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summation: 1998

On the surface, 1998 was ardatively quiet year, although just below that surface, magjor changes svum
like monstrous fish, changesthat could affect the entire publishing world and makeit aradically different
placein 2008 than it istoday.

It wasin general aprosperous year, with the major chain bookstores reporting record earnings, and the
relaively new areaof online booksdlling proving itsdf to be a serious money-maker, with online services
such as Amazon.com and barnesandnoble.com bringing in serious bucks, and agreet potentia for growth
still ahead in those areas. A good solid percentage of the money earned this year was earned by science
fiction books, which | think pretty much servesto dismissfears, discussed here last year, that the Death
of Science Fiction asapublishing category isimminent. At this point, momentum and inertiaaone would
carry SF publishing into the next century, even if not another SF book ever sold a copy again— and,
indeed, schedulesinto the first and second year of the new century have aready been announced.

But dl indications are that SF (even solid core SF, leaving the much dreaded media novels out of the
equation dtogether) issdling better than ever here at the brink of the new millennium. The big, dramatic,
catastrophic recess on/bust/dump that genre insiders have been predicting for more than a decade now
did not happen in 1998; in fact, the overdl totasfor books published seemed to be on therise again,
after acouple of years of mild decline (although the ways in which SF books get published continue to
change and evolve, with mass-market titles declining and the number of books that are published instead
as hardcovers or trade paperbacks on therise). There were some fairly hefty cutbacksin 1997, and
somefailing or faltering lines, but they were more than made up for this year in numbers of books
released by the founding of mgjor and ambitious new science fiction linesby Avon Eosand Simon &
Schuster UK.

Thefield seemsto bein good shape artisticaly and creatively, too; yes, the mgority of the suff available
on the bookstore shelves at any given timeis crap, but this has always been true, whatever decade
you're talking about, whether it's the '50s, the '60s, the "70s, the '80s, or the '90s. Look beyond the crap,
and you'l find an enormous and enormoudly varied number of top authors (from severd different
generations, stretching dl the way from Golden Age giants of the '30s and '40s to the kid who made his
first sde yesterday) producing an amazingly varied spectrum of firgt-rate work, from High Fantasy to the
hardest of Hard Science Fiction— including alot of materia that could not have been published at all
twenty years ago. There are till people around, some of them quite voca, who will complain at length
about how nobody's writing anything good anymorein thefidd, not likethey did in the old days, but look
closdly and you'l find that most of those same people don't read any new science fiction, and haven't
for years. Those of uswho do read lots of new science fiction know better. When people are looking



back nogtalgically to the Golden Age twenty years from now, this, the present, this period we'rein right
now, iswhat they'll be looking at.

Likelast year, therewaslittle activity in the traditional game of Editorid Musica Chairsin 1998, with the
only redly sgnificant change being that Shelley Shapiro was named Editorid Director of Del Rey Books,
moving up from her former position as Executive Editor. Most of the other changes thisyear took place a
lot farther up the food-chain, in the rarified corporate rea ms where the very top suits dwell. The giant
German publishing conglomerate Bertdlsmann, owner of Bantam Doubleday Dell, bought Random
House, which includes under its corporate umbrella houses such as Del Rey, Ballantine, Knopf, and
dozens of other imprints. Later in the year, Bertelsmann bought a 50 percent stakein
barnesandnoble.com, the online arm of Barnes & Noble and direct head-to-head competitor with
Amazon.com for theincreasingly profitable online bookselling market. Viacom sold off dl but the
consumer division of Smon & Schuster to Pearson, the owner of Penguin and Putnam. In England, the
Orion Publishing Group bought Cassdll, which resulted in the merger of SF lines Gollancz and
Millennium, with future SF books being published as Gollancz hardcovers and Millennium paperbacks,
Jo FHetcher of Gollancz and Simon Spanton of Millennium will be the acquiring editors (with Caroline
Oakley, in charge of Orion paperbacks, continuing to edit some authors)— they will report directly to
Malcolm Edwards, himsdf aformer SF editor (asis Anthony Cheetham, the head of Orion). And, latein
the year, Barnes & Noble, the largest of the chain bookstores, bought Ingram, the largest book
digtributor. Since Ingram had been the mgjor distributor for Amazon.com aswell asfor the remaining
independent bookstores, news of the purchase sent shockwaves through the entire publishing industry,
with the executive director of the Author's Guild, Paul Aiken, saying (as quoted in Locus), "The Godzilla
of publishing iswedding the King Kong of distribution ... If | were an independent bookseller, | would be
scared to death by this." Other experts downplayed thisimplication, suggesting that business would carry
on more or less as aways despite the sde.

It may take awhilefor the effects of these changes to surface, but some of them— especidly those things
concerned with the online booksaling market— may be affecting the industry well into the next century.

And there are other potential changesjust down the road, things that could radicaly ater the nature of
the publishing world as we know it. The field of eectronic books, e-books, isjust now taking itsfirst
faltering baby steps, with Tor announcing this year that they plan to offer about 100 books as e-text for
the Rocket eBook viadirect downloading from barnesandnoble.com; Tor has aready licensed eectronic
versions of new and reprint titlesto digital publisher Peanut Press for the 3Com PalmPilot, which are
downloadable from the net (Peanut Press has a Web store at www.peanutpress.com that offers versions
of books from anumber of publishersthat can be downloaded into the 3Com PalmPilot). Other
"dectronic book" systems are in development, including Millennium Reader, EveryBook, and SoftBook.
| have afeding that this market may turn out to be very significant indeed before we're too many years
into the new century— taken to an extreme, it could change the face of publishing itsalf.

Another development that could change the face of publishing forever is print-on-demand technology.
Working models of such a system were demondtrated at thisyear's ABA. If it worksaswell asit'ssaid
to work, you may soon be able to walk into a bookstore that has such a system installed, and ask for,
say, acopy of The Sun Also Rises, or any other book the system has on file, and it will print one out for
you on the spot, indistinguishable from aregular trade product. The implications of such asystem are
staggering— only one such implication isthat it would solve at a stroke the problem of the vanishing
backlist that has plagued SF publishing throughout the last severa decades, since the old mail-order
backlist system more or less disappeared at the end of the'70s: if you decide that you like Poul
Anderson, and you want to read some of hisold suff, like The High Crusade or The Enemy Stars,
ingtead of waiting yearsfor areissue or haunting used bookstores trying to find those titles, you just go to



the print-on-demand machine and have it whomp up some copies of them for you on the spot. (Other
implications, dready beginning to occur to some writers and agents, affect current understanding of
out-of-print and rights reversonsissues; if your book is always available on a print-on-demand system,
how can it ever be said to have gone out of print? And how can you ever get the rights to that book
reverted to you in order to be sold again? A supposed one-time sale of abook could become ade facto
to the end of time sde, unless contractud limitations are gpplied to the situation somehow.)
Print-on-demand, if it works aswell asits promoters claim it will, would also change the face of
publishing by diminating the need for huge warehouses to store large numbers of physica copies of
books, diminate the need for fleets of trucksto ship the physical copies around, and, perhaps most
sgnificant, eiminate at another stroke agreat ded of the waste and inefficiency built into today's system
(including the returns system that has been a crushing Old-Man-of-the-Sea on the back of the publishing
industry for most of the second haf of the twentieth century), saving immense amountsin paper and
production costs; you would print exactly as many copies of abook as customers wanted to buy, with no
need to produce five copiesto sall one. Postulate a print-on-demand system able to print books
downloaded directly from the Internet, and the need for many of the world's bookstores disappears as
wdll (I think there will dways be some bookstores, places for people to browse and schmooze, athough
there probably wouldn't need to be as many of them in any given location).

Thisal soundslike utopian, pie-in-the-sky daydreaming, but it may not be asfar off asyou think. Smilar
technologies are aready in place in many CD stores, where you can create your own CDs, mixing and
matching songs asyou like. Along the same lines, someday you may be able to go into abookstore with
a print-on-demand system and create your own anthology, drawing on adatabase of the year's stories
(perhaps many of them published eectronicaly online), selecting whatever soriesyou'd like for it, making
anthologigts like me obsolete.

| supposeit'sinevitable to be thinking about the future, here at the end of the twentieth century, with a
new century and anew millennium looming just ahead of us. (Yes, | know that the new millennium
doesn't really start in 2000, starting instead in 2001, so don't bother to write |etters to me indignantly
pointing thisout. That'salost cause anyway, I'm afraid— for al except ahandful of stubborn purists, the
new millennium will start in 2000, which iswhen the vast mgority of the population will celebrate the
change ... and | must admit that even though | know better, I'll probably fed acertain emotiona frisson
thefirst time | write"2000" asthe year date on acheck, after having spent alifetime writing

19 -something instead!)

For most of my life, the year 2000 was THE FUTURE, the time when the mgority of sciencefiction
stories were set, unimaginably distant. Now THE FUTURE is suddenly just afew months away,
sweeping relentlessy down on us. It's tempting to try to peek into the future, to predict what'sto come,
as| wasjust doing above, but | know better than that. Just as SF writers peering at 2000 from the 1950s
could have no red understanding of what 2000 would really belike, just as people peering into the
oncoming new century from the end of the nineteenth century couldn't possibly have imagined the horrors
and wonders and vast socia changes that awaited humanity in the twentieth century, so we ourselves,
amogt by definition, lack the imagination and the foresight to see the as-yet unimaginable changesthat lie
ahead of usin the twenty-first century and beyond, things that would seem just as bizarre and impossible
to us asthe atomic bomb or alaptop computer, or amicrochip, or penicillin, or the death camp at
Dachau, or organ-transplant surgery, or afemale Senator, or racialy mixed schools, or Hustler
magazine, or the Space Shuittle, or the Internet, or the ability to seeinto our own bodies with fiber-optic
cameras, or the ability to speak to someone on the other side of the world would have seemed to
somebody back in 1898.

The futureis aways fundamentaly unpredictable and unknowable. And in that lies perhaps our greatest



hope.

* % %

It was another rocky year in the magazine market, although, for the first timein severd years, therewere
afew upbesat notes, with Amazing Stories reborn and the circulation of afew of the magazines even
beginning to creep up abit for achange.

Asimov's Science Fiction and Analog Science Fiction & Fact both changed thair "trim sze" in
mid-1998, going to anew format that added alittle over an inch in height and about aquarter-inchin
width to each issue (leaving The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction asthe only true digest-size
magazine in the genre), and, as hoped, it seemsto have helped with newsstand sdles. Asimov's lost about
2,000 in subscriptions but more than doubled their newsstand sales, from 5,040 to 11,982, for an 11%
ganinoverdl circulation. Analog gained about 383 in subscriptions and another 5,902 in newsstand
sdes, for an 11.8% gainin overal circulation; both magazines aso improved their "sdll-through' rate,
from 29% to 52% for Asimov's, and from 32% to 51% for Analog. The Magazine of Fantasy &
Science Fiction lost about 4,393 in subscriptions and another 495 in newsstand sales, for a12.3% loss
inoverdl circulaion. Science Fiction Age lost about 4,740 in subscriptions and about another 4,462 in
newsstand sales, for a21.3% lossin overdl circulation. Realms of Fantasy gained about 517 in
subscriptions and about another 209 in newsstand sales, for a1.6% gain in overdl circulation.

The magazine businessis a strange one, and some of these figures probably |ook worse than they actualy
are. Thefact isthat many of these magazines, even the oneswith declining circulations, may have actualy
increased their profitability in the last couple of years by various strategies, including adjusting their
"draw" (sending fewer issues to newsstands that habitudly sell less, so that fewer issues overal need to
be printed and distributed in order to sell oneissue, increasing the magazine's efficiency, and thereby
lowering costs— and so increasing profitability), indtituting cost-saving proceduresin printing and
physica production, and working out better targeting of "direct-mail" outlets (bookstores— where Sk
magazines usualy sdll well) as opposed to scattershot mass markets (magazine racks in supermarkets—
where SF magazinesusudly don't sell well). Also, alot of the subscriptions that have been lost by
various magazinesin recent years are Publishers Clearing House-style cut-rate stamp-sheet subscriptions,
lost when many of the stamp-sheet places dropped most genre magazines awhile back; stamp-sheet
subscriptions can swell your circulation rate, and make it ook asthough you're doing grest, but snce
they cost moreto fulfill than they actudly bring inin revenue, they can be dangerous— they're part of the
reason the print Omni went under, despite an annual circulation of 700,000— and an argument can be
made that the genre magazines are better off without them. Although the magazine field did suffer a
postage increase in early 1999, it also got a break in that paper costs, projected to rise, not only held
steady but actualy declined somewhat in 1998. And, of course, one of the traditional advantagesthat has
aways hel ped the digest magazinesto survive isthat they're so cheap to produce in thefirst place that
you don't haveto sdl very many of them to make a profit (thisis till true of the now dightly larger
Asimov's and Analog, where, owing to changes in production methods and the economies that result
from the parent company, Penny Press, having lots of other magazines— mostly crossword magazines—
that print at the same size, the larger trim sizeis not significantly more expensive to produce than the old
digest-sze editions were).

So, my cautious prediction— knock wood— isthat it looks like most of the genre magazineswill survive
into the next century.



At the sametime, it would be prudent not to underestimate the problems facing the magazine market. The
dramatic contraction of the domestic distribution network that has been taking placein the last few years,
with bigger distributors abruptly swallowing up the smal independent distributors (one of the mgjor
reasons for precipitous circulation dropsin dmost al magazines, not just genre ones) continues— in
1996, there were 300 wholesdle distributors; in 1999 that total is down to five, and the odds are good
that it will be down to four before the year isover. There are so few distributors | eft that it'sabuyer's
market, and the surviving distributors often charge much higher feesfor carrying titles or ask for grestly
increased "discounts’ and "cash incentives' for carrying them— because they can, bascdly. All of this
makesit hard for low-circulation magazines without acompany with deep pockets behind them (most SF
magazines, basicaly) to get out on the newsstands effectively, and eats ever more deeply into their profit
margin even when they can. Some distributors also set "subscription caps,” refusing even to handle
magazines with acirculation below acertain set figure, usualy ahigher circulation figure than that of most
genre magazines. With so few digtributors, fewer and fewer "sales-points’ (individua newsstands) get
serviced, because distributors now have such large areas to cover that they don't find it worthwhile to
send trucks along way to service asales-point that may sdll only afew magazines per month, so
newsstands may not be able to get copies of genre magazines even if they want them; theloss of those
one or two magazine saes per month may be negligible to big-circulation magazines like Cosmo or
Playboy, but they can add up vitally for ascience fiction magazine. Many newsstand managers have aso
become much more sdlective about which magazines they'll display, reducing the numbers of titlesthey'll
put on their shelves, in some cases by as much as haf; newsstands now will sometimes refuse to display
magazinesthat fal below acertain circulation figure— again, afigure usudly higher than that of most

genre magazines.

The net result of dl thisisthat it'salot harder for genre magazinesto get out on as many newsstands as
they used to, and— with distributors demanding ever more— alot harder to make a profit than it used to
be, evenif you do get out there. As| said above, the magazine field has evolved strategies for coping
with this Stuation, and profitability actualy seemsto be up a many of the magazines, even those with
declining circulations, but it's not difficult to envision a hardening economic Situation that would drive
genre magazines off the newsstands atogether, or at least make it so expensive for them to be there that
itsnot worthit.

Thisscenarioiswhy | think it'simportant for the genre magazinesto try to find waysto get around the
potential newsstand bottleneck, to find ways to attract new subscribers even without a strong presence
on the newsstand. Most SF magazines have alway's been subscription-driven, anyway. Being frozen out
of the newsstands would hurt magazines the most by cutting them off from attracting new readers, casua
newsstand browsers who might, with luck, eventualy become new subscribers; without a constant flow
of new suscribers, amagazine's circulation will continualy dwindle as naturd attrition eiminatesacertain
percentage of the old subscribers.

Which brings usto one of the other hopeful notes struck in the magazine market in 1998: the use of the
Internet as amethod to do an end-run around traditional distribution channdls, potentialy enabling the
magazines to avoid the newsstand bottleneck and attract the attention of potentia new subscribersto
their product even without much traditiona newsstand display. Early in 1998, Internet Web sites went
up for both Asimov's and Analog (Asimov's dteisat http://mww.asmovs.com, and Analog's isat
http://mww.ana ogsf.com, both sites sponsored by SF Site) and, after afull year of operation, the results
are encouraging— not only isasmall but steedy flow of new subscriptions coming through these Web
stesevery month, but, even more significant, many of them are from heretofore untapped new audiences,
particularly from other parts of the world, where interested readers have formerly found it difficult to
subscribe because of the difficulty of obtaining American currency and because of other logigtica
problems (Asimov's, for instance, has dready picked up new subscribers from Australia, Great Britain,
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Russa, France, Irdland, Italy, and even the United Arab Emirites, and Analog has attracted subscribers
from asmilar range of countries); the availability of subscribing eectronically online, with just the click of
afew buttons required rather than atrip to the post office or at least amailbox, isaso proving attractive
to domestic customers aswell. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction now hasaworking
Internet Web site aswell (http:/mwww.sfsite.com/fsf/), as do magazines such as Absolute Magnitude
and Weird Tales (see below for more information), and it isto be hoped that thisis an areathat will
continue to grow, helping the beleaguered genre magazines to survive into the next century.

One of the year's other big stories in the professiona magazine market was the rebirth of Amazing
Stories, reported to have died back in 1994. Asit has done severa timesin its seventy-year-plus
exigence, Amazing Stories rose from the grave one more time in 1998, after memoria services had
been read for it and the mourners were dready home from the wake. Thistime, Amazing Stories was
resurrected in afull-size, full-color format by Wizards of the Coast Inc., who recently bought TSR Inc.,
Amazing's former owner; the editor is Kim Mohan, who was the editor of Amazing Stories inits last
incarnation. The new verson features mediafiction aswell as more traditiona sciencefiction; thefirst
issue, debuted at the 1998 Worldcon, had a painting of the Starship Enterprise on the cover, and inits
first threeissuesto date, the magazine hasfeatured severd Star Trek stories, a Babylon 5 story, a
Sar*Drive™ gory, and other media-and-gaming related stuff, including nonfiction mediaand gaming
columns. On the other hand, the magazine has al so featured some good to excellent non-media-oriented
core sciencefiction by UrsulaK. Le Guin, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Eliot Fintushel, Uncle River, Orson
Scott Card, and others, and has featured science columns by people such as Ben Bova and Gregory
Benford, aswell asbook reviews. All of thisgivesthe new Amazing Stories acurioudy schizophrenic
nature, split down the middle between two different kinds of beadts, fish on thisside of theline, fowl on
the other, and | wonder how the audience is going to react to this— how either of the potentia
audiences are going to react to this. Are the mediafans who pick up the magazine looking for agood
Sar Trek sory going to like the mainline science fiction stories that make up much of the magazine's
contents? Is the media stuff going to apped to the regular SF fans, or turn them off and drive them away
from the magazine? Clearly theideaisthat Amazing Stories will draw support from both audiences, but
| can't hep wondering if the magazine can long survive being haf one thing and haf another, if onekind of
thing must not eventually drive the other kind of thing out of the magazine. Which audience might drive
out the other will ultimately be determined by which sort of fans are actudly buying the magazine. (And
snce Wizards of the Coast clearly thinksthat it's the mediafans who are going to end up paying the bills,
would it be unreasonable to wonder if the mediafanswon't end up demanding that they get rid of all the
other crap and replace it with more media fiction instead?) Thisis an experiment well worth keeping an
eyeon; if it works the way the Powers That Be behind the magazine obvioudy hopeit will, then the new
Amazing Stories may help print science fiction tap into whole new and largely untouched audiences. At
the very worgt, ignoring the whole media-fiction controversy, Amazing Sories will bevery welcomeasa
new high-end market in agenre that needs al the marketsit can get, and sgns are that it may well prove
to be arespectable player in the short-fiction market in the years to come.

Most of the news about Asimov's and Analog was covered above. The Magazine of Fantasy &
Science Fiction completed its second full year under new editor Gordon Van Gelder, and athough the
game of "guesswhich stories were bought by Gordon and which were inventory left behind by former
editor Kristine Kathryn Rusch” gtill goes on, the Rusch inventory must surely be growing rather thin by
now, and chances are from here on in that something that appears in the magazine was bought by
Gordon. Although the magazine's circulation declined to arecord low, F& SF isamagazine blessed with
avery low operating overhead (basicdly, it's run out of the living rooms of people such as Ed Ferman
and Gordon, with no office rentsto pay and only minimum staff costs), and it's a pretty good bet that

F& SF isdill quite profitable even at its present circulation. New science columnists Pat Murphy and Paull
Doherty have come in to supplement Gregory Benford, and the book reviews seem to rotate on an



irregular basis between Robert K.J. Killheffer, Michelle West, Elizabeth Hand, and Douglas E. Winter,
with areview column by Charles De Lint so in most issues, and occasiondly areview column by
Gordon himsdlf. Paul Di Fillipo's occasiond "Plumage From Pegasus' column isahoot, often at least as
inventive and imaginative as the sories themsdaves (my favorite this year wasthe dyly amusing "Next Big
Thing" column). As mentioned above, F& S has anew Internet Web site (http: www.sfsite.com/fsf/),
one of acluster of genre-magazine sites on the SF Site's new page, Fictionhome (see below).

The British magazine Inter zone completed its eighth full year asamonthly publication. Circulation
remained more or less steady thisyear, asit hasfor severa years now, with asubscriber base of about
2,000 and newsstand/bookstore sales of another 2,000. Every year, year in and year out, Interzone
publishes some of the best fiction to be found in the entire magazine market, and redlly deservesto be
read much morewiddy than it is. The magazine has been dmost impossible to find on newsstandsin the
United States, even in SF specidty bookstores, but it has recently been redesigned to adightly smaller
format that bringsit morein linewith other U.S. magazines such as Science Fiction Age and Realms of
Fantasy, and has engaged anew U.S. digtributor. Maybe those changes, with luck, will mean that this
excellent magazine will be easier to find on thisside of the Atlantic in 1999. Interzone does have a Web
ste (http://www.riviera.demon.co.uk/interzon.htm), adthough there's not alot of content there— you can
subscribe to the magazine there, though, which iswhat counts.

Science Fiction Age successfully completed its sixth full year of publication. Although the overdl
circulation of Science Fiction Age dropped again in 1998, following dropsin 1997 and 1996, the
magazine has severd things going for it to offsat these losses— for onething, they attract a lot of paid
advertisements, far more than any other magazine in the field (with the possible exception of their Sster
magazine, Realms of Fantasy); for another, as part of a parent company, Sovereign Media, that dso
runsfour other magazines, with afifth on the way, they can take advantage of "economy of scae’ savings
in printing and publishing cogts, and the large number of magazines givesthem al abigger "footprint” on
the newsstand (i.e., the amount of rack space devoted to al of the Sovereign Media magazines helpsto
insure that there's a place there for Science Fiction Age). Despite record low circulation figures, Science
Fiction Age's publisher states that 1998 was the magazine's most profitable year yet. Artigticaly,
Science Fiction Age had another strong year; for the last couple of years, in fact, Science Fiction Age
has been one of the most reliable sources for good fiction, particularly for good solid core sciencefiction,
in the entire magazine market. Oddly, Science Fiction Age does not have aWeb site, dthough you'd
think that their connections with the mediaworld, particularly the Sci-F Channd (which has an extensve
Web ste of its own) would make that anaturd.

Realms of Fantasy isacompanion magazineto Science Fiction Age, very smilar toitinformat (adick,
large-sze, full-color magazine with lots of ads), except devoted to fantasy rather than sciencefiction.
They completed their fourth full year of publication in 1998. In the last few years, under the editorship of
veteran magazine editor ShawnaMcCarthy, Realms of Fantasy has established itself as by far the best
of the dl-fantasy magazines, with the best of the storiesfrom it only rivaed for sophigtication and
eclecticism by the best of the fantasy stories published by The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction
and Asimov's Science Fiction. (The other two fantasy magazines, the much longer established Marion
Zimmer Bradley's Fantasy Magazine— initstenth year of publicationin 1998— and Weird Tales are
much more erratic and undependablein literary quaity and consistency.) Realms of Fantasy aso does
not have aWeb gte.

Asusud, short SF and fantasy aso appeared in many magazines outside genre boundaries, from The
New Yorker to Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine to Playboy.

(Subscription addresses follow for those magazines hardest to find on the newsstands: The Magazine of



Fantasy & Science Fiction, Mercury Press, Inc., 143 Cream Hill Road, West Cornwall, CT, 06796,
annua subscription— $33.97in U.S,; Asmov's Science Fiction, Dell Magazines, P.O. Box 54033,
Boulder, CO 80322-4033— $33.97 for annual subscriptionin U.S.; Analog, Dell Magazines, P.O. Box
54625, Boulder, CO 80323— $33.97 for annual subscriptionin U.S,; Interzone, 217 Preston Drove,
Brighton BN1 6FL, United Kingdom, $60.00 for an airmail one year— twelve issues— subscription.
Note that many of these magazines can aso be subscribed to eectronically online, at their various Web
gtes)

With al of the problems— especidly rising production costis— threatening the magazine market (and
perhaps ultimately dl of publishing in generd), many cyber-geeks have been ingsting for the last few
yearsthat the future of fiction publishing, especidly short-fiction publishing, liesin the online world, where
"online dectronic magazines' can be "published” without having to worry about escalating paper and
production costs, and can be "delivered” right into the homes of the consumers without having to use
outdated physica distribution systems as middlemen.

What nobody has yet figured out is how you can reliably make money doing this, and therein liesthe rub.

To date, dthough the promise of "online eectronic publication” remainslarge, it dso largely remainsa
promisethat isasyet unfulfilled. So far, in fact, the track record for such "éectronic magazines' or
"e-zines' isnot very good. In thelast few years, magazines such as Onmni and Tomorrow havefled the
troubled print magazine world for the supposed refuge of ectronic publishing, but, in those cases, the
refuge proved to beillusonary. Omni abandoned their print edition and instead established the Omni
Online Internet Web site, but that died early in 1998 after a couple of years of operation (dthough it's
hard to say whether it died because it wasn't bringing in enough money or, as some of the people
involved with running the Site ing <, because the top brass at Generd Medialost interest in supporting it
after the death of publisher Kathy Keeton, who had been the real driving force behind Onni‘'smigration
into the online world). Tomorrow magazine aso abandoned its print edition and reinvented itsdlf asan
Internet e-zine called Tomorrow SF. Last year, | reported that Tomorrow SF wasin the process of
carrying out an interesting experiment, where, after "publishing” the first three onlineissues of Tomorrow
S for free, they had begun charging a " subscription fee" for access to the Web site, hoping that the
audience would have been hooked enough by the free samples that they would continue to want the stuff
enough to actudly pay for it. Unfortunately, this experiment ssemsto have been afalure, which may raise
doubts about the viability of thewhole"e-zing" concept, snce Tomorrow SF abruptly gave up itse-zine
format in mid-1998. The Tomorrow SF ste gl exigts (http://Amww.tomorrowsf.com), but it has switched
over to being an archive sitefor reprint stories by editor Algis Budrys, rather than an ongoing "magazine'
that publishes new stories by other hands.

The blunt fact isthat there are not really that many good, professiond-level sciencefiction storiesbeing
published online at the moment (at least origind stories, soriesthat are making their initid " gppearance”
online, there are afairly large number of good reprint stories archived here and there around the Internet,
on one Site or another). Cyber-optimistsing st that thiswill soon change dramatically— and they may
even beright.

At the moment, though, maost publishers seem to be using their Web sitesfor pushing aphysica product,
sdlling subscriptionsto print magazines and advertising forthcoming books, rather than using them as
placesto print origind fiction onlinein eectronic format. There are exceptions, though.

When the plug was pulled on Omni Online, the indomitable Ellen Datlow, fiction editor of Omni Online
and, before that, longtimefiction editor of the print Omni, got together with Robert K. J. Killheffer,
former editor of Century magazine, and afew other people, and launched a new Internet Web site and



e-zine, Event Horizon (http://mww.eventhorizon.com/eventhorizon), which started operationin
mid-1998, and which has dready become, as was Omni Online beforeit, perhaps your best bet for
finding good professiona-quaity origind sciencefiction, fantasy, and horror stories publishedin
electronic format on the Internet. Since going up, Event Horizon has published good work by Howard
Waddrop (agtory which isreprinted in this anthology for the first time ever in print format, having
"appeared” before that only as phosphor dots on ascreen), Terry Dowling, Kdly Link, K. W. Jeter,
Michagla Roessner, and others, reprints by Robert Silverberg, Carter Scholz, and Pat Cadigan, and
"round-robin" stories (written by four authorsin collaboration, each writing asection in term) by authors
such as Gwyneth Jones, Susan Casper, Scott Baker, Garry Kilworth, and others. Event Horizon aso
features reviews and other nonfiction pieces, regular columns by Barry N. Mal zberg and Lucius Shepard,
and hostsregularly scheduled liveinteractive interviews or "chats' with various prominent authors every
Thursday night.

Another interesting experiment, with the jury still out on thisone, istaking place a Mind's Eye Fiction
(http://tale.com/genres.htm), where you can read thefirst half of astory for free, but if you want to read
the second hdf of the story, you haveto pay for the privilege, which you can do by setting up an
electronic account online and then clicking afew buttons; the fees are small, less than fifty cents per story
in mogt cases. | think that this concept actualy has a chance of working, athough it would probably work
better if they had some Bigger Name authors involved with the project, the kind of authors with lots of
intensely loya fanswho might be willing and eager to pay afew centsto get an advancelook at a story
by their favorite author. Thisis another experiment that's worth keeping a close eye on, and one whose
success or failure could have large implications for the future of SF-oriented e-zines on the Internet.

A promising new SF-oriented e-zineis Dark Planet (http://mwww.sfsite.com/darkplanet/), which, in
addition to reviews and other features, has published some professiona-level work by Kely Link, Gary
A. Braunbeck, Ardath Mayhar, and others. Longer-established sites that are worth watching, athough
the quality of thefiction can be uneven and they are often not SF-oriented, include Inter Text
(http:/Aww.intertext.com/), and E-Scape (http://mwww.interink.com/escape.html). If none of these Sites
has satisfied your lust for e-zines, you can find lots of other genre " dectronic magazines' by accessng
http://dir.yahoo.com/ArtsHumanities/literature/genres/Science_Fiction_and_Fantasy/Magazined/, but be
warned— much of the stuff you'l find on these Sitesis awful, no better than dush-pile qudity (therésan
unbelievable amount of it out there, too; you could wade through these Sitesfor asolid year and ill have
oceans of it left to go by the time you gave up). Links to e-magazines and related sites of interest can aso
be found at sites such as Locus Online, SF Ste, Science Fiction Weekly, and SFF.NET (see below).

After thispoint, origina science fiction stories of professional quality become harder to find, rather scarce
on the ground, in fact. Many of the remaining SF-oriented Sites are associated with existent print
megazines— Eidolon: SF Online (http://Aww.eidolon.net/); Aurealis (http:/mww.auredis.hl.net/)
Asimov's Science Fiction (http://Awww.asmovs.com/); Analog Science Fiction and Fact
(http:/mww.anaogsf.comy); The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction (http:www.sfSte.comVfsf/);

I nterzone (http:/Avwww.riviera.demon.co.uk/interzon.htm); Transversions
(http:/Mmww.sdmar.com/transversions/); Terra Incognita (http://mww. voicenet.com/~incognit/); On
Foec (http://mwww.icomm.calongpec/); Talebones (http://mww.nventure.com/tal ebones’)— and athough
many of them have extensive archives of materid, both fiction and nonfiction, previoudy published by the
print versons of the magazines, few of them publish origind online-only fiction with any regularity; most
don't publishit at dl, infact. Magazineslike Assimov's, Analog, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science
Fiction, and others, regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues, and
occasiondly achunk from an upcoming nove will appear somewhere, but complete origind storiesare
rarer (I've run one online origind, by Michael Swanwick and Sean Swanwick, on the Asimov's site, and
would liketo do more of this, but finding the money to financeit is not easy). Eidolon Online published a
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good origind story last year, which appeared in our Fifteenth Annua Collection, but don't seem to have
done much dong those lines since. Talebones seemsto have published some origina stories online (it's
sometimes hard to tell, as attribution is often nonexistent) by Terry McGarry, Mary Soon Lee, Uncle
River, Darel Schweitzer, and others. A good general site where you can be pretty sure of finding
something of qudity to read isthe British Infinity Plus (http:/Aww.users.zetnet.co.uk/iplus’), which
features avery extensive selection of reprint stories, most by British authors, aswell as extensive
biographica and bibliographica information, book reviews, critica essays, and so forth— asfar as| can
tell, though, there are few if any origind online-only stories published here, dthough they do publish nove
extracts from upcoming novels.

Fiction isnot the only SF-oriented stuff of interest to check out on the Internet, however. Some of the
most prominent SF-related sites on the Internet, and some of the Sitesthat | visit the most frequently, are
the generd-interest Stesthat, whilethey don't publish fiction, do publish lots of reviews, criticd articles,
and genre-oriented news of various kinds. One of the most substantial of these Sitesis SF Ste
(www.sfste.conV), which over the last year hasturned itsdf into one of the most important genre-related
sites on the whole Web. Their home page features an extensive selection of reviews of books, games,
and magazines, interviews, critical retrogpective articles, letters, and so forth, plus ahuge archive of past
reviews, in addition, garting with Asimov's and Analog early in 1998, they've become the host site for
the Web pages of asignificant percentage of al the SHfantasy print magazinesin existence, including The
Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, and the recently assembled DNA Publishing group (see
below) of Absolute Magnitude, Pirate Writings, Weird Tales, Aboriginal S-, and Dreams of
Decadence (which can be accessed directly at http://www.sfSte.com/dnaweb/home.htm). In early 1999,
they also indtituted a section called Fictionhome (http:/mww.sfsite.com/fiction/fichomehtm), where
reviews of and linksto al of the above magazines can be found, and which aso plays host to the
electronic verson of Tangent caled Tangent Online, one of the few places online where you can read
regularly scheduled reviews of short fiction, and to the online version of Science Fiction Chronicle.
Another generd-interest Ste that's one of my most frequent destinationswhile netsurfing is Locus Online
(http:/Amww.locusmag.com), the online version of the newsmagazine Locus; Locus Online isagreat
source for fast-breaking genre-related news, where it sometimes shows up weeks before it even makesit
into the print Locus, but | must admit that to alarge extent | read the site for the online version of Mark
Kdly's short fiction-review column, the other place on the net where you can find regularly appearing
reviews of SF and fantasy short fiction; there are dso book reviews, critica lists, database archives, links
to other sites of interest, and the like here. Another valuable genera-interest Site, one that's been around
long enough to be dmost venerable by the mayfly standards of the Internet, is Science Fiction Weekly
(http://mww.scifiweekly.com), which is somewhat more media-and-gaming oriented than S- Ste or
Locus Online, but which does feature book reviews every issue, of both new releases and classic
reprints, and aso features an erudite, opinionated, and occasionaly fiercely controversa column by John
Clute, perhaps SF's premiere critic. A new entry in this category is SFRevu (http:
www.sfrevv.com/members.aol.comv/sfrevu/), another site full of book and mediareviews, and other
genre-rdlated information. SFF NET (http//mww.Sf.net) is ahuge Site that functions as ahome away
from home for many writers, featuring dozens of home pagesfor SF writers, genre-oriented "live chats,"
and, among other lists of data, the Locus Magazine Index 1984-1996, which is an extremely valuable
research tool; you can aso link to the Science Fiction Writers of America page from here, where

va uable research dataand reading lists are to be found as well, or you can link directly to the SFFWA
Web Page at http://www.sfwa.org/. Live online interviews with prominent genre writers are now offered
on aregular basis on many stes, including interviews sponsored by Asimov's and Analog and conducted
by Gardner Dozois on the Sci-Fi Channe (http://www.scifi.com/chat/— there's dso an enormous
amount of SF-media-related stuff available here) every other Tuesday night at 9:00 P.M. EST, interviews
conducted by Ellen Datlow every Thursday night a 9:00 P.M. EST on the Event Horizon Ste
(http:/Mmww.eventhorizon.com/eventhorizor/), regular scheduled interviews on the Cybling site
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(http://mww.cybling.com/), and occasiond interviews on the Talk City ste (http:/mwww.takcity.conv).
Many Bulletin Board Services, such as GEnie, Delphi (which also now hasaWeb site,

http:/mwwO.dd phi.com/sflit/), Compuserve, and AOL, have large online communities of SF writersand
fans (with GEnie having perhaps the largest and most active such community). Most of these services
aso feature regularly scheduled live interactive red-time "chats' or conferences, in which anyone
interested in SF iswelcome to participate, as does SFF NET— the SF-oriented chat on Delphi, the one
with which I'm most familiar, and one which gives you the opportunity to schmooze with well-known
professona SFwritersin arelaxed and informa atmosphere, starts every Wednesday at about 10:00
P.M. EST.

Many of the criticalzines dso have Web sites, including The New York Review of Science Fiction
(http:/Amww.sfste.convisfdi/nyrsf.html), Nova Express

(http:/Amwww.de phi.com/stlit/novaexpressindex.html), Speculations (http://www.speculations.comy/), and
S Eye (http:/mww.empathy.com/eyebd |/sfeye.html), although most of these Stes are not particularly
active ones. And for afunny and often iconoclastic dant on genre-oriented news, from multiple
Hugo-winner David Langford, check out the online verson of hisfanzine Ansible (http:/Avww.
desglaac.uk/Anshble).

There may not be alot of origind SF being published on the Net asyet, but the whole SF community on
the Web isgrowing so fast, and is not only becoming larger but, perhaps more importantly, becoming
moreintensdly interconnected, with links being forged from diteto Site, thet it's an areawd | worth
keeping an eye on. | suspect that it's an areathat will become more and more important as we penetrate
ever deeper into the new century ahead.

It was ayear of big changesin the semiprozine market, some of them potentialy quite positive, others,
aas, not so positive.

The big story in the semiprozine market for 1998 was the consolidation of severa struggling fiction
semiprozines under the same roof. Warren Lapine's DNA Publications (previoudy the publisher of
Absolute Magnitude) bought up severa competing magazinesthis year, ending up with six of them:
Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures; Pirate Writings, Tales of
Fantasy, Mystery & Science Fiction; Aboriginal Science Fiction; Weird Tales (back toitsold title
again after several issuesin exile as Worlds of Fantasy and Horror); the dl-vampire-fiction magazine
Dreams of Decadence; and the new Audtrdian magazine Altair (see below)— Warren became owner
of al of thesebut Aboriginal Science Fiction, which heis managing; the current editors of dl the
magazines continue to provide the editoria content for afee or a percentage, and DNA Publications
handles the production, circulation, and the business end. The hopeisthat thismove will enable DNA
Publications to take advantage of the economies of scale and an increased "footprint” on the
newsstand— the same strategy employed by Sovereign Media— aswell as generating savings by
greamlining the whole operation and making it more efficient. This could well work, aslong as Warren
hasn't bitten off more than he can chew and becomes overextended and swamped— if he can handle the
workload, this could be abig boost to al of the above magazines, some of which have been struggling in
the marketplace and could frankly use aboost. So this could turn out to be one of the most positive
developmentsin the semiprozine market in some years. (Warren's other challenge will be to stabilize
publication schedules, if he can— most of the above magazines only produced two issues apiece this
year ingtead of following their announced publication schedules, a chronic problem throughout al of the
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semiprozine market— and to try to produce amorerdiablelevel of qudity in thefiction published by
those magazines, a the moment, quality isall over the place, from very good to at-best mediocre)) As
mentioned above, the Web stefor al of the DNA Publications magazinesis

http:/Amww.sfs te.com/dnaweb/home.htm.

Much of the rest of the newsin thismarket is not so positive— some of it is downright bad, in fact.

The eccentric and eclectic fiction semiprozine Crank! officidly died thisyesar, after publishing one last
issue, as editor Bryan Cholfin announced that he was giving up the magazine so that he could concentrate
on his publishing career; Cholfin isnow working for Gordon Van Gelder at &. Martin's Press. With the
death of Century— and, with no new issue in more than three years, | do consider it to be dead, in spite
of occasiond proteststo the contrary, especially as editor Robert K. J. Killheffer has moved on to other
projects— both of the most ambitious and literarily sophisticated American fiction semiprozines of the
'90s are gone, adispiriting track record for such magazines. With Crank! and Century dead, the most
ambitious of the remaining American fiction semiprozines, and the one which is probably producing the
highest percentage of high-end professiond-level work, is newcomer Terra Incognita, which thisyear
published an excdlent story by Liz Williams, aswell as good work by Kandis Elliot, John C. Waugh,
Judy Klass, and others— the only problem is, they only managed to publish one out of their scheduled
four issuesthisyear, just like last year; they'll have to work hard on their rdliability if they want to bethe
Contender that they potentialy could be in this market; otherwise, they chance following Century into
oblivion down the same old drain. The longer-established Tales of the Unanticipated, dthough not
quite up to the sameleve of accomplishment, did publish someintriguing stuff thisyear by Eleanor
Arnason, Lyda Morehouse, Sue Ide, Martha A. Hood, and others. Talebones, Fiction on the Dark
Edge, dthough officidly ahorror semiprozine, ssemsto be adding alot more science fiction and fantasy
toitseditorid mix these days (making it more atractive to me, anyway), and remainsalively and
promising little magazine, definitely oneto watch. Space & Time has been more uneven, but seemsto be
getting national distribution on some newsstands these days, and SO may become more of aplayer in this
market. If there were any issues of Non-Sop, Xizquil, Argonaut Science Fiction, Next Phase, Plot
Magazne, or The Thirteenth Moon Magazne out thisyear, | didn't see them; | suspect at least some
of these magazines are dead.

A new SFfiction semiprozine called Age of Wonder published itsfirst issuein early 1998 and died
before the middle of the year, perhaps anew record even in the semiprozine market, where magazines
often come and go with the speed of mayflies. The lead story from that first (and only) issue, by Gregory
Benford, appeared later in the year under adifferent titlein Science Fiction Age.

Turning to our neighbor to the north, there are two Canadian fiction semiprozines, the long-established
On Spec, one of the longest-running of al the fiction semiprozines, and a promising newcomer cdled
TransVersions. On Spec has seemed abit sunk in the doldrums for the last few years, with most of the
fictioninit gray, oversolemn, and not particularly entertaining, publishing little good core sciencefiction,
except for near-future dystopias (the magazine in genera seemsto takeitself too serioudy, aswitnessits
annoying new dogan "more than just science fiction"— to which | must admit my immediate grumpy
reaction was " some science fiction every once in awhile would be nice, though™). Still, On Soec isone of
the most reliably published of al the fiction semiprozines, and has published alot of worthwhile stuff over
the years, so we shouldn't give up on it; the magazine is set to go to asingle editor instead of the
"collective" that has been editing it (I don't believe that acommitteeisany better at selecting fiction than it
isat any other task), which may perhaps perk up thefiction. TransVersions isaso uneven, with some
stuff at a decent professonad level, and some not, but it ssemsto have more of a sense of fun about it
than On Spec has had recently, and islivelier and less pretentious.
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Turning our eyes oversess, two of the three longest-established fiction semiprozines (the other oneis On
Foec) are published in Audrdia: Aurealis and Eidolon. Although both magazines had their usud
difficulty sticking to their quarterly publication schedule, they aso published afair amount of good
professiond-leve fiction, by writers such as Terry Dowling, Simon Brown, Russdll Blackford, and others
inAurealis (the Double Issue of Aurealis, Aurealis 20/21, dso functions as an Alternate History
anthology, about possible dternate futures of Audtrdia), and writers such as William Dowding, Leanne
Frahm, Sean Williams, and Simon Brown, and othersin Eidolon; Eidolon isaso hometo perhapsthe
most technicdly difficult and formidable science column in the industry, likely over the head of even most
Analog readers, by Greg Egan (the sort of column where the text says, "Therefore, we can see that” and
then goes on to asolid page or two of equations) aswell as aless-demanding new column by Howard
Waldrop. Perhaps because of the "boom™ that seemsto be taking place in the Australian science fiction
world, the Austrdian stuff seemsto be more vigorous and substantia than alot of the other materia
available dsewhere in the semiprozine market. Another new magazine joined the roster of Audtrdian
semiprozinesthisyear, the promising newcomer Altair, which published two digest-Size issues (the same
format as Aurealis and Eidolon) thisyear out of a scheduled four, and which is soon going to be
availablein afull-9ze semiannua "American edition” from DNA Publications. Thefictionin Altair isaso
uneven, asit isin most semiprozines, but they did feasture some good professond-level work by Stephen
Dedman, lan Watson, Ben Jegpes, and others; they aso publish afair amount of nonfiction, but | think
they could lose most of it without losing anything of red vaue (especialy the beginner-level How to Write
articles) and have more room for fiction. (Altair hasaWeb ste at http://www.sfste.com/dtair/, and |
suspect they'll soon be accessible at the DNA Publicationssite aswell.)

Anacther promising newcomer, afull-size, full-color British magazine caled Odyssey, published fiveissues
thisyear, and seemed to be struggling to establish an identity for itsalf; torn between being ascience
fiction magazine, a horror/fantasy magazine, and a media/gaming-oriented magazine, it managed to be
sort of al and none of the above at the same time. Thefiction waswildly uneven, ranging from
ameuter-level stuff to good professional-level work by 1an Watson, Peter T. Garratt, Charles Stross, Ben
Jegpes, Constance Ash, Mary Gentle, and others. My advice would be to concentrate more on the
fiction, especialy good solid core sciencefiction, and let some of the other stuff go. The covershere
were often quite atractive, among the most striking in theindustry, but the interior layout is often of the
"hip" sort that makesit difficult to read the text, and something has to be done about that— this problem
actualy seemed to be getting worse rather than better in later issues, culminating in issue 6, where printing
dorieslike Charles Strosss "Extracts from the Club Diary” in light type over gray pages aready printed
with an illustration made large parts of the story amost impossibleto read. A little less coolnessand a
little more legihility, please! Despite such problems, thisis a promising magazine, and could be very good
indeed if it managesto shapeitsdlf up. Mogt of the other British fiction semiprozines lean heavily toward
"dipstream” and literary surredlism of various sorts, the most prominent of these at the moment seemto
be The Third Alternative and the long-established Back Brain Recluse. | think there might have been
anisueof Irish semiprozine Albedo 1 thisyear, but, if o, | missed it.

| don't follow the horror semiprozine market much any more, but there the most prominent magazines
seem to be the highly respected Cemetery Dance, and perhaps Talebones.

Turning to the critical magazines, asdways, CharlesN. Brown's Locus and Andy Porter's S= Chronicle
, remain your best bets among that subclass of semiprozines known as "newszines," and are your best
resourcesif you're looking for publishing news or an overview of what's happening in the genre. The
New York Review of Science Fiction, edited by David G. Hartwell, completed itstenth full year of
publication, once again not only publishing its scheduled twelve issues but publishing them al ontime—in
the entire semiprozine market, fiction and non-fiction, thisisatrick that only Locus and The New York
Review of Science Fiction seem to know how to do; most other magazines count themsalves lucky if


http://www.sfsite.com/altair/, 

they can manage to bring out half their scheduled issues. As aways, the magazine was full of tasty and
informative Stuff, articles and reviews that ran the gamut from fascinating to infuriating (sometimes both at
once), and eclectic little gems such as"Read This' lists by various well-known authors. Other intriguing
critica stuff can befound in Steve Brown's Science Fiction Eye and in Lawrence Person's Nova
Express— when you can find them; actualy, thiswas ared-letter year for Nova Express, which
managed two issuesin the same year, something of arecord. Therewere big changesin the offing this
year for David A. Truesda€'s Tangent, which for severd years now has performed an invaluable service
by providing a place where interested readers can find reviews of most of the year's short fiction,
something that can be found amost nowhere dsein thefield, except for Mark Kelly's short fiction review
columnin Locus. In late 1997 and early 1998, however, there were signsthat Tangent was becoming
bogged down, and they began delaying and missing issues (my own feding was that Truesdae was
making the magazine too complicated, taking on too many new columns and features, more every issue, it
seemed; the basic task they had to do— covering the year's short fiction— was huge and complex
enough by itself without having to dedl with al of that other stuff aswell). Only oneissue of Tangent
cameout in 1998, a" Special Double Collector's Issue’ released in time for the Baltimore Worldcon, and
it wasimmediatdy evident that most of the reviewsin the issue were of Suff from the previousyesr;
clearly, Tangent wasfaling behind, and rumors began to circulate that the magazine would soon
disappear and be heard from no more. Ingtead, I'm very pleased to say, it metamorphosed rather than
died, and can now be found in anew form as Tangent Online
(http:/mww.Sfsite.com/tangent/index.htm), part of S Ste's short-fiction-oriented new ste, Fictionhome
, and where, liberated from the congtraints of printing, production, and distribution, it has already
"published” four issuesin dectronic online format, with areturn to something likeits old vigor (although
there are dtill too many columns and feetures, in my opinion, even in the online version; the other stuff we
can get esewhere— Tangent should stick to reviewing stories). Since theloss of Tangent would bea
magjor blow to thefield, we should al bresthe asigh of rdlief. An as-yet unanswered question is, What
will bethefate of the print version of Tangent? Supposedly it will continue, as asemiannual supplement
to the online verson— but it wouldn't entirely surprise meto see the print version fade and Tangent
Online becomethe"red" verson instead. Speculations, which features writing-advice articlesaswell as
extensive sections of market reports and market news, remains a useful resource for young or would-be
authors.

(Locus, The Newspaper of the Science Fiction Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305,
Oakland, California 94661, $53.00 for aone-year firgt-class subscription, 12 issues; Science Fiction
Chronicle, P.O. Box 022730, Brooklyn, N.Y . 11202-0056, $25.00 for one-year first-class
subscription, 12 issues, The New York Review of Science Fiction, Dragon Press, P.O. Box 78,
Pleasantville, NY, 10570, $32.00 per year, 12 issues; Science Fiction Eye, P.O. Box 18539, Asheville,
NC 28814, $12.50 for one year; Nova Express, P.O. Box 27231, Austin, Texas 78755-2231, $12 for
aone-year (four-issue) subscription; Tangent, 5779 Norfleet, Raytown, MO 64133, $20 for one year,
four issues; Speculations, 111 West El Camino Redl, Suite #109-400, Sunnyvale, CA 94087-1057, a
firgt-class subscription, Six issues, $25; Aboriginal Science Fiction, P.O. Box 2449, Woburn, MA
01888-0849, $19.00 for four issues; Marion Zimmer Bradley's Fantasy Magazine, P.O. Box 249,
Berkeley, CA 94701, $16 for four issuesin U.S.; Odyssey, Partizan Press 816-818 L ondon Road,
Leigh-on-Sea, Essex SSO 3NH, United Kingdom, $35 for afive-issue subscription, $75 for a
twelve-issue subscription; On Spec, More Than Just Science Fiction, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB,
Canada T6E 5G6, $18 for aone-year subscription; Aurealis, the Australian Magazine of Fantasy
and Science Fiction, Chimaera Publications, P.O. Box 2164, Mt. Waverley, Victoria 3149, Audtralia,
$43 for afour-issue overseas airmail subscription, "all cheques and money orders must be made out to
Chimarea Publicationsin Audtrdian dollars’; Eidolon, the Journal of Australian Science Fiction and
Fantasy, Eidolon Publications, P.O. Box 225, North Perth, Western Australia 6906, $45 (Australian)
for afour-issue overseas airmail subscription, payable to Eidolon Publications; Altair, Alternate Airings



of Speculative Fiction, PO Box 475, Blackwood, South Australia, 5051, Audtraia, $36 for a
four-issue subscription; Back Brain Recluse, P.O. Box 625, Sheffield S1 3GY, United Kingdom, $18
for four issues; REM, REM Publications, 19 Sandringham Road, Willesden, London NW2 5EP, United
Kingdom, £7.50 for four issues; Pirate Writings, Tales of Fantasy, Mystery & Science Fiction, DNA
Publications, PW Subscriptions, P.O. Box 2988, Radford, VA 24142, $15 for one year (four issues)
Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, P.O Box 13, Greenfield, MA
01302, four issuesfor $14, dl checks payableto "D.N.A. Publications’; TransVersions, Paper Orchid
Press, 216 Woodfidld Road, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4L 2W?7, four-issue subscription, $20 Can. or
U.S,; TerraIncognita, Terralncognita, 52 Windermere Avenue #3, Lansdowne, PA 19050-1812, $15
for four issues;, Talebones, Fiction on the Dark Edge, Fairwood Press, 10531 SE 250th PI. #104,
Kent, WA 98031, $16 for four issues, Cemetery Dance, CD Publications, Box 18433, Bdtimore, MD
21237.)

It was afairly weak year for origind anthologies, with afew moderately bright spots.

Sarlight 2 (Tor), edited by Patrick Nielsen Hayden, was probably the best origind sciencefiction
anthology published this year in the United States, but the competition it had to overcometo claim the
title this year was even weeker than the competition the origind Starlight 1 had to overcome back in
1996. Sarlight 2 istill asuperior anthology, containing two of the year's best stories, by Robert
Charles Wilson and Ted Chiang, and good, quirky, ambitious work by severa other authors, but it is by
no means as strong overdl as Sarlight 1 was, and doesn't seem to be generating the same kind of
critica buzz, ether.

Asmentioned, my favoritesin Starlight 2 were Ted Chiang's complex and subtle novella™ Story of Y our
Life" and Robert Charles Wilson's clever metaphysica reductio ad absurdum "Divided by Infinity." A
step bel ow those was Ellen Kushner's " The Degath of the Duke," an e egant fantasy story strongly
reminiscent in mood of later-period Le Guin (ahigh compliment asfar as I'm concerned), Geoffrey A.
Landisshitter "Snow," David Langford's somewhat less bitter but more complicated take on smilar
territory, "A Game of Consequences,” and Esther M. Friesner'sunflinchingly bruta "Brown Dust,”
definitely not an example of Friesner in her more characteristic Funny Stuff or Sentimental modes
(congdered in light of Roger Zelazny's well-known dictum that a short story should be the last chapter of
anove you don't actualy write, it struck me asinteresting that Friesner's "Brown Dust” reads more like
the first chapter of anove she didn't actudly write; it wouldn't be hard for her to go on from here and
actudly write such anovd ether, in spite of what happensto her protagonist in the course of the story).

A step below these were several stories| didn't have a strong reaction to one way or the other,
competent but not (to me, anyway) exciting, including Susanna Clarke's kidnapped-by-faeries fantasy,
"MrsMabb," Martha Soukup's better-watch-out-what-you-wish-for story on the borderline of science
fiction, "The House of Expectations,” and M. Shayne Bdl's entertaining but somewhat unlikey time-travel
gtory (I can't redly believe that the minor change he posits would have the wide-sweeping effect he
clamsit would have), "Lock Down." Everything el sein the book struck me as flawed to one degree or
another. Raphael Carter's"Congenital Agenesis of Gender Idegtion” has some very intriguing idess, but,
asfiction presented in the form of an academic paper, it isalso asdry astheform it ismimicking. Carter
ScholZs surredigtic "The Amount to Carry" isvividly and lyricaly written, but probably agood ded too
long; toward the end, it began to seem dull rather than nightmarish, and | doubt | would havefinished it if
| hadn't been paid to do so; it aso breaks no new ground for Scholz, being the sort of territory he's



covered severa timesin the past. Angélica Gorodischer's "The End of aDynasty," elegantly trandated by
UraulaK. Le Guin, has some amusing touches, but again seems ultimately uninvolving and overly stylized
to me. | responded least well to Jonathan Lethem's " Access Fantasy," which in spite of its pose of hip
modernism comes across (to me, anyway) asrecycled Galaxy-erasatire, sarting out in atraffic jam on
the highway that's been locked in place so long that whole families have been living in their carsfor
decades, raising their children there, and going on to become akiller satire of the advertisng industry.

Overdl, afair number of the stories here seem dry and abstract to me; not only isthere not much color,
action, or (with afew significant exceptions) sense-of-wonder stuff here, but therésreally not alot of
genuine emotion of any sort generated by most of the stories. Highly intelligent, but cool and somewhat
remote. | supposethat "dry" isas good an overdl characterizing adjective as any for thisvolume.

The Chiang nove laand the Robert Charles Wilson story, though, are among the best stories of the year,
and, ong with the Friesner, the Landis, the Kushner, and afew others, definitely make this anthology
worth the price of admission, even as an expensve hardcover, even if it's not as memorable overdl asthe
origind Sarlight 1 had been. With these two volumes, Sarlight hasfirmly established itsdlf as one of
the most important anthology series of recent years, and it isto be hoped that it will continue for many
yearsto come.

A worthwhile follow-up candidate for the title of best original SF anthology of the year, behind Sarlight
2, isharder to find, although | guess| would haveto votefor Lord of the Fantastic (Avon Eos), edited
by Martin H. Greenberg, the Roger Zelazny tribute anthology, even though it contains dmost as much
fantasy asit does sciencefiction, and some of the best storiesin it are reprints, having appeared
previoudy in Science Fiction Age and Asimov's Science Fiction.

The contents of the anthology bresk down roughly into two parts: those storiesthat really have nothing in
particular to do with Roger Zelazny or hiswork, and that could have appeared with equd justification in
any other market (severa of these authors claim "ingpiration” by Zelazny asarationdefor their inclusion
here, but that inspiration often doesn't show up on the page to any noticeable degree), and those that
either use Zdazny characters and settings or attempt to do a pastiche or homage to his characteristic and
highly individua writing style, even when, asin Walter Jon Williamss"Lethe," they don't use any actua
thematic materia from Zeazny's published work (as a subset of this category, there are dso severd
storiesthat use the author himself asacharacter, embroiling him with time-travelers or diens, atype of
gtory familiar from the earlier Jack Williamson and Ray Bradbury tribute anthologies, and from the | saac
Asmov memoria anthology; the most ingenious story of thistypeis Robert Silverberg's"Cdl Me Titan,”
which also does a moderately good job of pastiching Zelazny's exuberant style); both categories can then
be broken down further into successful and less successful stories, with good and bad stuff in both.

It'san uneven anthology, with alot of wesk materid in it— athough only one story, Jennifer Roberson's
"Mad Jack," was bad enough to make me throw the book across the room in disgust— but aso with
good to excellent work by William Browning Spencer, William Sanders, John Varley, and Neill Gaiman,
solid entertaining work by Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Jack Williamson, Pati Nagle, Steven Brust, John J.
Miller, Jane Lindskold, Jack C. Haldeman 11, and others, plus the above-mentioned reprints by Robert
Silverberg, Wdter Jon Williams, and Gregory Benford, al of high quality, and al of which will still count
toward the strength of the volume asfar as the average reader is concerned.

It was interesting to me that S0 many of the authorswho did use characters or settingsfrom Zelazny's
work chose fantasy rather than sciencefiction, and that much of their inspiration was drawn from
Zdazny'slater work rather than from his earlier, more famous stuff— thereis nothing here that draws on
Lord of Light or the Amber novels, for instance, but there are severa storiesthat seem to have been



ingpired by Zdazny'slate fantasy A Night in the Lonesome October, and at least one that drawsiits
ingpiration from Ze azny's Flying Dutchman fantasy, And Only | Am Escaped to Tell Thee, dthough that
produces one of the book's strongest stories, the Varley (which is, however, astory that doesn't really
seem to owe that much stylistically or conceptually to Zelazny, once given the basic theme, and could
have appeared anywhere without the Zelazny connection being particularly noticeable). Steven Brust
does draw on the background of an alien-dominated Earth from This Immortal , abackground rich
enough to support adozen more stories, and | can see that this one might even have been astory Zelazny
himsalf might have chosento tdll (athough if he did, certainly he would have found away to tell it that
didn't bog the story down in technical poker termsto such adegree that the narrator hasto cal ahalt to
the narration to explain them every couple of paragraphs!), and NinaKiriki Hoffman drawson Ide of
the Dead, but | would like to have seen more such use made of Zelazny's colorful worlds and characters,
especidly the sciencefictiond ones; with such materid to draw on, it seemsashameto settle for
standard bland contemporary-fantasy backgrounds, as severa authors do. Some authors reflect
Zdazny'sfondnessfor playing mix-and-match with eements from different mythologica systems,
athough only Silverberg and William Sandersredlly do thiswell, and only Sanders succeeds at catching a
bit of the flavor of caustic humor and ddliberate playful anachronism that usually characterized Zdlazny's
own venturesinto thisarea. Of dl the book's authors, only William Browning Spencer and Neil Gaiman
come closeto catching the flavor of high-spirited, rapid-fire, pyrotechnic outrageousness that
Characterized early Zdazny at hisbest, and only Nell Gaiman redlly playswith the language in anything
like the exuberant, freewheding, risk-taking way that Zelazny played withiit in hisprime.

At arather modest (by today's standards) cover price of $14.00, Lord of the Fantastic isafairly good
reading bargain, and will certainly be worth the money to most readers.

Another of 1998'sfew worthwhile anthologies was Bending the Landscape: Science Fiction, Original
Gay and Lesbian Writing (Overlook), edited by Nicola Griffith and Stephen Pagd, dthough thiswas
not as strong an anthology overall as 1997's Bending the Landscape: Fantasy. The anthology contains
alot of minor materia, and even most of the good stories here provide either astrong SF element or a
strong gay element, but rarely integrate both elementsin abaanced way in asingle sory. In some of the
stories, such as Keith Hartman's " Sex, Guns, and Baptists,” both elements are superficid and arbitrary,
sincethereés no intring ¢ reason why the story (afamiliar one about a private investigator pying on an
illicit couplein ahotel-room try<t, and the consequences that arise when his emotionaly unstable client
finds out what's going on inside) needed to be told about agay couplein thefirst place, and the very
minimal SF eements present, like the PI's "fiber-optic snake," are window-dressing, so that there was no
compelling reason for this story to be either about gay people or asciencefiction story. To show that SF
and gay themes can be combined in such away that each is dependent on the other, and the synthesis
givesthe author away to say something about society that otherwise could not easily be said, one only
needs to point to Greg Egan's "Cocoon™ (only the first such example to come to mind), but thereislittle
here that successfully integrates the anthology's two elementsin an organic way. There are excellent
stories here by Ellen Klages (the most successful of the book's authorsin providing astory where both
the SF element and the gay element areintegra to the plot) and Jm Grimdey (whose story isthe most
emotiondly powerful in the book— but also has so little to do with homosexudity that the gay element is
amost subliminal), aswell as good work by Rebecca Ore, Nancy Kress, Mark W. Tiedemann, L.
Timme Duchamp, Charles Sheffield, and others— but at $26.95, it's rather steeply priced for what you
get, and some readers may be disappointed. (The Overlook Press, Peter Mayer Publishers, Inc., Lewis
Hollow Road, Woodstock, New Y ork 12498— $26.95 for Bending the Landscape: Science Fiction

)

Alsointeresting, if not quite in the same weight class as the anthol ogies above, isthe mixed
origind-and-reprint anthology More Amazing Stories (Tor), edited by Kim Mohan. As| read this book,



| found mysdlf wondering how best to describe the flavor of the "typicd Amazing story”; thereissucha
flavor, | think, but articulating it precisdy isdifficult. Thetypica Amazing story islessrigorousthan an
Analog story, lessliterarily intense than an Asimov's story ... which ought to make it roughly the same as
an F& SF dory, but that's not quite it either; there are noticeable differencesin flavor between the usud
Amazing story and the usud F& S+ story aswell, dthough the stuff in Amazing is perhaps somewhat
closer to F& SF materid infed thanitisto @ther Analog or AsSmov's.

About the closest | can cometo it isthat many of the storiesin Amazing mix science fiction and fantasy
in the same story, producing stories that can either be looked at as hybrids of SF and fantasy (if you're
feding charitable) or nonrigorous SF that doesn't concern itsalf much with scientific plausibility or socia
consgstency (if you're not). The best story by agood margin in the anthology, for instance, UrsulaK. Le
Guin'sreprint gory "Unchosen Love," isaghost story that takes place in ascience fiction milieu. The best
of the origind stories here, Eleanor Arnason's " The Gauze Banner," isa"trandation” into English of a
conscioudy crafted bit of mythology, featuring gods with vast supernatura powers, created by an alien
living in another science fiction milieu (and who probably doesn't believein the actua existence of the
gods he's describing ether). SF, or fantasy? Or abit of both? The life-transforming "miracles’ for sdein
Nancy Springer's"The Time of Her Life" are couched superficidly interms of technology, and yet that
technology is never redly explained or rationalized and makeslittle real senseeither initself or aspart of
asociety, and the shopkeeperswho proffer it are caled "angels." Along the samelines, not even atoken
scientific double-talk explanation of the machine that keeps amother's baby in some sort of suspension,
waking it for an hour every few years, isever offered in Marti McKennas "Perchance to Dream,” and
little time is wasted wondering about what the overdl effect on society such technology would be; it's
merely an enabling device to alow the mother to grow old while her baby staysforever young, and a
magic spell would have done the job just as effectively, if not more so. And so it goes with story after
story here, many of which are presented as science fiction, and couched in SF'sterminology, but where
the fantastic dement is so unexamined and unexplained, and existsin such isolation from the rest of the
society, that the story might just aswell be fantasy.

It strikes methat the closest relative to "the typical Amazing story," with its SF furniture and fantasy
aesthetic, isprobably not to be found in print literature at al, but rather in televison— it'svery closeto
the mix used in televison's The Twilight Zone, where the premises could shock or amuse, but very
rarely sood up under any sort of closer examination. Like The Twilight Zone, sometimesthe resultsare
very entertaining; sometimesthey're just annoying.

The origina stories here are, for the most part, solid and entertaining but not particularly memorable or
firgt-rate; the best of the lot isthe Arnason, with good work aso being done by S. N. Dyer, L. A.
Taylor, Don Webb, and others, but the anthology as awhole is strengthened by the presence of some
good reprint work, including the above-mentioned Le Guin story and reprint stories by Howard
Wadrop, Gregory Benford, James Alan Gardner, and Philip K. Dick, and isfurther bolstered by an
interesting article about the work of Philip K. Dick by Robert Silverberg, so the package asawhole
does deliver vaue for your money, athough at a somewhat steep cover price of $24.95, it's probably a
margina buy; it would be abetter dedl if it was being offered as a cheaper trade paperback or
mass-market.

Anunusud itemis Dreaming Down-Under, edited by Jack Dann and Janeen Webb, a huge mixed
anthology of Australian sciencefiction, fantasy, horror, and "magic redism” (by which the editors seem to
mean literary surreism of various sorts), which may well be the best overal anthology of theyear,
pound for pound, athough few American readerswill have seen it, and it's so inclusive across so many
genrelinesthat it's hard to know where to categorizeit. In the United States, the different genres
represented in Dreaming Down-Under areto alarge extent kept discrete; you may see a couple of



them represented in the same magazine or anthology, but rardly all of them. Thismixing of different
genresin one literary package seemsto be characterigtic of Austrdia, though— the new Audtrdian Best
of the Y ear anthology series edited by Jonathan Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrneis set up that way, and
you'll find asimilar mix of genresin most issues of Austraian semiprozines such as Eidelon and Aurealis.
(For what it'sworth, the cover copy hererefersto thismix as"wild-sdefiction,” listing itselements as
"fantasy, horror, magic realism, cyberpunk and sciencefiction”; interesting that those last two seem to be
considered to be separate subgenres!) For someone accustomed to American practice, it may seem as
though there areredly severd different books here in one package, and, in fact, it would be easy
enough to carve Dreaming Down-Under up into separate volumes of sciencefiction, fantasy, and horror
(which would till leave afew literary "unclassifiables' left over!) ... and | wonder if indeed thiswon't be
itsfate when the American publishing industry finaly comesto grips with the problem of an American
edition (or editions). Still, having so many different genres represented in one volume does giveyou a
one-stop overview across the entire spectrum of the booming Austrdian publishing scene, and the
anthology isworthwhile for that one, aswell as serving as an introduction to agrest many writers of
whom most of the American audience will not have heard before.

For me, the mogt effective stories here were usualy the ones that had the most local color, the onesthat,
if sciencefiction, dedt the most centrally with the specid problems and characterigtics of Audtrdian
society and culture, or, if fantasy, the onesthat centered around aborigina mythology or the (Sometimes
hybrid) folkways developed by the Europeans after settlement; the further away from Australian settings,
themes, and concerns the stories got, the weaker they became generally. There is afair amount of weak
materid here: there'stoo much second-generation cyberpunk, which isbeginning to fed abit tired fifteen
years after Neuromancer , the horror ismild by contemporary American standards, and some of the
stories are minor enough that it seems likely that they were used only because of a (perhaps misplaced)
desireto be asinclusive as possible across the wide spectrum of currently active Austrdian writers
(although, in this context, the absence of Greg Egan, probably Australias hottest genre writer of the '90s,
may be remarked upon by some)— but the book is so huge that asirong till-larger-than-normal-size
anthology could still be put together out of what'sleft. Dreaming Down-Under contains excellent
sciencefiction by Chris Lawson, Cherry Wilder, Damien Broderick, Terry Dowling, David J. Lake, Sean
Williams, Dirk Strasser, and others, good fantasy by Stephen Dedman, Lucy Sussex, Simon Brown,
Jane Routley, Rosaleen Love, Sean McMullen, Kelly Greenwood, and others, and good horror by
Wynne Whiteford, Sara Douglas, lan Nichols, Paul Brandon, and others. The most frustrating item here
ispart of asciencefiction novellaby the late George Turner, |eft unfinished when he died; whét thereis
of it hereisfirg-rate work (if the rest of the story lived up to the promise of what's on the page here, it
probably would have been the best story in the book, and one of the best of the year). It'satragedy that
Turner was unable to completeit, but | wonder if it wasredly agood ideato include an unfinished
novdlain the anthology, athough no doubt Turner completistiswill be glad to haveit; the casua reader,
though, islikdy tofind it just frustrating.

On the whole, then, thisis an anthology that's well worth the money, both initsdf and asawindow on a
whole fascinating world of sciencefiction and fantasy that's developed in pardld to but ditinct from
American genre work and even British genre work, aworld produced by convergent evolution, in some
ways familiar, and yet so various and strange.

Alternate Generals (Bagn), edited by Harry Turtledove, is both more substantia and less flamboyant
than most of the long string of Alternate History anthologies edited in recent years by Mike Resnick, for
both better and worse; there are no redlly fird-rate stories here, as occasiondly did crop up asthe high
points of the Resnick Alternate anthologies (Maureen McHugh's "The Lincoln Train,” for instance, or Pat
Cadigan's " Digpatches from the Revolution), but if the highs are not as high, the lows are not as low,
ether. You get far fewer of thekind of storiesthat postulate the wildly improbable if not impossible (and



often downright silly) scenarios (" Suppose Mother Teresaformed an outlaw gang during the Depression
with Eingtein and Albert Schweitzer!", " Suppose Buddy Holly became president of the United Stated!™)
that often filled the Resnick anthologies, storiesthat, in the more extreme cases, strike me asbeing just
fantasy storieswith al-star celebrity casts rather than valid sciencefiction at dl (the sameway | fed about
Kim Newman and Eugene Byrne's"Alternate History™ storiesthat have been running for yearsin
Interzone). Not surprisingly, considering that Harry Turtledove isthe editor, the storieshere are less
frothy and "playful” and more stick-to-your-ribs substantia, with less emphasis on the self-conscioudy
"outrageous’ juxtgposition of wild and crazy images and much more emphasis on historica scenariosthat,
athough often unlikely, actualy could happen— which, in my opinion, iswhere the interest of most good
Alternate History storieslies: seeing how radical achange in subsequent history you can produce by
atering only one or two historica parameters, things that might actualy have happened but which (in this
universe) did not. Thetrick isto do that without spinning away into

anything-can-happen-What-if-Napol eon-had-a-B-52-at-Waterl 00? fantasies, which for serious
Alternate History writersisthe equivaent of the hard science writerss famous complaint about "playing
with the net down.”

The authors here do a pretty good job of pulling off that trick, on the whole, walking the line between
"imaginative’ and "impossible.” The overal mood of the anthology is serious, if not somber (inafew
cases, dmogt abit stodgy), and many of the dternate history scenarios are ingenious, and e egantly
minimalig, producing substantid ultimate changes from smd| changesininitid conditions. " Subgantid,” in
fact, isagood overal word to describe this particular book. It helpsto be ahistory buff if you'reredly
going to appreciate Alternate Generals— and, infact, it helpsto be a military history buff; if you're not,
you may have difficulty here and there figuring out how and why things have changed from the actua
history of our world; you may not even know what the actual eventswerein the first place, which
diminishesthe impact of seeing them cleverly changed, dways afundamenta problem for Alternate
History; without hitting the reference books, for instance, | find that | have no ideawhat the "red history™
events are that are being dtered in astory such as Elizabeth Moon's otherwise-rousing
chase-and-battle-at-sea story "Tradition,” and | doubt that many other readerswill, either. Therearea
few other storiesthat suffer from this syndrome aswell. The best stories here are William Sanderssvivid
"Billy Mitchell's Overt Act”" and Lois Tilton'singenious " The Craft of War," but the book aso fegtures,
yes, substantial work by Esther M. Friesner, David Weber, R. M. Mduch, Lillian Stewart Carl, S. M.
Stirling, Turtledove himsdlf, and others. At acover price of $5.99, it'sasolid reading value.

Interestingly, perhaps out of afear that there aren't that many military history buffs out there after al, the
publisher has done its best with its packaging and its cover copy to make thislook like one of the
Resnick-style wild-and-crazy juxta-positions kind of anthologies, instead of what it actualy is. The cover
painting, for instance, features a Roman soldier riding in aWorld War 11-style tank, and the back-cover
copy burbles" At Gaugemelathe Macedonians had Alexander and the Persians had— Darius.... But
what if the Persans had— Erwin Rommel. Or what if George S. Patton had commanded Southern
forcesat Bull Run, and Lincoln had become a Confederate prisoner?'— dl scenarioswhich, asfar as|
cantell, do not occur in any of the storiesin the book. I'm not sure of the wisdom of trying to fool the
reading public into thinking they're buying one kind of thing when actualy they're getting quite a different
kind of thing altogether (if Baen wanted a Resnick-style dternate history anthology, why didn't they hire
Resnick to do onefor them in thefirst place?), as though consumers who thought they were buying
chocolate ice cream won't notice they're been given strawberry instead, but that's pretty much what the
packaging here attemptsto do. Strange.

There was dso an Alternate-History-of-Canada anthology thisyear, Arrow-Dreams. An Anthology of
Alter nate Canadas (Nuage Editions), edited by Mark Shainblum and John Dupuis, most of the contents
of which were earnest but rather dull, dthough thereisinteresting work here by Eric Choi, Derryl



Murphy, Glenn Grant, and others. (Nuage Editions, P.O. Box 206, RPO Corydon, Winnipeg, Manitoba,
Canada R3M 3S7— CDN $19.95 for ArrowDreams: An Anthology of Alternate Canadas.) (We
somehow missed another origind anthology of Canadian fiction, Tesseracts6 [ Tesseract], edited by
Robert J. Sawyer and Carolyn Clink, which well have to save for next year.) The double issue of the
Audrdian semiprozine Aurealis, Aurealis 20/21, aso functions as an Alternate History anthology about
the possible futures ahead for Audtralia, and is somewnhat livelier and more entertaining than its Canadian
counterpart, with good work by Simon Brown, Terry Dowling, Sue Ide, Russdll Blackford, and others,
athough most of the scenarios here are not terribly likely either.

An even more speciadized Alternate History itemis Alternate Skiffy (Wildside Press), edited by Mike
Resnick and Peatrick Nielsen Hayden, which | missed when it appeared late last year. Asthetitle
indicates, this anthology makes no bones about being frivolous, even unabashedly slly; in effect, it'sa
sequence of in-jokes about science fiction fandom and prodom, with amost no chance of being
appreciated by anyone who isn't serioudy involved in those worlds: fan fiction, in other words, athough
sometimes superior examples of same. The best sories here are David Langford'sdroll and satirical “The
Spear of the Sun™ (which origindly appeared in Interzone, and was reprinted in Asimov's afew years
back, while this anthology presumably languished on the shelf) and Frederik Pohl's dy and ingenious " The
Golden Yearsof Astounding,” which makesasurprisingly plausible case for what science fiction would
have been likeif John W. Campbell had been fired early on and Donald Wollheim put in charge of
Astounding instead (dthough | doubt if even the formidable Wollheim would really have been capable of
talking J. R. R. Talkien into writing his magnum opus as a space opera, The Lord of Saturn's Rings,
rather than as afantasy— it'sa good joke, though, the best in the book). There's other good work here
from Barry N. Ma zberg, Gregory Fedley, Anthony R. Lewis, Greg Cox, and others. If you're ascience
fiction fan (particularly a convention-attending fan) or professond, or at least are moderately familiar with
the history of the genre, you may well get afew chuckles, and even abelly laugh or two, out of this
materid. If you're not, | suspect that most of the stories might as well be written in Sanskrit, for al you're
going to be ableto get out of them. (The Wildside Press, 522 Park Avenue, Berkeley Heights, NJ
07922— $9 for Alternate Skiffy.)

There was dso areprint anthology of Alternate History stories, Roads Not Taken (Del Rey), edited by
Gardner Dozois and Stanley Schmidt.

Although it hasthe odd digtinction of having the second silliest ideafor atheme anthology of the year (
Dangerous Vegetables edgesit out by ahair), Alien Pets (DAW), edited by Denise Little, turns out to
be a decent athough unexciting and unexceptiona anthology, perhaps even worth the money a a cover
price of $5.99, one made up for the most part of pleasant but minor stories. After "pleasant but minor,”
thereredly isnt awholelot |eft to say about the book, except to observe that the template of the Alien
Pet story seemsto have been set by Robert Heinlein al the way back in The Star Beast, wherethe
protagonist's alien pet actualy turns out to be a sentient being of one degree or another of importancein
the galactic scheme of things; severd stories here ring minor changes on thisbasic idea. There's nothing
even closeto exceptiond here, but the best work in the anthology is by Jack Williamson, Michelle Wes,
NinaKiriki Hoffman, Jane M. Lindskold, and Bruce Holland Rogers.

Oddball itemsincluded Clones and Clones (Norton), edited by Martha C. Nussbaum and CassR.
Sungtein, amixed fiction and (mostly) nonfiction anthology about, what else, clones (the nonfiction stuff is
rather elementary for a genre audience, with the exception of one nice piece by Stephen Jay Gould, and
thefiction islargdy uninspired, with the exception of one decent story by Lisa Tuttle), and, even odder,
an anthology called Lamps on the Brow (James Cahill Publishing), edited by James Cahill, which was
published in aprint run of only 200 copiesby asmall press; even after reading the introduction and such
front matter asthereis, | have no ideawhat the ostensible theme of this anthology is, what the criterion



for incluson was, or why it's called Lamps on the Brow. The book contains an interesting "Introduction”
about immortality by Ben Bova (various sorts of "immortality”— or at least of persstence after death—
would be my guess asto aunifying theme here, if thereis one, although it'sastretch), reprint stories by
A. E. van Vogt and Gregory Benford, and mostly minor origind stories by Bruce Bethke, David Brin,
Andre Norton, Mike Resnick and Josepha Sherman, Harry C. Stubbs (not, note, "Ha Clement”), Gene
Wolfe, and Laura Resnick, the most substantial of which is probably the Stubbs, astandard Analog-type
struggle-to-survive-on-a-hostile-world planet with some good detail, interesting because the protagonist
does not survive. Another offbest, hard-to-classify itemis Leviathan 2, The Legacy of Boccaccio
(Ministry of Whimsy Press), edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Rose Secrest, an anthology of "dipstream”
storiesthat may be too far out on the edge for most genre readers, although it does contain interesting
work by L. Timmel Duchamp, Stepan Chapman, and others. (Ministry of Whimsy Press, Post Office
Box 4248, Tallahassee, Florida 32315— $10.99 for Leviathan 2, The Legacy of Boccacio.) Also
unusud is Frontiers: On the Edge of the Empire, 3rd Encounters of Science Fiction & Fantasy
(Smetria), edited by Maria Augusta and Antonio de Macedo, a book from the Portuguese Science
Fiction Association, with stories by amixed group of Portuguese and English authors, the stories
presented in Portuguese on one side of the book, the same stories presented in English ontheflip side.

L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume XIV (Bridge), edited by Dave Wolverton,
presents, as usua, novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important
talents. Much the same sort of thing could be said about Spec-Lit, Speculative Fiction No 2, edited by
Phyllis Eisengtein, the second in aseries of anthologies that collects student work from Eisenstein's writing
classa Columbia College in Chicago— most of thework hereisa acompetent professond level, and
thistime thereiswork by more experienced hands such as Vderie J. Frereich and Phyllis Eisengtein
herself, aswell as good reprints by George R. R. Martin and Alfred Bester. (For Spec-Lit, No 2, send
$11.95 to Phyllis Eisenstein, Editor-in-Chief, Spec-Lit, Fiction Writing Department, Columbia College
Chicago, 600 South Michigan Avenue, Chicago, IL 60605-1996; make checks payable to Columbia
College Chicago.)

Other origind SF anthologiesthis year included the above-mentioned Danger ous Vegetables (Bagn),
"created by Keith Laumer,” edited by Martin H. Greenberg; Armageddon (Baen), edited by David
Drake and Billie Sue Mosman; The UFO Files (DAW), edited by Ed Gorman and Martin H.
Greenberg; and The Conspiracy Files (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Scott H. Urban.

Shared-world anthologies thisyear included: More Than Honor (Baen), by David Weber, David Drake,
and S. M. Stirling; Worlds of Honor (Baen), edited by David Weber; The Man-Kzin Wars VIII:
Choosing Names (Baen), edited by Larry Niven; and Dragonlance: The Dragons of Chaos (TSR),
edited by Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman.

One of the big stories for next year will probably be the appearance of the sciencefiction version of
Legends, new storiesin apopular and long-running series by mgjor authors called Far Horizons, edited
by Robert Slverberg. Theré'sdso an as-yet untitled major new origind anthology seriesthat will be "like
Full Spectrum," edited by many of the same people who worked on Full Spectrum, in the works from
Avon Eos; thefirst volume of that may appear next year, and iskeenly anticipated. Another volume of
Sarlight isaso in theworks. There was gill no sign of an edition of George Zebrowski's long-del ayed
anthology series Synergy thisyear, or of anew edition of New Worlds, and, consgdering dl the
downsizing that has been going on & White Walf, | think it'sfair to wonder if either of those anthology
seriesisdill vidble well just have to wait and see.

In fantasy, the best origina anthology of the year by far was Legends (Tor), edited by Robert Silverberg,
an anthology of new gtories set in various famous fantasy worlds. | wasinclined to didike Legends,



turned off by the hype and hoopla about the record size of its advance (by far thelargest ever paid for an
anthology) and by the cynical "market savvy" of assembling abook composed only of best-sdlling
authors— but | must admit that the finished book turns out to be a very substantial anthology, standing
head and shoulders above the minor fantasy theme anthol ogies that make up the rest of this category,
undoubtedly the best fantasy anthology of the year. The best story hereisUrsulaK. Le Guin'sexquisitely
crafted novella"Dragonfly,” but the book also contains strong work by George R. R. Martin, Stephen
King, Terry Prachett, Orson Scott Card, Robert Silverberg, Robert Jordan, Terry Goodkind, Anne
McCaffrey, and others, dl of which— since were talking about novellas here and thisisa huge
anthology— makes Legends one of the best reading bargains, value received for money paid, of the
yedr.

(I'm bemused, though, by the fact that Anne McCaffery's " Dragonrider” series and Robert Silverberg's
"Mgipoor" series, both of which started out as science fiction series, have seemingly now become
fantasy seriesinstead by some discretely unspoken understanding. Some of the series represented here,
such as Stephen King's "Gundinger" series— and, to alesser extent, Orson Scott Card's "Alvin Maker™
series— had strong cross-genre elementsin them from the start, but the "Dragonrider” stories started out
in Analog, for God's sake, as SF, competing for the Hugo with all the other SF stories, and the author
hersdf denied indignantly for yearsthe ideathat they were fantasy rather than sciencefiction. To find
these series suddenly an unquestioned part of the fantasy genre instead, asif they'd dways been there, is
abit unnerving, smacking of historica revisoniam.)

Srens and other Daemon Lovers (HarperPrism), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windlingisaso a
fairly substantia anthology, athough gill considerably less so than Legends; abook of "erotic tales of
magica, obsessond, and irresstiblelove,” it could be considered to be either afantasy anthology or a
horror anthology depending on how you wink &t it (it struck me, arbitrarily, as being a shade more
fantasy than horror, whichiswhy I'm listing it here, athough thereis dso agood ded of moderately
grotesgue horror in it aswell). The erotic eement in the stories hereis strong and unambiguous, making it
one of themost "adult” (i.e., dirtiest) books of the year, athough the stories themsalves sometimes give
you the impression that they've been created as avehicle for carrying the erotic scenesrather than
because of any intrinsic story that the author really wanted to tell. Thereis good work here, though, by
Tanith Lee, Pat Murphy, Michadl Swanwick, Delia Sherman, Brian Stableford, Jane Y olen, Kdly
Eskridge, and others.

"Pleasant but minor," a phrase used to describe Alien Pets, above, could a so be used to describe most
of therest of the year's origina fantasy anthologies (which, in some cases, were more minor than
pleasant). Warrior Princesses (DAW), edited by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough and Martin H. Greenberg,
featuresinteresting work by Jane Y olen, Bruce Holland Rogers, Megan Lindholm, Janet Berliner, Esther
Friesner, and others. Olympus (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Bruce D. Arthurs, festures
interesting work by Esther Friesner, Jane Y olen, Lawrence Watt-Evans, and others. Black Cats and
Broken Mirrors (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and John Helfers, features interesting work by
Bruce Holland Rogers, Elizabeth Ann Scarborough, Charlesde Lint, Michelle West, Nancy Springer,
and others. Battle Magic (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Larry Segriff, featuresinteresting
work by Lois Tilton, Ed Gorman, John De Chancie, NinaKiriki Hoffman, Michelle West, Charlesde
Lint, and others. And Camelot Fantastic (DAW), edited by Lawrence Schimel and Martin H.
Greenberg, featuresinteresting work by lan McDowdll, Brian Stableford, Nancy Springer, Mike Ashley,
Rosemary Edghill, and others. Occasondly astory here thrugtsitself up to ahigher level thanitsfelows
("Thirteen Waysto Water," by Bruce Holland Rogersin Black Cats and Broken Mirrors; "Strays," by
Megan Lindholm and "Becoming aWarrior" by Jane Yolenin Warrior Princesses; "The Miracle of
Sdamis” by LoisTilton in Battle Magic; and "The Feasting of the Hungry Man,” by lan McDowell and
"The Architect of Worlds," by Brian Stableford in Camelot Fantastic), but for the most part the stories



are pleasant but minor at best, just minor at worst.

The best of these overall, especialy if you like Arthurian fantasy, is probably Camelot Fantastic,
followed by Warrior Princesses.

Other origind fantasy anthologiesthisyear included Did You Say Chicks? (Baen), edited by Esther M.
Friesner, On Crusade: More Tales of the Knights Templar (Warner Aspect), edited by Katherine
Kurtz, and Mob Magic (DAW), edited by Brian Thomsen and Martin H. Greenberg.

I'm not following the horror field closdly these days, but the most prominent origina horror anthology of
the year would seem to be Dark Terrors 4 (Gollancz), edited by Stephen Jones, followed by Srens and
other Daemon Lovers, if you ligt it asahorror anthology instead of afantasy anthology. (Dreaming
Down-Under, which containsalot of horror material, should probably be consdered in here somewhere
aswadll.) Other origind horror anthologiesthisyear included In the Shadow of the Gargoyle (Ace),
edited by Nancy Kilpatrick and Thomas S. Roche; Robert Bloch's Psychos (Pocket), edited by Robert
Bloch; Horrors! 365 Scary Stories (Barnes & Noble), edited by Stefan R. Dziemianowicz, Robert
Weinberg, and Martin H. Greenberg; Going Postal (Space & Time), edited by Gerard D. Houraner;
and Hot Blood X (Pocket), edited by Jeff Gelb and Michael Garrett.

Asyou can see, there were alot of anthologies published thisyear, but only afew, such as Sarlight 2
and Legends, of any red qudity. Asfor therest, although you may well find some of these books
entertaining enough to be worth the money you spend on them, especialy with the chegper onesthat are
only $5.99 a shot, the money you'd need to buy all of them 4till adds up to a substantial amount. Y ou
could take that same amount of money and useit to buy subscriptionsto severd SHfantasy magazines
ingtead (if you don't like Asimov's, try Interzone and F& S, or Science Fiction Age and Realms of
Fantasy), with afar grester assurance of actualy getting your money's worth of good stories during the
course of the year— but, of course, Snce I'm amagazine editor mysdlf, this suggestion can be dismissed
as df-serving.

Despite severd years of gloomy recessionary talk (and recent panicky chatter about the imminent Degth
of Science Fiction), the novel market appeared to be on the rebound in 1998 after two years of decline,
with last year's cutbacks at houses like HarperCollins being more than compensated for by the founding
of mgor new SF linesat places such as Avon and Simon & Schuster UK. Although thewaysinwhich
sciencefiction typicaly gets published continue to ater— mass-market paperback originds, for ingtance,
which once made up the bulk of thefield, continued to dwindle, hitting athirteen-year low in 1998, part
of atrend away from mass-market that has persisted for the past severd years, while the percentage of
titlesthat are now being done in hardcover or trade paperback instead continued to grow, with original
hardcover titles up 21% and origina trade paperback titles up 23%— the overal totals of novels
published not only held their own rather than dumping disastroudy, as had been predicted, but showed
some sgnificant growth.

According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 1,959 books "of interest to the SFfield," both origina
and reprint, published in 1998, up 8% from the total of 1,816 such booksin 1997, an increase after two
years of decline which comes close to reaching the record total of 1,990 in 1991. Origina books were
up to 1,122 titles, astrong 12% gain over last year'stota of 999. The number of new SF novels was up,
with 242 novels published as opposed to 229 in 1997 (dthough till abit down from the total of 253 in



1996), fantasy was up, with 233 novels published as opposed to 220 in 1997 (the highest totdl since 234
in 1994), and horror managed to halt and even turn around dightly the precipitous dropsit's been
suffering since 1995, publishing 110 novelsin 1998 as opposed to 106 in 1997 (dill down considerably
fromitshigh of 193 titlesin 1995, though). So, 1998 was not arecord year, perhaps, but neither doesiit
show anything like the kind of recessonary, tota bust, through-the-floor disastrous crash in overdl
numbers that some of our gloomier pundits were forecasting. In fact, overal totas are trending up, not
down, aswe near the new century ahead.

Asusud, | haven't had timeto read many novelsthisyear, and so can contribute no redly definitive
overview, but of those | have seen, Mission Child, Maureen F. McHugh (Avon Eos), The Alien Years,
Robert Silverberg (HarperPrism), Distraction, Bruce Sterling (Bantam Spectra), The Golden Globe,
John Varley (Ace), Tea from an Empty Cup, Pat Cadigan (Tor), Kirinyaga (if consdered asanovel
rather than a collection, as Resnick insstsit should be consdered), Mike Resnick (Ddl Rey), Ports of
Call, Jack Vance (Tor), and To Say Nothing of the Dog, Connie Willis (Bantam Spectra), alone should
be sufficient to indicate that 1998 was afairly good year for novels.

Other novelsthat have received alot of attention and acclaim in 1998 include: Sarfarers, Poul
Anderson (Tor); A Clash of Kings, George R. R. Martin (Bantam Spectra); Cosm, Gregory Benford
(Avon Eos); Parable of the Talents, Octavia E. Butler (Seven Stories); Dinosaur Summer, Greg Bear
(Warner Aspect); Maximum Light, Nancy Kress (Tor); Moonseed, Stephen Baxter (HarperPrism);
Flanders, Patricia Anthony (Ace); Kirinya, lan McDonad (Gollancz); Darwinia, Robert Charles
Wilson (Tor); Children of God, Mary DoriaRussll (Villard); Child of the River, Paul J. McAuley
(Avon Eos); Deepdrive, Alexander Jablokov (Avon Eos); Proxies, LauraJ. Mixon (Tor); Mockingbird
, Sean Stewart (Ace); Earth Made of Glass, John Barnes (Tor); Vast, Linda Nagata (Bantam

Spectra); Bloom, Wil McCarthy (Dd Rey); The Children Star, Joan Slonczewski (Tor); Irrational
Fears, William Browning Spencer (White Walf); Inherit the Earth, Brian Stableford (Tor); Girl in
Landscape, Jonathan Lethem (Doubleday Anchor); Prince of Dogs, Kate Elliot (DAW); The Cassini
Divison, Ken MacL eod (Orbit); O Pioneer!, Frederik Pohl (Tor); Mother of Plenty, Colin Greenland
(Avon); Dragon's Winter, Elizabeth A. Lynn (Ace); Dreaming in Smoke, TriciaSullivan (Bantam
Spectra); Inversions, lain M. Banks (Orbit); Playing God, Sarah Zettel (Warner); The Centurion's
Empire, Sean McMullen (Tor); Newton's Cannon, J. Gregory Keyes (Ddl Rey); Sx Moon Dance,
Sheri S. Tepper (Avon Eos); Climb the Wind, Pamela Sargent (HarperPrism); The One-Armed Queen,
Jane Y olen (Tor); Bag of Bones, Stephen King (Scribner); and Faces Under Water, Tanith Lee
(Overlook). (The Overlook Press, Peter Mayer Publishers, Inc., Lewis Hollow Road, Woodstock, New
York 12498— $23.95 for Faces Under Water, Tanith Lee))

Jack Vance's Ports of Call isnot as good as 1996's The Night Lamp (Vanceisnever at his best when
he succumbs to the picaresque plot, and here he's so picaresque that there's hardly any plot at al), but
deserves aspecid mention anyway for the richness of imagination, imagery, and invention that he displays
here, and for VVance's deadpan humor and dour irony, something often overlooked and underrated by
critics, dthough Ports of Call makesit clear that P. G. Wodehouse is one of Vance's most important
literary ancestors. I'd also like to single out for praise Greg Bear's Dinosaur Summer for managing to do
successtully what anumber of other authors have tried and failed to do in recent years, writing a'Y oung
Adult SFnove that managesto be good sciencefiction and entertaining enough to hold the interest of
younger readers, al at the sametime. The field desperately needs more such books, the *90s equivalent
of the so-called juvenile novels by Robert A. Heinlein and Andre Norton that addicted whole generations



of readersto sciencefiction in the '50s and '60s; if we had them, perhaps fewer young readerswould be
inclined toturnto Star Trek and Star Wars novelsingtead for the kind of fast, "fun” read they're looking
for. A few conscious attempts have been made in the last couple of yearsto duplicate the Heinlein-style
"juvenile,” but they've mostly been faintly dull and weighted down with heavy indigestible lumps of stodgy
libertarian polemic. Bear has avoided thistrap and instead written arousing, vivid story about aboy's
adventureswith living dinosaursthat | certainly would have appreciated when | was fourteen. More
power to him. (It would make a great movie, too, if anybody bothered to make good kid's movies
anymore.) Special mention should aso be made of an odd item, Psychoshop (Vintage), an uncompleted
novel by thelate Alfred Bester that wasfinished by Roger Zelazny just before his own tragic death—
das, thisismore of interest for nostagic vaue than as a successful novel on its own terms, dthough
flashes of the vivid prose styles of both authors do shine through here and there. Mention should also be
made of an omnibus reissue of three classic novels of spacetravel, A. E. van Vogt's Voyage of the
Foace Beagle, Barry N. Mazberg's Galaxies, and Poul Anderson's The Enemy Stars, al packaged
together in one book as Three in Space (White Wolf), edited by Jack Dann, Pamela Sargent, and
George Zebrowski; get them while— flegtingly— they're available again.

Thefirst novelsthat seemed to attract the most attention and arouse the most hest this year were
Halfway Human (Avon Eos), by Carolyn Ives Gilman, and Brown Girl in the Ring (Warner Aspect),
by Nalo Hopkinson. Also getting afair amount of comment were Dawn Song, Michael Marano (Tor);
Thelron Bridge, David Morse (Harcourt Brace); Sk, Caitlin R. Kiernan (Roc); Green Rider, Kristen
Britain (DAW); The Last Dragonlord, Joanne Bertin (Tor); and A Scientific Romance, Ronald Wright
(Picador USA). Tor, Roc, Harcourt Brace, and Avon Eos all published severd first novelsthisyear, and
areto be commended for it, asal publishers should be who are willing to publish first novels, taking a
chance on unknown writers with no track record, avery risky proposition— it's a chance that must be
taken by someone, though, if the genreis going to continue to grow ... or even to survive.

It seemed like a pretty good year for novelsto me, evenif | only actually got to read ahandful of them.
Avon Eos produced an impressive lineup initsfirst year of existence under the new imprint, and Tor,
Bantam Spectra, and HarperPrism had strong years aswell. As has been true more often than not in the
last five or Six years, theré's plenty of hardcore, sure-enough, pure-quill science fiction here, with
perhaps the mgority of titlesfitting into that category— giving thelieto thetired old line about how
nobody publishes"red" science fiction anymore; read the Sterling, the Varley, the Baxter, the McHugh,
the Jablokov, the Anderson, the McDonal d, the Stableford, the Cadigan, the Silverberg, or adozen of
the others, and then come back and tell me that— but there's aso plenty of fine fantasy of many different
types, from George R. R. Martin's A Clash of Kings to Sean Stewart's Mockingbird, with plenty of
room left over for harder-to-classify Stuff that mixes severd different genres, such asWilliam Browning
Spencer's Irrational Fears, Jonathan Lethem's Girl in Landscape, or Patricia Anthony's Flanders. In
fact, it'samazing just how wide the spectrum of first-rate work being produced today redly is— chances
are, no matter what your tastes are, from hard SF to high fantasy, you'l find something you like out there
somewhere.

Asusud, predicting what's going to take the mgjor awards this year is a daunting task. Connie Williss To
Say Nothing of the Dog might have ashot at the Nebula Award, unless last year's Hugo winner, Joe
Haldeman's Forever Peace (dill eigiblefor thisyear's Nebulas under SFWA's bizarre "rolling digibility”
rule) takesit away from her. It'smuch too early to call the Hugo contest, I'm afraid, although the fact that
the Worldcon istaking place in Australiathis year may end up skewing the voting results to some degree.

A borderline novel by an SF writer (mainstream with afew touches that could be construed as mild
fantagtic elements) that may be of interest to someis 253 (S. Martin's Griffin), by Geoff Ryman, the
"print remix" of an "interactive hypertext nove" that Ryman ran on his Web site, one of the most



successful examplesto date of eectronicaly published fiction that utilizes"hypertext” festures. The nove
examinesin fascinating detail 253 passengers who are taking afateful seven-and-a-haf-minuterideona
London Underground tube train. It has very little plot, instead devoting a page to a description of each of
the characters (including internal thoughts, fears, and aspirations), each description exactly 253 words
long— this sounds boring and awful, | know, but in practice it has a great fascination, smply because of
Ryman's huge abilities as an author and prose stylist. It's probably better to read a section at atime rather
than trying to read the "nove" in one sitting (this format supposedly worked better online, where you
could jump from one character description to the other, and also read the hypertext footnotes, in any
order you chose— but here, the very fact that it'sin print, pages bound in abook, imposes acertain
gructure on thetext, like it or not). The character descriptions are fascinating, rich and detailed and vivid,
and the book is often quite funny (particularly in the "hypertext” bits— mock advertisements, "reader
satisfaction surveys," and so forth— with which Ryman surrounds the character-description capsules),
athough there's a pervasive underlying tang of bitterness and sorrowing compassion for the everyday
tragedies of life. (Buried and rather lost in the midst of dl thisistheideaof Anne Frank asthe
modern-day incarnation of the Wandering Jew— something that immediately resonated with me and
gave methe frisson of witnessing anew myth being created before my very eyes... or what might
become anew myth if enough people read this book— probably, alas, arather unlikely scenario.) All of
thisgave meadight feding of immense skills and taents being utilized to create something that is not quite
worth the time and effort that went into it, like watching Michaglangel o make a Jell o sculpture—
nevertheless, athough | wouldn't want to see Ryman spend the rest of his career turning out this sort of
thing, 253 is definitely worth the cover price, and | think | can safely say that you're unlikely to come
across anything ese even remotely like it anywhere else thisyear. Another eccentric and highly eclectic
performance, dancing on the borderline between horror, fantasy, and what dmaost might be called
"imaginary scholarship" isthe posthumoudy published The Boss in the Wall, A Treatise on the House
Devil (Tachyon Publications), by Avram Davidson and Grania Davis, ashort novel completed by Grania
Davis from rough drafts Avram Davidson left behind after his death; the plot hereisrather sketchy, but
the material dealt with in the book isrich and strange enough (and cregpy enough), al served up with
Davidson'swonderfully flavorful and idiosyncratic prose, that few readerswill fed that they haven't gotten
more than their money'sworth. (The Bossin the Wall, A Treatise on the House Devil— $12 from
Tachyon Publications, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107.) Blue Light (Little, Brown), by
Walter Modey, representsthefirgt foray into science fiction by this best-selling mystery writer, and
athough it was largely dammed by genre critics, may sill be of interest to Modey fans.

Associationd novels by genre authors this year included a Gothic suspense novel by Kate Wilhelm, The
Good Children (St. Martin's), Philip José Farmer's noir novel Nothing Burnsin Hell (Forge), and
mystery novelsby Ron Goulart, Groucho Marx, Master Detective (St. Martin's) and by James Sdllis,
Bluebottle (Walker).

It was agood year for collections, especidly in the area of retrospective collections that return
long-unavailable work by dead (and in danger of being unjustly forgotten) authorsto print. The best of
these retrogpective collections, aswell as being the best collection of the year and one of the best
collections of the decade, was The Avram Davidson Treasury: A Tribute Collection (Tor), by Avram
Davidson, edited by Robert Silverberg and Grania Davis, awell-named trove of long-out-of-print
materia by aman who was one of SF and fantasy's best (and most underrated) writers. First Contacts:
The Essential Murray Leinster (NESFA Press), by Murray Leinster, edited by Joe Rico, An
Ornament to His Profession (NESFA Press), by CharlesL. Harness, The Perfect Host: The



Complete Short Sories of Theodore Sturgeon, Vol. 5 (North Atlantic), by Theodore Sturgeon,
Farewell to Lankhmar (White Walf), by Fritz Leiber, and Collected Fictions (Viking), by Jorge Luis
Borgesaso belong in thelibrary of any serious student of the genre.

Firg-rate collections by more contemporary writersthis year included Beaker's Dozen, Nancy Kress
(Tor); Luminous, Greg Egan (Millennium); The Invisible Country, Paul J. McAuley (Avon Eos);
Frankensteins and Foreign Devils, Walter Jon Williams (NESFA Press); The Moon Maid and Other
Fantastic Adventures, R. Garciay Robertson (Golden Gryphon); Kirinyaga (if conddered asa
collection— where most commentators placed it— instead of anovd), Mike Resnick (Del Rey); A
Second Chance at Eden, Peter F. Hamilton (Warner); Black Glass, Karen Joy Fowler (Holt); and
Traces, by Stephen Baxter (V oyager). Other strong collectionsincluded: Last Summer at Mars Hill,
Elizabeth Hand (HarperPrism); Lost Pages, Paul Di Filippo (Four Walls Eight Windows); The Night
We Buried Road Dog, Jack Cady (DreamHaven); Smoke and Mirrors, Nell Gaman (Avon); One Day
Closer to Death, Bradley Denton (St. Martin's Press); Extremities, Kathe Koja (Four Walls Eight
Windows); Weird Women, Wired Women, Kit Reed (Wedeyan); Thislsthe Year Zero, Andrew
Weiner (Pottersfield Press); Moonlight and Vines, Charlesde Lint (Tor); Reave the Just and Other
Tales, Stephen R. Donaldson (Bantam Spectra) ; Black Butterflies: A Flock on the Dark Sde, John
Shirley (Zeisng); Burning Sy, Rachel Pollack (Cambrian); and The Cleft and Other Odd Tales,
Gahan Wilson (Tor).

It'sworth noting that just one story in the Hamilton collection, thetitle story, "A Second Chance a Eden,”
isdl by itsdlf longer than many of the novels | remember from my childhood— well over 50,000 words
long— and that it would have been in this collection if | could have found room for it, but that it wastoo
long even for meto be able to handle, even with dl the space | haveto fill! The Hamilton collectionis
unusualy hefty for acontemporary collection, and thus agood reading bargain.

Anunusud itemis The Alchemy of Love (Triple Tree Publishing), by Elizabeth Engstrom and Alan M.
Clark, an art book/collection, eight stories by Engstrom and eight pieces of art by Clark, with four stories
by Engstrom based on Clark's artwork, and four artworks by Clark based on Engstrom's stories. (A
gmilar gimmick isusad in the anthology Imagination Fully Dilated— see below— in which stories by
various authors are based on Clark's artwork.)

Smadll presseslike NESFA Press, DreamHaven, and Golden Gryphon Press remain important (with
NESFA particularly vitd for the retrospective collectionsfull of older, long-out-of-print stuff), but it's
encouraging to see both middle-level trade publishers such as Four Walls Eight Windows and big
commercia houses such as Tor, St. Martin's, HarperPrism, Warner, Avon, Bantam Spectra, Del Rey,
Hoalt, and Avon Eos taking a chance with short-story collections again, especidly after so many yearsin
the'80s and early '90s when they mostly did not.

(Very few small-presstitleswill be findable in the average bookstore, or even in the average chain store,
which meansthat mail order isyour best bet, and so I'm going to list the addresses of the small-press
publishers mentioned above: NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0203— $25 for
First Contacts. The Essential Murray Leinster, by Murray Leinster, $25 for An Ornament to His
Profession, by Charles L. Harness, and $23 for Frankensteins and Foreign Devils, by Walter Jon
Williams; Golden Gryphon Press, 364 West Country Lane, Collinsville, IL 62234— $22.95 for The
Moon Maid and Other Fantastic Adventures, by R. Garciay Robertson; North Atlantic Books, P.O.
Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701— $25 for The Perfect Host: VVolume V: The Complete Sories of
Theodore Sturgeon, by Theodore Sturgeon; Pottersfield Press, Lawrencetown Beach, 83 Ledie Road,
East Lawrencetown, Nova Scotia, Canada B2Z 1P8— $16.95 for This Isthe Year Zero, by Andrew
Weiner; University Press of New England/Wedeyan, 23 South Main &., Hanover, NH 03755—



$16.95 plus $2.50 postage for Weird Women, Wired Women, by Kit Reed; Cambrian Publications,
P.O. Box 112170, Campbell, CA 95011-2170— $34 for Burning Sky, by Rachel Pollack; TripleTree
Publishing, P.O. Box 5684, Eugene, OR 97405— $49.95 plus $5.00 postage for The Alchemy of
Love, by Alan M. Clark and Elizabeth Engstrom; DreamHaven Books, 912 West Lake St.,
Minneapolis, NM 55408— $27 for The Night We Buried Road Dog, by Jack Cady; Mark V. Ziesing,
P.O. Box 76, Shingletown, CA 96088— $16.95 for Black Butterflies: A Flock on the Dark Sde, by
John Shirley.)

There was some good solid stuff in the reprint anthology field this year, athough perhaps no single
especialy impressive blockbuster volume, of the sort that has turned up occasiondly in other years.

Asusud, the best bets for your money in this category were the various"Best of the Y ear” anthologies,
and the annua Nebula Award anthology, Nebula Awards 32 (Harcourt Brace), edited by Jack Dann.
Sciencefiction isnow being covered by two "Best of the Y ear" anthology series, the one you are holding
inyour hand, and the Year's Best - series (HarperPrism), edited by David G. Hartwell, now up toits
fourth annual volume. It would be inappropriate for meto review Hartwel's Year's Best -, Snceit'sa
direct competitor to this volume, and anything critical | might have to say about it could be seen as
suspect and self-serving— but, in generd, | think that the relatively small amount of overlap between my
selections and Hartwell's demonstrates that the field is wide enough for there to be more than one Best
anthology every year, and that it's probably a hedthy thing for the genre for there to be more than one.
Since no anthology can be big enough or comprehensive enough to include all the worthwhile SF of
different varieties that comes out in the course of ayear, having two volumes gives more authors a chance
to be showcased every year, and the parallax provided by comparing Hartwell's dant on what wasthe
year's best fiction to my own dant may be informative. A somewhat more specidized kind of Best of the
Y ear anthology, running ayear behind mine and Hartwell's, and including fantasy, horror, and some
harder-to-classify literary surredism aswell as sciencefiction, isanew seriescaled The Year's Best
Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy (HarperCollins AustrdiaVVoyager), edited by Jonathan
Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrne, now up to Volume Two. There were two Best of the Y ear anthologies
covering horror in 1998: the latest edition in the British series The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror
(Robinson), edited by Stephen Jones, now up to Volume 9, and the Ellen Datlow haf of ahuge volume
covering both horror and fantasy, The Year's Best Fantasy and Horror (St. Martin's Press), edited by
Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, thisyear up to its Eleventh Annual Collection. Fantasy, as opposed to
horror, istill only covered by the Windling haf of the Datlow/Windling anthology, asurprising lapse
consdering how popular fantasy isthese days.

Turning to retrospective SF anthologies, books that provide ahistorical/critical overview of the evolution
of the field, there was nothing as strong aslast year's A Science Fiction Century or thesmilarly titled A
Century of Science Fiction 1950— 1959, but solid vaue and some interesting ingghts on SF from
outsde the familiar American perspective are provided by The Road to Science Fiction Volume 5: The
British Way (White Wolf) and The Road to Science Fiction Volume 6: Around the World (White
Wolf), both edited by James Gunn. Noted without comment is The Good Old Suff (St. Martin's
Griffin), edited by Gardner Dozois, aretrospective overview of the evolution of "Adventure SF' from the
‘40s to the '70s.

There were dso some good singleton reprint SF anthologiesthis year. In spite of itsslly title, the best of
these might be Flying Cups and Saucers. Gender Explorationsin Science Fiction and Fantasy



(Edgewood Press), edited by Debbie Notkin and "the Secret Feminist Cabal,” being referred to
informaly by most commentators as"the Tiptree Award anthology"— appropriately enough, sSinceit
assembles thirteen stories from among the winners and the stories "shortlisted” for the Tiptree Award (the
award for the most effective "exploration of genreroles’ in SF and fantasy) sinceitsinceptionin 1991. It
makesfor animpressive ligt, including firg-rate stories such as UrsulaK. Le Guin's " Forgiveness Day"
and "The Maitter of Seggri,” Eleanor Arnason's"The Lovers” R. Garciay Robertson's " The Other
Magpie," LisaTuttles"Food Man," Delia Sherman's ™Y oung Woman in aGarden,” lan R. MacLeod's
"Grownups," and ahaf-dozen others, dmost dl of which will make you think, often about things that
don't get thought about much. (Edgewood Press, P.O. Box 380264, Cambridge, MA 02238— $17 for
atrade paperback, $38.50 for a hardcover edition for Flying Cups and Saucers. Gender
Explorations in Science Fiction and Fantasy.) The Playboy Book of Science Fiction (HarperPrism),
edited by Alice K. Turner, turns out to be surprisingly substantial aswell, though, and gives Flying Cups
and Saucers adecent run for itsmoney; in addition to the lighter satirical/comic stuff you might expect,
the anthology aso reprints some powerful and sobering tales such as Damon Knight's "Masks," Arthur
C. Clarkes"Trangt of Earth,” UrsulaK. Le Guin's"NineLives" Joe Hademan's "More Than the Sum
of HisParts," Howard Waldrop's "Heirs of the Perisphere,” Lucius Shepard's "Fire Zone Emerad,” and
many others (including, of course, the above-mentioned satirical/comic stuff, by an array of practiced
hands from Vonnegut to Effinger to Bisson, which will increase the entertainment value of the book for
most readers). Another solid grouping of storiesisto befound in Future on Ice (Tor), edited by Orson
Scott Card, the long-delayed sequd to 1991's Future on Fire. (Ironically, considering thetitle, the book
has been ditting around "onice” for dmost adecade, and it showsits age sometimes. Whether the
gorynotes are new or yearsold ishard to tell for surefrom interna evidence; if they're old, then they
should have been replaced; if they're new, however, then in them Card inadvertently paints arather sad
portrait of himself asaman clearly sill deegply embroiled in fighting the Cyberpunk Wars of the mid-"80s,
taking potshots at hisenemies and obvioudy at times himsdf fedling the throbbing of old wounds— a
display of passion and choler that looks rather quaint and dusty, like arguing over which end of the egg to
break, here at the end of the '90s, at a time when most young readers are probably not even aware that
there were any Cyberpunk Wars, let done who the participants were or what issuesthey were fighting
over. It may be possible to argue with Card's highly charged and deliberately provocative polemicsin the
front matter and storynotes here— and, indeed, I've heard many people, including some of the book's
authors, doing just that— but it's hard to argue with the qudity of most of the stories reprinted inside,
including John Kessdl's "The Pure Product,” John Crowley's" Snow," Nancy Kresss"Out of All Them
Bright Stars" Greg Bear's "Blood Music,” LisaGoldstein's " Tourigts," Walter Jon Williamss " Dinosaurs;”
Card'sown "The Fringe," and dmost adozen others, al dso of high quality. The Best of Crank! (Tor),
edited by Bryan Choalfin, comes aong, ironicaly, just astheidiosyncratic semi-prozine from which its
storiesare drawn, Crank!, has been officiadly pronounced dead (see magazine section, above); this
anthology gives agood representative cross section of the kind of thing for which the magazine was
known, quirky, offbeat storiesthat often tried conscioudy (sometimestoo hard) to avoid easy genre
classfication, dways ambitious, sometimes pretentious, often full of in-your-face Attitude— the best
story here by far, and the best thing Crank! ever published, isUrsulaK. Le Guin's"The Matter of
Seggri,” but the book a so features good (and idiosyncratic) work by Eliot Fintushel, Jonathan Lethem,
LisaTuttle, Michael Bishop, Gwyneth Jones, R. A. Lafferty, and others. Talesin Space (White Walf),
edited by Peter Crowther, provides a solid grouping of, well, talesin space, including first-rate work by
Paul J. McAuley, UrsulaK. Le Guin, John Varley, Brian W. Aldiss, and others. The Reel Suff (DAW)
edited by Brian Thomson and Martin H. Greenberg, provides an unusua twigt, reprinting the origind
short stories from which SF moviesand TV shows have later been made— not surprisingly, most of
them were better inthe origina print versonsthan in their later film incarnations, including William
Gibson's"Johnny Mnemonic,” George R. R. Martin's"Sandkings' and "Nightflyers,” John Varley's"Air
Raid,” and Philip K. Dick's"Second Variety" and "We Can Remember It for Y ou Wholesde," dl making
for aworthwhile reading experience.



Noted without comment are Clones (Ace), edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois, Immortals (Ace),
edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois, Nanotech (Ace), edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois,
the Alternate History anthology Roads Not Taken (Del Rey), edited by Gardner Dozois and Stanley
Schmidt, and Isaac Asimov's Detectives (Ace), edited by Gardner Dozois and ShellaWilliams.

There were aso some good valuesin the reprint fantasy anthology market this year, a sort of anthology
that has been thinly represented in recent times. Although it received scathing criticism from some critics
for concentrating too much on American genre fantasy and not including enough European and
academically oriented fantasy, | doubt that too many readers are going to be bothered by thisto any
ggnificant degree when they dip into The Fantasy Hall of Fame (HarperPrism), edited by Robert
Silverberg, and find it chock-full of stories by writers such as L. Sprague de Camp, Jack Vance, Fritz
Leber, Tanith Lee, UrsulaK. Le Guin, Terry Bisson, Roger Zdazny, Avram Davidson, Ray Bradbury,
and twenty-one other first-rate authors. | suppose that it is skewed heavily toward American genre
fantasy, probably not abig surprise when you redlize that it was largely selected by vote of the
membership of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, and | agreethat avolumetitled "The
Fantasy Hdl of Fame" probably should have made an effort to include different sorts of fantasy and cast
its net further afield— the ordinary reader, though, who's merely looking to find the most good reading
for hismoney that he can, will probably not be al that concerned about such matters ... and considered in
that light, value received for money paid, this enormous anthology of mostly good-to-excellent stories for
acover price of $14 isone of the best reading bargains of the year. (This has been agood year for
Silverberg the Fantasy Anthology editor, ahat he doesn't often wear— he's edited the best origina
fantasy anthology of the year and the best reprint fantasy anthology of the year; not too shabby!)

Other good fantasy reprint anthologies thisyear included two solid volumes of comic fantasy, a
specidized subgenre even rarer than reprint fantasy anthologiesin genera— abig, well-named mostly
reprint (with afew originas) volume cadled The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy (Carroll & Graf),
edited by Mike Ashley, featuring good work by Esther Friesner, Terry Prachett, Avram Davidson, Nell
Gaiman, Terry Bisson, Jane Y olen, and many others, and The Flying Sorcerers (Ace), edited by Peter
Haining, with good (and mostly older) reprint storiesby P. G. Wodehouse, John Callier, L. Sprague de
Camp and FHetcher Pratt, Angela Carter, Kurt Vonnegut Jr., Roald Dahl, Robert Bloch, Nelson Bond,
and many others. Noted without comment is Isaac Asimov's Camelot (Ace), edited by Gardner Dozois
and ShelaWilliams.

Reprint anthol ogies seem even rarer in horror, where most of the anthologies are originas. The best
reprint horror anthology | saw thisyear— athough, in fairness, | should say that | didn't search
assduoudy for them— was Eternal Lovecraft: The Persistence of HPL in Popular Culture (Golden
Gryphon), edited by Jm Turner, asmart and solid anthology of L ovecraft-ingpired work that gives some
fresh, inventive, and eclectic twigtsto thisfamiliar materid, by writers such aslan R. MacLeod, Fritz
Leiber, Gene Wolfe, Stephen King, Steve Utley and Howard Wadrop, Harlan Ellison, Robert Charles
Wilson, and others. Other reprint horror anthologies this year included: Mistresses of the Dark: 25
Macabre Tales by Master Sorytellers (Barnes & Noble), edited by Stefan R. Dziemianowicz, Denise
Little, and Robert Weinberg; 100 Twisted Little Tales of Torment (Barnes & Noble), edited by Stefan
Dziemianowicz, Robert Weinberg, and Martin H. Greenberg; The Best of Cemetery Dance (Cemetery
Dance Publications), edited by Richard Chizmar; Fields of Blood: Vampire Sories of the Heartland
(Cumberland House), edited by Lawrence Schimel and Martin H. Greenberg; and Streets of Blood:
Vampire Stories from New York City (Cumberland House), edited by Lawrence Schime and Martin
H. Greenberg. I'm not watching horror closaly anymore, so no doubt there are some I've missed.

An offbeat small pressitemis Sranger Kaddish (Aardwolf Publishing), edited by Jm Reeber and



Clifford Lawrence Meth, afollow-up to last year's Strange Kaddish, another anthology of Jewish
sciencefiction featuring work by Harlan Ellison, Neil Gaiman, and others. (Aardwolf Publishing, 45 Park
Place South, suite 270, Morristown, NJ 07960— $12.95 for Stranger Kaddish.)

* % %

It was ardatively quiet year in the SF-and-fantasy-oriented nonfiction and reference book field, with
nothing published anywhere near as substantia aslast year's mammoth The Encyclopedia of Fantasy.
The closest we cametothislevd of qudity thisyear is The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Fantasy: The
Definitive Illustrated Guide (Carlton), edited by David Pringle, which has plenty of useful and
entertaining information, but lacks the scope, comprehensiveness, and heft of Clute and Grant's
Encyclopedia of Fantasy. The critica book that aroused the most comment— and controversy— was
undoubtedly Thomas M. Disch's sharp-edged and deliberately provocative study of science fiction and
popular culture, The Dreams Our Stuff Is Made Of: How Science Fiction Conquered the World
(Free Press); | disagree with many if not most of Disch's theoretical conclusions about the nature of and
the future of SF, and he getsafair number of hisfactswrong, but Disch is so entertainingly bitchy, witty,
and acid-tongued in many places here that it's hard to deny the overdl appeal of the book as
mean-spirited fun, especially when he's attacking bloated media darlings such as Whitley Streiber, upon
whom he performs a spectacular hatchet job. Drier, more academicaly oriented reference books
included that invaluable research tool, Hugo, Nebula and World Fantasy Awards (Advent), by
Howard DeVore, Science-Fiction: The Gernsback Years (Kent State), by Everett F. Bleller, and the
S. James Guide to Horror, Ghost & Gothic Writers (St. James), edited by David Pringle. Books
about writersincluded The Tall Adventurer: The Works of E. C. Tubb (Beacon), by Sean Wallace
and Philip Harbottle, Lovecraft Remembered (Arkham House), edited by Peter Cannon, The Works of
Jack Williamson: An Annotated Bibliography and Guide (NESFA Press), by Richard A. Hauptmann,
and British Fantasy and Science Fiction Writers Before World War | (Gale), edited by Darren
Harris-Fain. Northern Dreamers: Interviews with Famous Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror
Writers (Quarry Press), by Edo van Belkom, isabook of interviews with various Canadian writers, and
Windows of the Imagination (Borgo), by Darrell Schweitzer, isabook of essays by awell-known
genrecritic.

There were a'so two books of reminiscences by writersthisyear: Lemady: Episodes of a Writer's Life
(Borgo), by Keith Roberts, and Writer at Large (Gryphon), by Richard A. Lupoff. The Robertsis
particularly recommended asavivid, if sometimes depressing, look at lifein the publishing world by one
of the most significant talents of the '60s. (Borgo Press, PO Box 2845, San Bernardino, CA
92406-2845— $21 plus $3 shipping for Lemady: Episodes of a Writer's Life, by Keith Roberts;
Gryphon Publications, P.O. Box 209, Brooklyn NY 11228-0209— $15 for Writer at Large, by
Richard A. Lupoff.) Aninteresting book of correspondence by two very dissimilar writersis Arthur C.
Clarke and Lord Dunsany: A Correspondence (Anamenss Press).

The art book field also seemed weaker thisyear, or at least it didn't come anywhere near producing
anything as comprehensive and valuable aslast year's retrogpective survey of sciencefiction art, Infinite
Worlds: The Fantastic Visions of Science Fiction Art. The closest approach in quaity, and the art
book to buy if you're only going to buy one SF art book thisyear, is Pulp Culture: The Art of Fiction
Magazines (Collectors Press), by Frank M. Robinson and Lawrence Davidson, which not only features
lots of beautiful reproductions of old pulp magazine covers, but an overview of the evolution of pulp
megazinesaswell.



Thelatest edition of asort of "Best of the Year" seriesthat compilesthe year's fantastic art, Spectrum 5:
The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood), edited by Arnie Fenner and Cathy Fenner,
provides avauable overview of what's happening in the current SF and fantasy art scene. An overview
of the career of an individud artist, one of the most famousin modern fantagtic art, isto be found in Icon:
A Retrospective by the Grand Master of Fantastic Art, Frank Frazetta (Underwood), aso edited
by Arnie and Cathy Fenner. Similar retrospective overviews are offered by The Fantastic Art of
Beksinski (Morpheus International) and H. R. Giger's Retrospective 1964-1984 (Morpheus
Internationd), while Wayne Barlowe takes us on a harrowing journey through Hell in Barlowe's Inferno
(Morpheus Internationa ). Everyone who loved Brian Froud's famous art book Faeries (as| did), will
want his new cut through the same mythic materia, Good Faeries/Bad Faeries (Smon & Schuster),
edited by Terri Windling, where haf of the book is printed ups de-down to distinguish the good faeries
from the bad faeries, Froud's rendering hereis asluminous and beautifully evocative as ever, but the
book at times becomes much too twee: "the credit card faery lurksin cash dispensers...." Givemea
break! The cutenesslevel here ought to have been turned down severa notches, and will be too much for
some readers, but the art is often sunning, which | supposeisthered sdling point. Comicsfanswill
probably want Dustcovers. The Collected Sandman Covers (DC/Vertigo), by Dave McKean.

An offbeat itemis Imagination Fully Dilated (Cemetery Dance Publications), edited by Alan M. Clark
and Elizabeth Engstrom (see dso the origina anthology section, above), an anthology of storiesby
writers such as Poppy Z. Brite, Lucy Taylor, Steve Rasnic Tem and Meanie Tem, and twenty-five
others, dl inspired by the horror art of Alan M. Clark, which isincluded astipped-in color plates, so that
the book functions either as a horror anthology or as an art book, depending on which factor you choose
to emphasize.

Thereweren't alot of generd genre-related nonfiction books of interest this year. The strongest, and my
persona favorite, was The Life of Birds (Princeton University Press), by David Attenborough, a
fascinating and richly detailed examination of the lifeways and evolutionary strategies of birds, including
behaviors much more alien than those exhibited by most SF writers aiens, SF writers, infact, could do
worsethan to dip into thisendlesdy surprising book for ingpiration. Another intriguing book, offering us
the sciencefictiona kick of suddenly reevauating known facts from an entirely new perspective, is The
Victorian Internet: The Remarkable Sory of the Telegraph and the Nineteenth Century's On-Line
Pioneers (Waker), by Tom Standage, which argues cogently that amost dl of the culture- and
mind-set-altering effects and socid changes driven by the Internet today were anticipated inthe
Victorian Age by the introduction of the telegraph: "A world-wide communications network whose
cables spanned continents and oceans, it revolutionized business practice, gave rise to new forms of
crime, and inundated its userswith adeluge of information.” As Standage points out, it even changed
courtship patterns, with lovers meeting and marrying "online," and spurred the devel opment of
cryptology, as businessmen tried to come up with codes to protect the privacy of information sent by
telegraph, and other businessmen tried to crack those codes to gain a business advantage. (Standage aso
points out that the effect of thistechnology on the Victorians was perhaps even greater than the effect of
the Internet on society today, since they went in one jump from aworld where messages took monthsto
cross the oceansto aworld of instant communi cations where such messages could be received in
minutes: "If any generation hastheright to claim that it bore the full bewildering, world-shrinking brunt of
such arevolution, it isnot us— it isour nineteenth-century forebears.” The paralesfor our owntimesare
interesting, and ingructive, asisthelesson in how ashift in perspective can change the emotiond weight
and shading we give to facts without actualy changing any of the facts themselves. Also probably of
interest to some genre fans, dedling asit doeswith perspectives of "degp time," giving us a series of
pictures of what portions of our world were like millions of years ago, and how they got to be the way
they aretoday, is Annals of the Former World (Farrar, Straus, and Giroux), by John McPhee, an
omnibus collection of McPhee's four earlier books on geology, rounded out by a new book about the



geology of the Great Plains. Most genre fans remain interested in space travel, of course, and so might be
interested in atrade paperback reprint of A Man on the Moon (Penguin), by Andrew Chaikin, giving a
behind-the-scenes look at the Apollo missions, or in Dragonfly, NASA and the Crisis aboard MIR
(Harper Callins), by Bryan Burrough. Another object of interest to many genre fansisthe dinosaur,
which getsan interesting culturd examinaion in The Last Dinosaur Book by W. J. T. Mitchdl (Univ. of
Chicago Press). | can find no even remotely plausible genre-connection to justify mentioning one of my
favorite nonfiction booksthisyear, A Walk in the Woods (Broadway Books), by Bill Bryson, unlessit's
that this hilarious account of two middle-aged, pudgy, out-of-shape, unathletic men with no previous
camping experience or outdoorsmanlike expertise trying to cope with therigors of walking the

Appa achian Trail may remind many of us of ourselves— except that Bryson is probably funnier telling
about it al than we would be.

* % %

Therewerealot of genre movies out in 1998, including some box office blockbusters, some much-hyped
immensaly expengvefilmsthat "performed below expectations’ (i.e., bombed out), some unmitigated
stinkers, some moviesthat were actually pretty good, some that could have been better, and some
movies where the thought that they were making a genre film probably never crossed the producers
mindsin thefirg place.

This could aso be thought of asthe Y ear of the Dueling Twin Movies, so that we had two
Giant-Agteroids-Will-Slam-into-Earth-Unl ess-a- Desperate-Space-Miss on-Can-Defl ect-hem movies,
two animated movies about cute talking bugs, two movies about "redity” actudly being a show-business
illusion, two big, glossy, gorgeoudy photographed After-Death Fantasy/angel movies, and so on. All of
this, of course, is sheer coincidence, nothing more. (Cough.)

The best genre movie | saw thisyear, and, agreeably, one of the box office champs aswell, was The
Truman Show. There are no surprises here for the experienced genre reader, of course— it's pretty
much Philip K. Dick's Time Out of Joint crossed with D. G. Compton's The Undeeping Eye, asfar as
content is concerned— but it'srare to see relatively sophigticated genre concepts trand ated to the screen
with this degree of style, intelligence, and grace, with little or no talking down or prechewing of the
materia, amoviein which the director (aforeigner, of course) actudly trusts hisaudienceto beintelligent
enough to understand it. Thisis certainly the most successful trandation of Philip K. Dick-like materid to
the screen since a couple of inspired bitsfrom 1974's Dark Star, and | think Dick would have liked it,
evenif heign't credited anywhere here. Even Jm Carrey is surprisingly effective, with his patented
mugging-and-leering routine dipping out only once or twice when the director's attention faltered.
Visudly, there are acouple of momentsthat are smply stunning: when the full moon suddenly turnsinto a
searchlight, for instance, and begins sweeping over the town looking for the fugitive Carrey, or when
Carrey's sailboat, supposedly taking him out over the open ocean, runs into the sky at the horizon,
getting its mast stuck init, or even the quieter moment when one of the starsfalsfrom the sky, and
provesto be a spotlight Iabeled "Polaris' (or whatever it was)— pure cognitive dissonance, of the sort
that sciencefiction deliversbest. Yes, | think Phil Dick would have liked thismovie. (And to answer a
guestion posed by TV Guide last year, "Would we actualy watch The Truman Show?'— you bet your
asswewould. That's the scariest thing about it.)

Similar ground in some ways, dthough more openly satirical and Twilight Zone-ish, iscovered in
Pleasantville, an intelligent little comic nightmare about two "90s teens getting stuck in the
black-and-white, white-bread, keep-smiling-no-matter-what world of a1950s TV sitcom, agood little



movie unfairly overshadowed by the (mostly judtified) attention given to The Truman Show.

Next we turn to the two Giant-Rocks-Bash-the-Earth movies. One of these, the second one out of the
gate, Armageddon, wasimmensdly successful at the box office, perhaps the highest-grossing movie of
the year; the other one, the more salf-conscioudy "serious’ Deep Impact, didn't do nearly aswell.
Although | wasn't— haha— blown away by ether of these movies, both of which contain immensdly
embarrassing scientific howlers and huge holesin the plot-logic, | must say that my own reaction supports
that of the box office. Deep Impact was weepy and New Agey, more of a soap operathan a disaster
movie, with most of its specid effects reserved for the very impressve— and frighteningly convincing—
giant tsunami scenes at the end (one thing that annoyed me about this movie was that with daysif not
weeks of prior warning asto where the asteroid is going to hit, the government makes no effort to
evacuate most of the population to higher ground, something that would have saved millions of lives, even
if they had been forced to rough it in makeshift refugee campsin West Virginia, nor does the public react
redisticaly, so you have scenes of crowds going about their business as usud in midtown Manhattan,
grolling around asiif nothing was happening, while the giant wave sweepsin on them). The specid effects
wereworsein Armageddon, with the on-the-surface-of-the-"comet™ scenes surprisingly poor, but the
movie as awhole was considerably more vigorous and less self-important, loud, vulgar, fast-paced, full
of MTV-gtyle jump cuts and blaring rock music, with Bruce Willis doing an dmost sdf-parodying turn as
acrude, vulgar, cigar-chomping (but superhumanly competent) oil driller, supported by acast of
eccentric, crude, vulgar, two-fisted, hard-drinking, "colorful” roughnecks who might aswell have stepped
out of a Blackhawks or Sgt. Fury comic book. If Armageddon isjunk— and it is— it'sat least robust
and entertaining junk, arelief after the dow, syrupy, self-congratulatory pretentiousness of Deep Impact.
My least favorite scenein Deep Impact iswhere the estranged daughter gives up any last chance of
surviva so that she can share asenstive, reconciling, New Age hug with her father on the beach asthe
giant tsunami sweeps down on them. The hard-bitten, tough and competent, ass-kicking Survivor Types
of Armageddon would sneer at this— and rightly so. (Y ou actudly could have made a better movie out
of Deep Impact by dropping the Earth-based story line atogether and instead concentrating exclusively
on the space-mission story line, the best part of the film, mostly because of Robert Duval's quiet, assured
underplaying; less sogp opera content that way, too.)

Reaction was mixed to the other big-budget, speciad effects-heavy spectaculars of the year, the kind of
moviesthat have to earn big in order to earn back at dl. Star Trek: Insurrection seemed to do okay,
athough not spectacularly, at the box office, and audience reaction to it seemed smilarly lukewarm, with
nobody liking it asmuch as 1996's Star Trek: First Contact, and nobody loathing it as much as some of
the franchisg'slow spots, such asthe William Shatner-directed Sar Trek V: The Final Frontier; most
people seemed to agree that it was like an average episode of the TV show writ large, no better and no
worse. Perhaps not the reaction that was hoped for, but it certainly keepsthe option of another Star
Trek moviedive, I'd be surprised if there wasn't one, at this point. Much the same thing— an episode of
the TV show writ large— could be said of The X-Files movie, Fear the Future, which fared okay
commercidly. Theimmensely expengve Godzlla, on the other hand, one of the costliest movies ever
made, was amajor box-office disaster, abomb of epic proportions— even the spin-off merchandising
didn't sdl; my loca supermarket till has a haf-dozen containers of Godzlla ice cream in the freezer.
Thisfallure wasrichly deserved; the movie wasjust awful, with few if any redeeming virtues. The
redesigned monster, trumpeted in advance as atriumph of the CGI art, was surprisingly fake-looking
(and faintly slly-looking, too), and not particularly scary; the monster from the origind Godzlla film
actualy had more gravitas and presence, even though | knew even asalittlekid that it wasjust aguy ina
rubber suit. Lost in Space aso seemsto have "performed below expectations,” athough | don't think it
was as mgor abomb as Godzlla. Lost in Space actualy had the best specid effects and the most
handsome and lavish set-dressing of any moviethisyear, and agood cast that it largely wasted— too
bad they hadn't thought to put in a decent story and some good writing aswell, while they were at it. The



decision to do Lost in Space straight rather than camp (although Gary Oldman doing ashameless
Jonathan Harrisimitation throughout for hisinterpretation of Doctor Smith is an eyebrow-raiser) was
probably theinitid mistake here; for adambang action-adventure space spectacular, the movie has
aurprisingly little sense of fun, and isdownright brooding at times, dthough with little of substanceto
actudly brood about, for the most part. (I find it interesting, culturaly, that the producersfelt it necessary
toload alot of sodden stuff about '90s-style dysfunctional families, and alot of New Age psychobabble,
into even thisbrainless bit of fluff— it would have been alot better off without it.) The movie endswith an
obvious setup for asequd, which, with luck, well never actualy get. (I'm struck, in passing, with wonder
and bemusement a the immense amounts of money Hollywood spent bringing along-dead and
not-terribly-important-in-the-first-place science fiction TV show back to fitful life, probably more money
than has been spent on all of print sciencefiction in thelast ten years. If you add in the immense budget
for Godzlla, more than the Gross Nationa Product of some small countries, the money spent on these
two cinematic turkeys would comfortably support print science fiction publishing through agood hefty
percentage of the coming century. Am | aonein thinking that thismoney could be better spent than it's
being spent at present, for more worthwhile ends? Yes, | know that | am, pretty much, so don't bother to
answer.)

The Avengers sucked, completely lacking the mischievousflair and elan that made the original series
such tongue-in-cheek wink-wink fun, and also bombed big at the box office; it was a so perhapsthe
mogt critically savaged movie of the year, with dmost nobody having anything good to say about it, a
negative reaction so ubiquitous that one could imagine fans of the old TV show who hadn't agreed on
anything ese or even spoken in twenty years shaking hands and commiserating with each other about
how awful it was. (The humiliating failure of moviessuch as Lost in Space and The Avengers won't
keep the movieindustry from vigting more big-budget resurrections of long-dead TV serieson us,
though, of course; saverad more are aready on theway, in fact, including The Wild, Wild West, The
Mod Sguad, and even, heaven help us, Hogan's Heroes.) Dark City wasastylish and gtrikingly
set-dressed exercise in future noir, athough perhaps too obvioudy and heavily influenced by
Bladerunner .

Fphere wasted an even better cast than Lost in Space, including Dustin Hoffman and Samue L.
Jackson, inamoviethat tried to beintellectualy chalenging, but somehow ended up rather muddled and
emotionally flat instead. They'd have been better off, in my opinion, sticking with investigating the
real-world consequences of the intriguing initia setup, a crashed spaceship found on the bottom of the
ocean, rather than flying off into two-a-penny mysticism, where the specia effects equivaent of aMagic
Wishing Ball makes anything they dream about come true, thus enabling the director to devote the rest of
the movieto investigating their fearsin gooshy horror movie-style sequences where they're led by
various mongtersfrom theid of their own conjuring (how come only subconscious fears are made rea by
the Magic Wishing Bdll?, | kept asking mysdlf. How come none of them dreams that Sharon Stone has
jumped into the sack with them, or that they found the puppy they lost when they were six, or that their
brother isn't dead after al?). In the end, in spite of good intentions and some good efforts, Sphere is
vaguely disappointing. (I haven't read the Michad Crichton nove from which thisistaken, so | don't
know how many of these tropes are drawn from the book, but the movie certainly tempts you to picture
some executives Stting around somewhere and saying "Hey! Let's cross The Abyss with Event Horizon!
That ought to sdlI!™)

A Bug's Life isthe more successful and the more imaginative of the two talking bug movies (the best
capsule description I've heard of it is Greg Fedey'sremark that it was" Seven Samurai with ants'), and
was ahuge hit at the box office. The other one, Antz, ismore obvioudy satirica (as might be expected
from amoviein which Woody Allen voicesthe lead ant) and |ess adventurous and colorful, and didn't
seem to have as much of an impact on the kids as A Bug's Life did (dthough both moviesarefull of



satiric humor that probably fliesway over the heads of most of the target audience, A Bug's Life depends
less on thiselement than Antz does). What Dreams May Come isagorgeoudy photographed but not
terribly involving after-desth fantasy, aso bungful of New Age philosophy and jargon, asis City of
Angdls, agtylish but rather bleak romance between amortal woman and an ange who must decide
whether to give up hisimmortaity to be with her. A retake on the Cinderdllastory, Ever After ismore
sentimental and less obvioudy satirica than The Princess Bride, say, but aso hasitsrevisonist moments;
this seemed to be something of adeeper hit. I'm sure that the producers of Siding Doors didn't think of
themsdaves as making agenrefilm, but it's hard to think of thisfilmin any other terms: it followsthe
experiences of ayoung woman in two pardld worlds, onein which she did catch a subway train and one
inwhich she didn't, cutting back and forth between the two redlities, and even coyly hinting at the end
that the experiences from oneresdlity can leak into and color the other. It'sinteresting that these concepts,
once unquestionably science-fictiona, are now so taken for granted and absorbed into the mainstream
culture that peoplelook at you in surprise when you suggest that Siding Doors isagenre movie—
athoughitis, by any fair sandard, and arather intelligent, quietly effective, and well-acted one, & that.
(I'll' bet nobody thinksto nominate it for thisyear's Hugo, though.) | could go on to make an argument
that Shakespeare in Love gpped s to the same audience that enjoys reading Alternate History stories,
but trying to include it as a genre movie sretches the definition of an S film beyond any useful limits, in
my opinion, so | won't bother.

| never managed to catch asmdl, independent film called Pi, which apparently deals with the Kabbalah
and mathematica mysticism, but many of those who did were enthusiastic abot it.

Stll on the horizon: everyoneswaiting impatiently for the release of the new Star Wars movie, which will
probably be the big story next year. Considering the wildly enthusiastic reaction evento the trailer for
the movie, with audiences paying to get into theaters just to seethetrailer, and then leaving before the
actua film that was showing came on, it's probably not too risky a prediction to forecast immense
commercia successfor it. Whether it's artistically successful or not remains to be seen (although that
traller was pretty damn good, and made even cynics like myself look forward to seeing the film; some
real expertise going on there, on the part of the trailer-makers).

Frankly, | didn't pay awholelot of attention to SF and fantasy on television thisyear. Severd of the
long-dominant genre shows have ended or are just about to end (or at least metamorphose), though, so
obvioudy there will be some big changes next year. Babylon 5 concluded itsinitid five-year seriesthis
year, much to the dismay of the show's unbelievably dedicated fans, dthough there's a spin-off seriesin
the works for next season. Star Trek: Deep Space Nine is supposedly set to end this year too, which, if
true, leavesthe Star Trek empire with only the relatively unpopular (even with stone Star Trek fans) Star
Trek: Voyager in place, the most attenuated that the Star Trek franchise has been in many years; it
wouldn't surprise me if anew show werein the works there, too, although no official announcement of
such has been madethat | know of. Cult favorite The X-Files isaso making noises about be nearing the
end of itsrun, dthough speculation isrife asto whether the show will actudly end or will just continue
with adifferent cast; it seemsapreity good bet that Mulder and Scully will be leaving, though, whether
the show continues or not. Highlander findly died, and was replaced by a spin-off show, Highlander:
The Raven, featuring Amanda, one of the female Immortalsfrom the old series, dthough in practice the
show actualy turns out to be more like La Femme Nikita than, as speculated, like Xena: Warrior
Princess; it dill fitswell into the category of what | once called "Beautiful Women Kick Mde Butt”
shows, though.

Leaving to one side those shows like Babylon 5 or Star Trek: Deep Space Nine or The X-Files that
have ended or are supposedly ending, the most popular genre shows on television probably include
Xena: Warrior Princess, Buffy, the Vampire Sayer, La Femme Nikita, Hercules: The Legendary



Journeys, and Third Rock From the Sun— not al of these could fairly befitted into the subgenre of
"Beautiful Women Kick Male Butt" shows (I suppose we could refer to "Hercules' asa" Guyswith
Blow-Dried Hair Kick Butt" show, but it doesn't have the same ring to it somehow), but, with the
exception of Third Rock from the Sun, most of them seem to involve serious butt-kicking of one sort or
another. Butt-kicking, then, is obvioudy the wave of the future for TV, especialy when you consider
nongenre shows such as Martial Law and Walker: Texas Ranger (to say nothing of the World
Wrestling Federation, the Ultimate Fighting Challenge shows, and MTV'S Celebrity Deathmatch) that
feature quite abit of it. Maybe the Star Trek franchise should consider a" Star Trek Characters Kick
Butt" show for its next series. Perhgps we could have WWHUItimate Fighting Challenge-style stedl-cage
deathmatch competitions between charactersfrom Star Trek: Deep Space Nine and Babylon 5....

Minor new genre shows came and— in some cases— went throughout the year, but none of them so far
seemsto have made much of animpression on the viewing public. Mystery Science Theater 3000 just
ended itslong run, which isfine by mesince | didn't find it very interesting for itslast year anyway. Some
of the critical buzz about last year's hot cult show, South Park, seemsto have died away, perhaps
because of overexposure— certainly you couldn't go into a gift shop last year without faling over astack
of South Park T-shirts, Kenny dolls, and Cartman key chains; they even put out boxes of Cheesy Poofs.
The show isdill intermittently funny, and till usesalot of genre tropes, but it's beginning to grow
repetitive, and | have afeding its prime period of influenceis aready past.

| ill think that, for the most part, you'd be better off turning the set off and reading a book instead.

The 56th World Science Fiction Convention, Bucconeer, was held in Batimore, Maryland, from August
5109, 1998, amonth earlier than the traditional Labor Day date, and drew an estimated attendance of
5,474. The 1998 Hugo Awards, presented at Bucconeer, were: Best Novel, Forever Peace, by Joe
Haldeman; Best Novella, " ... Where Angels Fear To Tread," by Allen Steele; Best Novelette, "We Will
Drink aFish Together ... ," by Bill Johnson; Best Short Story, "The 43 Antarean Dynasties,” by Mike
Resnick; Best Related Book, The Encyclopedia of Fantasy, edited by John Clute and John Grant; Best
Professiond Editor, Gardner Dozois, Best Professond Artist, Bob Eggleton; Best Dramatic
Presentation, Contact; Best Semiprozine, Locus, edited by Charles N. Brown; Best Fanzine, Mimosa,
edited by Nicki and Richard Lynch; Best Fan Writer, David Langford; Best Fan Artist, Joe Mayhew;
plusthe John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Mary Doria Russell.

The 1997 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Hotel Santa Fe in Santa Fe, New Mexico, on
May 2, 1998, were: Best Novel, The Moon and the Sun, by VondaN. Mcintyre; Best Novella,
"Abandon in Place," by Jerry Oltion; Best Noveette, "The Flowers of Aulit Prison,” by Nancy Kress;
Begt Short Story, "Sister Emily's Lightship”; plus an Author Emeritus award to Nelson S. Bond and the
Grand Master award to Poul Anderson.

The World Fantasy Awards, presented at the Twenty-Fourth Annua World Fantasy Convention in
Monterey, Cdlifornia, on November 1, 1998, were: Best Novel, The Physiognomy, by Jeffrey Ford;
Best Novdla, "Streetcar Dreams,” by Richard Bowes, Best Short Fiction, "Dust Motes,” by P. D.
Cacek; Best Callection, The Throne of Bones, by Brian McNaughton; Best Anthology, Bending the
Landscape: Fantasy, edited by Nicola Griffith and Stephen Pagdl; Best Artist, Alan Lee; Specid
Award (Professional), to John Clute and John Grant, for The Encyclopedia of Fantasy; Specia Award
(Nonprofessiond), to Fedogan & Bremer, for book publishing; plusaLife Achievement Award to



Edward L. Ferman and Andre Norton (tie).

The 1998 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of Americaduring a banquet at the
New York Marriott East Sidein New Y ork City on June 6, 1998, were: Best Novel, Children of the
Dusk, by Janet Berliner and George Guthridge; Best First Novel, Lives of the Monster Dogs, by
Kirsten Bakis, Best Collection, Exorcisms and Ecstasies, by Karl Edward Wagner; Best Long Fiction,
"The Big Blow," by Joe R. Lansdae; Best Short Story, "Rat Food," by Edo van Belkom and David
Nickle; Nonfiction, Dark Thoughts: On Writing, by Stanley Wiater; a Specidty Press Award to
Richard Chizmar of Cemetery Dance Publications; and the Hammer Award to Sheldon Jeffery, plusa
Life Achievement Award to Jack Williamson and William Peter Blatty.

The 1997 John W. Campbell Memoriad Award waswon by Forever Peace, by Joe Hademan.

The 1997 Theodore Sturgeon Award for Best Short Story was won by "House of Dreams,” by Michael
F. Hynn.

The 1997 Philip K. Dick Memoria Award went to The Troika, by Stepan Chapman, with a Specia
Citation to Acts of Conscience, by William Barton.

The 1997 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by The Sparrow, by Mary Doria Russell.

The 1997 James Tiptree, Jr., Memoria Award waswon by Black Wine, by Candas Jane Dorsey and
"Travelswith the Snow Queen,” by Kdly Link (tie).

Dead in 1998 or early 1999 were: Jer ome Bixby, 75, prolific short-story writer and screenwriter,
author of the collection Space by the Tale, whose best-known story "It's a Good Life' was madeinto
one of the most famous Twilight Zone episodes ever; Robert A. W. (" Doc") Lowndes 81, veteran
SF editor, writer, and member of the Futurians (the famous New Y ork City fan group whose other
membersincluded Issac Asmov, Frederik Pohl, Donald Wollheim, and other notables), one-time editor
of magazines such as Future Fiction, Original Science Fiction Sories, and Sartling Mystery Sories;
Paul Lehr, 68, acclamed SF artist, at one time among the most celebrated and widely used cover artists
in the SF publishing world; Naomi Mitchison, 101, writer, socidigt, "freethinker,” and prominent
feminigt, probably best known to the genrefor her historical fantasy The Corn King and the Spring
Queen, also the author of books such as Solution Three, Not by Bread Alone, and Memoirs of a
Fpacewoman; Rachel Cosgrove Payes, 75, veteran writer, author of Bridge to Yesterday; John W.
Pritchard, 85, who wrote SF as"lan Wallace," author of novels such as Croyd, The Rape of the Sun,
and Pan Sagittarius; T. A. Waters, 60, writer, actor, and stage magician, author of the SF novel The
Probability Pad; Jo Clayton, 58, SF/fantasy writer, author of thirty-five books, including Diadem from
the Stars and Moongather ; Bob Kane, 83, comic-book artist, famous as the creator of Batman;
Jean-Claude Forest, 68, French writer and artist, best known as the crestor of the comic strip
Barbarella, which was later adapted into awell-known SF movie; Eric Ambler, 89, best known for his
oy novels such as The Mask of Dimitrios, author of the associationa SFthriller The Dark Frontier;
Allen Drury, 80, political novelist best known for Advise and Consent, aso author of the near-future
SFnove The Throne of Saturn; Lawrence Sanders, 78, thriller writer, best known for The First
Deadly Sn and The Anderson Tapes, whose books included borderline SF novels The Sxth
Commandment and The Tomorrow File; Brian Moore, 77, noted literary novelist best known to the



genre audience for the screenplay for the near-future TV movie Catholics; Alain Doremieux, 64,
leading French writer, editor, and trandator; Shin'ichi Hoshi, 71, Japanese SF writer; Henrik Altov, 52,
leading Russian SF writer; Sean A. M oor e, 33, fantasy novelist and game designer; Robert M ar asco,
62, playwright and novelist, author of the horror novel Burnt Offerings; Erngt Junger, 102, German
writer; Peter Nilson, 60, Swedish astronomer and author; Jose Paulo Paes, 72, Brazilian critic, editor,
and trandator; Wayland Drew, 66, author of film novelizations and the S trilogy " The Erthring Cycl€’;
Miichael D. Weaver , 36, SF/fantasy writer, author of Mercedes Nights and other novels;, Ted
Hughes, 68, Britain's Poet Laureate, author of occasiona SF poetry, aswell astwo Y oung Adult SF
noves The Iron Man and The Iron Woman; Ian Gunn, 40, Audtradian fan artist and writer, winner of
nine Ditmar Awards, Frank D. McSherry, Jr ., 69, coeditor (with Martin H. Greenberg and Charles G.
Waugh) of more than thirty SF and fantasy anthologies; Alan D. Williams, 72, noted New Y ork book
editor, the editor on many of Stephen King's most famous novels; Archie Goodwin, 60, leading
comic-book editor; Lee Elias, 77, comics artist who drew the Jack Williamson-scripted comic strip
Beyond Mars; John L. Millard, 80, longtime Canadian fan, chairman of the 1973 World Science
Fiction Convention, Torcon; Aubery Vincent Clarke, 76, longtime British fan; John V. Baltadonis,
longtime Philadel phia-areafan, one of the founding members of the Philadel phia Science Fiction Society;
T. Bruce Yerke, 75, longtimefan; Richard Wright, 55, longtimefan; Ardis Waters, 56, fan and
writer, Sster of writer MelisaMichagls, and Mar gar et Brady Martin, 80, mother of SF writer George
R.R. Matin.

Oceanic

GREG EGAN

As the new century approaches, it's become obvious that Australian writer Greg Egan is one of
the Big Names to emerge in SF in the nineties, probably the best new "hard-science" writer to
enter the field since Greg Bear, and already one of the most widely known of all Australian genre
writers. In the last few years, he has become a frequent contributor to Interzone and ASmov's
Science Fiction, and has made sales as well to Pulphouse, Anaog, Auredis, Eidolon, and el sewhere;
many of his stories have also appeared in various Best of the Year series, and he was on the Hugo
final ballot in 1995 for his story "Cocoon," which won the Ditmar Award and the ASmov's
Readers Award. Hisfirst novel, Quarantine, appeared in 1992 to wide critical acclaim, and was
followed by a second novel in 1994, Permutation City, which won the John W. Campbell Memorial
Award. His most recent books are two new novels, Distress and Diaspora, and three collections of
his short fiction, Axiomatic, Luminous, and Our Lady of Chernobyl. Upcoming is a new novel,
Teranesa. He has had storiesin our Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, Thirteenth,
and Fifteenth Annual Collections. He has a Web site at http: //www.netspace.net.au/~gregegan/.

Here he takes us into the far future and across the galaxy for a powerful, evocative, and
compelling study of a young boy's coming-of-age, as that boy struggles to understand the world
and his placein it and grapples with controversial and perhaps potentially deadly issues of faith
and acceptance and God's Plan For The World, aswell as diving deep into a literal ocean of
mystery in search of answers to the kinds of questionsit has always been dangerous to ask, in any
age and on any world....

ONE

The swell was gently lifting and lowering the boat. My breathing grew dower, faling into step with the


http://www.netspace.net.au/~gregegan/

cresking of the hull, until I could no longer tell the difference between the faint rhythmic motion of the
cabin and the sensation of filling and emptying my lungs. It waslike floating in darkness. every inhdation
buoyed me up, dightly; every exhalaion made me sink back down again.

In the bunk above me, my brother Daniel said digtinctly, "Do you beievein God?"

My head was cleared of deep inaningant, but | didn't reply straight away. 1'd never closed my eyes, but
the darkness of the unlit cabin seemed to shift in front of me, grains of phantom light moving like acloud
of disturbed insects.

"Matin?'
"I'm aweke."
"Doyou bdievein God?'

"Of course." Everyonel knew believed in God. Everyone talked about Her, everyone prayed to Her.
Danidl mogt of dl. Since held joined the Degp Church the previous summer, he prayed every morning for
akilotau before dawn. I'd often wake to find mysdlf aware of him knedling by the far wall of the cabin,
muttering and pounding his chest, before | drifted gratefully back to deep.

Our family had aways been Trangtiond, but Danid wasfifteen, old enough to choose for himself. My
mother accepted thiswith diplomatic silence, but my father seemed positively proud of Danidl's
independence and strength of conviction. My own fedings were mixed. I'd grown used to swimming in
my older brother's wake, but I'd never resented it, because held always let mein on the view ahead:
reading me passages from the books he read himsdlf, teaching me words and phrases from the languages
he studied, sketching some of the mathematics | was yet to encounter first-hand. We used to lie awake
half the night, talking about the cores of stars or the hierarchy of transfinite numbers. But Daniel had told
me nothing about the reasons for his conversion, and his ever increasing piety. | didn't know whether to
fed hurt by thisexcluson, or smply grateful; | could see that being Trangtiond waslike apaeimitation
of being Degp Church, but | wasn't sure that thiswas such abad thing if the wages of mediocrity included
desping until sunrise.

Danidl sad, "Why?"

| stared up at the underside of hisbunk, unsure whether | wasredly seeing it or just imagining its solidity
againg the cabin's ordinary darkness. " Someone must have guided the Angels here from Earth. If Earth's
too far away to see from Covenant ... how could anyone find Covenant from Earth, without God's help?”

| heard Danid shift dightly. "Maybe the Angels had better tel escopes than us. Or maybe they spread out
from Earthin dl directions, launching thousands of expeditions without even knowing what they'd find."

| laughed. "But they had to come here, to be made flesh again!" Even aless-than-devout ten-year-old
knew that much. God prepared Covenant as the place for the Angelsto repent their theft of immortality.
The Trangtionas believed that in amillion years we could earn the right to be Angels again; the Deep
Church bdlieved that we'd remain flesh until the sarsfell from the sky.

Danid said, "What makes you so sure that there were ever really Angels? Or that God really sent them
Her daughter, Bedtrice, to lead them back into the flesh?"



| pondered thisfor awhile. The only answers| could think of came straight out of the Scriptures, and
Danid had taught me years ago that appealsto authority counted for nothing. Findly, | had to confess. "
don't know." | felt foolish, but | was grateful that he was willing to discuss these difficult questionswith
me. | wanted to believein God for the right reasons, not just because everyone around me did.

He said, "Archaeol ogists have shown that we must have arrived about twenty thousand years ago.
Before that, there's no evidence of humans, or any coecologicd plants and animals. That makesthe
Crossing older than the Scriptures say, but there are some dates that are open to interpretation, and with
abit of poetic license everything can be made to add up. And most biologists think the native microfauna
could have formed by itself over millions of years, sarting from smple chemicas, but that doesn't mean
God didn't guide the whole process. Everything's compatible, realy. Science and the Scriptures can both
betrue

| thought I knew where he was headed, now. "So you've worked out away to use science to prove that
God exigs?' | fdt asurge of pride; my brother was ageniug!

"No." Danidl was slent for amoment. "Thethingis, it works both ways. Whatever'swritten in the
Scriptures, people can dways come up with different explanations for the facts. The ships might have left
Earth for some other reason. The Angels might have made bodies for themselves for some other reason.
There's no way to convince anon-believer that the Scriptures are the word of God. It'sall amatter of
fath."

lla,].ll

"Faith'sthe most important thing,” Danid insisted. "If you don't have faith, you can be tempted into
bdieving anything at all."

| made anoise of assent, trying not to sound too disappointed. 1'd expected more from Danidl than the
kind of bland assertionsthat sent me dozing off during sermons at the Trangitiona church.

"Do you know what you have to do to get faith?!

"No."

"AsK for it. That'sal. Ask Bestrice to comeinto your heart and grant you the gift of faith.”

| protested, "We do that every time we go to church!™ | couldn't believe he'd forgotten the Trangtiona
service dready. After the priest placed adrop of seawater on our tongues, to symbolize the blood of
Bestrice, we asked for the gifts of faith, hope, and love.

"But have you received it?"

I'd never thought about that. "I'm not sure.” | believed in God, didn't 12"l might have.”

Daniel was amused. "If you had the gift of faith, you'd know."

| gazed up into the darkness, troubled. "Do you have to go to the Degp Church, to ask for it properly?!

"No. Even in the Deep Church, not everyone hasinvited Begtrice into their hearts. You haveto doit the
way it saysin the Scriptures. 'like an unborn child again, naked and helpless." "



"l was Immersed, wasn't 17"

"Inameta bowl, when you were thirty days old. Infant Immersion isagesture by the parents, an
affirmation of their own good intentions. But it's not enough to save the child.”

| was feding very disoriented now. My father, at least, gpproved of Daniel's conversion ... but now
Danid wastrying to tell methat our family's transactions with God had dl been grosdy deficient, if not
actudly counterfeit.

Danid sad, "Remember what Beatrice told Her followers, the last time She appeared? 'Unlessyou are

willing to drown in My blood, you will never ook upon the face of My Mother." So they bound each
other hand and foot, and weighted themsalves down with rocks."

My chest tightened. "And you've done that?*

"Wes"

"When?"

"Almost ayear ago."

| was more confused than ever. "Did Maand Fago?'

Danid laughed. "No! It's not a public ceremony. Some friends of mine from the Prayer Group helped;
someone has to be on deck to haul you up, because it would be arrogant to expect Bestrice to break

your bonds and raise you to the surface, like She did with Her followers. But in the water, you're done
with God."

He climbed down from his bunk and crouched by the side of my bed. "Are you reedy to give your lifeto
Beatrice, Martin?' His voice sent gray sparks flowing through the darkness.

| hesitated. "What if | just divein? And stay under for awhile?" 1'd been swimming off the boat at night
plenty of times, there was nothing to fear from that.

"No. Y ou haveto be weighted down." Histone madeit clear that there could be no compromise on this.
"How long can you hold your breath?"

"Two hundred tau.” That was an exaggeration; two hundred waswhat | was aiming for.

"That'slong enough.”
| didn't reply. Danid said, "I'll pray with you."

| climbed out of bed, and we kndlt together. Danidl murmured, "Please, Holy Bestrice, grant my brother
Martin the courage to accept the precious gift of Y our blood.” Then he started praying in what | took to
be aforeign language, uttering arapid stream of harsh syllables unlike anything I'd heard before. | listened
apprehensively; | wasn't surethat | wanted Bestrice to change my mind, and | was afraid that this display
of fervor might actualy persuade Her.



| said, "What if | don't doit?'
"Then you'l never seetheface of God."

| knew what that meant: I'd wander donein the belly of Degth, in darkness, for eternity. And eveniif the
Scriptures weren't meant to be taken literally on this, the redlity behind the metaphor could only be
worse. |ndescribably worse.

"But ... what about Maand Fa?" | was more worried about them, because | knew they'd never climb
weighted off the side of the boat at Danidl's behest.

"That will taketime," he said softly.
My mind reeled. He was absol utely serious.

| heard him stand and walk over to the ladder. He climbed afew rungs and opened the hatch. Enough
garlight camein to give shapeto hisarms and shoulders, but as he turned to me | till couldn't make out
hisface. "Come on, Martin!" he whispered. "The longer you put it off, the harder it gets." The hushed
urgency of hisvoicewasfamiliar: generous and conspiratorial, nothing like an adult'simpatience. He
might dmost have been daring meto join him in amidnight raid on the pantry— not because he redlly
needed a collaborator, but because he honestly didn't want me to miss out on the excitement, or the

spails.

| suppose | was more afraid of damnation than drowning, and I'd dways trusted Danidl to warn me of
the dangers ahead. But thistime | wasn't entirely convinced that he wasright, so | must have been driven
by something more than fear, and blind trust.

Maybe it came down to the fact that he was offering to make me hisequal in this. | wasten yearsold,
and | ached to become something more than | was; to reach, not my parents burdensome adulthood, but
the halfway point, full of freedom and secrets, that Danidl had reached. | wanted to be as strong, asfadt,

as quick-witted and widely read as he was. Becoming as certain of God would not have been my first
choice, but there wasn't much point hoping for divine intervention to grant me anything else.

| followed him up onto the deck.

Hetook cord, and aknife, and four spare weights of the kind we used on our nets from the toolbox. He
threaded the weights onto the cord, then | took off my shorts and sat naked on the deck while he knotted
afigure-eight around my ankles. | raised my feet experimentaly; the weights didn't seem dl that heavy.
But in the water, | knew, they'd be more than enough to counteract my body's dight buoyancy.

"Martin? Hold out your hands.”

Suddenly | was crying. With my armsfree, at least | could swim againgt the tug of the weights. But if my
hands weretied, I'd be helpless.

Danid crouched down and met my eyes. "Ssh. It'sall right.”
| hated mysdlf. | could fed my face contorted into the mask of a blubbering infant.

"Areyou afrad?’



| nodded.

Danid smiled reassuringly. "Y ou know why?Y ou know who's doing that? Death doesn't want Begtrice
to have you. He wants you for himsdlf. So he's here on this boat, putting fear into your heart, because he
knows he'samost lost you.”

| saw something move in the shadows behind the toolbox, something dithering into the darkness. If we
went back down to the cabin now, would Desth follow us? To wait for Danid to fal adeep?If I'd turned
my back on Beatrice, who could | ask to send Death away?

| stared at the deck, tears of shame dripping from my cheeks. | held out my arms, wrists together.

When my hands were tied— not palm-to-palm as I'd expected, but in separate |oopsjoined by ashort
bridge— Daniel unwound along stretch of rope from the winch at the rear of the boat, and coiled it on
the deck. | didn't want to think about how long it was, but | knew 1'd never dived to that depth. He took
the blunt hook at the end of the rope, dipped it over my arms, then screwed it closed to form an
unbroken ring. Then he checked again that the cord around my wrists was neither so tight asto burn me,
nor so loose asto let me dip. Ashedid this, | saw something creep over hisface: some kind of doubt or
fear of hisown. He said, "Hang on to the hook. Just in case. Don't et go, no matter what. Okay??" He
whigpered something to Bestrice, then looked up at me, confident again.

He helped meto stand and shuffle over to the guard rail, just to one side of the winch. Then he picked
me up under the arms and lifted me over, resting my feet on the outer hull. The deck wasinert, a
minerdized endoshell, but behind the guard railsthe hull was papably dive: dick with protective
secretions, glowing softly. My toes curled usdesdy againgt the lubricated skin; | had no purchase at dl.
The hull was supporting some of my weight, but Danidl'sarmswould tire eventualy. If | wanted to back
out, I'd haveto do it quickly.

A warm breeze was blowing. | looked around, at theflat horizon, &t the blaze of sars, at thefaint slver
light off the water. Danid recited: "Holy Bestrice, | am ready to dieto thisworld. Let medrownin 'Y our
blood, that I might be redeemed, and |ook upon the face of Y our Mother."

| repeated the words, trying hard to mean them.

"Holy Bestrice, | offer You my life. All I do now, | do for Y ou. Comeinto my heart, and grant me the gift
of faith. Comeinto my heart, and grant me the gift of hope. Come into my heart, and grant me the gift of
love"

"And grant methe gift of love."

Danid released me. At firgt, my feet seemed to adhere magicaly to the hull, and | pivoted backward
without actualy falling. I clung tightly to the hook, pressing the cold metal against my belly, and willed the
rope of the winch to snap taut, leaving me dangling in midair. | even braced myself for the shock. Some
part of meredly did believethat | could change my mind, even now.

Then my feet dipped and | plunged into the ocean and sank straight down.

It was not like adive— not even adive from an untried height, when it took so long for the water to bring
you to a hdt that it began to grow frightening. | wasfdling through the water ever fadter, asif it wasair.



Thevision I'd had of the rope keeping me above the water now swung to the opposite extreme: my
accel eration seemed to prove that the coil on the deck was attached to nothing, that its frayed end was
aready benesth the surface. That's what the followers had done, wasn't it? They'd | et themselves be
thrown in without a lifeline. So Daniel had cut the rope, and | was on my way to the bottom of the
ocean.

Then the hook jerked my hands up over my head, jarring my wrists and shoulders, and | was motionless.

| turned my face toward the surface, but neither starlight nor the hull's faint phosphorescence reached this
deep. | let astream of bubbles escape from my mouth; | felt them dide over my upper lip, but no trace of
them registered in the darkness.

| shifted my handswarily over the hook. | could till feel the cord fast around my wrists, but Daniel had
warned me not to trust it. | brought my knees up to my chest, gauging the effect of the weights. If the
cord broke, at least my hands would be free, but even so | wasn't sure I'd be able to ascend. The
thought of trying to unpick the knots around my ankles as | tumbled deeper filled me with horror.

My shoulders ached, but | wasn't injured. It didn't take much effort to pull mysdf up until my chinwas
level with the bottom of the hook. Going further was awkward— with my hands so close together |
couldn't brace mysdf properly— but on the third attempt | managed to get my armslocked, pointing
sraight down.

I'd done thiswithout any real plan, but then it struck me that even with my hands and feet tied, | could try
shinning up the rope. It wasjust amatter of getting started. 1'd have to turn upside-down, grab the rope
between my knees, then curl up— dragging the hook— and get a grip with my hands at ahigher point.

And if | couldn't reach up far enough to right mysdlf?
I'd ascend feet-first.

| couldn't even manage thefirgt sep. | thought it would be as smple as kegping my armsrigid and letting
myself topple backward, but in the water even two-thirds of my body wasn't sufficient to counterbal ance
theweghts.

| tried adifferent approach: | dropped down to hang at arm'slength, raised my legsashigh as| could,
then proceeded to pull mysdf up again. But my grip wasn't tight enough to resist the turning force of the
weights; | just pivoted around my center of gravity— which was somewhere near my knees— and ended
up, still bent double, but amost horizontal.

| eased mysdlf down again, and tried threading my feet through the circle of my arms. | didn't succeed on
thefirg attempt, and then on reflection it seemed like abad move anyway. Even if | managed to grip the
rope between my bound feet— rather than just tumbling over backward, out of control, and didocating
my shoulders— climbing the rope upside-down with my hands behind my back would either be
impossible, or so awkward and strenuous that 1'd run out of oxygen before | got atenth of the way.

| let some more air escape from my lungs. | could fedl the musclesin my digphragm reproaching me for
keeping them from doing what they wanted to do; not urgently yet, but the knowledge that | had no
control over when I'd be able to draw breath again made it harder to stay calm. | knew | could rely on
Daniel to bring me to the surface on the count of two hundred. But I'd only ever stayed down for a
hundred and sixty. Forty more tau would be an eternity.



I'd amost forgotten what the whole ordeal was meant to be about, but now | started praying. Please
Holy Beatrice, don't let me die. | know You drowned like this to save me, but if | dieit won't help
anyone. Daniel would end up in the deepest shit ... but that's not a threat, it's just an observation.
| felt astab of anxiety; on top of everything else, had | just offended the Daughter of God? | struggled on,
my confidencewaning. | don't want to die. But You already know that. So | don't know what You
want me to say.

| released some more stae air, wishing 1'd counted the time I'd been under: you weren't supposed to
empty your lungs too quickly— when they were deflated it was even harder not to take a breath— but
holding al the carbon dioxide in too long wasn't good either.

Praying only seemed to make me more desperate, so | tried to think other kinds of holy thoughts. |
couldn't remember anything from the Scriptures word for word, but the gist of the most important part
gtarted running through my mind.

After living in Her body for thirty years, and persuading dl the Angelsto become morta again, Bestrice
had gone back up to their deserted spaceship and flown it Straight into the ocean. When Death saw Her
coming, he took the form of agiant serpent, coiled in the water, waiting. And even though Shewasthe
Daughter of God, with the power to do anything, She let Death swallow Her.

That's how much Sheloved us.

Death thought he'd won everything. Bestrice was trapped insde him, in the darkness, done. The Angels
were flesh again, so he wouldn't even have to wait for the starsto fall before he claimed them.

But Beatrice was part of God. Death had swallowed part of God. Thiswas amistake. After three days,
his jaws burst open and Bestrice came flying out, wreathed in fire. Death was broken, shriveled,
diminished.

My limbs were numb but my chest was burning. Death was gtill strong enough to hold down the damned.
| started thrashing about blindly, wasting whatever oxygen was | eft in my blood, but desperate to distract
mysdlf from the urgetoinhde.

Please Holy Beatrice—
Please Danie —

L uminous bruises blossomed behind my eyes and drifted out into the water. | watched them curling into a
kind of vortex, asif something was drawing themin.

It was the mouth of the serpent, swallowing my soul. | opened my own mouth and made awretched
noise, and Death swam forward to kiss me, to breathe cold water into my lungs.

Suddenly, everything was seared with light. The serpent turned and fled, like apaetimid worm. A wave
of contentment washed over me, asif | was an infant again and my mother had wrapped her aams around
metightly. It waslike basking in sunlight, listening to laughter, dreaming of music too beautiful to bered.
Every musclein my body was il trying to prize my lungs open to the water, but now | found mysdlf
fighting thisamost absentmindedly while | marveled & my strange euphoria



Cold air swept over my hands and down my arms. | raised mysdlf up to take amouthful, then dumped
down again, giddy and spluttering, grateful for every breath but till eated by something ese entirdly. The
light that had filled my eyeswas gone, but it left aviolet afterimage everywhere | looked. Daniel kept
winding until my head was leve with the guard rail, then he clamped the winch, bent down, and threw me
over hisshoulder.

I'd been warm enough in the water, but now my teeth were chattering. Daniel wrapped atowel around
me, then set to work cutting the cord. | beamed at him. "I'm so happy!" He gestured to me to be quieter,
but then he whispered joyfully, "That'sthe love of Bestrice. Shelll aways be with you now, Martin.”

| blinked with surprise, then laughed softly at my own stupidity. Until that moment, | hadn't connected
what had happened with Besatrice at al. But of course it was Her. I'd asked Her to come into my heart,
and She had.

And | could seeit in Danid'sface: ayear after hisown Drowning, he ill felt Her presence.

He said, "Everything you do now isfor Beatrice. When you look through your telescope, you'll doit to
honor Her creation. When you eat, or drink, or swim, you'll do it to give thanksfor Her gifts." | nodded
enthugadticaly.

Danid tidied everything away, even soaking up the puddles of water 1'd |eft on the deck. Back inthe
cabin, herecited from the Scriptures, passages that 1'd never really understood before, but which now al
seemed to be about the Drowning, and the way | wasfedling. It was asif 1'd opened the book and found
mysdlf mentioned by name on every page.

When Daniel fell adeep before me, for thefirst timein my lifel didn't fed the dightest pang of loneliness.
The Daughter of God waswith me: | could fed Her presence, like aflameinsde my skull, radiating
warmth through the darkness behind my eyes.

Giving me comfort, giving me strength.

Giving mefath.

TWO

The monastery was amost four milliradians northeast of our home grounds. Daniel and | took the launch
to arendezvous point, and met up with three other small vessels before continuing. 1t had been the same
routine every tenth night for amost ayear— and Daniel had been going to the Prayer Group himsdlf for a
year before that— o the launch didn't need much supervision. Feeding on nutrients in the ocean,
propelling itself by pumping water through fine channdsin its skin, guided by both sunlight and
Covenant's magnetic fidd, it was aperfect example of the kind of legacy of the Angelsthat technology
would never be able to match.

Bartholomew, Rachdl, and Agnes were in one launch, and they traveled besde uswhile the others
skimmed ahead. Bartholomew and Rachel were married, though they were only seventeen, scarcely
older than Danidl. Agnes, Rachd's Sster, was sixteen. Because | was the youngest member of the Prayer
Group, Agnes had fussed over me from the day I'd joined. She said, "It's your big night tonight, Martin,
isn'tit?" | nodded, but declined to pursue the conversation, leaving her freeto talk to Daniel.



It was dusk by the time the monastery cameinto sight, a conical tower built from at |east ten thousand
hulls, rising up from the water in the stylized form of Bestrice's spaceship. Aimed at the sky, not down
into the depths. Though some commentators on the Scriptures insisted that the spaceship itself had sunk
forever, and Beatrice had risen from the water unaided, it was il the definitive symbol of Her victory
over Desgth. For the three days of Her separation from God, al such buildings stood in darkness, but that
was haf ayear away, and now the monastery shone from every porthole.

Therewas anarrow tunnd leading into the base of the tower; the launches detected its scent in the water
andfiled in one by one. | knew they didn't have souls, but | wondered what it would have been like for
them if they'd been aware of their actions. Normaly they rested in the dock of asingle hull, a pouch of
boatskin that secured them but gtill [eft them largely exposed. Maybe being drawn ingtinctively into this
vast structure would have felt even safer, even more comforting, than docking with their home boat.
When | said something to this effect, Rachd, in the launch behind me, sniggered. Agnessaid, "Don't be
horrible™

Thewalls of the tunnel phosphoresced pale green, but the opening ahead was filled with white lamplight,
dazzlingly richer and brighter. We emerged into acand circling avast atrium, and continued around it
until the launches found empty docks.

Aswe disembarked, every footstep, every splash, echoed back at us. | looked up at the ceiling, adome
gpliced together from hundreds of curved triangular hull sections, tattooed with scenes from the
Scriptures. The origind illugtrations were more than athousand years old, but the living boatskin
degraded the pigments on atime scale of decades, so the monks had to constantly renew them.

"Bestrice Joining the Angdls' was my favorite. Because the Angds weren't flesh, they didn't grow inside
their mothers; they just appeared from nowherein the streets of the Immateria Cities. In the pictureon
the ceiling, Beatricesimmaterid body was half-formed, with cherubs till working to clothe the immateria
bones of Her legsand armsin immaterial muscles, veins, and skin. A few Angelsin luminous robeswere
glancing Sdeways a Her, but you could tell they weren't particularly impressed. They'd had no way of
knowing, then, who Shewas.

A corridor with itsown smdler illugtrations led from the atrium to the meeting room. There were about
fifty peoplein the Prayer Group— including severd priests and monks, though they acted just like
everyone else. In church, you followed the liturgy; the priest dotted in hisor her sermon, but there was no
room for the worshippers to do much more than pray or sing in unison and offer rote responses. Here it
was much lessforma. There were two or three different speskers every night— sometimes guests who
were visiting the monastery, sometimes members of the group— and after that anyone could ask the
group to pray with them, about whatever they liked.

I'd fallen behind the others, but they'd saved me an aide seat. Agneswasto my |eft, then Danidl,
Bartholomew and Rachdl. Agnes said, "Are you nervous?'

“No."
Danid laughed, asif thisclam wasridiculous.
| sad, "I'mnot.” I'd meant to sound loftily unperturbed, but the words came out sullen and childish.

Thefirst two speakers were both lay theologians, Firmlanders who were visiting the monastery. One



gave atak about people who belonged to fase religions, and how they were all— in effect—
worshipping Bestrice, but just didn't know it. He said they wouldn't be damned, because they'd had no
choice about the cultures they were born into. Beatrice would know they'd meant well, and forgive them.

| wanted thisto be true, but it made no sense to me. Either Beatrice was the Daughter of God, and
everyone who thought otherwise had turned away from Her into the darkness, or ... therewasno "or." |
only had to close my eyes and fedl Her presence to know that. Still, everyone agpplauded when the man
finished, and dl the questions people asked seemed sympathetic to his views, so perhaps his arguments
had smply been too subtle for meto follow.

The second speaker referred to Begtrice as "the Holy Jester,” and rebuked us severely for not paying
enough attention to Her sense of humor. She cited eventsin the Scriptures which she said were practica
jokes, and then went on at some length about "the hedling power of laughter." It wasdl about as gripping
asalecture on nutrition and hygiene; | struggled to keep my eyes open. At the end, no one could think of
any questions.

Then Carol, who was running the mesting, said, "Now Martin is going to give witness to the power of
Bedtricein hislife

Everyone applauded encouragingly. As| roseto my feet and stepped into the aide, Daniel leaned toward
Agnes and whispered sarcagticdly, "This should be good.”

| stood at the lectern and gave the talk 1'd been rehearsing for days. Betrice, | said, was beside me now
whatever | did: whether | studied or worked, ate or swam, or just sat and watched the stars. When |
woke in the morning and looked into my heart, She was there without fail, offering me strength and
guidance. When | lay in bed at night, | feared nothing, because | knew She was watching over me.
Before my Drowning, 1'd been unsure of my faith, but now I'd never again be able to doubt that the
Daughter of God had become flesh, and died, and conquered Degth, because of Her great lovefor us.

It wasdl true, but even as| said these things | couldn't get Daniel's sarcastic words out of my mind. |
glanced over at the row where I'd been sitting, at the people I'd traveled with. What did | havein
common with them, really? Rachel and Bartholomew were married. Bartholomew and Danidl had studied
together, and il played on the same dive-ball team. Daniel and Agneswere probably in love. And
Daniel was my brother ... but the only difference that seemed to make was the fact that he could belittle
me far more efficiently than any stranger.

In the open prayer that followed, | paid no attention to the problems and blessings people were sharing
with the group. | tried slently caling on Bestrice to dissolve the knot of anger in my heart. But | couldn't
doit; I'd turned too far away from Her.

When the meseting was over, and people started moving into the adjoining room to talk for awhile, | hung
back. When the others were out of sight, | ducked into the corridor, and headed straight for the launch.

Danid could get aride homewith hisfriends; it wasn't far out of their way. 1'd wait ashort distance from
the boat until he caught up; if my parents saw me arrive on my own I'd bein trouble. Danid would be
angry, of course, but he wouldn't betray me.

Once I'd freed the launch from its dock, it knew exactly where to go: around the cand, back to the
tunnel, out into the open sea. As| sped acrossthe calm, dark water, | felt the presence of Bestrice
returning, which seemed like asign that She understood that 1'd had to get away.



| leaned over and dipped my hand in the weter, feding the current the launch was generating by shuffling
ionsin and out of the cells of its skin. The outer hull glowed a phosphorescent blue, more to warn other
vessasthan to light the way. In the time of Beatrice, one of her followers had sat in the Immateria City
and designed this creature from scratch. It gave meakind of vertigo, just imagining the thingsthe Angels
had known. | wasn't sure why so much of it had been logt, but | wanted to rediscover it al. Even the
Deep Church taught that there was nothing wrong with that, so long aswe didn't useit to try to become
immortd again.

The monastery shrank to ablur of light on the horizon, and there was no other beacon visible on the
water, but | could read the stars, and sense the field lines, so | knew the launch was heading in the right
direction.

When | noticed a blue speck in the distance, it was clear that it wasn't Daniel and the others chasing after
me; it was coming from the wrong direction. As | watched the launch drawing nearer | grew anxious; if
thiswas someone | knew, and | couldn't come up with agood reason to be traveling done, word would
get back to my parents.

Before | could make out anyone on board, a voice shouted, "Can you help me? I'm lost!"

| thought for awhile before replying. The voice sounded dmost matter-of-fact, making light of this blunt
admission of helplessness, but it was no joke. If you were sick, your diurnal sense and your field sense
could both become scrambled, making the stars much harder to read. It had happened to me a couple of
times, and it had been a horrible experience— even standing safely on the deck of our boat. Thislate at
night, alaunch with only itsfield senseto guideit could losetrack of its position, especidly if you were
trying to take it somewhere it hadn't been before.

| shouted back our coordinates, and thetime. | wasfairly confident that | had them down to the nearest
hundred microradians, and few hundred tal.

"That can't beright! Can | approach? Let our launchestalk?"

| hesitated. It had been drummed into mefor aslong as | could remember that if | ever found myself
alone on the water, | should give other vessels awide berth unless | knew the people on board. But
Beatrice was with me, and if someone needed help it was wrong to refuse them.

"All right!" | stopped dead, and waited for the stranger to close the gap. Asthe launch drew up beside
me, | was surprised to see that the passenger was a young man. He looked about Bartholomew's age,
but he/d sounded much older.

We didn't need to tell the launches what to do; proximity was enough to trigger achemical exchange of
information. The man said, "Out on your own?"'

"I'm traveling with my brother and hisfriends. | just went ahead a bit.”

That made him smile. " Sent you on your way, did they? What do you think they're getting up to, back
there?' | didn't reply; that was no way to talk about people you didn't even know. The man scanned the
horizon, then spread hisarmsin agesture of sympathy. "Y ou must be fedling left out.”

| shook my head. There wasapair of binoculars on the floor behind him; even before held called out for



help, he could have seen that | was aone,

He jumped deftly between the launches, landing on the stern bench. | said, "Theres nothing to stedl.” My
skin was crawling, more with disbelief than fear. He was standing on the bench in the sarlight, pulling a
knife from hisbelt. The details— the pattern carved into the handle, the serrated edge of the blade—
only madeit seem more like adream.

He coughed, suddenly nervous. "Just do what | tdll you, and you won't get hurt.”

| filled my lungs and shouted for help with al the strength | had; | knew there was no onein earshaot, but |
thought it might still frighten him off. Helooked around, more startled than angry, asif he couldn't quite
believe I'd waste so much effort. | jumped backward, into the water. A moment later | heard him follow
me

| found the blue glow of the launches above me, then swam hard, down and away from them, without
wasting time searching for his shadow. Blood was pounding in my ears, but | knew | was moving dmost
dlently; however fast hewas, in the darkness he could swim right past me without knowing it. If he didn't
catch me soon he'd probably return to the launch and wait to spot me when | came up for air. | had to
surface far enough away to be invisible— even with the binoculars.

| wasterrified that 1'd fedd ahand close around my ankle at any moment, but Besatrice was with me. Asl
swam, | thought back to my Drowning, and Her presence grew stronger than ever. When my lungswere
amost burgting, She helped me to keep going, my limbs moving mechanicaly, blotches of light floating in
front of my eyes. When | findly knew | had to surface, | turned face-up and ascended dowly, then lay on
my back with only my mouth and nose above the water, refusing the temptation to stick my head up and
look around.

| filled and emptied my lungs afew times, then dived again.

Thefifth time| surfaced, | dared to look back. | couldn't see either launch. | raised myself higher, then
turned afull cirdlein case I'd grown disoriented, but nothing came into sight.

| checked the stars, and my field sense. The launches should not have been over the horizon. | trod
water, riding the swdll, and tried not to think about how tired | was. It was at |east two milliradiansto the
nearest boat. Good swimmers— some younger than | was— competed in marathons over distanceslike
that, but 1'd never even aspired to such feats of endurance. Unprepared, in the middle of the night, |
knew | wouldn't makeiit.

If the man had given up on me, would he have taken our launch? When they cost o little, and the
markings were s0 hard to change? That would be nothing but an admission of guilt. So why couldn't |
seeit? Either held sent it onitsway, or it had decided to return homeitself.

| knew the path it would have taken; | would have seen it go by, if 1'd been looking for it when I'd
surfaced before. But | had no hope of catching it now.

| began to pray. | knew I'd been wrong to leave the others, but | asked for forgiveness, and felt it being
granted. | watched the horizon dmost calmly— smiling at the blue flashes of meteors burning up high
above the ocean— Bestrice would not abandon me.

| was gill praying— treading water, shivering from the cool of the air— when ablue light gppeared in the



distance. It disappeared asthe swell took me down again, but there was no mistaking it for a shooting
gar. Was this Daniel and the others— or the stranger? | didn't have long to decide; if | wanted to get
within earshot asthey passed, I'd have to swim hard.

| closed my eyes and prayed for guidance. Please Holy Beatrice, let me know. Joy flooded through my
mind, ingtantly: it wasthem, | was certain of it. | set off asfast as| could.

| started yelling before | could see how many passengers there were, but | knew Bestrice would never
alow meto be mistaken. A flare shot up from the launch, revealing four figures standing sde by side,
scanning the water. | shouted with jubilation, and waved my arms. Someonefindly spotted me, and they
brought the launch around toward me. By the time | was on board | was so charged up on adrenaline
and relief that | dmost believed | could have dived back into the water and raced them home.

| thought Danidl would be angry, but when | described what had happened dl he said was, "Wed better
get moving."

Agnes embraced me. Bartholomew gave me an dmost respectful look, but Rache muttered sourly,
"You'reanidiot, Martin. Y ou don't know how lucky you are."

| said, "l know."

Our parents were standing on deck. The empty launch had arrived some time ago; they'd been about to
st out to look for us. When the others had departed | began recounting everything again, thistimetrying
to play down any dement of danger.

Before I'd finished, my mother grabbed Danid by the front of his shirt and started dapping him. 1 trusted
you with him? You maniac! | trusted you!" Danidl half raised hisarm to block her, but then let it drop and
just turned his face to the deck.

| burst into tears. "It was my fault!” Our parents never struck us; | couldn't believe what | was seeing.

My father said soothingly, "Look ... he'shome now. He's safe. No one touched him." He put an arm
around my shoulders and asked warily, "That'sright, Martin, isn't it?"

| nodded tearfully. Thiswas worse than anything that had happened on thelaunch, or inthewater; | fdt a
thousand times more helpless, athousand times more like achild.

| said, "Bestrice was watching over me."
My mother rolled her eyes and laughed wildly, |etting go of Daniel's shirt. "Bestrice? Beatrice? Don't you
know what could have happened to you?Y ou're too young to have given him what he wanted. He would

have had to use the knife."

The chill of my wet clothes seemed to penetrate deeper. | swayed unsteadily, but fought to stay upright.
Then | whispered subbornly, "Begtrice was there."

My father said, "Go and get changed, or you're going to freeze to death.”

| lay in bed listening to them shout at Daniel. When hefinally came down the ladder | was so Sick with
shamethat | wished I'd drowned.



Hesad, "Areyou dl right?'
Therewas nothing | could say. | couldn't ask him to forgive me.

"Martin?' Danid turned on the lamp. Hisface was stregked with tears; he laughed softly, wiping them
away. "Fuck, you had meworried. Don't ever do anything like that again.”

III Wmlt."
"Okay." That wasit; no shouting, no recriminations. "Do you want to pray with me?'

We kndlt sde by side, praying for our parentsto be at peace, praying for the man who'd tried to hurt me.
| started trembling; everything was catching up with me. Suddenly, words began gushing from my
mouth— words | neither recognized nor understood, though | knew | was praying for everything to be all
right with Danidl, praying that our parentswould stop blaming him for my stupidity.

The strange words kept flowing out of me, an incomprehensible torrent somehow imbued with everything
| wasfeding. | knew what was happening: Beatrice had given me the Angels' tongue. We'd had to
surrender al knowledge of it when we became flesh, but sometimes She granted people the ability to
pray thisway, because the language of the Angels could express things we could no longer put into
words. Daniel had been ableto do it ever snce his Drowning, but it wasn't something you could teach, or
even something you could ask for.

When | findly stopped, my mind was racing. "Maybe Beatrice planned everything that happened tonight?
Maybe She arranged it dll, to lead up to this moment!”

Danid shook his head, wincing dightly. "Don't get carried away. Y ou have the gift; just accept it." He
nudged me with his shoulder. "Now get into bed, before we're both in more trouble.”

| lay awake dmost until dawn, overwhemed with happiness. Daniel had forgiven me. Beatrice had
protected and blessed me. | felt no more shame, just humility and amazement. | knew I'd done nothing to
deserveit, but my life was wrapped in the love of God.

THREE

According to the Scriptures, the oceans of Earth were storm-tossed, and filled with dangerous creatures.
But on Covenant, the oceans were cam, and the Angels created nothing in the ecopoiesis that would
harm their own morta incarnations. The four continents and the four oceans were rendered equally
hospitable, and just as women and men were made indistinguishable in the sight of God, so were
Fredlanders and Firmlanders. (Some commentatorsinssted that thiswasliterdly true: God choseto blind
Hersdf to where we lived, and whether or not we'd been born with apenis. | thought that was a beautiful
idea, evenif | couldn't quite grasp thelogigtics of it.)

I'd heard that certain obscure sects taught that half the Angels had actualy become embodied asa
separate people who could live in the water and breathe beneath the surface, but then God destroyed
them because they were amockery of Beatrice's desth. No legitimate church took this notion serioudly,
though, and archaeol ogists had found no trace of these mythical doomed cousins. Humans were humans,



there was only one kind. Fred anders and Firmlanders could even intermarry— if they could agree where
tolive

When | wasfifteen, Daniel became engaged to Agnes from the Prayer Group. That made sense: they'd
be spared the explanations and arguments about the Drowning that they might have faced with partners
who weren't o blessed. Agneswas a Fredlander, of course, but alarge branch of her family, and a
smaller branch of ours, were Firmlanders, so after long negotiations it was decided that the wedding
would be held in Ferez, acoastal town.

| went with my father to pick ahull to befitted out as Danidl and Agness boat. The breeder, Diana, had
asgtring of sx mature hullsin tow, and my father inssted on walking out onto their backs and personaly
examining each onefor imperfections.

By the time we reached the fourth | was losing patience. | muttered, "It's the skin undernesth that
matters.” In fact, you could tell alot about ahull's genera condition from up here, but there wasn't much
point worrying about afew tiny flaws high above the waterline.

My father nodded thoughtfully. "That's true. Y ou'd better get in the water and check their undersides.”

"I'm not doing that." We couldn't smply trust thiswoman to sdl usahedthy hull for adecent price; that
wouldn't have been sufficiently embarrassng.

"Martin! Thisisfor the safety of your brother and sgter-in-law.”

| glanced a Dianato show her where my sympethieslay, then dipped off my shirt and dived in. | swam
down to thelast hull in the row, then ducked benegth it. | began the job with perverse thoroughness,
running my fingers over every square nanoradian of skin. | was determined to annoy my father by taking
even longer than he wanted— and determined to impress Diana by examining al six hullswithout coming
up for air.

An unfitted hull rode higher in the water than aboat full of furniture and junk, but | was surprised to
discover that even in the creaturée's shadow there was enough light for meto seethe skin clearly. After a
while| redlized that, paradoxically, thiswas because the water was dightly cloudier than usud, and
whatever the fine particles were, they were scattering sunlight into the shadows.

Moving through the warm, bright water, feding the love of Bestrice more strongly than | had for along
time, it wasimpossible to remain angry with my father. He wanted the best hull for Daniel and Agnes, and
sodid . Asfor impressing Diana... who was | kidding? She was agrown woman, &t least asold as
Agnes, and highly unlikely to view me as anything more than achild. By thetime I'd finished with the third
hull | was fedling short of breath, so | surfaced and reported cheerfully, "No blemishes so far!™

Dianasmiled down a me. "Y ou've got strong lungs.”

All six hullswere in perfect condition. We ended up taking the one at the end of the row, because it was
easest to detach.



Ferez was built on the mouth of ariver, but the docks were some distance upstream. That hel ped to
prepare us, the gradua deadening of the waves was less of ashock than an ingtant transition from seato
land would have been. When | jumped from the deck to the pier, though, it was like colliding with
something massive and unyielding, therock of the planet itself. I'd been on land twice before, for lessthan
aday on both occasions. The wedding celebrationswould last ten days, but at least wed ill be ableto
deep on the boat.

Asthe four of uswalked adong the crowded streets, heading for the ceremonia hall where everything but
the wedding sacrament itself would take place, | stared uncouthly a everyonein sight. Almost no one
was barefoot like us, and after afew hundred tau on the paving stones— much rougher than any deck—
| could understand why. Our clothes were different, our skin was darker, our accent was unmistakably
foreign ... but no one stared back. Freelanders were hardly anovelty here. That made me even more
sdf-conscious; the curiogity | felt wasn't mutud.

Inthe hdl, | joined in with the preparations, mainly just lugging furniture around under the directions of
one of Agnesstyrannical uncles. It wasanew kind of shock to see so many Fredanderstogether in this
dien environment, and stranger <till when | redlized that | couldn't necessarily spot the Firmlanders among
us, therewas no sharp dividing linein physica gppearance, or even clothing. | began to fed dightly guilty;
if God couldn't tell the difference, what was | doing hunting for the Sgns?

At noon, we dl ate outside, in agarden behind the hdl. The grass was soft, but it made my feet itch.
Danid had gone off to befitted for wedding clothes, and my parents were performing some vital task of
their own; | only recognized a handful of the people around me. | sat in the shade of atree, pretending to
be obliviousto the plant's enormous Size and bizarre anatomy. | wondered if we'd takeasiesta; | couldn't
imaginefaling adegp onthe grass.

Someone sat down beside me, and | turned.

"I'm Lena. Agness second cousin.”

"I'm Danid's brother, Martin." | hesitated, then offered her my hand; shetook it, smiling dightly. I'd
awkwardly kissed a dozen strangersthat morning, al distant prospective relatives, but thistime | didn't
dare.

"Brother of the groom, doing grunt work with the rest of us." She shook her head in mocking admiration.

| desperately wanted to say something witty in reply, but an attempt that failed would be even worse than
merdly being dull. "Doyou livein Ferez?'

"No, Mitar. Inland from here. Were staying with my uncle.” She pulled aface. "Along with ten other
people. No privacy. It'sawful.”

| said, "It was easy for us. We just brought our home with us." You idiot. Asif she didn't know that.
Lenasmiled. "I haven't been on aboat in years. You'll haveto give me atour sometime.”

"Of course. I'd be happy to.” | knew she was only making smdll talk; sheld never take me up on the
offer.

Shesad, "Isit just you and Danid ?"



IIY$II
"Y ou must be clo"
| shrugged. "What about you?”'

"Two brothers. Both younger. Eight and nine. They'redl right, | suppose.” She rested her chin on one
hand and gazed & me coally.

| looked away, disconcerted by more than my wishful thinking about what lay behind that gaze. Unless
her parents had been awfully young when she was born, it didn't seem likely that more children were
planned. So did an odd number in the family mean that one had died, or that the custom of equal
numbers carried by each parent wasn't followed where she lived? 1'd studied the region lessthan ayear
ago, but | had aterrible memory for thingslike that.

Lenasaid, "You looked so lonely, off here on your own.”

| turned back to her, surprised. "I'm never lonely."

"No?'

She seemed genuindy curious. | opened my mouth to tell her about Bestrice, but then changed my mind.
The few times|'d said anything to friends— ordinary friends, not Drowned ones— I'd regretted it. Not
everyone had laughed, but they'd all been acutely embarrassed by the revelation.

| sad, "Mitar hasamillion people, doesn't it?"

llYall

"An areaof ocean the same size would have a population of ten."

Lenafrowned. "That's abit too deep for me, I'm afraid.” She roseto her feet. "But maybe you'll think of
away of putting it that even a Firmlander can understand.” She raised a hand goodbye and started
waking away.

| said, "Maybe| will."

The wedding took placein Ferez's Degp Church, aspaceship built of stone, glass, and wood. It looked
amost like aparody of the churches | was used to, though it probably bore a closer resemblanceto the
Angds red ship than anything made of living hulls.

Danid and Agnes stood before the priest, benesth the apex of the building. Their closest rel atives stood
behind them in two angled lines on ether sde. My father— Danid's mother— wasfirst in our line,
followed by my own mother, then me. That put melevel with Rachd, who kept shooting disdainful
glances my way. After my misadventure, Daniel and | had eventualy been adlowed to trave to the Prayer



Group meetings again, but lessthan ayear later I'd lost interest, and soon after 1'd dso stopped going to
church. Bestrice was with me, congtantly, and no gatherings or ceremonies could bring me any closer to
Her. | knew Danid disapproved of this attitude, but he didn't lecture me about it, and my parents had
accepted my decision without any fuss. If Rachdl thought | was some kind of apostate, that was her
problem.

The priest said, "Which of you brings a bridge to this marriage?’

Danid said, "l do." Inthe Trangtiona ceremony, they no longer asked this; it wasreally no one se's
business— and in away the question was dmost sacrilegious. Still, Degp Church theologians had
explained away greater doctrina inconsstencies than this, so who was| to argue?

"Do you, Danid and Agnes, solemnly declare that this bridge will be the bond of your union until desth,
to be shared with no other person?’

They replied together, "We solemnly declare.”

"Do you solemnly declare that as you share this bridge, o shall you share every joy and every burden of
marriage— equaly?'

"We solemnly declare.”

My mind wandered; | thought of Lenas parents. Maybe one of the family's children was adopted. Lena
and | had managed to snesk away to the boat three times so far, early in the evenings while my parents
were till out. Weld done things I'd never done with anyone else, but | ill hadn't had the courage to ask
her anything so persondl.

Suddenly the priest was saying, "In the eyes of God, you are one now." My father started weeping softly.
AsDanid and Agneskissed, | felt asurge of contradictory emotions. I'd miss Danid, but | was glad that
I'd finally have a chanceto live gpart from him. And | wanted him to be happy— | wasjedous of his
happiness aready— but at the same time, the thought of marrying someone like Agnesfilled mewith
claustrophobia. She was kind, devout, and generous. She and Daniel would treat each other, and their
children, well. But neither of them would present the dightest challenge to the other's most cherished
bdiefs.

Thisrecipe for harmony terrified me. Not least because | was afraid that Bestrice approved, and wanted
meto follow it mysdf.

Lenaput her hand over mine and pushed my fingers degper into her, gasping. We were Sitting on my
bunk, face to face, my legs Stretched ouit flat, hers arching over them.

She did the pam of her other hand over my penis. | bent forward and kissed her, moving my thumb over
the place shed shown me, and her shudder ran through both of us.

"Matin?'



She stroked me with onefingertip; somehow it was far better than having her whole hand wrapped
around me.

"Do you want to come insde me?”'
| shook my head.
"Why not?'

She kept moving her finger, tracing the sameline; | could barely think. Why not? ™Y ou might get
pregnant.”

She laughed. "Don't be stupid. | can contral that. Y ou'll learn, too. It'sjust amatter of experience.”
| sad, "Il use my tongue. You liked that."

"l did. But I want something more now. And you do, too. | cantell.” She smiled imploringly. "It benice
for both of us, | promise. Nicer than anything you've donein your life."

"Don't bet onit."

Lenamade a sound of dishdlief, and ran her thumb around the base of my penis. "I cantell you haven't
put thisinsde anyone before. But that's nothing to be ashamed of "

"Who said | was ashamed?'

She nodded gravely. "All right. Frightened.”

| pulled my hand free, and banged my head on the bunk above us. Danidl's old bunk.
Lenareached up and put her hand on my cheek.

| said, "l can't. We're not married.”

Shefrowned. "'l heard you'd given up on dl that."

"All what?'

"Religion.”

"Then you were misnformed.”

Lenasad, "Thisiswhat the Angels made our bodiesto do. How can there be anything sinful in that?"
Sheran her hand down my neck, over my chest.

"But the bridgeismeant to ..." What? All the Scriptures said was that it was meant to unite men and
women, equally. And the Scriptures said God couldn't tell women and men apart, but in the Deep
Church, inthe sight of God, the priest had just made Danie claim priority. So why should | care what any



priest thought?

| sad, "All right.”

"Areyou sure?!

"Yes" | took her face in my hands and started kissing her. After awhile, she reached down and guided
mein. The shock of pleasure dmost made me come, but | stopped mysalf somehow. When the risk of
that had lessened, we wrapped our arms around each other and rocked dowly back and forth.

It wasn't better than my Drowning, but it was so much likeit that it had to be blessed by Bestrice. And as
we moved in each other'sarms, | grew determined to ask Lenato marry me. She wasintelligent and
strong. She questioned everything. It didn't matter that she was a Firmlander; we could meet hafway, we
couldlivein Ferez.

| felt mysdlf gaculate. "I'm sorry."

Lenawhispered, "That'sdl right, that'sal right. Just keep moving."

| was il hard; that had never happened before. | could fed her muscles clenching and releasing
rhythmicaly, in time with our motion, and her dow exhdations. Then she cried out, and dug her fingers
into my back. | tried to dide partly out of her again, but it wasimpossible, she was holding metoo tightly.
Thiswasit. There was ho going back.

Now | was afraid. "I've never—" Tearswerewelling up in my eyes; | tried to shake them away.

"I know. And I know it'sfrightening.” She embraced me moretightly. "Just fed it, though. Isn't it
wonderful ?*

| was hardly aware of my motionless penis anymore, but there was liquid fire flowing through my groin,
waves of pleasure spreading deeper. | said, "Yes. Isit like that for you?”

"It'sdifferent. Butit'sjust asgood. Y oull find out for yourself, soon enough.”
"I hadn't been thinking that far ahead,” | confessed.

Lenagiggled. "Y ou've got awhole new lifein front of you, Martin. Y ou don't know what you've been
missng."

She kissed me, then started pulling away. | cried out in pain, and she stopped. "I'm sorry. I'll take it
dowly." | reached down to touch the place where we were joined; there was atrickle of blood escaping
from the base of my penis.

Lenasad, "You're not going to faint on me, areyou?"

"Don't be stupid.” | did fed queasy, though. "What if I'm not ready? What if | can't do it?"

"Then I'll lose my hold in afew hundred tau. The Angelsweren't completely stupid.”

| ignored this blagphemy, though it wasn't just any Angel who'd designed our bodies— it was Bestrice



Hersdf. | said, "Just promise you won't use aknife.”
"That's not funny. That redlly happensto people.”
"l know." | kissed her shoulder. "I think—"

Lenadraightened her legsdightly, and | felt the core break free insgde me. Blood flowed warmly from
my groin, but the pain had changed from athreat of damage to mere tenderness, my nervous system no
longer spanned thelesion. | asked Lena, "Do you fed it?Isit part of you?'

"Not yet. It takesawhilefor the connectionsto form." Sheran her fingersover my lips. "Can | say indde
you, until they have?'

| nodded happily. | hardly cared about the sensations anymore; it was just contemplating the miracle of
being able to give apart of my body to Lenathat was wonderful. I'd studied the physiological detailslong
ago, everything from the exchange of nutrients to the organ's independent immune system— and | knew
that Bestrice had used many of the same techniques for the bridge as She'd used with gestating
embryos— but to witness Her ingenuity so dramatically at work in my own flesh was both shocking and
intensely moving. Only giving birth could bring me closer to Her than this.

When we findly separated, though, | wasn't entirely prepared for the sight of what emerged. "Oh, thet is
disgugting!™

Lenashook her head, laughing. "New ones dways|ook abit ... encrusted. Most of that stuff will wash
away, and therest will fdl off inafew kilotau."

| bunched up the sheet to find a clean spot, then dabbed at my— her— penis. My newly formed vagina
had stopped bleeding, but it wasfindly dawning on me just how much messwe'd made. "1'm going to
have to wash this before my parents get back. | can put it out to dry in the morning, after they're gone,
but if I don't wash it now they'll smell it."

We cleaned oursalves enough to put on shorts, then Lena hel ped me carry the sheet up onto the deck
and drapeit in the water from the laundry hooks. The fibersin the sheet would use nutrients in the water
to power the self-cleaning process.

The docks appeared deserted; most of the boats nearby belonged to people who'd come for the
wedding. I'd told my parents | wastoo tired to stay on at the celebrations; tonight they'd continue until
dawn, though Daniel and Agneswould probably leave by midnight. To do what Lenaand | had just
done.

"Martin? Areyou shivering?'

Therewas nothing to be gained by putting it off. Before whatever courage | had could desert me, | said,
"Will you marry me?'

"Very funny. Oh—" Lenatook my hand. "I'm sorry, | never know when you'rejoking."

| said, "We've exchanged the bridge. It doesn't matter that we weren't married first, but it would make
thingseaser if we went dong with convention.”



"Martin—"

"Or we could just live together, if that's what you want. | don't care. We're aready married in the eyes of
Bedtrice"

Lenabit her lip. "I don't want to live with you."

"I could moveto Mitar. | could get ajob."

Lenashook her head, till holding my hand. She said firmly, " No. Y ou knew, before we did anything,
what it would and wouldn't mean. Y ou don't want to marry me, and | don't want to marry you. So snap

out of it."

| pulled my hand free, and sat down on the deck. What had | done? I'd thought I'd had Beatrice's
blessing, I'd thought thiswas dl in Her plan ... but 1'd just been fooling mysdif.

Lenasat beside me. "What are you worried about? Y our parents finding out?"

"Yes" That wastheleast of it, but it seemed pointlesstrying to explain the truth. | turned to her. "When
could we—?"'

"Not for about ten days. And sometimesit'slonger after thefirst time."

I'd known as much, but 1'd hoped her experience might contradict my theoretica knowledge. Ten days.
Wed both be gone by then.

Lenasaid, "What do you think, you can never get married now? How many marriages do you imagine
involve the bridge one of the partners was born with?"

"Nine out of ten. Unlessthey're both women.”
Lenagave mealook that hovered between tenderness and incredulity. "My estimate is about onein five."

| shook my head. "I don't care. Weve exchanged the bridge, we have to be together." Lenads expression
hardened, then so did my resolve. "Or | haveto get it back."

"Martin, that'sridiculous. Y ou'll find another lover soon enough, and then you won't even know what you
were worried about. Or maybe you'll fal in love with anice Degp Church boy, and then you'll both be
glad you've been spared the trouble of getting rid of the extra bridge.”

"Y eah? Or maybe héll just be disgusted that | couldn't wait until | reglly was doing it for him!™

Lenagroaned, and stared up at the sky. "Did | say something before about the Angels getting things
right? Ten thousand years without bodies, and they thought they were qudified—"

| cut her off angrily. "Don't be so fucking blasphemous? Bestrice knew exactly what She was doing. If
wemessit up, that's our fault!"

Lenasaid, matter-of-factly, "In ten years time, ther€lll be apill you'll be able to take to keep the bridge
from being passed, and another pill to make it pass when it otherwise wouldn't. Well win control of our



bodies back from the Angdls, and start doing exactly what we like with them.”
"That'ssck. That redly issck."

| stared at the deck, suffocating in misery. This was what |'d wanted, wasn't it? A lover who was the
very opposite of Daniel's sweet, pious Agnes? Except that in my fantasies, wed dways had alifetime
to debate our philosophical differences. Not one night to be torn apart by them.

| had nothing to lose, now. | told Lenaabout my Drowning. She didn't laugh; shelistened in silence.
| said, "Do you believe me?"

"Of course." She heditated. "But have you ever wondered if there might be another explanation for the
way you fdlt, in the water that night?'Y ou were starved of oxygen—"

"People are starved of oxygen dl thetime. Fredander kids spend haf ther livestrying to stay underwater
longer than the last time.”

Lenanodded. "Sure. But that's not quite the same, isit? Y ou were pushed beyond the time you could
have stayed under by sheer willpower. And ... you were cued, you were told what to expect.”

"That's not true. Danidl never told mewhat it would be like. | was surprised when it happened.” | gazed
back at her cdmly, ready to counter any ingenious hypothesis she came up with. | felt chastened, but
almost at peace now. Thiswaswhat Beatrice had expected of me, before we'd exchanged the bridge:
not adead ceremony in adead building, but the honesty to tell Lena exactly who sheld be making love
with.

We argued amost until sunrise; neither of us convinced the other of anything. Lenahelped me drag the
clean sheet out of the water and hide it below deck. Before she left, she wrote down the address of a
friend's house in Mitar, and a place and time we could mest.

Keeping that appointment was the hardest thing 1'd ever donein my life. | spent three solid days
ingratiating mysalf with my Mitar-based cousins, to the point where they would have had to be openly
hostile to get out of inviting me to stay with them after the wedding. Once | wasthere, | had to scheme
and lierdentlesdy to ensure that | was free of them on the predetermined day.

In astranger's house, in the middle of the afternoon, Lenaand | joylesdy reversed everything that had
happened between us. I'd been afraid that the act itself might rekindle al my stupid illusions, but when we
parted on the street outside, | felt asif | hardly knew her.

| ached even more than | had on the boat, and my groin was palpably swollen, but in a couple of days, |
knew, nothing lessthan alover'stouch or amedical examination would reved what 1'd done.

In thetrain back to the coadt, | replayed the entire sequence of eventsin my mind, again and again. How
could | have been so wrong? People aways talked about the power of sex to confuse and deceive you,
but I'd always believed that was just chegp cynicism. Besides, | hadn't blindly surrendered to sex; I'd
thought 1'd been guided by Bestrice.

If I could be wrong about that—



I'd have to be more careful . Bestrice aways spoke clearly, but I'd have to listen to Her with much more
patience and humility.

That wasit. That waswhat Sheld wanted meto learn. | findly relaxed and looked out the window, at the
blur of forest passing by, another triumph of the ecopoiesis. If | needed proof that there was dways
another chance, it was dl around me now. The Angds had traveled asfar from God as anyone could
travel, and yet God had turned around and given them Covenant.

FOUR

| was nineteen when | returned to Mitar, to study at the city's university. Origindly, I'd planned to
specidize in the ecopoiesis— and to study much closer to home— but in the end I'd had to accept the
nearest thing on offer, geographicaly and intellectudly: working with Barat, a Firmlander biologist whose
red interest was native microfauna. "Angelic technology is afascinating subject initsown right,” hetold
me. "But we can't hope to work backward and decipher terrestria evolution from anything the Angels
created. The best we can do istry to understand what Covenant's own biosphere was like, before we
arrived and disrupted it.”

| managed to persuade him to accept acompromise: my thesiswould involve theimpact of the
ecopoiesis on the native microfauna That would give me an excuse to study the Angels inventions,
aongside the drab unicellular creaturesthat had inhabited Covenant for the last billion years.

"Theimpact of the ecopoiesis’ was far too broad a subject, of course; with Barat's help, | narrowed it
down to one particular unresolved question. There had long been geologica evidence that the surface
waters of the ocean had become both more alkaline, and less oxygenated, as new species shifted the
balance of dissolved gases. Some native species must have retreated from the wave of change, and
perhaps some had been wiped out completely, but there was a thriving population of zooytesin the upper
layersat present. So had they been there all dong, adapting in situ? Or had they migrated from
somewhere els=?

Mitar's distance from the coast was no real handicap in studying the ocean; the university mounted
regular expeditions, and | had plenty of library and lab work to do before embarking on anything so
obvious as gathering living samplesin their naturd habitat. What's more, river water, and even ranwater,
was teeming with closely related species, and since it was possible that these were the reservoirs from
which the "ravaged" ocean had been recolonized, | had plenty of subjectsworth studying close at hand.

Barat set high standards, but he was no tyrant, and his other students made me feel welcome. | was
homesick, but not morbidly so, and | took akind of giddy pleasure from the vivid dreams and underlying
sense of disorientation that living on land induced in me. | wasn't exactly fulfilling my childhood ambition
to uncover the secrets of the Angels— and | had fewer opportunities than 1'd hoped to get side-tracked
on the ecopoiesisitsaf— but once | started deving into the minutiae of Covenant's origind, wholly
undesigned biochemidtry, it turned out to be complex and e egant enough to hold my attention.

| was only miserablewhen | let mysdlf think about sex. | didn't want to end up like Daniel, so seeking out
another Drowned person to marry was the last thing on my mind. But | couldn't face the prospect of
repeating my mistake with Lena; | had no intention of becoming physicdly intimate with anyone unlesswe
were dready close enough for meto tell them about the most important thing in my life. But that wasn't
the order in which things happened here. After afew humiliating attempts to swim againgt the current, |



gave up on the wholeidea, and threw mysalf into my work instead.

Of coursg, it was possibleto socidize a Mitar University without actudly exchanging bridges with
anyone. | joined an informd discussion group on Angelic culture, which met inasmal roomin the
students building every tenth night— just like the old Prayer Group, though | was under no illusion that
this one would be stacked with believers. It hardly needed to be. The Angels legacy could be andyzed
perfectly well without reference to Beatrices divinity. The Scriptures were written long after the Crossing
by people of asmpler age; there was no reason to treat them asinfdlible. If non-believers could shed
some light on any aspect of the past, | had no grounds for rejecting their insights.

"It's obvious that only one faction came to Covenant!" That was Cédline, an anthropologist, awoman so
much like Lenathat | had to make a conscious effort to remind mysdlf, every timel set eyeson her, that
nothing could ever happen between us. " We're not so homogeneous that wed dl chooseto travel to
another planet and assume anew physica form, whatever cultural forces might drive one smal group to
do that. So why should the Angels have been unanimous? The other factions must till belivinginthe
Immaterid Cities, on Earth, and on other planets.”

"Then why haven't they contacted us? In twenty thousand years, you'd think they'd drop in and say hello
onceor twice." David was a mathematician, a Freelander from the southern ocean.

Cdinereplied, "The attitude of the Angels who came here wouldn't have encouraged vistors. If dl we
haveisadgory of the Crossing in which Bestrice persuades every last Angel in existenceto give up
immortality— averson that smply erases everyone el se from history— that doesn't suggest much of a
desireto remanin touch."

A woman | didn't know interjected, "It might not have been so clear-cut from the start, though. There's
evidence of settler-level technology being deployed for more than three thousand years after the
Crossing, long after it was needed for the ecopoiesis. New species continued to be created, engineering
projects continued to use advanced materids and energy sources. But then in lessthan acentury, it dl
stopped. The Scriptures merge three separate decisonsinto one: renouncing immortaity, migrating to
Covenant, and abandoning the technology that might have provided an escape route if anyone changed
their mind. But we know it didn't happen like that. Three thousand years after the Crossing, something
changed. The whole experiment suddenly becameirreversible.”

These speculations would have outraged the average pious Freglander, let aone the average Drowned
one, but | listened camly, even entertaining the possibility that some of them could be true. Thelove of
Bestrice was the only fixed point in my cosmology; everything € se was open to debate.

Still, sometimes the debate was hard to take. One night, David joined us straight from a seminar of
physicists. What held heard from the speaker was unsettling enough, but he'd aready moved beyond it to
an even less pdatable conclusion.

"Why did the Angels choose mortdity? After ten thousand years without death, why did they throw away
al the glorious possibilities ahead of them, to come and dielike animason thisbal of mud?" | had to bite
my tongue to keep from replying to hisrhetorica question: because God isthe only source of eternd life,
and Bestrice showed them that al they redlly had was a cheap parody of that divine gift.

David paused, then offered his own answer— which wasitsdf akind of awful parody of Besatrice's truth.
"Because they discovered that they weren't immortd, after al. They discovered that no one can be.
Weve dways known, asthey must have, that the universeisfinitein space and time. It'sdestined to



collgpse eventudly: ‘the starswill fal from the sky.' But it's easy to imagine ways around that.” He
laughed. "We don't know enough physics yet, oursaves, to rule out anything. I've just heard an
extraordinary woman from Tiatalk about coding our mindsinto waves that would orbit the shrinking
universe o rgpidly that we could think an infinite number of thoughts before everything was crushed!”
David grinned joyfully at the sheer audacity of thisnotion. | thought primly: what blasphemous nonsense.

Then he spread hisarms and said, "Don't you see, though? If the Angel's had pinned their hopeson
something like that— some ingenioustrick that would keep them from sharing the fate of the universe—
but then they finally gained enough knowledge to rule out every last escape route, it would have
had a profound effect on them. Some small faction could then have decided that since they were mortdl
after dl, they might aswell embrace the inevitable, and cometo termswith it in the way their ancestors
hed. Intheflesh.”

Cdine said thoughtfully, "And the Begtrice myth puts areligious gloss on the whole thing, but that might
be nothing but a post hoc reinterpretation of a purely secular revelation.”

Thiswastoo much; | couldn't remain silent. | said, "If Covenant redlly was founded by apack of
terminally depressed atheists, what could have changed their minds? Where did the desireto impose a’
post hoc reinterpretation’ come from? If the revelation that brought the Angels here was 'secular,’ why
isn't the whole planet still secular today?"

Someone said sniddly, " Civilization collgpsed. What do you expect?’

| opened my mouth to respond angrily, but Céline got infirgt. "No, Martin hasapoint. If David'sright,
the rise of religion needsto be explained more urgently than ever. And | don't think anyone'sin apostion
to do that yet."

Afterward, | lay awake thinking about al the other things | should have said, al the other objections|
should have raised. (And thinking about Céline. Theology aside, the whole dynamics of the group was
darting to get under my skin; maybe I'd be better off spending my timein the lab, impressing Barat with
my dedication to his pointless fucking microbes.

Or maybe I'd be better off at home. | could help out on the boat; my parents weren't young anymore,
and Daniel had hisown family to look after.

| climbed out of bed and started packing, but hafway through | changed my mind. | didn't redly want to
abandon my studies. And I'd known dl aong what the antidote was for dl the confusion and resentment |
wasfeding.

| put my rucksack away, switched off the lamp, lay down, closed my eyes, and asked Bestrice to grant
me peace.

* % %

| was awakened by someone banging on the door of my room. It was afellow boarder, ayoung man |
barely knew. He looked extremédly tired and irritable, but something was overriding hisirritation.

"Theres amessage for you."



My mother was sick, with an unidentified virus. The hospital was even further away than our home
grounds, thetrip would take dmost three days.

| spent most of the journey praying, but the longer | prayed, the harder it became. | knew that it was
possible to save my mother'slife with one word in the Angels tongue to Bestrice, but the number of
waysinwhich | could fail, corrupting the purity of the request with my own doubts, my own sdfishness,

my own complacency, just kept multiplying.

The Angds created nothing in the ecopoiesis that would harm their own mortd incarnations. The native
life showed no interest in parasitizing us. But over the millennia, our own DNA had shed viruses. And
since Beatrice Hersdlf chose every last base pair, that must have been what She intended. Aging was not
enough. Mortd injury was not enough. Degth had to come without warning, sllent and invisible.

That'swhat the Scriptures said.

The hospital was amaze of linked hulls. When | findly found the right passageway, thefirst person |
recognized in the distance was Danidl. He was holding his daughter Sophie high in his outstretched arms,
amiling up & her. Theimage dispdled al my fearsin an ingtant; | dmost fell to my kneesto give thanks.,

Then | saw my father. He was seated outside the room, his head in hishands. | couldn't see hisface, but
| didn't need to. He wasn't anxious, or exhausted. He was crushed.

| approached in a haze of last-minute prayers, though | knew | was asking for the past to be rewritten.
Danid started to greet me asif nothing was wrong, asking about the trip— probably trying to soften the
blow— then he registered my expression and put ahand on my shoulder.

Hesad, "She'swith God now."

| brushed past him and walked into the room. My mother's body was lying on the bed, aready nestly
arranged: arms Straightened, eyes closed. Tearsran down my cheeks, angering me. Where had my love
been when it might have prevented this? When Begtrice might have heeded it?

Danid followed meinto the room, done. | glanced back through the doorway and saw Agnes holding
Sophie.

"She'swith God, Martin." He was beaming a me asif something wonderful had happened.

| said numbly, "She wasn't Drowned.” | was amost certain that she hadn't been abeliever at dl. Sheld
remained in the Trangtiona church dl her life— but that had long been the way to stay in touch with your
friends when you worked on a boat nine days out of ten.

"| prayed with her, before she lost consciousness. She accepted Bestrice into her heart.”

| stared at him. Nine years ago he'd been certain: you were Drowned, or you were damned. It was as
smple asthat. My own conviction had softened long ago; | couldn't believe that Bestrice really was so
arbitrary and cruel. But | knew my mother would not only have refused the full-blown ritual; the whole
philosophy would have been as nonsensica to her asthe mechanics.

"Did she say that? Did shetdl you that?"



Danid shook hishead. "But it was clear.” Filled with the love of Beatrice, he couldn't stop smiling.

A wave of revulsion passed through me; | wanted to grind hisface into the deck. He didn't care what
my mother had believed. Whatever eased his own pain, whatever put his own doubtsto rest, had to be
the case. To accept that she was damned— or even just dead, gone, erased— was unbearable;
everything e se flowed from that. There was no truth in anything he said, anything he believed. It
was all just an expression of his own needs.

| walked back into the corridor and crouched beside my father. Without looking at me, he put an arm
around me and pressed me againgt hisside. | could fed the blackness washing over him, the hel plessness,
theloss. When | tried to embrace him hejust clutched me moretightly, forcing meto be till. I shuddered
afew times, then stopped weeping. | closed my eyesand let him hold me,

| was determined to stay there beside him, facing everything he was facing. But after awhile, unbidden,
the old flame began to glow in the back of my skull: the old warmth, the old peece, the old certainty.
Danie wasright, my mother waswith God. How could | have doubted that? There was no point
asking how it had come about; Beatrice's ways were beyond my comprehension. But the onething |
knew firsthand was the strength of Her love.

| didn't move, | didn't free myself from my father's desolate embrace. But | was an impostor now, merely
praying for his comfort, interceding from my state of grace. Bestrice had raised me out of the darkness,
and | could no longer share hispain.

FIVE

After my mother's desth, my faith kept ceding ground, without ever realy wavering. Most of the doctrina
content fell away, leaving behind acore of bdlief that was agreat deal easier to defend. It didn't matter if
the Scriptures were supertitious nonsense or the Church wasfull of fools and hypocrites, Bestrice was
il Beatrice, the way the sky was ill blue. Whenever | heard debates between atheists and bdlievers, |
found mysdlf increasingly on the atheists side— not because | accepted their conclusion for amomernt,
but because they were so much more honest than their opponents. Maybe the priests and theol ogians
arguing against them had the same kind of direct, personal experience of God as| did— or maybe not,
maybe they just desperately needed to believe. But they never disclosed the true source of their
conviction; instead, they just made laughable attemptsto "prove’ God's existence from the historica
record, or from biology, astronomy, or mathematics. Daniel had been right at the age of fifteen— you
couldn't prove any such thing— and listening to these people twist logic asthey tried made me squirm.

| felt guilty about leaving my father working with ahired hand, and even guiltier when he moved onto
Danid'sboat ayear later, but | knew how angry it would have made him if he thought I'd abandoned my
career for hissake. At times, that was the only thing that kept mein Mitar: even when | honestly wanted
nothing more than to throw it al in and go back to hauling nets, | was afraid that my decision would be
misinterpreted.

It took me three years to complete my thesis on the migration of aguatic zooytes in the wake of the
ecopoiesis. My origina hypothesis, that freshwater species had replenished the upper ocean, turned out
to befase. Zooytes had no genes as such, just families of enzymesthat resynthesized each other after cell
divison, but comparisons of these heritable molecules showed that, rather than rain bringing new lifefrom



above, an ocean-dwelling species from amuch greater depth had moved steadily closer to the surface, as
the Angels creations drained oxygen from the water. That wouldn't have been much of asurprise, if the
same techniques hadn't aso shown that severa speciesfound in river water were even closer relatives of
the surface dwellers. But those freshwater species weren't anyone's ancestors; they were the newest
migrants. Zooytes that had spent abillion years confined to the depths had suddenly been ableto survive
(and reproduce, and mutate) closer to the surface than ever before, and when they'd sumbled on a
mutation that let them thrive in the presence of oxygen, they'd finaly been in a position to make use of it.
The ecopoiess might have driven other native organismsinto extinction, but the invasion from Earth had
enabled this ancient benthic speciesto mount along overdue invasion of its own. Unwittingly or not, the
Angels had set in motion the sequence of events that had released it from the ocean to colonize the
planet.

So | proved myself wrong, earned my degree, and became famous amongst a circle of peers so smal
that we were al famous to each other anyway. Vast new territories did not open up before me. Anything
to do with native biology was rapidly becoming an academic cul-de-sac; I'd dways suspected that was
how it would be, but I hadn't fought hard enough to end up anywhere ese.

For the next three years, | clung to the path of least resistance: asssting Barat with his own research,
taking the teaching jobs no one else wanted. Most of Barat's other students moved on to better things,
and | found mysdlf increasingly donein Mitar. But that didn't matter; | had Bestrice.

At the age of twenty-five, | could see my future clearly. While other people deciphered— and built
upon— the Angels legacy, I'd watch from adistance, still messing about with samples of seawater from
which al Angdic contaminants had been scrupuloudy removed.

Findly, when it was dmost too late, | made up my mind to jump ship. Barat had been good to me, but
he'd never expected loydty verging on martyrdom. At the end of the year, abi-ecological (native and
Angelic) microbiology conference wasbeing held in Tia, possibly the last event of itskind. | had no new
resultsto present, but it wouldn't be hard to find a plausible excuse to attend, and it would be the ided
placeto lobby for anew position. My grest zooyte discovery hadn't been entirely lost on the wider
community of biologigts; | could try to rekindle the memory of it. | doubted thered be much point offering
to deep with anyone; ethica quams aside, my bridge had probably rusted into place.

Then again, maybe I'd get lucky. Maybe I'd ssumble on afellow Drowned Fredlander who'd ended up in
aposition of power, and al I'd have to do was promise that my work would be for the greater glory of
Bedtrice.

Tiawasacity of ten million people on the east coast. New towers stood side-by-side with empty
gructures from the time of the Angels, giant gutted machinesthat might have played arolein the
ecopoiesis. | wastoo old and proud to gawk like achild, but for al my provincial sophistication | wanted
to. These domes and cylinders were twenty times older than the il lustrations tattooed into the ceiling of
the monastery back home. They bore no images of Begtrice; nothing of the Angelsdid. But why would
they? They predated Her death.

The university, on the outskirts of Tia, wasathird the sze of Mitar itself. An underground train ringed the
campus, the sudents | rode with eyed my unstylish clotheswith disbelief. | left my luggage in the



dormitory and headed straight for the conference center. Barat had chosen to stay behind; maybe he
hadn't wanted to witness the public burid of hisfied. That made things easier for me; 1'd be free to hunt
for anew career without rubbing hisfaceinit.

L ate additions to the conference program were listed on a screen by the main entrance. | amost walked
straight past the display; I'd aready decided which talks I'd be attending. But three steps away, atitle I'd
glimpsed in passing assembled itsdf in my mind'seye, and | had to backtrack to be sure| hadn't
imagined it.

CarlaReggia "Euphoric Effects of Z/12/80 Excretions'

| stood there laughing with disbelief. | recognized the speaker and her coworkers by name, though I'd
never had achance to meet them. If thiswasn't ahoax...what had they done? Dried it, smoked it, and
tried writing that up as research? Z/12/80 was one of "my" zooytes, one of the escapees from the ocean,
theair and water of Tiawere swarming with it. If its excretions were euphoric, the whole city would bein
adateof bliss.

| knew, then and there, what they'd discovered. | knew it, long before | admitted it to myself. | went
to the talk with my head full of jokes about neglected culture flasks full of psychotropic breskdown
products, but for two whole days, I'd been stedling mysdf for the truth, finding waysin which it didn't
have to matter.

Z/12/80, Carlaexplained, excreted among its waste products an amine that was able to bind to receptors
in our Angd-crafted brains. Since it had been shown by other workers (no one recognized me; no one
gave me so much as aglance) that Z/12/80 hadn't existed at the time of the ecopoies's, thisinteraction
was amogt certainly undesigned, and unanticipated. "1t's up to the archaeol ogists and neurochemiststo
determinewhét role, if any, the arriva of this substance in the environment might have playedin the
collapse of early settlement culture. But for the past fifteen to elghteen thousand years, weve been
swimming init. Since we gtill exhibit such awide spectrum of moods, we're probably able to compensate
for its presence by down-regulating the secretion of the endogenous molecule that was designed to bind
to the same receptor. That'sjust an educated guess, though. Exactly what the effects might be from
individud to individua, acrossthe range of doses that might be experienced under avariety of conditions,
isclearly going to be ameatter of great interest to investigators with appropriate expertise.”

| told myself that | felt no disquiet. Beatrice acted on the world through the laws of nature; 1'd stopped
believing in supernatura miracleslong ago. The fact that someone had now identified the way in which
She'd acted on me, that night in the water, changed nothing.

| pressed ahead with my attemptsto get recruited. Everyone at the conference was talking about Carla's
discovery, and when people finaly made the connection with my own work, their eyes stopped glazing
over hafway through my spid. In the next three days, | received saven offers— al involving research
into zooyte biochemistry. There was no question, now, of sSide-stepping the issue, of escaping into the
wider world of Angelic biology. One man even cameright out and said to me: ™Y ou're a Fredlander, and
you know that the ancestors of Z/12/80 live in much greater numbersin the ocean. Don't you think
oceanic exposureis going to be the key to understanding this?' Helaughed. "I mean, you swam inthe
stuff asachild, didn't you? And you seem to have come through unscathed.”

"Apparently.”

Onmy last night in Tig, | couldn't deep. | stared into the blackness of the room, watching the gray sparks



dancein front of me. (Contaminantsin the agueous humor? Electricd noisein theretina? I'd heard the
explanation once, but | could no longer remember it.)

| prayed to Bestricein the Angels tongue; | could still feel Her presence, as strongly as ever. The effect
clearly wasn't just amatter of dosage, or trans-cutaneous absorption; merdy swimming in the ocean at
the right depth wasn't enough to make anyone fee Drowned. But in combination with the stress of
oxygen starvation, and dl the psychologica build-up Danidl had provided, the jolt of zooyte piss must
have driven certain neuroendocrine subsystems into new territory— or old territory, by anew path.
Peace, joy, contentment, the feeling of being loved weren't exactly unknown emotions. But by
short-circuiting the brain's usud practice of summoning those fedings only on occasions when therewas
areason for them, I'd been "blessed with the love of Begtrice." I'd found happiness on demand.

And | sill possessed it. That wasthe eeriest part. Even as| lay there in the dark, on the verge of
reasoning everything I'd been living for out of existence, my ability to work the machinery was so
ingrained that | felt asloved, as blessed asever.

Maybe Beatrice was offering me another chance, making it clear that She'd still forgive this
blasphemy and welcome me back. But why did | believe that there was anyone there to "forgive me'?
Y ou couldn't reason your way to God; there was only faith. And | knew, now, that the source of my faith
was ameaningless accident, an unanticipated side-effect of the ecopoiess.

| till had achoice. | could, still, decide that the love of Begtrice wasimmuneto al logic, aforce beyond
understanding, untouched by evidence of any kind.

No, | couldn't. I'd been making exceptions for Her for too long. Everyone lived with double standards—
but I'd dready pushed mine asfar asthey'd go.

| started laughing and weeping at the sametime. It was dmost unimaginable: al the millions of people
who'd been mided the same way. All because of the zooytes, and ... what? One Fredander; diving for
pleasure, who'd stumbled on a strange new experience? Then tens of thousands more repeeting it,
generation after generation— until one vulnerable man or woman had been driven to invest the novelty
with meaning. Someone who'd needed so badly to fedl loved and protected that theillusion of aredl
presence behind the raw emotion had been impossible to resist. Or who'd desperately wanted to believe
that— in spite of the Angels discovery that they, too, were morta— death could still be defeated.

| was lucky: 1'd been born in an eraof moderation. | hadn't killed in the name of Beatrice. | hadn't
suffered for my faith. | had no doubt that I'd been far happier for the last fifteen yearsthan | would have
beenif I'd told Danid to throw his rope and weights overboard without me.

But that didn't change the fact that the heart of it dl had been alie.

| woke at dawn, my head pounding, after just afew kilotau's deep. | closed my eyes and searched for
Her presence, as| had athousand times before. When | woke in the morning and looked into my
heart, She was there without fail, offering me strength and guidance. When | lay in bed at night, |
feared nothing, because | knew She was watching over me.



There was nothing. Shewas gone.

| sumbled out of bed, fedling like amurderer, wondering how I'd ever live with what I'd done.

SX

| turned down every offer I'd recelved at the conference, and stayed on in Mitar. It took Barat and me
two yearsto establish our own research group to examine the effects of the zooamine, and nine more for
usto eucidate the full extent of itsactivity in the brain. Our new recruitsal had solid backgroundsin
neurochemisiry, and they did better work than | did, but when Barat retired | found myself the

spokesperson for the group.

Theinitid discovery had been largdly ignored outside the scientific community; for most people, it hardly
mattered whether our brain chemistry matched the Angels origind design, or had been atered fifteen
thousand years ago by some unexpected contaminant. But when the Mitar zooamine group began
publishing detailed accounts of the biochemistry of religious experience, the public at large rediscovered
the subject with avengeance.

The university stepped up security, and despite death threats and a number of unpleasant incidentswith
stone-throwing protesters, no one was hurt. We were flooded with requests from broadcasters— though
most were predicated on the notion that the group was moraly obliged to "faceits critics” rather than the
broadcasters being morally obliged to offer us a chance to explain our work, calmly and clearly, without
being shouted down by enraged zedlots.

| learned to avoid the zedlots, but the obscurantists were harder to dodge. 1'd expected opposition from
the Churches— defending the faith was their job, after al— but some of the most intellectualy bankrupt
responses came from academics in other disciplines. In one televised debate, | was confronted by a
Deep Church priest, a Trangtiona theologian, a devotee of the ocean god Marni, and an anthropol ogist
fromTia

"Thisdiscovery has no rea bearing on any belief system,” the anthropologist explained serendly. "All truth
isloca. Indgde every Degp Church in Ferez, Beatrice is the daughter of God, and we're the mortal
incarnations of the Angdls, who traveled here from Earth. In acoastd village afew milliradians south,
Marni isthe supreme creator, and it was She who gave birth to us, right here. Going one step further and
moving from the spiritua domain to the scientific might appear to 'negate’ certain spiritud truths... but
equaly, moving from the scientific domain to the spiritua demongtrates the same limitations. We are
nothing but the storieswetell oursalves, and no one story is greeter than another.” He smiled
beneficently, the expression of a parent only too happy to give dl his squabbling children an equa share
in some disputed toy.

| said, "How many cultures do you imagine share your definition of ‘truth*? How many people do you
think would be content to worship a God who consisted of literdly nothing but the fact of their belief?" |
turned to the Deep Church priest. "Isthat enough for you?"

"Absolutely not!" She glowered at the anthropologist. "While | have the greatest respect for my brother
here," she gestured at the devotee of Marni, "you can't draw aline around those people who've been
lucky enough to beraised in the true faith, and then suggest that Beatrice's infinite power and loveis
confined to that group of people ... like some collection of folk songd™



The devotee respectfully agreed. Marni had created the most distant stars, along with the oceans of
Covenant. Perhaps some people caled Her by another name, but if everyone on this planet wasto die
tomorrow, She would till be Marni: unchanged, undiminished.

The anthropol ogist responded soothingly, "Of course. But in context, and with awider perspective—"

"I'm perfectly happy with aGod who resdeswithin us," offered the Trangtiond theologian. "It seems....
immodest to expect more. And instead of fretting uselesdy over these ultimate questions, we should
confine ourselves to matters of a suitably human scae.”

| turned to him. "So you're actudly indifferent asto whether an infinitely powerful and loving being
created everything around you, and plans to welcome you into Her arms after degth ... or if the universe
isapiece of quantum noisethat will eventually vanish and eraseusal?"

He sghed heavily, asif | was asking him to perform some arduous physica feat just by responding. "I
can summon no enthusiasm for these issues.”

L ater, the Deep Church priest took me aside and whispered, "Frankly, we're dl very grateful that you've
debunked that awful cult of the Drowned. They're abunch of fundamentalist hicks, and the Church will
be better off without them. But you mustn't make the mistake of thinking that your work has anything to
do with ordinary, civilized believersl”

* % %

| stood at the back of the crowd that had gathered on the beach near the rock pooal, to listen to the two
old men who were standing ankle-deep in the milky water. It had taken me four daysto get here from
Mitar, but when I'd heard reports of a zooyte bloom washing up on the remote north coast, I'd had to
come and see the results for myself. The zooamine group had actudly recruited an anthropologist for
such occasions— one who could cope with such taxing notions as the existence of objective redlity, and
abiochemicd subgtrate for human thought— but Céline was only with usfor part of the year, and right
now she was away doing other research.

"Thisisan ancient, sacred place!™ one man intoned, spreading hisarmsto take in the pool. ™Y ou need
only observe the shape of it to understand that. It concentrates the energy of the stars, and the sun, and
the ocean.”

"The focus of power isthere, by theinlet,” the other added, gesturing at a point where the water might
have come up to his calves. "Once, | wandered too close. | was amost lost in the great dream of the
ocean, when my friend here came and rescued me!”

These men weren't devotees of Marni, or members of any other formal religion. Asfar as1'd been able
to tell from old news reports, the blooms occurred every eight or ten years, and the two had set
themsalves up as"custodians’ of the pool more than fifty years ago. Somelocd villagerstreated the
whole thing as ajoke, but others revered the old men. And for asmall fee, touristsand locals dike could
be chanted over, then splashed with the potent brew. Evaporation would have concentrated the trapped
waters of the bloom; for afew days, before the zooytes ran out of nutrients and died en masse inacloud
of hydrogen sulphide, the amine would be present in levelsashigh asin any of our [aboratory cultures



back in Mitar.

As| watched peoplelining up for theritud, | found myself trying to downplay the possibility that anyone
could be serioudy affected by it. It was broad daylight, no onefeared for their life, and the old men's
pantheistic gobbledy-gook carried dl the gravitas of the patter of streetside scam merchants. Their
margind sincerity, and the money changing hands, would be enough to undermine the wholething. This
was atourist trgp, not alife-altering experience.

When the chanting was done, the first customer knelt at the edge of the pool. One of the custodiansfilled
asmall metal cup with water and threw it in her face. After amoment, she began weeping with joy. |
moved closer, my somach tightening. It was what she'd known was expected of her, nothing more.
She was playing along, not wanting to spoil the fun— like the good sports who pretended to have
their thoughts read by a carnival psychic.

Next, the custodians chanted over ayoung man. He began swaying giddily even before they touched him
with the water; when they did, he broke into sobs of relief that racked hiswhole body.

| looked back aong the queue. There was ayoung girl standing third in line now, looking around
apprehengively; she could not have been more than nine or ten. Her father (I presumed) was standing
behind her, with his hand against her back, asif gently propdling her forward.

| lost dll interest in playing anthropologist. | forced my way through the crowd until | reached the edge of
the pool, then turned to address the people in the queue. " These men are frauds! There's nothing
mysterious going on here. | can tell you exactly what'sin the water: it'sjust adrug, anatura substance
given out by creaturesthat are trapped here when the waves retreat.”

| squatted down and prepared to dip my hand in the pool. One of the custodians rushed forward and
grabbed my wrist. He was an old man, | could have done what | liked, but some people were aready
jeering, and | didn't want to scuffle with him and start ariot. | backed away from him, then spoke again.

"I've studied this drug for more than ten years, at Mitar University. It's present in weter dl over the
planet. We drink it, we bathe init, we swimin it every day. But it's concentrated here, and if you don't
understand what you're doing when you useit, that misunderstanding can harm you!”

The custodian who'd grabbed my wrist started laughing. " The dream of the ocean is powerful, yes, but
we don't need your advice on that! For fifty years, my friend and | have sudied itslore, until we were
strong enough to stand in the sacred water!" He gestured at hisleathery feet; | didn't doubt that his
circulation had grown poor enough to limit the doseto atolerableleve.

He stretched out hissnewy arm a me. " So fuck off back to Mitar, Inlander? Fuck off back to your
books and your dead machinery? What would you know about the sacred mysteries? What would you
know about the ocean?"

| said, "I think you're out of your depth.”

| stepped into the pool. He started wailing about my unpurified body polluting the water, but | brushed
past him. The other custodian came after me, but though my feet were soft after years of wearing shoes, |
ignored the sharp edges of the rocks and kept walking toward the inlet. The zooamine helped. | could
fed the old joy, the old peace, the old "love"; it made a powerful anesthetic.



| looked back over my shoulder. The second man had stopped pursuing me; it seemed he honestly
feared going any further. | pulled off my shirt, bunched it up, and threw it onto arock at the side of the
pool. Then | waded forward, heading straight for the "focus of power."

The water came up to my knees. | could fed my heart pounding, harder than it had since childhood.
People were shouting a me from the edge of the pool— some outraged by my sacrilege, some
gpparently concerned for my safety in the presence of forces beyond my control. Without turning, |
called out at the top of my voice, "Thereisno 'power' here? There's nothing 'sacred'? There's nothing
here but adrug—"

Old habitsdie hard; | aimost prayed first. Please, Holy Beatrice, don't let me regain my faith.

| lay downinthewater and let it cover my face. My vison turned white; | fdt like | wasleaving my body.
The love of Bestrice flooded into me, and nothing had changed: Her presence was as papable as ever,
asundeniable asever. | knew that | wasloved, accepted, forgiven.

| waited, staring into the light, dmost expecting avoice, avison, detailed hdlucinations. That had
happened to some of the Drowned. How did anyone ever claw their way back to sanity, after that?

But for me, there was only the emotion itsdlf, overpowering but unembellished. It didn't grow
monotonous,; | could have basked in it for days. But | understood, now, that it said no more about my
place in the world than the warmth of sunlight on skin. I'd never mistake it for the touch of ared hand

agan.

| climbed to my feet and opened my eyes. Violet afterimages danced in front of me. It took afew tau for
me to catch my breath, and fed steady on my feet again. Then | turned and started wading back toward
the shore.

The crowd had falen slent, though whether it wasin disgust or begrudging respect | had no idea.

| said, "It'snot just here. It'snot just in the water. It's part of us now; it'sin our blood.” | was till
half-blind; | couldn't see whether anyone was listening. "But aslong as you know that, you're dready
free. Aslong asyou're ready to face the possibility that everything that makes your spirits soar,
everything that liftsyou up and fillsyour heart with joy, everything that makes your life worth living ...
isalie, iscorruption, is meaningless— then you can never be endaved!”

They let mewalk away unharmed. | turned back to watch asthe line formed again; the girl wasn'tin the
queue.

* % %

| woke with astart, from the same old dream.

| was lowering my mother into the water from the back of the boat. Her hands were tied, her feet
weighted. She was afraid, but she'd put her trust in me. "You'll bring me up safely, won't you,
Martin?"

| nodded reassuringly. But once she'd vanished beneath the waves, | thought: What am | doing? |



don't believe in this shit any more.
So | took out a knife and started cutting through the rope—

| brought my knees up to my chest, and crouched on the unfamiliar bed in the darkness. | wasinasmall
town on therailway line, halfway back to Mitar. Halfway between midnight and dawn.

| dressed, and made my way out of the hostel. The center of town was deserted, and the sky was thick
with stars. Just like home. In Mitar, everything vanished in afog of light.

All three of the stars cited by various authorities as the Earth's sun were above the horizon. If they
weren't al mistakes, perhaps I'd live to see atelescope'simage of the planet itsalf. But the prospect of
seeking contact with the Angels— if there redlly was afaction sill out there, somewhere— left me cold. |
shouted slently up at the stars: Your degenerate offspring don't need your help! Why should we
rejoin you? We're going to surpass you!

| sat down on the steps at the edge of the square and covered my face. Bravado didn't help. Nothing
helped. Maybeif I'd grown up facing the truth, | would have been stronger. But when | wokein the night,
knowing that my mother was smply dead, that everyoneI'd ever loved would follow her, that I'd vanish
into the same emptiness mysdlf, it waslike being buried dive. It waslike being back in the water, bound
and weighted, with the certain knowledge that there was no one to haul me up.

Someone put ahand on my shoulder. | looked up, startled. It was aman about my own age. His manner
wan't threstening; if anything, helooked dightly wary of me.

Hesaid, "Do you need aroof? | can let you into the Church if you want." Therewas atrolley packed
with cleaning equipment ashort distance behind him.

| shook my head. "It's not that cold.” | was too embarrassed to explain that | had a perfectly good room
nearby. "Thanks"

Ashewaswaking away, | cadled after him, "Do you believe in God?"

He stopped and stared at me for awhile, asif he wastrying to decideif thiswasatrick question— asif |
might have been hired by thelocal parishionersto vet him for theologica soundness. Or maybe hejust
wanted to be diplomatic with anyone desperate enough to be sitting in the town square in the middle of
the night, begging a stranger for reassurance.

He shook hishead. "Asachild | did. Not anymore. It wasaniceidea... but it made no sense.” He eyed
me skepticdly, sill unsure of my motives.

| sad, "Thenisnt life unbearable?"
Helaughed. "Not dl thetime!™
He went back to histrolley, and started wheeling it toward the Church.

| stlayed on the steps, waiting for dawn.

Approaching Perimelasma
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Here he takes us along on a suspenseful and hair-raising cosmic ride in company with an intrepid
future adventurer bound for someplace nobody has ever gone before: a headlong plunge into a
black hole, and out of it again—if he can figure a way to get out of it, that is, with all the forces
of the universe against him....

Thereisasudden frisson of adrenaline, a surge of something approaching terror (if | could still fedl
terror), and | redizethat thisisit, thistime | am the onewho isdoingit.

I'm the one who is going to drop into ablack hole.
Oh, my god. Thistime'm not you.
Thisisred.

Of course, | have experienced this exact feding before. We both know exactly whet it fedlslike.

My body seemsweird, too big and at oncetoo smal. The fed of my muscles, my vision, my kinesthetic
sense, everything iswrong. Everything is strange. My vision isfuzzy, and colors are oddly distorted.
When | move, my body moves unexpectedly fast. But there ssemsto be nothing wrong with it. Already |
am getting used to it. "It will do," | say.

There istoo much to know, too much to be all at once. | dowly coa esce the fragments of your
persondity. None of them are you. All of them are you.

A pilot, of course, you must have, you must be, apilot. | integrate your pilot persona, and heisme. | will
fly to the heart of adarknessfar darker than any mere unexplored continent. A scientist, somebody to
understand your experience, yes. | synthesize apersona. Y ou are him, too, and | understand.

And someoneto Smply experience it, to tell thetde (if any of mewill survivetotdl thetae) of how you
dropped into ablack hole, and how you survived. If you survive. Me. | will cal mysdf Wolf, naming
mysdlf after anearby star, for no reason whatsoever, except maybeto clam, if only to mysdf, that | am
not you.
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All of weare meareyou. But, in ared sense, you're not here at al. None of meareyou. You arefar
away. Safe.

* % %

Some black holes, my scientist personawhispers, are decorated with an accretion disk, shining like a
gaudy sgnd inthe sky. Dust and gasfrom theinterstellar medium fal toward the hungry singularity,
accelerating to nearly the speed of light in their descent, swirling madly asthey fdl. It collides;
compresses, ionizes. Friction heets the plasmamillions of degrees, to emit abrilliant glow of hard X-rays.
Such black holes are anything but black; the incandescence of the infaling gas may be the most brilliantly
glowing thing in agaaxy. Nobody and nothing would be able to get near it; nothing would be able to
survivetheradiation.

The Virgo holeisnot one of these. It isancient, dating from the very first burst of star-formation when the
universe was new, and haslong ago swallowed or gected al the interstelar gasinitsregion, carving an
emptinessfar into theinterstellar medium around it.

The black holeisfifty-saven light years from Earth. Ten billion years ago, it had been asupermassive gar,
and exploded in asupernovathat for abrief moment had shone brighter than the galaxy, in the process
tossing away haf itsmass. Now thereisnothing left of the star. The burned-out remnant, some thirty
times the mass of the sun, has pulled in space itsdf around it, leaving nothing behind but gravity.

Before the download, the psychologist investigated my— your— menta soundness. We must have
passed the test, obvioudy, since I'm here. What type of man would alow himself to fal into ablack hole?
That ismy question. Maybeif | can answer that, | would understand ourself.

But thisdid not seem to interest the psychologist. She did not, in fact, even look directly at me. Her face
had the focud ess abstract gaze characteristic of somebody hotlinked by the optic nerve to acomputer
system. Her talk was perfunctory. To befair, the object of her sudy was not the flesh me, but my
computed reflection, the digital maps of my soul. | remember the last thing she said.

"We are fascinated with black holes because of their depth of metaphor,” she said, looking nowhere. "A
black holeis, literaly, the place of no return. We see it as ametaphor for how we, ourselves, are hurled
blindly into a place from which no information ever reaches us, the place from which no one ever returns.
Weliveour livesfdling into the future, and wewill dl inevitably meet the singularity.” She paused,
expecting, no doubt, some comment. But | remained slent.

"Just remember this" she said, and for thefirst time her eyesreturned to the outside world and focused
onme. "Thisisared black hole, not ametaphor. Don't treat it like ametaphor. Expect redlity.” She
paused, and findly added, "Trust the math. 1t'sall we redly know, and dl that we haveto trust.”

Littlehep.



Wolf versusthe black hole! One might think that such acontest isan unequa one, that the black hole has
an overwhe ming advantage.

Not quite so unequal.

Onmy side, | have technology. To start with, the wormhole, the technologica deight-of-space which got
you fifty-seven light yearsfrom Earth in thefirst place.

Thewormholeisamonger of rdativity no lessthan the black hole, atrick of curved space dlowed by
the theory of genera reldivity. After the Virgo black hole was discovered, awormhole mouth was
laborioudy dragged to it, dower than light, aproject that took over a century. Once the wormhole was
here, though, the trip became only a short one, barely a meter of travel. Anybody could come here and
dropintoit.

A wormhole— afar too cute name, but one we seem to be stuck with— is a shortcut from one place to
another. Physicdly, it is nothing more than aloop of exotic matter. If you move through the hoop on this
sde of thewormhole, you emerge out the hoop on that sde. Topologicaly, the two sdes of the
wormhol e are pasted together, a piece cut out of space glued together elsewhere.

Exhibiting an excessve sense of caution, the proctors of Earthspace refused to alow the other end of the
Virgo wormholeto exit at the usua trangportation nexus, the wormhole svarm at Neptune-Trojan 4. The
far end of the wormhole opensinsgtead to an orbit around Wolf-562, an undistinguished red dwarf sun
circled by two airless planetsthat are little more than frozen rocks, twenty-one light-years from
Earthspace. To get here we had to take a double wormhole hop: Woalf, Virgo.

Theblack holeisahundred kilometers across. Thewormholeisonly afew meters across. | would think
that they were overly cautious.

Thefirst lesson of relativity isthat time and space are one. For along time after the theoretica prediction
that such athing as atraversable wormhole ought to be possible, it was believed that awormhole could
also be madeto traverse time aswdll. It was only much later, when wormhole travel was tested, that it
was found that the Cauchy ingtability makesit impossible to form awormhole that |eads backward in
time. The theory was correct— space and time are indeed just aspects of the same redity, spacetime—
but any attempt to move awormhole in such away that it becomes atimehole produces avacuum
polarization to cancel out the time effect.

After we— the spaceship | am to pilot, and myself/yoursalf— come through the wormhole, the
wormhole engineers go to work. | have never seen this process close up, so | stay nearby to watch. This
isgoing to beinteresting.

A wormholelookslike nothing more than acircular loop of string. It is, infact, aloop of exotic materid,
negative-mass cosmic string. The engineers, working telerobotically via vacuum manipulator pods, spray
charge onto the tring. They chargeit until it literally glowswith Paschen discharge, likeaneon light inthe
dirty vacuum, and then use the e ectric charge to manipul ate the shape. With the gpplication of invisible
electromagnetic fields, the string startsto twist. Thisisadow process. Only afew meters across, the
wormhole loop has amass roughly equd to that of Jupiter. Negative to that of Jupiter, to be precise, my
scientist personareminds me, but either way, it isadow thing to move.



Ponderoudy, then, it twists further and further, until at last it becomes alemniscate, afigure of eight. The
ingtant the string touches itsdlf, it shimmers for amoment, and then suddenly there are two glowing circles
before us, twigting and oscillaing in shepe like jdlyfish.

The engineers spray more charge onto the two wormholes, and the two wormholes, arcing lightning into
gpace, dowly repel each other. The vibrations of the cosmic string are spraying out gravitationd radiation
like adog shaking off water— even where | am, floating ten kilometersdistant, | can fed it, likethe
swaying of invisbletides— and asthey radiate energy, the loops enlarge. The radiation representsa
serious danger. If the engineerslose control of the string for even abrief ingtant, it might enter the
ingtability known as"squiggle mode," and catastrophicaly enlarge. The engineers damp out the radiation
beforeit gets critica, though— they are, after dl, well practiced at this— and the loops stabilize into two
perfect circles. On the other Side, at Walf, precisely the same scene has played out, and two loops of
exotic string now circle Wolf-562 aswell. The wormhole has been cloned.

All wormholes are daughters of the original wormhole, found floating in the depths of interstellar space
eleven hundred years ago, anatura loop of negative cosmic string as ancient asthe Big Bang, invisbleto
the eyes save for the distortion of spacetime. That first one led from nowhere interesting to nowhere
exciting, but from that one we bred hundreds, and now we casually move wormhole mouths from star to
gtar, breeding new wormholes asit suits us, to form an ever-expanding network of connections.

| should not have been so close. Angry red lights have been flashing in my periphera vision, warning
blinkersthat | have been ignoring. The energy radiated in the form of gravitationa waves had been
prodigious, and would have, to alesser person, been dangerous. But in my new body, | am nearly
invulnerable, and if | can't stand amere wormhole cloning, thereisno way | will be ableto stand ablack
hole. So | ignore the warnings, wave briefly to the engineers— though | doubt that they can even see me,
floating kilometers away— and use my reaction jets to scoot over to my ship.

* % %

Theship | will pilot is docked to the research station, where the scientists have their instruments and the
biologicad humans have their living quarters. The wormhole station is huge compared to my ship, whichis
atiny ovoid occupying aberth dmost invisble againgt the hull. Thereisno hurry for meto get toit.

I'm surprised that any of the technicians can even seeme, tiny as| amin thevoid, but afew of them
apparently do, becausein my radio | hear casual greetings called out: how'sit, ohayo gozaimasu, hey
glad you madeit, how's the bod? It's hard to tell from the radio voices which ones are people | know,
and which are only casual acquaintances. | answer back: how'sit, ohayo, yo, surpassing spec. None of
them seem inclined to chat, but then, they're busy with their own work.

They are dropping thingsinto the black hole.

Throwing thingsin, moreto say. The wormhole station orbits atenth of an astronomica unit from the
Virgo black hole, closer to the black hole than Mercury isto the sun. Thisisan orbit with aperiod of a
little over two days, but, even so close to the black hole, there is nothing to see. A rock, released to fdll
straight downward, takes dmost a day to reach the horizon.

One of the scientists supervising, abiological human named Sue, takesthe time to talk with me a bit,



explaining what they are measuring. What interests me most isthat they are measuring whether thefall
deviatesfrom agraight line. Thiswill let them know whether the black holeisrotating. Even adight
rotation would mess up the intricate dance of the trgectory required for my ship. However, the best
current theories predict that an old black hole will have shed its angular momentum long ago, and, asfar
as the technicians can determine, their results show that the conjecture holds.

The black hole, or the absence in space whereit islocated, is utterly invisble from here. | follow the
pointing finger of the scientist, but there is nothing to see. Eveniif | had atelescope, itisunlikely that |
would be ableto pick out the tiny region of utter blackness againg the irregular darkness of an unfamiliar

ky.
My ship isnot so different from the drop probes. The main differenceisthat | will beonit.

Before boarding the sation, | jet over in closeto inspect my ship, aminiature egg of perfectly reflective
materid. The hull ismade of asingle crysta of a synthetic materid so strong that no earthly force could
even dent it.

A black hole, though, isno earthly force.

Wolf versus the black hole! The second technological trick | havein my dud against the black holeismy
body.

| am no longer afragile, fluid-filled biologica human. Thetidd forces at the horizon of ablack hole would
rip atrue human gpart in mere ingtants; the accelerations required to hover would squash oneinto liquid.
To makethisjourney, | have downloaded your fragile biologica mind into abody of more robust
materia. Asimportant as the strength of my new body isthefact that it istiny. The force produced by the
curvature of gravity is proportiona to the size of the object. My new body, amillimeter tal, ismillions of
times more resistant to being stretched to spaghetti.

The new body has another advantage as well. With my mind operating as software on a computer the
sze of apinpoint, my thinking and my reflexes are thousands of timesfaster than biological. Infact, | have
aready chosen to dow my thinking down, so that | can still interact with the biologicals. At full speed, my
microse-condreactions are lightning compared to the molasses of neuron speedsin biologica humans. |
seefar inthe ultraviolet now, anecessary compensation for the fact that my vision would consist of
nothing but ablur if | tried to see by visiblelight.

Y ou could have made my body any shape, of course, atiny cube or even afeatureless sphere. But you
followed the dictates of socia convention. A right human should be recognizably ahuman, eveniif | anto
be smdler than an ant, and so my body mimics ahuman body, athough no part of it is organic, and my
brain faithfully executes your own human brain software. From what | see and fed, externaly and
internaly, | am completely, perfectly human.

Asisright and proper. What isthe vaue of experience to amachine?

Later, after | return— if | return— | can upload back. | can become you.



But return is, asthey say, ill somewhat problematical.

* % %

Y ou, my origind, what do you fed? Why did | think | would do it?1 imagine you laughing hystericaly
about thetrick you've played, sending meto drop into the black hole while you sit back in perfect
comfort, in no danger. Imagining your laughter comforts me, for dl that | know that it isfase. I've beenin
the other place before, and never laughed.

| remember thefirg timel fdl into adar.

* % %

We were hotlinked together, that time, united in online-realtime, our separate brains reacting as one
brain. | remember what | thought, the incredible eectric fed: ohmigod, am | redly going to do this?Isit
too late to back out?

The idea had been nothing more than awhim, acrazy idea, at first. We had been dropping probesinto a
star, Groombridge 1830B, studying the dynamics of aflare star. We were done, just about, and the
last-day-of -project party was just getting in swing. We were dl fuzzed with neurotransmitter
randomizers, cregtivity soinning wild and critical thinking nearly zeroed. Somebody, | think it was Jenna,
said, we could ride one down, you know. Wait for aflare, and then plunge through the middle of it.
Heluvaride!

Heluva splash at the end, too, somebody said, and laughed.

Sure, somebody said. It might have been me. What do you figure? Download yoursdlf to temp storage
and then uplink frames from yourself asyou drop?

That works, Jenna said. Better: we copy our bodiesfirst, then link the two brains. One body drops; the
other copy hotlinkstoiit.

Somehow, | don't remember when, theword "we" had grown to include me.
"Sure" | said. "And the copy on top isin null-input suspens on; experiences the whole thing realtime!”

In the morning, when we were focused again, | might have dismissed the ideaasawhim of the fuzz, but
for Jenna the decision was dready immovable asadroplet of neutronium. Sure we're dropping, let's start
now.

We made afew changes. It takesalong timeto fal into astar, even asmall onelike Bee, so the copy
was reengineered to a dower thought-rate, and the origina body in null-input was frame-synched to the
drop copy with impulse-echoers. Since the two brains were molecule by molecule identica, the uplink
bandwidth required was minima.

The probes were reworked to take a biological, which meant mostly that a cooling system had to be
added to hold the interior temperature within the liquidus range of water. We did that by the smplest



method possible: we surrounded the probes with a huge block of cometary ice. Asit sublimated, the
ionized gaswould carry away heat. A secondary advantage of the ice was that our friends, watching from
orbit, would have ablazing cometary trail to cheer on. When the ice was used up, of course, the body
would dowly vaporize. None of uswould actudly surviveto hit the sar.

But that was no particular concern. If the experience turned out to be too undesirable, we could dways
edit the pain part of it out of the memory later.

It would have made more sense, perhaps, to have smply recorded the brain-uplink from the copy onto a
locd high-temp buffer, squirted it back, and linked to it asamemory upload. But Jennawould have none
of that. She wanted to experienceit in realtime, or at least in as close to redtime as speed-of-light delays
dlow.

Three of us— Jenna, Martha, and me— dropped. Something seems to be missing from my memory
here; | can't remember the reason | decided to do it. It must have been something about a biological
body, some a-rational consideration that seemed normd to my then-body, that | could never back down
from acrazy whim of Jennas.

And | had the same experience, the samefedling then, as|, you, did, dways do, the feeling that my god |
am the copy and | am going to die. But that time, of course, thinking every thought in synchrony, there
wasnoway at dl totdl the copy from the origina, to split the me from you.

Itis, initsway, agloriousfeding.
| dropped.

Youfdt it, you remember it. Boring &t first, thelong drop with nothing but freefal and the chatter of
friends over theradio-link. Then theice shell dowly flaking away, ionizing and beginning to glow, a
diaphanous cocoon of pae violet, and below the red star getting larger and larger, the surface mottled
and wrinkled, and then suddenly we fdll into and through the flare, a huge luminous vault above us,
dwarfing our bodiesin theimmensgity of creetion.

An unguessable distance beneath me, the curvature of the star vanished, and, still falling at three hundred
kilometers per second, | was hanging motionless over an infinite plane stretching from horizon to horizon.

And then the last of theice vaporized, and | was suddenly suspended in nothing, hanging nailed to the
burning sky over endless crimson horizons of infinity, and pain camelikethe inevitability of mountains— |
didn't edit it— pain like infinite oceans, like continents, like avast, airlessworld.

Jenna, now | remember. The odd thing is, | never did redlly connect in any significant way with Jenna
She was dready in aquadrad of her own, aquadrad she wasfiercely loyd to, one that was solid and
accepting to her chameleon character, neither needing nor wanting a fifth for completion.

Long after, maybe a century or two later, | found out that Jenna had disassembled hersdlf. After her
quadrad split apart, she'd downloaded her character to amainframe, and then paingtakingly cata oged
everything that made her Jenna: al her various skills and ingghts, everything she had experienced, no
matter how minor, each facet of her character, every memory and dream and longing: the myriad
subroutines of persondity. Sheindexed her soul, and she put the ten thousand pieces of it into the public
domain for download. A thousand people, maybe amillion people, maybe even more, have pieces of
Jenna, her cleverness, her indght, her skill at playing antique instruments.



But nobody has her sense of self. After she copied her subroutines, she del eted herself.

Andwhoam|1?

Two of the technicians who fit meinto my spaceship and who assst in the ten thousand elements of the
preflight check are the same friends from that drop, long ago; one of them even ill in the same biological
body as he had then, dthough eight hundred years older, hisvigor undiminished by biologica
reconstruction. My survivd, if | amto survive, will be dependent on microsecond timing, and I'm
embarrassed not to be able to remember his name.

Hewas, | recall, rather stodgy and conservative even back then.

Wejoke and trade small talk as the checkout proceeds. I'm till distracted by my sdlf-questioning, the
implications of my growing redlization that | have no understanding of why I'm doing this.

Exploring ablack hole would be no adventure if only we had faster-than-light travel, but of the thousand
technologica miracles of the third and fourth millennia, this one miracle was never redized. If | had the
mythical FTL motor, | could smply drive out of the black hole. At the event horizon, space falsinto the
black hole at the speed of light; the mythical motor would make that no barrier.

But such amotor we do not have. One of the reasons I'm taking the plunge— not the only one, not the
main one, but one— isin the hope that scientific measurements of the warped space insde the black hole
will ducidate the nature of space and time, and so | mysdlf will make one of the innumerable small steps
to bring uscloser toan FTL drive.

The spaceship | am to pilot has a drive nearly— but not quite— as good. It contains a microscopic twist
of spacetimeingde an impervious housing, atwist that will parity-reverse ordinary matter into
mirror-meatter. Thistotal conversion engine gives my ship truly ferociouslevels of thrust. The gentlest
nudge of my steering rockets will give me thousands of gravities of acceeration. Unthinkable acceleration
for abiologica body, no matter how well cushioned. The engine will allow the rocket to dare the
unthinkable, to hover at the very edge of the event horizon, to maneuver where spaceitself is acceerating
a nearly light-speed. Thisvehicle, no larger than a peanut, contains the engines of an interstellar probe.

Even with such an engine, most of the ship is reaction mass.

The preflight checksare al green. | am ready to go. | power up my instruments, check everything out for
mysdlf, verify what has already been checked three times, and then check once again. My pilot persona
isvery thorough. Green.

"Y ou il haven't named your ship," comesavoiceto me. It isthe technician, the one whose name | have
forgotten. "What isyour cdl sgn?'



Oneway journey, | think. Maybe something from Dante? No, Sartre said it better: no exit. "Huis Clos,"
| say, and drop free.

Let them look it up.

Alone

Thelaws of orbital mechanics have not been suspended, and | do not drop into the black hole. Not yet.
With the dightest touch of my steering engines— | do not dare use the main engine this close to the
gation— | drop into an eliptica orbit, onewith aperimelasma closer to, but till well outsde, the
dangerous zone of the black hole. The black holeis till invisible, but insde my tiny kingdom | have
enhanced senses of exquisite sengitivity, spreading across the entire spectrum from radio to gamma
radiation. | look with my new eyesto seeif | can detect an X-ray glow of interstellar hydrogen being
ripped apart, but if thereisany such, it istoo faint to be visble with even my sengitive insruments. The
interstellar medium is so thin here asto be essentidly nonexistent. The black holeisinvishble,

| smile. Thismakesit better, somehow. The black holeis pure, unsullied by any outside matter. It
congstsof gravity and nothing else, as close to a pure mathematica abstraction as anything in the
universe can ever be.

It isnot too late to back away. If | were to choose to accelerate at amillion gravities, | would reach
relativigtic velocities in about thirty seconds. No wormholes would be needed for meto run away; |
would barely even need to dow down my brain to cruise at nearly the speed of light to anywherein the
colonized galaxy.

But | know | won't. The psychologist knew it, too, damn her, or she would never have approved me for
the misson. Why? What isit about me?

As| worry about thiswith part of my attention, while the pilot personafliesthe ship, | flash onto a
redlization, and at this redlization another memory hits. It isthe psychologist, and in the memory I'm
atracted to her sexudly, so much so that you are distracted from what sheis saying.

| fedl no sexud attraction now, of course. | can barely remember what it is. That part of the memory is
odd, dien.

"We can't copy the whole brain to the smulation, but we can copy enough that, to yoursdf, you will il
fed likeyoursdf," shesaid. Sheistakingto theair, not to you. "Y ou won't notice any gaps.”

I'm brain-damaged. Thisisthe explanation.

Y ou frowned. "How could | not notice that some of my memories are missing?'

"The brain makes adjustments. Remember, at any given time, you never even use 1 percent of 1 percent
of your memories. What well be leaving out will be stuff that you will never have any reason to think

about. The memory of the taste of strawberries, for example; the floor-plan of the houseyou livedinasa
teenager. Your firs kiss."



This bothered you somewhat— you want to remain yourself. | concentrate, hard. What do strawberries
tastelike? 1 can't remember. I'm not even certain what color they are. Round fruits, like apples, | think,
only smaller. And the same color as apples, or something smilar, I'm sure, except | don't remember what
color that is.

Y ou decided that you can live with the editing, aslong asit doesn't change the essentid you. Y ou smiled.
"Leaveinthefirg kiss"

So | can never possibly solvetheriddle: what kind of aman isit that would deliberately dlow himsdf to
dropinto ablack hole. I cannot, because | don't have the memories of you. Inared sense, | am not you
aal.

But | do remember the kiss. The walk in the darkness, the grass wet with dew, the moon asiiver diver
on the horizon, turning to her, and her face aready turned up to meet my lips. The taste indescribable,
more fedling than taste (not like Strawberries at al), the small hardness of her teeth behind the lips— all
there. Except the one criticd detail: | don't have any ideaat all who she was.

What elseam | missing? Do | even know what | don't know?

| was a child, maybe nine, and there was no tree in the neighborhood that you could not climb. | wasa
careful, meticulous, methodical climber. On thetallest of the trees, when you reached toward the top, you
were above the forest canopy (did | livein aforest?) and, out of the dimness of the forest floor, emerged
into brilliant sunshine. Nobody else could climb like you; nobody ever suspected how high | climbed. It
wasyour private hiding place, so high that the world was nothing but a sea.of green wavesin the valey
between the mountains.

It was my own Stupidity, redly. At the very limit of the atitude needed to emergeinto sunlight, the
branches were skinny, narrow asyour little finger. They bent darmingly with your weight, but | knew
exactly how much they would take. The bending was athrill, but | was cautious, and knew exactly what |
was doing.

It was further down, where the branches were thick and safe, that | got careless. Three points of support,
that wasthe rule of safety, but | was reaching for one branch, not paying attention, when one in my other
hand broke, and | was off balance. | dipped. For aprolonged instant | was suspended in space,
branches dl about me, | reached out and grasped only leaves, and | fell and fell and fell, and al | could
think asleaves and branchesfell upward past me was, oh my, | made amiscalculation; | wasredly
supid.

The flash memory ends with no conclusion. | must have hit the ground but | cannot remember it.
Somebody must have found me, or else | wandered or crawled back, perhapsin adaze, and found
somebody, but | cannot remember it.

Half amillion kilometersfrom the hole. If my dliptica orbit were around the sun instead of ablack hole, |
would aready have penetrated the surface. | now hold the record for the closest human approach. There
isgtill nothing to see with unmagnified senses. It seems surred that I'min the grip of something so



powerful that is utterly invisible. With my augmented eyes used as atelescope, | can detect the black hole
by what isn't there, atiny place of blackness nearly indistinguishable from any other patch of darkness
except for an odd motion of the stars neer it.

My ship is sending a continuous stream of telemetry back to the station. | have an urge to add averba
commentary— thereis plenty of bandwidth— but | have nothing to say. Thereisonly one person | have
any interest in talking to, and you are cocooned at absol ute zero, waiting for me to upload myself and
become you.

My dlipsetakes meinward, moving faster and fagter. | am ill in Newton's grip, far from the sphere
where Eingtein takes hold.

A tenth of asolar radius. The blackness| orbit is now large enough to see without atelescope, aslarge
asthe sun seen from Earth, and swellsas| watch with time-distorted senses. Dueto its gravity, the
blacknessin front of the star pattern isabit larger than the disk of the black holeitself. Square root of
twenty-seven over two— about two and ahaf timeslarger, the physicist personanotes. | watchin
fascination.

What | seeisabubble of purest blackness. The bubble pushes the distant stars away from it asit swells.
My orbital motion makes the background stars appear to sweep across the sky, and | watch them
approach the black hole and then, smoothly pushed by the gravity, move off to the Side, ariver of stars
flowing past an invisble obstacle. Itisagravitationd lensing effect, | know, but the view of flowing stars
is so spectacular that | cannot help but watch it. The gravity pushes each star to one side or the other. If a
star wereto passdirectly behind the hole, it would appear to split and for an instant become a perfect
circleof light, an Eingtein ring. But this precise dignment istoo rare to see by accident.

Closer, | notice an even odder effect. The sweeping stars detour smoothly around the bubble of
blackness, but very close to the bubble, there are other sars, starsthat actualy move in the opposite
direction, acounterflowing river of stars. It takes me along time (microseconds perhaps) before my
physicist personatelsmethat | am seeing theimage of the starsin the Einstiein mirror. The entire externa
universeismirrored in anarrow ring outside the black hole, and the mirror image flows adong with a
mirror of my own motion.

In the center of thering thereisnothing &t all.

Five thousand kilometers, and | am moving fast. The gravitationa acceleration hereisover ten million
gess, and | am ill fifty times the Schwarzschild radius from the black hole. Einstein's correction is still
tiny, though, and if | were to do nothing, my orbit would whip around the black hole and still escapeinto
the outsde world.

Onethousand kilometers. Perimelasma, the closest point of my dliptical orbit. Tentimesthe
Schwarzschild radius, close enough that Eingtein's correction to Newton now makesasmdl differenceto
the geometry of space. | fire my engines. My speed is so tremendous that it takes over a second of my
enginefiring a amillion gravitiesto circularize my orbit.

My time sense has long since speeded up back to normal, and then faster than normdl. | orbit the black
hole about ten times per second.

My god, thisiswhy | exig, thisiswhy I'm here!



All my doubts are gonein the rush of naked power. No biologica could have survived thisfar; no
biologica could have even survived the million-gee circularization burn, and | am only at the very
beginning! | grin like amaniac, throb with amost unscientific excitement that must be the ectronic
equivaent of an adrendine high.

Oh, thisshipisgood. Thisship issweet. A million-gee burn, smooth as magnetic levitation, and | barely
cracked the throttle. | should have taken it for aspin before dropping in, should have hot-rodded Huis
Clos around the stellar neighborhood. But it had been absolutely out of the question to firethe main
engine close to the wormhole station. Even with the incredible efficiency of the engine, that million-gee
perimelasma burn must have lit up the research gtation like an unexpected sun.

| can't wait to take Huis Clos in and seewhat it will really do.
My orbita velocity isaquarter of the speed of light.

The orbit a nine hundred kilometersis only aparking orbit, achance for me to configure my equipment,
make find measurements, and, in principle, alast chance for meto change my mind. Thereis nothing to
reconnoiter that the probes have not aready measured, though, and there isno chance that | will change
my mind, however sensble that may seem.

Theriver of gars swirlsin adance of counterflow around the blackness balow me. The horizon awaits.

The horizon below isinvisible, but real. Thereisno barrier at the horizon, nothing to see, nothing to fed!. |
will even be unable to detect it, except for my caculations.

An event horizon is aone-way membrane, aplace you can passinto but neither you nor your radio
sgnals can pass out of. According to the mathematics, as| pass through the event horizon, the directions
of gpace and time change identity. Space rotatesinto time; time rotatesinto space. What thismeansis
that the direction to the center of the black hole, after | pass the event horizon, will be the future. The
direction out of the black holewill be the past. Thisisthe reason that no one and nothing can ever leave a
black hole; the way inward is the one direction we aways must go, whether we will it or not: into the
future.

Or s0 the mathematics says.
The future, insde ablack hole, isavery short one.

So far the mathemati cs has been right on. Nevertheless, | go on. With infinitesmal blasts from my engine,
| inch my orbit lower.

The bubble of blackness gets larger, and the counterflow of stars around it becomes more complex. As|
approach three times the Schwarzschild radius, 180 kilometers, | check al my systems. Thisisthe point
of no rescue: ingde three Schwarzschild radii, no orbits are stable, and my automatic systemswill be
congtantly thrusting to adjust my orbital parametersto keep me from faling into the black hole or being
flung away to infinity. My sysemsare dl functiond, in perfect form for the dangerous drop. My orbita
velocity isaready half the speed of light. Below this point, centrifugal force will decrease toward zero as

| lower my orbit, and | must use my thrustersto increase my velocity as| descend, or else plungeinto the
hole.

When | grew up, inthe last years of the second millennium, nobody thought that they would live forever.



Nobody would have believed meif | told them that by my thousandth birthday, | would have no concept
of truly dying.

Evenif dl our clever tricksfail, evenif | plunge through the event horizon and am stretched into spaghetti
and crushed by the sngularity, | will not die. Y ou, my origind, will live on, andif you wereto die, we
have made dozens of back-ups and spin-off copies of mysavesin the past, some versions of which must
aurdly il beliving on. My individud life haslittleimportance. | can, if | chose, uplink my brain-gateto
the orbiting station right at thisinstant, and reawake, whole, continuing this exact thought, unaware
(except on an abstract intellectud leve) that | and you are not the same.

But we are not the same, you and |. | am an edited-down version of you, and the memoriesthat have
been edited out, even if | never happen to think them, make me different, anew individual. Not you.

On ametaphorica level, ablack hole stands for desth, the blacknessthat is sucking usdl in. But what
meaning does deeth have in aworld of matrix back-ups and modular personality? Is my plunge adesth
wish?1sit thumbing my nose at desth? Because | intend to survive. Not you. Me.

| orbit the black hole over a hundred times a second now, but | have revved my brain processing speed
accordingly, so that my orbit seemsto meleisurely enough. Theview hereisodd. The black hole has
swollen to the size of asmdl world below me, aworld of perfect velvet darkness, surrounded by a belt
of madly rotating Stars.

No engine, no matter how energetic, can put aship into an orbit at 1.5 times the Schwarzschild radius; a
thisdistance, the orbita velocity isthe speed of light, and not even my tota-conversion engine can
accelerate me to that speed. Below that, there are no orbitsat all. | stop my descent at an orbit just sixty
kilometers from the event horizon, when my orbital velocity reaches 85 percent of the speed of light.
Here | can coadt, ignoring the constant small adjustments of the thrusters that keep my orbit from diding
off the knife-edge. The velvet blackness of the black holeisamogt haf of the universe now, and if | were
to trust the outside view, | am diving a adant downward into the black hole. | ignore my pilot'surgeto
override the automated navigation and manually even out the trgjectory. The downward dant isonly
relatividtic aberration, nothing more, anillusion of my velocity.

And 85 percent of the speed of light isasfast as| dare orbit; | must conserve my fuel for the difficult part
of the plungeto come.

In my unsteady orbit sixty kilometers above the black hole, | let my ship's computer chat with the
computer of the wormhole gtation, updating and down-loading my sensors observations.

At this point, according to the mission plan, | am supposed to uplink my brain state, so that should
anything go wrong further down thewell, you, my original, will be able to download my state and
experiencesto thispoint. To hell with that, | think, atiny bit of rebellion. | am not you. If you awaken
with my memories, | will be no less dead.

Nobody at the wormhole station questions my decision not to upload.

| remember one other thing now. "Y ou're atype N persondity,” the psychologist had said, twitching her
thumb to leaf through invisible pages of test results. The gesture marked her era; only a person who had
grown up before computer hotlinks would move aphysicad musclein commanding avirtud. Shewas
twenty-first century, possibly even twentieth. "But | suppose you aready know that."



"Type N?' you asked.
"Novelty-seeking,” she said. "Mogt particularly, one not prone to panic at new Stuations.”

"Oh," you said. You did dready know that. " Speaking of novelty seeking, how do you fed about going
to bed with atype N persondity?'

"That would be unprofessond.” She frowned. "I think."
"Not even onewho is about to jump down ablack hole?!

She terminated the computer link with aflick of her wrist, and turned to look at you. "Well—"

From this point onward, microsecond timing is necessary for the dance we have planned to succeed. My
computer and the station computer meticuloudy compare clocks, measuring Doppler shiftsto exquisite
precison. My clocks are running dow, as expected, but half of the downessisrdativigic timedilation
dueto my velocity. The gravitationa redshift istill modest. After some milliseconds— along wait for
me, in my hyped-up state— they declare that they agree. The station has dready donetheir part, and |
begin the next phase of my descent.

Thefirg thing | doisfiremy engineto stop my orhit. | crack the throttle to fifty million gees of
acceleration, and the burn takes nearly asecond, a veritable eternity, to dow my flight.

For amoment | hover, and start to drop. | dare not drop too fast, and | ramp my throttle up, to a
hundred megagee, five hundred, abillion gravities. At forty billion gravities of acceleration, my engine
thrust equasthe gravity of the black hole, and | hover.

The blackness has now swalowed half of the universe. Everything beneath meis black. Between the
black below and the starry sky above, a spectacularly bright line exactly bisectsthe sky. | have reached
the dtitude a which orbital velocity isjust equd to the speed of light, and the light from my rocket
exhaust isin orbit around the black hole. Thelinel see around the sky ismy view of my own rocket,
seen by light that hastraveled al the way around the black hole. All | can seeisthe exhaudt, far brighter
than anything dseinthe sky.

The second brightest thing is the laser beacon from the wormhole station above me, shifted from the
origind red laser color to agreenish blue. The laser marks the exact line between the station and the
black hole, and | maneuver carefully until | am directly beneath the orbiting station.

At forty billion gravities, even my ultrastrong body isat itslimits. I cannot move, and even my smdlest
finger is pressed againg the form-fitting accel eration couch. But the controls, hardware-interfaced to my
brain, do not require meto lift afinger to command the spacecraft. The command | give Huis Closis
down.

My engine throttles down dightly, and | drop inward from the photon sphere, the bright line of my
exhaust vanishes. Every stray photon from my driveis now sucked downward.



Now my view of the universe has changed. The black hole has become the universe around me, and the
universeitsdf, al the galaxies and stars and the wormhole station, is a shrinking sphere of sparkling dust
above me.

Sixty billion gravities. Seventy. Eighty.

Eighty billion gravitiesisfull throttle. | am burning fuel at an incredible rate, and only barely hold steedy. |
am il twenty kilometers above the horizon.

Thereisan unbreskable law of physcs: incredible accderations require incredible fuel consumption. Even
though my spaceship is, by mass, comprised mosily of fud, | can maintain less than amillisecond worth
of thrust at this acceleration. | cut my engine and drop.

It will not belong now. Thisismy last chance to uplink acopy of my mind back to the wormhole station
to wakein your body, with my last memory the decision to upload my mind.

| do not.

The stars are blueshifted by afactor of two, which does not make them noticeably bluer. Now that |
have stopped accderating, the starlight isfaling into the hole along with me, and the stars do not blueshift
any further. My instruments probe the vacuum around me. The theorists say that the vacuum close to the
horizon of ablack holeis an exotic vacuum, abristle with secret energy. Only a ship plunging through the
event horizon would be able to measurethis. | do, recording the results carefully on my ship's on-board
recorders, Snceit isnow far too late to send anything back by radio.

Thereisno sign to mark the event horizon, and thereisno indication at dl when | crossit. If it were not
for my computer, there would be no way for meto tell that | have passed the point of no return.

Nothing isdifferent. | look around the tiny cabin, and can see no change. The blackness below me
continues to grow, but is otherwise not changed. The outside universe continues to shrink above me; the
brightness beginning to concentrate into a belt around the edge of the glowing sphere of stars, but thisis
only an effect of my maotion. The only differenceisthat | have only afew hundred microseconds I ft.

From the viewpoint of the outside world, the light from my spacecraft has dowed down and stopped at
the horizon. But | have far outstripped my lagging image, and am falling toward the center at incredible
gpeed. At the exact center isthe singularity, far smdler than an atom, amathematica point of infinite
gravity and infinite mysery.

Whoever | am, whether or not | survive, | am now the first person to penetrate the event horizon of a
black hole. That's worth a cheer, even with nobody to hear. Now | have to count on the hope that the
microsecond timing of the technicians above me had been perfect for the second part of my intricate
dance, the part that might, if al goeswell, dlow meto survive.

Above me, according to theory, the stars have already burned out, and even the most miserly red dwarf
has sputtered the last of its hydrogen fuel and grown cold. The universe has dready ended, and the stars
have gone out. | ill see asteady glow of starlight from the universe above me, but thisisfossl light, light
that has been fdling down into the black hole with me for eons, trapped in the infinitely stretched time of
the black hole.

For me, time has rotated into space, and space into time. Nothing fed s different to me, but | cannot



avoid the sngularity at the center of the black hole any morethan | can avoid the future. Unless, that is, |
have atrick.

Of course, | have atrick.

At the center of the spherica universe above meisadot of bright blue-violet; thefossl light of the laser
beacon from the orbiting station. My reaction jets have kept on adjusting my trgjectory to keep me
centered in the guidance beam, so | am directly below the station. Anything dropped from the station will,
if everything worksright, drop directly on the path | follow.

| am approaching close to the center now, and the tidal forces stretching my body are creeping swiftly
toward abillion gees per millimeter. Much higher, and even my tremendoudy strong body will be ripped
to spaghetti. There are only microseconds left for me. Itistime.

| hammer my engine, full throttle. Far away, and long ago, my friends at the wormhole station above
dropped awormhole into the event horizon. If their timing was perfect—

From auniverse that has aready died, the wormhole cometh.

Even with my enhanced time sense, things happen fast. The laser beacon blinks out, and the wormhole
sweeps down around me like the vengeance of God, far faster than | can react. The sparkle-filled sphere
of the universe blinks out like alight, and the black hole— and the tidal forces stretching my body—
abruptly disappears. For asingle instant | see ablack disk below me, and then the wormhole rotates,
twids, stretches, and then silently vanishes.

Ripped apart by the black hole.

My shipisvibrating like abell from the abrupt release of tida stretching. "1 didit," | shout. "It worked!
God damn it, it redly worked!"

Thiswas what was predicted by the theorigts, that | would be able to pass through the wormhole before
it was shredded by the sngularity at the center. The other possibility, that the sngularity itsdlf,
infinitesmally smdl and infinitely powerful, might follow me through the wormhole, was laughed a by
everyone who had any claim to understand wormhole physics. Thistime, the theoristswere right.

But wheream 1?

There should be congratul ations pouring into my radio by now, teams of friends and technicians swarming
over to greet me, cheering and shouting.

"Huis Clos," | say, over theradio. "I madeit! Huis Clos here. Isanybody there?!

In theory, | should have reemerged at Wolf-562. But | do not seeit. In fact, what | seeisnot
recognizably the universe a dl.

Thereareno stars.
Instead of gtars, the sky isfilled with lines, pardld lines of white light by the uncountable thousands.

Dominating the sky, where the star Wolf-562 should have been, isaglowing red cylinder, perfectly
draight, stretching to infinity in both directions.



Have | been transported into some other universe? Could the black hole€'s gravity sever the wormhole,
cutting it loose from our universe entirely, and connect it into this strange new one?

If 30, it has doomed me. The wormhole behind me, my only exit from this strange universe, isdready
destroyed. Not that escaping through it could have done me any good— it would only have brought me
back to the place | escaped, to be crushed by the singularity of the black hole.

| could just turn my brain off, and | will have lost nothing, in asense. They will bring you out of your
suspended Sate, tell you that the edition of you that dropped into the black hole failed to upload, and
they lost contact after it passed the event horizon. The experiment failed, but you had never beenin
danger.

But, however much you think we arethe same, | am not you. | am auniqueindividud. When they revive
you, without your expected new memories, | will sill be gone.

| want to survive, | want to return.

A universe of tubes of light! Brilliant bars of an infinite cage. The bright linesin the sky have dight
variationsin color, from paered to plasma-arc blue. They must be smilar to the red cylinder near me, |
figure, but light-years away. How could auniverse havelines of light instead of stars?

| am amazingly well equipped to investigate that question, with senses that range from radio through
X-ray, and | have nothing else to do for the next thousand years or s0. So | take a spectrum of the light
from the glowing red cylinder.

| have no expectation that the spectrum will reveal anything | can interpret, but oddly, it looks normal.
Impossibly, it looks like the spectrum of adar.

The computer can even identify, from its data of millions of pectra, precisdly which star. Thelight from
the cylinder has the spectral signature of Wolf-562.

Coincidence? It cannot possibly be coincidence, out of billions of possible spectra, that this glowing
sword in the sky has exactly the spectrum of the star that should have been there. There can be no other
conclusion but that the cylinder is Wolf-562.

| take afew more spectra, thistime picking at random three of thelines of light in the sky, and the
computer andyzesthem for me. A bright one: the spectrum of 61 Virginis. A dimmer one: amaich to
Wolf-1061. A blue-white stresk: Vega.

Thelinesinthe sky are gars.

What does this mean?

I'm not in another universe. | amin our universe, but the universe has been transformed. Could the
collison of awormholewith ablack hole destroy our entire universe, stretching sunsliketaffy into infinite
graight lines? Impossible. Evenif it had, | would still seefar-away stars as dots, since the light from them
has been traveling for hundreds of years.

The universe cannot have changed. Therefore, by logic, it must be me who has been transformed.



Having figured out this much, the only possible answer is obvious.

When the mathematicians describe the passage across the event horizon of ablack hole, they say that the
gpace and time directions switch identity. | had dways thought this only amathematica oddity, but if it
weretrue, if | had rotated when | passed the event horizon, and was now percelving time asadirection in
gpace, and one of the space axes astime— thiswould explain everything. Stars extend from billions of
yearsinto the past to long into the future; percelving time as space, | seelinesof light. If | wereto come
closer and find one of the rocky planets of Wolf-562, it would look like abraid around the star, ahelix of
solid rock. Could | land on it? How would | interact with aworld where what | perceive astimeisa
direction in space?

My physicist persona doesnt like this explanation, but is a alossto find a better one. In this strange
Sdeways existence, | must be violating the conservation laws of physicslike mad, but the persona could
find no other hypothesis and must reluctantly agree: timeisrotated into space.

To anybody outside, | must Iook like astring, aknobby long rope with one end at the wormhole and the
other a my death, wherever that might be. But nobody could see me fast enough, since with no extension
intimel must only be atransent event that bursts everywhere into existence and vanishes at the same
ingant. Thereisnoway | can signa, no way | can communicate—

Or?Time, to me, isnow adirection | can travel in assimply as using my rocket. | could find a planet,
travel pardld to the direction of the surface—

But, no, al | could do would be to appear to the inhabitants briefly as adisk, a cross-section of mysdif,
infinitey thin. Thereisnoway | could communicate.

But | cantravel intime, if | want. Isthere any way | can usethis?

Wait. If | have rotated from space into time, then thereis one direction in space that | cannot travel.
Which direction isthat? The direction that used to be away from the black hole.

I nteresting thoughts, but not ones which help me much. To return, | need to once again flip space and
time. | could diveinto ablack hole. Thiswould again rotate space and time, but it wouldn't do me any
good: once | left the black hole— if | could leave the black hole— nothing would change.

Unlessthere were awormhole inside the black hole, falling inward to destruction just a the sameingtant |
was there? But the only wormhole that hasfallen into ablack hole was already destroyed. Unless, could |
travel forward in time? Surely some day the research team would drop a new wormhole into the black
hole—

Idiot. Of coursetheresasolution. Timeisaspacdike dimensonto me, so | can travel either directionin
time now, forward or back. | need only to move back to an instant just after the wormhole passed
through the event horizon, and, applying full thrust, shoot through. The very moment that my origina sdif
shoots through the wormhole to escape the singularity, | can pass through the opposite direction, and
rotate mysdlf back into the red universe.

The station at Virgo black holeisforty light years away, and | don't dare use the origind wormholeto
reach it. My spacetime-rotated body must be an elongated snake in this version of space-time, and | do
not wish to find out what awormhole passage will do to it until | have no other choice. Still, that isno



problem for me. Even with barely enough fud to thrust for afew microseconds, | can reach an
appreciable fraction of light-speed, and | can dow down my brain to make the trip appear only an
ingant.

To an outsde observer, it takesliterdly notimeat dl.

"No," saysthe psych tech, when | ask her. "Theré's no law that compels you to uplink back into your
origind. You'reafree human being. Y our origind can't force you."

"Grest," | say. Soon I'm going to have to arrange to get abiological body built for myself. Thisoneis
superb, but it'sadisadvantage in socid intercourse being only amillimeter tall.

The transition back to real space worked perfectly. Once | figured out how to navigate in time-rotated
space, it had been easy enough to find the wormhole and the exact instant it had penetrated the event
horizon.

"Areyou going to link your experiencesto public domain?' thetech asks. "I think he would like to see
what you experienced. Musta been pretty incredible.”

"Maybe" | sad.

"For that matter,” the psych tech added, "I'd liketo link it, too."

“I'll think about it."

So | am ared human being now, independent of you, my original.

There had been cheers and cel ébrations when | had emerged from the wormhole, but nobody had an
inkling quite how strange my trip had been until | told them. Even then, | doubt that | was quite believed
until the sensor readings and computer logs of Huis Clos confirmed my story with hard data.

The physicists had been ecstatic. A new tool to probe time and space. The ability to rotate spaceinto
timewill open up incredible capabilities. They were dready planning new expeditions, not the least of
which was atrip to probe right to the sngularity itsalf.

They had been duly impressed with my solution to the problem, athough, after an hour of thinking it over,
they dl agreed it had been quite obvious. "It was lucky," one of them remarked, "that you decided to go
through the wormhole from the opposite side, that second time."

"Why?" | asked.

"If you'd gone through the same direction, you'd have rotated an additiona ninety degrees, instead of
going back."
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"Reversed thetime vector. Turnsyou into antimatter. First touch of the interstellar medium— Poof.”
"Oh," I said. | hadn't thought of that. It made mefed alittlelessclever.

Now that the misson isover, | have no purpose, no direction for my existence. The future is empty, the
black hole that we all must travel into. | will get abiologica body, yes, and embark on the process of
finding out who | am. Maybe, | think, thisisatask that everybody hasto do.

And then | will meet you. With luck, perhagps1'll even like you.

And maybe, if | should like you enough, and | fed confident, I'll decide to upload you into myself, and
once more, we will again be one.

Craphound

CORY DOCTOROW

Here'sawry, quirky, nostalgic, and oddly lyrical reexamination of an old question— what do the
vintners buy one-half so precious as the stuff they sell?

New writer Cory Doctorow has sold fiction to Science Fiction Age, ASmov's Science Fiction,
Amazing, Northern Suns, On Spec, Air Fish, and Tesseracty 7], and nonfiction piecesto Wired and
Sci-F Entertainment. He also contributes a regular column about interesting stuff to find on the
Internet to Science Fiction Age. He has a Web site at http:// www.craphound.com. Helivesin
Toronto, Canada.

Craphound had wicked yard-sale karma, for arotten, filthy, aien bastard. He was too good at panning
out the singlegrain of gold in araging river of usdlessnessfor me not to like him— respect him, anyway.
But then he found the cowboy trunk. It was two months rent to me and nothing but some squirrely aien
kitschfetish to Craphound.

So | did the unthinkable. | violated the Code. | got into abidding war with abuddy. Never |et them tell
you that women poison friendships: In my experience, wounds from women-fights hedl quickly; fights
with men over garbage leave nothing behind but scorched earth.

Craphound spotted the Ssgn— hiskarma, plusthe gogglesin his exoskeleton, gave him the advantage
when we were doing 80 kmh on some stretch of back-highway in cottage country. He was riding shotgun
while | drove, and we had the radio tuned to the summer-Saturday programming: eight weekendswith
eight hours of old radio dramas. The Shadow, Quiet Please, Tom Mix, The Crypt-Keeper with Bea
Lugos. It was hour three, and Bogey was phoning in his performance on aradio adaptation of The
African Queen. | had the windows of the old truck rolled down so that | could smoke without fouling
Craphound's breather. My arm was hanging out the window, the radio was booming, and Craphound
said "Turn around! Turn around, now, Jerry, now, turn around!”

When Craphound getsthat excited, it'sasign that he's spotted arich vein. | checked the sde-mirror
quickly, pounded the brakes, and spun around. The transmission creaked, the whedls squealed, and then
we were creeping aong the way we'd come.

"There," Craphound said, gesturing with hislong, skinny arm. | saw it. A wooden A-frame red-estate
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sign, apiece of hand-lettered cardboard stuck overtop of the redltor's name:

EAST MUSKOKA VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPT LADIESAUXILIARY RUMMAGE SALE

SAT 25 JUNE

"Hoo-eee!" | hollered, and spun the truck onto the dirt road. | gunned the engine as we cruised along the
tree-lined road, trusting Craphound to spot any deer, Signs, or hikersin timeto avert disaster. The sky
was a perfect blue and the smells of summer were dl around. | snapped off the radio and listened to the
wind rushing through the truck. Ontario is beautiful in the summer.

"Therel" Craphound shouted. | hit the turn-off and down-shifted and then we were back on a paved
road. Soon, we wererolling into acountry fire station, an ugly brick barn. The hal was lined with long
folding tables, stacked high. The mother lode!

Craphound beat me out the door, as usud. His exoskeleton is programmable, so he can record little
scriptsfor it like: move left arm to door handle, pop it, swing legs out to running-board, jump to ground,
close door, move forward. Meanwhile, I'm gtill making sure I've switched off the headlights and thet I've

got my wallet.

Two blue-haired grannies had a card table set up in front of the hal, with abig tin pitcher of lemonade
and three boxes of Tim Horton assorted donuts. That stopped us both, since we share the supergtition
that you always buy food from old ladies and little kids, as a sacrifice to the crap-gods. One of the old
ladies poured out the lemonade while the other smiled and greeted us.

"Welcome, welcome! My, you've come along way for ug”

"Just up from Toronto, maam,” | said. It'san old joke, but it's aso part of theritud, and it's got to be
done.

"l meant your friend, Sr. This gentleman.”

Craphound smiled without baring his gums and sipped hislemonade. "Of course | came, dear lady. |
wouldn't missit for the worlds!" His accent is pretty good, but when it comesto stock phraseslikethis,
he's got so much polish you'd think he was reading the news.

Thebiddie blushed and giggled, and | felt faintly sick. | walked off to the tables, trying not to hurry. |
chose my first spot, about hafway down, where things wouldn't be quite so picked over. | grabbed an
empty box from undernesth and started putting Stuff into it: four matched highball glasseswith gold
crossed bowling-pins and aline of black around the rim; an Expo '67 wall-hanging that wasn't even a
little faded; a shoebox full of late '60s O-Pee-Chee hockey cards, aworn, wooden-handled stedl cleaver
that you could butcher a steer with.

| picked up my box and moved on: adeck of playing cards copyrighted '57, with the logo of the Royal
Canadian Dairy, Bala Ontario printed on the backs; afireman's cap with a brass badge so tarnished |



couldn't read it; athree-story wedding-cake trophy for the 1974 Eastern Region Curling Championships.
The cash-register in my mind wasringing, ringing, ringing. God bless the East Muskoka V olunteer Fire
Department Ladies Auxiliary.

I'd mined that table long enough. | moved to the other end of the hdl. Timewas, I'd Sart at the beginning
and turn over each item, build one pile of maybes and another pile of definites, try to strategize. Intime, |
cameto rely on ingtinct and on the fates, to whom | make my obei sances at every opportunity.

Let'shear it for the fates: a genuine collapsible tophat; a white-tipped evening cane; a hand-carved
cherry-wood waking stick; abeautiful black lace parasol; awrought-iron lightning rod with arooster on
top; dl of it in an eephant-leg umbrella-stand. | filled the box, folded it over, and started on another.

| collided with Craphound. He grinned his natura grin, the one that showed row on row of wet, dimy
gums, tipped with writhing, poisonous suckers. "Gold! Gold!" he said, and moved along. | turned my
head after him, just as he bent over the cowboy trunk.

| sucked air between my teeth. 1t was magnificent: aleather-bound miniature steamer trunk, the leasther
worked with lariats, Stetson hats, war-bonnets, and six-guns. | moved toward him, and he popped the
latch. | caught my bresth.

On top, there was akid's cowboy costume: miniature leather chaps; atiny Stetson; apair of scuffed
white leather cowboy boots with long, worn spurs affixed to the hedls. Craphound moved it reverently to
the table and continued to pull more magic from the trunk's depths. a stack of cardboard-bound
Hopaong Cassdy 78s; apair of tin six-gunswith gunbelt and holsters, asiver star that said Sheriff; a
bundle of Roy Rogers comicstied with twine, in mint condition; and aleather satche filled with plagtic
cowboys and Indians, enough to reenact the Alamo.

"Oh, my God," | breathed, as he spread the loot out on the table.
"What are these, Jerry?' Craphound asked, holding up the 78s.

"Old records, like LPs, but you need a specid record player to listen to them.” | took one out of its
deeve. It gleamed, scratch-free, in the overhead fluorescents.

"| got a 78 player here," said amember of the East Muskoka V olunteer Fire Department Ladies
Auxiliary. She was short enough to look Craphound in the eye, ahair under five feet, and had askinny,
rawboned look to her. "That's my Billy'sthings, ‘Billy the Kid' we called him. He was dotty for cowboys
when hewas aboy. Couldn't get him to take off that fool outfit— nearly got him thrown out of school.
Hesalawyer now, in Toronto, got afancy office on Bay Street. | caled him to ask if he minded my
putting his cowboy thingsin the sdle, and you know what? He didn't know what | was talking about!
Doesn't that beat everything? He was dotty for cowboys when he was a boy."

It'sanother of my ritualsto smile and nod and be as polite as possible to the erstwhile owners of crap
that I'm trying to buy, so | smiled and nodded and examined the 78 player she had produced. In lariat
script, on thetop, it said, "Officia Bob WillsLittle Record Player," and had a crude watercolor of Bob
Willsand His Texas Playboys grinning on the front. It was the kind of record player that folded up likea
suitcase when you weren't using it. 1'd had one as akid, with Y ogi Bear silkscreened on the front.

Billy's mom plugged the yellowed cord into awall jack and took the 78 from me, touched the stylusto
therecord. A tinny ukelele played, accompanied by horse-clops, and then anarrator with a deep, whisky



voice said, "Howdy, Pardners! | wasjust settin’ down by the ole campfire. Why don't you stay an' have
some beans, an' I'll tell y'al the story of how Hopal ong Cassidy besat the Duke Gang when they cometo
rob the Santa Fe."

In my heed, | was dready breaking down the cowboy trunk and its contents, thinking about the minimum
bid I'd place on each item at Sotheby's. Sold individually, | figured | could get over two grand for the
contents. Then | thought about putting ads in some of the Japanese collectors magazines, just for alark,
before | sent thelot to the auction house. Y ou never can tell. A buddy | knew had sold a complete

packaged set of Welcome Back, Kotter action figuresfor nearly eight grand that way. Maybe | could
buy anew truck....

"Thisiswonderful," Craphound said, interrupting my reverie. "How much would you like for the
collection?'

| fet aknifein my guts. Craphound had found the cowboy trunk, so that meant it was his. But he usudly
let me take the stuff with street-vadlue— he wasinterested in everything, so it hardly mattered if | picked
up afew scrapswith which to eke out aliving.

Billy'smom looked over the stuff. "I was hoping to get twenty dollarsfor thelot, but if that'stoo much,
I'm willing to come down."

"Il giveyou thirty," my mouth said, without intervention from my brain.

They both turned and stared at me. Craphound was unreadable behind his goggles.

Billy'smom broke the silence. "Oh, my! Thirty dollarsfor thisold mess?"

"I will pay fifty," Craphound said.

"Seventy-five" | sad.

"Oh, my," Billy'smom said.

"Five hundred,” Craphound said.

| opened my mouth, and shut it. Craphound had built his stake on Earth by sdlling acomplicated
biochemicd process for nonchlorophyll photosynthesisto a Saudi banker. | wouldn't ever beat himina
bidding war: "A thousand dollars," my mouth said.

"Ten thousand,” Craphound said, and extruded aroll of hundreds from somewherein his exoskeleton.

"My Lord!" Billy'smom said. “Ten thousand dollard"

The other pickers, the firemen, the blue-haired ladies, dl looked up at that and stared at us, their mouths
open.

"It isfor agood cause," Craphound said.

"Ten thousand dollard” Billy'smom said again.



Craphound's digits ruffled through the roll asfast as acroupier's counter, separated off alarge chunk of
the brown bills, and handed them to Billy's mom.

One of the firemen, amiddle-aged paunchy man with a comb-over, appeared a Billy's mom's shoul der.
"What'sgoing on, Eva?' hesad.
"This... gentleman isgoing to pay ten thousand dollarsfor Billy's old cowboy things, Tom."

The fireman took the money from Billy's mom and stared at it. He held up the top note under the light and
turned it thisway and that, watching the holographic stamp change from green to gold, then green again.
Helooked at the seria number, then the serid number of the next bill. Helicked hisforefinger and Sarted
counting off the billsin piles of ten. Once he had ten piles, he counted them again. "That's ten thousand
dollars, dl right. Thank you very much, migter. Can | give you ahand getting thisto your car?'

Craphound, meanwhile, had repacked the trunk and balanced the 78 player on top of it. He looked at
me, then at the fireman.

"I wonder if | could impose on you to take me to the nearest bus station. | think 1'm going to be making
my own way home."

Thefireman and Billy's mom both stared a me. My cheeksflushed. "Aw, cmon,” | said. "I'll driveyou
home"

"I think | prefer the bus," Craphound said.
"It'snotrouble a dl to giveyou alift, friend,” the fireman said.

| cdled it quitsfor the day, and drove home aone with the truck only haf-filled. | pulled into the
coach-house and threw atarp over the load and went inside and cracked a beer and sat on the sofa,
watching anature show on adesert reclamation project in Arizona, where the state legid ature had traded
aderdict megamall and a custom-built habitat to an alien for aloca-area weather-control machine.

Thefollowing Thursday, | went to the little crapauction house on King Street. 1'd put my finds from the
weekend in the sdle: lower minimum bid, and they took asmaller commission than Sotheby's. Finefor
moving the small Suff.

Craphound was there, of course. | knew he'd be. It was where we met, when he bid on a case of
Lincoln Logs1'd found at afire-sde.

I'd known him for akindred spirit when he bought them, and we'd talked afterward, at his place, a
sprawling, two-story warehouse amid acluster of autowrecking yards where the junkyard dogs barked,
barked, barked.

Insde was paradise. His taste ran to shrines— a collection of '50s bar kitsch that was ashrineto liquor,
acircular waterbed on araised podium that was nearly buried under '70s bachelor pad-india; akitchen



that was nearly unusable, so packed it waswith old barnboard furniture and rural memorabilia; a
leather-appointed library straight out of a Victorian gentlemen's club; a solarium dressed in wicker and
bamboo and tiki-idols. It was ahell of aplace.

Craphound had known al about the Goodwills and the Sally Anns, and the auction houses, and the
kitsch boutiques on Queen Street, but he still hadn't figured out whereit al came from.

"Yard sdes, rummage sdes, garage sdles” | said, reclining in avibrating Naugahyde easy chair, drinking
aglassof hispricey sngle-mdlt that held bought for the beautiful bottle it camein.

"But where are these? Who is allowed to have them?' Craphound hunched opposite me, his exoskeleton
locked into a coiled, semiseated position.

"Who? Well, anyone. Y ou just one day decide that you need to clean out the basement, you put anad in
the Sar, tape up afew sgns, and voila— yard sale. Sometimes, aschool or achurch will get donations
of old junk and el it dl at onetime, asafundraiser.”

"And how do you locate these?' he asked, bobbing up and down dightly with excitement.

"Wdll, therere amateurs who just read the ads in the weekend papers, or just pick aneighborhood and
wander around, but that's no way to go about it. What | dois, | get inatruck, and | sniff the air, catch
the scent of crap, and vroom!— I'm off like abloodhound on atrail. Y ou learn things over time: like stay
away from Y uppieyard sdes; they never have anything worth buying, just the same crap you can buy in
any mdl."

"Do you think | might accompany you some day?"

"Hell, sure. Next Saturday? Well head over to Cabbagetown— those old coach houses, you'd be
amazed what people get rid of . It's practicdly crimind.”

"I would like to go with you next Saturday very much Mr. Jerry Abington." He used to talk like thet,
without commas or question marks. Later, he got better, but then, it was dl one big sentence.

"Cdl me Jerry. It'sadate, then. Tell you what, though: there's a Code you got to learn before we go out.
The Craphound's Code."

"What isacraphound?'

"You'relookin' a one. You're one, too, unless| missmy guess. You'll get to know some of theloca
crgphounds, you hang around with me long enough. They're the competition, but they're dso your
buddies, and there're certain ruleswe have.”

And then | explained to him al about how you never bid againgt a craphound at ayard sale, how you get
to know the other fellows tastes, and when you see something they might like you haul it out for them,
and they'll do the samefor you, and how you never buy something that another craphound might be
looking for, if al you're buying it for isto sdll it back to him. Just good form and common sense, redlly,
but you'd be surprised how many amateursjust fail to make the jump to pro because they can't grasp it.



There was abunch of other Stuff at the auction, other craphounds weekend treasures. Thiswas high
season, when the sun comes out and people start to clean out the cottage, the basement, the garage.
There were some collectorsin the crowd, and awhole whack of antique and junk dedlers, and afew
pickers, and me, and Craphound. | watched the bidding listlesdy, waiting for my thingsto come up and
sneaking out for smokes between lots. Craphound never once looked at me or acknowledged my
presence, and | became perversaly obsessed with catching hiseye, so | coughed and shifted and walked
past him severa times, until the auctioneer glared at me, and one of the attendants asked if | needed a
throat lozenge.

My lot came up. The bowling glasses went for five bucksto one of the Queen Street junk deders, the
elephant-foot fetched $350 after a spirited bidding war between an antique dealer and a collector— the
collector won; the dedler took the tophat for $100. The rest of it came up and sold, or didn't, and at the
end of the lot I'd made $300, which was rent for the month plus beer for the weekend plus gasfor the
truck.

Craphound bid on and bought more cowboy things— abox of Super 8 cowboy movies, the boxes
moldy, the stock itself running to dime; a Navgo blanket; a plastic donkey that dispensed cigarettes out
of itsass, abig neon armadillo sign.

One of the other nice things about that place over Sotheby's, there was none of thiswaiting thirty daysto
get acheck. | waited in line with the other pickers after the bidding was through, collected awad of bills,
and headed for my truck.

| spotted Craphound loading his haul into aminivan with handicapped plates. It looked like some kind of
fungus was growing over the hood and side-panels. On closer ingpection, | saw that the body had been
covered in closdly glued Legos.

Craphound popped the hatchback and threw his gear in, then opened the driver's side door, and | saw
that hisvan had been fitted out for alegless driver, with brake and accelerator levers. A paraplegic
knew drove onejust like it. Craphound's exoskeleton levered him into the seat, and | watched the eerily
precise way it executed the macro that sarted the car, pulled the shoulder-belt, put it into drive, and
switched on the stereo. | heard tape-hiss, then, loud as ab-boy cruising Y onge Street, an old-timey
cowboy voice: "Howdy pardners! Saddle up, we'reridin®” Then the van backed up and sped out of the
lot.

| got into the truck and drove home. Truth betold, | missed thelittle bastard.

Some people said that we should have run Craphound and his kin off the planet, out of the Solar System.
They said that it wasn't fair for the diensto keep usin the dark about their technologies. They say that we
should have captured a ship and reverse-engineered it, built our own and kicked ass.

Some people!

Firg of al, nobody with human DNA could survive atrip in one of those ships. They're part of
Craphound's peopl€e's bodies, as| understand it, and we just don't have the right parts. Second of all,



they were sharing their tech with us— they just weren't giving it away. Fair trades every time.

It'snot asif space was off-limitsto us. We can, any one of us, vidt their homeworld, just as soon aswe
figure out how. Only they wouldn't hold our hands aong the way.

| spent the week haunting the " Secret Boutique," AKA the Goodwill As-Is Center on Jarvis. It'sal there
isto do between yard sales, and sometimesit makes for good finds. Part of my theory of yard-sale
karmaholdsthat if | missone day at the thrift shopsthat'll be the day they put out the big score. So | hit
the stores diligently and came up with crapola. | had offended the fates, | knew, and wouldn't make
another score until | placated them. It waslonely work, and | missed Craphound's good eye and
obsessve ddight.

| was at the cash register with afew items at the Goodwill when aguy in asuit tapped me on the
shoulder.

"Sorry to bother you," he said. His suit looked expensive, as did his manicure and his haircut and his
wire-rimmed glasses. "'l was just wondering where you found that." He gestured at arhinestone-studded
ukelele, with acowboy hat woodburned into the body. | had picked it up with aguilty little thrill, thinking
that Craphound might buy it at the next auction.

"Second floor, in the toy section.”

"There wasn't anything dselikeit, was there?'

" 'Fraid not," | said, and the cashier picked it up and Started wrapping it in newspaper.

"Ah," he said, and helooked like alittle kid who'd just been told that he couldn't have a puppy. "I don't
suppose you'd want to el it, would you?"

| held up ahand and waited while the cashier bagged it with the rest of my stuff, afew old clothbound
novels| thought I could sell at aused bookstore, and a Grease belt buckle with Olivia Newton John on
it. I led him out the door by the elbow of his expensive suit.

"How much?' | had paid adollar.

"Ten bucks?'

| nearly said, "Sold!" but | caught mysdlf. "Twenty."

"Twenty dollars?'

"That's what they'd charge at a boutique on Queen Street.”

Hetook out adim leather wallet and produced atwenty. | handed him the uke. Hisfacelit up likea
lightbulb.



After the cowboy trunk episode, | didn't run into Craphound again until the annua Rotary Club charity
rummage sae at the Upper Canada Brewing Company. He was wearing the cowboy hat, six-guns, and
the silver star from the cowboy trunk. It should have looked ridiculous, but the net effect was naive and
somehow charming, like he was allittle boy whose hair you wanted to muss.

| found abox of nice old melamine dishes, in various shades of green— four square plates, bowls, sdlad
plates, and aserving tray. | threw them in the duffel bag I'd brought and kept browsing, ignoring
Craphound as he charmed a sdty old Rotarian while fondling abox of |eather-bound books.

| browsed a stack of old Ministry of Labour licenses— barber, chiropodist, bartender, watchmaker.
They dl had pretty seals and were framed in stark green inditutional metd. They al had different names,
but al from one family, and | made up alittle story to entertain myself, about the proud mother saving her
sons accreditations and framing and hanging them in the spare room with their diplomas. "Oh, George
Junior'sjust opened his own barbershop, and little IJmmy's till fixing watches...."

| bought them.

Inabox of crappy plastic Little Ponies and Barbies and Care Bears | found aleather Indian headdress, a
wooden bow-and-arrow set, and a fringed buckskin vest. Craphound was il buttering up the leather
books owner. | bought them quick, for five bucks.

"Those are beautiful," avoice said a my elbow. | turned around and smiled at the snappy dresser who'd
bought the uke at the Secret Boutique. HEd gone casual for the weekend, in an expensive, L.L. Bean
button-down way.

"Arent they, though."

"Y ou sl them on Queen Street? Y our finds, | mean?”

"Sometimes. Sometimes at auction. How's the uke?"

"Oh, I gotit dl tuned up," he said, and smiled the same smile held given me when held taken hold of it at
Goodwill. "I can play 'Don't Fence Meln' onit." Helooked at hisfeet. "Silly, huh?

"Not at al. You'reinto cowboy things, huh?' Asl said it, | was overcome with the knowledge that this
was 'Billy theKid,' the origina owner of the cowboy trunk. | don't know why | felt that way, but | did,
with utter certainty.

"Just trying to relive a piece of my childhood, | guess. I'm Scott,” he said, extending his hand.

Scott? | thought wildly. Maybe it's his middie name? "I'm Jerry."

The Upper Canada Brewery sdle has many things going for it, including abeer garden where you can
samplether wares and get aBBQ burger. We gently gravitated to it, looking over the tables as we went.

"You'reapro, right?' he asked after we had plastic cups of beer.



"Y ou could say that."
"I'm an amateur. A rank amateur. Any words of wisdom?"

| laughed and drank some beer, lit acigarette. "Thereés no secret to it, | think. Just diligence: you've got
to go out every chance you get, or you'll missthe big score.”

He chuckled. "'l hear that. Sometimes, I'll be sitting in my office, and I'll just know that they're putting out
apiece of pure gold at the Goodwill and that someone else will get to it before my lunch. | get so wound
up, I'm no good until I go down there and hunt for it. | guess I'm hooked, en?"

"Chegper than some other kinds of addictions.”

"l guess so. Abouit that Indian stuff— what do you figure you'd get for it at a Queen Street boutique?

| looked him in the eye. He may have been something high-powered and cool and collected in hisnatura
environment, but just then, he was as eager and nervous as a kitchen-table poker-player at a high-stakes

game.
"Maybefifty bucks" | said.

"Fifty, huh?" he asked.

"About that," | said.

"Onceit sold," hesaid.

"Thereisthat," | said.

"Might take amonth, might take ayear,” he said.

"Might tekeaday,” | sad.

"It might, it might." He finished hisbeer. "1 don't suppose you'd take forty?"

I'd paid fivefor it, not ten minutes before. 1t looked like it would fit Craphound who, after al, was
wearing Scott/Billy's own boyhood treasures as we spoke. Y ou don't make aliving by fegling guilty over
eight hundred percent markups. Still, I'd angered the fates, and needed to redeem myself.

"Makeitfive" | said.

He started to say something, then closed his mouth and gave me alook of thanks. He took a five out of
hiswallet and handed it to me. | pulled the vest and bow and headdress from my duffel.

He walked back to a shiny black Jeep with gold detail work, parked next to Craphound's van.
Craphound was building onto the Lego body, and the hood had aminiature Lego town attached to it.

Craphound looked around as he passed, and leaned forward with undisguised interest at the booty. |
grimaced and finished my beer.



It's not that my adulthood is particularly unhappy. Likewise, it's not that my childhood was particularly
happy.

There are memories| have, though, that are like acool drink of water. My grandfather's place near
Milton, an old Victorian farmhouse, where the cat drank out of amilk-glass bowl; and where we sat
around arough pinetable that, in my memory, is as big as my whole gpartment; and where my playroom
wasthe drafty old barn with hay-filled lofts bulging with old farm junk and Tarzan-ropes| could swing
on.

Therewas Grampa's friend Fyodor, and we took atrip out to hiswrecking yard every evening so that he
and Grampa could talk and smoke on the porch while | scampered around in the twilight, scaling
mountains of auto-junk. The glove-boxesyieded treasure troves. crumpled photos of college boys
mugging in front of tourist Sgns, roadmaps of faraway places, other things. | found a guidebook from the
1964 New Y ork World's Fair, once. And alipstick like achrome bullet, and apair of white leather
ladies gloves.

Fyodor dedlt in scrap, too, and once he had half of acarny carousd, afew horses and part of the
canopy, paint flaking and sharp torn edges protruding; next to it, a Korean War tank minusitsturret and
caterpillar treads, and inside the tank were pedling old pinup girls and arotation schedule and acrudely
sketched Kilroy. The control room in the middle of the carousel had a stack of paperback sci-fi novels
with lurid covers, Ace Doublesthat had two books bound back-to-back, and when you finished the first,
you turned it over and read the other. Fyodor let me keep them, and there was a pawn ticket in one from
Macon, GA, for atransistor radio.

My parents |left me done in the house when | got old enough, fourteen or fifteen, and then | couldn't keep
mysaf from sneaking into their room and snooping. Mom's jewelry box had books of matches from the
Acapulco hotd where they'd honeymooned, printed with abad pal m-tree motif, and the matches had
green heads and wooden bodies, though they were bound like paper matches. My Dad kept an old
photo in his sock drawer, of himself on Muscle Beach, shirtless, flexing his biceps, and he had asilver
turnip pocket-watch that had his grandfather'sinitials engraved on the front.

My grandmother saved every scrap of my mother'slifein her basement, in dusty old Army trunks. |
entertained mysdf endlessy by pulling then out and taking it in: her Mouse Earsfrom the big family train
trip to Disneyland in '57, and her record albums, and the glittery pasteboard sign from her sweet sixteen.
There were endless photo abums, and well-chewed stuffed animal's, and school exercise booksin which
sheld practiced variations on her signature for page after page.

It al told astory. The penciled Kilroy in the tank made me see one of those Canadian soldiersin Korea,
unshaven and crew cut like an extraon M* A* S*H, sitting bored hour after hour, staring at the pinup girls,
fiddling with acrossword, findly laying it down and sketching his Kilroy quickly, before anyone saw.

The photo of my dad posing sent me whirling through time to Toronto's old Muscle Beach in the east
end, near Kew Beach, and hearing the tinny AM radios playing weird old psychedelic rock while
teenagers lounged on their Mustangs and the girls sunbathed in bikinisthat made their titsinto torpedoes.

It al made poems. The old pulp novels and the pawn ticket, when | soread them out in the living roomin
front of the TV, and arranged them just so, they made up a poem that could take my breath away.



They say that when my momwas akid, little kidsimagined their dream-housesin obsessve, hyperred
clarity. That they knew what kind of dog they'd have, and what kind of fridge, and what kind of sofa, and
what kind of end tables and what kind of husband, and how many kids they'd have and what they'd name
them and what they'd wear.

| must've inherited the gene. I'd walk into our kitchen and just sand in the center of the linoleum, and
think about what was missng— the curtains, for example, should be more like Grandmas, with bright
floral prints. And there was a stove in Fyodor's yard that he used as aworkbench, an old cast-iron
gas-fired piece from a Deco diner, that had eegant ivory knobs and agrill big enough to cook thirty
burgers on at once. That would nicely replace the greenish eectric stove we had.

And our glasseswere dl wrong: Grampahad milk glasseswith Li'l Orphan Annie, and Grandmas place
had anodized duminum cupsin bright metallic colorsthat were so cold when you filled them with
chocolate milk.

A restaurant we'd eaten at once while on acamping trip had a mahogany-paneled lounge with solid,
lion's-footed horsehair sofas. They'd look great in the living room, especialy with cutglass and chrome
tablelamps.

Our garage had nothing but tools and bikes and sparetires. It should have had tin Sgns advertisng nickel
bottles of Coca-Cola, and Burma Shave, and patented quack remedies with hand-painted smiling babies
endorsing them.

The shed shouldn't have been a Sears prefab tin special— it should have been pedling old boards, with
rickety wooden shelvesingde and sawdust on the floor, and oiled iron tools on thewalls.

| knew what was wrong with every square inch of my bedroom. | needed some old patchwork quiltsto
deep under, instead of the synthetic-filled comforter, and my desk should have been a salvaged stedl
office desk with aworn green blotter and asolid oak chair on brass whedls. The basketball-hoop light
fixture had to go, and in its place | wanted wall sconces made from brutally simple wrought iron rings
with blown-glass shades.

The bathroom needed a bookcase. The books needed to be old and |eather bound, swollen with the
damp of athousand showers, dog-eared and much-annotated.

* % %

| livein an apartment almost west enough to be in High Park. I've got two bedrooms at the top of the
three-story house that was once a Victorian but was rebuilt after afirein the mid-"70s. It's nice enough, in
ageneric, post-war kind of way.

It has atremendous plus going for it: acoach-house out back that | pay another hundred bucks a month
for. It'swhere| store my treasures, and there are three locks on the door.

The apartment came furnished in no-taste L ate Canadian Thrift Store, and | never got around to
redecorating it, sirangely enough.



What | did do, though, was hang three long shelves at the foot of my bed. That'sal the space| haveto
keep treasures on. It's a salf-regulating mechanism, preventing me from sampling too much of the
merchandise. If | find apiecethat | have to keep, something from the shelf has to be moved out to the
coach-house and taken away to an auction or aconsignment store.

| have amilk-glass bowl on the shelves, a Made-in-Occupied-Japan tin tank that is pieced together from
old tuna cans and hand-painted; a mint-condition Ace Double with bug-eyed monsters on both covers; a
souvenir ashtray from the 1964 World's Fair; four anodized duminum cupsin brilliant metdlic colors, a
st of pink Mouse Ears with agirl's name stitched in cursive writing on the reverse; asiver turnip pocket
watch; asmal postcard with a3-D Jesus who winks at you when you move your head; alighter made
from burnished shrapnel; other treasures that come and go.

Over the years, I've found the sted desk and the wall sconces and carousdl animals and tin Coca-Cola
ggnsgdore. Finding them fedsright, like I've checked off an item on achecklist. They go sraight into my
garage without gracing my gpartment even once, and sdling them is never painful— it'stouching them
again, just once, having them pass through my possession that makesit good.

When | can't bring mysdlf to switch onthe TV, | take an armload of things down from my shelves and sit
on theliving room floor and spread them out in front of me and seeif | can't make a poem. Sometimes|
laugh and sometimes | cry, but usudly | just stare a them and let my mind caress each piece and match it
up withamemory.

| met Scott/Billy three times more at the Secret Boutique that week. Hewas alawyer, and specidized in
alien-technology patents. He had a practice on Bay Street, with two partners, and despite hisyouth, he
was the senior man.

| didn't let on that | knew about Billy the Kid and his mother in the East Muskoka Volunteer Fire
Department Ladies Auxiliary. But | felt abond with him, as though we shared an unspoken secret. |
pulled any cowboy finds for him, and he devel oped a pretty good eye for what | was after and returned
the favor.

The fates were with me again, and no two ways abouit it. | took home aratty old Oriental rug that on
closer ingpection was a 19th-century hand-knotted Persian; an upholstered Turkish footstool; a collection
of hand-painted slk Hawaiiana pillows and a carved M eerschaum pipe. Scott/Billy found the last for me,
and it cost metwo dollars. | knew a collector who would pay thirty in an eye-blink, and from then on, as
far as| was concerned, Scott/Billy was afelow craphound.

"Y ou going to the auction tomorrow night?* | asked him at the checkout line.

"Wouldn't missit,” he said. Hed barely been able to contain his excitement when | told him about the
Thursday night auctions and the bargains to be had there. He sure had the bug.

"Want to get together for dinner beforehand? The Rotterdam's got a good patio.”

Hedid, and we did, and | had a glass of framboise that packed ahell of akick and tasted like fizzy
raspberry lemonade; and doorstopper fries and a club sandwich.



| had my nosein my glass when he kicked my ankle under the table.

"Look at that!"

It was Craphound in hisvan, cruising for a parking spot. The Lego village had been joined by awhole
postmodern spaceport on the roof, with ared-and-blue castle, afootball-sized flying saucer, and a
clown's head with blinking eyes.

| went back to my drink and tried to get my appetite back.

"Wasthat an extee driving?'

"Yeah. Used to be afriend of mine."

"Hesapicker?'

"Uh-huh." | turned back to my friesand tried to kill the subject.

"Do you know how he made his stake?'

"The chlorophyll thing, in Saudi Arabia.”

"Sweet!" hesaid. "Very swest. I've got aclient who's got some secondary patents from that one. What's
he go after?'

"Oh, pretty much everything,”" | said, resgning myself to discussing the topic after al. "But latdly, the same
as you— cowboys and Injuns.”

He laughed and smacked hisknee. "Well, what do you know? What could he possibly want with the
quff?*

"What do they want with any of it? He got started one day when we were cruising the Muskokas," | said
carefully, watching hisface. "Found atrunk of old cowboy things at arummage sde. East Muskoka
Volunteer Fire Department Ladies Auxiliary." | waited for him to shout or startle. He didntt.

"Yeah? A good find, | guess. Wish I'd madeit.”
| didn't know what to say to that, so | took abite of my sandwich.

Scott continued. "I think about what they get out of it alot. There's nothing we have here that they
couldn't make for themsdlves. | mean if they picked up and left today, wed till be making sense of
everything they gave usin ahundred years. Y ou know, | just closed adedl for abiochemical computer
that's ten thousand times faster than anything we've built out of silicon. Y ou know what the extee took in
trade? Title to adefunct fairground outside of Calgary— they shut it down ten years ago because the
midway wastoo unsafeto ride. Doesn't that beat al? Thisthing isworth abillion dollarsright out of the
gate, | mean, within twenty-four hours of the dedl closing, the seller can turniit into the GDP of Bolivia
For acrummy red-estate dog that you couldn't get five grand for!"

It aways shocked me when Billy/Scott talked about his job— it was easy to forget that hewasa



high-powered lawvyer when we were jawing and fooling around like old craphounds. | wondered if
maybe he wasn't Billy the Kid; | couldn't think of any reason for himto be playing it dl so closeto his
chest.

"What the hdll is some extee going to do with afairground?'

Craphound got afree Coke from Lisa at the check-in when he made his appearance. He bid high, but
shrewdly, and never pulled $10,000 stunts. The bidders were wandering the floor, previewing the week's
stock, and making notes to themselves.

| rooted through a box-lot full of old tins, and found one with a buckaroo at the Calgary Stampede, riding
abucking bronc. | picked it up and stood to ingpect it. Craphound was behind me.

"Nice piece, huh?' | said to him.
"I likeit very much,” Craphound said, and | felt my cheeksflush.

"Y ou're going to have some competition tonight, | think," | said, and nodded at Scott/Billy. "I think he's
Billy; the one whose mother sold us— you— the cowboy trunk.”

"Redly?' Craphound said, and it felt like we were partners again, scoping out the competition. Suddenly
| felt aknife of shame, like | was betraying Scott/Billy somehow. | took a step back.

"Jarry, | am very sorry that we argued.”
| sighed out abreath | hadn't known | was holding in. "Me, too."
"They're sarting the bidding. May | St with you?'

And so the three of us sat together, and Craphound shook Scott/Billy's hand and the auctioneer started
into his harangue.

It was anight for unusua occurrences. | bid on a piece, something | told myself I'd never do. It was aset
of four matched Li'l Orphan Annie Ovaltine glasses, like Grandmas had been, and seeing them inthe
auctioneer's hand took meright back to her kitchen, and endless afternoons passed with my coloring
books and weird old-lady hard candies and Liberace dbums playing in the living room.

"Ten," | said, opening the bidding.

"| got ten, ten, ten, | got ten, ten, ten, who'll say twenty, who'll say twenty, twenty for the four."
Craphound waved his bidding card, and | jJumped asif I'd been stung.

"I got twenty from the space cowboy, | got twenty, sir, will you say thirty?"

| waved my card.



"That'sthirty toyou sr."
"Forty," Craphound said.

"Fifty," | said even before the auctioneer could point back to me. An old pro, he settled back and let us
do the work.

"One hundred,” Craphound said.
"Onefifty," | sad.

The room was perfectly silent. | thought about my overextended MasterCard, and wondered if
Scott/Billy would give me aloan.

"Two hundred," Craphound said.

Fine, | thought. Pay two hundred for those. | can get a set on Queen Street for thirty bucks.

The auctioneer turned to me. "The bidding stands at two. Will you say two-ten, Sir?"

| shook my head. The auctioneer paused along moment, |etting me sweet over the decision to bow out.

"l have two— do | have any other bids from the floor? Any other bids? Sold, two hundred dallars, to

number fifty-seven." An attendant brought Craphound the tumblers. He took them and tucked them
under his sedt.

| was fuming when we left. Craphound was at my elbow. | wanted to punch him— I'd never punched
anyonein my life, but | wanted to punch him.

We entered the cool night air and | sucked in severa lungfuls before lighting a cigarette.

"Jerry," Craphound said.

| stopped, but didn't look at him. | watched the taxis pull in and out of the garage next door instead.
"Jerry, my friend," Craphound said.

"What?" | said, loud enough to startle mysalf. Scott, beside me, jerked aswell.

"We're going. | wanted to say goodbye, and to give you somethingsthat | won't be taking with me.”
"What?' | said again, Scott just a beat behind me.

"My people— we're going. It has been decided. Weve gotten what we camefor.”

Without another word, he set off toward hisvan. We followed aong behind, shell-shocked.

Craphound's exoskel eton executed another macro and did the pandl door aside, revealing the cowboy
trunk.



"I wanted to give you this. | will keep the glasses.”

"l don't understand,” | said.

"You'redl leaving?' Scott asked, with anote of urgency.

"It has been decided. WEell go over the next twenty-four hours.”

"But why?" Scott said, sounding almost petulant.

"It's not something that | can eadily explain. Asyou must know, the things we gave you were trinkets to
us— amogt worthless. We traded them for something that was almost worthlessto you— afair trade,
you'l agree— but it'stimeto move on.”

Craphound handed me the cowboy trunk. Holding it, | smelled the lubricant from his exoskeleton and the
amdl of the attic it had been mummified in before making itsway into hishands. | felt likel amost
understood.

"Thisisfor me" | said dowly, and Craphound nodded encouragingly. "Thisisfor me, and you're keeping
theglasses. And I'll look at thisand fed ..."

"Y ou understand,” Craphound said, looking somehow relieved.

And | did. | understood that an aien wearing a cowboy hat and six-guns and giving them away wasa
poem and astory, and athirtyish bache or trying to spend haf-a-month's rent on four glasses so that he
could remember his grandmas kitchen was a story and apoem, and that the disused fairground outside
Cagary was astory and a poem, too.

"You're crgphounds!” | said. "All of you!"

Craphound smiled so | could see hisgumsand | put down the cowboy trunk and clapped my hands.
Scott recovered from his shock by spending the night at his office, crunching numbers, talking on the
phone, and generdly getting while the getting was good. He had an edge— no one el se knew that they

were going.

Hewent pro later that week, opened a chi-chi boutique on Queen Street, and hired me on as chief
picker and factum factotum.

Scott was not Billy the Kid. Just another Bay Street shyster with acowboy jones. From the way they
come down and spend, there must be amillion of them.

Our draw in thewindow is abeautiful mannequin | found, straight out of the '50s, alittle boy we cal The
Beaver. He dressesin chaps and a sheriff's badge and six-guns and aminiature Stetson and cowboy
boots with worn spurs, and rests one foot on a beautiful miniature steamer trunk whose leather isworked



with cowboy motifs.

He'snot for sale a any price.

Jedella Ghost

TANITH LEE

Here'sa new kind of ghost story, unlike any you've ever read before, featuring a new kind of
"ghost," one who livesin the world and yet at the sametime isisolated fromit in a very peculiar
way ... perhaps forever .

Tanith Lee is one of the best-known and most prolific of modern fantasists, with more than sixty
books to her credit, including (among many others) The Birthgrave, Drinking Sapphire Wine, Don't
Bite the Sun, Night's Master, The Storm Lord, Sung in Shadow, Volkhavaar, Anackire, Night's
Sorceries, Black Unicorn, Days of Grass, The Blood of Roses, Vivia, Reigning Cats and Dogs, When
the Lights Go Out, Elephantasm, and The Gods Are Thirsty, and the collections Tamastara, The
Gorgon, Dreams of Dark and Light, Nightshades, and Forests of the Night. Her short story "The
Gorgon" won her a World Fantasy Award in 1983, and her short story "Elle Est Trois (La Mort)"
won her another World Fantasy Award in 1984. Her brilliant collection of retold folk tales, Red
AsBIlood, was also a finalist that year, in the Best Collection category. Her most recent book is a
new novel , Faces Under Water. Her stories have appeared in our First, Second, and Fourth
Annual Collections. She lives with her husband in the south of England.

That fal morning, Luke Baynes had been staying anight with his grandmother up on theridge, and he
was tramping back to town through the woods. It was about an hour after sun-up, and the soft level light
was caught broadcast in dl the trees, molasses-red and honey-yellow. The birds sang, and squirrels
played across the tracks. As he stepped on to the road above theriver, Luke looked down into the
valey. There was an ebbing mist, sun-touched like abridd veil, and out of this he saw her come walking,
up from theriver, like aghost. He knew at once she was a stranger, and she was young, pale and dight in
an old-fashioned long dark dress. Her hair was dark, too, hanging down her back like a child's. Asshe
got closer he saw she was about 18, ayoung woman. She had, he said, not a pretty face, but serene,
pleasing; heliked to look at her. And she, as she came up to him, looked straight at him, not boldly or
rudely, but with an open interest. Luke took off hishat, and said, "Good morning." And the girl nodded.
Shesaid, "Isthere ahouse near here?' Luke said there was, severd houses, the town wasjust ong the
way. She nodded again, and thanked him. It was, he said, alovely voice, dl musica and lilting upward,
like asmile. But then she went and sat at the roadside, where atree had been cut and left a stump. She
looked away from him now, up into the branches. It was asif there was nothing moreto say. He did ask
if he could assist her. She answered a once, "No, thank you." And so, after amoment, he left her there,
though he was not sure he should do. But she did not appear concerned or worried.

"She had the strangest shoes," he said.
"Her shoes?' | asked. Luke had never seemed aman for noting the footware of women, or of anyone.

"They were the colours of the woods," he said, "crimson and gold and green. And— they seemed to me
like they were made of glass."

"Cinderdla" | sad, "run off fromthebdl."



"But she had on both," he said, and grinned.

After thiswewent for coffee and cake at Milli€'s.

| had no doubt he had seen thiswoman, but | thought perhaps he had made more of her than there was.
Because | am awriter people sometimes try to work spells on me— Oh, John Cross, thiswill interest
you. Y ou can write about this. It does them credit, redly, to make their imaginations work. But they
should take up the pen, not |. Usually, | have enough ideas of my own.

About ten, | went back to my room to work, and did not come out again until three. And then |, too, saw
Lukeslady of the mist. She was standing in the square, under the old cobweb trees, looking up at the
white tower of the church, on which the clock was striking the hour.

People going about were glancing a her curioudy, and even the old-timers on the bench outside the
stables were eying her. She was astranger, and graceful asalily. And sure enough, she seemed to have
on sparkling stained-glass shoes.

When the clock stopped, she turned and looked around her. Do any of uslook about that way? Human
things are cautious, circumspect— or conversely arrogant. And she was none of these. She looked the
waly achild does, openly, perhaps not quite at ease, but not on guard. And then she sawv— evidently she
saw— the old men on the bench, Will Marks and Homer Avory and Nut Warren. She became very ill,
gazing a them, until they in turn grew uneasy. They did not know what to do, | could see, and Nut, who
was coming on for 90 years, he turned belligerent.

| stepped out and crossed the square, and came right up to her, standing between her and the old boys.
"Welcometo our town. My name's John Cross.”

"I'm Jedella,”" she said at once.

"I'm glad to meet you. Can | help?"'

"I'mlogt," shesaid. | could not think at once what to say. Thosethat arelost do not speak in thisway. |
knew it even then. Jeddla said presently, "Y ou see, I'velived dl my lifein one place, and now— herel
"Do you have kin here?'

"Kin?' shesad. "l havenokin."

"I'm sorry. But is there someone—?"

"No," shesaid. "Oh, I'm tired. I'd like adrink of water. To sit down."

| said, and | thought myself even then hard and crue, "Y our shoes."



"Oh. That was my fault. | should have chosen something e se.”

"Arethey glass?'

"l don't know," shesaid.

| took her straight acrossto Millie's, and in the big room sat her at atable, and when the coffee came,
she drank it down. She seemed comfortable with coffee, and | was surprised. | had aready redlized,
maybe, that the things of civilized life were not quite familiar to her.

Hannah returned and refilled our cups— Jedella had refused my offer of food. But as Hannah went away
Jedellalooked after her. The look was deegp and sombre. She had eyes, Jedella, like therivers of the
Greek Hell— melancholy, and so dark.

"What'swrong with her?'

"With—?"

"With that woman who brought the coffee.”

Hannah was arobust creature, about 40. She was the wife of Abel Sorrensen, and had five children, all
bright and sound— a happy woman, a nice woman. | had never seen her sick or languishing.

"Hannah Sorrensenisjudt fine.”

"But—" said Jeddla. She stared at me, then the stare became agaze. "Oh, those men outside ..."
"Theold men on thebench," | said.

Jedellasaid, "I'm sorry, | don't mean to be impertinent.”

| said, squaring my shoulders, "I think you should see Doc Mclvor. He's bound to have some plan of
how to go on."

| had formed the impression she was alittle mad. And, | confess, | wondered how she would react to the
notion of adoctor.

But Jeddllasmiled a me, and then | saw what Luke had only heard in her voice. Her smile made her
beautiful. For amoment | saw her asmy muse. | wondered if | would fdl in love with her, and feed upon
her mystery. The writer can be sdlfish. But, in my own defence, | knew that here was something rare,
precious— rich and strange.

"Of course I'll seehim,” shesaid. "I have no one, and nowhere to go. How kind you are.”

What happens when the doctor is sick? An old adage to be sure. But Doc Mclvor had goneto vigt his



niecein the city, who was expecting her first baby. Everyone knew but me. But then, | had only livedin
the town for five years.

| did not want, | admit, to give Jeddlla, with her Lethe eyes and Cinderdlla shoes and heavenly smile,
over to the law, so | took her to my rooming-house, and there Abigail Anchor came sweeping forthin
her purple dress.

"l can give her that little room on thewest Sde,” said Abigail. "Thisgirl hasrun away. | know it."

"Do you think s0?" | asked.

"Oh, to be sure. Her daddy is some harsh man. Perhagpsforcing her to marry. | won't Sit in judgement,
Mr. Cross. Indeed, Mr. Cross, you may know more than you say. But | won't ask it—"

"I don't know anything, Mrs. Anchor."

"That'sasyou say, Mr. Cross."

* % %

| met Luke Baynesthat night in the Tavern. We had a beer. He grinned at me again.
"They'retaking. Y our sweetheart's stashed away at Ma Anchor's."

"Yoursand mine. You saw her firs."

"Thenit is the girl with glass shoes.”

"A drangeone,” | said. "She keepsto hersalf. But when | came out tonight, she was at her window and
the blind was raised. She waslooking along the street.”

Lukesad, "Don't you know anything?"

"Not athing. Abigail has sheltered her from the goodness of her heart. Her name's Jeddlla.”

"I don't believe," said Luke, "she'sred. She'saghost.”

"| took her arm," | said. "She'sred asyou or I."

"What isit then?' he sad.

"| think she'scrazy. A little crazy. Probably someone will come after her. She can't have comefar.”
"But," he said, "she's— wonderful ."

"Yes," | sad. "A fascinating woman. The woman you can't have is dwaysfascinating.”

"You'retoo clever," hesad. "l fancy going courting.”



"Dont," | said. | frowned into my drink. "Don't."

Two weeks passed, and Jedellalived in the room on the west side of the Anchor house. She gave no
trouble, and | had had aword with Abigail about therent. | believe Abigall helped with any femae things
that Jedellamight have needed, and certainly, | was presented with abill before too long. My trade had
brought me moderate success, and | did not flinch.

Otherwise, | saw no reason to interfere. | gathered from Abigail that Jedelladid not much wish to go out,
yet seemed quite well. She ate her mealsin private, and enjoyed the services of the house. Now and then
| noted Jedellaat her window, gazing along the street. Once | lifted my hand, but she did not respond. |
letit go at thet.

Of course, word had got around about the unknown young woman. | was sometimes pestered, but
knowing next to nothing myself, could be of little ass stance.

Did I want to draw Jedella out? Rather, | wasinclined to avoid her. Redl life that takesthe form of a
story, or appearsto, is so often disappointing. Or, if one learns some gem, must one become atraitor
who can no longer be trusted with anything? | prefer to invent, and that keeps me busy enough.

Lukedid try to introduce himsdlf to the woman on the west sde. He took her flowers one afternoon, and
abox of sweetsin agreen bow another. But, Jedella apparently seemed only amazed. She did not
respond as awoman should, hopefully aflirtatious, willing woman. He was baffled, and retreated, to the
relief of thetwo or three young ladies of the town who had such hopes of him, some day.

Onthelast Friday of that second week, just as| had finished along story for the Post, | heard a Milli€'s
that Homer Avory had died in hisbed. He was nearly 80, which for the town is quite ayoungster, and his
daughter wasin arage, it seemed, for she had dwaysloved him and had been planning a birthday dinner.

Everyone went to afuneral then, and presently | heard it wasfixed for Tuesday. | looked out my black
auit with asensation of the droll and the sad. My father had once warned me, "'Y ou don't fed adesth,
John, not truly, till you start to fed your own." He was 50 when he said this, and he died two years after,
so | may not argue. But | felt it was a shame about Homer, and about his daughter, who was 60 hersdlf,
and had lost her husband ten months before to afever.

On Monday evening | was reading some books that had come in the mail, when alight knock sounded
on my door.

It was not Abigail, evidently, who thundered, nor Luke, who burst in. | went to see, and there stood the
apparition called Jeddla, till in her dark dress, but with anew pair of Smple shoes. Her hair was done
up on her head.

"Good evening, Miss Jeddla. Can | help you?'

"Mr. Cross," she sad, "something is happening tomorrow.”



"Tomorrow? Oh, do you mean poor old Homer's funeral ?*

"That," shesad, "iswhat Abigall Anchor caledit.”

"Abigal? Wel, what else. A burid, afunerd.”

She sared straight at me. She said, till and low, "But what isthat?"

Abigail had her rules, but it wasjust light. | drew Jedellainto the room and left the door aninch gar.
| made her st down in my comfortable chair, and moved the books.

"How do you mean, Miss Jedd|a?'

She seemed for amoment disturbed. Then she composed her pale face and said, "They say the— old
man— has died."

"Hehas"

"Was he one of the three men | saw in the square that day?"

"Yes, just 0."

"He has someterribleillness” she said. Shelooked about distractedly. "Am | right?"

Thisunnerved me. | could not put it together. | recalled, | had thought her dightly insane. | said, quietly,
"Unfortunately, he was old, and so he died. But, please believe, he had no ailment. He passed away

peecefully in hisdeep, | gather.”
"But what do you mean?"' she said.

"He'sdead,” | answered. "I'm afraid it happens.” | had intended irony, but she gazed at me with such
pathos, | felt myself colour, asif | had insulted her. | did not know what to say next. She spokefirst.

"Thisfunerd, what isit?'
"Jedella," | said firmly, "do you say you don't know what afunerd is?"
"No," said Jedella, "I havenoidea”

If I had been three years younger, | suspect | would have thought mysdlf the victim or some game. But
peculiar things happen. Oddities, differences.

| sat down in the other chair.

"When aman dies, we put him in the earth. If you are rdigious, you reckon he waitsthere for the last
trumpet, which summons him up to God."

"Inthe earth,” she said. "But how can he stand it— isit some punishment?'



"He'sdead,” | replied, like stone. "He won't know."
"How can he not know?'

In the window, the light of day was going out. And it came to me, as sometimesit did when achild, that
perhaps this was the end, and the sun would never return.

In ten minutes or so, Abigail's boy would sound the bell for dinner. Jeddla did not join the communal
table.

"Jedella," | said, "1 can't help you. It'stoo profound aquestion for me. Can | ask the minister to call on
you?”

Shesad, "Why?'

"Hemay be ableto asss you.”

She said, looking at me, her countenance bewildered and yet serene even now, asif she had seenthat |
and al theworld were mad—"Thisisaterrible place. | wish that | could help you, but | don't know how.
How can you bear it, Mr. Cross, when you witness such suffering?”

| smiled. "I agree, it can be difficult. But then, it could have been worse. We dl cometoit.”

Shesad, "Towhat?"'

The bell rang. Perhapsit wasearly, or | had migudged. | said, "Well, you're very young, Jeddlla" Some
phantom of my father's words, perhaps.

But Jedellawent on looking at mewith her Lethe eyes. She said, flatly, "What does that mean?”
"Now thisissilly. You keep asking methat. | mean that you're young. About sixteen, maybe.”

| confess, | tried to flatter, making her alittle less than she appeared to be. One should always be careful
with awoman's age, one way or the other. In those days 16 was the dividing line; now it is more 20.

But Jedella, who L uke had thought aghost, stared into my face. She was not flattered.
She said, " Sixteen years do you mean? Of course not.”
"Sixteen, eighteen, whatever it may be."

Outside, my fellow boarders were going down the gairs;, they would hear ustalking and redlize that John
Cross had the woman in hisroom.

Jeddllastood up. Thelast glimmer of light was behind her, and played about her dender shape, making
her seem suddenly thin and despoiled. Abigail must have persuaded her to put up her hair. Shewasa
shadow, and dl at once, the shadow of someone ese, asif | had seen through her— but to what?

"l am," shesad, "sixty-five years of age."



| laughed. But it was alaugh of fright. For | could see her therelike alittle old lady, five years on from
Homer's daughter.

"I'm going down to my medl, Jedella. Are you willing to come?"
"No," shesad.

She turned, moved; the new lamplight from beyond the door caught her. She was 18. She went out on to
the landing, and away up the house.

* % %

What we ate that night | have no notion. Someone— Clark, | think— regaled uswith jokes, and
everyone guffawed, but for Miss Pim, and Abigail, who did not approve. | chuckled, too— but God
knowswhy. Did | even hear what was said?

In the end we remembered, Homer was to go into the ground tomorrow, and asilenceféll. | recal how
Abigall lighted a candle in the window, atouching gesture, old supertition, but kind and swest, to guide a
soul home,

| had mentioned nothing of what Jedella had said to me, and no one had ventured to ask what sheand |
had had to converse on.

In my room, | walked about. | lit the lamp and picked up my books, and put them down.

Over inthewest end of the house, shewas, that girl with dark hair, who had come up from the morning
mig, likeaghogt.

In God's name, what had she been talking of ? What did she suggest? What did she want?

| have said, if | had been afew years younger, | would have thought it agame. And, 40 years older, as
now | am, | might have deemed it quite proper, to go across the house and knock on the door. Times
change, and customs with them. It was not possible then.

At length | went to bed, and lay in the dark, with al the gentle quiet of that place about me, my haven
from the city. But | could not rest. She said she did not know what afunera was, she inquired how he
could bear it, Homer, going into the ground. She told me she was 65 years old.

She was mad. She had come from theriver in stained glass shoes, and she was crazy.

| dreamed | was at my father'sburia, which once | had been, but no one e se wasthere, save for Jeddlla.
And shelooked down into the pit of black earth, and she said to me, "Will you leave him here?

| woke with tears on my face. | had not wanted to leave him there. Not my father, that lovable and good
man, who had given me so much. But surely it had not been my father any more, down therein the dark?

Thefirgt light was coming, and | got up and sat by the window. The town was calm and the birds sang.
Far off beyond the woods and the forests of pines, | could see, it was so clear, the transparent aurora of



themountains.

* k%
| knocked on Jedella's door about 9:30 in the morning, and when she opened it, | said, "Will you walk
with me?" | wanted no more clandestine meetings in the rooms.
The funerd was at two. Outside there was nothing out of the ordinary going on. Thetrees had on their
scalding full colour. The stores were open, and adog or two were nosing down the street. Jedellalooked
at dl this, in asad, slent way. She reminded me of awidow.
We went into the square, and sat on the vacant bench under the cobweb trees.
"I want you to tel me, Jeddlla, where you come from. If you will."
She said, "Beyond the woods. Up in the pines. A house there."
"How far away?' | said. | was baffled.
"I don't know. It took me aday to reach thistown. A day, and the night before.”
"Why did you come here?!
"l didn't know what elseto do. | didn't mean to come. | was only walking."
"Why then did you leave the house— the house in the pines?’
"They had dl gone," she said. For amoment she looked the way | have only seen human thingslook after
some greet disaster, thewreck of atrain, the random horror of awar. | did not know it then. What she
spoke of was aterror beyond her grasp. It had hurt her, but it had no logic, like the acts of God.
"Who had gone?'

"The people who were there with me. Often they did, of course, but not all at once. The house was
empty. | looked."

"Tell me about the house."

Then she amiled. It wasthe lovely, lilting smile. Thismemory made her happy.
"It waswhere | was, dways."

"Where you were born?"' | asked.

Asif from far off, she smiled on at me. "Thefirg thing | remember,” she said.

She sat on the bench, and | redlized absently that in her old-fashioned dress, she was clad asan old [ady,
like Homer's daughter or Elsie Baynes, or some other elder woman of our town. The air was sweet and



crisp and summer had died. | said, "I'd liketo hear."

"It'sabig white house," she said, "and there arelots of rooms. | was usudly in the upper house, though
sometimes | went down. All around was ahighwall, but | could see the tops of the trees. There were
treesinsde the garden, too, and | walked there every day, except in winter. Then it was too cold, when
the snow was down."

"Who wasin the house with you?'

"Many people. Oh, lots of people, Mr. Cross. They looked after me."

Curioudy | said, asif encouraging achild. "Who did you like the best?"

"| liked them all— but you see, they didn't stay for long. No one ever stayed.” She was sad once more,
but in adeeper, softer way. Shewasindeed like achild, that waswhat | finally saw then, achildinanold
lady's dress, which fitted. "When | wasagirl," she said, oddly mimicking my thought, "I used to be upset
by it, the going away. But in the end, | knew that it had to be."

"Why did it haveto be?' | asked, blindly.

"That wasther lives. But | remained. That wasmine."

"Tdl me more about the house," | said.

"Oh, itwasonly ahouse. It waswhere | lived. Some of the roomswere large, and some, my bedroom,
for example, quitesmal.”

"What did you do there?'

"I read the books, and | painted on paper. And | played the piano. There was always something to do.”
"Y our father and mother," | said.

Jedellaglanced a me. "What do you mean?"

The sun waswarm on my face and hands, and yet the air was cool. A blue shadow descended from the
tower of the church. Something had hold of me now, it held me back. | said, "Wdll, tell me about
something that you enjoyed especidly.”

Shelaughed. Her laugh was so pretty, so truthful and young. " There were agreat many things. | used to
imagine places, placesI'd never been— cities of towers from the books I'd read, and rivers and sess.
And animals, too. There arelions and tigers and bears, aren't there?”"

"So| believe"

"Yes, | believeit, too. Have you ever seen them?”

"Incages,” | said.

She looked startled a moment. But then she brushed that away from her like afallen leaf. "I longed to see



them, and they said, one day."

| said, "Did they tell you when?'

"No. | suppose it was meant to be now. After | |eft the house."

"Then they told you you must leave?!

"Oh no. But when they were gone, the doorswere al open. And the big door in thewall, that, too.”

| was trying now, quite hard, to follow aong with her, not to delay or confuse by protestations. | thought
how, when | had spoken of her being born, she had had that look of the polite guest at the party, when
you say something he does not understand, but istoo nice to debate on.

"The door had never been open before?”

"No, never."

"Did— they— say why not?"

"I never asked, because, you see, it wastheway | lived. | didn't need anything ese.”

She was young— or was she young?— yet surely there had been some yearning, like her wish to seethe
animals from the books. The young fed they are prisoners even when they are not, or not decidedly.
Something cameto me. | said, "Did you see picturesin your books of lion cubs?’

"Ohyes" shesad.

| said, "And once, you were achild.”

"Of course.”

Above usthe clock struck— it must have done so before. Now it was noon.

Jedellalooked about her. She said, " Something's very wrong here. Can't you tell mewhat it is?"

"It'stheway we are, theway we live" | sad.

She sghed. She said, and there wasthat in her voice that filled me with asort of primeva fear, "Isit like
thiseverywhere?'

| sad, intuitively, "Yes, Jeddla"

Then she said, "Abigail Anchor brought some books up to me. It was akindness. | didn't understand
them.”

"Inwhat way?'

"Things happen in those books— that don't happen.”



| could have said this might be true of much poor fiction. But clearly she did not imply this.
"Y ou had booksin your house," | said. "What about those books?"

"Parts had been cut away," she said. | said nothing, but asif | had, she added, "I used to ask where those
pieces were. But they said the books had been there along time, that was dl.”

| said, blindly, as before, "For example, thelion cubs were there, and they grew up into lions. But you
didn't know how they had arrived there." Shewasslent. | said, "And how long did thelionslive, Jedela?
Did the books say?"

Jedella the ghogt, turned her dark eyes on me. She was no longer atemptation, not my muse. She said,
"Always, of course. To live—istolive”

"For ever?'

She said and she did nothing. | felt my heart beat in awild random crescendo, and dl at once that
peaceful square, that town where | had come to be quiet, was rushing al apart, like ajigsaw, broken.
Then it settled. My heart settled.

"Will you come" | said, "to Homer'sfunerd ?'

"If you think s0," she said.

| got up and offered her my arm. "Weéll take some lunch in Millies. Then well go on.”

Her hand waslight on me, asaleef of thefal.

* % %

She was quiet and nearly motionless al through the ceremony, and though shelooked down at hisold,
creased, vacant face, before the coffin was closed, she made no fuss abot it.

But when everything was done, and we stood aone on the path, she said, "I used to watch the squirrels
playing, in the trees and aong the tops of the wall. They were black squirrdls. | used to throw them little
bits of cake. One day, John Cross, | saw asquirrel lying there on the grassin the garden. It didn't move.
It was s0 il | was ableto stroke its Side. Then someone came from the house. | think it was aman
caled Orlen. And he picked up the squirrdl. He said to me, 'Poor thing, it'sfallen and stunned itself.
Sometimesthey do. Don't fret, Jedella. I'll take it back to itstree, and it will get better.' "

Over the lawn, Homer's daughter walked, leaning on the arm of her son. She was rubbing at her face
angrily muttering about the megat dishes and the sweet pie she had been going to make for the birthday.
Her son held his hat across his middle, head bowed, troubled the way we often are at grief we cannot
share.

"So the suirrel was stunned,” | said.

"Yes. And later he pointed it out to me, running dong thewall.”



"That same squirrdl."
"Hetold methat it was."

"And you think now that Homer is only stunned, and we've thrown him down into the ground, and now
they'll cover him with earth, so he can't get out.”

We stood, two respectful and well-behaved figures. Her life had been an acceptance, and she was
coming to accept even now the unacceptable.

"Jeddla, will you describe for me very carefully the way you came here, from your house in the pines?*
"If youwant."

"It would beagreat help,” | said. "You see, | mean to go there."

"I can't go back," she said.

| thought shewaslike Eve, cast out of Eden because she had failed to eat the Forbidden fruit.

"No, | won't make you. But | think | must. There may be some clueto dl of this."

She did not argue with me. She had begun to accept aso her utter difference, and that shewas
outnumbered. She guessed something had been done to her; as | did. She had ceased to debate, and
would never resist.

When | firgt took up my life here, | went frequently to walk or ride in the wooded country. Then | got
down to my work and adventured less. To ride out on this cold bright morning was no penance, though |
had grown alittle tiff, and guessed | should fed it later, which | did. The horse was a pretty mare by the
name of May.

We went with care dong the route Jedella had outlined, even drawing— she had afair hand with a
pencil— landmarks | might look for. Beyond the road we climbed into the woods and so up the hill
caled Candy Crag, and over into the pines.

| was high up by nightfall, and | could fed the cold blowing down from the distant snow-lined mountains.
| thought, as| made my camp, | might hear awolf cdl up on the heights, but there was only stillinessand
the swarm of the stars. Such great calm isin those places and the sense of Infinity. Some men can only
livethere, but for me, | should belost. I likethe little things. Thiswas enough, anight or two, aday or
two, up so closeto the sky. At dawn | went on.

A couple of times| saw my fellow humans. A trapper with hisgun, aman far down on theriver. Both
glimpsed me, and hailed me, and | them. For the rest the wild things of the woods came and went, a
porcupine, adeer, the birds, theinsects. May stepped mildly through their landscape, her skin shining like
aflame. | spoke to her now and then, and sang her afew songs.



| found the house with no trouble in the afternoon of that second day. Jedellahad travelled more quickly
than |, unless she had logt track of time.

Y ou could see the mountains from there very well, avast white battlement rising from the pelt of the
pines. But near at hand, the forest was thick, so dense we had to pick our way. The housewasin a
clearing, as Jedella had told me, shut round with itstall whitewall. It had a strange look, asif it had no

proper architecture, no style of anywhere at dl. Like boxes put together, and roofs put on, and windows
st in. Something achild had made, but achild without fantasies.

The gate was open, and the sunlight danted down through the trees and showed me aman standing
there, on the path. He wore awhite suit, and was smoking a cigarette. | had become used to the pipes
and chewing-tobacco of my town. And somehow | had anticipated— God knows what. Hewas avery
old man, too, but spare and upright, with amane of thick, whitish hair, and eyebrows dark as bands of
iron.

Helifted his hand, as he saw me. And thiswas not the lonely greeting of the trapper or the river man. |
could see, he had expected me, or someone. Had he come there to wait for me?

| am not given to drama, except sometimes when | write, and can have it there on my own terms. But |
eased mysdlf off the horse and undid my saddlebag and took out the two brightly coloured shoes that
looked asif they were made of glass, and holding these out, | walked up to him.

"Jedelds dippers," hesaid. "Did she get so far in them?”!

"Quitefar."

"They'renot glass" he said, "something | fashioned, when | wasyounger. A sort of resin.”

"I'd hoped,” | said, "you would come and fetch her.”

"No, | can't do that. | haven't time now. It had to end, and she hasto go on as best she can. She
wouldn't know me now, in any case. She saw mefor five or six years, when shewasachild, and | wasin
my twenties"

"That would make her old," | said.

"Sixty-fiveisher age"

"Soshesad.”

"And of course," he said, "it can't be, for sheis eighteen or nineteen, agirl.”

Behind me, May shook her amber head, asif in warning, and a bird hammered a moment on the trunk of
atree.

"l came here,”" | said, "hoping to find out.”

"Yes, | know it. And | shdl tell you. | am Jedediah Goéste, and for now this house is mine. Will you step
ingde?'



| went with him up the path, leading May, who | settled in asunny place. Thetreeswere al around inside
thewall, the treeswhere the black squirrels played. | had been struck by his name— Scandinavian,
perhaps, and its affinity of sound to what Luke and | had cometo call her: Miss Ghost. Jedediah, too,
the father's name, and the daughter taking afeminized verson, Jeddla. Wasit so smple? For yes, if he
had been in his 20s, he would be near his 90s now, and she would be 65.

Inside the door was an open room, white-walled, quite pleasant, with ornaments and pictures, and with a
large fireplace where some logs and cones were burning. Hot coffee stood on atable. Had he known the
hour of my coming? No, that wastoo fanciful. It seemed to me | had better be as careful as| had been
when riding through the denseness of the pines. Something strange there was, but not al of it could or
need be.

A wide staircase ran up from the room and above was a sort of galery. | noticed another man standing
there, and Jedediah Goéste gestured to him quietly, and the man went away.

"My servant. Hewon't disturb us™

"Isthat Orlen?" | said.

"Oh, no. Orlenislong gone. But Orlen was afavourite of Jedellas, | believe, when shewas il achild. It
was apity they al had to leave her. She used to cry in the beginning. She cried when | |eft her. But later,
they told me, she was philosophica. She had grown accustomed.”

| had given him in turn my name, and he had taken the privilege of the old to cal me at once John. We
sat down in two large velvet armchairs, and | drank some of the coffee, hot and sweet and good.

"] have come back here," he said, "to die. It's comfortable for me here, and | havedl | want. A few
months, no more."

| said, "Then shouldn't you have kept her here?”

"She was given, implicitly, the choice. She might have remained, athough | didn't think shewould. If she
had been herewhen | returned, | would, | think, have had to pretend to be someone else. And even then,
the shock—"

"Y our age. But it's your degth that was the reason for letting her go.”

"Yes. | can't anymore manage things, you see. The experiment isover.”

"Experiment,” | said.

"Comenow," hesaid, "l believe you grasp it, John. | truly believe you do."

"I'veread rather widely," | said. "Yearsago, | came across the legend of the Buddha." Goéste folded his
hands. He smiled his old strong teeth. "Buddhawas originaly aprince," | said, "and they resolved to
keep dl ugly things from him— poverty, disease, old age and deeth. He saw only beauty. Until one day
something went wrong, and he found out the truth.”

Jedediah Goéste said. Y ou see, John, | began to think of it even when | was quite young. From the start,



everything comes our way. Even when they tell uslies, thefacts are dtill before us. Thereisamoment
when we must work it out. The old lady in the mauve dresswith her hands crippled by rheumatics. The
dead dog the cart ran over. The bird shot for the table. In Europe in the Middle Agesthey fixed a skull
over the church door. Under that skull was written, Remember thou shall be as me.” He leaned back.
Hiseyeswere black, like hers, but, paer with the watery encroachment of old age. "How doesthe infant
learn?' he said. "He copies. The sounds from the mouths that become language. The gestures that
become manners. The opinionsthat he will either adopt or rebel againgt. And he learnsthat the sun rises
and sets, and asthe days and the years go by, he grows, he changes. All around, the lesson is we grow
to our fullness, but after that we decline. From the summit of that hill, the path leads downwards. Down
to weakness and sickness, down to thefirst lines and wrinkles, the stiffening and the lessening. Down to
the bowed spine and the loss of teeth and sight and hearing. Down into the grave that awaitsusall.
Remember thou shall be as me. We are taught from the commencement, and reminded over and over.”

He pointed at the rug before thefire, where | had laid the glass shoes that were not.

"I made those, to show it could be done. I've done many thingslike that. | had money, John, and time,
and abrain. And, | confess, here and there| have experimented with living things— not to hurt them,
never that. But to see. Always, to see.”

"Jedella" | said, "was never told about old age, or degth. 1liness was for some reason mentioned, but as
something that no longer existed. Pages were cut from books. The people of the house were dways
young and fit, and when it became likely they would cease to be, they were sent away. And when a
squirrel died under her window, Orlen told her it was stunned, and took it back to itstree, and later he
showed her the squirrel running on thewall.”

"A girl cameto meinthecity," said Jedediah Goéste, "it was shocking, | had given her achild. Shedidn't
want it. So shewas paid, and | took the child to myself. That was Jedella. She was a baby— younger
than Buddha, who | believe was twelve— too young to have learned anything at dl. It was so perfect,
John, and | had the means. | brought her here, and for thosefirst years| was her friend. And after, of
necessity, | had gone, those who came after me carried on my work. They were well-recompensed, and
clever. There were no mistakes. She grew up in aworld where no one sickened or aged or died. Where
nothing died, and no death was seen, not even the dead animals for her food. Not even the leaves of the
trees”

It wastrue. She had seen only the pines, renewa but not obvious dough— and then she had come from
the open door and down into the woods of fall, where ruby and yellow and wine, the death descends
from every tree,

"Now she seesit,” | said. "She saw it as sSickness to begin with. Or something that made no sense. But
she'sturning towards the terrible fact, Mr Goéste, that al things perish.”

"Recollect,” hesad, "that sheissixty-fiveyearsold. She'slikeagirl. So many lessons, dl the same. Can
they be unlearned?’

| stood up. | was not angry, | have no word for what | was. But | could no longer sit inthe chair before
the fire nor drink the fragrant coffee, nor look in that old man's face that was so strong and sure.

"You've acted God, Mr Goéste."

"Have 1?7 How can we presume to know how God has acted, or would act?



"Y ou think you've made her eterndly young. Y ou think you've made her immortal .
"I may have done," he said.
| answered him, "In aworld where dl things come to an end— what will become of her?'

"Y ou will take care of her now," he said, so eadly, so gently. ™Y our quiet little town. Good people. Kind
people.”

"But her pain,” | said, "her pain."

Jedediah Goéste looked at me with her look. He was innocent, in her way. There was no chance against
such innocence. "Pain, | think, isafter dl in the unfathomable jurisdiction of God. I've never been ableto
believe that mankind, for dl itsfaults, could devise so horrible and so complex athing.”

"She never questioned?' | asked.

"Quegtions spring from doubt. Now she questions, | imagine?’

A log cracked inthefire. There was asmall ache in my back | would not have had ayear ago.
"If you wish, | should be happy for you to be my guest tonight, John."

| thanked him and made some excuse. Even then, even there, the etiquette of my father stayed with me,
Thosefirst lessons.

Asl| reached the door, Jedediah Goéste said one final thing to me: "I'm glad that she found her way to
you."

But she had not found her way to me, nor to anyone, how could she? She had not found her way.

The years have passed in the town, and it has been faithful to Jedella. She has been protected as best we
might. She has her little house behind the church, and her piano that we sent for from the city, her paints,
her books— all kinds of books now. She readsfor days on end, with her clear dark eyes. Sometimes
shewill read something out for me when even my glassesfail to help with the smal print.

More people have come to the town with time, and for them sheisamystery that, largely, they are
indifferent to. The new creatures of the world are very sdf-involved and this has taken away some of the
curiogity, the prying, that came to us so naturally. But then, the avalanches of war, and fear of war, the
wonderful inventionsthat cause so much harm and confusion and noise, dl these things change us, the
children of this other world, much more so.

Lukediedinawar. | have said e sewhere, and will not here, what | did there. Many werelogt, or lost
themselves. But otherstake those places. | was even famousfor ayear, and travelled in the citiesand on
other continents, and grew tired and came home. And there the town wasin its misty morning silence that



the new cacophony cannot quite break.

That was amorning like thisone, afal morning, with the colours on the trees, and the new restaurant,
where Millie's used to be, was having its windows washed.

But today the restaurant is old and familiar, and instead | passed Jeddllas house, and she came out and |
knew | should goin, just for an hour, maybe, and drink coffee, and eat her chocolate cake which she
vaunts, and rightly so.

| went with caution over that road, for now there are sometimes motorbikes upon it, and as| did | saw
her waiting, pale and dender, agirl, with her hair cut short and permed and atouch of lipstick on her
mouth.

Shetouched my arm at her door.
"Look, John," she said.

My eyes are not so good as | would like, but there in the pure, sheer sunlight, | did my best to see. She
pointed at her cheek, and then, she put one finger to her hair.

"Isit your powder, Jeddla? Y es, your hair looks grand.”

And then | did see, as she sood smiling up at me, her eyesfull of the morning, of the new beginning of al
things, | did see what she had found to show mewith such pride. Thelittle crease that had grown in her
cheek. Thesingle bright slver hair.

Taklamakan

BRUCE STERLING

One of the most powerful and innovative talents to enter S- in recent decades, a man with a
rigorously worked out and aesthetically convincing vision of what the future may have in store for
humanity, Bruce Sterling as yet may still be better known to the cognoscenti than to the
SF-reading population at large, in spite of a recent Hugo win. If you ook behind the scenes,
though, you will find him everywhere, and he had almost as much to do— as writer, critic,
propagandist, aesthetic theorist, and tireless polemicist-with the shaping and evolution of SF in
the eighties and nineties as Michael Moorcock did with the shaping of SF in the sixties. It is not
for nothing that many of the other writers of the eighties and nineties refer to him, half ruefully,
half admiringly, as " Chairman Bruce."

Bruce Serling sold hisfirst story in 1976. By the end of the eighties, he had established himself—
with a series of stories set in his exotic Shaper/Mechanist future, with novels such as the complex
and Stapeldonian Schismatrix and the well-received Idandsin the Net (as well aswith his editing of
the influential cyberpunk anthology Mirrorshades and the infamous critical magazine Cheap
Truth)y— as perhaps the prime driving force behind the revolutionary cyber punk movement in
sciencefiction (rivaled for that title only by his friend and collaborator, William Gibson), and also
as one of the best new "hard-science" writersto enter the field in some time. His other books
include a critically acclaimed nonfiction study of First Amendment issues in the world of computer
networking, The Hacker Crackdown: Law and Disorder on the Electronic Frontier; the novels The



Artificid Kid, Involution Ocean, Heavy Wesgther, Holy Fire; a novel in collaboration with William
Gibson, The Difference Engine; and the landmark collections Crystd Express and Globahead. His
most recent books include the omnibus collection, (containing the novel Schismatrix aswell as
most of his Shaper/Mechanist stories) Schismatrix Plus, and a new novel, Digraction. Coming up is
a new collection, A Good Old-Fashioned Future. His story "Bicycle Repairman” earned hima
long-overdue Hugo in 1997. His stories have appeared in our First, Second, Third, Fourth, Fifth,
Sxth, Seventh, Eighth, Eleventh, and Fourteenth Annual Collections. He lives with hisfamily in
Austin, Texas. His Web siteis at http://mww.well.convconf/mirrorshades.

In the fast-paced and ingenious story that follows, he takes us along with two ambitious freelance,
high-tech spies who have the grit and chutzpah to penetrate a bizarre lost world no outsider has
ever seen before, where strange dangers and even stranger wonders await them— some of which
may well turn out to be fatal!

A bone-dry frozen wind tore at the earth outside, itsletha howling cut to a muffled moan. Katrinko and
Spider Pete were camped deep in acrevicein the rock, wrapped in furry darkness. Pete could hear
Katrinko breathing, with alight rattle of chaitering teeth. The neuter's yeasty armpits smelled like nutmeg.

Spider Pete strapped his shaven head into his spex.

Outsdetheir puffy nest, the sticky eyes of a dozen gelcams splayed across the rock, a sky-eating web of
perception. Pete touched a stud on his spex, pulled down a glowing menu, and adjusted hisvisud take
on the outside world.

Flying powder tumbled through the yardangs like an evil fog. The crescent moon and a billion desert
gars, glowing like pixelated bruises, whed ed above the eerie wind-scul pted landscape of the
Taklamakan. With the exceptions of Antarctica, or maybe the deep Sahara— locales Pete had never
been paid to vist— this central Asian desert wasthe loneliest, most desolate place on Earth.

Pete adjusted parameters, etching the landscape with abusy array of false colors. He recorded an artful
series of panoramashots, and tagged agloba positioning fix onto the captured stack. Then he signed the
footage with a cryptographic time-stamp from apassing NAFTA spy-sat.

1/15/2052 05:24:01.

Pete saved the stack onto agelbrain. This gelbrain was awalnut-sized lump of neural biotech, carefully
grown to mimic the razor-sharp visua cortex of an American bad eagle. It was the best, most expensive
piece of photographic hardware that Pete had ever owned. Pete kept the thing tucked in his crotch.

Pete took a degp and intimate pleasure in working with the latest federally subsidized spy gear. It was
quite the privilege for Spider Pete, the kind of privilege that he might well diefor. Therewas no tactica
usein yet another spy-shot of the chill and empty Taklamakan. But the tagged picture would prove that
Katrinko and Pete had been here at the gppointed rendezvous. Right here, right now. Waiting for the
mean.

And the man was overdue.
During their brief professiond acquaintance, Spider Pete had met the Lieutenant Colonel in anumber of

deeply unlikely locales. A parking garage in Pentagon City. An outdoor seafood restaurant in Cabo San
Lucas. On theferry to Staten Idand. Pete had never known his patron to miss arendezvous by so much
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as amicrosecond.

The sky went dirty white. A sizzle, agparkle, azenith full of stink. A screaming-siresking-tumbling. A
nasty thunderclap. The ground shook hard.

"Dang," Petesaid.

* % %

They found the Lieutenant Colond just before eight in the morning. Pieces of hislanding pod were
violently scattered across haf akilometer.

Katrinko and Pete skulked expertly through adirty yellow jumble of wind-grooved boulders. Their
camou gear switched coloration moment by moment, to match the landscape and the incidenta light.

Pete pried the mask from hisface, inhaded the thin, pitiless, metallic air, and spoke doud. "That's our boy
al right. Never missed adate.”

The neuter removed her mask and fastidioudy smeared her lips and gums with silicone anti-evaporant.
Her voice fluted eerily over the indgstent wind. " Space-defense must have tracked him on radar.”

"Nope. If they'd hit him from orbit, hed really be spread al over.... No something happened to him redlly
closeto the ground.” Pete pointed at a violent scattering of cracked ochre rock. " See, check out how
that stedlth-pod hit and tumbled. It didn't catch firetill after the impact.”

With the absent ease of agecko, the neuter swarmed up athree-story-high boulder. She examined the
surrounding forensic evidence at length, dabbing carefully at her spex controls. She then dithered deftly
back to earth. "There was no anti-aircraft fire, right? No interceptorsflyin' round last night.”

"Nope. Heck, there's no people around here in a space bigger than Delaware.™

The neuter looked up. "So what do you figure, Pete?"

" figure an accident,” said Pete.

"Awhat?'

"An accident. A lot can go wrong with acovert HALO insertion.”

"Likewhat, for ingtance?'

"Well, G-loads and stuff. System mafunctions. Maybe he just blacked out."

"Hewas afedera military spook, and you're teling me he passed out?' Katrinko daintily adjusted her
goggled spex with gloved and bulbous fingertips. “Why would that matter anyway? He wouldn't fly a
gpacecraft with his own hands, would he?"

Pete rubbed at the gummy line of his mask, easing the prickly indentation across one dark, tattooed



cheek. "I kindafigure hewould, actudly. The man was apilot. Big military prestigething. Flyin'in by
hand, deep in Sphereterritory, covert insertion, way behind enemy lines.... That'd realy be something to
brag about, back on the Potomac.”

The neuter considered this sour news without apparent resentment. As one of the world'stop technica
climbers, Katrinko was a great connoisseur of pointless displays of dangerous physica skill. "I can get
behind that." She paused. " Serious bad break, though."

They resedled their masks. Water wastheir greatest lack, and vapor exhalation was a problem. They
were recycling body-water insde their suits, topped off with afew extra cc'sthey'd obtained from
occasiond patches of frost. They'd consumed the last of the trail-goop and candy from their glider
shipment three long days ago.

They hadn't eaten since. Still, Pete and Katrinko were getting dong pretty well, living off big
subcutaneous lumps of injected body fat.

More through habit than apparent need, Pete and Katrinko segued into evidence-removal mode. It
wasn't hard to conceal a HAL O stealth pod. The spy-craft was radar-transparent and totally
biodegradable. In the bitter wind and cold of the Taklamakan, the bigger chunks of wreckage had
aready gone all brown and crispy, like the shed husks of locusts. They couldn't scrape up every physica
trace, but they'd surdly get enough to fool aerid survelllance.

The Lieutenant Colond was extremely dead. Hed come down from the heavensin hisfull NAFTA
military power-armor, aleaping, brick-busting, lightning-spewing exoskeeton, al acronyms and input
jacks. It was powerful, elaborate gear, of an entirely different order than the gooey and fibrous street
tech of the two urban intrusion fresks.

But the high-impact crash had not been kind to the armored suit. It had been crudler till to the bone,
blood, and tendon housed inside.

Pete bagged the larger pieces with aheavy heart. He knew that the Lieutenant Colond was basicaly no
good: deceitful, ruthlesdy ambitious, probably crazy. Still, Pete ancerely regretted hisemployer's demise.
After dl, it was precisely those quaities that had led the Lieutenant Colonel to recruit Spider Petein the
fird place.

Pete dso felt Sincere regret for the gung-ho, clear-eyed young military widow, and the two little
redheaded kidsin Augusta, Georgia. HEd never actually met the widow or thelittle kids, but the
Lieutenant Colonel was aways fussing about them and showing off their photos. The Lieutenant Colonel
had been afull fifteen years younger than Spider Pete, arosy-cheeked cracker kid really, never happier
than when handing over wads of money, nutty orders, and expensive covert equipment to people whom
no sane man would trust with a burnt-out match. And now here hewasin the cold and empty heart of
Asig, turned to jam within his shards of junk.

Katrinko did the last of the search-and-retrieval while Pete dug benesth aledge with hisdiamond
hand-pick, the razored edges dashing out clods of shae,

After sheld fetched the last blackened chunk of their employer, Katrinko perched birdlike on a nearby
rock. She thoughtfully nibbled a piece of the pod's navigation console. "This gelbrain isgood when it
driesout, man. Like trail mix, or afortune cookie."



Pete grunted. "Y ou might be eating part of him, y'’know."
"L ottagood carbs and protein there, too."

They stuffed afind shattered power-jackboot insde the Colond's makeshift cairn. The piled rock was
therefor the ages. A few jets of webbing and thumbnail dabs of epoxy made it harder than abrick wall.

It was noon now, still well below freezing, but as warm as the Taklamakan waslikely to get in January.
Pete sighed, dusted sand from his knees and elbows, stretched. It was hard work, cleaning up; the
hardest part of intrusion work, because it was the stuff you had to do after the thrill was gone. He offered
Katrinko the end of afiber-optic cable, so that they could speak together without using radio or
removing their masks.

Pete waited until she had linked in, then spoke into his mike. " So we head on back to the glider now,
right?'

The neuter looked up, surprised. "How come?”’

"Look, Trink, thisguy that we just buried was the actual spy in thisassgnment. Y ou and me, we were
just his gophers and backup support. The misson's an abort.”

"But we're searching for agiant, secret, rocket base.”
"Yeah, sureweare.”

"We're supposed to find this monster high-tech complex, break in, and record al kinds of crazy top
secrets that nobody but the mandarins have ever seen. That's atotally hot assgnment, man.”

Pete sghed. "I admit it's very high-concept, but I'm an old guy now, Trink. | need the kind of payoff that
involves some actud money.”

Katrinko laughed. "But Pete! It'sa starship! A wholefleet of ‘em, maybe! Secretly built in the desert, by
Chinese spooks and Japanese engineers!”

Pete shook his head. "That was dl paranoid bullshit that the flyboy made up, to get himself agrant and a
field assgnment. He wastired of sitting behind a desk in the basement, that's dl.”

Katrinko folded her lithe and wiry arms. "L ook, Pete, you saw those briefings just like me. Y ou saw all
those satdllite shots. Thetraffic analysis, too. The Sphere people are up to something way big out here.”

Pete gazed around him. Hefound it painfully surreal to endure this discussion amid avast and threatening
tableau of dust-hazed sky and sand-etched mudstone gullies. " They built something big here once, | grant
you that. But | never figured the Colond's story for being very likely."

"What's so unlikely about it? The Russians had a secret rocket base in the desert a hundred years ago.
American deserts are full of secret mil-spec stuff and space-launch bases. So now the Asian Sphere
people are up to the same old game. It all makes sense.”

"No, it makes no sense at al. Nobody's space-racing to build any starships. Starships aren't a space
race. It takes four hundred yearsto fly to the stars. Nobody's gonna finance amajor military project



that'll take four hundred yearsto pay off. Least of al abunch of smart and thrifty Asian
economic-warfare people.”

"Well, they're sure building something. Look, al we haveto do isfind the complex, break in, and
document some stuff. We can do that! People like us, we never needed any federa bossman to help us
break into buildings and take photos. That's what we dways do, that's what we live for."

Pete was touched by the kid's game spirit. Shereally had the City Spider way of mind. Nevertheless,
Pete wasfifty-two years old, so he found it necessary to at least try to be reasonable. "We should haul
our sorry spook asses back to that glider right now. Let's skip on back over the Himalayas. We can fly
on back to Washington, tourist class out of Delhi. They'll debrief us at the puzzle-palace. WEell give 'em
the bad news about the bossman. We got plenty of evidence to prove that, anyhow.... The spookswill
give us somewalkin' money for abusted job, and tell usto keep our noses clean. Then we can go out for
some pork chops.”

Katrinko's thin shoulders hunched mulishly within the bubblepak warts of her insulated camou. Shewas
not taking thisat al well. "Peter, | ain't looking for pork chops. I'm looking for some professional
vdidation, okay?I'm sick of that lowlife kid stuff, knocking around raiding network sites and mayors
offices.... Thisismy chance a the big-time!"

Pete stroked the muzzle of his mask with two gloved fingers.

"Pete, | know that you ain't happy. | know that aready, okay? But you've already made it inthe
big-time, Mr. City Spider, Mr. Legend, Mr. Champion. Now here's my big chance come aong, and you
want usto hang up our clests.”

Pete raised his other hand. "Wait aminute, | never said that."

"Wadl, youretdlin' meyourewaking. Y ou're turning your back. Y ou don't even want to check it out
firg”

"No," Pete said weightily, "I reckon you know metoo well for that, Trink. I'm gtill a Spider. I'm till
game. I'll dwaysat least check it out.”

* k% %

Katrinko set their pace after that. Pete was content to let her lead. It was avery stupid ideato continue
the mission without the overlordship of the Lieutenant Colond. But it was stupid in adifferent and more
refreshing way than the stupid idea of returning home to Chattanooga

Peoplein Pete's line of work weren't allowed to go home. He'd tried that once, redlly tried it, eight years
ago, just after that badly busted caper in Brussels. He'd gotten a straight job at Lyle Schweik's
pedal-powered aircraft factory. The millionaire sports tycoon had owed him afavor. Schweik had been
pretty good about it, considering.

But word had swiftly gotten around that Pete had once been a champion City Spider. Dumb-ass
co-workers would make significant remarks. Sometimes they asked him for so-called favors, or tried to
act dtreet-wise. When you came down to it, straight people were amagjor pain in the ass.



Pete preferred the company of serioudy twisted people. People who redlly cared about something, cared
enough about it to redly warp themselvesfor it. People who looked for more out of life than
mommy-daddy, money, and the grave.

Below the edge of aridgeline they paused for arecce. Pete whirled atethered eye on the end of itsredl
and flung it. At the peak of itsarc, Six stories up, it recorded their surroundingsin a panoramic view.

Pete and Katrinko studied the image together through their linked spex. Katrinko highlit an area downhill
with afingertip gesture. "Now there's atipoff.”

"Thet gully, you mean?'
"Y ou need to get outdoors more, Pete. That's what we rockjocks technicaly call aroad.”

Pete and Katrinko approached the road with professional caution. It was a paved ribbon of macerated
cinderblock, overrun with drifting sand. The road was made of the coked-out clinker |eft behind by big
urban incinerators, a substance that Asians used for their road surfaces because dl the value had been
cooked out of it.

The cinder road had once seen agreat dedl of traffic. There were tire-shreds here and there, degp rutsin
the shoulder, and post-holes that had once been traffic Signs, or maybe surveillance boxes.

They followed the road from a respectful distance, cautious of monitors, tripwires, landmines, and many
other possible unpleasantries. They stopped for arest in asavage arroyo where aroad bridge had been
carefully removed, leaving only neat socketsin the roadbed and akind of conceptud arc in midair.

"What cregpsme out ishow cleanthisal is" Pete said over cable. "It'saroad, right? Somebody's gotta
throw out a beer can, alost shoe, something.”

Katrinko nodded. "I figure congtruction robots.”
"Redlly."

Katrinko spread her swollen-fingered gloves. "It's a Sphere operation, so it's bound to have |ots of
robots, right? | figure robots built this road. Robots used this road. Robots carried in tons and tons of
whatever they were carrying. Then when they were done with the big project, the robots carried off
everything that was worth any money. Gathered up the guideposts, bridges everything. Very neat, no
loose ends, very Sphere-type way to work." Katrinko set her masked chin on her bent knees, gone into
reverie. "Some very weird and intense stuff can happen, when you got alot of space in the desert, and
robot labor that's too cheap to meter.”

Katrinko hadn't been wasting her time in those intelligence briefings. Pete had seen alot of City Spider
wannabes, even trained quite afew of them. But Katrinko had what it took to be agenuine Spider
champion: the desire, the physical talent, the ruthless dedication, and even the smarts. It was staying out
of jails and morgues that was gonna be the tough part of Katrinko. "Y ou're abig fan of the Sphere, aren't
you, kid? Y ou redly like the way they operate.”

"Sure, | dwaysliked Asans. Their food'salot better than Europe's.”



Pete took thisin stride. NAFTA, Sphere, and Europe; the trilateral super-powersjostied about with the
uneasy regularity of sunspots, periodicaly brewing sormsin the proxy regimes of the South. During his
fifty-plus years, Pete had seen the Asian Cooperation Sphere change its public image repestedly, ina
weird politica rhythm. Exotic vacation spot on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Baffling dien threat on
Mondays and Wednesdays. Mg or trading partner each day and every day, including weekends and

holidays

At the current politica moment, the Asian Cooperation Sphere was deep into its Inscrutable Menace
mode, logging lots of grim mediacoverage as NAFTA's chief economic adversary. Asfar as Pete could
figureit, this bascaly meant that abig crowd of goofy North American economists were trying to act
redlly macho. Their mgor complaint was that the Sphere was selling NAFTA too many neet, cheap,
well-made consumer goods. That was an extremely silly thing to get killed about. But people perished
horribly for much stranger reasons than that.

At sunset, Pete and Katrinko discovered the giant warning signs. They weretitanic vertica plinths, dl
epoxy and clinker, much harder than granite. They were four storiestall, carefully rooted in bedrock, and
paingtakingly chisdled with menacing horned symbols and elaborate textua warningsin at least fifty
different languages. English was language number three.

"Radiation waste," Pete concluded, deftly reading the text through his spex, from two kilometers away.
"Thisisaradiation waste dump. Plus, anuclear test Ste. Old Red Chinese hydrogen bombs, way out in
the Taklamakan desert." He paused thoughtfully. ™Y ou gotta hand it to 'em. They sure picked the right
spot for the job."

"Noway!" Katrinko protested. "Giant stone warning signs, telling people not to trespass in this area?
That's got to be a con-job."

"Well, it would sure account for them using robots, and then destroying al the roads.”

"No, man. It'slike— you wanna hide something big nowadays. Y ou don't put asafeinsde thewall any
more, because hey, everybody's got magnetometers and sonic imaging and heat detection. So you hide
your best stuff in the garbage.”

Pete scanned their surroundings on spex telephoto. They were lurking on ahillsde above aplaya, where
the occasond gullywasher had spewed out abig dluvia fan of desert varnished grit and cobbles. Stuff
was actualy growing down there— squat |eathery grasses with fat waxy blades like dead men'sfingers.
The evil vegetation didn't look like any kind of grassthat Pete had ever seen. It struck him asthe kind of
grassthat would blithely gobble up stray plutonium. "Trink, | like my explanations smple. | figure that
so-caled giant starship base for agiant radwaste dump.”

"Well, maybe," the neuter admitted. "But even if that'sthe truth, that's still news worth paying for. We
might find some busted up barrels, or some badly managed fud rods out there. That would be abig
political embarrassment, right? Proof of that would be worth something.”

"Huh," said Pete, surprised. But it was true. Long experience had taught Pete that there were aways
useful secretsin other peoplestrash. "Isit worth glowin' in the dark for?”



"So what'sthe problem?' Katrinko said. "'l ain't having kids. | fixed that along time ago. And you've got
enough kids aready.”

"Maybe," Pete grumbled. Four kids by three different women. It had taken him along sad timeto learn
that women who fell head-over-hedsfor footloose, sexy tough guyswould fal repeatedly for pretty
much any footloose, sexy tough guy.

Katrinko was warming to the task at hand. "We can do this, man. We got our suits and our breathing
masks, and we're not eating or drinking anything out here, so we're practicdly radiation-tight. So we
camp way outside the dump tonight. Then before dawn we dip in, we check it out real quick, wetake
our pictures, weleave. Clean, classic intrusion job. Nobody living around here to stop us, no problem
there. And then, we got something to show the spooks when we get home. Maybe something we can
ol

Pete mulled this over. The prospect didn't sound al that bad. It was dirty work, but it would complete
the mission. Also— thiswas the part he liked best— it would keep the Lieutenant Colonel's people from
sending in some other poor guy. "Then, back to the glider?”

"Then back to the glider.”

"Okay, good dedl "

* % %

Before dawn the next morning, they stoked themsalves with athletic performance enhancers, brewed in
the guts of certain gene-spliced ticksthat they had kept hibernating in their armpits. Then they concedled
their travel gear, and swarmed like ghosts up and over the great wall.

They pierced atiny hole through the roof of one of the dun-colored, half-buried containment hangars, and
oozed a spy-eye through.

Bombproofed ranks of barrel-shaped sarcophagi, solid glossy as polished granite. The big fused
radwaste containers were each the size of atanker truck. They sat there neatly-ranked in hermetic
darkness, mute as sphinxes. They looked to be good for the next twenty thousand years.

Pete liquefied and retrieved the gelcam, then re-sedled the tiny hole with rock putty. They skipped down
the dope of the dusty roof. There were lots of lizard tracks in the sand drifts, piled at the rim of the dome.
These hedlthy traces of lizard cheered Pete up considerably.

They swarmed silently up and over thewall. Back uphill to the grotto where they'd stashed their gear.
Then they removed their masksto talk again.

Pete sat behind aboulder, enjoying theintrusion afterglow. "A cakewak," he pronounced it. "A pleasure
hike." His pulse was dready norma again, and, to hisjoy, there were no suspicious aches under his
caraco-acromial arch.

"Y ou gotta give them credit, those robots sure work nest.”



Pete nodded. "Killer gpplication for robots, your basic lethal waste gig."

"| telephoto’ed that whole cantonment,” said Katrinko, "and there's no water there. No towers, no
plumbing, no wells. People can get dong without alot of stuff in the desert, but nobody lives without
water. That placeis stone dead. It was dways dead.” She paused. "It was all automated robot work
from gtart to finish. Y ou know what that means, Pete? It means no human being has ever seen that place
before. Except for you and me."

"Hey, thenit'safirst! We scored afirst intruson! That'sjust dandy,” said Pete, pleased at the
professional coup. He gazed across the cobbled plain at the walled cantonment, and pressed alast set of
gpex shotsinto his gelbrain archive. Two dozen enormous domes, built block by block by giant robots,
acting with the dumb persistence of termites. The sprawling domes|ooked asif they'd congeded on the
spot, their rims settling like molten taffy into the desert's little convexities and concavities. From asatellite
view, the domes probably passed for natural features. "Let's not tarry, okay? | can kindafed those
X-ray fingerskinking my DNA."

"Aw, you're not al worried about that, are you, Pete?"

Pete laughed and shrugged. "Who cares? Job's over, kid. Back to the glider."

"They do great stuff with gene damage nowadays, y'know. Kindareweave you, down &t the spook lab.”
"What, those military doctors? | don't wannagive them the excuse.”

Thewind picked up. A series of abrupt and brutd gusts. Dry, and freezing, and peppered with stinging
sand.

Suddenly, afaint moan emanated from the cantonment. Distant lungs blowing the neck of awine bottle.
"What's that big weird noise?' demanded Katrinko, al dert interest.

"Aw no," sad Pete. "Dang.”

* k% %

Steam was venting from ahole in the bottom of the thirteenth dome. They'd missed the hole earlier,
because the rim of that dome was overgrown with big thriving thornbushes. The bushes would have been
atip-off in themsalves, if the two of them had been feding properly suspicious.

In the immediate area, Pete and Katrinko swiftly discovered three dead men. The three men had hacked
and chisded their way through the containment dome— from theinsde. They had wriggled through the
long, narrow crevice they had cut, leaving much blood and skin.

Thefirst man had died just outside the dome, gpparently from sheer exhaustion. After their Olympian
effort, the two survivors had emerged to confront the sheer four-story walls.

The remaining men had tried to climb the mighty wall with their handaxes, crude woven ropes, and



pig-iron pitons. It was anothing wall for apair of City Spiders with modern handwebs and pinpression
cleats. Pete and Katrinko could have camped and eaten awatermelon on that wall. But it was avery
seriouswall for apair of very weary men dressed in woal, leather, and homemade shoes.

One of them had falen from the wall, and had broken his back and leg. The last one had decided to stay
to comfort his dying comrade, and it seemed he had frozen to desth.

The three men had been dead for many months, maybe over ayear. Ants had been a work on them, and
thefine salty dust of the Taklamakan, and the freeze-drying. Three desiccated Asian mummies, black hair
and crooked teeth and wrinkled dusky skin, in their funny bloodstained clothes.

Katrinko offered the cable lead, chattering through her mask. "Man, look at these shoes! Look at this
shirt this guy's got— would you cdl thisthing a shirt?"

"What | would call thisisthree very brave climbers,” Pete said. He tossed atethered eyeinto the crevice
that the men had cut.

Theinsde of the thirteenth dome was a giant forest of monitors. Microwave antennas, mostly. Thetop of
the dome wasn't sturdy sintered concrete like the others, it was some kind of radar-transparent plastic.
Dark inside, like the other domes, and hermetically sealed— at least before the dead men had chewed
and chopped their hole through the wall. No sign of any rad-waste around here.

They discovered the little camp where the men had lived. Their bivouac. Three men, patiently chipping
and chopping their way to freedom. Burning their last wicks and oil lamps, egting their last rations bite by
bite, emptying their leather canteens and scraping for frost to drink. Surrounded all the time by atowering
jungle of satellite relays and wavepipes. Pete found that scene very ugly. That was avery bad scene. That
wastheworst of it yet.

* % %

Pete and Katrinko retrieved their full set of intrusion gear. They then broke in through the top of the
dome, where the cutting was easiest. Once through, they seded the hole behind themselves, but only
lightly, in case they should need arapid retreat. They lowered their haul bagsto the sone floor, then
rappelled down on their smart ropes. Once on ground level, they closed the escape tunnel with web and
rubble, to stop the howling wind, and to keep contaminants at bay.

With the hole sedled, it grew warmer in the dome. Warm, and moist. Dew was collecting on wallsand
floor. A very strange smell, too. A smell like smoke and old socks. Mice and spice. Soup and sewage. A
cozy human reek from the depths of the earth.

"The Lieutenant Colond sure woulda have loved this," whispered Katrinko over cable, pexing out the
towering machinery with her infrareds. ™Y ou put aclip of explosive ammo through here, and it surewould
put amagjor crimp in somebody's automated gizmos.”

Petefigured their present Situation for an excellent chance to get killed. Automated darm systemswere
the deadliest aspect of his professiona existence, somewhat tempered by the fact that smart and
aggressve darm systems frequently killed their owners. There was abasic engineering principleinvolved.
Fancy, paranoid darm systems went false-positive dl the time: squirrels, dogs, wind, hail, earth tremors,



horny boyfriends who forgot the password.... They were smart, and they had their own agenda, and it
made them troublesome.

But if these machineswere darms, then they hadn't noticed arather large hole painstakingly chopped in
the sde of thelr dome. The spars and transmitterslooked bad, al patchy with long-accumulated rime and
ice. A junkyard look, the definite smell of dead tech. So somebody had given up on these smart,
expensve, paranoid alarms. Someone had gotten sick and tired of them, and shut them off.

At the foot of amicrowave tower, they found arat-sized manhole chipped out, covered with a
laced-down lid of sheep's hide. Pete dropped a spy-eye down, scoping out amachine-drilled shaft. The
tunnel was wide enough to swallow acar, and it dropped down as straight as a plumb bob for farther
than his eyeswiring could reach.

Pete slently yanked arusting pig-iron piton from the edge of the hole, and replaced it with amodern glue
anchor. Then he whipped a smart-rope through and carefully tightened his harness.

Katrinko began shaking with eagerness. "Pete, | am way hot for this. Lemmelead point.”

Pete clipped acrab into Katrinko's harness, and linked their spex through the fiber-optic embedded in
the rope. Then he dapped the neuter's shoulder. "Get bold, kid."

Katrinko flared out the webbing on her gripgloves, and dropped in feet-fird.

The would-be escapes had made alot of use of cabling aready present in the tunnel. There were ceramic
staples embedded periodicdly, to hold the cabling snug againgt the stone. The climbers had scrabbled
their way up from staple to staple, using ladder-runged bamboo poles and iron hooks.

Katrinko stopped her descent and tied off. Pete sent their haulbags down. Then he dropped and dithered
after her. He stopped at the lead chock, tied off, and let Katrinko take lead again, following her progress
with the spex.

An egrie glow shone at the bottom of the tunnd. Pay day. Pete fdt afamiliar transcendenta tension
overcome him. It surged through him with mad intensity. Fear, curiogty, and desire: the raw, hot, thieving
thrill of amgor-league intrusion. A feding like being insane, but so much better than craziness, because
now hefdt so awake. Pete was awash in primal spiderness, cravings too deep and dippery to speak
about.

The light grew hotter in Pete'sinfrareds. Below them was a dotted expanse of meta, gleaming likea
kitchen sink, louverswith hot dots of light. Katrinko planted afoamchock in the tunnel wall, tied off,
leaned back, and dropped a spy eye through the dot.

Pete's hands were too busy to reach his spex. "What do you see?' he hissed over cable.

Katrinko craned her head back, gloved pams pressing the goggles against her face. "1 can see
everything, man! Gardens of Eden, and cities of gold!"



The cave had been ancient solid rock once, a continenta bulk. The rock had been pierced by a
Russian-made drilling rig. A dry well, in avery dry country. And then some very weary, and very
sunburned, and very determined Chinese Communist wegpons engineers had ingtaled a
one-hundred-megaton hydrogen bomb at the bottom of their dry hole. When their beast inits nest of
layered casings achieved fusion, seismographs jumped like startled fawnsin distant Cdifornia

The thermonuclear explosion had left a giant gasbubble at the heart of a crazy webwork of faultsand
cracks. The deep and empty bubble had lurked beneath the desert in utter and terrible silence, for ninety
years.

Then Asas new magters had sent in new and more sophisticated agencies.

Pete saw that the distant doping walls of the cavern were daubed with starlight. White constellations,
whole and entire. And amid the space— that giant and sweetly damp airspace— were three great
glowing lozenges, three vertica cylindersthe size of urban high rises. They seemed to be suspended in
midair.

"Starships," Pete muttered.

"Starships," Katrinko agreed. Menus appeared in the shared visual space of their linked spex. Katrinko's
fingertip sketched out aset of tiny moving sparks againgt the walls. "But check that out.”

"What are those?"

"Heet dgnatures. Little engines." The envisoned world wheded silently. "And check out over here too—
and crawlin' around deep in there, dozens of the things. And Pete, see these? Those big ones? Kindaon

patrol?'

"Robots.”

"Y@."

"What the hell are they up to, down here?’

"Well, | figureit thisway, man. If you're insde one of those fake starships, and you look out through
those windows— those portholes, | guesswe call 'em— you can't see anything but shiny stars. Deep
gpace. But with spex, we can seeright through dl that business. And Pete, that whole stone sky down
thereis crawling with machinery."

"Man oh man."

"And nobody inside those starships can see down, man. Thereisawholelot of very maor weirdness
going on down at the bottom of that cave. Theré'salot of hot steamy water down there, deep in those

rocks and those cracks."

"Water, or abig smdly soup maybe," Petesaid. "A chemica soup.”



"Biochemica soup.”

" Autonomous self-assembly proteinaceous biotech. Strictly forbidden by the Nonproliferation Protocols
of the Manila Accords of 2037," said Pete. Pete rattled off this phrase with practiced ease, having
rehearsed it any number of times during various background briefings.

"A whole big lake of way-hot, way-illegd, self-assembling goo down there."

"Y ep. Thevery suff that our covert-tech boys have been messing with under the Rockies for the past ten
years."

"Aw, Pete, everybody cheats alittle bit on the accords. Theway we do it in NAFTA, it's no worse than
bathtub gin. But thisis huge! And Lord only know what'sinside those starships.”

"Gotta be people, kid."
llYm.ll

Pete drew adow moist breath. "Thisisabig one, Trink. Thisistruly mgor-league. Y ou and me, we got
oursaves an intelligence coup here of historic proportions.”

"If youretrying to say that we should go back to the glider now," Katrinko said, "don't even start with
m"

"We need to go back to the glider,” Pete indsted, "with the photographic proof that we got right now.
That was our mission objective. It'swhat they pay usfor."

"Whoop-tee-do."
"Beddes, it'sthe patriotic thing. Right?'

"Maybel'd play the patriot game, if | wasin uniform,” said Katrinko. "But the Army don't allow neuters.
I'm atotal freak and I'm afree agent, and | didn't come here to see Shangri-Laand then turn around first

thing."
"Yeah," Pete admitted. "I redlly know that feding.”
"I'm going down in there right now," Katrinko said. ™Y ou belay for me?"

"No way, kid. Thistime, I'm leading point."

Pete eased himself through a crudely broken louver and out onto the vast rocky celling. Pete had never
much liked climbing rock. Nasty stuff, rock— al natural, no guaranteed engineering specifications. Still,
Pete had spent agreat ded of hislife on calings. Ceilings he understood.

Heworked hisway out on aseries of congealed lava knobs, till he hit anice solid crack. He did arapid



st of fig-jams, then set apair of foam-clamps, and tied himsdlf off on anchor.

Pete panned dowly in place, upside down on the cealling, muffled in his camou gear, scanning
methodically for the sake of Katrinko back on the fiber-optic spex link. Large sections of the celling
looked weirdly worm-eaten, asif drills or acids had etched the rock away. Pete could discern in the eerie
glow of infrared that the three fake starships were actualy supported on columns. Huge hollow tubes,
lacdlike and dmogt entirely invisible, made of something black and impossibly strong, maybe
carbon-fiber. There were water pipes insde the columns, and electrical power.

Thaose columns were the quickest and easiest ways to climb down or up to the starships. Those columns
were also very exposed. They looked like excellent placesto get killed.

Pete knew that he was safely invisible to any naked human eye, but there wasn't much he could do about
his heat signature. For al he knew, at this moment he was glowing like a Christmas tree on the sensors of
athousand heavily armed robots. But you couldn't leave a thousand machines armed to a hair-trigger for
years on end. And who would program them to spend their time watching ceilings?

The muscular burn had faded from his back and shoulders. Pete shook alittle extra blood through his
wrigts, unhooked, and took off on cleats and gripwebs. He veered around one of the fake stars, a great
glowing glassine bulb the size of alaundry basket. The fake star was cemented into abig rocky wart, and
it radiated a cold, enchanting, and gooey firefly light. Pete was so intrigued by this bold deception that his
cleat missed asmear. Hisleft foot swung loose. Hisleft shoulder emitted anasty-feding,
expensive-sounding pop. Pete grunted, planted both cleats, and dapped up a glue patch, with tendons
smarting and the old forearm clock ticking fast. He whipped a crab through the patchloop and sagged
within hisharness, breathing hard.

On the surface of his spex, Katrinko's glowing fingertip whipped across the field of Peté'svision, and
pointed. Something moving out there. Pete had company.

Pete eased adiring of flashbangs from his deeve. Then he hunkered down in place, trusting to his
camouflage, and watching.

A robot was moving toward him among the dark pits of the fake stars. Wobbling and jittering.

Pete had never seen any device remotely akin to thisrobot. It had aporous, foamy hide, like cork and
plastic. It had ablind compartmented knob for a head, and fourteen long fibrous legs like afrayed mess
of used rope, terminating in absurdly complicated feet, like aboxful of grip pliers. Hanging upside down
from bits of rocky irregularity too small to see, it would open its big warty head and flick out aforked
sensor like asnake'stongue. Sometimesit would dip itsalf closeto the celling, for alingering chemicdl
smooch on the surface of the rock.

Pete watched with murderous patience as the device backed away, drew nearer, spun around abit,
meandered alittle closer, sucked some more ceiling rock, made up its mind about something, replanted
itsbig grippy feet, hoofed dong closer yet, logt itstrain of thought, retreated a bit, sniffed the air at length,
sucked meditatively on the end of one of itsropy tentacles.

It findly reached him, walked deftly over hislegs, and dipped up to lick enthusiastically at the chemica
traces|eft by his gripweb. The robot seemed enchanted by the taste of the glove's elastomer against the
rock. It hung there on its fourteen plier feet, loudly licking and rasping.



Pete lashed out with his pick. The razored point did with asullen crunch right through the thing's corky
head.

It went limp ingtantly, pinned there againgt the ceiling. Then with anasty rustling it deployed awhole
unsuspected set of waxy and filmy gppurtenances. Complex bug-tongue things, mandible scrapers,
delicate little spatulas, dl reding and trembling out of its dotted underside.

It was not going to die. It couldn't die, because it had never been dive. It was a piece of biotechnical
machinery. Dying was Smply not on its agenda anywhere. Pete photographed the device carefully asit
struggled with obscene mechanica stupidity to come to workable termswith its new environmental
parameters. Then Pete levered the pick loose from the ceiling, shook it loose, and dropped the pierced
robot straight down to hell.

Pete climbed more quickly now, favoring the strained shoulder. He worked his way methodicaly out to
the relative ease of the vertical wall, where he discovered alarge mined-out vein in the congtellation
Sagittarius. The vein was abig snaky recess where some kind of ore had been nibbled and strained from
the rock. By thelook of it, the rock had been chewed away by atermite host of tiny robots with mouths
liketoenall clippers.

He signaled on the spex for Katrinko. The neuter followed along the clipped and anchored line, climbing
like afiend while lugging one of the haulbags. As Katrinko settled in to their new base camp, Pete
returned to the louversto fetch the second bag. When held finaly heaved and grappled hisway back, his
shoulder was aching bitterly and his nerves were shot. They were done for the day.

Katrinko had put up the emission-free encystment web at the mouth of their crevice. With Pete returned
to relative safety, shereded in their smart-ropes and fed them ahandful of sugar.

Pete cracked open two capsules of instant fluff, then sank back gratefully into the woal.

Katrinko took off her mask. She was vibrating with dert enthusiasm. Y outh, thought Pete— youth, and
the 8 percent metabolic advantage that came from lacking sex organs. "We're in so much trouble now,"
Katrinko whispered, with afeverish grinin thefaint red glow of asingleindicator light. She no longer
resembled aboy or ayoung woman. Katrinko looked completely diabolical. Thiswas anonsexed
cresture. Pete liked to think of her asa"she," because this was somehow easier on hismind, but
Katrinko was an "it." Now it wasfilled with glee, becausefindly it had placed itself in a proper and
pleasing Situation. Stark and feral confrontation with its own stark and ferd little being.

"Yeah, thisistrouble," Pete said. He placed afat medicated tick onto the vein insde of hiselbow. "And
you'retaking first watch."

Pete woke four hours later, with a heart-fluttering rise from the stunned depths of chemically asssted
delta-deep. He felt numb, and lightly dusted with abrain-clouding amnesia, asif held dept for four
straight days. He had been profoundly helplessin the grip of the drug, but the risk had been worth it,
because now he was thoroughly rested. Pete sat up, and tried the left shoulder experimentaly. It was
much improved.



Pete rubbed fegling back into his stubbled face and scalp, then strapped his spex on. He discovered
Katrinko sguatting on her haunches, in the radiant glow of her own body heat, pondering over an ugly
mess of spines, flakes, and goo.

Pete touched spex knobs and leaned forward. "What you got there?"

"Dead robots. They ate our foamchocks, right out of the celling. They eat anything. | killed the ones that
tried to break into camp.” Katrinko stroked at amidair menu, then handed Pete afiber lead for his spex.
"Check thisfootage | took."

Katrinko had been keeping watch with the gel cams, picking out passing robotsin the glow of their engine
heat. Sheld documented them on infrared, saving and editing the clearest live-action footage. "Theselittle
ones with the ball-shaped feet, | call them keets," she narrated, as the captured frames cascaded across
Pete's spex-clad gaze. "They're smal, but they're redlly fast, and dl over the place— | had to kill three of
them. This one with the sharp spird noseisadrillet. Those areapair of dubits. The dubits dwaystravel
in pairs. Thisbig thing here, that looks like a spilled dessert with big eyesand abal onachain, | cal that
one alurchen. Because of the way it moves, see? It'ssure alot faster than it |ooks.”

Katrinko stopped the spex replay, switched back to live perception, and poked carefully at the broken
litter before her booted feet. The biggest devicein the heap resembled a dissected cat's head stuffed with
cablesand brigtles. "I dso killed this piteen. Piteens don't die easy, man.”

"Theréslots of thesethings?'

" figure hundreds, maybe thousands. All different kinds. And every one of 'em as stupid asdirt. Or else
we'd be dead and disassembled a hundred times already.”

Pete stared at the dissected robots, a cooling mass of nerve-netting, batteries, veiny armor plates, and
gdatin. "Why do they look so crazy?'

"Causethey grew dl by themsalves. Nobody ever designed them." Katrinko glanced up. ™Y ou remember
those big virtud spaces for weapons design, that they run out in Alamagordo?”

"Y eah, sure, Alamagordo. Physics smulations on those super-size quantum gel-brains. Huge virtualities,
with ultra-fast, ultra-fine detail. Y ou bet | remember New Mexico! | loveto raid agreat computer lab.
There's something so traditiona about the hack.”

"Yeah. See, for usNAFTA types, physicsvirtudities are amilitary app. We always give our tech to the
military whenever it looks realy dangerous. But let's say you don't share our NAFTA values. You don't
wannatest new wegpons systemsinsde giant virtuaities. Let's say you want to make a can-opene,
instead.”

During her deegpless hours huddling on watch, Katrinko had clearly been giving this matter alot of
thought. "Well, you could study other peopl€'s can-openers and try to improve the design. Or elseyou
could just set up agiant high-powered virtudity with abunch of virtual cansingdeit. Then you make
some can-opener smulations, that are basically blobs of goo. They're smulated goo, but they're dso
programs, and those programs trade data and evolve. Whenever they pierce a can, you reward them by
making more copies of them. Y ou're running, like, amillion generations of amillion different possble
can-openers, dl day every day, in asmulated space.”



The concept was not entirely aien to Spider Pete. "Y eah, I've heard the rumors. It was one of those
guntslike Artificia Intelligence. It might look redlly good on paper, but you can't ever get it towork in
red life"

"Y eah, and now it'sillegal too. Kinda hard to police, though. But let'simagine you're into economic
warfare and you figure out how to do this. Findly, you evolve this super weird, super can-opener that no
human being could ever have invented. Something that no human being could even imagine. Becauseiit
grew like amushroom in an entire dternate physics. But you have dl the specsfor its shape and
proportions, right there in the supercomputer. So to make oneinside thereal world, you just print it out
like aphotograph. And it works! It runs! See? Instant cheap consumer goods.”

Pete thought it over. "So you're saying the Sphere people got that ideato work, and these robots here
were built that way?"

"Pete, | just can't figure any other way this could have happened. These machines are just too aien. They
had to come from some totally nonhuman, autonomous process. Even the best Japanese engineers can't
design ajelly robot made out of fuzz and rope that can move like a caterpillar. There's not enough money
inthe world to pay human brainsto think that out.”

Pete prodded at the gooey ruinswith his pick. "Waell, you got that right.”

"Whoever built this place, they broke alot of rulesand tregties. But they did it all really cheap. They did
itinaway that isso chegp that it is beyond economics.” Katrinko thought this over. "It'sway beyond
economics, and that's exactly why it'sagaingt dl those rules and the treatiesin the first place.”

"Fagt, cheap, and out of contral.”

"Exactly, man. If this stuff ever got loosein the red world, it would mean the end of everything we
know."

Pete liked thislast statement not at al. He had dways didiked apocdyptic hype. He liked it even less
now because under these extreme circumstances it sounded very plausible. The Sphere had the youngest
and the biggest population of the three mgjor trading blocs, and the youngest and the biggest idess.
Peoplein Asiaknew how to get things done. ™Y 'know, Lyle Schweik once told me that the weirdest
bicyclesin theworld come out of Chinathese days.”

"Widl, he'sright. They do. And what about those Chinese circuitry chipsthey've been dumping inthe
NAFTA marketslately? Those chips are dirt cheap and work fine, but they'refull of al this crazy |eftover
wiring that doubles back and gets al snarled up.... | dwaysthought that was just shoddy workmanship.
Man, ‘workmanship' had nothing to do with those chips.”

Pete nodded soberly. "Okay. Chips and bicycles, that much | can understand. Therésalot of money in
that. But who the heck would take the trouble to create agiant holein the ground that's full of robots and
fake stars? | mean, why?"

Katrinko shrugged. "'l guessit'sjust the Sphere, man. They still do stuff just becauseit's wonderful.”

* % %



The bottom of the world was boiling over. During the passing century, the nuclear test cavity had
accumulated its own little desert aguifer, a pitch-black subterranean oasis. The bottom of the bubble was
an unearthly drowned maze of shattered cracks and chemical deposition, al turned to Smmering
tidepools of mechanical sdf-assemblage. Oxygen-fizzing geysers of black fungustea.

Steam rose steadily in the darkness amid the crags, rising to condense and run in chilly rivulets down the
spherica gar-spangled walls. Down at the bottom, all the water was eagerly collected by aberrant
devices of animated sponge and string. Katrinko ingtantly tagged these as"amits’ and "fuzzens."

The amits and fuzzens were nightmare dishrags and piston-powered spaghetti, leaping and dopping wetly
from crag to crag. Katrinko took an unexpected ease and pleasure in naming and photographing the
machines. Speculation boiled with snister ease from the sexless youngster's vulpine head, a swift
off-the-cuff adjustment to thisdien toy world. It would seem that the kid lived rather closer to the future
than Pete did.

They cranked their way from boulder to boulder, crack to liquid crack. They documented fresh robot
larvae, chewing their way to the freedom of darkness through plugs of goo and mudin. It wasawhole
miniature creation, designed in the senseless gooey cores of a Chinese supercomputing gelbrain, and
transmuted into redlity in ahot broth of undead mechanized protein. Thiswas by far the most amazing
phenomenon that Pete had ever witnessed. Pete was accordingly plunged into gloom. Knowledge was
power in hisworld. He knew with leaden certainty that he was taking on far too much voltage for hisown
good.

Pete was aprofessond. He could imagine stedling classified military secrets from a superpower, and
surviving that experience. It would be very risky, but in thefinal analysisit wasjust the military. A rocket
base, for instance— a secret Asan rocket base might have been alot of fun.

But thiswas not military. Thiswas an entire new means of industrial production. Pete knew with
inginctive street-level certainty that tech of thisleve of revolutionary weirdness was not apy thing, a
gportsthing, or asoldier thing. Thiswas abig, big money thing. He might survive discovering it. Hed
never get avay with reveding it.

Thethrilling wonder of it al redlly bugged him. Thrilling wonder was a best apassing thing. The sober
implicationsfor the longer term weighed on Pete's soul like adamp towel. He could imagine escaping this
placein one piece, but he couldn't imagine any plaus ble aftermath for handing over nifty photographs of
thrilling wonder to military spooks on the Potomac. He couldn't imagine what the powers-that-were
would do with that knowledge. He rather dreaded what they would do to him for giving it to them.

Pete wiped a sauna cascade of swesat from his neck.

"So | figureit's either geothermal power, or afusion generator down there," said Katrinko.

"I'd be betting thermonuclear, given the circumstances.” The rocks below their busy cleats were a-skitter
with bugs. gippers and ghents and kebbits, dismantlers and glue-spreaders and brain-eating carrion
disassemblers. They were profoundly dumb little devices, specidized as centipedes. They didn't seem
very aggressive, but it surely would be aletha mistake to sit down among them.

A barnacle thing with an iris mouth and long whipping eyestook a careful taste of Katrinko's boot. She
retrested to acrag with ayelp.



"Wear your mask," Pete chided. The damp heat was bliss after the skin-eating chill of the Taklamakan,
but mogt of the vents and cracks were spewing thick smells of hot beef stew and burnt rubber, all
varieties of edritch mechano-metabolic byproduct. Hislungsfelt sore a the very thought of it.

Pete cast hisfoggy spex up the nearest of the carbon-fiber columns, and the golden, glowing, impossibly
tempting lights of those starship portholes up above.

* % %

Katrinko led point. Shewas pitilessly exposed againgt the lacelike girders. They didn't want to risk
exposure during two trips, so they each carried a haul bag.

The climb went well at first. Then amachine rose up from wet darknesslike a sx-winged dragonfly. Its
gtinging tail lashed through the thready column like the kick of amule. It connected brutaly. Katrinko
shot backwards from the impact, tumbled ten meters, and dangled like aragdoll from her last backup
chock.

Theflying creature circled in afigure eight, attempting to make up its nonexistent mind. Then adower but
much larger creature writhed and fluttered out of the starry sky, and attacked Katrinko's dangling
haulbag. The bag burst like a Christmas pifistain achurning array of taloned wings. A fabulous cascade
of expensive spy gear splashed down to the hot pools below.

Katrinko twitched feebly at the end of her rope. The dragonfly, crudly aderted, went for her movement.
Pete launched a gtring of flashbangs.

Theworld erupted in flash, heet, concussion, and flying chaff. Impossibly hot and loud, athunderstormin
aclosat. The best kind of disgppearance magic: total overwheming distraction, the only real magicinthe
world.

Pete soared up to Katrinko like a balloon on a bungee-cord. When he reached the bottom of the
starship, twenty-seven heart-pounding seconds later, he had burned out both the smart-ropes.

Thedlvery rain of chaff was driving the bugs to mania. The bottom of the cavern was suddenly a-crawl
with legping mechanica heat-ghosts, an instant menagerie of skippers and humpers and floppers. At the
rim of perception, there were new things rising from the depths of the pools, vast and scaly, like golden
carpto arain of fish chow.

Pete's own haulbag had been abandoned at the base of the column. That bag was clearly not long for this
world.

Katrinko came to with a sudden winded gasp. They began free-climbing the outsde of the starship. It
surface was stony, rough and uneven, something like pumice, or wasp pit.

They found the underside of amonster porthole and pressed themselves flat against the surface.
There they waited, inert and unmoving, for an hour. Katrinko caught her breath. Her ribs stopped

bleeding. The two of them waited for another hour, while crawling and flying heat-ghosts nosed furioudy
around their little world, following the tatters of their programming. They waited athird hour.



Finally they werejoined in their haven by an oblivious gang of machineswith suckery skirtsand
whedbarrows for heads. The robots chose a declivity and began filling it with big mandible trowels of
stony mortar, dopping it on and jaw-chisgling it into place, smoothing everything over, tirdessand
pitiless.

Pete seized this opportunity to attempt to salvage their lost equipment. There had been such fabulous
federa bounty in there: smart audio bugs, heavy-duty gelcams, sensors and detectors, pulleys, crampons
and latches, pricelessvias of programmed neural goo.... Pete crept back to the bottom of the spacecraft.

Everything was long gone. Even the depleted smart-ropes had been eaten, by along trail of foraging
keets. Thelittle machines were till squirreling about in the black lace of the column, sniffing and scraping
at the last molecular traces, with every agppearance of satisfaction.

Pete rgjoined Katrinko, and woke her where she clung rigid and stupefied to her hiding spot. They
inched their way around the curved rim of the starship hull, hunting for a possible weakness. They werein
very deep trouble now, for their best equipment was gone. It didn't matter. Their course was very
obvious now, and the loss of dternatives had clarified Pete's mind. He was consumed with aburning
desireto break in.

Pete dithered into the faint shelter of alarge, deeply pitted hump. There he discovered amess of braided
rope. The rope was woven of dead and mashed organic fibers, something like the hair at the bottom of a
snk. Therope had gone dl petrified under astony lacquer of robot spit.

These were climber's ropes. Someone had broken out here— smashed through the hull of the ship, from
theinside. The robots had come to repair the damage, carefully resedling the exit hole, and leaving this
ugly hump of stony scar tissue.

Pete pulled hisgelcam drill. He had lost the sugar reserves dong with the haulbags. Without sugar to
metabolize, the little enzyme-driven rotor would starve and be useless soon. That fact could not be

hel ped. Pete pressed the device againgt the hull, waited as it punched its way through, and squirted in a
gecamtofollow.

He saw afarm. Pete could scarcely have been more astonished. It was certainly farmland, though. Cute,
toy farmland, al under astony blue ceiling, crisscrossed with hot grids of radiant light, embraced in the
stony arch of the enclosing hull. There were fishponds with reeds. Ditches, and awooden irrigation
whed. A little bridge of bamboo. There were hairy melon vinesin rich black soil and nest, entirely
weedless fields of dwarfed red grain. Not asoul in sight.

Katrinko crept up and linked in on cable. "So where is everybody?' Pete said.

"They'redl at the portholes" said Katrinko, coughing.

"What?' said Pete, surprised. "Why?"

"Because of those flashbangs,” Katrinko wheezed. Her battered ribswere fill paining her. "They'redl a
the portholes, looking out into the darkness. Waiting for something else to happen.”

"But we did that stuff hoursago.”



"It was very big news, man. Nothing ever happensin there.”

Pete nodded, fired with resolve. "Well then. We're breskin' in."

Katrinko was way game. ""Gonna use cgps?"'

"Too obvious."

"Acids and fibrillators?"

"Logt 'eminthe haulbags.”

"Wadll, that leaves cheesewires," Katrinko concluded. "I got two."

"l got Six."

Katrinko nodded in delight. "Six cheesewires! Y ou're loaded for bear, man!”
"| love cheesawires," Pete grunted. He had helped to invent them.

Eight minutes and twelve seconds later they wereinsde the starship. They reset the cored-out plug
behind them, ddlicately gluing it in place and carefully obscuring the hair-thin cuts.

Katrinko sidestepped into agrove of bamboo. Her camou bloomed in green and tan and yellow, with
such ingtant and treacherous ease that Pete lost her entirely. Then she waved, and the spex
edge-detectors kicked in on her silhouette.

Pete lifted his spex for ahuman naked-eye take on the stuation. There was smply nothing there at all.
Katrinko was gone, lessthan aghogt, like pitchforking mercury with your eyelashes.

So they were safe now. They could glide through this bottled farm like apair of bad dreams.

They scanned the spacecraft from top to bottom, looking for dangerous and interesting phenomena.
Control rooms manned by Asian space technicians maybe, or big lethal robots, or video monitors—
something that might cramp their style or kill them. In the thirty-seven floors of the spacecraft, they found
no such thing.

The five thousand inhabitants spent their waking hours farming. The crew of the Sarship were
preindustrid, triba, Asan peasants. Men, women, old folks, little kids.

Theloca peasantsrose every single morning, astheir hot networks of wiring camedivein the celing.
They would milk their goats. They would feed their sheep, and some very odd, knee-high, dwarf
Bactrian camels. They cut bamboo and netted their fishponds. They cut down tamarisks and poplar trees
for firewood. They tended melon vines and grew plums and hemp. They brewed a cohol, and ground
grain, and boiled millet, and squeezed cooking oil out of rapeseed. They made clothes out of hemp and
raw wool and leather, and baskets out of reeds and straw. They ate alot of carp.



And they raised awhole mess of chickens. Somebody not from around here had been fooling with the
chickens. Apparently these were super space-chickens of some kind, leftover lab products from some
serious long-term attempt to screw around with chicken DNA. The hens produced five or six lumpy eggs
every day. Theroosters were enormous, and al different colors, and very smelly, and distinctly reptilian.

It was very quiet and peaceful insde the starship. The animals made their lowing and clucking noises, and
the farm workers sang to themsalves in the tiny round-edged fields, and the incessant foot-driven water
pumps would clack rhythmically, but there were no city noises. No engines anywhere. No screens. No
media

There was no money. There were abunch of tribal elders who sat under the blossoming plum trees
outside the big stone granaries. They messed with beads on wires, and wrote notes on dips of wood.
Then the soldiers, or the cops— they were abunch of kidsin crude lesther armor, with spears— would
tramp in groups, up and down the dozens of stairs, on the dozens of floors. Marching like crazy, and
requisitioning stuff, and carrying stuff on their backs, and handing things out to people. Basicaly
gpreading the wedlth around.

Most of the weird bearded old guys were pal ace accountants, but there were some otherstoo. They sat
cross-legged on matsin their homemade robes, and straw sandals, and their little spangly hats, discussing
important matters at dow and extreme length. Sometimes they wrote stuff down on pam-leaves.

Pete and Katrinko spent a specid effort to spy on these old men in the spangled hats, because, after
close study, they had concluded that thiswas the local government. They pretty much had to bethe
government. These old men with the starry hats were the only part of the population who weren't being
worked to afrazzle,

Pete and Katrinko found themselves a cozy spot on the roof of the granary, one of the few permanent
structures ingde the spacecraft. It never rained insde the starship, so there wasn't much cal for roofs.
Nobody ever trespassed up on the roof of the granary. It was clear that the very idea of doing thiswas
beyond loca imagination. So Pete and Katrinko stole some bamboo water jugs, and some lovely
handmade carpets, and alean-to tent, and set up camp there.

Katrinko studied an especialy elaborate pam-leaf book that she had filched from the locd temple. There
were pages and pages of dense alien script. "Man, what do you suppose these yokels have to write
about?'

"Theway | figureit,” said Pete, "they're writing down everything they can remember from theworld
outsde.
"Yeeh?'
"Y eah. Kinda building up an intelligence dossier for ther little starship regime, see? Because that's dl

they'll ever know, because the people who put them insde here aren't giving 'em any news. And they're
sure as hell never gonnalet 'em out.”

Katrinko leafed carefully through the stiff and brittle pages of the handmade book. The people here
spoke only one language. It was no language Pete or Katrinko could even begin to recognize. "Then this
isther hisory. Right?"



"It'stheir lives, kid. Their past lives, back when they were till real people, in the big red world outside,
Transistor radios, and shoulder-launched rockets. Barbed-wire, pacification campaigns, 1D cards. Camel
caravans coming in over the border, with mortars and explosives. And very advanced Sphere mandarin
bosses, who just don't have the time to put up with armed, Asian, triba fanatics.”

Katrinko looked up. "That kinda sounds like your version of the outside world, Pete.”
Pete shrugged. "Hey, it'swhat happens.”
"Y ou suppose these guysredly believe they'reinsde ared sarship?

"I guessthat depends on how much they learned from the guys who broke out of here with the picks and
theropes.”

Katrinko thought about it. Y ou know what's truly pathetic? The shabby illusion of al this. Some spook
mandarin's crazy notion that ethnic separatists could be squeezed down tight, and spat out like
watermelon seedsinto interstellar space.... Man, what a come-on, what an enticement, what an empty
promise!”

"l could sdll that idea," Pete said thoughtfully. Y ou know how far away the starsredly are, kid? About
four hundred years away, that'show far. Y ou serioudy want to get human beingsto trave to another
dtar, you gotta put human beingsinside of asealed can for four hundred solid years. But what are people
supposed to do in there, dl that time? The only thing they can do isquietly run afarm. Becausethat's
what agtarshipis. It'sadesert oass.”

"So you want to try adry-run starship experiment,” said Katrinko. "And in the meantime, you happen to
have some handy religious fanatics in the backwoods of Asia, who are shooting your ass off. Guyswho
refuse to change their age-old lives, even though you are very, very high-tech.”

"Y ep. That's about the size of it. Means, motive, and opportunity.”

"| getit. But | can't believe that somebody went through with that schemeinredl life. | mean, rounding up
an ethnic minority, and sticking them down in some godforsaken hole, just so you'll never haveto think
about them again. That'sjust impossible!”

"Did | ever tel you that my grandfather was a Seminole?’ Pete said.
Katrinko shook her head. "What's that mean?"'

"They were American triba guyswho ended up stuck in aswvamp. The Florida Seminoles, they called
‘em. Y'know, maybe they just called my grandfather a Seminole. He dressed redlly funny.... Maybeit
just sounded good to cal him a Seminole. Otherwise, he just would have been some strange, illiterate

geezer.”

Katrinko's brow wrinkled. "Doesit matter that your grandfather was a Seminole?

"l used to think it did. That'swhere | got my skin color— asif that matters, nowadays. | reckon it
meattered plenty to my grandfather, though.... He was dways ssompin' and carryin’ on about alot of weird
stuff we couldn't understand. His English was pretty bad. He was never around much when we needed
him."



"Pete..." Katrinko sighed. "I think it'stime we got out of this place."

"How come?' Pete said, surprised. "We're safe up here. Thelocas are not gonna hurt us. They can't
even see us. They can't touch us. Hell, they can't even imagine us. With our fantastic tactica advantages,
we're just like gods to these people.”

"I know al that, man. They're like the ultimate dumb straight people. | don't like them very much. They're
not much of achalengeto us. Infact, they kind of creep me out.”

"No way! They're fascinating. Those baggy clothes, the acoustic songs, dl that menid labor ... These
people got something that we modern peoplejust don't have any more.”

"Huh?' Katrinko said. "Like what, exactly?'

"l dunno," Pete admitted.

"Well, whatever it is, it can't be very important.” Katrinko sighed. "We got some serious chalengeson
the agenda, man. We gotta sidestep our way past al those angry robots outside, then head up that shaft,
then hoof it back, four days through a freezing desert, with no haulbags. All the way back to the glider.”

"But Trink, there are two other starshipsin here that we didn't break into yet. Don't you want to see
those guys?'

"What I'd like to seeright now isahot bath in afour-gtar hotdl," said Katrinko. "And some very big
internationa headlines, maybe. All about me. That would belovely." She grinned.

"But what about the people?"

"Look, I'm not 'people,’ " Katrinko said calmly. "Maybeit's because I'm aneuter, Pete, but | can tell
you're way off the subject. These people are none of our business. Our business now isto return to our
glider in an operationa condition, so that we can complete our assigned mission, and return to base with
our data. Okay?'

"Well, let's break into just one more sarship firs."

"We gottamove, Pete. We've lost our best equipment, and were running low on body fat. Thisian't
something that we can kid about and live."

"But welll never come back here again. Somebody will, but it sure as heck won't be us. See, it'sa Spider
thing."

Katrinko was weskening. ""One more starship? Not both of 'em?”
"Just onemore.”

"Okay, good dedl ."



The hole they had cut through the starship's hull had been rapidly cemented by robots. It cost them two
more cheesawiresto cut themsalves anew exit. Then Katrinko led point, up across the stony celling, and
down the carbon column to the second ship. To avoid annoying the lurking robot guards, they moved
with hypnotic downess and excessive gedth. Thismade it agruding trip.

This second ship had seen hard use. The hull was extensively scarred with great wads of cement,
entombing many lengths of dried and knotted rope. Pete and Katrinko found aweak spot and cut their
way in.

This starship was crowded. It wasloud insde, and it smelled. The floors were crammed with hot and
gticky little bazaars, where people sold handicrafts and liquor and food. Criminals were being punished
by being publicly chained to posts and pelted with offal by passers-by. Big crowds of ragged men and
tattooed women gathered around brutal cockfights, featuring spurred mutant chickens haf the sze of
dogs. All the men carried knives.

The architecture here was more eaborate, al kinds of warrens, and courtyards, and damp, sticky aleys.
After exploring four floors, Katrinko suddenly declared that she recognized their surroundings. According
to Katrinko, they were aphysical replicaof setsfrom a popular Japanese interactive samural epic.
Apparently the starship's designers had needed some preindustrid Asian village settings, and they hadn't
wanted to take the expense and trouble to design them from scratch. So they had programmed their
congtruction robots with pirated game designs.

This starship had once been lavishly equipped with at least three hundred armed video camera
ingalations. Apparently, the mandarins had come to the stunning realization that the mere fact that they
were recording crime didn't mean that they could control it. Their spy cameraswere al dead now. Most
had been vandaized. Some had gone down fighting. They were dl inert and abandoned.

The rebellious|ocals had been very busy. After defeating the spy cameras, they had created a set of giant
hullbreakers. These were siege engines, big crossbow torsion machines, made of hemp and wood and
bamboo. The hullbreakers were starship community efforts, el aborately painted and ribboned, and
presided over by tough, aggressive gang bosses with batons and big leather belts.

Pete and Katrinko watched alabor gang, hard at work on one of the hullbreakers. WWomen braided rope
ladders from hair and vegetable fiber, while smiths forged pitons over choking, hazy charcod fires. It was
clear from the evidence that these restive locals had broken out of their starship jail at least twenty times.
Every time they had been corraled back in by the relentless efforts of mindless machines. Now they were
busly preparing yet another breakout.

"These guys sure have got initiative," said Pete admiringly. "Let'sdo ‘em alittle favor, okay?'

"Yegh?'

"Herethey are, taking al thistrouble to hammer their way out. But we still have abunch of caps. We got
no more usefor 'em, after we leave this place. So the way | figureit, we blow their wall out big-time, and

let awhole bunch of ‘em loose a once. Then you and | can escape real easy in the confusion.”

Katrinko loved thisidea, but had to play devil's advocate. ™Y ou redly think we ought to interfere like
that? That kind of shows our hand, doesn't it?"



"Nobody's watching any more," said Pete. " Some technocrat figured thisfor abig lab experiment. But
they wrote these people off, or maybe they lost their anthropology grant. These people are totally
forgotten. Let's give the poor bastards a show.”

Pete and Katrinko planted their explosives, took cover on the ceiling, and cheerfully watched the wall
blow out.

A violent gust of air came through as pressures equaized, carrying ahemorrhage of dust and leavesinto
interstellar space. The locas weretotaly astounded by the explosion, but when the repair robots showed
up, they soon recovered their morale. A terrific battle broke out, agenera vengeful frenzy of
crab-bashing and sponge-skewering. Women and children tussed with the keets and bibbets. Soldiersin
leather cuirasses fought with the bigger machines, deploying pikes, crossbow quarrels, and big
robot-mashing mauls.

The robots were profoundly stupid, but they were indifferent to their casudties, and entirely relentless.

The locals made the most of their window of opportunity. They loaded a massive harpoon into atorsion
catapult, and fired it into space. Thelr target was the neighboring starship, the third and last of them.

The barbed spear bounded off the hull. So they redled it back in on a monster bamboo hand-redl, cursing
and shouting like maniacs.

The starship's entire popul ation poured into the fight. The walls and bulkheads shook with the tramp of
their angry feet. The outnumbered robots fell back. Pete and Katrinko seized this golden opportunity to
dip out the hole. They climbed swiftly up the hull, and out of reach of the combat.

The localsfired their big harpoon again. Thistime the barbed tip struck true, and it stuck there quivering.

Then alittle kid was heaved into place, half-naked, with ahammer and screws, and arope threaded
through his belt. He had a crown of dripping candles set upon his head.

Katrinko glanced back, and stopped dead.
Pete urged her on, then stopped as well.

The child began reding himsdlf industrioudy aong the trembling harpoon line, trailing abigger rope. An
airborne machine came to menace him. It fell back twitching, pestered by a nasty scattering of crossbow
bolts.

Pete found himsdalf mesmerized. He hadn't felt the desperation of the circumstances, until he saw this
brave little boy ready to fal to his death. Pete had seen many climbers who took risks because they were
crazy. He'd seen professiona climbers, such as himself, who played games with risk as masters of
applied technique. HEd never witnessed climbing as an act of raw, desperate sacrifice.

Theheroic child arrived on the grainy hull of the alien ship, and began banging hispitonsina
hammer-swinging frenzy. His crown of candles shook and flickered with his efforts. The boy could barely
see. He had dung himsdlf out into stygian darknessto fdl to his doom.

Pete climbed up to Katrinko and quickly linked in on cable. "We gottaleave now, kid. It's now or



never."
"Not yet," Katrinko said. "I'm taping al this"
"It'sour big chance."

"WEell go later." Katrinko watched aflying vacuum cleaner batting by, to swat crudly at the kid'slegs.
Sheturned her masked head to Pete and her whole body stiffened with rage. "Y ou got a cheesawire
|eft?"

"l got three."

"Gimme. | gottago hdp him."

Katrinko unplugged, dicked down the starship'swall in adaring controlled dide, and hit the stretched
rope. To Pete's compl ete astonishment, Katrinko lit there in acrouch, caught herself atop the vibrating
line, and smply ran for it. She ran aong the humming tightrope in athrumming blur, sunning thelocals o
thoroughly that they were barely ableto fire their crossbows.

Flying quarrelswhizzed past and around her, nearly skewering the terrified child a the far end of the
rope. Then Katrinko leapt and bounded into space, her gloves and cleats outspread. She Ssmply
vanished.

It was a champion's gambit if Pete had ever seen one. It was alegendary move.

Pete could manage well enough on atightrope. He had experience, excellent balance, and physica
acumen. He was, after dl, aprofessiona. He could walk arope if he was put to the job.

But not in full climbing gear, with cleats. And not on adack, handbraided, homemade rope. Not when
the rope was very poorly anchored by a homemade pig-iron harpoon. Not when he outwel ghed
Katrinko by twenty kilos. Not in the middle of aflying circus of airborne robots. And not in acloud of
arrows.

Pete was smply not that crazy any more. Instead, he would have to follow Katrinko the sensble way.
Hewould haveto climb the starship, traverse the celling, and climb down to the third starship onto the far
sde. A hard three hours work at the very best— four hours, with any modicum of safety.

Pete weighed the odds, made up his mind, and went after the job.

Pete turned in time to see Katrinko busly cheesawiring her way through the hull of Starship Three. A
gout of white light poured out as the cored plug did aside. For adeadly moment, Katrinko was a
slhouetted goblin, her camou usdess as the starship's radiance framed her. Her clothing fluttered in a
violent gust of escaping air.

Below her, the climbing child had anchored himself to thewall and tied off his second rope. He looked
up at the sudden gout of light, and he screamed o loudly that the whole universe rang.



The child's many relatives reacted by ingtinct, with aragged volley of crossbow shots. The arrows veered
and scattered in the gusting wind, but there were alot of them. Katrinko ducked, and flinched, and rolled
headlong into the starship. She vanished again.

Had she been hit? Pete set an anchor, tied off, and tried the radio. But without the relaysin the haulbag,
the weak signa could not get through.

Pete climbed on doggedly. It was the only option | eft.

After haf an hour, Pete began coughing. The starry cosmic cavity had filled with aterrible smél. The
stench was coming from the invaded starship, pouring sowly from the cored-out hole. A long-bottled,
deadly stink of burning rot.

Climbing solo, Pete gaveit his best. His shoulder was bad and, worse yet, his spex began to mishehave.
Hefindly reached the cored-out entrance that Katrinko had cut. Thelocals were dready therein force,
stringing themsalves asturdy rope bridge, and attaching it to massive screws. The locals brandished
torches, spears, and crossbows. They were fighting off the incessant attacks of the robots. It was clear
from their wild expressions of savage glee that they had been longing for thismoment for years.

Pete dipped past them unnoticed, into Starship Three. He breathed the soured air for amoment, and
quickly retreated again. He inserted anew set of mask filters, and returned.

Hefound Katrinko's cooling body, wedged against the celling. An unlucky crossbow shot had dashed
through her suit and punctured Katrinko's left arm. So, with her usua presence of mind, she had deftly
leapt up anearby wall, tied off on a chock, and hidden hersdf well out of harm'sway. She'd quickly

stopped the bleeding. Despite its awkward location, she'd even managed to get her wound bandaged.

Then thefoul air had sllently and stedlthily overcome her.

With her battered ribs and amajor wound, Katrinko hadn't been ableto tell her dizziness from shock.
Fedling sck, she had relaxed, and tried to catch her breath. A fatal gambit. She was still hanging there,
unseen and invisible, dead.

Pete discovered that Katrinko was far from aone. The crew here had al died. Died months ago, maybe
years ago. Some kind of hugefireingde the spacecraft. The eectric lightswere ill on, theinterna
machinery worked, but there was no one left here but mummies.

These dead tribal people had the nicest clothes Pete had yet seen. Clearly they'd spent alot of time
knitting and embroidering, during the many weary years of their imprisonment. The corpses had al kinds
of layered deeves and tatted aprons, and braided belt-ties, and lacquered hairclips, and excessively nifty
little sandds. They'd dl smothered horribly during the sullen inferno, dong with their cats and dogs and
enormous chickens, in a sudden wave of smoke and combustion that had filled their spacecraft in
minutes

Thiswasfar too complicated to be anything as smple as mere genocide. Pete figured the mandarinsfor
gentlemen technocrats, experts with the best of intentions. The lively possibility remained that it was mass
suicide. But on mature consideration, Pete had to figure thisfor avery bad, and very embarrassing,
socid-engineering accident.



Though that certainly wasn't what they would say about this mess, in Washington. There was no poalitical
mess nagtier than anasty ethnic mess. Pete couldn't help but notice that these well-behaved locals hadn't
bothered to do any harm to their spacecraft's lavish surveillance equipment. But their cameras were off
and their starship was stone dead anyway.

Theair began to clear insde the spacecraft. A pair of soldiers from Starship Number Two came
stamping down the hall, industrioudly looting the loca corpses. They couldn't have been happier about
their opportunity. They were grinning with awestruck delight.

Pete returned to his comrade's stricken body. He stripped the camou suit— he needed the batteries. The
neuter'slean and sexless corpse was puffy with subcutaneous storage pockets, big encystments of skin
where Katrinko stored her last-ditch escape tools. The battered ribs were puffy and blue. Pete could not
goon.

Pete returned to the break-in hole, where he found an eager crowd. The invaders had run along the
rope-bridge and gathered there in force, wrinkling their noses and cheering in wild exatation. They had
beaten the robots; there smply weren't enough of the machines on duty to resist awhole enraged
population. The robots just weren't clever enough to out-think armed, coordinated human resistance—
not without killing people wholesae, and they hadn't been designed for that. They had suffered aflat-out
defest.

Pete frightened the cheering victors away with astring of flash-bangs.

Then hetook careful aim at thelip of the drop, and hoisted Katrinko's body, and flung her far, far,
tumbling down, into the boiling pools.

* k% %

Pete retreated to the first spacecraft. It was avery dispiriting climb, and when he had completed it, his
shoulder had the serious, familiar ache of chronic injury. He hid among the unknowing population while
he contemplated his options.

He could hide here indefinitely. His camou suit was dowly losing its charge, but he felt confident that he
could manage very well without the suit. The starship seemed to feature most any number of taboo aress.
Blocked-off no-go spots, where there might have been ascanda once, or bloodshed, or afunny noise,
or astrange, bad, panicky smell.

Unlikethe violent, reckless crowd in Starship Two, theselocds had falen for the cover story. They truly
believed that they werein the depths of space bound for some better, brighter piein their starry stone
sky. Their little stellar ghetto was full of superdtitious kinks. Stegped in profound ignorance, the locals
imagined that their every sin caused the universeto tremble.

Pete knew that he should try to take his data back to the glider. Thiswas what Katrinko would have
wanted. To die, but leave alegend-a very City Spider thing.

But it was hard to imagine battling hisway past resurgent robots, climbing the wallswith an injured
shoulder, then making afour-day hitter trek through afreezing desert, dl completely done. Glidersdidn't
last forever, either. Spy gliderswerent built to last. If Pete found the glider with its batteriesflat, or its



cutelittle brain gone sour, Petewould be dl over. Evenif hed enjoyed afull set of equipment, with
perfect health, Pete had few illusions about a solo spring outing, alone and on foot, over the Himaayas.

Why risk dl that? After al, it wasn't like this subterranean scene was breaking news. It was aready many
years old. Someone had conceived, planned and executed this business along time ago. Important
people with brains and big resources had known &l about thisfor years. Somebody knew. Maybe not
the Lieutenant Colond, on thelunatic fringe of NAFTA military intelligence. But.

When Pete redly thought about the basic implications ... Thiswas agreat ded of effort, and for not that
big a payoff. Because there just weren't that many people cooped up down here. Maybe fifteen thousand
of them, tops. The Asian Sphere must have had tens of thousands of unassimilated tribal people, maybe
hundreds of thousands. Possibly millions. And why stop at that point? Thiswasn't just an Asan problem.
It was avery generd problem. Ethnic, breakaway people, who just plain couldn't, or wouldn't, play the
twenty-first century's games.

How many Red Chinese atom-bomb tests had taken place deep in the Taklamakan? They'd never
bothered to brief him on ancient history. But Pete had to wonder if, by now, maybe they hadn't gotten
this stellar concept down to afine art. Maybe the Sphere had franchised their plan to Europe and
NAFTA. How many forgotten holes were there, relic pockets punched below the hide of the twenty-first
century, in the South Pecific, and Audtralia, and Nevada? The deadly trash of along-derailed
Armageddon. The sullen trash hegps where no one would ever want to look.

Sure, he could bend every nerve and muscle to force the world to face dl this. But why? Wouldn' it
make better senseto try to think it through first?

Pete never got around to admitting to himself that he had lost the will to leave.

Asdespair dowly loosened its grip on him, Pete grew genuinely interested in the loca's. He was intrigued
by the stark limits of their lives and their universe, and in what he could do with their narrow little heads.
They'd never had asupernatura being in their midst before; they just imagined them al thetime. Pete
garted with afew poltergeist stunts, just to amuse himsdlf. Stedling the spangled hats of the local
greybeards. Shuffling the palm leaf volumesin their sacred libraries. Hijacking an abacus or two.

But that was childish.

Thelocashad alittle temple, their specia holy of holies. Naturally Pete made it his businessto invade the
place.

Thelocadskept agirl locked up in there. She was very pretty, and dightly insane, so this made her the
perfect candidate to become their Sacred Temple Girl. She was the Officia Temple Priestess of Starship
Number One. Apparently, their modest community could only afford one, Single, awve-ingpiring Virgin
High Priestess. But they were practicd folks, so they did the best with what they had available.

The High Priestess was a pretty young woman with agtiflingly pretty life. She had her own maidservants,
awardrobe of ritual clothing, and avery time-consuming hairdo. The High Priestess spent her entirelife
carrying out highly complex, totally usdless, ritua actions. Incense burnings, idol dustings, washings and



purifications, forehead knocking, endless chanting, daubing specid marks on her hands and feet. Shewas
sacred and clearly demented, so they watched her with enormousinteres, dl the time. She meant
everything to them. Shewas doing al these crazy, painful things so the rest of them wouldn't haveto.
Everything about her was completely and utterly forecl osed.

Pete quite admired the Sacred Temple Girl. She was very much histype, and hefdt agenuine kinship
with her. Shewasthe only local that Pete could bear to spend any persond time with.

So after prolonged study of the girl and her actions, one day, Pete manifested himsdlf to her. Firgt, she
panicked. Then shetried to kill him. Naturdly that effort failed. When she grasped the fact that he was
hugely powerful, totaly magical, and utterly beyond her ken, she dithered around the polished temple
floor, rending her garments and keening aoud, clearly in the combined hopeffear of being horribly and
indescribably defiled.

Pete understood the appeal of her concept. A younger Pete would have gone for the demonic
subjugation option. But Pete was al grown up now. He hardly saw how that could help matters any, or,
in fact, make any tangible differencein their circumstances,

They never learned each other's languages. They never connected in any physica, mental, or emotiona
way. But they finaly achieved akind of status quo, where they could st together in the same room, and
quietly study one another, and fruitlessly speculate on the alien contents of one another's heads.
Sometimes, they would even get together and est something tasty.

That was every bit as good as his connection with these impossibly distant people was ever going to get.

It had never occurred to Pete that the stars might go out.

Hed cut himsalf a sacred, demonic bolt-hole, in ataboo area of the starship. Every oncein awhile, he
would saw hisway through the robots repair efforts and nick out for agood long look at the artificia
cosmos. Thisreassured him, somehow. And he had other motives aswell. He had avery well founded
concern that the inhabitants of Starship Two might somehow forge their way over, for an violent racist
orgy of looting, daughter, and rapine.

But Starship Two had their hands full with the robots. Any defeat of the bubbling gelbrain and its
hallucinatory tools could only be temporary. Like an on-rushing muddlide, the gizmos would route around
obgtructions, infiltrate every evolutionary possibility, and aways, aways keep the pressure on.

After the crushing defest, the bubbling production vats went into biomechanica overdrive. The old
regime had been overthrown. All equilibrium was gone. The machines had gone back to their cybernetic
dreamtime. Anything was possible now.

The starry walls grew thick as fleas with a seething mass of new-modd jailers. Starship Two was beaten
back once again, in another bitter, uncounted, historical humiliation. Their persecuted homeland became a
mass of grotesque cement. Even the portholes were gone now, cruely sedled in technological spit and
ooze. A living grave.



Pete had assumed that thiswould pretty much finish the job. After dl, this clearly fit the parameters of the
sysem'sorigind designers.

But the system could no longer bother with the limits of human intent.

When Pete gazed through a porthole and saw that the stars were fading, he knew that al bets were off.
The stars were being robbed. Something was embezzling their energy.

He left the starship. Outside, all heaven had broken loose. An unspeakable host of creatures were
migrating up the rocky walls, bounding, cregping, lurching, rappelling on aweb of gooey ropes. Heading
for thegtdlar zenith.

Bound for transcendence. Bound for escape.
Pete checked his aging cleats and gloves, and joined the exodus at once.

None of the creatures bothered him. He had become one of them now. His equipment had fallen among
them, been absorbed, and kicked open new doors of e