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In spite of the fact that some people have been sitting by the graveside impatiently waiting for SF to “die” for the entire twenty-first century, to date the genre actually seems to be in pretty good shape, both commercially and artistically, with the total number of books published going up, not down. Many SF titles are selling well, new SF lines are coming into existence, and the old established ones are looking pretty solid (only the troubled magazine market seems to be really hurting).


If anything, the market is expanding, not contracting, at least at the small-press level. Lou Anders, former editor of Argosy, is starting an ambitious new SF line for Prometheus Publishing, called Pyr Books. Mike Resnick has been named executive editor of BenBella Books and is starting new lines there of SF and SF–related nonfiction. Red Deer Press of Calgary launched a new SF imprint called Robert J. Sawyer Books, edited by Sawyer himself. Newly named editor in chief of Phobos Books, John J. Ordover, is expanding the SF line there as well. MonkeyBrain Press is also bringing out a new line of genre-related nonfiction titles.


Young Adult fantasy and SF lines also keep proliferating. Wizards of the Coast is launching a new YA fantasy line called Mirrorstone; Penguin is launching Razorbill; Abram’s Books for Young Readers is bringing us Amulet; Bloomsbury USA is launching Bloomsbury Paperbacks; and Houghton Mifflin is starting Graphia.


(In other editorial news, Jennifer Hershey has moved to Random House, where she’s become editorial director, and Sharyn November has been promoted to editorial director of Firebird Books, although she will still continue as senior editor of Viking Children’s/Puffin Books.)


The year 2004 also saw the opening of the Science Fiction Museum and Hall of Fame in Seattle, Washington, the first major museum devoted to science fiction in the entire world.


The major, wide-sweeping changes in the nature of publishing itself that have been hanging over the horizon for quite a while now seemed to inch a bit closer to reality this year as well. For a number of years, the more wide-eyed and enthusiastic cyberoptimists have been predicting industrywide changes driven by such technological innovations as “smart paper,” better and cheaper e-books, and instant “print on demand” printing of books in bookstores. In fact, these changes have been predicted for so long that they have become a joke to some Luddite critics. But that doesn’t mean they’re not still coming, although everything takes a lot longer to actually come into widespread social use than the visionaries initially predicted. Not too many years back, when Amazon.com had yet to run into the black, critics were laughing at it and other online booksellers, saying they were a fad that would never last, but today the online booksellers are an established and rapidly expanding part of the book industry. Penguin Group USA has even started selling all of its titles directly to customers via its own Web sites. The commercial potential of e-books was widely dismissed after the dot.com bubble burst, but there are signs that this industry may be reviving as well; certainly the e-book-selling site Fictionwise, which the more cynical industry insiders were predicting wouldn’t last a year, still seems to be going strong. Sales of electronic subscriptions and downloads for PDA through sites like PeanutPress are increasing as well.


The future may take longer to arrive than you think that it will, but sooner or later it gets here, notwithstanding.


In 2004 circulation continued declining slowly for most in the ailing magazine market – throughout the entire magazine industry, in fact, way outside of genre boundaries – but at least, as of press time, we hadn’t lost any major markets, knock wood (although it looked for a minute, however, as if we were going to; see below). Some new magazines were even started, although many of them immediately ran into difficulties of their own. (See the summations for the Twenty-First, Twentieth, Nineteenth, and Eighteenth annual collections for more about the technical reasons behind the decline in circulation and how it has affected nearly every magazine in the country, not just genre titles; I get tired of rehashing the same material, especially as, judging by the questions I get asked at conventions and online forums, nobody is listening anyway.)


Asimov’s Science Fiction registered an 8.9 percent loss in overall circulation in 2004, gaining 995 in new subscriptions, from 22,933 to 23,933 (miniscule, but a gain nevertheless), but losing 3,732 in newsstand sales, dropping from 7,668 to 3,936, and sell-through dropped from 60 percent to 34 percent. Analog Science Fiction & Fact registered an 18 percent loss in overall circulation in 2004, losing 3,899 in subscriptions, from 31,715 to 27,816, while newsstand sales declined by 3,427, falling from 8,883 to 5,456, and sell-through dropped from a record 61 percent to 50 percent. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction registered a 11.8 percent loss in overall circulation, losing 1,529 in subscriptions, from 16,562 to 15,033, while newsstand sales declined by 995, from 4,881 to 3,886, and sell-through fell from 44 percent to 40 percent. No current circulation figures were available for Realms of Fantasy by press time, but their 2003 figures shows them dropping from 20,541 in 2002 to 18,337 in 2003 in subscriptions, but rising from 5,472 to 8,995 in newsstand sales for an overall gain of 5.1 percent.


Nobody likes to see these kinds of figures, but they don’t necessarily, mean that the genre magazines are doomed; there’s a lot of built-in margin, including the fact that digest-sized magazines are so cheap to produce that you don’t have to sell many of them to break even. Nevertheless, these kinds of losses can’t go on indefinitely without leading sooner or later to disaster. The next couple of years will be critical for the genre magazines, which must somehow not only stop their slow decline but also turn it around and rebuild circulation if they are to survive. That’s why I’m urging all readers to take the time to subscribe to one of the genre magazines if they like having a lot of short SF and fantasy out there to read every year. It’s never been easier to subscribe to most of the genre magazines because you can now do it electronically online with the click of a few buttons, without even a trip to the mailbox. Don’t procrastinate – just put this book down right now and go to your computer and do it!


In the Internet age, 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 home computer, which is 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. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is at www.sfsite.com/fsf.


There were some other big changes in the magazine market this year. The longtime editor of Asimov’s Science Fiction, Gardner Dozois, stepped back from his full-time role to take a consulting editor job with the magazine instead, freeing up time to pursue other interests. The new editor is Sheila Williams, moving up from her longtime role as executive editor; the changeover is official as of the January 2005 issue, when Dozois’s name came off the masthead and Williams’ name went on. The British magazine Interzone has been going through chaotic times as well, missing issues and demonstrating all the signs of being a magazine in trouble; at last, in the spring of 2004, longtime editor David Pringle, who’d run Interzone for twenty-two years, stepped down to deal with personal difficulties. For a while it looked like the magazine might die, but Andy Cox, editor and publisher of The Third Alternative, came to the rescue, buying the magazine, which will continue under the TTA Press umbrella as a sister magazine to The Third Alternative. The new Interzone is trying for a slicker, more contemporary look, more like the graphics and design in The Third Alternative than those of the old magazine, and has also grown slightly in size to match its new sister. The first TTA issue of Interzone was something of a mess, with interior design and layout that made it almost impossible to read the text in some places, but this problem has been straightened out to some extent in subsequent issues. I didn’t like the first two TTA covers, which struck me as murky and bland, generic cyberpunk, but the cover of the most recent issue, featuring a giant woman in a skin-tight spacesuit striding across the landscape, is probably a lot more effective in “popping” from the newsstand. Andy Cox is to be congratulated for saving this grand old lady, long the flagship of British science fiction, but I hope that he doesn’t entirely lose the old Interzone regulars such as Alastair Reynolds, Dominic Green, Eric Brown, and Greg Egan in the transition; to date, most of the Cox Interzones have featured largely the same crew that sells to The Third Alternative. The magazine was a little weaker than usual this year, but there was good stuff in both the final Pringle issues and the new Cox issues from Alastair Reynolds, Dominic Green, Liz Williams, Jay Lake (so prolific that he seemed to be everywhere in the semiprozine market this year), Karen Fishler, Michael T. Jasper, and others.


Amazing Stories came back to life yet again in 2004, a Lazarus trick it’s performed a number of times in the past, reincarnating itself this time as a slick, glossy, large-format magazine with media images on the cover. There was too much emphasis on media and gaming for my old-fashioned tastes, and too much of what fiction they did run was short Twilight Zone–ish twist-ending stuff. But they did feature some good work, especially a story by James Van Pelt, as well as stories by Paul Di Filippo and Bruce Sterling, and there were interesting interviews with George R.R. Martin, Frederick Pohl, and others. Amazing Stories started out being edited by David Gross, but in midyear he stepped down to be replaced as editor by Jeff Berkwitz. A couple of 2005–dated issues appeared, and then the publishers announced, rather mysteriously, that the magazine was going “on hiatus” because it had been “too successful.” No one is quite sure what this actually means, but, in my experience, magazines that go on hiatus seldom return from it, so this may well be a very bad sign.


(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 the 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 the U.S.; Interzone, 217 Preston Drove, Brighton BN1 6FL, UK, $65 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.; Amazing Stories, www.paizo.com/amazing.)


Turning to the increasingly important Internet scene, it shouldn’t come as a surprise to anyone by this point that some of the best stories of the year appeared on Ellen Datlow’s SCI FICTION (www.scifi.com/scifiction) page on the Internet, including stories by Pat Murphy, Christopher Rowe, Terry Bisson, Robert Reed, George R. R. Martin, Daniel Abraham, Michaela Roessner, Walter Jon Williams, Mary Rosenblum, Alex Irvine, Howard Waldrop, and others. This is still the best place on the Internet to find good professional-level science fiction, although they also publish a lot of horror, fantasy, and hard-to-classify slipstreamish stuff. Eileen Gunn’s The Infinite Matrix (www.infinitematrix.net) hung on for another year, although in a somewhat diminished state due to budget problems, but there was still a lot of interesting, quirky stuff to read there, including columns by Howard Waldrop, David Langford, and John Clute, stories by Karen D. Fishler, Leslie What, and others, and a whole archive of good stuff from previous years. Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com) continues to “publish” (we really do need a new term for this!) a lot of good professional-level stuff, although very little of it is science fiction. The majority of it is fantasy, slipstream, and soft horror, including, this year, worthwhile work by Vandana Singh, Liz Williams, Brenda Cooper, Ellen Klages, Daniel Starr, Kate Bachus, Bill Kte’pi, and others. I’d sure like to see them publish more science fiction, though, especially rigorous hard SF, which isn’t a description that can really be applied even to the few SF stories that do appear on the site. On the other hand, Oceans of the Mind (www.trantorpublications.com/oceans.htm), which is available by electronic subscription, publishes mostly core science fiction, with only the occasional slip into something else. Overall quality here seemed a bit lower than last year, but they still featured interesting stuff by Russell Blackford, Mark W. Tiedeman, Paul Marlowe, K.D. Wentworth, and others. New electronic magazines continue to proliferate like (what’s a polite metaphor? Like flies? Like maggots?) like quickly proliferating things on the Internet, and many of them won’t last out the year ahead. One new electronic magazine that is already operating on a reliable professional level of quality, though, and that seems quite promising, is Aeon, whose first issue this year featured an almost novel-length story by Walter Jon Williams, plus strong work by John Meaney, Jay Lake, Lori Ann White, and others.


And SF stories continued to spread across the Internet, appearing in places where it wouldn’t seem intuitively logical to look for them. Salon (www.salon.com), for instance, now features several SF stories per year, including, this year, strong stories by Cory Doctorow, D. William Shunn, Alex Irvine, and others. Stories, including a few of the year’s best, also showed up in such peculiar places as the Web site of an organization of electrical engineers (Vernor Vinge’s “Synthetic Serendipity”) and as, of all things, an advertisement for a novel being sold on Amazon.com (M. John Harrison’s “Tourism”)!


There are also lots of sites that feature mostly slipstream and soft horror, among the best of which are Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com), which, although not always of reliable professional quality, did feature interesting stuff this year from Steven Utley, Lou Antonelli, Danith McPherson, and others; Fortean Bureau – A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (www.forteanbureau.com/index.html), which featured quirky stuff this year from Greg Beatty, Bill Kte’pi, Paul Melko, Jay Lake, Tobias S. Buckell, and others; Abyss and Apex: A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (www.klio.net/abyssandapex); Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com); Futurismic (www.futurismic.com/fiction/index.html), and Bewildering Stories (www.bewilderingstories.com).


After this point, although good original SF and fantasy becomes somewhat scarce, there’s still a lot of good reprint SF and fantasy stories out there to be found. 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, 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. The British Infinity Plus (www.users.zetnet.co.uk/iplus), also has a wide selection of good-quality reprint stories, in addition to biographical and bibliographical information, book reviews, interviews, and critical essays. As long as you’re willing to read it on a computer screen, all of this stuff is available to be read for free.


An even greater range of reprint stories becomes available for a small fee, though. 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 home computer. 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 important to me, you can also subscribe to downloadable versions of several of the SF magazines here – including Asimov’s Science Fiction – in a number of different formats (as you can at the Peanut Press site). ElectricStory (www.electricstory.com) is a similar site, but here, in addition to the downloadable stuff (both stories and novels) that you can buy, you can also access 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 (tale.com/genres.htm), and Alexandria Digital Literature (alexlit.com) as well.


Reading fiction is not the only reason to go online, though. There’s also a large cluster of general-interest sites that publish lots of interviews, critical articles, reviews, and genre-oriented news of various kinds. Perhaps the most valuable genre-oriented sites on the entire Internet, and one I check nearly every day, is Locus Online (www.locusmag.com), the online version of the news magazine 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, 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 (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 (www.tangentonline.com), which changed editors again in late 2004 and looked like it was going to die for a while, but which has recovered under a new editor, and still is publishing a lot of short-fiction reviews; 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; SFRevu (www.sfsite.com/sfrevu), a review site that 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 (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 (www.sfwa.org), where news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; and Audible (www.audible.com) and Beyond 2000 (www.beyond2000.com), where SF–oriented radio plays can be accessed. New review sites include The Internet Review of Science Fiction (www.irosf.com), which features L. Blunt Jackson’s short-fiction reviews as well as critical articles, and Lost Pages (lostpagesindex.html), which features some fiction as well as the critical stuff. Multiple-Hugo-winner David Langford’s online version of his funny and iconoclastic fanzine Ansible is available at www.dcs.gla.ac.uk/Ansible, and Speculations (www.speculations.com) is a long-running site that dispenses writing advice, writing-oriented news, and gossip (although to access most of it, you’ll have to subscribe to the site).


Things change fast in the Internet world, though, so a lot of this information may already be obsolete by the time you read it. The only way to be sure what sites of genre interest are out there is to fire up your computer and go look for yourself.


It wasn’t a particularly good year in the semiprozine market, with even many long-established magazines only managing to produce one issue, although some promising new magazines were born and joined their older brethren in struggling to survive.


Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, Fantastic Stories of the Imagination, Weird Tales, the newszine Chronicle (formerly Science Fiction Chronicle), and the all-vampire-fiction magazine Dreams of Decadence, with titles consolidated under the umbrella of Warren Lapine’s DNA Publications, suffered another year of being unable to keep anywhere near to their announced publishing schedules this year, with the exception of Chronicle; Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, and Fantastic Stories of the Imagination only managed one issue apiece, and even Weird Tales, which until now had been pretty reliable in meeting its schedule, only managed three issues out of a scheduled four. Circulation figures are not available for the DNA magazines, so it’s impossible to say how well or how poorly they’re doing.


I saw no issues this year of Century, Eidolon, Orb, Altair, Terra Incognita, or Spectrum SF, which are all probably dead. I also saw no issues of Artemis Magazine: Science and Fiction for a Space-Faring Society, Neo-Opsis, and Jupiter, although whether these magazines were still active was unclear. There was only one issue of the Irish fiction semiprozine Albedo One this year, one of Tales of the Unanticipated, one of the Sword & Sorcery magazine Black Gate, one of the fantasy magazine Alchemy, one of the long-running Space and Time, one of the flagship of the slipstream movement, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, and one of the similarly slipstreamish Say . . . (here each issue has a different title, such as this year’s Say . . . why aren’t we crying?). Electric Velocipede, Flytrap, Full-Unit Hookup: A Magazine of Exceptional Literature, Talebones: The Magazine of Science Fiction and Dark Fantasy, Hadrosaur Tales, the new “Alternate History” magazine Paradox, and the long-running Australian semiprozine Aurealis all brought out two issues apiece this year (although the most recent Aurealis arrived here after the end of the year, so we’ll consider it for next time). Of these, some of the best stuff was to be found in Talebones, which featured good stories this year by Paul Melko, David D. Levine, Devon Monk, and others, and in Electric Velocipede, which featured good work by William Shunn, Jay Lake, Chris Roberson, Christopher Rowe, Liz Williams, and others.


The most vigorous of the fiction semiprozines, judging by how well they meet their production schedules, anyway, seem to be The Third Alternative, the leading British semiprozine, long-running Canadian semiprozine On Spec, and the cheeky new Australian semiprozine, Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine. Of these, by far the best in terms of literary quality is The Third Alternative; although the stories, which run to slipstream and dark, surreal, understated horror, are not always to my taste, they’re almost always extremely well written line by line, and the magazine attracts some of the best talent in the business; good stuff appeared here this year by Tim Lees, John Grant, Karen Fishler, Jay Lake, Susan Fry, Tim Pratt, Vandana Singh, and others. A superficial description of On Spec – little science fiction, lots of slipstream and soft horror – makes it sound very similar to The Third Alternative, but somehow there’s a discernible difference in tone; the stuff in The Third Alternative is more sophisticated and more elegant, and somehow On Spec comes across as “gloomy” rather than “dark.” This gray gloominess seems to be something that a lot of Canadian publications take pride in – the subscription ad for On Spec even boasts that “Nobody does dark like Canadians!”, although I’m not sure they really ought to be boasting about that – and I think it might be good for them to lighten up a bit. The covers here were great, as usual, but often more evocative than the fiction, although interesting stuff by Karen Traviss, A. M. Dellamonica, Jack Skillingstead, E. I. Chin, and others. Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine runs mostly science fiction, but often not stuff at a terribly high level of professionalism, and there’s an (I feel) misguided emphasis on “humorous” pieces here, something that’s hard to do well; the fact that the magazine is edited by someone different every issue, one of a group of rotating editors, also makes it difficult to maintain a level of quality from issue to issue. The best stuff here this year, in my opinion, was the more “serious” and less jokey stories by Stephen Dedman, Mark W. Tiedmann, Liz Williams, Colin P. Davies, and others (unlike On Spec, they could darken a shade or two, or at least become more substantial).


Two very promising new fiction semiprozines debuted in 2004, one American and one British, Argosy and Postscripts respectively. Argosy, one of the handsomest and most expensive-looking semiprozines ever published – with a gorgeous cover by the Dillons, perhaps the most prestigious artists ever to produce a semiprozine cover – came out in a package of two shrink-wrapped volumes in a slipcase, each package containing a “regular” issue of the magazine and a separately bound novella. The buzz about Argosy was immediate, widespread, and intense, probably the most buzz any semiprozine launch had garnered in the industry since the launch of Century, and it seemed clearly headed for success – but then it hit a roadblock. The chain bookstores objected to its unusual format, supposedly because they didn’t know how to shelve it (the same thing that killed the Tor Doubles in the eighties), and refused to carry it. Intense warfare broke out behind the scenes between Argosy’s publisher and the chains. By the time the second edition came out (in two different versions, a “connoisseur edition” with the slipcase and the novella, and a “proletariat” edition consisting of just the “regular” magazine), editor Lou Anders had left Argosy to launch the new Pyr SF line for Prometheus Books, and the third issue did not come out as scheduled; as months went by without it, the future of the magazine began to look questionable. Toward the end of the year, an announcement was made that the third issue of Argosy was about to ship – although by press time we hadn’t seen it yet. The announcement was also unclear about whether Argosy would be continuing after that, or who the editor would be if it did (Anders presumably bought the stuff for the third issue). In the two issues it managed in 2004, Argosy published good work by Caitlin R. Kiernan, Jeffery Ford, Charles Stross, Cory Doctorow, Benjamin Rosenbaum, Mike Resnick, and others. The British Postscripts, although still a good-looking magazine, is nowhere nearly as upscale or ambitious in its packaging as Argosy, which is probably a good thing, as it may increase its chances of survival. It publishes a mix of SF, slipstream, soft horror, and even some mystery, and in the two issues it produced this year produced good stuff by Peter F. Hamilton, Brian Stableford, Eric Brown, Jack Dann, Jay Lake, Jeff VanderMeer, and others. Let’s hope that Postscripts can stay afloat in the treacherous seas of the semiprozine market, because, produced as it is by two of the sharpest people in the business, Peter Crowther and Nick Gevers, its potential is enormous.


I don’t follow the horror semiprozine market anymore, so I’ll limit myself to saying that among the most prominent magazines there, as far as I can tell at a distance, seems to be the highly respected Cemetery Dance, Weird Tales, and Talebones, and that a new horror magazine edited by Marvin Kaye, H. P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, was launched this year and managed two issues, publishing interesting stories by Holly Phillips, Tim Pratt, and Michael Jasper; Weird Tales provided intriguing stories by Tanith Lee, Charles Harness, and Ian Watson.


There are only a few survivors left in the critical magazine market (most new critical magazines that start up these days do so in e-magazine form, not in print formats, a trend I expect to see continue), but those still left standing are solid and reliable. If you can only afford one magazine in this category, then the one to get, as always, is Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Field, an indispensable source of information, news, and reviews for anyone interested in science fiction, particularly valuable for writers and would-be writers; new editor Jennifer A. Hall left this year, with former editor Charles N. Brown coming out of semi-retirement to replace her. After a couple of shaky years, when it was missing issues, new(ish) editor John Douglas has returned Chronicle (formerly Science Fiction Chronicle) to being a solid, interesting, reliably published newsmagazine again. Another reliably published magazine, one that has reliably kept its publication schedule for more than a decade now (something of a miracle in the semiprozine world!) is David G. Hartwell’s eclectic critical magazine, The New York Review of Science Fiction, probably the most accessible and entertaining to read of the critical magazines, some of which can get formidably abstract and scholarly. The people who put out The Third Alternative were publishing a short-fiction review magazine called The Fix, but I didn’t see any issues this year (which, of course, considering it’s published on the other side of the Atlantic, doesn’t necessarily mean that they aren’t still doing it).


I suspect that the destiny of most print semiprozines is to eventually become online e-magazines, just as print fanzines have largely been replaced by the blog. That doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy them while they’re here, though!


(Locus, The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $60 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 per year, make checks payable to “Dragon Press,” 12 issues; Postscripts, PS Publishing, Hamilton House, 4 Park Avenue, Harrogate HG2 9BQ, England, UK, published quarterly, £30 to £50, outside the UK; Argosy Magazine, Coppervale International, P.O. Box 1421, Taylor, AZ, 85939, $49.95 for a six-issue subscription; Interzone, TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, England, UK, $36 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 for a six-issue subscription, checks made payable to “TTA Press”; The Fix: The Review of Short Fiction, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs. CB6 2LB, England, UK, $36 for a six-issue subscription, checks made payable to “TTA Press”; Talebones, A Magazine of Science Fiction & Dark Fantasy, 5203 Quincy Ave SE, Auburn, WA 98092, $20 for four issues; On Spec, The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, $22 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 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 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 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, 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 New York 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, Massachusetts 01060, $16 for four issues; Say . . . , The Fortress of Worlds, P.O. Box 1304, Lexington, KY 40588-1304. $10 for two issues in the U.S and Canada; Alchemy, Edgewood Press, P.O. Box 380264, Cambridge, MA 02238, $7 for an issue; Full Unit Hookup: A Magazine of Exceptional Literature, Conical Hats Press, 622 West Cottom Avenue, New Albany, IN 47150-5011, $12 for a three-issue subscription; Flytrap, Tropism Press, P.O. Box 13322, Berkeley, CA 94712-4222, $16 for four issues, checks to Heather Shaw; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, P.O. Box 127, Belmont, Western Australia, 6984, $35 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 website at www.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 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, New York 11202-2897, $15 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription, Cemetery Dance, CD Publications, 132-B Industry Lane, Unit #7, Forest Hill, MD 21050, $27 for six issues; H.P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, Wildside Press LLC, P.O. Box 301, Holicong, PA 18928-0301, four issues for $19.95.)


It wasn’t a bad year overall for original anthologies, with one major SF and one major fantasy anthology; as for the rest of year’s anthologies, most of them may have contained only a few really good stories apiece, but there were a lot of them published, especially in SF, an encouraging sign.


The best original SF anthology of the year was undoubtedly Between Planets (SFBC), edited by Robert Silverberg, a collection of six original novellas, only available as a selection of the Science Fiction Book Club. The best stories here are those by Nancy Kress, Walter Jon Williams, and James Patrick Kelly, but nothing in the anthology is less than good, and I would expect to see most of these novellas (the others are by Stephen Baxter, Mike Resnick, and Silverberg himself) turn up on one Best Stories of the Year list or another. (As an old dinosaur, solidly retro and uncool in his tastes, it struck me as a nice change to see an anthology that featured nothing but solid, center-core SF instead of the trendy genre-bending and mixing that many of the year’s other anthologies attempted to one extent or another.)


It’s harder to come up with a clear follow-up candidate for best original SF anthology, although all the anthologies I’m about to mention are worth reading. Synergy SF: New Science Fiction (Five Star), edited by George Zebrowski, and Microcosms (DAW), edited by Gregory Benford, are both anthologies that have spent several years on the shelf in publishing limbo before finally being published (since 1996 in Synergy’s case!), and it shows to some extent. Still, Synergy SF features an excellent novelette by Eleanor Arnason and good work by Charles L. Harness, Damien Broderick, Jan Lars Jensen, and others, and Microcosms features a first-rate novelette by Pamela Sargent, as well as good work by Tom Purdom, Stephen Baxter, Jack McDevitt, and others. The best story in Space Stations (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and John Helfers, is by newcomer Brendan DuBois, but the anthology also features strong work by James Cobb, Pamela Sargent, Jean Rabe, Julie E. Czerneda, Jack Williamson, Gregory Benford, and others, and at mass-market prices is a good value for your money. Much the same could be said, although it’s not quite as strong overall, for Cosmic Tales: Adventures in Sol Space (Baen), edited by TKF Weisskopf, which featured good work by Allen M. Steele, Jack McDevitt, James P. Hogan, Wes Spencer, Gregory Benford, and others, as well as a posthumous story by Charles Sheffield. A mixed fantasy and SF (mostly fantasy) anthology about dogs, Sirius, The Dog Star (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Alexander Potter, was weaker than either of the last two books named, but still had interesting work by Tanya Huff, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Michelle West, and others. Visions of Liberty (Baen), edited by Mark Tier and Martin H. Greenberg, was a bit too didactically libertarian for my taste, although your mileage may vary. A few years back, I criticized the “black SF” anthology Dark Matter for not having much actual science fiction in it, but that’s a charge that can’t be laid against So Long Been Dreaming: Postcolonial Science Fiction & Fantasy (Arsenal Pulp Press), edited by Nalo Hopkinson and Uppinder Mehan; although it contains some fantasy and some fabulism (mostly flavored with Caribbean folklore), So Long Been Dreaming also features some strong science fiction, just as promised, and, what’s more, SF infused with a cultural perspective rarer than it should be in the genre. The standout story here is by Vandana Singh, but there’s also powerful work by Nisi Shawl, Andrea Hairston, Karin Lowachee, Greg van Eekhout, devorah major, Tobias S. Buckell, and others.


Some of the most interesting anthologies of the year were Alternate History anthologies, most of which mixed Alternate History with fantasy (in fact, Alternate History Fantasy seems to be emerging as a sub-subgenre of late) and/or fabulism/slipstream/Magic Realism/whatever we’re calling it this year. The First Heroes: New Tales of the Bronze Age (Tor), edited by Harry Turtledove and Noreen Doyle, features one SF story (appropriately enough, a time-travel story by the late Poul Anderson; I’ve seen the Gene Wolfe story here listed as an SF story too, but although it’s true that it’s also a time-travel story, it also features the literal physical existence of gods and man-eating giants, which stretches the definition a bit), and one nearly impossible-to-categorize story (by Gregory Feeley), with the rest falling pretty solidly into the Alternate History Fantasy camp. Overall, it’s a strong anthology, with the best stories being the aforementioned stories by Anderson, Wolfe, and Feeley, although the book also has good work by Lois Tilton, Brenda Clough, Judith Tarr, and Turtledove himself. A similar mix of Alternate History, fantasy, and hard-to-classify stuff characterizes Conqueror Fantastic (DAW), edited by Pamela Sargent; the best work here is probably by Sargent herself (one of the fantasies) and James Morrow (one of the unclassifiables), but the anthology also features good work by Kij Johnson, Jack Dann, Stephen Dedman, the late George Alec Effinger, and others. ReVisions (DAW), edited by Julie E. Czerneda and Isaac Szpindel, sticks a little more closely to core Alternate History; although some of the Alternate History scenarios featured are pretty unlikely, none stretch as far as giants or centaurs or ghosts. Best stuff here is by Geoffrey A. Landis and Kage Baker, along with entertaining stories by Laura Anne Gilman, John G. McDaid, Cory Doctorow, and Charles Stross, the editors themselves, and others. All-Star Zeppelin Adventure Stories (Wheatland Press), edited by Jay Lake and David Moles, is not so much a sober Alternate History anthology (the cover makes this clear, if the title doesn’t) as an attempt to create a collection of stories infused with a sort of playful retropulp sensibility in worlds where zeppelins continued to fulfill a major role in international affairs after World War II. Some of the authors included play this fairly straight, speculating on social/economic factors that might have helped the zeppelin endure, while others push it well beyond “plausible” to a heightened deliberate absurdity, including tales of zeppelin-borne civilizations that must remain forever aloft and stories that feature living mile-long zeppelins that darken the skies in great herds over the American plains. Fortunately, few of the stories take themselves too seriously, and the anthology is a lot of fun in a sly, sardonic way; the best stories here are by David D. Levine and Benjamin Rosenbaum, but there’s also good work by James L. Cambias, James Van Pelt, Paul Berger, Tobias S. Buckell, and others, plus a classic reprint by Howard Waldrop. (There were several other zeppelin stories published here and there this year, including a long one in SCI FICTION by Gary W. Shockley, although whether they were originally intended for All-Star Zeppelin Adventure Stories and were rejected or missed the deadline or whether it’s just “zeppelin time” this year, as last year seemed to be “dragon time,” is difficult to say.)


There was a long-delayed “regional” anthology finally published this year, after having changed publishers several times. Crossroads: Tales of the Southern Literary Fantastic (Tor/Forge), edited by F. Brett Cox and Andy Duncan, is a mixed reprint and original anthology that features a mixture of SF, fantasy, slipstream/fabulism, and what more or less amounts to straight mainstream stories. My biggest complaint about Crossroads, oddly, is that it’s not regional enough; quite a few of the stories here don’t feature much in the way of Southern local color, a flavor you’d have thought would be strong in the stew, and might just as well take place anywhere as in the South. Still, although some of the contents are disappointing, there is also a lot of strong stuff here; the best story is by Jack McDevitt, but the anthology also has good original work by Michael Swanwick, James L. Camibias, Don Webb, Scott Edelman, and others, plus good reprints by Gene Wolfe, John Kessel, Ian McDowell, Kelly Link, Andy Duncan himself, and others. Another “regional” anthology of sorts, if you can consider Australia a region (and why not, I suppose, if “The South” can be a region?) was Agog! Smashing Stories (Agog! Press), edited by Cat Sparks, which was interesting but failed to live up to its overheated title. Another Australian anthology, which we missed, and will have to save for next year, was Encounters: An Anthology of Australian Speculative Fiction (CSFG Publishing), edited by Maxine McArthur and Donna Maree Hanson. I caught up with two regional anthologies I missed last year: Open Space: New Canadian Fiction (Red Deer Press) and Island Dreams: Montreal Writers of the Fantastic (Véhicule Press), both edited by Claude Lalumière. Both anthologies suffer from the usual drawback of stuff in Canadian short-fiction markets in that many of the stories are gray and gloomy, set in dystopias or brutal after-civilization-collapses post-apocalyptic societies, but there is good work in Open Space by Melissa Yuan-Innes, Derryl Murphy, Collen Anderson, Ahmed A. Khan, and others, and in Island Dreams by Glenn Grant, Mark Shainblum, Yves Meynard, Dora Knez, and others.


Good novellas in individual chapbook form continued to be published. PS Publishing brought out Mayflower II by Stephen Baxter; No Traveller Returns by Paul Park; and My Death by Lisa Tuttle; Golden Gryphon Press brought out Mere by Robert Reed; Night Shade brought out Viator by Lucius Shepard; and Subterranean Press brought out Liar’s House by Lucius Shepard, and The Dry Salvages by Caitlin R. Kiernan.


It was another good year in 2004 for original fantasy anthologies; there were a lot of them published, although only a few really stood out. Annoying as the overheated editorial copy is (almost as annoying as in 2001’s Redshift, which was going to be the Dangerous Visions of science fiction, just as Flights is supposed to be the Dangerous Visions of Fantasy), the best overall fantasy anthology of the year is probably Flights: Extreme Visions of Fantasy (Roc), edited by Al Sarrantonio. There’s nothing either particularly “dangerous” or “extreme” here (Neal Barrett Jr.’s story may be the most dangerous, and it contains nothing that wasn’t in Dante hundreds of years ago, while any issue of Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet or Polyphony – or The Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror, for that matter – will contain experiments with the fantasy form considerably more extreme than anything in this anthology), the book contains too much horror for my taste (just as Redshift did), and too many of the stories are minor or weak. But it’s such a huge anthology, that, all being said, the good stories left behind once you toss the others out still make up into a large anthology of first-rate fantasy stories by Gene Wolfe, Elizabeth Hand, Tim Powers, Thomas M. Disch, Patricia A. McKillip, Neil Gaiman, Orson Scott Card, Elizabeth A. Lynn, Jeffery Ford, the beforementioned Barrett, and a number of others. Another good original was a YA fantasy anthology called The Faery Reel: Tales from the Twilight Realm (Viking), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling, which had good work by Tanith Lee, Gregory Frost, Jeffery Ford, Patricia A. McKillip, Kelly Link, Katherine Vas, and others. Emerald Magic: Great Tales of Irish Fantasy (Tor), edited by Andrew M. Greeley, was a mixed reprint and original anthology (mostly original) that featured good work by Charles De Lint, Tanith Lee, Diane Duane, and others. Other original fantasy anthologies, not operating on the level of these first three but still worthwhile at relatively cheap mass-market paperback prices, included Masters of Fantasy (DAW), edited by Bill Fawcett, The Magic Shop (DAW), edited by Denise Little, Rotten Relations (DAW), edited by Denise Little, Little Red Riding Hood in the Big Bad City (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and John Helfers, and Faerie Tales, edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Russell Davis. There was also a new volume in a long-running sword-and-sorcery anthology series, Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Sword and Sorceress XXI (DAW), edited by Diana L. Paxson, this the first one not edited by the late Bradley herself, and a new volume in a longrunning comic fantasy series, Turn the Other Chick (Baen), edited by Esther M. Friesner, although it’s overpriced as a hardcover and should have been a mass-market instead. (Plus, as indicated, good fantasy stories could be found this year in ostensible SF anthologies such as The First Heroes and Conqueror Fantastic.)


As the newly emerging slipstream/fabulism/New Wired/interstitialist/postransformationist subgenre continues to precipitate out from the parent body of genre SF/fantasy, further individual subvarieties are already beginning to differentiate themselves, so that although one may not be able to define the differences precisely, it’s pretty easy to discern a difference in flavor between, say, the Polyphony camp and the Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet camp or The Third Alternative camp, and a difference between all of them and what China Mieville seems to mean when he talks about the “New Weird.” I think at this point I tend to prefer the more robust and muscular “interstitialism” of the Polyphony books and All-Star Zeppelin Adventure Stories, with its mixing of tropes from various genres (which usually means that the stories at least have plots and action), to the more abstract and surreal stuff you usually find in Lady Churchill’s and some of its imitators – but it’s early days yet for this whole area, and I’ve heard readers argue it exactly the other way around, for reasons exactly opposite the reasons for my own preferences. At any rate, my favorite anthology this year among those that dance on the edge of genre (considering it to be a slipstream/fabulism anthology rather than an Alternate History anthology, which in some ways is a better fit for it anyway) was the beforementioned All-Star Zeppelin Adventure Stories, followed by Polyphony, Volume 4 (Wheatland), edited by Deborah Layne and Jay Lake, which features strong and quirky work by Lucius Shepard, Alex Irvine, Tim Pratt, Theodora Goss, Jeff VanderMeer, Greg van Eekout, and others. Leviathan, Volume Four: Cities (Night Shade Books/Ministry of Whimsy), edited by Forrest Aquirre, is a good deal more surreal and self-consciously “decadent,” but still features interesting if sometimes somewhat abstract work by Jay Lake, Stephen Chapman, Ursula Pflug, and others. McSweeney’s Enchanted Chamber of Astonishing Stories (Vintage), edited by Michael Chabon, a follow-up to last year’s McSweeney’s Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales, again promises to deliver a kind of retropulp sensibility that most of the stories don’t really manage to deliver (All-Star Zeppelin Adventure Stories comes a good deal closer), but any anthology with stories by Stephen King, Peter Straub, and China Mieville in it is probably going to be worth reading, and this one is too, especially at trade paperback prices.


There were also several cross-genre anthologies this year: Irresistible Forces (Penguin/NAL), edited by Catherine Asaro, which mixed SF with romance, and To Weave a Web of Magic (Berkley), editor anonymous, that mixed fantasy with romance; and Murder by Magic (Warner Aspect), edited by Rosemary Edghill; and Powers of Detection: Stories of Mystery and Fantasy (Ace), edited by Dana Stabenow, both of which mixed fantasy with the mystery story.


As usual, novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may (or may not) later turn out to be important talents, was featured in L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume XX (Bridge), edited by Algis Budrys, and two new anthologies from the Annual Phobos Fiction Contest for new writers, Absolutely Brilliant in Chrome (Phobos Books), edited by Keith Olexa, and All the Rage This Year: The Phobos Science Fiction Anthology 3 (Phobos Books), edited by Keith Olexa.


I don’t follow horror anymore, but several anthologies that I noted in passing included: Dark Dreams: A Collection of Horror and Suspense by Black Writers (Dafina Books), edited by Brandon Massey; Gothic! Ten Original Dark Tales (Candlewick Press), edited by Deborah Noyes; A Walk on the Darkside: Visions of Horror (Roc), edited by John Pelan; Tales of Van Helsing (Ace), edited by Jeanne Cavalos; and Haunted Holidays (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Russel Davis.


(Finding individual pricings for all of the items from small presses mentioned in the summation has become too time-intensive, and since several of the same small presses publish anthologies, novels, and short-story collections, it seems silly to repeat addresses for them in section after section. Therefore, I’m going to attempt to list here, in one place, all the addresses for small presses that have books mentioned here or there in the summation, whether from the anthologies section, the novel section, or the short-story collection section, and, where known, their Web site addresses. That should make it easy enough for the reader to look up the individual price of any book mentioned that isn’t from a regular trade publisher; such books are less likely to be found in your average bookstore, or even in a chain superstore, and so will probably have to be mail ordered. Addresses: PS Publishing, 98 High Ash Drive, Leeds L517 8RE, England, UK, www.pspublishing.co.uk; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802, www.goldengryphon.com; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framinghan, MA 01701-0809, www.nesfa.org; Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519, www.subterraneanpress.com; Old Earth Books, P.O. Box 19951, Baltimore, MD 21211-0951, www.oldearthbooks.com; Tachyon Press, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107, www.tachyonpublications.com; Night Shade Books, 3623 SW Baird St., Portland, OR 97219, www.nightshadebooks.com; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901, www.galegroup.com/fivestar; Wheatland Press, P.O. Box 1818, Wilsonville, OR, 97070, www.wheatlandpress.com, Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060, www.smallbeerpress.com; Wildside Press/Cosmos Books/Borgo Press, P.O. Box 301, Holicong, PA 18928-0301, or go to www.wildsidepress.com for pricing and ordering; Thunder’s Mouth, 245 West 17th St., 11th Flr., New York, NY 10011-5300, www.thundersmouth.com; Rose Press, 22 West End Lane, Pinner, Middlesex, HA5 1AQ, England, UK, therosepress@groups.msn.com; Agog! Press, P.O. Box U302, University of Wollongong, NSW 2522, Australia, www.uow.ed.au/~rhood/agogpress; Aqueduct Press, P.O. Box 95787, Seattle, WA 98145-2787, www.aqueductpress.com; Phobos Books, 200 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10003, www.phobosweb.com; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave. SE, Auburn, WA 98092, www.fairwoodpress.com; BenBella Books, 6440 N. Central Expressway, Suite 508, Dallas, TX 75206, www.benbellabooks.com; Red Deer Press/Robert J. Sawyer Books, 813 MacKimmie Library Tower, 2500 University Drive NW, Calgary, Alberta, Canada T2N 1N4, www.reddeerpress.com; Darkside Press, 4128 Woodland Park Ave., N. Seattle, WA, 98103; MirrorDanse Books, P.O. Box 3542, Parramatta NSW 2124 Australia, www.tabula-rasa.info/MirrorDanse; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd., Suite 35, Royal Oak, MI 48073-1239, www.haffnerpress.com; Meshia Merlin, P.O. Box 7, Decatur, GA 30031, www.meishamerlin.com; North Atlantic Press, P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701; Prime, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735, www.primebooks.net; Arsenal Pulp Press, 103-1014 Homer Street, Vancouver, BC, Canada V6B 2W9, www.arsenalpress.com; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave SE, Auburn, WA 98092, www.fairwoodpress.com; MonkeyBrain Books, 11204 Crossland Drive, Austin, TX 78726, www.monkeybrainbooks.com; Cambrian Publications, P.O. Box 41220, San Jose, CA 95160-1220, www.cambrianpubs.com; Shambhala Publications, Horticultural Hall, 300 Massachusetts Ave., Boston, MA 02115, www.shambhala.com; Red Jacket Press, 3099 Maqua Place, Hohegan Lake, NY 10547, www.redjacketpress.com; Black Inc., Level 5, 289 Flanders Lane, Melbourne, Victoria 3000, Australia, www.blackincbooks.com; Willowgate Press, P.O. Box 6529, Holliston, MA 01746, www.willowgatepress.com; Wesleyan University Press, University Press of New England, Order Dept., 37 Lafayette St., Lebanon, NH 03766-1405, www.wesleyan.edu/wespress; Underwood Books, P.O. Box 1919, Nevada City, CA 95959, www.underwoodbooks.com; Overlook Press www.overlookconnection.com; Bloomsbury Publishing, 38 Soho Square, London W1D 3HB, UK, www.bloomsbury.com; CSFG Publishing, P.O. Box 89, Latham Act 2615, Australia, www.astspeculativefiction.com.av; Véhicule Press, Independent Publishers Group, Order Department, 814 North Franklin Street, Chicago IL 60610, www.vehiculepress.com.


It was another strong year for novels – and although some of the biggest sellers were out on the ambiguous fringes of genre, and yes, there were more fantasy books published than SF (the “SF-is-dying” crowd perk up their ears and sit forward eagerly), there’s still a huge number of SF novels being published every year, more than there were twenty years ago, and far more than any one individual reader could possibly read, even if one spent all of one’s time during the year doing nothing else.


According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,550 books “of interest to the SF field,” published in 2004 both original and reprint (but not counting “media tie-in novels,” gaming novels, novelizations of movies, or novels drawn from other TV shows; for the most part, these totals don’t reflect print-on-demand novels either, or novels offered as downloads on the Internet). This sets a new record, up by 5 percent from 2003’s total of 2,429, the fourth year in a row that the total has increased. Original books were up by 8 percent to 1,417 from last year’s total of 1,375, itself an increase of 8 percent over the 2002 total of 1,271; reprint books were up by 7 percent to 1,133 over last year’s total of 1,054 titles, itself an increase of 9 percent from the 2002 total of 970. The number of new SF novels was up by 7 percent to 253 titles as opposed to last year’s 236. The number of new fantasy novels was up by 14 percent to 389 titles as opposed to last year’s 340. Horror was also up, but only slightly, rising to 172 titles as opposed to last year’s 171 (in 2002, though, it only had 112 – which itself was the highest total since 1995; horror seems to be making something of a recovery from the Big Horror Bust of the late nineties).


Busy with all the reading I have to do at shorter lengths, I didn’t have time to read many novels this year, so, as usual, I’ll limit myself to mentioning novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2004. They include: Camouflage (Ace), by Joe Haldeman; River of Gods (Simon & Schuster UK), by Ian McDonald; Crucible (Tor), by Nancy Kress; Light (Bantam Spectra), by M. John Harrison; Lurulu (Tor), by Jack Vance; Air (or Have Not Have) (St. Martin’s Griffin), by Geoff Ryman; Exultant (Del Rey), by Stephen Baxter; Forty Signs of Rain (Bantam), by Kim Stanley Robinson; Iron Sunrise (Ace), by Charles Stross; The Life of the World to Come (Tor), by Kage Baker; Superluminal (Eos), by Tony Daniel; The Zenith Angle (Del Rey), by Bruce Sterling; The Wizard (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; Iron Council (Del Rey), by China Mieville; The Algebraist (Orbit), by Iain M. Banks; White Devils (Tor), by Paul McAuley; Century Rain (Gollancz), by Alastair Reynolds; The Last Garden of Everness (Tor), by John Wright; Beyond Infinity (Warner Aspect), by Gregory Benford; Newton’s Wake (Tor), by Ken MacLeod; Banner of Souls (Bantam Spectra), by Liz Williams; Consequences (Roc), by Kristine Kathryn Rusch; Dead Lines (Ballantine), by Greg Bear; Forge of Heaven (Eos), by C. J. Cherryh; Crux (Tor), by Albert E. Cowdrey; Time’s Eye: A Time Odyssey (Del Rey), by Arthur C. Clarke and Stephen Baxter; Affairs at Hampden Ferrers (Little Brown UK), by Brian Aldiss; The Runes of the Earth (Putnam), by Stephen R. Donaldson; The Skinner (Tor), by Neal Asher; Coyote Rising (Ace), by Allen Steele; Pandora’s Star (Del Rey), by Peter F. Hamilton; The Ordinary (Tor), by Jim Grimsley; One King, One Soldier (Del Rey), by Alexander C. Irvine; Eastern Standard Tribe (Tor), by Cory Doctorow; Stamping Butterflies (Gollancz), by Jon Courtenay Grimwood; Black Brillion (Tor), by Matthew Hughes; Mortal Love (Morrow), by Elizabeth Hand; The Dark Tower VI: Song of Susannah (Scribner) and The Dark Tower VII: The Dark Tower (Scribner), by Stephen King; Polaris (Ace), by Jack McDevitt; The Family Tree (Tor), by Charles Stross; The Labyrinth Key (Del Rey), by Howard V. Hendrix; Alphabet of Thorn (Ace), by Patricia McKillip; Ringworld’s Children (Tor), by Larry Niven; Shadowmarch (DAW), by Tad Williams; Broken Angels (Del Rey), by Richard A. Morgan; Crossing the Line (HarperCollins), by Karen Traviss; Lost in Transmission (Bantam Spectra), by Wil McCarthy; Cowl (Tor), by Neal Asher; The Boy Who Would Live Forever (Tor), by Frederik Pohl; Crache (Bantam Spectra), by Mark Budz; Gaudeamus (Tor), by John Barnes; Very Bad Deaths (Baen), by Spider Robinson; In the Night Room (Random House), by Peter Straub; and Going Postal (HarperCollins), by Terry Pratchett.


Without doubt, the first novel that drew the most attention this year, by a large margin, was Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell (Bloomsbury) by Susanna Clarke, which was not only a huge best-seller, but which drew rave reviews everywhere, including sources from well outside the genre. Other first novels that received a fair amount of attention this year (although nothing came even close to the Clarke) were: City of Pearl (Eos), by Karen Traviss; Crux, by Albert E. Cowdrey; The Year of Our War (Gollancz), by Steph Swainston; The Holy Machine (Wildside), by Chris Beckett; The Coyote Kings of the Space-Age Bachelor Pad (Del Rey), by Minister Faust; and Olympic Games (Tachyon), by Leslie What. Other first novels included: Trash Sex Magic (Small Beer), by Jennifer Stevenson; Orphanage (Warner Aspect), by Robert Boettner; Weapons of Choice (Del Rey), by John Birmingham; Fitzpatrick’s War (DAW), by Theodore Judson; The Gods and Their Machines (Tor), by Oisin McGann; The Labyrinth (Prime), by Catherynenne M. Valente; Through Violet Eyes (Dell), by Stephen Woodworth; Move Under Ground (Night Shade), by Nick Mamatas; Firethorn (Scribner), by Sarah Mickelm; The Arcanum (Bantam), by Thomas Wheeler; and Ghosts in the Snow (Bantam Spectra), by Tamara Siler Jones.


There were a number of hard-to-classify novels out on the edge of genre this year, as well as associational novels by genre authors, and ventures into genre by well-known mainstream authors, including: The Jane Austen Book Club (Putnam), by Karen Joy Fowler; The Zenith Angle (Del Rey), by Bruce Sterling; The Confusion (Morrow), and The System of the World (Morrow), by Neal Stephenson; The Rebel: An Imagined Life of James Dean (Morrow), by Jack Dann; A Handbook of American Prayer (Thunder’s Mouth), by Lucius Shepard; Cloud Atlas (Random House), by David Mitchell; The Plot Against America (Houghton Mifflin), by Philip Roth; Adventures of the Artificial Woman (Simon & Schuster), by Thomas Berger; Stone Cribs (St. Martin’s Minotaur), a mystery novel by Kristine Kathryn Rusch writing as “Kris Nelscott”; and historical novel Owls to Athens (Tor/Forge), by H. N. Turteltaub (a pseudonym for Harry Turtledove). Some of these, especially the Stephenson and Fowler novels, were among the best-selling titles of the year.


Small presses of varying sizes of “small,” including some that until recently had mostly concentrated on short-story collections, also published a fair number of novels this year, among them: The Scarlet Fig, or, Slowly Through a Land of Stone (Rose Press), by Avram Davidson; Perfect Circle (Small Beer), by Sean Stewart; Life (Aqueduct Press), by Gwyneth Jones; The Course of the Heart (Night Shade Books), by M. John Harrison; Harp, Pipe and Symphony (Prime Books), and Spondulix (Cambrian Publications), by Paul Di Filippo; Letters from the Flesh (Red Deer Press), by Marcos Donnelly; Medicine Road (Subterranean Press), by Charles de Lint; The Prince of Christler-Coke (Golden Gryphon Press), by Neal Barrett Jr.; Getting Near the End (Red Deer Press), by Andrew Weiner; Bengal Station (Five Star), by Eric Brown; The Holy Machine (Wildside Press), by Chris Beckett; and Kiss the Goat (Prime Books/Wildside), by Brian Stableford.


Although there are a good number of fantasy novels and borderline genre-mixing things on these lists, there are also a lot of pure-quill center-core SF novels here that would clearly and unambiguously be science fiction by almost anybody’s definition, including those by Haldeman, McDonald, Harrison, Ryman, Kress, Stross, Baxter, Vance, Baker, Reynolds, Banks, MacLeod, Doctorow, Benford, Hamilton, Robinson, McAuley, Asher, Cowdrey, Brown, McCarthy, Morgan, Pohl, Traviss, and lots of others. So center-core science fiction still hasn’t been driven off the bookstore shelves, although gloomy prognosticators ensure us every year that this is just about to happen.


This is the best time in decades to pick up reissued editions of formerly long-out-of-print novels. So many such novels are coming back into print these days, from both small presses and regular trade publishers (to say nothing of print-on-demand books from places such as Wildside Press, and the availability of out-of-print books as electronic downloads on Internet sources such as Fictionwise, and through reprints issued by The Science Fiction Book Club) that it’s become difficult to produce an exhaustive list of such titles; therefore I’ll just list some of the more prominent reprints that caught my eye. Old Earth Books reissued: Davy and A Mirror for Observers, by Edgar Pangborn; City and Way Station, by Clifford D. Simak. Reissued by ibooks: The World Inside, by Robert Silverberg; The Languages of Pao and To Live Forever, by Jack Vance; This Immortal and Damnation Alley, by Roger Zelazny; Bill, the Galactic Hero, by Harry Harrison; Flandry of Terra and Agent of the Terran Empire, by Poul Anderson; Watchtower, by Elizabeth Lynn; and I, Robot: The Illustrated Screenplay, by Isaac Asimov and Harlan Ellison. Eos reissued: Lord of Light, by Roger Zelazny; Beggars in Spain, by Nancy Kress, and Forge of Heaven, by C. J. Cherryh. Bantam and Bantam Spectra reissued: Dying of the Light and Fevre Dream, by George R. R. Martin; A Wizard of Earthsea, by Ursula K. Le Guin; Thomas the Rhymer, by Ellen Kushner; and Foundation, Foundation and Earth, Second Foundation, Prelude to Foundation, and Forward the Foundation, all by Isaac Asimov. Ace reissued: Neuromancer, by William Gibson, A Talent for War, by Jack McDevitt, Rocket Ship Galileo, by Robert A. Heinlein, and The Golden Globe, by John Varley. BenBella reissued: The Sheep Look Up, by John Brunner; The Shore of Women, by Pamela Sargent, and The Listeners, by James Gunn. Tor reissued: Glory Road, by Robert A. Heinlein, The Beginning Place, by Ursula K. Le Guin, and Marooned in Realtime, by Vernor Vinge. Orb reissued: The Boat of a Million Years, by Poul Anderson; Sleeping in Flame, by Jonathan Carroll; and Lavondyss, by Robert Holdstock. Baen reissued: The Witches of Karres, by James H. Schmitz, and Kaspar’s Box, by Jack L. Chalker. Del Rey reissued: Gateway, by Frederik Pohl and Lord Foul’s Bane, The Illearth War, and The Power That Preserves, by Stephen R. Donaldson. Vintage reissued three books by Philip K. Dick: Vulcan’s Hammer, Lies, Inc., and The Penultimate Truth. Warner Aspect reissued: Glorianna, by Michael Moorcock, and Tides of Light, Great Sky River, Across the Sea of Suns, and In the Ocean of Night, by Gregory Benford. Wesleyan University Press reissued: Stars in My Pocket like Grains of Sand, by Samuel R. Delany and Star Maker, by Olaf Stapledon. NESFA Press reissued: Silverlock, by John Myers Myers. Red Jacket Press reissued Judgement Night, by C. L. Moore. Beacon Press reissued: Kindred, by Octavia E. Butler. Plume reissued: Sarah Canary, by Karen Joy Fowler.


Omnibus collections of reissued novels included: Legions of Space (Baen), by Keith Laumer; The Fall of the Towers (Vintage), by Samuel R. Delany; 3XT (Baen), by Harry Turtledove; Death and Thraxas (Baen), by Scott Martin; Powers of Two (NESFA Press), by Tim Powers; To Die in Italbar (ibooks), by Roger Zelazny; Eternal Frontier (Baen), by James H. Schmitz; The House on the Borderland and Other Mysterious Places (Night Shade Books), by William Hope Hodgson; Yaleen (BenBella Books), by Ian Watson; The Complete Roderick (Overlook Press), by John Sladek; The Cobra Trilogy (Baen), by Timothy Zahn; The Solar Queen (Tor), Lost Worlds of Witch World (Tor), and Gods and Androids (Baen), by Andre Norton; redemolished (ibooks), by Alfred Bester; and A World Divided (DAW), by Marian Zimmer Bradley. Also, many omnibuses of novels – and many individual novels – are reissued each year by The Science Fiction Book Club, too numerous to individually list here.


Many of these titles have been unavailable for years, if not decades, and they include some of the classics of modern science fiction, so don’t miss your chance to get them while you can.


What’s going to win the major novel awards is anybody’s guess. The Preliminary Nebula Ballot this year pits three novels from 2003 against three novels from 2004; I think that Gene Wolfe’s The Knight might have a slight edge, but it’s hard to call. It’s impossible to predict what’s going to win the Hugo at this point, because we don’t even know what’s going to be on the ballot yet, but Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell sold so enormously that I wonder if it’s going to be a contender.


This was another strong year for short-story collections, with some especially good retrospective collections that give overviews of an author’s entire career. The year’s best collections included: Breathmoss (Golden Gryphon), by Ian R. MacLeod; Mother Aegypt and Other Stories (Night Shade Books), by Kage Baker; Hunters of Pangaea (NESFA Press), by Stephen Baxter; Stable Strategies and Others (Tachyon), by Eileen Gunn; Designer Genes: Tales of the Biotech Revolution (Five Star), by Brian Stableford; The Banquet of the Lords of Night and Other Stories (Night Shade), by Liz Williams; The Atrocity Archives (Golden Gryphon), by Charles Stross; Trujillo (PS Publishing), by Lucius Shepard; Innocents Abroad (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; and several big retrospective collections: Phases of the Moon: Six Decades of Masterpieces by the SFWA Grand Master (Subterranean Press), by Robert Silverberg; The John Varley Reader (Ace), by John Varley; Novelties and Souvenirs: Collected Short Fiction (Perennial), by John Crowley; Lord Darcy (Baen), by Randall Garrett; The State of the Art (Night Shade Books), by Iain M. Banks; The Collected Short Fiction of C. J. Cherryh (DAW), by C. J. Cherryh; Dancing Naked: The Unexpurgated William Tenn (NESFA Press), by William Tenn (which doubles as a collection of essays); and Seventy-Five: The Diamond Anniversary of a Science Fiction Pioneer (Haffner), by Jack Williamson.


Other good collections this year included: Thumbprints (Golden Gryphon), by Pamela Sargent; Neutrino Drag (Four Walls Eight Windows), by Paul Di Filippo; Two Trains Running (Golden Gryphon), by Lucius Shepard; American Sorrows (Wheatland Press), by Jay Lake; Stagestruck Vampires and Other Phantasms (Tachyon), by Suzy McKee Charnas; Heat of Fusion and Other Stories (Tor), by John M. Ford; Sleepside: The Collected Fantasies of Greg Bear (ibooks), by Greg Bear; Men and Cartoons (Doubleday), by Jonathan Lethem; Tales of the Grand Tour (Tor), by Ben Bova; Secret Life (Golden Gryphon), by Jeff VanderMeer; Love’s Body, Dancing in Time (Aqueduct), by L. Timmel Duchamp; Cartomancy (Gollancz), by Mary Gentle; The Cat’s Pajamas (Tachyon), by James Morrow; The Cat’s Pajamas: New Stories (Morrow), by Ray Bradbury; Dogs in the Moonlight (Wildside) and Green Grow the Rushes-Oh (Fairwood Press), by Jay Lake; He Do the Time Police in Different Voices (Wildside), by David Langford; Quicksilver and Shadow (Subterranean Press), by Charles de Lint; Songs of Leaving (Subterranean Press), by Peter Crowther; Take No Prisoners (Willowgate Press), by John Grant; Salome and other Decadent Fantasies (Wildside), by Brian Stableford; Different Kinds of Darkness (Cosmos), by David Langford; Bumper Crop (Golden Gryphon), by Joe Lansdale; The Rose in Twelve Petals and Other Stories (Small Beer), by Theodora Goss; Horses Blow Up Dog City and Other Stories (Small Beer), by Richard Butner; and Mountain Men (Baen), a collection of Henry Kuttner’s little-known “Hogben” stories, accompanied by similar comic work by David Drake, Eric Flint, Ryke Speer, and Henry Kuttner.


(Noted without comment: Morning Child and Other Stories (ibooks), by Gardner Dozois.)


Reissued collections this year included: I, Robot (Bantam Spectra) and Robot Dreams (Ace), by Isaac Asimov; Distant Stars (ibooks), by Samuel R. Delany; The Doors of His Face, The Lamps of His Mouth (ibooks), by Roger Zelazny; Swords in the Mist (ibooks), by Fritz Leiber; Sailing to Byzantium (ibooks), by Robert Silverberg; Daughter of Regals and Other Tales (Del Rey), by Stephen R. Donaldson; and The Notebooks of Lazarus Long (Baen), by Robert A. Heinlein.


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


It’s worth noting that many of these collections – including Baker’s Mother Aegypt and Other Stories, Stross’s The Atrocity Archieve, Sargent’s Thumbprints, Baxter’s Hunters of Pangaea, Williams’ The Banquet of the Lords of Night, Shepard’s Two Trains Running, Gunn’s Stable Strategies and Others, Lethem’s Men and Cartoons, and Duchamp’s Love’s Body, Dancing in Time – feature original, never-before-published work.


Although a few regular trade publishers such as Tor, Baen, Ace, and DAW feature on these lists, they’re dominated to an even larger extent than usual this year by small-press publishers, with Golden Gryphon Press especially prominent, although Subterraean Press, Tachyon, Night Shade Press, and others were also very active; in fact, between them, small presses were responsible for the bulk of the short-story collections published this year.


It was a decent year in the reprint anthology market, with some big retrospective anthologies giving you good value for your money, in addition to the usual “Best of the Year” and award anthologies. There will be six best-of-the-year anthologies out in 2005. Science fiction will be covered by four anthologies: 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 second annual collection; the Year’s Best SF series (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer, now up to its tenth annual volume, Science Fiction: The Best of 2004 (ibooks), edited by Jonathan Strahan and Karen Haber, and Best Short Novels (Science Fiction Book Club), edited by Johanthan Strahan. There’ll be 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 fifteen, and the Ellen Datlow half of a huge volume covering both horror and fantasy, The Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror (St. Martin’s Press), this year up to its seventeenth annual collection, edited by Datlow and Kelly Link and Gavin Grant. Fantasy will be covered by three anthologies: the Kelly Link and Gavin Grant half of the Datlow/Link and Grant anthology, by Year’s Best Fantasy (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell and Katherine Cramer, now up to its fifth annual volume; and a revived fantasy best-anthology series from ibooks, edited by Jonathan Strahan and Karen Harber. The most recent Nebula Awards anthology is Nebula Awards Showcase 2004 (Roc), edited by Vonda N. McIntyre.


Of the stand-alone retrospective anthologies, the best was probably The Locus Awards (Roc), edited by Charles N. Brown and Jonathan Strahan, which featured classic stories such as Gene Wolfe’s “The Death of Doctor Island,” Ursula K. Le Guin’s “The Day Before the Revolution,” George R. R. Martin’s “The Way of Cross and Dragon,” and Joanna Russ’s “Souls,” as well as excellent stuff by Pat Murphy, Harlan Ellison, Connie Willis, John Varley, and others. The James Tiptree Award Anthology 1: Sex, the Future and Chocolate Chip Cookies, edited by Karen Joy Fowler, Pat Murphy, Debbie Notkin, and Jeffrey D. Smith, also provided an interesting overview of recent work in the field as well, including good stuff by Greg Egan, Ruth Nestvold, Karen Joy Fowler, Kelly Link, Carol Emshwiller, and others. An overview of a tradition of SF writing from a different culture is provided by The Best Australian Science Fiction Writing (Black Inc.), edited by Rob Gerrand, and offers fine stories by Greg Egan, George Turner, Terry Dowling, A. Bertram Chandler, and others.


(Noted without comment is: A.I.s (Ace), edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois.)


The best fantasy reprint anthology of the year was probably In Lands That Never Were: Tales of Sword and Sorcery from the Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction (Thunder’s Mouth Press), edited by Gordon Van Gelder, which featured work by Fritz Leiber, Ellen Kushner, Pat Murphy, Ursula K. Le Guin, Charles Coleman Finlay, Jeffrey Ford, and others, although another contender would be New Magics: An Anthology of Today’s Fantasy, a YA fantasy anthology edited by Patrick Nielsen Hayden, featuring work by Neil Gaiman, Charles de Lint, Ursula K. Le Guin, and others. Also of interest was a mixed reprint and original (but mostly reprint) anthology called The Mammoth Book of Sorcerers’ Tales (Carroll & Graf), edited by Mike Ashley.


There never seem to be many horror reprint anthologies, but I noticed Great Ghost Stories (Carrol & Graf), edited by R. Chetwynd-Hayes and Stephen Jones, and The Mammoth Book of Vampires (Carroll & Graf), edited by Stephen Jones.


Reissued reprint anthologies of note this year included: The Science Fiction Hall of Fame, Volume 2A (Tor), edited by Ben Bova; Masterpieces: The Best Science Fiction of the Twentieth Century (Ace), edited by Orson Scott Card; New Worlds: An Anthology (Thunder’s Mouth), by Michael Moorcock (contents assembled from several previous New Worlds anthologies); The Houses of the Kzinti (Baen), edited by Larry Niven (assembled from previous Man/Kzin War anthologies); Christmas Stars (Orb), edited by David G. Hartwell; and a slew of reissued reprint anthologies from ibooks: Time Wars, edited by Charles Waugh and Martin H. Greenberg; Dragon Fantastic, edited by Rosalind M. Greenberg and Martin H. Greenberg; What Might Have Been, Volume 1: Alternate Empires and What Might Have Been, Volume 2: Alternate Heroes, both edited by Gregory Benford and Martin H. Greenberg; The Ultimate Cyberpunk, edited by Pat Cadigan; My Favorite Fantasy Story and Merlin, edited by Martin H. Greenberg; Vamps, edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Charles Waugh; Wild Cards II: Aces High and Wild Cards III: Jokers Wild edited by George R. R. Martin; Jack the Ripper, edited by Martin H. Greenberg, Charles Waugh, and Frank D. McSherry Jr. and The Best Time-Travel Stories of All Time, edited by Barry N. Malzberg.


The year 2004 was again fairly weak overall in the SF-and-fantasy-oriented nonfiction and reference book field. The most useful of the year’s reference books was probably Historical Dictionary of Science Fiction Literature (Scarecrow Press), by Brian Stableford, but there were a number of other books that scrutinized one period or another of genre history, including a study of the early years of science fiction, The Gernsback Days: A Study of the Evolution of Modern Science Fiction from 1911 to 1936 (Wildside), by Mike Ashley and Robert A. W. Lowndes; a critical look at more recent SF; X, Y, Z, T: Dimensions of Science Fiction (Borgo/Wildside), by Damien Broderick; a historical perspective on South American SF, Brazilian Science Fiction (Bucknell University); and an analysis of The Evolution of the Weird Tale (Hippocampus), by S. T. Joshi.


As has become usual, there were a number of studies of the works of individual authors, including: the inevitable study of Philip K. Dick, I Am Alive and You Are Dead: A Journey into the Mind of Philip K. Dick (Metropolitan Books), by Emmanuel Carrere; Solar Labyrinth: Exploring Gene Wolfe’s Book of the New Sun (iUniverse), by Robert Borski; Ray Bradbury: The Life of Fiction (Kent State University Press), by Jonathan R. Eller and William F. Touponce; There and Back Again: In the Footsteps of J. R. R. Tolkien (Cadogan Publishing), by Mathew Lyons; The Cherryh Odyssey (Borgo/Wildside), edited by Edward Carmien; A Sense of Wonder: Samuel R. Delany, Race, Identity, and Difference (Wesleyan University Press), by Jeffrey A. Tucker; and The Road to the Dark Tower: Exploring Stephen King’s Magnum Opus (NAL), by Bev Vincent. There were also volumes of essays by writers as opposed to about them, including The Wave in the Mind: Talks and Essays on the Writer, the Reader, and the Imagination (Shambhala), by Ursula K. Le Guin; Dancing Naked: The Unexpurgated William Tenn (NESFA Press), by William Tenn, which also doubles as a short-story collection; The Crazy Years: Reflections of a Science Fiction Original (BenBella Books), by Spider Robinson; Why Should I Cut Your Throat?: Excursions into the Worlds of Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror (MonkeyBrain Books), by Jeff VanderMeer; The Grand Conversation (Aqueduct Press); and Kicking the Sacred Cow (Baen), by James P. Hogan. There were also books of interviews with SF and fantasy writers, including Speaking of the Fantastic II (Wildside), by Darrell Schweitzer; and Hanging Out with the Dream King: Conversations with Neil Gaiman and his Collaborators (Fantagraphics), by Joe McCade. Probably more entertaining and more accessible for most readers were Projections: Science Fiction in Literature and Film (MonkeyBrain Books), edited by Lou Anders, a collection of essays, some original, mostly reprint, discussing either print SF or its adaptation to film (being who I am, I found the essays dealing with print SF more interesting – although Lucius Shepard’s film reviews are enjoyably vitrolic – particularly the two essays by Michael Swanwick, John Cult, Mike Resnick, Sean McMullen, Michael Moorcock, and others; there’s some “SF-is-dying” stuff, particularly by Robert J. Sawyer, but it’s balanced by more optimistic views by other commentators) and a reissue of Wizardry and Wild Romance: A Study of Epic Fantasy (MonkeyBrain Books), by Michael Moorcock (Moorcock clearly knows his subject, and provides some fascinating insights into it, although the relentless Tolkien-bashing gets tiresome after a while).


Media fans will probably like Five Seasons of Angel: Science Fiction and Fantasy Authors Discuss Their Favorite Vampire (BenBella Books), edited by Glenn Yeffeth.


In the art book field, your best bets were probably the latest edition in a Best of the Year–like retrospective of the year in fantastic art, Spectrum 11: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), by Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner; and a retrospective of fantastic art of years gone by provided by Worlds of Tomorrow: The Amazing Universe of Science Fiction Art (Collectors Press), by Forrest J. Ackerman (although it would have been nice if he’d provided artist credits). There were also a number of strong retrospective overviews of the work of individual artists, including Futures: 50 Years in Space: The Challenge of the Stars (Harper Design International), by David A. Hardy and Patrick Moore, which doubles as a nonfiction text about space exploration; Kingsgate: The Art of Keith Parkinson (SQP/Fanfare), by Keith Parkinson; The Paint in my Blood (IFD Publishing), by Alan M. Clarke; The Deceiving Eye: The Art of Richard Hescox (Paper Tiger), by Richard Hescox; Paintings, Drawings, Perceptions (Underwood Books), by Ilene Meyer; and The Art of Discworld (Gollancz) by Paul Kidby and Terry Pratchett. Cartoon fans will want to have The Best of Gahan Wilson (Underwood Books), one of the best of all the cartoonists of the fantastic.


Turning to general genre-related nonfiction books of interest, the ones that’ll probably be of the most interest to SF readers this year were Chased by Sea Monsters: Prehistoric Predators of the Deep (Dorling Kindersley), by Nigel Marven and Jasper James, the companion volume to the television show that pretended to take scientists back in time to explore ancient oceans, and a fascinating work of what might be called “speculative biology,” The Future Is Wild (Firefly Books Ltd.), by Dougal Dixon and John Adams, an ingenious and gorgeously illustrated look at the strange creatures that might evolve to replace the familiar creatures of today millions of years from now (this actually came out a couple of years back, but I missed it; a mention of the new trade paperback edition is justified, though, I think), and Ages in Chaos: James Hutton and the Discovery of Deep Time (Tor/Forge), by Stephen Baxter. It’s much harder to come up with a genre connection to justify mentioning Conquest: Hernando de Soto and the Indians: 1539–1543 (Wildside), but I’m going to give it a try anyway. For one thing, it’s by William Sanders (yes, that William Sanders), the SF writer, and as such at the very least deserves a mention as an associational item: for another thing, it deals with such a little-known period in history that many readers may also find that it delivers much of the same kind of kick that they get out of Alternate History. (How’s that?) Sanders makes no attempt to disguise his dislike of de Soto and his conquistadors from the beginning, but they’re a bunch that it’s hard to find any good reason to like, even for somebody who was bending over backward to be “fair” and “unbiased”; basically all they did on their “expedition” was blunder around the South searching futilely for gold, taking slaves by the hundreds and working them to death, slaughtering Indians (including every man, woman, and child in at least one village), stealing everything they could find (including the food that kept them alive), and burning towns and villages to the ground. (De Soto also managed to get most of his own men killed in the process as well.) This, alas, is what First Contact with a technologically superior race could really be like, rather than the more benign scenarios we sometimes see in science fiction. Despite Conquest’s horrific content, it’s an enjoyable read; Sanders’ style is clear and colloquial, always entertaining, sometimes wryly funny, and he’s marshaled an enormous amount of facts about a little-known period in history (the expedition journals are the only descriptions we have of some of the Indian civilizations that existed on this continent before the fateful coming of the Europeans), one as different from the present-day world as many another author’s alien planet. Nor is there much genre-related justification for mentioning Terry Jones’ Medieval Lives (BBC Books), by Terry Jones and Alan Ereira, other than the fact that it might be worthwhile for fantasy fans to see just how complex, contradictory, and multifaceted medieval times actually were, as opposed to the watered-down, simplified, and bland version of them you get in all-too-many generic genre-fantasy novels.


The Hollywood machine continued to flail and judder and fart, emitting a loud, discordant grinding noise and puffs of black smoke, in its attempt to churn out successful genre movies, but many of them didn’t go over even at the box office, let alone with the critics. Critically, the best-received movies of the year, especially in science fiction, were mostly products from smaller studios and production companies – not surprisingly, I suppose.


The best science fiction movie of the year, and one of the best in a number of years, was Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind; it was not without flaws (it’s slow in places, and rumor has it that the somewhat out-of-left-field happy ending was tagged on at the studio’s insistence), but the performances were all excellent (Jim Carrey proving once again that he can act without mugging if the director sits on him), and it’s refreshing to see an intelligent SF movie being aimed at an audience of intelligent adults who are expected to actually think about the ideas being presented, instead of a vehicle jammed with the standard action movie tropes and big special effects as a substitute for idea content. The best fantasy movie of the year was undoubtedly Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban, by far the best directed to date of all the Harry Potter movies, and the only one, in my opinion, that the adults are likely to enjoy as much as the kids. Another of the year’s best movies, although it’s hard to know where to categorize it (it’s not exactly a comic-book movie, since it wasn’t based on an existent comic book, but is more of an ironic postmodern comment on comic-book heroes in general), was The Incredibles, which received almost unbelievably respectful reviews for an animated film about superheroes, even from intellectual critics, and which many people felt should have been on the Oscar shortlist for year’s best movie, period, instead of being relegated to the Best Animated Feature category. It’s perhaps a stretch to categorize Finding Neverland, a partial biopic of Peter Pan creator J. M. Barrie, as a genre movie, although many critics seem to be doing so (perhaps because of the internal fantasy/dream sequences), but although it’s nowhere near as historically accurate as it pretends to be, it deserves its slot on the Oscar ballot, and a mention here, if only for Johnny Depp’s wonderfully nuanced performance – and because the Peter Pan connection does make it of at least marginal genre interest.


Below this point, though, things go downhill fast.


Nobody will ever know for sure, unless we consult the lady from the new TV show Medium, but I suspect that Isaac Asimov would have hated the big-budget movie “version” of his famous short-story collection I, Robot (I hesitate to call it a version, as it really has little to do with the book other than a shared title and a few character names). Isaac was a pacifist, after all, and (rightly or wrongly) felt that violence never really settled anything and was the last resort of the incompetent – so I doubt that he would have been happy with his robot stories being turned into a standard Will Smith adventure, with all the gun battles, explosions, car chases, and physically impossible action scenes that seem to be required by law to be put into a movie these days once the budget climbs past a certain point, especially if it’s a sci-fi movie. For all the thud and blunder, I, Robot only performed lukewarmly at the box office, although it wasn’t a complete dog. Another case of more being less was The Chronicles of Riddick, the sequel to an actually pretty good small movie called Pitch Black, which was good because it was small, and cleverly exploited the virtues of being so. Given a lot more money to work with, though, due to the success of Pitch Black, the producers threw out of the window everything that had made the earlier movie worthwhile, and produced a bloated and overblown standard action movie that threw everything it could into the mix, including the kitchen sink, and which sank out of sight at the box office. The Day After Tomorrow was another big special-effects movie, but it did extremely good business, one of the few such movies that did this year; I must admit that the special effects were extremely well done, especially the gigantic storm surge that drowns Manhattan, but the movie had little else to recommend it, being silly in the extreme. Van Helsing was almost as bad as last year’s The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen, which puts it in the running for the exclusive title “worst movie ever made,” and was a box-office bomb, as was Alien vs. Predator, although I suspect that the later movie (and perhaps even Van Helsing, alas) will make it up later in video rentals. The Village featured a “surprise” ending that most experienced genre fans had figured out within the first ten minutes of the movie, and struck most as a long way to go for very little result; movie after movie, director M. Night Shyamalan has been steadily losing (with me, anyway) all the credit he’d earned with The Sixth Sense, until now I’m at the point where I’m reluctant to watch his movies at all. Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events (with Jim Carrey back in his mugging mode) did well enough, although I get the feeling that it didn’t perform quite up to expectations.


Comic-book movies had an uneven year as well. Spider-Man 2 was pretty successful, both critically and commercially, as was, to a lesser degree, Hellboy, but in spite of featuring Halle Berry in a skintight leather cat suit (which you would have thought would have been enough to insure a lot of ticket sales right there), Catwoman was one of the biggest bombs (notice the restraint I demonstrate by refusing to say that Catwoman “dogged-out”) of the year, and perhaps the most critically savaged movie of the year as well. Segueing into animated movies, Shrek 2, the year’s other big sequel, seemed to do pretty well (although the critics didn’t handle it as respectfully as they had Shrek) and is enjoyable enough, but it’s nowhere near as good as the first movie had been. Shark Tale also made money, but it wasn’t as good as its obvious model, last year’s Finding Nemo, or Shrek 2, let alone The Incredibles. The SpongeBob SquarePants Movie did okay. Team America: World Police and Thunderbirds, two movies using a deliberately retro and campy style of puppet animation, did less well.


Two movies this year stretched the limits of moviemaking technology, with mixed results. Everything in Sky Captain and the World of Tomorrow was computer-generated except the actors – sets, backgrounds, props, everything – with the actors performing before blue screens on bare stages (which was all too evident in a couple of places, especially when they were looking the wrong way). It looked great, kind of a big-screen version of an old Fleischer Superman cartoon with live actors plunked into it, and if they had just managed to add a script that made sense and generated some suspense, and found an actor a bit more capable of charismatic swashbuckling than the cold and affectless Jude Law, it might have been a success. As it was, though, it tanked big-time, probably especially painful considering how much it cost to make in the first place. The Polar Express was an all-computer-animated movie, even the actors, using the motion-capture technology that had been developed for Gollum in the Lord of the Rings movies; at first, it looked like it was going to tank, too, but it eventually recovered and did pretty well. One widespread criticism, though, was that the computer animation made the characters look “creepy” or “scary,” probably not the effect they were aiming for in a warmhearted children’s movie, but which means that this technology might have a lot of future applications for horror movies.


There were a lot of ill-advised “remakes” of old movies, most of which failed at the box office, including The Stepford Wives, The Manchurian Candidate, Around the World in 80 Days, and The Flight of the Phoenix. Hollywood has been trying to duplicate the success of Gladiator for some time now, but it was a disastrous year for big-budget “historical” epics, what used to be called “Sword and Sandal” movies, with Alexander the Great (featuring a ludicrously miscast Colin Farrell), Troy, and Arthur all performing well “under expectations,” to put it politely.


Coming up next year: the new Star Wars movie (some devoted fan is already camping out – literally – in line to wait for tickets, in spite of the movie’s release date being months away, but let’s just say that I won’t be camping out next to him), a new Harry Potter movie (unfortunately not with the same director as the last one), a Tim Burton remake of Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory, supposedly taking it back closer to the original Dahl book, Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, lots more comic-book movies, and no doubt other unexpected delights (I suppose I really should add a glyph of irony here, shouldn’t I?). Also coming up is a new animated movie by Hayao Miyazaki, who did Spirited Away, something I actually am looking forward to. (The film version of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy looks promising, too.)


With the disappearance of many of the most popular SF-and-fantasy television shows in recent years – Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, Angel, Babylon 5, Farscape – and with other shows like Enterprise and Smallville visibly tottering on the brink throughout the year, there seems to be a feeling in some circles that the golden age of genre TV is behind us and receding fast. On the other hand, new shows such as Lost and Stargate Atlantis are pulling in big new audiences, even as older shows falter and die.


As Kathy Huddleston and other commentators have pointed out (including me in this space last year), genre shows on television have clearly been hurt by the current rage for “reality TV.” Most of the older, now vanished genre shows, especially the SF shows, were special-effects-heavy, which made them expensive to produce; why pay huge amounts of money producing a genre show that will draw only a relatively small audience, when you can pay comparatively next to nothing to produce a reality show that will draw immense audiences, many times higher than the genre shows ever drew on their best days? This was probably a factor in the death of Angel, Farscape, and a number of other shows. On the other hand, there are new effects-heavy shows, such as Stargate Atlantis and Battlestar Galactica – none on network television, though, you’ll notice. The tendency on network seems to be to run genre shows that have only minimal or tangential fantastic elements, such as Joan of Arcadia or Desperate Housewives, which don’t demand big-effects budgets to do.


The big news in genre TV this year, announced just at press time, was the cancellation of the last surviving original-run Star Trek series, Enterprise, something that came as a surprise to few, since it has been obviously struggling and sinking in the ratings for the last couple of seasons. With the cancellation of Enterprise, and persistent rumors that there’s not going to be another Star Trek theatrical movie, this may be the end of the once-mighty Star Trek franchise – as far as movies and TV are concerned, anyway; oddly, Star Trek novelizations and computer games, which are doing fine, may continue marching on long after there’s no longer a first-run Star Trek series to be found on the air (old Star Trek shows will still be available in reruns for years – if not decades – to come, of course; your grandchildren may still be watching them). Another genre show that was once a heavy-hitter in the ratings, Smallville, is also making distressed wobbling noises, as if its wheels are about to come off, and probably will be cancelled soon. Charmed, once also a ratings powerhouse, is also suspected to be almost at the end of its rope, and will probably be cancelled either this season, or, at best, the season after that. Already dead are last year’s “lawyers in the future” show, Century City, plus Father of the Pride, Futurama, Wonderwalls, and Tru Calling, which seemed set to make it into its sophomore season before suddenly having the plug pulled on it. (Reputedly killed by the success of a similar “I see dead people” show, Medium, introduced early this year; I guess the suits figured, why have two of them?)


Not all genre shows are going under, though. Stargate SG-1 is still going strong, and launched a successful spin-off, Stargate Atlantis. Andromeda and Joan of Arcadia still seem to be doing well, as is the other “psychic” show, The Dead Zone. And The Simpsons and South Park, if you consider them to be genre shows in the first place, keep on truckin’ on, as always (joined this year by Drawn Together, the first “animated reality show,” a mind-boggling concept if there ever was one).


Some of the new shows have done well also. We’ve already mentioned Medium and Stargate Atlantis; ABC scored big with Lost and Desperate Housewives, two of the first successful network genre shows for a long time. Calling Desperate Housewives a genre show is a stretch (although it’s narrated by a dead woman), but Lost fits solidly into a long genre tradition of “lost world” stories, coming across as a mix between Survivor and a much-more-adult Fantasy Island (or perhaps Lord of the Flies), with what I suspect will turn out to be a Forbidden Planet-style monster from the id roaming around and eating somebody every so often to add a pinch of danger and suspense. (That monster seems to be the key to the show’s success to date, with everybody dying to know what it is, and everybody and their brother having a theory, but I wonder if Lost hasn’t painted itself into a corner here – once they tell you what the monster is, many in the audience are going to lose interest in the show . . . but at the same time, if they stretch things out too long without telling you what it is, people are going to get frustrated and stop watching. It’ll be interesting to see how long they can continue to walk this tightrope without falling off.) The new version of Battlestar Galactica (I’m still not at all sure why we needed a new one, but Lord knows, they don’t ask me about these things) seems to be going over with the fans pretty well to date. And as a sop thrown to inconsolable Farscape fans, there was even a new Farscape miniseries this year, Farscape: The Peacekeeper Wars.


The Sci-Fi Channel is turning into a big producer of original shows, and one of the year’s other big events, which unfortunately didn’t live up to the anticipation it had generated, was a miniseries adaptation of Ursula K. Le Guin’s famous fantasy novel A Wizard of Earthsea (mixed with bits of one of its sequels, The Tombs of Atuan). Hopes had been high for this show, but most Le Guin fans were disappointed in it. It seemed more like an attempt to generate a generic fantasy movie, with bits clearly influenced by Harry Potter and the Lord of the Rings movies, than a sincere attempt to translate the style and substance of Le Guin’s work to the screen, and Le Guin herself scathingly denounced it in a series of essays on the Internet. In spite of the disenchantment of most Le Guin readers, the miniseries was a big ratings success for the Sci-Fi Channel, so they were probably happy enough with it. Let’s hope they do a better job, though, with upcoming miniseries versions of Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars and Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War.


A case could probably be made for listing some of The Discovery Channel specials such as Chased By Sea Monsters – whose deadpan conceit is that this is just another nature documentary, following scientists who have gone back in time to study the swarming CGI dinosaurs of various prehistoric oceans – as science fiction shows, because the gimmick is played perfectly straight, with little or no breaking of the fourth wall. And considered as science fiction shows, the now rather fake-looking CGI dinosaurs would have been considered to be amazing special effects even as recently as ten or fifteen years ago, which shows you just how fast the whole area of computer-generated animation is evolving.


The 62nd World Science Fiction Convention, Noreascon 4, was held in Boston, Massachusetts from September 2 to September 6, 2004, and drew an estimated attendance of 5,600. The 2004 Hugo Awards, presented at Noreascon 4, were: Best Novel, Paladin of Souls, by Lois McMaster Bujold; Best Novella, “The Cookie Monster,” by Vernor Vinge; Best Novelette, “Legions in Time,” by Michael Swanwick; Best Short Story, “A Study in Emerald,” by Neil Gaiman; Best Related Book, The Chesley Awards for Science Fiction and Fantasy Art: A Retrospective, edited by John Grant and Elizabeth L. Humphrey with Pamela D. Scoville; Best Professional Editor, Gardner Dozois; Best Professional Artist, Bob Eggleton; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Gollum’s acceptance speech at the 2003 MTV Movie Awards; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form) The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King; Best Semiprozine, Locus, edited by Charles N. Brown, Jennifer A. Hall, and Kirsten Gong-Wong; Best Fanzine, Emerald City, edited by Cheryl Morgan; Best Fan Writer, David Langford; Best Fan Artist, Frank Wu; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Jay Lake; and the Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award to C. L. Moore.


The 2003 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Westin Seattle Hotel in Seattle, Washington, April 17, 2004, were: Best Novel, The Speed of Dark, by Elizabeth Moon; Best Novella, Coraline, by Neil Gaiman; Best Novelette, “The Empire of Ice Cream,” by Jeffrey Ford; Best Short Story, “What I Didn’t See,” by Karen Joy Fowler; Best Script, The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers, by Fran Walsh, Philippa Boyens, and Peter Jackson; plus the Grandmaster Award to Robert Silverberg.


The 2004 World Fantasy Awards, presented at the Thirtieth Annual World Fantasy Convention in Tempe, Arizona, on October 31, 2004, were: Best Novel, Tooth and Claw, by Jo Walton; Best Novella, “A Crowd of Bone,” by Greer Gilman; Best Short Fiction, “Don Ysidro,” by Bruce Holland Rogers; Best Collection, Bibliomancy, by Elizabeth Hand; Best Anthology, Strange Tales, edited by Rosalie Parker; Best Artist, Donato Giancola and Jason Van Hollander (tie); Special Award (Professional), to Peter Crowther for PS Publishing; Special Award (Nonprofessional), to Ray Russell and Rosalie Parker, for Tartarus Press, plus Life Achievement Awards to Stephen King and Gahan Wilson.


The 2004 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America during a banquet at the Embassy Suites in Phoenix, Arizona, on June 5, 2004, were: Best Novel, lost boy lost girl, by Peter Straub; Best First Novel, The Rising, by Brian Keene; Best Long Fiction, “Closing Time,” by Jack Ketchum; Best Short Fiction, “Duty,” by Gary A. Braunbeck; Best Collection, Peaceable Kingdom, by Jack Ketchum; Best Anthology, Borderlands 5, edited by Elizabeth and Thomas Monteleone; Nonfiction, The Mothers and Fathers Italian Association, by Thomas F. Monteleone; Best Illustrated Narrative, The Sandman: Endless Nights, by Neil Gaiman; Best Screenplay, Bubba Ho-Tep, by Don Coscarelli; Best Work for Younger Readers, Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix, by J. K. Rowling; Best Poetry Collection, Pitchblende, by Bruce Boston; Best Alternative Forms, The Goreletter, by Michael Arnzen; the Specialty Press Award, to Earthling Publications; plus the Lifetime Achievement Award to Anne Rice and Martin H. Greenberg.


The 2003 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by Omega, by Jack McDevott.


The 2003 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by “The Empress of Mars,” by Kage Baker.


The 2003 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to Altered Carbon, by Richard K. Morgan.


The 2003 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Quicksilver, by Neal Stephenson.


The 2003 James Tiptree Jr. Memorial Award was won by Set This House in Order: A Romance of Souls, by Matt Ruff.


Dead in 2004 or early 2005 were: HUGH B. CAVE, 94, veteran horror writer, author of over forty-five books, including the World Fantasy Award–winning collection Murgunstrumm and Others, winner of both the World Fantasy Convention’s Life Achievement Award and the Bram Stoker Life Achievement Award; FRANK KELLY FREAS, 83, ten-time Hugo Winner as Best Professional Artist, and one of the most famous SF artists in history; WILL EISNER, 87, pioneering comic-book artist and graphic novelist, creator of the famous comic The Spirit; JACK CHALKER, 61, well-known SF author of more than sixty novels, also a long-time fan, convention organizer, bibliographer, and small-press publisher; F. M. BUSBY, 83, well-known SF writer and Hugo-winning Fannie editor, author of Cage a Man and the Rissa Kerguelen series; SONYA DORMAN (HESS), 80, SF short-story writer of the sixties and seventies, perhaps best known for her story “When I Was Miss Dow”; ROGER D. ALCOCK, 89, who wrote more than fifty SF stories under the name of Roger Dee; ALFRED COPPEL, 83, author of YA novels such as The Rebel of Rhada and of the Goldenwing trilogy; TETSU YANO, 81, Japanese writer and translator, who wrote many SF novels in his native language, but who is probably best known in the West for having translated works by Robert Heinlein and Frank Herbert into Japanese, and for his story, “The Legend of the Paper Spaceship”; ROBERT MERLE, 96, French SF writer, cowinner of the John W. Campbell Memorial Award; JOHAN SPRINGBORG, 58, Danish SF writer; FRED WHIPPLE, 97, scientist and author, coauthor of the early nonfiction book about space exploration, The Conquest of the Moon, with Wernher von Braun and Willy Ley; BASIL WELLS, 91, veteran SF writer; DILIP M. SALWI, 52, Indian SF writer; ROXANNE HUTTON, 50, SF writer; KATHERINE LAWRENCE, 50, author of SF short fiction, nonfiction, computer games, and TV scripts; ROBYN HERRINGTON, 43, SF writer; BRIAN McNAUGHTON, 68, horror writer; REX MILLER, 65, horror writer; PAULA DANZIGER, 59, author of YA novels; MONIQUE LEBAILLY, 75, French translator, writer, and editor; MICHAEL ELDER, 73, British writer and actor; JACQUES DERRIDA, 74, famous French philosopher and critic, founder of the critical school of deconstructionism that was influential on critical writing worldwide; Australian small-press editor and publisher PETER McNAMARA, 57, founder of Aphelion Publishing; RAYMOND BAYLESS, 84, fantasy artist and Lovecraft enthusiast; FAY WRAY, 96, actress best known to genre audiences for her role as the continuously screaming blonde beauty in the original King Kong; JANET LEIGH, 77, another scream queen, best known for the shower scene in Psycho; ED KEMMER, 84, star of the fifties television show Space Patrol; CHRISTOPHER REEVE, 52, film actor, best known to genre audiences for his portrayal of Superman in four Superman movies in the late seventies through the mid-eighties; PETER USTINOV, 82, well-known actor whose connection to the genre is tenuous, but whose face must certainly be known to anyone who’s ever watched old movies on television like Spartacus or Quo Vadis or his sequence of films about detective Hercule Poirot; JERRY ORBACH, 69, Broadway performer and film and television actor whose connection to the genre is also tenuous, except for a role voicing an animate candelabra in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast, but whose long-running role on television’s Law and Order probably made him familiar to almost everybody reading these words; HOWARD KEEL, 85, veteran Broadway performer and film star, whose only real connection to the genre was his role in The Day of the Triffids; PETER GRAHAM, 65, long-time fan and fanzine fan, credited with coining the phrase “the golden age of science fiction is twelve”; ALLAN ROTHSTEIN, SF fan and convention-goer; GEORGE FLYNN, 68, scientist and long-time SF fan; ANTHONY STERLING RODGERS, six-month-old son of SF writers Alan Rodgers and Amy Sterling Casil.




INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR


Pat Murphy


[image: Image]


As the story that follows demonstrates, that old movie line “What we have here is a failure to communicate” is likely to be just as true in the future, in spite of all our high-tech communications equipment – in fact, maybe even because of it.


Pat Murphy lives in San Francisco, where she works for a science museum, the Exploratorium, and edits the Exploratorium Quarterly. Her elegant and incisive stories have appeared throughout the eighties and the nineties (and on into the Oughts) in Asimov’s Science Fiction, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, SCI FICTION, Elsewhere, Amazing, Universe, Shadows, Lethal Kisses, Event Horizon, Full Spectrum, and other places. Her story “Rachel in Love,” one of the best-known stories of the eighties, won her the Nebula Award, the Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award, and the Asimov’s Readers Award in 1988; her novel The Falling Woman won her a second Nebula Award in the same year. Her novella “Bones” later won her a World Fantasy Award, and her collection Points of Departure won her a Philip K. Dick Award. Her stories have appeared in our First, Fifth, Eighth, and Ninth Annual Collections. Her other books include The Shadow Hunter; The City, Not Long After; Nadya: The Wolf Chronicles; and There and Back Again: by Max Merriwell. Her most recent book is a new novel, Wild Angel, by Mary Maxwell. She writes a science column, with Paul Doherty, for The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction.


THE MECHANO


THERE WAS A MAN asleep on the sand.


 


He should not be here. It was my island. I had just returned to my mechano and it was time for me to go to work. He should not be here.


I studied the man through the eyes of my mechano. They were good eyes. They worked very well beneath the water, at depths down to fifteen hundred meters. I had adjusted them for maximum acuity at distances ranging from two inches to five feet. Beyond that, the world was a blur of tropical sunshine and brilliant color. I liked it that way.


There had been a big storm the night before. One of the coconut palms had blown down, and the beach was littered with driftwood, coconuts, and palm fronds.


The man didn’t look good. He had a bloody scrape on his cheek, other scrapes on his arms and legs, a smear of blood in his short brown hair. His right leg was marked with bruises colored deep purple and green. He wore an orange life vest, a t-shirt, a pair of shorts, and canvas boat shoes.


He stirred in his sleep, sighing softly. Startled, I sent the mechano scuttling backward. I stopped a few feet away from him.


My mechano had a speaker. I tested it and it made a staticky sound. I wondered what I should say to this man.


The man moved, lifting a hand to rub his eyes. Slowly, he rolled over.


“Bonjour,” I said through the mechano’s speakers. Maybe he had come from one of the islands of French Polynesia.


THE MAN


A sound awakened him – a sort of mechanical squawking.


Evan Collins could feel the tropical sun beating down on his face, the warm beach sand beneath his hands. His head ached and his mouth was dry. His right leg throbbed with a dull, persistent pain.


Evan raised a hand to rub his eyes and winced when he brushed against a sand-encrusted scrape on his cheek. When he rolled over onto his back, the throbbing in his leg became a sudden, stabbing pain.


Wiping away the tears that blurred his vision, he lifted his head and blinked down at his leg. His calf was marked with bloody coral scrapes. Beneath the scrapes were vivid bruises: dark purple telling of injuries beneath the surface of the skin. When he tried to move his leg again, he gasped as the stabbing pain returned.


He heard the sound again: a mechanical rasping like a radio tuned to static. He turned in the direction of the sound, head aching, eyes dazzled by the sun. A gigantic cockroach was examining him with multifaceted eyes.


The creature was at least three feet long, with nasty looking mandibles. Its carapace glittered in the sunlight as it stood motionless, staring in his direction.


Again, the mechanical squawk, coming from the cockroach. This time, the sound was followed by a scratchy voice. “Bonjour,” the cockroach said.


He had taken two years of French in high school, but he could remember none of it. This must be a dream, he thought, closing his eyes against the glare.


“Do you speak English?” the scratchy voice asked.


He opened his eyes. The roach was still there. “Yes,” he rasped through a dry throat.


“You shouldn’t be here,” the scratchy voice said. “What are you doing here?”


He looked past the monster, struggling to make sense of his situation. The beach sand was the pure white of pulverized coral. On one side of the beach was a tangle of mangroves. On the inland side, palm trees rose from scrubby undergrowth. The water of the lagoon was pure tropical blue – paler where the coral reef was near the water’s surface; darker where the water was deep. Some hundred yards offshore, he could see the mast of a boat sticking up out of the water. His boat.


He remembered: he had been heading west toward the Cook Islands when the storm came up. He ran before the wind toward an island that was an unnamed speck on the nautical chart. He had made it over the reef into the lagoon before the surge smashed the boat against a coral head, cracking the hull, swamping the boat, sending him flying overboard to smash into the reef. He didn’t remember breaking his leg and struggling through the surf to the beach.


“Thirsty,” he rasped through dry lips. “Very thirsty. Please help me.”


He closed his eyes against the dazzling sunlight and heard the sound of metal sliding against metal as the roach walked away. He wondered if the monster was leaving him to die.


A few minutes later, he heard the sound of the roach returning. He opened his eyes. The cockroach stood beside him, holding a coconut in its mandibles. As he watched, the roach squeezed, and the point of each mandible pierced the outer husk, neatly puncturing the nut in two places.


Still gripping the coconut, the cockroach took a step toward him, opened its mandibles, and dropped the nut beside him. A thin trickle of coconut milk wet the sand.


“You can drink,” said the cockroach.


He picked up the coconut, pressed his lips to the hole in the shaggy husk, and tipped it back. The coconut milk was warm and sweet and wet. He drank greedily.


By the time he had finished the milk, the roach was back with another coconut. It pierced the shell before dropping the nut.


The roach brought him two more coconuts, piercing each one neatly and dropping it beside Evan. It stood and watched him drink.


“I think my leg is broken,” Evan murmured.


The roach said nothing.


He closed his eyes against the glare of the sun. Many years before, as an undergraduate, he had taken a psychology course on the psychosocial aspects of emergencies and disasters. A guest speaker, a member of a search-and-rescue team, had talked about how people had managed to stay alive in terrible situations – and had described the mental attitude that helped those people survive. The search-and-rescue expert had said that survivors just kept on trying, doing whatever they could. “Step by step,” he had said. “That’s the approach to take. Don’t try to find the answer to everything at once. Remember, life by the yard is hard, but by the inch, it’s a cinch.”


Evan thought about what he could do right away to help increase his chances of survival. “I need to get out of the sun,” he muttered. “I need food, water, medical supplies.”


There were so many things he needed to do. He had to find something that he could use to splint his leg. He had to figure out a way to signal for help. He needed to find water. So many things he had to do.


He fell asleep.


THE MECHANO


It was restful under the ocean. The light that filtered down from above was dim and blue. The world around me was all shades of blue – dark and light. I liked it on the ocean floor.


I had left the man asleep on the sand. But first, I was helpful. I always try hard to be helpful.


He had said he had to get out of the sun. So I had gathered palm fronds from the beach and stuck them in the sand where they would shade him. He had said he needed food and water and medical supplies. So I went to his sailboat and found some cans of food and a can opener and bottles of water and a first-aid kit. I carried all that stuff up from the sunken boat and left it on the beach beside him.


Then I headed for deep water. I had work to do.


I lifted my legs high as I walked, moving slowly to avoid stirring up the loose silt that covered the ocean bottom. My temperature sensors tested the currents – warm where they welled up from volcanic cracks below. My chemical sensors tested the water; it tasted of sulfides, a familiar musty flavor.


I picked my way through the silt to reach my favorite spot. There was no silt here: a rocky portion of the ocean bottom had pushed up. There was a great tall chimney, where a hydrothermal vent brought up hot water from deep in the earth. Over the centuries, the hot water had deposited sulfides of copper, zinc, lead, gold, silver, and other metals, forming the chimney.


The mining company had mined for gold not far from here. They had followed a rich vein of ore until it gave out. Then they gave up. I had sniffed around their tailings, but then I had found a spot near the chimney that was much more promising. I had spent my last few visits to this spot gnawing on the chimney and breaking loose big chunks of rock. Now I could do what I liked best – sort through those rocks. I tasted each one with my chemical sensors to find the rocks that were richest in gold and silver. Those I stacked up in a neat pile.


It was wonderful work. I liked to sort things. I was very good at it. At home, I liked to sort all my books by color: putting the red ones on one shelf, the blue ones on another, the black ones on another.


I worked until the light began growing dimmer, a sign that the sun was sinking low in the sky. I chose the best of the rocks and picked it up in the mechano’s mandibles. Then I headed back to the island.


I made my way up a long slope to reach the shallow waters where the coral reef grew. There, the bottom was sandy and I could walk quickly without stirring up silt. Schools of brightly colored fish swam above me. The fish darted here and there, fleeing from me. They moved too quickly, I thought. I liked it better in the deep blue waters. I passed the man’s sailboat, wedged between two coral heads.


I came out of the water on the side of the beach near the mangroves. As I emerged from the water, the crabs hurried back into their holes in the sand.


I placed the rock beside one of the burrows. On my first day on the island, I had noticed that the crabs all seemed to want the burrow that one crab had dug beside a rock. So I started bringing rocks for the other crabs.


There were now rocks beside thirty-two crab burrows. I had been on the island for thirty-two days and I had brought the crabs one rock each day. I was very helpful. I thought it was appropriate to bring rocks for the crabs.


If the man hadn’t been on the island, I would have stayed and watched until the crabs came out again. I liked to watch the crabs. But I wanted to find out what the man was doing, so I didn’t wait for the crabs.


I headed up the beach to where I had left the man. He was no longer in his spot on the sand. I could see a track in the sand where he dragged his leg.


I followed the track and trudged through the sand. The man was asleep in the shade of a palm tree. He was using his life jacket as a pillow. He had wrapped the water bottles and the cans of food and the first-aid kit in his t-shirt and dragged them along with him.


He moved in his sleep, shifting restlessly. Then he opened his eyes and looked at me with wide, wild eyes.


THE MAN


When Evan Collins woke up, he found four plastic bottles of water, six cans of tuna fish, a can opener, and the first-aid kit from his boat on the sand beside him. He had splinted his leg with the velcro splint from the first-aid kit. He had eaten a can of tuna fish and drunk a one-quart bottle of water. Then he had dragged himself into the shade and taken two of the painkillers, which helped with the pain but left him groggy and disoriented.


He had fallen asleep in the shade. When he woke, the giant roach was back.


Evan drank from one of the bottles of water and blinked at the creature. It was a machine, he realized now. Its carapace was burnished steel. He could see the neat mechanical joints of its legs. On its burnished steel carapace, he could see the stenciled words: “Atlantis Mining and Salvage.”


Of course: It made sense now. It was a robot designed for work under-water. A human being was operating the mechanical roach by remote control. He’d seen descriptions of such systems at the engineering department’s annual open house.


“You work for Atlantis Mining,” he said. “You’ve told them that I’m here.”


The roach didn’t say anything. Evan pictured the man operating the mechano: a gruff, no-nonsense, working-class guy, like the kind of guy who works on oil rigs. Matter of fact.


“When is the rescue party coming?” Evan asked.


“I don’t know,” said the roach. “Do you want a coconut?”


Evan blinked at the roach. “A coconut? Yes, but . . .”


The roach turned away and walked deeper into the grove of coconut palms. It picked up a coconut, returned to Evan’s side, pierced the nut, and dropped it beside Evan.


“Thank you.” Evan took a long drink of coconut milk.


“You’re welcome,” said the roach.


Evan studied the roach, wishing he could see the face of the man behind the mechanism. This man was his only link to the outside world. He still hadn’t said anything about Atlantis Mining and their reaction to Evan’s predicament. “What did your supervisor say when you told him I was here?” Evan asked.


“I don’t have a supervisor,” said the roach.


“Okay,” Evan said slowly. He felt dizzy and a little feverish, and the conversation wasn’t helping. “But you did tell someone that I’m here, didn’t you?”


“No,” said the roach. Then, after a pause. “I’m going to talk to Dr. Rhodes. Do you want me to tell him?”


The flat, mechanical voice provided no clue about the feelings of the person behind it. “Yes.” Evan struggled not to raise his voice. “When will you talk with him?”


“Tonight.”


“That’s good,” Evan said. “Will you tell him that my leg is broken and that I need medical help?” He looked at the bottles of water and cans of food. One and a half bottles of water and five cans of tuna remained. They wouldn’t last long.


“Yes. Do you want another coconut?” asked the roach.


Evan stared at the expressionless metal face, the multifaceted eyes. Evan Collins was an anthropologist on sabbatical, studying ritual welcoming orations of Oceania and determining how they varied among the various island groups – a fine excuse to spend a year sailing across the South Pacific. As an anthropologist, he prided himself on his ability to read people. But there was no way to read this person. Another coconut? No, what he needed was a rescue party. To get this person to provide that, he needed more information. “You know,” he said slowly, “I never introduced myself. My name is Evan. Evan Collins. What’s your name?”


“Annie,” said the roach.


That stopped Evan. He revised his mental image of the person running the mechano. Not a working-class guy. A woman.


“Annie,” Evan said. “That’s a nice name. How long have you worked for Atlantis Mining?”


“Thirty-two days,” the roach said.


Again, Evan Collins revised his assessment of the person behind the roach. A new employee, a woman – someone in a position of powerlessness. “So tell me,” Evan said. “Who is Dr. Rhodes?”


The roach took a step back. “I don’t want to answer questions,” the roach said.


“Then I won’t ask questions,” Evan said quickly. Annie was his only contact with the world. He didn’t want to drive her away. “You can ask me questions if you want.”


“I don’t want to ask questions,” said the roach. “I want you to tell me a story.”


THE MECHANO


Evan Collins had so many questions. He kept asking and asking and asking.


My mother used to tell me bedtime stories. Whenever my mother bothered me with too many questions or requests, I’d ask her to tell me a story. I collect stories, just like I collect rocks.


“What kind of story?” Evan Collins asked me.


I thought about stories that my mother liked to tell. “Cinderella,” I said.


“You want me to tell you the story of Cinderella?”


“Yes.”


He hesitated, and I wondered if he knew the story. Then he started. “Once upon a time,” he said.


Once upon a time . . . yes, that was how fairy tales began. Once upon a time, Cinderella’s mother died and her father married again. Cinderella had a wicked stepmother and two stepsisters.


In my mind, I pictured a chart that showed me all the people in the story as the man mentioned them. The father and mother and Cinderella formed a triangle, all connected by solid lines. The stepmother and her two daughters formed another triangle. The stepmother was connected to the father by a solid line. Mental pictures like this helped me sort out relationships that otherwise didn’t make sense.


Cinderella’s stepmother and stepsisters made her do all the work around the house – and at night she slept on a cot in the kitchen. The man said that this made Cinderella very sad.


I thought about Cinderella on her cot in the kitchen, and I wasn’t so sure he was right. During the day, the house would be noisy and confusing with all those people talking and laughing. At night, it would be dark and lonely in the kitchen – very nice. If being called Cinderella was the price of being left alone, it seemed like a small one.


Then the prince decided to have a party and invite all noblewomen of the kingdom. The people in fairy tales were always having parties. The people in fairy tales were neurotypical, that was for sure. NTs were so social – always getting together and talking. NTs seemed to spend most of their time worrying about and establishing their social hierarchy.


That was what elementary school had been all about. It had taken me a while to figure it out, but all those games in the playground were really about who was boss.


I didn’t care who was boss, and I didn’t want to play those games. So I sat by myself and looked at the rocks that made up the wall at the edge of the playground. It was an old wall filled with interesting rocks of many different colors. Some had flecks of mica in them. I had started a rock collection, and I liked thinking about how the rocks in the wall would fit in my collection.


So I thought that Cinderella wouldn’t want to go to the party – but the man said she did. She couldn’t go because she didn’t have the right clothes to wear.


I didn’t see why she couldn’t go to the party because of her clothes. It was one of those NT rules that didn’t make any sense. NTs wanted everyone to look and act the same.


In school, the teacher kept trying to make me go play with the others, even when I explained that I wanted to examine the rocks. She wanted me to act like the rest of the kids and play their games. NTs thought that everyone should act the same way, everyone should fit in.


I was relieved when a doctor finally figured out that I was not neurotypical. All the doctors put their own names on my condition. High-functioning autism, one doctor called it. Asperger’s syndrome, said another. Another one said I was PDD, which stands for Pervasive Developmental Disorders. The first doctor said that wasn’t really a diagnosis, it was just a label.


Whatever the doctors called it, they agreed I was not normal; I was not NT. They explained to my mother and father that my brain was different from the brains of most people. My behavior was not the result of a mental condition. It was a neurological difference.


My tendency to focus on certain things – like the rocks in my collection – was one result of this condition. The doctors said I was perseverative – tending to fixate on one thing to the exclusion of all else.


NTs thought paying close attention to rocks was perseverative. But paying close attention to other people all the time, the way they did, was just fine. That didn’t make sense to me. I didn’t see what was wrong with paying attention to rocks. But I was glad that the doctors recognized what I had known for a long time. I was different. My mother cried when the doctors told her about all this. I don’t know why.


So Cinderella’s stepmother and stepsisters went to the party, leaving her at home. Then Cinderella’s fairy godmother showed up. I put her on my mental chart with a line that connected her to Cinderella.


The fairy godmother was definitely NT. She waved a magic wand, and Cinderella was dressed in a golden gown with glass slippers. The fairy godmother wanted to make sure Cinderella fit in – and at the same time that she was better than everyone else. The fairy godmother was concerned about Cinderella’s position in the social hierarchy, and that’s very NT.


The fairy godmother told Cinderella that she had to leave the party before midnight – a simple enough rule. So much more direct than most of the rules that NTs followed. It was good that the fairy godmother told Cinderella the rule. NTs usually didn’t talk about the rules they all followed. They just did certain things and then told me I was wrong when I did something else.


So Cinderella went to the party, then ran away at midnight and lost one of her glass slippers. Then the prince found Cinderella and put the glass slipper on her foot and said he would marry her. And the man said that Cinderella was happy. I remembered my mother had said the same thing when she told me the story of Cinderella. But I thought about the quiet kitchen, about Cinderella’s cot where she could be alone, and I didn’t think Evan Collins was right about that.


“Why is she happy?” I asked.


“Because the prince loves her. Because she is going to be a princess.”


Those were NT answers. She was happy because of a relationship with another person and a new position in a hierarchy. If Cinderella were NT, she would be happy. But I didn’t think she was NT. And if she weren’t NT, she wouldn’t be happy there. The prince would want her to go to parties and wear fancy clothes. She would rather stay in the quiet kitchen. That was what I thought.


“I don’t think she is happy,” I said. Then I turned away. I had to go talk to Dr. Rhodes.


I hurried away, crossing the sand to the recharging hut, a low-lying metal structure just large enough to shelter the mechano. Solar cells on the roof of the hut converted sunlight to electrical energy, which is stored in batteries inside the hut. Each night, I returned to my meat body and let the mechano recharge.


I backed the mechano into the hut, maneuvering it carefully so that two prongs of the charging unit slid into the sockets on the mechano’s body. Then, reluctantly, I returned to my meat body, asleep in its sensory deprivation tank.


I did not like my meat body. When I was in the mechano, I could filter my sensory inputs. When the light was too bright, I could decrease the sensitivity of my visual receptors and decrease its intensity. When a sound was too loud, I could temporarily disable the audio receptors.


My meat body was so much more limited. As I let my consciousness return to the meat, I heard the steady hum of the pump that circulated the fluid in my tank. Dr. Rhodes told me that it was the quietest pump on the market, but it sounded so loud, so very loud I could feel its vibrations in my bones.


I floated in a tiny sea. The water that supported my body was saturated with magnesium sulfate – it was five times denser than seawater, and its temperature was exactly the same as my body. An intravenous drip provided my body with the nutrition it needed; a catheter drained away the urine.


Each night, I slept here while the mechano recharged. I could, if I wanted, leave the sensory tank and go to the exercise room or the cafeteria, but I usually stayed in my tank.


I thought about the man on the beach. I remembered that Evan Collins wanted me to tell Dr. Rhodes that he was on the beach. I sometimes had problems remembering things. Dr. Rhodes said I had a poor short-term working memory. But I remembered that I should tell Dr. Rhodes about Evan Collins and his broken leg.


I moved my hand to push the button that summoned an attendant. The water swirled against my skin, an unwelcome sensation. I heard a rattle and clank as the hatch in the side of the tank opened, letting in the light. I blinked against the glare as the attendant removed the electrodes from my head.


The attendant was a round-faced woman with dark hair. She talked to me as she removed the electrodes. “Do you remember me, Annie? My name is Kiri,” she said. She smiled at me, and I nodded, but I didn’t smile back. Already I was feeling overwhelmed.


I didn’t say anything as she helped me out of the tank and gave me a towel and a robe. I knew that she wanted me to wrap my meat body in the robe, but I did so reluctantly. The touch of the cloth against my skin was irritating. The cement floor was cold against my bare feet.


I came back to my meat body to talk to Dr. Rhodes, and it always felt strange. My body was heavy and awkward; my hands were clumsy as I pulled on the robe. Kiri gave me a glass of water. I was always thirsty when I came out of the tank.


On the island, I was strong. My mechano could crack coconuts in its mandibles. My mechano could walk beneath the waves.


In my meat body, I was a little girl – twelve years old and skinny. My mother was a librarian; my father was a computer programmer. He called me “the Little Professor.” I was part of an experimental program that Dr. Rhodes called a “therapeutic intervention.”


I would rather be in my mechano.


I could hear voices from the corridor: people laughing and talking, the sound of sneakered feet walking down the hall. People were going to the cafeteria, to the exercise room, to dorms where they would sleep in beds. The other people here worked for Atlantis Mining. They were not part of the experimental program. They were NT.


Kiri led me down the hall.


“We are going the wrong way,” I told her when we turned left down a corridor. Dr. Rhodes’ office was to the right.


“We are going to a different room today,” she told me.


In the different room, the fluorescent lights were humming overhead. I could see them flickering. My father once told me that fluorescent lights flickered sixty times every second because the electric current changed directions sixty times a second. He said most people didn’t notice it. He could see the flicker, but it didn’t really bother him.


It bothered me.


I closed my eyes against the flickering of the lights, but I couldn’t shut out their noise. It filled the air like buzzing bees, like the school of bright fish that swam overhead when I was walking up from the depths to the beach.


I heard the sound of the doorknob turning and I opened my eyes to see Dr. Rhodes. He was a tall man with brown hair, and he always wears a white lab coat. “Hello, Annie,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”


“It’s good to see you, Dr. Rhodes,” I said. Dr. Rhodes had told me that it was appropriate to greet someone in the way that they greeted you. He smiled.


I closed my eyes. “I have something to tell you,” I said with my eyes closed. “On the beach, there’s . . .”


“Hold on there, Annie,” he said. “Why are your eyes closed?”


“The lights are bothering me,” I said. “They’re flickering and making a lot of noise.”


“Is there something you could do about that other than close your eyes?” he asked.


I nodded. I began to rock, a comforting activity that absorbed some of the energy from the sound of the lights. My right hand gripped my left arm. I squeezed my arm in time with my rocking, and that helped, too.


“Do you want me to turn off the lights, Annie?” he asked. And suddenly the horrible buzzing sound was gone. The room was quiet except for the persistent whispering of the air conditioner. It sounded like tiny claws scratching against stone. “Open your eyes, Annie,” Dr. Rhodes said.


I opened my eyes. The only light in the room was light from the hall, spilling in through the open door and the window. That light flickered too, but it was dimmer, so it wasn’t as bad.


“Good girl,” he said. “Now, what did you want to tell me?”


The whisper of the air conditioner shifted, getting louder. More claws, skittering over stone. It sounded the way the terrycloth robe felt against my skin. Scratching, scratching, scratching. For a moment, I forgot about what I had to tell him, distracted by the robe against my skin, by the noise of the air conditioner.


But I knew it was important to remember. As I rocked, I sorted through the details that I could tell Dr. Rhodes. It was difficult to choose the right one – they all seemed so important, and the air conditioner’s whispering made it hard to think. I pictured the man’s boat and the crack in its hull. I pictured the man on the beach, telling me about Cinderella. “Do you know the story of Cinderella?” I asked Dr. Rhodes. I was looking at my hands, concentrating on what I had to say.


“Yes, Annie, I know that story.”


“Well, on my island . . .”


“Can you look at me when you talk to me, Annie?” Dr. Rhodes said.


His voice was just loud enough to cut through the scratching of the air conditioner.


“I wanted to tell you that on my island . . .” I raised my voice to be sure he’d hear me over the noise. I did not look at him. I was concentrating on remembering.


“Look at me, Annie. Remember, we’re working on appropriate behavior.”


I looked at him.


“That’s good,” he said. “Making eye contact is appropriate behavior.”


I was looking at him and his lips were moving and that was so distracting that I couldn’t think of what to say. I looked down at my hands – then remembered I had to make eye contact so I looked back at him.


“You’re doing fine, Annie,” he said, his lips flapping. His own eyes did not remain steadily on mine – they kept moving, shifting, looking at me and then looking away and then looking down and then looking back at me. His eyebrows were moving too, and it was confusing to watch, but I knew that he wanted me to watch. So I did, even though I couldn’t think and watch at the same time. I wished I were in my mechano so that I could turn down my visual acuity. I tried to let my eyes go out of focus, but I kept seeing his eyes move.


That was how it was when NTs talked with each other. They looked at each other and they looked away. If I looked too much, Dr. Rhodes would tell me I was staring. NTs didn’t stare, but they looked. It was all very complicated, like an intricate dance. Look up, look away, smile, blink, and it all meant something if you were NT.


I didn’t understand that dance. I asked my mother what all that looking at each other and looking away meant exactly, and she couldn’t tell me. She couldn’t tell me how to perform the intricate eye dance that NTs did. But Dr. Rhodes wanted me to make eye contact.


“What did you want to tell me, Annie?” Dr. Rhodes asked.


I couldn’t remember. I was watching his lips move, watching his eyes move.


“Last time we talked, you told me about the crabs on the beach,” he said. “Are there still crabs on the beach?”


“Yes,” I said, rocking and thinking about eye contact.


“Can you tell me about the crabs and look at me as you talk?” Dr. Rhodes asked.


I tried. I managed to tell him that some crabs had one big red claw, which they waved around.


Dr. Rhodes told me that they were fiddler crabs, that the male crabs had a big red claw that they used to signal to the female crabs and to scare away other male crabs. He said that he had studied crabs when he was an undergraduate student in biology, before he became a pediatric neurologist.


He asked me questions about the crabs and I answered as well as I could, through the haze of air-conditioner noise and the confusion of watching his mouth move.


Finally he said that it was time for me to go to the exercise room and our session was over. I walked on the treadmill for forty-five minutes, swam in the pool for forty-five minutes, and then went back to my tank, where I slept through the night.


DR. RHODES


The overhead lights were a distraction. He had forgotten about that. Usually, he met with Annie in his office, where his assistant had replaced the overhead fluorescent lights with incandescent floor lamps to give the place a warmer feel. But a technician had been working on the air-conditioning in his office, so he had moved his meeting with Annie to one of Atlantis Mining’s regular conference rooms.


Still, he felt that his oversight had provided an excellent learning opportunity. He had given Annie an incentive to communicate her needs clearly, rather than assuming that he knew them.


The project was going very well, he thought. Over the next month, he would be evaluating how Annie’s time alone in the mechano affected her ability to interact in her own body. He was pleased that Eric Westerman, the president of Atlantis Mining, had allowed him this opportunity to evaluate the potential of the telepresence experience as a therapeutic tool.


It was a pity that the storm had knocked out the cameras that ordinarily provided him with the opportunity to monitor Annie’s daily activity on the island. He had put in two requests for repair to the supervisor of operations responsible for equipment on Annie’s island and had received no word back. But the gap in the data was a minor matter. Tracking changes in Annie’s behavior during therapy sessions was much more significant. All in all, he felt that the day’s session had been quite successful.


THE MECHANO


I was back in my mechano, happy to be there. I opened my eyes to the first light of the tropical dawn and left the charging hut. It wasn’t until I saw Evan Collins on the beach that I realized I had not told Dr. Rhodes about him. I had tried to tell Dr. Rhodes, but I had not succeeded.


The man was sleeping, his head pillowed on his orange life jacket. He didn’t look good. The scrape on his cheek looked puffy and red. His skin was marked with red spots – bites of sand fleas. He had scratched some of them until they bled. He had wrapped his arms around himself, as if for warmth, but he was shivering a little in his sleep.


The bottles of water that I had carried from the boat were all empty. They lay beside him in the sand. I brought him a coconut, piercing it with the mechano’s mandibles so that he could drink.


Then I went to work and sorted rocks. But I kept thinking about the man. I thought so much about him that I forgot to bring a rock for the crabs when I returned to the island.


When I got back, he was sitting up under the palm tree, and his eyes were open. There were dark circles under his eyes.


“Annie,” he said. His voice was hoarse. “I’m very thirsty. I need water.”


I looked at the empty bottles on the sand. “I brought all the water I found on the boat,” I told him.


“Is there any fresh water on the island?” he asked in his rasping voice.


“No.” The mechano did not need fresh water. “Do you want a coconut?”


“Okay. A coconut.”


I had to search for a while to find a coconut. I had already brought him the ones that were nearby. But I found one, brought it back, and pierced it for him. He drank thirstily.


“What did Dr. Rhodes say?” he asked after he finished the coconut milk.


“He said that making eye contact is appropriate behavior.”


“Did he say anything about rescuing me?”


“No,” I said. Dr. Rhodes has worked with me on learning to read expressions. Evan Collins’ mouth was turned down. His eyes were squeezed half closed. He did not look happy. “Do you want another coconut?” I asked.


THE MAN


Evan Collins watched the roach trundle off through the palms to find him a coconut. It had been all he could do not to scream at the roach, but he had managed it.


The painkillers left him groggy. He felt nauseous and thirsty, very thirsty. He knew he had to keep drinking. He had not had to urinate since he woke up on the beach the day before, an indication that he was not taking in enough fluid. Dehydration would kill him quicker than anything.


Life by the yard is hard, he told himself, but by the inch, it’s a cinch. To stay alive, he had to keep drinking, and he had to get help. And to get help, he needed to understand Annie the roach and Dr. Rhodes.


The roach dropped a coconut beside him, neatly pierced.


“Thank you,” Evan said carefully. The drink of coconut milk was helping, but he was still very thirsty. “It is good of you to bring me coconuts.”


“My mother says it is good to be helpful,” the roach said.


“I am very thirsty,” Evan told Annie. “I will die if I don’t have water to drink, if I don’t get a doctor for my leg.”


The roach watched him with its glittering eyes but said nothing.


“I wish I could meet you in person,” Evan said. If he could see her expression, he would have a hope of figuring her out.


The roach took a step back. A tiny bit of body language for him to interpret.


“You don’t want to meet me in person,” he said. “Okay, I understand. That’s perfectly normal.”


“I am not normal,” the roach told him.


The roach’s voice was mechanical and flat, as always. Without nuances of tone, he could not tell how she felt about this perception of abnormality. He had to plunge ahead blindly. He risked a question. “How is it that you are different?”


The roach was silent.


“I think you might be smarter than other people.” Never a bad idea to suggest a compliment, he figured.


“My father calls me the Little Professor.”


“It’s good to be smart,” he said.


“It’s inappropriate to be smart all the time,” the roach said.


Earlier, she had said that eye contact was appropriate. Annie was very concerned about what was appropriate and what was inappropriate. Maybe rescue parties were inappropriate.


“How do you know that it’s inappropriate to be smart?” he asked her.


“Dr. Rhodes told me,” the roach said. “It’s inappropriate.”


He felt a little dizzy, a little feverish. “Is it wrong to be inappropriate?” he asked.


“Yes,” said the roach.


“Is it always wrong?”


“Tell me a story,” said the roach.


Too many questions, he thought. He had gotten carried away. She didn’t like questions. “All right,” he said. “Could I have another coconut first?”


The roach trudged off through the sand to get a coconut. It was a long time before it returned. He sipped the milk. He couldn’t drink it all right away. He needed to save some.


“Did you tell Dr. Rhodes that my leg is broken?” he asked the roach.


The roach took a step back. “Tell me a story.”


He closed his eyes for a moment. No more questions, he thought. Time for a story.


“Once upon a time, there was a boy named Jack who lived with his widowed mother. They were so poor that Jack’s mother sent Jack to the market to trade their milk cow for food.”


THE MECHANO


He was telling a story and that was good. I could pay attention to the story and not think about all his questions.


“Once upon a time . . .” The story was a fairy tale. A boy named Jack had traded a cow for a handful of beans, and his mother wasn’t happy, even though the old man had said that the beans were magic. Jack’s mother didn’t listen to Jack – she threw the beans out the window.


Jack’s mother was NT, I think – but Jack wasn’t. There must be some NT rule that Jack didn’t know about that said you shouldn’t trade a cow for beans. I filed that thought away – if I ever had a cow, it would be inappropriate to trade it for beans.


The next day, when a giant beanstalk grew up from the magic beans, Jack climbed it right away, without asking his mother if he could. That was inappropriate behavior. Dr. Rhodes says I should always ask my mother’s permission.


Jack found a castle that belonged to a giant. An old woman who lived in the castle hid Jack in an oven when the giant showed up.


I didn’t understand why the old woman hid Jack, but there’s so much about NT stories that I don’t understand. Maybe the old woman just wanted to be helpful. Anyway, the giant came home and got out a big bag of gold. The giant fell asleep, and Jack stole the gold. That was inappropriate. Dr. Rhodes says that it is appropriate to share, but it is inappropriate to take all of something even when someone offers to share. And the giant hadn’t even offered to share.


Jack climbed down the beanstalk and got home with the gold. Then he climbed the beanstalk again and stole the giant’s goose that laid golden eggs. Then he went back for a third time and stole the giant’s harp.


I was sure that Jack was not NT. He kept doing inappropriate things and he kept going back to the giant’s castle, a sign that he was perseverative.


The harp shouted when Jack was running away with it. When the giant chased Jack down the beanstalk, Jack chopped down the beanstalk and the giant fell to his death. I don’t know if that was appropriate behavior or not. The giant was trying to kill Jack, but I don’t know if Jack should have cut down the beanstalk.


Then the story was over. The man said he was thirsty, so I found him another coconut. It took a long time to find one, but I did. I brought it to him. Then I said, “Jack’s behavior was not appropriate. He shouldn’t have done those things.” I knew Dr. Rhodes would not like the things Jack did.


“I like Jack,” the man said. “He does very well for himself and his mother.”


I thought about it. I liked this story better than Cinderella. Cinderella was very good and very helpful, but the fairy godmother made her go to the party and then she had to marry the prince, rather than staying in the quiet kitchen alone. She was punished for following the NT rules. Well, if she was NT, maybe it wasn’t a punishment, but if she was like me, it sure was.


Jack broke lots of NT rules. He traded a cow for beans; he didn’t ask his mother if he could climb the beanstalk; he stole stuff from the giant. But he got to go home to his little room in the cottage. He didn’t have to go to a party or marry anyone.


I turned away, still thinking. It was time to talk to Dr. Rhodes.


“Annie,” said the man. “Tell Dr. Rhodes about me. Tell him I need help.”


DR. RHODES


“There is a man on my beach,” Annie said.


“A man,” Dr. Rhodes said. “That’s great.” He smiled. He had sent three e-mails to the man in charge of the Cook Islands mining operation, asking that he repair the cameras on Annie’s island. He had yet to receive a reply, but Annie’s mention of a man on the island meant that someone had been dispatched to repair the cameras at last. “He’s going to fix the cameras,” Dr. Rhodes said.


He knew that Annie did not respond well to change. Having a stranger on her island would be disruptive, and he needed to reassure her. “He will only be there for a short time,” he said.


“He needs help,” Annie said. “I tried to be helpful.”


“That’s all right,” Dr. Rhodes said in a reassuring tone. “He’ll fix the cameras and be on his way. You don’t need to help.”


“He says he needs help,” Annie said. “His name is Evan Collins and he needs help.” She was blinking rapidly. Clearly, the presence of this repairman on her island had upset her.


Dr. Rhodes was annoyed that the workman had engaged Annie in conversation, had told her that he needed help. Dr. Rhodes imagined the man – a semiskilled laborer, struggling with the cameras. Lazy, Dr. Rhodes suspected.


“Don’t worry about him,” Dr. Rhodes said firmly. “He’s not your concern.”


“He needs help,” she insisted in a loud voice. “He says he needs help.”


“I said that you don’t need to worry about him.”


“But the man . . .”


“Annie,” Dr. Rhodes said firmly, “you know that it is not appropriate to shout, don’t you?”


Annie did not say anything.


“Remember the deal we made when you signed up for this project? You will listen to me and do as I say. If you can’t do as I say, you won’t be able to continue with the project. Do you remember that?”


“I remember.” Her voice was low.


“The man is not your concern. He’ll fix the cameras, and he’ll be on his way. We have our own work to do. Today, we’re going to work on recognizing facial expressions.”


THE MECHANO


I returned to my tank. I slept through the night. I returned to my island and my mechano just before dawn on the island. I went to the beach, where the man named Evan Collins slept.


He was not my concern. That was what Dr. Rhodes said.


The water bottles were empty. There were no more coconuts – I knew that. I had looked for an hour the day before to find the last coconut.


The man’s breathing was shallow and uneven. Dark circles surrounded his eyes. He was covered with sand flea bites. Some of them were red and infected. The black scabs that covered the scrape on his legs were cracked, and flies had settled on them, feeding on the liquid that oozed from the cracks.


“Evan Collins,” I said.


He did not open his eyes.


“Dr. Rhodes says you are going to fix the cameras,” I said. “And then you’ll be on your way.”


Evan Collins did not move.


He was not my concern. I headed for the ocean. I had work to do.


But I stopped at the edge of the water. I circled back to stand beside Evan Collins. “Will you tell me a story?” I asked.


He did not move.


I went back to the recharging hut. I entered the hut. I shut down the mechano and I opened my eyes in my tank. I pushed the button to call the attendant, and I waited. Eventually, I heard the rattle and clank of the hatch. The hatch opened and I blinked in the glare.


I sat up when the hatch opened, staring at Kiri. “Is there a problem?” she asked. “Are you all right, Annie?”


“There is a problem,” I said, speaking loudly to be heard over the hum of the pumps. “There is a man on my beach. It is not good. His face is red and his face is black and the fleas are biting him. It is not good. He is on my beach and his leg is broken. He needs a doctor. It is not good.”


“A man on the beach,” Kiri repeated. She was frowning. According to Dr. Rhodes’ facial expression cards, that meant she was not happy. That was okay. I was not happy either.


“A man on my beach,” I said again. “It is not good. I try to be helpful. I help the crabs. But I can’t find any more coconuts. The man says he needs help. He says he needs medical help. He says he needs water.” I closed my eyes against the lights and begin to rock.


I was thinking about the man. I pictured a chart that listed all the people involved in this. There was Evan Collins, Dr. Rhodes, and me. There were lines drawn between the three of us, making a triangle. Then I added Kiri’s name to the chart and redrew the lines. There was a triangle with the man, Kiri, and me. Dr. Rhodes was off to one side.


“How did the man get to your beach?” Kiri asked.


“He has a boat that is underwater,” I said. “The fish swim past it.” I remember the boat, wedged between the coral heads. “It is cracked. It is not good.”


“I will call Dr. Rhodes,” Kiri said.


“No,” I said. “Dr. Rhodes does not . . .” I stopped, not knowing what to say. “You need to tell someone else,” I said. I was talking louder than I needed to.


I did not care. I was twelve years old and I cracked coconuts in my mandibles. I crawled on the ocean bottom and found gold in the rocks.


Dr. Rhodes would tell me that it was not appropriate to shout. I thought it was appropriate. There was a man named Evan Collins on my beach and it was appropriate to shout.


“There is a man,” I shouted. “His name is Evan Collins. He is on my beach. I have no more coconuts for Evan Collins. He needs water. He needs help.”


“Evan Collins,” Kiri repeated. “I understand.”


“He told me the story of Cinderella. He told me the story of Jack and the beanstalk. His name is Evan Collins and he has sixteen flea bites on his left cheek. He has a broken leg. His boat is underwater.”


I felt Kiri’s hand on my shoulder. “I will tell my uncle,” she said. “I’ll tell Uncle Mars.”


I didn’t like the touch of Kiri’s hand on my shoulder. I didn’t like the glare of the lights. I lay back down in my tank. “You will tell Uncle Mars,” I said. “I will go back to my mechano.”


Back on the island, the sun was up. I left the charging hut and headed for the beach. The only tactile sensation was the pressure of the ground against the feet of the mechano. Just enough pressure to let me know that I was standing on solid ground. Just enough to be comfortable, no more.


Evan Collins lay on the sand, still asleep. He was still breathing.


Kiri would tell Uncle Mars now about Evan Collins. I pictured the chart of relationships, where Kiri and Evan Collins and I were connected by lines, making a triangle. I put Uncle Mars’ name on the chart and drew lines connecting him to Kiri and Evan Collins. It made another triangle. Together, the first triangle and the second triangle made a diamond. That was a good pattern, I thought. A diamond was a rock and I liked rocks.


I left Evan Collins on the beach. I walked into the water, happy when it closed over my head. I spent all day collecting rocks by the hydrothermal vent.


MATAREKA WARADI


Kiri’s uncle was Matareka Waradi, but everyone called him Mars. Supervisor of remote mining operations for the Cook Islands division of Atlantis Mining and Salvage, he was a man with influence – a large man with a large personality. He knew everyone, and everyone knew him.


He had arranged for Kiri to work in the California headquarters of Atlantis Mining. Kiri was a good girl. She had worked hard to get a degree in nursing, and she had wanted very much to go to the United States for a time. At about the time that Kiri had mentioned this desire to Mars, the California office requested that he leave one of the mechanos at an exhausted mining site as part of an experimental program. The office wanted to put an unqualified operator in charge of this mechano. It was crazy what they wanted – Mars had asked around and found out that it was a pet project of Eric Westerman, the company president. Westerman was the son of the man who founded Atlantis Mining, and old hands in the company generally regarded him as a bit of a fool.


If Eric Westerman wanted to risk an expensive mechano in some crackpot experiment, Mars certainly couldn’t stop him. But Mars learned (through a cousin who worked in the company’s Human Resources Department) that this crazy project needed a nurse to care for the unqualified operator back in California.


So Mars made a deal. If Human Resources would hire Kiri to be the nurse, Mars would allow the unqualified operator to use the mechano. Mars insisted, of course, that he would not take responsibility for any damage to the mechano or other Atlantis Mining equipment resulting from operator error. And all had been well – until Mars received an e-mail from Kiri.


Kiri was, Mars knew, a levelheaded girl, a smart girl. And so he paid attention when he received an urgent e-mail from her. Kiri said that the unqualified operator – Annie, Kiri called her – had told Kiri that there was a man on the remote island, that the man’s name was Evan Collins, and that he needed medical attention. Kiri was quite concerned.


It was a beautiful day with clear blue skies. Mars needed to check on operations on an unnamed atoll not far from the island where Kiri’s operator was working. Besides, he needed to fix the cameras on that island – he’d received three emails from central headquarters about that. The man in charge of the experimental program, a fellow named Dr. Rhodes, had complained several times that he could no longer monitor the island. Mars had been ignoring the maintenance request on basic principles. He didn’t know Dr. Rhodes. Kiri had mentioned in an earlier e-mail that the man was unfriendly. So Mars saw no need to extend himself on behalf of Dr. Rhodes.


But Kiri was worried. And it was a nice day for a flight in the company’s Bush Hawk-XP floatplane. Piloting that was one of the benefits of Mars’ position with Atlantis Mining.


Mars called his assistants and told them they were going out to the island to replace the cameras and check on how the experimental operator was doing.


From the air above the island, Mars spotted the sunken sailboat in the water. He swore beneath his breath and landed in the lee of the island. His assistants inflated the Zodiac, and they took the rubber dinghy in. They found Evan Collins in the shade of the palms, surrounded by empty water bottles and broken coconuts. He was delirious with thirst, but when they shook him, he returned to consciousness enough to drink. By the look of him, he’d been there for a few days.


They draped his head and wrists with wet cloths, mixed a packet of electrolyte powder with a bottle of water, and supported him while he drank, checked the splinting on his leg. His pulse was weak and fast, and he drifted in and out of consciousness.


Mars’ assistants were carrying the man to the Zodiac when the mechano emerged from the water, carrying a rock. The mechano came toward Mars, its eyes focused on Evan Collins.


“Why didn’t you tell someone about this man immediately?” Mars asked the mechano. “He’s been here for days.”


The mechano dropped the rock at Mars’ feet. “I told Dr. Rhodes. He said the man was here to fix the cameras.”


“Dr. Rhodes is an idiot,” Mars said. “A fool and an incompetent.”


“I told Kiri,” the mechano said. “She told Uncle Mars.”


“I’m Uncle Mars. Mars Waradi.” Mars studied the mechano, wondering about the person who operated it.


THE MECHANO


Evan Collins lay in the bottom of the rubber dinghy. Soon he would be gone and I would be able to watch the crabs again.


The two other men were dragging the Zodiac into the water while Uncle Mars stood studying me. He leaned down and picked up the rock that I had dropped. “What’s this?” he said. “A man is dying of thirst, and you bring him a rock?”


“It’s for the crabs,” I said. “I brought coconuts for Evan Collins, but I ran out of coconuts. I brought him all the water bottles from the boat. I was very helpful.”


Uncle Mars was looking closely at the rock in his hands. “Where did you find this?” he asked.


“By the vent,” I said.


The other men were shouting for Mars to come and join them. He looked at me, looked at the rock, then said, “I’ll be back to talk to you about this.” Then he turned away and joined the men at the boat.


I watched the plane take off, then I tidied up the area where the man had been, placing all the coconut shells in a pile, all the water bottles in another pile. It looked better when I was done. I felt better when I was done.


MATAREKA WARADI


Mars landed on the lee side of Annie’s island and took the Zodiac in. He had received an e-mail from Kiri that morning, saying that Dr. Rhodes’ experimental program was being canceled. Evan Collins had survived. But after his rescue, the researcher had had to explain exactly why he had failed to let anyone know that a man was stranded on the island. Upper management had reviewed the videotapes of Dr. Rhodes’ sessions with Annie, and Annie’s attempts to tell Dr. Rhodes about the stranded man had been noted.


“I feel bad for Annie,” Kiri had written. “She’s a strange little girl, but she has a good heart. Dr. Rhodes will be telling her today that he’s wrapping up the program by the end of the week. I don’t think she’ll take it well.”


Mars pulled the Zodiac up on the beach, out of reach of the waves. He spotted the mechano over by the mangroves. As he approached, Mars noted the rocks that had been placed on the sand by many of the crab burrows. All of them were similar to the rock that he had taken with him when he rescued Evan Collins.


“Hello, Annie,” he said.


“Hello, Uncle Mars,” the mechano said in its flat voice.


Mars sat in the sand beside the mechano. “You know, I analyzed that rock you brought back,” he said. “Very high concentration of gold ore.”


“Yes,” the mechano said.


“Looks like you’ve collected a fair number of rocks like that one,” Mars observed.


“Yes,” said the mechano. “I brought them for the crabs. I am very helpful.”


“Can you show me where you found them?” Mars asked.


“Yes,” said the mechano.


“We thought the mining was tapped out around this island,” Mars said. “My best operators had followed a rich vein of ore. They’d explored the nearby seabed, searching for other possibilities, and they’d come up empty. But you’ve found what looks like a promising source. How do you explain that?”


“I like rocks,” the mechano said.


“Yes, I guess you do,” Mars agreed. “I’m wondering if you’d like to work for me.”


“Will I be able to look for rocks?” the mechano asked.


“That would be your job,” Mars said.


“Will this be my mechano?” the mechano asked.


“It certainly could be.”


“Yes,” said the mechano. “I’d like that.”


It took some doing, of course. Kiri spoke with Annie’s parents, explaining at length what had happened, explaining what Mars saw as Annie’s potential. Kiri had to find a therapist who was willing to continue meeting with Annie every other day. Mars had to make many arrangements – with child welfare authorities, with labor organizers, with company officials. But Mars was a man with many resources. He had many friends, a cousin in the Human Resources Department, and a niece Annie trusted, as much as she trusted anyone she met in her meat body. Eventually, he worked it all out.


THE MECHANO


The tide was beginning to come in. I stood motionless and watched the crabs.


A big crab sidled out of his burrow, eyes goggling in my direction. He had shiny black legs and a bright red carapace. He had a small black claw and a very big red claw, which he held up in front of his face and waved in my direction. When I didn’t move, the crab turned to look seaward.


Other crabs were coming out of their burrows. Each one stared at me, then checked out the other crabs, waving his oversized red claw at the other male crabs around him. One crab sidled toward another crab’s burrow, and they both waved their claws until the first retreated.


As I watched, a female crab approached, and the activity among the males increased. They were all waving their claws, while the female watched. She stared at one male and he ran toward her and then ran back to his burrow, toward her and back to his burrow, always waving his claw.


The female followed him, hesitated at the entrance to the burrow for a moment, then went into the burrow. The male crab rushed in after her. I watched as the mouth of the burrow filled with mud, pushed up from below. The male crab was closing the door.


The other crabs were waving their claws as other females approached, all of them communicating with each other and behaving according to rules that they all seem to know.


I liked watching the crabs. I didn’t understand them, but I was happy to help them with rocks.


I thought about Uncle Mars and Kiri and my mother and my father and Dr. Rhodes, Kiri had explained to me what was happening – and when she explained, I had drawn a chart in my mind. Kiri talked to my parents (that was a triangle with Kiri and my mother and my father – I was off to one side, connected to Kiri by a line). Uncle Mars talked to me and talked to Kiri. Another triangle. Dr. Rhodes was off by himself, connected to no one. The crabs were connected to me. And Evan Collins was connected to me by a line.


I thought about the story of Cinderella. I thought I might be like the fairy godmother. I sent Evan Collins to the party with the other NTs. Now he would live happily ever after.


I liked fairy tales. I liked rocks. I would collect rocks for Atlantis Mining and Uncle Mars. I would bring rocks to the crabs, who would communicate with each other using gestures I could not understand. And I would live happily ever after, alone on my island.




START THE CLOCK


Benjamin Rosenbaum
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Americans are known for watching the clock, but, as the ingenious story that follows suggests, you may not have seen anything yet . . .
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THE REAL ESTATE AGENT for Pirateland was old. Nasty old. It’s harder to tell with Geezers, but she looked to be somewhere in her Thirties. They don’t have our suppleness of skin, but with the right oils and powders they can avoid most of the wrinkles. This one hadn’t taken much care. There were furrows around her eyes and eyebrows.


She had that Mommystyle thing going on: blue housedress, frilly apron, Betty Crocker white gloves. If you’re going to be running around this part of Montana sporting those gigantic, wobbly breasts and hips, I guess it’s a necessary form of obeisance.


She said something to someone in the back of her van, then hurried up the walk toward us. “It’s a lovely place,” she called. “And a very nice area.”


“Look, Suze, it’s your mom,” Tommy whispered in my ear. His breath tickled. I pushed him.


It was deluxe, I’ll give her that. We were standing under the fifty-foot prow of the galleon we’d come to see. All around us a flotilla of men-of-war, sloops, frigates, and cutters rode the manicured lawns and steel-gray streets. Most of the properties were closed up, the lawns pristine. Only a few looked inhabited – lawns strewn with gadgets, excavations begun with small bulldozers and abandoned, Pack or Swarm or Family flags flying from the mainmasts. Water cannons menacing passersby.


I put my hands in my pants pockets and picked at the lint. “So this is pretty much all Nines?”


The Thirtysomething Lady frowned. “Ma’am, I’m afraid the Anti-Redlining Act of 2035 – ”


“Uh-huh, race, gender, aetial age, chronological age, stimulative preference or national origin – I know the law. But who else wants to live in Pirateland, right?”


Thirtysomething Lady opened her mouth and didn’t say anything.


“Or can afford it,” Shiri called. She had gone straight for the ropeladder and was halfway up. Her cherry-red sneakers fell over the side of the gunnel running around the house. Thirtysomething Lady’s hands twitched in a kind of helpless half-grasping motion. Geezers always do that when we climb.


“Are you poor?” Tommy asked. “Is that why you dress like that?”


“Quit taunting the Lady,” Max growled. Max is our token Eight, and he takes aetial discrimination more seriously than the rest of us. Plus, he’s just nicer than we are. He’s also Pumped Up: he’s only four feet tall, but he has bioengineered muscles like grapefruit. He has to eat a pound or two of medicated soysteak a day just to keep his bulk on.


Thirtysomething Lady put her hand up to her eyes and blinked ferociously, as if she were going to cry. Now that would be something! They almost never cry. We’d hardly been mean to her at all. I felt sorry for her, so I walked over and put my hand in hers. She flinched and pulled her hand away. So much for cross-aetial understanding and forgiveness.


“Let’s just look at the house,” I said, putting my hands in my pockets.


“Galleon,” she said tightly.


“Galleon then.”


Her fingers twitched out a passkey mudra and the galleon lowered a boarding plank. Nice touch.


Frankly, we were excited. This move was what our Pack needed – the four of us, at least, were sure of it. We were all tired of living in the ghetto – we were in three twentieth-century townhouses in Billings, in an “age-mixed” area full of marauding Thirteens and Fourteens and Fifteens. Talk about a people damned by CDAS – when the virus hit them, it had stuck their pituitaries and thyroids like throttles jammed open. It wasn’t just the giantism and health problems caused by a thirty-year overdose on growth hormones, testosterone, estrogen, and androgen. They suffered more from their social problems – criminality, violence, orgies, jealousy – and their endless self-pity.


Okay, Max liked them. And most of the rest of us had been at least entertained by living in the ghetto. At birthday parties, we could always shock the other Packs with our address. But that was when all eight of us were there, before Katrina and Ogbu went south. With eight of us, we’d felt like a full Pack – invincible, strong enough to laugh at anyone.


I followed the others into the galleon’s foyer. Video game consoles on the walls, swimming pool under a retractable transparent superceramic floor. The ceiling – or upper deck, I guess – was thirty feet up, accessible by rope ladders and swing ropes. A parrot fluttered onto a roost – it looked real, but probably wasn’t. I walked through a couple of bulk-heads. Lots of sleeping nooks; lockers, shelves; workstations, both flatscreen and retinal-projection. I logged onto one as guest. Plenty of bandwidth. That’s good for me. I may dress like a male twentieth-century stockbroker, double-breasted suit and suspenders, but I’m actually a found footage editor. (Not a lot of Nines are artists – our obsessive problem solving and intense competitiveness makes us good market speculators, gamblers, programmers, and biotechs. That’s where we’ve made our money and our reputation. Not many of us have the patience or interest for art.)


I logged out. Max had stripped and dived into the pool – or maybe it was meant as a giant bathtub. Tommy and Shiri were bouncing on the trampoline, making smart-aleck remarks. The real estate agent had given up on getting anyone to listen to her pitch. She was sitting in a floppy gel chair, massaging the sole of one foot with her hands. I walked into the kitchen. Huge table, lots of chairs and sitballs, enormous programmable foodcenter.


I walked out, back to the Lady. “No stove.”


“Stove?” she said, blinking.


I ran one hand down a suspender. “I cook,” I said.


“You cook?”


I felt my jaw and shoulders tense – I’m sick of being told Nines don’t cook – but then I saw her eyes. They were sparkling with delight. Indulgent delight. It reminded me of my own mother, oohing and aahing over brick-hard cookies I’d baked her one winter morning in the slums of Maryland, back when my aetial age was still tied to Nature’s clock. My mother holding up the wedding dress she’d planned to give me away in, its lacy waist brushing my chin. One evening in college, when I’d looked up at the dinner table, halfway through a sentence – I’d been telling her about The Hat on the Cat, my distributed documentary (a firebrand polemic for Under-Five Emancipation; how cybernetics would liberate the Toddlers from lives of dependence) – and saw in her eyes how long ago she’d stopped listening. Saw that I wasn’t Nine to her, but nine. Saw that she wasn’t looking at me, but through me, a long way off – toward another now, another me: a Woman. Big globes of fatty breasts dangling from that other-me’s chest; tall as a doorway, man-crazy, marriageable; a great sexualized monster like herself, a walking womb, a proto-Mommy. She was waiting for that Susan, Woman-Susan, who would never show up.


“I cook,” I said, looking away from the Lady’s eyes. Putting my hands in my pants pockets. I could have used a hug, but Max was underwater and Tommy and Shiri were trying to knock each other off the trampoline. I went outside.


“We could bring in a stove module,” the Lady called.


Outside, a pigeon was poking through the lawn. It was mangy and nervous enough to be real. I stood for a while watching it, then my earring buzzed. I made the Accept mudra.


“Suze?” Travis said.


“Why are you asking, Travis? Who do you think is wearing my earring?”


“Suze, Abby’s gone.”


“What do you mean, gone?”


“She’s not picking up. Her locator’s off. I can’t find her anywhere.” When Travis was nervous, his voice squeaked. Now he sounded like a mouse caught in a trap.


I looked at the active tattoo readout on my left palm. Travis was home. I made the mudra for Abby. No location listed. “Stay there, Travis. We’re on our way.”


I ran up the plank. Max was dressed again, rubbing his dreadlocks with a towel from the poolside toweltree. Tommy and Shiri were sitting at a table with the Real Estate Lady, looking over paperwork in the tabletop display.


“We’ve got to go. A personal emergency has come up,” I said. Max was at my side instantly.


“Listen, we want this place,” Shiri said.


“Shiri, we all have to talk about it,” I said.


“What’s to talk about?” Tommy said. “It’s awesome.”


“This is the first place we’ve looked at,” I said.


“So?”


The Real Estate Lady was watching us with a guarded expression. I didn’t want to say that Abby was missing. Not in front of her. Not in front of that can-you-really-be-trusted-to-look-after-yourselves-all-on-your-own-without-any-grownups attitude that came off her like a stink. I took my hands out of my pockets and balled them into fists. “You’re being totally stupid!” I said.


“What’s the emergency?” Max said quietly.


“I know what Travis and Abby would say,” Tommy said. “They totally want a place like this. Let’s just get it and we’ll have the rest of the day free.”


“We can go windgliding,” Shiri said.


“Travis and Abby didn’t even agree to getting a house yet, never mind this house,” I said. I felt Max’s hand on my shoulder.


“That’s because they haven’t seen it,” Tommy said.


“What’s the emergency?” Max said.


“There’s probably been a train wreck and Suze has to make sure she’s the first ghoul at her flatscreen,” Shiri said.


“Screw you,” I said and walked out of the house. I was shaking a little with adrenaline. I got in our clowncar and clicked on the engine. Max hurried out the door behind me. I slid over to the passenger seat and he got in to drive.


“We can pick them up later,” he said. “Or they can take a cab. What’s up?”


I made the Abby mudra and showed him my palm. “Abby’s missing. Travis hasn’t seen her, and she’s not picking up.”


Max pulled out into the street. “She left the house this morning early, with that old black-and-white camera you got her. She was going to shoot some pictures.”


I flipped open the flatscreen in the passenger-side dash and logged in. “That’s no reason for her to turn off her locator. I hope she didn’t stay near the house – a Nine walking around alone in the ghetto, taking photographs – imagine how that looks.”


We hummed and whooshed out of Pirateland, up a ramp onto I-90. “Abby wouldn’t be that dumb,” Max said. But he didn’t sound too sure. Abby’s impetuous, and she’d been melancholy lately. “Police?” he asked, after a moment.


I shot him a sharp look. The police are Geezers – height requirements keep Under Twelves out of their ranks, and the Teens are mostly too uneducated and unruly. I didn’t have any strings to pull with them, and neither did Max. “We wait until we have more data,” I said. “Now shut up and let me work. Head home.”


Most people have the notion that the public footage is this permanent, universal, easily searchable archive of everything that ever happens, clearly shot, from any angle. It’s the job of people in my profession to help perpetuate that illusion. Actually, the networks are surprisingly spotty. There are millions of swarmcams wandering around in any major urban area, but they have a high failure and bug rate, and their pictures are grainy and indistinct – only a lot of imaginative algorithmic reconstruction makes them viewable. There are plenty of larger cameras linked to the net, but often hidden in a byzantine maze of permissions and protocols. And there are billions of motion sensors, audio pickups, locator tags, and data traffic monitors added to the mix, but they’re not well correlated with each other. In a few hours on a Sunday morning, one square mile of downtown Billings generates enough data to fill all the computers of the twentieth century, plus all the paper libraries of the centuries before. It’s hell to search.


But I’m good. I had enough footage of Abby on file to construct a good bloodhound, and then I spawned a dozen of them and seeded them well. Pretty soon the hits started coming back. Abby had crossed the street in front of our house at 09:06, and turned her locator tag off – on purpose, I imagined, since there was no error log. She’d stopped for bagels and udon in a deli on Avenue C at 09:22; shot pictures in the park until 09:56. She’d talked to a couple of Fifteens there and taken something from them. I couldn’t see what, in the grainy gray swarmcam pictures, but it made the hair on the back of my neck rise.


From 10:03 I lost her; she’d gone up an elevator in a bank and disappeared. There’s a network of private walkways and an aerial tram in that part of Billings that are poorly monitored. I had a cold feeling in my gut; that was a great way to lose me, if you were trying to.


I searched all the exits to those walkways and the tramway for Abby, buying a bunch of extra processing power on the exchange to run it faster. Nothing.


Max had entered among the spires and alleys of Billings. Dappled shadows of metal and translucent plastics and ceramics rippled over the clowncar. I looked out at the people walking through the corridors around us, all ages and sizes and colors. An old woman was walking slowly on a slidewalk just above us – she must have been an aetial Ninety, which made her a hundred and twenty or so. Walking, slowly, under her own steam. You don’t see that every day.


I went back to some old footage I had of a birthday party and grabbed a sequence of Abby walking. I built an ergodynamic profile of her and fed that to my bloodhounds.


Bingo. At 10:42, Abby had left the aerial tramway in disguise. Platform shoes, trenchcoat, false breasts and hips and shoulders – she was impersonating a Fourteen or so. It looked ridiculous, like Halloween. She’d consulted a piece of paper from her pocket.


By 10:54 she was in a bad area. “Head for 30th and Locust,” I told Max.


“Shit,” he said. “No police?”


“I don’t have anything yet that would warrant their attention. Nothing that proves she was coerced.”


“So we need other backup,” Max said grimly.


“Yeah.” I looked up. “Can you get it?”


“I think so,” he said. He made some Call mudras with one hand and started talking. “Hey, Dave, how you doing? Listen, man – ” I tuned him out as he made his calls.


My last shot of Abby was at 11:06. She was being hustled into a doorway by a gargantuan Fifteen. His hand was on her elbow. Biodynamic readouts from a few stray hospital swarmcams confirmed that her pulse was elevated. Should I send this to the police? Would it prove Abby was coerced? But what was she doing with the weird disguise and the sneaking around? Just slumming? Or would I get her in trouble?


Was Abby buying drugs?


“Parkhill and 32nd,” I said to Max. My fingers were still and I was just looking at that last picture, Abby and the giant, him pulling her into darkness.


“Can you meet us at Parkhill and 32nd?” Max was saying. “Damn, I know, man – that’s why we need you.”


When we got there, five of Max’s friends were waiting. Four were clearly from his gym. Two of them were probably Nines or Tens (one swarthy, one red-haired and freckled) and they were even musclier than Max, their heads perched like small walnuts on their blockbuster bodies. The other two were Pumped Up Teens – maybe Fifteen or Sixteen. Their blond, Slavic-boned faces sat on bodies like overstuffed family room sofas or industrial refrigerators: fingers the size of my forearm, thighs the size of my entire body. I wasn’t sure how we were going to get them in the building.


And then there was the fifth – an Augmented Three. She stood a little apart from the others, her tiny arms at her sides. They were clearly afraid of her. One soft brown eye scanned the clouds, and she had a beatific smile on her face. Her other eye was the glistening jewel of a laserlight connector, and there were other plugs and ports glistening in her brown scalp among her cornrows.


Max stopped the car.


“Who’s the Three?” I asked.


Max turned to me. He looked nervous, like he thought I was going to make fun of him. “That’s my sister, Carla.”


“Cool,” I said quickly. He got out before I could say anything yet stupider, like, “How nice that you’ve stayed close.”


I opened my door and froze – Carla was running toward us. “Max!” she warbled, and flung her arms around his waist, burying her face in his stomach.


“Hi, honey-girl,” he said, hugging her back.


I glanced at my palm readout. It had gone blank. So had the flatscreen in the car. It was a safe bet nothing near Carla would be recorded. You could sometimes tell where Augmented Threes and Twos were in the public footage by tracking the blank areas, the little blobs of inexplicable malfunction that followed them around. I once did an experimental documentary on Under-Five Augmentation using that blanked-out footage. It was called Be Careful What You Wish For – kind of a rueful, years-later followup to The Hat on the Cat.


“Carry me!” Carla said, and Max dutifully swung her tiny body onto his shoulders.


“Carla, this is Suze,” Max said.


“I don’t like her,” Carla announced. Max’s face went slack with fear, and my heart lurched. I grabbed the car door so hard my fingernails sank into the frame.


Carla exploded in giggles, then started to hiccup. “Just – kidding!” she choked out between hiccups. “You guys are so silly!”


I tried to smile. Max turned, slowly, toward the door. It was a formidable steel monstrosity, the kind with a biodynamic access plate governing its security system. Those things are supposed to be off-net, more or less invulnerable to cybernetic hacking. Carla waved at it and it popped open. The four muscleboys crowded their way inside – eager to get to Abby, and away from Carla – and the three of us brought up the rear, Carla still perched on Max’s shoulders.


The stairway was dark and rank – it smelled like Teenagers, all their glands and excretions, smeared and sour. Most of the wallglow was dead, and one malfunctioning patch at the top of the stairs was flashing green and red, so that the bodies of the muscleboys ascended the stairs in strobed staccato.


The freckled gymrat was first to the doorway at the top. As he reached for the doorknob, we heard a long moan, and then a series of grunts. Almost snarls. And then, softer, a whimper – a high, female whimper – like the sound of someone tortured, someone in despair.


Carla started to cry. “I don’t like it!”


“What is it, honey-baby?” Max said, his voice afraid. “What’s behind that door?”


“Don’t ask her that!” I barked. “Distract her, you idiot!”


“Max, should I make it go away?” Carla wailed. “Should I make them stop, Max?”


“No!” Max and I shouted at the same time.


“Max,” I said as pleasantly as I could manage, “why don’t you and Carla go play a nice game in the car?”


“But maybe I should – ” Max said, looking at me from between Carla’s tiny, shaking knees.


“Now!” I barked, and pushed past them.


Panting came from under the door, panting and groans. The muscleboys looked at me nervously. I heard Max’s shoes clumping down the stairs behind me, and he started singing “The Itsy-Bitsy Spider.”


“In!” I hissed, pointing at the door. The two overmuscled Nines threw their shoulders against it. It strained and buckled, but held. From inside the door came a strangled scream. The two Pumped-Up Teens braced themselves against the wall and each other, bent their knees, and crouched down with their shoulders under the Nines’ butts. “Ready – now!” called the biggest, and all four of them pushed. The door shot open, and the muscleboys tumbled and collapsed through it. I sprinted over their bodies, springing from a buttock to a shoulder to a back to another shoulder, and I was through.


On a tiger-skin throwrug in the midst of a pile of trash, two huge naked Fifteens looked up. The male’s skin was a mass of pimples and grease; shaggy hair fell over his shoulders and muscles. The female was pinned under him, her gigantic breasts flopping to either side of her thin ribcage, her knees pinioned around his hips. Between the wiry forests of their pubic hair, a portion of the male’s penis ran like a swollen purple bridge.


“Ewww!” I shouted, as they flopped down, pulling the tigerskin over themselves. “Where’s Abby??”


“Hi, Suze,” said Abby dryly from an overstuffed chair to my left. She was wearing a white jumpsuit, and holding a pen and a paper notebook.


“What the hell are you doing?” I shouted.


“I might ask you the same.” She motioned to the pile of muscleboys, who were struggling to their feet with dazed expressions.


“Abby! You disappeared!” I was waving my arms around like a Macromuppet. “Locator – bad area – disguise – scary – aargh!”


“Are you going to follow me around with a small army every time I turn off my locator?”


“Yes!!”


She sighed and put down her pencil and paper. “I’m really sorry,” she called to the Fifteens. “My time was almost up anyway. Um, do you mind if we talk in here for a few minutes?”


“Yes!” gurgled the female.


“Abby, come on,” I said. “They can’t just stop in the middle. They have to, you know, finish what they were – doing. Until it’s finished their brains won’t work properly.”


“Okay,” Abby said. “All right, ah – thanks.”


In the stairway, I said, “You couldn’t just watch a porn channel?”


“It’s not the same,” she said. “That’s all packaged and commercial. I wanted to interview them before and after. I have to know – what it’s like.”


“Why?”


She paused on the stairs, and I stopped too. The muscleboys, muttering, went out onto the street, and we were alone in the flashing green and red light.
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