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  Foreword



Thank you for picking up a copy of Sins and Other Worlds. Within these pages are 35 dark tales of science fiction brought to you by 30 very talented authors. I’ve always had a love for the darker side of the genre, though I’ve found there are few anthologies that collect dark science fiction in one place. So I’ve created one, put together with some of the biggest names writing short SciFi right now. I hope you enjoy this anthology of the best short dark science fiction in recent memory.








  
  
  The Plague by Ken Liu

  
  




Originally Published in Nature, May 2013




I’m in the river fishing with Mother. The sun is about to set, and the fish are groggy. Easy pickings. The sky is bright crimson and so is Mother, the light shimmering on her shkin like someone smeared blood all over her.

That’s when a big man tumbles into the water from a clump of reeds, dropping a long tube with glass on the end. Then I see he’s not fat, like I thought at first, but wearing a thick suit with a glass bowl over his head.

Mother watches the man flop in the river like a fish. “Let’s go, Marne.”

But I don’t. After another minute, he’s not moving as much. He struggles to reach the tubes on his back.

“He can’t breathe,” I say.

“You can’t help him,” Mother says. “The air, the water, everything out here is poisonous to his kind.”

I go over, crouch down, and look through the glass covering his face, which is naked. No shkin at all. He’s from the Dome.

His hideous features are twisted with fright.

I reach over and untangle the tubes on his back.

* * *

I wish I hadn’t lost my camera. The way the light from the bonfire dances against their shiny bodies cannot be captured with words. Their

deformed limbs, their malnourished frames, their terrible

disfigurement—all seem to disappear in a kind of nobility in the flickering shadows that makes my heart ache.

The girl who saved me offers me a bowl of food—fish, I think.

Grateful, I accept.

I take out the field purification kit and sprinkle the nanobots over the food. These are designed to break down after they’ve outlived their purpose, nothing like the horrors that went out of control and made the world unlivable …

Fearing to give offense, I explain, “Spices.”

Looking at her is like looking into a humanoid mirror. Instead of her face I see a distorted reflection of my own. It’s hard to read an expression from the vague indentations and ridges in that smooth surface, but I think she’s puzzled.

“Modja saf-fu ota poiss-you,” she says, hissing and grunting. I don’t hold the devolved phonemes and degenerate grammar against her—a diseased people scrabbling out an existence in the wilderness isn’t exactly going to be composing poetry or thinking philosophy. She’s saying “Mother says the food here is poisonous to you.”

“Spices make safe,” I say.

As I squeeze the purified food into the feeding tube on the side of the helmet, her face ripples like a pond, and my reflection breaks into colorful patches.

She’s grinning.

* * *




The others do not trust the man from the Dome as he skulks around the village enclosed in his suit.

“He says that the Dome dwellers are scared of us because they don’t understand us. He wants to change that.”

Mother laughs, sounding like water bubbling over rocks. Her shkin changes texture, breaking the reflected light into brittle, jagged rays.

The man is fascinated by the games I play: drawing lines over my belly, my thigh, my breasts with a stick as the shkin ripples and rises to follow. He writes down everything any one of us says.

He asks me if I know who my father is.

I think what a strange place the Dome must be.

“No,” I tell him. “At the Quarter Festivals the men and women writhe together and the shkins direct the seed where they will.”

He tells me he’s sorry.

“What for?”

It’s hard for me to really know what he’s thinking because his naked face does not talk like shkin would.

“All this.” He sweeps his arm around.

* * *




When the plague hit fifty years ago, the berserk nanobots and biohancers ate away people’s skins, the soft surface of their gullets, the warm, moist membranes lining every orifice of their bodies.

Then the plague took the place of the lost flesh and covered people, inside and outside, like a lichen made of tiny robots and colonies of bacteria.

Those with money—my ancestors—holed up with weapons and built domes and watched the rest of the refugees die outside.

But some survived. The living parasite changed and even made it possible for its hosts to eat the mutated fruits and drink the poisonous water and breathe the toxic air.

In the Dome, jokes are told about the plagued, and a few of the daring trade with them from time to time. But everyone seems content to see them as no longer human.

Some have claimed that the plagued are happy as they are. That is nothing but bigotry and an attempt to evade responsibility. An accident of birth put me inside the Dome and her outside. It isn’t her fault that she picks at her deformed skin instead of pondering philosophy; that she speaks with grunts and hisses instead of rhetoric and enunciation; that she does not understand family love but only an instinctual, animalistic yearning for affection.

We in the Dome must save her.

* * *




“You want to take away my shkin?” I ask.

“Yes, to find a cure, for you, your mother, all the plagued.”

I know him well enough now to understand that he is sincere. It doesn’t matter that the shkin is as much a part of me as my ears. He believes that flaying me, mutilating me, stripping me naked would be an improvement.

“We have a duty to help you.”

He sees my happiness as misery, my thoughtfulness as depression, my wishes as delusion. It is funny how a man can see only what he wants to see. He wants to make me the same as him, because he thinks he’s better.

Quicker than he can react, I pick up a rock and smash the glass bowl around his head. As he screams, I touch his face and watch the shkin writhe over my hands to cover him.

Mother is right. He has not come to learn, but I must teach him anyway.










Ken Liu (http://kenliu.name) is an author of speculative fiction, as well as a translator, lawyer, and programmer. A winner of the Nebula, Hugo, and World Fantasy awards, he is the author of The Dandelion Dynasty, a silkpunk epic fantasy series (The Grace of Kings (2015), The Wall of Storms (2016), and a forthcoming third volume) and The Paper Menagerie and Other Stories (2016), a collection. He also wrote the Star Wars novel, The Legends of Luke Skywalker(2017).

In addition to his original fiction, Ken also translated numerous works from Chinese to English, including The Three-Body Problem (2014), by Liu Cixin, and “Folding Beijing,” by Hao Jingfang, both Hugo winners.
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Originally Published in Beyond the Sun




One way or another, I’m nearing the end of my journey.

The spaceship is quiet now, except for the low rumble of the engines. It took me days, but I found all of the speakers which were filling the cabins with a cacophony of alarm bells. I pried each speaker open with a knife and cut the little rubbery wires until the last of the infernal things had finally been silenced.

Deprived of its voice, the ship is blinking lies at me via the console screen. Warning: low fuel levels. Warning: engine maintenance required. Warning: life support system failure imminent. I once thought of the ship as a friend, a steed sent by the Creator to be the tool of our deliverance. Somehow, the Deceiver found its way in, wormed inside of the ship’s machinery, and is doing whatever it can to break my spirit and thwart me from reaching paradise.

I place the decrepit postcard on top of the screen, covering the red blinking letters, then wrap myself in an extra layer of clothes against the steadily cooling air.

* * *




On the world of Kemet, we spent our days scavenging. Our tribe traveled to a section of the caves we hadn’t been to for a while, long enough for fresh moss to grow on the rocks and tiny gnawers to repopulate. And then we’d make camp and collect the moss and trap the gnawers, and eat for a few days, until food became difficult to obtain and we had to move again.

In the evenings, as we huddled around the fire, Mother and other elders would tell stories.

Mother taught me that, a very long time ago, everyone used to live in paradise. She told me about the world of plenty, the world of blue skies and white clouds, where gentle sunlight bronzed the skin, and the air was thick and smelled of flowers. Countless generations lived in paradise, and they did not know hunger or fear.

She told me about the Deceiver, who whispered from the shadows. It filled people’s hearts with pride, and desire, and wanderlust until they built flying machines powerful enough to puncture the sky. They thought themselves equals of the Creator as they crossed the void and spread out across the stars, but all they really accomplished was to deny their children paradise. And the Deceiver rejoiced.

When I was eight, I once hiked to the barren surfacein search of the wonderful place from my mother’s tales. I walked around for most of the night, until the pale reddish glow of our sun appeared in the East. Soon it would scorch the surface, make it too hot for a human to survive outside. I barely made it back to the caves, sweating and sunburned, choking on the sparse, dusty air. I did not find what I sought, and I began to doubt her stories.

When I confessed my doubts to Mother, she didn’t chide me. She reached into her pack and retrieved a bundle wrapped in many layers of cloth. Inside was an ancient picture, a postcard, covered in plastic.

“This is the only image of paradise that survives on Kemet,” mother said.

The tribe had a handful of items from before the colonists landed on Kemet. Mostly simple gadgets, built well enough to survive the centuries: flashlights and water purifiers, and drills. But I’ve never seen anything like this. I reached for the picture with great care.

A bright yellow sun reflected off azure water, more water than I could ever imagine collected in one place. Next to the water grew a cluster of trees, their branches reaching proudly toward the sky. And although the picture was very old and faded, the colors in it were still brighter than anything on my world.

“There is a better place in the universe,” Mother said. “A better life. We must never forget this; never surrender our values and our culture, and never descend into barbarism. Then, one day, the Creator will welcome us home.”

I cast doubt from my heart and resolved never again to let the Deceiver weaken my faith.

* * *




The ship came when we were studying.

Every day, the young ones had to spend two hours on reading and writing and math and all manner of other subjects. Like so many of my friends I often lost patience with learning about things that did not matter on our world, couldn’t help fill our stomachs. Mother was patient with me. She explained that we must rise above our circumstances so that one day the Creator would look upon us with pride, forgive our ancestors’ transgressions and bring us back into the fold.

It was while we struggled to memorize the periodic table of elements that there was a rumble and the walls and ceiling of the caves shuddered, shaking loose a shower of pebbles. It felt like a quake, but came from above and not below. When the noise ceased and the shaking stopped, we rushed to the mouth of the cave. Outside, there was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

The ship rested on its side wedged between rock formations, its gleaming silver surface out of place in our world. There was a faint glow around the hull, which made the ship look like it had a halo. I knew right away that this was the Creator’s gift, the carriage to bring us home to paradise.

We approached the ship and it opened to us, like a desert flower at dawn. Inside, there was death.

We found five bodies inside the ship, and one woman who was still alive, in her quarters.

She was feverish and sick, and we could do nothing except tend to her and make her last days a little more comfortable. I volunteered to stay with her, despite the dire warnings she issued in her rare moments of lucidity. The strange smells and textures of the ship called to me and were too alluring for anything to scare me off.

Her name was Beata and she was an explorer. Her ancestors left paradise at the same time as mine, four hundred years ago, but they landed on a much more hospitable planet than Kemet, and kept on developing their technologies.

This ship was designed to travel from one human colony to another, so that Beata’s people could reconnect with their long-lost cousins. She said that they had been to several worlds before something went wrong. There were no people alive on the last planet they had visited, and the crew became sick very soon after taking off. Beata believed that they were exposed to the same virus which must have killed the original colonists, and she begged me to stay away from her lest I contract the disease and pass it on to the rest of my tribe.

Confident that the Creator’s favor would protect me, I stayed and questioned Beata about paradise. She said that we came from the planet called Earth and that it was no utopia. Our ancestors poisoned its air and polluted its water, and that’s why they had to leave for the stars.

I didn’t believe her. Beata’s people never lost their technology, or their pride. Their lives weren’t harsh so they never found the strength to deny the Deceiver. Their bodies and spirits were too soft and the Creator never forgave them like he did us; that is why I didn’t get sick despite spending days in a small room with Beata.

We talked of distant worlds and wonders of space. I told Beata of our life in the caves and she was horrified. She said that her people could help, could carry us to a more hospitable world. That her scout ship was automated, and would eventually return to her home world, and that she would record a message for them once she felt strong enough. But she was getting weaker and weaker. Near the end, she ordered the ship to transfer control to me, and asked me to record the call for help.

We burned Beata’s body and scattered the ashes on the same plateau where we burned the bodies of the other explorers, so that Beata could be with her friends in death. That’s when I told the others that I could pilot the ship.

It was a lie, of course. Not even Beata could pilot it. Learning that skill took a lifetime of training on her world. All I could do was give the ship’s onboard computer basic commands and hope that its machine brain could interpret them right. But it wouldn’t do to let the others know this. The Creator had chosen me to lead them home.

* * *




Twelve of us boarded the ship. It was too small to house the entire tribe, and so the elders decided to send only the young. I wanted so badly for Mother to come, but arguing for this would not have been fair or wise.

She hugged me tight when I was ready to go. Hope and pride shone on her face. She handed me a small bundle. “So you’ll never lose your way,” she said, her voice trembling.

I claimed the captain’s bunk, placing my few belongings in the compartments by its side. Then I unwrapped her gift. It was the postcard, her most prized possession. The yellow sun beckoned to me from the photograph.

“Fly, ship,” I implored and the engine roared to life, lifting us toward the arms of the Creator.

* * *




Life on the ship was better than the life in the caves. There was a machine that produced an edible paste that was tasteless but filling. Little screens could be made to play music and moving pictures, and the time passed by quickly while we discovered sights and concepts that were previously unfamiliar.

I maintained the illusion of control.

“Take us to paradise,” I whispered to the ship when others couldn’t hear me.

Unspecified parameters,the ship would answer.

“Earth. Fly us to Earth,” I begged.

Unable to alter flight plan, the ship would say.

I knew that surely, with time, I could convince it.

* * *




“This place is not what you promised,” said my tribesmen when the ship had landed.

Outside, grains of frozen water danced in the frigid air. Everything was covered in white, except the area around the ship where the engines melted the water and uncovered black patches of wet dirt. Beata had said that the ship would travel to planets with known human colonies, but if any people had lived in this inhospitable place they had long since moved or died.

“The ship needs to rest,” I told my people. “It cannot make such a long journey all at once.”

They accepted my explanation. We let the ship rest for a while and wandered the alien landscape. Our feet left deep indentations in the frozen water.

* * *




There were people on the next world. Millions of lights illuminated cities so large that their outlines could be seen from space. Was this the world of Beata’s people? We were eager to meet them.

They fired weapons at us before we even landed. Missiles exploded against the sides of the ship but weren’t powerful enough to penetrate the

hull. On the ground, war machines rolled toward us from every direction and continued to fire. These people did not see us as long-lost cousins. I asked the ship to carry us away and it complied.

Maintenance and minor repairs are required,the ship blinked at me from the console display.

“It will be all right,” I patted the great mechanical steed. “Take us to Earth and the Creator will see to it that you arrive there safely.”

* * *




We hopped across a dozen different worlds.

We swam in shallow lakes under the light of three moons and walked in fields of wild flowers each twice as tall as a man. But every time we landed on a world with other humans, I refused to open up the ship. The encounter on the war planet had made me cautious, and I couldn’t risk the possibility that some bad people might covet our ship and try to take it away.

The ship was asking me for repairs more insistently now, but it was a good and true steed, and it soldiered on despite the fact that I could do nothing to assist it.

That is when we arrived on the world of the purple sun.

* * *




The ship landed in an idyllic valley. The purple sun shone above the land of plenty, which burst with a medley of bright colors. Plants swayed gently in the warm breeze. A peaceful, clear spring was lined with trees, their branches weighed down with large, juicy fruit. We explored the valley and the orange grass under our feet felt like the softest blanket.

It was several hours after the landing that strangers emerged from beyond the trees. I was alarmed, but they didn’t appear hostile. They wore soft tunics and looked healthy and beautiful. They spoke in a sing-song language we did not understand, but there was kindness in their eyes and smiles on their faces, and soon we were no longer afraid.

We spent nearly two weeks in the company of the Betawi people, and were beginning to learn their language and customs. I enjoyed our stay as much as the others did, but was also impatient to continue the journey.

“Why should we ever leave?” asked my tribesmen. “This world has everything we could ever hope for.”

“It’s beautiful here,” I said. “But it’s not our home. The Creator awaits us on Earth. Surely this pleasant oasis is another test of our determination, our faith.”

But they wouldn’t listen. Not a single one of them would return with me to the ship. I was shocked at the ease with which the others gave up our quest. I would take any risk, give up anything to reach paradise, but my friends were eager to trade the Creator’s favor for the promise of comfort this planet offered them. I pled and threatened, all to no avail.

I waited for several more weeks, in hope that time would teach them wisdom. But they were genuinely happy on this world, welcomed and loved by the Betawi, and soon doubt began to creep into my own heart.

I couldn’t allow the Deceiver to gain foothold within me again. So I left the others to their new abode, and continued the journey alone.

* * *




There are so many stars out there, more than one could count in a lifetime. Which one of them holds my salvation?

I have seen more wonders than I could have ever imagined growing up in the caves of Kemet. I have visited dozens of planets: heavens and hells and everything in between. I delivered my people to the far side of the wilderness. Will the Creator reward me for my faith, my stalwart willingness to press on, or punish me for abandoning them there?

I stroke the brittle surface of the postcard. Mother told me, many times, of the blue and white jewel suspended against the black velvet backdrop of the cosmos. More than anything else in the world, I want to see it for myself.

The Deceiver cannot defeat me. Countless generations of my people subsisted in caves but never lost their faith, or their humanity. Their faith kept them going through the worst of it, and the Creator blessed them and called them home. My faith is stronger yet, and The Creator is kind, and will surely allow me a glimpse of paradise, even if only from the distance.

I watch the stars from the viewport of the ship that is dying around me, and I wait.










Alex Shvartsman is a writer, translator, and anthologist from Brooklyn, NY. Over 100 of his short stories have appeared in Nature, Analog, Strange Horizons, InterGalactic Medicine Show, and many other magazines and anthologies. He won the 2014 WSFA Small Press Award for Short Fiction and was a two-time finalist for the Canopus Award for Excellence in Interstellar Fiction (2015 and 2017). He is the editor of the Unidentified Funny Objects annual anthology series of humorous SF/F.

His latest collection, The Golem of Deneb Seven and Other Stories,was published in 2018. His website is www.alexshvartsman.com.
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Originally Published in Ennea (9)


Danny White crushed the little skull under his jackboot. The tiny facial bones popped like dry twigs, the black mouth, with its thick ugly lips, opened and closed, letting out silent screams each time he hammered the head into the cold hard concrete. In his animal-wild frenzy, he didn’t stop to notice the look of horror on his mates’ faces. They turned tail and barreled down the dark alley in a headlong rush to get away - from him. The pulverized skull belonged to a female six years of age.

“What the fuck are you running from!?” White bellowed at the fast retreating backs of his one-time buddies. “You goddamn fucking better be prepared to go all the way! We’re in a fucking war, assholes!”

His ferocious shouts echoed down the empty alley, exploding off the brick walls like gunshots - coming back straight at him. He was frothing at the mouth, sweat covered his shaven head like a skullcap, and his eyes burnt with the maniacal rage of a killer on death row. He was all alone now.

White was a huge man, and his hatred seemed to make him even bigger. He hadn’t always hated. His city, his fucking city, was not the same beautiful place he had grown up in - the city by the sea, filled with flowers and trees, and pulsating with rough and ready characters out to make their fortune. The city, his city, had been swarmed by the blacks, and the browns, and the piss-colored yellows. Worst of all were the peace-loving fairies who let anything go. Who would allow themselves to get fucked up the ass and then turn the other cheek in order to avoid confrontation. Sniveling, soft pieces of shit who didn’t know the meaning of the words honor, and courage. They didn’t fight for what they believed in because they believed in nothing. As long as no one got hurt, everyone could get along. Bullshit!

They were getting hurt now, and White was the man dealing out the hurt. In spades. He wanted his city back; he wanted his values and his way of life back. And if they weren’t going to give it back, he would take it back.

At first, they had laughed at him at the Academy. Then they had gotten bored listening to his tirades, diatribes and prophesies of doom, over and over and over again. Finally, when the new Sensitivity Directives came down, they got rid of Danny White. Or so they had thought.

He booted the broken body into a row of trash cans, hoping the noise would bring some good Samaritan black asshole into the street to see what was going on. A vicious beating would be White’s response.

White was armed for all-out cataclysmic combat - .45 and .357 caliber handguns, a double-barreled pump-action shotgun, grenades, a wicked assortment of knives and gutters, and a pair of brass knuckles. The weapons were relics, but they worked, and the personal up-close touch of death they brought was truly thrilling. Not to mention necessary - you had to be up close and personal to separate the good guys from the bad guys. The fuckers could assimilate, no doubt about that.

White screamed into the Darktown night: “Come on you fucking cowards! I’m dealing out humanity here! Who wants a taste!?”

Just as he thought, no one ventured out of the security of their homes. They were probably cowering in their houses, squeaking to each other in their foreign gibberish, waiting and praying for the Control Team to arrive.

White loved coming down into the Jungle with his mates. It was the only fun he had anymore. His was a dying voice, and he himself was obsolete. Still, when he spoke, they listened. And then they died - beaten to a bloody pulp with his feet and his fists, or, if they were lucky, blasted to pieces as they tried to flee the hurricane-like onslaught.

He cut through the alley again, crossed the street, and slammed into the door of one of the cute pink non-aggressive houses, with its fucking precious white picket fence. “You’ll never be one of us,” he muttered under his breath as he smashed the door off its hinges with a powerful kick.

Father, mother, and son were huddled together, shaking, behind a couch in the living room. They squealed at him in their supplicating manner, their black bodies puny and weak. White was a one-man wrecking machine that they could never hope to stop on their own.

“Welcome to my home!” he yelled at the quivering group. “Who the fuck gave you permission to come in and mess up my home!?”

White fired off round after round from the shotgun, adrenaline pumping through his body, pleasure contorting his rage-welted face. Chunks of furniture flew through the air, foam from the couch exploded out and up, and body parts, torn and bloody, smashed into the walls in a whirlwind of destruction.

The angry storm of blood and smoke swirling around him, White advanced further into the room. He was on a death march, unstoppable and unrelenting. He tossed the remnants of the couch out of the way and squinted down at his crude handiwork. It was dark, but he could see - he could see that the woman was somehow still alive. Even with the gaping hole ripped out of her stomach, exposing a dead body huddled in her womb.

“I guess I’ll have to get personal,” White said with satisfaction, smiling down at the woman as he slipped the shiny brass knuckles onto his right hand.

He roughly grabbed the woman by the hair, almost snapping her neck, and brought her face close to his. He stared at her ugly face with a fiery and vengeance-filled hatred and drew back his massive arm. Suddenly, he felt a strange warmth fill his huge body. He glimpsed a laser
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