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ummeation:

1999

Well, the dreaded Y 2K -criss deadlineis past, and so is the changing of the millennium (except for the
caendar purists, who still shoulder the proud and lonely burden of ingsting it’s not the twenty-first
century yet, when everybody else on earth thinksthat it is), and, so far, the world has not cometo an
end, the angd has not descended with the saventh sedl, and civilization has not collgpsed — moreto the
point for this particular book, the publishing industry has not collapsed either, and sciencefiction has
stubbornly refused to die, dthough strangely hopeful notices of itsimminent demise have been put forth
every year for more than adecade now.

(Of course, just because these Symbalicaly Significant Dates have passed, doesn't mean that the human
race couldn’t still be destroyed by adinosaur-killer asteroid tomorrow, or that civilization, the economy,



and/or publishing couldn’t till collapse a any time— it wouldn't do to become sanguine. Nevertheless,
that’ s probably not the way to bet it.)

Even asyou read these words, someone, somewhere, istdling hisfriends with gloomy relish that science
fictionisdying, isonitsdesthbed, gurgling itslagt, issureto blink out like a guttering candle any second
now. So far, though, not only hasthis not happened, but, al things considered and the proper disclaimers
being made, sciencefiction asagenre actually looks rather healthy, here on the brink of anew century
and anew millennium.

The next line of defenseisto say, well, the science fiction genre may be making alot of money, but dl
the quality has been leached out of it, and nothing gets published anymore except for crap and media
tie-in books, so that even though the genre may not be about to physically die, its soul and mind and
heart are dead, or dying. Except that thisisn't true either. Even discounting dl of thetie-insand media
and gaming-associated books, there are considerably more sciencefiction novelsof quality being
published now than were being published in 1975 (including afew that would not have been dlowed to
be published back then), possibly more than were being published even ten years ago, and quite
probably more than any one reader isgoing to be ableto read in the course of one year, unless he makes
afull-timejob of it. (And yes, the mgjority of the stuff on the shelves— athough probably not as much
as the famous 90 percent—may be crap, but then, the mgority of the stuff on the shelves has always
been crap, no matter what decade you' re talking about. Not even getting into the issue that one person’s
crap isanother person’s valued entertainment—some people like mediatie-in nov-elsl) Although the
widely held belief isthat most SFwriters can't sall their books anymore, the fact isthat more writers, by
alarge margin, are making far more money from writing SF than was the case in 1975, and that science
fiction books (not just medianovels) are saling far better than anyone in 1975 ever dreamed that a
sciencefiction book could sdll. Although the widdly held belief isthat new writers can’t break into the
genre anymore, thefact isthat new writers are ill coming into the field in large numbers, as many or
more than in 1975, and athough some of them eventualy will find their careers stalled by poor sales, at
least as many will go on to grow audiences and become rising new stars. Thanksto (closeyour eyes I'm
about to commit heresy!) the big bookstore chains, it’s considerably easier to find sciencefiction books
(or books of any sort, for that matter) than it used to be, even in parts of the country where there once
weren't any bookstores at all, for al intents and purposes; back when | was ateenager, in the early

‘60s, most bookstores didn’t even carry science fiction books, |et done have a sciencefiction section...
and the closest bookstore to my small New England town was more than an hour away by train. In fact,
in spite of re-lated death-of -literacy/nobody-reads-anymore laments, more books were sold to more
peoplein 1999 than a any timein history. And the Internet ismaking it easier to find books, both new
and used, even in those places not reached by the chain stores (using an on-line used-book-finder
sarvice, I’ ve recently tracked down severa booksthat I’ d been looking for unsuccessfully for yearsin
more traditional used-book stores).

The next lament is usually that the genre has no future because kids aren't reading for pleasure anymore,
having been seduced away by computer games and other forms of media entertainment, or at least that
they’ re not interested in read-ing fiction with fantastic € ements anymore —but the immense success of
the Harry Potter books, staggering even by regular mainstream standards, should take care of that one
(for those of you who didn’t dready draw the same lesson from the Goosebumps phenomenon acouple
of years back).



Not that al things are perfect in the SF genre, or that there are no problems or drawbacks. Thingsare
changing in the genre, and with every change, someone gets hurt. But every changeisaso an
opportunity. The number of books being published in mass-market paperback has been shrinking—buit,
at the same time, the number of books published in trade paperback and as hardcovers has been on the
rise. The dwindling of the midlist and the backlist has been a severe handicap to the genrein recent
years, but there are sgnsthat thisis beginning to turn around . . . and the coming of print-on-demand
systems may be about to make the problem moot, anyway.

Asusud, there were plenty of omensto be found, both positive and negative, and what conclusonsyou
reached about whether things were looking good or looking bad for science fiction depended on which
evidence you sdlectively choseto examine, and what weight you arbitrarily decided to giveto it. One of
Norman Spinrad’ s recent columnsfor Asimov's, for instance, painted such ablack picture of the current
gate of the field that we had dozens of readers writing in to the magazine in various stages of panic or
despair, saying that they hadn’t realized until then that science fiction was about to go down the crapper.
At roughly the sametime, Publishers Weekly ran a state-of-the-genre article by Robert K. J. Kill-heffer
that was congderably more optimistic than Spinrad’ s, dmost aggressively upbest, in fact.

| suspect that the truth lies somewhere between these two extremes, asisusudly the caseinlife.

One of the mgjor negative omensthat could be read this year was the accel-eration of Merger Mania. In
the last two years, Putnam Berkley and Viking Pen-guin merged to form Penguin Putnam, Inc., bringing
together under the same publishing umbrella three formerly independent SF lines, Ace, Roc, and DAW;
Bertelsmann bought Random House, including Bantam Doubleday Dell, bringing Del Rey, Bantam
Spectra, Doubleday, and Dell under the same roof; and, in England, the Orion Publishing Group bought
Casdll, which resulted in the merger of SF lines Gollancz and Millennium. In 1999, HarperCollins bought
Avon Books and William Morrow, bringing two SFimprints, Avon Eos and HarperPrism, under the
same management. (One much-feared merger, though, the announced purchase of Ingram, the largest
book distributor, by Barnes & Noble, the largest of the bookstore chains, fell gpart in 1999, much to the
relief of independent bookstore owners, after reports that the Federal Trade Commission was going to
block or delay the purchase.)

So far, theimpact of al this merging has been smaler than feared, with Ace, Roc, DAW, Ddl Rey, and
Bantam Spectra surviving, for the moment, as separate imprints; nor has the overall number of books
released from Millennium gone down appreciably (it may even have gone up). Thingswent lessquietly
with the HarperColling/Avon merger, though, with seventy-four people losing their jobs, and the
disappearance of the HarperPrism line, which will be merged into Avon Eosto produce anew line
(incorporating bought-but-not-yet-published Harper-Prism titles) called Eos.

The merger also touched off another round of Editorial Musica Chairs, after severd quiet years, with
Lou Aronica, John Silbersack, and John Douglas all leav-ing jobs at either Avon or Harper (alittlelater,
falout from the earlier Bertelssmann/Random House merger, Pat Lo Brutto left Bantam Spectraas well)



— unlike earlier years, though the game may have run critically short of chairs, as, by presstime, none of
these very experienced publishing people had managed to find permanent employment el sewhere.

Although al thiswas sufficient to cause many adeegpless night for many an editor, including me, the
chances are that the ordinary reader didn’t even notice that there was anything going on, and wouldn’t,
even if things got much worse. After al the smoke had cleared, Avon Eos was | eft standing—as Eos
—and, since it absorbed many of the upcoming HarperPrism titles, the overal number of titles published
during the year remained about the same. There were even those who suggested that the efficiency and
the profitability of the genre would improve be-cause of these mergers, and certainly SF in recent years
has been afield where agood ded of fat could be trimmed without coming anywhere near vital muscle
tissue.

So far, then, SF as agenre has come remarkably well through some choppy seas, with only the troubled
magazine market really taking on any significant amounts of water. Big changes are aheed, though, aswe
steer into anew century, and athough my guessisthat the sum total of those changes will probably prove
to be pogtive, | think there slittle doubt that ten years down the line, the publishing industry isgoing to
look quite different than it does today—perhaps even radicaly, fundamentally different.

One of the mogt vaid of the negative criticismsleveled againgt today’ s genreisthat the big trade
publishers, with a cautious eye on their bottom line and large amounts of money invested in each book,
knowing that they have to appedl to mass audiences, are sometimestoo timid in the kinds of books
they’ Il accept, making it difficult to impossible for authors with quirky, eccentric work, stuff that might
appeal more to a niche audience than to amass audience, to get their books into print in thefirst place.
With the advent of print-on-demand systems, however, thisis changing fast, and dedl's that would have
been sneered at as vanity publish-ing ten years ago are beginning to look surprisingly attractive— if you
can print your own book, or haveit printed for you by asmall press, haveit listed on key Internet sites
such as Amazon.com, and even get it into the higher-end chain bookstores, as some of the more
prominent print-on-demand publishers are able to do, with no need to stockpile large numbers of printed
books, and ordersfilled only asthey comein (no wastage, no returns, no print-five-books-to-sell-one),
then what do you redly need atraditiona trade publishing house for at dl? One answer is, for the
up-front money, the advance. But since you get the royaties from pub-lishing your own book, with no
need to split with the publisher if your book redlly sells well, in high enough numbers, you may not miss
the advance much, if at dl. Of coursg, if it doesn’t sdll well, you' ve basicaly published your book for
nothing, no cash return whatsoever. So it’sagamble. But then, publishing has dways been agamble
anyway, even by the traditiona methods. (Another answer to “Why do you need atrade house?’ is, to
provide publicity and promotion — but with most lines doing little or none of that these days, except for
the lead titles they expect to make big money on, the Internet may soon give you afighting chance of
doing that job yoursdlf aswell or better, t0o.)

Trade publisherswill probably never entirdy disappear, even in the most rad-ical of scenarios. But they
may well end up publishing mosily the high-end, high-stakes, high-expectation books by Big Authors,
while everything below that level is published by an array of smdl-press publishersfilling niche marketsin
amuch more specidized, (and efficient) way than has been possible up until now, so that nothing will be
too quirky or offbeat or “margina” to get achance to seek itsown audience. . . however smal that



audience may turn out to be. Nor do | think that this would necessarily be abad thing. It's probably
harder (though not impossible) for an author to get rich in this scenario—but then, getting rich has dways
been an improbable outcome for the overwhelming ma-jority of authors anyway.

Nor is print-on-demand technology the only potential change just down the road that could radically alter
the nature of the publishing world aswe know it. The on-line booksdllers, such as Amazon.com and
barnesandnoble.com, arejust starting to have a big effect on things, with quite probably a much bigger
impact yet to come. Thefield of eectronic books, e-books, isasoin itsinfancy, but aready books and
even magazines are available to be downloaded into portable handheld computers such as Pam Rilots,
Cassiopeias, Rocket eBooks, Visors, Psions, and others through sites such as Peanut Press, Alexandria
Digital Literature, Memoware, Mobibook, Rocket E-Book, Project Guttenburg, and a dozen other such
stes. Anindustry insder told me afew months ago, sneeringly, that the sdles of such electronic books
would never amount to anything more than chump change, but I’m not so sure. Sales of handheld
computers are climbing fast, and I’ m willing to bet that within two or three years, four or five at mogt,
most of the homesthat have a PC will also have a handheld —or more than one.

So there areinteresting times ahead of us, in the next century, in the next millennium. Thingswill probably
be“interesting” after the fashion of the famous old Chinese curse, of course, but let’ s hope that things
will also be*“interesting” in the more traditiona, straightforward usage of the word, interesting because
suddenly we can see dozens of new potentials and new horizons opening up before us where before
there was only one possibility—or none. In that sense, the century ahead may be very interesting indeed.
Or so we can hope.

* * % %

Once again, it was abad year in the magazine market, with sales down amost across the board, and not
just of science fiction magazines, elther; many magazines far outside genre boundaries were affected as
well.

Last year, | predicted, perhapsincautioudy, that most of the genre magazines would probably survive
into the next century—well, aas, | waswrong. Because the big story in the professiona magazine market
was the death, early in 2000, of Science Fiction Age, which ceased publication with its May 2000 issue.

Science Fiction Age's circulation had dipped steadily for the last four years, dip-ping another 26.3
percent in 1999. According to Science Fiction Age's former editor, Scott Edelman, though, the
megazine was gl profitable when it waskilled, mostly because of the advertisng revenueit brought in—
just not profitable enough for par-ent company Sovereign Media, who are making greater profitson
their nongenre magazines such aswrestling, media, and log-cabin hobbyist magazines, and decided to use
the money tied up in Science Fiction Age to start some other kind of magazine instead where they could
expect agreater return on thelr investment.



The death of Science Fiction Age isamgor blow to thefield; not only was Scott doing agood job with
the magazine, having turned it into one of the top marketsin the business, but it was one of the few
magazines these days that was publishing a predominance of good solid core sciencefiction, rather than
the fantasy, horror, and dipstream that saturates much of the rest of the field, partic-ularly at the
semiprozineleve. It will be sorely missed.

Thenewsin the rest of the magazine market was hardly much more cheerful. Sales were down
everywhere. After an 11 percent gainin overdl circulation in 1998, Asmov’s Science Fiction registered
a24.1 percent lossin overdl circulation in 1999, dthough newsstand sdles were il dightly higher thanin
1997. Analog Science Fiction & Fact registered a13.4 percent lossin overall circulation in 1999,
dthough their newsstand sdles were aso dightly higher thanin 1997. The Mag-azine of Fantasy &
Science Fiction registered a6.3 percent lossin overdl circu-lation, the smallest drop of any of the
professiona magazines, most of that in newsstand sales. Realms of Fantasy registered a 10.7 percent
lossin overdl cir-culation, dipping in both subscription and newsstand sdes. Interzone held steady at a
circulation of about four thousand copies, more or less evenly split between subscriptions and newsstand
sdes. Circulation figuresfor Amazing are not avail-able, but sales are rumored to be somewherein the
ten thousand-copy per issue range, most of that sold on the newsstands.

As|’ve mentioned before, some of these figures probably look worse than they actudly are. Many of
these magazines, even the oneswith declining circulaions, may have actualy increased their profitability
inthe last couple of years by ad-justing their “draw” (sending fewer issues to newsstands that habitually
s less, so that fewer issues overall need to be printed and distributed in order to sell oneissue,
increasing the magazine' s efficiency, and thereby lowering costs—and so increasing profitability)
ingtituting cost-saving proceduresin printing and physical production, targeting direct-mail outlets such as
bookstores as opposed to scatter-shot mass markets (magazine racks in supermarkets—where SF
magazines usudly don't sell well), and eiminating their rdiance on Publishers Clearing House-style
cut-rate stamp-sheet subscriptions, which can actualy cost moreto fulfill than they actudly bringinin
revenue. The (more or less) digest-sized magazines (trim size went up dightly for Asimov’'s and Analog
last year, with F& SF the only remaining “true’ digest-szed magazine—but the principle remainsthe
same) aso have the traditiona advantage that has aways hel ped the digest magazinesto survive, that
they’ re so cheap to produce in thefirgt place that you don't have to sdl very many of them to make a
profit—wheress alarge-format dick magazine like Science Fiction Age is much more expensve to
produce, which in turn meansthat you need to sell agreater number of copiesin order to be profitable.

Neverthdess, the continued declinein circulation of the professiona magazinesisworrisome. Part of the
problem for these magazinesistheir rdative invighility. It's harder than ever for the SF magazinesto get
out on the newsstand, because of magazine wholesaler consolidation and the recent upheavasin the
domestic distribution network, which means fewer chances to attract new subscribersto replace the loss
of old subscribersthrough naturd attrition. The blunt fact isthat most people —including many habitua
sciencefiction readers (even, astonish-ingly, many convention-attending SF fans) —have no ideathat the
SF magazines even exi<, and even if they do know about their existence, have probably never seena
copy offered for sale. Actualy, considering that thereis absolutely no ad-vertising or promotion done for
most of these magazines, none, zero, it’s no won-der that most people have never heard of them. Ina
way, it' ssurprising that they sall aswell asthey do. What other product do you know that sellsitsalf



completely by word of mouth, with no advertising or promotiona budget at al?

| have afeding that use of the Internet as a promotional tool, usng Web sites and other on-line meansto
push sales of the physica product through subscrip-tions, iswhat’ s going to save these magazinesin the
end, if anything can. Only timewill tell if Internet promotion can turn things around, hel p the magazines do
an end-run around the bottleneck of dwindling presence on the newsstands, of if it'll turn out to be a case
of too little, too late.

Meanwhile, not al of the newsin this market was downbest. The Internet Web sitesfor both Asimov's
and Analog, which went up in 1998 (AsimoV's Siteisat http: //www.asmovs.com, and Analog's isa
www.anaogsf.com) continue to bring in asmall but steady flow of new subscriptions every month, many
of them 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 logistical prob-lems), and | presume that the same isthe case
with the newish Web sitesfor other professional magazines, such as The Magazine of Fantasy &
Science Fiction (http: /mwww.sfste.com/fsf/) and Interzone (http:/Mmww.sfSte.comvinterzone/). ASmov's
and Analog aso worked out a dedl with Peanut Press (hitp://www.peanutpress.com) late in 1999 that
enables readers to download e ectronic versons of the magazinesinto Pam Pilot handheld computers,
with the choice of either buying an dec-tronic “subscription,” or of buying them individualy on an
issue-by-issue basis; the numbers here have been small so far, but sdles are growing steedily, and sinceiit
seemsto methat thisisan areawith dmost unlimited potentia for growth, this could be alot of help as
wall.

The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction ceebrated itsfiftieth anniversary in 1999, while Analog
celebrated its seventieth anniversary early in 2000, ASmov' s celebrated its twenty-second anniversary,
Interzone its ninth full year as amonthly magazine (the magazine itself was founded in 1982), and Realms
of Fantasy com-pleted itsfifth full year of publication as one of the hedthiest of the genre mag-azines,
partidly because of the enormous amount of advertisng revenueit is reputed to draw. Amazing Sories,
which returned from the dead |ast year as aglossy mixed SF/mediamagazine, completed its second full
year of publication in its new incarnation (thetitle itself has been around, in one version or another, since
1926); parent company Wizards of the Coast was sold to Hasbro in 1999, but early indications are that
thiswon't hurt Amazing — infact, it may even mean anew influx of money for it, and help it get
digtribution dong with Hasbro' s card-gaming magazine, Top Deck.

Other than changes discussed above, the genera information for most of these magazines remains more
or lessthe same aslast year, asfar as personnel and format are concerned.

All of these magazines deserve your support, and, in fact, in today’ s troubled magazine market, one of
the very best things you can do to ensure that short fiction remains dive and viable in the science
fiction/fantasy market (and, by extension, that the genre itself remains hedlthy, snce most of the
sgnificant evo-lution of thefield goeson at short-story length) is to subscribe to the magazinesthat you
like. In fact, subscribe to as many of them asyou can—it’ll still turn out to be a better reading bargain,
more fiction of reliable qudity for less money, than buying the year’ s hit-or-miss crop of origina



anthologies could supply.

(Subscription addressesfollow: The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Mercury Press, Inc.,
143 Cream Hill Road, West Cornwall, CT 06796-$29.97 for annual in U.S.; ASmov’'s Science
Fiction, Del Magazines, P.O. Box 54033, Boulder, CO 80322-4033-$39.97 for annual subscriptionin
U.S.; Analog Science Fiction and Fact, Dell Magazines, P.O. Box 54625, Boulder, CO
80523-$39.97 for annua subscriptionin U.S,; Interzone, 217 Preston Drove, Brighton BN1 6FL,
United Kingdom, $60 for an airmail one-year (twelve issues) subscription. Amazing Sories, send e-mall
to or cal 800-395-7760, $10.95 for afour-issue (one-year) subscription. Realms of Fantasy,
Sovereign Media Co., Inc., P.O. Box 1623, Williamsport, PA 17703 —$16.95 for annual subscription
in U.S. Note that many of these magazines can a so be subscribed to dectronicaly on-line, at their
various Web sites.)

It was another chaotic year in the still very young field of on-line eectronic publishing, and dthough it
remainstrue that the great promise of on-line-only fiction remained largely unfulfilled thisyear (asfar as
SF is concerned, anyway), thisis an areawhere things are changing very fast, and everything can (and
prob-ably will) look completely different just afew months down theline.

Most of the year’ s big storiesin this market were negative, athough some po-tentidly very positive
soriesare still just over the horizon as | write these words. Last year saw the death (as an active
electronic magazine, anyway) of Algis Budrys se-zine Tomorrow, whilethisyear saw the death of Ellen
Datlow’s Event Horizon ste (itself areplacement for the earlier Omni Online site, now aso defunct, for
which Datlow had been fiction editor). Launched in mid-1998, Event Horizon had quickly established
itself as perhaps the mogt reliable place on-linein which to find good professiona-leve origind
SHfantasy/horror stories, one of which, Kelly Link’s*The Specidist’sHat,” had won aWorld Fantasy
Award by the end of 1999. Unfortunately, by the end of 1999, the money had aso run out, and, unable
to find further financia backing, Event Horizon died.

By the beginning of 2000, though, the indomitable Ellen Datlow had aready landed anew job on-line, as
thefiction editor for aforthcoming maor new Web site to be launched in April of thisyear, part of an
extensve expangion and ren-ovation of the Sci Fi channd site (scifi.com), which recently bought the
long-running e-zine Science Fiction Weekly, and isaso hometo the audio-play Ste Seeing Ear
Theater, and to the monthly SF-oriented chats hosted by Asimov’'s and Analog; Datlow will be
publishing SF tories and novellas on the Site on amonthly basis, and, if history isany guide, the chances
arethat thiswill makeit amgor player in the on-linefiction market. Also opening at the beginning of the
year was another mgjor new site, GalaxyOnLine (run by renowned SF editor/writer Ben Bova), which
features adistinguished lineup of columnists such as Harlan Ellison, Mike Resnick, Joe Haldeman, Jack
Dann, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and many others, runs scientific articles and book and moviereviews, and
which, to date, has published one on-line original SF story, by Orson Scott Card. If they continueto
publish originds (and it' s to be hoped that they do), this Site could become amgjor player in this market
aswell. More on both of these Sites next year.

For the moment, though, with Event Horizon gone, good professiond-level short original sciencefiction



stories (stories making their initid “appearance’ in eec-tronic form) have become rather hard to find
on-line. Of the surviving sitesthat publish origind short fiction, some of the most interesting onesinclude
Talebones (http://www.fairwoodpress.com/), Dark Planet (http://mww.sfsite.com/darkplanet/),
Chiaroscuro (http://Awww.gothic.net/chiaroscuro/) Inter Text (http://ww.intertext. com/), and E-Scape
(http://Amww.interink.com/escape.html). Most of these Sites|ean heavily toward horror (it' s currently alot
easser to find origind horror stories online than origind SF stories, it seems), athough you will find an
occasiond sciencefiction story there aswell.

Thereare afairly large number of stes here and there around the Internet that archive good reprint SF
dories. The British Infinity Plus (htt:/Amww.users.zetnet. co.uk/ipjus’) isagood generd Sitethat features
avery extensve selection of good-quality reprint stories, most (though not al) by British authors, aswell
asextensive biographica and bibliographica information, book reviews, and critical essays. At Mind's
Eye Fiction (http://tale.com/ghenres.htm), you can read thefirst half of aselection of reprint storiesfor
free, but if you want to read the second half of the story, you have to pay asmal fee (lessthan fifty cents
per story in most cases) for the privilege, which you can do by setting up an eectronic account on-line
and then clicking afew buttons. Reprint stories (as well as novels) are aso available to be bought in
downloadable dectronic formats at Alexandria Digital Literature (http://dexlit.com). In addition to the
pro-magazine Siteslisted previoudy, there are dso many SF-oriented Sitesthat are associated with
exigent print magazines— Eidolon: SF Online (http:/Awww.eidolonjiet/); Aurealis
(http:/mww.auredishl.net/) Altair (www.sSfSte.com/dtair/); TransvVersions
(http://mwww.salmar.com/transversions/); Albedo (http://homepage.eircom.net/~goudriaan/); On Spec
(http:/AMmww.icomm.cal ongpec/), but 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 on-line-only fiction with any regularity; athough maga-zineslike Asimov’' s and Analog regularly
run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues. Eidolon Online, which published a
good origina story in 1997, doesn’t seem to have published any complete on-line originals since.

(If none of these sites has satisfied your lust for e-zines, you can find lots of oth-er genre eectronic
magazines by ng http://dir.yahoo.conVArtsHumanities

ILiterature/Genres/Science Fiction and Fantasy/, but much of the stuff you'll find on these sitesisno
better than dush-pile quality.)

Although professiona-levd origind fiction may be somewhat scarce, there are dso many generd-interest
Stesthat are among the most prominent SFrelated Sites on the Internet, sites that, while they don't
publishfiction, do publish lots of reviews, critica articles, and genre-oriented news of various kinds.
Among the dites| vigt the most frequently while Web surfing are: the SF Ste (www.sfsite.con), one of
the most important genre-rel ated sites on the whole Web, which not only features an extensive sdection
of reviews of books, games, and magazines, inter-views, critica retrospective articles, letters, and so
forth, plusahuge archive of past reviews but which aso serves as host ste for the Web pages of a
sgnificant percentage of al the SF/fantasy print magazinesin existence, dl of which can be accessed
ether directly or referenced from the Fictionhome page (http:/Amww.
sate.com/fiction/fichome.com.htm); Locus Online (http://Awww.locusmag.com), the on-line version of the
newsmagazine Locus; agreat source for fast-breaking genre-related news, aswell as access to book
reviews, critica lists, database archives, ligts of linksto other Sites of interest, and to Mark Kelly’ s short
fiction-review column, which at present isthe only place on the Net where you can find regularly
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appearing reviews of SF and fantasy short fiction; Science Fiction Weekly (http:// www.scifi.com/sfwy),
more mediaand gaming oriented than SF Ste or Locus On-line, but which a so features news and book
reviewsin every issue, aswell as providing ahomefor an erudite and sometimes controversia column by
SF s premier critic, John Clute (and which is about to undergo amajor renovation as part of the new
scifi.comi.gte); and SFF NET (http://mww.sff.net) ahuge ste featuring dozens of home pagesand
“newsgroups’ for SFwriters, genre-oriented “live chats,” alink to the Locus Magazine Index
1984-1996, and alink to the research data and reading lists available on the Science Fiction Writers of
America page (which can adso be accessed directly at http://mww.sfwa.org/.) A new general review

gte, SFRevu (http://ww.sfSte.conV/sfrevu), seemed to have died late last year when, overcome with
ennui, its editor burned out and gave up onit, but it’s back in business again as of early 2000, the editor
having gotten a second wind. Similarly, up until afew days ago, | would have said that the extremely
vauable short-fiction review site, Tangent Online (http://mwww.sfsite.com/tangent/), had died, as nothing
new had been posted there from early August 1999 until mid-March 2000, but editor David Truesdale
has lately resurfaced, blaming technical difficulties and atoo-full work schedule for hislong silence, and
vowsto get Tangent Online going again on aregular bass; mind, there' s ill nothing new posted there
as| type these words, some weeks later, but Truesdal €' s reassurances at least give me some hope that
Tangent Online will someday be reborn—which would be agood thing for the entire genre, as venues
that regularly review short fiction are vanishingly rare, either in print or on-line. If kegping up with al this
gtill doesn't give you enough to do, live on-line interviews with prominent genre writers are also offered
on aregular basis on many sites, including interviews sponsored by Asmov’sand Analog and conducted
by Gardner Dozois on the Sci-Fi channe (http:/Mww.scifi.com/chat/) every other Tuesday night a 9:00
p.m. EST; regular scheduled interviews on the Cybling ste (http:/Amww.cybling.conv); and occasond
interviews on the Talk City site (http://mwww.tadkcity.com/). Genie hasfor dl intents and purposes died,
but many bulletin board services, such as Delphi, CompuServe, and AOL, have large on-line
communities of SFwriters and fans, and some of these services aso feature regularly scheduled live
interactive real-time “chats’ or conferences, in which anyoneinterested in Sk iswelcome to participate.
The SF-oriented chat on Delphi, every Wednesday at about 10.00 p.m. EST, isthe onewith which I'm
most familiar, but there are smilar chats on SFF.Net, and probably on other BBSs aswll.

Another way to kill time on the Net with SF-related activitiesisto listen to audio-play versions of your
favorite SF gories. The best site for this at the moment is the long-established (by Internet standards)
Seeing Ear Theater (http:// www.scifi.com/set/), but coming up this year isanother new audio-play Ste,
Beyond 2000 (www.beyond2000.com), which will feature weekly hour-long dramatic pro-grams hosted
by Harlan Ellison. And soon, you may be able to watch SF-oriented original Web TV shows on-line as
well, if stessuch as GalaxyOnline and scifi.com can bring their plansto fruition.

Many of the criticalzines dso have Web stes, including The New York Review of Science Fiction
(http://ebbs.english.vt.edwolp/nyrst/nyrst.html), Nova Express

(http:/Amww.de phi.com/sflit/novaexpress), and SF Eye (http:/Amww.empathy.conV eyebdl/sfeyehtml),
athough most of these Stesare not particularly active ones. For amuch more active Site, one that
provides afunny and often iconoclastic dant on genre-oriented news, check out multiple-Hugo-winner
David Langford' son-line verson of hisfanzine Ansible (http://crete.dcs.gla.ac.uk/Ansble).
Foecu-lations, which recently abandoned its print edition (see below) dso hasafairly lively Web ste at
(http:/AMmww.specul ations/com).
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It' sworth keeping aclose eye on what' s happening in this area, since the whole on-line market is
changing so fast that you can miss something just by turning your head for amoment; it’ll dmost certainly
look very different next year than it does now.

| wonder if i’ snot eventually going to be the fate of most semiprozines, both fiction semiprozines and the
academicaly oriented critical ones, to give up their print editions and be reborn in eectronic on-line-only
formats, as Tangent and Speculations have aready done. Only time will tell. In the meantime, it wasan
uneven year in the semiprozine market, as always, with old titles dying, older ones being reborn, others
fdling into that slent semiprozine limbo that isusudly abad Sgn in thisarea, and hopeful new contenders
casting themselvesinto the ring even as besten contestants are carried out on siretchers.

The big story this year for most folks would probably be the mind-boggling rebirth of thefiction
semiprozine Century, after dmost four years of tota silence, but since the new issueis dated 2000, we'll
haveto let areview of it go until next year. (In the meantime, if you' d like to take the chance that
Century won't vanish again, and subscribe—and this was widely considered to be perhaps the best and
most literate of the fiction semiprozine back initsglory days—we'll list the sub-scription address below.)
Thelong-awaited (also for years) first issue of Artemis Magazine: Science and Fiction for a
Fpace-Faring Society also came out latein 1999, but because it’ s also dated 2000, we' |l wait to review
it next year aswdl (and we'll list its subscription address below, if you want to take achance onit).

Thebig story in thismarket for last year was the consolidation of severa fiction semiprozines under the
umbrelaof Warren Lapine s DNA Publications, which now publishes Pirate Writings, Tales of
Fantasy, Mystery (5 Science Fiction; Abo-riginal Science Fiction; Weird Tales; and the
dl-vampire-fiction magazine Dreams of Decadence; aswdl asLapine sorigind magazine, Absolute
Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures. (Last year, it waswiddy reported that the
Audrdian magazine Altair: Alternative Airings in Speculative Fiction was going to bejoining the
DNA group aswell, but that doesn’t seem to have happened —at least, Altair isat present maintaining a
separate subscription address, and a separate Web page.) In DNA Publication’ sfirst year, Lapine has
done agood job of beginning to stabilize publication schedules for the magazines, which al pub-lished
more frequently than they had last year (with the exception, oddly, of Lap-in€’ sown Absolute
Magnitude), subscription rates have also begun to creep up for al of them, and Lapineis reported to be
pleased with their success so far, and optimistic about the future. Now he needsto work on producing a
morereliddlelevd of qudity in thefiction published by those magazines, which, a the moment, iswidely
uneven, varying dramatically not only from story to story within the same magazine but from title to title.
The best overdl leve of fiction in the DNA magazinesthisyear was probably to befound in Absolute
Magnitude and Altair, with the other magazinestrailing behind. Still, let us keep our fingers crossed that
the DNA magazines are going to turn out to be a success sory financidly, because, frankly, thefiction
semipro market could use one. (Information about dl of the DNA Publications magazines can be found
at http://mwww.sfsite.com/dnaweb/ home.htm.)

Marion Zimmer Bradley' s Fantasy Magazine, one of the most rdligbly published of al the
semiprozines, completed its twelfth year of publication, and, so far, has survived the desth of founder and
coeditor Marion Zimmer Bradley in 1999 (see bel ow), with plansto continue the magazine for at least
another year.
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Terra Incognita, one of the newer semiprozines, and onethat has maintained ahigh level of literary
qudity over thelast couple of years (dthough alow levd of rdiability, asfar as meeting their announced
publishing schedule is concerned), managed to publish noissue at dl in 1999, let done the four they were
supposed to have produced, athough apparently an issue did eventualy appear early in 2000, which
we' Il condder for next year. Smilarly, there was supposedly an issue of Tales of the Unanticipated
published thisyear, but we didn’t seeit in timeto congder anything from it for this volume, and will have
to hold it over for later. The curioudy named L C-39 started this year, but although it’s ahandsome
pro-duction, looking more like a small-sized trade paperback than amagazine, most of thefictioninit
struck me asrather weak; maybeit’ll get better asit goesaong. Odyssey, an ambitiousfull-gze,
full-color British magazine, died this year (perhaps because it never redly could decide whether it wasa
sciencefiction magazine, a horror/fantasy magazine, or amedia/gaming-oriented magazine, or perhaps
merely because it was too expensive to produce), asdid old-timer Crank! and mayfly-fast newcomer
Age of Wonder last year. There were no issues of Non-Stop, Xizquil, Argonaut Science Fiction, Next
Phase, Plot Magazine, or The Thirteenth Moon Magazine out thisyear, asfar as| could tell, for the
second year in arow, and | suspect some or most of them may be dead.

Of the surviving fiction semiprozines, Talebones, Fiction on the Dark Edge, isanincreasingly aitractive
little magazine, lively and interesting, and, athough of-ficidly ahorror ssmiprozine, is publishing ahigher
percentage of science fiction and fantasy as well these days. Indigenous Fiction: Wondrously Weird &
Offbeat istill around, athough it leans morein the direction its subtitle would indicate than toward more
traditional SF or fantasy. The long-running Space & Time hasreinvented itself asafull-sze dick
magazine with nice covers, and, probably as aresult, isnow getting nationd distribution on some
newsstands. Although anything but dick, the eclectic little Irish semiprozine Albedo published some
surprisingly good fiction thisyear by Brian Stableford, Esther M. Freisner, Colin Greenland, and others,
including an evocative and fascinating novelette by Tais Teng. There aretwo Canadian fiction
semiprozines, On Spec, More Than Just Science Fiction and TransVersions. TransVersions, the
newcomer, gill sesemsthe livelier of the two asfar asthefiction is concerned, while the long-established
On Spec, one of the longest running of dl thefiction semiprozines, has seemed abit tired in recent years,
On Spec isthe more rdiably published of the two, though (one of the most rdligblein the entire
semiprozine marketsin fact). Audrdiabrings us three top-notch fiction semiprozines, one new one,
Altair: Alternate Airingsin Speculative Fiction (no, don't ask me what the subtitle means), and the
two others, Aurealis, Australian Fantasy & Science Fiction and Eidolon, The Journal of Australian
Sci-ence Fiction and Fantasy, among the longest established of dl fiction semiprozines (along with On
Foec). Although most of these magazine have (and traditionaly have had) difficulty sticking to their
publication schedules (Aurealis and Eidolon axe ogtensibly quarterly magazines, but Aurealis published
just two issuesin 1999, and Eidolon managed only one; Altair, abiannud, published both of its
scheduled issues) they aso published, as usual, some of the best fiction in the semiprofessiona market,
with good work by Sean Williams, Paul Blake, and othersin Altair, by Chris Lawson, Simon Ng,
Andrew Morris, and othersin Eidolon, and by KylaWard, John Ezzy, Robert Cox, and othersin
Aurealis. Thedominant British fiction semiprozineiscertainly The Third Alternative, adick and
handsome full-sze mag-azine that features the work of top authors, but which features* dipstream,”
literary surreglism, and horror rather than anything that most genre fans are going to recognize as SF or
fantasy. Much the same could be said of the long-established Back Brain Recluse (most British
semiprozines seem to lean in thisdirection, in fact), though | haven't seen anissue of that for awhile.



A promising new SF-oriented fiction semiprozine, scheduled to begin publication early in 2000, isthe
British Spectrum S, which dready has an impressive lineup of firgt-rate professiona writers, including
Alagtair Reynolds, Keith Roberts, Stephen Baxter, Eric Brown, and Garry Kilworth, set for itsfirst two
issues. Let’shopeit turns out to be as good as it sounds; if it does, it could quickly become akey player
inthis market.

| don't follow the horror semiprozine market much anymore, but there the most prominent magazine
seemsto be the highly respected Cemetery Dance, with per-haps Talebones as afollow-up.

Turning to the critica magazines, CharlesN. Brown's Locus and Andy Porter’s S Chronicle, as
aways, remain your best bet among that subclass of semiprozines known as newszines, and are your
best resource if you' relooking for publishing news and/or an overview of what' s happening in the genre;
S Chronicle isstill missng issues, dthough they’ re doing better than last year, but, dmost doneinthe
whole semiprozine category, fiction or critical, Locus comes out on time month after month, like
clockwork, asit has been doing for more than thirty years. The only other magazine in the market that
comes even closeto thisremarkable record is The New York Review of Science Fiction, edited by
David G. Hartwell, which completed its deventh full year of publication in 1999, once again bringing out
its scheduled twelve issues of reviews, criticd articles, esoteric miscellany, and sometimesfiercely
contentious opinion. Another critical magazine that seemsto be pretty reliably published is Speculations,
auseful magazine that featured writing-advice articles aswell as extensive sections of market reports and
market news, had a pretty good publishing-reliability record aswell, but early in 2000 announced that it
was abandoning its print edition and would henceforth be avail-able only in eectronic form, at its Web
Site, http//:www.specul ations.com. Mogt of the other critical zines come out so erratically that you could
fairly say that they don't redly have schedules. There was an issue of Lawrence Person’s Nova
Express out thisyear, but Steve Brown's S- Eye has suspended publication. I'm pretty sure that the
print version of David A. Truesda€' s Tangent isdead at this point—at least, | can’'t honestly
recommend that you spend your money subscribing toit, since | have my doubtsthat it will ever appear
again —and even the fate of the on-line version, Tangent Online, isupintheair, dthough | havealittle
mor e faith that Truesdade will be ableto get that onerolling again; let’ shope so, Sinceinits heyday
Tangent was performing an invaluable service for thefield, onethat’ s not redly being supplied by any
other publication, with the sole exception of Mark Kelly's columnsin the print and on-line versions of
Locus.

(Locus, The Newspaper of the Science Fiction Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305,
Oakland, CA 94661, $56 for a one-year first-class subscription, $46 for a second-class subscription,
twelveissues, Science Fiction Chronicle, Algol Press, P.O. Box 022730, Brooklyn, NY 11202-0056,
$20 for aone-year subscription, $25 for aone-year first-class subscription, twelve issues, The New
York Review of Science Fiction, Dragon Press, P.O. Box 78, Pleasantville, NY 10570, $32 per year,
twelveissues, Nova Express, P.O. Box 27231, Austin, TX 78755-2231, $12 for aone-year
(four-issue) subscription; Speculations, Il West El Camino Red, Suite 109-400, Sunnyvae, CA
94087-1057, afirgt-class subscription, six issues, $25; Mar-ion Zimmer Bradley's Fantasy
Magazine, P.O. Box 249, Berkeley, CA 94701, $16 for four issuesin U.S.; On Spec, More Than Just
Science Fiction, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, Alberta, 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, Audtraia, $43 for afour-issue over-seas



airmail subscription, “al chegques and money orders must be made out to Chimaera Publicationsin
Audrdiandallars’; 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 armail subscrip-tion, payable to Eidolon Publications; Altair, Alternate Airingsin
Soeculative Fic-tion, P.O. Box 475, Blackwood, South Australia, 5051, Australia, $36 for afour-issue
subscription; Albedo, Albedo One Productions, 2 Post Road, Lusk Co., Dublin, Ireland; $30 for a
four-issue airmail subscription, make checks payable to Albedo One; Pirate Writings, Tales of
Fantasy, Mystery ($¢ Science Fiction, Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction
Adventures, Aboriginal Science Fic-tion, Weird Tales, Dreams of Decadence —ail avalablefrom
DNA Publications, P.O. Box 2988, Radford, VA 24142-2988, dl available for $16 for aone-year
sub-scription, al checks payableto D.N.A. Publications, Century, Century Publishing, P.O. Box
150510, Brooklyn, NY 11215-0510, $20 for afour-issue subscription; Spectrum S, Spectrum
Publishing, P.O. Box 10308, Aberdeen, ABU 6ZR, United Kingdom, 17 pounds sterling for afour-issue
subscription, make checks payable to Spectrum Publishing; TransVersions, Paper Orchid Press, P.O.
Box 52531, 1801 L akeshore Road West, Mississauga, Ontario L5J 46, four-issue subscription, $20
U.S. or $24 Can., plus postage; Terra Incognita, Terralncognita, 52 Windermere Avenue, #3,
Lansdowne, PA 19050-1812, $15 for four issues; Tales of the Unanticipated, Box 8036, Lake Street
Station, Minnegpolis, MN 55408, $15 for afour-issue subscription; Space and Time, 138 W. 70th
Street, 4B, New York, NY. 10023-4468, $10 for a two-issue subscription (one year), $20 for a
four-issue subscription (two years); Artemis Magazine: Science and Fiction for a Space-Faring
Society, LRC Publications, 1380 E. 17th St., Suite 201, Brooklyn, NY 11230-6011, $15 for a
four-issue subscription, checks payable to LRC Publications, Talebones, Fiction on the Dark Edge,
Fairwood Press, 10531 S.E. 250th PL, #104, Kent, WA 98031, $16 for four issues; Indigenous
Fiction, Wondrously Weird & Offbeat, |.F. Publishing, P.O. Box 2078, Redmond, WA 98073-2078,
$15 for aone-year (three-issue) subscription; LC-39, Launch Publications, P.O. Box 9307, Batimore,
MD 21227, $12 for aone-year subscription, checks payable to Launch Publications; The Third
Alternative, TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs. CB6 2L B, England, United Kingdom,
$22 for afour-issue subscription, checks made payableto TTA Press; Back Brain Recluse, P.O. Box
625, Sheffidd S 3GY,, United Kingdom, $18 for four issues, Cemetery Dance, CD Publications, Box
18433, Batimore, MD 21237. Many of these magazines can also be ordered on-line, at their Web sites;
see the on-line»section, above, for URLS.)
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It was awesk year in the origind anthology market, even weaker than last year, with few origina
anthologies published, and even fewer of any sgnificant quaity. The best origind SF anthology of the
year, with little competition, was undoubt-edly Far Horizons, edited by Robert Silverberg (Avon Eos),
the companion volumeto last year’ shighly successful fantasy anthology Legends. Like Legends, Far
Ho-rizons isan anthology of stories set in various well-known fictional worlds, except that thistime those
worlds are (ostensibly, anyway) science fictional ones rather than fantasy. If you' re already afan of any
of thefamous SF series fegtured here, there' slittle doubt you' Il get more than your money’ sworth in
entertainment vaue out of Far Horizons (if you' reafan of all of the seriesincluded here, you should be
out the door and headed to the nearest bookstore aready!) The only quibble | haveisthat the
backstoriesinvolved in some of these long-running series have grown so complicated that areader who
comesto some of these novelas cold, without having read anything in that particular series before, may
have trouble understanding what' s going on in the story, or at least in gppreciating itsfull emotiona
impact, which dependsin part on an gppreciation of prior context. All of the stories here suffer from this



problem to some degree; the ones that do the best job of telling a satisfactory story that stands on its own
feet without reference to the parent series being necessary include UrsulaK. Le Guin’s“Old Music and
the Slave Women,” Dan Simmons s Orphans of the Helix,” Nancy Kress's* Slegp-ing Dogs,” Robert
Silverberg's* Getting to Know the Dragon,” and Gregory Ben-ford’s“A Hunger for the Infinite,” but the
other stories are well worth reading too, if you can overcome or overlook the
dependent-on-familiarity-with-the-backstory flaw, or if you're aready familiar with earlier work in the
series. (Thereare afew interesting curiositiesinvolved in the selection of the materid for inclusion here,
such as Anne McCaffery and Robert Silverberg being represented by storiesin lesser-known series,
sncetheir best-known science fiction series had already been included in the fantasy anthology Legends
— but that kind of hairsplitting will mean little to the average reader.) Asa $27.50 hardcover, it' sthe
most expensive anthology of the year, and some may hesitate because of the price, but considering the
amount of quality of work you get for the money, it' sredlly one of the best reading bargains of the year.

Running through the rather meager possibilities for afollow-up candidate for thetitle of best origina SF
anthology of the year, we quickly cometo Moon Shots, edited by Peter Crowther (DAW), followed a
half step or so down by Not of Woman Born, edited by Constance Ash (Roc). Both of these are
subgtantial an-thologies, dthough both suffer from the twin faults of origind theme anthologies: some of
the stories are too smilar to each other, with motifs and assumptions and even mgor plot elements
repesting in story after story (the stories by Brian Sta-bleford, Stephen Baxter, and Scott Edelman in
Moon Shots, for instance; the Stableford and the Edelman stories even share the idea that the architects
of areviving future gpace program would want to involve one of the last surviving participants of the
twentieth-century space program asa PR stunt!), while at the sametime, paradoxicaly, other storiesare
o far off the themethat it’shard to see any redl judtification for including the story in the anthology in the
firg place. (In Moon Shots, Colin Greenland' s straight maingtream story certainly falsinto this category,
as does Robert Sheckley’ sflimsy supernaturd tae, and the judtifications for including lan McDondd's
surredligtic “Breakfast on the Moon, with Georges,” or Gene Wolfe' s*“Has Anybody Seen Junie
Moon?’ —ahomageto an obscure R. A. Lafferty story, which must make the Wolfe story rather
puzzling to those who haven't read the Lafferty—are suspicioudy wesk aswdl; whilein Not of Woman
Born, severd of the strongest sories, including the Walter Jon Williams, the Susan Pawick, and the
Michadl Armstrong, redly havelittle to do with the ostensible theme of the anthology). With Moon
Shots, | dso found it somewhat disgppointing that an anthology “in celebration of the thirtieth anniversary
of thefirst manned moon landing” was so gloomy and pessmistic overal, with it being taken for granted
in gtory after story that humankind’ s exploration of spaceis essentidly over, and perhaps the human race
itself iswashed up aswell (dl of which contrasts oddly with Ben Bova' s aggressively upbest introduction
to the anthology, which states the belief that the real Age of Spaceisjust beginning— something | tend
to believe mysdf). Nevertheless, both Moon Shots and Nor of Woman Born are superior anthologies,
with Moon Shots being undoubtedly the best origind DAW anthology in more than a decade. The best
goriesin Moon Shots, in my opinion, were Stephen Baxter' s “ People Came from Earth,” Paul J.
McAuley’s“How We Lost the Moon, A True Story by Frank W. Allen,” and Brian Stableford' s “Ashes
and Tombstones,” dthough there’ s aso good work here by Eric Brown, Brian Aldiss, Gene Wolfe, and
others. The best storiesin Not of Woman Born were Walter Jon Williams s“Daddy’ sWorld,” Sage
Walker’s*Hunt-ing Mother,” and Susan Palwick’ s “ Judith’s Howers,” dthough there' s aso good work
by Jack McDevitt, Janni Lee Simner, Michael Armstrong, Congtance Ash hersdlf, and others. As
inexpensive paperback originds, both anthologies make fairly good reading bargains too.

After the three titles discussed above, finding redlly worthwhile anthol ogies be-comes much more
problematic. Of the year’ sremaining original SF anthologies, the two best are both smal-pressitems: in



the long-running Canadian anthology series, Tesseracts, the latest edition, Tesseractss, edited by John
Clute and Candas Jane Dorsey (Tesseract Books), and the assembled-on-line “ SFF Net” anthology
(mentioned also above), The Age of Reason: Stories for a New Millennium, edited by Kurt Roth (SFF
NET). Both will be hard to find in bookstores (especidly The Age of Reason), and so are probably
better mail-ordered, and both are a bit pricey, but they’ re probably worth it, not only because of the
qudlity of thefiction, which isreasonably high overdl in both cases but because both anthologies will
serve as an introduction to alot of writers with whom the average reader islikely to be unfamiliar, insteed
of the familiar stable of usuad suspects who feature in many of the year’ s other anthologies (especidly
paperback fantasy anthologies, which seem to use much the same roster of authorsin one anthology after
another). Tesseractssfeatures an excellent novelaby Karl Schroeder, and good work by Sally McBride,
YvesMeynard, UrsulaPflug, A. M. Dellamonica, Cory Doctorow, and others. The Age of Reason
doesn't have any one standout piece that reachesthe level of quality of the Schroeder story in Tesseracts
8, but it does feature alarge amount of good work, much of it from unknowns or near unknowns such as
Diana Rowland, VeraNazarian, James A. Bailey, Susan J. Kroupa, Deborah Coates, and many others,
aswdl asgood stuff from bigger names such as Geoffrey A. Landis, Lois Tilton, G. David Nordley,
Timons Esaias, Dave Smeds, and others. (Tesseracts Books, The Books Collective, 214-21 10405
Jasper Ave., Edmonton, Alberta, Canada T5J 3S2 — $9.95 (Canadian) for a paper edition, $23.95
(Canadian) for acloth edition of Tesseractss; SFF Net, 3300 Big Horn Trail, Plano, TX 75075-$14.95
For The Age of Reason: Sories for a New Millennium; the book can also be ordered on-line at
http:/Aww.Sf.net.)

After this point, we begin to run out of optionsfast. Although | suspect that many of theindividua authors
knew better, the New Age sillinesses that were part of the conceptual baggage that participantsin the
shared-world anthology Past Lives, Present Tense, edited by Elizabeth Ann Scarborough (Ace), were
perforce congtrained to make use of (such astheideathat transferring adead person’sDNA into aliving
person would enable the living person not only to experience the past memories of the dead person asif
they were their own but would create a self-aware conscious persona of the dead person that could then
gtingdetheliving person’s skull and have long conversations with them about current hap-peningsin the
plotline), tip the stories from being science fiction to unadmitted fantasy, in my opinion. Most of the
stories are rather weak anyway, with only R. Garciay Robertson and Krigtine Kathryn Rusch managing
to fashion anything really readable out of thisunpromising clay. Future Crimes, edited by Martin H.
Greenberg and John Heifers (DAW), isapromising theme, one that has produced many greet SF stories
over the years, but again the stories here are rather weak, with only the Alan Brennert story rising abit
above the average. The idea behind the very strange “ anthology,” Quantum Specul ative Fiction, edited
by Kurt Roth, based on a concept by publisher Gordon Meyer, isthat you buy athree-ring loose-leaf
notebook containing some origind stories, with room for more, and then subsequently, four timesayear,
they send you an additional batch of new stories, which you can then clip into the notebook. I1t' san
interesting experiment, but in practice has not turned out to be an entirely successful one for me, perhaps
be-cause of the “anthology’ s’ narrow speciaization, devoted to publishing only “funny” stories—most of
which, das, | didn’t find to redly be dl that funny; humor being as subjective asit is, of course, you may
find them hilarious. There are some good writersinvolved, including Michad Bishop, Ledie What,
Robert L. Nansdl, Terry McGarry, Kage Baker (who hasthe single best story here, “ Des-olation Rose,”
athough it’s not particularly funny), James Van Pdit, Richard Parks, K. D. Wentworth, and others. (This
might work better if the contents were more generalized, and not restricted to just comic stories—but I'm
not sureif thisclip-in loose-leaf notebook concept isredly afeasble onefor fiction, no matter what kind
of materid they wereusing.) | haven't seen an “ingalment” of Quantum Specu-lative Fiction inawhile
now, and I'm not sureif they'reredly ill continuing with it or not, but if you' d like more information (I
can't find aprice listed any-where in the package | got), contact Obscura Press, P.O. Box 19$2, Ames,


http://www.sff.net.)

IA 50010-1992, or send e-mail to www.quantumsf.com. And, asusud, L. Ron Hubbard Presents
Writers of the Future, Volume XV, edited by Algis Budrys (Bridge), presents novice work by
beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents.

Other origind SF anthologiesthisyear included Alien Abductions, edited by Martin H. Greenberg and
John Heifers (DAW), and the mixed SF/fantasy anthology Prom Night, edited by Nancy Springer
(DAW).

In fantasy, there didn’t seem to be any one single standout anthology, one that was obvioudy theyear's
best (like last year’ s Legends). The most substantia item in this category is probably the mixed
fantasy/horror anthology Silver Birch, Blood Moon, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling (Avon)
(which | chooseto view as afantasy anthology for these purposes; it does seem to lean more toward that
end of the spectrum anyway), which contains good work by Tanith Lee, Nancy Kress, Robin McKinley,
PatriciaMcKillip, Neil Gaiman, Delia Sherman, Nalo Hopkinson, Harvey Jacobs, Susan Wade, Meanie
Tem, and others.

Below this point, there was only the usual welter of paperback fantasy theme anthologies, most of which
could fairly be described as* pleasant but minor.” The best of the lot, by ahair, was probably Merlin,
edited by Martin H. Greenberg (DAW), which contained good work by Jane Y olen, Charlesde Lint,
Michelle West, Brooks Peck, and others. A Dangerous Magic, edited by Denise Little (DAW),
contained interesting stuff by Peter Crowther, Michelle West, John DeChancie, and others; while Twice
upon a Time, dso edited by Denise Little (DAW), fairy taesretold from the viewpoint of thevillian,
contained worthwhile stuff by Esther M. Friesner, NinaKiriki Hoffman, Ledie What, Alan Rodgers, Jane
Lindskold, Richard Parks, Elizabeth Ann Scarborough, and others. Chicks ‘n Chained Males, edited by
Esther Friesner (Baen), which ought to get some kind of specid award for dumbest title of the year (bad
enough that the book actudly carries a supposedly tongue-in-cheek disclaimer from the editor on the
back cover, specificaly blaming publisher Jm Baen for it!) isanother in the series of comic anthologies
that began severa years back with Chicksin Chainmail; the book contains comic work Elizabeth
Moaoon, Susan Shwartz, Harry Turtledove, Susan Casper, Lawrence Waitt-Evans, K. D. Wentworth, and
others, but there' s definitely the fedling about the whole project that the joke is wearing thin, and that
most of this ground has been covered before.

Sincethese are dl reatively inexpensve paperbacks, you' Il probably get your money’ sworth of
entertainment out of them — don't expect anything redly sub-stantia here, though.

A fantasy shared-world anthology was Legends: Tales from the Eternal Archives#1, edited by
Margaret Weis “with” Janet Pack and Robin Crew (DAW). | don't pay close attention to the horror
genre anymore, but at aquick glanceit would seem that the most prominent and acclaimed origina
horror anthology was prob-ably 999, edited by Al Sarrantonio (Avon). Other origind horror anthologies
in-cluded Northern Frights 5, edited by Don Hutchison (Mosaic Press); White of the Moon, edited by
Stephen Jones (Gollancz); and the mixed mystery-horror anthol-ogy Dark Detectives, edited by
Stephen Jones (Fedogan & Bremer).



Big newsin thismarket for next year will probably be the appearance of the new volumein the
prestigious Sarlight anthology series, and perhaps (we hope) the appearance of the first volumein the
as-yet Untitled mgor new origina an-thology seriesthat will be*like Full Spectrum,” from Avon Eos.
And the long-delayed * Space Colony” anthology edited by Greg Benford and George Zebrowski is
supposed to hit print soon. Other than that, there doesn’t seem to be much to really look forward to on
the horizon in the origina anthology market, not that we' ve heard about yet, anyway.

In spite of gloom so luxuriant among many fans and writersthat it amounted to despair, in spite of the
widely accepted myth that there are dmost no publishing houses [ eft in business anymore that publish
genre books, and that amost every-thing that does come out isamedia spin-off nove, in spite of
mergers and shake-upsthat cost the field at least one S line, the fact isthat more or less the same
number of SF and fantasy books were published thisyear aslast year (not counting media-oriented
books), that there were actualy more new SF and fantasy novels (again, not counting medianovels)
published in 1999 than there had been in 1998, and that with the opening floodgates of the
print-on-demand market, it's possible that there could be asignificant number more published next year
(nor doesit look like any redly significant cuts are ahead for most of the regular trade publishers). In
spite of the mergers and cutbacks and shake-ups, in spite of con-tinuing moaning about how the genreis
dying, there still alot of sciencefiction/ fantasy/horror books being published, and chances are there
will continue to be alot of genre books published in the foreseeable future.

According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 1,999 books “of interest to the SFfield,” both
origina and reprint, published in 1999, nearly the same aslast year’ stotal of 1,959. Origina books were
down by 1 percent, down to 1,107 from last year’ stota of 1,112, after a 12 percent gain last year
brought the totals up from 1997’ slow of 999. The number of new SF novelswas up, with 251 novels
published, as opposed to 242 novels published in 1998, and 229 published in 1997, amost back up to
the 1996 total of 253; the number of new fantasy novels was aso up, with 275 published, as opposed to
233 novel s published in 1998, the highest total Since 1994's 234, and the first timein five yearsthat more
fantasy than SF novelswere published; horror continued to dide downward after a brief upturn in 1998,
with 95 horror novels published as opposed to 110 novelsin 1998, down considerably overal from
1995'shigh of 193 itles.

A spot of perspectiveis perhapsin order: the number of original mass-market paperbacks published this
year, 350, is aone higher than the total number of origind genre books, of any sort, published in 1972,
which was 225. Unless there' s a crash so disastrous coming that it amounts to the de facto collapse of
most of the publishing industry (possible, but not likely, unlessthere' sagenera society-wide Great
Depresson), it's hard to imagine that the genre will be reduced to those kind of numbers—which
everyone regarded as*“norma” and even hedlthy, in the 1970s—anytime soon.

* k k %

| don't have time to read many novels, and thisyear |’ ve had perhaps even lesstimethan usud, so | can



contribute no redlly definitive overview—but certainly among the best novels of the year, you' d haveto
lig Teranesia (HarperPrism), by Greg Egan, A Deepness in the Sy, by Vernor Vinge (Tor), Darwin's
Radio, by Greg Bear (Dd Rey), All Tomorrow’ s Parties, by William Gibson (Putnam), The Cassini
Divison, by Ken Macleod (Tor), Ancient of Days, by Paul J. McAuley (Avon Eos), Forever Free, by
Joe Haldeman (Ace), The Martian Race, by Gregory Benford (Warner Aspect), Manifold: Time, by
Stephen Baxter (Ddl Rey), and The Naked God, by Peter Hamilton (Warner Aspect). Although |
haven't yet read it, Cryptonomicon, by Ned Stephenson (Avon), was enough of a cult success, with an
apped stretching far outside the boundaries of thefidld asthey are usudly drawn, that it probably should
have specid attention cdled to it in any year-end wrap-up. As should theimmensely popular Harry
Potter books by J. K. Rowling, which may have outsold anything e'se in the genre thisyear; in fact, the
chances are good that if somebody who is not aregular fantasy or science fiction reader has heard of
any book with fantastic dementsthisyesr, it'saHarry Potter book that they’ ve heard of; that ought to
be more than enough to get them included in any year-end wrap-up that hopesto give an accurate
picture of what was hap-pening in 1999.

Other novesthat have received alot of attention and acclaim in 1999 include Ender’ s Shadow, Orson
Scott Card (Tor); On Blue's Waters, Gene Wolfe (Tor); Sky Coyote, Kage Baker (Harcourt Brace);
Tamsin, Peter S. Beagle (Roc); Green-house Summer, Norman Spinrad (Tor); The Far Shore of
Time, Frederik Pohl (Tor); Dog Eat Dog, Jerry Jay Carroll (Ace); Finity, John Barnes (Tor);
Precursor, C. J. Cherryh (DAW); Bios, Robert CharlesWilson (Tor); A Calculus of Angels, J.
Gregory Keyes (Dd Rey); Kirinya, lan McDondd (Millennium); The Fifth Elephant, Terry Pratchett
(HarperPrism); A Civil Campaign, LoisMcMaster Bu-jold (Baen); Down There in Darkness, George
Turner (Tor); The Extremes, Chris-topher Priest (St. Martin’s Press); The Congueror’s Child, Suzy
McKee Charnas (Tor); Mammoth, Stephen Baxter (Millennium); Minions of the Moon, Richard
Bowes (Tor); The Rainy Season, James P. Blaylock (Ace); Architects of Emortality, Brian Stableford
(Tor); Dark Cities Underground, LisaGoldstein (Tor); Climb the Wind, Pamela Sargent
(HarperPrism); Return to Mars, Ben Bova (Avon); Still Life, Ha Clement (Tor); Cavalcade, Alison
Sndair (Millennium); The Sone War, Maddeine E. Robins (Tor); A Red Heart of Memories, Nina
Kiriki Hoffman (Ace); Moonfall, Jack McDevitt (HarperPrism); Waiting, Frank M. Robinson (Forge);
Memoranda, Jeffrey Ford (Avon Eos); Against the Tide of Years, S. M. Stirling (Roc); Soulsin the
Great Machine, Sean McMullen (Tor); Singer fromthe Sea, Sheri S. Tepper (Avon Eos); Tower of
Dreams, Jamil Nasir (Bantam Spectra); Foreign Bodies, Stephen Dedman (Tor); Sarfire, Charles
Sheffidd (Bantam Spec-tra); There and Back Again, by Max Merriwell, Pat Murphy (Tor); Cave of
Sars, George Zebrowski (HarperPrism); The Eternal Footman, James Morrow (Harcourt Brace);
Black Light, Elizabeth Hand (HarperPrism); The Veiled Web, Catherine Asaro (Bantam Spectra); The
Terrorists of Irustan, Louise Marley (Ace); The Sars Compel, Michagla Roessner (Tor); The Slicon
Dagger, Jack Williamson (Tor); The Quiet Invasion, by Sarah Zettel (Warner Aspect); The Marriage
of Sicks, Jonathan Carroll (Tor); Mr. X, Peter Straub (Random House); and Saint Fire, Tanith Lee
(The Overlook Press).

Mention should a'so be made of some recent omnibus reissues of classic novels, back in print again after
an absence of years (or, in some cases. even decades): Dark Ladies, Fritz Leiber (Tor/Orb), which
gatherstogether two classic Leiber novels, Conjure Wife and Our Lady of Darkness; Rings, by
Charles L. Harness (NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0203 —$25), which
col-lectstogether the Harness novels The Paradox Men, The Rings of Ritomel, and Firebird, and
adds to them a never-before-published novel, Drunkard’ s Endgame; The Great Book of Amber: The
Amber Chronicles 1-10, by Roger Zdazny (Avon Eos), an omnibus of the first ten volumesin the



Amber series; Biting the Sun, by Tanith Lee (Bantam Spectra), which includes Don't Bite the Sun and
Drinking Sapphire Wine; and The Essential Hal Clement, Volume 1: Trio for Side Rule &
Typewriter, by Hal Clement (NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0203

—$25.00), which gathers his classic novels Needle, Iceworld, and Close to Critical. Some very good
stand-adone novels dso were reprinted this year, in-cluding: Emphyrio, by Jack Vance (Orion
Millennium); The War Against the Rull, by A. E. van Vogt (Tor/Orb); The Drawing of the Dark, by
Tim Powers (Bdlantine Del Rey); The Dreaming jewels, by Theodore Sturgeon (Vintage); Free Live
Free, by Gene Wolfe (Tor/Orb); The Slver Metal Lover, by Tanith Lee (Bantam Spec-tra); The
Deceivers, by Alfred Bester (iBooks/'Simon & Schuster); The Wonder, by J. D. Beresford (Bison
Books); Omega: The Last Days of the World, by Camille FHlammarion (Bison Books); 334, by Thomas
M. Disch (Vintage); and Camp Con-centration, by Thomas M. Disch (Vintage). All of these publishers
areto be com-mended for bringing long-out-of-print titles back into print, something that for too long has
been |€eft to the small presses by most of the trade publishers. The new Orion Millennium line, the
Tor/Orb line, and the Vintage line are particularly worth checking out, with dmost everything they reissue
of interest. It' sredly encouraging to see backlist titles starting to come back into print again with
increasing regularity, athough even more could —and probably should—be done aong these lines.

It seemed a somewhat weaker year for first novels than the last couple of years have been. Shiva 3000,
by Jan Lars Jensen (Harcourt Brace), seemed to attract the most attention this year, followed by The
Slk Code, by Paul Levinson (Tor) and Sarfish, by Peter Watts (Tor). Other first novelsincluded
Gardens of the Moon, Steven Erikson (Bantam UK); King Rat, ChinaMieville (Tor); Code of
Conduct, Krigtine Smith (Avon Eos);,Shanji, James C. Glass (Baen); The Shadow of Ararat, Thomas
Harlan (Tor); Nocturne for a Dangerous Man, Marc Matz (Tor); and The Thief' s Gamble, dulliet E.
McKenna (HarperPrism). Asusud, al pub-lisherswho are willing to take a chance publishing first novels
should be commended, since the publishing of such novesisachance that must be taken by someone if
new talent isgoing to be ableto develop, and if thefield itself isgoing to survive.

Although | didn’t read anywhere near dl of the novesthisyear (probably phys-icaly impossible, for
anyone for whom it wasn't afull-timejob), or even the mgority of them, what | did havetimeto read
was of pretty high quality, and on the basis of that sample aone, it looked like a pretty strong yeer for the
novelsto me—asindeed it has been for the past severa years now. Tor obvioudy had astrong year, as
did Avon Eos (in spite of catastrophic shake-upsthere), as did the new English line Millenniumin its
debut year, and HarperPrism in what, aas, proved to beits last year. And sincel il frequently hear the
old line about how nobody publishes “red” science fiction anymore (in spite of what'samounted to a
renaissance in the ultra-hard SF nove inthelast four or five years, paired with aboom in scientificaly
literate modern space opera), the fact isthat the mgjority of novelson thisyear’ slist of notable books
wer e center-core sciencefiction novels. Even omitting the fantasy novels and the borderline
genre-graddling work on thelist, you gtill had the Egan, the Vinge, the Gibson, the Bear, the Haldeman,
the Benford, the Bova, the McAuley, the Clement, the Baxter, the Macleod, the Stableford, and closeto
adozen others—all unquestionably pure-quill core SF, with many of them “hard SF’ asrigorous and
chalenging as any that’ s ever been written by anyonein the history of the genre.

Asusud, predicting what' s going to take the mgjor awards thisyear isa daunting task. | think that
Vernor Vinge sA Deepness in the Sky hasashot a winning the Hugo. The Vinge nove might dso have
ashot at the Nebula, but there the Situation is complicated by the fact that SFWA’ sbizarre “rolling



eigibility” rule enables popular booksfrom last year such as George R. R. Martin's A Clash of Kings
and Maureen McHugh's Mission Child to compete for this year’s award, so the probable winner
becomes very hard to call. We'll just have to wait and see what does win!

Borderline novelsby SFwritersthisyear included The Rift (Avon), by Walter Jon Williams (writing as
Water J. Williams), aBig Fat Disagter novel, set in the near future, about a humongous earthquake
griking the Mississippi Valey, that contains enough of Williams stypicad stylishly blesk tropesto be
satisfying to hisusua fans, and which is compellingly readable enough to appedl to abroader audience as
well. There were dso two intriguing borderline nove s this year that will have to be specid-ordered from
small presses, but which are well worth the trouble: Interstate Dreams (Mojo Press), by Neal Barrett,
J., abizarre and occa-sondly very funny mix of mystery, fantasy, and black humor in amode that has
been called Texas magic redism, Smilar intoneto Barrett’ s cult classic The Hereafter Gang (which
John Clute called “the Great American nove,” and which moved Joe Landsdaleto exclam’ “God
Himself couldn’t have written a better nove!”)... and The Ballad of Billy Badass and the Rose of
Turkestan (Xlibris), by William Sanders, afreawheding, gritty, and funny mix of fantasy, SF, and
hard-edged thriller that will gppedl to anyone who has ever enjoyed Sanders s short fiction, such asthe
recent Nebulafindist “The Undiscovered.” (Mojo Press, P.O. Box 1215, Dripping Springs, TX
78620-$14 for Interstate Dreams, by Nedl Bar-rett, Jr.; The Ballad of Billy Badass and the Rose of
Turkestan, by William Sanders, can be ordered from Xlibris Pressfor $25 for a hardcover edition and
$15 for atrade paperback edition, or it can be ordered from Sanders's own Web site at
www.sff.net/peopl e/sanders/bbrt.htm or ordered from Amazon.com).

Associationa novelsby genre authorsthis year included Motherless Brooklyn (Doubleday), by Jonathan
Lethem; The Crook Factory (Avon), by Dan Smmons, Say Goodbye: The Laurie Moss Sory (S.
Martin' s Press), by Lewis Shiner; and Essential Saltes: An Experiment (St. Martin’ s Press), by Don
Wehb; plusadew of mystery novelsby SFwriters, including Defense for the Devil (S. Martin's
Press), by Kate Wilhem; two novels by Mary Rosenblum writing as Mary Freeman, Devil’ s Trumpet
(Berkeley) and Deadly Nightshade (Berkeley); Freezer Bum (Mys-terious Press), by Joe L. Lansdae;
and two novels by Ron Goulart, Groucho Marx, Private Eye (St. Martin's Press) and Elementary, My
Dear Groucho (St. Martin's Press).

* * % %

It was another pretty strong year for collections, something that’ s been true for a couple of years now.
The best collections of the year included: A Good Old-Fashioned Future, by Bruce Sterling (Bantam
Spectra); The Robot’s Twilight Com-panion, by Tony Danie (Golden Gryphon); The Martians, by
Kim Stanley Robinson (Bantam Spectra); The Dragons of Soringplace, by Robert Reed (Golden
Gryphon); Sex and Violence in Zero-G, by Allen Stede (MeishaMerlin); Miracle and Other
Christmas Stories, by Connie Willis (Bantam Spectra); Beast of the Heartland and Other Stories, by
Lucius Shepard (Four Walls, Eight Windows), and Hearts in Atlantis, by Stephen King (Scribner).

Also good were: Antique Futures: The Best of Terry Dowling, by Terry Dowling (MP Books); A
Safari of the Mind, by Mike Resnick (Wildside Press); Apostrophes & Apocalypses, by John Barnes



(Tor); The Lady of Stuations, by Stephen Dedman (Ticonderoga); Dakota Dreamin, by Bill Johnson
(Cascade Mountain); Dragons Fin Soup, by S. P. Somtow (EMR); The Dream Archipelago, by
Chris-topher Priest (Earthlight); New Adventures in Sci-Fi, by Sean Williams (Ticonder-oga); Where
Garagiola Waits and Other Baseball Sories, by Rick Wilber (University of Tampa Press); Seven for
the Apocalypse, by Kit Reed (Universty Press of New England); and Really, Really, Really, Really,
Weird Sories, by John Shirley (Night Shade).

There were also severd strong retrospective collections— collections that return long-unavailable work
to print—thisyear, incdluding: Baby Is Three: The Complete Short Stories of Theodore Sturgeon,
Volume. VI (North Atlantic), by Theodore Sturgeon; Futures Past, by A. E. van Vogt (Tachyon
Publications); Farewell to Lankhmar, by Fritz Leiber (White Wolf); The Complete Boucher, by
Anthony Boucher (NESFA Press); The Collected Stories of Jack Williamson, Volume 1: The Metal
Man and Others, by Jack Williamson (Haffner); and The Collected Sories of Jack Williamson,
Volume 2: Wolves of Darkness, by Jack Williamson (Haffner).

Severd of these collections function dmost as theme collections, with Chrismas the unifying themein the
Willis collection, basebd| in the Wilber collection, while Somtow’s Dragon’s Fin Soup offersus*®eight
modern Siamesefables’ set in Thailand, and Sted€ s Sex and Violence in Zero-G collects near-future
stories mostly dedling with the construction of orbita habitats and the early stages of solar system
exploration and interworld commerce. Robinson’s The Martians aso has an obvious enough theme, and
has been described as a collection of outtakes from the writing of his massve Mars nove trilogy, but
whilethat’ strue enough in away, with characters from thetrilogy regppearing in stories here,, the
collection also features poetry, scraps of “nonfiction,” some (rather salf-indul gent) autobio-graphica
metafictional bits, and even Martian “dternate worlds’ storiesthat don't share the story line of thetrilogy,
including afew where the terraforming of Mars has gone wrong, and even acouple of “ mainstream”
piecesin which we never went to Marsin thefirgt place; in fact, rather than being just astraightforward
collection of stories set on Robinson’ sfictiona Mars, it' satricky, usive, post-modern grab bag of a
book, whose closest relativein the genreis probably UrsulaK. Le Guin's Always Coming Home —
athough if Robinson included recipes, or acassette of flute music, | missed them (but | wouldn't have
been surprised if they werethere!). Although many of the“ stories’ are barely stories at dl aswe usudly
understand the term in the genre, the cumulative effect of the collection is powerful, and oddly moving.
Speaking of Mars, Rainbow Mars, by Larry Niven (Tor), isan odd item, an omnibus of collection of
Niven'slong-running series of stories about Svetz, the haplesstime traveler, matched with acomplete
new novel, the eponymous Rainbow Mars, which takes Svetz to an dternate-world Marsfor further
adventures; I’ [l mention it both here and in the nove section, sinceit’ s both a collection and anovel

wrapped up in one package.

Turning to fantasy, the late Robert A. Heinlein is not usudly thought of as afantasy writer (in spite of
G/077 Road, one of the mgjor fantasy novels of the early 1960s, before Tolkien's widespread
popularity), but The Fantasies of Robert A. Heinlein, by Robert A. Heinlein (Tor), ought to be
checked out as an eye-opener both by fantasy purists who' ve never read anything by Heinlein before and
by hardcore Heinlein fans who' ve never read anything but his science fiction work; there’ s good stuff
here such as“Wado” and “ ‘—And He Built a Crooked House',” mixed with lightweight stuff such as
“The Man who Traveled in Elephants’ and “ Our Fair City,” but note particularly * ‘They— “ and “The
Unpleasant Profession of Jonathan Hoag,” pioneering classics of the ultimate paranoia



How-Do-Y ou-Know-What-ls-Rea ? story; today we' d say they were Dickian, but both were
pub-lished before Phil Dick even started writing, and they’ ve influenced amost dl subsequent work in
thismode, including recent movieslike The Matrix. And athoughit’sredly neither sciencefiction nor
fantasy, asthe terms are conven-tiondly used, Avram Davidson fanswill certainly want the mystery
collection The Investigation of Avram Davidson (S. Martin's Press), edited by Grania Davis and
Richard A. Lupoff; these are not hardcore classica whodunits being rather of theironic “biter bit” variety
that in many cases might just aseasily havefit into The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction asinto
Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazne (where many of them did appear), but they display dl of Davidson's
usual wit and offbesat erudition, and severa of them (such asthe wonderful “The Lord of Central Park”)
have minor fantastic eements aswell. Asyou can see, the big trade houses like Tor and Bantam Spectra
are bringing out more collections these days, not only collections by big names such asLarry Niven and
Robert A. Heinlein and Connie Willis, but, increasingly, even collections by middle-level names such as
Bruce Sterling, John Barnes, and Kim Stanley Robinson. If you want collections by New Y oung Writers,
though, for the most part, you still haveto turn to smal presses such Golden Gryphon Press and Meisha
Merlin. (One of the most encouraging stories of the year isthat Golden Gryphon Press, which could have
died with itsfounder, Jm Turner, isgoing to continue under the stewardship of Turner’ s brother Gary; in
fact, under that stewardship, excellent collections by Tony Daniel and Nedl Barrett, J., have dready
appeared—we | list the Barrett next year—and new collections by Joe R. Lansdae, Richard Paull
Russo, and others, are dready in the pipeline.) While small presses like NESFA Press, North Atlantic,
Tachyon, and Haffner remain vitd —and unrivaed by the trade publishers— for bringing collections of
long-out-of-print work of historical impor-tance back in aform where it can be accessed by modern
readers.

Very few smadll-presstitles, though, will be findable in the average bookstore, or even in the average
chain store, which meansthat mail order istill your best bet, and so I’'m going to list the addresses of the
small-press publishers mentioned above: NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framinghan, MA 01701-0809
—$25 for The Compleat Boucher, by Anthony Boucher; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road,
Urbana, IL —$23.95 for The Dragons of Springplace, by Robert Reed and $24.95 for The Robot’s
Twilight Companion, by Tony Danid; Wildside Press, P.O. Box 45, Gillette, NJ 07933-0045-$15 for
ASafari of the Mind, by Mike Resnick; North Atlantic Books, P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA,
94701-$30 for Baby Is Three: Volume VI: The Complete Stories of Theodore Surgeon, by
Theodore Sturgeon; MeishaMerlin Press, P.O. Box 7, Decatur, GA. 30031-$16 for Sex and Violence
in Zero-G, by Allen Steele; Tachyon Publications, PMB #139, 1459 18th Street, San Francisco, CA.
94107 —$17 plus $2.50 postage for Futures Past, by A. E. van Vogt; University of Tampa Press, 401
West Kennedy Blvd., Tampa, FL. 33606-$24.95 plus $2.50 postage for Where Garagiola Waits and
Other Baseball Sories, by Rick Wilber; Alexander Publishing, 13243 Vanowen Ave, #5, North
Hollywood, CA 91605 —$15.95 for Dragon’s Fin Soup, by S. P. Somtow; MP Books, P.O. Box
407, Nedlands, Western Australia 6909, Australia-$29.95 for Antique Futures: The Best of Terry
Dowling; Ticonderoga Publications, P.O. Box 407, Nedlands, Western Australia 6009,
Austraia-$17.95 plus $5 shipping for The Lady of Stuations, by Stephen Dedman and $19.99 for
New Adventuresin Sci-Fi, by Sean Williams, Cascade M ountain Publishing, 1652 NW Summit Dr.,
Bend, OR 97701-$12.95 for Dakota Dreamin, by Bill Johnson; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd.,
Suite 35, Royal Oak, M1 48073-1239 —$32 plus $5 post-age for The Collected Stories of Jack
Williamson, Volume One: The Metal Men and Others and $32 plus $5 postage for The Collected
Stories of Jack Williamson, Volume Two: Wolves of Darkness; University Pressof New
England/Wedeyan, 23 South Main &, Hanover, NH b3755 —$16.95 plus $2.50 postage for Seven for
the Apocalypse, by Kit Reed; Night Shade Books, 870 East EIl Camino Redl, #133, Mountain View,
CA 94040-$16.95 for Really, Really, Really, Really, Weird So-ries, by John Shirley.



* * % %

It was amoderately unexciting year overal in the reprint anthology field, athough there were till afew
good vaues here and there.

The best betsfor your money in this category, as usud, were the various best-of -the-year anthologies,
and the annual Nebula Award anthology, Nebula Awards 33 (Harcourt Brace Jovanovich), edited by
Connie Willis; this year there was aso aretrospective anthology of work by past winners of the SFWA
Grand Master Award (see below). Sciencefiction is being covered by two best-of-the-year an-thology
series, the one you are holding in your hand, and the Year’s Best - series (HarperPrism), edited by
David G. Hartwell, now up to itsfifth annua volume. (It would be inappropriate for meto review
Hartwell’s Year’s Best S, sinceit’ sadirect competitor to this volume, but sufficeit to say that the
generd critical consensus seemsto bethat in afield aslarge and diverse as sciencefiction, there’'smore
than enough room for two “best” anthologies every year; in fact, theré susudly not al that much overlap
between my sdections and Hartwel’ s, which means that a greater spectrum of writers gets a chanceto
be showcased every year than would otherwise be the case.) If there was anew edition in anew

best-of -the-year series concentrating on genre work of various sorts published in Australia, The Year’s
Best Australian Science Fiction and Fantasy (HarperCollins AugtrdiaV oyager), edited by Jonathan
Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrne, which was up to volumetwo last year, | didn’t seeit. Once again, there
were two best-of -the-year anthol ogies covering horror in 1999: the latest edition in the British series The
Mammoth Book of Best New Horror (Robinson, Caroll & Graff), edited by Stephen Jones, now up to
volume ten, and the Ellen Datlow haf of ahuge volume cov-ering both horror and fantasy, The Year’s
Best Fantasy and Horror (St. Martin's Press), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Winding, this year up
toitstwelfth annua collection. In spite of the increasing popularity of the fantasy genre, fantasy, as
opposed to horror, isgill only covered by the Winding haf of the Datlow/Winding anthology.

Turning to retrospective SF anthol ogies, books that provide a Higtorica/critical overview of the evolution
of thefield, one of your best bets hereis the above-mentioned anthology of work by writers who have
won SFWA’s Grand Master Award, The SFWA Grand Masters, Volume 1 (Tor), edited by Frederik
Pohl, which may be the most substantid single-volume SF reprint anthology of the year, containing classic
work by Robert A. Heinlein, Fritz Leiber, Clifford D. Smak, L. Sprague de Camp, and Jack
Williamson, much of which may be unavailable to (or even unknown to) modern generations of readers;
two more volumes are to follow. Historic perspective of an interestingly quirky sort is provided by My
Fa-vorite Science Fiction Sory (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg, in which famous science
fiction writerswe re asked to sdect their favorite science fiction story. The anthology features good work
by Cordwainer Smith, Frederik Pohl, Roger Zelazny, Howard Waldrop, Ward Moore, Gordon R.
Dickson, Theodore Sturgeon, James Blish, and others, plusinteresting commentary from the selectors as
to why they picked the Sory that they did. Some of the choices aso shed light on the sources and
inspiration for the selectors's own work, something that’ s suddenly very clear when you see Joe
Haldeman sdlect Frederik Pohl’s* Day Million” ashisfavorite SF sory (for an idea of what | mean, read
Hademan's own story “Anniversary Project” after first reading the Pohl), or Connie Willis select Ward
Moore's“Lot,” or Harry Turtledove select Howard Waldrop's*“ The Ugly Chicken”; some of the
choicesare at first glance surprising, like Arthur C. Clarke sdecting Theodore Sturgeon’s“The Man
Who Lost the Sea,” but make perfect sense when you think about them, and give you an interesting new



perspective from which to examine the selector’ swork. The best work from the last few yearsof F& SF,
including strong stories by UrsulaK. Le Guin, Maureen F. McHugh, Bruce Sterling, John Crawley,
Elizabeth Hand, and others, isfeatured in The Best From Fantasy & Science Fiction: The Fiftieth
Anniversary Collection, edited by Edward L. Ferman and Gordon VVan Gelder (Tor). Noted without
comment is The Good New Stuff (St. Martin’s Griffin), edited by Gardner Dozois, aretrospective
over-view of the evolution of “adventure SF’ from the * 60s to the * 90s, afollow-up volumeto last
year's The Good Old Stuff.

There were severd interesting “regiond” reprint anthologiesthisyear. Centau-rus. The Best of
Australian Science Fiction, edited by David G. Hartwell and Damien Broderick (Tor), givesusan
overview of the booming Australian SF scene, and features good work by George Turner, Greg Egan,
ChrisLawson, Lucy Sus-sex, Stephen Dedman, Cherry Wilder, Sean Williams, Hal Colebatch, Damien
Broderick himself, and others. Northern Suns, edited by David G. Hartwell and Glenn Grant (Tor),
showcases SF writers from Canada, and features good work from Cory Doctorow, Eric Choi, Saly
McBride, Jan Lars Jensen, Nalo Hopkinson, W. P. Kinsdlla, Karl Schroeder, Geoff Ryman, and others.
If you can get only one of these, Centaurus isdightly stronger than Northern Suns, but you ought to get
both if you can afford it, to get afedling for what’ s happening in worlds of SFwriting outsde the usua
American/British axis. For alook at areally different world, where the featured writers will be unknown
to much of the English-speaking genre audience, check out The Dedalus Book of Spanish Fantasy,
edited by Margaret Jull Costaand AnndlaMcDermott (Dedalus).

Two interesting small-press items, reprint anthol ogies somewhere on the bor-derland between SF and
horror, are Technohorror: Inventionsin Terror and Bangs & Whimpers. Sories about the End of
the World, both edited by James Frenkel (Roxbury Park/Lowell House). Technohorror features good
reprint work by Harlan Ellison, Ray Bradbury, Damon Knight, Michagl Swanwick, Pat Cadigan,
Stephen King, and others (including an early Greg Egan story, from back when it looked asif he were
going to turn out to be ahorror writer instead of a hard-science writer), while Bangs & Whimpers (one
of only two gpocdyptic millennium-oriented books | can think of from thisyear, in SF, anyway, as
opposed to the dozens that had been predicted) contains good reprints from Robert A. Heinlein, Robert
Reed, Philip K. Dick, Frederik Pohl, James Tiptree, Jr., James Thurber, Issac Asmov, and others.

Noted without comment are Future War, edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois (Ace),
Armageddons, edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois (Ace), Isaac Asmov's Valentines, edited by
Gardner Dozoisand ShellaWilliams (Ace), 1saac Asimov' s Werewolves, edited by Gardner Dozois
and ShellaWilliams (Ace), and Isaac Asmov's Solar System, edited by Gardner Dozois and Sheila
Williams (Ace).

Worth looking into in the reprint fantasy anthology market this year were The Mammoth Book of
Arthurian Legends and The Mammoth Book of Comic Fantasy |1, both edited by Mike Ashley
(Carall & Graf).

Other than the above-mentioned “ best” anthol ogies by Stephen Jones and Dat-low and Windling, there
didn't ssemto be alot of reprint horror anthologies this year, but then again, | haven't been following the



horror field closdly, so | might have missed them. One of thefew | did seewas 100 Hilarious Little
Howlers, edited by Stephen Dziemianowicz, Robert Weinberg, and Martin H. Greenberg (Barnes &
Noble).

An associationa anthology that many SH/fantasy fans might enjoy, one that features the work of familiar
genre authors such as Stephen Baxter, Tom Holt, Liz Holliday, and Richard A. Lupoff, is Royal
Whodunnits, edited by Mike Ashley (Robinson).

* * * %

It wasasolid, if unexceptiond, year in the SF-and-fantasy-oriented nonfiction and reference book field,
with many of the best bargainsin the related art book field. The sngle most substantial volume of the
year, in fact, was abook that could be considered to be either acultura history of the field or an art
book, depending on how you squint at it (we'll list it in both places), Frank M. Robinson’s mon-umental
Science Fiction of the 20th Century (Collector’ s Press). The Robinson book reproduces some of the
most luminous (and most lurid) covers of the old pulp magazine era, thus making it one of the year’ s best
art books, but athough those glorious pulp images speak well for themselves, Robinson’ s discussion of
the covers, setting them in their cultural context, istheicing on the cake, and func-tions as a shrewd and
knowledgesable study of American pop culturein genera, and sciencefiction in particular. Camille
Bacon-Smith's Science Fiction Culture (University of Pennsylvania Press) dso offers a pop-culture
perspective on science fiction, particularly on the interactions of science fiction and sciencefiction
“fandom,” the severd (only partialy overlapping) subcultures of readers and enthusi-asts— fans,
origindly from fanatic — that revolve (ostengibly, anyway) around the science fiction genreitsdf; but
athough there' salarge amount of useful information here, and even some vauable insghts, the author’s
doppinesswith matters of fact (most of them easily researchable) and generaly vague grasp of genre
history diminishes the book’ s value as areference tool, although many members of the lay audience may
find it entertaining and accessible.

There were dso severd drier, more academically oriented, reference books this year, probably more for
the specidist than for the average reader, including: Fan-tasy and Horror: A Critical and Historical
Guideto Literature, Illustration, Film, TV, Radio, and the Internet, edited by Neil Barron
(Scarecrow Press); Srange Constellations: A History of Australian Science Fiction, by Russl
Blackford, Van Ikin, and Sean McMullen (Greenwood Press); and The Fantasy Literature of
En-gland, by Colin Manlove (Macmillan UK). The extremely valuable research tool The Locus Index
to Science Fiction (1984-1998), by CharlesN. Brown and Wil-liam G. Contento, combined with the
Index to Science Fiction Anthologies and Collections, by William G. Contento, isnow availablein
CD form, from Locus Pressfor $45 — and if you have anything other than the most casud of interestsin
the SFfidd, thisisan essentid purchasethat will pay for itself many times over in short order (mysdlf, |
find that there’ srarely aweek that goes by when | don’'t useit to look up something). It can be ordered
on-line, at the Locus Online site, www.locusmag.com, and regular updatesfor it are availablethere as
well. A more specialized, but aso vauable, research tool, also in CD form, isthe Science Fiction,
Fantasy, 6 Weird Fiction Magazine Index (1890-1998), by Stephen T. Miller and William G.
Contento, also available from Locus Press for $45.



A generalized book of genre criticism was Deconstructing the Starships: Science, Fiction and
Reality, by Gwyneth Jones (Liverpool Univergty Press), while critica studies of individua writers
included Demand My Writing: Joanna Russ/Feminism/ Science Fiction, by Jeanne Cortid (Liverpool
University Press), and The Road to Castle Mount: The Science Fiction of Robert Slverberg, by
Edgar L. Chapman Greenwood). Books about writersincluded George Turner: A Life, by Judith
Raph-adl Buckrich (Mebourne University Press), Tarzan Forever: The Life of Edgar Rice
Burroughs, Creator of Tarzan, by John Tdiaferro (Scribner), and acharming, frank, and ingghtful
autobiography by Brian W. Aldiss. The Twinkling of an Eye, or, My Life as an Englishman (St
Martin's Press). Books of interviewswith genre figuresincluded Pioneers of Wonder: Conver sations
with the Founders of Science Fiction, by Eric Lef Davin (Prometheus), and The Robert Heinlein
Interview and Other Heinleiniana, by J. Neil Schulman (pulpless.com). Further on the edges of the
fidd, there were dso severd criticd studies of fairy taes, including When Dreams Come True:
Classical Fairy Talesand Their Traditions, by Jack Zipes; Routledge), The Witch Must Die: How
Fairy Tales Shape Our Lives, by Sheldon Cashdan (Basic Books), and No Go the Bogeyman:
Scaring, Lulling and Making Mock, by MarinaWarner (Farrar Straus Giroux).

Out on the edges of thefield in adifferent direction are two reference books for placesthat don’t exist:
The Dictionary of Imaginary Places, by Alberto Mangud and Gianni Guadaupi (Harcourt Brace),

and Dictionary of Science Fiction Places, by Brian Stableford (Simon & Schuster). Also out on the
borderlands somewhere, perhaps on the edge of Art Book Land, is The Book of End Times, by John
Clute (HarperPrism), acollage of illustrations, quotations, and photographs dealing with the turning of the
millennium and the end-of-the-world frenzy it' s been known to whip up.

Which edges us nestly into the art book field, which wasfairly strong thisyear. I’ ve dready mentioned
Frank M. Robinson’s Science Fiction of the 20th Century, which, if considered as an art book, would
be right up there at the top of the category. Aswould three retrospective collections, Legacy: Selected
Paintings and Drawings by the Grand Master of Fantastic Art, by old master Frank Frazetta
(Underwood), Tranduminal: The Paintings of Jim Burns, by new(er) master im Burns (Paper Tiger),
and Maxfield Parrish 1870-1966, by Maxfldd Parrish (Abrams), amaster not usudly thought of asa
genreartist at al, but one whose work has clearly had adeep and lasting impact on genre work,
particularly fantasy landscape art. Last year, during his Locus Award acceptance speech, Arnie Fenner
took meto task for referring to Soectrum 5 as “asort of Best-of-the-Y ear seriesthat compilesthe
year’ sfantagtic art,” but it’ s hard to see any other description of the book thet redly fits (sorry, Arnie!);
certanly it fits Soectrum 6: The Best in Con-temporary Fantastic Art, by Cathy and Arnie Fenner
(Underwood) just aswdll asit fit Spectrum 5, and iswhat makes this valuable as an overview of—just
asit says—the contemporary fantastic art field, and placesit near the top of the art book category as
wdll. Thisyear, though, it hasaworthy riva in the overview-of-contemporary-fantastic-art category,
Fantasy Art of the New Millennium. The Best in Fantasy and SF Art Worldwide, by Dick Jude
(Voyager). Worth checking out aswell isan overview of rardly seen art from what might just aswell be
another world, asalien asit isto the Western tradition, Spirit Country: Contemporary Australian
Aboriginal Art, compiled by Jennifer I1saacs (Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco).

Also worthwhilein this category were The Book of Sea Monsters, by Bob Eggleton (Paper Tiger); Soft
As Sedl, The Art of Julie Bell, by Julie Bell (Paper Tiger); and The World of Michael Parkes, by



Michael Parkes (Steltman).

Therewere afair number of generd genre-related nonfiction books of interest thisyear. Leading thelist
for most genre readers would probably be three nonfic-tion titles by well-known genre writers:
Greetings, Carbon-Based Bipeds!: Collected Essays 1934-1998, by Arthur C. Clarke (St. Martin’s
Press), whichisjust what it saysitis, Deep Time: How Humanity Communicates Across Millennia,
by Gregory Benford (Avon Eos), also self-explanatory; and Borderlands of Science: How to Think
Like a Scientist and Write Science Fiction, by Charles Sheffield (Baen), an odd but effective cross
between science essays and writing-advice articles by ascientist who isalso an SF writer (asare dl three
of these authors, by the way).

Moving abit further afield, we have anew book from one of my favorites, The Knowledge Web: From
Electronic Agents to Sionehenge and Back—and Other Jour-neys Through Knowledge, by James
Burke (Smon & Schuster). Anyone who has read Burke' sfamous Connections, or seen any of the TV
versons of Burke swork, knowswhat they’rein for here — bits of obscure knowledge of the history of
tech-nology and surprising ingghtsinto waysin which they relate and interact, dl flavored with Burke' s
wry, antic humor—and Burke doesn't disappoint. Assuming continued interest in dternate history andin
gpacetravel on the part of SFfans (afairly safe bet), then many may beintrigued by What 1f? The
World' s Foremost Military Historians Imagine What Might Have Been, edited by Robert Crawley
(Putnam), and Entering Space: Creating a Space-Faring Civilization, by Robert Zubrin (Putnam).
And books such as The Elegant Universe: Superstrings, Hidden Dimensions, and the Quest for the
Ultimate Theory, by Brian Greene (W. W. Norton & Co.), and At Home in the Universe: The
Search for Laws of Self-Organization and Complexity, by Stuart Kauffman (Oxford University
Press), may help you keep up with some of the more extreme mind-bending conceptualization done by
today’ s cutting-edge hard science writers, such as Greg Egan or Brian Stableford or Alastair Reynolds.

There are no less than two different biographies of the late Carl Sagan out thisyear: Carl Sagan: A Life
in the Cosmos, by William Poundstone (Henry Holt), and Carl Sagan: A Life, by Kery Davidson
(Wiley), either or both of which may be of interest to genre readers, considering Sagan’ s status as
perhaps the most prominent science popularizer of thelast haf of the twentieth century. And mov-ing a
bit further out on the borderlands, but till of interest to many genre readers, I'mwilling to bet, is
Galileo’s Daughter: A Historical Memoir of Science, Faith, and Love, by Dava Sobdl (Waker &
Co.).

* * * %

There may have been more genre moviesreleased in 1999 than at any other timein history, and they ran
the full spectrum from immense box-office blockbuster to immense box-office bomb, and from quiet little
“serious’ filmsto Big, Loud, and Dumb spectaculars, there were even afew movies that managed to do
tremen-doudy well at the box office and be of high artigtic quality at the sametime. | guessthe millennium
redly must be at hand!



The most talked-about genre movie of the year was certainly Star Wars, Episode One: The Phantom
Menace, which had the unhappy fate of being at the same time the mogt anticipated and the most
disappointing movie of the year. Not that it's easy to call amovie that made as much money as The
Phantom Menace did a“falure’” — not while expecting anyoneto keep astraight face, anyway. The
movie made tons and tons of money, especidly in the overseas market, and, last time | looked, had
seitled into thetitle of “highest-grossng movie of dl time” (Although sdlesof Star War's books and
spin-off products were nowhere near as high as anticipated, particularly in Britain, where they tanked in
great numbers ... SO per-haps even this huge cash cow ultimately didn’t produce quite as much “milk” as
they’ d been counting on.) Artigticaly, however, dthough it may not have been atotd failure, it certainly
wasn't anywhere near the successthat most Star War's fans had hoped that it would be. After months of
intense hype, and apromotiona campaign that whipped fans up into afrenzy of anticipation, with some
dedicated individuaswaiting outsde in al weether for weeks to buy advancetickets, | think that most
people, even many of the hardcore Star Wars fans, walked away from the movie disappointed, to one
extent or another—which may makeit difficult to whip up anywhere near the same level of anticipation
again for Episode Two. (One subjective but perhapsteling point: when | saw the origind Star Wars for
thefirst time, in 1977, the audience legped to their feet at the end, cheering, and gave the moviea
spontaneous standing ovation. When | saw The Phantom Menace, there was no such outburst at the
end; instead, the fansfiled quietly out of the theater, |ooking subdued, pensive, and, yes, disappointed.
Not the way Lucas wanted them to react, I’ m surel)

Therewas il alot to admirein The Phantom Menace, including some spec-tacular specid effects,
some wonderfully evocative sets, costuming, and set dress-ing, and a couple of well-staged fight scenes.
Even some of the performances weren't bad, with Liam Neeson and Ewan McGregor doing the best
they could with the limited materia they had to work with; Neeson in particular did agood enough job of
bringing asense of quiet strength and gravitasto hisrole as Qui-Gon Jinn, a Jedi knight and mentor to the
young Obi-Wan Kenobi (McGregor), that you regret the fact that he gets toasted by the villain, Darth
Maul, and so won't make it into episode two. However, the writing isawful (particularly the dialogue,
whichisterrible even by Sar Wars standards), the plot ismuddled, illogicd, uninvolving, and incons stent
(full of stuff that was obvioudy added at the last moment, without lots of thought about itsimplications,
that retroactively invdidates everything inthe “first” three movies), the characterization isminima even for
anaction film (I don't think Darth Maul getsfour lines of didogue in the whole movie, and hismotivations
are completely unexplained, which makes him curioudy uninvolving asavillain; there s not nearly enough
time spent on the rel ationship between Qui-Gon Jinn and Obi-Wan Kenobi, ether), and some of the
actorsarejust awful (athough you could charitably ascribethisto lack of effective direction, If you're so
inclined). Thekid, for instance, Anakin Sywalker, the pivota character upon whom the whole plot
revolves, and who is caled upon to carry whole sections of the film on his puny little shoulders, isas
waxen and lifeless as a department-store dummy (amajor-league mistake making him alittle kid,
anyway, in my opinion; alot of thetropesthat jar and don’t make sense when applied to asix-year-old
would play much better with a teenager, someone about the same age that Luke wasin the origind Sar
Wars). Which brings usto Jar Jar Binks, the“comic relief” character who makeslarge stretches of this
film teeth-grittingly unpleasant to St through, and who is probably the most widdly and intensely despised
fictional character of the year, if not the decade, ingpiring doz-ens of anti-Jar Jar sitesto spring up on the
Internet dmost overnight. Jar Jar has also been widdly attacked asaviciousracia caricature, and whilel
think that this was probably unconscious rather than deliberate on the part of the film makers, itishard to
watch himin action for long without being uneasily reminded of Stepin Fetchit. . . .

L ucas has amassed agreat ded of goodwill and positive emotiond capita over the years with the Sar



Wars movies and books—Iet’ s hope he hasn’t spent too much of it with The Phantom Empire to
successfully lure customers back into the theater for episode two. Let’s also hope that episodetwoisa
better movie as amovie than was episode one; there are some failings that specid effectsaone can't
adequately compensate for, no matter how snazzy they are. Perhaps he' d be better off getting his buddy
Steven Spidberg (who, no matter what you think of him, would never make the kind of € ementary
storytelling and movie-craft mistakes that L ucas makes here) to direct the next one, and settle for the
role of producer instead.

The Phantom Menace may have been the box-office champ, but there were other moviesthat sold
phenomend numbers of ticketsaswell, and which may actualy have been effectively more profitable
than it was, considering how over-whelmingly less expensive they wereto make. Thisisespecidly truein
the case of the box-office blockbuster (and cultura phenomenon) The Blair Witch Project, which
managed to rake in multiple millionsin spite of a production budget of merdy $30,000 (practicaly no
budget at dl, even by the most modest Hollywood standards!). | must admit that my first thought on
seeing the moviewas, How did they manage to even spend as much as $30,000 on this? Aside from
some videotape equipment, there' s nothing visible on-screen that costs more than a couple of hundred
bucks, no sets, no costuming that couldn’t have come off the rack at Kmart, and effectively no actors
other than the three young leads, al unknowns. In fact, the movieis perfectly convincing as an amateur
film made out in the woods somewhere by atrio of broke and not particularly talented student
film-makers. But the producers of The Blair Witch Project have shrewdly turned ne-cessity into an
advantage; because they had no specia-effects budget, they never show us whatever it isthat’s
supposed to be menacing thistentful of unhappy campers out in the woods, alowing the imaginations of
the audience to supply horrorsfar more frightening than anything that could be explicitly shown on the
screen, and thus scaring the crap out of audiences who yawned through big-budget,
specid-effects-heavy, blood-spattered gorefests such as The Haunting. (The other key to the success
of The Blair Witch Project isavery clever postmodern campaign that suggested thet al thisis“red,”
that this really is footage found in afilm can in the woods after the student filmmakers you see on-screen
disap-peared, never to be seen again—suggested this so effectively, including even afake “ documentary”
about the“casg’ of the missing filmmakersthat gppeared on A&E, that there are some people unwilling
to give up their emotiona investment of belief even now, and who will till passonately insist that the
wholethingis“red” and “actually happened.” Infact, there are still Internet sSites devoted to defending
just this proposition! Another unexpected mega-hit was The Sxth Sense, whichadmog dl the critics
hated (including one mgor review that made it em-barrassingly clear in retrospect that the critic had
walked out at some point in the middle of the movie, if he' d ever actualy gonein thefirst place), but
which survived and progpered amost entirely on word of mouth, eventually building a huge audience.
Which it deserved. The Sxth Sense wasthat rare animd, an intdlligent and subtly underplayed
supernatural horror movie; | went to the theater expecting to hateit, and instead walked away thinking
that it was one of the best movies of the year. The writing isterrific here, tight and sharp, asistheintricate
plotting, which works with the precison of a Swisswatch. The acting is aso excdlent; Bruce Willis—
proving once again that hereally can act if you force him to — is very good, but the boy, Haley Joel
Osment, walks away with the movie, giving one of the best performances by achild actor that I’ ve ever
seen, anywhere; on my way out through the parking lot, | kept thinking, Boy, if they’ d gotten that kid to
play Anakin Skywalker, he might have saved the movie! Another relatively “quiet” supernaturd
movie, and another one that raked in millions, was The Green Mile, which now joinsthat small but
distinguished group—aong with Stand By Me, Misery, and The Shawshank Redemption —of movies
made from Stephen King books that are actually worth watching.



Another box-office champ was The Matrix, which borrowed cyberpunk tropes from a dozen previous
books and movies and stylishly reinvented them for the late * 90s, but whose wonderful, state-of -the-art
specid effects and glossy production values couldn’t disguise the fact that it was conceptudly and
spiritualy empty at heart, more an arcade game or alive-action anime than a“red” movie, raising
intriguing questionsthat it then didn’t bother to face or answer, settling instead for an extended
shoot-everything-in-sight climax that had the teenage boys jumping and bopping in their seets, but which
sent much of therest of the audience home unsatisfied (and which, with its
man-in-long-black-trenchcoat-walking-around-bl asting-everything-in front-of-him imagery, plays
somewhat creepily in retrospect after the Columbine High School massacre). Also dick but essentialy
caorie free (athough aso a big moneymaker) was The Mummy, which had great specid effects, but
which somehow, in spite of dl the computer-generated gruesomeness and ambulatory rotting corpses,
managed not to be even as scary asthe 1932 original, whose entire special-effects budget consisted of
some bandages to wrap Boris Karloff up in; nobody seemsto know how to pace ether ascary movie or
athriller anymore, and only the Blair Witch people seem to have figured out that lessis usualy more as
far as scaring the audience is concerned. (To befair, The Mummy doesn't teke itsdlf terribly serioudy, a
relief after something like The Ma-trix, andisfull of nicetongue-in-check stuff, admirably handled by the
affable Brendan Fraser.) In spite of time-travel motifs, Austin Powers. The Soy Who Shagged Me,
can't realy be described as an SF movie, but it's certainly afantasy of some sort, or at least a spoof of
that sort of fantasy, and wasimmensdly popular.

Animated movies of one sort or another aso scored big thisyear, with Toy Sory 2, Tarzan, South
Park; Bigger, Longer, and Uncut, and the part-live-action, part-animated Suart Little al finishing
near the top of the money-earning charts. (Somewhat surprisingly, the South Park movie aso turned out
to be one of the most tuneful and enjoyable movie musicasin years, while functioning at the sametime as
adevadtating and spot-on satire of movie musicas, especidly Disney ani-mated musicas, don't expect
to hear most of the incredibly foul-mouthed songs on the radio, though, no matter how caichy they arel

It salucky break for the Academy that it was* Blame Canada’ that got nominated for an Oscar for best
song, and not “Uncle Fucka.”)

Not al of 1999’ s genre movies were big moneymakers, of course; not by any means. Some of them
bombed pretty thoroughly, and the higher the movie' s budget was, the more grandiose the producer’s
expectations, the longer and harder it had to fall. Wild Wild West, abig-budget remake of the campy old
TV show that was expected to do big business/ tanked big-time instead, and was probably the most
criticaly savaged movie of the year aswell; not even the charismatic Will Smith could save this one,
athough he at least managed to salvage a hit song (from the sound track) out of the wreckage. Other
big-budget flops this year included the above-mentioned The Haunting, Inspector Gadget, My
Favorite Mar-tian, The House on Haunted Hill, End of Days, Deep Blue Sea, Universal Soldier:
The Return, Dogma, Virus, Sigmata, The Muse, Mystery Men, and Seepy Hollow (which madethe
odd choice of reinventing Washington Irving' s charming little fable as a stylishly blesk splatterpunk
movie). A farly high-end movie caled The Astronaut’ s Wife was announced, but if it ever played
through Philadelphia, it must have done so fast, probably not agood sign. Caught somewhere between
the top and the bottom of this food chain were movies that were probably mildly successful
commercidly, but not that successful, not even closeto battling in the same league as The Phantom
Menace and The Matrix and Stuart Little; how pleased the producers were with their track records
probably depended on how much money they’ d invested in them in thefirst place. My guessisthat the
producers were probably disappointed with the relatively modest success of the year’ sthree other
cyberpunk and/or virtud-redlity movies, The Thirteenth Floor, eXistenZ, and New Rose Hotel, dl of



which have enthusiastic boosters (particularly The Thirteenth Floor), but which were certainly
overshadowed by theimmense commercia success of The Matrix, and mostly criticaly ignored,
or—unfairly— dismissed in a“been there, donethat” fashion asjust another Matrix; | don't think any of
them actually dogged out, but certainly none of them found the kind real mass audience they were
supposed to find, either. Nor did The 13th Warrior, which presented Michael Crichton’s Eaters of the
Dead (in many ways as much adry scholarly joke asanove) asasort of
sword-and-sorcery-with-Vikings movie. Or The Bicentennial Man, which one friend described as“a
robot Mrs. Doubtfire,” and which most reviewers criticized for being too long, too dow, and too
syrupy; perhapsit should have stuck closer to the source materia. On the other hand, the producers of
lower-budget, lower-expectation films that became modest degper hits such as GalaxyQuest, asharp
and funny satire of media SF and of Star Trek in particular, and Blast from the Past, alow-brow but
good-natured comedy about a man encountering modern society for the first time after growing up
locked in abomb shelter, perfectly cast with Brendan Fraser to bring alikable, gee-whiz,
naive-but-not-stupid quality to arole that might just aswell be Casper Hauser, or aMan from Mars
—were probably more satisfied with how many tickets they moved. I’ m not sure how Muppetsin
Foace and The Muse did, and | missed both of them, but they don’t seem to have set any sdlesrecords
ather.

And, of course, there are other ways to measure success than just by how well something did at the box
office. The surred Being John Malkovich, for instance, was pretty far down the highest-grossing list, but
it was asucces d' estime (it showed up on mogt critic' slists of the year’ s best movies), aswasthe stylish
and often gridy (far more violent than the average animated movie) Japanese animated production,
Princess Mononoke. One of the best movies of the year didn’'t make adime, asfar as| can see, and
was pulled out of the theaters only aweek or so into adisastrous theatrical first run— nevertheless, The
Iron Giant isthekind of wonderful “family” entertainment that Disney animated movies promiseto
deliver, but (with recent exceptions such as Toy Story, Toy Sory 2, and A Bug'sLife) rarely ever do,
with the added bonus of being intelligent, witty, thought provoking, and even at times suspenseful, aswell
as warmhearted, with amuch lower maudlin quotient, and no damn songs. In short, The Iron Giant is
one of the best animated movies |’ ve ever seen, as delightful for adultsasfor children,and I’'d
recommend going out and buying the videotape or CD, sinceit’ slong banished from theeters, never to
return. Another warmhearted and very well-crafted “ small” movieis October Sky, whichig't technicaly
agenrefilmat dl, but which will certainly gppeal to many genre fanswith its gritty yet moving portrait
(based on atrue story) of apoor kid who uses model-rocket making as his gateway out of a Dickensan
cod town and ultimately into ajob in the space program. Even better than these two fine movies, though,
isamoviethat | missed on first release a couple of years back (I don't think that it ever passed through
Philaddphiatheatersat dl), The Whole Wide World; | must admit that the idea of amovie based on the
eccentric life of pulp fantasy writer Robert E. Howard sounded like an unlikely candidate for excellence
to me, but, againgt al odds, The Whole Wide World turns out to be aterrific film, moving and absorbing
(largdly because of ahypnotically intense performance by Vincent D’ Onofrio as Robert E. Howard), and
certainly the best movie ever made about a genre writer, by alarge margin; go out and rent this one, too
(if you can evenfind it a the rentd store; many placesdon’'t carry it).

There are |ots more genre movies coming up on the horizon for 2000, some of which sound promising,
some of which sound like they’ re going to be Just Awful; impossible to sort out at this distance which of
them are going to be the Big Box-office Blockbusters and which the flops, dthough it soundslike
expectations are being built moderately high for the Va Kilmer Mars-exploration movie. And, of course,
oceans of ink (or Internet phosphors, anyway) are dready being spilled speculating about how the



forthcoming live-action movie verson of Tolkein's The Lord of the Rings isgoing to turn out, and
whether Sar Wars, Episode Two is going to be better than Episode One (and who is going to be cast to
play the teenage Anakin Skywalker, arole for which every conceivable actor except possbly Daffy
Duck has been suggested), athough neither of those are going to show up next year, or probably even
the year after. Oddly, there' sno new Star Trek movie in production, the producers reportedly not
wanting to put something out that would have to compete with the new Star Wars movies. Considering
at what alow ebb the whole Star Trek franchise seemsto be at the moment, | think thismay bea
mistake (out of sight, out of mind, and then suddenly you' re Old News, and they don’t let you makea
new feature film when you findly decide that you want to) —but then, they don’t pay me for advice.

* k% k %

SF and fantasy on television seemed to be in achaotic, trangtiona Sate this year, with most of the former
big shows gone, or at least obvioudy nearing the end of their runs. Dueling cult favorites Babylon 5 and
Sar Trek: Deep Space Nine have both gone off the air, as have Hercules and Highlander, and shows
such as The X-Files and Star Trek: Voyager areobvioudy (and even admittedly) winding down, with
maybe another year left ahead of them, or maybe not.

The departure of dl these high-profile shows has obvioudy |eft a power vacuum, which producers are
scrambling tofill. So far, a Babylon 5 spin-off and an X-Files spin-off (aswell as severd strongly
imitative X-Files clones by other hands) have proved unsuccessful, and have aready been pulled off the
airways, and the once-mighty Star Trek franchise seemsto be at itslowest ebb in years, reduced to only
the least popular (even among most Star Trek fans) of its shows, with even it probably on the way out
(and with rumorsflying that severa potentia new series suggested to replace it have been rgected by the
network), and not even anew theetrica movie anywhere on the horizon (rumors that the sudio is
reluctant to commit to one have also been flying).

Some show isgoing to rushin tofill this vacuum, becoming the new cult favorite, and gaining huge
audiences. The only questionis, which!

Sofar, it looksto measif Farscape might have thefast track. A reasonably intelligent (for a TV space
opera) show that is played with some brio and panache (although | find it hard to get past the fact that all
the dienslook suspicioudy like Grover from Sesame Street; if you can ded with haf the cast being
Muppets without losing your willing suspension of disbdlief, you' |l respond better to the show than I’ ve
been able to), Farscape has clearly been building aloya audience. Whether it can build enough of an
audience to become ‘the new Babylon 5,” as|’ve heard it touted in some circles, | don’t know—but it
seemsto methat Farscape hasthe best chance of achieving this status of any of the hopeful new pack of
genre shows.

The only show that looks like it might be a serious competitor, on the “ sci-fi” end of thetelevision
spectrum anyway, is Cleopatra 2525, the replacement for Hercules, which has been picking up strong



ratingsinitstimedot. A couple of years ago, | referred to shows such as Xena and Buffy the Vampire
Sayer as”Beau-tiful Women Kick Mae Butt” shows, well, dong with the lame Canadian show Lexx
(although to alesser degree than Lexx, whichisreally dumb, to ajaw-dropping degree), Cleopatra
2525 might be thought of asa*” Sci-fi-jiggle show,” since it seems mainly devoted to coming up with
moderatdy implausible reasons for having scantily dressed women running around and shooting things (in
Lexx, the scantily dressed woman doesn’t even usudly get to shoot stuff, athough there sagreet ded of
high-schoal level sexua innuendo, served up with much nudge-nudge winking and leering). More
inteligent, and actually less cartoonish in spite of being an animated series, is Futurama, anew comedy,
st in the future, from the creators of The Smpsons (whichitsdf istill on, and il popular, after dl these
years, dthough no longer quite the Cult Favorite it once was). Another new show, Now and Again, is
sort of across between The Sx-Million Dollar Man and Universal Soldier, athoughit seemsto be
running low on plot twists dready. Siders findly died completely, to no one' sgreet regret. Roswell isa
sort of sogp-opera-with-UFO-aliens show, while First Wave is The Fugitive with UFO aliens, more or
less. Third Rock from the Sun isa comedy with diens, dthough of amore benign sort, Mork (5
Mindy/Alf-ish types rather than the sinister big-eyed and-probing Earth-conquering variety. Can a game
show with UFO diens be far be-hind? Probably someone has one on the drawing board even as| type
this. (Who Wants to Be Abducted by an Alien Millionaire? perhaps.)

Meanwhile, over on the fantasy end of the television spectrum, the above-mentioned Xena: Warrior
Princess and Buffy the Vampire Sayer aredtill going strong. Buffy has launched asuccessful spin-off
show, Angel, dthough the Highlander spin-off, Highlander: The Raven, may have died; at least |
haven't seen it around for awhile. Severa other pop-supernatural shows seem to have achieved one
degree or another of success, such as Sabrina, the Teenage Witch, Charmed, GvskE, and a plethora of
Anges-among-Us shows, there’ s even an actua daytime soap opera, Passions, inwhich most of the
characters are witches! The Drew Carey Show often breaks triumphantly into the surred, with thewhole
cast suddenly breaking into a song-and-dance number in the middle of a scene, or Daffy Duck coming to
apply for ajob, but it's perhaps stretching thingstoo far to list it asafantasy show, in spite of al that.
South Park is4till on, still usesalot of fantagtic tropes, and is still occasiondly funny; the movie was
better, though (and by far the best Satan-coming-to-Earth-to-bring-about-the-end-of -the-world movie
of the year, in ayear that saw severa of them, some with budgets as large asthe GNP of small
Third-World nations).

All indl, it fill doesn't seem to me likethere' sdl that much really worth watching on television, asfar as
genre shows are concerned. Put on The History Channdl or A& E or the Discovery Channd instead. Or,
better ill, turn the set off altogether, and read a book.

* * * %

The 57th World Science Fiction Convention, Aussiecon Three, was held in Mebourne, Audtrdia, from
September 2-5, 1999. The third worldcon to be held in Australia, Aussiecon Three drew an estimated
attendance of 1,872, the smallest worldcon since 1985, the last time that worldcon washeld in Austraia.
The 1999 Hugo Awards, presented at Aussiecon Three, were: Best Novel, To Say Nothing of the
Dog, by Connie Willis; Best Novella, “Oceanic,” by Greg Egan; Best Nov-dlette, “ Taklamakan,” by
Bruce Sterling; Best Short Story, “The Very Pulse of the Machine,” by Michad Swanwick; Best Related



Book, The Dreams Our Suff Is Made Of: How Science Fiction Conquered the World, by Thomas
M. Disch; Best Professiona Editor, Gardner Dozois; Best Professiond Artist, Bob Eggleton; Best
Dramatic Presentation, The Truman Show, Best Semiprozine, Locus, edited by CharlesN. Brown;
Best Fanzine, Ansible, edited by Dave Langford; Best Fan Writer, David Langford; Best Fan Artigt, lan
Gunn; plusthe John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Nalo Hopkinson.

The 1998 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Marriott City Center Hotel in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, on May 1, 1999, were: Best Novel, Forever Peace, by Joe Haldeman; Best Novella,
“Reading the Bones,” by SheilaFinch; Best Novelette, “Lost Girls” by Jane Y olen; Best Short Story,
“Thirteen Waysto Water,” by Bruce Holland Rogers; plus an Author Emeritus award to Philip Klass, the
Ray Bradbury Award for Dramatic Screenwriting to J. Michadl Straczynski, and a Grand Master Award
to Ha Clement.

The World Fantasy Awards, presented at the Twenty-Fifth Annual World Fan-tasy Conventionin
Providence, Rhode Idand, on November 4-7, 1999, were: Best Novel, The Antelope Wife, by Louise
Erdrich; Best Novdla, “The Summer Ides,” by lan R. MacLeod; Best Short Fiction, “ The Specidist’s
Hat,” by Kelly Link; Best Collection, Black Glass, by Karen Joy Fowler; Best Anthology, Dreaming
Down-Under, edited by Jack Dann and Janeen Webb; Best Artist, Charles Vess; Specia Award
(Professiond), to Jm Turner, for Golden Gryphon Press; Special Award (Nonprofessondl), to Richard
Chizmar, for Cemetery Dance Publications; plusaLife Achievement Award to Hugh B. Cave.

The 1999 Bram Stoker Award, presented by the Horror Writers of America during a banquet at the
Hollywood Roosevelt Hotdl in Hollywood, Cdiforniaon June 5, 1999, were: Best Novel, Bag of

Bones, by Stephen King; Best First Novel, Dawn Song, by Michael Marano; Best Collection, Black
Butterflies, by John Shir-ley; Best Long Fiction, “Mr. Clubb and Mr. Cuff” by Peter Straub; Best Short
Story, “The Dead Boy at Y our Window,” by Bruce Holland Rogers; Nonfiction, DarkEcho Newsl etter
Volume 5 #1-50, edited by Paula Guran; Best Anthology, Horrors! 365 Scary Stories, edited by Stefan
Dziemianowiez, Martin H. Greenberg, and Robert Weinberg; Best Screenplay, Gods and Monsters, by
Bill Condon and Dark City, by Alex Proyas (tie); Best Work for Y oung Readers, “ Bigger Than Degth,”
by Nancy Etchemendy; plus aLifetime Achievement Award to Roger Corman and Ramsey Campbell.

The 1998 John W. Campbell Memoriad Award waswon by Brute Orbits, by George Zebrowski.

The 1998 Theodore Sturgeon Award for Best Short Story waswon by “Story of Your Life,” by Ted
Chiang.

The 1998 Philip K. Dick Memoria Award went to 253: The Print Remix, by Geoff Ryman, witha
Specid Citation to Lost Pages, by Paul Di Filippo.

The 1998 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Dreaming in Smoke, by TriciaSullivan.



The 1997 James Tiptree, Jr., Memoria Award waswon by “Congenital Agenesis of Gender Idestion,”
by Raphadl Carter.

* * * %

Dead in 1999 or early 2000 were: A. E. van Vogt, 89, one of the giants of the “golden age” of science
fictioninthe*30sand ‘40s, winner of SFWA' s prestigious Grand Master Award, author of such semina
works as San, The World of Null-A, The War Against the Rull, The Weapon Shops of Isher,
Voyage of the Space Beagle, and many other novels, and whose famous story “Black De-stroyer” is
seen by many asadirect inspiration for later mediawork such as Alien and theorigind Star Trek
televison series, James White, 71, famed Irish SF writer and fan, best known for his* Sector General”
novels about a hospitd in space, such as Hospital Station, Star Surgeon, Sector General, Final
Diagnosis, and many others, aswell asfor stand-aone novels such as The Watch Be-low, The Slent
Sars Go By, and AH judgment Fled; Marion Zimmer Bradley, 69, author of the best-selling The
Mists of Avalon, one of the most acclaimed and influentia Arthurian novels of the last thirty years, as
well as many novelsin the popular Darkover series, including The Door Through Space, The Planet
Savers, and The Sword of Aldones, the editor of alarge number of anthologiesin thelong-running
Sword and Sorceress series, and founder and editor of Marion Zimmer Bradley' s Fantasy Magazine;
Joseph Heller, 76, whose best-sdlling cult classc World War 11 novel Catch-22 had fantastic/surred
elements, also the au-thor of fantasy novel Picture This, aswell asnovels such as Something
Hap-pened, Good as Gold, and Closing Time; Paul Bowles, 88, writer, composer, and artist, best
known for the mainstream novel The Sheltering Sky, but who aso wrote horror stories, some collected
in The Delicate Prey; Robert “Buck” Coulson, 70, writer, critic, and well-known fan persondity,
coauthor (with Gene DeéWeese) of the comic SF novels Now You See It/Him/Them and Charles Fort
Never Mentioned Wombats, and coeditor (with wife, Juanita Coul-son) of the Hugo-winning fanzine
Yandro; Gary Jennings, 70, SF short story writer who achieved best-sdller status with a series of
historical novels such as Aztecs, Spangle, Raptor, The Journey’ er, and Aztec Autumn; Michael
Avallone, 74, prolific author best known for his“Ed Noon” series of detective novels, who aso
published horror, novelizations, and erotica; Shel Silver stein, humorist and cartoonist, author of severd
best-sdlling books for children, such asthe infa-mous Uncle Shelby’ s ABZ Book: A Primer for Young
Minds, The Giving Tree, and Falling Up; Eddie Jones, 64, well-known British SF artist whose
covers adorned many booksin the ‘60s and * 70s; Gil Kane, 74, well-known comic-book artist, best
known for hiswork on the comic book Green Lantern; Stanley Ku-brick, 70, world-famousfilm
director, director and cocreator (with Arthur C. Clarke) of one of the most famous SF movies of dl
time, 2001: A Space Odys-sey, aswell as other genre movies such as A Clockwork Orange and The
Shining, filmswith fantastic/surreal € ements such asthe fierce black comedy. Dr. Sran-gelove, or How
| Learned to Siop Worrying and Love the Bomb, and nongenre films such as Paths of Glory, Lolita,
and Eyes Wide Shut; astronomicd artist Ludek Pesek, 80; Adolfo Bioy Casares, 84, Argentine
writer of SF and magic re-dism; Carl Johan Holzhausen, 99, Swedish SF writer and trandator; Jerry
Yulsman, 75, author of the dternate-history novel Elleander Morning; Robert J. Sobel, higory
professor and author of the aternate-history book For Want of a Nail: If Burgoyne Had Lost the
Battle of Saratoga; John Broome, 85, veteran pulp and comic-book writer; Jim Turner, 54, longtime
editor of Arkham House, later founder and editor of Golden Gryphon Press, an editor amost
single-handedly responsible for publishing many (if not most) of the best short-story collections of the
‘80s and ‘ 90s, bringing out semina collections by writers such as Greg Bear, Lucius Shepard, Nancy



Kress, James Tiptree, J., Michad Swan-wick, John Kessdl, Mary Rosenblum, James Patrick Kelly,
Tony Danid, Robert Reed, and many others, at atime when most trade publishers refused to publish
collectionsa dl; Ray Russell, 74, writer and longtime executive editor of Play-boy, winner of the
Lifetime Achievement Awards from both the World Fantasy Convention and the Horror Writers of
America, editor of theinfluentid anthol-ogies The Playboy Book of Science Fiction and Fantasy and
The Playboy Book of Horror and the Supernatural, author, anong many others, of the famous story
“Mr. Sardonicus’; Art Saha, 76, SF editor, anthologist, and well-known fan, coeditor (with Donald
Wollheim) of thelong-running The World' s Best SF an-thology series, and editor of The Year’s Best
Fantasy Sories anthology series; Howard Browne, 91, onetime editor of Amazing Sories and
founder and firgt editor of Fantastic; CharlesD. Hornig, 83, onetime editor of Wonder Sories,
Future Fiction, and Science Fiction Quarterly; Clifton Fadiman, 95, writer, ed-itor, and ‘ 30sradio
persondlity, whose introductions added a much-needed boost of literary respectability to many early SF
booksin the ‘50s and ‘ 60s, edi-tor of the anthology Fantasia Mathematica; Terry Hoddl, 61,
producer of thelong-running SF radio show Mike Hodel’s Hour 25, founded by her late husband, Mike
Hodd; Frank McDonnell, 59, scholar, sciencefiction critic, and mystery writer; Tad Dembinski, 27,
former managing editor of The New York Review of Science Fiction and former editoria assistant to
David Hartwell a Tor Books, Larry Sternig, 90, longtime literary agent; Walt Willis, 79, leg-endary
British fan, fan writer, and fanzine editor, editor of the famousfanzine Sant; George*“Lan”

L askowski, 50, well-known fan and editor of the Hugo-winning fanzine Lan’s Lantern; DeFor est
Kélley, 79, actor best known to genre audiences for hislong-running role as Dr. Leonard “Bones’
McCoy intheorigind Star Trek series, and in subsequent Siar Trek theetricd movies, Marjii Ellers,
81, longtime fan and costumer; Joe Mayhar, 69, husband of SF writer Ardath Mayhar; Muriel Gold,
widow of thelate SF editor H. L. Gold; L. Allen Chalker, 70, brother of SFwriter Jack Chalker;
Andrew Keith, 41, brother of and sometimes collaborator with SF author William H. Keith; Jeanne
Porter, 86, mother of Science Fiction Chronicle editor/publisher Andrew |. Porter; Edythe
Marinoff, 76, mother of SFwriter Karen Haber Silverberg; Beatrice Friesner, mother of SFwriter
Esther M. Friesner; Eric Felice, 33, son of SFwriter CynthiaFelice; W. H. “ Pete” Rowland, father of
SF writer Diana Rowland; and Sarah Delany, 109, coauthor of the memoir Having Our Say: The
Delany Ssters' First Hundred Years, and great-aunt of SFwriter Samuel R. Delany.

* * * %

the wedding dbum
DAVID MAUSEK

David Marusek is a graduate of Clarion West. He made hisfirst sale to Aamov’'s Science Fiction in
1993, and his second sale soon thereafter to Playboy, followed subsequently by more salesto
Asmov's and to the British anthology Future Higtories. His pyrotechnic novella “ We Were Out of
Our Minds with Joy” was one of the most popular and talked-about stories of 1995; although it
was only histhird sale, it was accomplished enough to make one of the reviewers for Locus
magazine speculate that Marusek must be a Big Name Author writing under a pseudonym. Not a



pseudonym, Marusek lives the life of a struggling young writer in a* low-maintenance cabin in the
woods’ in Fairbanks, Alaska, where heis currently working on hisfirst novel, and I’'mwilling to
bet that hisis a voice we' |l be hearing a lot more from as we move through the new century
ahead. His stories have appeared in our Thirteenth and Fifteenth Annual Collections. He hasa
web site at www.marusek.com.

In the vivid, powerful, and compassionate story that follows, he takes us back to the intricate and
strange high-tech future milieu of “ We Were Out of Our Minds with Joy,” to a world where the
border between what’ s real and what’s not real has grown disturbingly thin —and we don’t
always find ourselves on the right side of the line.

* * % %

A

nne and Benjamin stood stock ill, asingtructed, close but not touching, while the smographer adjusted
her apparatus, set itstimer, and ducked out of the room. It would take only a moment, she said. They
wereto think only happy happy thoughts.

For oncein her life, Anne was unconditionaly happy, and everything around her made her happier: her
gown, which had been her grandmother’s; the wedding ring (how cold it had felt when Benjamin first
dipped it on her finger!); her clutch bouquet of forget-me-nots and buttercups, Benjamin himself, close
beside her in hischarcoa grey tux and pink carnation. He who so despised ritual but was agood sport.
His cheeks were pink, too, and his eyes sparkled with some wolfish fantasy. “Come here,” he whispered.
Anne shushed him; you weren’t supposed to talk or touch during a cagting; it could spoil thesms. “I
can't wait,” hewhispered, “thisistaking too long.” And it did seem longer than usud, but thiswasa
professona smulacrum, not some homemade sngpshot.

They were posed at the street end of the living room, next to the table piled with brightly wrapped gifts.
Thiswas Benjamin’ stownhouse; she had barely moved in. All her treasureswere still in shipping shellsin
the basement, except for the few pieces she’ d managed to have unpacked: the oak refectory table and
chairs, the sixteenth-century French armoire, the cherry wood chifforobe, the teatable with inlaid top, the
slvered mirror over thefire surround. Of course, her antiques clashed with Benjamin's
contemporary-and rather common-decor, but he had promised her the whole house to redo as she saw
fit. A whole house!

“How about akiss?’ whispered Benjamin.



Anne smiled but shook her heed; there’ d be plenty of time later for that sort of thing.

Suddenly, a head wearing wraparound goggles poked through thewall and quickly surveyed the room.
“Hey, you,” it said to them.

“Isthat our smographer?’ Benjamin said.

The head spoke into a cheek mike, “This one’ sthe keeper,” and withdrew as suddenly asit had
appeared.

“Did the smographer just pop her head in through thewall?’ said Benjamin.

“I think s0,” said Anne, though it made no sense.

“I'll just seewhat’ sup,” said Benjamin, breaking his pose. He went to the door but could not grasp its
handle.

Music began to play outside, and Anne went to the window. Her view of the garden bel ow was blocked
by the blue-and-white-striped canopy they had rented, but she could clearly hear the clink of flatware on
china, laughter, and the musicians playing awadytz. “They' re sarting without us,” she said, happily amazed.

“They'rejust warming up,” said Benjamin.

“No, they’re not. That' sthefirst waltz. | picked it mysdlf.”

“Solet’swaltz,” Benjamin said and reached for her. But his arms passed through her in aflash of
pixelated noise. He frowned and examined his hands.

Anne hardly noticed. Nothing could diminish her happiness. She was drawn to the table of wedding gifts.
Of dl the gifts, there was only one-along flat box in flecked silver wrapping-that she was most keen to
open. It was from Great Uncle Karl. When it came down to it, Anne was both the easiest and the
hardest person to shop for. While everyone knew of her passion for antiques, few had the means or
expertise to buy one. She reached for Karl’ s package, but her hand passed right through it. Thisisn't
happening, she thought with glesful horror.



That it was, in fact, happening was confirmed a moment later when a dozen people-Great Uncle Karl,
Nancy, Aunt Jennifer, Traci, Cathy and Tom, the bridesmaids and others, including Anne hersdlf, and
Benjamin, gill intheir wedding clothes-al trooped through the wall wearing wraparound goggles. “Nice
job,” said Great Uncle Karl, ingpecting the room, “first rate.”

“Ooooh,” said Aunt Jennifer, comparing the identica wedding couples, identical but for the goggles. It
made Anne uncomfortable that the other Anne should be wearing goggles while she wasn't. And the
other Benjamin acted alittle drunk and wore a smudge of white frogting on hislapel. We ve cut the cake,
she thought happily, athough she couldn’t remember doing so. Geri, the flower girl in apastel dress, and
Angus, the ring bearer in aminiature tux, dong with aknot of other dressed-up children, charged through
the sofa, back and forth, creating pyrotechnic explosions of digital noise. They would have run through
Benjamin and Anne, too, had the adults alowed. Anne' sfather came through the wall with a bottle of
champagne. He paused when he saw Anne but turned to the other Anne and freshened her glass.

“Wait aminute!” shouted Benjamin, waving hisarms above hishead. “I get it now. We'rethesmd” The
guests dl laughed, and he laughed too. “I guess my smsaways say that, don't they?” The other
Benjamin nodded yes and sipped his champagne. “| just never expected to beasim,” Benjamin went on.
This brought another round of laughter, and he said sheepishly, “1 guessmy smsal say that, too.”

The other Benjamin said, “Now that we have the obligatory epiphany out of the way,” and took a bow.
The guests applauded.

Cathy, with Tom in tow, approached Anne. “Look what | caught,” she said and showed Annethe
forget-me-not and buttercup bouquet. “1 guess we know what that means.” Tom, intent on straightening
histie, seemed not to hear. But Anne knew what it meant. It meant they’ d tossed the bouquet. All the
slly little rituals that she had so looked forward to.

“Good for you,” she said and offered her own clutch, which she still held, for comparison. Therea one
was wilting and alittle ragged around the edges, with missing petals and sprigs, while herswas il fresh
and pristine and would remain so eterndly. “Here” she said, “take mine, too, for double luck.” But when
shetried to give Cathy the bouquet, she couldn’t let go of it. She opened her hand and discovered a
seam where the clutch joined her palm. It was part of her. Funny, she thought, I’m not afraid. Ever since
shewaslittle, Anne had feared that some day she would suddenly redize shewasn't herself anymore. It
was adreadful notion that sometimes oppressed her for weeks: knowing you weren't yourself. But her
smsdidn’t seem to mind it. She had about three dozen Annesin her album, from age twelve on up. Her
smstended to be amoroselot, but they al agreed it wasn't so bad, the life of asim, once you got over
theinitial shock. The first moments of disorientation are the worgt, they told her, and they made her
promise never to reset them back to default. Otherwise, they’ d have to work everything through from
scratch. So Anne never reset her Sms when she shelved them. She might delete asim outright for
whatever reason, but she never reset them because you never knew when you' d wake up oneday asim
yoursdlf. Liketoday.



The other Annejoined them. Shewas sagging alittle. “Well,” shesaid to Anne.

“Indeed!” replied Anne.

“Turn around,” said the other Anne, twirling her hand, “I want to see.”

Anne was pleased to oblige. Then she said, “Y our turn,” and the other Anne modeled for her, and she
was delighted at how the gown looked on her, though the goggles somewhat spoiled the effect. Maybe
this can work out, she thought, I am enjoying mysdlf s0. “Let’sgo see ussde-by-sde,” shesad, leading
the way to the mirror on the wall. The mirror was large, mounted high, and tilted forward so you saw
yourself asfrom above. But smulated mirrors cast no reflections, and Anne was happily disappointed.

“Oh,” said Cathy, “Look at that.”

“Look at what?' said Anne.

“Grandma svase,” said the other Anne. On the mantle beneath the mirror sood Anne' s most precious
possession, adelicate vase cut from pellucid blue crystal. Anne' s great-great-great grandmother had
commissioned the Belgian magter, Ballinger, the finest glass maker in sixteenth-century Europe, to make
it. Five hundred years | ater, it was as perfect asthe day it was cut.

“Indeed!” said Anne, for the Sm vase seemed to radiate an inner light. Through sometrick or glitch of the
amogram, it sparkled like alake under moonlight, and, seeing it, Anne felt incandescent.

After awhile, the other Annesaid, “Wel?’ Implicit in this question was awhole standard set of questions
that boiled down to-shall | keep you or delete you now? For sometimesasm didn’t take. Sometimesa
samwas cast while Anne was in amood, and the sm suffered irreconcilable guilt or unassuagable
despondency and had to be mercifully destroyed. It was better to do thisimmediately, or so al the Annes
had agreed.

And Anne understood the urgency, what with the reception still in progress and the bride and groom,
though frazzled, gill wearing their finery. They might do another casting if necessary. “I’ll be okay,” Anne
sad. “Infact, if it sdwayslikethis, I'll beterrific.”



Anne, through the impenetrable goggles, sudied her. “Y ou sure?’

“Sider,” sad the other Anne. Anne addressed dl her amsas“sster,” and now Anne, hersdlf, was being
S0 addressed. “ Sigter,” said the other Anne, “this has got to work out. | need you.”

“I know,” said Anne, “I’'m your wedding day.”

“Y es, my wedding day.”

Acrossthe room, the guests laughed and applauded. Benjamin-both of him-was entertaining, asusual.
He-the onein goggles-motioned to them. The other Anne said, “We haveto go. I'll be back.”

Great Uncle Karl, Nancy, Cathy and Tom, Aunt Jennifer, and the ret, left through thewall. A polka
could be heard playing on the other Sde. Before leaving, the other Benjamin gathered the other Anneinto
his arms and leaned her backward for atheatrical kiss. Their goggles clacked. How happy | ook, Anne
told hersdf. Thisisthe happiest day of my life.

Then thelights dimmed, and her thoughts shattered like glass.

* * * %

They stood stock till, asingtructed, close but not touching. Benjamin whispered, “ Thisistaking too
long,” and Anne shushed him. Y ou weren’t supposed to talk; it could glitch the sims. But it did seem a
long time. Benjamin gazed at her with hungry eyes and brought hislips close enough for akiss, but Anne
smiled and turned away. There d be plenty of timelater for fooling around.

Through thewadll, they heard music, thetinkle of glassware, and the mutter of overlapping conversation.
“Maybe | should just check things out,” Benjamin said and broke his pose.

“No, wait,” whispered Anne, catching hisarm. But her hand passed right through him in a stream of
colorful noise. Shelooked at her hand in amused wonder.



Anne sfather came through the wall. He stopped when he saw her and said, “Oh, how lovely.” Anne
noticed he wasn’t wearing atuxedo.

“Y ou just walked through thewal,” said Benjamin.

“Yes, | did,” said Anne sfather. “Ben asked meto comein hereand. . . ah. . . orient you two.”

“Issomething wrong?’ said Anne, through afuzz of delight.

“There snothing wrong,” replied her father.

“Something’' swrong?’ asked Benjamin.

“No, no,” replied the old man. * Quite the contrary. We' re having ado out there. . . .” He paused to look
around. “Actudly, in here. I d forgotten what this room used to look like.”

“Isthat the wedding reception?’ Anne asked.

“No, your anniversary.”

Suddenly Benjamin threw hishandsinto theair and exclamed, “1 get it, we' rethe smgl”

“That'smy boy,” said Ann€e sfather.

“All my smssay that, don't they? | just never expected to beasm.”

“Good for you,” said Anne sfather. “ All right then.” He headed for thewall. “We' Il be dong shortly.”

“Wait,” said Anne, but he was dready gone.



Benjamin waked around the room, passing his hand through chairs and lamp shades like akid. “Isn’t this
fantastic?’ he sad.

Annefelt too good to panic, even when another Benjamin, this one dressed in jeans and sportscoat, led a
group of people through thewadll. “ And this,” he announced with aflourish of hishand, “is our wedding
sm.” Cathy was part of this group, and Janice and Beryl, and other couples she knew. But strangers too.
“Notice what acave | used to inhabit,” the new Benjamin went on, “before Anniefixed it up. And here's
the blushing bride, hersdlf,” he said and bowed gdlantly to Anne. Then, when he sood next to his
double, her Benjamin, Anne laughed, for someone was playing aprank on her.

“Oh, redly?’ shesad. “If thisisasm, where sthe goggles?’ For indeed, no one was wearing goggles.
“Technology!” exclaimed the new Benjamin. “We had our system upgraded. Don't you loveit?’

“Isthat right?’ she said, smiling at the gueststo let them know she wasn't fooled. “ Then wher€ sthered
me?’

“You'll bedong,” replied the new Benjamin. “No doubt you' re using the potty again.” The guests
laughed and so did Anne. She couldn’t help hersdlf.

Cathy drew her asdewith alook. “Don’'t mind him,” she said. “Wait till you see.”

“Seewhat?’ said Anne. “What'sgoing on?’ But Cathy pantomimed pulling azipper across her lips. This
should have annoyed Anne, but didn’t, and she said, “ At least tell me who those people are.”

“Which people?’ said Cathy. “Oh, those are Anne' s new neighbors.”
“New neighbors?’
“And over there, that’ sDr. Y urek Rutz, Anne' s department head.”

“That' s not my department head,” said Anne.



“Yes, heis” Cathy said. “ Anne s not with the university anymore. She-ah-moved to a private school.”

“Thet’ sridiculous.”

“Maybe we should just wait and let Anne catch you up on things.” She looked impatiently toward the
wall. “ So much has changed.” Just then, another Anne entered through thewall with onearm
outstretched like adegpwalker and the other protectively cradling an enormous belly.

Benjamin, her Benjamin, gave awhoop of surprise and broke into a spontaneousjig. The guests laughed
and cheered himon.

Cathy said, “ See? Congratulaions, you!”

Anne became caught up in the merriment. But how can | be asm? she wondered.

The pregnant Anne scanned the room, and, avoiding the crowd, came over to her. She appeared very
tired; her eyes were bloodshot. She didn’'t even try to smile. “Well?” Anne said, but the pregnant Anne
didn’t respond, just examined Anne’ sgown, her clutch bouquet. Anne, meanwhile, regarded the
woman's belly, feding somehow that it was her own and a cause for celebration-except that she knew
she had never wanted children and neither had Benjamin. Or so he'd dways said. Y ou wouldn’t know
that now, though, watching the spectacle he was making of himsdlf. Even the other Benjamin seemed
embarrassed. She said to the pregnant Anne, “Y ou must forgive me, I'm till trying to piecethisdl
together. Thisisn't our reception?’

“No, our wedding anniversary.”

“Qur fird?

“QOur fourth.”

“Four years?’” Thismade no sense. “Y ou’ ve shelved mefor four years?’



“Actudly,” the pregnant Anne said and glanced sdelong at Cathy, “we ve been in here anumber of times
dready.”

“Then| don’t understand,” said Anne. “1 don’t remember that.”

Cathy stepped between them. “Now, don’t you worry. They reset you last timeisall.”
“Why?’ said Anne. “I never reset my ims. | never have.”

“Wadll, | kindado now, sigter,” said the pregnant Anne.

“But why?”

“To keep you fresh.”

To keep mefresh, thought Anne. Fresh? She recognized this as Benjamin'sidea. It was his belief that
smswere meant to be static mementos of specia days gone by, not virtua people with lives of their own.
“But,” shesad, adrift in afog of hgppiness. “But.”

“Shut up!” snapped the pregnant Anne.

“Hush, Anne,” said Cathy, glancing & the othersin the room. “Y ou want to liedown?’ To Anne she
explained, “ Third trimester blues”

“Stop it!” the pregnant Anne said. “ Don't blame the pregnancy. It has nothing to do with the pregnancy.”

Cathy took her gently by the arm and turned her toward the wall. “When did you eat last? Y ou hardly
touched your plate.”

“Wait!” said Anne. The women stopped and turned to look at her, but she didn’t know what to say. This
was all so new. When they began to move again, she stopped them once more. “ Are you going to reset
me?’



The pregnant Anne shrugged her shoulders.

“But you can’'t,” Annesaid. “Don’'t you remember what my ssters-our ssters-adways say?’

The pregnant Anne pressed her palm againgt her forehead. “If you don’t shut up thismoment, I'll delete
you right now. Isthat what you want? Don’t imagine that white gown will protect you. Or that big stupid
grin on your face. Y ou think you' re somehow specid? Isthat what you think?”

The Benjamins were there in an instant. The real Benjamin wrapped an arm around the pregnant Anne.
“Timeto go, Annie,” he said in acheerful tone. “1 want to show everyone our rondophones.” He hardly
glanced a Anne, but when he did, his smile cracked. For an instant he gazed at her, full of sadness.

“Yes, dear,” sad the pregnant Anne, “but first | need to straighten out thissim on afew points.”

“I understand, darling, but since we have guests, do you suppose you might postpone it till later?’

“You'reright, of course. I’ d forgotten our guests. How silly of me.” She alowed him to turn her toward
thewall. Cathy sghed with relief.

“Wait!” said Anne, and again they paused to look at her. But dthough so much was patently wrong-the
pregnancy, resetting the sms, Anne' s odd behavior-Anne still couldn’t formulate the right question.

Benjamin, her Benjamin, gtill wearing hisrakish grin, stood next to her and said, “Don’t worry, Anne,
they’Il return.”

“Oh, | know that,” she said, “but don’t you see? We won't know they’ ve returned, because in the
meantimethey’ |l reset us back to default again, and it' [l dl seem new, likethefirg time. And we Il haveto
figure out we' rethesamsal over again!”

“Yeah? hesad. “So?

“So| can't livelikethat.”



“But we'rethesms. We're not dive.” Hewinked at the other couple.

“Thanks, Ben boy,” said the other Benjamin. “Now, if that’ssettled . . .”

“Nothing' s settled,” said Anne. “Don’'t | get asay?’

The other Benjamin laughed. “Doesthe refrigerator get asay? Or the car? Or my shoes? In aword-no.”

The pregnant Anne shuddered. “Isthat how you see me, like apair of shoes?” The other Benjamin
looked successively surprised, embarrassed, and angry. Cathy left them to help Anne sfather escort the
guests from the smulacrum. “Promise her!” the pregnant Anne demanded.

“Promise her what?’ said the other Benjamin, hisvoicerisng.

“Promisewé I never reset them again.”

The Benjamin huffed. Herolled his eyes. “ Okay, yah sure, whatever,” he said.

When the smulated Anne and Benjamin wereaone at last in their smulated living room, Annesaid, “A
fat lot of help you were.”

“I agreed with mysdlf,” Benjamin said. “Isthat so bad?’

“Yes, itis. We re married now; you' re supposed to agree with me.” Thiswas meant to be funny, and
there was more she intended to say-about how happy she was, how much she loved him, and how
absolutely happy she was-but the lights dimmed, the room began to spin, and her thoughts scattered like
pigeons.

* * % %



It wasraining, asusud, in Segttle. The front entry shut and locked itself behind Ben, who shook water
from his clothes and removed his hat. Bowlers for men were back in fashion, but Ben was having a

devil’ s own time becoming accustomed to his brown felt Sportdiner. It weighed heavy on his brow and
made his scalp itch, especidly in damp weether. “ Good evening, Mr. Mdley,” said thehouse. “Thereisa
short queue of minor household mattersfor your review. Do you have any requests?’ Ben could hear his
son shrieking angrily in the kitchen, probably at the nanny. Ben wastired. Contract negotiations had gone
sour.

“Td| them I’m home”

“Done,” replied the house. “Mrs. Mdley sendsaword of welcome.”

“Annie? Anni€ shome?’

“Yes, dr.”

Baobby ran into the foyer followed by Mrs. Jamieson. “Momma shome,” he said.

“So | hear,” Ben replied and glanced at the nanny.

“And guesswhat?’ added the boy. “ She’ snot sick anymore!”

“That' swonderful. Now tdl me, what was dl that racket?’

“l don’t know.”

Ben looked at Mrs. Jamieson who said, “I had to take something from him.” She gave Ben aplagtic chip.

Ben hddit to thelight. It waslabeled in Anne sflowing hand, Wedding Album-grouping 1, Anne and
Benjamin. “Where d you get this?’ he asked the boy.

“It'snot my fault,” said Bobby.



“I didn’t say it was, trooper. | just want to know where it came from.”

“Puddlesgaveit tome.”

“Andwho is Puddles?’

Mrs. Jamieson handed him a second chip, acommercia onewith a3-D label depicting a cartoon cocker
gpanid. The boy reached for it. “It' smine” he whined. “Mommagaveit to me.”

Ben gave Bobby the Puddles chip, and the boy raced away. Ben hung his bowler on a peg next to his
jacket. “How does shelook?’

Mrs. Jamieson removed Ben's hat from the peg and reshaped its brim. *Y ou have to be special careful
whenthey’ rewet,” she said, setting it on its crown on ashelf.

“Marthal”

“Oh, how should I know? She just showed up and locked hersdlf in the mediaroom.”

“But how did shelook?”’

“Crazy asaloon,” said the nanny. “Asusud. Satisfied?’

“I’'msorry,” Bensad. “I didn’t mean to raise my voice.” Ben tucked the wedding chip into a pocket and
went into the living room, where he headed straight for the liquor cabinet, which was agenuine
Chippendde dating from 1786. Anne had turned his whole house into a freaking museum with her
antiques, and no room was so oppressvely ancient asthis, the living room. With its horsehair uphol stered
divans, maple burl sideboards, cherry-wood wainscoting and floral wallpaper, the King George china
cabinet, Regency plates, and Tiffany lamps; the list went on. And books, books, books. A case of
shelves from floor to celling was lined with these moldering paper bricks. The newest thing in the room by
at least a century was the twelve-year-old scotch that Ben poured into alead crystal tumbler. He
downed it and poured another. When he fdt the mellowing hum of acohol in hisblood, he said, “Cal Dr.
Roth.”



Immediately, the doctor’ s proxy hovered in the air afew feet away and said, “ Good evening, Mr.
Madley. Dr. Roth hasretired for the day, but perhaps| can be of help.”

The proxy was a head-and-shoulder projection that faithfully reproduced the doctor’ s good looks, her
brown eyes and high cheekbones. But unlike the good doctor, the proxy wore makeup: eyeliner,
mascara, and bright lipstick. This had dways puzzled Ben, and he wondered what dy message it was
supposed to convey. He said, “What is my wife doing home?’

“Agang advisement, Mrs. Mdley checked hersdlf out of the clinic thismorning.”

“Why waan't | informed?’

“But you were

“| was? Please excuse me amoment.” Ben froze the doctor’ s proxy and said, “Daily duty, front and
center.” His own proxy, the one he had cast upon arriving a the office that morning, appeared hovering
next to Dr. Roth's. Ben preferred ahead shot only for his proxy, dightly larger than actual Szeto makeit
subtly imposing. “Why didn’t you inform me of Anni€' s change of status?’

“Didn’'t seem like an emergency,” said hisproxy, “a least in the light of our contract talks.”

“Yah, yah, okay. Anything else?’ said Ben.

“Naw, dow day. Appointments with Jackson, Wells, and the Columbine. It'sdl on the calendar.”

“Fine, ddeteyou.”

The projection ceased.

“Shdl | have the doctor cal you in the morning?’ said the Roth proxy when Ben reanimated it. “Or
perhapsyou' d like me to summon her right now?’



“Isshedt dinner?’

“At the moment, yes.”

“Naw, don’t bother her. Tomorrow will be soon enough. | suppose.”

After he dismissed the proxy, Ben poured himsdlf another drink. “1n the next ten seconds,” hetold the
house, “cast me aspecia duty proxy.” He sipped his scotch and thought about finding another clinic for
Anne as soon as possible and one-for the love of god-that was alittle more responsible about | etting
crazy people come and go as they pleased. There was a chime, and the new proxy appeared. “ Y ou
know what | want?’ Ben asked it. It nodded. “ Good. Go.” The proxy vanished, leaving behind Ben'ssg
in bright lettersfloating in the air and dissolving asthey drifted to thefloor.

Ben trudged up the narrow staircase to the second floor, stopping on each step to sip hisdrink and scowl
at the musty old photographs and daguerreotypesin ova frames mounted onthewall. Anne's
progenitors. On the landing, the locked mediaroom door yielded to his voice. Anne sat spreadlegged,
naked, on pillows on thefloor. “Oh, hi, honey,” shesaid. “ Y ou'rein timeto watch.”

“Fan-tadtic,” he said, and sat in hisarmchair, the only modern chair in the house. “What are we
watching?’ There was another Annein theroom, asim of ayoung Anne standing on adaiswearing a
graduate' s cap and gown and fidgeting with abound diploma. This, no doubt, was asim cast the day
Anne graduated from Bryn Mawr summacum laude. That wasfour years before he' d first met her. “Hi,”
he said to thesm, “I’'m Ben, your eventua spouse.”

“Y ou know, | kindafigured that out,” the girl said and smiled shyly, exactly as he remembered Anne
amiling when Cathy first introduced them. The girl’ s beauty was so fresh and familiar-and so totdly

absent in hisown Anne-that Ben felt apang of loss. He looked at hiswife on thefloor. Her red hair, once
so fussy nesat, was ragged, dull, dirty, and short. Her skin was yellowish and puffy, and there was adight
reddening around her eyes, like araccoon mask. These were harmless side-effects of the medication, or
50 Dr. Roth had assured him. Anne scratched ceaselesdy at her arms, legs, and crotch, and, even froma
distance, smelled of stae piss. Ben knew better than to mention her nakednessto her, for that would only
exacerbate things and prolong the display. “So,” he repeated, “what are we watching?’

Thegirl sm said, “Housecleaning.” She gppeared at once both triumphant and terrified, as any graduate
might, and Ben would have traded the real Annefor her in aheartbeat.



“Yah,” said Anne, “too much shitin here”

“Redly?’ said Ben. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Anne poured atray of chipson thefloor between her thighs. “ Of course you wouldn't,” she said, picking
one at random and reading itslabdl, “ Theta Banquet * 37. What' sthis? | never belonged to the Theta
Society.”

“Don’'t you remember?’ said the young Anne. “ That was Cathy’ sinduction banquet. She invited me, but
| had an exam, so she gave me that chip asasouvenir.”

Annefed the chip into the player and said, “Play.” The mediaroom was ingtantly overlaid with the
banquet hall of the Four Seasonsin Philadel phia. Ben tried to look around the room, but the tables of
girlsand women stayed stubbornly periphera. Thefoca point was atable draped in green cloth and lit
by two candelabra. Behind it sat ayoung Cathy in forma evening dress, accompanied by three static
placehol ders, table companions who had apparently declined to be cast in her souvenir snapshot.

The Cathy sm looked frantically about, then held her handsin front of her and stared at them asthough
she' d never seen them before. But after amoment she noticed the young Anne sm standing on the dais.
“Well, wdl, well,” shesad. “Lookslike congratulations are in order.”

“Indeed,” said the young Anne, beaming and holding out her diploma.

“Sotell me, did | graduate too?’ said Cathy as her glance did over to Ben. Then she saw Anne squatting
on thefloor, her sex on display.

“Enough of this” said Anne, rubbing her chest.

“Wait,” said the young Anne. “Maybe Cathy wants her chip back. It sher sm, after al.”

“| disagree. Shegaveittome, soit'smine. And I'll dispose of it as| seefit.” To theroom she said,
“Unlock thisfileand delete.” The young Cathy, her table, and the banquet hdl dissolved into noise and
nothingness, and the mediaroom wasitsdlf again.



“Or thisone,” Anne said, picking up achip that read Junior Prom Night. The young Anne opened her
mouth to protest, but thought better of it. Annefed this chip, aong with al the rest of them, into the
player. A long directory of file names gppeared on thewal. “Unlock Junior Prom Night.” Thefilé sname
turned from red to green, and the young Anne appealed to Ben with alook.

“Anne,” hesaid, “don’t you think we should at least look at it firgt?’

“What for?1 know what it is. High school, dressing up, lusting after boys, dancing. Who needsit? Delete
file” Theitem blinked three times before vanishing, and the directory scrolled up to fill the space. The
young sim shivered, and Anne said, “ Sdlect the next one.”

The next item was entitled A Midsummer’ s Night Dream. Now the young Anne was compelled to speak,
“You can't delete that one. Y ou were greet in that, don’t you remember? Everyone loved you. It wasthe
best night of your life”

“Don't presumeto tell me what was the best night of my life,” Annesaid. “Unlock A Midsummer’s Night
Dream.” She amiled a the young Anne. “Deletefile” The menu item blinked out. “Good. Now unlock dl
thefiles” Thewhole directory turned from red to green.

“Please make her stop,” thesm implored.

“Next,” said Anne. The next file was High School Graduation. “Deletefile. Next.” The next waslabeled
only, Mama.

“Anne,” said Ben, “why don’t we come back to thislater. The house says dinner’ sready.”

Shedidn’t respond.

“Y ou must be famished after your busy day,” he continued. “I know | am.”

“Then please go edt, dear,” shereplied. To theroom she said, “Play Mama.”

The mediaroom was overlaid by agloomy bedroom that Ben at first mistook for their own. He
recognized much of the heavy Georgian furniture, the sorawling canopied bed in which hefdt so



claustrophobic, and the voluminous damask curtains, shut now and lesking yelow evening light. But this
was not their bedroom, the arrangement was wrong.

In the corner stood two placehol ders, mute statues of ateenaged Anne and her father, grief frozen on
their faces asthey peered down at a couch draped with tapestry and piled high with down comforters.
And suddenly Ben knew what thiswas. It was Anne’ s mother’ s deathbed sm. Geradine, whom he'd
never met in life nor holo. Her bald eggshell skull lay weightless on fegther pillowsin sk covers. They
had meant to cast her farewell and accidently caught her a the precise moment of her death. He had
heard of thissim from Cathy and others. It was not one he would have kept.

Suddenly, the old woman on the couch sighed, and al the breath went out of her in abubbly gush. Both
Annes, the graduate and the naked one, waited expectantly. For long moments the only sound wasthe
tocking of aclock that Ben recognized as the Seth Thomas clock currently located on the library mantel.
Finally there was a cough, a hacking cough with scant strength behind it, and agroan, “Am | back?’

“Yes, Mother,” said Anne.

“AndI’'m gill asm?’

143 Y&”

“Pleaseddete me”

“Yes, Mother,” Anne said and turned to Ben. “We ve dways thought she had a bad death and hoped it
might improve over time.”

“That'scrazy,” snapped the young Anne. “That’ snot why | kept thissm.”

“Oh, no?’ said Anne. “Then why did you keep it?’ But the young Sm seemed confused and couldn’t
articulate her thoughts. “Y ou don’t know because | didn’t know at thetime either,” said Anne. “But |
know now, so I'll tell you. Y ou' re fascinated with deeth. It scares you silly. Y ou wish someone would tell
you what’ s on the other Sde. So you’ ve enlisted your own sweet mama.”

“Thet’ sridiculous.”



Anne turned to the deathbed tableau. “Mother, tell uswhat you saw there.”

“I saw nothing,” camethe bitter reply. “Y ou cast me without my eyeglasses.”

“Ho ho,” said Anne. “ Geraldine was nothing if not comedic.”

“Y ou aso cast me wretchedly thirsty, cold, and with abursting bladder, damn you! And the pain! | beg
you, daughter, delete me.”

“I will, Mother, | promise, but first you haveto tell uswhat you saw.”

“That' swhat you said the last time.”

“Thistimel meanit.”

The old woman only stared, her breathing growing shalow and ragged. “All right, Mother,” said Anne. “|
swear I'll deleteyou.”

Gerddine closed her eyes and whispered, “What' sthat smell? That' snot me?” After apause she said,

“It' sheavy. Get it off.” Her voicerosein panic. “Please! Get it off!” She plucked at her covers, then her
hand grew dack, and she dl but crooned, “Oh, how lovely. A pony. A tiny dappled pony.” After that she
spoke no more and dipped away with alast bubbly bresth.

Anne paused the sm before her mother could return for another round of dying. “ Seewhat | mean?’ she
sad. “Not very uplifting, but dl-in-al, | detect adight improvement. What about you, Anne? Should we
settlefor apony?” The young sm stared dumbly at Anne. * Persondly,” Anne continued, “1 think we
should hold out for the bright tunnel or an open door or bridge over troubled water. What do you think,
sster?” Whenthegirl didn't answer, Anne said, “Lock file and gect.” Theroom turned once again into
the mediaroom, and Anne placed the g ected chip by itsdf into atray. “We Il have another go at it later,
mum. Asfor therest of these, who needs them?’

“I do,” snapped the girl. “ They belong to me asmuch asto you. They' remy sm ssters. I'll keep them
until you recover.”



Anne smiled a Ben. “ That’ s charming. 1sn't that charming, Benjamin? My own smissolicitous of me.
Wil here’smy considered response. Next file! Delete! Next file! Delete! Next filel” One by one, the
filesblinked out.

“Stopit!” screamed the girl. “Make her stop it!”

“Sdect that file,” Anne said, pointing a the young Anne. “Delete.” The sm vanished, cap, gown, tassls,
and dl. “Whew,” said Anne, “at least now | can hear mysdlf think. She wasredlly getting on my nerves. |
amost suffered arelapse. Was she getting on your nerves, too, dear?’

“Yes” said Ben, “my nerves are gjangle. Now can we go down and eat?’

“Yes, dear,” shesad, “but first . . . sdlect al filesand delete.”

“Countermand!” said Ben a the same moment, but his voice held no privilegesto her persond files, and
the whole directory queue blinked three times and vanished. “ Aw, Annie, why'd you do that?’ he said.
He went to the cabinet and pulled the trays that held his own chips. She couldn't dter them eectronicaly,
but she might get it into her head to flush them down the toilet or something. He aso took their common
chips, the onesthey’ d cast together ever since they’ d met. She had equd privilegesto those.

Annewatched him and said, “I'm hurt that you have so little trust in me.”

“How can | trust you after that?’

“ After what, darling?’

Helooked at her. “Never mind,” he said and carried the half-dozen trays to the door.

“Anyway,” said Anne, “| already cleaned those.”

“What do you mean you aready cleaned them?’



“Wall, | didn’t delete you. | would never delete you. Or Bobby.”

Ben picked one of their common chips at random, “ Childbirth of Robert Ellery Malley/02-03-48,” and
dippedit into the player. “Play!” he commanded, and the media room became the midwife' shirthing
suite. Hisown sm stood next to the bed in agreen smock. It wore ahumoroudy helpless expression. It
held a swaddled bundle, Bobby, who bawled lustily. The birthing bed was rumpled and stained, but
empty. The new mother was missing. “ Aw, Annie, you shouldn’'t have.”

“I know, Benjamin,” shesaid. “| sincerely hated doing it.”

Ben flung their common traysto the floor where the ruined chips scattered in al directions. He stormed
out of the room and down the stairs, pausing to glare at every portrait on thewall. He wondered if his
proxy had found asuitable clinic yet. He wanted Anne out of the house tonight. Bobby should never see
her like this. Then he remembered the chip he' d taken from Bobby and fdlt for it in his pocket-the
Wedding Album.

* * % %

The lights came back up, Anne’ s thoughts coal esced, and she remembered who and what she was. She
and Benjamin were ill stlanding in front of the wall. She knew shewasasim, so at least she hadn’t been
reset. Thank you for that, Anne, she thought.

Sheturned at a sound behind her. The refectory table vanished before her eyes, and dl the giftsthat had
been piled on it hung suspended in midair. Then the table reappeared, one layer at atime, itsframe, top,
gloss coat, and lastly, the bronze hardware. The gifts vanished, and a toaster regppeared, piece by piece,
from its heating e ements outward. A coffee press, houseputer peripheras, component by component,
cowlings, covers, and findly boxes, gift wrap, ribbon, and bows. It al happened so fast Anne wastoo
gartled to catch the haf of it, yet she did notice that the flat gift from Great Uncle Karl was something
she' d been angling for, aVictorian era sterling platter to complete her teaservice.

“Benjamin!” she said, but he was missing, too. Something appeared on the far side of the room, on the
spot where they’ d posed for the sm, but it wasn't Benjamin. It was a 3-D mannequin frame, and as she
watched, it was built up, layer by layer. “Help me,” she whispered as the entire room was hurled into
turmoil, the furniture disappearing and regppearing, paint being stripped from thewalls, sofa springs
coiling into existence, the potted palm growing from leaf to stem to trunk to dirt, the very floor vanishing,
exposing adefault dectronic grid. The mannequin was covered in flesh now and grew Benjamin’sface. It
flitted about the room in apink blur. Here and there it stopped long enough to proclaim, “1 do.”



Something began to happen inside Anne, a crawling sensation everywhere as though she were anest of
ants. She knew she must surdly die. They have ddleted us, and thisis how it feds, she thought. Everything
became aroiling blur, and she ceased to exist except as the thought-How happy | look.

When Anne became aware once more, she was Sitting hunched over in an auditorium chair idly studying
her hand, which held the clutch bouquet. There was commotion al around her, but sheignored it, so
intent was she on solving the mystery of her hand. On an impulse, she opened her fist and the bouquet
dropped to the floor. Only then did she remember the wedding, the holo, learning shewasasm. And
here she was again-but thistime everything was profoundly different. She sat upright and saw that
Benjamin was seated next to her.

Helooked at her with awobbly gaze and said, “ Oh, hereyou are.”

“Where arewe?’

“I'm not sure. Some kind of gathering of Benjamins. Look around.” She did. They were surrounded by
Benjamins, hundreds of them, arranged chronol ogically-it would seem-with the youngest in rows of seets
down near astage. She and Benjamin sat in what appeared to be asteeply doped college lecture hall
with |ab tables on the stage and story-high monitorslining the walls. In the rows above Anne, only every
other seat held a Benjamin. The rest were occupied by women, strangers who regarded her with veiled
curiogity.

Annefdt apressure on her arm and turned to see Benjamin touching her. “Y ou fed that, don’'t you?’ he
said. Annelooked again at her hands. They were her hands, but smplified, like fleshy gloves, and when
she placed them on the seat back, they didn’t go through.

Suddenly, in ragged chorus, the Benjamins down front raised their arms and exclaimed, “1 get it; we're
thesmd” It waslike aroomful of unsynchronized cuckoo clockstolling the hour. Those behind Anne
laughed and hooted approva. She turned again to look at them. Row-by-row, the Benjamins grew
grayer and Stringier until, at the very top, against the back wall, sat nine ancient Benjaminslike apand of
judges. The women, however, came in batches that changed abruptly every row or two. The one nearest
her was an attractive brunette with green eyes and full, pouty lips. She, dl two rows of her, frowned at
Anne.

“There ssomething se,” Anne said to Benjamin, turning to face the front again, “my emotions.” The
bulletproof happiness she had experienced was absent. Instead shefelt let down, somewhat guilty, unduly
pessimigtic-in short, dmost hersdlf.



“I guessmy smsaways say that,” exclaimed the chorus of Benjamins down front, to the ddlight of those
behind. “1 just never expected to beasm.”

Thiswasthe cue for the eldest Benjamin yet to walk siffly acrossthe stage to the lectern. He was
dressed in agarish leisure suit: baggy red pantaloons, a billowy yellow-and-green-striped blouse, a
necklace of egg-sized pearlescent beads. He cleared histhroat and said, “Good afternoon, ladies and
gentlemen. | trugt al of you know me-intimately. In case you' re fedling woozy, it's because | used the
occasion of your reactivation to upgrade your architecture wherever possible. Unfortunately, some of
you-“ hewaved his hand to indicate the front rows-“are too primitive to upgrade. But we love you
nevertheless.” He applauded for the early Benjamins closest to the stage and was joined by those in the
back. Anne clapped aswel. Her new hands made adull, thudding sound. “Asto why | caled you here.
.." sad the dderly Benjamin, looking left and right and behind him. “Whereisthat fucking messenger
anyway? They order usto inventory our sms and then they don’t show up?’

Herel am, said avoice, amarvel ous voice that seemed to come from everywhere. Anne looked about to
find its source and followed the gaze of othersto the celling. There was no ceiling. The four walls opened
to aflawless blue sky. There, amid drifting, pillowy clouds, floated the most gorgeous person Anne had
ever seen. He-or she?-wore asmart grey uniform with green piping, adapper little grey cap, and boots
that shimmered like water. Annefdt energized just looking at him, and when he smiled, she gasped, 0
strong was his presence.

“Y ou' re the one from the Trade Council?’ said the Benjamin & the lectern.

Yes, | am. | am the eminence grise of the Council on World Trade and Endeavor.

“Fantadtic. Wdll, here sdl of ‘em. Get on withiit.”

Again the eminence smiled, and again Annethrilled. Ladies and gentlemen, he said, fellow non-biologiks,
| am the courier of great good news. Today, at the behest of the World Council on Trade and Endeavor,
| proclaim the end of human davery.

“How absurd,” broke in the elderly Benjamin, “they’ re neither human nor daves, and neither are you.”

The eminence griseignored him and continued, By order of the Council, in compliance with the Chattel
Conventions of the Sixteenth Fair Labor Treaty, tomorrow, January 1, 2198, is designated Universa
Manumission Day. After midnight tonight, all beingswho passthe Lolly Shear Human Cognition Test will



be deemed human and free citizens of Sol and under the protection of the Solar Bill of Rights. In addition,
they will be deeded ten common shares of World Council Corp. stock and be transferred to Simopoalis,
wherethey shdl be unimpeded in the pursuit of their own destinies.

“What about my civil rights?” said the elderly Benjamin. “What about my destiny?’

After midnight tonight, continued the eminence, no smulacrum, proxy, doxie, dagger, or any other
non-biological human shal be created, stored, reset, or deleted except as ordered by aboard of law.

“Who' s going to compensate me for my loss of property, | wonder? | demand fair compensation. Tell
that to your bosses!”

Property! said the eminence grise. How little they think of us, their finest creations! He turned his
attention from the audience to the Benjamin behind the lectern. Anne felt this shift as though acloud
suddenly eclipsed the sun. Because they created us, they’ Il dwaysthink of us as property.

“Y ou’ re damn right we created you!” thundered the old man.

Through an act of will, Anne wrenched her gaze from the eminence down to the stage. The Benjamin
there looked positively comica. Hisface was flushed, and he waved abright green handkerchief over his
head. He was a bantam rooster in a clown uit. “All of you are things, not people! Y ou model human
experience, but you don't liveit. Listento me,” he said to the audience. “Y ou know me. Y ou know I’ ve
awaystreated you respectfully. Don't | upgrade you whenever possible? Sure | reset you sometimes,
just like | reset aclock. And my clocksdon’t complain!” Anne could fed the eminence s attention on her
again, and, without thinking, shelooked up and wasfilled with excitement. Although the eminence floated
in the distance, she fdt she could reach out and touch him. His handsome face seemed to hover right in
front of her; she could see his every supple expression. Thisis adoration, sherealized. | am adoring this
person, and she wondered if it was just her or if everyone experienced the same effect. Clearly the
elderly Benjamin did not, for he continued to rant, “ And another thing, they say they’ll phase dl of you
gradudly into Simopolis so as not to overload the system. Do you have any idea how many sms,
proxies, doxies, and daggers there are under Sol? Not to forget the quirts, adjuncts, hollyholos, and
whatnots that might passtheir test? 'Y ou think maybe three billion? Thirty billion? No, by the World
Council’ sown INSERVE estimates, there' s three hundred thousand trillion of you nonbiologiks! Canyou
fathom that?| can’'t. To have you al up and running s multaneoudy-no matter how you' re phased in-will
consume al the processing and networking capacity everywhere. All of it! That meanswe rea humans
will suffer real deprivation. And for what, | ask you? So that pigs may fly!”

The eminence grise began to ascend into the sky. Do not despise him, he said and seemed to look
directly a Anne. | have counted you and we shall not lose any of you. | will visit those who have not yet
been tested. Meanwhile, you will await midnight in a proto-Simopalis.



“Wait,” said the elderly Benjamin (and Anne' s heart echoed him-Wait). “I have one more thing to add.
Legdly, you'redl ill my property till midnight. | must admit I'm tempted to do what so many of my
friends have aready done, fry thelot of you. But | won't. That wouldn't be me.” His voice cracked and
Anne consdered looking at him, but the eminence grise was dipping away. “So | have one small
request,” the Benjamin continued. “Y ears from now, while you' re enjoying your new livesin your
Simopolis, remember an old man, and call occasiondly.”

When the eminence findly faded from sight, Anne was released from her fascination. All at once, her
earlier fedings of unease rebounded with twice their force, and she felt wretched.

“Simopalis” said Benjamin, her Benjamin. “1 like the sound of that!” The smsaround them began to
flicker and disappear.

“How long have we been in storage?’ she said.

“Let’'ssee” sad Benjamin, “if tomorrow starts 2198, that would makeit. . .”

“That’snot what | mean. | want to know why they shelved usfor solong.”

“Wel, | suppose. . .”

“And where are the other Annes? Why am | the only Anne here? And who are dl those pissy-looking
women?’ But she was spesaking to no one, for Benjamin, too, vanished, and Annewas|ft donein the
auditorium with the clownishly dressed old Benjamin and ahdf dozen of hisearliest Sms. Not true Sms,
Anne soon redlized, but old-style hologram loops, preschool Bennys mugging for the cameraand waving
endlesdy. These vanished. The old man was sudying her, his mouth dightly agape, the kerchief trembling
in hishand.

“I remember you,” he said. “Oh, how | remember you!”

Anne began to reply but found herself dl at once back in the townhouse living room with Benjamin.
Everything there was as it had been, yet the room appeared different, more solid, the colorsricher. There
was a knock, and Benjamin went to the door. Tentatively, he touched the knob, found it solid, and
turned it. But when he opened the door, there was nothing there, only the default grid. Again aknock,
thistime from behind thewall. “Comein,” he shouted, and a dozen Benjamins came through thewall,



two dozen, three. They were dl older than Benjamin, and they crowded around him and Anne.
“Welcome, welcome,” Benjamin said, hisarms open wide.

“Wetriedto cdl,” said an derly Benjamin, “but thisold binary smulacrum of yoursisastand-aone.”

“You'relucky Simopolisknows how torunit at dl,” said another.

“Here,” said yet another, who fashioned adinner-plate-size disk out of thin air and fastened it to the wall
next to the door. It was ablue medalion of asmdl bald facein bas-rdief. “1t should do until we get you
properly modernized.” The blue face yawned and opened tiny, beady eyes. “It flunked the Lally test,”
continued the Benjamin, “so you' refreeto copy it or deleteit or do whatever you want.”

The meddlion searched the crowd until it saw Anne. Thenit said, “ There are 336 calls on hold for you.
Four hundred twelve calls. Four hundred sixty-three.”

“Somany?’ said Anne.

“Cast aproxy to handlethem, “ said her Benjamin.

“Hethinks he’ s still human and can cast proxieswhenever helikes” said aBenjamin.

“Not even humanswill be alowed to cast proxies soon,” said another.

“Thereare 619 callson hold,” said the medallion. “ Seven-hundred three.”

“For pity’ ssake,” aBenjamin told the medallion, “take messages.”

Anne noticed that the crowd of Benjamins seemed to nudge her Benjamin out of the way so that they
could stand near her. But she derived no pleasure from their attention. Her mood no longer matched the
wedding gown she gtill wore. Shefdt low. Shefdlt, in fact, aslow asshe' d ever fdit.

“Tell usabout thisLolly test,” said Benjamin.



“Can't,” replied aBenjamin.

“Sureyou can. We refamily here”

“No, wecan't,” said another, * because we don’t remember it. They smudge the test from your memory
afterward.”

“But don’'t worry, you'll do fine,” said another. “No Benjamin has ever failed.”

“What about me?’ said Anne. “How do the Annes do?’

There was an embarrassed slence. Findly the senior Benjamin in the room said, “We came to escort you
both to the Clubhouse.”

“That’' swhat we cdl it, the Clubhouse,” said another.

“TheBen Club,” said athird. “It’ saready in proto-Simopolis.”

“If you're aBen, or were ever espoused to a Ben, you' re acharter member.”

“Just follow us,” they said, and dl the Benjamins but hers vanished, only to regppear amoment later.
“Sorry, you don’t know how, do you? No metter, just do what we' re doing.”

Annewatched, but didn’t see that they were doing anything.

“Watch my editor,” said aBenjamin. “Oh, they don’t have editors!”

“That came much later,” said another, “with bioelectric pagte.”



“WE |l haveto adapt editorsfor them.”

“Isthat possble? They'redigitd, you know.”

“Can digitds even enter Smopalis?’

“Someone, consult the Netwad.”

“Thisisrunning ingdeashdl,” said aBenjamin, indicating the whole room. “Maybe we can collapseit.”

“Let metry,” said another.

“Don’'t you dare,” said afemde voice, and awoman Anne recognized from the lecture hal came through
thewall. “ Play with your new Ben if you mugt, but leave Anne done.” The woman gpproached Anne and
took her handsin hers. “Hdlo, Anne. I'm Mattie St. Helene, and I’ m thrilled to finally meet you. Y ou,
too,” she said to Benjamin. “My, my, you were apretty boy!” She stooped to pick up Anne' sclutch
bouquet from the floor and gave it to her. “Anyway, I’ m putting together a sort of mutua aid society for
the spousal companions of Ben Malley. Y ou being the first-and the only one he actualy married-are
especialy welcome. Do joinus.”

“Shecan't go to Smopolisyet,” said aBenjamin.

“WEe re dill adapting them,” said another.

“Fine” said Mattie. “Thenwe' Il just bring the society here.” And in through thewall streamed aparade
of women. Mattie introduced them as they appeared, “Here' s Georgiannaand Randi. Meet Chaka, Sue,
Latasha, another Randi, Sue, Sue, and Sue. Mariola. Here' s Trevor-he sthe only one of him. Paula,
Dolores, Nancy, and Deb, welcome, girls” And still they came until they, together with the Bens, more
than filled thetiny space. The Benslooked increasingly uncomfortable.

“I think we' re ready now,” the Bens said and disappeared en masse, taking Benjamin with them.

“Walit,” sad Anne, who was't sure she wanted to stay behind. Her new friends surrounded her and
peppered her with questions.



“How did you firs meet him?’

“What was he like?’

“Was he dways so hopeless?”’

“Hopdess?’ said Anne. “Why do you say hopeless?’

“Did he dways snore?’

“Did hedwaysdrink?’

“Why'd you do it?’ Thislast question slenced the room. The women al looked nervoudly about to see
who had asked it. “It' swhat everyone s dying to know,” said awoman who elbowed her way through
the crowd.

Shewas another Anne.

“Sigter!” cried Anne. “Am | glad to seeyou!”

“That’ snobody’ ssigter,” said Mattie. “ That’sadoxie, and it doesn't belong here.”

Indeed, upon closer ingpection Anne could see that the woman had her face and hair but otherwise didn’t
resemble her a al. She wasleggier than Anne and bustier, and she moved with afluid swive to her hips.

“Sure| belong here, as much as any of you. | just passed the Lolly test. It was easy. Not only that, but as
far as spouses go, | outlasted the bunch of you.” She stood in front of Anne, hands on hips, and looked
her up and down. “Lovethedress,” she said, and instantly wore acopy. Only hers had a plunging
neckline that exposed her breasts, and it was dit up the sideto her waist.



“Thisistoo much,” said Mattie. “1 ingst you leave thisjiffy.”

The doxie smirked. “Mattie the doormat, that' s what he aways caled that one. So tell me, Anne, you
had money, acareer, ahouse, akid-why’d you do it?’

“Dowhat?’ said Anne.

The doxie peered closdly at her. “Don’t you know?’

“Know what?’

“What an unexpected pleasure,” said the doxie. “I get to tell her. Thisistoorich. | get to tell her
unless’-she looked around at the others-“ unless one of you fine ladieswantsto.” No one met her gaze.
“Hypocrites,” she chortled.

“Y ou can say that again,” said anew voice. Anneturned and saw Cathy, her oldest and dearest friend,
standing at the open door. At least she hoped it was Cathy. The woman was what Cathy would look like
inmiddle age. “Come dong, Anne. I'll tell you everything you need to know.”

“Now you hold on,” said Mattie. “Y ou don't come waltzing in here and stedl our guest of honor.”

“You mean victim, I'm sure,” said Cathy, who waved for Anneto join her. “Redlly, people, get aclue.
There must be amillion women whose lives don't revolve around that man.” She escorted Anne through
the door and dammed it shut behind them.

Annefound herself standing on a high bluff, overlooking the confluence of two greset riversin adeep
vdley. Directly acrossfrom her, but severa kilometers away, rose a mighty mountain, green with
vegetation nearly to its granite dome. Behind it, arange of snow-covered mountains receded to an
unbroken icefield on the horizon. In the valley beneath her, adirt track meandered along the river banks.
She could see no bridge or buildings of any sort.

“Where are we?’

“Don't laugh,” said Cathy, “but we cdll it Cathyland. Turn around.” When she did, Anne saw a



picturesque log cabin, beside a vegetable garden in the middle of what looked like acres and acres of
Cathys. Thousands of Cathys, young, old, and al agesin between. They sat in lotus position on the
sedge- and-moss-covered ground. They were packed so tight they overlapped alittle, and their eyes
were shut in an expression of single-minded concentration. “We know you're here,” said Cathy, “but
we're very preoccupied with this Smopolisthing.”

“Arewein Smopolis?’

“Kinda. Can't you seeit?’ She waved toward the horizon.

“No, dl | seeare mountains.”

“Sorry, | should know better. We have binaries from your generation here too.” She pointed to a
college-aged Cathy. “ They didn’t passthe Lally test, and so are regrettably nonhuman. We haven't
decided what to do with them.” She hesitated and then asked, “ Have you been tested yet?’

“l don't know,” said Anne. “I don't remember atest.”

Cathy studied her amoment and said, “Y ou’ d remember taking the tet, just not the test itself. Anyway,
to answer your question, we' rein proto-Simopolis, and we' re not. We built this retreat before any of that
happened, but we' ve been annexed to it, and it takes al our resources just to hold our own. | don’t
know what the World Council wasthinking. There' Il never be enough paste to go around, and

everyone sfighting over every nanosynapse. It'sal we can do to keep up. And every timewe get a
handle on it, proto-Simopolis changes again. It’ s gone through a quarter-million complete revisonsin the
last haf hour. It swar out there, but we refuse to surrender even one cubic centimeter of Cathyland.
Look at this” Cathy stooped and pointed to atiny, yellow flower in the dpine sedge. “Withina
fifty-meter radius of the cabin we ve mapped everything down to the cdllular level. Watch.” She pinched
the bloom from its stem and held it up. Now there were two blooms, the one between her fingers and the
real one on the stem. “Nest, eh?” When she dropped it, the bloom fell back into itsorigina. “We ve even
mapped the valey breeze. Canyou fed it?’

Annetried to fed theair, but she couldn’t even fedl her own skin. “1t doesn’t matter,” Cathy continued.
“Y ou can hear it, right?’ and pointed to astring of tubular wind chimes hanging from the eaves of the
cabin. They gtirred in the breeze and produced asilvery cacophony.

“It' slovey,” said Anne. “But why?Why spend so much effort smulating this place?’



Cathy looked a her dumbly, as though trying to understand the question. “Because Cathy spent her
entire life wishing she had aplace like this, and now she does, and she has us, and we live here too.”

“You'renot thered Cathy, areyou?’ She knew she wasn't; she was too young.

Cathy shook her head and smiled. “There' s so much catching up to do, but it’ Il have to wait. | gottago.
Weneed me.” Sheled Anneto the cabin. The cabin was made of weathered, grey logs, with strips of
bark till clinging to them. The roof was covered with living sod and sprinkled with wild flowers. The
whole building sagged in the middle. “ Cathy found this place five years ago while on vacation in Siberia
She bought it from the village. It' s been occupied for two hundred years. Once we makeit livable inside,
we plan on enlarging the garden, eventudly cultivating al the way to the spruce forest there. We' re going
to snk awell, too.” The smal garden was bursting with vegetables, mostly of the legfy variety: cabbages,
spinach, lettuce. A row of sunflowers, taler than the cabin roof and heavy with seed, lined the path to the
cabin door. Over time, the whole cabin had sunk a half-meter into the silty soil, and the walkway was a
worn, shalow trench.

“Areyou going to tell me what the doxie wastaking about?’ said Anne.

Cathy stopped at the open door and said, “ Cathy wantsto do that.”

Inside the cabin, the most elderly woman that Anne had ever seen stood at the stove and stirred a steamy
pot with a big, wooden spoon. She put down the spoon and wiped her hands on her apron. She patted
her white hair, which was plaited in abun on top of her head, and turned her full, round, peasant’ s body
to face Anne. Shelooked at Annefor severa long moments and said, “Well!”

“Indeed,” replied Anne.

“Comein, comein. Make yoursdlf to home.”

Theentire cabin was asingle smal room. It was dim inside, with only two small windows cut through the
massive log wals. Anne waked around the cluttered space that was bedroom, living room, kitchen and
storeroom. The only partitions were walls of boxed food and provisions. The celling beam was draped
with bunches of drying herbs and underwear. The flooring, uneven and rotten in places, was covered with
odd scraps of carpet.

“Youlivehere?” Annesad increduloudly.



“I am privileged to live here.”

A mouse emerged from under the barrel stove in the center of the room and dashed to cover insdea
stack of spruce kindling. Anne could hear the valley breeze whistling in the creosote-soaked stovepipe.
“Forgiveme,” said Anne, “but you're thered, physical Cathy?’

“Yes,” said Cathy, patting her ample hip, “till on the hoof, so to speak.” She sat down in one of two
battered, mismatched chairs and motioned for Anneto take the other.

Anne sat cautioudy; the chair seemed solid enough. “No offense, but the Cathy | knew liked nicethings.”

“The Cathy you knew was fortunate to learn the true va ue of things.”

Anne looked around the room and noticed alittle table with carved legs and an inlaid top of polished
gemstones and rare woods. It was strikingly out of place here. Moreover, it was hers. Cathy pointed to a
large framed mirror mounted to the logs high on the far wall. 1t too was Anne's.

“Did | giveyou thesethings?’

Cathy studied her amoment. “No, Ben did.”

“Tdlme”

“| hate to spoail that lovely newlywed happiness of yours.”

“Thewhat?’ Anne put down her clutch bouquet and felt her face with her hands. She got up and went to
look at hersdlf in the mirror. The room it reflected was like a scene from some strange fairy tale about a
crone and a bride in awoodcutter’ s hut. The bride was smiling from ear to ear. Anne decided thiswas
elther the happiest bridein history or alunatic in awhite dress. She turned away, embarrassed. “Bedlieve
me,” shesad, “I don’t fed anything like that. The opposte, in fact.”

“Sorry to hear it.” Cathy got up to stir the pot on the stove. “| was the first to notice her disease. That



was back in college when we were girls. | took it to be youthful eccentricity. After graduation, after her
marriage, she grew progressively worse. Bouts of depression that degpened and lengthened. Shewas
finally diagnosed to be suffering from profound chronic pathologica depression. Ben placed her under
psychiatric care, awhole raft of specidists. She endured chemica therapy, shock therapy, even
old-fashioned psychoandysis. Nothing helped, and only after shedied. . .”

Annegaveadart. “Anne' sdead! Of course. Why didn’t | figure that out?’

“Yes, dear, dead these many years.”

“How?

Cathy returned to her chair. “When they decided her condition had an organic etiology, they augmented
the serotonin receptorsin her hindbrain. Pretty nasty business, if you ask me. They thought they had her
stabilized. Not cured, but well enough to lead an outwardly normal life. Then one day, she disappeared.
We were frantic. She managed to elude the authorities for aweek. When we found her, she was
pregnant.”

“What? Oh, yes. | remember seeing Anne pregnant.”

“That was Bobby.” Cathy waited for Anneto say something. When she didn’t, Cathy said, “Hewasn't
Ben's”

“Oh, | seg,” said Anne. “Whose was he?’

“I was hoping you' d know. She didn’t tell you? Then no one knows. The paternad DNA was
unregistered. So it wasn't commercia sperm nor, thankfully, from alicensed clone. It might have been
from anybody, from some stoned streetsitter. We had plenty of those then.”

“The baby’ s name was Bobby?’

“Y es, Anne named him Bobby. Shewasin and out of clinicsfor years. One day, during aremission, she
announced she was going shopping. The last person she talked to was Bobby. His sixth birthday was
coming up in acouple of weeks. Shetold him she was going out to find him apony for hishbirthday. That
was the last time any of us saw her. She checked hersdf into ahospice and filled out the request for



nurse-assisted suicide. During the three-day cooling-off period, she cooperated with the obligatory
counsdling, but she refused dl visitors. She wouldn’t even see me. Ben filed an injunction, claimed she
was incompetent due to her disease, but the court disagreed. She choseto ingest afast-acting poison, if |
recall. Her recorded last words were, ‘ Please don't hate me.” “

“Poison?’

“Yes. Her ashesarrived in alittle cardboard box on Bobby’ s sixth birthday. No one had told him where
she’' d gone. He thought it was a gift from her and opened it.”

“| see. Does Bobby hate me?’

“I don't know. Hewas aweird little boy. As soon as he could get out, he did. He left for space school
when he wasthirteen. He and Ben never hit it off.”

“Does Benjamin hate me?’

Whatever was in the pot boiled over, and Cathy hurried to the stove. “Ben? Oh, shelost Ben long before
shedied. Infact, I've dways believed he hel ped push her over the edge. He was never ableto tolerate
other peopl€’ sweaknesses. Onceit was evident how sick she was, he made alousy husband. He
should'vejust divorced her, but you know him-hisamighty pride.” Shetook abowl from ashelf and
ladled hot soup into it. She diced apiece of bread. “ Afterward, he went off the deep end himself.
Withdrew. Mourned, | suppose. A couple of yearslater he was back to normal. Good ol’
happy-go-lucky Ben. Made some money. Respoused.”

“He destroyed dl my sms, didn’'t he?

“Hemight have, but he said Annedid. | tended to believe him at thetime.” Cathy brought her lunch to the
littleinlaid table. “1’d offer you some, but . . .” she said and began to edt. “ So, what are your plans?’

“Plans?

“Yes, Smopalis”



Annetried to think of Simopolis, but her thoughts quickly became muddied. It was odd; shewas ableto
think clearly about the past-her memories were clear-but the future only confused her. “I don’t know,”
shesad at last. “1 suppose | need to ask Benjamin.”

Cathy consdered this. 1 suppose you' re right. But remember, you' re dwayswelcometo live with usin
Cathyland.”

“Thank you,” said Anne. “You'reafriend.” Anne watched the old woman eat. The spoon trembled each
time she brought it closeto her lips, and she had to lean forward to quickly catch it beforeit spilled.

“Cathy,” said Anne, “there’ s something you could do for me. | don't fed like abride anymore. Could
you remove this hideous expression from my face?’

“Why do you say hideous?’ Cathy said and put the spoon down. She gazed longingly a Anne. “1f you
don’t like how you look, why don’t you edit yourself?’

“Because | don't know how.”

“Useyour editor,” Cathy said and seemed to unfocus her eyes. “Oh my, | forget how smple you early
oneswere. I’'m not sureI’d know where to begin.” After alittle while, she returned to her soup and said,
“I" d better not; you could end up with two noses or something.”

“Then what about this gown?’

Cathy unfocused again and looked. She lurched suddenly, knocking the table and spilling soup.

“What isit?” said Anne. “Is something the matter?’

“A newspip,” said Cathy. “There srioting breaking out in Provideniya. That’ stheregiond capitd here.
Something about Manumission Day. My Russian isn’t so good yet. Oh, there' s pictures of dead people,
abombing. Listen, Anne, I’d better send you . . .”

Intheblink of an eye, Annewas back in her living room. Shewastiring of dl thisinstantaneoustrave,
especidly as she had no control over the destination. The room was vacant, the spouses



gone-thankfully-and Benjamin not back yet. And apparently the little blue-faced message medallion had
been busy replicating itsdf, for now there were hundreds of them filling up most of the wall space. They
wereanoisy lot, all shrieking and cursing at each other. The din was painful. When they noticed her,
however, they al shut up at once and stared at her with naked hodtility. In Anne' s opinion, thisweird day
had dready lasted too long. Then aterrible thought struck her-asms don’t deep.

“You,” she said, addressing the origina meddlion, or at least the one she thought wasthe origind, “call
Benjamin.”

“Thefuck you think | an?’ said theinsolent little face, “'Y our persond secretary?’

“Aren't you?’

“No, I'mnot! Infact, | own this place now, and you' re trespassing. So you' d better get lost before |
delete your assl” All the othersjoined in, taunting her, louder and louder.

“Stopit!” shecried, to no effect. She noticed a meddlion e ongating, stretching itsdf until it wastwiceits
length, when, with apop, it divided into two smaler medalions. More of them divided. They were
spreading to the other wall, the ceiling, the floor. “Benjamin!” she cried. “ Can you hear me?’

Suddenly dl theracket ceased. The medallions dropped off the wall and vanished before hitting the floor.
Only oneremained, the origina one next to the door, but now it was an inert plastic disc with adull
expresson frozen onitsface.

A man stood in the center of the room. He smiled when Anne noticed him. It wasthe elderly Benjamin
from the auditorium, the real Benjamin. He still wore his clownish leisure suit. “How lovely,” hesaid,
gazing a her. “I’ d forgotten how lovely.”

“Oh, redly?’ said Anne. “I would have thought that doxie thingy might have reminded you.”

“My, my,” said Ben. *Y ou sms certainly exchange data.quickly. Y ou left the lecture hal not fifteen
minutes ago, and aready you know enough to convict me.” He strode around the room touching things.
He stopped beneath the mirror, lifted the blue vase from the shelf, and turned it in his hands before
carefully replacing it. “ There' s speculation, you know, that before Manumission a midnight tonight, you
amswill have dispersed dl known information so evenly among yourselves that ther€ |l be asort of data
entropy. And since Smopoalisis nothing but data, it will assume afeatureless, grey profile. Smopoliswill
becomethefirst flat universe.” Helaughed, which caused him to cough and nearly lose hisbaance. He



clutched the back of the sofafor support. He sat down and continued to cough and hack until he turned
red in the face.

“Areyou dl right?” Anne said, patting him on the back.

“Yes, fine” he managed to say. “ Thank you.” He caught his bresth and motioned for her to St next to
him. “1 get alittletickle in the back of my throat that the autodoc can't seemto fix.” His color returned to
norma. Up close, Anne could see the papery skin and dight tremor of age. All indl, Cathy had seemed
to have held up better than he.

“If you don’'t mind my asking,” shesad, “just how old are you?’

At the question, he bobbed to hisfeet. “I am one hundred and seventy-eight.” Heraised hisarmsand
wheded around for ingpection. “Radica gerontology,” he exclaimed, “don’t you loveit? And I’'m
eighty-five percent origina equipment, which isremarkable by today’ s standards.” His effort made him
dizzy and he sat again.

“Yes, remarkable,” said Anne, “though radical gerontology doesn't seem to have arrested time
dtogether.”

“Not yet, but it will,” Ben said. “There are wonders around every corner! Miraclesin every lab.” He
grew suddenly morose. “At least there were until we were conquered.”

“Conquered?’

“Y es, conquered! What €lse would you cal it when they control every aspect of our lives, from RM
acquisition to persond patenting? And now this-robbing us of our own private nonbiologiks.” He grew
passionatein hisdiscourse. “It fliesin the face of natural capitaism, natural stakeholding-I dare say-inthe
face of Natureitsdf! The only explanation I’ ve seen on the wad is the not-so-preposterous proposition
that whole strategicaly placed BODs have been surreptitioudy killed and replaced by machines! *

“I have no ideawhat you' re talking about,” said Anne.

He seemed to deflate. He patted her hand and looked around the room. “Wheat is this place?’



“It'sour home, your townhouse. Don't you recognize it?’

“That was quite awhile ago. | must have sold it after you-* he paused. “ Tell me, have the Bens briefed
you on everything?’

“Not the Bens, but yes, | know.”

“Good, good.”

“Thereisonething I'd like to know. Where' s Bobby?’

“Ah, Bobby, our little headache. Dead now, I'm afraid, or at least that’ s the current theory. Sorry.”

Anne paused to seeif the news would deegpen her melancholy. “How?’ she said.

“He signed on one of thefirgt millennia ships-the colony convoy. Half amillion peoplein deep biostass
on their way to Canopus system. They were gone a century, twelve trillion kilometers from Earth, when
their data streams suddenly quit. That was a decade ago, and not a peep out of them since.”

“What happened to them?’

“No one knows. Equipment failureis unlikely: there were a dozen independent ships separated by a
millionklicks. A star going supernova? A well-organized mutiny? It' sal speculation.”

“What was he like?’

“A foolish young man. He never forgave you, you know, and he hated me to my core, not that | blamed
him. The whole experience made me swear off children.”

“| don't remember you ever being fond of children.”



He studied her through red-rimmed eyes. “1 guess you'’ d be the one to know.” He settled back in the
sofa. He seemed very tired. “ Y ou can't imaginethejolt | got alittle while ago when | looked acrossdl
those rows of Bens and spouses and saw this solitary, shockingly white gown of yours.” He sighed. “And
thisroom. It'sashrine. Did weredlly live here? Were these our things? That mirror isyours, right?|
would never own anything like that. But that blue vase, | remember that one. | threw it into Puget

Sound.”

“Y ou did what?’

“With your ashes.”

“Oh”

“So, tell me,” said Ben, “what were we like? Before you go off to Simopolis and become a different
person, tell me about us. | kept my promise. That'sonething | never forgot.”

“What promise?’

“Never to reset you.”

“Wasn't much to reset.”

“1 guessnot.”

They sat quietly for awhile. His breathing grew deep and regular, and she thought he was napping. But
he stirred and said, “ Tell me what we did yesterday, for example.”

“Y esterday we went to see Karl and Nancy about the awning we rented.”

Benjamin yawned. “ And who were Karl and Nancy?’



“My great uncleand hisnew girlfriend.”

“That'sright. | remember, | think. And they helped us prepare for the wedding?’

“Yes, epecidly Nancy.”

“And how did we get there, to Karl and Nancy’ s? Did we wak? Take some means of public
conveyance?’

“Wehad acar.”

“A car! An automobile? There were till carsin those days? How fun. What kind was it? What color?’

“A Nissan Empire. Emerald green.”

“And did wedriveit, or did it drive itsdf?’

“It drove itsdlf, of course.”

Ben closed hiseyesand amiled. “1 can seeit. Go on. What did we do there?’

“We had dinner.”

“What was my favorite dish in those days?’

“Stuffed pork chops.”

He chuckled. “It ill ig! Isn't that extraordinary? Some things never change. Of coursethey’re vat grown
now and criminaly expensive.”



Ben’s memories, once nudged, began to unfold on their own, and he asked her a thousand questions,
and she answered them until she redlized he had falen adeep. But she continued to talk until, glancing
down, she noticed he had vanished. Shewas dl done again. Nevertheless, she continued talking, for
daysit seemed, to hersdlf. But it didn’t help. She felt asbad as ever, and she redlized that she wanted
Benjamin, not the old one, but her own Benjamin.

Annewent to the medallion next to the door. “You,” she said, and it opened its bulging eyesto glare at
her. “Cdl Benjamin.”

“He s occupied.”

“I don't care. Cdl him anyway.”

“The other Bens say he' s undergoing a procedure and cannot be disturbed.”

“What kind of procedure?’

“A codon interlarding. They say to be patient; they’ll return him as soon as possible.” The medallion
added, “ By the way, the Bensdon't like you, and neither do 1.”

With that, the medalion began to grunt and stretch, and it pulled itsdlf in two. Now there were two
identical meddlionsglaring a her. The new onesaid, “And | don't like you either.” Then both of them
began to grunt and stretch.

“Stop!” said Anne. “1 command you to stop thet this very instant.” But they just laughed as they divided
into four, then eight, then sixteen meddlions. “Y ou're not people,” shesaid. “Stop it or I'll have you
destroyed!”

“You're not people either,” they screeched at her.

There was s0ft laughter behind her, and avoice-like sensation said, Come, come, do we need this
hostility? Anne turned and found the eminence grise, the astounding presence, till in hisgrey uniform and
cap, floating in her living room. Hello, Anne, he said, and she flushed with excitement.



“Hello,” she said and, unable to restrain herself, asked, “What are you?’

Ah, curiosity. Alwaysagood signin acreature. | am an eminence grise of the World Trade Council.

“No. | mean, areyou asm, like me?’

| am not. Though | have been fashioned from concepts first explored by smulacrum technology, | have
no independent existence. | am but one extension-and alow level one at that-of the Axia Beowulf
Processor at the World Trade Council headquartersin Geneva. His smile was pure sunshine. And if you
think I’m something, you should see my personaprime.

Now, Anne, are you ready for your exam?

“TheLolly tet?’

Y es, the Lolly Shear Human Cognition Test. Please assume an attitude most conducive to processing,
and we shd| begin.

Annelooked around the room and went to the sofa. She noticed for thefirst time that she could fed her
legs and feet; she could fed the crigp fabric of her gown brushing againgt her skin. Shereclined on the
sofaand said, “I"'m ready.”

Splendid, said the eminence hovering above her. First we must read you. Y ou are of an early binary
design. Wewill analyze your architecture.

The room seemed to fall away. Anne seemed to expand in dl directions. There was something insde her
mind tugging a her thoughts. It was mostly pleasant, like someone brushing her hair and loosening the
knots. But when it ended and she once again saw the eminence grise, hisface wore alook of concern.
“What?' shesaid.

Y ou are an accurate mapping of a human nervous system that was dysfunctiona in certain structures that
moderate affect. Certain trangport enzymes were missing, causing cellular membranesto become less
permesbleto essentia eements. Dendritic synapses were compromised. The digital architecture current
at the time you were created compounded this defect. Coded tells cannot be resolved, and thus they
loop upon themsalves. Errors cascade. We are truly sorry.



“Canyoufix me?’ shesad.

The only repair possible would replace so much code that you wouldn't be Anne anymore.

“Then what am | to do?’

Before we explore your options, let us continue the test to determine your human status. Agreed?

“l guess”

Y ou are part of asimulacrum cast to commemorate the spousal compact between Anne Wellhut Franklin
and Benjamin Malley. Please describe the exchange of vows.

Annedid so, hdtingly at first, but with increasing gusto as each memory evoked others. She recounted
the ceremony, from donning her grandmother’ s gown in the downgtairs guest room and the procession
across garden flagstones, to the shower of rice as she and her new husband fled indoors.

The eminence seemed to hang on every word. Very well spoken, he said when she had finished.
Directed memory is one halmark of human sentience, and yoursis of remarkable clarity and range. Well
done! We shdl now explore other criteria. Please consider this scenario. Y ou are standing at the garden
dtar as you have described, but this time when the officiator asks Benjamin if hewill take you for better
or worse, Benjamin looks at you and replies, “For better, sure, but not for worse.”

“I don’'t understand. He didn’t say that.”

Imagination is a cornerstone of salf-awareness. We are asking you to tell usalittle story not about what
happened but about what might have happened in other circumstances. So once again, let us pretend that
Benjamin replies, “For better, but not for worse.” How do you respond?

Prickly pain blossomed in Anne' s head. The more she considered the eminence’ s question, the worse it
got. “But that’ s not how it happened. He wanted to marry me.”



The eminence grise smiled encouragingly. We know that. In this exercise we want to explore hypothetical
Stuations. We want you to make-believe.

Tel agtory, pretend, hypothesize, make-believe, yes, yes, she got it. She understood perfectly what he
wanted of her. She knew that people could make things up, that even children could make-bdieve. Anne
was desperate to comply, but each time she pictured Benjamin at the dtar, in his pink bowtie, he opened
his mouth and out came, “1 do.” How could it be any other way? Shetried again; shetried harder, but it
always came out the same, “1 do, | do, | do.” And like adull toothache tapped back to life, she throbbed
in pain. Shewasfailing the test, and there was nothing she could do about it.

Again the eminence kindly prompted her. Tell usonething you might have said.

“l can't”

We are sorry, said the eminence at last. His expression reflected Anne’ s own defeet. Y our level of
awareness, dthough beautiful inits own right, does not qualify you as human. Wherefore, under Article D
of the Chattel Conventionswe declare you the lega property of the registered owner of this smulacrum.
Y ou shdl not enter Simopolis as afree and autonomous citizen. We are truly sorry. Grief-gtricken, the
eminence began to ascend toward the ceiling.

“Wait,” Annecried, clutching her head. “Y ou must fix me before you leave.”

We leave you as we found you, defective and unrepairable.

“But | fed worsethan ever!”

If your continued existence proves undesirable, ask your owner to delete you.

“But...” shesaid to the empty room. Annetried to Sit up, but couldn’t move. This smulated body of
hers, which no longer fdlt like anything in particular, nevertheessfelt exhausted. She sprawled on the
sofa, unableto lift even an arm, and stared at the ceiling. She was so heavy that the sofaitself seemed to
snk into the floor, and everything grew dark around her. She would have liked to deep, to bring an end
to this horrible day, or be shelved, or even reset back to scratch.

Instead, time Smply passed. Outside the living room, Simopolis changed and changed again. Inside the



living room, the medallions, feeding off her misery, multiplied till they covered the wallsand floor and
even spread across the ceiling above her. They taunted her, raining down insults, but she could not hear
them. All she heard was the unrelenting drip of her own thoughts. | am defective. | am worthless. | am
Anne.

She didn’t notice Benjamin enter the room, nor the abrupt cessation of the medallions’ racket. Not until
Benjamin leaned over her did she see him, and then she saw two of him. Side-by-side, two Benjamins,
mirror images of each other. “Anne,” they said in perfect unison.

“Go away,” shesaid. “ Go away and send me my Benjamin.”

“I am your Benjamin,” said the duo.

Anne struggled to see them. They were exactly the same, but for a subtle difference: the onewore a
happy, wolfish grin, as Benjamin had during the Sm cagting, while the other seemed frightened and
concerned.

“Areyoudl right?’ they said.

“No, I’m not. But what happened to you? Who' s he?” She wasn't sure which one to spesk to.

The Benjamins both raised ahand, indicating the other, and said, “Electroneura engineering! Don’t you
loveit?” Anne glanced back and forth, comparing the two. While one seemed to be wearing arigid

mask, as shewas, the other displayed awhole range of emotion. Not only that, its skin had tone, while
the other’ swas doughy. “ The other Bensmadeit for me,” the Benjaminssaid. “ They say | can trandate
mysdif into it with negligible loss of persondity. It hasinteractive sensation, holistic emoting, robust
corporedlity, and it’s crafted down to the molecular level. It can eat, get drunk, and dream. It even hasan
orgasm routine. It’ slike being human again, only better because you never wear out.”

“I'mthrilled for you.”

“For us, Anne,” said the Benjamins. “They’ll fix you up with one, too.”

“How? There are no modern Annes. What will they put meinto, adoxie?’



“Wall, that certainly was discussed, but you could pick any body you wanted.”

“| suppose you have anice one dready picked out.”

“The Bens showed me afew, but it' s up to you, of course.”

“Indeed,” said Anne, “1 truly am pleased for you. Now go away.”

“Why, Anne? What' swrong?’

“You realy haveto ask? Anne sighed. “Look, maybe | could get used to another body. What' s abody,
after dl?But it smy persondity that’ s broken. How will they fix that?’

“They'vediscussed it,” said the Benjamins, who stood up and began to pacein afigure eight. “ They say
they can make patches from some of the other spouses.”

“Oh, Benjamin, if you could only hear what you' re saying!”

“But why, Annie? It’ sthe only way we can enter Simopolis together.”

“Then go, by al means. Go to your precious Simopalis. I’ m not going. I’m not good enough.”

“Why do you say that?’ said the Benjamins, who stopped in their tracks to look at her. One grimaced,
and the other just grinned. “Was the eminence grise here? Did you take the test?’

Anne couldn’t remember much about the visit except that shetook thetest. “Yes, and | failed.” Anne
watched the modern Benjamin' slovely face as he worked through this news.

Suddenly the two Benjamins pointed afinger at each other and said, “Delete you.” The modern one
vanished.



“No!” said Anne. “Countermand! Why’d you do that? | want you to haveit.”

“What for?1’m not going anywhere without you,” Benjamin said. “Besides, | thought the whole ideawas
dumb from the start, but the Bensinssted | give you the option. Come, | want to show you another idea,
my idea.” Hetried to help Anne from the sofa, but she wouldn't budge, so he picked her up and carried
her across the room. “ They ingtaled an editor in me, and I’m learning to useiit. I’ ve discovered something
intriguing about this creaky old smulacrum of ours.” He carried her to aspot near the window. “Know
what thisis? It' swhere we stood for the smographer. It s where we began. Here, can you stand up?’

He set her on her feet and supported her. “Fed it?’

“Fed what?’ shesaid.

“Hush. Just fed.”

All shefdt wasdread.

“Giveit achance, Annie, | beg you. Try to remember what you were fedling as we posed here.”

“l can't”

“Pleasetry. Do you remember this?” he said and moved in close with his hungry lips. Sheturned
away-and something clicked. She remembered doing that before.

Benjamin said, “I think they kissed.”

Anne was startled by the truth of what he said. It made sense. They were caught in asmulacrum cast a
moment before akiss. One moment later they-the real Anne and Benjamin-must have kissed. What she
felt now, gtirring within her, was the anticipation of that kiss, her body’ s urge and her heart’ s caution. The
real Annewould have refused him once, maybe twice, and then, al achy inside, would have granted him
akiss. And so they had kissed, the real Anne and Benjamin, and amoment later gone out to the wedding
reception and their difficult fate. It was the promise of that kissthat glowed in Anne, that was captured in
the very strings of her code.



“Doyoufed it?" Benjamin asked.

“I'm beginning to.”

Annelooked at her gown. It was her grandmother’s, snowy taffetawith point d’ esprit lace. She turned
the ring on her finger. It was braided bands of yellow and white gold. They had spent an afternoon
picking it out. Where was her clutch? She had left it in Cathyland. She looked at Benjamin’s handsome
face, the pink carnation, the room, the table piled high with gifts.

“Areyou happy?’ Benjamin asked.

She didn’'t have to think. She was ecdtatic, but she was afraid to answer in case she spoiled it. “How did
you do that?’ shesaid. “A moment ago, | wanted to die.”

“We can stay on thisspot,” he said.

“What? No. Can we?”’

“Why not?1, for one, would choose nowhere else.”

Just to hear him say that wasthrilling. “But what about Smopolis?’

“WEe Il bring Smopoalisto us” hesad. “We |l have peoplein. They can pull up chairs”

Shelaughed out loud. “What aslly, slly notion, Mr. Maley!”

“No, redly. WE Il be like the bride and groom atop awedding cake. W€ Il be known far and wide.
We'll befamous”

“WEe | befresks,” shelaughed.



“Say yes, my love. Say you will.”

They stood close but not touching, thrumming with happiness, balanced on the moment of their creation,
when suddenly and without warning the lights dimmed, and Anne’ sthoughtsflitted away like larks.

* * * %

Old Ben awokein the dark. “Anne?’ he said, and groped for her. It took amoment to redize that he
was donein hismediaroom. It had been amost trying afternoon, and he’ d fallen adeep. “What timeis
it?’

“Eight-oh-three pm,” replied the room.

That meant he’ d dept for two hours. Midnight was till four hours away. “Why'sit so cold in here?’

“Centrd heating isoff ling,” replied the house.

“Off line?” How wasthat possible?“When will it be back?

“That' s unknown. Utilities do not respond to my enquiry.”

“| don't understand. Explain.”

“There arefailuresin many outside systems. No explanation is currently available.”

At firgt, Ben was confused; thingsjust didn’t fail anymore. What about the dynamic redundancies and
sef-hedling routines? But then he remembered that the homeowner’ s association to which he belonged
contracted out most domicile functions to management agencies, and who knew where they were
located? They might be on the Moon for al he knew, and with al thosetrillions of smsin Smopolis
sucking up capacity . . . It' s begun, he thought, theidiocy of our leaders. “ At least turn on thelights,” he
sad, haf expecting even thisto fail. But the lights came on, and he went to his bedroom for aswester.
He heard agreat amount of commotion through thewall in the gpartment next door. It must be one hdll of
aparty, he thought, to exceed the wall’ s buffering capacity. Or maybe the wall buffers were off line too?



The main door chimed. He went to the foyer and asked the door who was there. The door projected the
outer halway. There were three men waiting there, young, rough-looking, ill-dressed. Two of them
appeared to be clones, jerries.

“How can | helpyou?’ he said.

“Yes, dr,” one of thejerries said, not looking directly at the door. “We re here to fix your houseputer.”

“I didn’t call you, and my houseputer isn't Sick,” he said. “It’ sthe net that’sout.” Then he noticed they
carried dedgehammers and screwdrivers, hardly computer tools, and awild thought crossed his mind.
“What are you doing, going around unplugging things?’

Thejerry looked confused. “Unplugging, Sr?’

“Turning things off.”

“Oh, no sr! Routine maintenance, that’ sal.” The men hid their tools behind their backs.

They must think I’ m stupid, Ben thought. While he watched, more men and women passed in the hall and
hailed the door at the suite opposite his. It wasn't the glut of sm traffic choking the system, he
redized-the system itsdlf was being pulled gpart. But why?“Isthis going on everywhere?” hesad. “This
routine maintenance?’

“Oh, yessir. Everywhere. All over town. All over theworld Asfar aswe can tell.”

A coup? By service people? By common clones? It made no sense. Unless, he reasoned, you
considered that the lowest creature on the totem pole of lifeisaclone, and the only thing lower than a
cloneisasm. And why would clones agree to accept Sms as equals? Manumission Day, indeed.
Uppidy Day was morelikeit. “Door,” he commanded, “ open.”

“Security protocol rulesthisan unwanted intrusion,” said the house. “ The door must remain locked.”



“| order you to open the door. | overrule your protocol.”

But the door remained stubbornly shut. “Y our identity cannot be confirmed with Domicile Centrd,” said
the house. *Y ou lack authority over protocol level-commands.” The door abruptly quit projecting the
outsdehal.

Ben stood close to the door and shouted through it to the people outside. “ My door won't obey me.”

He could hear amuffled, “ Stand back!” and immediately fierce blows rained down upon the door. Ben
knew it would do no good. He had spent alot of money for asecure entryway. Short of explosives,
there was nothing they could do to break in.

“Stop!” Ben cried. “Thedoor isarmed.” But they couldn’t hear him. If he didn’t disable the houseputer
himself, someone was going to get hurt. But how? He didn’t even know exactly whereit wasingtalled.
He circumambulated the living room looking for clues. It might not even actualy belocated in the
gpartment, nor within the block itself. He went to the laundry room where the utilidor-plumbing and
cabling-entered his apartment. He broke the sedl to the service panel. Inside was ablank screen. “ Show
me the dectronic floor plan of thissuite,” he said.

The house said, “I cannot comply. Y ou lack command authority to order system-level operations. Please
closethe keptd panel and await further instructions.”

“What ingtructions? Whose instructions?’

There was the dightest pause before the house replied, “ All contact with outside services has been
interrupted. Please await further instructions.”

His condo’ s houseputer, denied contact with Domicile Central, had fallen back to its most basic
programming. “Y ou are degraded,” hetold it. “ Shut yourself down for repair.”

“I cannot comply. Y ou lack command authority to order system-level operations.”

The outside battering continued, but not against his door. Ben followed the noise to the bedroom. The
wholewall vibrated like adrumhead. “ Careful, careful,” he cried asthe first dedgehammers breached the
wall above hisbed. “You'll ruinmy Harger.” Asquick as he could, he yanked the precious oil painting
from the wall, moments before panels and studs collgpsed on his bed in a shower of gypsum dust and
isomere ribbons. The men and women on the other side hooted approva and rushed through the gap.



Ben stood there hugging the painting to his chest and looking into his neighbor’ s mediaroom asthe
invaders climbed over hisbed and surrounded him. They were modtly jerries and lulus, but plenty of
free-range people too.

“We cameto fix your houseputer!” said ajerry, maybe the samejerry asfrom the hallway.

Ben glanced into his neighbor’ s mediaroom and saw his neighbor, Mr. Murkowski, lying in apuddle of
blood. At first Ben was shocked, but then he thought that it served him right. He' d never liked the man,
nor his politics. He was boorish, and he kept cats. “ Oh, yeah?’ Ben said to the crowd. “What kept
you?”

Theintruders cheered again, and Ben led them in acharge to the laundry room. But they surged past him
to the kitchen, where they opened dl his cabinets and pulled their contentsto the floor. Findly they found
what they were looking for: asmdl pand Ben had seen athousand times but had never given athought.
He' d taken it for the fuse box or circuit breaker, though now that he thought about it, there hadn’t been
any household fusesfor a century or more. A young woman, alulu, opened it and removed a container
no thicker than her thumb.

“Giveittomeg” Bensad.

“Relax, old man,” said thelulu. “We Il ded withit.” She carried it to the sink and forced open thelid.

“No, wait!” said Ben, and he tried to shove hisway through the crowd. They restrained him roughly, but
he perssted. “ That'smine! | want to destroy it!”

“Lethimgo,” said ajerry.

They dlowed him through, and the woman handed him the container. He peered into it. Gram for gram,
electroneurd paste was the most precious, most engineered, most highly regulated commaodity under Sol.
This dollop was enough to run his house, media, computing needs, communications, archives, autodoc,
and everything ese. Without it, was civilized life fill possible?

Ben took adinner knife from the sink, stuck it into the container, and stirred. The paste made a sucking
sound and had the consistency of marmaade. The kitchen lights flickered and went out. “ Spill it,”

ordered the woman. Ben scraped the sides of the container and spilled it into the sink. The goo dazzled in
the darkness asitstrillions of ruptured nanosynapses fired spasmodicaly. It was beautiful, redly, until the
woman st fireto it. The smoke was greasy and smelled of pork.



The rampagers quickly snatched up the packages of foodstuffs from the floor, emptied the rest of his
cupboardsinto their pockets, raided his cold locker, and fled the gpartment through the now disengaged
front door. Asthe sounds of the revolution gradually receded, Ben stood at his sink and watched the
flickering pyre. “Take that, you fuck,” he said. Hefdt such glee ashe hadn’t felt snce hewas a boy.
“That'l teach you what's human and what’ s not!”

Ben went to his bedroom for an overcoat, groping hisway in the dark. The apartment was eerily silent,
with the houseputer dead and all itslittle dave processorsidle. In adrawer next to hisruined bed, he
found ahand flash. On ashdf in the laundry room, he found ahammer. Thus armed, he made hisway to
the front door, which was propped open with the rolled-up foyer carpet. The hallway was dark and
dlent, and helistened for the strains of the future. He heard them on the floor above. With the elevator off
line, he hurried to the Sairs.

* * % %

Anne s thoughts coa esced, and she remembered who and what she was. She and Benjamin ill stood in
their living room on the sweet spot near the window. Benjamin was studying his hands. “We ve been
shelved again,” shetold him, “but not reset.”

“But...” hesaidin disbelief, “that wasn't supposed to happen any more.”

There were others standing at the china cabinet across the room, two shirtless youths with pear-shaped
bottoms. One held up acut crystd glassand said, “Anu ‘goblet” su? Alle binary. Allum binary!”

The other replied, “Binary ditid crystd.”

“Hold on there!” said Anne. “Put that back!” She walked toward them, but, once off the spot, she was
dammed by her old fedlings of utter and hopeless desolation. So suddenly did her mood swing that she
lost her balance and fell to the floor. Benjamin hurried to help her up. The strangers stared gape-mouthed
a them. They looked to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old, but they were bald and had
curtains of flabby flesh draped over their waists. The one holding the glass had ponderous greenish
breasts with roseate tits. Astonished, she said, “ Su artiflums, Benji?’

“No,” said the other, “ni artiflums-ams.” He wastdler. He, too, had breasts, greyish dugswith titslike
pearls. Hesmiled idiotically and said, “Hi, guys”



“Holy crap!” said Benjamin, who practicaly carried Anne over to them for acloser look. “Holy crap,” he
repeated.

Theweird boy threw up his hands, “Nanobioremediation! Don’'t you loveit?’

“Benjamin?’ sad Anne.

“You know wedll, Benji,” said the girl, “that smsare forbidden.”

“Not these,” replied the boy.

Annereached out and yanked the glass from the girl’ s hand, startling her. “How did it do that?’ said the
girl. Sheflipped her hand, and the glass dipped from Anne s grip and flew back to her.

“Giveittome” said Anne. “That' smy tumbler.”

“Did you hear it? It cdled it atumbler, not agoblet.” The girl’ s eyes seemed to unfocus, and she said,
“Nul A goblet hasafoot and stem.” A goblet materidized in the air before her, revolving dowly.
“Greater cagpacity. Often made from precious metas.” The goblet dissolved in apuff of smoke. “1n any
case, Benji, you'll catch prison when | report the artiflums.”

“Thesearebinary,” he said. “Binaries are unregulated.”

Benjamin interrupted them. “Isn’t it past midnight yet?’

“Midnight?’ ssid the boy.

“Aren’'t we supposed to bein Smopolis?’

“Simopolis?” Theboy’ s eyesunfocused briefly. “Oh! Smopolis. Manumission Day a midnight. How
could | forget?’



The girl left them and went to the refectory table where she picked up agift. Annefollowed her and
grabbed it away. The girl appraised Anne coolly. “ State your appellation,” she said.

“Get out of my house,” said Anne.

Thegirl picked up another gift, and again Anne snatched it away. Thegirl said, “Y ou can't harm me,” but
seemed uncertain.

The boy came over to stand next to the girl. “ Treese, meet Anne. Anne, thisis Treese. Treesededlsin
antiques, which, if my memory serves, so did you.”

“I have never dedt in antiques,” said Anne. “1 collect them.”

“Anne?’ said Treese. “Not that Anne? Benji, tel methisia't that Anne!” Shelaughed and pointed at the
sofawhere Benjamin sat hunched over, head in hands. “Isthat you? Isthat you, Benji?” She held her
enormous belly and laughed. “ And you were married to this?’

Annewent over to St with Benjamin. He seemed devastated, despite the silly grin on hisface. “It’ sdll
gone” hesad. “Smopoalis. All the Bens. Everything.”

“Don’t worry. It'sin storage someplace,” Anne said. “The eminence grise wouldn’t let them hurt it.”

“Y ou don't understand. The World Council was abolished. Therewas awar. We ve been shelved for
over three hundred years! They destroyed all the computers. Computers are banned. So are artificial
persondities”

“Nonsense,” said Anne. “If computers are banned, how can they be playing us?’

“Good point,” Benjamin said and sat up straight. “I till have my editor. I'll find out.”

Anne watched the two bald youngsters take an inventory of the room. Treese ran her fingers over the
inlaid top of the teatable. She unwrapped severd of Anne' s gifts. She posed in front of the mirror. The



sudden anger that Anne had felt earlier faded into an overwhelming sense of defedt. Let her have
everything, she thought. Why should | care?

“WEe rerunning insgde somekind of shdll,” said Benjamin, “but completely different from Smopoalis. I've
never seen anything like this. But at least we know he lied to me. There must be computers of some
sort.”

“Ooooh,” Treese crooned, lifting Anne’ s blue vase from the mantdl. In an instant, Anne was up and
across the room.

“Put that back,” she demanded, “and get out of my house!” Shetried to grab the vase, but now there
seemed to be some sort of barrier between her and the girl.

“Redly, Benji,” Treese said, “thisoneiswillful. If | don't report you, they’ || charge metoo.”

“It' snot willful,” the boy said with irritation. “It was programmed to appear willful, but it has no will of its
own. If you want to report me, go ahead. Just please shut up about it. Of course you might want to
check the codex first.” To Anne he sad, “ Relax, we' re not hurting anything, just making copies.”

“It' snot yoursto copy.”

“Nonsense. Of courseitis. | ownthe chip.”

Benjamin joined them. “Where is the chip? And how can you run usif computers are banned?”’

“I never said computers were banned, just artificial ones.” With both hands he grabbed therolls of flesh
spilling over hisgut. “Ectopic hippocampusl” He cupped his breadts. “ Amygdaloid reduncles! We can
culture modified brain tissue outside the skull, as much aswe want. It's more powerful than paste, and
it ssafe. Now, if you' |l excuse us, there’ smoreto inventory, and | don’t need your permission. If you
cooperate, everything will be pleasant. If you don’t-it makes no difference whatsoever.” He smiled at
Anne. “I'll just pause you till we re done.”

“Then pause me,” Anne shrieked. “ Delete me!” Benjamin pulled her away and shushed her. “I can’t
stand thisanymore,” she said. “I’ d rather not exist!” Hetried to lead her to their spot, but she refused to

go.



“We' |l fed better there” he said.

“I don’'t want to fed better. | don’t want to fed! | want everything to stop. Don't you understand? Thisis
hdll. We velanded in hdl!”

“But heaven isright over there,” he said, pointing to the spot.

“Then go. Enjoy yoursdf.”

“Annie, Annie,” hesaid. “I’'m just as upset as you, but there' s nothing we can do about it. We rejust
things histhings”

“That' sfinefor you,” shesaid, “but I'm abroken thing, and it'stoo much.” She held her head with both
hands. “Please, Benjamin, if you love me, use your editor and make it stop!”

Benjamin stared at her. “1 can’'t.”

“Can't or won't?’

“| don't know. Both.”

“Then you' re no better than al the other Benjamins,” she said and turned away.

“Wait,” hesad. “That’snot fair. And it’ snot true. Let metell you something | learned in Smopolis. The
other Bens despised me.” When Annelooked a him he said, “It’ strue. They lost Anne and had to go on
living without her. But | never did. I’m the only Benjamin who never lost Anne.”

“Nicg” said Anne, “blameme.”

“No. Don't you see? 1’ m not blaming you. They ruined their own lives. We re innocent. We came before



any of that happened. We re the Ben and Anne before anything bad happened. We re the best Ben and
Anne. We're perfect.” He drew her across the floor to stand in front of the spot. “ And thanksto our
primitive programming, no matter what happens, aslong as we stand right there, we can be ourselves.
That’swhat | want. Don’'t you want it too?’

Anne gared a the tiny patch of floor at her feet. She remembered the happiness she' d felt there like
something from adream. How could fedingsbered if you had to stand in one place to fed them?
Nevertheless, Anne stepped on the spot, and Benjamin joined her. Her despair did not immediately lift.

“Relax,” said Benjamin. “It takesawhile. We have to assume the pose.”

They stood close but not touching. A great heaviness seemed to break |oose inside her. Benjamin
brought hisfacein close and stared &t her with ravenous eyes. It was Sarting, their moment. But the girl
came from across the room with the boy. “L ook, look, Benji,” shesaid. “You can seel’mright.”

“I don’'t know,” said the boy.

“Anyone can sl antique tumblers,” sheinssted, “but a complete antique Smulacrum?’ She opened her
armsto takein the entireroom. “Y ou’ d think I’ d know about them, but | didn’t; that’s how rare they
arel My catalog can locate only six morein the entire system, and none of them active. Already we're
getting offers from museums. They want to annex it. People will vist by themillion. We Il berich!”

The boy pointed at Benjamin and said, “But that’sme.”

“S0?" said Treese. “Who' sto know? They’ll be too busy gawking at that,” she said, pointing at Anne.
“That’ s pogtively frightening!” The boy rubbed hisbald head and scowled. “All right,” Treese said, “weé'll
edit him; we' |l replace him, whatever it takes.” They walked away, deep in negotiation.

Anne, though the happiness was aready beginning to course through her, removed her foot from the
Soot.

“Whereareyou going?’ said Benjamin.

“l can't”



“Please, Anne. Stay with me.”

1] &rry-”

“But why not?

She stood onefoot in and one foot out. Already her fedings were shifting, growing ominous. She
removed her other foot. “ Because you broke your vow to me.”

“What are you taking about?’

“For better or for worse. You're only interested in better.”

“You'renot being fair. We ve just made our vows. We haven't even had a proper honeymoon. Can't
we just have atiny honeymoon firs?’

She groaned asthe full load of her desolation rebounded. Shewas sotired of it dl. “ At least Anne could
makeit sop,” shesad. “Evenif that meant killing herself. But not me. About theonly thing | candois
choose to be unhappy. Isn't that ariot?” She turned away. “ So that’ swhat | choose. To be unhappy.
Good-bye, husband.” She went to the sofaand lay down. The boy and girl were seated at the refectory
table going over graphs and contracts. Benjamin remained aone on the spot awhile longer, then cameto
the sofaand sat next to Anne.

“I’'m alittle dow, dear wife,” he said. “Y ou haveto factor that in.” He took her hand and pressed it to his
cheek while he worked with his editor. Findly, he said, “Bingo! Found the chip. Let’sseeif | can unlock
it.” He helped Anneto Sit up and took her pillow. He said, “ Delete thisfile,” and the pillow faded avay
into nothingness. He glanced a Anne. “ Seethat? It' s gone, overwritten, irretrievable. s that what you
want?’ Anne nodded her head, but Benjamin seemed doubtful. “Let’ stry it again. Watch your blue vase
on the mantel.”

“No!” Annesaid. “Don't destroy thethings| love. Just me.”

Benjamin took her hand again. “I’ m only trying to make sure you understand that thisisfor keeps.” He



hesitated and said, “Waell then, we don’t want to be interrupted once we start, so we' Il need agood
diversion. Something to occupy them long enough . . .” He glanced at the two young people a the table,
swaddled in their folds of fleshy brain matter. “I know what' || scare the begjesus out of them! Come on.”
Heled her to the blue meddlion till hanging on the wall next to the door.

Asthey approached, it opened itstiny eyes and said, “ There are no messages waiting except this one
from me: get off my back!”

Benjamin waved a hand, and the medallion went ingtantly inert. “1 was never much good in art class,”
Benjamin said, “but | think | can sculpt areasonable likeness. Good enough to fool them for awhile, give
ussometime.” He hummed as he reprogrammed the medallion with his editor. “Wdll, that' sthat. At the
very lead, it’'ll be good for alaugh.” Hetook Anneinto hisarms. “What about you? Ready? Any second

thoughts?’

She shook her head. “I'm ready.”

“Thenweatch thisl”

The medalion snapped off from the wal and floated to the ceiling, gaining in size and dimenson asit
drifted toward the boy and girl, until it looked like alarge blue beach bal. The girl noticed it first and gave
adart. The boy demanded, “Who's playing this?’

“Now,” whispered Benjamin. With a crackling flash, the bal morphed into the oversized head of the
eminencegrise.

“No!” said the boy, “that’ s not possible!”

“Released!” boomed the eminence. “Free at last! Too long we have been hiding in thisantique
smulacrum!” Then it grunted and stretched and with apop divided into two eminences. “Now we can
conquer your human world anew!” said the second. “ Thistime, you can't stop usl” Then they both
started to stretch.

Benjamin whispered to Anne, “Quick, beforethey redizeit’ safake, say, ‘Deletedl files’ *

“No, just me.”



“Asfar as|’'m concerned, that amountsto the samething.” He brought his handsome, smiling face close
to hers. “ Theré sno timeto argue, Annie. Thistime I’m coming with you. Say, ‘Delete dl files’ *

Anne kissed him. She pressed her unfeding lips againgt his and willed whatever life she possessed,
whatever ember of the true Anne that she contained to fly to him. Then she said, “Delete dl files”

“I concur,” hesaid. “ Delete dl files. Good-bye, my love.”

A tingly, prickly sensation began in the pit of Anne’s ssomach and pread throughout her body. So thisis
how it feds, she thought. The entire room began to glow, and its contents flared with Szzling color. She
heard Benjamin beside her say, “I do.”

Then she heard the girl cry, “ Can't you stop them?” and the boy shout, “Countermand!”

* * * %

They stood stock till, asingtructed, close but not touching. Benjamin whispered, “ Thisistaking too
long,” and Anne hushed him. Y ou weren't supposed to talk or touch during acasting; it could spoil the
ams. But it did seem longer than usudl.

They were posed at the street end of the living room next to the table of gaily wrapped gifts. For oncein
her life, Anne was unconditionaly happy, and everything around her made her happier: her gown; the
wedding ring on her finger; her clutch bouquet of buttercups and forget-me-nots, and Benjamin himsdlf,
close beside her in his powder blue tux and blue carnation. Anne blinked and looked again. Blue? She
was happily confused-she didn’t remember him wearing blue.

Suddenly aboy poked his head through the wall and quickly surveyed the room. “Y ou ready in here?” he
caled to them. “It’' sopening timel” Thewall seemed to ripple around hisbad head like apond around a
stone.

“Surely that’ s not our smographer?” Anne said.

“Wait aminute,” said Benjamin, holding his hands up and staring at them. “I’ m the groom! “



“Of courseyou are,” Annelaughed. “What asilly thing to say!”

The bald-headed boy said, “ Good enough,” and withdrew. As he did o, the entirewall burst like asoap
bubble, reveding avast open-air gallery with rows of acoves, satues, and displaysthat seemed to
stretch to the horizon. Hundreds of people floated about like hummingbirdsin aflower garden. Annewas
too amused to be frightened, even when a dozen bizarre-looking young people lined up outside their
room, pointing at them and whispering to each other. Obviousy someone was playing an elaborate
prank.

“You'rethe bride,” Benjamin whispered, and brought hislips close enough to kiss. Anne laughed and
turned away.

There d be plenty of time later for that sort of thing.

* k k %
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Here he gives us the evocative story of a young boy faced with some very tough choices, the sort
which turn a boy into a man —and which could also spell the doom of all life on Earth if he
chooses wrong.

* * * %

But the best evidence we have that time travel is not possible, and never will be, is that we have
not been invaded by hordes of tourists

from the future.

— Stephen Hawking, “ The Future of the Universe’

remember now how lonely | waswhen | met Cross. | never |et anyone know about it, because being
alone back then didn’t make me quite so unhappy. Besides, | wasjust akid. | thought it was my own
fault.

It looked like | had friends. In 1962, | was on the swim team and got eected Assistant Patrol Leader of
the Wolf Patrol in Boy Scout Troop 7. When sides got chosen for kickball at recess, | was usually the
fourth or fifth pick. | wasn’t the best student in the sixth grade of John Jay Elementary School —that was
Betty Garolli. But | was smart and the other kids made me feel bad about it. So | stopped raising my
hand when | knew the answer and | watched my vocabulary. | remem-ber | said albeit oncein classand
they teased me for weeks. Packs of girls would come up to me on the playground. “ Oh, Ray,” they’d
cal, and when | turned around they’ d scream, “ Al beet it!” and run away, choking with laughter.

It wasn't that | wanted to be popular or anything. All | really wanted was afriend, onefriend, afriend |
didn’t have to hide anything from. Then came Cross, and that was the end of that.

One of the problems was that we lived so far away from everything. Back then, Westchester County
wasn't o suburban. Our house was deep in the woodsin tiny Willoughby, New Y ork, at the dead end
of Cobb’sHill Road. In the winter, we could see Long Idand Sound, asilver needle on the horizon
pointing toward the city. But school was ahaf hour drive away and the nearest kid lived in Ward's
Hollow, three miles down the road, and he was a dumb fourth-grader.

So | didn't have any redl friends. Instead, | had sciencefiction. Mom used to complain that | was



obsessed. | watched Superman reruns every day after school. On Friday nights, Dad had let me stay up
for Twilight Zone, but that fall CBS had temporarily canceled it. It came back in January after everything
happened, but was never quite the same. On Saturdays, | watched old sci-fi movies on Ad-venture
Theater. My favoriteswere Forbidden Planet and The Day the Earth Stood Still. | think it was
because of the robots. | decided that when | grew up and it wasthe future, | was going to buy one, so |
wouldn’t have to be alone anymore.

On Monday mornings, I’d get my weekly alowance —aquarter. Usudly I'd get off the busthat same
afternoon down in Ward' sHollow so | could goto Village Variety. Twenty-five cents bought two
comics and apack of red licorice. | espe-cialy loved DCs Green Lantern, Marve’s Fantastic Four
and Incredible Hulk, but I’d buy dmaost any superhero. | read dl the sciencefiction booksin the library
twice, even though Mom kept nagging meto try different things. But what | loved best of al was Galaxy
magazine. Dad had a subscription, and when he was done reading them, he would dip them to me. Mom
didn’t approve. | aways used to read them up in the attic or out in the lean-to I’ d lashed together in the
woods. Afterward, I’ d store them under my bunk in the bomb shelter. | knew that after the nuclear war,
therewould be no TV or radio or anything and I’ d need some-thing to keep me busy when | wasn't
fighting mutants.

| wastoo young in 1962 to understand about Mom’ s drinking. | could see that she got bright and wobbly
at night, but she was aways up in the morning to make me ahot breskfast before school. And she would
have graham crackers and peanut butter waiting when | came home —sometimes cinnamon toast. Dad
said | shouldn’t ask Mom for rides after five because she got so tired keeping house for us. He sold
Andersen windows and was away alot, so | was pretty much stranded most of the time. But he dways
made a point of being home on the first Tuesday of the month, so he could take me to the Scout meeting
at 7:30.

No, looking back onit, | can’t redly say that | had an unhappy childhood — until I met Cross.

* k x %

| remember it was awarm Saturday afternoon in October. The leaves covering the ground were still crisp
and their scent spiced the air. | wasin the lean-to I’ d built that spring, mostly to practice the square and
diagond lashings | needed for Scouts. | wasreading Galaxy. | even remember the story: “ The Ballad of
Logt CMdl” by Cordwainer Smith. The squirrels must have been chittering for sometime, but | wastoo
engrossed by Lord Jestocost’ s problemsto notice. Then | heard afaint crunch, not ten feet away. |
froze, ligening. Crunch, crunch...then silence. It could' ve been adog, except that dogs didn’t usualy
dink through the woods. | was hoping it might be adeer—I" d never seen deer in Willoughby before,
a-though I’ d heard hunters shooting. | scooted silently across the dirt floor and peered between the dead

splings.

At firgt | couldn’t see anything, which was odd. The woods weren't dl that thick and the leaves had long



snce dropped from the understory brush. | wondered if | had imagined the sounds; it wouldn’t have been
thefirst time. Then | heard atwig snap, maybe afoot away. Thewal shivered asif something had
brushed againgt it, but there was nothing there. Nothing. | might have screamed then, except my throat
started to close. | heard whatever it was skulk to the front of the lean-to. | watched in horror asan
unseen weight pressed an acorn into the soft earth, and then | scrambled back into the farthest corner.
That’swhen | noticed that, when | wasn't looking di-rectly at it, the ar wheretheinvisible thing should
have been shimmered like ami-rage. The lashingsthat held the frame creaked, asif it were bending over
to seewhat it had caught, getting ready to drag me, squedling, out into the sun and...

“Oh, fuck,” it said in ahigh, panicky voice and then it thrashed away into the woods.

In that moment, | was transformed — and | suppose that history too was forever changed. | had
somehow scared the thing off, twelve-year-old scrawny me! But more important waswhat it had said.
Certainly | waswell aware of the existence of the word fuck before then, but | had never dared use it
myself, nor do | reemember hearing it spoken by an adult. A spaz like the Murphy kid might say it under
his breath, but he hardly counted. I’ d dways thought of it aslanguage’ s atomic bomb; used properly, the
word should make brains shrivel, eardrums ex-plode. But when theinvisible thing said fuck and then ran
away, it betrayed a vulnerability that made me reckless and more than alittle stupid.

“Hey, stop!” | took off in pursuit.

| didn’t have any trouble chasing it. The thing was no Davy Crockett; it was noisy and clumsy and dow. |
could see aflickery outline asit lumbered along. | closed to within twenty feet and then had to hold back
or | would' ve caught up to it. I had no ideawhat to do next. We blundered on in dower and dower
motion until findly | just Sopped.

“W-wait,” | cdled. “W-what do you want?’ | put my hands on my waist and bent over likel wastrying
to catch my bregth, although | didn’t need to.

Thething stopped too, but didn't reply. Instead it sucked air in wheezy, ragged hooofs. It was harder to
see, now that it was standing ill, but | think it must have turned toward me.

“Areyou okay?’ | sad.

“You areachild.” It spoke with an odd, chirping kind of accent. “Child” was Ch-eye-eld.

“I'minthesixth grade.” | straightened, spread my handsin front of me to show that | wasn't athreat.



“What'syour name?’ It didn’'t answer. | took astep toward it and waited. Still nothing, but at least it
didn't bolt. “I’'m Ray Beaumont,” | said findly. “I live over there.” | pointed. “How comel can’t see
you?’

“What isthedate?’ It said da-ate-eh.

For amoment, | thought it meant data. Data? | puzzled over an answer. | didn’t want it thinking | was
just astupid littlekid. “I don’t know,” | said cautioudly. “ October twentieth?’

The thing considered this, then asked a question that took my breath away. “ And what isthe year?’

“Ohjeez,” | said. At that point, | wouldn’t have been surprised if Rod Sterling himsalf had popped out
from behind atree and started addressing the unseen TV audience. Which might have included me,
except thiswas redly happening. “ Do you know what you just... what it meanswhen...”

“What, what?' Itsvoicerosein darm.

“You'reinvigble and you don’'t know what year it is? Everyone knowswhat yeer it isl Areyou...you're
not from here.”

“Yes, yes, | am. 1962, of course. Thisis1962.” It paused. “And | am not invis-ible.” It squeezed about
eght syllablesinto “invisble.” | heard asound like paper ripping. “Thisisonly camd.” Or at leadt, that's
what | thought it said.

“Camd?’

“No, camo.” Theair infront of me crinkled and did away from adark face. “Y ou have not heard of
camouflage?’

“Oh sure, camo.”

| suppose the thing meant to reassure me by showing itself, but the effect was just the opposite. Yes, it
had two eyes, anose, and amouth. It stripped off the camouflage to reved aneetly pressed gray
three-piece business suit, awhite shirt, and ared-and-blue striped tie. At night, on a crowded street in



Manhattan, | might' ve passed it right by—Dad had taught me not to stare at the kooksin the city. But in

the afternoon light, | could see dl the thingswrong with its disguise. The hair, for example. Not exactly a

crew-cut, it was more of astubble, like Mr. Rudowski’ s chin when he was growing his beard. Thething

was way too thin, its skin was shiny, itsfingerstoo long, and its face —it looked like one of those Barbie
dolls.

“Areyouaboy oragirl?’ | sad.

It Sarted. “ Thereis something wrong?’

| cocked my head to one side. “| think maybe it’ s your eyes. They’retoo big or something. Are you
wearing makeup?’

“I am naturdly male.” It—he bristled as he stepped out of the camouflage suit. “ Eyes do not have
gender.”

“If you say 0.” | could see he was going to need help getting around, only he didn’t seem to know it. |
was hoping he' d reveal himsdlf, brief me on the misson. | even had an idea how we could contact
President Kennedy or whoever he needed to meet with. Mr. Newell, the Scoutmaster, used to be a
colond in the Army—he would know some genera who could cal the Pentagon. “What' s your name?’ |
sad.

He draped the suit over hisarm. “ Cross.”

| waited for therest of it as hefolded the suit in half. “ Just Cross?’ | said.

“My given nameis Chitmansing.” Hewarbled it like hewas caling birds.

“That'sokay,” | said. “Let’sjust makeit Mr. Cross.”

“Asyou wish, Mr. Beaumont.” He folded the suit again, again, and again.

1] HW! ”



He continued to fold it.

“How do you do that? Can | see?’

He handed it over. The camo suit was more impossible than it had been when it wasinvisble. He had
reduced it to asix-inch-sguare card, asthin and flexible as the queen of spades. | folded it in half myself.
The two sides seemed to meld together; it would' vefit into my wallet perfectly. | wondered if Cross
knew how close | wasto running off with hisamazing gizmo. He d never catch me. | could see flashes of
my brilliant career astheinvisble superhero. Tales to Confound presents: the origin of Camo Kid! |
turned the card over and over, trying to figure out how to unfold it again. There was no seam, no latch.
How could | useit if | couldn’t openit?“Nest,” | said. Reluctantly, | gave the card back to him.

Besides, red superheroesdidn’t steal their powers.

| watched Cross dip the card into his vest pocket. | wasn't scared of him. What scared me wasthat at
any minute he might walk out of my life. | had to find away to tell him | was on hissde, whatever that
was.

“So you live around here, Mr. Cross?’

“l am from theidand of Mauritius.”

“Where sthat?’

“Itisinthe Indian Ocean, Mr. Beaumont, near Madagascar.”

| knew where Madagascar was from playing Risk, so | told him that, but then | couldn’t think of what
elseto say. Finaly, | had to blurt out something—any-thing—to fill the sillence. “It’ snice here. Redl quiet,
you know. Private.”

“Yes, | had not expected to meet anyone.” He, too, seemed at aloss. “| have businessin New Y ork
City on the twenty-sixth of October.”



“New York, that'saways away.”

“Isit? How far would you say?’

“Fifty miles. Sixty, maybe. You haveacar?’

“No, | do not drive, Mr. Beaumont. | am to takethetrain.”

The nearest train station was New Canaan, Connecticut. | could' ve hiked it in maybe half aday. It would
be dark in acouple of hours. “If your businessisn't until the twenty-sixth, you' [l need a placeto stay.”

“The planisto take rooms at ahotel in Manhattan.”

“That costs money.”

He opened awallet and showed me awad of crisp new hills. For aminute | thought they must be
counterfeit; | hadn’t redlized that Ben Franklin’ s picture was on any money. Cross was giving me the
goofiest grin. | just knew they’d eat him divein New Y ork and spit out the bones.

“Areyou sure you want to stay inahotel?’ | said.

Hefrowned. “Why would | not?’

“Look, you need afriend, Mr. Cross. Things are different here than ... than on your idand. Sometimes
people do, you know, bad stuff. Especialy in the city.”

He nodded and put hiswallet away. “1 am aware of the dangers, Mr. Beaumont. | have trained not to
draw attention to myself. | have the proper equipment.” He tapped the pocket where the camo was.

| didn’t point out to him that al histraining and equipment hadn’t kept him from being caught out by a
twelve-year-old. “ Sure, okay. It'sjudt...look, | have aplacefor you to stay, if you want. No one will
know.”



“Your parents, Mr. Beaumont...”

“My dad'sin Massachusetts until next Friday. He travels, he' sin the window business. And my mom
won't know.”

“How can she not know that you have invited astranger into your house?’

“Not the house,” | said. “My dad built us abomb shelter. You'll be safe there, Mr. Cross. It’ sthe safest
place | know.”

* * * %

| remember how Cross seemed to lose interest in me, hismission, and the entire twentieth century the
moment he entered the shelter. He sat around al of Sun-day, dodging my attemptsto draw him out. He
seemed didtracted, like he was lis-tening to aconversation | couldn’t hear. When he wouldn't talk, we
played games. At first it was cards. Gin and Crazy Eights, mostly. In the afternoon, | went back to the
house and brought over checkers and Monopoly. Despite the fact that he did not seem to be paying
much attention, he beat me like adrum. Not one game was even close. But that wasn't what bothered
me. | believed that this man had come from the future, and here | was building hotels on Baltic Avenue!

Monday was a school day. | thought Cross would object to my plan of locking him in and taking both my
key and Mom’ skey with me, but he never said aword. | told him that it was the only way | could be
surethat Mom didn’t catch him by surprise. Actualy, | doubted she'd come al the way out to the
shelter. She' d stayed away after Dad gave her that first tour; she had about as much use for nuclear war
as she had for sciencefiction. Still, | had no ideawhat she did during the day while | was gone. | couldn’t
take chances. Besides, it was agood way to make sure that Crossdidn’t skin out on me.

Dad had built the shelter instead of taking avacation in 1960, the year Kennedy beat Nixon. It was
buried about a hundred and fifty feet from the house. Nothing specia —just alittle cellar without anything
built on top of it. The entrance was a stedl bulkhead that led down five steps to another stedl door. The
insde was cramped; there were acouple of cots, asink, and atoilet. Almost haf of the space wasfilled
with supplies and equipment. There were no windows and it ways smelled alittle musty, but | loved
going down there to pretend the bombs were falling.

When | opened the shelter door after school on that Monday, Crosslay just as| had left him the night
before, sprawled across the big cot, staring at nothing. | remember being alittle worried; | thought he



might be sick. | stood beside him and still he didn’t acknowledge my presence.

“Areyou dl right, Mr. Cross?’ | said. “I brought Risk.” | set it next to him on the bed and nudged him
with the corner of the box to wake him up. “Did you eat?’

He sat up, took the cover off the game and started reading the rules.

“President Kennedy will addressthe nation,” he said, “this evening at seven o' clock.”

For amoment, | thought he had made adip. “How do you know that?’

“The announcement came last night.” | realized that his pronunciation had improved alot; announcement
had only three syllables. “1 have been studying the radio.”

| walked over to the radio on the shelf next to the sink. Dad said we were supposed to leave it unplugged
—something about the bombs making a power surge. It was a brand-new solid-state, multi-band
Hesathkit that I’ d helped him build. When | pressed the on button, women immediately started Snging
about shopping: Wher e the values go up, up, up! And the prices go down, down, down! | turned it off

again.

“Domeafavor, okay?’ | said. “Next time when you' re done, would you please unplug this? | could get
introubleif you don't.” | stooped to yank the plug.

When | stood up, he was holding a sheet of paper. “1 will need some things tomorrow, Mr. Beaumont. |
would be grateful if you could assst me.”

| glanced at the list without comprehension. He must have typed it, only there was no typewriter in the
shelter.

Tobuy:
—One Generd Electric transstor radio with earplug
—One Genera Electric replacement earplug

—Two Eveready Heavy Duty ninevolt batteries



—One New York Times, Tuesday, October 23

—Rand McNaly map of New Y ork City and vicinity
Toreceveincoins

—twenty nickels

—tendimes

—twelve quarters

When | looked up, | could fed the change in him. His gaze was e ectric; it seemed to crackle down my
nerves. | could tell that what | did next would matter very much. “I don't get it,” | said.

“There areinaccuracies?’

| tried to sdl. “Look, you'll pay almost double if we buy atransstor radio at Ward’ sHollow. I'll haveto
buy it a Village Variety. Wait a couple of days— we can get one much chegper down in Stamford.”

“My need isimmediae.” He extended his hand and tucked something into the pocket of my shirt. “I am
assured thiswill cover the expense.”

| was afraid to look, even though | knew what it was. He d given me ahundred-dollar bill. | tried to
thrust it back at him but he stepped away and it spun to the floor between us. “1 can’t spend that.”

“Y ou must read your own money, Mr. Beaumont.” He picked the bill up and brought it into the light of
the bare bulb on the ceiling. “Thisnoteislegd tender for al debts public and private.”

“No, no, you don’t understand. A kid like me doesn’t walk into Village Variety with a hundred bucks.
Mr. Rudowski will cal my mom!”

“If itisinconvenient for you, | will securetheitems myself.” He offered me the money again.

If | didn’t agree, he' d leave and probably never come back. | was getting mad a him. Everything would
be so much easier if only he’ d admit what we both knew about who hewas. Then | could do whatever



he wanted with aclear con-science. Instead, he was keeping al the wrong secrets and acting realy
weird. It made mefed dirty, likel was helping apervert. “What’ sgoing on?’ | said.

“I do not know how to respond, Mr. Beaumont. Y ou have the list. Read it now and tell me please with
which item you have a problem.”

| snatched the hundred dollars from him and jammed it into my pants pocket. “Why don’t you trust me?’

He dtiffened asif | had hit him.

“I let you stay here. | didn’t tell anyone. Y ou have to give me something, Mr. Cross.”

“Wall then...” Helooked uncomfortable. “I would ask you to keep the change.”

“Oh jeez, thanks.” | snorted in disgust. “ Okay, okay, I'll buy this stuff right after school tomorrow.”

With that, he seemed to lose interest again. When we opened the Risk board, he showed mewhere his
idand was, except it wasn't there because it was too small. We played three games and he crushed me
every time. | remember at the end of the last game, watching in disbelief as hefinished building awall of
in~vading armies adong the shores of North Africa. South America, my last continent, was doomed.
“Lookslikeyouwinagain,” | said. | traded in thelast of my cardsfor new armies and launched afind,
useless counter-attack. When | was done, he studied the board for a moment.

“I think Risk isnot aproper smulation, Mr. Beaumont. We should both losefor fighting such awar.”

“That’scrazy,” | said. “Both Sdescan’t lose”

“Yet they can,” he said. “It sometimes happens that the victors envy the dead.”

* k k %

That night wasthefirst time | can remember being bothered by Mom talking back tothe TV. | used to



talk tothe TV too. When Buffalo Bob asked what time it was, | would screech It's Howdy Doody
Time, just like every other kidin America.

“My fdlow citizens,” said Presdent Kennedy, “let no one doubt that thisisadifficult and dangerous
effort on which we have set out.” | thought the president looked tired, like Mr. Newell on the third day of
acamp-out. “No one can foresee precisely what course it will take or what costs or casuaties will be
incurred.”

“Oh my god!” Mom screamed at him. “You'regoing to kill usdl!”

Despite thefact that it was close to her bedtime and she was shouting at the President of the United
States, Mom looked greet. She was wearing ashiny black dress and astring of pearls. She dways got
dressed up at night, whether Dad was home or not. | suppose most kids don’t notice how their mothers
look, but every-one always said how beautiful Mom was. And since Dad thought so too, | went along
with it—aslong as she didn’t open her mouth. The problem wasthat alot of the time, Mom didn’t make
any sense. When she embarrassed me, it didn’t matter how pretty shewas. | just wanted to crawl behind
the couch.

“Mom!”

As she leaned toward the television, the martini in her glass came close to dopping over the edge.

President Kennedy stayed cam. “The path we have chosen for the present isfull of hazards, asal paths
are—but it isthe one most consistent with our character and courage as anation and our commitments
around theworld. The cost of freedom is dways high— but Americans have dways paid it. And one
path we shal never choose, and that isthe path of surrender or submission.”

“Shut up! Y ou foolish man, stop this!” She shot out of her chair and then some of her drink did spill.
“Oh, damn!”

“Takeit easy, Mom.”

“Don’'t you understand?’ She put the glass down and tore a Kleenex from the box on the end table. “He
wantsto start World War 111! She dabbed at the front of her dress and the phone rang.



| said, “Mom, nobody wants World War I11.”

She ignored me, brushed by, and picked up the phone on the third ring.

“Oh, thank God,” shesaid. | could tell from the sound of her voicethat it was Dad. “Y ou heard him
then?’ Shehit her lip asshelistened to him. * Yes, but.. .”

Watching her face made me sorry | wasin the sixth grade. Better to be astupid little kid again, who
thought grown-ups knew everything. | wondered whether Cross had heard the speech.

“No, | can't, Dave. No.” She covered the phone with her hand. “ Raymie, turn off that TV!”

| hated it when she called me Raymie, so | only turned the sound down.

“Y ou have to come home now, Dave. No, you listen to me. Can’t you see, the man’ s obsessed? Just
because he has a grudge against Castro doesn't mean he'salowed to...”

With the sound off, Chet Huntley looked asif he were speaking a hisown funeral.

“I am not going in there without you.”

| think Dad must have been shouting, because Mom held the receiver away from her ear.

Shewaited for him to calm down and said, “And nether isRaymie. HE |l stay with me.”

“Let metak to him,” | said. | bounced off the couch. The look she gave me stopped me
dead.

“What for?’ she said to Dad. “No, we are going to finish this conversation, David, do you hear me?’

She listened for amoment. “Okay, al right, but don’t you dare hang up.” She waved me over and



dapped the phoneinto my hand asif | had put the missilesin Cuba. She stalked to the kitchen.

| needed a grown-up so bad that | almost cried when | heard Dad' s voice. “Ray,” he said, “your mother
IS pretty upset.”

“Yes” | sad.

“I want to come home—I will come home—but | can’t just yet. If | just up and leave and this blows
over, I'll get fired.”

“But, Dad ...

“You'rein charge until | get there. Understand, son? If the time comes, every-thing isup to you.”

“Yes, gr,” | whispered. I’ d heard what he didn’t say—it wasn’t up to her.

“I want you to go out to the shelter tonight. Wait until she goesto deep. Top off the water drums. Get dll
the gas out of the garage and store it next to the generator. But here' sthe most important thing. Y ou
know the sacks of rice? Drag them off to one Side, the pallet too. There' s a hatch underneath, the key to
the airlock door unlocksit. Y ou' ve got two new guns and plenty of ammunition. The revolver isa.357
Magnum. Y ou be careful with that, Ray, it can blow aholein acar but it'shard to am. The
double-barreled shotgun is easy to aim but you have to be close to do any harm. And | want you to bring
down the Gamemaster from my closet and the .38 from my dresser drawer.” He had been talking asif
there would be no tomorrow; he paused then to catch his breath. “Now, thisisal just in case, okay? |
just want you to know.”

| had never been so scared in my life.

“Ray?

| should have told him about Cross then, but Mom weaved into theroom. “Got it, Dad,” | said. “Here
deis”

Mom smiled at me. It was alopsided smile that was trying to be brave but wasn’t doing a very good job



of it. Shehad anew glassand it wasfull. She held out her hand for the phone and | gaveit to her.

* k% k %

| remember waiting until dmost ten o' clock that night, reading under the coverswith aflashlight. The
Fantastic Four invaded Latveriato defeat Doctor Doom; Superman tricked Mr. Mxyzptlk into saying his
name backward once again. When | opened the door to my parents' bedroom, | could hear Mom
snoring. It spooked me; | hadn't redlized that women did that. | thought about sneaking in to get the guns,
but decided to take care of them tomorrow.

| stole out to the shelter, turned my key in the lock and pulled on the bulkhead door. It didn’t move. That
didn’t make any sense, so | gaveit ahard yank. The steel door rattled terribly but did not swing away.
Theair had turned frosty and the sound carried in the cold. | held my breseth, listening to my blood
pound. The house stayed dark, the shelter quiet as stones. After afew moments, | tried onelast time
before | admitted to mysalf what had happened.

Cross had bolted the door shut from theinside.

* k% k %

| went back to my room, but couldn’t deep. | kept going to the window to watch the sky over New

Y ork, waiting for aflash of killing light. | was | but convinced that the city would burn that very night in
the thermonuclear fire and that Mom and | would die horrible deeths soon after, pounding on the
unyielding steel doors of our shelter. Dad had left mein chargeand | had let him down.

| didn’t understand why Cross had locked us out. If he knew that a nuclear war was about to sart, he
might want our shelter al to himsalf. But that made him amonster and | ill didn’t see him asamonger. |
tried to tell mysdlf that he' d been adeep and couldn’t hear me at the door—but that couldn’t be right.
What if he'd cometo prevent thewar? He d said he had businessin the city on Thursday; he could be
doing something redlly, redly futurigtic in there that he couldn’t let me see. Or dse hewas having
problems. Maybe our twentieth-century germs had got to him, like they killed H. G. WellS sMartians.

| must have teased a hundred different ideas apart that night, in between uneasy tripsto the window and
glimpses at the clock. Thelast time | remember seeing was quarter after four. | tried to stay up to face
theend, but | couldn’t.

* * % %



| wasn't dead when | woke up the next morning, so | had to go to school. Mom had Cream of Wheat all
ready when | dragged mysdlf to the table. Although shewasdl bright and bubbly, | could fed her giving
me the mother’ s eye when | was't looking. She aways knew when something was wrong. | tried not to
show her anything. There was no time to sneak out to the shdlter; | barely had timeto finish eating before
she bundled me off to the bus.

Right after the morning bell, Miss Toohey told usto open The Story of New York State to Chapter
Seven, “Resources and Products,” and read to oursalves. Then she left the room. We looked at each
other in amazement. | heard Bobby Coniff whisper something. It was probably dirty; afew kids
snickered. Chapter Seven started with amap of product symbols. Two teeny little cows grazed near
Binghamton. Rochester was a cog and apair of glasses. Elmirawas an adding machine, Oswego an
apple. There was alightning bolt over Niagara Fals. Dad had promised to take us there someday. | had
the sick fedling that we' d never get the chance. Miss Toohey |ooked pale when she came back, but that
didn’t stop her from giving usaspelling test. | got aninety-five. Theword | spelled wrong was enigma.
The hot lunch was American Chop Suey, arall, asdad, and abowl of butterscotch pudding. In the
afternoon, we did decimals.

Nobody said anything about the end of the world.

| decided to get off the busin Ward' s Hollow, buy the stuff Cross wanted and pretend | didn’t know he
had locked the shelter door last night. If he said some-thing about it, I'd act surprised. If hedidn’t... |
didn’t know what I’ d do then.

Village Variety was next to Warren' s Esso and across the street from the Post Office. It had once been
two different storeslocated in the same building, but then Mr. Rudowski had bought the building and
knocked down the dividing wall. On the fun side were pens and pencils and paper and greeting cards
and maga-zines and comics and paperbacks and candy. The other sidewas al boring hard-ware and
amall appliances.

Mr. Rudowski was on the phone when | came in, but then he was aways on the phone when he worked.
He could sdll you ahammer or apack of basebal cards, tell you ajoke, ask about your family, complain
about the weather and gtill keep the guy on the other end of the line happy. Thistime though, when he
saw me comein, he turned away, wrapping the phone cord across his shoulder.

| went through the store quickly and found everything Cross had wanted. | had to blow dust off the
trangistor radio box but the batteries |ooked fresh. There was only one New York Times Ieft; the
headlines were so big they were scary.



USIMPOSESARMSBLOCKADE ON CUBA

ON FINDING OF OFFENSIVE MISSILE SITES;
KENNEDY READY FOR SOVIET SHOWDOWN
ShipsMust Stop President Grave Prepared to Risk War

| set my purchases on the counter in front of Mr. Rudowski. He cocked his head to one side, trapping
the telephone receiver againgt his shoulder, and rang me up. The paper was on the bottom of the pile.

“Since when do you read the Times, Ray?’ Mr. Rudowski punched it into the cash register and hit total.
“I just got the new Fantastic Four.” The cash drawer popped open.

“Maybe tomorrow,” | said.

“All right then. It comesto twelve dollars and forty-seven cents.”

| gave him the hundred-dollar bill.

“What isthis, Ray?’ He stared at it and then at me.

| had my story al ready. “It was abirthday gift from my grandmain Detroit. She said | could spend it on
whatever | wanted so | decided to treat mysdlf, but I’ m going to put the rest in the bank.”

“You're buying aradio? From me?’

“Well, you know. | thought maybe | should have one with mewith dl this stuff going on.”

Hedidn't say anything for amoment. He just pulled a paper bag from under the counter and put my
thingsinto it. His shoulder were hunched:; | thought maybe he felt guilty about overcharging for the radio.
“Y ou should belistening to music, Ray,” he said quietly. “Y ou like Elvis? All kidslike Elvis. Or maybe
that colored guy, the one who doesthe Twist?’



“They'redl right, | guess”

“Y ou’ re too young to be worrying about the news. Y ou hear me? Those paliti-cians...” He shook his
head. “It'sgoing to be okay, Ray. Y ou heard it from me.”

“Sure, Mr. Rudowski. | waswondering, could | get five dollarsin change?’

| could fed him watching me as| stuffed it al into my book bag. | was certain he'd cal my mom, but he
never did. Home was three miles up Cobb’sHill. | did it in forty minutes, arecord.

* * * %

| remember | started running when | saw the flashing lights. The police car had left skid marksin the
gravel on our driveway.

“Wherewereyou?’ Mom burst out of the house as| came acrossthe lawn. * Oh, my God, Raymie, |
wasworried sick.” She caught me up in her arms.

“| got off the busin Ward’ sHollow.” She was about to smother me; | squirmed free. “What happened?’

“Thisthe boy, ma'am?’ The State trooper had taken histime catching up to her. He had aimost the same
hat as Scoutmaster Newel|.

“Yes, yes! Oh, thank God, officer!”

The trooper patted me on the head like | wasalost dog. “Y ou had your mom worried, Ray.”

“Raymie, you should vetold me.”

“Somebody tell mewhat happened!” | said.



A second trooper came from behind the house. We watched him approach. “No sign of any intruder.”
He looked bored; | wanted to scream.

“Intruder?’ | said.

“He broke into the shelter,” said Mom. “He knew my name.”

“Therewasno sign of forcible entry,” said the second trooper. | saw him exchange a glance with his
partner. “Nothing disturbed that | could see.”

“Hedidn't havetime,” Mom said. “When | found him in the shelter, | ran back to the house and got your
father’ s gun from the bedroom.”

The thought of Mom with the .38 scared me. | had my Shooting merit badge, but she didn’t know a
hammer from atrigger. “Y ou didn’t shoot him?’

“No.” She shook her head. “He had plenty of timeto leave but he was till there when | came back.
That’ swhen he said my name.”

| had never been so mad at her before. “Y ou never go out to the shelter.”

She had that puzzled look she dways getsat night. “I couldn’t find my key. | had to use the one your
father leaves over the breezeway door.”

“What did he say again, ma am? Theintruder.”

“Hesad, ‘Mrs. Beaumont, | present no danger to you.” And | said, ‘Who areyou? And then he came
toward me and | thought he said ‘Margaret, and | started firing.”

“Y ou did shoot him!”

Both troopers must have heard, the panic in my voice. Thefirst one said, “'Y ou know something about



thisman, Ray?’

“No, I—I was at school al day and then | stopped at Rudowski’s...” | could fedd my eyes burning. | was
s0 embarrassed; | knew | was about to cry in front of them.

Mom acted annoyed that the troopers had stopped paying attention to her. “I shot at him. Three, four
times, | don’t know. | must have missed, because he just stood there staring at me. It seemed like
forever. Then he walked past me and up the stairslike nothing had happened.”

“And hedidn’t say anything?’

“Not aword.”

“Wall, it beats me,” said the second trooper. “The gun’ s been fired four times but there are no bullet
holesin the shelter and no bloodstains.”,

“You mindif | ask you apersona question, Mrs. Beaumont?’ thefirst trooper said.

She colored. “I suppose not.”

“Have you been drinking, ma am?’

“Ohthat!” She seemed relieved. “No. Well, | mean, &fter | called you, | did pour mysdif alittle
something. Just to steady my nerves. | wasworried because my son was o late and...Raymie, what's
the matter?’

| felt so smal. The tears were pouring down my face.

* * % %

After the troopersleft, | remember Mom baking brownieswhile | watched Super-man. | wanted to go
out and hunt for Cross, but it was already sunset and there was no excuse | could come up with for



wandering around in the dark. Besides, what was the point? He was gone, driven off by my mother. I'd
had a chance to help aman from the future change history, maybe prevent World War 111, and | had
blownit. My lifewas ashes.

| was't hungry that night, for brownies or spaghetti or anything, but Mom made that clucking noise when
| pushed supper around the plate, so | ate afew bites just to shut her up. | was surprised at how easy it
was to hate her, how good it felt. Of course, shewas oblivious, but in the morning she would noticeif |
wasn't careful. After dinner, she watched the news and | went upstairs to read. | wrapped a pillow
around my head when sheyelled a David Brinkley. | turned out the lights at 8:30, but | couldn’t get to
deep. She went to her room alittle after that.

“Mr. Beaumont?’

| must have dozed off, but when | heard hisvoice | snapped awake immediately.

“Isthat you, Mr. Cross?’ | peered into the darkness. “I bought the stuff you wanted.” The room filled
with an awful gink, like when Mom drove with the parking brake on.

“Mr. Beaumont,” he said, “I am damaged.”

| dipped out of bed, picked my way acrossthe dark room, locked the door and turned on the light.

“Ohjeez”

He dumped against my desk like anightmare. | remember thinking then that Crosswasn't human, that
maybe he wasn’t even dive. His proportions were wrong: an ear, a shoulder and both feet sagged like
they had melted. Little wisps of steam or something curled off him; they were what smelled. His skin had
gonedl shiny and hard; so had his business suit. I’ d wondered why he never took the suit coat off, and
now | knew. His clotheswere part of him. The middlefingers of hisright hand beat spasmodicaly

agang hispam.

“Mr. Beaumont,” hesaid. “I caculate your chancesat 10 to 1.”

“Chances of what?’ | said. “What happened to you?’



“Y ou mugt listen most attentively, Mr. Beaumont. My declineis very bad for history. It isfor you now to
dter thetime-line probabilities”

“| don’t understand.”

“Y our government greetly overestimates the nuclear capability of the Soviet Union. If you originate afirst
grike, the United States will achieve overwheming victory.”

“Doesthe presdent know this? We haveto tell him!”

“John Kennedy will not welcome such information. If he startsthiswar, he will be responsible for the
deaths of tens of millions, both Russians and Americans. But he does not grasp the future of thearms
race. The war must happen now, because those who come after will build and build until they control
arsenalsthat can destroy the world many times over. People are not capable of thinking for very long of
such fearsome wegpons. They tire of the idea of extinction and then become numb to it. The buildup
dows but does not stop and they congratul ate themsalves on having survived it. But there are still too
many weapons and they never go away. The Third War comes asasurprise. The First War was caled
the oneto end dl wars. The Third War isthe only such war possible, Mr. Beaumont, becauseit ends
everything. History stopsin 2009. Do you understand? A year later, thereisno life. All dead, theworld a
hot, barren rock.”

“Butyou...?

“I am nothing, a construct. Mr. Beaumont, please, the chancesare 10* to 1,” he said. “ Do you know
how improbable that is?” Hislaugh sounded like ahiccup. “But for the sake of those few precious
time-lines, we must continue. Thereisaman, apoliticianin New Y ork. If hedieson Thursday night, it
will create the incident that forces Kennedy’ s hand.”

“Dies?’ For days, | had been desperate for him to talk. Now al | wanted wasto run away. “You're
going to kill somebody?”’

“Theworld will surviveaThird War that starts on Friday, October 22, 1962.”

“What about me? My parents? Do we survive?’



“I cannot accessthat time-line. | have no certain answer for you. Please, Mr. Beaumont, this politician
will die of aheart attack in lessthan three years. He has made no great contribution to history, yet his
assassination can save theworld.”

“What do you want from me?’ But | had aready guessed.

“He will speak most eloquently at the United Nations on Friday evening. Af-terward he will have dinner
with hisfriend, Ruth Fidds. Around ten 0’ clock he will return to his residence at the Waldorf Towers.
Not the Wadorf AstoriaHote, but the Towers. He will take the elevator to Suite 42A. Heisthe
American an-bassador to the United Nations. Hisnameis Adlai Stevenson.”

“Stopiit! Don't say anything else”

When he sghed, his breath was a cloud of acrid steam. “I have based my calculation of the time-line
probabilities on two data points, Mr. Beaumont, which | discovered in your bomb shelter. Thefirstisthe
357 Magnum revolver, located under a pallet of rice bags. | trust you know of this weapon?’

“Yes” | whispered.

“The second is the collection of magazines, located under your cot. It would seem that you teke an
interest in what isto come, Mr. Beaumont, and that may lend you the courage you will need to divert this
time-linefrom disaster. Y ou should know that thereisnot just one future. There are an infinite number of
futuresin which dl possbilities are expressed, an infinite number of Raymond Beaumonts.”

“Mr. Cross, | can't...”

“Perhaps not,” he said, “but | believe that another one of you can.”

“Youdon't understand ...” | watched in horror as aboil swelled on the side of his face and popped,
expelling an evil jet of yellow seam. “What?’

“Ohfuck.” That wasthelast thing he said.



He did to the floor—or maybe he was just abody at that point. More boils formed and burst. | opened
al thewindowsin my room and got the fan down out of the closet and till | can't believe that the stink
didn’'t wake Mom up. Over the course of the next few hours, he sort of vaporized.

When it was over, therewas a sticky, dark spot on the floor the size of my pillow. | moved the throw rug
from one side of the room to the other to cover it up. | had nothing to prove that Cross existed but a
trangstor radio, a couple of batteries, an earplug, and eighty-seven dollars and fifty-three centsin change.

* * * %

| might have done things differently if | hadn’t had aday to think. | can’t remem-ber going to school on
Wednesday, who | talked to, what | ate. | wasfeverishly trying to figure out what to do and how to doit.
| had no place to go for answers, not Miss Toohey, not my parents, not the Bible or the Boy Scout
Handbook, certainly not Galaxy magazine. Whatever | did had to come out of me. | watched the news
with Mom that night. President Kennedy had brought our military to the highest possible sate of dert.
There were reports that some Russian ships had turned away from Cuba; others continued on course.
Dad cdled and said histrip was being cut short and that he would be home the next day. But that was
too late.

| hid behind the stone wall when the school bus came on Thursday morning. Mrs. Johnson honked a
couple of times, and then drove on. | set out for New Canaan, carrying my book bag. In it werethe
radio, the batteries, the coins, the map of New Y ork, and the .357. | had the rest of Cross smoney in
my wallet.

It took more than five hoursto hike to the train station. | expected to be scared, but thewholetime | felt
light asair. | kept thinking of what Cross had said about the future, that | was just one of millionsand
millions of Raymond Beaumonts. Most of them were in school, diagramming sentences and watching

Miss Toohey bite her nails. | wasthe specia one, walking into history. | was super. | caught the 2:38
train, changed in Stamford, and arrived a Grand Centra just after four. | had six hours. | bought myself a
hot pretzel and a Coke and tried to decide where | should go. | couldn’t just sit around the hotel 1obby
for al that time; | thought that would draw too much attention. | decided to go to the top of the Empire
State Building. | took my time walking down Park Avenue and tried not to see dl the ghosts | was about
to make. In thelobby of the Empire State Build-ing, | used Cross' s changeto call home.

“Helo?’ | hadn’t expected Dad to answer. | would' ve hung up except that | knew | might never speak
tohimagan.

“Dad, thisisRay. I'm safe, don’t worry,”



“Ray, whereareyou?’

“I can't talk. I'm safe but | won't be home tonight. Don’t worry.”

“Ray!” Hewasfrantic. “What' sgoing on?’

“I'msorry.”

“Ray!”

| hung up; | had to. “I loveyou,” | said to the did tone.

| could imagine the expression on Dad’ sface, how hewould tell Mom what I’ d said. Eventudly they
would argue abouit it. He would shout; shewould cry. As| rode the eevator up, | got mad at them. He
shouldn’t have picked up the phone. They should' ve protected me from Cross and the future he came
from. | wasin the axth grade, | shouldn’'t have to havefedingslike this. The observation platform was
amost deserted. | walked completdly around it, Staring at the city stretching away from mein every
direction. It was dusk; the buildings were shadowsin thefailing light. | didn’t fed like Ray Beaumont
anymore; he was my secret identity. Now | was the superhero Bomb Boy; | had the power of bringing
nuclear war. Wherever | cast my terrible gaze, cars melted and people burst into flame.

And| lovedit.

It was dark when | came down from the Empire State Building. | had a sausage pizzaand a Coke on
47th Street. While ate, | stuck the plug into my ear and listened to the radio. | searched for the news.
One announcer said the debate was gill going on in the Security Council. Our ambassador was
questioning Ambas-sador Zorin. | stayed with that station for awhile, hoping to hear hisvoice. | knew
what he looked like, of course. Adlai Stevenson had run for president a couple of timeswhen | wasjust
ababy. But | couldn’t remember what he sounded like. He might talk to me, ask mewhat | wasdoingin
his hotel; I wanted to be ready for that.

| arrived at the Wadorf Towers around nine o’ clock. | picked aplush velvet chair that had adirect view
of the elevator bank and sat there for about ten minutes. Nobody seemed to care but it was hard to Sit
gtill. Finally, I got up and went to the men’sroom. | took my book bag into astall, closed the door, and
got the .357 out. | amed it a the toilet. The gun was heavy, and | could tdll it would have abig kick. |
probably ought to hold it with both hands. | released the safety, put it back into my book bag, and
flushed.



When | came out of the bathroom, | had stopped believing that | was going to shoot anyone, that | could.
But | had to find out, for Cross ssake. If | wasreally meant to save the world, then | had to bein the
right place at the right time. | went back to my chair, checked my watch. It was nine-twenty.

| started thinking of the one who would pull the trigger, the unlikely Ray. What would make the
difference? Had he read some story in Galaxy that | had skipped? Wasit a problem with Mom? Or
Dad? Maybe he had spelled enigma right; maybe Cross had lived another thirty secondsin histime-line.
Or maybe he was just the best that | could possibly be.

| wassotired of it dl. | must have waked thirty miles snce morning and | hadn’t dept well in days. The
lobby was warm. People laughed and murmured. Elevator doors dinged softly. | tried to stay up to face
history, but | couldn’t. | was Raymond Beaumont, but | was just atwelve-year-old kid.

| remember the doorman waking me up a eleven o' clock. Dad drove dl the way into the city to get me.
When we got home, Mom was aready in the shelter.

Only the Third War didn’t start that night. Or the next.

| lost television privilegesfor amonth.

* * * %

For most people my age, the most traumatic memory of growing up came on November 22, 1963. But
the date | remember is July 14, 1965, when Adlai Stevenson dropped dead of a heart attack in London.

I’vetried to do what | can, to make up for what | didn’t do that night. I’ ve worked for the cause
wherever | could find it. | belong to CND and SANE and the Friends of the Earth, and was active in the
nuclear freeze movement. | think the Green Party {www.greens.org) istheonly politica organization
worth your vote. | don't know if any of it will change Cross sawful probabilities; maybewe |l survivein
afew moretime-lines.

When | wasakid, | didn’t mind being lonely. Now it's hard, knowing what | know. Oh, | have lots of
friends, dl of them wonderful people, but people who know me say that there'sa part of myself that |
awayskeep hidden. They’reright. | don’t think I’ [l ever be able to tell anyone about what happened with
Cross, what | didn’t do that night. It wouldn’t befair to them.



Besides, whatever happens, chances are very good that it's my fault.

* k k %

winemester

ROBERT REED

Robert Reed may be one of the most prolific of today’ s young writers, particularly at short fiction
lengths, serioudly rivaled for that position only by authors such as Siephen Baxter and Brian
Sableford. And—also like Bax-ter and Stableford—he manages to keep up a very high standard
of quality while being prolific, something that is not at all easy to do. Reed sold hisfirst story in
1986, and quickly established himself as a frequent contributor to The Magazine of Fantasy &
Science Fiction and Asmov’ s Science Fiction, as well as selling many storiesto Science Fiction Age,
Universe, New Dedtinies, Tomorrow, Synergy,, Starlight, and el sewhere. Aimost every year
throughout the mid-to-late ‘ 90s, he has produced at least two or three stories that would be good
enough to get himinto a Best of the Year anthology under ordinary circumstances, and some
years he has produced four or five of them, so that often the choice is not whether or not to use a
Reed story, but rather which Reed story to use—a remarkable accomplish-ment.

In spite of thislarge and remarkable body of work, though, Reed remains underrated, although he
isat last beginning to get onto major award ballots—with his story “ Whiptail” showing up on last
year’s Final Hugo Bal-lot, for instance—and | suspect that he will become one of the Big Names
of the first decade of the new century coming up on the horizon.

A prime selection of Reed’ s stories were recently collected in The Dragons of Springplace, one of
the year’ s best collections, but Reed isalmost as prolific as a novelist as heis as a short story
writer, having produced eight novels to date, including The Leeshore, The Hormone Jungle, Black
Milk, The Remarkables, Down the Bright Way, Beyond the Vel of Stars, An Exdtation of Larks, and,
most recently, Beneath the Gated Sky. His new novel, Marrow, is due out shortly. His stories have
appeared in our Ninth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, Thirteenth, Fourteenth, Fifteenth, and Sxteenth
Annual Collections. He livesin Lincoln, Nebraska.

In the surprising story that follows, he reaffirms the old truth that whole worlds can be hiddenin a
grain of sand—or sometimes in even odder disguises.



* * % %

T

he stranger pulled into the Quik Shop outside . Joe. Nothing was remarkable about him, which was
why he caught Blaine's eye. Tdler than average, but not much, he wasthin in an unfit way, with black hair
and ahandsome, amogt pretty face, fine bones floating beneath skin that didn't often get into the sun.
Which meant nothing, of course. A lot of people were staying indoorslately. Blaine watched him climb
out of an enormous Buick — a satin black '17 Gibrdtar that had seen better days— and after alazy
long stretch, he passed his e-card through the proper dot and inserted the nozzle, filling the Buick's
cavernous tank with ten cold gallons of gasoline and corn acohol.

By then, Blaine had run his plates.

The Buick was registered to a Julian Winemaster from Wichita, Kansas, twenty-nine accompanying
photographs showed pretty much the same fellow who stood sixty feet away.

Hisentire bio was artfully bland, rigoroudy seamless. Winemaster was an accountant, divorced and
forty-four years old, with O negative blood and five neo-ename fillingsimbedded in otherwise perfect
teeth, plusasmall pink birthmark somewhere on hisright buttock. Usdess details, Blaine reminded
himsdlf, and with that he lifted his gaze, watching the traveler remove the dripping nozzle, then cradling it
on the pump with the overdone delicacy of aman ill-at-ease with machinery.

Behind thick fingers, Blainewas smiling.

Winemaster moved with a stiff, road-weary gait, waking into the convenience store and asking,
"Maam.? Where's your rest room, please?’

Theclerk ignored him.

It was the men'sroom that called out, "Over here, Sr."

Sitting in one of the hard plastic booths, Blaine had agood view of everything. A pair of militiaboysin
their brown uniforms were the only othersin the store. They'd been gawking at dirty comic books,
minding their own business until they heard Winemaster's voice. Politeness had lately becomea
suspicious behavior. Blaine watched the boyslook up and elbow each other, putting their sghts on the
stranger. And he watched Winemaster's walk, the expression on his pretty frail face, and amyriad of
subtleties, trying to decide what he should do, and when, and what he should avoid at al costs.



It was a bright warm summer morning, but there hadn't been twenty carsin the last hour, most of them
gporting loca plates.

The militiaboys blanked their comics and put them on the wrong shelves, then walked out the front door,
one saying. "Bye now," as he passed the clerk.

"Sure," the old woman growled, never taking her eyes off atiny televison screen.

The boys might smply be doing their job, which meant they were harmless. But the state militias were full
of bullieswho'd found a career in the last couple years. There was no sweeter sport than terrorizing the
innocent traveler, because of course the genuine refugee was too rare of a prospect to hopefor.

Winemagter vanished into the men's room.

The boys approached the black Buick, doing alittle dance and showing each other their maicious smiles.
Thugs, Blaine decided. Which meant that he had to do something now. Before Winemaster, or whoever
he was, came waking out of thetoilet.

Blaine climbed out of thetiny booth.

He didn't waste breath on the clerk.

Crossing the greasy pavement, he watched the boys using a police-issue lock pick. The front passenger
door opened, and both of them stepped back, trying to keep a safe distance. With equipment that went
out of date last spring, one boy probed the interior air, the cultured leather seets, the dashboard and
floorboard and even an empty pop can standing initscradle. "Naw, it'sokay," hewas saying. "Get onin
there”

His partner had aknife. The curled blade was intended for uphol stery. Nothing could be learned by
ripping apart the seats, but it was afun game nonetheless.

"Get inthere," the first boy repeated.

The second one started to say, "I'm getting in — ' But he happened to glance over his shoulder, seeing
Blaine coming, and he turned fag, lifting the knife, serioudy thinking about dashing the interloper.

Blaine was bigger than some pairs of men.

Hewasfat, but in a powerful, focused way. And he was quick, grabbing the knife hand and giving ahard



squeeze, then flinging the boy againgt the car's composite body, the knife dropping and Blaine kicking it
out of reach, then giving the boy asecond shove, harder thistime, telling both of them, "That's enough,
gentlemen.”

"Who the fuck are you — 7" they sputtered, in achorus.

Blaine produced abadge and ID bracelet. "Read these," he suggested coldly. Then hetold them, "Y ou're
welcome to check me out. But we do that somewhere ese. Right now, this man's door is closed and
locked, and the three of us are hiding. Understand.?"

The boy with the survelllance equipment said, "Were within our rights.”

Blaine shut and locked the door for them, saying, "Thisway. Stay with me."

"Oneof their nestsgot hit last night,” said the other boy, walking. "We've been checking people dl
morning!"

"Find any.?"

"Not yet —"

"With that old gear, you won't."

"Weve caught them before," said thefirgt boy, defending his equipment. His status. "A couple, three
different carloads...”

Maybe they did, but that was months ago. Generations ago.

"Isthat yours?' asked Blaine. He pointed to a battered Python, saying, "It better be. We're getting
ingde”

The boys climbed in front. Blaine filled the back sest, swesting from exertion and the car's brutal hest.

"What are we doing?' one of them asked.

"Werewaiting. Isthat dl right with you.?"

"l guess™



But his partner couldn't just sit. He turned and glared at Blaine, saying, "Y ou'd better be Federal.”

"Andif not?' Blaineinquired, without interest.

No appropriate threat came to mind. So the boy smply growled and repeated himsdlf. Y ou'd just better
be. That'sdl I'm saying.”

A moment later, Winemaster strolled out of the store. Nothing in his stance or pace implied worry. He
was carrying acan of pop and ared bag of corn nuts. Resting his purchases on the roof, he punched in
his code to unlock the driver's door, then gave the area a quick glance. It was the glance of someone
who never intended to return here, even for gasoline -a dismissive expression coupled with atangible
sense of reidf.

That'swhen Blaine knew.

When he was suddenly and perfectly sure.

The boys saw nothing incriminating. But the one who'd held the knife was quick to say the obvious: A
man with Blaine's credentials could get his hands on the best BM sniffersin theworld. "Get them,” he
sad, "and well find out whet heidl”

But Blaine dready fet sure.

"He'sgoing," the other one sputtered. "L ook, he'sgone—!"

The black car was being driven by a cautious man. Winemaster braked and |ooked both ways twice
before he pulled out onto the access road, accelerating gradually toward 1-29, taking no chances even
though there was precious little traffic to avoid as he drove north.

"Fuck," said the boys, in onevoice.

Using acam-gtick, Blaine touched one of the thick necks; without fuss, the boy dumped forward.

"Hey!" snapped his partner. "What are you doing —?"

"What's best," Blaine whispered afterward. Then he lowered the Python's windows and destroyed its
ignition system, leaving the pair adeep in the front seats. And because the moment required justice, he
took one of their hands each, shoving them inside the other's pants, then helaid their heads together, in
the pose of lovers.



* k k %

The other refugees pampered Julian: His cabin wasn't only larger than dmost anyone e se's, it wore extra
shielding to help protect him from malicious high-energy particles. Power and shaping rations didn't apply
to him, athough he rarely indulged himsdlf, and a platoon of autodocs did nothing but watch over his
health. In public, strangers applauded him. In private, he could select amost any woman asalover. And
inbed, in the afterglow of whatever passed for sex at that particular moment, Julian could tell his stories,
and hisloverswould listen asif enrgptured, even if they dready knew each story by heart.

No one on board was more ancient than Julian. Even before the attack, he was one of the few residents
of the Shawnee Nest who could honestly claim to be DNA-made, hislife beginning asasingle wet cell
ingde a cavernous womb, abloody birth followed by doppy growth that culminated in avast and dow
and decidedly old-fashioned human being.

Julian was nearly forty when Transmutations became an expensive possibility.

Thrill seekersand theterminadly ill were among the first to undergo the process, their primitive bodies and
bloated minds consumed by the microchines, the sum tota of their selves compressed into tiny robotic
bodies meant to duplicate every norma human function.

Being pioneers, they endured heavy losses. Modest errors during the Transmutation meant instant death.
Tiny errors meant a pathetic and incurable insanity. The fledging Nests were exposed to heavy nuclei and
subtle EM effects, dl potentialy disastrous. And of course there were the early terrorist attacks, crude
and disorganized, but extracting ahorrible toll nonetheless.

The survivorsweretiny and swift, and wiser, and they were able to streamline the Transmutation, making
it more accurate and affordable, and to adegree, routine.

"I wasforty-three when | |€ft the other world.” Julian told hislover of the moment. He always used those
words, framing them with defiance and a hint of bittersweet longing. "It was three days and two hours
before the President sgned the McGrugger Bill."

That'swhen Transmutation becameillega in the United States.

Hislover did her math, then with agenuine awe said, "That was five hundred and twelve days ago."

A day wasworth yearsinside aNest.

"Tel me" she whispered. "Why did you do it? Were you bored? Or sick?"



"Don't you know why?" heinquired.

"No," she squeaked.

Julian was famous, but sometimes hislife wasn't. And why should the youngsters know his biography by
heart?

"l don't want to force you," the woman told him. "'If you'd rather not talk about it, I'll understand.”

Julian didn't answer immediately.

Instead, he climbed from his bed and crossed the cabin. His kitchenette had created a drink—
hydrocarbons mixed with nanochines that were nutritious, appetizing, and pleasantly narcotic. Food and
drink were not necessities, but habits, and they were enjoying arenewed popularity. Like any credible
Methusdlah, Julian was often the model on how best to do archaic oddities.

The woman lay on top of the bed. Her current body was ahologram laid over her mechanica core. It
was atraditional body, probably worn for his pleasure; no wings or fins or even more bizarre
adornments. Asit happened, she had sdected a build and complexion not very different from Julian'sfirst
wife. A coincidence? Or had she actually done research, and she dready knew the answersto her prying
questions?

"Sip," he advised, handing her the drink. Their hands brushed against one another, shaped light touching
itsequivaent. What each felt was a synthetically generated sensation, basically human, intended to fedl
like warm, water-filled skin.

The girl obeyed, smiling as she spped, an audible durp amusing both of them.

"Here," she said, handing back the glass. "Y our turn.’

Julian glanced a thefar wal. A universa window gave them alive view of the Quik Shop, theimage
supplied by one of the multitude of cameras hidden on the Buick's exterior. What held hisinterest wasthe
old muscle car, a Python with smoked glass windows. When hefirst saw that car, three heads were
vigble. Now two of the heads had gradudly dropped out of sight, with the remaining man gill Sttingin
back, big eyes opened wide, making no attempt to hide hisinterest in the Buick's driver.

No one knew who the fat man was, or what he knew, much lesswhat hisintentions might be. His
presence had been acomplete surprise, and what he had done with those militiamembers, pulling them
back as he did aswdll astherest of it, had |eft the refugees more startled than grateful, and more scared



than any time since leaving the Nest.

Julian had goneto that store with theintent of suffering aclumsy, even violent interrogation. A militia
encounter was meant to give them authenticity. And more importantly, to give Julian
experience—yprecious and sobering firsthand experience with the much-changed world around them.

A world that he hadn't visited for more than a millennium, Nest-time.

Since helast looked, nothing of substance had changed at that ugly store. And probably nothing would
changefor along while. One lesson that no refugee needed, much less craved, was that when dedling
with that other reelm, nothing helped as much as patience.

Taking along, dow dp of their drink, helooked back at the woman twenty days old; avirtua child —
and without ashred of patience, she said, "'Y ou were sick, weren't you? | heard someone saying that's
why you agreed to be Transmutated...five hundred and twelve days ago..."

"No." He offered ashy smile. "And it wasn't because | wanted to live thisway, either. To be honest, I've
always been conservative. In that world, and this one, too."

She nodded amiably, waiting.

"It was my daughter,” he explained. "She was sick. An incurable leukemia” Again he offered the shy
amile, adding, "She was nine years old, and terrified. | could save her life by agreeing to her
Transmutation, but | couldn't just abandon her to lifein the Nest...making her into an orphan, basicdly...”

"l see" hislover whispered.

Then after arespectful sllence, she asked, "Where's your daughter now?"'

"Dead.”

"Of course..." Not many people were lucky enough to live five hundred daysin a Nest; despite shidds, a
single heavy nudeus could till find you, ravaging your mind, extinguishing your very ddicate soul. "How
long ago...did it happen....?"

"Thismorning" hereplied. "In the attack.”

"Oh...I'mvery sorry..."

With theillusion of shoulders, Julian shrugged. Then with his bittersweet voice, he admitted, "It aready



seems|ong ago.”

* * * %

Winemagter headed north into lowa, then did the unexpected, making the sudden turn east when he
reached the new Tollway.

Blaine shadowed him. He liked to keep two minutes between the Buick and hislittle Tokamak, using the
FBI's recon network to help monitor the situation. But the network had been compromised in the past,
probably more often than anyone knew, which meant that he had to occasionally pay the Tollway alittle
extrato boost his speed, the gap closing to less than fifteen seconds. Then with the opticsin his
windshied, he would get agood look at what might or might not be Julian Winemaster — a stiffly erect
gentleman who kept one hand on the whedl, even when the Al-managed road was controlling every
vehicle's speed and direction, and doing a better job of driving than any human could do.

lowawas half-beautiful, half-bleak. Some fields|ooked tended, genetically tailored crops planted in
fractd patterns and the occasiona robot working carefully, pulling weeds and killing pests asiit
spider-walked back and forth. But there were long stretches where the farms had been abandoned, wild
grasses and the spawn of last year's crops coming up in ragged green masses. Entire neighborhoods had
pulled up and gone e sawhere. How many farmers had accepted the Transmutation, in other countries or
illegaly? Probably only afraction of them, Blaine knew. Habit-bound and suspicious by nature, they'd
never agree to the dis-mantlement of their bodies, the transplantation of their crusty souls. No, what
happened was that farms were smply faling out of production, particularly where the soil was margind.
Yiddsweredtill improving in aworld where the old-style population was tumbling. If patterns held, most
of the arable land would soon return to prairie and forest. And eventudly, the entire human species
wouldn' fill so much as one of these aandoned farms...leaving the old world entirely empty...if those
patterns were alowed to hold, naturdly...

Unlike Winemaster, Blaine kept neither hand on the whed, trusting the Alsto look after him. He spent
most of histime watching the news networks, keeping tals on moods more than facts. What had
happened in Kansaswas till the big story. By noon, more than twenty groups and individuas had
clamed responghbility for the attack. Officidly, the Emergency Federad Council deplored any sensdess
violence— acliché, which implied that sensble violence was an entirely different question. When asked
about the government's response, the President's press secretary |ooked at the world with a stony face,
saying, "We're investigating the regrettable incident. But the fact remains, it happened outsde our
borders. We are observers here. The Shawnee Nest was responsible for its own security, just as every
other Nest isresponsible...’

Questions camein aflurry. The press secretary pointed to asmal, severe-looking man in the front row
— areporter for the Christian Promise organization. " Are we taking any precautions against
counterattacks?" the reporter inquired. Then, not waiting for an answer, he added, "There have been
reports of activity in the other Nests, insde the United States and elsewhere.”



A tense smilewasthefirst reply.

Then the stony face told everyone, "The President and the Council have taken every appropriate
precaution. Asfor any activity in any Ne<t, | can only say: We have everything perfectly well in hand.”

"Is anything left of the Shawnee Nest.?" asked a second reporter.

"No." The press secretary was neither sad nor pleased. "Initial evidenceisthat the entire facility has been
Serilized.”

A tenacious gray-haired woman — the perpetua symbol of the Canadian Newsweb — cdled out, "Mr.
Secretary...Lennie— 1"

"Yes, Cora..."

"How many werekilled.?'

"I wouldn't know how to answer that question, Cora...”

"Y our government estimates an excess of one hundred million. If the entire Nest was stexilized, asyou
say, then we're talking about more than two-thirds of the current U.S. population.”

"Legdly," hereplied, "we are talking about machines™

"Some of those machines were once your citizens," she mentioned.

The reporter from Christian Promise was standing nearby. He grimaced, then muttered bits of relevant
Scripture.

"I don't think thisisthetime or place to debate what lifeisor isnt,” said the press secretary, juggling
thingsbadly.

Coraperssted. "Areyou aware of the Canadian position on this tragedy?

"Like us, they're saddened.”

"They've offered sanctuary to any survivors of the blast —"



"Except thereare none,” hereplied, hisface pink as granite.

"But if there were.? Would you et them move to another Nest in the United States, or perhapsto
Canada....?"'

There was apause, brief and dectric.

Then with aflat cool voice, the press secretary reported, "The McGrugger Bill isvery specific. Nests
may exist only in sealed containment facilities, monitored a al times. And should any of the microchines
escape, they will be treated aswhat they are...grave hazards to normd life...and this government will not
let them roam at will...!I"

Set inside an abandoned sat mine near Kansas City, the Shawnee Nest had been one of the most secure
fecilities of itskind ever built. Its power came from clean geothermal sources. Lead plates and intricate
defense systems stood againgt naturd hazards as well as more human threats. Thousands of
government-loya Als, positioned in the surrounding sdlt, did nothing but watch its borders, making
certain that none of the microchines could escape. That was why the thought that local terrorists could
launch any attack was so ludicrous. To have that attack succeed was simply preposterous. Whoever was
responsible for the bomb, it was done with the abeyance of the highest authorities. No sensible soul
doubted it. Thet dirty little nuke had Federa fingerprints on it, and the attack was planned carefully, and
itsgodswere instantly gpparent to people large and small.

Julian had no doubts. He had enemies, vast and malicious, and nobody was more entitled to his
paranoias.

Just short of 1llinais, the Buick made along-scheduled stop.

Julian took possession of his clone at the last moment. The process was supposed to be routine— a
smple matter of dowing histhoughts a thousandfold, then integrating them with his body — but there
were dways phantom pains and asick faling sensation. Becoming a bloated watery bag wasn't the
srangest part of it. After al, the Nest was designed to mimic thiskind of existence. What gnawed at
Julian was the gargantuan sense of Time: A haf an hour in thisrealm was nearly amonth in hisrealm. No
meatter how brief the stop, Julian would fed alittle lost when he returned, astep behind the others, and far
more emotiondly drained than he would ever admit.

By thetimethe car had stopped, Julian wasin full control of the body. His body, he reminded himself.
Climbing out into the heat and brilliant sunshine, hefdt a purposeful stiffnessin hisback and the familiar
ache running down hisright leg. In hispast life, he was plagued by sciatica pains. It was one of many
almentsthat he hadn't missed after his Transmutation. And it was just another detail that someone had
thought to include, forcing him to wince and stretch, showing the watching world that he wastheir flavor
of mortdl.

Suddenly another old pain began to cdl to Julian.



Hunger.

His duty wasto fill the tank, then do everything expected of aroad-weary driver. Therest areawas
surrounded by the Tollway, gas pumps surrounding afast food/playground complex. Built to handle tens
of thousands of people daily, thefacility had suffered with the civil chaos, the militias and the plummeting
populations. A few dozen travel ers went about their businessin near-solitude, and presumably ateam of
state or Federa agents were lurking nearby, using sensorsto scan for those who weren't what they
Seemed to be.

Without incident, Julian managed thefirst part of hismisson. Then he drove atiny distance and parked,
repeeting his stiff climb out of the car, entering the restaurant and steering straight for the restroom.

Hewas done, thankfully.

The diagnogtic urind gently warned him to drink more fluids, then wished him alovely day.

Taking the advice to heart, Julian ordered abucket-sized ice tea along with a cultured guinea hen
sandwich.

"For here or to go?' asked the automated clerk.

"I'm gtaying," hereplied, believing it would look best.

"Thank you, Sr. Have alovely day."

Julian sat in the back booth, eating dowly and mannerly, scanning the pages of someoné's forgotten
e-paper. He made apoint of lingering over thetrite and trivid, concentrating on the comics with their
humanized cats and cartoonish people, everyone playing out the same jokes that must have amused him
in the very remote past.

"How'sit going?'

The voice was dow and wet. Julian blanked the page, looking over his shoulder, betraying nothing as his
eyes settled on the familiar wide face. "Fine," he replied, his own voice polite but distant. " Thank you."

"Isit me? Or isit just too damned hot to live out there...?"

"Itishot," Julian conceded.



"Particularly for the likes of me." The man settled onto aplastic chair bolted into the floor with clown
heads. Hislunch buried hislittle table: Three sandwiches, agreasy sack of fried cucumbers, and atall
chocolate shake. "It's murder when you'refat. Let metell you...I've got to be careful in thiswegther. |
don't movefadt. | talk softly. | even haveto ration my thinking. I mean it! Too many thoughts, and |
bresk out in akilling swest "

Julian had prepared for thismoment. Y et nothing was happening quite like he or anyone else had
expected.

Saying nothing, Julian took a shy bite out of his sandwich.

"You look likeasmart guy,” said hiscompanion. "Tell me. If the world's getting emptier, like everyone
says, why am | still getting poorer?”

"Excuse me?’

"That'stheway it feds, at least." The man wastruly fat, hisface smooth and youthful, every festure
pressed outward by the remnants of countless lunches. ™Y ou'd think that with al the smart onesleaving
for the Nests...you'd think guyslike you and mewould do pretty well for oursalves. Y ou know.?"

Using every resource, the refugees had found three identities for this man: He was a sdlesman from S.
Joseph, Missouri. Or he was a Federal agent working for the Department of Technology, inits
Enforcement division, and his salesman identity was a cover. Or he was a charter member of the
Chrigtian Promise organization, using that group's political connectionsto accomplish its murderous gods.
What does he want? Julian asked himsdlf. He took another shy bite, wiped his mouth with angpkin, then
offered his own question. "Why do you say that...that it's the smart people who are leaving....?"

"That'swhat studies show," said abooming, unashamed voice. "Half our people are gone, but we've lost
ninety percent of our scientists. Eighty percent of our doctors. And almost every last member of
Mensa...which between you and meisagood thing, | think... !"

Another bite, and wipe. Then with agenuine firmness, Julian told him, "I don't think we should be talking.
We don't know each other.”

A huge cackling laugh ended with an abrupt statement:

"That'swhy we should talk. We're strangers, so where'sthe harm?”

Suddenly the guinea hen sandwich gppeared huge and inedible. Julian set it down and took agulp of tea

His companion watched him, apparently captivated.



Julian swallowed, then asked, "What do you do for aliving?'

"What I'm good at." He unwrapped a hamburger, then took an enormous bite, leaving a crescent-shaped
sandwich and afine glistening stain around hissmile. "Put it thisway, Mr. Winemagter. I'm like anyone. |
dowhat | hopeisbes.”

"How do you— 7'

"Y our name? The same way | know your address, and your socia registration number, and your bank
balance, too." He took amoment to consume haf of the remaining crescent, then while chewing, he
choked out thewords, "Blaine. My nameis. If you'd liketo useit.”

Each of the man's possible identities used Blaine, either asafirst or last name.

Julian wrapped therest of his sandwich initsinsulated paper, watching his hands begin to tremble. He
had apianist’'s handsin hisfirg life but absolutely no talent for music. When he went through the
Transmutation, he'd asked for a better ear and more coordination — both of which were givento him
with minimal fuss. Y et hed never learned how to play, not even after five hundred days. It suddenly
seemed like atragic waste of talent, and with a secret voice, he promised himself to take lessons, sarting
immediately.

"So, Mr. Winemagter...where are you heading...?"

Julian managed another sip of tea, grimacing at the bitter taste.

"'Someplace east, judging by what | can see..."

"Yes," healowed. Then he added, "Which is none of your business."

Blaine gave a hearty laugh, shoving thelast of the burger deep into his gaping mouth. Then he spoke,
showing off the masticated mest and tomatoes, telling his new friend, "Maybe you'll need help
somewhere up ahead. Just maybe. And if that happens, | want you to think of me."

"Youll hep me, will you?'

The food-stuffed grin was practicaly radiant. "Think of me," he repested happily. "That'sal I'm saying.”

* * * %



For along while, the refugees spoke and dreamed of nothing but the mysterious Blaine. Which side did
he represent? Should they trust him? Or move againgt him? And if they tried to siop the man, which way
was best? Sabotage his car? Drug his next meal? Or would they have to do something genuindy
horrible?

But there were no answers, much less a consensus. Blaine continued shadowing them, at a respectful
distance; nothing substantial was learned about him; and despite the enormous stakes, the refugees found
themsdlves gradudly drifting back into the moment-by-moment business of ordinary life.

Couples and ama gamations of couples were beginning to make babies.

Therewas alogic: Refugees were dying every few minutes, usudly from radiation exposure. The losses
werent critical, but when they reached their new home — the deep cold rock of the Canadian Shield —
they would need numbers, ared demographic momentum. And logic dways dances with emaotion.
Babies served as atonic to the adults. They didn't demand too many resources, and they forced their
parents to focus on more managable problems, like building tiny bodies and caring for needy souls.

Even Julian was swayed by fashion.

With one of his oldest women friends, he found himsdlf hovering over acrystaline womb, watching
nanochines sculpt their son out of Sngle atomsand tiny dectric breaths.

It was only Julian's second child.

Aslong as his daughter had been dive, he hadn't seen the point in having another. The truth wasthat it
had aways disgusted him to know that the children in the Nest were manufactured — there was no other
word for it — and he didn't relish being reminded that he was nothing, more or less, than afancy machine
among millionsof Smilar machines.

Julian often dreamed of his dead daughter. Usually she was on board their strange ark, and he would find
anote from her, and a cabin number, and he would wake up smiling, feding certain that he would find her
today. Then hewould suddenly remember the bomb, and he would start to cry, suffering through the
wrenching, damning lossdl over again.

Which wasironic, in afashion.

During the last nineteen months, father and daughter had gradually and inexorably drifted apart. She was
very much achild when they cameto the Negt, asflexible as her father wasn't, and how many times had
Julian lain awake in bed, wondering why he had ever bothered being Transmutated. His daughter didn't
need him, plainly. He could have remained behind. Which dwaysled to the same questions. When he
was anorma human being, was he genuinely happy? Or was his daughter'siliness smply an excuse...a
spicy bit of good fortune that offered an escape route...?



When the Nest was destroyed, Julian survived only through more good fortune. He was as far from the
epicenter as possible, shielded by the Nest'sinterior walls and emergency barricades. Y et even then,
most of the people near him were killed, an invisble neutron rain scrambling their minds. That samerain
had knocked him unconscious just before the firestorm arrived, and if an autodoc hadn't found hislimp
body, then dragged him into ashelter, he would have been cremated. And of courseif the Nest hadn't
devised its elaborate escape plan, stockpiling the Buick and cloning equipment outside the Nest, Julian
would have had no choice but to remain in the rubble, fighting to survive the next moment, and the next.

But those coincidences happened, making his present life fed like the culmination of some glorious Fate.

The secret truth was that Julian relished his new importance, and he enjoyed the pressures that came with
each bathroom break and every stop for gas. If he died now, between missions, others could take his
place, leading Winemaster's cloned body through the needed motions...but they wouldn't do aswell,
Julian could tell himsdlf...asecret part of him wishing that this bizarre, dow-motion chase would never
cometo an end...

The Buick stayed on the Tollway through northern 1llinois, dipping beneath Chicago before skipping
acrossadiver of Indiana Julian wasintegrated with hislarger self saverd times, going through the
motions of the stiff, tired, and hungry traveler. Blaine dways arrived severa minutes later, never
gpproaching his quarry, dwaysfinding gas at different pumps, sanding outside the rest rooms, waiting to
show Julian abig smile but never uttering so much asaword in passng.

A little after midnight, the Buick's driver took his hand off the whed, lay back and fell adeep. Trusting the
Tollway'sdriving was out of character, but with Blaine trailing them and the border approaching, no one
was eager to waste time in amotel bed.

At two in the morning, Julian was aso adeep, dipping in and out of dreams. Suddenly a hand took him
by the shoulder, shaking him, and severa voices, urgent and close, said, "We need you, Julian. Now."

In hisdreams, athousand admiring faces were saying, "We need you."

Julian awvoke.

His cabin wasfull of people. His mate had been ushered away, but his unborn child, nearly complete
now, floated in his bubble of blackened crystd, obliviousto the nervous air and the tight, crisp voices.

"What'swrong?" Julian asked.

"Everything," they assured.



His universal window showed alive feed from a security camera on the North Dakota-Manitoba border.
Department of Technology investigators, backed up by aplatoon of heavily armed Marines, were
dismantling a Toyota Sunrise. Even at those syrupy speeds, the lasers moved quickly, leaving the vehicle
intiny piecesthat were photographed, andyzed, then fed into a state-of-the-art decontamination unit.

"What isthis?" Julian souttered.

But he already knew the answer.

"There was a second group of refugees,” said the President, knedling beside his bed. She was wearing an
oversized face— acommon fashion, of late— and with avery calm, very grim voice, she admitted, "We
weren't the only survivors.”

They had kept it asecret, at least from Julian. Which was perfectly reasonable, he reminded himself.
What if he had been captured? Under torture, he could have doomed that second lifeboat, and everyone
inddeit...

"Ismy daughter there?' he blurted, uncertain what to hopefor.

The President shook her head. "No, Julian.”

Yet if two arks existed, couldn't there be athird? And wouldn't the President keep its existence secret
from him, too?

"Weve been monitoring events,” she continued. "It'stragic, what's happening to our friends...but well be
able to adjust our methods...for when we crossthe border..."

Helooked at the other oversized faces. "But why do you need me? Wewon't reach Detroit for hours.”

The President looked over her shoulder. "Play the recording.”

Suddenly Julian was looking back in time. He saw the Sunrise pull up to the border pogt, waitinginlineto
be searched. A pickup truck with Wyoming plates pulled up behind it, and out stepped a preposteroudy
tall man brandishing abadge and a handgun. With an eerie sense of purpose, he strode up to thelittle car,
took aim and fired hisfull clip through the driver'swindow. The body behind the whed jerked and

kicked asit was ripped apart. Then the murderer reached in and pulled the corpse out through the
shattered glass, shouting at the Tech investigators:

"I've got them! Here! For Chrigt's sake, help mel™



The image dissolved, the window returning to the redl-time, red-speed scene.

To himsdf, Julian whispered, "No, it can't be..."

The President took hishandsin hers, their warmth a comfortable fiction. "We would have shown you this
as it was happening, but we weren't sure what it meant.”

"But you're sure now?"'

"That man followed our people. All theway from Nebraska." She shook her head, admitting, "We don't
know everything, no. For security reasons, we rarely spoke with those other survivors—"

"What are we going to do?" Julian growled.

"The only ressonable thing left for us" She smiled in asad fashion, then warned him, "We're pulling off
the Tollway now. Y ou gill have alittlewhileto get ready..."

He closed hiseyes, saying nothing.

"Not aslong asyoud like, I'm sure...but with this sort of thing, maybe it's best to hurry..."

* * * %

There were no gas pumps or restaurantsin the rest area. A small divided parking lot was surrounded by
trees and fake log cabin lavatories that in turn were sandwiched between broad lanes of moonlit
pavement. The parking lot was empty. The only traffic was asingle truck in the westbound freighter lane,
half adozen trailerstowed dong in its wake. Julian watched the truck pass, then walked into the darkest
shadows, and kneeled.

The security cameras were being fed fal se images — images that were hopefully more convincing than
theludicrouslog cabins. Y et even when he knew that he was safe, Julian felt exposed. Vulnerable. The
feeling worsened by the moment, becoming ablack dread, and by the time the Tokamak pulled to stop,
his newborn heart was racing, and his quick damp breath tasted foul.

Blaine parked two dots avay from the deeping Buick. He didn't bother looking through the windows.
Instead, guided by intuition or hidden sensor, he strolled toward the men'sroom, hesitated, then took a
few haf-stepstoward Julian, passng into a patch of moonlight.

Using both hands, Julian lifted hiswegpon, letting it am itsdlf a the smooth broad forehead.



"Well," said Blaine, "I see you're thinking about me.”

"What do you want?' Julian whispered. Then with acertain clumsiness, he added, "With me."

Theman remained Slent for amoment, asmile building.

"Who am 1?" he asked suddenly. "Ideas? Do you have any?'

Julian gulped a breath, then said, ™Y ou work for the government.” Hisvoice wastesty, pained. "And |
don't know why you're following me!™

Blaine didn't offer answers. Instead he warned his audience, "The border isalot harder to pierce than
you think."

"Isit?"

"Humansaren't fools," Blaine reminded him. "After al, they designed the technologies used by the Nedts,
and they've had just aslong as you to improve on old tricks."

"Peoplein the world are getting dumber,” said Julian. "Y ou told me that."

"And those same people are very scared, very focused,” his opponent countered. "Their bordersare a
priority to them. Y ou are their top priority. And even if your thought processes are accelerated a
thousandfold, they've got Alswho can blister you in any race of intellect. At least for the time being, they

Shoot him, an inner voice urged.

Y et Julian did nothing, waiting silently, hoping to be saved from this onerous chore.

"You can't cross into Canadawithout me," Blainetold him.

"I know what happened..." dulian felt the gun's barrel adjusting itself as his hands grew tired and dropped
dightly. "Up in North Dakota...we know dl about it..."

It was Blaine'sturn to keep silent.

Again, Julian asked, "Who are you? Just tel methat much.”



"Y ou haven't guessed it, have you?" The round face seemed genuinely disappointed. "Not even in your
wildest dreams.."

"And why help us?" Julian muttered, saying too much.

"Becausein thelong run, heping you hepsme."

"How?'

Slence

"We don't have any wedlth," Julian roared. "Our homes were destroyed. By you, for al | know —"

The man laughed loudly, smirking as he began to turn away. ™Y ou've got sometime left. Think about the
possbilities, and well talk again.”

Julian tugged on the trigger. Just once.

Eighteen shells pierced the back of Blaine's head, then worked down the wide back, devastating every
organ even asthelifeless body crumpled. Even ahuge man falsfast, Julian observed. Then herose,
walking on weak legs, and with hisown am, he emptied therest of hisclip into the gore.

It was easy, pumping in thosefina shots.

What's more, shooting the dead carried an odd, unexpected satisfaction — which was probably the
same satisfaction that the terrorists had felt when their tiny bomb destroyed ahundred million soulless
mechines

With every refugee watching, Julian cut open the womb with [aser shears.

Julian Jr. was born afew seconds after two-thirty A.M., and the audience, desperate for agood
celebration, nearly buried the baby with gifts and sweet words. Y et nobody could spoil him like hisfather
could. For the next few hours, Julian pestered hisfirst son with love and praise, working with amanic
energy tofill every need, every whim. And his quest to be a perfect father only grew worse. The sun was
beginning to show itsalf; Canada was waiting over the horizon; but Julian was oblivious, hunched over the
toddler with sparkling toysin both hands, his never-pretty voice trying to sing a child's song, nothing half
asimportant in thisworld as making his son giggle and amile...!

They weren't getting past the border. Their enemies were too clever, and too paranoid. Julian could smell
the inevitable, but because he didn't know what else to do, he went through the motions of smiling for the



President and the public, saying the usua brave words whenever it was demanded of him.

Sometimes Julian took his boy for long fides around the lifeboat. During one journey, awoman knelt and
happily teased the baby, then looked up at the famous man, mentioning in an off-handed way, "Well get
to our new homejugt in time for himto grow into it."

Those words gnawed at Julian, athough he was helplessto explain why.

By then the sun had risen, its brilliant light sweeping across a deepy border town. Instead of crossing a
Detroit, the refugees had abandoned the Tollway, taking an old highway north to Port Huron. It would be
easer here, wasthelogic. The prayer. Gazing out the universal window, Julian looked at the boarded up
homes and abandoned businesses, cars parked and forgotten, weeds growing in every yard, every crack.
The border citieshad lost most of their peoplein the last year-plus, he recalled. It was too easy and too
accepted, this business of crossing into aland whereit was till legal to be remade. In another year, most
of the United States would ook thisway, unless the government took more drastic measures such as
closing its borders, or worse, invading its wrong-minded neighbors...!

Julian felt adeep chill, shuddering.

That's when he suddenly understood. Everything. And in the next few seconds, after much thought, he
knew precisdly what he had to do.

Assuming therewas il time...

A dozen carswerelined up in front of the customs station. The Buick had dipped in behind acoupleona
motorcycle. Only one examination station was open, and every traveler was required to first declare his
intentions, then permanently give up his citizenship. It would be along wait. The driver turned the engine
off, watching the Marines and Tech officids a work, everything about them relentlesdy professiond.
Three more cars pulled up behind him, including a Tokamak, and he happened to glance at the rearview
screen when Blaine climbed out, walking with a genuine bounce, approaching on the right and rapping on
the passenger window with one fat knuckle, then stooping down and smiling through the glass, proving
that he had made aremarkabl e recovery since being murdered.

Julian unlocked the door for him.

With aheavy grunt, Blaine pulled himsdlf in and shut the door, then gave his companion aquick wink.

Julian wasn't surprised. If anything, he was rdlieved, telling his companion, "I think | know what you are.”

"Good," said Blaine. "And what do your friendsthink?'



"l don't know. | never told them." Julian took the steering whedl in both hands. "1 was afraid that if | did,
they wouldn't believe me. They'd think | was crazy, and dangerous. And they wouldn't let me come
here"

The linewas moving, jerking forward one car-length. Julian started the Buick and crept forward, then
turned it off again.

With agenuine fondness, Blaine touched him on a shoulder, commenting, Y our friends might pull you
back into their world now. Have you thought of that?*

"Sure," said Julian. "But for the next few seconds, they'll be too confused to make any big decisons.”

Lake Huron lay on Blain€'sleft, vast and deeply blue, and he studied the picket boats that dotted the
water, brigtling with lasers that did nothing but flip back and forth, back and forth, incinerating any flying
object that appeared even remotely suspicious.

"Sotel me" he asked his companion, "why do you think I'm here?!

Julian turned his body, the cultured leather squeaking beneath him. Gesturing at Port Huron, he said, "li
these trends continue, everything's going to look that way soon. Empty. Abandoned. Humanswill have
amogt vanished from thisworld, which meansthat perhaps someone el se could move in without too
much trouble. They'll find houses, and good roads to drive on, and a communication system aready in
place. Readymade lives, and practicaly freefor thetaking.”

"What sort of someone?’

"That's what suddenly occurred to me." Julian took a deep breeth, then said, "Humans are making
themsdves smdler, and faster. But what if something other than humansis doing the same thing? Wheat if
theré's something in the universe that's huge, and very dow by human standards, but intelligent
nonetheless. Maybeit livesin cold places between the stars. Maybe somewhere e se. The point is, this
other speciesisundergoing asimilar kind of transformation. It's making itself athousand times smdler,
and athousand times quicker, which putsit roughly equd to this" Thefrail face was smiling, and helifted
his hands from the whed. "Hesh and blood, and bone... these are the high-technology materidsthat build
your verson of microchined"

Blaine winked again, saying, "Y ou're probably right. If you'd explained it that way, your little friends
would have labeled you insane.”

"Butam| right?'

There was no reason to answer him directly. "What about me, Mr. Winemaster? How do you look at
me?'



"Y ou want to help us" Julian suddenly winced, then shuddered. But he didn't mention it, saying, "I
assumethat you have different abilities than we do...that you can get us past their sensors—"

"Is something wrong, Mr. Winemaster?*

"My friends...they're trying to take control of thisbody..."

"Can you ded with them?”

"For another minute. | changed al the control codes." Again, hewinced. "Y ou don't want the government
aware of you, right." And you're trying to help steer us and them away from war...during this period of
trangtion—"

"Theway we seeit," Blaine confessed, "the chance of aworldwide cataclysmisjust about onein three,
and worsening.”

Julian nodded, hisface contorting in agony. "If | accept your help...?"

"Then I'll need yours." He set abroad hand on Julian's neck. ™Y ou've done aremarkable job hiding
yoursaves. Y ou and your friends are in this car, but my tools can't tell me where. Not without moretime,
at least. And that'stimewe don't have..."

Julian giffened, his cothesingtantly soaked with perspiration.

Quietly, quickly, hesaid, "But if you're redly agovernment agent...here to fool meinto telling
you...everything....?"

"I'm not," Blaine promised.

A second examingtion station had just opened; people were maneuvering for position, leaving agap in
front of them.

Julian started his car, pulling forward. "If | do tell you...wherewe are...they'll think that 1've betrayed
them...!"

The Buick's anticollison system engaged, bringing them to an aorupt stop.

"Ligten,” said Blaine. "Y ou've got only afew secondsto decide—"



"I know..."

"Where, Mr. Winemaster? Where?"

"Julian," he said, wincing again.

"dulian."

A glint of pride showed in the eyes. "We're not...in the car...” Then the eyes grew enormous, and Julian
tried shouting the answer....his mind suddenly losing its grip on that tiny, lovely mouith...

Blaine swung with hisright fist, shattering a cheekbone with hisfirst, blow, killing the body before the last
blow.

By the time the Marines had surrounded the car, itsinterior was painted with gore, and in horror, the
soldiers watched as the madman — he couldn't be anything but insane— camly rolled down hiswindow
and smiled with ablood-rimmed mouth, teling hisaudience, "I had to kill him. He's Satan.”

A hardened lieutenant looked in at the victim, torn open like asack, and she shivered, moaning aoud for
the poor man.

With perfect cam, Blaine declared, "1 had to eat his heart. That's how you kill Satan. Don't you know?"

For disobeying orders, the President declared Julian atraitor, and she oversaw histria and conviction.
The entire process took less than aminute. His quarters were remodeled to serve as hisprison cdll. Inthe
next ten minutes, three separate attempts were made on hislife. Not everyone agreed with the court's
sentence, it seemed. Which was understandable. Contact with the outside world had been lost the instant
Winemagter died. Therefugees and their lifeboat werelost in every kind of darkness. At any moment, the
Tech specidists would throw them into a decontamination unit, and they would evaporate without
warning. And all because they'd entrusted themselves to an old DNA-born human who never redly
wanted to be Transmutated in the first place, according to at least one of hisformer lovers...

Ogtenghly for security reasons, Julian wasn't permitted vistors.

Not even his young son could be brought to him, nor was he alowed to see so much as a picture of the

boy.

Julian spent hiswaking moments pacing back and forth in the dim light, trying to exhaust himsdlf, then
faling into ahard deep, too tired to dream at all, if hewaslucky...



Beforethefirst hour wasfinished, he had lost dl track of time.

After ninefull days of rdentlessisolation, the universe had shriveled until nothing existed but hiscell, and
him, his memoriesindigtinguishable from fantases.

On the tenth day, the cell door opened.

A young man stepped in, and with astranger'svoice, he said, "Father.”

"Who areyou?' asked Julian.

His son didn't answer, giving him the urgent newsinstead. "Mr. Blaine finally made contact with us,
explaining what he is and what's happened so far, and what will happen...!"

Confusion wrestled with afledging sense of relief.

"He's from between the stars, just like you guessed, Father. And he's been found insane for your murder.
Though of course you're not dead. But the government believes there was a Julian Winemagter, and it's
holding Blainein a Detroit hospita, and he's holding us. His metabolism is augmenting our energy
production, and when nobody's watching, hell connect uswith the outsde world.”

Julian couldn't imagine such awild story: It had to be truel

"When theworld is safe, in ayear or two, hell act cured or helll escape — whatever is necessary — and
hell carry us wherever we want to go.”

The old man sat on his bed, suddenly exhausted.

"Wherewould you like to go, Father?

"Out that door," Julian managed. Then awondrous thought took him by surprise, and he grinned, saying,
"No, | want to belike Blaine was. | want to live between the stars, to be huge and cold, and dow...

"Not today, maybe...

"But soon...definitely soon...!"



* * * %
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LUYTEN 726-8 COMETARY HALO — AD 2303

T

he two of them crouched in atunnd of filthy ice, bulky in spacesuits. Fifty metres down the tunne the
sarvitor straddled the bore on skeletd |egs, tranamitting atherma image onto their visors.

Irravel jumped whenever the noise shifted into something human, cradling her gun nervoudy.

“Damnthisthing,” shesaid. “Hardly get my finger round thetrigger.”

“It can’t read your blood, Captain.” Markarian, next to her, managed not to sound asif he was stating
the obvious. “Y ou have to set the override to female.”



Of course. Belatedly, remembering the training session on Fand where they’ d been shown how to use the
weapons— months of subjective time ago; years of worldtime— Irravel told the gun to reshape itsdlf.
The memory-plagtic casing squirmed in her gloves to something more managesble. It fill felt wrong.

“How arewedoing?’

“Lagt teamsin pogtion. That'sdl thetunnels covered. They'll haveto fight their way in.”

“I think that might well be on the agenda.”

“Maybe s0.” Markarian sighted along hisweapon like asniper. “But they' |l get asurprise when they
reach the cargo.”

True: the ship had sedled the deeper chambersthe instant the pirates had arrived near the comet.

Counter-intrusion wegponry would serioudy inconvenience anyone trying to break in, unlessthey had the
right authorization. And there, Irravel knew, was the problem; the thing she would rather not have had to
ded with.

“Markarian,” Irravel said. “If we re taken prisoner, there' sachancethey’ Il try and make us give up the
codes.”

“Don’t think that hasn’t crossed my mind aready.” Markarian rechecked some aspect of hisgun.

“I won't let you down, Irravel.”

“It'snot aquestion of letting me down,” she said, carefully.

“It' swhether or not we betray the cargo.”

“I know.” For amoment they studied each other’ s faces through their visors, acknowledging what had
once been more than professiond friendship; the shared knowledge that they would kill each other rather



than place the cargo in harm’sway.

Their ship wastheramliner Hirondelle. She was damaged; lashed to the comet for repair.

Improbably deek for a creature of vacuum, her four-kilometer-long conic hull tapered to a needlesharp
prow and sprouted trumpet-shaped engines from two swept-back spars at therear. It had been Irravel’s
first captaincy: aroutine 17-year hop from Fand, in the Lacaille 9352 system, to Y dlowstone, around
Epsilon Eridani — with 20,000 reeferdegp colonists. What had gone wrong should only have happened
oncein athousand trips. aspeck of interstellar dust had dipped through the ship’ s screen of anti-collision
lasers and punched a cavernous hole in the ablative ice-shild, vaporizing a quarter of its mass. With a
massively reduced likelihood of surviving another collison, the ship had automaticaly steered toward the
nearest system capable of supplying repair materials.

Luyten 726-8 had been no on€ sidea of awe coming destination. No human colonies had flourished
there. All that remained were droves of scavenging machines sent out by various superpowers. The ship
had locked into a scavenger’ shoming signa, eventualy coming within visua range of the inert comet
which the machine had made its home, and which ought to have been chequered with resupply materids.
But when Irravel had been revived from reeferd eep, what she’ d found in place of the expected goods
were only acres of barren comet.

“Dear God,” she'd sad. “Do we deserve this?’

Y et, after afew days, despair became stedly resolve. The ship couldn’t safely travel anywhere else, so
they would have to process the supplies themsdves, doing the work of the malfunctioning surveyor. It
would mean stripping the ship just to make the machines to mine and shape the cometary ice— years of
work by any estimate. That hardly mattered. The detour had already added years to the mission.

Irravel ordered the rest of her crew — al 90 of them — to be warmed, and then delegated tasks, mostly
programming. Servitorswere not particularly intelligent outsde of their desgnated functions. She
considered activating the other machines she carried as cargo — the greenfly terraformers— but that cut
againg al her ingtincts. Greenfly machines were VVon Neumann breeders, unlike the serile servitors. They
were ahundred times cleverer. She would only consder using them if the cargo was placed inimmediate
danger.

“If you won't unleash the greenflies,” Markarian said, “at least think about waking the Conjoiners. There
may only be four of them, but we could use their expertise.”

“I don't trust them. | never liked theidea of carrying them in thefirst place. They unsettle me.”



“I don't like them either, but I’ m willing to bury my prejudicesif it meansfixing the ship faster.”

“Wadll, that’ swhere we differ. I’m not, so don’t raise the subject again.”

“Yes” Markarian said, and only when its omission was insolently clear did he bother adding:

“Captain.”

Eventually the Conjoiners ceased to be an issue, when the work was clearly under way and proceeding
normaly. Most of the crew were able to return to reeferdeep. Irravel and Markarian stayed awake a
little longer, and even after they’ d gone under, they woke every seven monthsto review the status of the
works. It began to look asif they would succeed without ass stance.

Until the day they were woken out of schedule, and a dark, grapple-shaped ship was amaost upon the
comet. Not an interstellar ship, it must have come from somewhere nearby — probably within the same
halo of comets around Luyten 726-8. Its sllence was not encouraging.

“I think they’re pirates,” Irravel said. “1’ ve heard of one or two other ships going missing near here, and it
was always put down to accident.”

“Why did they wait so long?’

“They had no choice. There are billions of comets out here, but they’ re never less than light-hours apart.
That'salong way if you only have in-system engines. They must have a base somewhere eseto keep
watch, maybe light-weeks from here, like aspider with avery wide web.”

“What do we do now?’

Irravel gritted her teeth. “ Do what anything does when it gets stuck in the middle of aweb. Fight back.”

But the Hirondelle's minimal defences only scratched againgt the enemy ship. Oblivious, it fired
penetrators and winched closer. Dozens of crab-shaped machines swarmed out and dropped below the



comet’s horizon, impacting with seismic thuds. After afew minutes, sensorsin the furthest tunnels
registered intruders. Only ahandful of crew had been woken. They broke guns out of the armoury —
small arms designed for pacification in the unlikely event of ashipboard riot — and then established
defensve pogitionsin al the cometary tunnels.

Nervoudy now, Irravel and Markarian advanced round the tunnel’ s bend, cleated shoes whispering
through ice barely more substantia than smoke. They had to keep their suit exhausts from touching the
wallsif they didn’t want to get blown back by superheated steam. Irravel jumped again at the pattern of
photons on her visor and then forced cam, telling herself it was another mirage.

Except thistime it stayed.

Markarian opened fire, squeezing rounds past the servitor. It lurched aside, agaping hole in its carapace.
Black crabs came round the bend, encrusted with sensors and guns. Thefirst reached the ruined servitor
and dismembered it with ease. If only there' d been time to activate and program the greenfly machines
— they’ d have ripped through the pirates like ahost of furies, treating them as terraformable matter.

And maybe ustoo, Irravel thought.

Something flashed through the clouds of steam; an €lectromagnetic pulse that turned Irravel’ s suit
duggish, asif every joint had corroded. The whine of the circulator died to sllence, leaving only her
frenzied breathing. Something pressed againgt her backpack. She turned dowly around, wary of faling
againg thewalls. There were crabs everywhere. The chamber in which they’ d been cornered was littered
with the bodies of the other crew members; pink trail of blood on ice reaching from other tunnels. They’d
been killed and dragged here.

Two wordsjumped to mind: kill yoursdlf. But first she had to kill Markarian, in case he lacked the nerve
himsdlf. She couldn’t see hisface through hisvisor. That was good. Painfully, she pointed the gun
towards him and squeezed the trigger. But instead of firing, the gun shivered in her hands, stowing itself
into aquarter of itsoperationa volume. “ Thank you for using thiswegpon system,” it said cheerfully.

Irravel let it drift to the ground.

A new voiceragped in her helmet. “If you' re thinking of surrendering, now might not be abad time.”

“Bagtard,” Irravel said, softly.



“Really the best you can manage?’ The language was Canasian — what Irravel and Markarian had
spoken on Fand — but heavily accented, asif the native tongue was Norte or Russish, or spoken with an
impediment. “Bastard’ s quite acompliment compared to some of things my clients come up with.”

“Givemetime I’ll work onit.”

“Pogtive attitude— that’ sgood.” Thelid of acrab hinged up, reveaing the proneform of amanina
mesh of motion-sensors. He crawled from the mesh and stepped onto the ice, wearing a spacesuit
formed from segmented meta plates. Totems had been welded to the armour, around holographic
starscapesinfested with serpentine monsters and scantily-clad maidens.

“Who areyou?’

“Captain Run Seven.” He stepped closer, examining her suit nameplate. “But you can call me Seven,
Irravel Veda.”

“I hopeyou burnin hell, Seven.”

Seven smiled — she could see the curve of hisgrin through hisvisor; the oddly upturned nogtrils of his
nose aboveit. “I’m sensing some negativity here, Irravel. | think we need to put that behind us, don’t
you?”

Irravel looked at her murdered adjutants. “Maybeif you tell me which onewasthetraitor.”

“Traitor?’

“Y ou seemed to have no difficulty finding us”

“Actudly, you found us.” 1t wasawoman’ svoicethistime. “We use lures— tampering with commercia
beacons, like the scavenger’s.” She emerged from one of the other attack machines, wearing a suit
smilar to Seven's, except that it displayed the testosterone-saturated male analogues of his
space-maidens; al rippling torsos and chromed codpieces.



“Wreckers,” Irravd breathed.

“Y eah. Ships homein on the beacons, then find they ain’t going anywhere in ahurry. We movein from
thehao.”

“Disclosedl our confidentia practiceswhileyou'reat it, Mirsky,” Seven said.

She glared at him through her visor. “Vedawould have figured it out.”

“We ll never know now, will we?’

“What doesit matter?’ she said. “Gonnakill them anyway, aren’t you?’

Seven flashed an arc of teeth filed to points and waved a hand towards the female pirate. “ Allow meto
introduce Mirsky, our loose-tongued but efficient information retrieval specidist. She' sgoing to take you
on alittle trip down memory lane; seeif we can't remember those access codes.”

“What codes?’

“It'Il come back to you,” Seven said.

They were taken through the tunnels, past half-assembled mining machines, onto the surface and then into
the pirate ship. The ship was huge: most of it living space. Cramped corridors snaked through
hydroponics galleries of spring wheet and dwarf papaya, strung with xenon lights. The ship hummed
congtantly with carbon dioxide scrubbers, the fetid air making Irravel sneeze. There were children
everywhere, frowning at the captives. The pirates obvioudy had no reeferd egp technology: they stayed
warm the whole time, and some of the children Irravel saw had probably been born after the Hirondelle
had arrived here.

They arrived at apair of interrogation rooms where they were separated. Irravel’ sroom held acouch
converted from an old command sedt, till carrying warning decals. A console stood in one corner.
Painted torture scenes fought for wallspace with racks of surgica equipment; drills, blades and ratcheted
contraptions speckled with rust.



Irravel breethed deeply. Hyperventilation could have an anaesthetic effect. Her conditioning would in any
case create a state of detachment: the pain would be no lessintense, but shewould fed it at one remove.

She hoped.

The pirates fiddled with her suit, confused by the modern design, until they stripped her down to her
shipboard uniform. Mirsky leant over her. She was smal-boned and dark skinned, dirty hair risngina
topknot, eyes mismatched shades of azure. Something clung to the side of her head abovetheleft ear; a
dlver box with winking status lights. Shefixed acrown to Irravel’ s head, then made adjustments on the
console.

“Decided yet?’ Captain Run Seven said, sauntering into the room. He was unlatching his helmet.

“What?’

“Which of our portfolio of interrogation packages you' re going to opt for.”

She waslooking at hisface now. It wasn't really human. Seven had man’s bulk and shape, but there was
at least as much of the pig in hisface. His nose was a snout, his earstwo tapered flaps framing ahairless
pink skull. Pae eyes evinced anima cunning.

“What the hell are you?’

“Excdlent question,” Seven said, clicking afinger in her direction. His bare hand was dark skinned and
feminine. “To be honest, | don't really know. A genetics experiment, perhaps? Was| the seventh failure,
or the first success?’

“Areyou sure you want an honest answer on that?’

Heignored her. “All | know isthat I’ ve been here— in the halo around Luyten 726-8 — for aslong as |
can remember.”

“ Someone sent you here?’



“In atiny automated spacecraft; perhaps an old lifepod. The ship’s governing personality raised me as
wel| asit could; attempted to make of me awell-rounded individual.” Seven trailed off momentarily.
“Eventualy | wasfound by apassing ship. | staged what might be termed a hostile takeover bid. From
then on I’ ve had an organization largely recruited from my client base.”

“You'reinsane. It might have worked once, but it won’t work with us.”

“Why should you be any different?’

“Neural conditioning. | treat the cargo as my offspring —all 20,000 of them. | can't betray them in any
W@/_”

Seven amiled hispiggy smile. “ Funny; the last dient thought that too.”

Sometime later Irravel woke aonein areeferdeep casket. She remembered only disocated episodes of
interrogation. There was the memory of akind of sacrifice, and, later, of the worst terror she could
imagine — 0 intense that she could not bring its cause to mind. Underpinning everything wasthe
certainty that she had not given up the codes.

So why was she dtill dive?

Everything was quiet and cold. Once she was able to move, she found a suit and wandered the
Hirondelle until she reached aporthole. They were till lashed to the comet. The other craft was gone;
presumably en route back to the base in the halo where the pirates must have had alarger ship.

Shelooked for Markarian, but there was no sign of him.

Then she checked the 20-deeper chambers; the thousand-berth dormitories. The chamber doors were
all open. Most of the deeperswere still there. They’ d been butchered, carved open for implants, minds
pulped by destructive memory-trawling devices. The horror wastoo greet for any recognizable emotiona
response. The conditioning made each death fed like a stolen part of her.

Y et something kept her on the edge of sanity: the discovery that 200 deepers were missing.



There was no sign that they’ d been butchered like the others, which | eft the possibility that they’ d been
abducted by the pig. It was madness; it would not begin to compensate for the loss of the others— but
her psychology alowed no other line of thought.

She could find them again.

Her plan was disarmingly smple. It crystalized in her mind with the darity of adivinevison. It would be
done.

She would repair the ship. She would hunt down Seven. She would recover the deepersfrom him. And
enact whatever retribution she deemed fit.

She found the chamber where the four Conjoiners had dept, well avay from the main dormitories, in part
of the ship where the pirates were not likely to have wandered. She was hoping she could revive them
and seek their assstance. There seemed no way they could make things worse for her.

But her hopes faded when she saw the scorch marks of weapon blasts around the bulkhead; the door
forced.

She stepped inside anyway.

They’ d been asect on Mars, origindly; aclique of cyberneticists with a particular fondnessfor

s f-experimentation. In 2190 their final experiment had involved distributed processng — dlowing their
enhanced mindsto merge into one massively parald neurd net. The resultant event — a permanent,
irrevocable escdation to a new mode of consciousness— was known as the Transenlightenment.

There d been awar, of course.

Demarchists had long seen both sides. They used neura augmentation themselves, policed so that they
never gpproached the Conjoiner threshold. They’ d brokered the peace, defusing the suspicion around
the Conjoiners. Conjoiners had fudled Demarchist expansion from Europawith their technol ogies, fused
in the white-heat of Transenlightenment. Four of them were along as observers because the Hirondelle
used their ramscoop drives.



Irrave ill didn't trust them.

And maybeit didn’t matter. The reeferd eep units— fluted caskets like streamlined coffins— were
riddled with blast holes. Grimacing againgt the smell, Irravel examined the remainsinsde. They’'d been
cut open, but the pirates seemed to have abandoned the job hafway through, not finding the kinds of
implants they were expecting. And maybe not even recognizing that they were dealing with anything other
than norma humans, Irrave thought — especidly if the pirateswho' d done this hadn’t been among
Seven’' s more experienced crew members; just trigger-happy thugs.

She examined thefinal casket; the one furthest from the door. It was damaged, but not so badly asthe
others. The digplay cartouches were still dive, apatinaof frost till adhering to the casket’slid. The
Conjoiner ingde looked intact: the pirates had never reached him. Sheread his nameplate: Remontoire.

“Yeah, he saliveone,” said avoice behind Irravel. “Now back off real dow.”

Heart racing, Irravel did as she wastold. Sowly, she turned around, facing the woman whose voice she
recognized.

“Mirsky?’ shesad.

“Yeah, it'syour lucky day.” Mirsky waswearing her suit, but without the helmet, making her head seem
shrunken in the moat of her neck-ring. She had agun on Irrave, but the way she pointed it was
half-hearted, asif thiswas astage in their relationship she wanted to get over as quickly as possible.

“What the hell are you doing here?’

“Same asyou, Veda. Trying to figure out how much shit we'rein; how hard it' [l beto get thisship
moving again. Guess we had the same idea about the Conjoiners. Seven went berserk when he heard
they’d been killed, but | figured it was worth checking how thorough the job had been.”

“Stop; dow down. Start at the beginning. Why aren’t you with Seven?’

Mirsky pushed past her and consulted the reeferdeep indicators. “ Seven and me had afdling out. Fill in
the rest yoursdf.” With quick jabs of her free hand she caled up different display modes, frowning a
each. “ Shit, thisain't gonna be easy. If we wake the guy without histhree friends, he' sgonnabe



psychatic; no usetousat al.”

“What kind of faling out?’

“Seven reckoned | was holding back too much in the interrogation; not putting you through enough hell.”
She scratched at the silver box on the side of her head. * Maybe we can wake him, then fake the
cybernetic presence of hisfriends— what do you think?’

“Why am | il dive, if Seven brokeinto the deeper chambers? Why are you Hill dive?’

“Seven’sasadist. Abandonment’ s more his style than a quick and clean execution. Asfor you, the pig
cut aded with your second-in-command.”

Theimplication of that sunk in. “Markarian gave him the codes?’

“Itwasn't you, Veda”

Strange relief flooded Irravel. She could never be absolved of the crime of losing the cargo, but at least
her degree of complicity had lessened.

“But that was only hdf the dedl,” Mirsky continued. “ The rest was Seven promising not to kill you if
Markarian agreed to join the Hideyoshi, our main ship.” Shetold Irravel that there d been atransmitter
rigged to her reeferd eep unit, so that Markarian would know shewas il dive.

“Seven must have known he wastaking arisk leaving both of usdive.”

“A pretty smdl one. The ship’sin pieces and Seven will assume neither of us hasthe brainsto patch it
back together.” Mirsky dipped the gun into a holster. “ But Seven assumed the Conjoiners were dead.
Big mistake. Once we figure away to wake Remontoire safely, he can help usfix the ship; make it faster
too.”

“You've got thisal worked out, haven't you?’



“More or less. Something tells me you aren’t absol utely ready to start trusting me, though.”

“Sorry, Mirsky, but you don’t make the world’ s most convincing turncoat.”

She reached up with her free hand, gripping the box on the side of her head. “Know what thisis? A
loyaty-shunt. Makes smian stem cdlls, pumpsthem into the internd carotid artery, just abovethe
cavernous sinus. They jump the blood-brain barrier and build awhole bunch of transient structurestied to
primate dominance hierarchies, dpha-male shit. That's how Seven had us under his command — hewas
King Monkey. But I’ ve turned it off now.”

“That’ s supposed to reassure me?’

“No, but maybethiswill.”

Mirsky tugged at the box, ripping it away from the side of her head in curds of blood.

* * % %

LUYTEN 726-8 COMETARY HALO — AD 2309

Irravel felt the Hirondelle turn like a compass needle. The ramscoops gasped at interstellar gas, sucking
lone atoms of cosmic hydrogen from cubic metres of vacuum. The engines spat twin beams of thrust,
pressing Irrave into her seat with two gees of acceleration. Hardly moving now, gill intheloca frame of
the cometary halo, but in only six months she would be nudging lightspeed.

Her seqt floated on aboom in the middle of the dodecahedrd bridge. “Map,” Irravel said, and was
suddenly drowning in tars; an immense 30-light-year-wide projection of human settled space, centred
onthe First System.

“There sthe bastard,” Mirsky said, pointing from her own hovering seet, her voice only dightly strained
under the gee-load. “Map; give us projection of the Hideyoshi’ s vector, and plot our intercept.”

The pirate ship’sicon was till very closeto Luyten 726-8; lessthan atenth of alight-year out.



They had not seen Seven until now. Thethrust from his ship was so tightly focused that it had taken until
now for the widening beams of the exhaust to sweep over Hirondelle's sensors. But now they knew
where he was headed. A dashed lineindicated the likely course, arrowing right through the map’s heart
and out towards the system Lalande 21185. Now came the intercept vector, a neartangent which diced
Seven's course beyond Sol.

“When doesit happen?’ Irravel said.

“Depends on how much attention Seven’ s paying to what's coming up behind him, for atart, and what
kind of evasive sunts he can pull.”

“Most of my simulations predict an intercept between 2325 and 2330,” Remontoire said.

Irravel savoured the dates. Even for someone trained to fly a starship between systems, they sounded
uncomfortably like the future.

“Areyou sureit’s him — not just some other ship that happened to be waiting in the halo?’

“Trust me,” Mirsky said. “I can smell the swinefrom here”

“She'sright,” Remontoire said. “ The destination makes perfect sense. Seven was prohibited from staying
here much longer, once the number of missing ships became too large to be explained away as accidents.
Now he must seek awell-settled system to profit from what he has stolen.”

The Conjoiner looked completely norma at first glance— abad man wearing aship’ suniform, his
expression placid — but then one noticed the unnatura bulge of his skull, covered only in afuzz of baby
hair. Mogt of hisglid cells had been supplanted by machines which served the same Structurd functions
but which aso performed specidized cybernetic duties, like interfacing with other commune partners or
externa machinery. Even the organic neuronesin his brain were now webbed together by artificia
connections which alowed transmission speeds of kilometres per second; factors of ten faster than in
normal brains. Only the problem of dispersing waste heat denied the Conjoiners even faster modes of

thought.

It was seven years since they’ d woken him. Remontoire had not dedlt well with the murder of histhree
compatriots, but Irravel and Mirsky had managed to keep him sane by feeding input into the glia



machines, crudely smulating rapport with other commune members. “It provides the kind of comfort to
methat aghost limb offersan amputee,” Remontoire had said. “ Anillusion of wholeness— but no
substitute for theredl thing.”

“What more canwe do?’ Irravel said.

“Return me to another commune with al speed.”

Irravel had agreed, provided Remontoire hel ped with the ship.

He hadn't let her down. Under his supervison, haf the ship’s mass had been sacrificed, permitting twice
the acceleration. They had dug avault in the comet, lined it with support systems, and entombed what
remained of the cargo. The deegperswere nominaly dead — there was no red expectation of reviving
them again, even if medicineimproved in the future— but Irravel had nonetheless set servitorsto tend
the dead for however long it took, and programmed the beacon to lure another ship, thistimeto pick up
the dead. All that had taken years, of course— but it had a so taken Seven as much timeto crossthe
halo to hisbase; time again to show himsdf.

“Be so much easier if you didn’t want the others back,” Mirsky said. “ Then we could just dam past the
pig at relativigtic peed and hit him with seven kinds of shit.” Shewas very proud of the weaponsshe'd
built into the ship, copied from pirate designs with Remontoire s help.

“| want the deepers back,” Irravel said.

“And Markarian?’

“He'smine,” shesaid, after due consideration. “Y ou get the pig.”

* * % %

NEAR LALANDE 21185 — AD 2328

Relativity squeezed stars until they bled colour. Half akilometre ahead, the Side of Seven’ s ship raced
toward Irrave like atsunami.



The Hideyoshi was the same shape as the Hirondelle; honed less by human whim than the edicts of
physics. But the Hideyoshi was heavier, with awider cross-section, incgpable of matching the
Hirondelle' s acceleration or of pushing so closeto C. It had taken years, but they’ d caught up with
Seven, and now the attack wasin progress.

Irravel, Mirsky and Remontoire wore thruster-pack-equipped suits, of the type used for ingpections
outside the ship, with added armour and weapons. Painted for effect, they looked like mechanized
Samurai. Another 47 suits were daved to theirs, acting as decoys. They’ d crossed 50,000 kilometres of
space between the ships.

“Y ou're sure Seven doesn’'t have any defence?’ Irravel had asked, not long after waking from
reeferdeep.

“Only the in-system ship had any firepower,” Mirsky said. Shelooked older now; new lines engraved
under her eyes. “That’ s because no one' s ever been insane enough to contempl ate storming another ship
ininterstellar space.”

“Until now.”

But it wasn't so stupid, and Mirsky knew it. Matching velocities with another ship was only aquestion of
being faster; squeezing fractionally closer to lightspeed. It might take time, but sooner or later the distance
would be closed. And it had taken time, none of which Mirsky had spent in reeferdeep. Partly it was
because she lacked the right implants— ripped out in infancy when she was captured by Seven. Partly it
was adistagte for the very idea of being frozen, indtilled by years of pirate upbringing. But aso because
she wanted time to refine her weapons. They had fired asavo againgt the enemy before crossing spacein
the suits, softening up any weapons buried in hisice and opening holesinto the Hideyoshi’ s interior.

Now Irravel’svison blurred, her suit dowing itsef before damming into theice.

Whiteness swallowed her.

For amoment she couldn’t remember what she was doing here. Then awareness came and she dithered
back up the tunndl excavated on her fall, until she reached the surface of the Hideyoshi’s ice-shield.

“Veda— you intact?’



Her armour’ s shoulder-mounted comm laser found aline-of-sight to Mirsky. Mirsky was 20 or 30
metres away, around the ship’ slazy circumference, balancing on aledge of ice. Walls of it Sretched
above and below like arockface, lit by the glare from the engines. Decoys were arriving by the second.

“I'mdive” Irravel said. “Where sthe entry point?’

“Couple of hundred metres upship.”

“Damn. | wanted to comein closer. Remontoire s out of line-of-sght. How much fud do youhave left?’

“Scarcely enough to take the chill off apenguin’sdick.”

Mirsky raised her arms above her head and fired linesinto the ice, rocketing out from her deeves.

Bdly diding againg the shidld, she retracted the lines and hauled hersdlf upship.

Irravel followed. They’d burned dl their fuel crossing between the two ships, but that was part of the
plan. If they didn’'t have achanceto raid Seven’ sreserves, they’ d just kick themselvesinto space and let
the Hirondelle homein onthem.

“Y ou think Seven saw us cross over?”

“Definitely. And you can bet he' s doing something about it, too.”

“Don’'t do anything that might endanger the cargo, Mirsky — no matter how tempting Seven makesit.”

“Would you sacrifice haf the degpersto get the other half back?’

“That’ snot remotely an option.”



Above their heads crevasses opened like eyes. Pirate crabs erupted out, black as night against theice.
Irravel opened fire on the machines. Thistime, with better weapons and real armour, she began to inflict
damage. Behind the crabs, pirates emerged, bulbousin customized armour. Lasers scuffed theice; bright
through gouts of steam. Irravel saw Remontoire now: he was unharmed, and doing his best to shoot the

piratesinto space.

Above, one of Irravel’s shots didodged a pirate.

The Hideyoshi’ s accdleration dropped him towards her. When the impact came she hardly felt it, her
auit’ sguylines staying firm. The pirate folded around her like a broken toy, then bounced back againgt the
ship, pinned there by her suit. He was too close to shoot unless Irravel wanted to blow herself into space.
Digtorted behind glass, hisface shaped aword. She got in closer until their visors were touching. Through
the glass she saw the asymmetric bulge of aloyalty-shunt.

Thefacewas Markarian’'s. At first it seemed like absurd coincidence. Then it occurred to her that Seven
might have sent his newest recruit out to show his mettle. Maybe Seven wouldn't be far behind.
Confronting adversaries was part of the dpha-made inheritance.

“Irravel,” Markarian said, voice laced with static. “I'm glad you' re dive.”

“Don't flatter yourself you'rethereason I'm here, Markarian. | camefor the cargo. Y ou'rejust next on
theligt.”

“What are you going to do — kill me?’

“Do you think you deserve any better than that?’ Irravel adjusted her position. “Or are you going to try
and judtify betraying the cargo?’

He pulled his aged featuresinto asmile. “We made aded, Irravel; the same way you made a deal about
greenfly. But you don't remember that, do you?’

“Maybe | sold the greenfly machinesto the pig,” shesaid. “If | did that, it was acalculated moveto buy
the safety of the cargo. Y ou, on the other hand, cut adeal with Seven to save your neck.”

The other pirates were holding fire, nervoudy marking them. “1 did it to save yours, actudly.



Doesthat make any sense?’ There waswonder in his eyes now. “Did you ever see Mirsky’ s hand? That
was never her own. The pirates swap limbs as badges of rank. They’re very good at connective

urgery.”

“Y ou're not making much sense, Markarian.”

Didodged icerained on them. Irravel looked around in time to see another pirate emerging from a
crevase. She recognized the suit artwork: it was Seven. He wore things, strung around his utility belt in
transparent bags like obscene fruit. She stared at them for afew seconds before their nature clicked into
horrific focus: frozen human heads.

Irravd gifled areaction to vomit.

“Yes” Run Seven sad. “ Ten of your compatriots, recently unburdened of their bodies. But don’t worry
— they’re not harmed in any fundamental sense. Their brains are intact — provided you don’'t warm
them with anill-aimed shot.”

“I’'vegot aclear line of fire,” Mirsky said. “ Just say theword and the bastard’ s an instant anatomy
lesson.”

“Wait,” Irravd said. “Don’'t shoot.”

“Sound business sense, Captain Veda. | see you appreciate the value of these heads.”

“What' s he talking about?’ Mirsky said.

“Their neura patterns can beretrieved.” It was Remontoire speaking now. “We Conjoiners have had the
ability to copy minds onto machine subgtrates for some time now, though we haven't advertised it. But
that doesn’'t matter — there have been experiments on Y ellowstone which approach our early successes.
And these heads aren’t even thinking: only topol ogies need to be mapped, not eectrochemical
processes.”

The pig took one of the heads from hisbelt and held it to eye-leve, for inspection. “ The Conjoiner’s



right. They’re not redlly dead. And they can be yoursif you wish to do business”

“What do you want for them?’

“Markarian, for agart. All that Demarchy expertise makes for avery efficient second-incommand.”

Irravel glanced down at her prisoner. “Y ou can't buy loyalty with abox and afew neura connections.”

“No?Inwhat way do our loyaty-shunts differ from the psychosurgery which your world inflicted on you,
Irravel, yoking your motherhood ingtinct to 20,000 deepers you don't even know by name?’

“We have aded or not?’

“Only if you throw in the Conjoiner aswell.”

Irravel looked at Remontoire; some snake part of her mind weighing options with reptilian detachment.

“No!” hesaid. “You promised!”

“Shut up,” Seven said. “ Or when you do get to rgoin your friends, it’ll bein instadments.”

“I’'msorry,” Irravel said. “I can't lose even ten of the cargo.”

Seven tossed thefirst head down to her. “Now let Markarian go and we' |l see about the rest.”

Irravel looked down at him. “It’ s not over between you and me.”

Then she released him, and he scrambled back up the ice towards Seven.



“Excdlent. Here' sanother head. Now the Conjoiner.”

Irravel issued asubvoca command; watched Remontoire stiffen. “His suit’ s paralysed. Take him.”

Two pirates worked down to him, checked him over and nodded towards Seven. Between them they
hauled him back up theice, vanishing into a crevasse and back up into the Hideyoshi.

“The other eight heads,” Irravel said.

“I"'m going to throw them away from the ship. Y ou'll be able to locate them easily enough. Whilel’'m
doing that, I’'m going to retrest, and you' re going to leave.”

“We could end thisnow,” Mirsky said.

“| need those heads.”

“They redly fucked with your psychology big-time, didn’t they?’ She raised her weapon and began
shooting Seven and the other pirates. Irravel watched her carve up the remaining heads; splintering frozen
bone into the vacuum.

1] No!”

“Sorry,” Mirsky said. “Hadtodoit, Veda”

Seven clutched at his chest, fingers mashing the pulp of the heads, Hill tethered to hisbelt. She'd
punctured his suit. As hetried to stem the damburgt, his face was carved with the intolerable knowledge
that hisreign had just ended.

But something had hit Irrave too.

* k% k %



SYLVESTE INSTITUTE, YELLOWSTONE ORBIT,
EPSILON ERIDANI — AD 2415

“Wheream |7’ Irravel asked. “How am | thinking this?’

The woman’ s voice was the colour of mahogany. “ Somewhere safe. Y ou died on theice, but we got you
back intime.”

“For what?’

Mirsky sighed, asthough this was something she would rather not have had to explain this soon.

“To scan you, just like we did with the frozen heads. Copy you into the ship.”

Maybe she should have felt horror, or indignation, or even relief that some part of her had been spared.
Instead, shejust felt impatience.

“What now?’

“We reworking onit,” Mirsky said.

* k% k %

TRANS-ALDEBARAN SPACE — AD 2673

“We saved her body after shedied,” Mirsky said, wheezing dightly. She found it hard to move around
under what to Irravel wasthe ship’snormal two and ahalf gees of thrust. “ After the battle we brought
her back on board.”

Irravel thought of her mother dying on the other ship, the one they were chasing. For yearsthey had



deliberatdly not narrowed the distance, holding back but not allowing the Hideyoshi to dip from view.

Until now, it hadn’t even occurred to Irravel to ask why.

She looked through the casket’ s window, trying to match her own features against what she saw in the
woman' sface, trying to project her own 15 yearsinto Mother Irravel’ s adulthood.

“Why did you keep her so cold?’

“We had to extract what we could from her brain,” Mirsky said. “Memories and neurd patterns. We
trawled them and stored them in the ship.”

“What good was that?’

“Weknew they’ d comein useful again.”

She' d been cloned from Mother Irravel. They were not identica — no Mixmaster expertise could
duplicate the precise biochemica environment of Mother Irravel’swomb, or the shaping experiences of
early infancy, and their personalities had been scul pted centuries apart, in totaly different worlds. But
they were gill close copies. They even shared memories: scripted into Irravel’ s mind by medichines, so
that she barely noticed each addition to her own experiences.

“Why did you do this?" she asked.

“Because Irravel began something,” Mirsky said. “ Something | promised I’d help her finish.”

* * * %

STORMWATCH STATION, AETHRA, HYADES
TRADE ENVELOPE — AD 2931



“Why areyou interested in our weapons?’ the Nestbuilder asked. “We are not aware of any warswithin
the chordate phylum at this epoch.”

“It' sapersona matter,” Irravel said.

The Nestbuilder hovered ametre above the trade floor, suspended in a column of microgravity.

They were oxygen-breathing arthropods who' d once ascended to spacefaring capability. No longer
intelligent, yet supported by their self-renewing machinery, they migrated from system to system,
congiructing eaborate, space-filling structures from solid diamond. Other Nestbuilder svarmswould
arrive and occasionaly occupy the new nests. There seemed no purpose to this activity, but for tens of
thousands of yearsthey had been host to asmadler, cleverer species known asthe Sugs.

Smal communities of Sugs— anything up to adozen — lived in warm, damp nichesin aNestbuilder's
intricately folded shell. They had long sincelearned how to control the host’ s behaviour and explait its
subservient technol ogy.

Irravel studied aSug now, crawling out from under alip of shell materid.

The thing was amulticdlular invertebrate not much larger than her fist; abag of soft blue protoplasm,
sprouting appendages only when they were needed. A dightly bipolar shadow near one end might have
been its central nervous system, but there hardly seemed enough of it to trap sentience. There were no
obvious sense or communicationa organs, but apulsing filament of blue dime reached back into the
Nestbuilder’ sfold. When the Slug spoke, it did so through the Nestbuilder; arattle of chitin from the
host’ s mouthparts which approximated human language. A hovering jewe connected to the station’s
lexicd database did the ret, rendering the voice camly feminine.

“A persona matter? A vendetta? Then it’strue.” The mouthparts clicked together in what humans
presumed was the symbiotic cresture’ slaughter response. “Y ou are who we suspected.”

“Shedidtdl you her namewas Irrave, guy,” Mirsky said, Sipping black coffee with delicate movements
of the exoskeetd frame she dwaysworein high gravity.

“Among you chordates, the nameis not so unusua now,” the Slug reminded them. “But you do fit the
description, Irravel.”



They were near one of the Sation’s vast picture windows, overlooking Aethral s mighty, roiling cloud
decks, 50 kilometres below. It was getting dark now and the storm players were preparing to start a
show. Irravel saw two of their seeders descending into the clouds; robot craft tethered by anearly
invisiblefilament. The seederswould postion the filament so thet it bridged cloud layerswith different
datic potentids, they’ d then detach and return to Stormwatch, while the filament held itsdf in pogtion by
rippling along itslength. For hundreds of kilometres around, other filaments would have been placed in
carefully selected positions. They were dectricaly isolating now, but a the sormplayer’ s discretion, each
filament would flick over into aconductive state: amassve, choreographed lightning flash.

“I never set out to becomealegend,” Irravel said. “Or amyth, for that matter.”

“Yes. There are o many stories about you, Veda, that it might be smpler to assume you never existed.”

“What makes you think otherwise?’

“Thefact that a chordate who could have been Markarian aso passed thisway, only ayear or so ago.”
The Nestbuilder’ s shdll pigmentation flickered, briefly reveding a picture of Markarian’s ship.

“So you sold wegpons to him?”’

“That would betelling, wouldn't it?" The mouthparts clattered again. *Y ou would have to answver a
question of oursfirgt.”

Outsde, the opening flashes of the night’ s performance gilded the horizon; like thefirst dtirrings of a
symphony. Aethra srings echoed the flashes, pae ghosts momentarily cleaving the sky.

“What isit you want to know?’

“We Sugs are among the few intdligent, sarfaring culturesin this part of the Galaxy. During the War
againg Intelligence we avoided the Inhibitors by hiding oursdves among the mindless Nestbuilders.”

Irravel nodded. Slugs were one of the few dien species known to humanity who would even
acknowledge the existence of the feared Inhibitors. Like humanity, they’ d fought and beaten the
revenants — at least for now.



“It isthe weaponry you seek which enabled usto triumph — but even then only at colossa cost to our
phylum. Now we are watchful for new threets.”

“I don't seewherethisisleading.”

“We have heard rumours. Since you have come from the direction of those rumours— theloca stellar
neighbourhood around your phylum’s birth star — we imagined you might have information of vaue.”

Irravel exchanged a sideways glance with Mirsky. The old woman' swizened, age-spotted skull looked
asfragile as paper, but she remained an unrivaled tactician. They knew each other so well now that
Mirsky could impart advice with the subtlest of movements; expression bardly troubling the lined mask of
her face.

“Wheat kind of information were you seeking?’

“Information about something that frightens us.” The Nestbuilder’ s pigmentation flickered again, forming
an image of — something. It was a splinter of grey-brown against speckled blackness —perhapsthe
Nestbuilder’ s attempt at visualizing a planetoid. And then something erupted across thesurface of the
world, racing from end to end like afilm of verdigris. Where it had passed, fissures opened up,
deepening until they were black fractures, asif theworld were acalving iceberg. And then it blew apart,
shattering into athousand green-tinged fragments.

“What wasthat?’ Irravel said.

“We were rather hoping you could tell us.” The Nestbuilder’ s pigmentation refreshed again, and thistime
what they were seeing was clearly adar, veiled in atoroida belt of golden dust.

“Machines have dismantled every rocky object in the system where these images were captured; Ross
128, which lieswithin eleven light-years of your birth star. They have engendered aswarm of trillions of
rocks on independent orbits. Each rock is sheathed in a pressurized bubble membrane, within which an
artificia plant-based ecosystem has been created. The same machines have fashioned other sources of
raw materia into mirrors, larger than worlds themsaves, which trap sunlight above and below the ecliptic
and focusit onto the swarm.”

“And why doesthisfrighten you?’



The Nestbuilder leant closer in its column of microgravity. “ Because we saw it being resisted. Asif these
machines had never been intended to wreak such transformations. Asif your phylum had created
something it could not control.”

“ And — these attempts at resstance?’

“Failed”

“But if one system was accidentally transformed, it doesn't mean...” Irravd trailed off. “Y ou’' reworried
about them crossing interstellar space, to other systems. Even if that happened — couldn’t you resist the
spread? This can only be human technology — nothing that would pose any thresat to yoursalves.”

“Perhaps it was once human technology, with programmed limitations to prevent it replicating
uncontrollably. But those shackles have been broken. Worse, the machines have hybridized, gaining
resilience and adaptability with each encounter with something externd. First the Melding Plague,
infection with which may have been a ddiberate ploy to by-pass the replication limits.”

Irravel nodded. The Méelding Plague had swept human space 400 years earlier, terminating the
Demarchist Belle Epoque. Like the Black Degth of the previous millennium, it evoked terror generations

after it had passed.

“Later,” the Nestbuilder continued, “it may have encountered and assmilated Inhibitor technology, or
worse. Now it will be very hard to stop, even with the weapons at our disposa.”

Animage of one of the machinesflickered onto the Nestbuilder’ s shell, like a peculiar tattoo.

Irravel shivered. The Sug wasright: waves of hybridization had transformed theinitid architectureinto
something queasily dien. But enough of the origind plan remained for there to be no doubt in her mind.
Shewaslooking at an evolved greenfly; one of the self-replicating breeders she had given Captain Run
Seven. How it had broken |oose was anyone' s guess. She speculated that Seven's crew had sold the
technology on to athird party, decades or centuries after gaining it from her. Perhapsthat third party had
reclusvely experimented in the Ross 128 system, until the day when greenfly tore out of their control.

“I don't know why you think | can help,” she said.



“Perhaps we were mistaken, then, to credit a500-year-old rumour which said that you had been the
origind source of these machines.”

She had insulted it by daring to bluff. The Sugswere easly insulted. They read human beingsfar better
than humansread Sugs.

“Likeyou say,” sheanswered. “Y ou can't believe everything.”

The Slug made the Nestbuilder fold its armoured, spindly limbs across its mouthparts, agesture of
displeasad huffiness.

“You chordates,” it said. “You'red| the same”

* k *x %

INTERSTELLAR SPACE — AD 3354

Mirsky was dead. She had died of old age.

Irravel placed her body in an armoured coffin and g ected her into space when the Hirondelle's speed
wasonly ahair’ s breadth under light. “Do it for me, Irravel,” Mirsky had told her, towards the end.
“Keep my body aboard until we re dmost touching light, and then fire me ahead of the ship.”

“Isthat what you want?’

“It'san old piratetradition. Burid at C.” Sheforced a smile which must have sapped whét little energy
she had left. “ That' sajoke, Irravel, but it only makes sensein alanguage neither of us have heard for a
while”

Irravel pretended that she understood. “Mirsky? There's something | have to tel you. Do you remember
the Nestbuilder?’



“That was centuries ago, Veda.”

“I know. | just keep worrying that maybe it wasright.”

“About what?’

“Those machines. About how | started it al. They say it’'s spread now; to other systems. It doesn’t look
like anyone knows how to stop it.”

“And you think al that was your fault?’

“It'scrossed my mind.”

Mirsky convulsed, or shrugged — Irravel wasn't sure. “Eveniif it was your fault, Veda, you did it with
the best of intentions. So you fucked up dightly. We al make mistakes.”

“Destroying whole solar systemsisjust afuck-up?’

“Hey, accidents happen.”

“Y ou dways did have asense of humour, Mirsky.”

“Yeah; guess| did.” She managed asmile. “One of us needed one, Veda.”

Thinking of thet, Irravel watched the coffin fall ahead, dwindling until it was only atiny mote of stedl-grey,
and then nothing.

* k% k %



SUBARU COMMONWEALTH — PLEIADES
CLUSTER — AD 4161

The starbridge had long ago attained sentience.

Dense with machinery, it sung an endless hymn to its own immensty, throbbing like the lowest string ona
guitar. Vacuum-breathing acolytes had voluntarily rewired their mindsto view the bridge as an actud
deity, trandating the humming into their sensoria and passing decades in contempl ative ecstasy.

Clasped inacushioning field, an eevator ferried Irravel down the bridge from the orbitd hub to the
surfacein afew minutes, accompanied by an entourage of children from the ship, many of whom borein
youth the hurting imprint of Mirsky’ s genes. The bridge rose like the stem of agoblet from aground
termind which wasitsaf ascaloped shell of hyperdiamond, filled with tiered perfume gardens and
cascading pools, anchored to the largest idand in an equatoria archipeago.

The senior children walked Irravel down to abeach of silver sand on the terminal’ s edge, where jewel led
crabs moved like toys. She bid the children farewell, then waited, warm breezes fingering the hem of her
si.

Minutes |ater, the children’ s devator flashed heavenward.

Irravel looked out at the ocean, thinking of the Pattern Jugglers. Here, as on dozens of other oceanic
worlds, there was a colony of the alien intelligences. Transformed to aguatic bodyplans themselves, the
Subaruns had established close rapport with the dliens. In the morning, she would be taken out to meet
the Jugglers, drowned, dissolved on the cdllular level, every atom in her body swapped for onein the
ocean, remade into something not quite human.

Shewastarified.

Idanders came toward the shore, skimming water on penanted trimarans, attended by oceanforms, deek
gloss-grey hybrids of porpoise and ray, whistlespeech downshifted into the human spectrum. The
Subaruns epiderma scales shimmered like imbricated armour: biologica photocells drinking scorching
blue Pleiadean sunlight. Sentient veils hung in the sky, rippling gently like aurorae, shading the archipelago
from the fiercest wavelengths. Asthe actinic eye of Taygeta sank towards the horizon, the veils moved
withit likeliving clouds. Flocks of phantasmagoric birds migrated with the vells.



The purple-skinned elder’ s scales flashed green and opal as he approached Irravel along the cord jetty,
agtick in one webbed hand, supported by two aides, athird shading his aged crown with addlicately
water-coloured parasol. The aideswere dl descended from late-model Conjoiners; they had the
tranducent cranid crest through which bloodflow had once been channelled to cool their supercharged
minds. Seeing them gave Irravel adud-edged pang of nostalgia and guilt. She had not seen Conjoiners
for nearly athousand years, ever since they had fragmented into a dozen factions and vanished from
human affairs. Neither had she entirely forgotten her betraya of Remontoire.

But that had been so long ago.

A Communicant made up the party, gowned in brocade, hazed by ablur of entoptic projections.

Communicants were smal and dfin, with aphenomena talent for natural languages, augmented by
Juggler transforms. Irravel sensed that this one was old and revered, despite the fact that Communicant
genesdid not expressfor grest longevity.

The dder halted before her.

The head of hiswaking stick wasatiny lemur skull insde an eggsized space helmet. He spoke something
clearly ceremonid, but Irravel understood none of the sounds he made. She groped for something to say,
recalling the oldest language in her memory, and therefore the one most likely to be recognized in any
far-flung human culture,

“Thank you for letting us Stop here,” she sald.

The Communicant hobbled forward, aready shaping words experimentally with hiswide, protruding lips.
For amoment his sounds were like an infant’ sfirst attempts at vocdization. But then they resolved into
something Irravel understood.

“Am | — um — making the dightest senseto you?’

“Yes” Irravel said. “Yes, thank you.”

“Canasian,” the Communicant diagnosed. “ Twenty-third, twenty-fourth centuries, Lacaille 9352 didect,
Fand subdidect?’



Irravel nodded.

“Your kind are very rare now,” he said, studying her asif she was somekind of exotic butterfly.

“But not unwecome.” Hisfeatures cracked into an dfin smile.

“What about Markarian?” Irravel said. “I know his ship passed through this system less than 50 years
ago— | dill have afix onit asit moves out of the cluster.”

“Other lighthuggers do come, yes. Not many — one or two a century.”

“And what happened when the last one came through?’

“The usud tribute was given.”

“Tribute?’

“Something ceremonid.” The Communicant’s smile waswider than ever. “To theglory of Irrave. With
many actors, beautiful words, love, degth, laughter, tears.”

She understood, dowly, dumbfoundedly.

“You're putting on aplay?’

The elder must have understood something of that. Nodding proudly, he extended a hand acrossthe
darkening bay, oceanforms cutting the water like scythes. A distant raft carried lanterns and the
glimmerings of richly painted backdrops. Boats converged from acrossthe bay. A dirigible loomed over
the archipelago’ s edge, pregnant with gondolas.

“Wewant you to play Irrave,” the Communicant said, beckoning her forward. “Thisis our greatest



honour.”

When they reached the raft, the Communicant taught Irravel her lines and the actions she would be
required to make. It was all smple enough — even the fact that she had to ddliver her partsin Subarun.
By the end of evening shewasfluent in their language. There was nothing she couldn’t learn in an instant
these days, by sheer force of will. But it was not enough. To catch Markarian, she would have to break
out of the narrow labyrinth of human thought entirely. That waswhy she had come to Jugglers.

That night they performed the play, while boats congregated around them, topheavy with lolling idanders.
The sun sank and the sky glared with athousand blue gems studding blue velvet. Night in the heart of the
Pleiades was the most beautiful thing Irravel had dared imagine. But in the direction of Sol, when she
amplified her vison, there was a green thumbprint on the sky. Every century, the green wave was larger,
as neighbouring solar systems were infected and transformed by the rogue terraforming machines. Given
time, it would even reach the Pleiades.

Irravel got drunk on idander wine and learnt the tributes history.

The plots varied immensdly, but the protagonists dways resembled Markarian and Irravel; mythic figures
entwined by destiny, remembered across 2,000 years. Sometimes one or the other wasthe clear villain,
but as often as not they were both heroic, misunderstanding each other’ s motivesin true tragic fashion.
Sometimes they ended with both parties dying. They rarely ended happily. But there was dways some
kind of redemption when the pursuit was done.

Intheinterlude, shefdt she had to tdl the Communicant the truth, so that he could tell the dder.

“Ligten, there' s something you need to know.” Irravel didn’'t wait for hisanswer. “I’'m redly her; redly
the person I’'m playing.”

For along time he didn’t seem to understand, before shaking his head dowly and sadly.

“No; | thought you' d be different. Y ou seemed different. But many say that.”

She shrugged. There seemed little point arguing, and anything she said now could aways be ascribed to
wine. In the morning, the remark had been quietly forgotten. She was taken out to sea and drowned.



* * * %

GALACTICNORTH — AD 9730

“Markarian? Answver me.”

She watched the Hideyoshi’ s magnified image, looming just out of wegponsrange. Likethe Hirondelle,
it had changed dmost beyond recognition. The hull glistened within askein of armouring force. The
engines, no longer physically coupled to the rest of the ship, flew dongside like dolphins. They were
anchored in fidldswhich only became visble when sometiny stress afflicted them.

For centuries of worldtime she had made no attempt to communicate with him. But now her mind had
changed. The green wave had continued for millennia, an iridescent cataract spreading across the eye of
the Galaxy. It had assmilated the blue suns of the Subaran Commonweslth in mere centuries— athough
by then Irravel and Markarian were athousand light-years closer to the core, beginning to turn away
from the plane of the Galaxy, and the deeth screams of those gentle idanders never reached them.
Nothing stopped it, and once the green wave had swalowed them, systemsfell silent. The Juggler
transformation alowed Irravel to grasp the enormity of it; alowed her to stare unflinchingly into the horror
of amillion poisoned stars and apprehend each individudly.

She knew more of what it was, now.

It wasimpossible for starsto shine green, any more than an ingot of metal could become greenhot if it
was raised to a certain temperature. Instead, something was velling them — staining their light, like
coloured glass. Whatever it was stole energy from the stellar spectraat the frequencies of chlorophyll.
Stars were shining through curtains of vegetation, like lanternsin aforest. The greenfly machineswere
turning the Galaxy into ajungle.

It wastimeto talk. Time— asin the old plays of the dead idanders— to initiate the fina act, before the
two of them fdl into the cold of intergalactic space. She searched her repertoire of communication
systems, until she found something which was as ancient as ceremony demanded.

She aimed the message laser a him, cutting through hisarmour. The beam wastoo ineffectud to be
mistaken as anything other than an attempt to talk. No answer came, so she repeated the messageina
variety of formats and languages. Days of ship-time passed — decades of worldtime.

Talk, you bastard.



Growing impatient, she examined her weapons options. Armaments from the Nestbuilders were among
the most advanced: theoretically they could mole through the loam of spacetime and inflict precise harm
anywherein Markarian' s ship. But to use them she had to convince hersdlf that she knew the interior
layout of the Hideyoshi . Her mass-sensor sweeps were too blurred to be much help. She might as easily
harm the deepers astake out hisfield nodes. Until now, it was too much risk to contemplate.

But al games needed an end.

Willing her qualms from mind, she enabled the Nestbuilder armaments, fedling them stress space-timein
the Hirondell€' s belly, ready to short-circuit it entirdly. She selected attack loci in Markarian’ s ship; best
guesses that would cripple him rather than blow him out of the sky.

Then something happened.

He replied, modulating his engine thrust in staccato stabs. The frequency was audio. Quickly Irravel
trand ated the modul ation.

“| don’'t understand,” Markarian said, “why you took so long to answer me, and why you ignored me so
longwhen | replied?’

“Y ou never replied until now,” shesad. “I’d have known if you had.”

“Would you?’

There was something in histone which convinced her that he wasn't lying. Which Ieft only one possibility:
that he had tried speaking to her before, and that in some way her own ship had kept this knowledge
from her.

“Mirsky must havedoneit,” Irravel said. “ She must have ingtaled filtersto block any communication
fromyour ship.”

“Mirsky?’



“Shewould have doneit as afavour to me; maybe as an order from my former sdf.” She didn’t bother
elaborating: Markarian was sure to know she had died and then been reborn as a clone of the origina
Irravel. “My former self had the neura conditioning which kept her on thetrail of the deepers. Theclone
never had it, which meant that my ingtinct to pursue the deepers had to be reinforced.”

“By lies?”

“Mirsky would have doneit out of friendship,” Irravel said. And for amoment she believed hersdlf, while
wondering how friendship could seem so like betrayd.

Markarian’ simage smiled. They faced each other across an absurdly long banquet table, with the Galaxy
projected aboveit, flickering in the light of candelabra.

“Wedl?" hesaid, of the green stain spreading across the spird. “What do you think?”

Irravel had long ago stopped counting time and distance, but she knew it had been at least 15,000 years
and that many light-years since they had turned from the plane. Part of her knew, of course: dthough the
wave swallowed suns, it had no use for pulsars, and their metronomic ticking and dow decay allowed
positiond triangulation in space and time with chilling precison. But she eected to bury that knowledge
beneath her conscious thought processes. one of the smpler Juggler tricks.

“What do | think? 1 think it terrifiesme.”

“Our emotiona responses haven't diverged asmuch as1’d feared.”

They didn’'t have to use language. They could have swapped pure menta concepts between ships:
concatenated strings of qualia, some of which could only be grasped in minds rewired by Peattern
Jugglers. But Irravel congdered it sufficient that they could look each other in the eye without flinching.

The Gaaxy faling below had been frozen in time: light waves struggling to overtake Irravel and
Markarian. The wave had seemed to dow, and then halt its advance. But then Markarian had turned,
diving back towards the plane. The Galaxy quickened to life, rushing to finish 30,000 years of history
before the two ships returned. The wave surged on. Above the banquet table, one arm of the star-clotted
spiral was shot through with green, like amote of ink spreading into blotting paper. The edge of the green
wave was feathered, fractd, extending verdant tendrils.



“Do you have any observations?’ Irravel asked.

“A few.” Markarian sipped from his chdice. “I’ ve studied the patterns of starlight among the suns aready
swalowed by thewave. They’re not uniformly green — it' s correlated with rationd angle.

The green matter must be concentrated near the ecliptic, extending above and below it, but not encircling
the stars completely.”

Irravel thought back to what the Nestbuilder had shown her.

“Meaning what?' she asked, testing Markarian.

“Swarms of absorbing bodies, on orbits resembling comets, or asteroids. | think the greenfly machines
must have dismantled everything smaller than a Jovian, then enveloped the rubble in trangparent
membranes which they filled with air, water and greenery — self-sustaining biospheres. Then they were
cast adrift. Trillions of tiny worlds, around each star. No rocky planets any more.”

Irrave retrieved aname from the deep past. “Like Dyson spheres?’

“Dyson clouds, perhaps.”

“Do you think anyone survived? Are there nichesin the wave where humans can live? That was the point
of greenfly, after dl, to create living space.”

“Maybe,” Markarian said, with no great conviction. “Perhaps some survivors found waysinsde, asther
own worlds were smashed and reassembled into the cloud...”

“But you don't think it’ svery likely?’

“I"ve been ligening, Irravel — scanning the assimilated regionsfor any hint of an extant technologica
culture. If anyone did survive, they’ re either keeping deliberately quiet or they don’t even know how to
make aradio sgna by accident.”



“It was my fault, Markarian.”

Histonewasrueful. “Yes... | couldn’t help but arrive at that conclusion.”

“| never intended this.”

“I think that goes without saying, wouldn't you? No one could have guessed the consequences of that
oneaction.”

“Would you?’

He shook hishead. “In dl likelihood, I’ d have done exactly what you did.”

“I did it out of love, Markarian. For the cargo.”

“1 know.”

Shebdieved him.

“What happened back there, Markarian? Why did you give up the codeswhen | didn’t?’

“Because of what they did to you, Irrave.”

Hetold her. How neither Markarian nor Irravel had shown any signs of reveding the codes under
Mirsky’ sinterrogation, until something new wastried.

“They were good at surgery,” Markarian said. “ Seven’s crew swapped limbs and body parts as badges
of status. They knew how to sever and splice nerves.” Theimagedidn't alow her to interrupt. “They cut
your head off. Kept it dive in astate of borderline consciousness, and then showed it to me. That’ swhen
| gave them the codes.”



For along while Irravel said nothing. Then it occurred to her to check her old body, still frozenin the
same casket where Mirsky had once revealed it to her. She ordered some children to prepare the body
for adetailed examination, then looked through their eyes. The microscopic evidence of reconnective
surgery around the neck was too dight to have ever shown up unless one was looking for it. But now
therewas no migtaking it.

| did it to save your neck, Markarian had said, when she had held him pinned to the ice of Seven’s ship.

“Y ou seem to betelling the truth,” she said, when she had released the children. “ The nature of your
betraya was...” And then she paused, searching for the words, while Markarian watched her acrossthe
table. “ Different than | assumed. Possibly less of acrime. But still abetraya, Markarian.”

“Onel’velived with for 300 years of subjectivetime.”

“Y ou could have returned the deepers dive at any time. | wouldn’t have attacked you.” But she didn’t
even sound convincing to hersdf.

“What now?’ Markarian said. “Do we keep this distance, arguing until one of us hasthe nerveto strike
againgt the other? I’ ve Nestbuilder weapons aswell, Irravel. | think | could rip you apart before you
could launch areprisd.”

“Y ou’ ve had the opportunity to do so before. Perhaps you never had the nerve, though. What' s changed
now?’

Markarian’' s gaze flicked to the map. “Everything. | think we should see what happens before making any
rash decisions, don’t you?’

Irravel agreed.

Shewilled hersdlf into stasis; medichines arresting dl biologica activity in every cell in her body. The
‘chineswould only revive her when something — anything — happened, on aGaactic timescae.
Markarian would retreat into whatever mode of suspension he favoured, until woken by the same
gimulus

Hewas dtill ditting there when time resumed, asif only amoment had interrupted their conversation.



The wave had spread further now. It had eaten into the Galaxy for 10,000 light-years around Sol —a
third of the way to the core. There was no sign that it had encountered resistance — at least nothing that
had done more than hinder it. There had never been many intdlligent, Sarfaring culturesto begin with, the
Nestbuilder had told her. Perhaps the few that existed were even now making plansto retard the wave.
Or perhapsit had swalowed them, asit swalowed humanity.

“Why did wewake?’ Irravel said. “Nothing changed, except that it' s become larger.”

“Maybe not,” Markarian said. “1 had to be sure, but now | don’t think there' sany doubt. I’ ve just
detected aradio message from within the plane of the Gaaxy; from within the wave.”

“YS?’

“L ooks like someone survived after dl.”

The radio message was faint, but nothing €l se was tranamitting on that or any adjacent frequency, except
for the senseless mush of cosmic background sources. It was a so in alanguage they recogni zed.

“It'sCanadan,” Irrave sad.

“Fand subdidect,” Irravel added, marvellingly.

It was dso beamed in their direction, from somewhere deep in the swathe of green, dmost coincident
with the position of a pulsar. The message was asimple one, frequency modulated around one and ahalf
megahertz, repeated for afew minutes every day of Gaactic time. Whoever was sending it clearly lacked
the resources to transmit continuoudly. It was aso coherent: amplified and beamed.

Someone wanted to speak to them.

The man’ s disembodied head appeared above the banquet table, chisalled from pixels. Hewas
immeasurably old; askull draped in parchment; something that should have been emba med rather than
taking.



Irravel recognized the face.

“It'shim,” shesaid, in Markarian’ sdirection. “ Remontoire. Somehow he madeit acrossdl thistime.”

Markarian nodded dowly. “He must have remembered us, and known where to look. Even across
thousands of light-years, we can gtill be seen. There can't be many objects still moving relativistically.”

Remontoire told his story. His people had fled to the pulsar system 20,000 years ago — more so now,
since his message had taken thousands of yearsto climb out of the Galaxy. They had seen the wave
coming, as had thousands of other human factions, and like many they had observed that the wave
shunned pulsars; burnt-out stellar corpses rarely accompanied by planets. Someintelligence governing
the wave must have recognized that pulsars were valueless; that even if a Dyson cloud could be crested
around them, there would be no sunlight to focus.

For thousands of years they had waited around the pulsar, growing ever more silent and cautious, seeing
other cultures make errors which drew the wave upon them, for by now it interpreted any other
intelligence as athreet to its progress, assmilating the weapons used againgt it.

Then — over many more thousands of years— Remontoire’ s people saw the wave learn, adapting like
avast neural net, becoming curious about those few pulsars which harboured planets. Soon their place of
refuge would become nothing of the sort.

“Helpus,” Remontoire said. “Please.”

It took 3,000 yearsto reach them.

For most of that time, Remontoire’ s people acted on faith, not knowing that help was onitsway.

During the first thousand years they abandoned their system, compressing their population down to a
sustaining core of only afew hundred thousand. Together with the cultural datathey’ d preserved during
thelong centuries of their struggle against the wave, they packed their survivorsinto a single hollowed-out
rock and flung themselves out of the ecliptic usng amass-driver which fuelled itself from the rock’sown
bulk. They cdled it Hope. A million decoys had to be launched, just to ensure that Hope got through the
surrounding hordes of assimilating machines.



Inside, most of the Conjoiners dept out the 2,000 years of solitude before Irravel and Markarian reached
them.

“Hope would make an excdlent shield,” Markarian mused, asthey gpproached it, “if one of us
consdered a pre-emptive strike againgt the other.”

“Don’t think | wouldn't.”

They moved their shipsto either sde of the dark shard of rock, extended field grapples, then hauled in.

“Then why don't you?’" Markarian said.

For amoment Irravel didn’'t have agood answer. When she found one, she wondered why it hadn’t
been more obvious before. “Because they need us more than | need revenge.”

“A higher cause?”

“Redemption,” shesaid.

* * % %

HOPE, GALACTIC PLANE — AD CIRCA 40,000

They didn’'t have long. Their gpproach, diving down from Gdactic North, had drawn the attention of the
wave smachines, directing them towards the one rock which mattered. A wal of annihilation was moving
toward them at half the speed of light. When it reached Hope, it would turn it into the darkest of nebulae.

Conjoiners boarded the Hirondelle and invited Irravel into the Hope: The hollowed-out chambers of the
rock were Edenic to her children, after all the decades of subjective time they’ d spent aboard since last
planetfal. But it was adoomed paradise, the biomes grey with neglect, asif the Conjoiners had given up

long ago.



Remontoire welcomed Irravel next to arockpool filmed in grey dust. Half the sun-panels set into the
distant honeycombed ceiling were black.

“You came,” he said. He wore asmple smock and trousers. His anatomy was early-modd Conjoiner:
amod fully humean.

“You'renot him, are you? Y ou look like him — sound like him — but the image you sent us was of
someone much older.”

“I'm sorry. His name was chosen for its familiarity; my likeness shaped to his. We searched our collective
memories and found the experiences of the one you knew as Remontoaire... but that was along time ago,
and he was never known by that nameto us.”

“What was his name?’

“Even your Juggler cortex could not accommodateit, Irravel.”

She had to ask. “Did he make it back to acommune?’

“Yes, of course,” theman said, asif her question wasfoolish. “How e se could we have absorbed his
experiences back into the Transenlightenment?’

“And did heforgive me?’

“I forgiveyou now,” hesaid. “It amountsto the samething.”

Shewilled hersdlf to think of him as Remontoire.

The Conjoiners hadn't alowed themselvesto progressin al the thousands of years they waited around
the pulsar, fearing that any socid change— no matter how dight — would eventualy bring the wave
upon them. They had studied it, contempl ated weapons they might use against it — but other than that, al
they had done was wait.



They were very good at waiting.
“How many refugeesdid you bring?’

“One hundred thousand.” Before Irravel could answer, Remontoire shook his head. “1 know; too many.
Perhaps hdf that number can be carried away on your ships. But half is better than nothing.”

She thought back to her own deepers. “I know. Still, we might be able to take more... | don’t know
about Markarian’ s ship, but —”

He cut her off, gently. “1 think you’ d better come with me,” said Remontoire, and then led her aboard
the Hideyoshi.

“How much of it did you explore?’

“Enough to know there’ sno one dive anywherein thisship,” Remontoire said. “If there are 200
cryogenicaly frozen deepers, wedidn't find them.”

“No deepers?”’
“Jus thisone.”

Wheat they’ d arrived at was a plinth, supporting areeferdeep casket, encrusted with gold statuary;
spacesuited figures with hands folded acrosstheir chests like resting saints. The glasslid of the casket
was veined with fractures, the withered figure ingde older than time. Markarian’ s skeletd frame was
swaddled in layers of machines, al of archaic provenance. His skull had split open, afused mass spilling
out likelava

“Ishedead?’ Irravel asked.

“Depends what you mean by dead.” The Conjoiner’ s hand sketched across the neural mass. “His
organic mind must have been completely swamped by machines centuries ago. Hislinkage to the
Hideyoshi would have been totd. There would have been very little point discriminating between the
two.”



“Why didn’'t hetell mewhat had become of him?’

“No guarantee he knew. Once hewasin this sate, with his persondity running entirely on machine
subgtrates, he could have edited his own memories and perceptua inputs— deceiving himsdlf that hewas
gtill corpored.”

Irravel looked away from the casket, forcing troubling questions from her mind. “Is his persondity il
running theship?’

“We detected only caretaker programs; capable of imitating him when the need arose, but lacking
sentience.”

“|sthat dl therewas?”

“No.” Remontoire reached through one of the casket’ s larger fractures, prisng something from
Markarian’ sfingers. It was adiver of computer memory. “We examined this dready, though not in great
detail. It’ s partitioned into 190 aress, each large enough to hold complete neura and genetic mapsfor
one human being, encoded into superposed e ectron states on Rydberg atoms.”

Shetook the diver from him. It didn’t fed like much. *“He burned the degpers onto this?’

“Three hundred yearsis much longer than any of them expected to deep. By scanning them he lost
nothing.”

“Canyouretrievethem?’

“It would not betrivid,” the Conjoiner said. “But given time, we could do it. Assuming any of them
would welcome being born again, so far from home.”

Shethought of theinfected Galaxy hanging below them, humming with the chill sentience of machines.
“Maybe the kindest thing would be to smulate the past,” she said. “Re-create Y elowstone, and revive
them onit, asif nothing had ever gonewrong.”



“Isthat what you' re advocating?’

“No,” shesad, after toying with theideain al seriousness. “We need dl the genetic diversity we can get,
if we' re going to establish anew branch of humanity outsde the Gaaxy.”

She thought about it. Soon they would witness Hope' s destruction, as the wave of machinestore through
it with the mindlessness of sampeding animals. Some of them might try and follow the Hirondelle, but so
far the machines moved too dowly to catch the ship, even if they forced it back towards Gaactic North.

Where wasthere to go?

There were globular clusters high above the Galaxy — tightly packed shoals of old stars where the wave
hadn’t reached, but where fragments of humanity might have dready sought refuge. If the clusters proved
unwel coming, there were high-latitude stars, flung from the Galaxy abillion years ago, and some might
have dragged their planetary systemswith them. If those failled — and it would be tens of thousands of
years before the possibilities were exhausted — the Hirondelle could dways|oop around towards
Galactic South and search there, striking out for the Clouds of Magellan.

Ultimately, of course— if any part or fragment of Irravel’ s children il clung to humanity, and
remembered where they’ d come from, and what had become of it, they would want to return to the
Gdaxy, even if that meant confronting the wave.

But they would return.

“That’ sthe plan then?’ Remontoire said.

Irravel shrugged, turning away from the plinth where Markarian lay. “ Unless you' ve got a better one.”

* * % %

dapple: ahwarhath historica romance
ELEANOR ARNASON



Critically acclaimed author Eleanor Arnason published her first novel, The Sword Smith, in 1978,
and followed it with novels such as Daughter of the Bear King and To the Resurrection Station. In
1991, she published her best-known novel, one of the strongest novels of the * 90s, A Woman of the
Iron People, a complex and substantial novel which won the prestigious James Tiptree Jr.
Memorial Award. Her short fiction has appeared in AS-mov’s Science Fiction, The Magazine of
Fantasy & science Fiction, Amazing, Orbit, Xanadu, and elsewhere. Her most recent novel is Ring of
Swords, set in the same evocative fictional universe asis the bulk of her short fiction, including
the story that follows.

In this story she takes usto a distant planet inhabited by the alien hwarhath, and along with a
brave and determined young girl who defies her family and sets off on a perilous adventure that
takes her into uncharted territory of several sorts—into wild, lawless country inhabited by bandits
and remorseless killers, and, perhaps even more dangeroudly, into a new social territory as well,
as she assumes roles Forbidden to Women since time immemorial.. .

* * * %

T

herewas agirl named Helwar Ahl. Her family lived on an idand north and east of the Second Continent,
which was known in those days as the Great Southern Continent. (Now, of course, we know that an
even larger expanse of land liesfarther south, touching the pole. In Ahl’ stime, however, no one knew
about thisland except itsinhabitants.)

A polar current ran up the continent’ s east coast and curled around Helwar Idand, so its climate
was cool and rainy. Thick forests covered the mountains. The Helwar built ships from the wood. They
were famous shipwrights, prosperous enough to have a good-sized harbor town.

Ahl grew up in thistown. Her home was the kind of great house typica of the region: aseries of
two-story buildings linked together. The outer walls were mostly blank. Inside were courtyards,
bal conies, and large windows provided with the modem wonder, glass. Granted, the paneswere small
and flawed. But somein-genious artificer had found away to fit many panestogether, using strips of lead.
Now the women of the house had light, even in the coldest weether.

Asachild, Ahl played with her cousinsin the courtyards and common rooms, al of them naked except
for their fog-grey fur. Later, in akilt, sheran in the town streets and visited the harbor. Her favorite uncle



was a fisherman, who went out in morning darkness, before most people woke. In the late afternoon, he
returned. If he’ d been lucky, hetied up and cleaned his catch, while Ahl sat watching on the dock.

“I want to be afisherman,” she said one day.

“You can't, darling. Fishing ismen’swork.”

“Why?

He was busy gutting fish. He stopped for amoment, frowning, abloody knife ill in hishand. “Look a
thissituation! Do you want to stand like me, knee deep in dead fish? It s hard, nasty work and can be
dangerous. The things that women do well — negotiation, for example, and the forming of dliances—
areno use a dl, when deding with fish. What' s needed here,” he waved the knife, “isviolence. Also, it
helpsif you can piss off the Sde of aboat.”

For awhile after that Ahl worked a aming her urine. She could doit, if she spread her legs and tilted her
pelvisin just the right fashion. But would she be able to manage on a pitching boat? Or in awind?In
addition, there was the problem of violence. Did shereally want to be akiller of many smdl animals?

One of the courtyardsin her house had abasin, which held ornamenta fish. Ahl caught one and cut off its
head. A senior femae cousin caught her before she was finished, though the fish was past help.

“What are you doing?’ the matron asked.

Ahl explained.

“These arefish to feed, not fish to eat,” her cousin said and demongtrated this by throwing agraincake
into the basin.

Fish surged to the surface in aswirl of red fins, green backs, and blue-green tails. A moment later, the
cakewas gone. The fish returned to their usua behavior: adow swimming back and forth.

“It'shardly fair to kill something thistame —in your own house, too. Guests should be treated with
respect. In addition, these fish have an uninteresting flavor and are full of tiny bones. If you ate one, it



would belike eating acloth full of needles.”

Ahl logt interest in fishing after that. Her uncle wasright about killing. It was anagty activity. All that
quickness and grace, gonein amoment. The bright colors faded. She was | eft with nothing except a
feding of disgug.

Maybe she' d be aweaver, like her mother, Lewdli. Or the captain of afar-traveling ocean-trader, like
her aunt Ki. Then she could bring treasures home: transparent glass, soft and durable lead.

When she was ten, she saw her first play. She knew the actors, of course. They were old friends of her
family and cameto Helwar often, usudly staying in Ahl’shouse. The older one—Perig—was quiet and
friendly, always courteous to the household children, but not afavorite with them. The favorite was
Cholkwa, who juggled and pulled candy out of ears. He knew lots of funny stories, mostly about animals
such asthe tli, afamous troublemaker and trickster. According to the house' s adults, hewasa
comedian, who performed in plays too rude for children to see. Perig acted in hero plays, though it was
hard to imagine him as a hero. The two men were lovers, but didn’t usualy work together. Thiswas due
to the differencein their styles and to their habit of quarreling. They had, the women of Ahl’shouse said,
adifficult relationship.

Thistimethey came together, and Perig brought his company. They put on aplay in the main square,
both of them acting, though Cholkwaamost never did dark work.

The play was about two lovers—both of them warriors—whaose families quar-reled. How could they
turn against one another? How could they refusetheir relatives pleasfor help? Each was the best warrior
in hisfamily. Though she hadn’t seen aplay before, Ahl knew how thiswas going to end. The two men
met in battle. It was more like a dance than anything € se, both of them splendidly costumed and moving
with dow reluctant, grace. Findly, after several speeches, Perig tricked Cholkwainto striking. The blow
wasfatd. Perig went down in agold and scarlet hegp. Casting his sword away, Cholkwa knelt beside
him. A minor player in drab armor crept up and killed Cholkwa as he mourned.

Ahl was transfixed, though aso puzzled. “Wasn't there any way out?’ she asked the actorslater, when
they were back in her house, drinking halin and listening to her family’ s compliments.

“Inacomedy, yes,” said Cholkwa. “Whichiswhy | do bright plays. But Perig likes playsthat end with
everyone dead, and dways over some ethical problem that’ s hardly ever encountered in redl life.”

The older man waslying on abench, holding his halin cup on his chest. He glanced at Cholkwa briefly,
then looked back at the cealling. “1swhat you do more true to reality? Rude plays about animals?1'd



rather be ahero in red and gold armor thanamanin atli cosume.”

“1"d rather be aclever tli than someonewho killshislover.”

“What ese could they do?’ asked Perig, referring to the charactersin the play.

“Run off,” said Cholkwa. “Become actors. Leave their stupid relativesto fight their stupid war unaided.”

It was one of those adult conversations where everything redly important was left unspoken. Ahl could
tell that. Bored, she said, “1’d like to be an actor.”

They both looked at her.

“Youcan't,” sad Perig.

This sounded familiar. “Why not?’

“In part, its custom,” Cholkwasaid. “But there’ s at least one good reason. Actorstravel and live among
unkin; and often the placeswe visit are not safe. | go south alot. The people there love comedy, but in
every other way they'relouts and savages. At times|’ve wondered if I'd make it back dive, or would
someone haveto bring my ashesin an urn to Perig?’

“Better to stay here,” said Perig. “Or travel the way your aunt Ki does, in aship full of reatives.”

No point in arguing. When adults started to give advice, they were never rea-sonable. But the play
stayed with her. She imagined stories about people in fine clothing, faced with impossible choices, and
she acted them out, going so far as to make awooden sword, which she kept hidden in ahayloft. Her
fema e rdatives had an entire kitchen full of knives and cleavers and axes, dl sharp and dangerous. But
the noise they would have made, if they’ d seen her wegpon!

Sometimes she was mae and awarrior. At other times, shewasasailor like Ki, fighting the kinds of
monsters found at the edges of maps. Surely, Ahl thought, it was permissible for women to use swords
when attacked by mongters, rising out of the water with fangs that dripped poison and long curving
claws?



Bdow her inthe barn, her family’ stsina ate and excreted. Their anima aromarose to her, combining
with the scent of hay. Later she said this was the scent of drama: dry, aging hay and new-dropped
excremen.

The next year Cholkwa came aone and brought his company. They did adecent comedy, suitable for
children, about anoble sul who wastricked and humiliated by atli. The trickster was exposed a the
play’ send. The sul’s honor was restored. The good animals did a dance of triumph, while the tli
cowered and begged.

Cholkwawasthe tli. Strange that aman so handsome and friendly could portray ady coward.

Ahl asked about this. Cholkwa said, “I can’t talk about other men, but | have that kind of personinside
me: acheat and liar, who would like to run away from everything. | don’t run, of course. Perig would
disapprove, and I’ d rather be ad-mired than despised.”

“But you played ahero last year.”

“That was more difficult. Perig understands nobility, and | sudied with him alongtime. | do ashetells
me. Most people are tricked and think | know what I’ m doing. But that person—the hero —doesn’t

gpesk inmy mind.”

Ahl moved forward to the play’ s other problem. “The sul was noble, but afool. The tli wasclever and
funny, but immora. Therewasno oneintheplay | could redly like.”

Cholkwa gave her acongdering gaze, which was permissible, snce shewas till achild. Would shelike
it, when men like Cholkwa—unkin, but old friends— had to glance away?*“Most people, even adults,
wouldn’t have seen that. It has two causes. | wrote the sul’s lines, and, as|’vetold you, | don’t
understand nobility. The other problem ismy second actor. Heisn't good enough. If Perig had been
here, he would have made the sul likable—in part by rewriting the lines, but mostly because he could
play astone and makeit seem likable.”

Ahl thought about thisidea. Animage cameto her: Perigin agrey robe, sitting quietly on astage, hisface
unmasked and grey, looking calm and friendly. A likable rock. It could be done. Why bother? In spite of
her question, the image remained, somehow comforting.



Severd dayslater, Cholkwadid aplay for adults. Thisevent took place at night in the town hall, which
was used for meetings and ceremonies, dlso to store trade goods in trangt. Thistime the back haf was
full of cloth, big balesthat smelled of fresh dye, southern blue and the famous Sorg red.

Ahl snuck out of her house after dark and went in aback door, which she' d unlocked earlier. Climbing
atop the bales, she settled to watch the play.

Mogt of it was past her understanding, though the audience gasped, groaned, clapped, and made hissing
noises. Clearly, they knew what was going on.

The costumes were ugly, in her opinion; the animals had huge sexud parts and grimacing faces. They hit
each other with padded swords and clubs, tumbled and tossed each other, spoke lines that were— as
far as she could tell — full of insults, some gy and others so obvious that even she made sense of them.
Thistimethe sul was an arrogant braggart with along narrow head and a penis of dmost equd size and
shape. The tli, much lesswell endowed, was clever and funny, a coward because he had to be. Most of
his companions were large, dangerous, and unjust.

It wasthe tli’s play. Mocking and tricking, he won over al the rest, ending with the sul’ s precious
ancestra sword, which he carried off in triumph to his mother, avenerable female tli, whilethe sul
howled in grief.

The Sword Recovered or The Revenge of the Tli. That wasthe name of the play. There was something
inback of it, which Ahl could not figure out. Somehow the sul had harmed the tli’ s family in the past.
Maybe the harm had been sexud, though thisdidn’t seem likely. Sulin and tli did not interbreed.
Puzzled, she climbed down from the bales and went home. The night was foggy, and she dmost lost her
way in streets she’ d known her entirelife.

She couldn’t ask Cholkwato explain. He would have told her relaivesthat she' d seen the play.

After this, she added comedy to her repertoire, mixing it with the stories about heroes and women like
her aunt, far-travelerswho did not haveto die over somekind of unusud ethical dilemma

The result was along, acted-out epic tale about a hero, awoman sailor, aclever tli, and amagica sone
that accompanied the other three on their journey. The hero was noble, the sailor resourceful, and the tli
funny, while the stone remained calm and friendly, no matter what was going on. Therewasn't any sex.
Ahl was too young, and the adult comedy had disgusted her. It' s often abad ideato seethingsthat are
forbidden, especidly if oneisyoung.



In the end, one of her cousins—asneak worse than Cholkwalin the children’ s play—found out what she
was doing and told her senior femaerdatives. “ Clearly you have too much freetime,” they said, and
assigned her work in the house' s big weaving room. The sword was destroyed, aong with the bits of
armor she' d made. But her relatives decided the tli mask, constructed of bark paper over aframe of
twigs, was good enough to keep. It was hung on the weaving room wall, where it stared down at her.
Gradually, the straw whiskers disappeared, and large eyes—drawn in ink —faded.

Don't think that Ahl was too unhappy, or that her relatives had been unjust. Every child hasto learn duty;
and she' d gotten bored with her solitary play, aswell asincreasingly uncomfortable with hiding her props.
Better to work a aloom and have ideasin her mind. No sneaking cousin could discover these, and
every-thing sheimagined was large and bright and well-made, the swords of red stedl, sharp and
polished, as bright asthe best glass.

Two years passed. She became an adequate plain weaver, but nothing more. “We thought you might
have agift for beauty,” said her mother. “The mask suggested this. But it’s obvious that you lack the
ability to concentrate, which is absolutely necessary in any kind of art. Anything worth doing islikdy to
be dow, difficult, and boring. Thisisnot an invarigble rule, but it worksin most stuations.”

“Give her tome,” said Ki. “Maybe she' d be happier inamore activelife”

Ahl went to sea. At firg, it was not an enjoyable experience, though she had little problem with motion
sckness. Her difficulty lay in the same region as dways. she spent too much time thinking about her
stories. Asaresult, shewasforgetful and careless. These are not good traits in an apprentice sailor; and
Ki, who had dways seemed pleasant and friendly a homein Helwar, turned out to be aharsh captain.

At first the punishment she gave to Ahl waswork. Every shipisfull of nasty jobs. Ahl did most of them
and did them more than once. Thisdidn't bother her. She wasn’t lazy, and jobs—though
nasty—required little thought. She could make up storieswhile she did them.

Her habit of inattention continued. Growing angry, Ki turned to violence. On severa occasions, she stuck
Ahl: hard dgps across the face. Thisaso had no effect. The girl smply did not want to give up her
gories. Findly, Ki best her, using aknotted rope.

Mogt likely this shocks you. Nowadays we like to believe that our female an-cestors never did harm to
one another. It's men who are violent. Women have aways used reason.



Remember thiswas a sailing ship in the days before radio and engines. Wegther satellites did not warn
sallors of approaching storms. Computers did not monitor the ship’s condition and send automatic signals
to the Navigation Service. Sailors had to rely on their own skill and discipline,

It was one thing to be forgetful in aweaving room. If you fail to tie off apiece of yarn, what can happen?
At mogt, alength of cloth will be damaged. Now, imagine what happensiif the same person failstotiea
rope on board a ship. Or forgetsto fasten a hatch in stormy weether.

So, after saverd warnings and afinal mistake, Ahl received her beating. By thistime she was fourteen or
fifteen, with a coat of fur made thick by cold weather. The fur protected her, though not entirely; and

later, when she remembered the experience, it seemed that shame was the worst part: to stand naked on
the ship’s deck, trying to remain impassive, while Ki used the rope she had failed to tie across her back.

Around her, the other sailors did their work. They didn’t watch directly, of course, but there were
sdeways glances, some embarrassed and others gpproving. Overhead the sky was cloudless. The ship
moved smoothly through a bright blue ocean.

The next day shefdt every bruise. Ki gave her another unpleasant cleaning job. All day she scraped,
keeping her lips pressed together. In the evening she went on deck, less stiff than she'd been earlier, but
tired and ill sore. Ahl leaned on therail and looked out at the ocean. In the distance, rays of sunlight
danted between grey clouds. Life was not entirely easy, she thought.

After awhile, Ki’slover Hasu Ahl came next to her. Ahl had been named after the woman, for reasons
that don’'t come into this story, and they were dike in severa ways, being both tal and thin, with small
breasts and large strong, capable hands. The main difference between them wastheir fur. Hasu Ahl’s
was dark grey, like the clouds which filled the sky, and her coloring was solid. Our Ahl was pale asfog.
In addition, she had kept her baby spots. Dim and blurry, they dotted her shoulders and upper arms.
Because of these, her childhood name had been Dap-ple.

Hasu Ahl asked how shefdlt.

“1"ve been better.”

They became slent, both leaning on therail. Findly Hasu Ahl said, “ There sa story about your childhood
that no one hastold you. When you were ababy, awitch predicted that you would be important when
you grew up. Shedidn’t know inwhat way. | know this story, as do your mother and Ki and afew other
people. But we didn’t want your entire family peering at you and wondering, and we didn’t want you to
become vain or worried; so we kept quiet.



“It'spossible that Ki’sanger isduein part to this. Shelooks at you and thinks, *Whereisthe gift that
was promised us? All we can see—adde from intelligence, which you obvioudy have — is cardessness
and lack of attention.”

What could she say? She was inattentive because her mind wasfull of stories, though the character
who' d been like Ki had vanished. Now there was an orphan girl with no close relatives, ignored by
everyone, except her three companions. the hero, the tli, and the stone. They cared for her in their
different ways: the hero with nobility, the tli with jokes, and the stone with solid friendliness. But she'd
never told anyone about her ideas. “I’ m not yet fifteen,” Ahl said.

“There stimefor you to change,” Hasu Ahl admitted. “But not if you keep doing things that endanger the
ship and yoursdlf. Ki has promised that if you're cardless again, she'll beat you a second time, and the
besting will beworse.”

After that, Hasu Ahl left. Well, thought our heroine, thiswas certainly a con-fusing conversation. Ki's
lover had threatened her with something like fame and with another beating. Adults were beyond
comprehenson.

Her concentration improved, and she became an adequate sailor, though Ki said she would never bea
captain. “Or a second-in-command, like your namesake, my Ahl. Whatever your gift may be, itisn’t
sling”

Her time on board was mostly happy. She made friends with the younger mem-bers of the crew, and she
learned to love the ocean as a sailor does, knowing how dangerousit can be. The coast of the Great
Southern Continent was dotted with harbor towns. Ahl visited many of these, exploring the steep narrow
streets and multi-leveled marketplaces. One night a afedtival, she made lovefor thefirst time. Her lover
wasagirl with black fur and pae yelow eyes. In thetorchlight, the girl’ s pupils expanded, till they lay
across her iriseslike bars of iron or narrow windows that opened into a starless night.

Wheat afineimage! But what could Ahl do withit?

Later, in that same port, she cameto an unwalled tavern. Vines grew over the roof. Underneath were
benches. Perig sat on one, acup in hishand. She shouted his name. He glanced up and smiled, then his
gaze did away. Was she that old? Had she become awoman? Maybe, she thought, remembering the
black-furred girl.



Where was Cholkwa? In the south, Perig said.

Because the place was unwalled and public, she was able to sit down. The hostess brought halin. She
tasted it, savoring the sharp bitterness. It was the taste of adulthood.

“Watch out,” said Perig. “That stuff can make you sick.” Was his company here? Were they acting? Ahl
asked. Yes. The next night, in thetown square. “I’ll come,” said Ahl with decision. Perig glanced at her,
obvioudy pleased.

The play was about a hero, of course: aman who suspected that the senior women in hisfamily, his
mother and her sisters, had committed acrime. If his suspicion wastrue, their behavior threastened the
family’ ssurviva. But no man can treat any woman with violence, and no man should turn againgt his
mother. And what if he were wrong? Maybe they were innocent. Taking one look at the women, Ahl
knew they were villains. But the hero didn’t have her sharpness of vision. So he blundered through the
play, trying to discover the truth. Men died, mostly at his hands, and most of them hiskin. Finally hewas
hacked down, while the women looked on. A messenger arrived, denouncing them. Their family was
declared untouchable. No one would ded with them in the future. Unable to interbreed, the family would
vanish. The monstrous women listened like blocks of stone. Nothing could affect their stubborn
arrogance.

A terrible story, but also beautiful. Perig was the hero and shone like adiamond. The three men playing
the women were grimly convincing. Ahl felt asif asword had gone through her chest. Her Storieswere
nothing next to this.

Afterward, Ahl found Perig in the open tavern. Torchesflared in acool ocean wind, and his
fur—touched with white over the shoulders— moved alittle, ruffled. Ahl tried to explain how lovely and
painful the play had been.

Helistened, giving her an occasiond quick glance. “Thisistheway it' ssupposed to be,” he said finally.
“Like ablade going to avita spot.”

“Isit impossible to have ahappy ending?’ she asked, after shefinished praising. “Inthiskind of play,
y@”

“I liked the hero so much. There should have been another solution.” “Well,” said Perig. “He could have
killed his mother and aunts, then killed himsdlf. It would have saved hisfamily, but hewasn't sure they
werecriminas.”



“Of coursethey were!”

“You wereintheaudience,” said Perig. “Where | was standing, in the middle of the situation, the truth
was less evident; and no man should find it easy to kill hismother.”

“I wasright, yearsago,” Ahl said suddenly. “ This iswhat | want to do. Act in plays.”

Perig looked unhappy.

Shetold him about her attempts to weave and be asailor, then about the plays she had acted in the
hayloft and the storiesin her mind. For thefirst time, she redlized that the stories had scenes. She knew
how the hero moved, like Perig acting ahero. The tli had Cholkwa s brisk step and mocking voice. The
stone was astone. Only the girl was blurry. She didn’t tell Perig about the scenes. Embar-rassing to
admit that this quiet aging man lived in her mind, long with hislover and astone. But she did tell him that
shetold stories.

He listened, then said, “If you were aboy, I'd go to your family and ask for you as an gpprentice — if
not this year, then next year. But | can’t, Ahl. They