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“Off on a Starship,” by William Barton. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, September 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“It’s All True,” by John Kessel. Copyright © 2003 by SCIFI.COM. First published electronically on SCI FICTION, November 5, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Rogue Farm,” by Charles Stross. Copyright © 2003 by Charles Stross. First published in Live Without a Net (Roc), edited by Lou Anders. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Ice,” by Steven Popkes. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, January 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Ej-es,” by Nancy Kress. Copyright © 2003 by Nancy Kress. First published in Stars: Original Stories Based on the Songs of Janis Ian (DAW), edited by Janis Ian and Mike Resnick. Reprinted by permission of the author. “Jesse,” words and music by Janis Ian, copyright © Tao Songs Two. All rights reserved. Used by permission.


“The Bellman,” by John Varley. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author and the author’s agent, Kirby McCauley.


“The Bear’s Baby,” by Judith Moffett. Copyright © 2003 by Spilogale, Inc. First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, October/November 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Calling Your Name,” by Howard Waldrop. Copyright © 2003 by Howard Waldrop. First published in Stars: Original Stories Based on the Songs of Janis Ian (DAW), edited by Janis Ian and Mike Resnick. Reprinted by permission of the author. “Calling Your Name,” words and music by Janis Ian, copyright © Tao Songs Two. All rights reserved. Used by permission.


“June Sixteenth at Anna’s,” by Kristine Kathryn Rusch. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, April 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Green Leopard Plague,” by Walter Jon Williams. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, October/November 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Fluted Girl,” by Paolo Bacigalupi. Copyright © 2003 by Spilogale, Inc. First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, June 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Dead Worlds,” by Jack Skillingstead. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, June 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“King Dragon,” by Michael Swanwick. Copyright © 2003 by Michael Swanwick. First published in The Dragon Quintet (Science Fiction Book Club), edited by Marvin Kaye. Reprinted by permission of the author.




“Singletons in Love,” by Paul Melko. Copyright © 2003 by Paul Melko. First published in Live Without a Net (Roc), edited by Lou Anders. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Anomalous Structures of My Dreams,” by M. Shayne Bell. Copyright © 2003 by Spilogale, Inc. First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, January 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Cookie Monster,” by Vernor Vinge. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Analog Science Fiction and Fact, October 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Joe Steele,” by Harry Turtledove. Copyright © 2003 by Harry Turtledove. First published in Stars: Original Stories Based on the Songs of Janis Ian (DAW), edited by Janis Ian and Mike Resnick. Lyrics from the song “god and the fbi” by Janis Ian, copyright © 2000 by Rude Girl Music, Incorporated. All rights reserved. Used by permission.


“Birth Days,” by Geoff Ryman. Copyright © 2003 by Interzone. First published in Interzone, April 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Awake in the Night,” by John C. Wright. Copyright © 2003 by John C. Wright. First published in William Hope Hodgson’s Night Lands, Volume 1: Eternal Love (Betancourt & Company), edited by Andy W. Robertson. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Long Way Home,” by James Van Pelt. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, September 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“The Eyes of America,” by Geoffrey A. Landis. Copyright © 2003 by SCIFI.COM. First published electronically on SCI FICTION, May 7, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Welcome to Olympus, Mr. Hearst,” by Kage Baker. Copyright © 2003 by Dell Magazines. First published in Asimov’s Science Fiction, October/November 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author and the author’s agents, the Virginia Kidd Literary Agency.


“Night of Time,” by Robert Reed. Copyright © 2003 by Robert Reed. First published in The Silver Gryphon (Golden Gryphon Press), edited by Gary Turner and Marty Halpern. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Strong Medicine,” by William Shunn. Copyright © by William Shunn. First published electronically on SALON, November 11, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Send Me a Mentagram,” by Dominic Green. Copyright © 2003 by Interzone. First published in Interzone, December 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“And the Dish Ran Away with the Spoon,” by Paul Di Filippo. Copyright © 2003 by SCIFI.COM. First published electronically on SCI FICTION, November 19, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Flashmen,” by Terry Dowling. Copyright © 2003 by Terry Dowling. First published electronically in Oceans of the Mind X. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Dragonhead,” by Nick DiChario. Copyright © 2003 by Spilogale, Inc. First published in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, July 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.


“Dear Abbey,” by Terry Bisson. Copyright © 2003 by Terry Bisson. First published as a chapbook, Dear Abbey (PS Publishing). Reprinted by the author and the author’s agent, Susan Ann Protter.
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In spite of rough financial seas in the general economy, the genre publishing world remained not only afloat but relatively stable throughout 2003— it took some hits, yes, as did most sectors of the economy, but, so far (knock wood), nothing catastrophic or crippling, nothing that would seem to indicate a depression or even a serious recession ahead.


In fact, over the last couple of years, the science fiction and fantasy genres have been, for the most part, expanding rather than contracting. Yes, we lost the British SF line Earthlight in 2003, a casualty of the chaotic reorganization and global cutbacks going on within Simon & Schuster; Roc and Ace are merging their editorial staffs (while remaining separate imprints); Big Engine, one of the more ambitious new small presses, discovered that they had bitten off more than they could chew and went out of business; and several more SF-specialty book-shops closed their doors, unable to compete with the discounts offered by the chain bookstores and online bookstores. But, on the other hand, five new genre Young Adult lines were added to the field at the end of 2003 or the beginning of 2004: Dorchester Publishing is adding a new trade paperback fantasy imprint; Tor is adding a new “paranormal romance” line; Harlequin is adding a new “fantasy line with romantic elements”; Five Star Books is expanding this year to seventy-eight books per year (while changing its emphasis from short-story collections to novels), with twenty-six of those being SF or fantasy; Night Shade Books is expanding to twenty books, with an eventual goal of doing forty-eight titles annually; and Small Beer Press, Golden Gryphon Press, Subterranean Press, PS Publishing, and others are all expanding their lines and venturing into publishing novels in addition to their usual collections (in fact, the “miniscule press”— to use Charles N. Brown’s memorable phrase for publishers “a layer under the small press”— is booming like never before).


I’ve said this before, but with all the “SF is dying” talk that still goes on at conventions and in online forums and bulletin boards, perhaps its worth saying again. For some historical perspective, the next time that you hear that the SF genre is “dying,” keep in mind that the number of original science fiction novels published in 2003—236, according to the newsmagazine Locus—is alone higher than the total number of original genre books, of any sort, published in 1972, which was 225. An article I saw online at the NYTimes.com site, by Dinitia Smith, had a similar perspective: The best-selling novel of 1975, according to Publisher’s Weekly’s annual fiction best-seller list, was E. L. Doctorow’s novel Ragtime, which sold 232,000 copies in hardcover; the best-selling novel of the year 2000 was John Grisham’s novel The Brethren, and it sold 2,875,000 copies, an increase of more than 1,000%! According to a new survey of a quarter-century of publishing, an estimated 114,487 different titles were published in 2001, compared with 39,000 titles in 1975, with more people buying them.


So, there are more books being published than ever before, more people are buying them than ever before, and—thanks to online booksellers and, yes, the much-despised chain book-stores—more people have easier access to those books than ever before. Doesn’t sound like either the much-feared and much-warned-against Death of Literacy or the Death of Science Fiction to me. In fact, it sounds like a lot better world than the one I was born into, where only a relatively small percentage of the population read with any regularity (especially pleasure reading), only a comparatively small number of titles of any sort were published every year (you were lucky if you could find three science fiction titles published per month, for example; sometimes there were none), and if you lived in a small town, as I did, you had to travel miles (twenty miles, in my case) to the nearest large city to find a proper bookstore—and even when you found one, there was no such thing as a science fiction section in it. Nor was there any Internet which you could employ to order books in a wide variety of formats with a few clicks of a button, which are subsequently sent direct to your door.


So maybe the present isn’t as bad as we sometimes make it out to be. Which prompts me to hope that maybe the future won’t be as bad as we fear it will be either.


It wasn’t all smooth sailing in the genre this year, of course. There were some shakeups. Anthony Cheetham, cofounder and CEO of Orion Publishing Group in the United Kingdom, was dismissed, being replaced as CEO by group Managing Director and cofounder Peter Roche; Malcolm Edwards will move into the newly created position of Deputy CEO and publisher, directing publishing policy for the entire Orion Publishing Group, including the SF line Gollancz. Laura Ann Gilman stepped down as Roc editor to pursue a freelance career, and it was announced that Roc is to merge with Ace on the editorial level; Roc will remain an NAL imprint, with separate publications, but editorial will be merged into Berkley’s Ace operations, under Berkley Executive Editor and Ace editor in chief, Susan Allison; while Ace personnel Ginjer Buchanan, John Morgan, and Anne Sowards have been made full editors and will work for both houses. Roc editor Jennifer Heddle subsequently left to become editor at Pocket Books, replaced at Roc by Elizabeth Scheier, hired as an NAL editor who will also work on Roc. And in early 2004, just before press time, it was announced that John Ordover, longtime editor of the Star Trek novel line at Pocket Books, has moved over to become editor in chief of the small press, Phobos Books.


Not a lot of change for the publishing world, where, some years, editors moving from house to house to house can seem like a game of Editorial Musical Chairs. The really big changes were under the surface, and little discussed. One thing likely to have major and far-reaching consequences is the recent legal decision that the Print-On-Demand process used by such POD publishers as Lightning Source is in violation of a preexistent patent, something that could have a chilling effect on the burgeoning world of POD publishing. And the “Internet piracy” case against AOL, spearheaded by Harlan Elllison, continues to churn its way through the court system, although recently some progress seemed to be being made in Ellison’s favor; the ultimate ruling here could also have far-reaching long-term consequences. The behind-the-scenes thing that’s likely to have the most wide-ranging effect, though, is that genre publishing seems to be finally hitting the glass ceiling, as far as how long books can be allowed to get; the reluctance of the chain bookstore to order books priced over $24.95 (the bigger the book, the more it costs to produce, the higher the cover price that has to be put on it—and the fewer customers who will be willing to shell out that much to buy it) is putting the brakes on the trend toward ever-longer novels that kept snowballing throughout the 80s and 90s, and it may be that the days of really Big Fat Novels are behind us. Of course, really heavy hitters like Stephen King or Robert Jordan or Raymond Feist will continue to be allowed to publish books at any length they like—this will have the most effect on most new or middle-level writers, who will have the choice of writing shorter books or seeing their novel split up into three separate volumes in order to be published at all, as happened to John C. Wright’s novel The Golden Transcendence, originally intended to be one volume. (I actually don’t mind the switch to smaller novels; some of the best SF novels ever produced were written back when publishing realities wouldn’t allow you to publish a novel longer than 70,000 words, and most SF and fantasy novels of the last twenty years have been bloated and grossly padded anyway. Maybe, in some cases, less is more.)


 


2003 was another bad year in the magazine market, throughout the entire magazine industry, nationwide and even worldwide, not just in the genre market—although some commentators continue to use this as ammunition in the “SF Is Dying” argument, and usually go on to comment that magazine circulations must be going down because the magazine editors are buying the wrong kinds of stories, or that the readers have lost interest in core science fiction (a particularly popular argument with the slipstream crowd). In fact, falling circulations—for many technical reasons, including broken or vanishing infrastructure channels (see the Summations in The Year’s Best Science Fiction, Nineteenth and Twentieth Annual Collections for more detail)—are a problem throughout the entire magazine industry, far outside genre boundaries. An article in dmnews.com selects 2003 as “the worse year in recent memory for newsstand sales,” with newsstand sales sliding 10- to 15% across the board; according to Oxbridge Communications’s National Directory of Magazines, the overall number of print and online titles published dropped 9.1% in the United States and Canada in 2003, to 17,670 from 19,436 in 2000. Even magazines such as Playboy and TV Guide, formerly among the best-selling titles in the world, are feeling the pinch, and beginning to emit distressed wobbling noises. Seen from this perspective, the situation in the genre market is relatively stable, with small circulation losses, yes, but so far no repeat of the catastrophic drops that we saw in the mid-90s.


Still, there were changes necessitated by hard economic times. Asimov’s and Analog, as a cost-saving measure, went from an eleven-issue-a-year schedule to a ten-issue-per-year schedule, with a new double issue replacing one issue a year; and Interzone, after missing several issues during the course of 2003, officially announced that they were converting to a bimonthly schedule from a monthly schedule in 2004. This makes the upcoming year the first time since the launch of Weird Tales in 1923 that the field has officially been without a monthly fiction magazine. In other bad news, 3SF, a new large-format SF magazine launched last year, lasted for only three issues before dying, and the excellent Scottish magazine Spectrum SF seems to have gone quiescent, with nothing heard from it in 2003.


In spite of the troubled water in the magazine industry, many new magazines are still being launched, both inside and outside of the genre. In the genre, in addition to a slew of semiprozines and new e-magazines (which are discussed below), the end of the year saw the launch of a handsome multigenre revival of the old men’s magazine Argosy, with some serious advertising bucks behind it (more about this next year), a new horror magazine called H. P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, and a new mixed-genre magazine from PS Publishing, Postscripts, edited by Peter Crowther, one of the best editors in the business, is on the horizon.


To get down to hard figures, Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a 3.9% loss in overall circulation in 2003, losing 1,298 in subscriptions, but gaining 68 in newsstand sales; sell-through was up to a record 60%. Analog Science Fiction & Fact registered a 3.6% loss in overall circulation in 2003, losing 1,592 in subscriptions, but 75 in newsstand sales, with sell-through rising to a record 61%. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction registered a 10% loss in overall circulation, losing 2,716 in subscriptions, but gaining 339 on the newsstand, with their sell-through rising to 44%. Interzone reported circulation to be down “maybe 10%” from its former level of about 4,000 copies. Realms of Fantasy claims a paid circulation of 27,331, up 1,318 from 2002, the last year for which figures were available; no breakdown as to how many of those are subscription sales versus newsstand sales are available either, but probably the bulk are subscription sales.


The SF magazines are by no means down for the count yet—as Charles N. Brown said in his year-end summary in Locus, commenting on the fact that Asimov’s and Analog more or less held their ground, with no precipitous drops in circulation, “In magazine publishing, even is the new up”—especially as they are so cheap to produce that you don’t need to sell a lot of them to earn a profit, but it’s clear that the next few years are going to be critical ones in determining whether these magazines survive or not. One problem is that as newsstands and specialty SF bookstores themselves continue to dwindle in numbers, and the ones that are still around become ever more reluctant to display fiction magazines—especially digest-sized magazines, which don’t really fit into the physical format of most newsstands very well—it becomes more and more difficult to get your product out where it might be seen and purchased by people who might eventually become new subscribers; and without new subscribers, eventually your subscription base will be whittled away by natural attrition until you don’t have a large enough one to support the magazine anymore.


Therefore, I’m going to urge everyone reading these words to subscribe to your favorite SF or fantasy magazine, and to do it today, right now, before your good intentions get buried under the press of daily events and you forget about it. It’s the one practical thing you can do to ensure the survival of a strong SF/fantasy market, with lots of diversity. And it’s easier to subscribe to genre magazines today than ever before, as most of them have the capability to issue subscriptions online on their Web sites, with all that’s called for a credit card and a few clicks of a button, with no stamps, no envelopes, and no trips to the post office required. Additionally, you can subscribe from overseas just as easily as you can from the United States, something formerly difficult-to-impossible. Internet sites such as Peanut Press (www.peanutpress.com) and Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com), sell electronic downloadable versions of the magazines to be read on your PDA or PC, something becoming increasingly popular with the computer-savvy set. Therefore, I’m going to list the URLs for those magazines that have Web sites: Asimov’s site is at www.asimovs.com; Analog’s site is at www.analogsf.com; and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is at http://www.sfsite.com/fsf/. Interzone’s site is at http://www.sfsite.com/interzone/. Or, if you want to go the traditional ink, paper, and stamp route instead, subscription addresses are listed below. Whichever you do, though, if you like having a lot of science fiction to read every year in anthologies like this one, put the book down and go subscribe now.


Subscription addresses for the professional magazines follow: The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Spilogale, Inc., P.O. Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030, annual subscription—$44.89 in U.S.; Asimov’s Science Fiction, Dell Magazines, 6 Prowitt Street, Norwalk, CT 06855—$43.90 for annual subscription in U.S.; Analog Science Fiction and Fact, Dell Magazines, 6 Prowitt Street, Norwalk, CT 06855—$43.90 for annual subscription in U.S.; Interzone, 217 Preston Drove, Brighton BN1 6FL, United Kingdom, $65.00 for an airmail one-year (twelve issues) subscription; Realms of Fantasy, Sovereign Media Co. Inc., P.O. Box 1623, Williamsport, PA 17703, $16.95 for an annual subscription in the U.S.


Let’s turn now to the Internet scene, although I should add the caveat that things there evolve with such lightning speed, with new e-magazines and Internet sites of general interest seeming almost to be born one day and die the next, that it remains possible that everything I say about it here will be obsolete by the time this book makes it into print. The only way you can be sure about what’s available and what’s not is to go online yourself and check. Not a lot has changed since last year, with most of the major sites still in place and still the major genre-related sites, although new sites of interest continue to be born almost faster than it’s possible to keep up with them.


As usual, the best place on the Internet to find fantasy, horror, and science fiction of high-literary quality, and one of the major players in the whole genre market, is Ellen Datlow’s Sci Fiction page on the internet (www.scifi.com/scifiction/), which this year featured a lot of the year’s best fiction, on or off of the Internet, including stories by John Kessel, Lucius Shepard, Howard Waldrop, Geoffrey A. Landis, Paul Di Filippo, Octavia Butler, J. R. Dunn, Jeffery Ford, Maureen F. McHugh, Kathleen Ann Goonan, and others. Eileen Gunn’s The Infinite Matrix page (www.infinitematrix.net) continued to publish literate and quirky fiction by people such as Michael Swanwick, Richard Kadrey, Benjamin Rosenbaum, and others, although a funding crisis has forced them to resort to PBS-like appeals for donations; let’s hope this works, as the site deserves to survive. Good professional-level SF and fantasy (as well as the usual slipstream and soft horror) could also be found on the Strange Horizons site (www.strangehorizons.com), which published an excellent story by David Moles, as well as good stuff by Bill Kte’pi, Nisi Shawl, Greg Van Eekhout, Daniel Kayson, Jeff Carlson, and others, as well as by electronic subscription to Oceans of the Mind (www.trantorpublications.com/oceans.htm), which published one of the year’s best stories, by Terry Dowling, as well as good stuff by Stephen Dedman, Marissa K. Lingen, Ian Creasey, Mary Turzillo, and others. (Oceans of the Mind deserves special commendation, in my eyes, anyway, for concentrating almost exclusively on core science fiction; almost all the other Internet fiction sites, including Sci Fiction, publish at least as much fantasy, horror, and slipstream as SF, if not more.)


Below this point, most of the sites and e-magazines from which original fiction is available are less reliable; the stuff you find there won’t always—or even mostly—be of professional quality, although sometimes there are above-average stories to be found. The best of the remaining sites is probably Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com); the bulk of its space is devoted to media and gaming reviews, book reviews, essays, and interviews, but some good stories from Steven Utley, Jay Lake, Lou Antonelli, and others did appear there this year, and they seem to be increasing their emphasis on fiction. Short science fiction stories of high-professional quality have even been turning up recently on Salon (www.salon.com) of all places, which this year published good SF stories by Cory Doctorow and William Shunn. Other promising new sites include: The Fortean Bureau—A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (www.forteanbureau.com/index.html), Abyss and Apex: A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (http://klio.net/abyssandapex), Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com), and Bewildering Stories (www.bewilderingstories.com).


Good original SF and fantasy becomes somewhat hard to find after this point, but there’s quite a lot of good short reprint SF and fantasy out there to be found. For example, most of the sites that are associated with existent print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Aurealis, and others, will have extensive archives of material, both fiction and nonfiction, previously published by the print versions of the magazines, and some of them regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues; SCI FICTION also has a substantial archive of “classic reprints,” as do The Infinite Matrix and Strange Horizons. You can also check out the British Infinity Plus (http://www.users.zetnet.co.uk/iplus/), which has, in addition to biographical and bibliographical information, book reviews, interviews, and critical essays, and a good selection of good-quality reprint stories. All of this stuff is available to be read for free (as long as you’re willing to read it on a computer screen).


For a small fee, though, an even greater range of reprint stories becomes available. One of the best such sites is Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com), a place where you can buy downloadable e-books and stories to read on your PDA or PC. In addition to individual stories, you can also buy “fiction bundles” here, which amount to electronic collections, as well as a selection of novels in several different genres; more importantly to me, you can also subscribe to downloadable versions of several of the SF magazines—including Asimov’s Science Fiction—here, in a number of different formats (as you can at the Peanut Press site, www.peanutpress.com). ElectricStory (www.electricstory.com) is a similar site, but here, in addition to the downloadable stuff (both stories and novels) you can buy, you can also access for free movie reviews by Lucius Shepard, articles by Howard Waldrop, and other critical material. Access for a small fee to both original and reprint SF stories is also offered by sites such as Mind’s Eye Fiction (http://tale.com/genres.htm), and Alexandria Digital Literature (http://alexlit.com) as well.


There’s also a large cluster of general-interest sites that don’t publish fiction but do publish lots of interviews, critical articles, reviews, and genre-oriented news of various kinds. One of the most valuable genre-oriented sites on the entire Internet is Locus Online (http://www.locusmag.com), the online version of the newsmagazine Locus; not only do you get fast-breaking news here (in fact, this is often the first place in the entire genre where important stories break), but you can also access an incredible amount of information here, including book reviews, critical lists, obituary lists, links to reviews and essays appearing outside the genre, and links to extensive and invaluable database archives such as the Locus Index to Science Fiction and the Locus Index to Science Fiction Awards. Other essential sites include: Science Fiction Weekly (http://www.scifi.com/sfw/), more media-and-gaming oriented than Locus Online, but still featuring news and book reviews, as well as regular columns by John Clute, Michael Cassut, and Wil McCarthy; Tangent Online (http://www.sfsite.com/tangent/), which underwent a fallow period last winter and a change of editorship, but which now seems back on track in providing extensive short-fiction reviews that cover magazines, anthologies, and e-zines, something that’s difficult to find anywhere else in both the print and online worlds; Best SF (www.bestsf.net/), another great review site, and one of the few places, along with Tangent Online, that makes any attempt to regularly review online fiction as well as print fiction; The Internet Review of Science Fiction (http://www.irosf.com) and Lost Pages (http://lostpagesindex.html) are new reviews site which cover similar territory to Best SF and Tangent Online, while adding articles, interviews, and, in the case of Lost Pages, some fiction as well; SFRevu (http://www.sfsite.com/sfrevu), is a review site which specializes in media and novel reviews; the Sci-Fi Channel (www.scifi.com), which provides a home for Ellen Datlow’s SCI FICTION and for Science Fiction Weekly, and to the bimonthly SF-oriented chats hosted by Asimov’s and Analog, as well as vast amounts of material about SF movies and TV shows; the SF Site (www.sfsite.com/), which not only features an extensive selection of reviews of books, games, and magazines, interviews, critical retrospective articles, letters, and so forth, plus a huge archive of past reviews; but also serves as host-site for the web pages of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction and Interzone; SFF NET (http://www.sff.net), which features dozens of home pages and newsgroups for SF writers, plus sites for genre-oriented live chats; the Science Fiction Writers of America page (http://www.sfwa.org/); where news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; Audible (www.audible.com) and Beyond 2000 (www.beyond2000.com), where SF-oriented radio plays can be accessed; multiple Hugo-winner David Langford’s online version of his fanzine Ansible (www.dcs.gla.ac.uk/Ansible/), which provides a funny and often iconoclastic slant on genre-oriented news; and Speculations (www.speculations.com) a long-running site which dispenses writing advice, and writing-oriented news and gossip (although to access most of it, you’ll have to subscribe to the site).


Live online interviews with prominent genre writers are also offered on a regular basis on many sites, including interviews sponsored by Asimov’s and Analog and conducted by Gardner Dozois on the Sci-Fi Channel (http://www.scifi.com/chat/) every other Tuesday night at 9 P.M. EST (SCI FICTION chats conducted by Ellen Datlow are also featured on the Sci-Fi Channel at irregular intervals, usually on Thursdays, check the site for details); regular scheduled interviews on the Cybling site (http://www.cybling.com/); and occasional interviews on the Talk City site (http://www.talkcity.com/). Many Bulletin Board Services, such as Delphi, Compuserve, and AOL, have large online communities of SF writers and fans, and some of these services also feature regularly scheduled live interactive real-time chats or conferences, in which anyone interested in SF is welcome to participate, the SF-oriented chat on Delphi, every Wednesday at about 10 P.M. EST, is the one with which I’m most familiar, but there are similar chats on SFF.Net, and probably on other BBSs as well.


Close your eyes for a moment in the Internet world, though, and everything will be different when you open them again. By this time next year, the odds are that some of these sites will be gone, and some will have grown more prominent. The only way you can keep up on a day-to-day basis is to go on the Internet and see for yourself what’s there. (I can almost guarantee you that there’ll be a lot of interest to find, whatever specific sites come and go.)


It was not a particularly good year in the print semiprozine market, one of a succession of bad years in the new century so far, although, as usual, new semiprozines, particularly fiction semiprozines, struggled to be born even as the old ones fell by the wayside. Last year, a number of prominent semiprozines, including Century, Eidolon, Orb, Altair, Terra Incognita, and the excellent Spectrum SF, either died or went “on hiatus”—or continued “on hiatus,” in the case of Century—which usually amounts to the same thing in the semiprozine market. I’ll be surprised if we ever see any of those magazines again.


Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, Fantastic Stories of the Imagination, Weird Tales, the newszine Chronicle (formerly Science Fiction Chronicle), the all-vampire-fiction magazine Dreams of Decadence—the titles consolidated under the umbrella of Warren Lapine’s DNA Publications—still had trouble keeping to their announced publishing schedules this year; Weird Tales and Chronicle met it, but Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, Fantastic Stories of the Imagination, and Dreams of Decadence all published only one issue apiece. Circulation figures were not available for the DNA magazines, so it’s impossible to say how they’re doing. Artemis Magazine: Science and Fiction for a Space-Faring Society, the Irish fiction semiprozine Albedo One, and the long-running Australian semiprozine Aurealis also only managed one issue apiece this year. If there was an issue of Tales of the Unanticipated this year, I didn’t see it.


The two most seemingly healthy of the fiction semiprozines at the moment, judging by frequency of publication if nothing else, would have to be the long-running Canadian semiprozine On Spec and the leading British semiprozine, The Third Alternative. On Spec: The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic (the subtitle changed this year from the former, and somewhat snide, More Than Just Science Fiction) features some of the best covers in the business, including the professional magazines, but the fiction this year seemed somewhat minor, with no real standouts. On the other hand, the slick, large-format The Third Alternative is not only one of the handsomest magazines out there, but publishes fiction at a fully professional level (most of it slipstream and horror, although there is an occasional science fiction story), including, this year, excellent stuff by Eric Brown, Alexander Glass, Karen Fishler, Jay Lake, Lucius Shepard, Patrick Samphire, Mary Soon Lee, and others. Although it’s managed only four issues in the last two years (it’s supposed to be quarterly), Talebones: Fiction on the Dark Edge still seems a lively and hardy little magazine, and featured good SF and fantasy stories by James Van Pelt, Jay Lake, Mark Rich, Martha J. Allard, and others. Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine survived a patch of financial difficulties last year, and seems to also be fairly vigorous, publishing six issues this year; their fiction is not yet up to the same reliable level of The Third Alternative or Talebones, but they did publish good stuff this year by Stephen Dedman, Geoffrey Maloney, Ruth Nestvold, and others.


Other SF-oriented (more-or-less, almost all “SF semiprozines” feature a mix of fantasy or slipstream stories as well) fiction semiprozines out there included Hadrosaur Tales, which had two issues this year (with a good story by Neal Asher in issue 16), Electric Velocipede, which also managed two issues (featuring good work by William Shunn, Paul Di Filippo, Rick Klaw, and others), the long-running Space and Time, and the newly launched Neo-Opsis and Jupiter (which instead of issue numbers has issues named after moons of Jupiter, such as Jupiter: Europa, and so forth); these last two are amateuristic-looking (frankly, rather crappy-looking) productions, but they’re attracting some interesting young professionals such as Derryl Murphy, Ian Creasey, and Nicholas Waller, and have nowhere to go but up.


Another rather amateurish-looking magazine, with almost nothing to offer in the way of production values, is Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, which has overcome these drawbacks to become one of the most respected magazines in the business; it’s done this by attracting first-rate work by top writers (almost always slipstream and stylish surrealism of one sort or another rather than science fiction or even genre fantasy), including, this year, Molly Gloss, Eliot Fintushel, Richard Parks, Sarah Monette, and others. Not only has Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet become the flagship of the whole emerging slipstream/fabulist subgenre, it’s inspired a host of clones, also very amateuristic-looking, publishing much the same sort of material, and, in fact, often drawing upon many of the same general group of authors; these magazines include the Say … group, where each issue has a different title, such as this year’s Say … Aren’t You Dead?, Full Unit Hookup, Intracities, The Journal of Pulse-Pounding Narratives, Flytrap #1, and, perhaps the most promising of the bunch, Alchemy, a fantasy magazine which featured stories by Theodora Gross, Alex Irvine, and Sarah Monette this year.


Black Gate, the new large-format fantasy magazine, again published only two issues out of a scheduled four, but each issue was fat enough to make up three or four issues of most of the other fiction semiprozines. Good fantasy of different types appeared there this year by Mark W. Tiedemann, Rick Norwood, Anne Sheldon, Jennifer Busick, Brian A. Hopkins, and others. Paradox is a new magazine which features both historical fiction and “speculative/historical fiction”—alternate-history stories, in other words, by writers such as Brian Stableford and James Van Pelt.


Since I don’t follow the horror semiprozine market anymore, I’ll limit myself to saying that the most prominent magazine there, as usual, seems to be the highly respected Cemetery Dance.


There’s not a lot left to the critical magazine market, with Lawrence Person announcing that he’s retiring Nova Express, but the good news is that what’s left is solid, including some of the most reliably published and long-lasting semiprozines in the entire industry. Locus, now edited by Jennifer A. Hall, with founder and longtime editor Charles N. Brown hovering in the background somewhere in the role of publisher to keep an eye on things, wins the Hugo for Best Semiprozine year after year, often to loud groans from the audience from those who are tired of seeing it win, but there’s a reason why it wins—it’s an indispensable source of information, news, and reviews for anyone interested in science fiction, particularly from a writer’s perspective; I know very few writers who don’t subscribe to Locus. Now that it’s been taken over by Warren Lapine’s DNA Publishing Group (who changed the name and installed new editor John Douglas), Chronicle, formerly Science Fiction Chronicle, is back on track as a reliably published magazine again, and is also a very valuable reference source. The best critical magazine out there at the moment is David G. Hartwell’s eclectic critical magazine, The New York Review of Science Fiction, which has a wide-enough range of articles and reviews that everybody is sure to find something to like and dislike in every single issue; it also comes out with clocklike regularity, twelve issues a year. The Fix is a short-fiction review magazine, the only one in print (all the other short-fiction review sources are online), brought to you by the people who put out The Third Alternative.


Locus, The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $60.00 for a one-year first class subscription, 12 issues; The New York Review of Science Fiction, Dragon Press, P.O. Box 78, Pleasantville, NY 10570, $36.00 per year, make checks payable to “Dragon Press,” 12 issues; The Fix: The Review of Short Fiction, TTA Press, Wayne Edwards, 360 W. 76th Ave., #H, Anchorage, AK 99518, $29.00 for a six-issue subscription, make checks payable to “TTA Press”; The Third Alternative, TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs. CB6 2LB, England, UK, $36.00 for a four-issue subscription, checks made payable to “TTA Press”; Talebones, Fiction on the Dark Edge, 5203 Quincy Ave SE, Auburn, WA 98092, $20.00 for four issues; On Spec: The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, $22.00 for a one-year (four issue) subscription; Neo-Opsis Science Fiction Magazine, 4129 Carey Rd., Victoria, BC, V8Z 4G5, $24.00 Canadian for a four issue subscription; Jupiter, Ian Redman, 23 College Green, Yeovil, Somerset, BA21 4JR, UK, 9 pounds sterling for a four-issue subscription; Aurealis: The Australian Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, Chimaera Publications, P.O. Box 2164, Mt. Waverley, Victoria 3149, Australia, $50.00 for a four-issue overseas airmail subscription, “all cheques and money orders must be made out to Chimarea Publications in Australian dollars”; Albedo, Albedo One Productions, 2 Post Road, Lusk, Co., Dublin, Ireland; $25.00 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 Fiction, Weird Tales, Dreams of Decadence, and Chronicle—all available from DNA Publications, P.O. Box 2988, Radford, VA 24142-2988, all available for $16 for a one-year subscription, although you can get a group subscription to four DNA fiction magazines for $60 a year, with Chronicle $45 a year (12 issues), all checks payable to “D.N.A. Publications”; Tales of the Unanticipated, Box 8036, Lake Street Station, Minneapolis, MN 55408, $15 for a four-issue subscription; 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”; Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Avenue, Northampton, MA 01060, $16.00 for four issues; Say …, The Fortress of Worlds, P.O. Box 1304, Lexington, KY 40588-1304, $10.00 for two issues in the U.S. and Canada; Alchemy, Edgewood Press, P.O. Box 380264, Cambridge, MA 02238, $7.00 for an issue; Full Unit Hookup: A Magazine of Exceptional Literature, Conical Hats Press, 622 West Cottom Avenue, New Albany, IN 47150-5011, $12.00 for a three-issue subscription; Flytrap, Tropism Press, P.O. Box 13322, Berkeley, CA 94712-4222, $16 for four issues, checks payable to “Heather Shaw”; The Journal of Pulse-Pounding Narratives, c/o Thom Davidson, 34 Curtis Ave., #P-9, Marlborough, MA 01752, $6.50; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, P.O. Box 495, Chinchilla QLD 4415 Australia, $35.00 for a one-year subscription; Hadrosaur Tales, P.O. Box 2194, Mesilla Park, NM 88047-2194, $16.50 for a three-issue subscription, make checks payable to “Hadrosaur Productions”; Electric Velocipede, $15 for a four-issue subscription—it seems like you can only order this online, so for more subscription information, check their Web site at http://members.aol.com/evzine/index.html; Space and Time: The Magazine of Fantasy, Horror, and Science Fiction, Space and Time, 138 West 70th Street (4B), New York, NY 10023-4468, $10.00 for a one year (two issue) subscription; Black Gate, New Epoch Press, 815 Oak Street, St. Charles, IL 60174, $29.95 for a one-year (four issue) subscription; Paradox, Paradox Publications, P.O. Box 22897, Brooklyn, NY 11202-2897, $15.00 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription; Cemetery Dance, CD Publications, 132-B Industry Lane, Unit #7, Forest Hill, MD 21050, $27.00 for six issues.


 


There were a lot of original anthologies this year, most of them fairly mediocre in overall quality, although most of them did also contain a couple of worthwhile—if not exceptional—stories. The best original SF anthology of the year was probably Live Without a Net (Roc), edited by Lou Anders; a few of the stories here wander too far off the ostensible theme—futures where the Internet wasn’t developed, or was developed and then abandoned for one reason or another—and merely explore fantasy scenarios instead, but the book does contain a high percentage of first-rate and highly inventive work by Charles Stross, Paul Melko, Michael Swanwick, Chris Roberson, Alex Irvine, Paul Di Filippo, John Meaney, and others.


A fairly close follow-up candidate for the title of best original science fiction anthology of the year was Stars: Stories Inspired by the Songs of Janis Ian (DAW), edited by Janis Ian and Mike Resnick; there’s perhaps a higher percentage of mediocre stories here than in the Anders, but, as it’s quite a large book, also a lot of good material as well. It’s unfortunate that the editors didn’t just select a group of authors and let them write about whatever they wanted to write about, without the insistence that the stories be “inspired by” Janis Ian’s songs, because the worst stories here are those that make an obvious one-to-one correlation to one of Ian’s songs—replacing the black kid of “Society’s Child” with an alien, for instance—while the strongest stories are usually those that have the least to do with the songs themselves. Still, in spite of some weak stories, this is a good value for your money, containing first-rate work by Howard Waldrop, Nancy Kress, Harry Turtledove, John Varley, Spider Robinson, Susan Casper, Terry Bisson, Tad Williams, and others.


Another worthwhile original anthology, this one a mixed-genre effort containing fantasy, horror, mystery, and mainstream stories as well as SF (although both the Anders and the Ian/Resnick anthologies contain some fantasy stories as well), is The Silver Gryphon (Golden Gryphon), edited by Gary Turner and Marty Halpern, a volume in celebration of the twenty-fifth book published by Golden Gryphon Press, which contains good work of various sorts by Robert Reed, James Patrick Kelly, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Kage Baker, Andy Duncan, Jeffery Ford, Michael Bishop, Howard Waldrop, Lucius Shepard, Geoffrey A. Landis, and others.


As I said above, most of the rest of the year’s original SF anthologies contained no more than a few worthwhile if not exceptional stories apiece: Space Inc. (DAW), edited by Julie E. Czerneda; Future Wars (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Larry Segriff; Low Port (Meisha Merlin), edited by Sharon Lee and Steve Miller; Give Me Liberty (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Mark Tier; Women Writing Science Fiction as Men (DAW), edited by Mike Resnick; and Men Writing Science Fiction as Women (DAW), edited by Mike Resnick (for what it’s worth, the Men Writing as Women volume struck me as somewhat higher in overall quality than the Women Writing as Men volume, which surprised me a bit, since if I’d had to bet it, I would have bet it the other way around). The fact that they’re all cheap mass-market paperbacks means that you may well get your money’s worth in entertainment value out of any of these—but for the most part, they’re probably not where you’re going to find next year’s award-winners and most-talked-about stories. New Voices in Science Fiction (DAW), edited by Mike Resnick, is a worthwhile and self-explanatory idea, and one that probably should be published annually to be of greatest use. I didn’t always agree with Resnick’s selection of who the “new voices” were, thinking that he missed several I would have used, and I questioned that a few of those included were actually “new” enough to make the cut for such a volume (although that’s a subjective call to some extent, one reader’s “never-heard-of-before” being another reader’s “already-well-established,” depending on how much reading they do within the field every year)—but that hardly matters; nearly every editor is going to come up with their own list of “new voices,” and few of them will agree. It did bother me a bit, though, that the majority of the stories in a book called New Voices in Science Fiction were actually fantasy stories by any reasonable definition. Imaginings, An Anthology of Long Short Fiction (Pocket Books), edited by Keith R. A. DeCandido, is that rara avis in today’s publishing world, an anthology of original fiction without any organizing “theme,” except that they’re all novelettes (or, to use DeCandido’s somewhat clumsy term, “long short fiction”), an opportunity that many editors would kill for; unfortunately, the book itself is a bit weak overall, especially as a $14 trade paperback, with nothing exceptional in it, although it does contain good work by H. Courreges Le Blanc, Charles L. Harness, Harry Turtledove, and others.


As usual, PS Publishing, edited by Peter Crowther, turned out a good crop of novellas in individual chapbook form, including Dear Abbey, by Terry Bisson (the best of them this year), Light Stealer, by James Barclay, Jigsaw Men, by Gary Greenwood, Jupiter Magnified, by Adam Roberts, and In Springdale Town, by Robert Freeman Wexler. Golden Gryphon Press got into the same business last year, and again this year brought out several novellas in individual chapbook form, including A Better World’s in Birth!, by Howard Waldrop and The Angel in the Darkness, by Kage Baker. Recently, Subterranean Press began doing the same, with The Empress of Mars, by Kage Baker.


An unusual but interesting small-press item is William Hope Hodgson’s Night Lands, Volume 1, Eternal Love (Wildside Press), edited by Andy W. Robertson, an anthology of homages by various hands, all set in the milieu of William Hope Hodgson’s eccentric and very strange masterpiece The Night Land, one of the probable inspirations for later work such as Jack Vance’s The Dying Earth and Gene Wolfe’s The Book of the New Sun, among many others. Some of the writers here handle the deliberately retro, somewhat fustian, mannered Victorian-era prose that this milieu demands better than others, and one of the fundamental problems overarching the whole project is that the more closely one observes and interacts with Hodgson’s eerie, poetically charged horrors and wonders on a mundane adventure-fiction level, the more power they lose, being much more effective at an only-half-seen distance. Still, some of the authors here get it right; the anthology contains two powerfully strange novellas by John C. Wright, plus good work by Nigel Atkinson, Brett Davidson, and Robertson himself. (The stories are also available online on The Night Lands website, at http://home.clara.net/andywrobertson/nightmap.html.) Another interesting small-press item is Imagination Fully Dilated: The Literated Artwork of Alan M. Clark (Fairwood Press), edited by Robert Kruger and Patrick Swenson, stories written around Clark’s illustrations (thus “literating” them), which are also included; there’s nice work here by David Levine, James Van Pelt, Ray Vukevich, Patrick O’ Leary, Leslie What, and others, although nothing here is really top level. Much the same can be said of the floridly titled Agog! Terrific Tales (Agog! Press), edited by Cat Sparks, which presents the view from Down Under; nice stuff here by Lucy Sussex, Kyla Ward, Simon Brown, Chris Lawson, Sue Isle, Sean Williams, and others, but nothing too memorable. And ditto for Beyond the Last Star (sff.net), edited by Sherwood Smith, which featured good work by David D. Levine, Gregory Feeley, Jay Lake, Brian Plante, and William Shunn, but no award winners.


It was a strong year for original fantasy anthologies, with Legends II (Voyager), edited by Robert Silverberg; The Dragon Quintet (SFBC), edited by Marvin Kaye; The Dark: New Ghost Stories (Tor), edited by Ellen Datlow; Mojo: Conjure Stories (Aspect), edited by Nalo Hopkinson; and the last in a long-running series, Sword and Sorceress: Volume XX (DAW), edited by Marion Zimmer Bradley. There were also two original Young Adult fantasy anthologies, Swan Sister: Fairy Tales Retold (Simon & Schuster), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling; and Firebirds (Penguin/Firebird), edited by Sharyn November. Horror saw big anthologies such as Gathering the Bones (Tor), edited by Dennis Etchison, Ramsey Campbell, and Jack Dann, and an interesting mystery/horror cross (Sherlock Holmes meets Cthulu, basically) Shadows Over Baker Street (Del Rey), edited by Michael Reaves and John Pelan.


It was a good year for dragon fans, with not only the publication of Lucius Shepard’s long-awaited “Dragon Grauile” sequel, “Liar’s House,” in SCI FICTION, but also the publication of The Dragon Quintet as well, five dragon novellas or novelettes, the most exceptional of which was Michael Swanwick’s somehow-related-to-The Iron Dragon’s Daughter story “King Dragon.” It was also a good year for alternate-history stories, with Howard Waldrop’s “Calling Your Name” and Harry Turtledove’s “Joe Steele” from Stars; Geoffrey A. Landis’s “The Eyes of America” from SCI FICTION; Waldrop’s chapbook A Better World’s in Birth!; Robert Reed’s “Hexagons” from Asimov’s; and a number of others. It was also a year that saw Lucius Shepard return to something like his startling prolificacy of old; by my count, he had at least ten or eleven stories published in the genre this year, many of them novellas!


Out on the ambiguous edges of genre, there were a number of original anthologies this year, like last year, that mixed science fiction (occasionally) with fantasy, horror, surrealism, and “slipstream,” “New Weird,” “Magic Realism,” “posttransformation fiction,” “interstitialism,” “fabulism,” or whatever the new buzzword for it is this week, not only within the pages of the same anthology but often within the boundaries of the individual stories themselves—this shows every indication of becoming a subgenre in itself (complete with its own magazines such as Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet and, to some extent, The Third Alternative), only partially overlapping—although it does so overlap—with the regular reading audience of “core SF” (many of whose fans can’t stand it, or find it disappointing or baffling … a sentiment shared, to be fair, at least as far as the “disappointing” is concerned, by at least some of the slipstream audience toward science fiction itself). The most entertaining of these anthologies to me this year was Polyphony 2 (Wheatland Press), edited by Deborah Layne and Jay Lake; most of the stories here are clear mixtures of one or more genres, rather than straight mainstream or classic slipstream (which I’ve heard defined as “Magic Realism written by people who don’t come from South America”), and many of the hybrids are robust and vigorous, a relief after the too solemn and pretentious stuff sometimes found in anthologies of this kind; best stories here are by David Moles and Alex Irvine, although there’s also good stuff by Lucius Shepard, Lisa Goldstein, Jack Dann, Theodore Goss, and others. Polyphony 3 (Wheatland Press), also edited by Layne and Lake, is a little less vivid and more somber, but still contains good work by Jack Dann, Bruce Holland Rogers, Jeffrey Ford, Vandana Singh, Lori Ann White, and others. Album Zutique #1 (Ministry of Whimsy), edited by Jeff VandeMeer, is similar, perhaps leaning a bit further toward the “surrealism” edge than Polyphony, but still containing striking work by Jay Lake, Jeffrey Ford, Ursula Pflug, James Sallis, Michael Cisco, Steve Rasnic Tem, and others. Considerably further away from anything easily recognizable as genre, whether “multi-” or “mixed” or not, is Trampoline (Small Beer Press), edited by Kelly Link; this is much more of a classic “slipstream” anthology, and—like last year’s Conjunctions 39—a number of stories strike me as not even slipstream or Magic Realism, but as mostly mainstream stories with occasional very faint fantastic—or at least “odd”—touches; some of them don’t even have the odd touches; considerations of genre classification aside, the best work here is by Jeffrey Ford (the workhorse of anthologies of this sort, it seems), Alex Irvine, Maureen McHugh, Glen Hirshberg, Richard Butner, Karen Joy Fowler, and others, plus a stylishly written but somewhat opaque fantasy novella by Greer Gilman. Witpunk (Four Walls Eight Windows), edited by Claude Lalumiere and Marty Halpern, is a mixed reprint-and-original anthology (mostly science fiction and slipstream, although there is some horror, mainstream, and even crime fiction) of stories that “range in style from dark comedy to laugh-out-loud farce,” and were chosen for “the timelessness of their satirical bite.” Humor being as subjective a matter as it is, not all of these will strike everybody as funny, but there is good stuff here, both reprint and original, “funny” or not, by Pat Cadigan, Ernest Hogan, Robert Silverberg, David Langford, Allen Steele, William Sanders, Pat Murphy, Jeffrey Ford, Cory Doctorow and Michael Skeet, and others. McSweeney’s Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales (Vintage), edited by Michael Chabon, promises to be a sort of retro-pulp anthology—old wine in new bottles—strongly plotted genre adventure fiction of several different sorts written by well-known mainstream and “literary” writers, but doesn’t really deliver very well on that promise; Chabon’s condescending and rather patronizing introduction, which doesn’t bother to mention any of the SF, fantasy, or mystery magazines that have been keeping alive the kind of fiction he claims to be revitalizing or rediscovering here, pissed off most genre critics and readers, but if you can get beyond that, although it really isn’t the book that it presents itself as being, the anthology does feature good work by Elmore Leonard, Neil Gaiman, Harlan Ellison, Stephen King, Jim Shepard, Dave Eggars, Karen Joy Fowler, and others. And The Thackery T. Lambshead Pocket Guide to Eccentric and Discredited Diseases (Ministry of Whimsy), edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Mark Roberts, is a sort of a slyly written “nonfiction” guide to things that (fortunately) don’t really exist, witty and very dark; not for the squeamish.


If you’re looking for novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents, your best bets were L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume IX (Bridge), edited by Algis Budrys, and Hitting the Skids in Pixeltown: The Phobos Science Fiction Anthology (Phobos Books), edited by Orson Scott Card, Keith Olexa, and Christian O’Toole, which features winners of the 2nd Annual Phobos Fiction Contest. There’s decent work in both, but Hitting the Skids in Pixeltown may have a slight edge, due to an intriguing story by David D. Levine.




There were supposed to be two regional anthologies of Canadian SF edited by Claude Lalumiere, but I was unable to find them before the selections for this book had to be made, and so they’ll have to wait for next year.


Coming up next year: A new anthology edited by Peter Crowther, Constellations, and the long-delayed Microcosms, edited by Gregory Benford.


Addresses: PS Publishing, 98 High Ash Drive, Leeds L517 8RE, England, UK—$16.00 for Dear Abbey, by Terry Bisson, $16. 00 for Light Stealer, by Janes Barclay, $16.00 for Jigsaw Men, by Gary Greenwood, $16.00 for Jupiter Magnified, by Adam Roberts, $16.00 for In Springdale Town, by Robert Freeman Wexler, $65.00 for Infinity Plus Two, edited by Keith Brooke and Nick Gevers (mentioned in reprint anthology section); Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802—$27.95 for The Silver Gryphon, edited by Gary Turner and Marty Halpern, $15.95 for A Better World’s in Birth!, by Howard Waldrop, $15.95 for The Angel in the Darkness, by Kage Baker; Wildside Press—for William Hope Hodgon’s Night Lands, Volume 1, Eternal Love, go to www.wildsidepress.com for pricing and ordering; Wheatland Press, P.O. Box 1818, Wilsonville, OR, 97070—$16.95 for Polyphony 2, edited by Deborah Layne and Jay Lake, $17.95 for Polyphony 3, edited by Deborah Layne and Jay Lake; Agog! Press, P.O. Box U302, University of Wollongong, NSW 2522, Australia—A$ $24.95 for Agog! Terrific Tales, edited by Cat Sparks; Night Shade Books, 3623 SW Baird St., Portland, OR 97219—$35.00 for The Empress of Mars, by Kage Baker, $45.00 for The Thackery T. Lambshead Pocket Guide to Eccentric Diseases, edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Mark Roberts; Small Beer Press, 360 Atlantic Avenue, PMB# 132, Brooklyn, NY 11217—$17.00 for Trampoline, edited by Kelly Link; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave SE, Auburn, WA 98092—$26.99 for Imagination Fully Dilated: The Literated Artwork of Alan M. Clark, edited by Robert Kruger and Patrick Swenson; Phobos Books, 200 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10003—$14.95 for Hitting the Skids in Pixeltown: The Phobos Science Fiction Anthology, edited by Orson Scott Card, Keith Olexa, and Christian O’Toole; SFF.NET—$14.95 for Beyond the Last Star, edited by Sherwood Smith, order online from www.sff.net/store/index.asp; Ministry of Whimsy Press, POB 4248, Tallahasse, FL 32315—$12.99 for Album Zutique #1, edited by Jeff VanderMeer.


 


2003 seemed like another strong year for novels—not quite as strong in overall literary quality as last year, perhaps, but close, with not only a lot of books coming out, but a lot of good books coming out as well.


According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,429 books “of interest to the SF field,” both original and reprint (but not counting “media tie-in novels” such as Star Trek and Star Wars novels, gaming novels, novelizations of movies, or novels drawn from other TV shows such as Angel, Charmed, and Buffy, the Vampire Slayer), published in 2003, up by 8% from 2002’s total of 2,241. Original books were up by 8% to 1,375 from last year’s total of 1,271; reprint books were up by 9% to 1,054 titles over last year’s total of 970. The number of new SF novels was down slightly, with 236 new titles published as opposed to 256 novels published in 2002. The number of new fantasy novels was up slightly, to 340, as opposed to 333 novels published in 2002. Horror was also up, rising to 171, its highest total since 1995, from last year’s total of 112. (Keep in mind that, for the most part, these totals don’t even reflect Print-On-Demand novels, or novels offered as downloads on the Internet.)


I suppose that the “SF is dying” crowd will gleefully point out that the number of SF novels is down—but twenty titles is hardly a precipitous drop; in fact, in spite of changes in the publishing scene, lines gained and lines dropped, the number of new SF titles published every year has not varied by any significant amount for the last decade. So there’s still a lot of new SF novels being published every year. I wonder how many people have read all of the 236 new SF titles published this year? Probably nobody has. My guess is that few individual readers have even read a significant percentage of them.


Certainly I have not. As usual, busy with all the reading I have to do at shorter lengths, I didn’t have time to read many novels this year.


So instead I’ll limit myself to mentioning the novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2003 include: The Light Ages (Ace), Ian R. MacLeod; Darwin’s Children (Del Rey), Greg Bear; Singularity Sky (Ace), Charles Stross; Crossfire (Tor), Nancy Kress; Air (St. Martin’s Griffin), Geoff Ryman; Omega (Ace), Jack McDevitt; Absolution Gap (Gollancz), Alastair Reynolds; Ilium (Eos), Dan Simmons; The Anvil of the World (Tor), Kage Baker; The Sundering (Earthlight), Walter Jon Williams; Coalescent (Del Rey), Stephen Baxter; Sister Alice—considered as a novel rather than a collection—(Tor), Robert Reed; 1610: A Sundial in a Grave (Gollancz), Mary Gentle; Extremes (Roc), The Sundering (Avon), Walter Jon Williams; Kristine Kathryn Rusch; Red Thunder (Ace), John Varley; Memory (Tor), Linda Nagata; In the Presence of Mine Enemies (NAL), Harry Turtledove; The Dark Tower V: Wolves of the Calla (Scribner), Stephen King; The Salt Roads (Warner), Nalo Hopkinson; Noise (Tor), Hal Clement; The Crystal City (Tor), Orson Scott Card; Midnight Lamp (Gollancz), Gwyneth Jones; The Return of Santiago (Tor), Mike Resnick; Felaheen: The Third Arabesk (Earthlight), Jon Courtenay Grimwood; The Line of Polity (Tor UK), Neal Asher; The Golden Age: The Phoenix Exultant (Tor), John C. Wright; The Golden Age: The Golden Transcendence (Tor), John C. Wright; The Poison Master (Bantam Spectra), Liz Williams; Nine Layers of Sky (Bantam Spectra), Liz Williams; Paladin of Souls (Eos), Lois McMaster Bujold; The Lost Steersman (Del Rey), Rosemary Kirstein; Monstrous Regiment (HarperCollins), Terry Prachett; Natural History (Macmillan), Justina Robson; Blind Lake (Tor), Robert Charles Wilson; Maul (Orbit), Tricia Sullivan; In the Forests of Serre (Ace), Patricia A. McKillip; The Wreck of the River of Stars (Tor), Michael Flynn; Lady Robyn (Forge), R. Garcia y Robertson; Sunshine (Berkley), Robin McKinley; Any Man So Daring (Ace), Sarah A. Hoyt; Mortal Suns (Overlook), Tanith Lee, The Briar King (Del Rey), Greg Keyes; Wyrmhole (Roc), Jay Caselberg; Tinker (Baen), Wen Spencer; (Tor), The Braided World (Bantam Spectra), Kay Kenyon; The Seperation (Gollancz), Christopher Priest; The Night Country (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), Stewart O’Nan; and The War of the Flowers (DAW), Tad Williams.


The first novel that drew the most attention this year seemed to be Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom (Tor), by Cory Doctorow, although The Time Traveler’s Wife (Cage), by Audrey Niffenegger and Veniss Underground (Prime), by Jeff VanderMeer drew a good number of reviews as well. Other first novels included: Clade (Bantam), by Mark Budz; Star Dragon (Tor), by Mike Brotherton; Paper Mage (Roc), by Leah R. Cutter; The Buzzing (Vintage), Jim Knipfel; Spin State (Bantam Spectra), by Chris Moriarty; The Etched City (Prime), by K. J. Bishop; The Darknesses That Comes Before (Penguin Canada), by R. Scott Bakker; Magic’s Silken Snare (DAW), by ElizaBeth Gilligan; and A Telling of Stars (Penguin Canada), by Caitlin Sweet.


There were several big-selling novels that were out on the ambiguous edge of genre this year, including Pattern Recognition (Putnam), by William Gibson, a novel set in the present day rather than in Gibson’s usual “Sprawl” future, and Quicksilver (Morrow), a secret history novel by Neal Stephenson. The small presses are publishing more novels than ever these days, even small-press houses such as Golden Gryphon, Subterranean, and PS Publishing that up until now have concentrated mostly on short story collections. First-rate novels from small-presses this year included a slew of novels by Lucius Shepard—Colonel Rutherford’s Colt (Subterranean), Floater (PS Publishing), Louisiana Breakdown (Golden Gryphon), and Aztechs (Subterranean)—as well as Nothing Human (Golden Gryphon), by Nancy Kress, Year Zero (Five Star), by Brian Stableford, Mockeymen (Golden Gryphon), by Ian Watson, Reading the Bones (Tachyon), Sheila Finch; and Fuzzy Dice (PS Publishing), by Paul Di Filippo.


Associational novels by SF writers this year included Lust (St. Martin’s Press), by Geoff Ryman, and The Druid King (Knopf), by Norman Spinrad. Robert A. Heinlein’s sixty-six-year old first novel, For Us, the Living (Scribners), first written in 1938 and first published this year, is science fiction of the Tour of a Future Utopia sort, but is so completely dated by now that it might as well be listed as an associational novel, as it probably will not be of real interest to any but the most dedicated Heinlein fans (although critics also seem to have found it intriguing to pour over it to pick out the seeds of future—and better—novels that are visible here). All that really needs to be said about this book, it seems to me, is that Heinlein himself tried to destroy all traces of it to ensure that it would never be printed. I think that his wishes ought to have been respected.


And since I continue to hear the complaint, usually from people who haven’t read any new science fiction in years, that there’s no “real” science fiction out there anymore, let me point out that, even discounting the fantasy and the borderline genre-mixing stuff on the list, the Bear, the Reynolds, the two Kress novels, the Baxter, the McDevitt, the Reed, the Stross, the Nagata, the Clement, the Flynn, the two Wright novels, the Williams, and more than a dozen others are clearly and unmistakably science fiction—many of them “hard science fiction” as hard and as rigorous as it’s ever been written, at that.


Throughout the 80s and 90s, shortsighted bottom-line corporate publishing practices meant that books almost never came back into print once they had gone out of it, and even classics of the genre remained unavailable for decades. Fortunately, this has turned around in the Oughts, and the last few years have proved to be the best time since the 70s to pick up new editions of out-of-print classics of science fiction and fantasy, books that have been long unavailable to the average reader.


There’s such a flood of reprints now that it’s become difficult to keep track of all the reprint editions coming out—with Tor/Orb, ibooks, Baen, and the Science Fiction Book Club especially active—particularly when you factor in the availability of Print-On-Demand books from places such as Wildside Press, and the availability of formerly out-of-print books as electronic downloads on Internet sources such as Fictionwise. Therefore, rather than trying to produce an exhaustive list of such titles, I’ll just mention a few that caught my eye. There were a number of good omnibus volumes, usually including two or more of an author’s novels, including, The Dragon Masters (ibooks), by Jack Vance; Latro in the Mist (Tor/Orb), by Gene Wolfe; Dorsai Spirit (Tor/Orb), by Gordon R. Dickson; John Grimes: Tramp Captain (SFBC), by A. Bertram Chandler; General Practice (Tor/Orb), by James White; Tales of Sector General (SFBC), by James White; Med Ships (SFBC), by James White; The Peace War (Tor), by Vernor Vinge; Heavy Planet (SFBC), by Hal Clement; The Integral Trees and The Smoke Ring (Del Rey), by Larry Niven; Planet of Adventure (Baen), by Murry Leinster; At the Edge of Space (DAW), by C. J. Cherryh; Swan Songs (SFBC), by Brian Stableford, and Carlucci (Ace), by Richard Paul Russo. Good singleton reprints included, from ibooks: Brain Wave, The High Crusade, and Ensign Flandry, all by Poul Anderson, Swords Against Death and Swords and Deviltry, by Fritz Leiber, Nostrilla, by Cordwainer Smith, Shadrach in the Furnace, by Robert Silverberg, Strangers, by Gardner Dozois, Maske: Thaery, by Jack Vance, Beyond Heaven’s River and Hegira, by Greg Bear, and To Die in Italbar and Changling, by Roger Zelazny; Tor/Orb reprinted, in addition to those titles already mentioned: Mythago Wood, by Robert Holdstock, The Summer Queen, by Joan Vinge, and Red Prophet and Seventh Sun, by Orson Scott Card; Gollancz reprinted The Blue World, by Jack Vance, Son of Man, by Robert Silverberg, The Ophiuchi Hotline, by John Varley, and The Miracle Visitors, by Ian Watson; The Science Fiction Book Club reprinted Three Hearts and Three Lions, by Poul Anderson; Vintage reprinted Eye in the Sky, The Cosmic Puppets, and Solar Lottery, all by Philip K. Dick; HarperCollins/Perennial reprinted The Dispossessed and The Lathe of Heaven, by Ursula K. Le Guin; Carroll & Graf reprinted On Wings of Song, by Thomas M. Disch; Bantam Spectra reprinted Windhaven, by George R. R. Martin and Lisa Tuttle, and Swordpoint, by Ellen Kushner; Eos reprinted The Forever War, by Joe Haldeman; Del Rey reprinted Have Space Suit—Will Travel, Tunnel in the Sky, and The Door into Summer, all by Robert A. Heinlein; DAW reprinted The Edge of Space, by C. J. Cherryh; Starscape reprinted Putting Up Roots, by Charles Sheffield, and The Eye of the Heron, by Ursula K. Le Guin; and Modern Library reissued The Day of the Triffids, by John Wyndham. Plus, no doubt, many reprints that I missed. Check around for them, and buy them while you can.


I have no idea what’s going to win the major awards; there doesn’t seem to be a clear, obvious winner, as there has been in some other years—and SFWA’s dysfunctional “rolling eligibility” rule means that most of the books on the Nebula ballot aren’t from 2003 anyway. So your guess is as good as mine.


Mail-order information: Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802—$26.95 for Nothing Human, by Nancy Kress, $21.95 for Louisiana Breakdown, by Lucius Shepard, $26.95 for Mockeymen, by Ian Watson; Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519—$40.00 for Colonel Rutherford’s Colt, by Lucius Shepard, $35.00 for Aztechs, by Lucius Shepard; PS Publishing, 98 High Ash Drive, Leeds L517 8RE, England, UK—$40.00 for Floater, by Lucius Shepard, $50.00 for Fuzzy Dice, by Paul Di Filippo; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901—$13.95 for Year Zero, by Brian Stableford; Tachyon Press, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107—$14.95 for Reading the Bones, by Sheila Fitch.


 


Once again, it was a good year for short story collections. My personal favorite was Limekiller! (Old Earth Books), by Avram Davidson, a collection of some of the best fantasy stories published in the last thirty years; seeing it in print makes me wonder yet again, as I have for many years now, why it couldn’t be sold to a regular trade house—it’s a wonderful volume, and Old Earth Books is to be congratulated for having the perspicacity that the trade houses lacked. Good as the Davidson is, though, there were a lot of other excellent collections out there this year as well. The year’s best collections included: GRRM: A RRetrospective (Subterranean), by George R. R. Martin, a massive collection spanning Martin’s entire career, in several different genres, including television screenplay writing; Custer’s Last Jump and Other Collaborations (Golden Gryphon), by Howard Waldrop et al, stories by Waldrop in collaboration with Bruce Sterling, Steven Utley, George R. R. Martin, Leigh Kennedy, and others; the first print version of Dream Factories and Radio Pictures (Wheatland Press), by Howard Waldrop; Budayeen Nights (Golden Gryphon), by George Alec Effinger; Changing Planes (Harcourt), by Ursula K. Le Guin; Rome Eterna (Eos), by Robert Silverberg; Sister Alice—considered as a collection instead of a novel—(Tor), by Robert Reed; and American Beauty (Five Star), by Allen Steele.


Other good collections this year included: Visitations (Five Star), by Jack Dann; Cigar-Box Faust and Other Miniatures (Tachyon), by Michael Swanwick; A Field Guide to the Mesozoic Megafauna and Five British Dinosaurs (Tachyon), by Michael Swanwick; Biblliomancy (PS Publishing), by Elizabeth Hand; Written in Blood (MirrorDanse Books), by Chris Lawson; Unintended Consequences (Subterranean), by Alex Irvine; Greetings from Lake Wu (Wheatland Press), by Jay Lake; The Two Sams (Carroll & Graf), by Glen Hirshberg; Little Gods (Prime), by Tim Pratt; Other Cities (Small Beer Press), by Benjamin Rosenbaum; The Amount to Carry (Picador USA), by Carter Scholz; In for a Penny (Subterranean), by James P. Blaylock; The Devils in the Details (Subterranean), by James P. Blaylock and Tim Powers; Unintended Consequences (Subterranean), by Alex Irvine; Things That Never Happen (Night Shade), by M. John Harrison; In This World or Another (Five Star), by James Blish; No Place Like Earth (Darkside Press), John Wyndham; Eye of Flame and Other Fantasies (Five Star), by Pamela Sargent; Brighten to Incandescence (Golden Gryphon), by Michael Bishop; Night Lives: Nine Stories of the Dark Fantastic (Five Stars), by Phyllis Eisenstein; Deus X and Other Stories (Five Star), Norman Spinrad; Time Travelers, Ghosts, and Other Visitors (Five Star), by Nina Kiriki Hoffman; Ghosts of Yesterday (Night Shade), by Jack Cady; Kalpa Imperial (Small Beer Press), by Angelica Gorodischer, translated by Ursula K. Le Guin, and A Place So Foreign and 8 More (Four Walls Eight Windows), by Cory Doctorow.


The year also featured excellent retrospective collections such as Aye, and Gomorrah: Stories (Vintage), by Samuel R. Delany; In This World, or Another, by James Blish; Transfinite: The Essential A. E. Van Vogt (NESFA Press), by A. E. Van Vogt; A New Dawn (NESFA Press), by John W. Campbell, Jr.; Bradbury Stories: 100 of His Finest Tales (Morrow), by Ray Bradbury; The Selected Stories of Chad Oliver, Volume One (NESFA Press), by Chad Oliver; Far From Earth: The Selected Stories of Chad Oliver, Volume Two (NESFA Press), by Chad Oliver; And Now the News …: The Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon, Volume IX (North Atlantic Books), by Theodore Sturgeon; A Plague of Demons and Other Stories (Baen), by Keith Laumer; Future Imperfect (Baen), by Keith Laumer; Scatterbrain (Tor), by Larry Niven; Martian Quest: The Early Brackett (Haffner Press), by Leigh Brackett; Midnight Sun: The Complete Stories of Kane (Night Shade), by Karl Edward Wagner; Owls Hoot in the Daylight and Other Omens (Night Shade), by Manly Wade Wellman; Sin’s Doorway and Other Ominous Entrances (Night Shade), by Manly Wade Welman; and The Boats of the “Glen Carrig” and Other Nautical Adventures (Night Shade), by William Hope Hodgson.


Meisha Merlin issued a reprint of George R. R. Martin’s excellent collection, Tuf Voyaging, Eos reprinted Isaac Asimov’s Gold: The Final Science Fiction Collection, and Ace reprinted William Gibson’s Burning Chrome.


And “electronic collections” continue to be available for downloading online as well, at sites such as Fictionwise and ElectricStory.


As you can see, small-press publishers were even more important in the short story collection market this year than they usually are, with the bulk of the year’s collections coming from small-press publishers such as Golden Gryphon Press, NESFA Press, Five Star, Old Earth Books, Night Shade Press, Subterranean Press, Wheatland Press, and others. As very few small-press titles will be findable in the average bookstore, or even in the average chain superstore, that means that mail order is still your best bet, and so I’m going to list the addresses of the small-press publishers mentioned above who have little presence in most bookstores: Old Earth Books, P.O. Box 19951, Baltimore, MD 21211-0951—$25.00 for Limekiller!, by Avram Davidson; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802—$24.95 for Custer’s Last Jump and Other Collaborations, by Howard Waldrop et al; $24.95 for Budayeen Nights, by George Alec Effinger; $24.95 for Brighten to Incandescence, by Michael Bishop; Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519—$40.00 for GRRM: A RRetrospective, by George R.R. Martin, $40.00 for Unintended Consequences, by Alex Irvine, $40.00 for In For a Penny, by James Blaylock, $35.00 for The Devils in the Details, by James Blaylock and Tim Powers; Tachyon Press, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107—$14.95 for Cigar-Box Faust and Other Miniatures, by Michael Swanwick, $8.95 for A Field Guide to the Mesozoic Megafauna and Five British Dinosaurs, by Michael Swanwick; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0809—$24.00 (plus $2.50 shipping in all cases) for The Selected Stories of Chad Oliver, Volume 1: A Star Above It, $24.00 (plus $2.50 shipping) for The Selected Stories of Chad Oliver, Volume 2: Far From This Earth, $29.00 for Transfinite: The Essential A. E. Van Vogt, by A. E. Van Vogt, and $26.00 for A New Dawn: The Complete Don A. Stuart Stories, by John W. Campbell, Jr.; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901—$25.95 for American Beauty, by Allen M. Steele, $25.95 for Visitations, by Jack Dann, $25.95 for Deus X and Other Stories, by Norman Spinrad, $25.95 for In This World, or Another, by James Blish, $25.93 for Night Lives: Nine Stories of the Dark Fantastic, by Phyllis Eisenstein, $25.95 for Eye of Flame and Other Fantasies, by Pamela Sargent, $25.93 for Time Travelers, Ghosts, and Other Visitors, by Nina Kiriki Hoffman; Darkside Press, 4128 Woodland Park Ave., N. Seattle, WA, 98103—$40.00 for No Place Like Earth, by John Wyndham; Wheatland Press, P.O. Box 1818, Wilsonville, OR 97070—$19.95 for Dream Factories and Radio Pictures, by Howard Waldrop, $19.95 for Greetings From Lake Wu, by Jay Lake; PS Publishing, 98 High Ash Drive, Leeds L517 8RE, England, UK—$50.00 for Bibliomancy, by Elizabeth Hand; MirrorDanse Books, P.O. Box 3542, Parramatta NSW 2124—A$18.95 for Written in Blood, by Chris Lawson; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd., Suite 35, Royal Oak, MI 48073-1239—$40.00 plus $5.00 postage for Martian Quest: The Early Brackett, by Leigh Brackett; Meshia Merlin, P.O. Box 7, Decatur, GA 30031—$16 for Tuf Voyaging, by George R. R. Martin; Small Beer Press, 360 Atlantic Avenue, PMB #132, Brooklyn, NY 11217—$5.00 for Other Cities, by Benjamin Rosenbaum, $16 for Kalpa Imperial, by Angelica Gorodischer; Prime, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735—$29.45 for Little Gods, by Tim Pratt; Night Shade Books, 3623 SW Baird St., Portland, OR 97219—$35.00 for Owls Hoot in the Daylight and Other Omens, by Manly Wade Wellman, $35.00 for Sin’s Doorway and Other Ominous Entrances, by Manly Wade Wellman, $35.00 for Midnight Sun: The Complete Stories of Kane, $35.00 for The Boats of the “Glen Carrig” and Other Nautical Adventures, by Willliam Hope Hodgson, $15.00 for Ghosts of Yesterday, by Jack Cady; North Atlantic Press, P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701—$35.00 for And Now the News …: The Complete Short Stories of Theodore Sturgeon, Volume IX.


 


The reprint anthology market was somewhat weak this year overall, with fewer of the big retrospective anthologies that have distinguished the last couple of years in this category. As usual, the most reliable bets for your money in this category were the various “Best of the Year” anthologies, although there were some changes in editorial lineups this year, and some new players added to the game. In 2004, science fiction is being covered by four “Best of the Year” anthology series, up from last year’s three: the one you are holding in your hand, The Year’s Best Science Fiction series from St. Martin’s Press, now up to its twenty-first annual volume; the Year’s Best SF series (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell, now up to its ninth annual volume, and Science Fiction: The Best of 2003 (ibooks), edited by Jonathan Strahan and Karen Haber, with Strahan replacing founding editor Robert Silverberg; Jonathan Strahan is also editing a new science fiction Best of the Year series devoted to novellas, starting this year, and available only from the Science Fiction Book Club. Once again, there were two Best of the Year anthologies covering horror: 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 Fourteen, and the Ellen Datlow half of a huge volume covering both horror and fantasy, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror (St. Martin’s Press), this year up to its Sixteenth Annual Collection—this year, though, saw Kelly Link and Gavin Grant taking over the “fantasy” half of the book from longtime editor Terri Windling, so that the series is now edited by Ellen Datlow, Kelly Link and Gavin Grant. Fantasy is also covered by Year’s Best Fantasy (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell and Katherine Cramer, now up to its fourth annual volume. The other Best anthology covering fantasy (ibooks), a series launched in 2002 by editors Robert Silverberg and Karen Haber, is taking a break this year, and when it returns in 2005, will be edited by Jonathan Strahan and Karen Harber, instead of Silverberg and Harber. Similar in a way, and also good, is the annual Nebula Award anthology, Nebula Awards Showcase 2003 (Roc), edited by Nancy Kress.


The best stand-alone reprint anthology of the year was probably One Lamp: Alternate History Stories from The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction (Four Walls Eight Windows), edited by Gordon Van Gelder; I’ve used five of the fourteen stories here in one Best of the Year anthology or another over the years, and certainly would have used some of the others, classics like Poul Anderson’s “Delenda Est,” C. M. Kornbluth’s “Two Dooms,” and Alfred Bester’s “The Men Who Murdered Mohammed,” if I’d been doing such an anthology back when they were first published (unlikely, since “Two Dooms” was published when I was eleven). Cities (Gollancz), edited by Peter Crowther, brings together four of the novellas earlier published as individual chapbooks in Britain by PS Publishing, first-rate stuff by Geoff Ryman, China Mieville, Paul Di Filippo, and Michael Moorcock. Infinity plus two (PS Publishing), edited by Keith Brooke and Nick Gevers, similarly brings together smart work by contemporary authors, most of them British. The Mammoth Book of Future Cops (Carroll & Graf), edited by Maxim Jakubowski and M. Christian, is a, well, mammoth mixed reprint and original anthology, featuring good work by Stephen Baxter, China Mieville, Jon Courtenay Grimwood, Paul J. McAuley, Mike Resnick, Joe Haldeman, and others. Also worthwhile were The Best Time Travel Stories of All Time, edited by Barry Malzberg, and a sequence of “first sale” anthologies covering science fiction, fantasy, and horror, all from DAW, all edited by Steven H. Silver and Martin H. Greenberg: Wondrous Beginnings, Magical Beginnings, and Horrible Beginnings.


Editor Patrick Neilsen Hayden shrewdly ventured into new territory this year by bringing us an excellent Young Adult anthology. New Skies: An Anthology of Today’s Science Fiction (Tor), catered to the long-neglected science fiction YA audience (for whom there’s been very little specific material published since the heyday of the Robert Heinlein and Andre Norton “juveniles” in the 50s and 60s) with good stories (originally published as “adult” SF, but suitable for the YA market) by Orson Scott Card, Connie Willis, Philip K. Dick, Greg Bear, Terry Bisson, Greg Van Eekhout, Kim Stanley Robinson, and others. Coming up next year is the fantasy companion volume, another YA anthology, New Magics: An Anthology of Today’s Fantasy.


Also covering new territory, or at least territory that most English-speaking readers will be unfamiliar with, is Cosmos Latinos: An Anthology of Science Fiction from Latin America and Spain (Wesleyan), edited by Andrea L. Bell and Yolanda Molina-Gavilan, an anthology providing an overview of SF published in Spanish from before 1900 to the present day.


Noted without comment: Future Crimes (Ace), edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois.


If there were any reprint fantasy or horror anthologies published this year, other than A Yuletide Universe: Sixteen Fantastical Tales (Warner), edited by Brian M. Thomsen, and the ones already mentioned, I missed them.


 


It was a rather weak year in the SF-and-fantasy-oriented nonfiction and reference book field, although there were a few worthwhile titles. As has been true for the last few years, there was a slew of literary biographies and studies of the work of individual authors, including Hitchhiker: A Biography of Douglas Adams (Justin Charles & Co), by M. J. Simpson, Don’t Panic: Douglas Adams and the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (Titan Books), by Neil Gaiman; Dreamer of Dune (Tor), by Brian Herbert; Snake’s-Hands: The Fiction of John Crowley (Cosmos), by Alice K. Turner and Michael Andre-Driussi; The True Knowledge of Ken MacLeod (SF Foundation), edited by Andrew M. Butler and Farah Mendlesohn; Attending Daedalus: Gene Wolfe, Artifice and the Reader (Liverpool University Press), by Peter Wright; The Road to Middle-Earth: How J.R.R. Tolkien Created a New Mythology (Houghton Mifflin), by Tom Shippey; Stephen King’s The Dark Tower: A Concordance: Volume 1 (Scribner), by Robin Furth; The Novels of Kurt Vonnegut: Imagine Being an American (Praeger), by Donale E. Morse; The Thomas Ligotti Reader (Wildside), edited by Darrell Schweitzer; Robert Aickman: An Introduction (Gothic Press), by Gary William Crawford; and the autobiographical Sometimes the Magic Works: Lessons from a Writing Life (Del Rey), by Terry Brooks.


There appeared a number of more-generalized reference books this year, including Reference Guide to Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror; Second Edition (Libraries Unlimited), by Michael Burgess and Lisa R. Bartle and The Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction (Cambridge University Press), edited by Edward James and Farah Mendlesohn, but the average reader will probably be more interested by—and have more fun with—two books of smart and trenchant reviews and essays: Up Through an Empty House of Stars: Reviews and Essays 1980–2002 (Cosmos), by David Langford, and Scores: Reviews 1993–2003 (Beccon), by John Clute.


It was another strong year in the art-book field. The most entertaining of these for many SF fans will probably be Galactic Geographic Annual 3003 (Paper Tiger), written and illustrated by Karl Kofoed, which exists on the borderline between art book and prose science fiction, partaking of both, with gorgeous paintings accompanied by lots of text; the idea here is that this is a copy of a National Geographic-like magazine from the year 3003 which has somehow slipped into the past for us to read; it’s all done with a slyly deadpan straight face and with a lot of loving attention to detail, right down to the phony future advertisements that pepper the layout—and some of the science-fictional thinking here is actually pretty good; a fun book. Fans of fantasy and science fiction art will also want to have the latest edition in a Best of the Year-like retrospective of the year in fantastic art, Spectrum 10: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), by Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner, as well as The Chesley Awards for Science Fiction and Fantasy Art: A Retrospective (Artist’s and Photographer’s Press), edited by John Grant, Elizabeth Humphrey, and Pamela D. Scoville; The Art of John Berkey (Paper Tiger), by Jane Frank; Great Fantasy Art Themes from the Frank Collection (Paper Tiger), by Jane and Howard Frank; Robota (Chronicle Books), by Doug Chiang and Orson Scott Card; More Fantasy Art Masters (Watson-Guptill), by Dick Jude; and Frank Frazetta: Icon: A Retrospective by the Grand Master of Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), edited by Cathy and Arnie Fenner.


Among the sparse crop of general genre-related nonfiction books of interest this year, the standout item, and probably the one that will be the most solidly appealing to many genre fans, will almost certainly be Tomorrow Now: Envisioning the Next Fifty Years (Random House), by Bruce Sterling. Usually I’m skeptical of futurologists, who often seem to have an insecure grasp on The Way Things Actually Work, and produce impractical and romanticized scenarios of the Days To Come, but Sterling is as hardheaded and rational as he is vividly imaginative and incredibly well informed; we’ve been getting bits and pieces of Sterling’s future world in his fiction for decades now, and it’s not only interesting to see it laid out in this fashion, but serves to reinforce my long-held feeling that Sterling’s is one of the few science fiction futures that feels as if it might actually someday happen. A Short History of Nearly Everything (Broadway), by Bill Bryson, makes a gallant attempt to be exactly what the title says that it is, with special emphasis on scientific topics, everything handled with Bryson’s customary wit and élan. A Brief History of the Human Race (Norton), by Michael Cook, is pretty self-explanatory too, and has some fascinating data. And Krakatoa: The Day the World Exploded: August 27, 1883 (HarperCollins), by Simon Winchester, is a scary depiction of a natural disaster of such epic proportions that it might well be something from an apocalyptic science fiction novel.


 


Once again, it was a strong year for fantasy movies, but a mediocre one—the more critical among us might be tempted to say “piss-poor”—for science fiction movies.


The heavy-hitters at the box office this year for science fiction were the two Matrix sequels, The Matrix Reloaded and Matrix Revolutions. I was so disappointed in The Matrix Reloaded, which is much worse than the original movie, The Matrix (which I was only lukewarm about to begin with), that I couldn’t force myself to go see Matrix Revolutions—although fairness prompts me to add that some people have said that it was much better than its predecessor. The Matrix Reloaded is a typical “computer game” movie, where the kids duck and bob in their seats throughout, their hands twitching as if manipulating imaginary joysticks, and plot and characterization and every other consideration take a very distant backseat in comparison to the importance of the CGI effects. Of course, much the same thing could be said about the original The Matrix itself—but the sequel is more bloated and repetitive and less inventive, and a lot more self-important and self-satisfied, with lots of Talking Heads blathering pompously to each other for extended periods of time. For a movie that has little reason for existence other than to deliver one action scene after another, it’s a curiously sluggish movie, too. Even many of the action scenes seem sluggish, especially the interminable Kung Fu fighting scenes, which seem to go on forever. When you find yourself sneaking glances at your watch during the Big Fight scene you know that the movie is doing something wrong. I wasn’t all that impressed with the much-ballyhooed CGI effects, either; some of them are good, sure, but I could clearly spot it most of the time when the real-life (sort of) Neo changed into the computer-animated Neo, which sort of blunted the impact. I’ll leave it to you to decide for yourselves whether Matrix Revolutions was actually better or not.


Terminator 3 was another lame and spavined sequel (or sequel to a sequel, really) where even the action scenes, especially the endless car-chase sequences, generated tedium and ennui rather than tension and excitement; this one makes The Matrix Reloaded look like a masterpiece, and the franchise really should have thrown in the towel after the much-superior Terminator 2. Paycheck is slicker, in some ways, and has better actors in it, but it’s yet another movie based on a Philip K. Dick short story that manages to translate it to the screen as an action movie full of car chases and paranoid intrigue while somehow leaving out most of the philosophical/metaphysical speculation that made Dick’s work so interesting. Both of these movies, not cheap to make, performed “below expectations” at the box office, Paycheck doing the least well of the two. The Core was rotten to the, with good special effects but little else to recommend it, especially not plot-logic or even a pretense of scientific accuracy.


On the borderland between SF and fantasy, X2: X-Men United was a considerably better sequel as sequels go than either The Matrix Reloaded or Terminator 3, and was quite successful commercially. It’s not as good as the original movie, but once you make allowances for the fact that it’s a movie version of a superhero comic book, working on comic book logic, assumptions, and aesthetics, rather than a science fiction film, you can relax and enjoy it; it’s stylish and well-produced, and moves along briskly to its ultimately rather disappointing ending. Daredevil was not as enjoyable as X2, being considerably darker and more brooding, or as successful as last year’s blockbuster Spider-Man, but did well enough to probably satisfy its producers. Just to prove that comic book movies aren’t always successful, though, two of the year’s biggest commercial and critical bombs were also drawn from comics or graphic novels. I’ve heard The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen referred to as “the worst movie ever made.” Was it that bad? Well, maybe not—but Lord knows, it wasn’t good. This one was a real stinker in almost every regard, and it died a well-deserved death at the box office, which must have been especially painful since it was a very expensive movie to make. Another big-budget flop was The Hulk, a movie for which expectations were even higher, since it was directed by acclaimed director Ang Lee—which didn’t save it from being an awful movie that sank without a trace.


And that was about it for science fiction or almost-science fiction movies this year. Coming up next year is a big-budget movie version of Isaac Asimov’s I, Robot, with Will Smith, that is already giving off vibes that it’s going to be remarkably dumb, and have very little, if anything, to do with Asimov’s classic. And—O joy! O rapture!—the final Star Wars movie.


It was a much better year for fantasy movies, both in terms of quality and overall box office performance. The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King was the dominating movie of the year, in or out of the genre, breaking box office records as well as garnering rave reviews and winning eleven Oscars, including the prestigious Best Picture Oscar, the only genre fantasy film ever to win one. Was it really that good? Well, probably not. But it was still pretty damn good, regardless, and probably deserves a good healthy proportion of the money and accolades thrown at it. There were flaws and missteps in it, of course (the Tolkien purist in me still longs for the Scouring of the Shire sequence that got left out, while at the same time I fully understand how difficult—if not impossible—it would have been to work it into the film), including a final twenty minutes that should have insured that there wasn’t a dry eye in the house, but which instead had the audience coughing and shuffling their feet impatiently. But so much of the rest of the movie was so spectacular, with good acting, good pacing, great build-up of suspense, wonderful set-dressing and costuming, spectacular battle scenes, and CGI effects a lot better (and more seamlessly integrated into the film) than those in The Matrix Reloaded, that it’s hard to quibble too much with the movie, in spite of some pretty substantial departures from The Canon. It certainly was worth the price of admission, perhaps more so than any other movie I saw that year. And although purists may niggle as they will, it’s without a doubt the best film version of The Lord of the Rings that we’re going to get during the lifetimes of most people who read these words, and a much better one than we had any reason to hope for. (Oddly, with all the high-tech special effects that saturated movies this year, one of the most mind-blowing and exhilarating moments in Return of the King was the relatively simple sequence showing the lighting of the alarm beacons, with the message being passed from peak to peak to peak from Gondor to Rohan. Now that’s entertainment!)


The other two big fantasy movies this year were also immense hits at the box office—and both of them were actually entertaining and reasonably well-made too (what are the odds?) I must admit that I went to see Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl, a movie based on a dated and corny theme-park ride at Disneyland, with something less than keen anticipation; in fact, my expectations were about as low as they could get. To my surprise, I actually enjoyed it quite a bit, in spite of a storyline that made little real sense and plot-logic holes that you could sail a pirate ship through. I’d expected all of that, of course. What I hadn’t expected was the humor. This is a very funny movie throughout, and features a flamboyant, outrageously over-the-top performance from Johnny Depp—in fact, if Depp’s performance was one whit less over-the-top, the movie wouldn’t have worked at all. (Humor isn’t Pirates only strong suite, of course. In addition to the sly humor, Pirates is also a well-directed, fast-paced action movie with some great fight scenes and some eyepopping cinematography, and some good CGI work (I think the Walking Dead People effects here are actually better than the similar effects in The Return of the King), with really good supporting acting from Geoffrey Rush (Hollywood need look no further if they ever want someone to play Long John Silver) and Orlando Bloom. The year’s other movie-inspired-by-a-theme-park-ride, The Haunted Mansion, had some funny moments as well, and featured Eddie Murphy doing his finest Willie Best imitation, but performed lacklusterly at the box office anyway. The year’s other fantasy blockbuster was the animated feature Finding Nemo, which did great business at the box office and has already become the best-selling DVD of all time. This is a typical Pixar movie (there must be great grinding of teeth at Disney that Pixar wouldn’t renew their distribution deal with them), with the usual virtues of such; I myself didn’t think that it was as good as Toy Story, my favorite of the Pixar films, or even Monsters Inc., but it’s clever, inventive, and funny, well-animated, with good voiceover work, particularly by Ellen DeGeneres as the voice of the perpetually befuddled fish Dory.


Speaking of animated films, it was hard to find Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away in 2003, except for a few big-city art theaters, but by now it should be widely available from most good movie-rental places—so rent it. It’s one of the strangest and most beautifully animated films I’ve ever seen, wildly imaginative and lushly weird, with a storyline that would have scared the pants off me when I was a little kid, and yet a real depth of human sentiment. Another animated film cut from a similar kind of stylishly weird cloth is The Triplets of Belleville; this isn’t as grand an accomplishment as Spirited Away, Miyazaki’s masterpiece, but it’s funny, surprising, and charmingly surreal, and well worth seeking out (and the song from it beat the snot out of all the other Oscar-nominated songs, in my opinion).


Another movie that wasn’t a box office champ but scored a hit with critics as well as those small audiences that managed to actually see it was Whale Rider, a quiet, subtle, and moving fantasy with almost no special effects, and not even any monsters or swordfights, but which does deliver a fascinating look at cultures in conflict in the modern world, and a star-making turn from thirteen-year-old Keisha Castle-Hughes, who was up for a Best Actress Oscar for it.


A weird little movie that slipped quickly through the art-house circuit, Donnie Darko, is worth catching as well; it’s not entirely successful, for my money, but it’s certainly not The Same Old Thing either, and has many flashes of intelligence and imagination (a lot of the more pretentious moments were explained for me when I found out that the writer/director is only twenty-one; I was pretty pretentious when I was twenty-one, too). The new live-action Peter Pan had a considerably bigger budget and much higher expectations attached to it, but it slipped through town just about as fast as Donnie Darko had, fast enough that it was gone by the time the holiday season was over and I never got to see it; friends who did see it tell me that it was actually pretty good, but if so, it failed to find its audience, and was a box office disappointment.


The much-hyped big budget live-action version of The Cat in the Hat was also a disappointment, both critically and financially (I was going to say it was a dog, but I’m better than that, so I won’t).


Next year we can look forward to a new Harry Potter movie, Spider-Man 2, Shreck 2, and a big budget remake of the old television show Bewitched, among other treats. Restrain your enthusiasm.


Things didn’t look a whole lot better for SF and fantasy on television either; in fact, they looked worse, as several of the most popular shows on the air (among genre fans, anyway) have been cancelled, or are in danger of being cancelled. Buffy, the Vampire Slayer and Farscape went off the air last year, and the much-discussed new Buffy spinoff show never materialized. In early 2004, the original Buffy spinoff, Angel, was cancelled as well. With the demise of Firefly, which was cancelled after a short run last year, this means that Buffy producer Josh Whedon has gone from having three shows running at once to having no shows running at all, in the course of one year; it’s fascinating how quickly these TV franchise empires can disappear. It’s a shame about Angel, which, although not as good as it had been in its first few years, was still one of the few intelligent and witty fantasy shows left on television, and had actually been improving in quality at the time it was given the ax. Enterprise changed its name to Star Trek: Enterprise and pumped in more action in an attempt to boost ratings, but ratings have not gone up significantly, if at all, and the future of this show is also seriously in doubt; its cancellation could spell the effective end of the whole once-mighty Star Trek franchise, since the failure of last year’s Star Trek: Nemesis has pretty much killed the prospects for there ever being another Star Trek theatrical movie either. Oddly, Star Trek, Angel, and Buffy novels are still selling briskly, so we’re faced with the peculiar situation of having these series continue a ghost existence in print long after the parent shows are off the air (as first-run shows, anyway; the reruns of all of them will be around for years). Much the same is true of Sabrina, the Teenage Witch, whose producers finally admitted last year that their “teenage witch” was now in her late twenties and threw in the towel; novelizations of the series still march on, though. A new version of Tarzan swung onto the WB network, and almost immediately swung off again into oblivion. Tru Calling, a new fantasy series starring Eliza Dushku, formerly Faith on Buffy, The Vampire Slayer, doesn’t seem to be doing all that well either.


I think that the current craze for “reality TV” shows has hurt the survival-chances of genre TV shows (and maybe of fictional drama shows in general—although the craze for “forensic” cop shows such as CSI runs counter to the reality-show tide). Reality shows are so much cheaper to make than regular shows, especially genre shows that call for expensive special-effects work, and you can’t seem to make them so dumb or so repugnant that people won’t watch them anyway, no matter how hard you try (and some of them are trying pretty hard). So why make anything else, when you can make reality shows that will get much higher ratings than the fiction shows ever did anyway and cost a fraction of their cost to produce?




Not every genre show on TV was sinking in the ratings, though. Stargate SG1 and Small-ville are still doing well, as is Charmed, which was renewed for another season in spite of the fact that the show—never a heavyweight show at the best of times—has become so silly in the last couple of seasons as to be nearly unwatchable (I finally gave up when they did an I Dream of Genie homage episode). Joan of Arcadia, an updated modern take on the Joan of Arc story, became a surprise hit this year, although I doubt that it’s going to go on to replicate what became of the real Joan. I don’t get HBO anymore, but a new show there, Carnivale, seems to have been at least a succès d’estime for them. A new miniseries version of Battlestar Galactica, which to me didn’t seem significantly better than the lame old version, did well enough in the ratings on the Sci-Fi Channel to have apparently earned itself a regular series slot. The Sci-Fi Channel did a new miniseries version of Children of Dune that seems to have been popular, and is going to do a miniseries version of Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars, which could be interesting.


Century City, a show about a law firm in the year 2030, is set to debut sometime in 2004. I suspect, somewhat cynically, that the network Suits see this as a great chance to recycle all the scripts from all their other lawyer shows, with only a few futuristic bells and whistles added to the episodes to justify them as Sci Fi, but we’ll see. It’s worth noting that this is the first genre show (particularly an SF show) to debut in prime time on one of the so-called “regular” or Big Three networks in longer than I can remember, and it’ll be interesting to see how well it does. Besides, it’s got to be better than the new updated version of Mr. Ed, which is also coming up for us sometime in 2004. (Doesn’t it?) (To say nothing—and please don’t—about the new TV version of Lost in Space.) (And Dark Shadows. Are there any old TV shows left that they’re not recycling?)


 


The Sixty-first World Science Fiction Convention, Torcon 3, was held in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, from August 30 through September 1, 2003, and drew an estimated attendance of 4,760. The 2003 Hugo Awards, presented at Torcon 3, were: Best Novel, Hominids, by Robert J. Sawyer; Best Novella, Coraline, by Neil Gaiman; Best Novelette, “Slow Music,” by Michael Swanwick; Best Short Story, “Falling Onto Mars,” by Geoffrey A. Landis; Best Related Book, Better To Have Loved: The Life of Judith Merril, by Judith Merril and Emily Pohl-Weary, Best Professional Editor, Gardner Dozois; Best Professional Artist, Bob Eggleton; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Buffy the Vampire Slayer, “Conversations with Dead People”; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form) The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers; Best Semiprozine, Locus, edited by Charles N. Brown; Best Fanzine, Mimosa, edited by Rich and Nicki Lynch; Best Fan Writer, David Langford; Best Fan Artist, Sue Mason; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Wen Spencer; and the Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award to Edgar Pangborn.


The 2002 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Warwick Hotel in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on April 19, 2003, were: Best Novel, America Gods, by Neil Gaiman; Best Novella, “Bronte’s Egg,” by Richard Chwedyk; Best Novelette, “Hell is the Absence of God,” by Ted Chiang; Best Short Story, “Creature,” by Carol Emshwiller; Best Script, The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, by Fran Walsh, Philippa Boyens, and Peter Jackson; plus the Author Emeritus Award to Kathleen MacLean and the Grandmaster Award to Ursula K. Le Guin.


The World Fantasy Awards, presented at the Twenty-ninth Annual World Fantasy Convention at the Hyatt Regency in Washington, D.C., on November 3, 2003, were: Best Novel, The Facts of Life, by Graham Joyce and Ombria in Shadow, by Patricia A. McKillip (tie); Best Novella, “The Library,” by Zoran Zivkovic; Best Short Fiction, “Creation,” by Jeffrey Ford; Best Collection, The Fantasy Writer’s Assistant and Other Stories, by Jeffrey Ford; Best Anthology, The Green Man: Tales from the Mythic Forest, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling and Leviathan Three, edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Forrest Aguirre (tie); Best Artist, Tom Kidd; Special Award (Professional), to Gordon Van Gelder for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction; Special Award (Nonprofessional), to Jason Williams, Jeremy Lassen, and Benjamin Cossel, for Night Shade Books; plus the Life Achievement Award to Donald M. Grant and Lloyd Alexander.


The 2003 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America during a banquet in New York City on June 7, 2003, were: Best Novel, The Night Class, by Tom Piccirilli; Best First Novel, The Lovely Bones, by Alice Sebold; Best Collection, One More for the Road, by Ray Bradbury; Best Long Fiction, “My Work Is Not Yet Done,” by Thomas Ligotti and “El Dia de Los Muertos,” by Brian B. Hopkins (tie); Best Short Story, “The Misfit Child Grows Fat on Despair,” by Tom Piccirilli; Nonfiction, Ramsey Campbell, Probably: Essays on Horror and Sundry Fantasies, by Ramsey Campbell; Best Anthology, The Darker Side: Generations of Horror, edited by John Pelan; Best Screenplay, Frailty, by Brant Hanley; Best Work for Young Readers, Coraline, by Neil Gaiman; Poetry Collection, The Gossamer Eye, Mark McLaughlin, Rain Greaves, and David Niall Wilson; Best Alternative Forms, Imagination Box, by Steve and Melanie Tem; plus the Lifetime Achievement Award to J.N. Williamson and Stephen King.


The 2002 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by Probability Space, by Nancy Kress.


The 2002 Theodore Sturgeon Award for Best Short Story was won by “Over Yonder,” by Lucius Shepard.


The 2002 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to The Mount, by Carol Emshwiller.


The 2002 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by The Seperation, by Christopher Priest.


The 2002 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by Light, by M. John Harrison and “Stories For Men,” John Kessel (tie).


 


Dead in 2003 or early 2004 were: HARRY CLEMENT STUBBS, 81, who, writing as HAL CLEMENT, was one of the major figures in science fiction for over fifty years, author of the classic “hard science” novel Mission of Gravity, as well as well-known novels such as Cycle of Fire, Needle, Iceworld, Noise, and others; JACK CADY, 71, well-known fantasy and horror writer, winner of the World Fantasy Award, the Nebula Award, the Philip K. Dick Award, and the Bram Stoker Award, author of such novels as The Off-Season, The Hauntings of Hood Canal, and Street: A Novel, as well as many short stories, the best-known of which was probably the Nebula-winning “The Night We Buried Road Dog”; KEN GRIMWOOD, 59, World Fantasy Award-winning author of Replay, as well as novels such as Breakthrough, Elise, and Into the Deep; JOAN AIKEN, 79, prolific British YA fantasy author, whose nearly one hundred books include The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, Black Hearts of Battersea, Dido and Pa, and Cold Shoulder Road, among many others, and whose many short stories were collected in A Touch of Chill, More Than You Bargained For, and many other collections; HOWARD FAST, 88, who was better-known for his historical novels such as Spartacus and Freedom Road, but who also wrote the occasional SF or fantasy story, collected in The Edge of Tomorrow, The General Zapped an Angel, and A Touch of Infinity; JANE RICE, 90, author known mainly for short fiction whose stories appeared with fair frequency in magazines such as Unknown and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction throughout the middle decades of the last century; PETER T. GARRATT, 54, British psychologist, fan, and author, a frequent contributor to lnterzone; WILLIAM RELLING, Jr., 49, horror writer; JULIUS SCHWARTZ, 89, agent and longtime editor for D.C. Comics, a beloved figure in SF fandom for many years who was also credited with revitalizing the comic book industry in the 50s and ushering in the “Silver Age” of comics; STEFAN WUL, 81, French SF writer, author of Le Tempe du Passe, Omsen Serie (the basis for the movie Fantastic Planet), and L’Orphelin de Perdide; KIR BULYCHEV, 69, Russian SF writer, author of Alice: The Girl from Earth and Half a Life; ZHENG WENGUANG, 74, one of the founding fathers of Chinese SF; PAUL ZINDELL, 67, author of the well-known play “The Effect of Gamma Rays on Man-in-the-Moon Marigolds”; DONALD BARR, 82, science educator and SF writer, author of Space Relations and Planet in Arms; JACQUES CHAMBON, 60, editor, critic, and translator, a major figure in the French SF publishing world; GEORGE and JAN O’ NALE, publishers of Cheap Street Press; MIKE HINGE, 72, SF artist, who did cover work for Amazing, Analog, and many other publishers; MEL HUNTER, 75, SF artist who did many covers for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, as well as for other markets; DON LAWRENCE, 75, British comics artist; WARREN ZEVON, 56, well-known singer and songwriter, author of the classic fantasy song “Werewolves of London,” among many others; GREGORY PECK, 87, famous film actor, perhaps best-known to genre audiences for his roles in On The Beach and The Boys From Brazil; RICHARD CRENNA, 76, film actor, perhaps best-known to genre audiences for his roles in Marooned and A Fire in the Sky; BUDDY HACKETT, 79, comedian and film actor, perhaps best known to genre audiences for his roles in The Love Bug and as the voice of Scuttle the seagull in Disney’s The Little Mermaid; JOHN RITTER, 55, television and film actor, perhaps best-known to genre audiences for his role as a killer robot on a Buffy the Vampire Slayer episode, “Ted”; HUME0 CRONYN, 92, film actor, perhaps best-known to genre audiences for his roles in Cocoon and Cocoon: The Return; HARRY WARNER, JR., 80, Hugo-winning fannish historian, author of All Our Yesterdays and A Wealth of Fable: An Informal History of Science Fiction Fandom in the 1950s; LLOYD ARTHUR ESHBACH, 93, writer and publisher, editor of Fantasy Press and of the first nonfiction book about science fiction, Of Worlds Beyond: The Science of Science Fiction, author of The Land Beyond the Gate and other novels; WILLIS E. McNELLEY, 82, SF critic, editor, and academic, compiler of The Dune Encyclopedia and coeditor of the anthologies Mars, We Love You and Above the Human Landscape; ROY TACKETT, 78, longtime fan and fanzine fan; JOHN FOYSTER, 62, long-time convention organizer and fanzine fan, a major force in Australian fandom; LORI WOLF, 43, well-known fan and convention organizer, a prominent figure in Texas fandom; MARGUERITE BRADBURY, 81, wife of writer Ray Bradbury; HERB BRIN, father of SF writer David Brin; MARY C. PANGBORN, 96, sister and sometime collaborator of SF writer Edgar Pangborn, who also wrote some solo stories of her own; and GRACE C. LUNDRY, longtime fan and wife of fan Don Lundry.
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Off on a Starship
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William Barton








Vivid, colorful, and packed with more Sense-of-Wonder evoking moments than most author’s trilogies, the story that follows sweeps us along with a young man who’s embarked on the greatest adventure of his (or anyone else’s) life, one as full of dangers, marvels, and enigmatic mysteries as any boy’s heart could yearn for—and a few surprises that even the most imaginative young man couldn’t have suspected were in store for him!


William Barton was born in Boston in 1950 and currently resides in Durham, North Carolina. For most of his life, he has been an engineering technician, specializing in military and industrial technology. He was at one time employed by the Department of Defense, working on the nation’s nuclear submarine fleet, and is currently a freelance writer and computer consultant. His stories have appeared in Aboriginal SF, Asimov’s Science Fiction, Sci Fiction, Amazing, Interzone, Tomorrow, Full Spectrum, and other markets. His books include the novels Hunting On Kunderer, A Plague of All Cowards, Dark Sky Legion, When Heaven Fell, The Transmigration of Souls (which was a finalist for the Philip K. Dick Award), and Acts of Conscience, and, in collaboration with Michael Capobianco, Iris, Fellow Traveler, and Alpha Centauri. His most recent novels are White Light, in collaboration with Michael Capobianco, and the solo novel, When We Were Real.





It was the best of times. It was the worst of times. Isn’t that how it’s supposed to go?


It was, oh, I guess the middle of November 1966, that night, maybe seven P.M., dark out, of course, cold and quiet. The sky over Woodbridge, Virginia, was flooded with stars, so many stars the black night, clear and crisp, had a vaguely lit-up quality to it, as if ever so slightly green. Maybe just the lights from the gas stations and little shopping centers lining Route 1, not far away.


I was walking home alone from the Drug Fair in Fisher Shopping Center, up by the highway, where I’d read comic books and eaten two servings of ketchupy French fries, moping by myself. I’d stayed too long, reading all the way through the current Fantastic Four so I could put it back and not pay. I was supposed to have been home by six-thirty, so my mom could head out on her date.




Out with some fat construction worker or another, some guy with beery breath and dirty hair, the sort of guy she’d been “seeing” (and I knew what was meant by that), one after another, in the two years since she’d run off my dad, leaving me home alone to look after my two little sisters, ages three and seven.


I remember thinking how pissed off she was going to be.


I was standing on the east rim of Dorvo Valley, looking down into the shadows, thinking about how really dark it was down there, an empty bowl of land, looking mysterious as ever. Murray and I named it that when we’d discovered it three years ago, maybe a half-mile of empty land, cleared of underbrush, surrounded by trees, called it after a place in the book we’d been trying to write back then, The Venusians, our answer to Barsoom, though we’d kind of given it up after Pirates of Venus came out.


Murray. Prick. That was why I was at Drug Fair alone. There’d been a silence after I called his house, then his mother had said, “I’m sorry, Wally. Murray’s gone off with Larry again tonight. I don’t know when he’ll be home. I’ll tell him you called.”


I felt hollow, remembering all the times we’d sat together at Drug Fair, reading comics for free, drinking cherry cokes and eating those ketchupy French fries. Remembered last summer, being here in Dorvo, the very last time we’d “played Venus” together, wielding our river-reed swords, lopping the sentient berry clusters from the Contac bushes we called Red Devils, laughing and pretending we’d fallen into a book. Our book.


Murray’s dad was the one named them Contac bushes, telling us they were really ephedra, and that’s where the stuff in allergy medicines came from.


But then school started, eleventh grade, and we’d met Larry. Larry, who was going steady with Susie. Pretty blonde Susie, who had a chunky girlfriend named Emily, who wore glasses.


Something like this had happened before, when we were maybe ten or eleven, and Murray had joined Little League, telling me it would help him find his way as an “all-around boy.” This time, I think, the key word would be pussy, instead of baseball.


I stood silent, looking out across the dark valley, the black silhouette of the woods beyond, above them, the fat golden spire of Our Lady of Angels Catholic Church, floodlit from below, where I’d been forced to go before my parents split up. In the Dorvo Valley mythos, on our wonderfully complete Venus, lost Venus, we’d called it the Temple of Venusia, and the city at its feet, no mere shopping center, but the Dorvo capitol, Angor, portmanteau’d kiddy-French Angel of Gold.


I realized I’d better get going. Through the black woods, down the full length of Greenacre Drive, past Murray’s house, where his parents would be sitting, silent before the TV, drinking Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, across the creek, up Staggs Court to my furious, desperately horny mom.


If I was lucky, she’d spend the night with whoever it was, and I wouldn’t have to lay in bed in the dark by myself, listening to their goings-on.


I blew out a long breath, a long wisp of warm condensation flickering like a ghost in the bit of light from the sky full of stars, and stopped, eyes caught by some faint gleam from deep in the valley of the shadow. I felt my heart quicken, caught in a mythopoeic moment. Look, Murray. A cloud skimmer …!




Yeah. Right. Where’s Murray now? In a dark movie theater somewhere, with his hand groping up a girl’s dress, like a real grown-up boy.


But the gleam was there, really there, and, after another moment, I started walking down through the long grass, stumbling over Red Devils and weeds, skirting around holes I could barely see, but remembered from long familiarity with the place, night vision growing keener as I went down in the dark.


Looking toward the phantom gleam, I thought to shade my eyes with one hand, occluding the Golden Angel, cutting off more light from the stars.


Stopped walking.


Thought, um, no.


I looked away, blinking like a moron. Looked back.


The flying saucer was a featureless disk, not quite sitting on the ground, maybe sixty feet across. The size of a house, anyway. Not shiny or it would’ve reflected more starlight. There were things in the deeper shadows underneath it, landing legs maybe, and other shadows, moving shadows, rustling in the brush nearby.


Near me. Something started to squeeze in my chest.


Something else started to tickle between my legs. A need to pee.


I slowly walked the rest of the way down the hill, until I was standing under its rim. The moving shadows in the underbrush were things roughly the size and shape of land crabs, a little bigger maybe, with no claws, though I couldn’t make out what was there in their place.


They seemed to be taking hold of the Red Devils, bending them down, pulling off the little berry clusters. What the hell would clawless land crabs want with Contac berries?


Robots. In a comic book, these would be robots.


Anyway, they seemed to be ignoring me.


I felt unreal, the way you feel when you’ve taken two or three Contac capsules, or maybe drank an entire bottle of Vicks Formula 44 cough syrup.


There was a long, narrow ramp projecting from the underside of the saucer, leading up to an opening in the hull, not dark inside, but lit up very dim indigo, perhaps the gleam I’d seen from the valley’s rim. I walked up to it, heart stuttering weirdly, walked up it and went inside.


In movies, flying saucers have ray cannons, and they burn down your city. And in my head, I could hear Murray, jealous Murray, girl on his fingers forgotten, wondering where I’d gotten the fucking nerve.


But I went inside anyway.


 


It turned out, the thing was like the saucer-starship from The Day the Earth Stood Still. There was a curved corridor, one wall solid, the other lattice, wall sloping slightly inward. A little vertical row of lights here, beside something that looked like a door. Around the curve ….


I caught my breath, holding stock-still, heart racing up my throat.


Held still and wondered again at finding myself here.


The thing didn’t look much like Gort from the movie. Not so featureless. Real joints at elbows, wrists, knees, hips, but there was nothing where it’s face should be either, just a silvery shield, a curved pentagonoid roughly the shape of an urban policeman’s badge, like the Boston metro badge my Uncle Al wore.


I stood in front of it, looking up. No taller than my dad, so only an inch or two taller than me. Looking up has to be an illusion. It looked a little bit like the robots I used to draw as part of the Starover stories I once tried to write, the ones that filled the background of all those drawings I did, of hero Zoltan Tharkie, policeman Dexteran Kaelenn, and all the odds-and-sods villains they faced together.


I remember Murray and I used to sit together at Drug Fair, tracing pictures from comic books and coloring books, filling in our own details, Tharkie and Kaelenn and the robots, Älendar and Raitearyón from Venus. I remember those two had had girlfriends, and …


Stopped myself, shivering.


I reached out and touched the thing.


Cold. Motionless.


My voice sounded rusty, as I whispered, “Klaatu, barada ….” Strangled off a fit of giggles with something like a sneeze. Patricia Neal, I remembered, couldn’t pronounce the words the same way as Michael Rennie, substituting Klattu, burodda in her quaint American drawl. Quit it! Jesus!


Nothing.


I turned away from the silvery phantasm, maybe nothing more than an empty suit of armor? Slid my fingers along the light panel. Just as in the movie, the door slipped open, and I went on through.


“Ohhhhh …!”


I could hardly recognize my own voice, shocky and faint.


There was another corridor beyond the door, and its far wall was transparent, like heavy glass, or maybe Lucite. There was smoky yellow light in the room beyond, lots of water, things like ferns. Something in the steamy mist ….


I put my nose to the warm glass, bug-eyed, remembering the scene from near the end of Tom Swift in the Race to the Moon, maybe my favorite book from the series, where they finally get aboard the robot saucer sent by the Space Friends.


Little dinosaurs. Little tyrannosaurs. Little brontosaurs. Little pteranodons winging through the mist.


“Not quite a brontosaurus,” I told myself, voice quiet, but louder than a whisper. “Head’s too long and skinny. Not a diplodocus either. Nostrils in the wrong place.” There were other things moving back in the mist. Babies, maybe? Hatchlings? Would that be the right word?


I walked on, slowly, going through another door, walking along another hallway. After a while, I began to wonder how they got all this space folded up into a flying saucer little enough to fit in Dorvo Valley.


Another robot, yet another door, and I found myself in a curved room with big windows on the outside. Ob Deck, the voice in my head called it, pulling another word from another book, as I pressed to the glass, cold glass this time, looking out on greenish night.


Dorvo Valley. Little land crab robots. Brilliant green light flooding up from the ground beyond the forest. Something odd. It isn’t that bright outside. Can’t be much more than eight P.M.




Little frozen image of my mother.


How long before she calls the police?


Thought dismissed.


What should I do?


Get out of here! Run home. Call the cops yourself.


I pictured that. Pictured them laughing at me as they hung up, as I turned to face my raging mother. You little bastard! she would say. Bob didn’t even wait for me.


Pictured that other scenario. The cops come, we go to Dorvo Valley. Nothing, not even a circle of crushed vegetation. And, either way, I go to school in the morning. Word would get out, one way or another.


The lights flickered suddenly, and a soft female voice said, “Rathan adun dahad, shai unkahan amaranalei.” More flickers. Outside, I could see the little land crabs were making their way downhill, dragging their loads of harvested Red Devils.


Cold clamp in my bowels.


I turned and ran, through the door, down one corridor, through the next door, up another, around a curve, back through …. Ob Deck! Turned back, found myself facing a faceless robot. Still motionless. Started to whimper, “Please ….” There was a rumbling whine from somewhere down below, spaceship’s structure shivering. The lights flickered again, the lady’s voice murmuring, “Ameoglath orris temthuil ag lat eotaeo.” More flicker. Something started to whine, far, far away, like the singsong moan of a Mannschenn drive.


I felt my rectum turn watery on me, clenched hard to stop from shitting myself, and snarled, “That’s just a fucking story! Think! Do something, you friggin’ idiot!” As if my father’s words could help me now.


I turned and looked out the window, just in time to see the ground under the saucer drop away. Suddenly, surrounding the dark woods, the map of Marumsco Village was picked out in streetlights. There was Greenacre Drive, where Murray’s parents would be finishing up their beer. Beyond the dark strip of the creek, halfway up Staggs Court, had to be the porch light of my house, where, by now, my mom would be about ready to kill me.


It shrank to a splatter of light, surrounded by the rest of Woodbridge, little Occoquan off that way. I squashed my face to the glass, looking north, and was elated to see, from twenty-two miles away, you could still make out the lights of the Pentagon, could see the floodlit shape of the Capitol Dome, the yellowish spike of the Washington Monument.


City lights everywhere I looked. Speckles and sparks and rivers of light, brighter and more numerous than the stars in the sky. I’d never flown on a plane at night before. I’d never …


I felt my face grow cool.


Watched the landscape shrink.


Suddenly, light appeared in the west, like sunrise.


No! I’m high enough up the sun is shining from where it’s still daytime!


Turned toward the blue. On the horizon, the curved horizon, there was a band of blue, above it only black, sunlight washing away the stars.


Curved?


Bolt of realization.




I can see the curvature of the Earth. That means … I shivered again. And then I wondered, briefly, if Buzz Aldrin and Jim Lovell were somewhere nearby, peering out through the tiny rendezvous windows of Gemini XII, watching my flying saucer rise.


Whole Earth bulging up below now, looking for a moment like the pictures sent down from Gemini XI, which had gone all the way up to an 850 mile apogee. It turned to a gibbous blue world, getting smaller, then smaller still.


Something flashed by, huge and yellow-gray.


Moon! It’s the Moon!


How fast?


That was no more than a five minute trip.


I tried to do the calculation in my head; couldn’t quite manage. I’d never been any good at math. A lot slower than the speed of light, anyway.


I remembered the final scene from “Invaders from Mars,” where the little boy wakes up from his dream, and felt a cold hand on my heart. If I wake up now and it’s time for school, why don’t I just kill myself and get it over with?


But the ship flew on into the black and starry sky, and I realized, after my moment of inattention, I could no longer find the Earth or Moon. Where am I going?


And why?


 


I awoke from a dreamless sleep, and opened my eyes slowly, lying on my side, cramped and cold, against the curved Ob Deck bulkhead, staring at the motionless gort by the door. Whispered, “Gort. Merenga.” Nothing.


I always wake up like that, always knowing where I am, never confused. Maybe because there’s that little re-entry period, those few seconds between waking up and opening my eyes, when I remember where I was when I went to sleep, so I know where I’ll be when I awaken.


I pushed myself to a sitting position, back to the wall, something in the back of my neck making a little gurgle as I stretched, like my spine was knuckles wanting to crack.


Seemed more real, now that I’d been asleep, putting a bracket around the night before. I was here. Period. Unlike the hazy wonder of the dream where we flew past Jupiter, some time around midnight. It’d been a fat, slightly flattened orange ball, not at all the way I would’ve expected.


Three hours, I remember thinking. That’s fast. What, fifty thousand miles a second? More? We went by something that looked like a ball of pink twine, and that’s when I discovered if I put my finger against the window glass and circled something, it’d get bigger, that another tap would make it small.


I’d picked out five little crescents. Circled and tapped. Figured out the red potato must be Amalthea, the pink ball Europa. Maybe the scabby yellow one was Io? Those other two, two similar-looking gray cratered bodies, looking pretty much like the Moon, those would be Ganymede and Callisto, but I couldn’t figure out which was which.


Murray would know. Murray out at night in the summertime, pointing at this star and that one, naming names, mythological and scientific, every kid in the neighborhood but me impressed as all hell. Once, I’d caught him in a mistake.


And he’d said, “I don’t know if I want you for a friend anymore.”


After that, I kept my mouth shut.


The lights flickered and the woman’s soft voice said, “La grineao druai lek aporra ….” Trailing off, like she had something else to say, but couldn’t quite get it out.


I stood, turned and looked out the window.


It was like a featureless yellow ball, hazy maybe, circled by a striated yellow-white ring, grooved like a 45rpm record. Colored like those records I’d had as a child, like the one with “Willie the Whistling Giraffe.” I’d loved that song, and listened to it so much I could still sing all the words. I was startled to find out, years later, it was written by Rube Goldberg.


Saturn was growing in the window, growing slowly and … I realized it should already be going past, shrinking away. “We’re slowing down.” I glanced at the robot, as if looking for confirmation.


Nothing.


When I looked back, a smoky red ball was in the window, starting to slide past. It stopped and stabilized when I circled it with a quick fingertip, movement transferring to the sky beyond. Saturn starting a slow slide across the fixed stars.


“Titan.”


Nothing.


“God damn it, Titan!”


Like I wanted something from myself then. But all I could do was remember, remember Captain Norden from The Sands of Mars reminiscing about the cold, howling winds of Titan, remember Tuck and Davey from Trouble on Titan and their homebuilt oxygen-jet, flying the methane skies.


What would I remember about all this, years from now?


I had a glimpse of the man I might have become, some fat guy in a crumpled suit, selling who-knows-what. All the men on Staggs Court. All the men in America in 1966.


The woman’s voice said, “… kag at vrekanai seo ke egga.” The lights flickered again, like punctuation. I tapped Titan to release the image and pressed my nose to the glass.


Ought to feel colder than this. Saturn’s pretty far from the sun.


There. A spark of pale yellow light.


It grew swiftly, filling the window without interference from me, gliding to a stop just outside. It was a cylinder of gray rock, things visible on its surface, structures, and I could see it was revolving slowly around its long axis.


Revolving so there’d be artificial gravity inside, centrifugal force. It’ll be hollow, I thought. Maybe this was what Isaac Asimov had termed a “spome,” short for “space home,” in some F&SF column or another? No, that’s not right. Where the hell … Asimov’s article was in that book my dad brought home, Kammermeyer something … “There’s No Place Like Spome”? Dad had gone to a meeting of the American Chemical Society a year or two earlier, had come home snickering about the little fat man with what he’d term “a thick New York Yid accent.”




I remembered him saying, “Asimov? Now I see him in a different light!” When I was little, we’d lived in a neighborhood full of Russian Jews, somewhere in Boston, Brookline maybe, and he’d done a good job of picking up the accents, and those special cadences. It’d become the basis for some family in-jokes.


The thing rotated toward us, though it had to be my flying saucer flying around I guess, then a four-mandibled parrot’s beak opened, spilling bright yellow light, and we flew right in.


Flew right in, swooped over green landscape, found a flat white field, concrete I figured, and slotted in to a landing, one of the few vacant spaces in a parking lot full of flying saucers just like mine.


A flicker of lights.


A womanly voice, full of warmth and welcome, “Todos passageiros sai ….” Then the saucer groaned and shivered as the boarding ramp slid down. It only took me a minute to realize that if I could find a land crab, I could follow it down to the hatch; maybe fifteen minutes after that, I was standing outside.


There was a cool breeze blowing across the concrete apron, and it smelled sweet here, making my nose itch. Alien pollen? I’m allergic to a lot of stuff. I whispered, “What if I get sick?” My voice sounded funny, here in the silence. I shouted, “Hello-oh?”


Not even an echo, my voice carried away to nowhere by the breeze. “Anybody ….” Of course not. I started forward, walking between two other saucers, stopped suddenly, feeling a cold knot in my guts, looking back toward my saucer, realizing how easy it would be to get lost here.


Does it matter?


How would I know if my saucer is ever going back to Earth?


From where I stood, I could see beyond the last row of saucers. There was a tall chain link fence, topped by razor wire; beyond it, a dark green forest.


Nothing moving.


No dinosaurs, big or little, in the woods, no pteranodons in the sky.


Sky? Well, not exactly.


Overhead, the main thing was a long yellow stick of bright light. In a story, that’d be a fusion tube or something, an “inner sun” for this long, skinny ersatz Pellucidar. Beyond, to the left and right, were two green bands, the same color as the forest. Between them were three more bands of black.


In one of them, you could see Saturn, its brightly backlit rings looking like ears, or maybe jug handles. And that bright star? That’d be the sun I guess. Glass? So how come I didn’t notice any windows from the outside? How come it just looked like rock?


My memory started picking through stories, right then and there.


Something moved in the distance. I looked, and felt cold when I saw what it was. One of those brontosaurus-things, full size I think, but with a too-skinny head, snaky neck dipping so it could browse among the treetops. Glad for the razor wire. Cold but elated. As if …. As if!


The was a deep bass thrumming noise, almost like a long, low burp. The bronto looked up. The inner sun suddenly brightened, filling the landscape with a violet dazzle.




I blinked hard, eyes watering, looked up again and realized that Saturn was gone, that I felt something else in my guts, a pulling and twisting. Dizzy. I’m dizzy. Like the ship is maneuvering violently, and I just can’t see it because there’s nothing to see.


Then there was a great big ripping sound.


A white zigzag crack appeared in the windows, going from one to the other, as if it were a rip in the sky itself, though my mind served up an image of what it would be like as the glass blew out and the air roared away to space, carrying off forest and trees, brontos, flying saucers, Wally and all.


The crack opened like white lips, revealing a blue velvet throat beyond, into which, somehow, the ship seemed to plunge, then the fusion tube dimmed, back to yellow again, back to being a soft inner sun, all the odd twisting and pulling stopped, and there was only the soft breeze.


In a story, I thought, we’d be going faster than light now.


And then I said, “Damn! This is the coolest thing that ever happened to anyone! Murray would be so fucking jealous!”


Yeah, right. I could almost see his bemused, angry smirk, fading into the blue velvet hypersky as he turned away, forgetting about me, about Venus, about all the things we’d done together, all the dreams we’d had.


On Earth, in only a little while, people would stop wondering what’d become of me, and go on with their lives.


 


Some days later, I couldn’t tell you how many days, already a good bit skinnier than I was the night I’d decided to cut through Dorvo Valley on my way home from Drug Fair, I sat beside a little deadwood campfire on the concrete apron beside my trusty flying saucer, roasting up a few fresh breadfruit for supper.


Mangosteen! That, I’d remembered, was from a kiddie book I’d found in my grandfather’s attic, when we went up for the funeral, four, five years before, The Hurricane Kids in the Lost Islands. I’d been looking for the sequel ever since, where Lebeck and DuBois send their boys off to the Land of the Cave Dwellers.


Breadfruit? Probably not. Probably no breadfruit back in the Jurassic.


Sudden image of myself finding the little gate, sneaking out into the edge of the Big Woods, finding all sorts of stuff. Nuts mainly, and these things. Ferns. A tree I recognized had to be a gingko. Little lizards, maybe skinks, anoles, some kind of snake.


I fished one of the breadfruits out of the fire with a stick, held it down and cut it open with another stick I’d managed to break off at an angle and sharpen by rubbing on the pavement. It had mealy yellow-white flesh inside, like badly overcooked baked potato, steamy now, odorless, smelling just the way it would taste when it cooled enough to eat.


This is the last of them. Tomorrow I’ll have to go out again and … I felt a little sick. Last time, blundering around in the woods, picking nuts and berries and what-not, there’d been that soft rumble, I’d looked up, and suddenly wet my pants.


The allosaurus didn’t even notice, didn’t look up as I’d crept away, back through the gate, closing it carefully behind me. I’d cooked and eaten, silent with myself, sitting bareass while my underpants and jeans dried by the fire, draped over my constant companion.


I looked at it now, little humanoid robot, two feet tall, looking just like a toy from Sears I’d had when I was eight or nine, electric igniter in one hand, fire extinguisher in the other. It’d come toddling up just as I’d burst into tears beside my pitiful pile of dry sticks, just as I’d screamed, “Fuck it!” and thrown my pathetic attempt at a fire drill as hard as I could at the nearest flying saucer hull.


I said, “What d’you think, Bud? Why’s this starship got a Jurassic biome inside?”


Silence.


“Yeah. Me too.”


I picked up the now merely hot breadfruit and scooped out some tasteless muck with my upper front teeth. “Mmmmm …” blech. Even butter, pepper, and sour cream wouldn’t’ve helped. Not much, anyway.


“What d’you think, Buddy? Thanksgiving yet?” Probably not. It hasn’t even been a week. But I pictured my little sisters, Millie and Bonnie, sitting down to turkey dinner with Mom. Bonnie probably misses me. Millie was probably glad just to get my share.


Christmas. I wondered what Dad would get me? I’d asked for a copy of Russian in a Nutshell. Two years. Then what? No college for me. Bad grades and no money.


Vietnam?


Maybe. Some of my friends’ older brothers had gone. At least one boy who’d picked on me when I was little was dead now. I remembered reading an article in the Post a while back, about how so many good American boys were being corrupted by little brown Asian prostitutes, which made me think about Glory Road.


Murray and I had talked about that the next day, and he’d given me a funny look, kind of a sneer, before changing the subject. Remember when we debated Vietnam in eighth-grade Social Studies class? I’d said I wasn’t worried. It’ll be all over, long before I turn draft age, toward the end of 1969. Yep. All over.


And, just like that, there was a deep bass thrum, like a gong gone wrong. When I looked up, the blue velvet sky was broken by a long white crack, white lips opening, spitting us out into a sky full of stars.


I got up, throwing the half-eaten breadfruit aside, running for the flying saucer’s ramp. Behind me, I could hear the sharp, fizzy hiss of my little buddy’s fire extinguisher, as it sprayed away the flames.


 


Down on the yellow-gray world, I crouched in the shade of the flying saucer’s hull, looking out toward the horizon, across a flattish landscape floodlit from above under a pale, blue-white sky. I’d run off the bottom of the ramp when we landed, had run right out there, bounding high, realizing the surface gravity of this place was maybe no more than half that of Earth.


But then the light from the vivid spark of a tiny blue sun had turned to pins and needles in my November-white skin, forcing me back into the shade. My face, when I touched it, was already starting to peel.


Jesus. Stupid.


And what if? What if a lot of things. What if the air here had been deadly poison? What if there’s some disease here a human being could catch? What if I’m already dead and merely waiting to fall down?


Yeah, yeah, I know. The guy in the story never dies. Except the one in that Faulkner story the teacher made fun of, when we studied it in tenth grade English Lit class. What’re we supposed to imagine? she’d said. He’s carrying paper and pen, taking notes as he jumps in the river and drowns?


From space, the planet had looked like a yellow-gray ball, almost featureless. Oh, there was a tiny white ice cap at the visible pole. A few pale clouds near what looked like some isolated mountain peaks. A canyon here, a dune-field there. Mars without the rust?


Arrakis, I thought. I’d enjoyed the five-part serial in Analog, though I was mighty pissed off about the stupid format changes Campbell was playing with, going from digest to some standard magazine size, then back again, fucking up my collection. I remember I wondered if the Dune world had started out as Mars, if maybe Herbert realized at some point that the solar system was too small for the story.


I thought about my bedroom. My bed. The little desk. Bookcases full of children’s hardcovers, the stuff from Grandpa’s attic, the paperbacks and magazines I was buying down at Drug Fair, Amazing and Fantastic, Worlds of If ….


Out in the sun, the land crabs had buckets and little self-propelled wheelbarrow things, were shoveling up patches of mauve sand. Melange? Whatever it was, it went no more than a few centimeters deep. I sniffed, but couldn’t smell anything like cinnamon. Whatever this place was, it mainly smelled like fireworks. Gunpowder. It smells like gunpowder.


From the Ob Deck, I’d been able to see something that looked like a city, way off on the horizon, low white buildings, dazzling in the sun. A circle of my fingertip had brought them close. Adobe? No sign of movement, some of the buildings looking weathered and worn, the ruins of Koraad perhaps.


Miles off, anyway. I could wait ’til nightfall, and it’d take maybe three or four hours to get there, tops. Yeah? And what if the starship leaves without you? What then? I thought about Galactic Derelict suddenly. No. I never wanted to be one of Andre Norton’s dickless boys. Let’s have a Heinlein adventure, at least.


Or maybe I can grow up to be John Grimes after all? Is there a beautiful spy somewhere waiting for me? Jesus. Grow up. At this rate, I’ll be lucky to last another week!


What if this was a Larry Niven story? What if we land on a planet that has a habitable point? I pictured myself running down the ramp, out onto the sand. Then the deadly winds of We Made It would come up and there I’d be, on my way to fucking Oz.


After a bit, I turned and went on up the ramp. Look out the window. Watch the baby dinosaurs or something. One thing you know: The saucer will leave, the starship will fly, and, sooner or later, we’ll be somewhere else. And, another thing: Who owns all this shit? The robots? Not bloody likely, cobber. Maybe this thing is like some super-sophisticated Mariner probe. And, sooner or later, it’ll take its samples on home.


What happens when they find me in the collection bag?


Watching the land crabs gather up Spice, I suddenly wished for … something. Anything. Wished I’d see a sandworm in the distance. Wished for Paul Atreides to come riding up? No. Chani, maybe?


 


I’m guessing it was maybe three weeks before we made the next landfall—no, planetfall’s the right word—three weeks in which I got really sick of plain breadfruit. Somewhere along the way, I got up the nerve to cook and eat a few little lizards, which turned out to be mainly bones, and salty as kippered herring snacks, finally moving on to a two-foot brown snake I’d caught.


Didn’t taste like chicken, more like fish I guess, but the oily juice that cooked out of it made the breadfruit taste okay.


The next planet was … what’d we used to say in junior high? Cool as a moose. I crept down the ramp, uselessly cautious, and stood there with my mouth hanging open. What can I say? Earthlike but alien?


The spaceport, if that’s what it was, was just a plain, concrete apron, not much bigger than the helicopter pad next to the Pentagon, sitting next to what looked like a walled city. Not a medieval city, not an ancient Roman city. The walls were plain and unadorned, no crenellations, no battlements, no towers. White concrete walls, pierced by a few open gates on the side I could see. Egyptian Memphis, I remembered, had been called something like Ineb-Hed by the natives. White Walls.


The buildings I could see over the wall were low and white and square.


Overhead, the sky was dark green, green as paint, with little brown clouds floating here and there. The sun, if sun it was, was a dim red ball halfway up the sky, banded like Jupiter, with mottled splotches here and there. Sunspots? Starspots? Maybe it’s a planet, and that’s reflected light.


Away from the city, the land was all low forest, things not much like trees, grayish, bluish, a reddish-purple that I realized with a flush of pleasure might be the heliotrope of Amtor. Things moving in the shadows, inside the forest. Pod-shaped things. Plants with lips.


The land crab robots were coming out of the saucer now, forming up by rank and file, so when they set off, heading for the nearest city gate, I walked along beside. What the hell? If they start to leave, I’ll follow them back. Safe enough.


It was gloomy in the city, a city full of gray-green shadows. Gloomy and motionless, reminding me of the scene where Gahan of Gathol walks into a seemingly deserted Manator. Sure. And the land crabbots’d make pretty good Kaldanes?


That filled up my head with long-running images of Ghek, crawling through the Ulsio warrens of Manator.


I looked in an open doorway, yelped, tripped over my own feet, and wound up on my knees, staring, heart pounding. Jesus Christ! Well, at least it wasn’t moving.


The thing, when I got close to it, was about three feet tall, looking like it was made of black leather. There were staring black leather eyes. Black leather fangs. Black leather hands shaped like a three-fingered mechanical grab.


I touched it, wondering what the hell I’d do if it woke up and turned out to really be a thrint. Fuck. I’d do whatever it wanted, I guess, and that would be that. It didn’t budge, no matter how hard I pushed, nor did it have a bit of give to it. Cold black metal, glued to the ground.




Statue, maybe? Or just another switched-off robot?


What the hell is going on here?


Where is everyone?


Back out on the street, the land crabs were gone. Okay. Look around a bit more, then get the hell on back to the saucer. I went on up the street to the end, where it came to some kind of octagonal plaza. There was something that looked like an empty fountain in the middle, beyond it a domed building made mostly of glass, lots of tempting shadows inside.


The glass doors, when I tried them, swung right open, so I went on in.


Inside it was all broad aisles, floor carpeted in a patterned nappy monochrome the same color as the sky, and lining the aisles were … I don’t know. Exhibits? Things like pictures anyway. Dioramas. Blocks of stuff like glass or Lucite, with motionless objects inside. Animals, I think. Some things that could only have been machines. Things that were clearly paintings of the “thrintun,” looking like they were walking around the city, doing whatever.


So are those the aliens? Are they all in some kind of stasis? Suspended animation?


I suddenly found myself wishing there’d been more variability in the stories I’d been reading since I learned how to read. But the stories had been pretty much self-similar, as though the writers, without any source of new ideas, could only copy each other, over and over again.


In the middle of the building, taking up a big space under the dome, was a flat, tilted spiral shape, made of what looked like metallic dust, hanging motionless in the air. Like the Andromeda galaxy, blue and red and white and … my mouth went dry. Star map!


I walked round and round the thing, peering inside, trying to recognize something, anything, but it looked like every spiral galaxy illustration I’d ever seen. All of them. Or none. For all I knew, it could be NGC 7006 and here I was, beyond the farthest star.


On the other side of the spiral was an aisle lined with things that looked like model spaceships. Some of them looked pretty much like what humans were building, back on Earth. Look here. It’s a couple of thrintun sitting in a sort of Gemini capsule. Not quite, but close. And this? A thrint climbing down on the dusty surface of some moon or another?


The ships got more and more advanced, until I suddenly wondered where the flying saucers were. Ah. Right here. Right at the end. Here’s a flying saucer, surrounded by thrintun with things like guns, surrounded by thrintish tanks and cannons … surely, standing on the rim of the saucer, I’d see one of my familiar gorts?


On the ground under the rim of the saucer were models of about two dozen creatures, every one of them different.


Yep. That’d be the thrintun being welcomed to the Galactic Federation, right? Pleased at how clever I was, I started walking back toward the useless star map. Hey, if I’m lucky, it’s my galaxy, and I’m not so far from home after all. Right. What the fuck am I going to do, walk back to Earth?


I stopped by the model of the moon lander. Maybe that was their moon? It was a pretty primitive spaceship, looking a lot like the earliest designs of the Apollo lunar excursion module. Moon. I tipped my head back, trying to look out through the dome, wondering if I’d spot a crescent somewhere in the dark green sky.


Very dark green sky.


Felt my mouth go drier than I would’ve thought possible. No sun, though I could see a flush of red in the sky, off to one side. So how the fuck long have I been in here, anyway?


I walked back up the aisle, around the spiral galaxy, back down the other aisle and out the door. Despite the fact that it was starting to get a little cool out, I felt myself start to sweat, armpits suddenly growing spongy and damp. Well. Started to walk back the way I thought would lead to the spaceport. Just get outside the walls. You’ll find it.


I started to run, making little gagging sounds, throat suddenly sore, feeling like I was going to start crying, like a little kid lost in a supermarket.


And my little flying saucer popped up above the walls right in front of me, hung there for just a second, then dwindled away into the dark green sky and was gone.


I stood there, looking up, feeling the hot tears start down my cheeks, vision blurring, and whispered, “I always do something stupid, don’t I? Just like Daddy says.” I rubbed the tears from my eyes, suddenly angry, and thought, There you go, champ. Murray’ll be so fucking jealous now, won’t he?


 


I awoke, opening my eyes on a flood of vermilion sunshine coming in through the window, falling on me like a spotlight, and wished, just this once, I could be one of those people who wake up confused, not knowing where they are. I couldn’t really remember the dream, something about school, I think, and had a nice hard-on, probably nothing to do with any images I’d seen in my sleep.


Christ. Mouth so fucking dry.


I rolled over on my side, feeling dizzy, headachy, hungry, looking around the room. The wall-to-wall carpet I’d slept on was pale gray, softer and fuzzier than the stuff in my parents’ house. Mom’s house, nowadays. Dark green walls, with brown trim. Stuff like furniture, odd-shaped couches and chairs and little tables I was kind of afraid to touch, for no reason I could put my finger on.


Stories. Too many stories. What if.


I’d wandered around for a while as it’d gotten darker, wondering what the fuck I was going to do, watching the sky fill up with unfamiliar stars. Finally knelt and drank some water from the gutter. Bitter metallic stuff, tasting way worse than the water in Marumsco Creek. And I’d gotten sick as a dog the last time I’d drunk from the creek, coming down with a high fever that resolved into tonsillitis, resulting in a shot and some pills and five days of missed school.


I remembered Murray looking at me with bemused contempt. How come you’re sick all the time, Wally?


I don’t know.


After a while, in the dark, it started to rain, hot stuff that scalded in my eyes, burned on my scalp, making me run for the nearest shelter, which happened to be something like a porch, on something like a house, in something like a suburban neighborhood. No, not suburban. Small town. Like the neighborhoods in 1930s movies. Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney. When I tried the door, it’d opened, and I’d gone in, sat down in the middle of the floor, just sat there in the dark, listening to the rain, wondering if they had thunder and lightning here.


I got up, feeling stiff and tired, rubbing my empty stomach. Almost flat now. At this rate, I’d soon be as skinny as when I was a little kid. I’d always wanted that. What had made me get fat anyway? Starting to hang around with Murray and eat whatever and whenever he ate? I remember Mom was glad when I stopped being so thin.


There was a little room off what I thought of as the parlor, small, windowless, airless, and in the light of day I could see there was something like a stone sink, beside a little hole in the floor. Maybe the thrintun couldn’t sit down and just squatted over the hole? No, wait. Thrintun regurgitate their waste, so they’d lean over the hole and …


I felt my intestines cramp. So now I’ve got to shit. Great.


One step forward and I stopped, sweat beading on my brow, asshole clenching. I was afraid to squat over the hole. What if I slipped and fell in and couldn’t get out? What if it flushed with a death ray? No, wait. Shit’s not alive enough to merit a death ray. Disintegrator? “Man, how did I get so goofy? No wonder nobody at school likes me.”


I’ll go outside and do it on the sidewalk, I guessed.


Next to the toilet hole, there was an obvious bathtub, made of the same gray stone as the sink, with a little row of glassy “buttons” above one end. Light panel controls? I touched one. There was a hiss, and the tub started to fill up, though I couldn’t see anything like a faucet, smoky fluid welling up from nowhere, filling the room with a familiar sharp, ugly smell.


Sulfuric acid? I certainly recognized the smell from first-period Chemistry class. Wonder how that’s going? My lab partner had been a big beefy guy named Al, full of dumb jokes, who was a shot-putter and discus thrower on the track and field team.


There was another room that looked like a kitchen, by what had to be the back door, though it was on the side of the building, just like the back door to my parents’ house. Something like a little oven sitting on the counter, an oven with a door. When I opened it, no gas jets or electric resistance heating elements, only a skinny light bulb thingy.


Right. I remembered my sister Millie’s Easy Bake Oven cooked perfectly well with a hundred-watt light bulb. Scrambled eggs. Teeny-tiny biscuits. A birthday cake the size of a deck of cards. If I knew you were comin’ I’d’ve ….


Nothing like a refrigerator? There was a long, narrow trough under the one window, the kitchen sink maybe? A roll of plain white paper towels hanging from the wall next to it. Great. Murray’s mom had started using them, though at my house we still used cloth dish towels that would start to stink long before they went in the hamper. Dishrags, my mom said.


When I touched one of the glass buttons over the trough, it quickly filled up with a bubbly gray, acid-smelling sludge. I stood there, paralyzed, knowing not to touch it, and thought, Right. Destination: Universe! “The Enchanted Village.”


Is that where I am now, in an A.E. Van Vogt story?


Angry at myself, I tore the paper towels from their holder and went back through the house to the living room, intending to go out the front door. Hell, at least I’ve got toilet paper now and …




“Yow!” I hit my head on the wall as I stepped back, turning, trying to run. Stopped, willing my heart to quiet down, making myself turn back and look.


It was a bipedal man-shape, not quite a gort but similar, no more than four feet tall, standing beside the open front door, staring at me with two glowing red glass eyes. No, not really like a gort. Feet like a bird. Three-fingered hands. No, two fingers and a thumb, just like a thrint, but far, far more gracile.


Is the damned thing humming? No. Silent.


I stammered, swallowed, then said, “Henry Stanley, I presume?”


Nothing.


“Hey, buddy. Sorry to have to tell you I’m not David Livingstone. Just a lost little dipshit has got himself in a pile of trouble.”


The head turned just a bit, red lenses focusing on my face, seeming to look right into my eyes. Then it said, “Beeoop-click, zing?”


Really. I said, “Pleased to meetcha.”


Oh, hell. My guts cramped hard, released from terror, and I quickly walked to the door, the robot turning to face me as I edged around it. I walked out onto the sidewalk, avoiding the stringy blue and yellow grass of the lawn, which had wriggled and tried to grab my shoes as I’d walked across it last night, got out into the street and started to pull down my pants. Thought better of it, kicked off my shoes and pulled my pants off entirely.


I squatted on the pavement, suddenly really glad I had the paper towels. The mossy stuff from the woods I’d used on the starship had been really scratchy. Jesus, I wish I could have a fucking bath!


When I looked up, the robot was standing on the porch, watching me.


 


By the time dusk came round again, dark green sky flushed red in what I thought of as the west as the fat red planet-star sank through the horizon, I was exhausted, dragging my ass out one of the deserted city’s radial roads, away from downtown, back out into the burbs. We’d been out to the spaceport, with its little patch of empty, unmarked concrete, then back to the museum, where we’d looked at every fucking exhibit, looking for a clue. Any clue.


We. Me and my little robot pal, which followed me all around, like a quiet puppy, plodding along in my wake, little metal bird feet clicking discretely on pavement and bare floor, soundless on the carpet that pretty much lined every building we’d visited so far.


“Pipe dream,” I whispered, voice rasping like a cartoon character, mouth dry as dust.


The robot made some little oot-boop sound or another, as if a sympathetic noise. There were always plenty of puddles around in the morning, but by noon they’d mostly dried up. I found one now, kind of oily and sludgy looking, knelt beside it, and leaned down.


“Foooo?” Slim metal fingers on my shoulder.


I looked up. “Man, if you know where there’s any real water, this is the time.”


Its head cocked to one side, not so much like it understood, as the way a dog looks at you when you talk to it. They want to understand, but they don’t. I turned away, leaned down again and took a sip. Gagged. Spat. “Jesus.”


Rubbing my hand back and forth across tingling lips, I picked a house, went up on the porch, robot clicking along behind me, opened the door and went inside, where it was already gloomy, only light coming from the windows. Finally, I sat down on the carpet, wondering what next.


“What did I think I was going to find in the fucking museum?”


The robot was standing there, looking down at me, red eyes bright, as if concentrating. Does it really want to understand? How the hell would I know? Just a robot. A robot made by aliens, rather than some little guy from the Bronx.


I had a vision of me and the robot, finding some way to mark down Earth in the big star map, then mark it out again on the dome of night. Of the robot leading me to some ancient apparatus in some old thrintun exhibit.


“Wally to Earth! Wally to Earth! Hey, can you hear me guys?”


The robot just stood there, continuing to stare. “Right. Only in stories ….”


But this … but this …!


I whispered, “So what the hell should I call you? Friday? Nah, too obvious.”


It made some random fluty sounds, like the ones Millie made on the recorder she’d gotten last Christmas.


“Tootle?” Like the train in the story. “I think I can, I …”


It suddenly reached out and tried to stick a metal finger in my mouth.


“Hey!”


It froze in position, then said, “Whee-oo. Dot-dot.”


Mournful and sad. I lay back on the rug, curled up in a little ball, put my hands over my face and made some stupid little sobbing sounds. No tears though. Probably too dried out to cry. Rolled onto my back, stretching out, looking up at meaningless black shadows, my throat making a little clucking noise as I tried to swallow.


Well. There would be water in the morning. Hot, bitter water, but it hadn’t killed me so far. I looked up at the robot. “You know how to turn on the lights, buddy? Is there a fucking TV here anywhere?”


Shit. I missed TV. When was I going to see Gilligan’s Island again? What the hell would the Professor do in my shoes? Or Mr. Wizard? No, not that one. The owl one. Drizzle, drazzle, druzzle, drome, time for zis vun to come home …?


Jesus, I miss a lot of things. Things I thought I hated. Mom and Dad. My sisters. My so-called friends. Murray. Even school. Maybe. Some time or another, still bull-shitting myself as the room grew darker and darker, ’til all I could see were the robot’s staring red eyes, I must have fallen asleep.


 


Woke up suddenly, opening my eyes on grainy darkness, pain roaring in my arm, sitting up, struggling to figure out … to find … my voice, yelling, echoing, something like a scream that’d started in my sleep.


The robot’s bright red eyes were near me, making enough light so that I could see the gleam of its body, arms and legs and featureless face, could see the reddish-black outlines of things in the room, thrintun furniture.




I tried to stand, stumbling, twisting to look at my upper arm, pain radiating away from a black smear. Black and wet. Blood! I’m bleeding! I made some weird gargling sound, looking back at the robot, which seemed to be holding something in one hand, pinched daintily by its few fingers.


The clenched hand went to its featureless face, briefly, as if eating the whatever-it-was, though it had no mouth, then reached out and grabbed me by the arm, just below the bloody spot.


“No! No! Lemme go!” Shrieking, voice breaking.


Its other hand reached out and touched the wound.


Flare of white light.


Sear of pain.


Just like that, I blacked out.


 


And awoke again, clear-headed, salmon-pink sunshine flooding the room. The robot was standing over me, motionless, red eyes staring. No eyelids. Right. I sat up, no stiffer than usual, mouth still dry, dull ache like a bruise in my left upper arm.


Memory.


“Kee-rist …” still whispered.


Dream?


No. The sore spot on my arm was marked by a skinny white scar, like a really bad cut from a long time ago. Right. Fresh scars are red, then pink for a while. One that big would take months to fade. I touched it. Tender, but not too bad.


“What the hell ….”


When I stood up, licking my lips, the robot backed off a few paces, staring right into my eyes. Then it lifted a hand and seemed to beckon. This way. This way. Come on. Turned and walked slowly to the bathroom door. Turned to face me. That hand motion again. Come on. What the fuck are you waiting for?


I followed it into the bathroom. “Well?”


When it reached out and tapped a glass button, the little room filled with pale pastel pink light, making my skin seem to flush with health and well being. I thought, If there’s light at night, I’m going to wish for a book. It tapped a button on the wall over the hole in the floor. There was a flicker of dim blue light somewhere down the hole, a faint sizzle, a fair electric smell.


Yah. Disintegrator.


Why the hell didn’t I just tap all the buttons in the house myself? Was I afraid? Jeez, I’d filled the tub, and the kitchen sink thingy ….


It tapped the button over the tub, the same one I’d tried, the one that’d gotten me a tub full of battery acid. This time, some clear, smokeless stuff began welling up. All I could do was stare, watching it fill up, rubbing the scar on my arm, feeling my heart pound.


“All right,” I said. I glanced at the robot, no expression possible, red eyes on me. “Something’s going on. What? Ah, fuck.” I reached out and stuck my finger in the stuff. No sizzle. No burn. Warm, though. Cupped a handful, brought it dripping to my face. Sniffed. Odorless. Put it in my mouth. Tasteless. Swallowed.


“Water.”




Some little parrot-voice repeated, “Waw. Tur.”


There was a prickling in the back of my neck, as if something were crawling in my dirty hair. I turned and looked at the robot. “You say something, buddy?”


“Beeee-oooo.”


“Oh.” Turned back to the tub, swallowing hard. Then I pulled off my filthy clothes, stepped over the rim and sat down. Sat down in warm water, leaned forward and plunged my face, rubbing my cheeks, where scruffy, patchy, half-silky, half-rough beard had grown out maybe a quarter-inch or so, opened my mouth and tried to swallow, came up gasping, choking, laughing.


I looked up at the robot, and shouted, “Jesus! This is wonderful!”


It said, “Waw. Tur. Wun. Dur. Full.” Turned suddenly and walked away, leaving me alone in the tub.


I leaned back against the rim and sank down, feeling the water prickle all over, lifting scales of dead skin, old sweat, grime and dirt and who-knows-what, suddenly wishing for shampoo, for soap, toothpaste and toothbrush.


How the hell did it know I needed water? Sudden memory, me, screaming, trying to get away, blood on my arm, robot touching whatever to its face, the sizzle of the fleshwelder that made this scar on my arm.


I touched the scar, and thought, Sample. It took a sample for analysis. What was it they said in science class? We’re seventy percent water? Something like that.


I wished for the bottle of nasty blue Micrin mouthwash sitting by the bathroom sink at home. I’d asked Mom to buy Scope, like Murray’s parents, but it was green, you see, and Mom always liked blue stuff best.


I guessed if I washed my clothes in plain water, it’ll help a little bit. Wouldn’t it?


Better than nothing, anyway.


The robot came back, carrying a stone plate heaped with some smoky, steamy brown stuff, filling the bathroom with a smell like pork chops. Plain pork chops, no Shake ’n’ Bake or anything … my mouth suddenly watered so hard I started to drool.


The plate, when I balanced it on the rim of the tub, was full of something that looked like very coarsely ground hamburger, closer to shredded than anything else, a lighter shade of brown than you see in cooked ground beef. I touched it with my fingertip, getting a little juice on my skin. Sniffed. Licked.


Yah. Pretty much like pork chop grease and … jerked. Looked up at my staring robot. “Synthesized from …?” Nothing.


Smart. Smart as hell. Smarter than me. What else should I have expected from a star-faring civilization? A little thrill from somewhere inside. Better than Arsenal of Miracles. ’Cept, of course, for the parts about Peganna of the Silver Hair.


I picked up a chunk of crumbly meat and popped it in my mouth. Chewed. Swallowed. Took another. Not really much like pork. Kind of gamey, but not venison either. Suddenly, the plate was half empty, and my stomach wasn’t growling anymore.


I said, “So. Ground Wally tastes pretty good. You got any Worcestershire sauce? I like Lea & Perrins best.”


It said, “Ground. Wally. Good. No. Sauce.”


“Oh, that’s okay, I …” Stopped. Stared at those red eyes, realizing my nameless little robot pal had just said an original sentence.
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Some time in the night I awoke, swimming up from a dream, knowing it was a dream, hating it, but knowing. Face wet, cooling, fingers gentle in my hair. I jerked the rest of the way awake, eyes opening on dim pink light, light coming from nowhere, everywhere, certainly not the square black windows.


There was a soft sizzling outside as the hot acid rain came down, tonight as every night.


The robot stroked its two skinny fingers and long thin thumb through my hair, animate, but hardly alive. “Wally. Wake. Up. Now.”


I whispered, “Yeah.” Started shivering, wishing for … something. Anything.


“Wally. Crying. In. Sleep.” Still that jerky delivery, though it’d improved sharply as the day wore on. Saying words as words now, rather than crude, isolated syllables.


What the hell had I been dreaming about? It was already getting away, the way dreams so often do. Something about my parents, some fight they’d had only a few weeks before Dad had moved out. I remember Mom said “scumbag” and Dad countered with “whore.” I remember their arguments were always like that, like they were playing some stupid game of one-upmanship.


I said, “Can you make me something to eat?”


“What. To. Eat.” No intonation, but it’d picked up on infinitives now.


What, then? So far, it’d been able to make ground meat and cups of some sweet, fatty yellow milk. Wally milk? This count as cannibalism? I had a sudden pang of longing, realizing I missed Brussels sprouts, of all things. “Ice cream?”


“What. Ice. Cream.”


What indeed. “Uhhhh … Milk. Sugar. Ummm …” Why the fuck don’t I know this stuff? I could picture it in my head. Taste it. Desperately taste it. Vanilla. I love vanilla ice cream. I could even call up an image of a vanilla bean. But I don’t think you could manufacture a vanilla bean out of the contents of Wally Munsen’s carcass.


The robot reached out and slowly stroked my hair one more time.


I said, “It’s cold. Frozen. Not hard like ice ….” realizing it wasn’t cold here, that the robot might not know what ice was. “Soft. Mushy.” I shrugged helplessly. “Maybe it’s the fat that gives it that texture?”


I followed the robot out to the kitchen, curious about what it planned to do. Hell, maybe I could learn to run the synthesizer myself? All it did was put its fingers over four nodes, two on one side of the panel, two on the other. They lit up blue, and it stood there, motionless, for maybe a minute.


There was a soft gurgle, and a blob of white ice cream suddenly extruded from the bottom of the trough. Maybe a quart. The robot got a plate from the cupboard, reached in, scooped the ice cream onto it, and handed it to me.


“Ice. Cream.”


I took the plate, sniffing at the blob. “Maybe.” But it didn’t smell like ice cream. Not quite. “You got a spoon?”


“No. Spoon.”


I sighed. Might as well ask it to get me a MacDonald’s. I stuck out my tongue and licked the surface of the stuff. No. Not ice cream. More like heavy cream. Maybe the way ice cream would taste if you left out all the flavoring. “Good enough. Thanks.” I took a bite, getting it all over my face, and thought, Anyway, the texture’s perfect.


Afterward, I washed my face in the bathroom sink, went back to the living room and curled up again, wanting to sleep. Some time before I drifted off, the robot came back and squatted by my side, reaching out and slowly stroking my hair. Cold metal fingers, but nice enough for all that.


 


There were days now, when I awoke with a sensation of intense well being. Fed. Rested. Someone to talk to. Sort of. The light flooding in the window slanted sharply downward, as if I’d overslept, looking almost orange on the gray carpet.


I got up, stretching, listening to the gristle in my back make its little sounds, realizing I felt better sleeping on the floor than I ever had on any of the too soft mattresses my parents had bought me over the years. Mom likes soft mattresses, so that’s what everyone must like, hm?


I remembered my dad stretching in the morning, frowning as he arched his back. Not a clue.


I went to the door and out onto the porch. It was warm, soft breeze gentle on my bare skin. I walked over to where my clothes were draped over the railing and felt them. Dry, but stiff. I’d tried washing them in plain water, which turned out to be useless. Tried to get the robot to make soap, but it could only come up with something like Crisco, something that smelled and tasted good enough that I finally just ate it.


I’d put them outside to dry and forgotten them, acid rain leaching some of the color out of my pants, leaving little white streaks here and there.


Jesus. Mom will kill me.


I’d kept my shoes inside, and it was warm enough to go naked here. For now, anyway. I stretched again, peed over the railing into the grass, which wriggled and squirmed like it was trying to get away, then went back in the house.


“Robot?”


Nothing.


Awful damn quiet in here.


Went into the kitchen.


There was a plate of cold, pale brown meatloaf and a stone mug of yellowish wallymilk beside the trough.


“Robot?”


Felt my heart maybe pounding a little bit. No robot in the backyard. No robot in the bathroom. No robot in any of the other rooms, mysterious rooms, of the house I was making my home base. No robot in the street outside, or much of anything else moving. Grassy stuff stirring. Clouds in the sky drifting slowly, that was it.


No birds here.


No rats. No bugs.


I went back to the kitchen and slowly ate my cold breakfast. Thoughtful of robot to leave something. Thoughtful of it to let me sleep.


God damn it.


After breakfast I went to the bathroom and filled up the tub, trying not to feel scared.
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Noontime. No lunch. No robot.


Finally, I put on my shoes and socks, went naked on out to the street and began to make my usual rounds, keeping my mouth shut, unwilling to make speech sounds that would go unanswered. Went out through the nearest city gate and walked to the empty spaceport, stood looking up at the grass-green sky, shading my eyes from the reddish-orange light of the brilliant noonday sun. No saucers. And no robot. Went back to the house and checked in.


No robot.


Very slowly walked downtown, walked to the museum, wondering what the fuck I was going to do if it was gone for good. Sure, I had a sink, a toilet, and a bathtub. I’d got water to drink, I could stay clean, I could take a crap indoors.


On the other hand, I never had figured out how to run the synthesizer. I’d stood there with my fingers on the right nodes, stood there feeling silly, wishing it to work, muttering “Abracadabra, open sesame, you fucking piece of shit ….”


The robot had stood watching, red eyes on me, and finally said, “Wally no can do.” Getting good now, it was, though still with nothing like inflection.


“Go ahead you little bastard. Laugh!”


It said, “No can do, Wally.”


No can laugh. What means word laugh, Wally?


And every night, it would sit beside me and stroke my hair while I fell asleep. I was going to miss that, even if I didn’t starve to death. I went into the museum, willing myself not to cry. Anyway, what if it does come back? What if the ships never come again? What if I have to stay here forever? All by myself? Me and, maybe, if I’m lucky, the damn robot?


No, not forever.


I was barely sixteen years old, though.


What if I had to stay here for fifty years?


Fifty years eating my own synthetic flesh.


I got goosebumps, standing under the museum dome, standing in front of the useless God-damned star map. “Where the fuck am I?” My voice echoed under the dome, silencing me.


I walked over to the history section, to where I’d left off on the first day, to the aisles that dealt with what’d happened after the thrintun had made first contact, had been welcomed into the Galactic Federation, if that’s what it was. There was a whole section of cool little dioramas there, each one showing a single thrint surrounded by another sort of being, behind them all, a deep image of another world, pink suns and green, yellow skies, blue, purple, gold, you name it. Usually, there was stuff like vegetation in a color complementing the sky, as with Earth, with its blue sky and green trees.


Like God had a plan of some kind.


My favorite diorama was a world with a pale, pale yellow sky, just a hint of yellow, a world that seemed to be all tall buildings and not much else, the aliens’ version of Trantor, maybe? There were lots of different beings here, scattered among them a lot of land crab robots, which helped to give it scale. In the sky over the buildings was a flying saucer, and when you looked closely, very deep in the sky, shadowed by its color, there was a spome, obviously hanging in space, so big you could see it in orbit from the ground.


Are they all still out there? I wondered.


Or are they all gone?


What if all these worlds are as empty as this one, as the others I’d seen so far? I’d started thinking of it as the Lost Empire sometimes, wondering what could possibly have happened. Did the robot know? I’d asked, more than once, but had so far gotten no answer.


Either it didn’t know, or didn’t know how to tell.


Then a piping voice said, “Wally?”


My heart seized in my chest, then I spun around, “You’re … uh.”


I’d been going to say, You’re back!, but the thing before me … was not a robot at all. Certainly not my robot. About the same size, but … pale gray skin. Big black eyes, slightly slanted. Noseless face. Lipless mouth. Two fingers and a thumb on each hand. Fleshy bird-feet.


More or less, I thought, like the beings they put on those Saucer books, paperbacks at Drug Fair competing for rack space with the science fiction I read. Who was it read that stuff? Kenny. Kenny, who would get something by Charles Fort, when Murray and I would be buying Prince of Peril or whatever Andre Norton title was out. What’d that book been called? Lo!? Something like that.


The being stepped toward me, lifting one of those peculiarly familiar hands. “I’m sorry I startled you.”


“Who …” What?


It said, “It’s me, Wally.”


Uhhh …. “Robot?”


The gash of a mouth seemed to smile. “Well, you can still call me that if you want, but I went for an upgrade. I’m really more of an artificial man now.”


Artificial … an inane voice yammered in my head: What, then? Tor-Dur-Bar? Pinocchio? I remembered the joke about “my only begotten son” and sort of snickered.


The robot said, “Come on, Wally. Let’s go home. You must be starving.” Its intonation, I noticed, had suddenly gotten much better.


 


So. Nighttime. I lay on the floor, wrapped up in a blanket Robot’d produced from who knows where or God knows what, listening to the hiss of the evening rain, alien room suffused with a soft orange light. Even if I had a book, I wouldn’t have been able to read it in this.


But I wanted a book anyway.


I kept my head down, chin tucked in, trying to lose myself somehow. Think about all the books you’ve read. Jesus. I’d read thousands of books, it was practically all I did! Why couldn’t I remember them better?


I started again, imagining myself to be Ghek, slinking alone through the darkness below the pits of Manator, drinking the Ulsios’ blood, finding myself on the cliff over the subterranean river, the one he assumed might wind up flowing toward ….Omean? The Lost Sea of Korus? Hell. Started to drift back ….


But I was Tars Tarkas, struggling to get my fat ass through the hole in the base of the tree, while John Carter defended me from the Plant Men, no wait, Carthoris … the pimalia blossoms, the garden in Ptarth, Thuvia ….


No use, me again, though now wondering about the reproductive systems of the Red Martians. Monotremes, obviously. I remembered we’d seen this film in science class one time, the biologist in the film flipping over a platypus, everyone in the class giggling nervously at the hairy slit on its belly. He’d pried open the slit, to more giggles, then … damn! There’s an egg in there!


So, what then? When John Carter fucks Dejah Thoris, does he find himself bumping into an egg? What’ll we call it, my incomparable princess of Helium? In my imagination, while they talked, old Johnny kept on humping her and …


Oh, great. Now I had a hard on. One of those real tingly ones meaning I’d probably come even if I kept my hands off it. On the other hand … right.


I flipped back the blanket, rolling onto my back, wrapping my fingers around the damned thing and … stopped, stock still. Robot was standing impassively over by the bathroom door, arms folded across its pale gray chest, featureless black eyes glinting in the orange light.


After a minute, it said, “Is something wrong, Wally?”


I could feel the nice hard on start to go spongy on me.


Then it said, “Would you like me to help?”


To my horror, my dick hardened right back up, Dejah Thoris’s weird monotreme crotch displaced by an image of two-fingers-and-thumb reaching for me, as I remembered doing myself in the tub only a few days before, bright steel robot watching impassively from the door, red eyes motionless, expressionless, merely light bulbs, stolen from a Christmas tree.


It said, “Your facial skin is changing color, Wally. Turning pink. That never happened before.”


My dick shrank out of my hand, suddenly soft and little again. Littler than usual. Kind of puckered. I said, “Uh. Sorry. It’s … kind of different now. I ….”


What did I want? Did I want it to help? A sudden vision of a difficult reality. The one where I live here, along with this thing, until I was old and dead. No pussy for you, dude.


Robot seemed to smile, making me think of all those jokes I’d been hearing at school for years. It. It. Not he for gosh sakes. It’d be like jerking off in a sock. A very friendly and helpful sock. It said, “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me. Call out when you’re done. I’ll bring some warm milk to help you sleep.”


Then it was gone.


I wrapped the blanket around myself, suddenly feeling very cold indeed.


 


Did you ever wake up directly from a dream? No, that’s not right. Did you ever wake up in a dream? The dream is running along, telling its tale, real as life, and suddenly you’re there as you, knowing it’s a dream, thinking about it as a dream, while the story continues to run.


In my dream, it was summer, June I think, and I was maybe ten or eleven years old. Fifth or sixth grade, so maybe it was 1961 or 1962? Maybe school just about to end, or just over, which’d put it no later than maybe June 8th or thereabouts.


We were down by the big clearing, big patch of bare dirt down by the end of Carter Lane, across from Kenny’s house, where, sometimes, we could get together enough boys to play a real sandlot baseball game, back where the creek came in sight of the road, where they’d build that big private pool, the one where my parents refused to buy a family membership, in time for the summer of 1963. Right now, it was just scraggly woods and swampy ground, bare dirt ending suddenly where the ground sloped off down to the creek.


The little blonde girl and I were sitting on the horizontal trunk of a not-quite-fallen tree, looking at each other. What was her name? Of course I remember. It was Tracy, my age, in my grade and school, though not in my class. I only saw her out on the playground, at recess, and here on weekends.


Blonde, blue eyes, pale face, searching look. Thin, no sign of the adult she might one day become. Not yet. Her hair was done up in long braids that were wrapped round and round and pinned at the crown. Once, I’d asked her how come she always wore it that way.


“You’d be so pretty with your hair worn long and brushed out.”


That searching look, blue eyes reaching for my childish soul. “My mom thinks it makes me look too grown up.”


“Would you take it down for me now?”


I don’t remember that I ever saw her smile. Not a sad little girl, just so serious. More like me than anyone else I’d ever met. She said, “I can’t get it back like this by myself. Mom would kill me.” For once, the frown faded away. “I wish I could though. I’d do it for you, Wally.”


I could smile, and I did.


In dreams, you can see a future that didn’t happen.


A couple of eleven-year-olds fall in love, despite the fact that her mom didn’t want her “too grown up,” despite the fact she never said a word about her dad, or just why she was so … not sad. Just so serious. Whatever it was, it made her see right into me. Maybe those two eleven-year-olds could’ve waited out the decade it would take, and, free at last, live happily ever after?


In real life, that was the day she told me her dad had been transferred, that she’d be moving away to Texas. When? Tomorrow. In the morning.


Then she’d looked up at the sun, shading her eyes, and said, “I better get on home. Mom doesn’t know I’m out here.” To my astonishment, when we stood up, she gave me a hug, fierce and strong, then turned and ran.


I’d walked home in the noonday sun, feeling that burn in my throat that means you want to cry, but can’t. Mom was making lunch when I got there, tuna salad sandwiches with too much chopped celery. She’d looked at me, and said, “What’s wrong?” Felt my head, looking for a fever.


I opened my eyes on the pink light of a Lost Empire morning, and Robot was sitting cross-legged by my side, slowly stroking my hair, which was getting pretty long, and rather greasy from the lack of shampoo. How do primitives clean their hair? I ….


Rolled away hard, heart pounding.


It said, “I’m sorry, Wally. I won’t do that anymore, if it bothers you.”


I swallowed, wishing I’d stop waking up with an erection. Futile hope. “No. No. You just startled me. I can’t get used to you like that.”


“I’m sorry. It’s not reversible.”


I felt my face flush. “Never mind. It’s okay.”


“You want breakfast now?”


“Sure.” Tuna fish sandwiches? Surely we can figure this out? As it stood up, I found myself looking at its featureless crotch. Not quite featureless. Kind of a faint divided bump, like you see on some of the neighborhood moms in their tight, white summer shorts.


Unbidden, as Robot turned away, heading for the kitchen, I wondered about “upgrades.” Even from the back, you could see the shape was there, if not the details. Like a girl in gray coveralls.


The image of Tracy came up, briefly, from the dream. Not the shape of her, which, at that age, hadn’t been much different from mine. Just the face, the eyes, the hair.


So. Robot can give me a hand job. It’s already volunteered. And you’ve already managed to think of a blow job on your own, you sick bastard. What kind of upgrades are available? Just stuff thrintun would know about? What good is that? Other races of the Lost Empire?


Maybe the Saucer People from those paperbacks were real, and this was the closest thing to a human Robot could get for itself, from its stash of upgrades? So it tried hard for me when I describe food and stuff I’d like it to make. Remember the ice cream? Not to mention the “soap.”


Heh.


That tasty soap. I’d had it again already, for dessert.


So what if I asked it to grow a pussy for me, as an upgrade?


What would I ask for?


I’d seen my sisters in the bathtub from time to time. Not much to work with there. An accidental glimpse of my mom one summer, changing her clothes in a room with the door open, her not knowing she was reflected in a mirror. Hell, I was maybe five years old back then. She probably didn’t care if I saw her. Not yet.


I remembered I’d been startled by the black hair.


What else?


Well, there was a diagram in one of our encyclopedias. A line drawing labeled “vulva” that didn’t make much sense.


Those magazines, the ones Murray’s dad kept down in the basement? Nothing. I knew enough about human anatomy and the mechanics of commercial art to know those women’s pussies had been swept away by something called an air brush.


I snickered, and thought, Jesus. Maybe I’d better just stick with soap? Maybe when I can get it to make me a cake of Lifebuoy, we’ll try something more complicated?




Out in the kitchen, it was just finishing up making me some sliced meat, solid this time, rare and juicy, to go with my mug of milk. We’d tried for bread a few times, and wound up with something like grayish Play-Doh that tasted more like soap than the soap had.


I put my hand gingerly on its shoulder, realizing that I was really tired of this bland diet of sweet milk and venison-pork. “Robot?”


“Yes, Wally.”


“Can you help me get back home?”


It turned toward me, giving me a long, long look out of those empty black eyes. “Are you so lonely, Wally?”


I swallowed past a tight spot in my throat and nodded, unable to speak. Yes, damn you. I miss everything about my nasty little life. Even the bad stuff. That hurt too. I wouldn’t have imagined I would, just like I didn’t imagine I’d miss my dad ’til he was gone.


It said, “How much do you know about accelerated frames of reference, and probabilistic space-time attractors?”


“Well ….”


That same long look continued. “Eat your breakfast, Wally. Take your bath, then we’ll see what we can do.”


 


By midmorning, it’d led me back through the town and out to the so-called spaceport once more. Led me out onto the empty concrete apron, off to one side, reddish-yellow sunshine warm and smarmy on my bare skin. I almost skipped my shoes this time, but Robot told me not to.


“No sense getting a stubbed toe, is there?”


Which made me remember when I was a little kid, pre-school, going to the beach with my mother’s family. We’d lived in Massachusetts then, some little town outside Boston, and the beaches of New England are rocky indeed. Where did we used to go? Not Nantucket. That’s an island where rich bastards live. Nantasket? That’s it. I remember Grandpa took me to see a beached freighter one time.


Anyway, stubbed toes. Lots of them.


Robot said, “Stand over here, Wally. Right by me.”


Then it raised its hands, making a slow sort of Gandalfish gesture.


My stomach lurched as we suddenly rose in the air, taking a patch of concrete with us. “Hey!”


“Stand still, Wally.”


As the thing on which we stood went up and up, things like antennae, like giant radiotelescopes, like Jodrell Bank, like stuff on TV, began unfolding down below, swinging up into sight.


I whispered, “‘Open, sez me.’” What’s that from? A Popeye cartoon?


The upward movement stopped, and suddenly a hatchway opened in the concrete between us. Robot gestured toward it, “Shall we, Wally?”


“What is this?”


“The spaceport information nexus and interstellar communications center.”


“Oh.” Muted.




Down inside was a room just like the main room of an airport control tower, complete with outward leaning windows and things like radar screens. Lots and lots of twinkly little lights, too. Red, green, blue, yellow, you name it.


It started waving its fingers at the lights and, outside, various antennae started groaning around, aiming this way and that, nodding upward to the great green sky.


“What’re you going to do? Are you calling Earth?”


The empty black eyes fixed on me again. “No, Wally. I can only call installations with the same sort of subspace communication systems as these.”


“Oh. Then ….”


It said, “I need to find out what’s happened, Wally, before I can know what’s to be done, if anything.” If anything? I felt sick. Then it said, “This will take a while. I assume you can find your way to the museum from here?”


“Well, of course.” Robot thought I was stupid, did it? Maybe so. How many people accidentally stow away on an automated space probe and wound up stranded on a deserted planet?


“I’ll meet you there in time for supper. That elevator cage over there will take you down to ground level.” Then it turned away and resumed playing with all the little lights, while the big antennae creaked and moaned.


I stood and watched for a while, at a loss. What do I want? Do I really want to go home again, back to a pathetic little life that showed no promise of ever getting better? What if the Empire’s not Lost? What if the saucers come again, this time full of light and life, full of things ever so much better than people?


What if there’s real adventure to be had?


Eventually, I got in the elevator cage and went on my way, wondering if I could find something to do.


 


Take a while turned out to be an understatement. Two, three, four days and I gave up going out to the spaceport, gave up watching the antennae wig-wag around, gave up watching the little lights twinkle, reflected in Robot’s slanty goggle eyes.


Eyes like fucking sunglasses.


What’s under them, ole buddy, ole pal?


It’d make me breakfast, make me something I could save for lunch, and would head on out, leaving me alone for the day, like a man going off to work, leaving his wife alone to fend for herself.


I remember my mom used to scream about that, back before the breakup. Dad’d come home from work, wanting nothing more than his supper and a quiet evening in front of the TV, and Mom would snipe and snipe, “I sit here all day long, looking at these same four God-damned walls. I want to get out once in a while!”


He’d look at her, lying on the couch in his boxer shorts, bleary eyed. “I’m tired.”


You could see a kind of red light behind her eyes then. “Tired? Well, you won’t be quite so tired later on tonight, I know that.”


“Bitch.”


Now he was gone, and Mom had a job of her own from which to come home tired. We were eating a lot of macaroni and cheese then. Macaroni and cheese, and meatloaf. I wondered if she thought about him sometimes, about how tired he’d been, and how she felt now?


On day five, it got dark before Robot came home. I was getting hungry, starting to worry, just the way Mom seemed to worry when Dad would be late getting home from work on nights when the traffic on US 1 clogged to a standstill. Should I go on out to the spaceport and see what was up? What if it wasn’t there? What if it started to rain while I was out?


Then the door opened and Robot came in, moving rather slowly, it seemed. “Sorry I’m late. I’ll get your supper now.”


I followed it out to the kitchen, and, as it touched the blue lights over the trough, beginning the process that would extrude my meat, would fill my mug with milk, it seemed to move as though exhausted.


“Are you all right?” Scooping hot meatloaf onto a plate, it said, “This organic form is difficult to master. It seems I required another minor physiological upgrade.” Then it pulled a second steaming plate from the trough, more meatloaf just like the first, and two cups of cool yellow milk. “Come on, we’ll eat together.”


We settled on the living room floor and I started in. Robot picked up a chunk of meat in its hand, turning it over and over, as if nonplused.


That’s me, I thought. “What’s wrong?”


It looked at me. “I have some inhibitions about eating what seems like it must come from a living being.”


“Synthetic.”


“When I was really a robot, I knew that. The organic processor seems to have a little difficulty with the concept.”


“Hey, if I don’t mind eating myself, why should you?”


“True.” It popped the glob of ground wally in its mouth and started to chew. And I felt myself grow goosebumps.


Afterward, we had ice cream, sweeter now than before, with something very much like the vanilla flavor I’d been wanting. Robot took a taste, and said, “This is good. Maybe next time I can make it better, now that I’m getting some idea of what it’s supposed to be like.”


But it put the plate down, hardly touched.


I put out my hand, not quite touching its arm. “Tell me what’s really wrong.”


Something very like a sigh. “Oh, many things, Wally.”


I felt chillier inside than the ice cream would account for. “Such as?”


“I can’t figure out how to get you home.”


“Oh.”


“And I can’t figure out what’s happened to my civilization, either. I don’t know where they’ve gone. Or why they’re gone.” It pushed the other plate of ice cream toward me. “You have this, please.”


“Sure.”


After a while, I said, “Do you even know where we are?”


“Yes. My galaxy. My world.”


“In the same galaxy as Earth?”


“I don’t think so, Wally.”




“Oh.”


I finished the ice cream and Robot took the dishes away, walking slowly. By the time it got back, I was shaking out my blanket, starting to settle down to sleep, wishing again I had a book, any book. Christ, I’d settle for Green Mansions or Lord Jim now. Even The Red Badge of Courage.


Robot stood there, looking down on me, arms hanging loosely by its sides, looser than I’d ever seen, more than just exhausted. I threw back the blanket and patted a spot on the floor by my side. “Come on. If you need to eat now, maybe you need to sleep too.”


It curled up with me under the blanket. After a minute, it grew warm, then another minute and I guess I went to sleep.


 


I awoke, eyes shut, not quite knowing what I’d been dreaming. Some real-life thing, I suppose, nothing bad, or the dream would still be a vivid shape in my heart. Something warm on my chest, not quite like hugging my extra pillow. And, of course, the usual hard on, but somehow compressed and tight, pushed against the base of my belly.


Oh, God. I’m hugging Robot!


I started to let go, trying not to panic, wondering what the hell was tickling the end of my nose.


Forced my eyes open. There was a neck right in front of my face. A skinny neck with Caucasian-white skin, rising into wisps of pale blonde hair. Long blonde hair drawn up into tight braids, braids wrapped round and round ….


I think every muscle in my body went into some tetanus-like spasm. I took a deep breath, so fast and tight my voice made this weird, high-pitched whoop, recoiled, rolling away, up onto my hands and knees, taking the blanket with me, crouching there, bug-eyed again, heart pounding like mad.


Pulling the blanket away like that spilled the naked girl over onto her face. She lifted her head and looked at me, out of bleary blue eyes, and whispered, “Wally …?” her voice sounding tired and confused.


And I made that exact same sound Jackie Gleason used to make, dumbfounded in almost every “Honeymooners” episode, humminahummina …


She sat up slowly, turning to face me, sitting cross-legged, eyes brightening as she woke up, just the way a human wakes up. Pale skin, smooth all over, little pink nipples on a smooth, flat chest, snub nose with a little pale spray of freckles, big, big blue eyes, naked as a jaybird, but for the brass-colored bobby-pins holding up her braids.


“Good morning, Wally!”


I sat down hard. Swallowed. Or tried to, anyway. “Tracy?”


She cocked her head to one side and smiled, filling the room with sunshine. “I think so, Wally. Anyway, this is the girl you’ve been dreaming about.”


“My … dreams.”


Funny thing. Usually when your mouth goes dry, it just is dry, all at once, or maybe before you notice it. This time, I felt my spit absorbed by my tongue, like water sucked into a dry sponge.




She said, “Yes, Wally.”


What was the name of that story? Silverberg, was it? In the Seventh Galaxy Reader or maybe Best From F&SF, Seventh Series. The one where the telepath sees people’s thoughts as run-on sentences connected by ampersand characters.


“You can … read my mind.” Flat. Nervous. Sick.


She stood slowly, stretching like a real human, as though stiff from sleep, hips slim, just the littlest bit of fine blonde pubic hair in a patch above that little pink slit.


Eleven years old, I thought. I remembered most of the girls in junior high started to grow tits when they were in seventh grade.


She saw where I was looking and smiled, then said, “Sort of. Not as well as I’d like to.” Then gave me a funny look. “How do you think I learned to speak English? From listening to you chatter?”


I snatched my eyes away, feeling my face heat up. Yes. That’s exactly what I’d thought.


“Uh. Does that bother you? My talking all the time?” It bothered a lot of people, including my parents. I think it even bothered Murray, though most of the time he was willing to listen.


She said, “Oh, no, Wally! I love talking to you!” Eyes brightening. I suddenly remembered Tracy’d said that to my eleven-year-old self, once upon a time. Then this Tracy—Robot, a hard voice in my head snarled—said, “This is the coolest thing that’s ever happened to me!”


Ever happened to Tracy? Or to Robot? I said, “Yeah, me too.” I curled myself into a seated ball, knees against my chest, heels pressed together, wishing the God-damned hard on would go away. Bathroom. You just need to take a piss, that’s all.


Tracy … No! For Christ’s sake. Robot! Robot’s bright blue eyes were on my face, filled with something that could pass for empathy. The empathy in a story, anyway. She came over to where I sat, kneeling down, put a warm gentle hand on one of my knees, leaning so she could look right into my eyes.


It. It, not her.


I don’t think there’s a word for how scared I was, right then.


She said, “Would you like to try the thing you’ve been dreaming about, Wally? There’s not enough detail in your dreams for me to work with, but your genetic matrix may have contributed enough X-chromosome-based hardware and instinctual behaviors to get us started.”


I flinched, aghast, at Robot, at myself. Stuttered hard, finally got out, “But … you’re still a child!” The real Tracy, my Tracy, would be sixteen right now, more or less grown. This … thing …


She sank back on her heels, looking sad, just the way the real Tracy had looked sad, sad and serious. “I’m sorry, Wally. I didn’t know that would matter.”


 


For breakfast, Robot managed something a lot like bland French toast, with a lemon-yellow glob of something I suppose you could call wallybutter, though nothing like maple syrup, not even the imitation nasty Mrs. Butterworth’s crap my sisters demanded, just so they could see the bottle and repeat the “when you bow down this way!” line from the commercial.




Every time they did that, I’d remember my own infatuation with the Log Cabin tin less than a decade earlier. It seemed different, somehow.


Robot brought the plate to me as I soaked in the tub, chirping, “See, Wally? I’ll figure out a way to make you real bread yet!” Then she stepped over the rim of the tub and sank down at the opposite end with a cozy little grin, chin barely clearing the surface of the water.


“Uh.” I looked at the pile of sticky squares, steam rising, yellow butter-stuff slumping as it melted. “Is some of this yours?”


She took a square, dipped one corner in the butter, and took a bite. “Mmmmm ….”


Afterward, clean and dry after a fashion, Robot’s hair clean anyway, since it was brand new, we set out, I in my grubby shoes and socks because Robot insisted, though she herself was barefoot, feet slapping quickly on the pavement to match my pace. I’d thought about putting on my clothes, but they were still draped over the railing, so weathered and stiff now I suppose they would’ve felt like crumpled newspaper on my skin.


I settled for keeping my eyes to myself as I followed her down the road. “Where’re we going, Robot?”


She turned suddenly, stopping before me in the street, looking up at my face, eyes bigger still, going back to looking … not sad. Wistful? Maybe that was the way Tracy had looked, not sad, not serious, and the eleven-year-old me just hadn’t known any better?


Softly, she said, “I’d like it if you call me Tracy.”


Thunderstruck, I thought, This is a robot. Not a little girl. Not Tracy. Tracy, my Tracy, is sixteen years old, somewhere on Earth, probably still in Texas, and I … that other voice, dark voice that sounded to me like my dad’s voice, whispered, It’s just a robot. And if it’s just a robot, what difference does it make if …? I slammed the door on that one.


Then I said, “I’m sorry. Tracy.”


She smiled. Brightening the day.


“So. Where’re we going?”


She pointed to the dome of the museum, not far away in the middle of the town, where all the radial streets came together.


Inside, she led me right to the big blue-white-red spiral galaxy hanging under the dome, standing beside it with hands on hips, head tipped back, looking up. I wondered briefly where the bobby pins had come from, other than my memory, my dreams. From the hemoglobin in my blood? And what about the brassy color? Shouldn’t they be steely-looking? Tracy’s bobby pins had been brassy, though. Maybe there were copper molecules in the tissue sample.


Tracy started manipulating a panel of sequins down by the pedestal, and the galaxy vanished, replaced by a shapeless, irregular splash of light and dark that looked almost like an explosion.


She looked up at me. “This is what your culture has just begun to conceptualize as a supercluster, Wally. It’s a map of the entity you’ve been referring to as the Lost Empire.”


My scalp prickled briefly at that reminder, but … hell. I was used to the idea of telepaths. Maybe that’s what made it more all right for me than it would have been for somebody else. I imagined my mom thinking someone could look into her head.


It didn’t look like anything I remembered hearing about. Still, if she knew the term, it had to be in my head, somewhere. Some article in Scientific American, maybe? I’d always been glad the Prince William County Public Library took it. “How big?”


She said, “Oh, it’s about three hundred million light years across, maybe.” Off to one side, a pinpoint sparkled, catching my eye. “That’s where we are right now.”


“And … Earth?”


She said, “You don’t know enough about the structure of the universe for me to tell.”


“Uh. Sorry.”


She grinned, then made another pinpoint twinkle, way off to the other side, pretty much outside the edge of the great splash of light. “Your Local Group might be right there. There are five galaxies matching what you know as the Milky Way, Andromeda, Triangulum, and the Magellanic Clouds, in roughly the right positions, though you’re awfully hazy about where they really are, and exactly how big.”


“Sorry.”


“And there are at least twenty other galaxies mixed in with them that your astronomers must have noticed.”


“But not me.”


“No, Wally.”


“Well, even if that was Earth, there’s no way ….”


She made a third spot sparkle, this time deep ruby-red, deep in the heart of the Lost Empire Supercluster. “There’s a research facility here, at one of the Empire’s main educational institutions, where we can … figure it out, one way or another.”


“But ….”


She said, “If we could get a starship, we could get there in just a few weeks, Wally.”


I suddenly felt odd. “And … Earth?”


That wistful look. “If that’s really your Local Group, not much longer.”


“Where else would Earth be?”


She said, “Wally, the thing you were on was an automated space probe, just like you thought. We’d been exploring the other superclusters for a long time.”


“So Earth could be anywhere?” For some reason, that made me feel … I don’t know. Lighter. More carefree?


She said, “Yes.”


“What if it’s somewhere on the other side of the universe?”


She laughed. “There’s no ‘other side,’ Wally.”


“Very far away, anyhow. Your ships seem so fast.”


She said, “If Earth’s not somewhere nearby, we may never find it. You seem to have no idea how big the universe really is.”


“One of your probes found it.”


“Yes. And that may be our only hope. The probes didn’t have infinite range.”


“Anyway, we don’t have a starship.”


She turned away from me then, looking out through the dome of the museum, up at the deep green sky. “I don’t know where everyone’s gone, or why, but the communication network is running just fine. I’ve been able to wake up some sleeping nodes here and there, send out program code, get a few things moving. Our ride will be here soon.”


Then she looked at me and laughed again, I suppose, at the expression on my face.


 


And so the empty world of the dark green skies was gone, never to be seen again, Tracy and I now camped out by a bubbling stream in the soft garden wilderness of a pale orange spome, pale orange landscape separated by broad stripes of blue velvet hyperspace sky. There were no dinosaurs here, and I was, in a way, sorry for that, because I’d liked them, liked the idea of them, but red-silver butterfly-bats floated through the air overhead, perched in the pale orange trees, while spidermice crept through the pale orange grass, speaking to us in gentle whispers.


Only little things, gentle things, safe things.


Arriving here, we’d walked away from the field of saucers, this one without fence or razor wire, while the Green Planet shrank away to nothing in the starry sky, and Tracy said to me, “No, look, you got it all wrong, Wally. Thrintun was the name of their planet. The Slavers just called themselves Thrint.”


“Are you sure?”


She smiled. “That’s what’s in your long-term memory. Your short-term memory just reloaded it wrong. Of course, I can’t guarantee it’s what was really in the story.”


“Um.”


She’d led me to a long, low, warehouse-like building, where we picked up magic toys, then walked away into the woodland, while the starship groaned off into hyperspace and the windows above us turned soft blue, in perfect contrast to the landscape, both around us and overhead. Eventually, we came to a meadow, orange grass, widely separated orange trees, kind of like gnarly little crabapple trees, complete with little orange fruit, a scattering of ruddy yellowish flowers, tiny creek chuckling over bits of round brown stone.


We set up the tent, spread our picnic blanket, and one of the magic toys Tracy had taken turned out to be something like a hibachi, complete with built-in burgers, already smoky hot, smell making my mouth water.


I touched one, and found it cool enough to pick up, the perfect temperature for eating. “What are these things?”


She said, “I don’t know. But they’re chemically compatible with our bodies.”


When you looked close, they weren’t really hamburgers. Bready disks of some kind, nicely toasted. I took a little bite. “Ukh ….”


A fleck of concern lit in her eyes. “Not good?”


I took another, bigger bite, chewed and swallowed. “Weird. Mustard and cinnamon don’t really go together.”


She smiled. “I notice it’s not stopping you, though.”


“No.” I finished it, and took another. “Can this thing make hot dogs?”


“Probably.”


Hot dogs with integrated buns. Great. In what book did I read the phrase, societé anonyme d’hippophage? I gave my head a shake, trying to banish nonsense. If possible. Christ. Me. Anyway, I’m not eating wally anymore. Good enough.


I said, “Who used to live in this place, Tracy? I mean, orange grass and all …?”


She said, “Nobody ever lived in these things, Wally. They were part of an automated transport system, and I think what happened is, the sample ecologies spread out in here. The spomes have been wandering around on their own for a very long time.”


“How long?”


A thoughtful look. “Well, from the time the first star-faring civilization got started to my manufacture date, something like a billion of your years.”


My mouth got that familiar dry feeling. “That’s not what I meant.”


She said, “Based on astronomical evidence, I think I was asleep in storage for a significant fraction of that. Perhaps a hundred million years?”


“From before the end of the Cretaceous, and whatever killed off the dinosaurs?” And clearly why the robot spomes could have them in their possession. I remember some scientists theorized about a supernova.


She said, “I don’t think there was any relationship. Wherever Earth is, it must be outside the range of the event that … got rid of everyone.” A momentary look of intense brooding in the eyes of a china doll, quickly banished.


“And you have no idea how the Lost Empire got lost.”


“Not yet. It’s illuminating that only the organic intelligences were lost.”


“It’s hard for me to believe this,” I waved my hand around the spomey landscape, “all this, all the stuff on all the planets, has survived, intact, for a hundred million years or more.”


Another smile. “Not unattended, Wally. Just unpeopled.”


“Oh. Right.”


I lay back and looked at the sky again, staring at blue hyperspace, wondering what would become of me. What if we find Earth? What then? Just go home? I tried picturing that, imagined myself appearing, bareass, back in Dorvo Valley, with a naked little blonde girl holding my hand: Hi, Mom! Sorry I’m late! Hey, look what I found!


Tracy said, “You have an erection again, Wally.”


I rolled away from her, curling up around myself, facing down slope, toward the trees and little creek. “Sorry.”


She said, “Look, I know we can’t do the thing you’ve been dreaming about, not without risking damage to some components of this immature body, but I can still help with those other things.”


I thought, What about damage to me?


After a long moment, she reached out and touched my back softly, making me flinch. Then she said, “I will grow up, you know. This body is as real as your genome could make it.”


I said, “You’re eleven, Tracy. It’ll be a while before you’re all grown up.”


She said, “I’ll be physically mature enough for successful intercourse in no more than twelve to eighteen months, if you really want to wait.”


I looked over my shoulder at her, baffled. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this stuff with a little girl.”




Softly, she said, “I’m not a little girl, Wally. I’m a robot, remember?”


I looked away again, remembering she’d wanted to be called Tracy, rather than Robot.


Another girlish sigh. “It’s so hard for me to know what’s right, Wally. Your memories of your real cultural surround are all mixed up with what was in those stories you loved. As if your culture itself were somehow confused. As if it couldn’t distinguish between dream and reality.”


That made me laugh. Really laugh.


 


To Tracy’s disappointment, what she called the Master Planet seemed to lie in ruins. And what ruins!


Ruins, real ruins, are thin on the ground for an American boy in the 1960s. I remember Murray and I used to argue about that, as we tried to write stories about our imaginary Venus, Murray wanting ruins to be like Pompeii, like the Coliseum, seen in books, in movies, on TV. Like one of Burroughs’s African lost cities, or like Koraad on Barsoom. Murray’d never seen a real ruin, having traveled so little, having lived only in New York City and the suburbs of Washington, DC. I’d lived in the Southwest, and my parents had taken me to see Mesa Verde, to visit Chaco Canyon.


Real ruins, of real abandoned cities, sitting out in the weather for hundreds of years, are different from maintained ruins, like the Coliseum, or cities preserved under volcanic ash for thousands of years. Burroughs was in the Army in the 1890s and served in the Southwest. Why didn’t he know that?


The cityscapes of the Master Planet were like that. Stumps of buildings with their foundations exposed. Crumbled, fallen walls. A sense of haze and dust everywhere.


We stood by our flying saucer, and Tracy said, “Whatever happened, happened here. And there was nothing left behind to keep things up.”


Keep things up, I thought, awaiting the owners’ return.


 


In the end, a few days later, we wound up on something Tracy referred to as a “sub-station,” some adjunct of the Master Planet, one of many apparently scattered round the Lost Empire. From space, seen out the saucer window, it looked like a little blue moon, hardly a planet at all, a little blue moon surrounded by ghostly white radiance, and, though I looked and looked, nothing else nearby. No sun. Not even an especially bright star. No gas giant for it to orbit. No nothing.


On the ground … well, no. Not ground. The place was like a cityscape, but the buildings were made of something like sheet metal, tin, copper, zinc, varicolored anodized aluminum, streets paved with sheets of rolled gold, nothing but metal everywhere but the sky.


From under the saucer’s rim, I just stood there, looking up, at a pitch black sky flooded with so many stars it lit up the landscape, making a million little shadows in every dark corner.


“Man ….”


Every now and again, there’d be the quick yellow streak of a meteor.




“Where the hell are we?” Up in the sky, it was as if there were some shapes hiding behind the stars, faint washes of light that disappeared when I looked at them.


Tracy put one cool hand on the small of my back, making my neck hair tingle. “We’re in an irregular galaxy. There’s a lot of dust. Nebulae. Lots of really young stars.”


Like a Magellanic Cloud. I, uh …. “Was this galaxy even here a hundred million years ago?”


“Yes. These galaxies evolve fast, and they don’t last as long as the spirals, but they’re not ephemeral. They also don’t have much in the way of naturally habitable planets. We used them as resource centers. Industrial complexes.”


We. My little Tracy, the Space Alien.


She said, “I’ve got a lot of work to do, Wally. Why don’t you go sightseeing? I’ll find you later.”


“Uh ….” I felt a sudden chill, turning to look up at our saucer.


She smiled. “I won’t let it go anywhere, Wally.” She patted me on the arm, then turned and quickly walked away into the shadows.


Sightseeing. Was there anything here to see? I started walking, but there wasn’t much. Metal buildings. No, not even that. This kind of looked like the stuff inside a machine of some kind. Maybe an old TV. Except no vacuum tubes or anything. Like lifting the hood of a car, and not knowing what you’re looking at.


I remembered I always resented those boys who knew what cars were about. Resented that I couldn’t learn, that Dad wouldn’t let me help with our car. Goof, he’d say. You’ll either break something or hurt yourself. When I was missing Dad, I wouldn’t remember stuff like that.


Everybody was always mad at me about something.


There was something kind of like a lake. No, more like a pool. Round, but full of cool, fresh water, surrounded by a soft area. I wished for grass, but this stuff was more like a satin comforter stapled to a slanting floor. Nice to sit on naked, though.


A little too cool to sit here naked.


I went back to the saucer and got one of the picnic blankets we’d taken from the spome, came back to the little pool and sat again, all wrapped up, looking out over ersatz cityscape, remembering that where my dad had taken German in college, Murray’s dad had taken French, so Murray would say faux, where I said ersatz.


What if I could pick and choose my companions? Who would I bring here now?


Murray? Would I want Murray here with me now? My best friend since second grade, my best friend ever, maybe my only friend? I remember the day before I left, running into Murray in the high school corridor. Larry was standing with him, the two of them talking about something. They shut up when they saw me, Larry smiling, Murray’s eyes full of that now-familiar contempt.


What the hell did I do to make this happen, Murray?


The longer I stared at the sky, the easier it was to see those shapes embedded in the deeper dark. All I had to do was not quite look at them, pretend to be looking at something else, but pay attention to the corners of my eyes, and shapes of wan light would pop out of nowhere.


If Murray was here, I guess I’d get some lecture about “averted vision,” his eyes full of amusement as he showed me, once again, how really cool he was, how smart, how much better than me at everything and anything.


I felt my eyes start to burn, and had to put away all those questions. Except: there’s no one I want with me. No one at all to go back to. Why is that?


Three meteor trails burned overhead, dazzling yellow, side by side in the sky, like a long, hot cat-scratch. Maybe I dozed after that.


Came back from wherever, not knowing if I’d slept or not, for the sky was unchanged. Darkness, stars, and the faint shapes beyond. Jumped slightly at the shadow standing by the rim of the pool’s little arena, girl-shape looking down at me.


“Tracy?”


She walked down across the satin groundcover, until she was close enough to see by starlight, eyes vast, face so soft and lovely. What would’ve happened, if you hadn’t moved away, five years ago? Nothing. Your mom would’ve found out about us, would’ve talked to my mom, and we’d’ve been ordered apart, “just to be safe.” Boys and girls that age aren’t allowed to like each other.


Something wrong though, here and now.


I said, “Are you all right? You look sick.”


She kneeled down beside me, and I could see there was a shine of sweat on her.


“What’s wrong?”


She said, “I’ll be all right. I had to have a little more work done on myself, while I was at it. They have much better equipment here than back on the Green Planet.” She seemed to shiver.


“Oh, Tracy ….” I gathered her in and wrapped the blanket about us both. She was hot and clammy, not that dry heat like when you have a fever; more like something inside was heating her up, making her sweat, making the night feel cold.


When I was about five, my grandpa, who died drunk, got me to drink a glass of whiskey, laughing when he saw I could get it down without gagging. It made me sweat like that, once it was inside. I remember my mom went apeshit over it, cussing Grandpa like I’d never heard before, but there was nothing to be done. All I did was go to sleep, and wake up the next day feeling like I was full of helium and ready to float away.


She snuggled in close, arms around the barrel of my chest, her sweat getting on me, starting to run down in my lap, making me shiver too. “I’ll be all right. Really.” Hardly more than a whisper.


Well, then.


She said, “I found the Earth.”


Smarmy pang of fear. “Um ….”


She said, “Really not that far. No more than two hundred million parsecs. On the far side of the next supercluster from here.”


“How long?”


I could feel her face change shape against my chest. A smile? She said, “Well, that depends.”


“On?”


She squeezed me a little bit, shivering a little harder. “Well, it only took you a few weeks to reach the Green Planet, so that’s all it’ll take to get back ….”


Damn. Mom. School. Murray.




And no way I can explain where I’ve been, much less who this little girl might be. Sudden cold horror. When I get off the saucer in Dorvo Valley, Tracy, my Tracy now for sure, will get back aboard and go away?


There was a brief clicking sound, then she said, “But the hyperdrives are not immune to Relativity, Wally.”


I thought about my homecoming, in those stiff old clothes waiting for me in the saucer, turning up at Mom’s house on Staggs Court, in, what? Maybe March 1967? By now, Apollo 1 will have flown. And I’ll have to repeat the eleventh grade.


Yep, that’ll make Murray jealous, all right.


Then I said, “Huh?”


More clicking. “You left Earth twenty-three years ago, Wally.” More clicking. “Some of that was lost in local travel.” Clicking. “If I take you straight home from here, it’s only another twenty.” Clicking. “But only three weeks, starship time.”


She started to shudder really hard against me, and I realized the clicking sound was the chatter of her teeth. “God, you are really sick!”


Sweat was pouring off her now, running down between my legs and pooling on the satin. She said, “Just hold me, Wally. I’ll be all right in the morning. I promise.”


I wrapped the blanket tight around us both, feeling the heat increase, and just sat there, staring at the sky, while Tracy shivered and chattered, murmuring to herself, sometimes real words, sometimes things that sounded like foreign languages, nothing that made any sense.


Twenty-three years, I thought. 1989? And then another twenty?


Up in the sky, the stars marched slowly overhead, old ones setting, new ones rising, showing me the orientation of the blue moon’s axis. Meteors would burn by ones and twos and threes, until I paid attention and found the swarm’s radiant. That, I thought, must be the direction of our travel through interstellar space.


Once, something like a pink Bonestell moon appeared out of nowhere, just a dot in the sky at first, then swelling to a huge, pockmarked balloon, before shrinking away to nothing again.


After a long, long while, Tracy’s shivering started to die down, her skin to cool. Maybe, I thought, the worst is over? After another long while, despite my determination to stay awake, to hold her, guard her, protect her, I fell asleep.


 


It was, of course, still dark when I awoke.


I was lying on my side under a sky full of stars, arms wrapped around Tracy, her back pressed to my chest, my face buried in the tickle of her hair, which had come loose from her braids. It wasn’t wet with sweat any more, but seemed greasy, with a funny smell to it, not much like the dry wispy hair she’d had since she so magically appeared.


I had my usual erection, pressed up against her, painfully hard, harder than usual, in fact.


No more fever.


Her skin, rather cool, was no longer drenched with sweat either, and not dry. Kind of oily. Or greasy, like her hair.


Very cool. So very cool that …




I felt my heart start to thud in my chest.


Oh, Christ.


Something wrong with the way she feels, too, as if she’s suddenly gotten fat. Or, loose. No more muscle tone, I …


I started to reach for her heart, holding my breath, terrorized, suppressing my thoughts, not wanting to know until I knew. What the hell will I do?


She stirred in my arms, taking a deep breath, making me freeze. Took a deep breath, stiffened, seemed to stretch, then curled up a little tighter, flabby chest skin settling across one of my arms, the one that’d been reaching to feel for her heartbeat.


I whispered, “Tracy ….”


Her voice was hoarse, and foggy, as if she were very, very tired. “Here, Wally.”


I cupped part of her chest in my hand, and thought, Wait just a second here ….


She twisted then, twisted over onto her back so she could turn toward me, eyes shining in starlight, teeth a flash of white in the shadows of her face. And then she said, “Accelerated maturation. Oh, I know I’m still a little small. I can’t add mass overnight, but the machinery did figure out how to get me to endstage pretty quickly.”


She took me by the wrist, pulled my hand off her breast and dragged it down between her legs, down into the hot and wet of her, and said, “No more excuses, Wally.”


To my amazement, I knew exactly what to do.


 


We stayed down by the lake, tangled together under the stars, until I got so hungry I started to get dizzy, even lying down. It was hard walking back to the saucer, not just leaving the magic shore, but because Tracy tried walking so close to me, I kept tripping over her.


Finally, we settled for holding hands as we walked, and I couldn’t stop smiling, feeling like I was flying through the air. Different. Different. This was …


I said, “I feel like a grown-up now! How can just one fuck make me feel so different?”


Tracy laughed, stopping and turning to face me, looking up, holding both of my hands in hers. “Well, more than one ….”


Technically speaking, I guessed that was right.


“Do you want to go home now?”


My smile must have gone out like a light.


“Wally?”


I said, “Unless you’ve got time travel, my home’s gone. I can’t imagine what Earth must be like in 2009. Maybe there’s been an atomic war by now.”


I remember I’d tried to write a story when I was in the eighth grade, a story I called “Bomblast,” set in the far future year of 1981. I’d known roughly how many nuclear weapons America had in 1963, then tried to extrapolate forward a couple of decades, and come up with something like thirty thousand warheads. Okay. So give the same to the Russians. Then I’d tried to imagine a war in which sixty thousand hydrogen bombs went off all on the same day.


I couldn’t write the story, but I could imagine it.




Tracy said, “All those stories, and you still can’t imagine 2009? What good were they?”


“I don’t know.”


She said, “If we don’t take you home, then what do you want to do?”


I ran my hand down her bare back, and discovered she wasn’t tall enough, or my arms long enough, to grab her by the ass.


She giggled. “If you don’t think of anything else, that’s all there is for us to do.”


“Suits me.”


She gave me a squeeze. “You’ll get sick of it, sooner or later, Wally.”


“Impossible.”


“Well, let’s go. We’ll think of something, some day.”


As we walked the rest of the way back to the saucer, I thought of something else. “Tracy?” She looked up. “Did you ever find out what happened to your people?”


She looked away for a second, putting her face in shadow. “I wasn’t really people, Wally.”


I felt bad for making her think like that. “You are now.”


She smiled then, just the way I’d always wanted the original Tracy to smile. “Yes. Thanks to you.”


Me?


She said, “But I found something, Wally. You know how I told you the hyperdrives experience time dilation?”


I nodded.


“Well, the citizens of the Empire lived a long time, compared to humans, largely from perfected medical treatment, but they were hardly immortal. The universe was, in a sense, closed to them, just the same way the stars are closed to Earth.”


Right. Apollo/Saturn would get us to the Moon by the end of the decade, to Mars by 1984 or thereabouts, maybe even to the moons of Jupiter by the end of the century. But the stars? Never.


There was that alternative vision of 2009. The good one. Rather than an Earth blasted away to slag by tens of thousands of nuclear explosions, maybe Murray did get to be the first man on Mars, the way he said he would be, Murray on Mars in his mid-thirties. Maybe I’d go home and there he’d be, commanding the first expedition to Saturn.


Jealous?


No. I was holding hands with Tracy.


She said, “I think they were working on a new type of space drive, one that would have been virtually instantaneous, given them access to all places and all times, all at once.”


What the hell book had I read where they had some kind of instantaneous radio? One of those Ace Doubles? Rocannon’s World, maybe.


“The evidence is spotty, but it looks like the event sequences all stop when they switched on the test unit.”


“So …? Where’d they all go?”


More shadow, this time deep in her eyes. “I don’t know, Wally. I think maybe they went to the Omega Point.”




I waited for a minute, but she didn’t offer any more, and I decided not to ask. After a bit, we went up the ramp and into the saucer, lifting off for our spome.


 


Sightseeing.


Sightseeing and fucking.


So much fucking, I probably would’ve lost another twenty pounds and gotten as skinny as a rock star, except that Tracy insisted she had to eat, if she was ever going to grow. I didn’t mind her only being four-foot-nine, but it didn’t seem fair to make her stay little, and since I had to hang around while she was eating, I guessed I might as well eat too.


Eventually, we wound up going to a world Tracy found in one of those magical electronic information nodes she could access, something she said would interest us both, and it did: a planet-sized museum that’d been the Lost Empire’s biggest tourist attraction. Like the Smithsonian and the Guggenheim and the Louvre and everything else you could possibly think of, all rolled into one and then enlarged a million, billion times.


What can I tell you about the history of a billion years? A billion years, a hundred billion galaxies, all of it stuffed into a tiny corner of an incomprehensibly larger universe?


I remember standing in a hall with more square footage then the Pentagon, detailing the history of a nontechnological race, a people who looked a little like vast shell-less oysters, slimy and featureless gray, who’d devoted a hundred thousand years to perfecting an art form that looked like nothing so much as boiling bacon grease.


The stories got it wrong, I remember thinking. All those story aliens were nothing more than Chinamen and Hindoos in goofy rubber suits pretending to be wonderful and strange. Even the best of them … Dilbians? Talking bears from a fairy tale. Puppeteers? Kzinti? I remember I’d liked all that stuff, but what’s a few more intelligent cows and giant bipedal housecats among friends?


Tracy and I walked the halls, and fucked and ate and sightsaw, and one day wound up in a great dark cavern of the winds, in which were suspended ten thousand interstellar warships, bristling with missile launchers and turrets and ray projectors.


The Chukhamagh Fleet, the narrative node named them, most likely inventing a word I could pronounce, at Tracy’s behest. They’d been hit by the expanding wave-front of the Lost Empire, and, being a martial people, had decided to make a fight of it. The local police force, if you can call them that, dragged the fleet straight here to the museum, where they made the crews get out and take public transportation home.


So there we were, sprawled on the floor on a picnic blanket, dizzy from exertion, sweat still evaporating, in front of a kilometer-long star-battleship that looked better than anything I’d ever seen in a movie.


Look at the God-damned thing! What a story that would’ve made!


Hell, maybe somebody did think of it.


Maybe it was written and published, and I just missed it.




Maybe …


I rolled on my side then, looked at Tracy and smiled.


You could see she was expecting me to crawl right back on top of her, but what I said was, “Hey, I’ve got an idea! Tell me what you think of this ….”


 


The automatic pilot dropped us out of hyperspace just outside Jupiter’s orbit, just as planned, and gave a delicate little chime to get our attention. I guess we were about done anyway, getting up off the command deck floor, using the blanket to dry off a bit, plopping down bareass in those nice leather chairs the Chukhamagh had been so proud of.


Not really comfortable, especially the way my nuts kept winding up in the crevice the Chukhamagh made for their beavertails, but good enough.


“Let’s see what we got here.”


I