around by the guys he so wanted to be. Acting freed him from all that. It had allowed this kid who didn’t feel comfortable in his own skin to become someone else. In time, it had given him confidence, and as he continued to hone his craft, it had brought him the attention he’d craved and opportunities he’d never imagined.

			It hasn’t always been easy. There’d been plenty of lean years before his big breakout role turned him into a household name. Years during which covering rent had been a struggle, and meals had often consisted of half-eaten scraps left by patrons of the restaurants in which he’d waited tables. But he’d loved acting enough to stick with it, and he’d thought it worth all the sacrifices.

			He gave up his very name for this profession. He lost the accent and the baby fat. He’s spent a sizeable portion of his income on fixing his teeth, and on five-hundred-dollar haircuts sometimes paired with a treatment to achieve that perfect shade of chestnut brown or a shave that still left enough stubble to keep him looking ‘manly’ in a marketable way. He’s gotten regular tans to conceal his naturally pale complexion—a condition the L.A. agent refers to as his ‘vampire’ look. He’s hired a stylist, a personal trainer, and a dietitian to help him maintain what the grueling workouts have chiselled him into. He’s had more hours of media training than he’s had acting classes. Hell, at times he’s even dated women he’s been told to date. All of it to create this perfect image of Hollywood glamour intended to seduce audiences into filling theater seats. 

			He’s been put through the machine—and willingly let it happen—just so he can go on doing what he loves.

			He hadn’t realized this image wasn’t him. It was just a product. Something that could be sold, and then re-sold again and again, with little if any say from him as to how it might be used. 

			Feeling down about his situation, Steve turns to Instagram. He doesn’t follow any fan accounts but now and then, when he’s alone, he looks up the hashtag that bears his name. The fans have a way of making him feel better about himself. Their comments on his pictures—especially the shirtless ones—always make his day. Their support for the charities he’s championed over the years warms his heart. Sure, there are always trolls, but those are in the minority and easy enough to block. 

			He scrolls through his feed and finds the People photoshoot. His feelings about the shoot are a mix of pride and embarrassment. Pride that the chubby kid with the Polish accent showed his high school bullies up, but a little shame at the fact that he still cares so much about what they might think. Still, a few of the pictures from the shoot are really good. He recalls how the photographer’s great sense of humor put him at ease, and how welcoming the magazine staff were. 

			Continuing to scroll, he comes across a picture of himself he never took. This isn’t one of those amazing fan art images he’s seen over the years made by outstandingly talented artists that managed to capture not just his appearance, but his essence. This is some kind of Frankenimage, clearly AI-generated. His hair is a honey blonde he’s never sported, not even on screen. The cheekbones are oddly exaggerated and too narrow, giving him an almost gaunt appearance. In the picture he holds an infant, staring down at it like a proud father. It hurts him to see it. He’s always wanted a family, but this hasn’t happened for him in real life.

			Steve scrolls some more and comes across another AI image. In this one he’s dressed in a patent leather getup; cut to reveal tattoos he doesn’t have. A red blindfold covers his eyes. His arms are cuffed behind his back. His expression is one of ecstasy. Behind him stands another known actor who holds the handle of a whip against his chest as he leans in to lick the side of Steve’s face. The actor is a good friend. They’ve worked together a few times but never as onscreen lovers. Fans have imagined their characters as a couple for years, which seemed harmless enough, but seeing this is something else. Against his better judgment, he reads the comments. 

			“I ship them.” 

			“Gorgeous art. Love this.”

			“Yes, please.”

			And so on.

			“I wanna see them getting down in a movie together,” someone’s written.

			

			There’s a response to this last comment from someone who’s handle indicates they work for a major studio. “Don’t worry. You won’t have to wait much longer for that. And let’s just say this one’s not going to be the family-friendly fare you’re used to seeing these guys in.”

			Steve isn’t homophobic. He’s played gay characters more than once and has been fine with kissing or even simulating sex with other male actors. But there’s something about being paired with a close friend in this way without so much as a heads up, that seems like a violation. It’s one thing to work with another actor that you’ve built trust with and talk through a scene to make sure you’re both comfortable depicting something intimate that everyone can be proud of in the end. It’s quite another thing when your image is used to quell strangers’ salacious appetites, in a way you didn’t consent to. 

			Steve feels sick. He takes screenshots of both the AI image and the comment about the movie and texts them to his friend. He follows that up with the message: 

			Did you know about this?

			The reply comes almost immediately. 

			Fuck. Are you kidding me?

			Wish I was.

			Damn man. I love you, but not like that. At least not without the kind of money we used to get for our movies.

			Steve smiles in spite of himself. At least his friends can still have a sense of humor about these things.

			I feel like we need to push back on this, he tells his friend. 

			Yeah, I get it man, but we signed the contract. I know we didn’t have much choice, but the law doesn’t care. We agreed to this. Pretty sure it’s too late to stop them.

			The fans don’t even seem to care it’s not really us, Steve types.

			Why would they? his friend replies. They don’t even really need us anymore. We just get in the way of their fantasies.

			Steve doesn’t respond to that. He deletes his Instagram account.

			He shudders to think of what they’re doing with his image on TikTok. Or worse, on the dark web.
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			“This sucks, Ethel.” Steve puts the phone on speaker and sets it down on the kitchen counter to pour a bowl of cereal. “I’m going stir-crazy here. I need something to challenge my creativity again.”

			“Well, I heard about one thing, but I’m not sure it’s really for you, so I hadn’t mentioned it,” she says.

			“What? Tell me?” He opens the fridge and reaches for the almond milk then thinks, screw it, and grabs the whole milk he bought yesterday instead.

			“There’s this Broadway musical. I know one of the producers, but you’d have to audition.”

			

			“That’s exactly what I
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