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SYMBIOSIS THEORY

Ludmilla Markov had memories of a place she had never been to.

It’s uncertain when they were created. A teacher at the orphanage Ludmilla was raised in later wrote:

The child was convinced since the age of five that she was from that place. We didn’t think too much of it. Children have fantasies all the time, it’s all a part of the growing-up process. Except Ludmilla had a particular attachment to this fantasy. If she caught a hint of any of the teachers not taking her seriously, she became very sad and anxious. Our unspoken rule was that we would not let on how we didn’t believe her stories. There were fewer troubles then. And everyone assumed she would outgrow them eventually.

But despite her teachers’ expectations, Ludmilla never did.

Her artistic talents were apparent from a young age. According to the orphanage’s teachers, she could draw her dreamy and ethereal world on paper as soon as she could grasp a crayon. But these drawings, considered mere juvenilia, were thrown away when Ludmilla left the orphanage, and not a trace of them remain. This institution, after all, was a place that needed more bread and cookies than colored pencils. And Ludmilla spent much more time rapt in daydreams than drawing.

When Ludmilla was about ten, a transnational conglomerate selected her for their gifted and talented scholarship program, and she moved to a boarding school in London. After that, she never had to go to bed hungry or sleep in a room where insects crawled out at night.

Ludmilla began showing her drawings of the place to others. She made her public debut in a small gallery her school rented to exhibit their students’ work, and Ludmilla’s drawings attracted attention immediately. From the very first day, people stopped in front of them and cried. Everyone wanted to know more about the artist of these extraordinary works.

Her awed teachers kept asking her, “How did you imagine such a landscape?”

Ludmilla was still a little rough in the technical sense and had much to learn. But her landscapes were always arresting, and the sure and deliberate way she drew them gave her not a moment of thought in the process. She drew without hesitation. Channeled.

Her memories of the place were, from her childhood to her death, the images that dominated her life. A world that seemed to exist somewhere, but at the same time nowhere at all. For her whole life, Ludmilla drew this landscape as if it were fully formed inside her mind, the different viewpoints perfectly continuous with each other.

Reporters insisted on asking her time and again, “Ludmilla, what is the name of this place?”

She always seemed perturbed by the question. “It has a name in my head, but I don’t know what to call it out loud.” The first few times she was asked, she said a word that did not exist in any language on Earth. But after multiple reporters expressed their annoyance at having to write down a name that didn’t fit into their languages, Ludmilla began calling it “the Planet.”

The fact that its name couldn’t be spoken added to its mystique. Some people called it Ludmilla’s Planet. A figment of the imagination to be sure, but at least it had a name now. A place Ludmilla visited in her dreams, that Ludmilla created, and Ludmilla continued to draw.

The first depictions of the Planet in Ludmilla’s early work were abstract. A palette of mostly purples and blues, some vaguely shaped life-forms roaming about. It was mostly covered in ocean, and single-celled bioluminescent organisms floated in the water, lighting up everything. Other, complex life-forms lived in the ocean and the air. There were short days and long nights where the rising and setting sun added strange colors to the scenery.

As Ludmilla grew older, the Planet became more defined. She came up with quantitative data about it as an actual place and produced detailed notes on its characteristics. The way she described its life-forms was like that of a naturalist.

She went beyond the canvases and drawings of her early works and eventually moved into simulations, easily hitching a ride on the Simulation Art movement gathering momentum at the time. Her works attained critical and commercial acclaim, praised for breathing artistic life into what was otherwise often derided as a soulless, gimmicky medium.

Ludmilla’s response to her accolades was always the same.

“I just re-create what I see.”

Audiences loved Ludmilla’s Planet. Accessible from anywhere on Earth, the simulation made people feel like the Planet actually existed and wasn’t a mere figment of the imagination. It wasn’t just Ludmilla’s original depictions that were popular; there were also movies and plays based on her paintings. Audiences could access centuries of art from around the world, but it was Ludmilla’s work that took a significant share of their attention. The influence of the Planet spread.

It was its pan-geographic aspect that was central to the appeal of her work, which might have been a result of having spent her childhood in Moscow, her young adulthood in London, and her subsequent life around the world. Ludmilla’s Planet resembled nowhere on Earth and looked as if it would exist very, very far away. And yet, her depictions stirred an unmistakable stab of nostalgia in her audience, who felt they were gazing upon something from a very long time ago that they had no choice but to leave behind. Some, not understanding why, were moved to tears. Meanwhile, critics claimed the nowhere-ness of Ludmilla’s Planet was precisely why the works brought out a place that existed in the souls of all people.

There was another series by Ludmilla that wasn’t as well known, one she had worked on her whole life. These works, titled Never Leave Me, had not been shown in her lifetime. Unlike the Planet series, Never Leave Me featured the abstractions of strong feelings but none of the figurative detail of her more famous work. They had a mournful, pleading air about them.

Ludmilla did not mention them in any interview she gave. Scores of these works were discovered in the attic only after her death, all under the same title. Art historians posited that they were expressions of her longing for a lover she had kept secret. But there was no evidence from her personal life to corroborate this, and the theory faded into obscurity.

Before she died, Ludmilla authorized the free use of all her work by anyone in any way they saw fit. Many simulations and games appeared based on Ludmilla’s Planet. Audiences immersed themselves in the nostalgia of the Planet and talked about it as their utopia, a world that could never be, but the imagining of which was solace enough. Ludmilla may have passed away, but the world she had created would surely live on forever in everyone’s hearts.

And then one day, Ludmilla’s Planet was found.

A space telescope traveling in deep space had sent back a telemetric dataset about a small planet that seemed to have an odd orbit around a multiple star system. The data suggested conditions that would make life possible, but because the planet was so far away and the technology to take an exploratory vessel there didn’t exist yet, it would take a long time to learn more.

The telescope’s operators discussed this planet for days. If the data was accurate and there was no noise from the transmission process, its implications were beyond fascinating. Other data from deep space might suggest, vaguely, the possibility of life, but never was the evidence so clear. The planet had a perfect balance of ammonia and methane in the atmosphere, gases that were easily broken down by UV rays, and therefore it was widely understood that their presence meant the existence of carbon-based life-forms. The signal captured by the telescope and turned into visible light was a promising shade of blue. It was like discovering another Earth somewhere else in the galaxy, an even more fantastical version of Earth at that.

One of the operators, in the midst of quietly eating her lunch, suddenly piped up, “Doesn’t that data remind you of Ludmilla’s Planet?”

“Oh yeah, no kidding.”

“Seriously. Haven’t you been to the simulation? She based it on very specific data, and the data we received here is weirdly close to Ludmilla’s fictional data. It’s a little too close to be coincidental…”

The other operators put down their forks, lost in thought.

None of them could sleep that night. They checked again and again, and it was true every time: all the data was congruent with that of Ludmilla’s Planet. The volume, mass, rotation, orbit, average temperatures—they aligned perfectly with Ludmilla’s supposedly made-up dataset.

Had they really found Ludmilla’s Planet?

Then how did Ludmilla know the planet had existed in the first place?

Even stranger discoveries followed. Evidently, the planet had already been extinguished in a solar flare event, and the data the space telescope had captured happened to be from its final days.

The operator who discovered the planet held a press conference. Cameras flashed endlessly as she made her way through the control center’s statement for the large gathering of journalists.

“We are looking at a planet that is already gone. A planet that is for all intents and purposes Ludmilla’s, which has now vanished.”

Did Ludmilla have some kind of ability to see the future—or the very distant past? Or was this all just a very improbable coincidence, that a world and its characteristics described with fine-grained accuracy might actually, somewhere in the universe, exist exactly as depicted?

Everyone wanted to know the answer, but the only person who could possibly provide one was no longer of this earth.



AROUND THE TIME THIS press conference was going live around the world, the lights still burned at the Institute for Neurointerpretation by a lake in the Gwangjin District of Seoul.

It was two a.m., but the researchers were all present and all the more haggard for it. The air was tense with the atmosphere of any lab on a deadline. In the lounge, someone had turned on the television to create some white noise, and the press conference about Ludmilla’s Planet was in full swing on the screen. The scientists in the lounge, however, were oblivious to it.

Yun Subin, head of her research team, had been staring at a piece of paper in front of her for the past hour, occasionally sighing. She was so tired her head was about to fall off her neck. She was due to give a progress report at a scheduled lab meeting, but the machines kept coming up with the most ridiculous results. No one was going to believe her, that a baby, born only two months ago, would think, The idea of life makes me feel lonely and afraid. I miss my companions.

“What happened here? The results were fine until a month ago.”

Hannah, who had been looking at another set of data nearby, mumbled, “We were neurointerpreting cats a month ago. These are human babies.”

“Well, cats or babies, what difference should it make? They cry because they’re hungry or sleepy or scared. They’re the same thing.”

Hannah grinned. “Sure. But who knows? Maybe babies are a lot more philosophical than cats.”

The philosophical leanings of cats aside, Subin’s focus now was on babies and interpreting this weird data.

Their neurointerpreting research group, which utilized brain-machine interface methodologies, used molecular-level imaging to read the patterns of activated neurons and translate them into language or, going in the other direction, derive activation patterns from verbal expressions to discern what these utterances meant.

Neurointerpretation had a long and varied history. Humans have always wanted to read the minds of others, and whenever a new tool for studying the brain came into vogue, it was eventually applied to the detection of unexpressed thoughts, which paved the way for decades of neuroscience funding since the early twenty-first century. But until neuronal activation patterns could be imaged at a certain granularity, the efforts were primitive. The best that could be done was, say, to tell whether the brain was viewing a landscape or food.

But a paradigm shift occurred two years ago with the advent of a new, molecular-level imaging technology, able to capture the activation of individual neurons. The neurointerpreting research group used the resulting data to analyze their patterns, which were referred to as thinking language or “pure thoughts” that had not yet been processed into language. They were now at a point where they could translate thinking language into human language. They still needed large scanners, and the analysis took days to process even a few minutes of thinking, but their techniques received a lot of attention because of what they promised for the future.

Early research used dogs and cats, and the results were extremely successful. The subjects’ intentions were read with ninety-five percent accuracy and made for many happy dogs that found their desire for chew toys or petting immediately understood. This part of the technology was already commercialized thanks to rich clients who wanted to have at least one conversation with their pets before they died. Even when conversation was perhaps not the best term to describe what was possible, there were high hopes these efforts would lead to interspecies interpreting sometime in the not-too-distant future.

The neurointerpreter group soon switched to humans, which was sure to benefit those who had lost the ability to speak, as well as researchers of minority languages. They hoped that while the expressions would be different, human brain patterns for pure thoughts would be similar enough across cultures.

Their excitement only grew when they began working on adult subjects. They expected human language and thought to be more complex than animal companions and this reality would strain the boundaries of the technology, and while indeed results were not exactly translations but simple interpretations of the images that human subjects held in their minds, the accuracy was still at a satisfying eighty percent. While the neurointerpreter continued to deal with issues of higher-language processing for the time being, there was a general consensus that this was not a forever insurmountable issue.

Using the data, they created a pattern model that they applied to newborns as well. There were high expectations regarding this phase of the research. If they could match the babies’ brain patterns to their cries as successfully as they had with their other subjects, nanny robots could be developed that would instantly understand the needs of their charges and relieve parents of much hardship. If they could just get a glimpse into the psyche of babies, they could change the face of child rearing forever.

But here they ran into a problem.

When Hannah walked into the lab with the data chip containing the first analysis of baby language, everyone looked at her with expectant faces. She sighed, deeply.

“The results are too weird. These are… not the thoughts of a baby.”

She beamed the results onto the researchers’ screens. They balked. According to the neurointerpreter, this was the thinking language of babies:


How can we imbue more morality into this?

Is everyone doing all right over there?

No, this is the place where we need to live out our lives.



Everyone was struck silent. The results were completely nonsensical.

Subin cleared her throat. “I think the data is contaminated?”

Data contamination was a likely enough explanation, given how the imaging system worked. The neurointerpreter was sensitive to noise, and noise was inevitable. Most of the analysis time was spent cleaning up noise, in fact, no matter how much effort was expended in minimizing it in the data collection process. It had been a significant issue collecting data from adults, and they really should’ve expected it to be worse with babies.

Babies began picking up language at around fourteen months in reaction to simple gestures, and their language abilities continued to advance in tandem with their brain development. Therefore, logically, a baby’s language ability could not exceed their level of brain development. This was an absolute restraint on their language—or it should’ve been.

“It has to be noise. At best, whatever language they come up with should amount to I’m hungry or I’m uncomfortable, that kind of thing. Feelings like agony, not words or concepts.”

Hannah nodded. “Sure. But there’s something else here that makes me reluctant to just chalk it up to noise. The problem is that the thought patterns don’t match even with the speech of the older babies that can talk a little bit. The data implies that a baby saying, Mama, give me that, is actually thinking they’re saying, I want to feel like I’m connected to the world. It makes no sense.”

“Maybe the discrepancies stem from the fact that the brain patterns of babies are extremely different from that of adults?”

“Possibly.” Hannah looked grim. “Which would mean we need to start from the beginning.”

This put everyone gathered at the meeting in a glum mood. But at least they had a plan of action now.

Subin and Hannah sorted the pattern-expression data according to age and made a separate set for babies that hadn’t developed their language skills too much. There was a lot of data, and it took countless phone calls to partner institutions to get recordings. Still, it was better than announcing the discovery of the philosophical inner life of babies to great public derision.

Except the results came out the same, devastatingly enough—if anything, the babies’ brain patterns were even more complex than the initial results had suggested. It would’ve actually been easier to analyze the brain patterns of adults, which was being done on schedule and to great success by another team. They had collected a large amount of data from adults who had no problems with language expression and applied the patterns to adults who for whatever reason were not able to express themselves, entering a new and exciting phase in neurointerpretation. Subin’s team, on the other hand, was still trying to parse the fact that babies were having philosophical discussions. No matter how much data they collected and analyzed, the results were the same.

“These goddamn babies,” said Subin.

“You mean these deep, existential goddamn babies,” chided Hannah.

Subin and Hannah sat on the sofa in the lounge, their heads in their hands. Had they underestimated the problem to begin with? It was Subin’s turn to have an existential crisis. Unlike dogs or cats, maybe humans were simply too complex and always changing—the human brain was a universe in itself that wouldn’t give up its secrets so easily.

For a while, the two scientists debated whether to stop the research altogether or change their approach. They were at a dead end, and everyone on their team was exhausted from their repeated failure to find an explanation for the ridiculous results.

But a week later, just when there was a half-hearted consensus around the need to come up with a new project, things took an unexpected turn.

“Subin unni, can you come take a look at this?”

Hannah’s expression was inscrutable as she handed Subin a file with printouts.

Subin flipped it open. It was like something out of a ridiculous novel.

“What is this? What does it mean?”

“Exactly as written. Remember when we analyzed the babies’ mumbling? This is the data. It’s from when Ludmilla’s Planet was discovered. All the data we recorded then are like this.”

Of course Subin remembered. It was the same day they almost abandoned their research. As she tried desperately to find something, anything, that could save them in the refined data, Hannah had gone mucking about in the raw data. And found something unbelievable.

“What in…”

Subin read the words again.


It’s where we began.

I want to see our planet.

Ludmilla.

Ludmilla.

Ludmilla.

Ludmilla drew it exactly as it is.

Exactly as it used to be.



Hannah informed Subin that she had verified her analysis several times over.

“I couldn’t believe it myself. That’s why it’s taken this long to show it to you. All the babies were thinking this on the same day.”

Hannah showed her analysis of tens of thousands of datasets, material the research team had previously thought of as just noise. Hannah had processed them under the assumption that they weren’t mere noise and extracted the patterns as they formed, using the very model they had developed for babies, which they were about to throw away.

The results showed the babies were talking to each other. Or perhaps like a panoply of independent minds within the brains, in conversation with one another.


Are you all right? There was a strange sound.

They moved badly. They knocked over a chair.

Too distracted by what they were showing us just now, I imagine.

You’re already interested in the ocean?

I hope I get to go to the ocean later.



“This is data from one baby at the same time. As you can see”—she turned a page—“it looks like there are several personalities in the baby’s mind. No, wait, don’t look at me like that, listen to me. I extracted the meanings that appear and put them all here. I knew you wouldn’t believe me, so I’ve got the verification tests, too. All in this file.”

The voices sounded like they were raising the baby. They talked of morality. They talked of human life. They spoke to each other like observers, as if they were also taking care of the baby.

Subin could barely understand Hannah’s words. Her mind raced toward a conclusion that was even more complex.

“Something is inside the babies’ brains,” said Hannah. “Something not human. Nothing else can explain it, unless we consider outside factors.”

“It has to be noise.”

“That theory breaks down immediately. What kind of noise has coherent conversations like this? Does noise talk about ethics and morals and altruism? Wouldn’t a noise hypothesis be even less scientific?”

“But how… Our data came from thousands of babies. They’re all different individuals. How can they all have some kind of thing that’s pretending to be watching over them?”

“What else can they be?”

Hannah was wont to come up with the most outrageous ideas from time to time, which earned her the ire of her coworkers. But it really was too much this time.

“Look, I…” Subin took a deep breath and tried again. “You’re saying there’s an… alien… intelligence inside the babies’ brains?”

“It’s much more scientific to assume so.”

Subin decided not to share this theory with any of the other researchers. Sentient beings living in the minds of multiple babies! It was too absurd.

But once she took in Hannah’s report, she began to notice things she hadn’t initially paid much attention to.

There was a consistent tendency in the data for the subjects between the newborn stage and the language-development stage to show crying and mumbling patterns at odds with their neural patterns. The children’s neuro-meanings were of high-level thinking that was not in line with the subjects’ ages, and like Hannah had said, it took the form of several personalities conversing in their heads.

Subin and Hannah decided to call these personalities “Them.”

And Them looked like they were trying to teach the babies something.

The two researchers also began collecting data from the subject group that was beginning to acquire human language, dividing them into age subgroups, trying to determine if besides the utterances of “Mommy,” “Daddy,” and “Give me,” there was activity by Them. The results were as expected: Them’s language patterns were indeed hiding beneath the surface utterances of the children, but only up to age seven. The alien brain patterns began to rapidly decline from age three, and while there were variations among individuals, the patterns disappeared around age seven when the children began to articulate their own thoughts clearly. At that point, all traces of Them would vanish.

Subin couldn’t sleep at the thought of Them. The more they went through the raw and neglected data, the more evidence they found. The only two people who knew of the theory were herself and Hannah, and their colleagues worried that the two of them looked extremely exhausted, going so far as to reassure them that failures happened, that progress in scientific research was through trial and error and they shouldn’t feel so bad about it.

Meanwhile, Subin tried to remember that it could all be an interpreting error. But the more data she looked at, the more it converged into a single conclusion, that the analysis was accurate. “Them” lived, in the babies’ minds.

But where were they coming from? How could they live where they lived and leave when they did? What definitive proof did they have that they existed?

“Babies in boxes,” said Subin one day as she sat up on the lounge couch.

Hannah had been nodding off. “What?”

“Remember how they did an experiment a few years ago to see if a caretaker’s touch was essential to babies?”

Hannah’s eyes grew wide. “Right, they used the, uh, nanny robot—”

“We might be able to use that data.”

“In what way?”

The Babies in a Box experiment was undertaken to see if children could be raised only by robots. Newborns were completely isolated from the outside world and taken care of only through childcare robots, with every other aspect of the environment controlled for comfort and safety. It was like keeping a baby in an incubator for a longer period. The researchers promised that no harm would come to the subjects, and they had government authorization, but there was still controversy around the ethics of it. When the results were published, it was an international fiasco.

“The results were a complete mess,” recalled Subin.

Hannah nodded. “I remember. The babies raised by the robots acted only according to their urges, and they had not a shred of humanity or kindness develop in them. Thankfully, the effects weren’t permanent, and they became normal once they were taken out of the box.”

“Right. They never should’ve conducted such an experiment in the first place. But there was always something else odd about it.” Subin’s gaze turned to the ceiling. “The nanny robots mimic humans perfectly. How could babies turn out to be so completely different based on whether the insides of the caretakers were flesh and blood or nuts and bolts? It’s human caretakers who are imperfect and always being influenced by their emotions and their environment. But what if— I mean, suppose there was a reason why those babies ended up the way they ended up…”

What if Them weren’t something that existed congenitally in the babies’ brains but were something given to them from the outside, like a parasite spreading from person to person? Or they floated around in the air like viruses in wait for the contact that made contagion possible?

What if the children in the box hadn’t had the opportunity to make contact with Them until they were taken out of the box?

Hannah bolted upright.

“They’ve got to have video, at least. We can analyze their cries.”

It wasn’t hard finding videos online. The comments section was strewn with criticism: How could you leave babies to the care of robots, how awful! Children need the warm touch of human love! Of course these babies grew up to be cruel and completely emotionless!

What if the essential human role wasn’t played by humans at all—what if it was Them who made the babies grow up to be human? What if the most important human characteristic came from beyond humanity?

Subin needed proof.

She extracted the sound data from the videos and plugged it into the converter. The cries were the same as that of other babies, but if the presence of Them really had an effect, they would have different results here. They would find only the desires and urges of the babies. The two researchers waited with bated breath.

The analysis program began. The first results, abstractions, began to come in. Trembling, Hannah placed her hands on the machine and pressed the buttons that would turn the abstractions into words and sentences. The results lit up the screen.

These were the sentences the babies were uttering:


Hungry

Sleepy

Scared



Subin and Hannah looked at each other, excited. Should they be happy? Or horrified?

What the babies in the box were thinking weren’t thoughts but pure urges, exactly as they had initially expected from babies. These subjects, who had never had contact with the world outside their boxes, who had probably never accepted Them into their minds, showed the patterns they had expected to see, the patterns of survival and desire of those who have not learned language, who have not yet learned how to think about the world.

And that, Subin knew, was what had happened as the babies grew, and why they hadn’t developed into the people their experimenters had expected.

These children had never acquired a sense of empathy.



LET’S PROPOSE AN ODD sort of theory.

Just as mitochondria are a single-celled life-form with their own DNA living within our cells, the natural world is replete with examples of different species joining as one in mutually beneficial symbiosis. Within us humans is a myriad of microorganisms that live with us. While they come from outside us, we consider them a part of us, a part of what it is to be human.

But what if the symbiotic life-form was not from Earth? What if They came from a planet far beyond ours from tens of thousands of years ago? What if Them settled in our brains, dominated our infancy, and taught us morality? What if every characteristic that makes humans unique came from outside of us?

“So what we consider humanity is actually… alienity?” said the director of the research center when Subin proposed her theory.

The reactions of the other researchers were varied. Some still gawped at the babies’ neurointerpreted dialogue, and others said it was an amusing situation but completely implausible.

“It’s a little too radical,” said the director. “I don’t think anyone is going to accept it.”

“We could barely believe it ourselves,” said Hannah. “But you can’t just dismiss the data.”

Subin longed to be able to look directly into the minds of the babies. If these sentient beings truly existed, shouldn’t they be observable? Would they have some sort of physical form we could recognize? What molecules did they consist of? Were they even carbon-based creatures like humans were? It was impossible to know right away, as they were talking about living human brains here, and how would they even know what to look for? If it had been something physical, the medical sciences would’ve discovered it centuries ago, this symbiont that lived in the brains of babies.

“I suppose it’s obvious we couldn’t physically observe them,” mused the director, almost reading her thoughts. “If we could, anatomists would’ve discovered them by now.”

Subin herself would’ve loved to stare into any available brain sample in the attempt, but knowing this was impossible, she simply nodded.

There was still much to consider. Symbiosis was often beneficial to both sides, but sometimes, it was beneficial to only one side or even shaded into parasitism. What about humans and Them? What could Them possibly gain from being inside the minds of babies? And if they indeed taught humans ethics and altruism, what did they take from them in return? Was there a reason they existed in human brains and not in other life-forms?

“I think it has something to do with Ludmilla’s Planet,” said Hannah. “They said the Planet was their home, but we know it went extinct a long time ago. What if they wandered through space and found a home here?”

Ludmilla’s Planet had been the key piece of evidence that enabled the discovery of Them. A planet that used to exist somewhere in the universe but no longer did, a planet described in detail by an artist named Ludmilla. A planet that had been their home.

If they were an intelligence sophisticated enough to teach humanity, they may have predicted the end of their planet beforehand, left their planet before the catastrophe, and wandered through space until finding Earth—that was the beginning of our symbiosis.

Subin said, “Their speech suggests a life-form of highly developed intelligence, to the point where translating their words into ours feels like we’re simplifying their speech by a lot. Maybe they even surpass us. But at the same time, they are using our neural activation patterns, which implies they need a host in order to think. Maybe this is why they needed our brains and not those of other animals. If they really had come to Earth tens of thousands of years ago… Maybe their arrival was a catalyst for the development of our own intelligence. Even if they hadn’t the intention to teach humans in the first place, their intelligence may have transferred to ours in the symbiotic process.”

A silence descended. If this symbiosis had existed for that long a time, wouldn’t this very lab be able to determine proof of it? Subin wondered if proof of the symbiotic theory existed in every civilization on the planet.

“What if we asked Them directly?” someone suggested.

Subin was about to say the same thing, and she probably hadn’t been the only one. But there was a reluctance. The researchers were using live children in their experiments. Collecting data from them was one thing, trying to talk through them was another, especially when they didn’t know what such attempts at conversation would result in. What if it set them off? Would they welcome a call from humanity after all this time of living inside them? What if the symbionts tried to harm the subject in the process?

“They aren’t in our brains right now, are they?” said yet another person who had the same thought as Subin.

Subin proposed an alternative approach to talking to Them directly. If they truly did come from Ludmilla’s Planet, they would show the babies Ludmilla’s drawings and simulations and see if this elicited a response. That their first piece of evidence came from the babies watching the news report of the Planet’s discovery suggested it was probably safe enough for the subjects as well. And the data they collected from this might teach them something about the symbionts.

“It’s even better than expected… incredible, a truly incredible magnitude of response, almost too much to process.”

It was just as Hannah said. The babies, upon sight of Ludmilla’s Planet, became quieter, and they could hardly look away from the simulated landscape. According to the patterns, it wasn’t the babies but Them who were in full reverie. Their conversations in the brains were explosive, faster and more complex with lots of complicated meanings. There was so much information that analysis wasn’t easy, but the thoughts and feelings clearly had something to do with Ludmilla’s Planet.

The researchers debated whether they should publish these results.

“Even if we hide Them,” said Hannah, “people will eventually find out about their existence. Everyone wants to develop a universal translator, and we can’t be the only ones who are trying it out on babies. And as horrified as people might become by the prospect of alien puppeteers, would it even be possible to banish them from our brains?”

“According to these results,” said Subin, “it looks like it’s we who should be begging them to be symbionts. Because if they disappeared, we would lose everything it means to be human.”

“I’m wondering if humanity can take that kind of hit to our pride.”

“Well,” said another researcher, “the thing that’s still hard to believe about these results is that we feel like we are separate and independent entities from them. If such an intelligence truly did exist in our brains, shouldn’t some of them remain in adult brains as well?”

This was an important point. If the symbionts truly were as influential as they seemed, surely their effects would’ve left a trace? But not a hint of them could be found in adult brains, not a single neural pattern that resembled their conversations.

“I’m just guessing,” said the director carefully, “but maybe staying inside our brains for too long past infancy makes them uncomfortable? There are a few lines that go something like, I don’t want to leave but I must now.”

Subin, who was looking at a chart of the data, placed her fingertip on a particular spot.

“This is the point where it happens. If they really do leave us completely, it’s because of something that occurs around the age of seven. The data is very uniform. Only the children under seven exhibit their patterns, even if very faintly. There’s no trace of them after that.”

All children over the age of seven had speech that was congruent with their thoughts, like adults. The symbionts completely vanished. Sometimes with something resembling a goodbye.

Hannah said, “Do you think our loss of memory in our infancy is related to that? Lots of children lose big chunks of their memory around age seven. The accepted neuroscience is that the hippocampus is responsible for long-term memory and the loss of childhood memory has to do with its development. That our rapidly growing neural system overwrites our memories.”

Most autobiographical memory indeed vanished around age seven. No one remembered their newborn years, and no adult remembered the incidents from when they were three. If they thought they did, it was mostly an implanted memory, invented from an old photograph or someone else’s story.

“And then there’s that new article,” continued Hannah, “that I read in a neuroscience journal. The research completely turned the hippocampus theory around. That when children who had experienced this memory loss were put through the new neuroimaging techniques, their level of neural development was not on par with their level of memory loss. That statistically, the two had no significant correlation.”

The other researchers were already searching for this paper as Hannah spoke.

“The authors said very vaguely that maybe there was another reason for the loss of memory, and their vagueness really belied their disconcertion. It was a very controversial study. The journal was flooded with rebuttals. But if it really isn’t a matter of neural development, that we lose our memories as children because of some external factor, then, how do I say this, it’s like the memories of children are being taken away by—”

“Them,” said Subin. “They leave us. They leave us when our memories do.”



LUDMILLA HERSELF WAS THE surprise twist in this story.

She was the only person who had maintained her contact with Them past her infancy. She had started her Planet series after she had grown past it, and they had continued to exert their influence throughout her life. The fact that she could accurately draw their world and even know the specific quantitative details about it meant that she could either still remember Them after they were gone or they had successfully cleaved themselves completely to her brain.

“They were in all of us,” said Subin, “but they stayed only in her.”

They did some research into Ludmilla Markov. There wasn’t much to go on despite her fame, but one thing was clear: she was a very lonely person.

“Ludmilla had been a talented artist since she was a child, she was likely very sensitive and observant, she would’ve listened hard for any voice within her. Maybe she knew Them were separate beings from her very early on. Note how neglected she was in her infancy… The symbionts might’ve realized that and taken extra care with her.”

Ludmilla would’ve drawn the landscapes that they had described to her, their memories of their homeworld now Ludmilla’s memories. The artist had never lied in her life—she really had seen another planet, through the symbionts in her brain.

Subin continued, “Ludmilla’s art may have allowed Them to remember where they came from even more clearly. And this created a feedback loop between Ludmilla’s memories and the symbiont’s memories. The two memories are separate but highly connected.”

“Considering how they leave our brains once we leave infancy,” said the director, “do you think they’re reluctant to make themselves known to us? Then why wouldn’t they stop Ludmilla from making her art?”

“According to the conversations we’ve captured, I think it’s fairly easy to surmise that they missed their homeworld very much.”

The researchers fell silent again.

If Them had to leave their beloved homeworld tens of thousands of years ago and never stopped longing for it, they would’ve wanted at least one person, among the billions they found on Earth, to remember their planet in some fashion, and that person turned out to be Ludmilla. The one person who was successful in re-creating their world in such vivid detail.

A planet that existed tens of thousands of years ago…

The research team now came to their last question. Why had humans responded so viscerally to the extended artwork based on Ludmilla’s Planet? Why had they found themselves in tears in front of a painting of a world they had never been to? So many imaginary worlds had been created, but what made Ludmilla’s Planet leave such a mark on the collective imagination of humanity?

“Well,” said Hannah, “that’s because they lingered in us.”

Subin thought this might be the crucial bit of evidence for their existence. A trace that was left in our brains, a memory, no matter how vague and abstract, that could not be erased. A longing for the beings that had once taught us and taken care of us.

Maybe what people longed for when they beheld Ludmilla’s Planet wasn’t a lost homeworld but the beings that had once been with us and were now gone.

Subin said, “You know that other series Ludmilla made? The other one that wasn’t about the Planet?”

“Don’t Leave Me,” said the director. “I really liked that series. It wasn’t as popular as her Planet?”

“Yes. Interesting title.” Perhaps this mysterious group of paintings, for which no satisfying interpretation existed, was the most important piece of evidence of all. “Maybe that was Ludmilla’s message.”

“Her message?”

“She was the only human being who had directly sensed their presence.” Her heart began to swell. “And she was talking to Them. Think of the title. And the longing and sadness and loneliness in the canvases. Ludmilla was alone her whole life; they were her only companions. They were her only friends or parents.”

Don’t leave me, she was saying to Them. Don’t take this beautiful world away from me. Stay with me even after I’m grown.

“And they didn’t leave her. They were with her until the end.”

The researchers all thought of the same landscape, the planet Ludmilla had re-created her whole life. A blue planet of ethereal iridescence, the lost homeworld of a people who had chosen thousands of years of symbiosis with humans.

Subin was swept up in an unfamiliar feeling. A longing, for something she had never laid eyes on, for something she could barely name or imagine.





SPECTRUM

I once saw a photo of Grandmother when she was young. She wore a white space suit with a helmet so large it looked like she was about to tip over. She was boarding a small spaceship equipped with an ultralight photon-propulsion system. The vehicle looked about the size of a commercial airliner. When it became known that even small crafts like this one could ferry people across immense distances through folded spacetime, everyone started to dream about the future. I think Grandmother, inside her helmet, might have smiled a little herself. Unable to imagine what nightmares awaited her in space.

Grandmother was a promising researcher at a lab that sought out alien life-forms. The lab’s work was largely supported by the company that first developed ultralight photon-based propulsion. By the time Grandmother had joined the extraterrestrial leg of the effort, the world was already abuzz with previous discoveries of alien microorganisms and organic compounds. But the answer to the most desperately asked question was yet to be found.

Are we really alone?

Grandmother was the thirty-third biologist of her lab to climb aboard the spacecraft that day. My mother was still a small child, and Grandmother pinky-swore that she would return before Mother became an adult.

Not long after it left orbit, the spacecraft completely vanished. A subsequent investigation concluded that the photon drive had likely catastrophically failed. The company denied such a thing could happen, but after much stalling, they admitted to faults in the design.

At the time of her disappearance, Grandmother was thirty-five.

She was finally rescued just outside the orbit of Pluto, adrift inside an emergency shuttle, extremely malnourished and with failing cognitive abilities. She didn’t even know her own age.

It had been forty years since her disappearance.

But for Grandmother it had only been ten.

In that time, Earth had finally made first contact with an alien intelligence. An exploratory vessel had intercepted and responded to a signal coming from a nearby star. The contact, however, ended in failure. The other party made it clear that they had no intention of having anything to do with earthlings and did not want to be disturbed by us by obliterating every Earth spaceship that attempted to approach their solar system. Earth gave up pursuing further contact, and neither the aliens nor their planet has ever been approached by any exploratory vessel since. We never learned what they sounded like, much less what they looked like. The mystery was no longer if there was other intelligence in the universe but why they wanted us to stay away from them.

When Grandmother returned, she became the focus of the world’s attention—for she claimed to have made first contact with a sentient alien intelligence long before Earth’s initial disappointing result. Grandmother stated there were intelligent alien life-forms in a world even farther beyond Earth, and that she’d spent years with them. If Grandmother was right, that meant there were at least two extraterrestrial intelligent life-forms in our vast universe, and humanity’s first contact had happened two decades before we initially thought it had.

But people began to distrust Grandmother’s words. It was partially her fault.

“So where are these intelligent alien life-forms?”

Grandmother refused to say a word about the location of their planet. Nor did she present any evidence that they existed. She was treated as delusional at first. Then pitied. A few thought she was worth listening to, but even they gave up in the face of her steadfast refusal to present facts or details. In the end, Grandmother was treated like a woman who had drifted in space on her own for four decades and gone half-mad, who eventually started to believe her own lies as a result.

But it was something Grandmother never failed to claim until the day she died.

“I was the one who made first contact.”



IT WAS ON THE tenth day after her crash that Heejin met them for the first time.

The planet, discovered during her voyage, was too fascinating for the crew to just pass by without a closer look. Because even from a distance, its conditions were very similar to that of Earth’s. The captain proposed that they should take a detour if only for an orbital observation before continuing on their way, and no one objected. They were all too high on expectation. In the process of changing course, something went wrong—a small error in calculation turned fatal. Heejin got to an emergency shuttle just in time, but she couldn’t remember the shuttle launching. By the time she came to, she was on the surface of an alien planet.

When she opened her eyes, she was lying next to her safety chamber, which was half-submerged in a river. The shuttle itself was nowhere in sight. She had either drifted too far from where she had landed, or the vehicle flew on and crashed elsewhere after the chamber was ejected, or it sunk into the water. She could only make the gloomiest of guesses; the shuttle did have a safety protocol where the chamber would be ejected if it happened to encounter a dangerous situation, and the fact that such a protocol was activated meant things had been dire. Without the shuttle’s equipment, she wouldn’t be able to activate a distress signal to Earth. Heejin took stock of everything she had on her person besides the clothes she was wearing. Just a first-aid kit and a research notation device that came with a portable generator.

Heejin walked. The planet was like the bleaker landscapes on Earth, and the plants looked similar to the vegetation at home. She occasionally tracked the shuttle’s beacon on her research device but came up empty. There were several encounters with large animals. They resembled Earth amphibians, and she fled in fear whenever she saw them. After a week, Heejin could no longer take the hunger and ate some of the planet’s fruit. Vile as the taste was, she didn’t die. She stuffed herself with them before she threw up.

Under a burning sun, she wandered for a long time in search of shade, hoping that just maybe she was actually on Earth all this time and had crashed in some underpopulated desert. But the five moons that rose in the sky every night taunted her attempts at self-delusion. Her only comfort was the research device, which told what time it was back home.

By the time she encountered them, Heejin thought she was seeing things. People. Bipedal, limbed people. Had they been sent from Earth to rescue her? But there was no way they could’ve found her without a signal; she was on an uncharted planet. Her pounding heart slowly returned to normal. The dark figures became clearer as they approached. Heejin hid in the shadow of a large boulder and observed how they moved over the dirt, as if gliding over it. They were clearly not human.

When Heejin was little, she lived under a constant barrage of alien-related content. She was seven when faster-than-light travel was developed, and a few months later, the first extraterrestrial microbes, composed of the usual organic compounds as well as arsenate and metals, were discovered. Alien characters with glittery exoskeletons soon dominated the movies and appeared further and further from humanness—the more alien they were, the more authentic they felt to audiences. This was Heejin’s only concept of extraterrestrial intelligence. She assumed that if she was lucky enough to meet an alien being someday, they would take the form of something beyond her imagination.

Yet here they were, disappointingly imaginable in their appearance, even if this might just be her delirium making them up. They were much taller than humans but had a look that suggested they were related to humanity. They had gray skin and very bent backs, but again, they were bipedal, with legs and arms, and wore garments seemingly fashioned from animal hide from which various tools and implements hung. There were five or six of them in the group. They stopped, looked around, and talked among themselves. The sounds they made were barely audible.

But it was indeed their whispers that jolted her out of her reverie. They were not figments of her imagination, they were real, and they were here. She had wished fervently for everything that had happened since her crash to be a dream, but she had to face the fact that it was all real, especially this moment.

The use of tools, a system of symbolic language, social communication—clear evidence of sentient intelligence.

Should she call out to them? If they really were intelligent, they could help her survive. All the other life-forms on the planet were much larger than her and dangerous. She had run from them, but she couldn’t run forever. But another thought stopped her. What if they were unfriendly? What if she was only running toward another kind of death?

Direct encounter was the last step in any first contact. The pertinent rules of conduct would’ve stated she should approach other intelligent life-forms carefully after an analysis of all the risks involved and make sure of her safety.

But such rules were meaningless now. She was losing strength, had no tools or weapons about her, and was dying.

“Help,” she cried.

Their gazes darted toward her. She had only half expected them to hear her, and at most she hoped they would acknowledge she was weak and harmless. That she was a speaking creature, perhaps worth keeping alive and under observation. Was this a mistake?

One of them held up a weapon.

“I don’t want to disturb you. But I just need some help until I figure out—”

They moved swiftly. Too swift for her to run away. She saw a knife being held up in the air. Heejin screwed her eyes shut.

The pain did not arrive.

When she opened her eyes, she saw that the knife had never come down. Someone had come between it and her as she cowered, stopping the attack. They said something to the other individuals—of all the incomprehensible sounds, “Louey” came up several times. The individual who saved her looked down at her with their dark, long eyes. A gaze so alien as to be impossible to read.

That’s how Heejin met her first Louey.



LOUEY TOOK HEEJIN INTO a deep ravine. Here, Heejin learned, was where Louey’s community lived. There were hundreds of cavemouths bored into the cliffs that lined a dried-up riverbed. Heejin followed Louey along the steep paths past the hostile gazes of the cave inhabitants. Heejin avoided their stares. They were very tall, much taller than her. Just to stand next to one of them intimidated her.

Louey’s cave was at the top of one of the cliffs.

It received a good amount of sun. Inside was a rug made of animal skin and a hard, flat-topped rock neatly laid with tools made of horn and metal. What captured Heejin’s attention were the drawings deeper in the cave. They didn’t seem to be representational, but more resembled the abstract art of Earth. There were expanses of color, each zone demarcated by a loose, soft line. They received just enough illumination to take on a strange glow in the dimness. Louey then left, and Heejin was alone. Heejin wanted to look more closely at the paintings, but there were rocks and tools stacked in front of them that wordlessly discouraged her from prying further.

Louey returned and gave Heejin some water and placed some fruit on the rug. But that was the extent to which they paid attention to Heejin. They went to work on the flat rock to make tools. Heejin stared at their back.

Why had they saved her?

Heejin carefully picked up one of the fruits. Her head filled with questions, but she was desperate to eat and drink. Who knew how long she would have to live on this planet? She needed to determine what was and wasn’t edible for her. Heejin swallowed the last immunity capsule she had in her emergency kit and drank the water in the pouch Louey had brought. Some of the fruit tasted awful, but not all of it. There were a few that even tasted a little sweet.

Satiated for the first time since the crash landing, drowsiness overcame her. She fell into a deep sleep and woke up after what seemed a long time. It was dark outside. A round light source shone over the flat rock where Louey still worked. Heejin again wondered why Louey had brought her here, because while Louey had indeed saved her life, all they had done so far was completely ignore her.

She walked past Louey to the entrance of the cave. Louey looked up briefly and went back to focusing on their work. The five moons still hung in the sky. But now a shade of indigo tinted the black horizon. A new day dawned. The life-forms on this planet would rise soon. In some ways, the planet was just like Earth after all.

Heejin was afraid. But her fear had an edge of curiosity.

Whether she had wanted to or not, she had made first contact for all of humanity and was now the only human being in the universe who knew for sure we were not alone. Here were a people who shared our universe and were capable of art, language, and communal life.

It occurred to her that she had a duty to find out as much about them as possible.



THAT DAY, LOUEY HUNG a small horn ornament around Heejin’s wrist, and the others who had given her threatening looks stopped immediately at the sight of it. It seemed to give them the impression that she was Louey’s property or responsibility.

Living with Louey helped Heejin learn more about their kind. Some of the caves seemed to have families, which were based around sexually reproducing couples. They went hunting and gathering in groups outside the ravine of caves, and there was a little bit of farming going on not far from a river. Their hunting tools were generally primitive, but there were some complex snares made from plant stems.

It was tricky sometimes to tell the individuals apart. Thankfully, they liked ornaments, and Louey wore a small red stone around their neck. The individuals also differed in the number of arms they had. While Louey had two like a human, the others tended to have at least three. Louey also seemed to be of smaller build than average for their kind and was also noticeably calmer and gentler.

Louey did not participate in the hunting, only occasionally going out for gathering. They were a bit of a loner and spent most of their time making tools and drawing. Occasionally, someone would come to the cave to receive a drawing and return it the next day. Sometimes there were offerings of broad parchment-like leaves left outside Louey’s cave.

The drawings in the deepest part of the cave were tied together with string and stacked on the floor. They might have been significant, but Heejin wasn’t ready to try to explore them.

She clothed herself with the animal skins left over from hunting expeditions and followed the other inhabitants on their gathering outings, hiding her lab note device under her clothing. She needed it to track the beacon of the shuttle. Even if the shuttle itself was beyond repair, its distress signal module could still function, and she might be able to set up a homing signal for a future rescue.

Through it all, she still failed to communicate well with the inhabitants. They definitely had a highly developed language, but much of the sonic frequency of their speech was beyond human ears. Even the inhabitants who were curious about her never bothered to attempt conversation. The inhabitants were mostly busy with their work and did not seem to have much extra time to spend on Heejin.

The excitement over her unprecedented discovery of an extraterrestrial intelligence eventually dimmed. Did the inhabitants really not care that Heejin had come from another world, that she was indeed an alien? She couldn’t ask them herself due to the language barrier. Did the awareness of one’s lonely place in the vast universe and the desire to make contact with another civilization require a more advanced form of intelligence? Perhaps the inhabitants had not developed the sense of self required to generate such curiosity. Things looked more and more pessimistic. No matter how closely Heejin looked for traces of written language, she found nothing that resembled letters or ideograms.

She continued to follow them in their forays during the day and kept an eye out for the shuttle, while at night she fell asleep with the knowledge that another day had passed in her failure to meet her objective. It tortured her that she had discovered an earth-shattering truth but had made so little progress in learning more about it.

Heejin was a researcher, which meant it was her job to gather data and analyze it. But without the proper tools, she was powerless. If things had been different, all the equipment they had brought on the ship would’ve been available to her. The language-analysis program alone would’ve completely changed things, as it could tease out the patterns of sounds made in frequencies beyond human hearing to figure out whether the inhabitants’ talk was about the locations of animal herds to hunt and where berries were plentiful or the mysterious stranger who had shown up where they lived one day. But all Heejin had with her were her body, her senses, and her notation device with its extremely limited functions.



A FEW WEEKS AFTER SHE was discovered, Heejin stumbled upon a small mechanical fragment of the shuttle. It was no guarantee the shuttle itself was nearby, but it gave her hope.

“Louey! Louey, I finally found something!”

Heejin waved her discovery in the air as she entered the cave, excited to tell Louey, although she couldn’t say why. Louey looked up and made a long string of sounds, but Heejin couldn’t understand them at all. Eventually, Louey went back to working on the drawing on the flat rock. Heejin was disappointed.

Of course they didn’t understand her. But it would’ve been nice if they were at least a bit curious about the metal component.

But that evening, Louey came back to the cave with a lot more fruit than usual. At Heejin’s surprise, Louey pointed to the pouch Heejin had put the metal part in. They seemed to congratulate Heejin on her good fortune. Had they understood some of Heejin’s intent after all?

Heejin refrained from hugging Louey with joy.

As her time with Louey grew longer, Heejin learned that the inhabitants had plenty of nonverbal communication. These were less specific than spoken expressions, but they were enough to tell the difference between a positive or negative reaction. Louey also became more adept at reading Heejin. At first, Heejin’s hand would bruise if Louey merely grasped it to lead the way, as they hadn’t understood that her skin was more delicate than theirs. But now their grasp was lighter. The other inhabitants also let their guard down and protected her from the wild animals when they went out gathering. They were at times polite, considerate, cheery—in possession of many positive qualities that humans had as well.

Just as there were many things in common between the inhabitants and earthlings, their planet had a lot in common with Earth. The similarities astonished her, considering how their ecosystems had evolved on different planets under different suns. What most surprised Heejin was how she could eat the fruits and animals of the planet and still be alive, which proved that the biochemical building blocks between the inhabitants and humans were basically the same. Maybe this proved that life had been seeded from this planet instead of arising on Earth. Or that prehistoric life-forms had spread from Earth to this planet through space dust and provided the building blocks of what she saw now.

The more Heejin learned, the more excited she became. She wanted to find out more. But her top priority was to recover the shuttle. Until she could be saved, there was no point in trying to learn as much as possible about the planet because there would be no one to receive this truth. She had to find a way to return to Earth. Then, she could use the help of Earth’s technology to understand the planet better.

She tracked the shuttle’s beacon through despair and hope. The inhabitants went out to a different region every time for hunting and gathering, and this helped her expand her knowledge of the planet’s geography. But the shuttle remained elusive.

It took many more months to find the second trace. It wasn’t the beacon but another component, discovered in the middle of nowhere, and that had probably arrived in similar fashion as the one before. But this time, it was not a good omen. If the shuttle lay exposed for too long, it was unlikely it would be in a flightworthy state. Heejin gripped the component in her hand. Her small flicker of hope slipped through her fingers like the sands of a vast desert.

On the day she returned to the cave with the second component, a chill filled the air. Louey had fallen asleep face down over the flat stone. Heejin had never seen them asleep like this, over a drawing they’d been making. The tools lay scattered around them, and dyes ran down to the floor. Heejin froze. Louey wasn’t asleep.

Louey was dead.



AT THIS POINT IN the story, Grandmother would pause and take me to the study. I knew how the story went and the study was where she preferred to rest, so I didn’t ask her questions as I followed her inside. There was always something going on in her study, with paints and dyes on the table, academic books strewn about. It smelled faintly of dust. Drawing back the curtains, the afternoon sunlight would filter through the various book particles and stardust floating in the air. The glass trinkets on the shelves sparkled.

For the rest of her life after returning to Earth, Grandmother collected glass—a variety of sculptures, prisms, lenses, and mirrors. Grandmother used them to read or examine paintings, sometimes shining a flashlight through them. She never told me why she collected glass, but I had some guesses. Glass is a tool that allows us to gather or separate light, that enables us to see things we can’t see with the naked eye. It would be the tool Grandmother would’ve wanted the most during her time on the alien planet.

Over time she learned that the inhabitants had a lifespan of only three to five years. And even more surprising—something that astonished me no matter how many times Grandmother told her story—were their beliefs about death. They simply did not believe in it. In their minds, they lived on. The self was never interrupted. it merely changed bodies.

“And it wasn’t too long until I met the second Louey.”



A FEW DAYS AFTER LOUEY died, someone new arrived in the ravine. The others called them “Louey.” Heejin noticed right away that the new Louey wore an ornament around their neck, the same gemstone the old one had worn. The second Louey was short and only came up to Heejin’s shoulder, but they grew quickly into adult size.

Could they really be the same Louey?

Heejin had attended the old Louey’s funeral, a short and simple ceremony. The deceased’s remains were put in an earthen pot and pushed downstream while a child was floated to the inhabitants on a raft from the opposite bank. She had assumed this ritual was purely symbolic and hadn’t realized it was their process of literally passing on one individual’s soul and sense of self to another. The inhabitants brought Heejin before the young individual and instructively made the gesture for same at them. They pointed downstream to where the old Louey’s remains had gone and gestured same as well.

Could the consciousness of one individual really transfer to another? Heejin was doubtful—this just had to be some primitive form of religion.

But the second Louey was very, very similar to the first.

Like their predecessor, the second Louey drew pictures. They took care of Heejin, brought her fruit, and protected her from the other inhabitants and wild animals. They made Heejin an ornament and listened carefully when Heejin spoke. Despite a lack of complete understanding, there was some response. This second Louey continued to treat Heejin like she belonged to them and was also still the kindest and most unconditionally caring of Heejin in the whole ravine.

But not everything was really the same.

The second Louey spent more time drawing, decorated the cave with more color, and was more interested in Heejin’s actions. They seemed fascinated by Heejin’s representational map of the ravine’s caves. They didn’t understand Heejin’s written or spoken language but seemed to grasp there were patterns to them. The second Louey understood which fruits and animal skins Heejin preferred and was much better at reading Heejin’s gestures than the first Louey. Their arms did not quite match up with human arms in terms of how they moved, but Heejin and Louey were able to find some common gestures. Sorry, thank you, goodbye. Heejin could communicate these concepts now.

Sleep well.

The first time she made this gesture and lay down on the rug, Heejin wanted to cry. She never would’ve thought that the simple act of saying good night to someone would make her care for them a little more.

The next day, Heejin did not follow a group out to gather vegetables like she would normally do. Instead, she took her notebook made of broad leaves and a plant stem that leaked black sap and headed for the bottom of the ravine.

Heejin began creating an illustrated record of life on the planet. There was always something unsatisfying about capturing the planet by hand this way. She tried her best to render the peculiar internal structures of the plants, the little animals with sparkling mineral-like textures, and the mushroom-like specimens that grew on rocks. No matter how she strove for accuracy, the results always differed a little from the original. And no matter how she tried with Louey’s pigments and tools, the colors wouldn’t quite be the same.

But Heejin soldiered on with her attempt to create a record of the planet without the benefit of her tools from Earth. She had for a long time concentrated on the things she could not see or hear, concepts or other knowledge that were outside the realm of the senses. Her worlds had always been under the microscope, in cleaned-up data, in graphs and figures. But the planet only existed to her as an environment now, and she had no choice but to accept this.

Heejin eventually learned that the inhabitants understood and used binary numbers. They observed the skies during both the day and night and had hypotheses about the world beyond the planet. They were, in other words, sentient beings that explored themselves and the world around them.

Still, there were many things she could not comprehend about them. She wondered what the inhabitants of the planet were composed of. Did they actually share the same proteins and genetic materials as the life-forms of Earth? And how did they perceive the world around them? What was the central dogma that ruled them? She wondered how the world looked to their eyes through their optical processing system. Heejin especially wanted to know what it meant when Louey occasionally stretched their mouth sideways at Heejin in a kind of grimace. Was it a smile? If she knew, she would’ve smiled back.

The second Louey died two years later.



WHEN THE THIRD LOUEY arrived, Heejin was still at a loss as to how to accept them. Did they really have the same soul as the last Louey? Were all the Loueys the same?

The third Louey drew pictures, just like the two that had come before, and treated Heejin kindly. The third Louey was also small and had only two arms. They lived for an even shorter time than the two Loueys before.

A thought occurred to Heejin—maybe the reason the Loueys had shorter lifespans than average was because of her. What if the microbes Heejin had brought from Earth on her body were somehow toxic to Louey? This very real possibility racked her with guilt and worry.

On the day the third Louey’s funeral was supposed to take place, the inhabitants’ natural predators attacked the caves in packs. Heejin had nowhere to run or hide so she stayed deep in her cave and trembled, vulnerable without Louey’s protection. The attack continued until the sun set, when the inhabitants were finally successful in driving them out. But many died in the process.

The third Louey’s funeral was in the early afternoon. The other inhabitants let Heejin know this, but Heejin did not go down to the river.

Instead, she went to the back of her cave where the stacks of drawings were. As kind as Louey had been to Heejin, the one thing they had never let her do was touch the stacks of drawings. If Heejin so much as reached out for one of them, Louey made an emphatically negative gesture. Heejin had wondered why Louey considered these drawings so important, as art seemed like a strange pursuit for someone with so short a life. The drawings had to have a function that was beyond aesthetic.

Heejin took up a bundle of the drawings on her lap.

She stared at them. Abstracts with unimaginable meanings. Splotches of color, organic shapes. She hadn’t thought much about the drawings themselves, simply that the inhabitants seemed to have unexpectedly advanced ideas about art.

As she stared, Heejin realized there was always a certain color in a certain corner, and a particular splotch would reappear in the same place on the canvas every now and then.

She laid out the drawings on the cave floor, arranging them neatly in a grid. While the abstracts were very vague, they created patterns. She looked hard for any signs of letters or language. But if there was such a language, it would have to be one of color, not form.

The thought made her pause.

What if these pictures were indeed what the inhabitants used for language? What if their meanings were contained not through forms like letters but through differences in color?

What if this art wasn’t the expression of emotions but a record of the inhabitants’ stories and meanings?

The fourth Louey entered the cave. They were still small, coming up to Heejin’s shoulder. No expression, no emotion. All the Loueys had been like that at first, looking at Heejin as if they had never met before. And then they would suddenly turn into Louey—when, exactly?

Heejin waited for the fourth Louey to do something.

They ignored Heejin, picked up the drawings, and quickly sorted them as if they had done so many times before. Louey then sat down by the flat rock and looked closely at them. The wedge of sunlight slanting onto the rock grew wider with time before narrowing again. Louey made almost no sound the whole time they looked intently at each drawing. Heejin could do nothing else but watch.

A long time passed.

The fourth Louey finally stood up. Their attitude was completely different now. The way they looked at Heejin, their expression. Their unreadable emotions.

Heejin backed away toward the cave entrance. Louey continued to approach her. Heejin stumbled, but Louey caught her arm in time.

Louey’s face settled into a familiar look.

If they did indeed read colors as meanings, then the drawings in the cave were there to convey to the new Loueys what all the old ones had thought and felt. The records would’ve talked of the Loueys themselves, the inhabitants, and Heejin, the alien interloper. If the Loueys were tasked with keeping a record of their history, then perhaps it was not a coincidence that they were given the highest cave with the most natural light.

Laughter bubbled up from her along with this realization. The Louey before her, in her mind, transformed into all the Loueys she had known until now, the different individuals coalescing into one. Louey looked at Heejin. And also at the sunset behind her.

“Well, Louey,” said Heejin as she looked at the yellow of the sunset reflected in Louey’s eyes, “I suppose that scene behind me looks like a whole conversation to you.”

She could never see the sunset like Louey saw it. But Louey’s world was a little less unimaginable now, and that brought its own joy.



WAS IT POSSIBLE FOR her to learn the language of color and the way the inhabitants perceived it? To see how Louey perceived the same color lit by different kinds of light sources and to understand whether the meanings were in the colors or in their juxtapositions, or whether form really had no meaning at all in their drawings? The fourth Louey was as busy as the ones previous in their special role but allowed Heejin to approach the records now and analyze them as much as she wanted. The pigments they used were especially fascinating. All it took for them to turn into a variety of colors was a bit of skillful mixing, and perhaps this variegated quality of the pigment was what made it essential to the color language of the inhabitants.

But in the end, she had to give up. As Louey tried to explain the difference between colors to her, she realized that understanding them was as impossible as hearing in the sonic frequency of their spoken language when she couldn’t make out even half their words. The same problem presented itself in their color language.

The reds that Louey signaled were different looked identical to her. There were countless blues, purples, greens, and yellows. Louey could tell the difference and how they meant different things. If they had been on Earth, Heejin would’ve used the various equipment that augmented the naked senses and gotten at least the gist of what they conveyed. But she might as well have fantasized about growing a third eye at this point.

She would shake her head and put down the drawing. “I give up, Louey.”

Still, there was one very clear fact.

In a completely mystifying process, they acquired the thoughts and feelings of the previous incarnations by absorbing the records. Because a previous Louey had decided to take care of Heejin, all the Loueys that came after did the same. The new Louey simply became Louey.

The incarnations, before they settled in, looked biologically discontinuous from each other. Heejin had witnessed herself how the new Loueys were not like the old Loueys until they absorbed the records. Their souls, so to speak, didn’t continue at first. They were, clearly, completely separate Loueys in the beginning.

But they would always decide to become the same Louey. There was nothing supernatural in that process. The Loueys simply decided it would be so. They acquired everything the recorded Loueys had to offer—experiences, feelings, values, even their prior relationship with Heejin. And Heejin decided to accept them as embodiments of the same soul.

As she came to this conclusion, the fourth Louey happened to be walking toward her. Louey, with the same damp gray skin, as foreign as can be to her. An Other in every way, who died too quickly for her to really learn how to love, a being too alien for her to ever understand in full.

But she wanted to understand them. Even knowing it was impossible, she wanted to, as much as she could about this continuation of Loueys, their uninterrupted existence.

The fourth Louey made a strange grimace at Heejin.

She knew it to be a smile now. She smiled back.



GRANDMOTHER’S STORY ALWAYS ABRUPTLY ended on the same night.

There were many changes in her telling, but the one constant was how she described her unexpected final night with Louey. Just when the fourth Louey had died and the fifth one had arrived, predators attacked the caves once more. Louey had to take up arms in the middle of the night, and Grandmother was swept away by the hordes that fled down the valley. She never saw Louey again. And upon arrival in another valley, Grandmother, after ten years of survival among the planet’s inhabitants, finally detected the shuttle beacon. The shuttle had an emergency distress signaling module on board, which was how she managed to contact Earth after she piloted the craft off the planet.

Grandmother never spoke of her final moments on that alien world. The memory was too painful for her, she claimed. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was hiding something from us as well.

You see, there was a lie in her story. Grandmother didn’t activate her signal immediately after leaving the planet. Her shuttle was rescued far from it in the vacuum of space. She claimed to have spent only ten years on a planet of color-reading inhabitants, but she was rescued four decades after her shipwreck. Even calculating for the lag in space travel, it means Grandmother spent two decades alone, adrift. What did she do during that awfully long time? Maybe she tried to get as far from the planet as possible. Maybe it was only when she was too far from it to track it down again that she sent out the signal.

These are just guesses. She never spoke to anyone about what happened during those twenty years.

“Do you think Louey died for the last time then?”

She would only smile in reply.

There have been other discrepancies. The retellings never completely matched up with one another, and some of the details are so scientifically unlikely that I have to wonder if she imagined them. There was her continued refusal to give us the location of the planet. The government, corporations, and scientists in turn begged her to disclose the coordinates, but she never did. Begging turned to scorn.

But after all this time, I have come to believe Grandmother. There may have been some embellishments in the telling, but the story itself seems based on the truth.

Grandmother, upon her return to Earth, suffered from many mysterious ailments. The doctors said that if we assumed her stories were true, she could be suffering from something she contracted on the other planet. Her immunity pills would not have had perfect efficacy, which meant it was actually a miracle she did not die there. The inhabitants, especially Louey, must’ve taken great care of her.

Thinking of Louey’s kindness reminds me of a small and isolated tribe that still exists somewhere on Earth, protected by law from outsiders attempting any contact. Grandmother may have been welcomed by the inhabitants because, while she was an outsider, she was also weak and powerless, the size of their youngest children, with not a single weapon on her person.

But the next time our two cultures meet, we will not be so frail and helpless. We will have tools. We will be able to analyze their speech and their records. Which will enable us to know many things about them before we even set our eyes on them. There will be no more friendships like Louey and Grandmother’s. And so I understand her position.

The only thing Grandmother could bring from the cave when she made her final escape was a clutch of drawings. Just as she said, they were extremely colorful, in hundreds of different shades.

“This was the observation diary that Louey kept about me. A lab notebook, you can say. Just as I kept my research notes, they kept theirs. Maybe they’d known already that I was a scholar from another world, powerless without her tools.”

Grandmother read me what Louey had written about her. She had spent much of her time upon her return to Earth trying to decipher the colors. What she’d uncovered were facts that were so banal they made me question whether it had been worth all this effort to translate them. But there was one sentence that I will never forget.

“Look at what it says here,” Grandmother would say as she pointed to that part. “They are an astonishing and beautiful living thing.”

Not long before she passed away, Grandmother gave me the codex for safekeeping. I made a copy of the pages and cremated the original with Grandmother’s remains. All the shimmering colors turned into a handful of ash.

I sent Grandmother’s ashes up into space, returning them to the stars.





IF WE CANNOT GO AT THE SPEED OF LIGHT

The old woman was already in place, her back to the station reception area as she stared outward. The man hesitated. Should he clear his throat or something? The old woman then turned her head and side-eyed him. He gave a nod. She smiled and turned back to the window. Wasn’t she curious about him?

Just as he began to feel anxious, the old woman said, “I’m sorry, but I only have orange juice. According to the medical scanner, I’m not supposed to have any more caffeine.” As the man blinked, the woman held up a carton of orange juice. “Care for some?”

“Thank you, but I’ve been told to cut out sugar myself.” He tried a hearty laugh, and the old woman shrugged.

“I’ve got sugar-free juice in my private spaceship as well. As horrible as it tastes.”

He tried to keep calm, but there was something genuinely unnerving about the old woman. And that mention of a private spaceship—the man frowned as he looked in the direction she pointed in. At the end of the corridor was a hatch with a green light lit above it, which meant a vessel was docked there. He knew the shabby little craft glimpsed on his way here must be hers. It was no spaceship. More like a shuttle, the kind one used to go back and forth from Earth’s surface to this satellite station.

As he thought this, the old woman continued to stare out the window. The sound of her sucking the last drops out of her juice box cut through the silence. She shook it a few times and placed it on the chair next to her.

The old woman’s seat was right by the largest window. Behind her was a row of four chairs, the comfortable leather cushions divided by metal armrests. He looked around the reception area, a faithful representation of similar places in the annals of public transportation. The man had once seen a photograph of an old train station, and he imagined that anyone who had been to the real thing would feel a hint of nostalgia in the room he was in now.

There were other features, like a timetable written in Common, crammed with unfamiliar time notations. Judging by the several logos on the wall, the station had probably once been the joint venture of many different travel companies, many if not all long defunct. There was an information window in the corner and a customer service robot behind it. Surprisingly enough, the robot still functioned, and its forehead lit up as it repeated announcements.

One of the walls in the room was made of glass from floor to ceiling. Satellites moving in the same orbit at different speeds zipped by while the balloon-like Earth floated in the background. The man went up to the old lady who wordlessly stared out this window-wall and sat next to her. She didn’t seem to mind him.

He found it hard to begin. He’d been told he stood a better chance if he didn’t get into it immediately and instead asked her to tell her story. “Ma’am… I was just—”

“Call me Anna.”

“Yes, Anna. I wanted to ask you where you were headed?”

She addressed her answer to the window. “The Slenfonia system.”

“That’s very far away.”

“That’s why I’m here.” She took something out of her jacket, an old ticket, the corners worn down, but the center had been preserved and was neat and uncreased. She held it out to him. The ticket said she could leave anytime she wanted, and there was a destination. The third planet from the star Slenfonia.

“I hear the spaceships going into deep space leave from this place. It looks to me most of them aren’t going deep enough. Still, this station is the last hope for people like me.”

“I suppose that means there are spaceships here headed for the Slenfonia system?”

The man said this cheerfully, but Anna narrowed her eyes, frowned, and said, “What are you doing here? You don’t look like a traveler, are you an employee?”

The word employee startled him.

“Basically, yes. But this is my first time in this station.”

“You’re an employee but you’ve never been here before?”

“I’m in a dispatch post. There are lots of stations in orbit, and some of their owners don’t want to bother managing them by themselves so they hire us to take care of them. I’ve been to so many different orbits it’s kind of hard to keep track offhand. I’m here at this station today, but I might be somewhere else in a week. Well, I guess you won’t be here by then, Anna.”

Two large satellites swept past them as he spoke.

Anna said, “There are so many space stations now.”

“There are. We’ve been in the Age of Spaceflight for a long time, but apparently there’s still not enough room on Earth.” He glanced at her. She didn’t reply.

He was here to listen to her story, but it seemed like he’d done all the talking. Still keeping an eye on her, he slipped his hand into his bag but then, quickly, withdrew it. He couldn’t just take the device out in front of her like that. He desperately hoped she wasn’t interested in what he was doing.

“So when is your spaceship for Slenfonia leaving?”

“You’re the one who works here.”

“I’m afraid I’m just here for some simple inventory.”

The man gestured to the robot at information. The lobby was spotless.

“I see. I thought you came here to fix that piece of junk.”

The man looked at what she pointed at and was taken aback. He hadn’t noticed it before—there was also a guide robot by the window, similar to the one at information. Its forehead lights blinked lethargically, and its jaw moved to speak but there was no sound. It didn’t look broken so much as dying.

“Oh, I, I didn’t see that. We’ll get it fixed.”

He got up, placed his bag on a nearby seat, and approached the robot. He hadn’t much experience in fixing robots except changing the odd battery or two. But he had to make a show of trying, at least. Charging cables streamed out of the robot’s back, winding around the circular room and into a cable access panel on the other side of the window.

“This isn’t going to be easy.”

The man prodded around inside the robot, but its power supply system was very different from that of the robots he used around the house. Was Anna watching? What if she could tell something was off? The man gingerly pried off a component and said, “So what takes you to Slenfonia III?”

“My husband and son live there.”

“You’re far from home, then.” He used to memorize all sorts of trivia about planets in outer space, but that was a long time ago. What did he know about Slenfonia?

Anna said, “The third planet is rich in natural resources and is a good place to live. It was initially developed for mining, but the climate was so perfect that many people ended up settling there. My husband and son joined them because they wanted to try living somewhere other than Earth.”

“Right… they mine ricordite there.”

Her mention of mining had jogged his memory. Ricordite had fallen out of use as of late.

“Yes,” she said. “They claimed it could be used to build a space elevator and the news went wild. The first manned spacecraft that left for Slenfonia carried our hopes for a future of a more accessible gateway to Earth’s orbit and the stars. In the meantime, I was still going up and down in that old shuttle outside. I’m getting quite sick of how it makes my lungs feel like they’re being sat on.”

When had there been hype about a space elevator? If he didn’t know, it would be better to change the subject. “I guess new technology is always exciting. But why didn’t you go with your husband back then?”

“You’re a nosy one, aren’t you?”

The words made him freeze in his unscrewing of a panel.

“Don’t be alarmed, young man. Curiosity is never wasted on the youth.”

The man found his own awkwardness unbearable. It wouldn’t do to upset the old woman.

But despite his worries, Anna seemed unbothered. She did change the subject, however. “Have you heard of deep-freezing?”

“Of course. It’s a, ah, form of cryogenics.”

Deep-freezing had been a revolutionary development in the realm of cryogenics, but it wasn’t something that was used much anymore except occasionally in medical situations.

“Right. A form of cryogenics that utilizes beta fluids and nanobots. I used to be a researcher for deep-freezing technology. One of the core researchers, in fact. It’s the fate of most scientists to leave their work behind and take their names into the dark with them, but for a time, I had much influence as a researcher. One of the few things in my life I still take pride in.”

The man nodded as he looked at her. Nothing in the present day suggested that this old woman had been an important person in the past.

“The Age of Spaceflight was upon us. Warp travel became commercial, and with the colonization of planets, we built an interstellar federation. Everyone dreamed of living a new life on a different planet, and my husband and son were no exception.”

The man knew more about that period, at least. The laws of physics dictated that no object in our universe could go faster than the speed of light, which effectively confined humankind to the bounds of the solar system with only unmanned probes venturing out into deep space. Warp technology got around this universe-imposed lightspeed limitation by “warping” or folding the space around a spacecraft’s “warp bubble,” enabling the vessel to arrive at its destination faster than a light particle would when traveling the same distance. This development paved the way for humanity to settle outside the solar system, and the first colonized outer planets were those with similar climates to Earth or ones rich in resources.

“Deep-freezing was the technology we needed for the next level of space travel. No matter how much we shrank the distance between two points using warp, it still took a long time for us to reach certain planets. The close ones are only so many light-years away, but there aren’t many planets useful to us in that radius, and the really far ones are hundreds or thousands of light-years in distance, which meant it would take years to reach there even with warp. Not a completely unreasonable amount of time, but even hardy people would go stir-crazy in a ship with only space zooming outside to look at. Not to mention all the food and water passengers would need to bring with them. We required an advanced form of cryostasis so we could send more people farther.”

“What part of the technology were you in, exactly? I imagine there are many technologies that make up deep-freezing…” The man realized he had become genuinely interested in Anna’s past.

Anna smiled.

“I see you have some knowledge of the issues. Cryogenic sleep has three phases. First, you must rapidly freeze the body to negative 196 degrees. Second, the body must be maintained for many years at this temperature. The third and final phase must thaw the body without damaging it. A dangerously delicate process, with all three stages risking permanent damage to the body. The most significant concern being bodily fluids and how to replace them. Frozen water expands and damages cells and tissue, and thawing can be just as harmful. We needed to resolve that problem.”

The man nodded.

“I was on the ‘antifreeze’ team. We were developing an organic solution that could replace the blood and other body fluids. It had to be nontoxic and quick to freeze and thaw. The proportion of nanobots and synthetic catalysts had to be just right. All to create the least damage when actually putting someone through frozen sleep. There were so many factors to consider. It was easy enough to maintain something at a low temperature or to replace biofluids with synthetic ones, but developing an antifreeze that was nontoxic, that stymied everyone. The antifreezes we had couldn’t completely stop cell damage, and that made cryostasis a twice-in-a-lifetime-only proposition.”

“I see. Did you succeed eventually?”

“What do you think?”

He paused in his fiddling with the robot’s components as he looked up, blinking in confusion.

Anna smiled. “Just listen. I stayed behind on Earth to develop that antifreeze. There was my curiosity as a scientist, but I think back then… I had notions of contributing to humanity’s future. We needed cryogenics for venturing into deep space, but there was demand for it in the medical world as well. New therapies were being developed every day, and a patient with an incurable disease might find themselves lucky if they happened to be given an extra decade. That’s what it was like back then, like we had entered some intellectual golden age.”

Her eyes shone as she spoke. The man tried to figure out just how long ago she was referring to.

“When my husband and son decided to leave for Slenfonia, I thought my research had come to an end. And indeed, it did end. There were new articles coming out constantly, and we were about to enter the commercialization stage. My family left for Slenfonia first, and I decided to follow after I’d tied up some loose ends in the research. I liked my life on Earth, but I was also looking forward to a new life on a new planet. Slenfonia III is famous for its beautiful scenery, as you know. And we were in the second generation of settlers, so it wasn’t as rough as it used to be. I figured it wouldn’t hurt for my husband and son to have a bit of a head start on the settling down. I simply had no idea I’d be delayed this long.”

Anna’s voice became smaller and smaller. The man gulped and waited for her to continue. She shrugged.

“Sometimes I wonder. Had I known I’d wait this long, would I have given up everything, my life’s work, and left for Slenfonia? I’ve thought about it and thought about it, but I can’t come down to a sure answer. A useless bit of daydreaming, really.”

“I don’t think I would’ve given up easily either.”

“Do you think so?” She smiled. “Anyway. My future was staring me in the face. Just one more step, and humanity would be able to use deep-freezing to travel the outer reaches of the known universe, and space would belong to us. I was so sure of it—fired up with scientific curiosity and determination. Our project entered the final stage. We just had a couple of pesky issues to resolve. But life doesn’t go in the direction you think.”

When Anna paused here, the man had a strange feeling about what she was about to say.

“You probably know what happened after that. The so-called Second Revolution of Space Colonization.”

“Well… let me think…” The man thought for a moment. “When the interdimensional wormholes were discovered.”

Anna smiled again. This time, somewhat bitterly.

“Exactly.”

It turned out that space was full of wormholes. The universe was like an apple, and there were interdimensional wormholes connecting distant parts of it. The thought of using them to traverse vast spaces was first considered fantastical, and there were a few successful cases of passing through smaller wormholes, but the prospect of traveling any meaningful amount of space through these interdimensional portals seemed almost impossible—besides, the warp bubble was a fine piece of technology already, and so the idea was initially dismissed.

Then a key incident occurred where a traveling spaceship abruptly disappeared midflight. Every effort was made to find it, and when an astrophysics team tracked it down to the other side of the galaxy, it was eventually determined that an axion particle beam fired by the spacecraft in a science experiment had activated a stable wormhole. The resulting research changed the space colonization paradigm forever. Wormholes had been considered too unstable for large objects like spaceships to interact with, but with the “successful accident” of the intact missing spaceship, scientists began to come up with ways to stabilize wormholes for actual space travel.

There were countless wormholes in the universe, and all humanity had to do was figure out how to use them.

“So the first era of space exploration ended, and the second began.”

The man frowned. “Then did your research become meaningless?”

“Well, not really. To begin with, we actually succeeded in our project.”

Anna seemed amused at the man’s reaction. Indeed, it was reasonable enough that the research should continue, for deep-freezing had applications other than space travel. The man relaxed his frown.

“I was still a bit put out, of course,” said Anna. “It’s undeniable that interest in our research flagged as our work became passé in the world of interstellar space travel technology.”

For the man it was hard to imagine such dramatic technological transitions happening in his generation. Maybe it was thanks to the trials and errors of people like Anna. She stopped talking for a moment and peered at the robot the man was supposedly fixing. He was completely absorbed in her story, his hands still as they gripped his tools. The robot’s lights were fading.

“I still had to finish what I started,” Anna continued. “The medical field needed our research. The space travel field went their way, and we needed to go on ours. But there was a problem.” Her voice became a shade softer. “The drop in interest from the federal government and the public meant our research funding was slashed the next year. Not enough to stop our research completely, but we couldn’t rehire many of the subcontracted technicians. There were fewer people in the lab. We had more work to do, and our winding-down period got extended. At least our project wasn’t canceled altogether. And like I said, we were almost done. But I couldn’t help feeling regret at how the research we had put so much into would end this way. So the delay itself didn’t feel so bad. I knew the project would end eventually, and I would go on to Slenfonia to join my family and spend the rest of my life away from Earth and its troubles.” She paused again. “At least, that’s what I thought then.”

The man sensed a myriad of emotions kaleidoscoping in her mind in that moment.

“It was a new year, months had passed. We were supposed to announce our results at the largest conference in our field at the time. We had to give up our grand claims of contributing to space exploration, but there was still a lot of attention paid to our session at the conference. My plan was to sign some commercialization deals after the conference and spend a month getting my affairs in order before I left Earth. So there I was, a day before the conference. Just imagine how nervous I felt. I’d done a thousand presentations at that point, but never was I more anxious than on that night. Of course I was. Ten years of my life summed up in a moment, a declaration to fall from my own lips that humanity had finally perfected the art of cryogenic sleep. I practiced my expressions in front of a mirror, I enunciated every term clearly. That’s when I got a call from my administrative assistant.”

“Your assistant?”

Anna looked grim. A grimness bordering on bitter. “She was frantic. She told me that the next day was the last day that a ship bound for Slenfonia would leave dock… That she knew I had my presentation, but she needed me to know.”

The man was aghast. “That makes no sense! How could any planet just stop accepting spaceships? Aren’t there federal laws that obligate planets to keep their spaceports open?”

“I’m not sure you’re well versed in the concept of deep space.”

The man tried not to look disconcerted as he closed his mouth.

“Because the problem was exactly that—deep space,” said Anna as she turned her gaze back to the window. “Remember when I said that the wormholes changed the paradigm of space colonization?”

“Yes.”

“Technology transition happens faster than we think. Space travel using wormholes had many advantages over warp. It was faster, safer, more economical. Warp travel requires the constant folding of space around the warp bubble, which meant it was costly in terms of energy and took a long time to get from place to place, but with wormholes, all you needed to do was go through them. It cost at least a fifth less than warp, enabling five times the travel.”

When he thought about it, the man didn’t know of any spaceships that used warp travel anymore.

“The problem is wormholes only allow you to travel using the space tunnels already there. You can’t create new passages. Not a problem for the most part. Wormholes are still discovered by the thousands, especially ever since we figured out how to stabilize them. The history of space travel was pivoting, and this was when Slenfonia’s troubles began. With wormholes, it became part of ‘deep, deep space.’ There were no wormholes to their solar system. None that went to their planet, none that came near their vicinity. And with so many worlds reachable with just a month’s travel, who would want to go to a place where you’d need to sleep for years to reach?”

The man realized why he couldn’t remember much about Slenfonia.

“The Interstellar Federation did the math and determined that Slenfonia could declare its independence. That would absolve the IF from any obligation to keep transport lines open, as it no longer made economic sense for them.

“As for me… I was so wrapped up in my research that I hadn’t heard about the planets that had made the ‘no-go’ list. I couldn’t believe it.” Her expression hardened. “But what could I do that night in my hotel room? There were thousands of people waiting to see my presentation. And I couldn’t pack up my life on Earth overnight.”

Despite her firm tone, the man could detect how torn Anna had been in making her decision.

“I did try. I rushed to the spaceport as fast as I could right after the conference. I even ended my presentation early.”

“Did you make it?”

“I most certainly did not. Press interest slowed me down. I kept trying to shake them off, but their questions held me past the critical time threshold. I was too late.”

The man was silent.

“It was a dramatic situation, something out of a novel or a movie. In any case, it doesn’t matter. I failed.”

The man dropped all pretense of fixing the robot. Its lights blinked a little and it went completely dead. Anna turned her gaze to the darkened robot.

“Quite a few people like me were marooned on Earth. Others, for some reason or other, who could not make it out on time. Separated indefinitely from their family and other loved ones. The Interstellar Federation ignored us. There were scores of planets pushed out of the federation, but there weren’t enough people from those planets to make travel to them financially worthwhile. How ridiculous, when it was the federation that had first used such uneconomical methods to keep those planets under control.”

The man nodded and looked toward the ceiling where the old woman was looking. There was a slogan there that read, THE SPACE STATION FOR THOSE WHO WAIT.

“An organization set out to help us, but enlisting a flight crew would be difficult. Sure, cryogenic sleep had been perfected, but they would spend so much time away from their own families.”

“No one would want to go to space the old-fashioned way, you mean.”

“Almost no one. There might be one ship every few months, or years… headed for deep space. Leaving from this very station.” Anna made a sweeping gesture, taking in the station around her. “I’ve waited so long it must be my turn soon.”

“You’ve been waiting here all this time for a ship that would take you to the Slenfonia system?”

“I have. And that’s my story.” She grinned.

The man had to stop himself from asking the questions in his head. Instead he said, “I see why you want to go to Slenfonia so badly.” He rapped the chair with his knuckles. Anna was looking at him now. How to tell her? His mouth felt dry. “But… there’s no date on that ticket of yours. No guarantee there will ever be a ship that goes to Slenfonia.”

“It must be my turn soon.”

“Or your turn may never come.”

The man rubbed his neck. But Anna only turned away, her eyes half-lidded.

“It might be helpless. But waiting is the only thing I can do.”

“But, Anna, you already know, don’t you?”

“Know what?” Anna’s smile was almost polite.

He blurted out, “This place was shut down a hundred years ago! You must know that.” God, the way he’d been keeping that in this whole time.

There was no change in Anna’s expression. After a brief silence, Anna shrugged. “What does that change?”

“Anna, please.” The man stood up. “I made some calculations, and it looks like you’re about a hundred and seventy years old. How did you live this long? How many times have you come up to this station?”

“We both know a human being can’t live that long. I thought you were some space worker, but maybe you’re a space mirage?”

He groaned. “You’re joking, right?” He had to wonder if she’d led him on this whole time. Maybe she’d caught on to the real reason he was here.

She grinned. “I’ve only been alive for as long as I’ve been awake.”

The man looked around him. The still-functioning service robots, the chairs that were too clean to have been abandoned, the lights that were still on. The station was old and worn down, but it still looked habitable.

“I had to sleep for a long time. I wake up every once in a while, to see if the wait is still on.”

That’s when he noticed a whiff of chemicals about her. He had thought it was just her scent—were they the by-products of a now-obsolete technology?

“I respectfully inform you,” he said calmly, “that this space station needs to be cleared from this orbit. I’m in charge of reclamation and cleaning up space debris. This station is already five years past its service expiration date. It should’ve been dismantled a long time ago, but your presence here has thwarted that so far.”

“I’m just a poor old lady.”

“On the contrary. We’ve sent three people out here and none of them were even able to get close to the station. I was wondering if you let me approach because you’ve changed your mind about things. I don’t know how you managed to fend them off but—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Anna seemed relaxed, unbothered. The man bit his lip before continuing.

“Our company promises to take care of you. It’ll be cheaper than paying all these fines imposed on us by the federation for letting this hunk of junk stay in orbit. Are you really going to spend another century, two centuries, in that old cryogenic chamber? The ship to Slenfonia is never going to come. Please listen to us. I beg of you.”

The old woman closed her eyes. She wasn’t going to listen to him.

“Please, ma’am. If you don’t comply, I have orders to drag you out of here by force.”

Anna stood up. The man jumped back. She took a plasma gun out of her tunic. His heart leapt.

But he had to maintain his cool. “I know you’re not going to kill me.”

“How can you be so sure?”

The corners of her mouth were slightly raised. He had thought she was still sound of mind considering her age, but what if he was wrong? He felt himself sweat. The barrel of the gun was pointed right in his face.

“I’m not sure, okay? Look, put the damn gun down, you know I’m not armed.”

Looking perturbed, Anna lowered her gun.

“Fine.”

The man tried to keep his heart from thumping right out of his chest. He’d expected someone squatting at a space station for a century to be somewhat eccentric, but who knew she’d be borderline deadly?

“And no, I wasn’t going to fire it. It’s broken.” She tossed the plasma gun on the ground. “I can fix a lot of things, but not this.”

The thought of it accidentally going off nevertheless made him cower. Anna noticed and laughed.

“You’re quite fearful for a young man.”

“Respectfully, ma’am, the young have more days left to live.”

At this retort, Anna sat back down, as if standing was too much bother.

The man sighed. “So, Anna. What do you intend to do now?”

“I told you. I’m waiting.” She was gazing out into space again. “I’ll make it to Slenfonia eventually. I have the smallest of hopes. Someday, a spaceship will leave from here, or a wormhole that opens near the planet will be discovered… It may all seem like a waste of time to a young man like you, but not to an old woman like me.”

“There is no ship headed for Slenfonia. And there never will be. This place has been out of commission for ages. If there was a wormhole near Slenfonia, we would’ve discovered it by now. And, Anna, what use would such a discovery be at this point? While you’ve been going in and out of freezing and thawing over the past hundred years, your family on Slenfonia have lived out their lives there. No one lives for a century and a half. Please, just come with me.”

He glanced at his watch. Headquarters had told him to drag her out of there in two hours. It was a timing issue; they needed to dismantle the station with as little risk as possible of the resulting debris hitting other satellites, and the window for that was very narrow. They were fast coming to a point where he would have to force her to leave.

“Yes. Everyone I’ve loved is dead.” She said this in a tone she might’ve used to describe what she ate for breakfast. “Still, I want to go. I want to see the planet that could’ve been my home. If I’m lucky, I can get buried next to my husband.”

“Does it mean that much to you where you’re buried? I don’t understand your attachment to this idea.”

“I see that young people these days aren’t ‘attached’ to such ideas. Let’s just say it’s a generational thing. Since I’m at least a hundred years older than you.”

“Done any research on how to convince stubborn old ladies?”

“My understanding is that it goes against the most fundamental laws of physics.”

There was no use talking to her anymore. “Fine. Then I’m going to call in reinforcements. It’s going to get a little chaotic, but I hope you understand.”

He got up, but just as he had turned around to leave, Anna spoke again.

“Did I tell you I developed the perfect cryogenic sleep technology?”

“Yes… you did.” He sighed and turned to her again.

“But it wasn’t perfect,” she said. “Having gone into deep sleep over a hundred times, I see that now.”

Outside the window, other space stations passed them by. One of them had a spaceship in dock, ready to set out on a voyage.

“Did you know that when you wake up from cryostasis, your brain sheds dead neurons? I can physically feel it happening now.”

The man could not think of anything to say.

“Freezing has its price. It’s not immortality. You still need to wake up from it from time to time, just to make sure you’re alive. And every time I do that, I pay for all the life I haven’t lived.”

“Then why do you do it when you can spend the rest of your life in comfort?”

“As you may have guessed, I’m just a crazy old woman.”

Her teasing grin returned. The man was at a loss again.

“The truth is, I don’t know what I’m doing anymore. Don’t know if I’m still in cryostasis, if this is all some dream in a very cold place, if my loved ones are really gone forever, or if I could go on another hundred years freezing and thawing, freezing and thawing. I don’t know why I’m still alive at every thaw. Or how much time has passed, or how the world has changed. Maybe, if I remain ignorant, I won’t realize that my family is lost to me forever, and in my mind they’ll still be waiting for me on Slenfonia. But then, why did no one look for me while I was asleep, and why can’t I tear myself away from here when I know…?” She smiled again. “Even my perfect deep-freezing method wasn’t perfect. I didn’t realize until I experienced it for myself. We still can’t reach the speed of light. But people are acting like we’ve conquered the universe. When all we’ve conquered is what the universe allows us—to travel through its wormholes. What if that method didn’t work anymore, like the warp drives we threw away when wormholes were stabilized? What if we had to abandon even more of humanity out there because of it?”

“Anna—”

“This wasn’t what parting meant before. Parting still meant we were under the same sky. On the same planet, sharing the same air. But now, we’re not even in the same part of the universe. Countless people over the years who knew my story would come to me with words of consolation. Saying at least we were all in the same universe. To take comfort in that. But if we can’t go at the speed of light, what difference does it make if we’re in the same universe? No matter how far we colonize space and expand the reach of humanity, what does it matter when every time there are people who are left behind—”

“You’re not buying time this way.”

“—we’re only increasing the amount of loneliness in the universe?”

A brief silence followed.

Anna spoke again. “Let me leave.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do. I want you to come with me.”

“Let me leave for Slenfonia. On my spaceship.”

“Are you joking?” he sputtered. “That’s ridiculous. You mean your shuttle docked outside? That’s complete suicide! Where is that tiny little thing going to take you? It’s designed for ferrying you between Earth and its orbit. It can never reach Slenfonia, and there are laws against unauthorized space travel. I could get into trouble just by helping you. Look, don’t be like that, just… come with me to Earth.”

“I know exactly where I need to go.” She looked determined. And exhausted. “Can’t you be the one to authorize my one last leg of space travel?”

What was he to do? His company insisted the old woman be returned to Earth, but it was true he felt sympathy for her since hearing her story.

But he also knew she would never reach Slenfonia. Anna’s ship was too old for warp drive. And Slenfonia was so far away that even if she went at the speed of light, it would take tens of thousands of years to reach there.

And he didn’t have the authority to grant her passage. The Interstellar Federation was cracking down on space debris. There was so much of it in Earth’s orbit that an inexperienced pilot could easily bring about an untold space disaster. Letting the old woman go off on this quest might result in damaged satellites or worse. She was, after all, not a skilled pilot but a deep-freezing specialist.

He couldn’t meet her eye. “I’m sorry. I’m just following orders.”

He really was sorry. Her story had weakened his resolve. But there really was nothing else he could do.

Despite his expectation that she would resist more, she simply nodded. “All right. I’ve no choice, then. Let’s go to Earth.”

Maybe his softer attitude had spoken to her. Feeling too guilty about it, he quickly turned away.

Anna casually looked around at the station.

“How regretful it’s all vanishing. The end of an era.”

His company had tasked him with retrieving the black box from the station, which was likely in the engine room. There was another shuttle docked outside, the one the man had come in. Next to it was Anna’s old shuttle, which likely at least had autopilot. It was best she came in his shuttle anyway and let the old one follow.

“Just a moment. Let me get something.”

The man walked down the corridor and went into the engine room. Anna probably needed some time to say goodbye to the station she had lived in for so long. The engine room was also pristine. Anna had really taken care of the station. Even if there were service robots, this level of functionality wouldn’t be possible without a human touch. The old woman obviously had many talents beyond her research field.

He input the access code, and the computer told him the black box was actually in the control room. That it was still intact was a relief, as it would tell them what had happened on this station without putting the poor old woman through the hassle of an interrogation.

There were other things he needed to do in the control room regardless, like remotely program Anna’s shuttle to return to Earth and setting the timer to undock his shuttle so that he and Anna could leave together. He headed next door to the control room. It was a narrow space but with a good view of the outside.

Just then, there was a loud clang, and the station shook. The man instinctively looked out the window—there was Anna’s shuttle, powering up to leave.

Was she really going to…?

Anna was attempting to disengage the docking latches. Why hadn’t he thought she’d do exactly this? She wasn’t headed for Earth. The man tried to lock the latches, but a mechanical screech blared from Anna’s direction.

And then, another quake almost knocked him off his feet.

“Anna!”

He knew she couldn’t hear him. He shouted anyway. The old woman’s shuttle drifted away from the station, its prow pointed to the stars.

Flustered, the man quickly located the black box. It had probably recorded everything. What if it was used as evidence against him, for aiding and abetting a fugitive? He had no choice. He found the controls for the plasma weapons used to defend the station in case of an emergency. Just one push and it would be over.

That was when Anna, in the shuttle, turned her head back toward where he stood. Through their respective windows, she met his eye.

The man pressed the plasma cannon trigger.

The shot missed the shuttle by a hair and hit a nearby piece of debris. It shattered into fragments. His eyes followed Anna. She watched him aim and hit the immediate debris that threatened to collide with her.

She smiled at him, a wide smile this time.

Her shuttle weaved its way around the large passing satellites and debris. One false move and it would be a disaster. All it had to its name was a very old impulse drive and a small fuel tank. No matter how fast she went, she could never reach the speed of light. And it would take an unfathomable amount of time for her to get to her destination.

But Anna’s shuttle looked determined.

Anna soon entered a debris-free zone. Nothing could stop her now. The shuttle began to accelerate as it traveled farther and farther from Earth. The man took his hands off the controls. He remembered what she had said to him. I know exactly where I need to go.

The faraway stars looked as if they were fixed in place. Among them was a small and ancient shuttle, crossing the immense and unmoving expanse of space.





THE MATERIALITY OF EMOTIONS

When I saw that funny-looking product sample for the first time, I was in the office and on a deadline. A movie reviewer pushed back his delivery twice before informing me, by text no less, that he wasn’t going to finish writing his special feature in time after all. Another vertical was creating a separate headache because of a photographer throwing a fit about some copyright issue. The newbie editor who took over the review sighed at his desk every ten minutes before bringing his laptop over to bother me. Once or twice was one thing, but I had my own fires to put out.

So I didn’t pay the slightest attention to the photographer snapping away at a sample from Emotional Solids on a nearby desk until the crowd that gathered around it distracted me to the point where someone needed to step in to remind them that other people had jobs to do.

“It’s huge on Instagram. They haven’t even released it officially, but it’s already sold over retail price secondhand—”

“Isn’t it all just viral marketing?”

“I thought so, too, but it’s so popular that even the famously sponsor-free accounts post about it. A reporter I know got a phone interview, they publish tomorrow. We better get an interview lined up ourselves before it’s too late.”

I was about to tear into them when I looked down and saw the odd little thing at the center of all the fuss. A green, squarish pebble. That’s the only way I could describe it.

“Hello, Jungha sunbae, are you done?”

“With this racket going on?” I said. “Why the hell is everyone looking at a rock?”

“Oh, this. They call it the Materiality of Emotions. It’s fun.” A hoobae whipped out his iPad and showed me a short little description that was going into “Trends to Watch Out For” in our next issue. The vertical mostly dealt with viral gadgets or interior decoration items, but the captions in this case didn’t help me much to grasp what the Materiality of Emotions actually did.

It did say that Emotional Solids used to be a stationery company famous for pretty designs—or designs that looked pretty in photos. A rarity for a Korean company that sold pens and diaries and the like, they’d had the funds to advertise on subway billboards and other expensive spaces, until one day they didn’t and went out of business. But here they were back again a year later, with their new line called the Materiality of Emotions.

“The what of what?”

“They’re claiming to have created physical emotions. There’s lots of different kinds, too. The most distilled products have names like ‘Essential Fear’ or ‘Essential Depression’ and they form the base for things like soap and incense. There’s a patch you put on your wrist as well. This thing that Yujin brought, it’s called Calm Soap, and even just holding it in your hands makes you feel calmer. All you need is just ten minutes of—”

“That makes absolutely no sense.”

And it didn’t. It sounded like one of those bullshit multilevel marketing products, like brainwave amplifiers that supposedly improved your concentration, bracelets that manipulated your magnetic field, pills that induced mindfulness—scams at best, unregulated medication that should never be administered without a prescription at worst.

“But it’s really effective! Everyone says so. Yujin is holding Anticipation Chocolate, and all she had was one piece and she still hasn’t come down. She’s waiting for her boyfriend to call.”

“Chocolate is supposed to make you feel excited. Putting the word ‘anticipation’ in front of it is just extra packaging.”

“I’m telling you, it’s real.” My hoobae sighed. I wanted to sigh, too. All my instincts told me this was a scam designed to ensnare the more mindlessly trendy hipsters among us, but I also knew that people would get tired of it soon anyway. No need for me to transform into the trend police and start defenestrating free samples.

Yun Jiwoo, a colleague of mine, was also more pragmatic.

“It’s one of those things you might get at a novelty shop, you know? Stuff that doesn’t actually do anything but looks cute and makes you feel like a kid again. People love collecting useless baubles.”

My girlfriend, Kang Bohyeon, fell into that category. Bohyeon always said that each of her possessions had a special meaning. Her cabinets were filled with trinkets like this from her travels. She said each item contained the excitement she felt when stepping into a shop in some alley and thinking about what she might buy. I wasn’t sure myself what the point of being reminded of shopping was, but I could see how the Materiality of Emotions was a bit of targeted marketing for people who loved putting special meaning onto useless things.

For the next month, I forgot about Emotional Solids. My editor in chief wanted to take the magazine in a new direction, and I did not. Then there were some ongoing tensions with Bohyeon. I could hardly make space in my brain for people who fondled stones to feel good about themselves.



BOHYEON AND I LIVED in the same neighborhood and usually spent our evenings together at her place or mine, maybe taking a stroll around the nearby park, but she hadn’t responded to me in over a week. We’d seen each other daily for the past ten years so it wasn’t like we needed to touch base every hour, and we did text each other when we woke and before we went to bed if we were apart. But we were really apart now, and for the past seven days she wouldn’t even answer my calls or messages.

Bohyeon’s silence felt accusatory: You still don’t know what you did wrong? Our estrangement almost made me miss our arguments. I decided to pay her a visit that evening. On my way out, I messaged her to say I’d be waiting in front of her building in a bit and wanted to talk, but before I had left the office, she replied saying I should come inside when I got there.

I stopped and bought a cake from a café Bohyeon liked and went straight to her front door. What happened when the door opened was completely unexpected.

“What in the— So much perfume!”

Then I fell silent. Bohyeon was crying. There were opened delivery boxes at her feet and a small stone in her hand. A blue one. Her eyes were bloodshot, and they looked at me and then at the stone in her hand. The overwhelming fragrance continued to ambush me from behind her.

One of the open boxes in the foyer was full of the familiar packaging from the company Emotional Solids.

“What… is all this?”

“Essential Depression.”

The smell was dizzying. And a suffocating feeling emanated from Bohyeon. She never was one to talk much but something was different from her usual cautious self. This was something more. Was a word of consolation expected in this situation? Were the things I used to say to her enough? I stepped forward and gathered her into a hug.

Bohyeon had been fighting with her parents since the end of last year. We had been together for a decade, but Bohyeon was still adamantly against marriage. Her conservative family didn’t understand our relationship, and to complicate matters, her uncle had just had a stroke, and they were pressuring her to move back home and take care of him since she “wasn’t doing anything important.” Her family disapproved of me. I’d get calls or text messages from numbers I didn’t know about how selfish and irresponsible I was. Bohyeon told me to block all of her family’s numbers. Stuck in the middle, I simply declined their calls.

I wanted to help her but didn’t know what could be done. It wore us down. I was tired of Bohyeon constantly venting without accepting help or seeking a solution, and a couple of weeks ago I suggested we could hold a non-legal ceremony just to appease her family. A lot of our possessions were entangled at this point anyway; it seemed smarter to just pool our resources and move into a bigger place together. I knew Bohyeon valued her independence, but surely there was some wiggle room. Moving in together was suggested as a compromise to what was an ongoing, stressful problem, but she’d exploded.

She said, “Jungha, we are not practicing for marriage!”

It remained a mystery to me why she was so angry.

Thus commenced our cold war.



ALL THAT WAS UPSETTING enough, but now what the hell was all this Emotional stuff?

Even with the door and all the windows open, it took ages to air out the apartment.

Bohyeon cried herself to sleep next to me. She was gone when I woke up. I threw out all her Essential Depressions and messaged her saying she needed to go see a professional.

I tried to forget about the whole thing that day during work, but everyone was late with their assignments and I sank many hours into staring at my monitor as I thought of other things and overheard nearby conversations against my will, like the latest gossip on Emotional Solids.

A month into the official launch of the Materiality of Emotions line, the products were a social phenomenon. The magazines that had moved fast on the trend had features and interviews on the company itself, but I noticed that all of them were conducted over the phone, and no one knew what the company’s CEO even looked like.

“But why would anyone want to buy things like depression and rage and fear?”

“No idea,” said Kim Yujin with a shrug, a Concentration Patch on the back of her hand.

I still didn’t believe in the efficacy of the Materiality of Emotions. Wasn’t it like the essential oils and scented candles of aromatherapy, a kind of lavender-scented placebo effect? But again, what really confounded me was that, while I could understand the point of having placebos for happiness or calm or whatever, the negative emotions were also selling well—it boggled the mind.

Who was paying to become depressed? Were people so rich and their happiness so excessive that they needed a counteragent to bring them down? Maybe this was just me being bitter as I fell behind on the trend. Any item mentioning Essential Depression would pique my interest because of Bohyeon, but I had no intention of trying any of the stuff myself. It had to be a huge scam. And I killed so many proposals for reviews of the line that my hoobaes knew well enough to change the subject whenever it came up in my presence.

The Materiality of Emotions was truly taking over online and in the media. YouTubers filmed themselves using them, and soon, broadcast media followed. Viral clips circulated of celebrities joking around with different Emotions.

There were skeptics as well. Social media and online reviews complained about side effects, and articles appeared about the dangers of “excessive depression.” Marketers of other products, tired of seeing the wall-to-wall coverage of Emotional Solids, reported the products for false advertisement and spread rumors that the company was under investigation by the health commission. Emotional Solids submitted to a health audit in response, but the backlash was not going to go away that easily.

“Sunbae, come here.”

I looked at my hoobae’s screen. I knew this would happen. The article had quite a clickbaity headline: “TEEN ASSAULT SPURRED BY ‘ESSENTIAL HATE.’ ”

The title said it all, really. The article detailed all the Materiality of Emotions products the teen offenders possessed but also raised a salient point. The effectiveness of the Materiality of Emotions aside, was there a teen in the country who didn’t own one of those products, and if so, could anyone be sure that the extremely popular Essential Hate was responsible for this single crime?

“But if that’s the case, aren’t they just… blaming the product as an excuse?”

Like the people who blame their drinking for their committing assault, for instance. But my hoobae editors wondered aloud if the Materiality of Emotions were safe after all. I guess it was understandable that the news would come as a big shock to anyone who took the product seriously. Sometimes, I wondered if I was the last person on Earth who didn’t believe in the things.

The next day, I saw Yujin throw a Materiality of Emotions product into the bin in the employees’ lounge. She returned my quizzical look with a sheepish one.

“I bought an Essential Hate a while back. It got a little scary, so I threw it out.”

“Why did you buy hate in the first place? Who needs more hate?”

“I liked the color, okay? I never even used it.”

A silly answer. Clearly, her reason for buying it was personal or she was embarrassed about having followed some trend. Not really caring either way, I changed the subject slightly.

“So you’re keeping the other ones?”

“Yes. I use the Comfort stuff the most. And I don’t think it’s dangerous.”

“I’m amazed that everyone thinks they’re effective. You’re all as naive as children sometimes.”

I meant it in a light, teasing way, but it came out a little harsh. Yujin must’ve considered this point before, or maybe someone had already mentioned it to her, because she had an answer ready.

“I don’t think there’s a reason to believe they don’t work, either. We do live in a world of antidepressants, which are proven to be effective on people’s moods. There’s research that says chocolate and wine help our emotions. I mean, we don’t know much about the science behind the Materiality of Emotions, but—”

“Antidepressants improve our moods, but it is the negative emotions that are huge bestsellers for the Materiality of Emotions.”

“They say the actual use of the negative emotions is lower than the purchase rates suggest. People want to own those emotions; they don’t want to use them. It’s like having all your emotions on hand, knowing that you can control them. I had to read that in one of our competitors’ magazines, by the way.”

“Look, I really don’t get it. Just because you hold that little stone in your hand, it doesn’t mean you control an emotion.”

Yujin seemed to think for a moment. Her eyes glanced at the emotion in the bin, then back at me before she spoke to my frown.

“I know you’re not going to get this, but this is what I think. Materiality is a more attractive quality than you might expect. Like people holding on to the ticket stubs of concerts they loved. Or printing out photographs they’ve already stored on the cloud. Or using Polaroid cameras no matter how good phone cameras get. E-books have been around for ages now, but paper books still sell more. We all listen to music on streaming services, but physical media and LPs are beloved and still sell. There’s a store that makes perfume based on the vibes of celebrities. Their customers, apparently, are extremely reluctant to use them after they buy them.”

I must’ve looked incredulous because Yujin laughed at me.

“What I’m saying is, people like having something to hold on to. Something that will still be there when you turn away from it. A product’s materiality is a really important selling point sometimes.”

She took me to her desk and showed me a Materiality of Emotions magazine article. It was the main feature, a ten-page spread, with detailed information on each item’s scent, texture, use time, taste, shape, price, and how each product brings about a particular emotion. The article made me wonder if this whole business wasn’t some immersive long-term performance art piece, an extra layer of sophistication. A performance art piece with a placebo effect.

The article had it all: consumer reactions, academic perspectives, some product reviews, blurbs from celebrities. Someone called the Materiality of Emotions a genius chemist’s brilliant prank, and another a weird sociological experiment. There were double-blind experiments that proved the Emotional Solids products worked, and double-blind experiments that showed they didn’t. Even the most quantitatively analytical equipment ended up being inconsistent.

I said, “How much do you want to bet it has zero drug efficacy?”

“Just you wait. How about one hundred thousand won?” We had a deal.

Time passed. Emotional Solids became the “most searched words” on the internet, spiking every time they were mentioned in the mainstream media. But then interest slowly waned, as it often does.

My relationship with Bohyeon, however, was as fraught as ever—yelling, followed by apologies. I grew colder and less responsive. To be honest, I even thought once or twice that if I were in her situation, I wouldn’t suffer as much as she did. I would’ve either put up with having a wedding or cut out my abusive family altogether. Maybe it seemed obvious I felt this way, because my reactions to her venting became more and more pointed.

The Emotional Solids Happiness Patches and whatnot could’ve actually helped here, but she didn’t try any of those solutions. I worried about her, but she also frustrated me. I felt guilty over not being able to help her. Ever since I noticed how much of the Essential Depression she had bought, any mention of this ongoing scam would set me off. Clearly her dependence on this placebo prevented her from confronting her problems. But what was the use of me raging at a pebble?

Bohyeon suffered, and there was nothing I could do.



A MONTH LATER, AT AN editorial meeting, we found ourselves staring together at a headline that shocked us to the core.

“GOV’T ORDERS SALES HALT AND RECALL OF ALL EMOTIONAL SOLIDS PRODUCTS, NARCOTICS DETECTED.”

All of their products like the candles and soap were built on the Essentials line, and the Essentials themselves were found to be a mixture of psychotropic compounds. Several safety tests confirmed that the substances easily permeated the blood-brain barrier and directly affected the central nervous system.

“It was drugs all this time,” murmured Yujin. Even though she ended up collecting on her bet of one hundred thousand won, she wasn’t exactly ecstatic when I handed her the money.

Small mercies, but the amounts used in the products were far below OD levels. Some customers reported side effects, but they were mostly found to have been from other causes. People soon accepted that the compounds used in the products were largely not harmful to the human body. They were also very diluted, even in the Essentials form, which was why some people took to them better than others. To this day, it’s my belief that the effects were largely placebo.

It was still a problem that a product that should be regulated was sold over the counter as a cosmetic. Now that the Ministry of Food and Drug Safety had determined it was a real drug, they couldn’t sell it in the way they had so far. Most of the products affected the central nervous system, which meant the Materiality of Emotions should fall under the designer drug designation. Notices were posted in stores that the possession or sale of the Materiality of Emotions was now banned.

But there were still people who bought them illegally, and the Emotional Solids online pop-up simply moved their servers overseas. The public outcry continued for about a month, after which it quickly faded away as everyone seemed to forget their outrage. New online marketplaces had listings for secondhand products that would disappear as soon as they immediately sold out. The word drug may have inspired a brief moment of distaste, but the people who had already used them many times before never believed the Materiality of Emotions was harmful. For users, these products were merely household items.



AMID ALL THIS, I somehow managed to recognize the owner of Emotional Solids sitting in a café. It was just another afternoon where I had had a loud argument with Bohyeon. I was in front of the counter about to buy a sandwich when a man sitting by the window caught my eye.

He wore an indigo coat and had a weird scarf wrapped around his neck. The box on top of the table had its labels blacked out, but I could tell what it was: a Materiality of Emotions package. The man deftly unpackaged the product, examined it, wrote something down, and returned the product to its original packaging in perfect condition. I forgot my sandwich and walked right up to him, completely sure of who he was.

“Excuse me, aren’t you…?”

The man looked up with a start. Politely bowing, I handed him my business card that identified me as a managing editor at such and such magazine. The expression that crossed his face then might have been relief or vague distaste.

After a long pause, he spoke. “What do you want to ask me?”

He mentioned there had been others who had recognized him in public as the owner of Emotional Solids, but he hadn’t left the house much after his company was told to cease operations, and I was the first person who had simply come up to him in a café. At my stubborn insistence, he finally agreed to an interview.

“I’ve only spoken to reporters on the phone, this is the first time I’m doing it in person. But this shall be my final interview. You reporters never listen to me, and all your questions are so cynical. I’m sure you’ll be no different.”

I never thought of calling the police. Whatever he had been doing with that Materiality of Emotions product—legal or not—I couldn’t have cared less. I just wanted to know something. I wasn’t even sure I would actually write up this interview. Like I’d taken some Essential something or other myself, I attacked him with questions: How did a stationery producer turn into a company that handled such products? Who thought up the idea for the Materiality of Emotions? Did they manufacture it themselves? Did he know if it was actually effective?

He answered each one. Stationery had never been what he’d wanted to make in the first place, it had only been groundwork for eventually putting out material emotions. He had the idea for it for a long time, and looked high and wide for the chemists who would help him realize his vision. He even studied chemical synthetics on his own and came up with a mechanism for making the Essentials.

Because I had never believed in the stated efficacy of his product to begin with, I only accepted about half of what he was telling me, maybe just the facts that he had the idea himself and attempted synthesizing the products on his own. But the rest of it was a different matter. Judging from his numerous other past interviews, I knew this man tended to exaggerate his claims and romanticize his backstory. He must’ve noticed that I didn’t believe him because he looked like he was tired of even his own explanations. Finally, I asked him what I really wanted to ask.

“I tried to understand this whole thing, I really tried. I couldn’t figure out why the Emotional Solids products were so goddamn popular. I get that some people drink a cocktail or eat a piece of cake to lighten their mood, and I get that people want to buy happiness with money, even when it’s not real and lasting happiness. But there’s one thing that I really don’t get.”

His eyes narrowed. Did he even know the answer to what I was about to ask?

“Why do some people buy Depression? Why do Hate and Rage sell so well? Are there really people who want to spend money on those things? How did you know that people would want to buy negative emotions?”

His expression changed. He didn’t reply right away. The manner in which the corners of his mouth had slightly turned up made him look not happy about anything, but maybe relieved in the act of accepting a complicated and intractable reality. Or maybe he was just mocking me.

“The idea that shopping is only about happiness,” he said, “is a silly one. We pay to experience all sorts of emotions. When you pay to watch a movie, does that movie give you only happiness? Fear, loneliness, sadness, solitude, suffering… We pay for them as well. Isn’t that already the mundane reality of our spending habits?”

I couldn’t answer that at first. Sure, he wasn’t wrong there—but wasn’t there a difference? Was the reason we consumed things only because we wanted the feelings that came with it? Weren’t human beings generally engaged in the pursuit of the creation of meaning? Wasn’t consuming emotions unmoored from meaning just a way of reducing humans to animals addicted to stimuli? But wasn’t our pursuit of meaning also just a means to an end of finding a higher form of happiness?

There were so many questions that I couldn’t choose which to ask. My silence seemed to amuse him. I didn’t like his expression. I wanted to argue the point.

Then I remembered a movie I had really hated. Actually, what I remembered more was this middle-aged lady sitting next to me who sobbed into her handkerchief through the whole thing, acting like the world was coming to an end. As the credits rolled, I was writing down my notes and she continued crying long after the house lights came on. What was it that she found so moving? Then, she took out one of those flyer-sized movie posters and crumpled it up in a rage before hurling it onto the floor. She stormed out of the theater without a word. I thought it bizarre. Had the whole point of the movie been to use up her emotions? Would she even recall what the movie was about?

Meaning is given by context. But maybe what people need sometimes isn’t tears with meaning but simply the act of crying, the tears themselves. Maybe the creator of Emotional Solids was right.

In the end, feeling conflicted, I didn’t press. I let him go on his way.



MONTHS LATER, THE EMOTIONAL Solids homepage that had moved to foreign servers finally shut down for good. There were rumors that a similar product was on sale in Japan, but I couldn’t tell whether it was the same manufacturer or just a fake.

Then on that exact day, I found several of the Materiality of Emotions products on Bohyeon’s shelves. They were all part of the Depression line. There was also a prescription bottle of antidepressants next to them. At this point, I couldn’t tell if she wanted to die of depression or survive it.

“I really don’t understand you.”

Bohyeon was caught, snared. The people she once loved were oppressing her. But I couldn’t understand her trying to medicate her way through it.

How did Depression help her through her sadness?

“Of course you wouldn’t understand, Jungha. You can’t inhabit my feelings. But I want to be able to feel my depression, to hold it in my hands. I want it to be something I can taste in my mouth, something firm I can touch.”

Her phone vibrated. Bohyeon ignored it.

“There are some problems I can’t just ignore. Problems that are more like air than they are solid. When I breathe them in, I feel my lungs grow heavy enough to tear. Do these emotions control me? Or I them? Sometimes I feel like I’m floating, and others, I feel sunk. I realize this stuff is probably just placebo or some kind of mass hysteria. I know that, but I don’t care.”

Bohyeon picked up an Essential Depression, gripped it, and put it back down on the table. The round little object was firm and blue, had a subtle fragrance, and was soft to the touch.

“But the particles of pain scattered in the air will eventually enter my lungs once this hysteria ends.” One of the Essential Depressions rolled off the table and onto the floor. “Would that really be a better outcome?”

I averted my gaze. I didn’t know what expression was on Bohyeon’s face. Her phone vibrated again, sounding like a short scream. Bohyeon turned and went outside. The door clicked shut. The phone stopped ringing. I looked up.

I could feel the silence that filled the room.

What should I have said to Bohyeon to make her feel better? I realized I didn’t have the language it would take for that. Something important vacated my heart in that moment and left a chill. Not a thought or a concept, but an actual feeling I could sense.

Perhaps it meant I could, somewhat, understand her after all.

A fragrance that lingers and then vanishes. Air that settles heavily. Sobs coming from behind a door. The wavy woodgrain pattern on the table. The cold feel of the front door. The blue pebble that had rolled off the table and fallen onto the floor. And once more, silence.

How does materiality steal our hearts?

I gazed at the closed door for a while then looked away.





ARCHIVAL LOSS

“It seems to be an archival loss.”

Jimin frowned at the librarian’s words. “Loss” did not sound good.

“What do you mean?”

“Well… the Mind in question is lost, somewhere within the library. There are no results to the search, but also no indication it was checked out.”

“But that’s impossible. Look, you people gave this to me.” Jimin flipped over the card in her hand. The logo of the library was embossed on it, clear and unmistakable, along with the complicated string of characters that formed a unique serial code. “Can you check again?”

“We have. The results keep coming back the same. I’ve never seen this before—”

“What are you—” Jimin was about to lose it but stopped.

The librarian was clearly agitated herself as she looked at her readout. From the other side of the transparent screen Jimin could see in mirror image what the librarian saw. There were a bunch of numbers she couldn’t parse. But the figures in the middle were crystal clear.


Kim Eunha: 2E62XNSHW3NGU8XT

Not found in serial index



After a brief silence, the librarian said, “Your mother’s Mind is in here somewhere. I just can’t locate her anymore.”

Surely it was unusual for a dead person to go missing. Jimin would never have imagined her mother would simply vanish, even when she was alive. She was just too easy to find. Jimin could count on one hand the number of places her mother would go in the years before her death. Where could such a person possibly be now? No one could pinpoint when exactly her Mind was lost. It had taken Jimin three years to finally visit her mother in the library, after all.

She had, in fact, never visited the library before in her life. A rounded roof, a sunken floor, gardens surrounding the building, a pond—it looked more like an old tourist attraction rather than the cutting edge of technology. But this wasn’t a library where visitors could check out books. A few of the places once called libraries had been turned into museums, and the rest into digital archives. There were no physical books, monographs, or any kind of records that resembled such things. Just rows and rows of Mind terminals.

Visitors came to the library to mourn. Mourning had become less and less distant, from large cemeteries in the outskirts of cities, to memorial parks with rows of lockers that contained ash caskets, to now, the library, where you could visit the Minds of the dead.

No one came to the library bearing flowers. Instead, they came with data. Data that simulated objects the dead had cherished in life.



POSTHUMOUS MIND-UPLOADING HAD BECOME mainstream decades ago. At first, it seemed possible to transform the very soul into data, and people hoped that while the body died, the person could live on. But others claimed transplanted data did not constitute a self or possess consciousness, much less a soul. Countless experiments were conducted on archived Minds to see if they had true selves. After much controversy and discourse, scientists and philosophers concluded that while the Minds mimicked the dead with uncanny accuracy and were responsive to outside stimuli, these responses were based on the memories of the dead and as such were only simulations.

Still, there were many who treated the Minds like they were real people.

“Daddy is not here, but I can go see him whenever I want at the library,” a little boy had said in an old documentary about the technology. An ad showed a widow tearfully reunited with her dead husband through a Mind terminal.

Regardless of what academics thought, the Mind library changed the way people thought about life and death. Many still feared death, but bereavement had changed. At the very least, the living had something of an answer to some of the big questions: “If so-and-so were alive, what would they say to me now?” or “How happy would so-and-so be if I told them this wonderful news?” All they had to do was visit the library.

Even before her mother’s death, Jimin never had the urge to see her mother or talk to her. But if she’d known her mother would disappear like this, maybe she would’ve come earlier and more often…



ON HER WAY HOME, she looked up information on archival loss, of mind-upload failures, lost tags, and other related concepts, but there wasn’t a single case even remotely like her mother’s. Had the data been erased? No, she was assured it was stored somewhere in the library, they just couldn’t find it through search. But wasn’t this impossible if any bit of her mother’s information, her name or address or anything, had remained in the records?

The librarian replied there was nothing she could tell her for now and she would call her the next day when she knew more. Hopefully, it was all just an administrative mistake.

Her husband, Joonho, was perturbed. “There must be an explanation. Let’s stay calm and think through it carefully.” His eyes were full of concern for her. “This is such an important time; I don’t want you to be stressed over it.”

Jimin nodded. Joonho went to prepare dinner, and she went to take a shower. When she got out of the bathroom, a notification from the hospital appeared on her bedroom window, a reminder of the precautions she needed to take during the early stages of pregnancy.

Eight weeks was a risky time. Many said to her that most miscarriages happened during this period. Most medications were forbidden, and stress or surprise of any kind could affect the development of the fetus. This clump of cells, that hadn’t even a proper nervous system yet, had a bigger presence in her life than any other human being in the world.

The baby hadn’t been intentional. Or, to be more exact, it had been intentional but not desperately intentional. She felt nothing more than general admiration when shown pictures of the children of her friends who had married earlier than her. Being responsible for a new life was a completely different situation, and Jimin was not confident she would be a good mother or willingly sacrifice herself for the sake of her children.

Joonho had done his best to convince her. Pregnancy and childbirth weren’t quite as arduous as they used to be, and virtually painless childbirth was available for almost all cases now. “You just have to suffer a little bit in the beginning. Babies grow so fast these days.”

But maybe the decision had been too rushed. Regret set in almost immediately after the contraceptive chip was removed from her husband’s arm, even more so when she became pregnant so soon after. Once news got out, her coworkers asked after the baby inside her before they asked after her. Jimin felt her identity as a pregnant person suddenly superseded everything else.

One day, after a spot of blood made her run to the hospital, the doctor recommended extended rest. Three days later, there was a serious case of morning sickness. Jimin took ten days of vacation time.

She went to the hospital on the first day. The doctor used an old-fashioned stethoscope to let her hear the baby’s heart, which beat twice as fast as her own. Was it so determined to live? The doctor smiled and told her the baby’s heartbeat was normal and the fetus was healthy. But Jimin’s face remained stony as she left the examination room.

Was there something wrong with her? There was a baby inside her and she had heard the heartbeat, but she felt nothing. Well, not nothing, but not affection—she brimmed with a feeling she couldn’t quite put a finger on. Online posts written by other pregnant women were full of attestations of joy to be finally pregnant and how they loved the baby inside of them already.

Not Jimin. A scan of the baby or the sound of its heartbeat didn’t make a shred of difference to her. Was it because she had never been loved as a child that she was unready to love one? The thought gave her a headache.

Mother was dead. Why did that fact still affect Jimin’s life in any way? She pushed thoughts of her mother away, but they always came back in unguarded moments and persisted throughout the day. And then there was that thing one of the expectant mothers had said in a post: My hormones are making my mood go up and down, and I keep thinking of my own mother…

That’s when she remembered her mother’s Mind had been archived at the library. But what was the point of meeting her mother now? What would Jimin even say to her mother—as if she had ever known what to say to her. She unearthed her library card and headed out, uncertain the whole way about why she was doing this. Well, this simulation wasn’t her real mother or anything. Let whatever happens happen. Would she lay onto this fake mother all her past resentments, or ask her why she did the things she did?

What really was the point of it all—and before she could come up with an answer, she was informed her mother was missing. While a tearful scene of reconciliation hadn’t been the point—maybe she’d only wanted to check if her mother’s memories were really there—now there was only emptiness.



STILL NO WORD FROM the library. After a brief hesitation, Jimin finally made the call to them.

“A Song Jimin, you’re saying?”

“No, that’s my name, the Mind I’m looking for is Kim Eunha. I went in person yesterday and she wasn’t on the serial index, and I was told I’d be given a call about it today.”

“One moment.”

Muffled voices speaking, some keyboard tapping. She stood there with the phone to her ear and waited. Just as Joonho walked into the room and gave her an inquisitive look, the voice on the other end returned.

“I’m sorry. Can you come to the library again? There’s a complication.”



AS SOON AS JIMIN arrived and stated her business, the librarian immediately got up from the information desk and brought someone to her. A thin, tired-looking man, who introduced himself as the database manager. Jimin and Joonho followed him into a small meeting room inside the library building where there were two sofas, a table, and some snacks.

“Do sit down. There is much to inform you of.” He looked worried. “Strictly speaking, it’s not a fault of ours or any matter of bad data handling. It’s just that cases like these are so rare, the librarian you met yesterday didn’t know how to explain it to you.”

He sat across from Jimin and looked her in the eye as he obviously tried to find the words for what he was about to say.

“Someone deliberately severed your mother from the search index.” His tone was calm and measured. “This doesn’t mean her Mind has been erased, as any synaptic data that’s deleted or taken out of our database is immediately noted in our logs. And there has been no indication of either event.”

Someone deliberately made her mother impossible to find?

“I assure you that your mother is most likely still somewhere in our library. That’s what the librarian yesterday meant by ‘archival loss.’ But I must be honest with you. There is no real way to find your mother at this time. We believe that someone with the authorization to access Ms. Kim Eunha’s Mind deleted every searchable index item from it. If it wasn’t you, then it was someone in your family. This is beyond our scope of experience.”

Jimin could understand him less and less as he spoke.

“What does it mean,” she said, “to delete index items? How could she exist in the database but not be found? You can just look through the database.”

“That’s what should’ve been explained to you before. I believe you know a bit about how it works, but…” The man took a sip of water from a glass. “Our library uploads and stores the memories and behavior patterns of those who have passed. These data are different from simpler forms of information like text strings or images or video. A mind, in this case, is a very large and complex gathering of data that encompasses an entire life. The result of having scanned and simulated a hundred trillion synaptic connections.”

He opened a tablet and showed her a clip from the library’s video advertising. Jimin didn’t look at it, keeping her eyes fixed on his.

“It is very difficult to simply go looking for Mind data. The memories are stored in a form that can’t be converted to language. We still can’t interpret synaptic patterns perfectly. Which is why we tell the Minds apart by using an indexing system. If you’ve ever been to an old-fashioned library, you will see that each book has a label stuck to its spine that shows its categorization information. Even paper books have so much text in them that it is costly to look through whole books every time one searches for a text in a whole library. Instead, books are indexed according to title, author, and keywords, and the search string is compared to these indexed categories or ‘items.’ ”

Jimin had never been to an old-fashioned library, but she had a childhood memory of reading paper books that someone had borrowed from one. She remembered the labels stuck to the bottom of the spines.

“It’s the same thing with Mind libraries. Each Mind is labeled with keywords for the index. Most notably a unique serial code. In case this code is lost, we also search through an index of Mind names, last known living addresses, and with the consent of the surviving family, the social registration numbers of their relatives. This is usually more than enough to recover from the accidental loss of a Mind within the archive. But in the case of your mother—”

“All those index labels were erased.”

“Correct. At least, we do not have a Mind that could be searched with the information that you have given us. There is still the slight chance she could be found, given that she probably hasn’t been deleted… But I think you should check first with your other family members who could’ve had access to her Mind.”

“Is there a chance the access authorization was forged?”

“Access to a Mind requires a sample of biometric data. The likelihood of fraudulent access is very low.”

There were only two other members in her immediate family. Her father, Hyeonwook, whom she cast off seven years ago, and her younger brother, whom she barely saw.

Joonho frowned. “But why even make it possible for this to happen? To erase the index items of a Mind?” Jimin had had the same thought.

“Family members retain the right to change any label regarding the access to a Mind. They may even delete the Mind altogether. These are all points that were covered in the initial mind-upload.”

“Still, how is this different from the synaptic data being deleted? There’s no point to that data if we can’t access it. And how could you have erased her index labels without the consent of all the surviving family?”

“It is indeed regretful. But this situation is clearly different from out and out deletion. You cannot access it, but the Mind itself is somewhere inside the database. Just as a missing person is different from a dead one, you see.”

An inevitable, self-serving response. His words made no difference to Jimin—her mother’s Mind was gone. But why would anyone do this? Between Hyeonwook and her brother, she had a feeling about who it had been. But again, why do this at all?

The man said, “I see now there was no consensus among the surviving members of the family. We hadn’t anticipated a situation like this. Normally, the deletion of a Mind requires the consensus of all remaining family members. But editing the index items has been a common enough request that…”

This couldn’t be the end of it. But just as she was about to raise her voice, a coworker who had entered the room showed the man something on her tablet, angling it away from Jimin’s view.

As they whispered to each other, she felt rage grip her throat. Which was followed by guilt. When had her mother disappeared, and would Jimin have been able to see her mother if she’d visited right after her death?

The database manager and his coworker spoke a little louder to each other. “It’s still at the testing stage, but it might be possible. There could be some loss in the process.” He said, finally, “But let’s ask for permission, anyway.” He turned to Jimin; his eyes lit up. “There might be a way.”



THE DATABASE MANAGER HAD said he would work on a potential solution and call her in a few days. Jimin called her brother that evening. He denied any knowledge of it, but Jimin still insisted he meet her face-to-face. It had been a long time since they’d seen each other in person.

“Why bother looking for her now? When did you start to care?”

This was the first thing that came out of Yumin’s mouth when Jimin met him at a café. He didn’t seem the least bit interested in what had happened to their mother. He had never visited her Mind, either, as he’d given up on their mother before Jimin had. He found it more curious as to why Jimin was so keen to access their mother now after all this time.

“I mean, it’s not really her in there. It’s not a grave or an urn of ash, just a video. I guess it’s interactive, so there’s that. Such a big deal about it in the ads, which are so mawkish and fake.”

She would’ve agreed if it hadn’t been for the archival loss. But this was more than just a video file that went missing.

“It just bothers me,” Jimin said. “It’s like moving someone’s gravesite without telling their family. In the olden days, I mean.”

“I guess if you put it that way. Pretty creepy. Some people really get into it, they treat the thing like a real person. I don’t even want to go near it.”

“The librarians didn’t seem to treat the Minds like simple data, either.”

“Fine. Maybe I’d feel differently if I saw it with my own eyes. But why Mom, why now?”

Jimin stared. “Do I need to have a reason?”

“You don’t. But you hated Mom.”

What was there to say to that. Yumin, after a pause, shook his head and looked away.

Mother-daughter relationships are often love-hate—a mother loves her daughter but desperately projects her hopes and fears onto her, while the daughter resists this with all her might, determined not to live her mother’s life. Or the daughter has a golden-child complex and the mother exploits this as her affection for her daughter manifests in twisted ways. There is often a strange complexity of emotion between a mother and her daughter that doesn’t exist in other relationships, this living the life of a woman in the same world but in different generations. Jimin used to wonder if she and her mother had had such a love-hate relationship, but her sympathy had run out at some point. She couldn’t tell when exactly.

Her mother had fallen into a profound depression after giving birth to Jimin. Many new mothers suffer from postpartum depression, often exacerbated by the pressures of childcare that follow, and normally the depression dissipates as the child grows and requires less care, or in some cases when the mother receives pharmaceutical therapy and counseling. But her mother never returned to how she used to be. Jimin’s father neglected Mother and characterized her as being oversensitive and did not take her darkness seriously. Mother’s sickness worsened. When did their relationship become irrevocably bad? Jimin hated her mother’s unhealthy attachment to her and her obsession with controlling her, as if she were a possession, not a person. Whether it was her mother’s sickness or their deteriorating relationship that was responsible for weakening her mother, Jimin wasn’t sure. What was clear was that they had eventually given up on each other.

The fact that her mother had started to worsen when she got postpartum depression made Jimin wonder if she were to blame. That guilt might have been fine on its own, were it not for the way it clashed with Jimin’s anger.

“Sure. I hated her. But there’s nothing to gain from hating her now,” she said without much conviction.

They fell into an uneasy silence. As she stirred her watery iced tea, Jimin inwardly agreed with Yumin on one thing. She didn’t have a single positive memory of her mother. The mother she remembered mostly stared into space sitting alone, sad.

But one particular memory stood out. She had come home and opened the front door to the sight of a shattered side table, the reading lamp fallen onto the sofa, and pills scattered on the floor. Had they been robbed?

Then, her mother screamed, “Song Jimin! Are you going to ignore me just like your father? Why aren’t you answering your phone!”

Nothing she could say would calm her down. Jimin had hung out with her friends and made it back a little late and it was only minutes past nine, but saying any of this would just set her mother off more. Jimin’s only fault here was that she hadn’t answered her phone, but she was trapped; if she’d answered, her mother would’ve screamed at her, and Jimin would feel suffocated again.

“Your father’s bastard genes never lie. Here I am, doing everything I can to be a good mother, when my bastard children are just like—”

“Why do you live with us if you’re going to be like this! Why can’t you go get help for yourself! Please check yourself in. Do you think this is being a good mother?” Jimin suppressed the urge to throw her bag across the room as her mother’s trembling gaze met hers. “I don’t need your cooking, your laundry, your doing the dishes, any of that. I just want to be away from you.”

Her mother’s expression changed from rage to hurt, a hurt that never failed to pain Jimin every single time.

Her mother always made herself out to be the victim. But why couldn’t she just not yell? Why did she have to curse at her father? Instead of screaming at them for not picking up the phone every hour, why couldn’t she just go live her life? Why did she have to say she loved her one moment and tell her she ruined everything the next? If they had always acted like they would never be close from the beginning, how easy it would’ve been to accept this situation and just live their separate lives in peace. Where did it all go wrong?

Her mother had continued to cry. “Why can’t you just understand me? Look at everything I’ve—”

“Why can’t you have your own life! This is torture for me. It’s better for all of us if you stop trying to be a ‘good mother.’ ”

Her mother’s face destroyed Jimin. She longed to cut all ties with the woman.

That was the last conversation Jimin remembered having with Mother. Not long after that, her mother did check herself into an institution, and Jimin dropped out of university and left Korea.



AS JIMIN BROODED, YUMIN rapped the table to get her attention.

“You’re weird, nuna. I’d just forget the whole thing if I were you.”

But she couldn’t. She kept remembering her mother’s loneliness. She thought of the baby inside of her, the heart beating twice as fast as hers. She still felt no sentimental bond toward it, but surely with time—and hadn’t her own mother loved her in the end? Was any of what she’d experienced with her mother love? Maybe Jimin’s belief that what they had was some form of love had only made her more miserable. Maybe it was pointless to look for her mother’s Mind to have any kind of posthumous conversation with her.

One thing still prevented her from just letting go completely, however. That the archival loss of her mother’s Mind gnawed at her more than she would’ve expected.



JIMIN’S BOSS NOTIFIED HER that all the new work had been assigned, and contrary to Jimin’s expectations, she wasn’t given a project. Her current project was winding down with only a few status reports left to go. Jimin’s pregnancy and impending maternity had supposedly been taken into consideration.

Her boss, who was ten years older, explained her decision with an almost apologetic smile. “You have to shift gears when there’s a new baby. Look, I know you love your work, but I think it’s good for children to have a mother’s touch when they’re growing up. You think so, too, right?”

Her boss was trying to help. There was no point in objecting.

Jimin spent the day going through her inbox, and just as she was about to leave, a video call notification popped up in a corner of her screen. It came from outside the company.

She glanced around, put on her headphones, and picked up the call on her phone. It was the library.

“Is this Ms. Song Jimin?”

The man on the screen introduced himself as a researcher at the Mind library’s R&D division. He went straight to the point. “My colleague may have mentioned to you the other day that our new Mind-search method might help in your situation—would you be interested in a trial?”

Jimin blinked, waiting for more. The man cleared his throat a few times and launched into a detailed explanation.

Just as Jimin had been told previously, Minds were different from other kinds of data. Mind-uploads could occur only after death, and there wasn’t a complete understanding as to how exactly the self emerged from synaptic activity. It was a major quandary. Current methods of mind-uploading relied on high-resolution scans of a brain’s synaptic patterns to be replicated inside a simulation. The scanning process damaged the original brain, which meant the scan could only be conducted on those who were either declared dead or brain-dead, or terminal patients who’d been determined to have no chance of survival.

Scientists succeeded in simulating minds but had not yet reached the point of understanding the data within that simulation. Physical neurons could theoretically connect with any neuron in their vicinity, meaning the connections in a single brain numbered into the trillions. This prevented mind-uploading technology from reaching anything near its actual potential and currently rendered it a mere replacement for cemeteries. It was just too hard to determine what these countless synaptic patterns corresponded to exactly. Of these patterns, the best scientists could do for the time being was to categorize the ones pertaining to thoughts, memories, and responses to outside stimuli as “thinking language.” And there was still a long way to go to translate it.

The researcher used graphs and illustrations to explain the technology to Jimin. Search methods had to rely on indexes. Searching through simple data like text, images, video, or music was easy. But mind-data meant searching for a particular synaptic pattern, and even if they had a usable pattern to compare with, it was still virtually impossible to find a specific individual in an ocean of Minds using just a pattern.

“We’re going to attempt something different. We developed a standard artificial brain simulation based on all of our stored Minds. If we record an outside stimulation in this artificial brain, we can form a synaptic pattern.”

The new simulation could “data-fy” certain situations or objects through the mind-upload method. Such data imitate the interactive synaptic patterns of neurons, which are then used as an input signal. The Minds that have the strongest interactive response to the pattern would show up in the search results.

“But there’s a limit to having a standardized simulation, because it won’t be a good match for many individuals. The input signal must have a very significant connection with the Mind we are looking for if we’re going to get a significant enough response, especially at the low resolution we have to work with for the input. It’s easier if the signal is based on an object or situation the Mind we are searching for is interested in. We need something that is deeply connected to the dead person, something that would trigger a lot of memories despite seeing the input through a blur, so to speak.”

“So what exactly do you need for my mother?”

“In our tests, we used objects once owned by the individuals, but unless they have really strong connotations for the dead, they’re useless. Even photographs tend not to be effective, as memories of them aren’t as strong as we’d think… We could string together scans of different objects as long as they’re similar enough, but if this composite image has low significance for the dead in question, the results aren’t guaranteed then, either. Internal tests haven’t come to anything conclusive, but we still think it’s best to ask you for the subject’s most meaningful things. Everyone’s life is unique and highly individualized, everyone holds different objects close to them.”

He asked if she could bring an actual object her mother owned instead of things like text or images that were easy to turn into data. A person’s sense memory like touch and smell were more conducive to making connections.

It had to be an object that had many memories associated with it. But in a world taken over by mass production, would such an object be that easy to find? The researcher recited a list of objects they had so far found success with, things the deceased had made with their own hands or imbued with special meaning. A search had worked when they used a scan of a handmade leathercraft piece, while another had scored a hit with a scan of a watch the subject had worn all their life, a gift from a spouse. The researcher added that it was also worth scanning any output from the job the dead had worked during their life.

Jimin nodded as she heard him out. She hadn’t been close to her mother, but there must be such an object lying around somewhere.



THAT EVENING, AFTER WORK, she looked through the box that Hyeonwook had sent her after her mother had passed. It was full of stuff she’d never really looked at that closely. And she never would’ve dreamed of the reason that would prompt her to finally dig through it.

With mind-uploading, the traditions of leaving the dead’s objects at their gravesites or urns had faded away. Most objects owned by the dead, save the few that had sentimental value to their survivors, were discarded. The fact that there was enough to fill an entire box in this case suggested to Jimin that Hyeonwook had simply tossed in whatever he found without too much thought.

There were mostly clothes in the box. A coat and hat, a knitted sweater—she recalled her mother had died in the winter. Jimin was in the southern hemisphere at the time. When she heard the news in the sweltering heat, she thought the sun had melted away all her resentment and longing for her mother. But here she was now, her feelings a conflicted mess.

Rummaging through the clothes and old jewelry, Jimin was convinced she would find at least one item that would do. But by the time she got to the bottom of the box, not a single thing proved to be appropriate.

After some thought, Jimin recalled that her mother had read books on occasion. They were digital books mostly, useless in this regard. Surely other Minds inside the database had read the same books. What else had she been interested in? She couldn’t think of anything. When Jimin was little, her mother was just a mother, and by the time Jimin had grown up enough to become aware of her mother as an individual, her mother was already lost in her depression.

What had she been like before having her children? Jimin had never tried to imagine her mother before she had given birth, when her mother had simply been a woman named Kim Eunha.

In her memories, her mother was always at home. She hadn’t had any hobbies, which meant she had led a life mostly surrounded by everyday household items.

She hadn’t left Jimin anything special, either. A couple of items of baby clothes and a family photograph taken at a studio where they smiled awkwardly. Even these had been forgotten, just stuffed in a corner.

Her mother was like someone who had never existed. Or had made an effort to leave the smallest trace possible during her life.

Still, just in case, Jimin looked through her house for anything she may have missed. There was that box she carried with her whenever she moved, mostly things from her childhood. Some notes passed in high school when she had yearned to run away from home—they were still using paper to some extent. Some backup drives with photos and video, which she searched through for clues. But there was nothing Jimin could use. The photos she had after she had left home weren’t relevant, and there wasn’t much information about her life before then. Digital data, already pretty useless in her case, was difficult to keep hold of over long periods of time, and back then she’d been so prepared to forget the unhappiness of her childhood.

Still, how could there be so little…? How could she not own a single usable item of her mother’s? Nothing in even her mother’s box was special enough.

Her mother’s world had been wholly separated from hers. Even before her index items were erased.

Thousands of photographs, her own childhood journals and letters, and the videos from when she was a little girl—in each of these, she could barely count on one hand any mentions of her mother. Her mother had been accidentally captured in the background of one shot, and there was the awkward family photo, and a disembodied voice in a video. That was it. Even in Jimin’s diaries there were just a few brief mentions laden with resentment.

“Do you have any objects Mother used to own?”

“What do you think?” answered her brother, who smiled bitterly on-screen. Well, he did leave home at a younger age than Jimin had.

As Jimin held her silence, Yumin spoke to fill the gap. “I’ll look.”

“You know, Yumin—”

“Yeah?”

“There’s nothing of Mother left.”

Yumin looked puzzled. Then he scoffed. “We weren’t a happy family.”

“But we lived with her for twenty years. How could there be so little left of her?”

“Why does it matter so much now?” He turned his head from her. “Call Song Hyeonwook, then. If he has any conscience at all, he would’ve held on to something.”

Jimin hung up and sank into the couch in exhaustion. She didn’t sympathize with her mother after all these years, she was just suddenly curious. Why did her mother isolate herself? Why was her controlling obsession over her daughter the only attachment she had made later in her life? What had driven her to it? Was it inevitable that she would disappear from the world without a trace like this?

What did her mother think now, in the corner of the library database where no one came to see her? Maybe she felt she finally belonged somewhere.

Jimin turned on the television and flicked through the channels, interrupting each speaker or character on the screen midsentence.

Then she paused. A show on mind-uploading.

“What is the very substance of a human soul? They say this is the question Mind librarians are asked the most.”

Four male panelists discussed “the mind and the soul” with a female moderator. A panelist said that everything in the brain could be interpreted as a series of electrical and chemical signals, that this was the reason Minds could exist in machines through the data-fication of these various signals.

The woman said, “But recent research is a little more skeptical, is it not? Because these synaptic patterns in uploaded minds are more or less immutable, many say these Minds cannot contain the soul. A person’s soul is supposed to change, you see. It grows, learns, reacts, and matures, building up a person’s identity in the process. A mind that doesn’t change is not the soul itself but a kind of taxidermized persona, don’t you agree?”

The panelists presented some other findings and research questions that suggested that in the future it would be possible to simulate the dynamic mind completely. If we could understand thinking language perfectly, and present stimuli to change synaptic patterns, the Minds stored in libraries might be able to have souls of their own after all. They may have lost their corporeality, but could the souls inhabit their new vessels regardless? If they could see and hear and smell, if they could be given these outside stimuli and really feel them, could we really say, then, that they’re any different from the people outside the library?

The pundits, after much similarly vague questioning, came to the unsatisfying conclusion that while research into the language of thought continued to progress, no one could say for sure if such questions would ever be answered.

Jimin thought of her mother again. It was hard to believe her mother had consented to mind-uploading. The mother she remembered would’ve wanted to disappear instead of leaving this taxidermized self behind.

And her brother, Yumin, was right—the Mind was an uncannily accurate mimic of the dead, to be sure, but something distressed her as well about treating pieces of data like the actual people they merely represented.

The more she thought about the erased index and her mother’s past, the more entangled her thoughts became.

The discussion program faded, and a voice-over began on a dark screen.

“There is one thing we can be sure of. The Minds do remember, in their own way, the relationships they had in life, the things they shared, and the traces their loved ones and the world left in their memories. While we may never be able to define the true relationship between the mind and the soul, it is undoubtedly clear that the archived Mind helps us understand the people who have gone before us.”

Jimin sat up.

Could the data, adrift as it was, be living its life somewhere—could any disconnected Mind be said to live? The question haunted her.



JIMIN DECIDED TO VISIT Hyeonwook in person.

The last time they spoke was when Hyeonwook informed her of her mother’s death. Jimin had even fewer memories of her father than of her mother. Hyeonwook had always been at work, and even when her mother’s condition worsened, he stayed away from home as much as possible instead of taking care of her. Jimin hadn’t considered him a real father for a long while.

After much hesitation by the door, she finally rang the doorbell. Her throat dried to a crisp. This was the first time she was seeing him since she dropped out of college and left Korea.

The door opened. A man with sunken eyes and deep wrinkles who looked much older than he did in her memory stared back at her.

The house was small and dimly lit. Hyeonwook ushered her into the living room where she sat down on the couch.

“So what do you want from me after all this time?”

She didn’t answer right away. Hyeonwook stared at her for a while and then went into the kitchen and brought out a mug with a teabag. Until the mug stopped steaming and she had managed to sip her parched throat back to life, they sat in silence.

Finally, Jimin put the mug down.

“I went to the library. Mother was separated from the indexes. You did this, right?”

“I did.”

Jimin bit her lip.

“Your mother asked me to,” said Hyeonwook.

Jimin tried to say something. Her words failed.

“She was against having a Mind made of her from the start,” said Hyeonwook, stonily. “I convinced her. I told her that a Mind wasn’t her actual consciousness. Your mother agreed to the uploading under the condition that she would be unindexed. It was her dying request. I simply carried it out.”

Had Hyeonwook ever spoken to her like another individual and not just his child? If he had, she couldn’t remember. She tried hard to remain calm.

“I want to see Mother.”

“Why?”

Jimin couldn’t answer. In the beginning, it had been more of an impulse. But something changed once she learned her mother was missing.

After a short silence, she said, “There are still too many things I don’t know about her.”

Eunha hadn’t been a good mother. But that didn’t mean she should disappear from them forever like this.

Hyeonwook led her to the attic. He said he kept some of her mother’s belongings there.

Despite her expectation that he would’ve thrown out everything that had belonged to her mother, there were many of her items crammed in that space, mixed up with other things: Jimin’s and Yumin’s photo albums, toys, clothes, textbooks, even an old maternity diary. Jimin flipped through the pages. Eunha’s postpartum depression must not have set in right away, as there was about a month’s worth of detailed journaling. Maybe she had been a good mother at one time.

But none of these objects were wholly about Kim Eunha; they all had to do with the people in her life. There was a bitter taste in Jimin’s mouth. When she turned her head to see Hyeonwook, she found him staring at her, the same stony look on his face.

“Is this all there is?”

Hyeonwook pointed to a bookshelf on the far wall of the attic.

There were scores of paper books shelved there, mostly to do with cooking or childcare. Books were now digital, but back when her mother was young, there were still a few paper book publishers left. That Hyeonwook hadn’t thrown away her mother’s paper books surprised Jimin.

But she was disappointed. Nothing in these books could help her find her mother’s Mind. Even if paper books had become a rarity, surely her mother had not read these more than a few times, and it would be unlikely Eunha had any special memories associated with them.

As she turned her gaze, something caught her eye.

Among the books on practical matters was a set of four volumes—novels, by the sound of their titles. She pulled one off the shelf. The volumes were in better condition than the other books. Maybe she had bought them and never read them, as the mother Jimin knew hadn’t been a particular fan of novels.

Still disappointed, she was about to put the novel back on the shelf when Hyeonwook said, “She never told you, did she?”

“Told me what?”

Hyeonwook suggested she look at the back of the book. There was nothing there except the publisher’s colophon on the endpaper and the back flap of the dust jacket with a list of titles. She scanned the list, but her mother’s name wasn’t on it. What was he asking her to find? Jimin flipped over the last page. There was a bookmark wedged there, a printout of the book’s cover.

Hyeonwook nodded, indicating that was it.

When she lifted the bookmark, she uncovered a name on the page underneath.

Cover design: Kim Eunha. The name she had searched for for ten days.

Hyeonwook said, “Your mother worked there. You’d have to look far and wide now to find a publisher of paper books.”

“Mother made books?”

“Before she made you.”

This was something. This was a way in. An index item from life. One Jimin had completely not expected.

Why had she never thought that deeply about her mother’s past? Where she had worked, whom she had been affiliated with, whether she had made anything that had her name on it—instead, the mother in Jimin’s thoughts was always at home, depressed. Why hadn’t it occurred to her that Kim Eunha would’ve had a whole life before giving birth to Jimin, before she was ensnared by her child? This would’ve been her real life.

Seeing Jimin’s darkened expression, Hyeonwook added, “Publishers were dying then. Media companies were merging everywhere, and book publishing was being folded into other industries.”

Jimin stared at her mother’s name.

“She might have had another year, maybe two, if she stuck it out. But I don’t think she thought it was worth it. And her being on maternity leave just when her company was about to go under, that just sped up what was going to happen anyway. It wasn’t your fault.”

And it wasn’t. Eunha would’ve lost her job, pregnancy or no pregnancy.

But there must’ve been other things she could’ve poured herself into besides paper books. If she had held on, she might’ve found other work to do.

“I just think of her as being unlucky. I had no idea what would happen to your mother. No one did.” He kept talking, as if making up excuses for himself. “It was common enough for a woman to leave her job for a while when she had children. And people went back to work all the time.”

But not her mother, who had diminished until there was nothing left.

What if her mother had chosen something else back then? What if she had continued to make things instead? If she had continued being one of the tiny names in the back of a book, or even the back of a book file. If she could’ve had the chance to leave behind something that was wholly hers. If there had been one place other than the home that helped define who she was. If there had been just one more connection that tethered her to this world.

Would her mother, then, have ended up an archival loss?

“You said you needed something that was important to her. Take the books. Maybe they’ll do.”

“Father—”

Hyeonwook, who had turned to go, stopped in his tracks.

“You’ve never gone to see her this whole time? Never accessed her Mind? All you did was erase her from the index because of that stupid business with her dying wish or something?” Who knew whom this resentment was really for, at this point. Jimin just wanted to be angry at someone, about something. “So you condemned her to isolation, disconnected her from everyone, and you were never sorry about it? You never regretted it, even?”

Maybe Jimin was really making these accusations to herself.

Silence. Hyeonwook’s back was turned, Jimin could not gauge his expression. She tried to stare into his mind.

Hyeonwook’s voice broke the stillness.

“Jimin. You told me you’ve never accessed a Mind yourself, have you not?”

He sounded as if he was about to choke.

“Well, I have,” he said. “I’ve seen her. She was so real.”

Jimin trembled.

“I was given the impression… that to meet me even in death was too much suffering for her. I only saw her that once. I never could again.”

She could scarcely breathe.

Hyeonwook had done wrong. And her mother was still somewhere inside the library. Cut off. Inaccessible.

Jimin had to find her.



HER MOTHER AT TWENTY, a woman at the center of the universe, a woman who would’ve been the narrator and main character of her own life. A woman on a list of credits in the back of a book. Dancing under the flashing lights, existing in plain sight, the owner of a name, a voice, her own physical form. A young woman whom Jimin probably resembled.

Had Eunha also feared having a child, sworn to herself nevertheless she would love them? And Jimin was born, and Kim Eunha’s name changed to Mother. Mother lost her name. Mother was lost from the world. But at one time, she had had her own beautiful and distinct name, a Ms. Kim Eunha who had existed as herself. Jimin had never known her. But now, she could imagine her.

She didn’t want to forgive or ask for forgiveness. It was too late for that. Whoever Kim Eunha had once been, the mother Jimin knew was a bad mother who had never loved Jimin properly. There had been too much pain in their shared years.

But there was something Jimin wanted to say to her.

When she rushed into the library, the librarian at the information desk looked up with astonishment at the sight of a pregnant woman hauling a heavy bag, but immediately recognized Jimin and got out from behind her desk to help her. Jimin asked for the database manager, and he appeared right away at the information desk and examined what she’d brought. They were the books Jimin had taken from Hyeonwook’s attic, four heavy paper volumes, a sight so rare that it attracted the attention of passersby. The covers featured the artistry that her mother had once possessed in life.

The library workers explained that once the synaptic scans registered a significant response from a Mind, the Mind would link with the index on the data card and its name would come up on the screen, indicating a possible match was found. Each book would take about five minutes to run through the search.

The first book brought up a mess of names. None of them were her mother’s. This made her nervous. She went over the names again and again, refusing to lose hope. As the librarian scanned the next book, she carefully asked, “Are these books that the deceased wrote herself?”

“Well… no…”

The scan of the second book didn’t narrow down the names too much. There were simply too many Minds that connected with it. But there was a slight decrease in the number of names. The third book was scanned, then the fourth. A group of librarians gathered around Jimin as they waited with her for the results.

Dead calm. An occasional cough that cut through the silence. Tense gazes.

“There!” The librarian triumphantly pointed at the smattering of words on the screen. Among them was her name.

Kim Eunha.

Jimin nodded. Her throat burned.

The librarian removed the data card and handed over a Mind terminal to Jimin, tension in her eyes. Jimin placed the data card on the terminal and it lit up in blue, giving her access. Putting on the VR headset that would send signals straight to her cerebral cortex, she sat down on a chair and closed her eyes.



SHE OPENED THEM IN a dimly lit room. Her mother sat on the sofa. She was half turned from Jimin as she stared at something beyond the walls. Her mother looked slightly older than when Jimin last saw her, her wrinkles more pronounced and with white in her hair.

Jimin’s eyes slowly adjusted to the dimness. She recognized where she was.

Jimin and her mother were in a small study. It was a space Jimin had never seen herself. Books and notebooks, pictures hung on the wall, all the things Eunha had loved before she became Jimin’s mother, a space filled with the things that had made up her life. There was a photograph of Jimin and Yumin on the corner of her desk.

Eunha had never looked more herself than she did in that space. In life, she had given the impression that she might evaporate into thin air. It occurred to Jimin now that the whole time she was growing up, her mother never had a room of her own in their house.

Eunha turned and stared at Jimin, the intruder. Her expression was unreadable. But she was uncannily alive, just as everyone had said she’d be.

Mother is dead. This is not Mother. I can’t forgive Mother, and I can’t ask for her forgiveness. This is just some extra, useless thing we’re having at the end…

She couldn’t leave now, not after everything. But what could she say?

“Hello, Mother. I hope I didn’t surprise you too much, dropping in like this. There’s just something I wanted to say to you…”

Eunha watched Jimin speak. Then, she turned away again. Now she stared at a shelf full of her things. But Jimin had the feeling Eunha was listening to her.

Some people believed that the Minds were the real, living minds of the people who had passed before us. Others, that the Minds were mere simulations. Who was right? Maybe no one would ever know.

What did Jimin want to believe?

“I know that whatever I say, it won’t make a difference in how hard your life was.” Jimin took a step forward. Her mother, who had averted her gaze, turned back to Jimin and looked her in the eye. And Jimin knew what to say. “Now I…”

She had to say it. It was why she was here.

“Now I understand you, Mother.”

Eunha didn’t reply. Her eyes were welling up.

She reached out and gently took hold of Jimin’s fingertips.





PILGRIMS


Oh, Sophie,

Where do I even begin?

By the time this letter arrives, everyone will know that I’m gone—the first child to leave the village before taking the maturation pilgrimage. Will the grown-ups be furious? If possible, would you tell the other villagers this story instead of me? And that I love them very much and don’t regret my decision?

I imagine you’re wondering why.

It is simple, I’m going to the Origin. Yes, the very place we are sent for the pilgrimage. Yes, I know it is early. I can hear your protest, exactly word-for-word, across space: Why are you in such a rush to get somewhere you’re going to go anyway?

I’ll explain.





SOPHIE, I CAN RECALL every coming-of-age ceremony I was allowed to attend. It’s the same for you, I’m sure. Every year, the pilgrims, dressed in the ways of the Origin, now eighteen, gathered in the village square, looking exotic, almost astonishing. Each one is guided down a path strewn with flowers and jewel dust to the departure point where they receive a small device from the adults, who implore them to never lose it, to never even take it off their person. We wave our hands and say goodbye as they make their way, the tone of our well-wishes a mixture of envy and longing, even a little disdain. At the terminus of that long parade is the old, creaky transport, its hatch wide open, about to swallow them up.

About that transport—no one ever explained how such a strange machine could possibly still work. We could only trust the adults were right when they said that there shouldn’t be any problems. None of the pilgrims ever betray signs of fear: they are on their way to become adults themselves after all, and to be afraid of an old machine would be embarrassing.

The grown-ups never let us witness the transport’s departure. Do you remember that, too? Once each pilgrim’s hand was clasped and cheeks rubbed in goodbye, the adults had us watchers take a sip of liquid, the one with the odd smell that made us a little dizzy and robbed a bit of our memory. A teacher at school once explained that this was to symbolize us sharing from the cup of hardships and worries that the pilgrims would experience for the next year. Other adults said it was wine to commemorate coming of age, but I’ve snuck a drink of real wine on my own and believe me, that draft is something else entirely.

Five to ten minutes later, when we would regain our senses, the transport would be gone. Why did they never let us see it leave, Sophie?

And then, exactly a year later to the minute, the pilgrims would return on the same transport, walk into the village like heroes, now accepted as adults. But there were always fewer who returned than had left. Why? Where were the unreturned? No one seemed to care, their names conveniently, inexplicably, “forgotten” by the villagers, as if they had never existed.

Forgetting. That was the first mystery of the pilgrimage.

If I hadn’t had the habit of keeping a diary, I, too, would’ve forgotten. Every year, after the ceremony was over, I would retrace with my fingertips the question I had written in my diary, memorizing it. I wonder, Sophie, if you, too, have ever had the same question, the one that the elixir perhaps erased from our minds:

Why do some pilgrims never return?

This letter is an answer to that question. It is also an answer to why I am on my way to the Origin right now.



LAST SPRING, ON THE Day of Return, even the weather seemed to welcome the pilgrims back. Flowers that only days earlier had seemed completely dormant suddenly blossomed. You had gone to work with the fragrancers. I was picked to represent the welcomers and was chosen to put together bouquets for the returnees. We were apart all day.

I swelled with pride to be a welcomer. I selected the prettiest flowers and presented them in the best way. The smell of your work with the fragrancers carried in the breeze over to us. I don’t know which one you made, but they were all wonderful.

The sky was blue and clear, the wind scattered the scent of fragrance and flowers everywhere, and the pilgrims, who had disembarked from the transport, were walking down the sandy path to the village. I quickly went and stood in my designated spot with flowers in my hair. I knew that not all the pilgrims would return, but the welcomers always prepared bouquets for everyone anyway. But this time, we had much more than half left over, the most ever. When I pointed this out, the adults looked like they’d expected it all along and told me to take the excess bouquets to one of the huts, we would use them in the Final Rite of Return as stage decorations. But I wondered why no one talked about what it really meant that more than half the bouquets were left over.

I had asked my teacher the afternoon before the Day of Return: “Does something bad happen to the pilgrims at the Origin? Something scary? Is that why they don’t all come back?”

My teacher smiled as if I had said something naive and silly. “Daisy, how could that be? The pilgrims make a choice when they’re at the Origin. No one forces them in their choosing.”

An answer that wasn’t really an answer. Was she trying to tell me that nothing bad happens to them? I could hardly believe that. My teacher’s smile was bright, but there was also a sad edge to it. I didn’t press.

That year, like every year, the returnees looked mostly happy. They smiled when greeting their old teachers and some of them would hug us little ones and say they missed us. Even when they were not that much taller, they seemed much more adult already.

All the returnees were taken into a hut. The children were given a pile of sweets and told to stay away, because we weren’t allowed to hear about the Origin until we left for our own pilgrimages. I snuck into the hut for as long as I could, using my role as a welcomer as an excuse, but I was shooed away.

I closed the hut’s door behind me as I left.

There didn’t seem to be anyone around. I was about to make my way back to the center of the village when a squirrel darted between the trees. My eyes followed the squirrel until they paused by a hut—there, thrown on the ground, was one of the bouquets I had made. To think someone threw aside all that care and effort! Hurt, I decided to take it home and put it in some water and was walking toward it when…

I saw someone. A man.

He was crying.

Noticing me, he jumped to his feet and tried to pull himself together. I don’t know how to put this. He looked more miserable than anyone I had ever seen. Like someone who had lost everything, someone completely sunk in loss. The kind of emotion that I had only heard about but never encountered in person.

“What’s wrong? Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked.

He shook his head. Then he recognized that I had been the welcomer who had handed him his bouquet earlier. He was a pilgrim returned. There was a very unfamiliar machine in his hand, one that looked like it came from outside the village, and when my eyes fell on it, he hid it behind his back.

“What’s that?”

“You’ll find out someday.”

“Is it the thing that’s making you sad?”

“I’m sad because of what I left behind at the Origin.”

“What did you leave behind?”

He didn’t reply, and there would be no point in asking him further. He got up, his eyes swollen from crying, and disappeared into the forest.

Back at the village, I asked the other children about what they knew of this year’s returnees. Who had returned, and who hadn’t? Who was the man? What had he left behind? He had said “what,” but what if it was a “who”?

Sophie, did I ask you these questions as well?

I do remember you saying something to me.

“If the pilgrimage really is that dangerous, why would they send us away?”

I nodded when you said that. But I didn’t really agree with you. I just didn’t want to imagine that there existed a very frightening and dreadful world out there, and that the adults would so willingly push us toward it.

I once read that in past civilizations, there was something called rites of passage where young people were sent to faraway places, much like the ways of our village. These children endured harsh trials to prove they were adults. Some had to hunt and bring home a beast on their own, others proved their adulthood by walking across sharp knife blades. Only those who passed these strict trials were accepted as proper adults. I had thought of such rituals as long-dead barbaric practices. But I was beginning to wonder if a touch of barbarism was the point.

Questions I hadn’t thought of before flooded my mind.

Why did the worlds inside of books have so much conflict and suffering and war while our village was so peaceful?

Why were there so few adults in this village and so many children?

Why did some pilgrims never return?

Why had the young man cried as if he had lost everything?

Sophie, do you remember? During one of our classes where we were learning about the history of the Origin, when everyone was nodding off, Oscar—always so clever—asked our teacher a staggering question.

“Sir, why do we have no history?”

Our teacher smiled. “But we do have a history. You all know the tale of Lily and Olive, who founded our village. They passed on this beautiful home to us, taught us our poetry and music and festivals.”

“But it’s such a short history compared to that of the Origin,” Oscar said.

“Oscar, you’ll learn everything you want to know when you are an adult. You must wait.”

I’m embarrassed to say so, but before Oscar asked his question, I had never once wondered about our history. Maybe the only ones who pursue the truth of the world are those who experience a crack or shattering of the ordinary. Like the crack the crying man made in my reality, the shocking truth he made evident to me—we were happy, but we did not know why or at what cost.



SOPHIE, DID YOU EVER hear the rumor there’s an archive of forbidden books hidden within the garden behind the school?

You can go see the garden for yourself. It looks ordinary, at first. The tall flowers planted there obscure the fact that there’s a mysterious place right under our noses.

If you stare at it closely enough, you will find, under the oddly stiff flower stems and the spillover of blossoms around the border, a rectangular flower bed. It took me a long while of staring to realize it, but the flowers there do not sway, even in the wind. Touching their flowers makes a tingling sensation go down your arm. Very surprising.

There was more to the rumor, something about an invisible gatekeeper in the garden. That if you ever tried to talk to them, a very loud sound would issue from the wall behind the flower bed to scare you away. Once I heard rumors about the archive hidden among the flora, I was sure the gatekeeper must exist, too, and that they were protecting the books.

I decided I would appease the gatekeeper. I spent many days taking care of the flowers. Being a welcomer, my interest in flowers would hardly be suspicious.

Soon the garden looked more beautiful than it had in the ten years I had known it. I finally mustered enough courage to speak. I stood before the garden and called out:

“Gatekeeper, might I have a word?”

A voice in the air responded to me. “Who summons me?”

“I am Daisy. I live in the village.”

“Have you gone and returned from the pilgrimage?”

“Not yet. I am looking for the archive of forbidden books.”

“That is not a place permitted for children.”

“I want to know the truth about this world.”

“The truth of the world does not reside here.”

“But the archive will show me where to look,” I insisted. “Can’t you let me inside? I can’t sleep for thinking about it.”

I would be lying if I said the gatekeeper’s foreboding voice didn’t make me shake with fear. But I’d told him the truth. The thought of the secrets being kept from us really did keep me up every night.

The gatekeeper pondered this for a long time. Ten minutes, no, an hour. Maybe even longer. Then I heard a metallic clunk.

The gatekeeper said, “You remind me of a child I once knew.”

The plain wall behind the flower bed flickered, and something appeared in the middle of it. There was a door standing ajar.

I bowed in gratitude and entered the archive.

It was a narrow space that smelled of mold. Barely any sunlight. So much dust that it was obvious no one had been in there for a very long time. The books were small and thin, unremarkable to the point of disbelief.

“These are books?” I mumbled to myself.

I found Lily’s and Olive’s names on the shelf. The two founders of our village, the founders we all praised and respected. The very people who started the ritual of the pilgrimage.

I took down a small, thin book labeled OLIVE’S STORY and opened it. The “paper” lit up with blinding light and a picture appeared in the air. An illusion made of light.

Technology from the Origin, forbidden to us.

There was a woman hovering over the opened book. Olive. Part of our history.

It was like looking into her eyes. She looked young, like she just returned from her pilgrimage.

A row of numbers floated by her.

2170. 10. 2.

Then, a row of blinking words, forming a sentence.

Why We Came Here.

Olive, as if leaving a message, brought the machine she wore on her wrist up to her mouth and said, “Lily loved me so much that she created this city, Itasha. It was a year ago when I learned of its existence.”

Then the scenery behind Olive began to change into another world.



OLIVE CRASH-LANDED IN THE middle of a desert.

Her ship informed her repeatedly that the east cannot be approached and collapsed in the wastelands of the west. It was now an inoperative hunk of metal. Olive didn’t even know how to recharge it, but she managed to salvage the interpretation module and dictionary.

The gatekeeper had warned her before she left that going to the Origin with no practical plan was foolish, that her sheer determination to find the answers she sought would not be enough to survive. The reality of this quickly sunk in. If she hadn’t come across the city of Itasha, she would’ve starved to death in the middle of the wastelands.

But even in the city, it wasn’t easy finding a place to live. According to the gatekeeper, the ID card she had could be used immediately upon arrival, but the problem didn’t end up being the card. The problem was that people kept treating Olive like dirt.

Four days after arriving in Itasha, Olive finally discovered why.

Olive had been going everywhere in the city looking for clues regarding the Origin and the village when an old man came up and spoke to her.

“Young lady, what happened to your face?”

It took a while for her interpreting device to adjust. The gatekeeper had warned her that the language may have changed a little in a hundred years but had not presented her with the possibility that the divergence would be this dramatic.

“What?”

The old man stared at her, giving her a look she had never seen in the village. It wasn’t a threatening look, but Olive did not like it all the same. She realized he probably meant the birthmark on her face. Olive tried a smile.

“I’ve had it since I was born.”

“What a pity.”

“Why is that a pity?”

The old man gave her a look. “They didn’t fix that for you? When you were born, I mean. A flaw like that should’ve been caught on screening.”

Was her interpreting device broken? The words the old man used were incomprehensible to her.

“ ‘Screening’? What are you talking about?”

He sighed. “Never you mind. I shouldn’t have said anything.” He rummaged through his pocket and handed her a token. “Life in Itasha will not be easy. Not for a poor young woman with a face like that…”

What the old man had handed to her as he clucked his tongue was what the gatekeeper had called a “credit chip.” Olive tried to refuse but he forced it into her grasp. Then he walked away and disappeared into the city.

She felt disgusted for reasons she couldn’t pinpoint. This was an experience she would have never had in the village.

But the incident made her realize that people here looked at her differently. And it became clear that the large birthmark on her face was partially to blame.

Olive decided to stay in the outskirts of Itasha. While the center of the city was full of tourists, with shows and parties every night, the people who created the goods and food consumed in the city center lived just outside it. The city dwellers preferred form-fitting plastic suits that turned florid in the evening, whereas Olive looked like she dressed in a burlap sack. The youth she saw in the outskirts were, at least, similar to her. They wore old clothes and picked the tourists’ pockets. Here, there were many people like Olive, not in that they had large birthmarks, but they each had something that ostracized them from society. They called themselves the Nonmodifieds. Olive didn’t find anything wrong with them, but the Nonmodifieds believed they each had a problem. Even if it was not true, they felt they had low intelligence, some disfigurement, were short or too skinny, or sick. From their point of view, Olive was a Nonmodified as well.

She could find work in the outskirts, even if it was always precarious. She had only been there two months and she was already homesick.

At night, Olive headed for the bars where many people gathered, making jokes that would’ve been unthinkable in the village. Olive would slip her question into the middle of her conversations there: Does anyone know about Lily? The answers were mostly, I know twenty Lilys, which one are you talking about? Or she would be met with some rudely dismissive gesture. Lily was simply too common a name on this planet, and the people assumed Olive was a little out of her mind.

The Origin would never reveal the truth that she was seeking. Why had the gatekeeper said the answers would be here?

At the third place she worked, a restaurant, Olive befriended Delpy. Delpy had worked for a long time as the bartender, and she taught Olive how to handle herself in service. Delpy was strong and rough. She would whip out a gun if any customer happened to cause trouble, but she told Olive that the last time she actually fired it was years ago. No customer would even dream of causing trouble once they were given Delpy’s special attention.

But this wasn’t why Olive was drawn to her. Delpy was a little different from other people. She seemed like the only person in all Itasha whom Olive didn’t repel.

There had been hateful stares from many a people since landing. And Delpy was the only other person who couldn’t understand why people had a problem with Olive’s appearance.

On a day Olive was almost slapped in the face by a customer for no reason, Delpy flew into a rage and kicked the customer out. She stood at the door of the establishment and shouted that if he ever darkened their doorstep again, she would kill him. But her face was sad as she closed the door and turned away from it.

“They’re all idiots, that’s what they are. With nothing to show for their whole lives. But it’s not our fault the world is the way it is, either.”

“Whose fault is it, then?”

Delpy shrugged as she wiped some glasses.

“New Humanity’s, I guess? Olive—where are you from anyway? Why are you always asking these very basic questions?”

Olive didn’t say anything. How could she explain the village?

Delpy caught her disconcerted look and grinned. “Look, after you get off, go home, freshen up, and come back at dawn when we close, all right?”

Olive did as she was told and when she came back, she found no customers, just Delpy playing the piano that the bar kept tucked in the corner. The piano was mostly covered in dust these days, and it sounded out of tune. It had obviously been neglected for a long time.

But Delpy made it sing. Her hands moved over the keys like they’d been created for her to play music.

“Like what you’re hearing?”

Olive was too moved to speak. All she could manage was a nod. The music was different from what she had heard in the village. Which made what she was hearing sound even lovelier.

Delpy was a failed Modified. She said her parents had wanted a daughter who was talented in music, as music had been their own, failed dream. But her parents had no money to pay for the more expensive modifications, and the hacker who had promised to do them for a reduced price had ended up saddling her with a physical defect and a flawed personality.

Delpy ran away from home in her late teens, and to prevent her oppressive parents from ever finding her, she came to the west and had her genes and fingerprints altered. The biohacker she went to also left her deaf in one ear.

“What was the personality flaw that the biohacker gave you?”

“Haven’t you heard the owner? He always says that the only person I’m not mean to is you.”

Olive blushed.

Delpy bit into her rock candy. “And what is it you keep looking for, exactly? You’re always going to the library. I’ve never met a more academically inclined person in all Itasha. And yet you can’t even talk properly. Can you read? Does that weird little machine do it for you?”

“I’m…” How could she tell the truth? Olive shrugged. “It’s like going for a walk, just a habit. I like the smell of old books.”

Delpy didn’t look like she believed her, but she let it rest.

Soon, Olive no longer needed the help of the interpreter to communicate. It was still necessary for her research, not that there was much progress in her investigations into Lily. She wondered if she should give it all up and figure out a way to go back to the village. But what always made her change her mind was the thought of Delpy.



ONE DAY, AROUND CLOSING time, a mob of older men barged into the restaurant. Delpy curtly informed them they were closing. As they were about to leave, muttering, one held back. His eye had caught a glimpse of Olive, and what he saw amused him.

He smirked as he approached her and rested an arm on her shoulder.

“Hey, I know this girl. You’re the one who’s lost her mind, right?”

Delpy glowered. Fear gripped Olive’s heart.

“Yeah, it’s you! I saw you in some other bar. Rumor has it you’re something of an oddball. You’re looking for Lily, am I right? You her lover? She’s not blind or something, is she? Funny taste she has, when you have… that on your face.”

The man laughed and made an obscene gesture, but what worried Olive more was Delpy standing behind her. It was true she had gone around looking for Lily, but she didn’t want Delpy to know that. There might be a misunderstanding.

The others smirked as well as they watched the man harass Olive.

Olive kept her mouth shut.

Delpy, meanwhile, sidled up to him and held a knife to his side.

“Get out.”

The man scoffed and reached for the weapon in her hand. Delpy was quicker. Before he knew it, there was blood dripping off his sliced elbow.

One of the other men said, “You dare treat a customer this way! We’re calling the police.”

“Oh yes,” replied Delpy, “I’m sure the police will come running here with unbridled enthusiasm. Scram.”

She gestured toward the door with her weapon. The men looked angry, but they retreated.

Delpy didn’t say anything, even after the door had closed and the men were gone. Olive was about to burst into tears. “What those men said, don’t listen to them. Lily is not—”

“I know the Lily you’re looking for.”

This was completely unexpected. Olive managed to ask, “How?”

“You have the same birthmark as she does. You are looking for Lily Daudna.”

Olive hadn’t known Lily’s last name was Daudna. But she intuitively understood, in the moment, that the Lily Delpy had mentioned was precisely the Lily Olive had been looking for.

Delpy said, “Who is Lily Daudna to you?”

Olive recalled the gatekeeper’s warning. To never tell anyone the answer to this very question.

“I just have a personal interest. I don’t know her very well.”

Delpy shook her head. “Don’t lie to me.”

Olive’s face froze.

Delpy stared into her face. Or at her birthmark, more likely. This was the first time that Olive could recall Delpy had ever mentioned it to her.

“I thought the birthmark was a coincidence at first. Is she your ancestor? Probably your great-great-grandmother? Not that you would’ve ever met her.”

“No, I—” Olive paused. Something was not right. “Why do you say that?”

Delpy shrugged. “Lily Daudna lived a hundred years ago. And she’s the one who created this nightmare world.”



THE MAN AT THE Museum of Natural History lobby desk looked up. There was a woman standing by the large model of an elephant.

“I’m looking for Lily Daudna,” she said.

She wore a hood. Her face was half-covered, but he could see a large discoloration on the exposed half. It almost looked like a burn scar. The sight of it made him cringe, but he quickly composed himself and stood up behind the desk.

“How did you get in here?”

“Through the entrance.”

“It would’ve been shut. The museum is closed.”

It was seven p.m. Long after the premises shut to the public. The woman only stared back as if she hadn’t understood what he’d said. The man was a little irritated. He had told the new security guard to make sure all the exits were locked; evidently, he had missed one. But even if he had forgotten to lock one of the doors, the velvet rope would’ve been enough indication that opening hours were over. Did this woman just walk in regardless?

“Where is the information on Lily Daudna?” the woman asked.

She had walked up to the desk, giving the employee a chance to get a closer look at her face.

“Hey. Who do you think you are?”

“My name is Olive.”

“Well, Ms. Olive, the museum is closed. You have to leave. I’m sorry, there are no exceptions. You can come back tomorrow.”

The employee inwardly marveled at his own patience and politeness. But none of that registered with the woman, who only frowned.

“You are saying, however, that this place contains information on Daudna?”

The employee was fed up with her stubbornness.

“Of course it does. It would be impossible to work at this museum without knowing all about her. Tomorrow morning, at ten on the dot, go to the second floor and take a look at the New Humanity exhibit. You can spend all day in there until you get sick of her.”

He could hear the irritation in his voice. It had been ten years since he started working at the museum, but no one had been so insistent on finding out information on Lily Daudna. The woman seemed dissatisfied, but his displeasure finally must’ve registered, for she reluctantly turned away.

The employee checked through his monitors that she had indeed left the building before he sat down again. If he hadn’t had so much paperwork left that day, he would’ve escorted her out himself.

As night fell, the man felt more anxious about what had happened—he had a feeling that he shouldn’t have sent the woman off like that, he should’ve been clearer with his admonishment for her to stay away until the morning.

Did he mention New Humanity?

The man went to the second floor. Nervously, he switched on the lights. There was no one there, of course. The security system also registered nothing out of the ordinary. Not a trace of a breaking and entering. Relieved, he was about to switch the lights back off when he paused.

Realization dawned on his face.

Lily Daudna’s notebook, which had been on display, was missing.


The following is a spoken record left by Olive.

LILY DAUDNA WAS BORN in Bogotá, Colombia. She moved to Boston with her family when she was seven. Lily grew up hearing stories about her famous bioengineer relatives, and her own talent was discovered early. She soon became an elite scientist, graduating from MIT and obtaining her PhD, on course for a brilliant career at a rapid clip. Then one day she gave it all up and disappeared.

This was around the time of the rise of the biohackers. With the commercialization of simple genetic modifications, the ability to sequence the genomes of almost every species on Earth, and the mainstreaming of minilabs, anyone with a little knowledge could set up a bioengineering lab at home and create a new, custom-made creature. Most of them were failures, but there were a few individual players who managed through luck and intuition to solve genetic puzzles that had flummoxed the largest corporations. They might get hired by these companies, but they would mostly find work as freelancers.

Lily Daudna resurfaced as one of these freelancers under the name Deeann, and this was what made her hard to track.

Rumors spread that there was a biohacker in the Boston area who was modifying human embryos. No one believed it at first. There were many who had attempted the same thing, but such attempts had always ended in failure.

Deeann had managed it without a hitch. She used the same tools as other hackers, but unlike them, she didn’t stop at creating blueprints. She was present from conception to completion, growing the newborns in artificial wombs with the assistance of machines and robots. Exactly six months after an order was put in, a nanny robot would show up at her clients’ doorstep with their custom-made newborn and certifications of genetic screening. Word quickly spread among the wealthy who could afford her modifications.

Biohackers postulated that the reason Deeann had been successful in her efforts was because she had managed to control mutations. They tried to imitate her, going so far as attempting to infiltrate her minilab and artificial womb farm. They were mostly unsuccessful. But with the information leaked from Deeann’s clients, the hackers began catching up to her technology.

Deeann’s identity as Lily Daudna also became public information eventually. The secret could not hold. But no one knew why Lily would shun her academic credentials and brilliant future as a scientist to opt for such work. There were only guesses, each one wilder than the last.

About five years after now-Deeann resurfaced in Boston, embryo engineering became widespread in America. Awful deformities ensued. No one could match Deeann’s expertise. Deeann was wanted by the authorities for violating the Human Embryo Modification Act, but she was constantly on the move, and constantly in demand. It was said the babies she had engineered numbered in the thousands, or even tens of thousands. It didn’t seem like an exaggeration.

As the procedure became more common, regulations were relaxed, and some biohackers began offering their services to private companies. There were still many who refused to go corporate, and Deeann was one of them. She was all too eager to share her research results online. The genetic “blocks” shared among hackers were like toys circulating among kids in one neighborhood. The beautiful, smart, long-living, and disease-free humans born of these designs were called the New Humanity. As earthquakes devastated western cities, Nonmodifieds were pushed there, while the Modifieds remained comfortable in the east.

And Lily Daudna, the original instigator of this ugliness, disappeared once more. It happened in her midforties, around two decades after she had begun her biohacking work. Some would say anti-modification fanatics assassinated her or she was in federal prison. But there was no evidence whatsoever of Deeann’s whereabouts…

To think that Lily, whom I loved more than anyone in the world, had been the person who created this hell. I wanted to go right back to the village and ask her to explain herself. She had entered indefinite cryostasis at the time, and I was willing to shake her by her frozen shoulders to wake her up.

But there was still something I had left to do.

I searched everywhere for the last records Lily ever left. And Delpy was with me the entire time.

We stole Lily’s notebook. Lily had kept it right before she disappeared. It was written in a nonstandard language, and there were some illustrations that looked like nothing more than doodles. Researchers considered the notebook mere scratch paper and did not take it seriously, which was why it ended up as a display piece for museumgoers. But Lily had used an alphabet she had come up with and chose to write by hand instead of relying on decodable data files, in an effort to keep things secure. That alphabet was the one we used in our village. I could read it with no trouble at all.

It turned out to be the last record Lily kept before disappearing, a record of chaos and suffering.

Lily seemed to have hated herself for a long time. She had a genetic mutation that left a birthmark similar to mine. While it registered as merely a facial feature in our village, the people of Earth used it as an excuse to express their hate and discrimination. Lily had been an immigrant’s daughter with a “disfigured” face and found it impossible to make friends throughout her youth.

Lily thought of herself as a monster. She blamed her parents for letting her be born. They’d been poor and could not afford the genetic screening the hospital offered. It’s unclear whether such screening would’ve picked up on her condition, but Lily still believed that all her problems stemmed from the moment it was decided she would be given life.

There are no precise records of why Lily became interested in altering human embryos, but the reason seems obvious enough. Lily must have thought that giving a baby perfect beauty and health was her true mission in life, the only way the monster of herself could be made good. While her efforts only ended up creating a new category of class conflict, Lily herself did not have any doubts about her work for a while. She believed it was really for the sake of a better world.

Around forty, she wrote, For the first time I want a child of my own. She had never been in a romantic relationship or married in her life, and it is unclear what prompted her to want a child. But judging from the shifts in her thoughts on the page, she must’ve grown tired of the fugitive life. She had made an incredible amount of money as a biohacker, and she did not have to deal with people who hated the way she looked anymore. She was surer of her position in the world.

Making a child was very easy for Lily. First, she created an embryo by cloning herself. Then she added all the characteristics she wished she had: beauty, intelligence, curiosity, and charm. She carefully transferred the embryo to an artificial womb and cleaned up as much environmental noise as she could in the gestation process.

That was how I was born.

Lily would’ve noticed my “flaw” early on. Checking to see if an embryo was growing properly was always part of the process. Mistakes happened on occasion and weren’t difficult to take care of. An embryo was just an embryo, it could be discarded and a new one created instead. A person doesn’t exist immediately at their moment of conception but through their gestation and growth process. Getting rid of something that wasn’t yet a human being did not cause any feelings of guilt for Lily. She would’ve had no compunction throwing away an embryo that had the same genetic “flaw” as her.

But Lily didn’t do that.

What had she been thinking?

The parts she wrote after having discovered my mutation are barely legible. There is only one line that could be read.

And thus do I prove that I should never have been born?

I still don’t know what to say about her decision. Maybe Lily saw a bit of herself in me. A girl born into a world that didn’t want her, that ostracized and neglected her. A girl who despite all this survived in any way possible to realize her life’s potential. Lily hated her life, but I don’t think she quite managed to hate herself.

But it is apparent that Lily did not think of me as human when I was in the gestation process. The reason she kept me wasn’t that I was human in her eyes—it was more of a philosophical matter. A matter of who is bestowed humanity and who isn’t. Lily, in the end, couldn’t bear to say that I did not deserve to be given humanity. Because if she’d admitted that, she would’ve been admitting that she herself didn’t deserve to be seen as human, either.

It is probably around this time that “Deeann” ceased her biohacker operations and disappeared.

The rest can only be put together from the vaguest of records and extrapolations. Lily put me into cryostasis while I was being gestated in the machine. She must’ve thought she needed more time for her plan. She discarded all of her human embryo research. There was no way for her to turn back the clock on New Humanity, but at the very least, the originals of her research were destroyed. Lily started studying other genes instead.

She must’ve wanted a world where a child can be born with a disfiguring birthmark or a disease or a missing limb and still find happiness. She wanted to give such a humanity to me, who came from her. Not a beautiful and super-intelligent New Humanity, but a new humanity that didn’t viciously trod on each other to survive. She wanted a world where only such giving children would exist.

The fact that the village exists is proof that her research was successful.

When I lived in the village, no one had ever tried to shame me about my birthmark. If anything, I was proud of it, as it made me stand out from everyone else. The people there did not care to notice each other’s “flaws” so much. We did not think of them as flaws to begin with.

In our village, we all belonged.



THAT IS OLIVE’S STORY, Sophie.

Does it make things clearer?

Why the Origin in our books is so different from our village. Why we are all born of machine wombs. Why we know what sadness is while things like sustained conflict or suffering or unending unhappiness can only be imagined. Where the source of our happiness is.

But I still haven’t explained why I am leaving the village.

I was curious as to what Olive did next. Having discovered the secret of the village, did she spend the rest of her life there? Could she have loved Lily, knowing that Lily had created this world out of love for her daughter?

When I got to the end of Olive’s recording, the gatekeeper said, “Ten years after making that recording, Olive returned to Earth. She died there.”

The fact that Olive went back bothered me for a long time. I kept imagining why she had returned to the village at all, and why she left again. The gatekeeper couldn’t confirm any of my theories, except to comment, “That is a logical explanation.”

The gatekeeper informed me that Olive was buried next to Delpy, that if I ever make it to the Origin, I should place flowers by their grave. That her tombstone says:


Delpy’s Olive lived her life fighting separatism.

Her love sleeps here, and the fruits of her labor will come.



So Olive was with Delpy, and they had fought against the separatists who tried to further cleave humanity into New and Old. She had done what she could to mitigate the mess her mother, Lily, had created.

The pilgrimage was Olive’s final gift to the villagers. We grow up wondering about the outside world, about what goes on beyond this peaceful village. So, Olive made sure that we left our world at least once. She wanted us to see Earth to learn why we left it, to take in with our own eyes what went on in that place that we had left to create our own home.

But I am still left with one question.

If Earth is truly such a terrible place, and the only thing we’re supposed to learn from there is how unhappy life can be, why do some pilgrims never return?

Why do so many of them decide to remain? Why, instead of coming back to this beautiful village and its protection and peace, do they choose Earth—with all its horrors and loneliness and dread?

Sophie, have you ever wondered why we never fall in love with each other in the village? We learn in the history of the Origin about people falling in love, but we never found it odd that none of the children who grew up in the village ever fell in love with each other.

Earth is filled with people different from us, shockingly different from us. I can imagine it now, how we go there and meet all sorts of people, and even fall in love. We come to know a new world. A world that only people who know love will discover, a world full of hardship and bitterness, and a world where the people we love are oppressed and diminished.

Olive knew that love meant standing with her loved ones and facing the world together.

I hope you can bring yourself to believe what I’m saying.

Ever since I learned the truth, I lay awake night after night imagining the lives of the unreturned pilgrims.

The people they loved. How they’re likely scattered across South America, the western coastline of the US, India. Their different lives, their variegated lifestyles. But with one constant between them. How they found something they could not keep themselves from loving.

And how they see the world they fight against. Our original sin. This other world that Lily created, born out of her love for us. The most beautiful village and the most horrible Origin, the distance between them. The pilgrims must know that if they cannot change this world, they will never have complete happiness with the ones they love.

Just a single person would’ve been enough reason to remain on Earth.

Even as I write this letter, I keep thinking—did our unreturned pilgrims over the years manage to change Earth for the better, at least a little? Or is Earth still full of the same despair and horror as when Olive first arrived centuries ago? There must be traces of those unreturned pilgrims all over that world. What could these descendants of Lily and Olive have done to change it… I want to see it with my own eyes. And I can no longer wait.

Sophie, there’s one last thing. Remember how my questions really started with that man I found crying? When I decided to leave the village before I come of age, I went looking for him and found him—I asked him what had happened on Earth that had devastated him so.

He told me the sad truth. Of a man he loved on Earth, and how he died. Of his final words: You must find happiness.

So I said to him, That’s the one last thing you can do for your lover. Would you return to Earth with me to do it?

When he said he would, that was the happiest I had ever seen him.

That’s when I knew.

We were going to suffer a lot there.

But that brings with it the possibility of an even greater happiness.

Sophie. If I know you, you will understand by now. Why I had to leave.

I’ll see you on Earth.


Until that longed-for day, I shall remain,

Your Daisy








MY SPACE HERO

Gayun was informed of her astronaut candidacy late last year. Her physical modification would be an eighteen-month endeavor, and she was supposed to begin it the next summer. But in the new year, she was abruptly called in for her physical. Headquarters had decided to begin early.

The news that night made it clear why the aerospace agency was in a rush. A cyborg ape named Ricky had been sent through the Tunnel and its vital signs had come back normal. The next step was to send a human. Everyone on Earth waited for the moment humanity’s first astronaut would go through the Tunnel and “behold the other side of the universe with our own eyes,” as the media liked to say.

If even one person succeeded in going through the Tunnel, space as we knew it would dramatically expand. Gayun still couldn’t believe she was a candidate for such an awe-inspiring project. Had her aunt felt the same way in her time?

Before Gayun left for Washington for the actual training, she checked into a hospital in Seoul to get examined for the staggering number of risk factors categorized in her initial mandatory “minor workup.” If this was what passed for minor, Gayun wondered if they would examine her at the molecular level when she got to Washington for the main physical.

A press release told the public that Gayun was selected as an astronaut candidate, but the workup was conducted in complete secrecy. A nurse brought her in through the back door of the hospital and guided her right to the examination room without a sign-in process. It all felt like a spy mission. Over many days, a medical specialist who worked for the aerospace agency ran Gayun through an endless battery of tests. Some of the results would require her to wait until the following week, but initial results indicated that everything was in order.

But on the fourth day, Gayun was given some startling news.

“I’m afraid, Doctor,” said the specialist using Gayun’s title conferred by her PhD, “that your records indicate a preexisting fault.” She flipped through Gayun’s chart. “Why didn’t you disclose this beforehand?”

“Disclose what?” Gayun was worried. Did they find a growth or something?

But what followed was entirely unexpected.

“Are you related to Ms. Choi Jaegyeong?” She held up a page of her chart. It was from the psychological consultation from the afternoon before.

“Something like that. Why is that a problem?” It made no sense for them to talk about Auntie Jaegyeong this way. The specialist frowned, and Gayun began to feel agitated. “Is there some kind of rule that you can’t select the relatives of former astronauts?” A ridiculous rule that technically shouldn’t even apply to her.

The specialist gave her a quizzical look. “There’s no such rule, no. But even if you aren’t biologically related to Ms. Choi Jaegyeong, you should’ve disclosed to us about a family friend this close beforehand. We only ask after immediate family in the initial paperwork, but for a relation of such import… There’s a potential moral hazard here. It could disqualify you.”

Gayun was proud she was close to Auntie Jaegyeong. There must’ve been some misunderstanding. She took a deep breath.

“Auntie Jaegyeong is… a space hero. Sure, how she ended up was not ideal, but not every hero has a happy ending.”

Her own words made her feel a little childish, like she was an elementary school student delivering a heartfelt speech for class on how she wanted to be a firefighter because her mother was a firefighter. But she needed to defend herself against the charge of her aunt potentially disqualifying her.

“My aunt was the reason why I decided to become an astronaut. And yes, she made the ultimate sacrifice, but—”

“ ‘The ultimate sacrifice’? Choi Jaegyeong?”

The specialist looked incredulous, even offended.

Gayun fell into a confused silence.



WHEN CHOI JAEGYEONG WAS selected as the world’s first Tunnel astronaut, she was forty-eight years old. The controversy began as soon as the announcement was made. Choi Jaegyeong was too old to be an astronaut, they said. She didn’t have any special qualifications that justified making an allowance for her age. She even suffered from chronic vestibular disorder, which made her far from perfectly healthy, and her bone density was also lower than average, and she’d gone through pregnancy and childbirth, and she was an Asian woman, and, and, and—with every revelation, the controversy around her amplified.

Questions were asked as to how someone as unqualified as Choi Jaegyeong was selected to represent all of humanity. Never mind that she was only one of three astronauts who had been selected or the fact that the other two astronauts were both white men who already worked at the aerospace agency’s headquarters. Most of the criticism was aimed at StackMind, the artificial intelligence program introduced for the astronaut selection process to great fanfare as a supposedly impartial judge.

The StackMind developers explained that because astronauts had to leave their human bodies behind and be reborn into cyborg ones, the program had given more weight to the psychological strength and readiness of the candidates to make such a transition rather than traditional standards of physical fitness. Jaegyeong had issues with her inner ear, but this actually acted as an advantage because it equipped her to adjust to zero gravity quicker than others. The public, however, was unsatisfied with these explanations, and the fallout from the AI-driven astronaut selection debacle spilled over into vitriol concerning gender and racial quotas and affirmative action. But like most other brouhahas, the controversy died down after a few months as people moved on to something else.

That something else was Jaegyeong’s cyborg transition. The aerospace agency made what were essentially propaganda videos of the painful and arduous transition and training process that painted the astronauts as heroes, with plenty of dramatic close-ups of Jaegyeong grimacing as she threw herself into trial after trial. The videos inspired the kind of patriotic stirring of the heart that videos of Olympic athletes in training do and led viewers to emotionally invest in the struggles and triumphs of “our” astronauts.

To pass through the Tunnel, the astronauts needed to board a special capsule and endure extremely high accelerations, sudden temperature changes, and shifts in outside pressures. These conditions were the reason astronauts underwent mandatory cyborg transitioning, which in turn led to another controversy over the necessity of altering the human body to go into space. If we had to give up our physical bodies to “behold the other side of the universe with our own eyes”—if they were our “own eyes” at that point—could that really be considered a human achievement? Who, or what, would be doing the beholding?

Jaegyeong herself didn’t care either way.

“Sure. I look forward to, uh, beholding the other side of the universe with my own eyes… But more than that, I want to overcome being human itself. Our bodies have too many limits. I felt this especially when I had my daughter, Seohee, that evolution still hasn’t solved the problem of how terrible pregnancy and childbirth is on mothers. I mean, are there really that many more urgent problems that evolution is busy solving? And if I could have a better body than the one I have now, why should I spend the rest of my life in this one? No one knows what humans will look like in the future, and it’s fun to think about the possibilities that are open to us, possibilities that can take us beyond the confines of this planet.”

Her answer was far from what people expected from one of the first human astronauts to travel the Tunnel. They’d wanted her to say something grand and sweeping about what all this meant for humanity at large, or what paradigm shift would happen for our species when she beheld the other side of the universe with her own eyes. But Jaegyeong seemed more interested in her new body than any of the space stuff. A newspaper went so far as to put out an op-ed saying her answer did not exhibit the professional decorum expected from an astronaut.

At the same time, regardless of whether Jaegyeong cared about her public image or not, she became a hero to many children during her preparation process. Gayun was one of these children.

The cyborg transition took three years, beginning with the process of switching out normal body fluids with nanomolecular solutions. Jaegyeong looked the same on the outside, but on the inside, her body underwent drastic changes with every injection. The final stage of the transition involved mechanical robotics and bio nanobots, with engineers declaring that by then, only a fifth of the original human body would remain. Toward the end of the transition, Jaegyeong could dive into great depths without any special equipment and required only four hours of sleep to relieve all traces of fatigue.

It then leaked that tens of billions of dollars had been invested in the transition part of the project alone. The controversy that ensued may have been the true “sight to behold.” To help with public relations and spread the word of the Tunnel project, the aerospace agency made their modified astronauts do exhibition swims at international swimming competitions and broadcast live their record-breaking feats. They sent the astronauts on other space missions as well, and Jaegyeong went into space three times in one year, giving interviews after the second time saying that the extreme conditions had felt easier on her body than the first, and after the third that it felt easier than the second.

The Tunnel project followed the pantropic principle of adjusting the human body to the environment of outer space. Because the Tunnel was much more dangerous than the surface of many planets, humanity would be able to prove it could survive anywhere in space if it survived the anomaly. Exploring the limits of human strength modification—the very limits of who we are as a species—was to humanity as important as beholding, with whatever eyes, the other side of the universe.



THE DAY FINALLY CAME when the capsule would be shot into the Tunnel—the human race’s first step into a greater universe!

But what the whole world would witness together was not a glorious triumph but a sudden and absolute tragedy. The capsule’s boosters destabilized and exploded before it could even enter the Tunnel. The astronauts on board followed emergency protocol and came out into open space, but the rescue transports arrived too late. The astronauts disappeared beyond the event horizon of the Tunnel and were never recovered.

They had, however, left behind transmitted data right up to their death, including footage from inside the Tunnel. This black box became a symbol of the astronauts’ sacrifice. Memorials were erected in the astronauts’ home countries and Washington. The aerospace agency held a ceremony for them on every anniversary of the incident.



THAT WAS AUNTIE JAEGYEONG’S story as far as Gayun understood it.

Gayun had loved her, had wished more than anyone else that Jaegyeong would be among the first humans to cross the Tunnel, and no one cried harder than she did when the mission was a failure. After she was selected as a candidate, she began to talk more about the space hero she had buried in her heart who had inspired her to become an astronaut. Usually, it made people cry.

The medical specialist, however, was far from crying.

“I thought you would’ve known the truth about her, if the two of you were that close.”

She proceeded to tell Gayun the unvarnished, shocking truth. That Jaegyeong had not made a heroic sacrifice on that day. That she had never been on that capsule to begin with. That after all the money and effort that had been invested in her and the mission, she had not even been present at the launch. That when the capsule exploded and every trace of it disappeared into the Tunnel, the aerospace agency decided it would be easier on everyone to simply cover up her “contract violation.”

On the day before the launch, Jaegyeong had gone missing.

She had jumped into the ocean.



“MOM WAS ECCENTRIC LIKE that,” said Seohee. “You know how she was; she just did whatever she felt like doing.”

Gayun couldn’t believe it. “You’re saying you knew this whole time?”

“Of course I did. I’m her daughter, they had to tell me. Auntie Yujin knew as well, she just never told her daughter, evidently. But the agency begged us to go along with the idea that her body was never found, and that it would be easier for everyone if we all said she died in space. They made it sound like they were doing us a huge favor. I guess they were up to their ears dealing with the aftermath of the accident.”

“Why wasn’t I told?”

Seohee gave her a sad look. “Why on earth would we tell you?”

“It’s not fair! Auntie Jaegyeong and I were really close!”

“But that’s why we didn’t tell you. Forget being ‘really close,’ you worshipped at her altar. You were the high priestess of the cult of Choi Jaegyeong. Remember when you refused to eat anything for a couple of days after the incident? Me and Auntie Yujin thought you were going to, like, actually die. So how could we bring ourselves to tell you that your idol was a coward who ran away right before her mission?”

Her cousin was right. “But,” she managed to say, “you could’ve told me later on…”

Seohee’s expression made her fall silent. She looked lost in thought.

It had also been Gayun’s mother who had kept the secret from her. Gayun had always assumed the reason Yujin had taken to bed for days after the incident was because of grief over her friend. Gayun never would’ve imagined the truth.

That her lifelong space hero Auntie Jaegyeong, on the day before she was to embark on a mission for humanity, had run away.



ALL WEEKEND LONG, GAYUN thought of Jaegyeong. She couldn’t understand why she’d have done such a thing. Nothing in her psych evaluation suggested she would do such a thing. How could an astronaut throw away her chance to make history? Why abandon the other side of the universe for the bottom of the ocean?

This wasn’t a matter that could be figured out just by thinking about it. And Seohee, who had known the truth for much longer than Gayun, did not let on that she knew more than what she had told her.

On Monday, the day of her final psych evaluation, Gayun stopped the specialist as she walked past her in the reception area. She hesitated for a moment before saying, “Do you think this will compromise my candidacy?”

“The family environment can create a host of psychological issues. Your relationship isn’t disqualifying on its own, but we do need to put you through rigorous tests—”

“I’ll pass them.” Gayun was firm. “I guarantee it.”

The specialist seemed unmoved. Gayun sat back down to wait. The specialist stared down at her, with a look of slight disapproval.



JAEGYEONG BEFRIENDED GAYUN’S MOTHER, Kim Yujin, in an online community for single mothers. At first, they only knew each other by name, but when they kept running into each other in the neighborhood theater, they began to spend more time together. Jaegyeong was a doctoral student working at a local university’s astrophysics lab, and Yujin worked in an accounting firm. The two had lunch together and invited each other into their homes. They exchanged child-rearing tips and talked about plays. They began to share their lives more and more and took turns babysitting for each other’s children when a must-see movie was released.

Yujin and Jaegyeong eventually moved into an apartment together and shared a living room and kitchen. Seohee and Gayun grew up like sisters. Gayun could only assume Jaegyeong and her mother felt the same way after twenty years.

Jaegyeong had become pregnant with Seohee during her doctoral studies. She took leave, certified her marriage, and annulled it in swift succession. Balancing childcare and her studies wasn’t easy, but Jaegyeong persisted in her research. She published some good papers in grad school and was offered postdoc positions at universities overseas but decided to stay put in Korea. After hopping from one university lab to another, she accepted a permanent position at a government-funded research center when Seohee entered school.

Gayun called Jaegyeong “Auntie.” She had always looked up to her. Nothing excited her more than hearing Jaegyeong talk about the exoplanets she studied. Auntie Jaegyeong was full of astonishing stories about the many planets they suspected harbored life and how there was no feasible way to reach them. Someday, she told Gayun, if technology managed to advance enough, humanity would explore alien planets and might even live on them. Humans would adjust to a completely different environment then, maybe have different bodies. Gayun loved to imagine the future as she listened. Would there be life-forms that looked very different from humans on the other side of the universe? What would the modified humans look like when they adapted to other planets? She stayed up nights pondering these questions and read every SF novel and space opera she could get her hands on. With Auntie Jaegyeong, she scoured the websites of the aerospace agency’s affiliated labs for photographs from space. Gayun especially loved the weekly hi-res photos of nebulas accompanied by Jaegyeong’s explanations of the characteristics of that week’s nebula and its most interesting points.

Gayun and Jaegyeong got along because Seohee couldn’t stand any mention of astronomy and had no interest in the work her mother did. Seohee was more in tune with the pragmatic Yujin. Seohee even grew up to have similar taste in books as Yujin, and they shared a bookshelf in the study. Gayun sometimes wondered how perfectly the four of them happened to complement each other.

Seohee had the same thought, and once said to Gayun in high school, “Do you ever wonder if we were switched at birth?”

“Maybe that’s why we ended up living in the same house?”

Nevertheless, Seohee and Gayun loved their mothers and their aunties in similar ways and thought of each other as sisters and their aunties as second mothers.

This harmonious state of things continued for over a decade until Seohee moved out to attend college and Jaegyeong got caught up in workplace politics at her lab where she was forced to contemplate moving jobs.

Around this time, the Tunnel was discovered.

The Tunnel was near Mars. Astronomers at first assumed the anomaly was a glitch in their equipment. An unmanned probe managed to capture it on video in passing, and it seemed to resemble a small black hole at first glance, as objects that passed by appeared to get sucked in. But after scientists around the world pored over the probe’s data, they determined that the Tunnel was not a black hole but something new entirely, something that had to do with aspects of time and space that humanity had yet to discover.

An unmanned space station was soon dispatched. The station sent various objects through the Tunnel, which at first yielded nothing, as no signal could escape the anomaly, until someone had the idea to utilize a quantum entanglement–based comms system.

Numerous experiments followed and one thing became clear. Objects could pass through the Tunnel, but not in their original form. The quantum entanglement comms data indicated that the objects would maintain their mass but not their form by the time they reached the other side. And where, exactly, was this other side?

The scientists began trying to send objects through the Tunnel intact. Their first successful experiments involved compressed polymer cubes, but that was hardly enough to prove the utility of the Tunnel. Subsequent experiments involved a disaster relief robot that was designed for extreme environments. The robot’s camera lens broke, and it managed to send only one short message once it was past the Tunnel before shutting down, but it did help conclusively determine that there was indeed space on the other side. A space that was very, very far away from our solar system, so far as to be called “the other side of the universe.”

Further experiments revealed which conditions allowed for safe passage. It was crucial upon entry to withstand incredible gravitational acceleration and pressures—no wonder there were so few objects that made their way intact through the Tunnel. A “capsule” module was developed to meet these conditions but there was a limit as to how much mass and volume could fit within the Tunnel’s parameters. A solution was proposed to create separate modules that could be assembled remotely once they made it to the other side. The modules for a satellite were duly sent over. The satellite did not last long, but the project did leave a scintilla of hope for the researchers. That, maybe, human beings could also be sent to the other side of the universe.

However, no life-form had been sent through at this point. To create a capsule that could protect a living person from the pressures and gravitational forces of the Tunnel required an object of mass and volume that far exceeded parameters. A solution was sought, and the aerospace agency came up with the idea of sending through modified life-forms better suited for the environment of space.

The idea of pantropy, or the modification of living beings for better adaptation to life in outer space and on other planets, used to be the stuff of fiction. There had never been a real need for it before. But this pantropy project, which would eventually evolve into the cyborg transition program, was born out of unprecedented necessity, not to allow humans to adjust to long-term space station life but to safely send them to the other side of the universe. Transitioned cyborg fruit flies, rats, parrots, dogs, and an ape were successfully dispatched through the Tunnel. It was now time for humans.

Jaegyeong had applied to that very first call for cyborg astronaut candidates, was accepted into the program, and ultimately selected as an astronaut after half a year of training and evaluations.



BEFORE JAEGYEONG JOINED THE final training process in Washington, she made a visit to Korea. Seohee, Yujin, and Gayun held a send-off party for her at the apartment they had once all lived in together, gathering for the first time in months. Two middle-aged women, one woman who had just entered adulthood, and a youth. This odd little family somehow knew that if the four of them ever got together again, it would be in the far future. Or never again. Gayun implored her auntie Jaegyeong to become the first person to behold the other side of the universe with her own eyes and bring glory to their humble mixed family.

Gayun knew, even then, of the controversies that swirled around Jaegyeong’s candidacy, but her auntie herself never mentioned it to her. The specifics that she later learned from Seohee were even worse than what she had heard then.

Jaegyeong boasted a stellar record as a lab leader and had undertaken several collaborative projects with the aerospace agency. Aside from her chronic vestibular disorder, she had no significant health problems and could speak all the necessary languages to carry through this international operation. Even the notoriously rigorous StackMind AI agreed—she was beyond qualified. But she simply did not fit the public’s idea of the perfect, ideal astronaut.

Controversy swelled, yet again, when an anonymous insider gave an interview stating, “We couldn’t ignore gender and race quotas in the selection process.” In the face of rising public vitriol and skepticism of Jaegyeong’s qualifications, the aerospace agency revealed some of their documentation regarding her evaluations. But nothing could completely stem the tsunami of bad-faith accusations, posted across the internet in multiple languages, that suggested her data was “rigged” somehow, that she couldn’t possibly have met the rigorous standards on her own merit.

On the other end of the spectrum, Jaegyeong was showered with praise and worshipped as a hero. The year she went from astronaut candidate to astronaut, Jaegyeong was named “Woman of the Year” by countless organizations and periodicals, asked to give endless interviews where she was made to provide inspiration to girls everywhere, appointed as a spokesperson for an international campaign to support single mothers, and invited to deliver the keynote at several conferences for women scientists.

Some people declared her inadequate to represent humanity. Others insisted she represented the disenfranchised of Earth. Jaegyeong was underrated by some, overrated by others.

Jaegyeong did her best to comply with appearance requests and such, but Seohee would later tell Gayun that her mother had looked a little tired during that time.



THE AEROSPACE AGENCY DID their best to keep Jaegyeong’s defection a secret. They were already screwed because of the capsule explosion, and if it leaked that one of their astronauts had run away from the mission and jumped into the ocean, their agency might never recover from the fallout. And because the whole world had seen the capsule explode, under the impression that all three astronauts were on board, this wasn’t too difficult a conspiracy to pull off.

A few days after Gayun had learned the truth, the dam finally broke. An article appeared: “THE SHOCKING TRUTH BEHIND ASTRONAUT CHOI JAEGYEONG.” A news channel developing a feature report on the “Choi Jaegyeong Scandal” bombarded Seohee and Gayun with calls, but abandoned the project due to lack of material, which was to be expected, as Gayun had nothing to say on the matter.

Jaegyeong was a conscientious and talented astronaut before her defection. Her three space missions had been successful, and she had even won a medal of commendation when in one of these previous missions, she had managed to keep her cool and save a space station module that had threatened to undock itself. What felt a little off was the fact that Jaegyeong abandoned the mission where they used the very capsule that would’ve ended up killing her in space, but Gayun was convinced that even if Jaegyeong had known that would happen, she wouldn’t have run away. Jaegyeong was the kind of person who saw things through to the end.

In any case, with these new revelations, controversy and criticism rose once more against Jaegyeong. Various articles contrasted the two “heroes” who had died during their mission and the “coward” who had run away from it. The Korean press, if anything, was more vicious than the international media and described her as a woman astronaut who was “a waste of public funds” and “a source of national humiliation.” Meanwhile, Jaegyeong was gone, unable to defend herself.

There were many theories as to why she had made the choice she did, theories that took up several columns and articles. Most of them postulated that she simply couldn’t handle the pressure. That being the first woman, Asian, and single mother tasked to represent all of humanity’s disenfranchised had been too much for her feeble sensibilities and spurred her to choose suicide over the mission. These articles always ended with an exhortation to be extra prudent when choosing astronauts, that the real cause of the “Choi Jaegyeong Disaster” was one of bad hiring practices.

Gayun was also among those who wondered why Jaegyeong had made such a choice, but she hardly agreed with the authors of said articles. She downvoted each of them by clicking the “Angry” button until she actually did become so angry that she threw her tablet on her bed.

As Jaegyeong’s second scandal made the rounds, Gayun’s transition began.



AT HER QUARTERS IN Washington, Gayun wondered if Auntie Jaegyeong had slept in rooms like the one she was assigned to for her training period. It was bigger than any home she had ever lived in, too big for her to use on her own, and the excessive neatness made it feel cold and a little lonely.

The medical specialists explained the process ahead in more detail. It was similar to the one Jaegyeong had gone through. They had managed to condense the time needed, however, and much of the technology had been upgraded. She would begin with replacing her body fluids with nanosolutions, and once she adjusted to that her weaker organs would be replaced with artificial ones, and lastly, her skin and capillaries would be replaced. The artist’s rendering of a cyborg-ified Gayun the specialists showed her looked like a sci-fi character drawn by an elementary school student. Her skin color could be modified to look as close to her original skin as possible, but the rendering made it clear that she would still look very different from normal humans. Gayun kept staring at the rendering. It was hard to believe she would experience the same transition process and training as Auntie Jaegyeong, that she might be faced with the same worries and fears as she had.

Seohee sent care packages to Gayun in Washington, but ever since the nanosolution injections started, she found it hard to eat much of anything. The specialists assured her this was a normal side effect and provided no other help. Seohee was concerned. Gayun’s face was pale in their video calls, but Seohee eventually accepted this as part of the process. They talked of everyday things like Seohee’s new job in academia, and Gayun described as best she could the interior of the highly confidential cyborg center and its halls full of mysterious and complicated equipment.

On one of the calls Gayun abruptly asked a question.

“Why do you think Auntie Jaegyeong committed suicide?”

“I don’t want to call it suicide.” Seohee’s voice was firm. “There are just too many weird things about what happened to call it suicide.”

Gayun had to agree. The whole thing had seemed a little off from the start.

“But Seohee unni, have you ever thought about, like, whether Auntie Jaegyeong really jumped into the ocean of her own accord, or if there’s a huge conspiracy, or if it was an accident? You know she wasn’t the kind of person who would run away or kill herself like that.”

“Of course I’ve thought about it. And it fell to me to grill the authorities about it. Auntie Yujin was in no condition to do it herself. I confronted the people in charge and threatened to take the story to the media. Which was when the aerospace agency showed me the CCTV footage of her final moments. I had been wondering why there was no one trying to stop her in the moment when she jumped into the water. But after I saw that footage, I stopped wondering.”

“Why?”

“The camera was pointed at an observation deck on some white cliffs. Mother appeared in the corner of the screen. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.” There was not a trace of sadness, or any emotion, in Seohee’s voice. “Choi Jaegyeong didn’t hesitate for a second. Like she had planned this all along, like she were an assassin who had prepared this hit for a long time. She just ran straight off the cliff and into the sea. Perfect form. Like an Olympic diver.”

Gayun didn’t say anything.

“What kind of a suicide is that? Who would kill themselves like that?”

Seohee scoffed. Her story made Gayun understand why she seemed more annoyed than sad.

Why had Jaegyeong gone to the ocean on her last day on Earth? The suicide theory made no sense. It was all too strange.

The following week, Seohee’s care package arrived not just with snacks but with a ream of scribblings left behind by Jaegyeong. Seohee had stuck arrow tabs on them, guiding Gayun where to look.

The first page was notes on what they knew of the Tunnel. The largest volume and greatest mass that could be passed, the pressures needed to endure, and the environment needed to sustain a human cyborg…

There were more notes on the next page, but not about the Tunnel. They were about the deep ocean.

As Gayun worked her way through the figures on that page, she felt a sudden chill. They were calculations of how long a cyborg could survive in the deep.

After two months on the nanosolution regimen, Gayun could feel clear changes to her body. She felt lighter on her feet during hard training rather than at rest in her quarters or going out for a walk. The cyborg specialists declared this to be further evidence that her transition was successful, as she was being modified to feel more comfortable under more extreme circumstances.

Gayun was assigned a new strengthening program—she noticed that it included deep-sea diving. For decades astronauts had used underwater environments in zero-gravity training, but deep-sea diving was only used for Tunnel astronauts. Diving in a tank could never simulate the pressures needed to make a dent in the endurance of cyborgs.

She was still in the early stages of her transition, but the astronauts could already dive up to five times deeper than the average human being. Once the modifications were complete, they would be able to roam even deeper seas. It was only part of their training, of course, a simulation of sorts to prepare them for the extreme environment of the Tunnel. Diving wasn’t the point of their modifications.

But once Gayun took her first dive into the depths, she felt an eerie hint of freedom for the first time.

Gayun thought of Jaegyeong’s choice. If one could feel complete freedom from mere immersion in the ocean—wouldn’t that be enough of a reason?

She put forth this idea in her next call with Seohee.

“I think Auntie Jaegyeong wanted to become a mermaid.”

“Are you feeling all right? Is training beginning to get to you?”

Despite Seohee’s joke, her eyes looked worried. But Gayun was thinking about the moment she reached the deeper depths of the ocean, of the bodily realization that this extreme environment was more comfortable to her than a gentle one, and the astonishing sense of liberation that followed. If Jaegyeong had had a similar experience, maybe what she had indeed wanted all along was not to enter the Tunnel but to be reborn as a new human being. To become a cyborg.

Hadn’t she said as much in an interview—that our bodies were too awkward and incomplete?



THE CRITICISM HEAPED ON the disgraced astronaut Choi Jaegyeong was now somehow redirected at Gayun.

The aerospace agency, once they confirmed Gayun had no legally sanctioned tie to Jaegyeong, had dropped the issue. For the public, it was a different matter.

“When did you first learn your aunt had made such a choice? Why didn’t you disclose the fact of your relationship when you applied for candidacy?”

“How can we believe that you won’t run away like Choi Jaegyeong did? Do you have anything to say that might reassure the people of Korea?”

Many commented on the similarities between the two women. Whatever Gayun said in reply was distorted into evidence of mental unfitness. If she made the slightest sympathetic remark about Jaegyeong, she was immediately accused of planning to make a run for it like her predecessor. They were so intent on making up stories about her that Seohee called her and said, “Just tell them that Mom was a traitor, yes, all right, that’s what she was, and you’re not like that. Just draw a hard line through it. I promise you won’t hurt my feelings.”

But to questions about why she couldn’t prevent the suicide of someone who was as close as family, of whether she knew of any other reason than that of suicide—she simply clammed up. Even thinking of an answer gave her a headache. Gayun was glad that Seohee and Yujin were not present when such questions were asked.

“Maybe liberation for Auntie meant not going into space?”

Gayun proposed this to Seohee during a call after suffering for a month under media questioning. She could certainly understand, at this point, why her auntie would never want to talk to another reporter again.

Seohee nodded at her joke. “It’s a possibility. She was nothing if not eccentric.”

Gayun thought of all the things Jaegyeong had to endure.

“The things we’ve heard since Auntie Jaegyeong’s secret went public.”

“Many things. Astonishing things.”

“And, to be fair, it was a decision that deserved some criticism.”

“Indeed. Very fair.”

“But if it had been someone else, would they have said the same things?”

Jaegyeong was long gone, but the public still tore into Gayun and anyone else that remotely resembled Jaegyeong, declaring that she was an example of why unqualified people didn’t deserve important opportunities, that we needed to change our ideas of what constituted a normal human being.

But some of the criticism leveled at her was not Jaegyeong’s fault. It was true that certain individual failures became failures of the individual’s community, but surely not this failure necessarily?

“I’m hearing a lot of the same things that Auntie Jaegyeong heard when she was selected as an astronaut. I’ve worked really hard, you know, despite all of that. I thought everything would be fine if I just did better. But that hasn’t made the slightest difference.” Gayun paused. “Maybe Auntie was trying out a way to shrug off that whole burden.”

Seohee seemed to think for a moment before mumbling, “Maybe.” She said no more. It was just another theory among the many they had discussed, and it was hardly satisfactory. The two of them sat in silence, each lost in their own thoughts, before they hung up.



TIME PASSED QUICKLY. GAYUN succeeded in her final certification.

A week before the launch of the ship that would take her to Mars’s orbit, the astronauts were given time for a final visit from their families. The Tunnel mission was dangerous. Just like what had happened on the first mission, there was a chance they would never come back. The aerospace agency’s visiting room was a more than adequate space for this occasion, but it required a high level of security clearance to enter. Gayun was amused by the seriousness of it all and wondered if it was a legacy of sorts from Jaegyeong’s defection.

Gayun and Seohee reunited in the meeting room. Yujin had refused to come and sent her regards instead. Gayun had to remind herself that Yujin had lost her closest friend to the very Tunnel mission Gayun was about to embark on. Gayun sent a message through Seohee promising that she would return.

Seohee had brought the chocolates that Gayun liked and looked regretful when Gayun told her she couldn’t eat any because of their dietary restrictions. Seohee said she had been too anxious before Jaegyeong’s mission to think of bringing anything to her mother and had been unaware of such a rule. Gayun was unable to taste things as she used to because of her transition anyway. Her sense of taste was part of the price she had to pay as a cyborg. She recalled how Jaegyeong had never mentioned it. Jaegyeong had only thanked Yujin every time Yujin had sent over snacks and food, saying she had enjoyed them.

The two pushed aside the chocolate and talked of mundane things. Neither mentioned the Tunnel. Like it was something very irrelevant to them, like they took it for granted that Gayun would return soon.

But toward the end of the visit, Seohee said, “I’ve thought about it for a bit.”

“Thought about what?”

“I think I know why my mom did what she did.”

She said it so casually that Gayun laughed. “Aren’t you worried that I’ll follow her example if you tell me?”

It was a joke, but Seohee shook her head, serious. “I’m telling you now because I know you won’t do that.”

“Fine. Go ahead.” Gayun lifted her chin a bit, still convinced this was a joke.

“She once sent me a video message when she was drunk, saying that things were hard, that she was tired of people pinning their hopes and fears on her and hating her. She complained about that a lot, so I just ignored most of it. But on that message, she said, ‘I’ve done enough, right? Don’t you think what I’ve done is enough?’ ”

“Enough of what? When she hadn’t even done the actual thing she was supposed to.”

Even as Gayun said it, she knew Auntie Jaegyeong had done enough. Jaegyeong was a space hero. She had traveled the world and succeeded in multiple space missions. She may have changed the lives of countless little girls. Just because she made a different choice at the very end, it didn’t negate everything she had done before. Gayun herself was proof of that. Gayun had dreamed of becoming an astronaut because of Jaegyeong, to the point where she was now succeeding her hero.

Seohee giggled. “Do you know what she said once about the other side of the universe? That she was positive that spending all those funds to behold it must surely be a waste. That it probably looked like space everywhere else.”

“I’m not sure if that was an appropriate thing to say for someone walking around in a body that cost billions of taxpayer dollars.”

“Right?”

Gayun shook her head. “I guess Auntie Jaegyeong had no intention of going through the Tunnel.”

Seohee shrugged. “Yeah. I didn’t want to admit it at first, but I think you’re right. That was her plan all along. To do enough, and then go to the ocean. To see the deep sea on her own. Very selfish of her. Considering the cost of this whole thing.”

It seemed like the most likely answer. The two grinned at each other. And at how in character for Jaegyeong their story seemed to them now, after all these years.

Seohee said, “I don’t care if everyone hates her. I just can’t.”

“Yeah. Me, neither.”



GAYUN COULDN’T SLEEP THAT night as she thought about Jaegyeong. Had her auntie ever managed to get to her real destination in the ocean?

It was easier to imagine Auntie Jaegyeong leisurely swimming in the deep blue sea than floating around in space. There she was, in the peace and silence. A scene so unrealistic that it somehow made sense. Maybe she was breathing through gills now. Swimming in the dim light that made its way into the depths. Gleefully mocking the goings-on of the surface world. The depths there were probably similar to those of space. It had to be part of the reason why her auntie had gone there, and with such little hesitation. But there was one last thing she was curious about. Did her auntie regret not beholding the other side of the universe with her own eyes—even just a little?



IT TOOK ONLY A WEEK to reach Mars on the spaceship equipped with a photon drive. The astronauts spent that week watching videos from Earth that wished them well, hearing messages about the future of humanity and the expansion of horizons, messages that, like them, had managed to escape Earth’s atmosphere. The grand words spoken pressed down on Gayun’s shoulders, making her think of her auntie who had never been aboard a vessel like this. As they approached Mars’s orbit, the unmanned space station there came into view. They would dock here, transfer to the capsule, and begin the entry phase of the Tunnel mission.

From close up the Tunnel looked less obvious than it did in photos and videos. Whoever first postulated the anomaly to be a passage to another part of space must’ve been a numbers person who believed in the math more than what appeared to the naked eye. The Tunnel looked like nothing from the outside, just a hole punched into space.

During the single rest day before the launch, Gayun sat in the observation pod and stared at the Tunnel. The other astronauts thought she was wallowing in sentimental solitude and only patted her on the shoulder and left her alone otherwise. But Gayun had a most unsentimental thought the whole time. What if she went all the way there and it turned out to be nothing? And… would it be better if it were?

Auntie Jaegyeong had blithely tossed away her opportunity to go through the Tunnel like it was a used tissue. What could possibly be worth looking at on the other side? But here was Gayun, doing the thing Jaegyeong had so easily dismissed as nothing.

Gayun still felt the weight of the world’s expectations on her shoulders—but perhaps not as much as before.

Jaegyeong had taken away Gayun’s chance to become the first cyborg to escape to the deep sea. The only recourse left to Gayun now was to become one of the first humans to pass through the Tunnel.



HER BRIEFING BEGAN AS she mounted the chamber. Everything was to go according to the simulation, and the important point was to have a strong enough will to wake up from any brief blackout. As they weren’t completely made of machine, some loss of consciousness was inevitable. There were so many factors that decided whether a mission succeeded or failed, but the one thing that was completely in the hands of the astronaut was to return to consciousness on their own. When they woke, they would be at the other end of the universe. And if they didn’t wake, it meant they never would again.

The operator said, “It helps if you think of the face of someone you love.”

The hatch closed and the chamber began to fill with fluid. The nanosolution would make direct contact with her lungs and make breathing unnecessary. A hundred times she’d experienced this and never would she get used to it, the feeling of breathing through her whole body and not just her lungs.

Gayun wanted to throw up from anxiousness but now she couldn’t do that.

Think of the face of someone she loved? There were three people she wanted to see in this moment, and by the time she called out all three of their names, everything would be over. As the countdown started, her mind turned white with fear.

Then, like a switch being thrown, all her senses went dark.



GAYUN OPENED HER EYES. Under the heavy weight of the nanosolution, her vision blurred, and the feeling of it pushing at her nose and ears and eyes was discomfiting. She blinked about five times before remembering something.

Cheers. And a countdown.

And… she had come through the Tunnel.

The world felt like it was spinning around her.

Gayun groped about the floor of the chamber and pressed the nanosolution release button. The pressure around her body began to lessen. She could feel the fluid leave her.

The chamber opened. Gayun took a deep breath. She coughed up bitter bile. Next to her, she saw her two colleagues in their chambers, still asleep. Gayun pressed release on both of them. A whirring, and the nanosolution in the chambers began to stir.

She could hear static coming from the quantum comm and a demand for a status report. Gayun slowly extended her hand to it and pressed CALL, cutting them off midsentence.

“We have come through.”

A brief silence.

The LEDs blinked twice, and a volley of shouts came through the comm.

“Let me see what’s out there.”

As the outer shielding retracted, the observatory niche was also revealed in a corner of the capsule. Gayun staggered toward it as she held on to the walls. She pushed herself into the niche.

A cloud of white stars. More stars than she had ever seen, perhaps. But not that different from what she had observed on her side of the universe.

She could almost hear Jaegyeong’s voice. I told you so. I told you it wouldn’t be worth your while. Jaegyeong was right. If Gayun were to be honest, the view outside wasn’t exactly worth having risked her life over. But she had to come, nevertheless. She had wanted to behold it with her own eyes. She crouched there in the observatory niche for as long as time allowed and took it all in.

If she ever met her old space hero again, she would tell her that the view of the other side of the universe—like everything else we know and love—had been a sight to behold.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I once read that it was actually quite hard to lose a book inside a library. I wrote that down somewhere, stuck on the title “Archival Loss” at the end of the note, and forgot about it for a while. Then I had a contest deadline, was reminded of the idea, and the story was born. Storing a human mind as data is a very common SF trope, but I thought it would be interesting to connect it to archival loss in real life. What kind of person would be really hard to find, even when they existed clear as day? In answering that question, I came up with this story.

“If We Cannot Go at the Speed of Light” came from my interest in faster-than-light travel sparked from my early studies of science fiction. Theoretical physicists have come up with all sorts of ways to overcome the impossibility of an object moving faster than light. Most novels choose just one of these ways, but I wanted to write about paradigmatic shifts in FTL travel over the course of history. Anna’s story of waiting for a ship in a space station was inspired by an article about a fake bus station in Germany. No buses ever stop there, but it was installed for senior citizens at a nearby retirement community who occasionally wandered out of the facilities. At the end of each day, it would be the retirement home workers, not buses, who would come to bring them home.

I’ve always been fascinated by the fact that humans are based on materiality. A major part of why I specialized in chemistry is because of this. The materiality of emotions and the transitions between the abstract and the concrete are ideas I often think about. If we can possess an object that would satisfy an emotional need, doesn’t that mean we want to possess the emotion itself? That question was what led me to “The Materiality of Emotions.” I plan to write longer on this subject someday.

Around the time I wrote “Spectrum,” I was interested in how technology changed the way our senses have evolved. Science textbooks always present scientific discoveries with the tools that enabled the discoveries. It’s fascinating to learn how these different tools—telescopes and microscopes and all the equipment in our fancy laboratories—helped us explore and expand our world. And I became curious as to what a scientist who was only used to such expanded senses would feel if they were thrown into a world they couldn’t perceive with just their human senses.

“Pilgrims” was an entry in a utopia/dystopia writing competition. I started off writing about utopia, but I had a hard time imagining what a perfect world would look like. Was it possible for a technology that didn’t exclude anyone to exist? That’s what I kept asking as I wrote that story. I still don’t have an answer, but I want to continue searching.

“Symbiosis Theory” was the most fun to write. In SF, there’s usually a big conflict when humans meet aliens, which is understandable, but I wanted to write a story about a possible symbiosis situation instead.

“My Space Hero” was written for this collection. I’d written so many serious stories that I thought I’d try my hand at something lighter. But the story had its own plans. Jaegyeong is a fictional character, but I also wrote her with the feeling that she’s the kind of person who could really exist. I almost feel as if there’s a Jaegyeong somewhere in the deep oceans, swimming to her heart’s content.

I like stories of people who explore and seek and try to understand the incomprehensible. Someday, we may live on another world where we look very different from how we look now, but I imagine in such a future we would still feel loneliness and yearn for connection. No matter what era, I hope we live in a world where we never give up trying to understand each other. I hope to keep writing about such attempts to understand and live in peaceful coexistence.

I want to thank everyone who has helped me publish this, my first book. Thank you to my editor, Cho Yuna, who carefully read each line, gave me lots of advice, and made it possible to publish the book. Thanks to my friends who read my first story even when I was too embarrassed to tell them about it and for their telling everyone, everywhere, to read it. And I have always found courage thanks to the support of my younger siblings.

I thank the person who always says yes to being my first reader, my mother, who is a poet and writes beautiful sentences. Thanks to her enthusiasm, I embark on each new story with the conviction that someone is going to enjoy my writing. My father, who is a great musician and barista, has always cheered me on, especially with his perfect three a.m. coffees that have gotten me through many a deadline and crisis. My special gratitude to these two people whom I love with all my heart.








	More in Literary Fiction
        


	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			A Man Called Ove


			The Woman in Cabin 10


		

	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Ordinary Grace


			The Lake House


		

	[image: ]
			[image: ]
		

			Manhattan Beach


			The Japanese Lover


		











ABOUT THE AUTHORS

[image: Photo: Kim Choyeop, author]

© Kim Choyeop

KIM CHOYEOP has a master’s degree in biochemistry from Pohang University of Science and Technology. She burst onto the Korean literary scene and immediately won the grand prize at the 2nd Korean Science Fiction Awards in 2017 (short story/mid-length novel category) for her short story “Lost on Premises.” If We Cannot Go at the Speed of Light has sold more than 400,000 copies in Korea alone. She is also the recipient of the Minumsa Writer of the Year Award and the Munhakdongne Young Writer Award. In 2021, she received the 62nd Korean Publishing Culture Award, and in 2024, she was awarded the Gold Prize for Best Translated Work at the 14th Chinese Nebula Awards.

[image: Photo: Anton Hur, translator]

© Anton Hur

ANTON HUR was born in Stockholm, Sweden, and was subsequently raised in six different countries on four different continents, including British Hong Kong, Ethiopia, the United States, and Thailand—but he spent most of his time in Korea. He has worked as an interpreter and translator for more than two decades. In 2022, he was double longlisted and shortlisted for the International Booker Prize, and in 2023, his translation of Bora Chung’s Cursed Bunny was a finalist for the National Book Awards. He is the author of Toward Eternity.

SagaPress.com

SimonandSchuster.com

www.SimonandSchuster.com/Authors/Kim-Choyeop

www.SimonandSchuster.com/Authors/Anton-Hur

@SagaPressBooks





We hope you enjoyed reading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: Logo: Saga Press]

An Imprint of Simon & Schuster, LLC

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

For more than 100 years, Simon & Schuster has championed authors and the stories they create. By respecting the copyright of an author’s intellectual property, you enable Simon & Schuster and the author to continue publishing exceptional books for years to come. We thank you for supporting the author’s copyright by purchasing an authorized edition of this book.

No amount of this book may be reproduced or stored in any format, nor may it be uploaded to any website, database, language-learning model, or other repository, retrieval, or artificial intelligence system without express permission. All rights reserved. Inquiries may be directed to Simon & Schuster, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020 or permissions@simonandschuster.com.

This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 by Kim Choyeop

English language translation copyright © 2026 by Anton Hur

Originally published in Korea in 2019 by Hubble, an imprint of East-Asia Publishing Co.

This translation was partially funded by the Literary Translation Institute of Korea.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Saga Press Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Saga Press hardcover edition April 2026

SAGA PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, LLC

Simon & Schuster strongly believes in freedom of expression and stands against censorship in all its forms. For more information, visit BooksBelong.com.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Interior design by Wendy Blum

Jacket design by Ella Laytham

Jacket illustration by Jisu Choi

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025940870

ISBN 978-1-6680-4945-7

ISBN 978-1-6680-4947-1 (ebook)


e9781668049471/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


e9781668049471/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668049471/xhtml/cover.xhtml

[image: Cover: If We Cannot Go at the Speed of Light, by Kim Choyeop and translated by Anton Hur. “With nuance, delicacy, and psychological depth, Kim Choyeop conjures worlds that are different from ours—at once strange and poignantly recognizable. A stunning collection that lingers in the mind and heart.” —Ruth Ozeki, Booker Shortlisted author of A Tale for the Time Being.]



e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781451645866_cover.jpg





cover.jpeg
- e e R
i W CHOVEg gl

<RANSLATED o

Iz l i = |
“With nuance, delicacy, and psychological depth, Kim Choyeop conjures worlds that are different from ours—

at once strange and poignantly recognizable. A stunning collection'that lingers in the mind and heart."
—RUTH 0ZEKI, BOOKER SHORTLISTED AUTHOR OF A TALE FOR THE TIME BEING






e9781668049471/images/logo.jpg
SAGA )) PRESS





e9781668049471/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668049471/fonts/SourceSansPro-SemiBold.ttf


e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781451649376_cover.jpg
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER

KATE

MORT@N

o THE SECRET ;pz&
4






e9781668049471/images/author01.jpg





e9781668049471/images/author02.jpg





e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781501117008_cover.jpg
~

ISABEL
AL ENDE






e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781476738031_cover.jpg
FREDRIK BACKMAN






e9781668049471/fonts/SourceSansPro-Bold.ttf


e9781668049471/images/title.jpg
IF WE
CANNOT GO
AT THE SPEED
OF LIGHT

Kim Choyeop

Translated by Anton Hur

/
SAGA SSS PRESS

N WY
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE





e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781501132940_cover.jpg





e9781668049471/images/buylink_9781476716756_cover.jpg





e9781668049471/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


