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SUMMATION: 2013


Some commentators have been predicting for several years now that digital books, e-books, are going to drive physical print books into extinction, and although e-books continue to gain an increasing share of the market, the driving-print-books-into-extinction thing didn’t happen in 2013—and I don’t think it is going to happen. What seems to be happening instead is that we’re reaching some kind of equilibrium, where people who buy e-books continue to buy print books as well.


A study by PEW Research Center, released at the beginning of 2014, noted that half of American adults now own either a tablet or an e-reader, and even those who don’t own either a tablet or an e-reader sometimes read e-books on their cell phones or smartphones. The percentage of adults who have read an e-book in the past year has risen to 28 percent, up from 23 percent at the end of 2012, and 14 percent of adults have listened to an audiobook.


However, the study also says: “Though e-books are rising in popularity, print remains the foundation of Americans’ reading habits. Most people who read e-books also read print books, and just 4 percent of readers are ‘e-book only.’ Among adults who read at least one book in the past year, just 5 percent said they read an e-book in the last year without also reading a print book.”


The PEW Research study goes on to elaborate that “87 percent of e-book readers also read a print book in the past twelve months, and 29 percent listened to an audiobook. “Eighty-four percent of audiobook listeners also read a print book in the past year, and 56 percent also read an e-book.


“A majority of print readers read only in that format, although 35 percent of print book readers also read an e-book and 17 percent listened to an audiobook.


“Overall, about half (52 percent) of readers only read a print book, 4 percent only read an e-book, and just 2 percent only listened to an audiobook. Nine percent of readers said they read books in all three formats.”


So it seems fairly obvious to me that none of these formats is going to drive the others into extinction anytime soon. For the foreseeable future, most readers will buy books both in electronic and print forms during the year, choosing one format or the other depending on the circumstances, convenience, their needs of the moment, even their whim. There are strong indications that in some cases people will buy both e-book and print versions of the same book.


Far from killing literacy, as prophets back in the eighties and nineties were confidently assuring us that it was going to, the Internet and e-books may actually be enhancing it.


Brick-and-mortar bookstores are not going to disappear either (although online bookselling is certainly not “a passing fad,” as some people were claiming only a decade or so back). An odd but interesting fact is that although big chain stores like Barnes & Noble have closed some of their stores, independent bookstores are springing up again in many places. Bookstore sales held moderately stable in 2013. U.S. Census Bureau figures for September show bookstore sales of $1.298 billion, up 6.3 percent from September 2012. For the year-to-date, bookstore sales were down slightly, but only by 1.6 percent, to $13.19 billion. Pretty good for an industry that was supposed to be extinct by now, according to some cyberprophets.


The biggest story in the publishing world in 2013 was certainly the merger of publishing giants Random House and Penguin to form Penguin Random House, something that was announced in 2012 but only finalized this year, at a stroke reducing the so-called “Big Six” publishing houses to the “Big Five.” Rumors of further possible mergers to come constantly swirl, so it’s entirely possible that we could end up with the “Big Four” or even the “Big Three” eventually. What effect all of this will have on the genre, and on publishing as a whole, remains to be seen. In the year’s other big news, Simon & Schuster has announced a new imprint, not yet named, that will focus on science fiction, fantasy, and horror for “YA and above”; Justin Chanda is publisher, Joe Monti is executive editor, and Navah Wolfe of Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers has been promoted to full-time editor for the new line. Springer has also announced a new science fiction book line. On the downhill side, the busy genre publisher Night Shade Books went bankrupt and was purchased by Skyhorse Publishing and Start Publishing, who will split print publishing and digital publishing of future Night Shade Books between them; Night Shade founders Jason Williams and Jeremy Lassen will work for Skyhorse and Start as consultants, under an editor to be named later. Start also purchased Salvo Press. Underland Press was purchased by Resurrection House. Hachette Book Group purchased most of the Hyperion adult backlist from Disney. David Fickling left Random House Children’s UK to found his own imprint, David Fickling Books. Longtime editor James Frenkel left Tor.


Otherwise, it was a fairly quiet year, with the other prominent news being the scramble of print publishing houses to establish digital imprints to publish e-books. Prime Books is launching a digital imprint called Masque Books. Bloomsbury Children’s launched a new digital imprint, Bloomsbury Spark. Harlequin UK announced a new digital imprint, Carina UK. Telos Publishing launched a new digital imprint, Telos Moonrise. Audiobook publisher Brilliance is branching out into print and e-books with their new Grand Harbor Press imprint.


It was another fairly stable year in the professional print magazine market, after years of sometimes precipitous decline. Sales of electronic subscriptions to the magazines are continuing to creep up, as well as sales of individual electronic copies of each issue, and this is making a big difference to profitability. It may be that the Internet will ultimately save the genre print magazine market, as I predicted it might years ago when I first agitated for the Asimov’s website and forum to be created.


Asimov’s Science Fiction had another strong year, probably the strongest of the genre print magazines, publishing excellent fiction by Ian R. MacLeod, Robert Reed, Neal Asher, Kristine Kathyrn Rusch, Karl Bunker, Lavie Tidhar, Alexander Jablokov, M. Bennardo, Carrie Vaughn, Tom Purdom, and others. As usual, their SF was considerably stronger than their fantasy, the reverse of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a 7.3 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 23,192 from 2012’s 25,025. Subscriptions were 20,327, down from 21,380. Newsstand sales were down to 2,385 copies from 2012’s 3,207, plus 480 digital copies sold on average each month in 2013, up from 438 in 2012. Sell-through fell from 42 percent to 39 percent. Sheila Williams completed her ninth year as Asimov’s editor.


Analog Science Fiction and Fact published good work by Lavie Tidhar, Martin L. Shoemaker, Alec Nevala-Lee, Joe Pitkin, Sean McMullen, Linda Nagata, Stephen Baxter, Paul Di Filippo, and others. Analog registered a 2 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 27,248 from 2012’s 27,803. There were 23,630 subscriptions, down slightly from 2012’s 24,503 subscriptions; newsstand sales were up to 3,235 from 2012’s 2,854; digital sales were down from 446 digital copies sold on average each month in 2013 to 383 copies. Sell-through rose from 31 percent to 41 percent. Stanley Schmidt, who had been editor there for thirty-three years, retired in 2012, winning his first Hugo Award at the 2013 Worldcon. He has been replaced by Trevor Quachri. The magazine’s eighty-third anniversary was in 2013.


The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction was almost exactly the reverse of Asimov’s—lots of good fantasy work appeared there in 2013, but relatively little strong SF. F&SF had first-class work by Geoff Ryman, Eleanor Arnason, Rachel Pollack, Brendan DuBois, Robert Reed, Susan Palwick, Alex Irvine, Andy Stewart, and others. F&SF registered a 7.2 percent drop in overall circulation from 11,510 to 10,678, slowing the previous year’s precipitous drop of 20.4 percent. Subscriptions dropped from 8,300 to 7,762. Newsstand sales dropped from 3,210 to 2,916. Sell-through fell from 39 percent to 23 percent. Figures are not available for digital subscriptions and digital copies sold, but editor and publisher Gordon Van Gelder said that they were “healthy.” Gordon Van Gelder is in his seventeenth year as editor, and thirteenth year as owner and publisher.


Interzone is technically not a “professional magazine,” by the definition of the Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA), because of its low rates and circulation, but the literary quality of the work published there is so high that it would be ludicrous to omit it. Interzone had good work by Lavie Tidhar, Sean McMullen, Aliette de Bodard, Jim Hawkins, John Shirley, Jason Sanford, Tim Lees, Sarah Dodd, and others this year. Exact circulation figures are not available, but it is guessed to be in the 2,000 copy range. TTA Press, Interzone’s publisher, also publishes straight horror or dark suspense magazine Black Static, which is beyond our purview here, but has a similar level of professional quality. Interzone and Black Static changed to a smaller trim size in 2011, but maintained their slick look, switching from the old 7¾”-by-10¾” saddle-stitched semigloss color cover sixty-four-page format to a 6½”-by-9¼” perfect-bound glossy color cover ninety-six-page format. The editors include publisher Andy Cox and Andy Hedgecock.


If you’d like to see lots of good SF and fantasy published every year, the survival of these magazines is essential, and one important way that you can help them survive is by subscribing to them. It’s never been easier to do so, something that these days can be done with just the click of a few buttons, nor has it ever before been possible to subscribe to the magazines in as many different formats, from the traditional print copy arriving by mail to downloads for your desktop or laptop available from places like Amazon (www.amazon.com), to versions you can read on your Kindle, Nook, or iPad. You can also now subscribe from overseas just as easily as you can from the United States, something formerly difficult to impossible.


So in hopes of making it easier for you to subscribe, I’m going to list both the Internet sites where you can subscribe online and the street addresses where you can subscribe by mail for each magazine: Asimov’s site is at www.asimovs.com, and subscribing online might be the easiest thing to do, and there’s also a discounted rate for online subscriptions; its subscription address is Asimov’s Science Fiction, Dell Magazines, 267 Broadway, Fourth Floor, New York, N.Y., 10007–2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the U.S., $44.97 overseas. Analog’s site is at www.analogsf.com; its subscription address is Analog Science Fiction and Fact, Dell Magazines, 267 Broadway, Fourth Floor, New York, N.Y. 10007–2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the U.S., $44.97 overseas. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is at www.sfsite.com/fsf; its subscription address is The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, P.O. Box 3447, Hoboken, N.J., 07030, annual subscription—$36.97 in the U.S., $48.97 overseas. Interzone and Black Static can be subscribed to online at www.ttapress.com/onlinestore1.html; the subscription address for both is TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, England, UK, £45 each for a twelve-issue subscription, or there is a reduced rate dual subscription offer of £80 for both magazines for twelve issues; make checks payable to “TTA Press.”


Most of these magazines are also available in various electronic formats through the Kindle, Nook, and other handheld readers.


The print semiprozine market continues to shrink. Many have transitioned to online all-electronic formats, although that’s not a guarantee of success either—in 2011, Zahir, Electric Velocipede, and Black Gate made the switch to only-online format; Zahir and Electric Velocipede have subsequently died, and Black Gate has stopped posting fiction on a regular basis, although it continues to refresh its nonfiction content. Australian semiprozine Aurealis has transitioned to a downloadable format. Bull Spec has announced that 2014 will be their last year of publication.


Many of the semiprozines that remain in print format struggle to bring out their scheduled issues. The Canadian On Spec, the longest-running and most reliably published of all the print fiction semiprozines, which is edited by a collective under general editor, Diane L. Walton, met their production schedule as usual, bringing out four issues in 2013. Another collective-run SF magazine with a rotating editorial staff, Australia’s Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine managed only two issues this year. Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, the long-running slipstream magazine edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant, managed two issues in 2013, as did Shimmer, Ireland’s long-running Albedo One, Space and Time Magazine, and the small British SF magazine Jupiter. Weird Tales, under new editor Marvin Kaye, managed one issue, as did Neo-opsis. Tales of the Talisman, edited by David Lee Summers, produced three issues this year.


Little really memorable fiction appeared in any of the surviving print semiprozines this year, which were far outstripped by the online magazines (see below).


The venerable newszine Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Field, now in its forty-seventh year of publication, is about all that’s left of the popular print critical magazine market, following the departure of The New York Review of Science Fiction to the electronic world in mid-2012. It has long been your best bet for value in this category anyway, a multiple Hugo winner, for decades an indispensible source of news, information, and reviews. The magazine has survived the death of founder, publisher, and longtime editor Charles N. Brown and has continued strongly and successfully under the guidance of a staff of editors headed by Liza Groen Trombi, and including Kirsten Gong-Wong, Carolyn Cushman, Tim Pratt, Jonathan Strahan, Francesca Myman, Heather Shaw, and many others.


I saw two issues this year (although there may have been more that I missed) of an interesting new feminist print magazine of reviews and critical essays, The Cascadia Subduction Zone: A Literary Quarterly, edited by L. Timmel Duchamp and Nisi Shawl.


Most of the other surviving print critical magazines are professional journals more aimed at academics than at the average reader. The most accessible of these is probably the long-running British critical zine Foundation.


Subscription addresses are: Locus, The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $76 for a one-year first-class subscription, twelve issues; Foundation, Science Fiction Foundation, Roger Robinson (SFF), 75 Rosslyn Avenue, Harold Wood, Essex RM3 ORG, UK, $37 for a three-issue subscription in the U.S.A; On Spec, The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, for subscription information, go to website www.onspec.ca; Neo-opsis Science Fiction Magazine, 4129 Carey Rd., Victoria, BC, V8Z 4G5, $25 for a three-issue subscription; Albedo One, Albedo One Productions, 2, Post Road, Lusk, Co. Dublin, Ireland; $32 for a four-issue airmail subscription, make checks payable to “Albedo One” or pay by PayPal at www.albedo1.com; Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, Small Beer Press, 150 Pleasant St., #306, Easthampton, MA 01027, $20 for four issues; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, see website www.andromedaspaceways.com for subscription information; Tales of the Talisman, Hadrosaur Productions, P.O. Box 2194, Mesilla Park, NM 88047–2194, $24 for a four-issue subscription; Jupiter, 19 Bedford Road, Yeovil, Somerset, BA21 5UG, UK, £10 for four issues; Shimmer, P.O. Box 58591, Salt Lake City, UT 84158–0591, $22 for a four-issue subscription; Weird Tales, see website www.weirdtalesmagazine.com for subscription and ordering information; The Cascadia Subduction Zone: A Literary Quarterly, subscription and single issues online at www.thecsz.com, $16 annually for a print subscription, print single issues $5, Electronic Subscription—PDF format—$10 per year, electronic single issue, $3, to order by check, make them payable to Aqueduct Press, P.O. Box 95787, Seattle, WA 98145–2787.


In the past few years, the world of online-only electronic magazines has become at least as important as a place to find good new fiction as the traditional print market.


One of the most promising of the electronic magazines was Eclipse Online, edited by Jonathan Strahan late in 2012 as an online continuation of Strahan’s critically acclaimed anthology series Eclipse. Eclipse Online published several of 2012’s best stories, and then unfortunately died early in 2013, killed by the economic upheaval at parent publishing company Night Shade Books, a heavy loss to the genre.


Lightspeed (www.lightspeedmagazine.com), edited by John Joseph Adams, had a good year, featuring strong work by Jake Kerr, Matthew Kressel, Carrie Vaughn, M. Bennardo, Matthew Hughes, and others. Late in the year, a new electronic companion horror magazine, Nightmare (www.nightmare-magazine.com), also edited by John Joseph Adams, was added to the Lightspeed stable.


Clarkesworld (www.clarkesworldmagazine.com), edited by Sean Wallace and Neil Clarke, featured good stuff by James Patrick Kelly, Aliette de Bodard, Vandana Singh, Ian McDonald, Robert Reed, Benjanun Sriduangkaew, and others. They also host monthly podcasts of stories drawn from each issue. Clarkesworld won its third Hugo Award as Best Semiprozine this year, and also issued three volumes of stories from the magazine, Clarkesworld: Year Three, Clarkesworld: Year Four, and Clarkesworld: Year Five. Clarkesworld co-editor Sean Wallace, along with Jack Fisher, launched another new online horror magazine, The Dark Magazine (http://thedarkmagazine.com).


Subterranean (http://subterraneanpress.com), edited by William K. Schafer, had first-class work by K. J. Parker, Ted Chiang, Jay Lake, Lewis Shiner, Ian Tregillis, and others. Schafer has recently announced that he will be shutting down Subterranean the online magazine after 2014 to concentrate on running the Subterranean book line, which I think is a real loss to the field. Some fine material has appeared on Subterranean over the years, and they’ve been one of the few online markets receptive to running novellas, which (for some reason I don’t entirely understand) are rarely found on the Internet.


Tor.com (www.tor.com), edited by Patrick Neilsen Hayden and Liz Gorinsky, with additional material purchased by Ellen Datlow, Ann VanderMeer, and others, published some outstanding work by Nancy Kress, Carrie Vaughn, Ken Liu, Andy Duncan and Ellen Klages, Michael Swanwick, Garth Nix, Karin Tidbeck, Charles Stross, and others. There was a collection of stories from the site, Some of the Best from Tor.com, 2013 Edition, issued as a free e-book anthology this year.


Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com), the oldest continually running electronic genre magazine on the Internet, started in 2000, had a change of editorial staff this year. Longtime editors Jed Hartman and Susan Marie Groppi stepped down; the new editor-in-chief there is Niall Harrison, with Brit Mandelo, Julia Rios, and An Owomoyela as fiction editors. This year, they had strong work by Kate MacLeod, Anaea Lay, Lavie Tidhar, Sunny Moraine, Lara Elena Donnelly, and others.


Longtime print semiprozine Electric Velocipede, edited by John Klima, transitioned to being an electronic magazine (www.electricvelocipede.com), but then died after publishing two final issues that featured excellent work by Val Nolan, Sam Miller, and others.


Apex Magazine (www.apexbookcompany.com/apex-online) had good work by Indrapramit Das, Lavie Tidhar, Patricia C. Wrede, Michael Griffin, Emily Jang, and others. Lynne M. Thomas stepped down as editor-in-chief, and was replaced by Sigrid Ellis.


Abyss & Apex (www.abyssapexzine.com) ran interesting work by Ruth Nestvold, Damien Broderick and Paul Di Filippo, E. Lily Yu, Cat Rambo, Ken Altabef, Jay Castleberg, and others. New editor Carmelo Rafala stepped down to be replaced by the former longtime editor, Wendy S. Delmater, who returned to the helm.


An e-zine devoted to “literary adventure fantasy,” Beneath Ceaseless Skies (http://beneath-ceaseless-skies), edited by Scott H. Andrews, ran nice stuff by Richard Parks, M. Bennardo, Gemma Files, Naim Kabir, Marissa Lingen, and others. They published their fourth Best of BCS reprint e-book anthology this year.


Long-running Sword & Sorcery print magazine Black Gate, edited by John O’Neill, transitioned into an electronic magazine in September of 2012 and can be found at www.blackgate.com. This year they put up stories by Michael Shea, Vera Nazarian, Mary Catelli, Nina Kiriki Hoffman, Dave Gross, and others, but they have recently announced that they will no longer be regularly running new fiction, although they will be regularly refreshing their nonfiction content, essays, and reviews; the occasional story will continue to appear.


A new online SF magazine was launched, Galaxy’s Edge (www.galaxysedge.com), edited by Mike Resnick, featuring work by Stephen Leigh, Jack McDevitt, Martin L. Shoemaker, as well as lots of reprints by Jack Dann, Larry Niven, Maureen McHugh, Nancy Kress, C. L. Moore, Robert Silverberg, and others. A print edition is available from BN.com and Amazon.com for $5.99 per issue.


The Australian popular science magazine Cosmos (www.cosmosmagazine.com) is not an SF magazine per se, but for the last few years it has been running a story per issue (and also putting new fiction not published in the print magazine up on its website), and interesting stuff by Damien Broderick, Terry Dowling, Nick Mamatas, Thoralya Dyer, and others appeared there this year. The new fiction editor is SF writer Cat Sparks.


Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com), edited by Leah Bobet, published interesting work, usually more slipstream than SF, by Sunny Moraine, Leah Thomas, Bonnie Jo Stufflebaum, and others.


Orson Scott Card’s Intergalactic Medicine Show (www.intergalacticmedicine show.com), edited by Edmund R. Schubert under the direction of Card himself, ran interesting stuff from Ian Creasey, Matthew S. Rolundo, Robert J. Howe, and others.


SF/fantasy e-zine Daily Science Fiction (http://dailysciencefiction.com) publishes one new SF or fantasy story every single day for the entire year. Unsurprisingly, many of these were not really up to professional standards, but there were some good stories here and there by Robert Reed, M. Bennardo, Ken Liu, Colin P. Davies, Cat Rambo, and others. Editors there are Michele-Lee Barasse and Jonathan Laden.


Redstone Science Fiction (http://redstonesciencefiction.com) has gone “on hiatus,” which usually means that a magazine isn’t coming back.


GigaNotoSaurus (http://giganotosaurus.org), now edited by Rashida J. Smith, taking over from Ann Leckie, published one story a month by writers such as


C.S.E. Cooney, Caroline M. Yoachim, Ken Liu, Cat Rambo and Ben Bergis, and others.


The World SF Blog (http://worldsf.wordpress.com), edited by Lavie Tidhar, was a good place to find science fiction by international authors, and also published news, links, round table discussions, essays, and interviews related to “science fiction, fantasy, horror, and comics from around the world.” The site is no longer being updated, but an extensive archive is still accessible there.


A similar site is International Speculative Fiction (http://internationalSF.wordpress.com), edited by Roberto Mendes.


Weird Fiction Review (http://weirdfictionreview.com), edited by Ann VanderMeer and Jeff VanderMeer, which occasionally publishes fiction, bills itself as “an ongoing exploration into all facets of the weird,” including reviews, interviews, short essays, and comics.


There’s been a relaunch of Amazing Stories (www.amazingsoriesmag.com), edited by Steve Davidson, but to date it doesn’t seem to have actually published much fiction.


Below this point, most of the stories are slipstream or surrealism, and it becomes harder to find center-core SF, or even genre fantasy/horror. Such sites include Rudy Rucker’s Flurb (www.flurb.net) which hasn’t been refreshed since the spring of 2012, and may well be dead, Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com), Heliotrope (www.heliotropemag.com), Fireside Magazine (www.firesidemag.com), edited by Brian White, Interfictions Online (http://interfictions.com), edited by Christopher Barzak and Meghan McCarron, Michael Moorcock’s New Worlds (www.newworlds.co.uk), edited by Roger Gray, and the somewhat less slipstreamish Bewildering Stories (www.bewilderingstories.com)


But there’s also a lot of good reprint SF and fantasy stories out there on the Internet, in addition to original work. Fictionwise and Electric Story have died, but there are sites where you can access formerly published stories for free, including Strange Horizons, Tor.com, Lightspeed, Subterranean, Abyss & Apex, Apex, and most of the sites that are associated with existent print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, make previously published fiction and nonfiction available for access on their sites as well, and also regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues. Hundreds of out-of-print titles, both genre and mainstream, are also available for free download from Project Gutenberg (http://promo.net/pc), and a large selection of novels and a few collections can also be accessed for free, to be either downloaded or read on-screen, at the Baen Free Library (www.baen.com/library). Sites such as Infinity Plus (www.infinityplus.co.uk) and The Infinite Matrix (www.infinitematrix.net) may have died as active sites, but their extensive archives of previously published material are still accessible (an extensive line of new Infinity Plus Books can also be ordered from the Infinity Plus site).


Even if you’re not looking for fiction to read, though, there are still plenty of other reasons for SF fans to go on the Internet. There are many general genre-related sites of interest to be found, most of which publish reviews of books as well as of movies and TV shows, sometimes comics or computer games or anime, many of which also feature interviews, critical articles, and genre-oriented news of various kinds. The best such site is Locus Online (www.locusmag.com), the online version of the newsmagazine Locus, where you can 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 database archives such as the Locus Index to Science Fiction and the Locus Index to Science Fiction Awards. The previously mentioned Tor.com is also one of the most eclectic genre-oriented sites on the Internet, a website that, in addition to its fiction, regularly publishes articles, comics, graphics, blog entries, print and media reviews, book “rereads” and episode-by-episode “rewatches” of television shows, as well as commentary on all the above. The long-running and eclectic The New York Review of Science Fiction has ceased print publication, but can be purchased in PDF, epub, mobi formats, and POD editions through Weightless Press (http://weightlessbooks.com; see also www.nyrsf.com for information). Other major general-interest sites include Io9 (www.io9.com), SF Site (www.sfsite.com), although it’s no longer being regularly updated, SFRevu (www.sfsite.com/sfrevu), SFCrowsnest (www.sfcrowsnest.com), SFScope (www.sfscope.com), Green Man Review (http://greenmanreview.com), The Agony Column (http://trashotron.com/agony), SFFWorld (www.sffworld.com), SFReader (forums.sfreader.com), and Pat’s Fantasy Hotlist (www.fantasyhotlist.blogspot.com). A great research site, invaluable if you want bibliographic information about SF and fantasy writers, is Fantastic Fiction (www.fantasticfiction.co.uk). Another fantastic research site is the searchable online update of the Hugo-winning The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (www.sf-encyclopedia.com), where you can access almost four million words of information about SF writers, books, magazines, and genre themes. Reviews of short fiction as opposed to novels are very hard to find anywhere, with the exception of Locus and Locus Online, but you can find reviews of both current and past short fiction at Best SF (www.bestsf.net), as well as at pioneering short-fiction review site Tangent Online (www.tangentonline.com). Other sites of interest include: SFF NET (www.sff.net) which features dozens of home pages and “newsgroups” for SF writers; the Science Fiction Writers of America page (www.sfwa.org); where genre news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; Ansible (http://news.ansible.co.uk/Ansible), the online version of multiple Hugo winner David Langford’s long-running fanzine Ansible; Book View Café (www.bookviewcafe.com) is a “consortium of over twenty professional authors,” including Vonda N. McIntyre, Laura Ann Gilman, Sarah Zittel, Brenda Clough, and others, who have created a website where work by them—mostly reprints, and some novel excerpts—is made available for free.


There are also a number of sites where podcasts and SF-oriented radio plays, an area which has been growing in popularity in recent years, can be accessed: at Audible (www.audible.com), Escape Pod (http://escapepod.org, podcasting mostly SF), SF Squeecast (http://sfsqueecast.com), The Coode Street Podcast (http://jonathanstrahan.podbean.com), The Drabblecast (www.drabblecast.org), StarShipSofa (www.starshipsofa.com), SF Signal Podcast (www.sfsignal.com), Pseudopod (http://pseudopod.org), podcasting mostly fantasy, and Podcastle (http://podcastle.org), podcasting mostly fantasy). The Agony Column (http://agonycolumn.com) also hosts a weekly podcast. There’s also a site that podcasts nonfiction interviews and reviews, Dragon Page Cover to Cover (www.dragonpage.com).


The year 2013 was not an exceptionally strong one for short fiction overall, although so much of it is now published in so many different mediums—print, electronic, audiobooks, print-on-demand, downloadable files, chapbook novellas—that it still wasn’t difficult to find a lot of good stories to read.


There weren’t many strong trade original SF anthologies this year; rather than coming from trade publishers, the best SF anthologies of the year were issued by ultrasmall presses, or in nontraditional formats.


One of the best of these was Twelve Tomorrows (Technology Review), edited by Stephen Cass, the second in a series of special all-fiction issues produced by the magazine MIT Technology Review. Like the first volume, the twelve stories in Twelve Tomorrows are all solid core SF, most of them near-future stories that deal with the possibilities (and threats) of emerging technologies, most set within the next twenty or thirty years. You won’t find any far future or flamboyant space opera stories here, which does give the volume a certain similarity if read all at once, but the literary quality of the individual stories is quite high, featuring excellent work by Nancy Kress, Paul McAuley, Greg Egan, Kathleen Ann Goonan, Peer Watts, and others, and, considered as an anthology, Twelve Tomorrows would certainly have to qualify as one of the year’s best SF anthologies, certainly the most consistent in overall quality. Also good was The Other Half of the Sky (Candlemark & Gleam), edited by Athena Andreadis, coedited by Kay Holt, featuring stories about “heroes who happen to be women, doing whatever they would do in universes where they’re fully human,” which had first-rate work by Melissa Scott, Alexander Jablokov, Aliette de Bodard, Vandana Singh, Ken Liu, Joan Slonczewski, C. W. Johnson, Cat Rambo, and others. (Another all-women anthology, mostly fantasy rather than SF, was One Small Step: An Anthology of Discoveries [FableCroft], edited by Tehani Wessely.)


Another good small-press anthology was We See a Different Frontier: A Postcolonial Speculative Fiction Anthology, edited by Fabio Fernandes and Djibril al-Ayad. The emphasis here was more political than feminist, insomuch as the two can be separated, the idea being to give a voice to the native races who are usually conquered and subjugated by earthmen in much science fiction, especially golden age SF and the SF of the fifties and sixties. Not all the stories here are science fiction; there are a few alternate histories and fantasy stories as well (in both of which, imperialistic Western nations, often Britain, stand in for the “earthmen” of the SF stories), and the book is a bit more uneven overall in literary quality than The Other Half of the Sky, but there’s still some excellent stuff here by Sunny Moraine, Sandra McDonald, Lavie Tidhar, J. V. Yang, Rahul Kanakia, Dinesh Rao, and others. Another eccentric small press anthology is Pandemonium: The Lowest Heaven, edited by Anne C. Perry and Jared Shurin, an original SF anthology produced to coincide with the exhibition Visions of the Universe at Royal Museums Greenwich; each story is illustrated with a picture from the exhibition, which used more than a hundred astronomical photographs and drawings to show “how advances in imaging technology have repeatedly transformed our understanding of the Universe and our own place within it.” The idea behind The Lowest Heaven was to demonstrate “what happens when a group of today’s most imaginative writers are let loose in the gigantic playground of the Solar System,” which sounds great—the result, however, is not as impressive as it might have been, as the anthology produced is extremely uneven in literary quality, with some excellent material by writers such as Alastair Reynolds, Lavie Tidhar, Adam Roberts, and others nestled in among a number of noticeably weaker stories. For an anthology with close ties to astronomy and technological progress, it’s somewhat disappointing that the science in some of the stories is as nonrigorous as it is; I would also have liked to have seen more core science fiction used, since many of the stories here are fantasy, some are slipstream, and some are straight mainstream, with only the faint traces of a connection to the anthology’s supposed theme.


Not available in print form at all was the audiobook anthology METAropolis: Green Space (Audible), edited by Jay Lake and Ken Scholes. This is the third of three volumes in the METAtropolis series of audiobook anthologies, dealing with intrigue and conspiracies in a twenty-second century world that has suffered a disastrous ecological crash and been rebuilt to adhere to strict Green principles, producing a relatively stable worldwide society—but one threatened by radical ecoterrorists who will not be satisfied until the earth is rid of its human population altogether. You may lose a little nuance if you start with this volume rather than listening to the other two audiobook anthologies first, but most of the backstory you can pick up interstitially, on the fly, without having it diminish your enjoyment of the seven novellas here. All of the stories—by Jay Lake, Elizabeth Bear, Karl Schroeder, Seanan McGuire, Tobias S. Buckell, Mary Robinette Kowal, and Ken Scholes—are entertaining and well worth listening to. I’m not sure that Extreme Planets (Chaosium), edited by David Conyers, David Kerndt, and Jeff Harris, is available in print form either; I only saw it in e-book form, and although a print edition was announced, a quick search of Amazon didn’t turn it up. At any rate, Extreme Planets features stories set on “alien worlds that push the limits of what we once believed possible in a planetary environment.” There’s nothing really exceptional here, although the anthology does contain a lot of solid, entertaining core SF by Peter Watts, Brian Stableford, Meryl Ferguson, and others.


Much the same could be said of Beyond the Sun (Fairwood Press), edited by Bryan Thomas Schmidt, that featured interesting work by Nancy Kress, Brad R. Torgeson, Jaleta Clegg, Nancy Fulda, and others, and of Rayguns Over Texas (FACT, Inc.) edited by Rick Klaw, that has solid work by Mark Finn, Lawrence Person, Aaron Allison, Chris N. Brown, and others. Starship Century (Microwave Sciences), edited by Gregory Benford and James Benford, was a mixed fiction-nonfiction anthology where the nonfiction was generally stronger than the fiction, although there were interesting stories by Neal Stephenson, Allen M. Steele, Gregory Benford, and others. Publisher WGM Publishing debuted Fiction River, an “original Anthology Magazine,” with a series of volumes, some SF, some fantasy; the SF volumes included Fiction River: Unnatural Worlds, edited by Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith, Fiction River: How to Save the World, edited by John Helfers, and Fiction River: Time Streams, edited by Dean Wesley Smith.


One of the few general, nonspecifically themed SF anthologies from a trade publisher was the long-awaited Solaris Rising 2: The New Solaris Book of Science Fiction (Solaris), edited by Ian Whates. Somewhat disappointingly after all the anticipation, there’s little here that is really exceptional, but it’s still a good solid SF anthology, with solid work by Paul Cornell, Liz Williams, Adrian Tchaikovsky, Mecurio D. Rivera, Vandana Singh, and others.


Most of the other original anthologies from trade publishers this year that had SF stories in them also contained fantasy and other types of fiction, and were somewhat specialized in theme: Shadows of the New Sun: Stories in Honor of Gene Wolfe (Tor), a tribute anthology to Gene Wolfe, edited by. J.E. Mooney and Bill Fawcett, Oz Reimagined: New Tales from the Emerald City and Beyond (47 North), edited by John Joseph Adams and Douglas Cohen, The Mad Scientist’s Guide to World Domination (Tor), edited by John Joseph Adams, The Worlds of Edgar Rice Burroughs (Baen), edited by Mike Resnick and Robert T. Garcia, Lonely Souls (Spilogate), edited by Gordon Van Gelder; Clockwork Phoenix 4 (funded by Kickstarter), edited by Mike Allen, and Postscripts 30/31: Memoryville Blues (PS Publishing), edited by Nick Givers and Peter Crowther. All of these anthologies featured a few good stories apiece, but were uneven in overall quality, and most mixed SF with fantasy, soft horror, and slipstream.


A YA SF anthology was Futuredaze (Underwood Press) edited by Hannah Strom-Martin and Erin Underwood.


Noted without comment are retro-SF anthology Red Mars (Random House) and cross-genre anthology Dangerous Women (Tor), both edited by George R. R. Martin and Gardner Dozois.


The best original fantasy anthology of the year was probably Fearsome Journeys (Solaris), edited by Johnathan Strahan, which featured excellent stories by Elizabeth Bear, K. J. Parker, Daniel Abraham, Scott Lynch, Ellen Kushner and Ysabeau Wilce, Kate Eliot, and others. Also first-rate was the somewhat steam-punk-flavored Queen Victoria’s Book of Spells (Tor), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, which featured strong stories by Delia Sherman, Maureen McHugh, Jeffrey Ford, Elizabeth Bear, Jane Yolen, Theodora Goss, and others.


Eclectic anthologies that existed on the borderland between SF, fantasy, and slip-stream included Glitter & Mayhew (Apex), edited by John Klima, Lynne M. Thomas, and Michael Damian Thomas, and Unfettered (Grim Oak Press), edited by Shawn Speakman. A book of Canadian superhero stories was Masked Mosaic: Canadian Super Stories (Tyche Books), edited by Claude Lalumiere and Camille Alexa.


There were several books that retold classic fairy tales in updated modern versions, including Rags & Bones (Little, Brown), edited by Melissa Marr and Tim Pratt; Shards and Ashes (HarperCollins), edited by Melissa Marr and Kelley Armstrong; Impossible Monsters (Subterranean Press), edited by Kasey Lansdale; Clockwork Fairy Tales (Roc), edited by Stephen L. Antczak and James C. Basset; Once Upon a Time: New Fairy Tales (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; and Fearie Tales (Jo Fletcher), edited by Stephen Jones. Other pleasant original fantasy anthologies included Halloween: Magic, Mystery, and the Macabre (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; Fiction River: Christmas Ghosts (WMG Publishing), by Kristine Grayson; and Hex in the City (WMG Publishing), edited by Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith.


I don’t keep a close eye on the horror genre, but original horror anthologies included The End of the Road (Solaris), edited by Jonathan Oliver; Mister October, Volume I: An Anthology in Memory of Rich Hautala (JournalStone), edited by Christopher Golden; Mister October, Volume II: An Anthology in Memory of Rich Hautala (JournalStone), edited by Christopher Golden; Into the Darkness: An Anthology Vol. 1 (Necro Publications), edited by Dennis C. Moore and David G. Barnett; and After Death (Dark Moon), edited by Eric J. Guignard.


Anthologies that provided an overview of what’s happening in fantastic literature in other countries, outside the usual genre boundaries (in addition to We See a Different Frontier) included Mothership: Tales from Afrofuturism and Beyond, edited by Bill Campbell and Edward Austin Hall, Pathlight: New Chinese Writings, edited by Li Jingze, and International Speculative 2013 Annual Anthology of Fiction, edited by Roberto Correio do Fantastico.


Shared-world anthologies included Wild Cards II: Aces High (Tor), edited by George R. R. Martin; Man-Kzin Wars XIV (Baen), edited by Larry Niven; Beginnings (Baen) edited by David Weber; Elementary: All-New Tales of the Elemental Masters (DAW), edited by Mercedes Lackey; and 1636: The Devil’s Opera (Baen), edited by Eric Flint and David Carrico.


L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume XXIX (Galaxy), edited by Dave Wolverton, taking over from the late K. D. Wentworth, is the most recent in a long-running series featuring novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents.


Lavie Tidhar and Ken Liu were the most prolific authors at short-fiction lengths again this year, followed by Robert Reed, Nancy Kress, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Albert E. Cowdrey (who I believe placed a story in every single issue of F&SF in 2013) and new writer M. Bennardo; all published good stories all over the place, in many different markets.


SF continued to appear in places well outside accepted genre boundaries, from the science magazines Cosmos and Nature to The New Yorker.


(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 website 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. Many publishers seem to sell only online, through their websites, and some will only accept payment through PayPal. Many books, even from some of the smaller presses, are also available through Amazon.com. If you can’t find an address for a publisher, and it’s quite likely that I’ve missed some here, or failed to update them successfully, Google it. It shouldn’t be that difficult these days to find up-to-date contact information for almost any publisher, however small.)


Addresses: PS Publishing, Grosvenor House, 1 New Road, Hornsea, West Yorkshire, HU18 1PG, England, UK, www.pspublishing.co.uk; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802, www.goldengryphon.com; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, 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, 1470 NW Saltzman Road, Portland, OR 97229, www.nightshadebooks.com; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901, www.galegroup.com/fivestar; NewCon Press, via www.newconpress.com; Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060, www.smallbeerpress.com; Locus Press, P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661; Crescent Books, Mercat Press Ltd., 10 Coates Crescent, Edinburgh, Scotland EH3 7AL, UK, www.crescentfiction.com; Wildside Press/Borgo Press, P.O. Box 301, Holicong, PA 18928–0301, or go to www.wildsidepress.com for pricing and ordering; Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy Publishing, Inc. and Tesseract Books, Ltd. , P.O. Box 1714, Calgary, Alberta, T2P 2L7, Canada, www.edgewebsite.com; 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; Darkside Press, 13320 27th Ave. NE, Seattle, WA 98125, www.darksidepress.com; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd., Suite 35, Royal Oak, MI 48073–1239, www.haffnerpress.com; North Atlantic Press,  P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701; Prime Books, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735, www.primebooks.net; MonkeyBrain Books, 11204 Crossland Drive, Austin, TX 78726, www.monkeybrainbooks.com; Wesleyan University Press, University Press of New England, Order Dept., 37 Lafayette St., Lebanon, NH 03766–1405, www.wesleyan.edu/wespress; Agog! Press, P.O. Box U302, University of Wollongong, NSW 2522, Austrailia, www.uow.ed.au/~rhood/agogpress; Wheatland Press, via www.wheatlandpress.com; MirrorDanse Books, P.O. Box 3542, Parramatta NSW 2124, www.tabula-rasa.info/MirrorDanse; Arsenal Pulp Press, 103–1014 Homer Street, Vancouver, BC, Canada V6B 2W9, www.arsenalpress.com; DreamHaven Books, 912 W. Lake Street, Minneapolis, MN 55408; Elder Signs Press/Dimensions Books, order through www.dimensionsbooks.com; Chaosium, via www.chaosium.com; Spyre Books, P.O. Box 3005, Radford, VA 24143; SCIFI, Inc., P.O. Box 8442, Van Nuys, CA 91409–8442;  Omnidawn Publishing, order through www.omnidawn.com; CSFG, Canberra Speculative Fiction Guild, www.csfg.org.au/publishing/anthologies/the_outcast; Hadley Rille Books, via www.hadleyrillebooks.com; Suddenly Press, via suddenlypress@yahoo.com; Sandstone Press, P.O. Box 5725, One High St., Dingwall, Rossshire, Scotland IV15 9WJ; Tropism Press, via www.tropismpress.com; SF Poetry Association/Dark Regions Press, www.sfpoetry.com, send checks to Helena Bell, SFPA Treasurer, 1225 West Freeman St., Apt. 12, Carbondale, IL 62401; DH Press, via diamondbookdistributors.com; Kurodahan Press, via website www.kurodahan.com; Ramble House, 443 Gladstone Blvd., Shreveport LA 71104; Interstitial Arts Foundation, via www.interstitialarts.org; Raw Dog Screaming, via www.rawdogscreaming.com; Three Legged Fox Books, 98 Hythe Road, Brighton, BN1 6JS, UK; Norilana Books, via www.norilana.com; coeur de lion, via coeurdelion.com.au; PARSECink, via www.parsecink.org; Robert J. Sawyer Books, via www.sfwriter.com/rjsbooks.htm; Rackstraw Press, via http://rackstrawpress.nfshost.com; Candlewick, via www.candlewick.com; Zubaan, via www.zubaanbooks.com; Utter Tower, via www.threeleggedfox.co.uk; Spilt Milk Press, via www.electricvelocipede.com; Paper Golem, via www.papergolem.com; Galaxy Press, via www.galaxypress.com; Twelfth Planet Press, via www.twelfhplanetpress.com; Five Senses Press, via www.sensefive.com; Elastic Press, via www.elasticpress.com; Lethe Press, via www.lethepressbooks.com; Two Cranes Press, via www.twocranespress.com; Wordcraft of Oregon, via www.wordcraftoforegon.com; ISFiC Press, 456 Douglas Ave., Elgin, IL 60120 or www.isficpress.com.


According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,643 books “of interest to the SF field” published in 2013, down 10 percent from 2,951 titles in 2012. Overall new titles were down 9 percent to 1,850 from 2012’s 2,030, while reprints dropped 14 percent to 793 from 2012’s 921. Hardcover sales fell by 6 percent to 819 from 2012’s 875, while the number of trade paperbacks declined by 5 percent to 1,280 to 2012’s 1,343; as has been true for the last couple of years, the big drop was in mass-market paperbacks, which dipped a whopping 26 percent to 544 from 2012’s 733, probably because of competition with e-books, which seem to be cutting into mass-market sales more than they are in any other category. The number of new SF novels was up to 339 titles from 2012’s 318. The number of new fantasy novels fell slightly, to 620 from 2012’s 670. Horror novels were down to 181 from 2012’s 207 titles. Paranormal romances were down to 237 titles from 2012’s 314—although it should be noted that sometimes it’s a subjective call whether a particular novel should be pigeonholed as paranormal romance, fantasy, or horror.


Young Adult SF novels continued to boom, especially dystopian and postapocalyptic SF, perhaps at least in part because of the popularity of The Hunger Games novels and films. The 339 original SF novels include 122 YA novels, 36 percent of the new SF total, up from 28 percent in 2012; this also includes 38 SF first novels, 11 percent of the new SF total, down from 13 percent last year. Fantasy’s 620 original novels include 233 YA novels, 36 percent of the new fantasy total, up from 2012’s 33 percent; this includes 57 fantasy first novels, 9 percent of the fantasy total, down from 2012’s 10 percent.


It’s worth noting that in spite of slight declines, this is still an enormous number of books—far more than the entire combined total of genre titles only a few decades back. And these totals don’t count e-books, media tie-in novels, gaming novels, novelizations of genre movies, print-on-demand books, or self-published novels—all of which would swell the overall total by hundreds if counted.


As usual, busy with all the short-story reading I have to do, I didn’t have time to read many novels myself this year, so I’ll limit myself to mentioning novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2013 including, On the Steel Breeze (Gollancz), by Alastair Reynolds; Shaman (Orbit), by Kim Stanley Robinson; Protector (DAW), by C. J. Cherryh; Evening’s Empires (Gollancz), by Paul McAuley; Abaddon’s Gate (Orbit), by James S. A. Corey; The Human Division (Tor), by John Scalzi; Burning Paradise (Tor), by Robert Charles Wilson; The Last President (Ace), by John Barnes; Zero Point (Tor), by Neal Asher; The Ocean at the End of the Lane (Morrow), by Neil Gaiman; Blood of Dragons (Harper Voyager), by Robin Hobb; Proxima (Gollancz), by Stephen Baxter; River of Stars (Roc), by Guy Gavriel Kay; Without a Summer (Tor), by Mary Robinette Kowal; Life on the Preservation (Solaris), by Jack Skillingstead; Neptune’s Blood (Ace), by Charles Stross; The Long War (HarperCollins), by Terry Pratchett and Stephen Baxter; Fiddlehead (Tor), by Cherie Priest; Kalimpura (Tor), by Jay Lake; The Republic of Thieves (Del Rey), by Scott Lynch; Blood of Tyrants (Del Rey), by Naomi Novik; The Best of All Possible Worlds (Del Rey), by Karen Lord; Cold Steel (Orbit), by Kate Elliott; The Shambling Guide to New York City (Orbit), by Mur Lafferty; Transcendental (Tor), by James Gunn; Allegencies (Tor), by Beth Bernobich; Zombie Baseball Beatdown (Little, Brown), by Paolo Bacigalupi; Starhawk (Ace), by Jack McDevit; Prophet of Bones (Henry Holt), by Ted Kosmatka; The Land Across (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; Homeland (Tor Teen), by Cory Doctorow; The Girl Who Soared Over Fairyland and Cut the Moon in Two (Macmillan), by Catherynne M. Valente; The Serene Invasion (Solaris), by Eric Brown; On the Razor’s Edge (Tor), by Michael Flynn; Impulse (Tor), by Steven Gould; London Falling (Tor), by Paul Cornell; The Tyrant’s Law (Orbit), by Daniel Abraham; The Emperor of All Things (Bantam Press), by Paul Witcover; Mending the Moon (Tor), by Susan Palwick; Necessary Evil (Tor), by Ian Tregillis; Kill City Blues (Harper Voyager), by Richard Kadrey; NOS4A2 (Morrow), by Joe Hill; and Doctor Sleep (Scribner), by Stephen King.


As usual, this list contains fantasy novels and some hard to classify items, but there is also plenty of core SF, and even hard science fiction, including the Reynolds, the McAuley, the Scalzi, the Kim Stanley Robinson, the Skillingstead, the C. J. Cherryh, the Corey, the Robert Charles Wilson, the Pratchett and Baxter, and many others, and many more could be cited from the lists of small-press novels and first novels. Science fiction has not vanished from the bookshelves yet, no matter what you hear—there’s still more good core SF out there than any one person could possibly have time to read in the course of a year.


Small presses are active in the novel market these days, where once they published mostly collections and anthologies. Novels issued by small presses this year included: Martian Sands (PS Publishing), by Lavie Tidhar; Finches of Mars (The Friday Project), by Brian W. Aldiss; The Red: First Light (Mythic Delirium Books), by Linda Nagata; Snipers (WMG Publishing), by Kristine Kathryn Rusch; Leave Your Sleep (PS Publishing), by R. B. Russell; The Aylesford Skull (Titan Books), by James Blaylock; Growing Pains (PS Publishing), by Ian Whates; Sister Mine (Grand Central), by Nalo Hopkinson; The Village Sang to the Sea: A Memoir of Magic (Aeon Press Books), by Bruce McAllister; and Joyland (Hard Case Crime), by Stephen King.


The year’s first novels included The Scroll of Their Years (Pyr), by Chris Willrich; Ancillary Justice (Orbit) by Ann Leckie; Sulway (Tartarus), by Naomi Rupetta; A Stranger in Olondria (Small Beer Press), by Sofia Samatar; The Bone Season (Bloomsbury), by Samantha Shannon; Sea Change (Tor), by S. M. Wheeler; Billy Moon (Tor), by Douglas Lain; Delia’s Shadow (Tor), by Jamie Lee Moyer; The Age of Ice (Scribner), by J. M. Sidorova; The Golem and the Jinni (HarperCollins), by Helene Wecker; The Six-Gun Tarot (Tor), by R. S. Belcher; The Darwin Elevator (Del Rey), by Jason M. Hough; Terra (Gollancz), by Mitch Benn; Taken (HarperTeen), by Eric Bowman; Shadows Cast by Stars (Atheneum Books), by Catherine Knutsson; No Return (Night Shade Books), by Zachary Jernigan; Wolfhound Century (Gollancz), by Peter Higgins; Seoul Survivors (Jo Fletcher Books), by Naomi Foyle; All Our Yesterdays (Hyperion), by Cristin Terrill; The Genesis Code (DarkFuse), by Lisa von Biela; Dreams and Shadows (Gollancz), by Robert C. Cargill; and The Thinking Woman’s Guide to Real Magic (Viking), by Emily Crow Barker. None of these novels seemed to draw an unusual amount of attention.


Good novella chapbooks in 2013 included The Reparateur of Strasbourg (PS Publishing), by Ian R. MacLeod, Love in the Time of Metal and Flesh (Prime Books), by Jay Lake, Spin (Spin), by Nina Allen, Balfour and Meriwether in the Incident of the Harrowmoor Dogs (Subterranean Press), by Daniel Abraham, Strangers at the Room of Lost Souls (WMG Publishing), by Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Six-Gun Snow White (Subterranean Press), by Catherynne M. Valente, Free Fall (Immersion Press), by Mecurio D. Rivera, Cry Murder! In a Small Voice (Small Beer Press), by Gilman Greer, Land of Dreams (Prime/Masque), by Yellowboy Erzebet, Summer’s End, by Lisa Morton (JournalStone), Forbidden (Subterranean Press), by Kelly Armstrong, and The Last Full Measure (Subterranean Press), by Jack Campbell.


Novel omnibuses this year included the following: SF Gateway Omnibuses: Nightwings, A Time of Changes, Lord Valentine’s Castle, by Robert Silverberg; Tactics of Mistake, Time Storm, The Dragon and the George, by Gordon R. Dickson; The Pellucidar Omnibus, by Edgar Rice Burroughs; The Last Coin, The Paper Grail, All the Bells on Earth, by James Blaylock; Black Easter, The Day After Judgement, The Seedling Stars, by James Blish; Orbitville, The Ragged Astronauts, A Wreath of Stars, by Bob Shaw; After Long Silence, Shadow’s End, Six Moon Dance, by Sheri S. Tepper; The Skylark of Space, Skylark Three, Skylark of Valeron, Skylark DuQuesne, by E. E. “Doc” Smith.


Novel omnibuses are also frequently made available through the Science Fiction Book Club.


Not even counting print-on-demand books and the availability of out-of-print books as e-books or as electronic downloads from Internet sources, a lot of long out-of-print stuff has come back into print in the last couple of years in commercial trade editions. Here’s some out-of-print titles that came back into print this year, although producing a definitive list of reissued novels is probably impossible.


In addition to the novel omnibuses already mentioned, Gollancz reissued Transformations, by Michael Bishop, No Enemy But Time, by Michael Bishop, The Falling Woman, by Pat Murphy, AEgypt, by John Crowley, The Deep, by John Crowley, Deus Irae, by Philip K. Dick and Roger Zelazny, Last Call, by Tim Powers, Von Beck, by Michael Moorcock, The Gods Themselves, by Isaac Asimov, and This Is the Way the World Ends, by James Morrow; Tor reissued Ha’penny, Farthing and Half a Crown, by Jo Walton, The Path of Daggers, by Robert Jordan, and The River Awakens, by Steven Erikson; Tor Teen reissued Farseed, by Pamela Sargent; Subterranean Press reissued The Deadly Streets, by Harlan Ellison, Gentleman Junkie and Other Stories of the Hung-Up Generation, by Harlan Ellison; Baen reissued Transgalactic, by A. E. Van Vogt, and The Man Who Sold the Moon/Orphans of the Sky, by Robert A. Heinlein; Bantam reissued Tuf Voyaging, by George R. R. Martin; Ace reissued Daughter of Regals and Other Tales, by Stephen R. Donaldson; Titan reissued Flesh, by Philip Jose Farmer, and The Steel Czar, by Michael Moorcock; Lethe Press reissued Minions of the Moon, by Richard Bowes, Point of Dreams, by Melissa Scott and Lisa A. Barnett, and Fatal Women, by Tanith Lee; NonStop Press reissued Lord of Darkness, by Robert Silverberg; Knopf reissued Eragon, by Christopher Paolini; Muchelland Books reissued Darwin’s Blade, by Dan Simmons; PM Press reissued Jerusalem Commands, by Michael Moorcock; CreateSpace reissued The Iron Dream, by Norman Spinrad; EReads reissued Ribofunk, by Paul Di Filippo; Chizine Press reissued The Warrior Who Carried Life, by Geoff Ryman; Roc reissued Valentine Pontifex, by Robert Silverberg; Morrow reissued Declare, by Tim Powers; Small Beer Press reissued Death of a Unicorn, by Peter Dickinson; Fairwood Press reissued Ancient of Days, by Michael Bishop, and The Terrorists of Irustan, by Louise Marley; Tartarus Press reissued Sub Rosa, by Robert Aickman; Bison Books reissued The End of the Dream, by Philip Wylie.


Many authors are now reissuing their old back titles as ebooks, either through a publisher or all by themselves, so many that it’s impossible to keep track of them all here. Before you conclude that something from an author’s backlist is unavailable, though, check with the Kindle and Nook stores, and with other online vendors.


2013 was another moderately strong year for short-story collections, although perhaps not as strong overall as the last few years have been.


The year’s best collections included A Very British History: The Best of Paul McAuley (PS Publishing), by Paul McAuley; The Best of Joe Haldeman (Subterranean Press), by Joe Haldeman, edited by Jonathan Strahan and Gary K. Wolfe; Horse of a Different Color (Small Beer Press), by Howard Waldrop; The Best of Connie Willis (Ballantine Del Rey), by Connie Willis; Good-bye Robinson Crusoe and Other Stories (Subterranean Press), by John Varley; Beyond the Rift (Tachyon), by Peter Watts; Universes (PS Publishing), by Stephen Baxter; Big Mama Stories (Aqueduct), by Eleanor Arnason; In the Company of Thieves (Aqueduct), by Kage Baker; Bleeding Shadows (Subterranean Press), by Joe R. Lansdale; Sir Hereward and Mister Fitz: Three Adventures (Subterranean Press), by Garth Nix; Tales of Majipoor (Roc), by Robert Silverberg; Conservation of Shadows (Prime Books), by Yoon Ha Lee; Adam Roberts (Orion/Gollancz), by Adam Roberts; and Five Autobiographies and a Fiction (Subterranean Press), by Lucius Shepard. Two of the year’s best collections were available only as e-books: Snodgrass and Other Illusions: The Best Short Fiction of Ian R. MacLeod (Open Road Media), by Ian R. MacLeod, and Life After Wartime (Amazon Digital Services), by Paul McAuley.


Also good were Yamada Monogatari: Demon Hunter (Prime Books), by Richard Parks; North American Lake Monsters (Small Beer Press), by Nathan Ballingrud; The Bread We Eat in Dreams (Subterranean Press), by Catherynne M. Valente; The Beautiful Thing That Awaits Us All and Other Stories (Night Shade Books), by Laird Barron; The Ape’s Wife and Other Stories (Subterranean Press), by Caitlin R. Kiernan; Before and Afterlives (Lethe Press), by Christopher Barzak; What the Doctor Ordered (Centipede Press), by Michael Blumlein; The Queen, the Cambion, and Seven Others (Aqueduct), by Richard Bowes; Her Husband’s Hands (Prime Books), by Adam-Troy Castro; WikiWorld (ChiZine), by Paul Di Filippo; Jewels in the Dust (Subterranean Press), by Peter Crowther; Space Is Just a Starry Night (Aqueduct Press), by Tanith Lee; The Hunter from the Woods (Subterranean Press), by Robert McCammon; The Human Front (PM Press), by Ken MacLeod; Kabu Kabu (Prime Books), by Nnedi Okorafor; Antiquities and Tangibles and Other Stories (Merry Blacksmith), by Tim Pratt; New Taboos (PM Press), by John Shirley; and How the World Became Quiet: Myths of the Past, Present, and Future (Subterranean Press), by Rachel Swirsky.


Career-spanning retrospective collections this year included The Complete Short Stories: Volume One—The 1950s (HarperCollins), by Brian W. Aldiss; The Collected Short Works of Poul Anderson, Volume 5: The Door to Anywhere (NESFA Press), by Poul Anderson; Magic Highways: The Early Jack Vance, Volume Three (Subterranean Press), by Jack Vance, edited by Terry Dowling and Jonathan Strahan; The Collected Stories of Philip K. Dick Volume Four: The Minority Report (1954–1963) (Subterranean Press), by Philip K. Dick; The Story Until Now (Wesleyan University Press), by Kit Reed; The Collected Stories of Carol Emshwiller, Volume 2 (Nonstop Press), by Carol Emshwiller; The Classic Horror Stories (Oxford University Press), by H. P. Lovecraft, edited by Roger Luckhurst; The Very Best of Barry N. Malzberg (Nonstop Press), by Barry N. Malzberg; The Collected Stories of Robert Silverberg, Volume Eight: Hot Times in Magma City (Subterranean Press), by Robert Silverberg; The Best of Robert Silverberg: Stories of Six Decades (Subterranean Press), by Robert Silverberg; and The Complete John Thunstone (Haffner Press), by Manly Wade Wellman.


As usual, small presses again dominated the list of short-story collections, with trade collections having become almost as rare as the proverbial hen’s teeth.


A wide variety of “electronic collections,” often called “fiction bundles,” too many to individually list here, are also available for downloading online at many sites. The Science Fiction Book Club continues to issue new collections as well.


The most reliable buys in the reprint anthology market, as usual, are the various Best of the Year anthologies. At the moment, science fiction is being covered by three anthologies (actually, technically, by two anthologies and by two separate half anthologies): the one you are reading at the moment, The Year’s Best Science Fiction series from St. Martin’s, edited by Gardner Dozois, now up to its thirty-first annual collection; the Year’s Best SF series (Tor), edited by David G. Hartwell, now up to its eighteenth annual volume; by the science fiction half of The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year: Volume Seven (Night Shade Books), edited by Jonathan Strahan; and by the science fiction half of The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy: 2013 Edition (Prime Books), edited by Rich Horton (in practice, of course, Strahan’s and Horton’s books probably won’t divide neatly in half with their coverage, and there’s likely to be more of one thing than another). The annual Nebula Awards anthology, which covers science fiction as well as fantasy of various sorts, functions as a de facto Best of the Year anthology, although it’s not usually counted among them; this year’s edition was Nebula Awards Showcase 2013 (Pyr), edited by Catherine Asaro. There were three Best of the Year anthologies covering horror: The Best Horror of the Year: Volume Five (Night Shade), edited by Ellen Datlow; The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 24 (Robinson), edited by Stephen Jones; and The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror: 2013 Edition (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran. Fantasy, which used to have several series devoted to it, is now only covered by the fantasy halves of the Stranhan and Horton anthologies, plus whatever stories fall under the “Dark Fantasy” part of Guran’s anthology; as commercially successful at novel lengths as fantasy is, it seems odd that it doesn’t have a Best of the Year of its own devoted to it. Also functioning as a somewhat specialized Best of the Year was Imaginarium 2013: The Best Canadian Speculative Writing (ChiZine Publications), edited by Sandra Kasturi and Samantha Beiko. There was also The 2013 Rhysling Anthology (Hadrosaur Productions), edited by John Mannone, which compiles the Rhysling Award–winning SF poetry of the year.


The best stand-alone reprint anthology of the year was undoubtedly Twenty-First Century Science Fiction (Tor), edited by David G. Hartwell and Patrick Nielsen Hayden, a book that clearly gives the lie to the idea that there are no good new science fiction writers coming along anymore. This huge anthology contains stories by Elizabeth Bear, Charles Stross, Cory Doctorow, Paolo Bacigalupi, Catherynne M. Valente, Hannu Rajaniemi, John Scalzi, Ken Liu, Yoon Ha Lee, Tobias S. Buckell, Vandana Singh, Peter Watts, Paul Cornell, Liz Williams, Ian Creasey, Karl Schroeder, David Moles, Jo Walton, Neal Asher, Rachel Swirsky, and many others, and belongs in the library of everyone who is interested in the evolution of the genre. Another good overview of young talent is provided by Telling Tales: The Clarion West 30th Anniversary Anthology (Hydra House), edited by Ellen Datlow, a compendium of tales written during the Clarion West Writers Program, where they’ve been grooming new writers with an intensive six-week training seminar in Seattle, Washinton, for more than thirty years; the book contains strong stories by Andy Duncan, Benjamin Rosenbaum, David Marusek, Mary Rosenblum, Kij Johnson, Ysabeau S. Wilce, Kathleen Ann Goonan, Louise Marley, Margo Lanagan, Susan Palwick, Ian McHugh, Daniel Abraham, David D. Levine, Christopher Rowe, Rachel Swirsky, and Nisi Shawl, plus essays here about the authors and the workshop process itself by Vonda N. McIntyre, Greg Bear, Pat Murphy, Howard Waldrop, Samuel R. Delany, Maureen F. McHugh, Lucy Sussex, Connie Willis, Geoff Ryman, Elizabeth Hand, Terry Bisson, Andy Duncan, Pat Cadigan, Nancy Kress, Ursula K. LeGuin, Paul Park, and editor Ellen Datlow herself, all of whom have either been instructors at Clarion West, or, in some cases, students there themselves, once upon a time.


There were also two big reprint anthologies for fans of the time-travel story, The Time Traveller’s Almanac (Head of Zeus), edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Ann VanderMeer and The Mammoth Book of Time Travel SF (Running Press), edited by Mike Ashley; two books of superhero stories, Superheroes (Prime Books), edited by Richard Horton and Super Stories of Heroes and Villains (Tachyon), edited by Claude Lalumiere; a book of ape stories, The Apes of Wrath (Tachyon), edited by Richard Klaw; a book of cyberpunk stories, Cyberpunk: Stories of Hardware, Software, Wetware, Evolution and Revolution (Underland Press), edited by Victoria Blake; a book of stories about aliens, Aliens: Recent Encounters (Prime Books), edited by Alex Daily MacFarlane; a book of end of the world stories, After the End: Recent Apocalypses (Prime Books) edited by Paula Guran; and a book about future games, Future Games (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran.


Reprint fantasy anthologies were a bit scant on the ground this year, but they did include a mixed reprint (mostly) and original anthology, Unnatural Creatures (HarperCollins), edited by Neil Gaiman and Maria Dahvana Headley; The Mammoth Book of Angels and Demons (Running Press), edited by Paula Guran; Weird Detectives: Recent Investigations (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; and a mixed reprint (mostly) and original anthology of Christmas stories, A Cosmic Christmas 2 You (Baen), edited by Hank Davis. A big book of stories by older writers, most from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, is found in The Treasury of the Fantastic (Tachyon), edited by David Sander and Jacob Weisman. Reprint horror anthologies included Hauntings (Tachyon), edited by Ellen Datlow; a mixed reprint and original anthology of Lovecraft pastiches, Weirder Shadows Over Insmouth (Fedogan & Bremer), edited by Stephen Jones; Shades of Blue and Gray: Ghosts of the Civil War (Prime Books), edited by Steve Berman; Zombies: Shambling through the Ages (Prime Books), edited by Steve Berman; Bad Seeds: Evil Progeny (Prime Books), edited by Steve Berman; a mixed reprint and original anthology of Jack the Ripper stories, Tales of Jack the Ripper (Word Horde), edited by Ross E. Lockhart; and a mixed reprint (mostly) and original anthology of outer space horror stories, In Space No One Can Hear You Scream (Baen), edited by Hank Davis.


Anthologies of gay SF and fantasy and/or erotica included: Heiresses of Russ 2013: The Year’s Best Lesbian Speculative Fiction (Lethe Press), edited by Tenea D. Johnson and Steve Berman; Fantastic Erotica: The Best of Circlet Press 2008– 2012 (Circlet), edited by Cecilia Tan and Bethay Zalatz; Where Thy Dark Eye Glances: Queering Edgar Allen Poe (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman; Suffered from the Night: Queering Stoker’s Dracula (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman; and Wilde Stories 2013 (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman.


* * *


It was another somewhat weak year in the genre-oriented non-fiction category, with the two most interesting books being studies of the early roots of the genre and one of its strangest prominent figures, controversial SF magazine editor Ray Palmer, The Man from Mars (Penguin/Tarcher), by Fred Nadis and War Over Lemuria: Richard Shaver, Ray Palmer and the Strangest Chapter of 1940s Science Fiction (McFarland), by Richard Toronto.


Other books about genre authors included William Gibson (University of Illinois Press), by Gary Westfahl, John Brunner (University of Illinois Press), by Jad Smith, Dragonwriter: A Tribute to Anne McCaffrey and Pern (BenBella/Smart Pop), by Todd McCaffery, The Lady and Her Monsters: A Tale of Dissections, Real-Life Dr. Frankensteins, and the Creation of Mary Shelley’s Masterpiece (Morrow), by Rosanne Montillo, H. P. Lovecraft’s Dark Arcadia: The Satire, Symbology and Contradiction (McFarland), by Gavin Callaghan, and As I Knew Him: My Dad, Rod Serling (Kensington/Citadel), by Anne Serling. An autobiography was Miracles of Life: Shanghai to Shepperton, An Autobiography (Norton/Liveright), by J. G. Ballard. Books of essays by writers, sometimes examining their own work or providing errata about it, included The Wit and Wisdom of Tyrion Lannister (Bantam), by George R. R. Martin, Dodger’s Guide to London (Doubleday UK), by Terry Pratchett, Ender’s World: Fresh Perspectives on the SF Classic Ender’s Game (BenBella/Smart Pop), edited by Orson Scott Card, House of Steel: The Honorverse Companion (Baen), by David Weber, Benchmarks Continued: 1975–1982 (Ansible), by Algis Budrys, Doctor Who: Who-ology (BBC) by Cavan Scott and Mark Wright, The Mallet of Loving Correction: Selected Writings from Whatever, 2008–2012 (Subterranean Press), by John Scalzi, and Make Good Art (Morrow), by Neil Gaiman.


Critical studies about the genre included Parabolas of Science Fiction (Wesleyan University Press), by Brian Attebery and Veronica Hollinger, Strange Matings: Science Fiction, Feminism, African American Voices, and Octavia E. Butler (Aqueduct), by Rebecca J. Holden and Nisi Shawl, Afrofuturism: The World of Black Sci-Fi and Fantasy Culture (Lawrence Hill Books), by Ytasha Womack, We Modern People: Science Fiction and the Making of Modern Russia (Wesleyan University Press), by Anindita Banerjee, Los Angeles Review of Books—Digital Editions #12: Science Fiction (Los Angeles Review of Books), edited by Jerome Winter, Here Be Dragons: Exploring Fantasy Maps and Settings (Wesleyan University Press), by Stefan Ekman, and Out in the Dark: Interviews with Gay Horror Filmmakers, Actors and Authors (Lethe Press), edited by Sean Abley. Past Masters, and Other Bookish Natterings (The Merry Blacksmith Press), is a collection of columns about yesterday’s SF and author profiles by Bud Webster.


Wonderbook: The Illustrated Guide to Creating Imaginative Fiction (Abrams Image), by Jeff VanderMeer may be the most eccentric and entertaining book of writing advice ever produced, profusely and imaginatively illustrated by Jeremy Zerfoss, with additional advice from Ursula K. Le Guin, Neil Gaiman, Kim Stanley Robinson, Peter Straub, Lev Grossman, and others.


The World Until Yesterday: What We Can Learn from Traditional Societies (Viking Press), by Jared Diamond, will be of interest to anyone who likes anthropological SF. Fans of the ever-increasing volume of apocalyptic and postapocalyptic SF will probably find a lot of food for thought in Scatter, Adapt, and Remember: How Humans Will Survive a Mass Extinction (Doubleday), by Annalee Newitz.


My two favorite nonfiction books of the year have no direct connection to the genre, but I think will be of interest anyway to most genre readers, One Summer: America, 1927 (Doubleday) by Bill Bryson, is a fascinating look at the hidden interconnections between the major players in world and local history during one American summer, and has perhaps a minor genre connection by containing a great deal of information about the early pioneering days of powered flight, and showing the impact that technological innovation rapidly had on the world. One of the funniest books of the year is Hyperbole and a Half: Unfortunate Situations, Flawed Coping Mechanisms, Mayhem, and Other Things That Happened (Touchstone), by Allie Brosh, a collection of her Web comics and blog entries from her popular site, which do—as weak justification for inclusion here—contain a lot of fantasy elements in their depiction of the world of childhood. The section entitled “The God of Cake” is one of the funniest things I ever read on the Internet, and most of the other entries are comic gems as well.


The year 2013 was a weak one in the art book market. As usual, your best bet was probably the latest in a long-running “best of the year” series for fantastic art, Spectrum 20: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), edited by Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner. Also good were Expose 11: The Finest Digital Art in the Universe (Ballistic Publishing) edited by Paul Hellard and Mark Thomas; The Art of Brom (Flesk Publications), by Brom; Frazetta Sketchbook (Vanguard Productions), by Frank Frazetta and J. David Spurlock; and, a bit out on the edge, The Eye of the World: The Graphic Novel, Volume Three (Tor), by Robert Jordan, Chuck Dixon, Marcio Fiorito, and Francis Nuguit.


According to the Box Office Mojo site (www.boxoffice.com), as was also true of last year, nine out of ten of the year’s top-earning movies were genre films of one sort or another (if you’re willing to count animated films, fantasy films, and super-hero movies as being “genre films”), as were fourteen out of the top twenty, and fifty (more or less, I might have missed something here and there) out of the top one hundred.


The year’s six top box-office champs were all genre movies, seven if you’re willing to accept Gravity as a genre movie (most would, as it takes place in space; some sticklers say it’s not SF because everything that happens in it could happen today in the real world, and it has no speculative element). Only one nongenre movie, Fast and Furious 6, appears on the top ten list, in eighth place. The ninth and tenth places are also taken by genre films, as are, if we were to extend the list beyond the Top Ten, the eleventh, twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth places.


This has been true for several years now—genre films of one sort or another have dominated the box-office top ten for more than a decade. You have to go all the way back to 1998 to find a year when the year’s top-earner was a nongenre film, Saving Private Ryan.


This year’s number one box-office champ was a superhero movie, a sequel at that, Iron Man 3, which so far has raked in $1,215,439,994 worldwide (it was a good year for Marvel, their Thor: The Dark World, another superhero sequel, just missed the top ten, coming in at twelfth place and earning another $638,542,579). In second place was an SF movie—also a sequel—drawn from a dystopian YA book series, The Hunger Games: Catching Fire. Third and fourth places were taken by animated fantasy movies, Frozen and Despicable Me 2. Fifth place was taken by a superhero “reboot,” Man of Steel, which sharply divided Superman fans everywhere and started them squabbling about whether it departed too far from canon or not, outraging many. Sixth place was another animated fantasy film, Monsters University, seventh place the aforementioned space thriller (maybe SF, maybe not, depending on who you ask) Gravity, which was almost certainly the best-reviewed movie on this list, and the one taken the most seriously as a “serious film” by critics. Ninth place goes to Oz “reimagining” Oz: The Great and Powerful, and tenth place to another sequel, The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug, which divided Tolkien fans even more sharply than Man of Steel divided Superman fans, as had the first movie, The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug was only released just before Christmas, and will almost certainly make a lot more money as 2014 rolls on).


The top twenty list included several more genre films, including Star Trek: Into Darkness (a sequel to a reboot which didn’t do as well as the first one and didn’t seem to be received with as much enthusiasm by Star Trek fans), in eleventh place, Thor: The Dark World in twelfth place, big-budget zombie movie World War Z in thirteenth place, animated caveman comedy The Croods in fourteenth place, and supernatural horror movie The Conjuring in eighteenth place. Rounding out the top twenty are the nongenre movies, mostly caper/con man/slob road movies (with one “literary” movie), The Heat in fifteenth place, We’re the Millers in sixteenth place, The Great Gatsby in seventeenth place, Identity Thief in nineteenth place, and Grown Ups 2 in twentieth place.


It’s worth noting that the only movies on the whole top ten list that weren’t a sequel, a reboot, or a “reimagining” (including the nongenre Fast & Furious 6) were Frozen and Gravity. Looking over the whole top twenty list, only Frozen, Gravity, World War Z, The Heat, We’re the Millers, The Conjuring, and Identity Thief weren’t sequels, reboots, or reimaginings—a lesson that certainly won’t be lost on Hollywood.


It’s quite possible that genre movies earned more money this year than they ever have before. But they weren’t all successful; several A-list big budget genre movies that cost multiple millions to make “performed under expectations,” as the polite phrase has it, and some outright failed at the box office. The giant robots versus Godzilla-like monsters movie, Pacific Rim, which I had tagged last year as a sure box-office champ, came in somewhat disappointingly in thirty-fourth place in the list of the year’s hundred top earners, although I enjoyed it myself. Elysium, the less critically acclaimed follow-up movie by the director of the critically acclaimed movie District 9, made it only to thirty-eighth place, futuristic after-the-apocalypse movies Oblivion and After Earth to forty-first and fifty-ninth place respectively, the big-screen version of Orson Scott Card’s famous novel Ender’s Game (one of the year’s most severe box-office disappointments, since it cost a lot of money to make) only to fifty-seventh place, Jack the Giant Slayer, a splashy fairy-tale “reimagining,” to fifty-fourth place, horror reboot Carrie to seventy-eighth place, space thriller Riddick to seventy-sixth place, special effects–heavy fantasy/kung fu movie 47 Ronin to seventy-eighth place, and Kick-Ass 2, the sequel to cult favorite Kick-Ass, to ninety-third place. If you want to consider reboot The Lone Ranger a genre film, a somewhat dubious proposition, it made it to fortieth place, but had the distinction of being perhaps the most critically savaged and poorly reviewed movie of the year.


As usual, there were few movies this year that could be considered science Bction movies, as opposed to fantasy movies, animated films, and superhero movies. If you consider Gravity to be a science fiction movie (see earlier), then it was by far the best reviewed and most commercially successful SF movie of 2013. The Hunger Games: Catching Fire wasn’t taken quite as seriously by the critics, perhaps because it’s drawn from a Young Adult novel, but it raked in the bucks, and, although not a space movie, is certainly legitimate dystopian SF. Unfortunately, most of the year’s other movies that could come closest to claiming to be core science fiction were among the year’s most costly failures or “underperforming” films: Pacific Rim, Elysium, Oblivion, After Earth, Ender’s Game, Riddick, even to some extent Star Trek: Into Darkness, which did pretty well but perhaps not quite as well as it had been hoped it would do. Hollywood will no doubt take note of this as well.


A little-seen core SF film that got reviews almost as good as those garnered by Gravity was Europa Report—but it was a small-budget independent film that flew so far under the commercial radar that it made it only to 314th place on the list of the year’s 400 top-earning movies.


There were at least thirty other genre movies of various sorts out in 2013, far too many to individually list here, including two end-of-the-world slob comedies/road pictures, The World’s End and This Is the End.


Dozens of genre movies are in the pipeline for release in 2014. At this point in time, as I write these words in January, the most buzz seems to be generated by Captain America: The Winter Soldier, The Hobbit: There and Back Again sequel, The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part I sequel, The Amazing Spider-Man 2, the Godzilla reboot, the RoboCop reboot, the new Avatar movie, and the upcoming Disney Star Wars sequel (although that may be longer than a year away).


As many genre movies as there were out in 2013, there were even more genre TV shows that debuted in 2013, joining the large number of them already on the air, with yet another big wave of genre shows coming along for 2014. Genre shows of various sorts—fantasy, SF, superhero, supernatural horror—are now as common as cop/forensic shows were in the nineties and the noughties, or as cowboy shows were in the fifties. There’s so many of them now that it’s become hard to keep track of them all, but we’ll do the best that we can.


A lot of new genre shows hit the airwaves in 2013. They included Dracula, Sleepy Hollow, Believe, Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D, Almost Human, Once Upon a Time in Wonderland (a spin-off from Once Upon a Time), The Witches of East End, The Originals (a spin-off from The Vampire Diaries), and Ravenswood (a spin-off from Pretty Little Liars), Believe, Resurrection, The Originals, The Tomorrow People, The 100, and Star-Crossed. Of these, the surprise hit seems to be Sleepy Hollow, a show about an inadvertent time traveler from Colonial days hunting a supernatural menace, a rather silly concept that I don’t think anybody really expected to be as popular as it is; it’s already been renewed for a second season. Almost Human, a show about a human cop with a robot partner, seems to also have pretty solidly established itself, although I don’t know whether it’s been renewed. The most hopes for the season going in were probably pinned on Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., the Joss Whedon–produced spin-off from The Avengers movie that brings the long-running Marvel comic to the screen; certainly this was the new show with the biggest buzz about it, and expectations for it were high—perhaps too high. Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. has certainly not been a failure, and has received an order for a complete season, but it doesn’t seem to have been the blockbuster, runaway hit that the producers were hoping for either, and Joss Whedon fans, Marvel fans, and S.H.I.E.L.D. fans (who don’t seem to be all the same audience, which may be part of the problem) are fiercely divided (with each camp very vocal) about whether the show is any good or not. Oddly, almost everyone loves Agent Coulson, the lead character—but not everybody loves the show he’s embedded in. As I type these words, the first season is half over, and they have another half-season left to turn things around and get more of the audience on their side; if they can’t, being renewed for a second season may be problematical, although I wouldn’t be entirely surprised to see the network give them another shot even if the ratings are shaky. Myself, I love the character of Agent Coulson and the actor who plays him, but am lukewarm about everything else about the show—but considering that it often takes shows a couple of seasons to really hit their stride, I’m willing to give them the benefit of the doubt and time to develop. Whether or not the network will be, is the question.


The new shows join the continuing genre shows, of which there were already quite a few. Of course, one of the big hits of 2013, as it had been for the previous two years, was HBO’s Game of Thrones, based on the best-selling A Song of Ice and Fire series of fantasy novels by George R.R. Martin and now a fully fledged cultural phenomenon, with references to it, jokes about it, and even cartoons featuring it permeating the culture; needless to say, it’s coming back in 2014. That other perennial cultural phenomenon, Dr. Who, had a big year in 2013, and will be returning in 2014, with yet another new actor in the title role. HBO’s other genre show, the campy vampire show True Blood, is coming back for a final season in 2014, and then will be canceled, much to the dismay of those viewers who enjoyed seeing hunky Viking vampire Eric with his shirt off. (Charlaine Harris also ended her long-running series of Sookie Stackhouse novels, which leaves Bon Temps fans totally destitute.)


Among the other newish shows, the superhero show Arrow, about the adventures of Green Arrow, seems to be the strongest, and will be back in 2014. Person of Interest, Orphan Black, Falling Skies, Grimm, and Once Upon a Time all seem to be doing well (although the future of spin-off Once Upon a Time in Wonderland may be in doubt), and will continue, as will Teen Wolf, The Vampire Diaries, The Walking Dead, Being Human, Defiance, American Horror Story, and the perennial Supernatural, which is now entering its eighth season. Warehouse 13 is having a final partial season, then dying, and Star Wars: The Clone Wars has already died. Beauty and the Beast, Dracula, Continuum, The Neighbors, Revolution, Zero Hour, and others are said to be “on the bubble,” which means they may or may not be continuing in 2014.


Returning for 2014 is Under the Dome, a miniseries, taken from a Stephen King novel, which follows people imprisoned under a dome by mysterious forces.


Other coming new shows are Intelligence, The Leftovers, Resurrection, Salem, Star-Crossed, Sense8, The Lost Girl, Bitten, Helix, Outlander, Penny Dreadful, Legends, Helix, two pirate shows with supernatural elements, Black Sails and Crossbones, and a spin-off from Arrow called The Flash and starring a superhero you can probably guess. Some of these will thrive, many will die, and it’s impossible at this point to tell which will be which. If forced to bet, I’d put my money of The Flash, and maybe Intelligence.


There’s also a science-oriented nonfiction show coming up, Cosmos: A Space-Time Odyssey, starring Neil deGrasse Tyson.


The 71st World Science Fiction Convention, LoneStarCon 3, was held in San Antonio, Texas, USA, from August 29 to September 2, 2013. The 2013 Hugo Awards, presented at LoneStarCon 3, were: Best Novel, Redshirts: A Novel with Three Codas, by John Scalzi; Best Novella, “The Emperor’s Soul,” by Brandon Sanderson; Best Novelette, “The Girl-Thing Who Went Out for Sushi,” by Pat Cadigan; Best Short Story, “Mono no aware,” by Ken Liu; Best Graphic Story, Saga, Volume 1, by Brian K. Vaughn, illustrated by Fiona Staples; Best Related Work, Writing Excuses, Season 7, by Brandon Sanderson, Dan Wells, Mary Robinette Kowal, Howard Tayler, and Jordan Sanderson; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, Patrick Nielsen Hayden; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, Stanley Schmidt; Best Professional Artist, John Picacio; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Game of Thrones, “Blackwater”; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), The Avengers; Best Semiprozine, Clarkesworld; Best Fanzine, SF Signal; Best Fancast: SF Squeecast; Best Fan Writer, Tansy Rayner Roberts; Best Fan Artist, Galen Dara; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Mur Lafferty.


The 2012 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the San Jose Hilton in San Jose, California, on May 18, 2013, were: Best Novel, 2312, by Kim Stanley Robinson; Best Novella, “After the Fall, Before the Fall, During the Fall,” by Nancy Kress; Best Novelette, “Close Encounters,” by Andy Duncan; Best Short Story, “Immersion,” by Aliete de Bodard; Ray Bradbury Award, Beasts of the Southern Wild; the Andre Norton Award to Fair Coin, by E. C. Myers; Solstice Awards to Ginjer Buchanan and Carl Sagan; the Service to SFWA Award to Michael Payne; and the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award to Gene Wolfe.


The 2013 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet on November 4, 2013, in Brighton, England, United Kingdom, during the Thirty-Ninth Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel, Alif the Unseen, by G. Willow Wilson; Best Novella, “Let Maps to Others,” by K. J. Parker; Best Short Fiction, “The Telling,” by Gregory Norman Bossert; Best Collection, Where Furnaces Burn, by Joel Lane; Best Anthology, Postscripts #28/#29: Exotic Gothic 4, edited by Danel Olson; Best Artist, Vincent Chong; Special Award (Professional), to Lucia Graves; Special Award (Non-Professional), to S. T. Joshi; plus the Life Achievement Award to Susan Cooper and Tanith Lee, and Special Awards to Brian W. Aldiss and William F. Nolan.


The 2013 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America on June 15, 2013, in New Orleans, Louisiana, were: Best Novel, The Drowning Girl, by Caitlin R. Kiernan; Best First Novel, Life Rage, by L. L. Soares; Best Young Adult Novel, Flesh and Bone, by Jonathan Maberry; Best Long Fiction, The Blue Heron, by Gene O’ Neill; Best Short Fiction, “Magdala Amygdala?” by Lucy Snyder; Best Collection, New Moon on the Water, by Mort Castle and Black Dahlia and White Rose: Stories, by Joyce Carol Oates (tie); Best Anthology, Shadow Show, edited by Mort Castle and Sam Weller; Best Nonfiction, Trick or Treat: A History of Halloween, by Lisa Morton; Best Poetry Collection, Vampires, Zombies and Wanton Souls, by Marge Simon and Sandy DeLuca; Graphic Novel, Witch Hunts: A Graphic History of the Burning Times, by Rocky Wood and Lisa Morton; Best Screenplay, The Cabin in the Woods, by Joss Whedon and Drew Goddard; plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to Clive Barker and Robert R. McCammon.


The 2013 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by Jack Glass: The Story of a Murderer, by Adam Roberts.


The 2013 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by “The Grinnell Method,” by Molly Gloss.


The 2013 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to Lost Everything, by Brian Francis Slattery.


The 2013 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Dark Eden, by Chris Beckett.


The 2012 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by The Drowning Girl, by Caitlin R. Kiernan and Ancient, Ancient, by Kiini Ibura Salaam (tie).


The 2012 Sidewise Award for Alternate History went to Dominion, by C. J. Sansom (Long Form) and “Something Real,” by Rick Wilber (Short Form).


The Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award went to Wyman Guin.


* * *


Dead in 2013 or early 2014 were:


JACK VANCE, 96, one of the true giants of the field, seminal to the development of the science fiction and fantasy genres as we know them (he also wrote mysteries, winning an Edgar Award for The Man in the Cage), multiple Hugo and Nebula Award–winner, recipient of the World Fantasy Award for Lifetime Achievement and the SFWA Grand Master Award, inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, author of novels such as The Dying Earth, Big Planet, Emphyrio, The Star Kings, The Dragon Masters, Night Lamp, and many others; FREDERIK POHL, 93, another of the seminal giants of the field as both writer and editor, winner of multiple Hugo and Nebula Awards, as well as the SFWA Grand Master Award and an inductee into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, onetime editor of Galaxy and Worlds of If magazine as well as the Star original anthology series, the author of sixty-five novels and thirty short-story collections, including the landmark The Space Merchants (with C. M. Kornbluth), Gateway, Man Plus, and many others, a friend; RICHARD MATHESON, 87, author and screenwriter, winner of the World Fantasy Award, the Bram Stoker Life Achievment Award, an inductee into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, author of I Am Legend and The Shrinking Man, as well as many screenplays for Twilight Zone episodes; British writer IAIN M. BANKS, 59, author of the influential SF novel series about the far-future society known as the Culture, such as Consider Phlebas, The Player of Games, and Use of Weapons, as well as stand-alone SF novels such as Feersum Endjin and The Algebraist, and, writing as IAIN BANKS, best-selling mainstream novels such as The Wasp Factory, The Bridge, and The Crow Road; brilliant and eclectic writer NEAL BARRETT JR., 84, whose best known among his many novels was probably The Hearafter Gang (which critic John Clute called “The great American novel”), but who was even better known for his quirky short fiction, recently collected in Other Seasons: The Best of Neal Barrett, Jr., a friend; PARKE GODWIN, 84, World Fantasy Award–winner, author of the Arthurian Firelord trilogy, among others; DORIS LESSING, 94, Noble Prize–winner, famous for her mainstream fiction, but who also produced many science fiction novels and books with fantastic elements, including the books in the Canopus in Argos sequence such as The Marriages Between Zones Three, Four and Five and The Making of the Representative for Planet 8, as well as BrieBng for a Descent into Hell, The Summer Before the Dark, and many others; BASIL COPPER, 89, prolific British author of horror and mystery fiction; JAMES HERBERT, 69, British author, author of twenty-three novels, most horror, including international bestsellers The Rats and The Fog; MICK FARREN, 69, author and musician, author of the cult favorite The DNA Cowboys trilogy, as well as The Long Orbit, Their Master’s War, and The Renquist Quartet; BOYD BRADFIELD UPCHURCH, 93, who wrote as JOHN BOYD, author of The Last Starship from Earth and a dozen other SF novels; DOUGLAS R. MASON, 94, British SF author who wrote as JOHN RANKINE; ANN CRISPIN, 63, SF writer, author of the Starbridge series as well as many Star Trek and Star Wars novels and other media tie-in novels, cofounder of the watchdog group Writer Beware, a friend; PATRICIA ANTHONY, 66, SF writer, author of novels such as Brother Termite, Happy Policeman, God’s Fires, and Conscience of the Beagle, as well as much short fiction; DOUGLAS R. MASON, 94, who also wrote as JOHN RANKINE, prolific SF novelist; ANDREW J. OFFUTT, 78, author of more than seventy-five books of fantasy, SF, and erotica; RICK HAUTALA, 64, horror writer, author of thirty books including Night Stone and Mockingbird Bay; NICK POLLOTTA, 58, prolific author of many SF and action adventure novels, including Damned Nation and Belle, Book and Candle; ANGEL ARANGO, 86, Cuban SF writer, considered to be one of the founders of Cuban SF; DAVID B. SILVA, 62, horror writer and editor, editor of the influential magazine The Horror Show; JAN HOWARD FINDER, aka “THE WOMBAT,” 73, writer, anthologist, and longtime fan; DANIEL PEARLMAN, 77, SF writer, prolific short-story writer and author of fantasy novel Memini; WILLIAM HARRISON, 79, author of the story “Roller Ball Murder,” which was made into the movie Rollerball; ANDREW GREELEY, 85, best-selling Chicago author, columnist, and priest; British author DEBORAH J. MILLER, 50, who also wrote as MILLER LAU; ELMORE LEONARD, 87, a writer whose genre credentials were limited to the novel Touch and the YA animal fantasy A Coyote’s in the House, but a towering figure in the mystery field, where he was a best-selling author and a grandmaster, author of dozens of famous mystery novels such as Get Shorty, Stick, Out of Sight, and Rum Punch; TOM CLANCY, 66, best-selling author of technothrillers such as The Hunt for Red October, Red Storm Rising, and Clear and Present Danger; BARBARA MERTZ, 85, well-known mystery novelist who wrote as ELIZABETH PETERS, as well as under other pseudonyms; GARY BRANDNER, 80, horror writer, best known for The Howling; JON MANCHIP WHITE, 89, Welsh horror writer; PHILIP NUTMAN, 50, writer, journalist, and critic; T. R. FEHRENBACH, 88, Texas historian and occasional SF writer; COLIN WILSON, 82, English philosopher and novelist, author of the well-known nonfiction book The Outsider, as well as novels such as The Mind Parasites and The Space Vampires; JOEL LANE, 50, British author, poet, critic, and anthology editor; HUGH NISSENSON, 80, mainstream author who occasionally wrote SF; GOKULANANDA MAHAPATRA, 91, Indian SF author and science writer; JOSEPH J. LAZZARO, 56, SF writer and science essayist, mostly for Analog; MARY-LYNN REED, 64, author; PAUL WILLIAMS, 64, editor, author, and fan, founder of the groundbreaking music magazine Crawdaddy! as well as of the Philip K. Dick Society, editor of the thirteen-volume series of The Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon as well as one of the first critical studies of the work of Philip K. Dick; ANNE JORDAN, 69, author and anthologist, former managing editor of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction; JACQUES SADOUL, 78, prominent French editor; ANNE C. PETTY, 68, novelist and Tolkien scholar; RICHARD E. GEIS, 85, author, editor, longtime fan, multiple Hugo Award–winner, editor of the influential fanzines Science Fiction Review and The Alien Critic; LELAND SAPIRO, 89, editor, SF scholar, fanzine fan, teacher; NICK ROBINSON, 58, chairman of publishing house Constable & Robinson; RICHARD GALLEN, 80, publishing financier who backed the startups of Tor, Baen, and Bluejay; ANTONIO CARONIA, 69, Italian SF translator and critic; ROGER EBERT, 70, film critic, author, and fan, whose film criticism for The Chicago Sun-Times and on television programs such as Siskel and Ebert at the Movies and Roger Ebert and the Movies made him the most famous film critic in America; ROBERT MORALES, 55, writer, editor, and journalist, author of the miniseries Truth: Red, White and Black Marvel Comics; DOROTHY “DOT” LUMLEY, 64, British literary agent, and former wife of writer Brian Lumley; SCOTT CARPENTER, 88, astronaut, one of the original Mercury 7 crew; RAY HARRYHAUSEN, 92, pioneering stop-motion animator and world-famous special effects artist who created the special effects for such classic genre movies as Jason and the Argonauts and The Seventh Voyage of Sinbad; MITCHELL HOOKS, 89, SF cover artist; DAVID FAIRBOTHER-ROE, SF cover artist; CARMINE INFANTINO, 87, renowned comic book artist, best known for his work on The Flash and Adam Strange; JOHN DAVID WILSON, 93, Disney animator who worked on Lady and the Tramp and others; EDWARD LEVITT, 97, animator; JOAN HANKE-WOODS, 67, cover artist, winner of the Best Fan Artist Hugo; JEAN-CLAUDE SUARES, 71, graphic designer and illustrator; DAN ADKINS, 76, illustrator and comic book artist; AL PLASTINO, 91, longtime comic book artist; JANICE VALLEAU WINKLEMAN, 90, longtime comic book artist; STUART FREEBORN, 98, makeup artist on Dr. Strangelove, 2001: A Space Odyssey, and Star Wars; JANE HENSON, 79, one of the cocreators of the Muppets, former wife of the late Jim Henson; RAY MANZAREK, 74, keyboardist for The Doors, perhaps the best keyboardist in rock music; PETER O’ TOOLE, 81, famous stage and screen actor whose genre connections are slight, but whom everyone knows from films such as The Lion in Winter, Lawrence of Arabia, The Stunt Man, and The Ruling Class; MICHAEL ANSARA, 91, TV actor, best known for playing Kang in Star Trek, who also had roles in many other genre shows such as Babylon 5, The Outer Limits, and Lost in Space; ANNETTE FUNICELLO, 70, actress with roles in genre movies such as The Shaggy Dog, best known for her participation in the original The Mickey Mouse Club in the fifties; ROBIN SACHS, 61, stage, film, and television actor, best known to genre audiences for his roles as evil sorcerer Ethan in TV’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer and as Sarris in Galaxy Quest; JONATHAN WINTERS, 87, improvisational comedian and actor, best known to genre audiences for his role as Mearth in Mork and Mindy; JAMES GANDOLFINI, 51, TV actor with no real genre connection, but known to everyone for his role in The Sopranos; EILEEN BRENNAN, 80, film actor, best known for roles in The Sting and Murder by Death; DENNIS FARINA, 69, best known for roles in Get Shorty and Law & Order; ALLAN ARBUS, 95, best known for his role in TV’s M*A*S*H, who also appeared in genre productions such as Wonder Woman and Damien: Omen II; JEAN STAPLETON, 90, stage and film actor, best known as Edith from TV’s All in the Family, who also appeared in genre film Damn Yankees!; KAREN BLACK, 74, film actress, known for her role in Five Easy Pieces and in many horror movies; MEL SMITH, 60, actor, best known to genre audiences for his role as the Albino in The Princess Bride; RICHARD GRIFFITHS, 65, actor, best known to genre audiences as Uncle Vernon from the Harry Potter movies; MILO O’SHEA, 87, actor, best known for playing Durand-Durand in Barbarella; LEE THOMPSON YOUNG, 29, television actor on Smallville and Rizzoli & Isles; MICHAEL BURGESS, 65, better known as ROBERT REGINALD, author, editor, and publisher, founder of Borgo Press; GRAHAM STONE, 87, Australian scholar, librarian, bibliographer, longtime fan, founder of the Australian Science Fiction Society; MARTY GEAR, 74, longtime fan and costumer; KEITHARMSTRONG-BRIDGES, longtime British fan, cofounder of the Tolkien Society, a friend; DAN MCARTHY, 78, New Zealand fan, writer, artist, and con-runner; ELLIOT K. SHORTER, 74, fan, bookseller, former Locus editor; FRANK DIETZ, longtime fan, fanzine editor, convention organizer, cofounder of the Lunarians; JERRY WRIGHT, 67, founding editor of Web zine Bewildering Stories; JIM GOLDFRANK, 80, longtime fanzine fan; BOBBIE DUFAULT, 55, convention organizer and fan; ANDREA M. DUBNICK, 63, editor and fan; BOB BOOTH, 66, writer, editor, and convention organizer; ROBERT BRIDGES, 83, longtime fan, one of the founding members of the Washington Science Fiction Society; PAMELA BOAL, 78, writer and longtime British convention fan; ALICE S. CLARESON, 83, editor and teacher, widow of SF critic Thomas D. Clareson; RUTH NIMERSHEIM BAMBACH, 96, mother of SF writer Jack Nimersheim; RICHARD BALLANTINE, 72, son of publishers Ian and Betty Ballantine, an editor and author in his own right; MARY ANN PORTER, 103, mother of small-press publisher Marianne Porter; BETTY DeHARDIT, 88, daughter of the late Will Jenkins, who wrote SF as Murray Leinster; ALAN BRUCE SAWYER, 51, producer, brother of SF writer Robert Sawyer; ROSEMARY WOLFE, 82, wife of SF writer Gene Wolfe; MARION STURGEON, 83, third wife of late SF writer Theodore Sturgeon; RUTH SPEER, 90, wife of longtime fan Jack Speer; NANCY KEMP, 90, former wife of longtime fan Earl Kemp.





THE DISCOVERED COUNTRY



Ian R. MacLeod


British writer Ian R. MacLeod was one of the hottest new writers of the nineties, publishing a slew of strong stories in Interzone, Asimov’s Science Fiction, Weird Tales, Amazing, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and elsewhere, and his work continues to grow in power and deepen in maturity as we move through the first decades of the new century. Much of his work has been gathered in four collections: Voyages By Starlight, Breathmoss and Other Exhalations, Past Magic, and Journeys. His first novel, The Great Wheel, was published in 1997. In 1999, he won the World Fantasy Award with his novella “The Summer Isles,” and followed it up in 2000 by winning another World Fantasy Award for his novelette “The Chop Girl.” In 2003, he published his first fantasy novel and his most critically acclaimed book, The Light Ages, followed by a sequel, The House of Storms, in 2005, and then by Song of Time, which won both the Arthur C. Clarke Award and the John W. Campbell Award in 2008. A novel version of The Summer Isles also appeared in 2005. His most recent books are a new novel, Wake Up and Dream, and a big retrospective collection, Snodgrass and Other Illusions: The Best Short Stories of Ian R. MacLeod. MacLeod lives with his family in the West Midlands of England.


Here he tells an evocative and emotionally powerful story of someone sent on a mission to a virtual utopia reserved only for the superrich who have died on our mundane Earth, a sort of literal afterlife. It’s a smart, tense, and tricky story in which the stakes are high and nothing is what it seems.


THE TREES OF Farside are incredible. Fireash and oak. Greenbloom and maple. Shot through with every colour of autumn as late afternoon sunlight blazes over the Seven Mountains’ white peaks. He’d never seen such beauty as this when he was alive.


The virtual Bentley takes the bridge over the next gorge at a tyrescream, then speeds on through crimson and gold. Another few miles, and he’s following the coastal road beside the Westering Ocean. The sands are burnished, the rocks silver-threaded. Every new vista a fabulous creation. Then ahead, just as purple glower sweeps in from his rear-view over those dragon-haunted mountains, come the silhouette lights of a vast castle, high up on a ridge. It’s the only habitation he’s seen in hours.


This has to be it.


Northover lets the rise of the hill pull at the Bentley’s impetus as its headlights sweep the driveway trees. Another turn, another glimpse of a headland, and there’s Elsinore again, rising dark and sheer.


He tries to refuse the offer to carry his luggage made by the neat little creature that emerges into the lamplit courtyard to greet him with clipboard, sharp shoes and lemony smile. He’s encountered many chimeras by now. The shop assistants, the street cleaners, the crew on the steamer ferry that brought him here. All substantially humanoid, and invariably polite, although amended as necessary to perform their tasks, and far stranger to his mind than the truly dead.


He follows a stairway up through rough-hewn stone. The thing’s name is Kasaya. Ah, now. The east wing. I think you’ll find what we have here more than adequate. If not … Well, you must promise to let me know. And this is called the Willow Room. And do enjoy your stay …


Northover wanders. Northover touches. Northover breathes. The interior of this large high-ceilinged suite with its crackling applewood fire and narrow, deep-set windows is done out in an elegantly understated arts-and-craftsy style. Amongst her many attributes, Thea Lorentz always did have excellent taste.


What’s struck him most about Farside since he jerked into new existence on the bed in the cabin of that ship bound for New Erin is how unremittingly real everything seems. But the slick feel of this patterned silk bedthrow … The spiky roughness of the teasels in the flower display … He’s given up telling himself that everything he’s experiencing is just some clever construct. The thing about it, the thing that makes it all so impossibly overwhelming, is that he’s here as well. Dead, but alive. The evidence of his corpse doubtless already incinerated, but his consciousness—the singularity of his existence, what philosophers once called “the conscious I,” and theologians the soul, along with his memories and personality, the whole sense of self which had once inhabited pale jelly in his skull—transferred.


The bathroom is no surprise to him now. The dead do so many things the living do, so why not piss and shit as well? He strips and stands in the shower’s warm blaze. He soaps, rinses. Reminds himself of what he must do, and say. He’d been warned that he’d soon become attracted to the blatant glories of this world, along with the new, young man’s body he now inhabits. Better just to accept it that rather than fight. All that matters is that he holds to the core of his resolve.


He towels himself dry. He pulls back on his watch—seemingly a Rolex, but a steel model, neatly unostentatious—and winds it carefully. He dresses. Hangs up his clothes in a walnut panelled wardrobe that smells faintly of mothballs, and hears a knock at the doors just as he slides his case beneath the bed.


“Yes? Come in …”


When he turns, he’s expecting another chimera servant. But it’s Thea Lorentz.


This, too, is something they’d tried to prepare him for. But encountering her after so long is much less of a shock than he’s been expecting. Thea’s image is as ubiquitous as that of Marilyn Monroe or the Virgin Mary back on Lifeside, and she really hasn’t changed. She’s dressed in a loose-fitting shirt. Loafers and slacks. Hair tied back. No obvious evidence of any make-up. But the crisp white shirt with its rolled up cuffs shows her dark brown skin to perfection, and one lose strand of her tied back hair plays teasingly at her sculpted neck. A tangle of silver bracelets slide on her wrist as she steps forward to embrace him. Her breasts are unbound and she still smells warmly of the patchouli she always used to favour. Everything about her feels exactly the same. But why not? After all, she was already perfect when she was alive.


“Well … !” That warm blaze is still in her eyes, as well. “It really is you.”


“I know I’m springing a huge surprise. Just turning up from out of nowhere like this.”


“I can take these kind of surprises any day! And I hear it’s only been—what?—less than a week since you transferred. Everything must feel so very strange to you still.”


It went without saying that his and Thea’s existences had headed off in different directions back on Lifeside. She, of course, had already been well on her way toward some or other kind of immortality when they’d lost touch. And he … Well, it was just one of those stupid lucky breaks. A short, ironic keyboard riff he’d written to help promote some old online performance thing—no, no, it was nothing she’d been involved in—had ended up being picked up many years later as the standard message-send fail signal on the global net. Yeah, that was the one. Of course, Thea knew it. Everyone, once they thought about it for a moment, did.


“You know, Jon,” she says, her voice more measured now, “you’re the one person I thought would never choose to make this decision. None of us can pretend that being Farside isn’t a position of immense privilege, when most of the living can’t afford food, shelter, good health. You always were a man of principle, and I sometimes thought you’d just fallen to … Well, the same place that most performers fall to, I suppose, which is no particular place at all. I even considered trying to find you and get in touch, offer …” She gestures around her. “Well, this. But you wouldn’t have taken it, would you? Not on those terms.”


He shakes his head. In so many ways she still has him right. He detested—no, he quietly reminds himself—detests everything about this vast vampiric sham of a world that sucks life, hope and power from the living. But she hadn’t come to him, either, had she? Hadn’t offered what she now so casually calls this. For all her fame, for all her good works, for all the aid funds she sponsors and the good causes she promotes, Thea Lorentz and the rest of the dead have made no effort to extend their constituency beyond the very rich, and almost certainly never will. After all, why should they? Would the gods invite the merely mortal to join them on Mount Olympus?


She smiles and steps close to him again. Weights both his hands in her own. “Most people I know, Jon—most of those I have to meet and talk to and deal with, and even those I have to call friends—they all think that I’m Thea Lorentz. Both Farside and Lifeside, it’s long been the same. But only you and a very few others really know who I am. You can’t imagine how precious and important it is to have you here …”


He stands gazing at the door after she’s left. Willing everything to dissolve, fade, crash, melt. But nothing changes. He’s still dead. He’s still standing here in this Farside room. Can still even breathe the faint patchouli of Thea’s scent. He finishes dressing—a tie, a jacket, the same supple leather shoes he arrived in—and heads out into the corridor.


Elsinore really is big—and resolutely, heavily, emphatically, the ancient building it wishes to be. Cold gusts pass along its corridors. Heavy doors groan and creak. Of course, the delights of Farside are near-infinite. He’s passed through forests of mist and silver. Seen the vast, miles-wide back of some great island of a seabeast drift past when he was still out at sea. The dead can grow wings, sprout gills, spread roots into the soil and raise their arms and become trees. All these things are not only possible, but visibly, virtually, achievably real. But he thinks they still hanker after life, and all the things of life the living, for all their disadvantages, possess.


He passes many fine-looking paintings as he descends the stairs. They have a Pre-Raphaelite feel, and from the little he knows of art, seem finely executed, but he doesn’t recognise any of them. Have these been created by virtual hands, in some virtual workshop, or have they simply sprung into existence? And what would happen if he took that sword which also hangs on display, and slashed it through a canvas? Would it be gone for ever? Almost certainly not. One thing he knows for sure about the Farside’s vast database is that it’s endlessly backed up, scattered, diffused and re-collated across many secure and heavily armed vaults back in what’s left of the world of the living. There are very few guaranteed ways of destroying any of it, least of all the dead.


Further down, there are holo-images, all done in stylish black and white. Somehow, even in a castle, they don’t even look out of place. Thea, as always, looks like she’s stepped out of a fashion-shoot. The dying jungle suits her. As does this war-zone, and this flooded hospital, and this burnt-out shanty town. The kids, and it is mostly kids, who surround her with their pot bellies and missing limbs, somehow manage to absorb a little of her glamour. On these famous trips of hers back to view the suffering living, she makes an incredibly beautiful ghost.


Two big fires burn in Elsinore’s great hall, and there’s a long table for dinner, and the heads of many real and mythic creatures loom upon the walls. Basilisk, boar, unicorn … Hardly noticing the chimera servant who rakes his chair out for him, Northover sits down. Thea’s space at the top of the table is still empty.


In this Valhalla where the lucky, eternal dead feast forever, what strikes Northover most strongly is the sight of Sam Bartleby sitting beside Thea’s vacant chair. Not that he doesn’t know that the man has been part of what’s termed Thea Lorentz’s inner circle for more than a decade. But, even when they were all still alive and working together on Bard On Wheels, he’d never been able to understand why she put up with him. Of course, Bartleby made his fortune with those ridiculous action virtuals, but the producers deepened his voice so much, and enhanced his body so ridiculously, that it was a wonder to Northover they bothered to use him at all. Now, though, he’s chosen to bulk himself out and cut his hair in a Roman fringe. He senses Northover’s gaze, and raises his glass, and gives an ironic nod. He still has the self-regarding manner of someone who thinks themselves far more better looking, not to mention cleverer, than they actually are.


Few of the dead, though, choose to be beautiful. Most elect for the look that expresses themselves at what they thought of as the most fruitful and self-expressive period of their lives. Amongst people this wealthy, this often equates to late middle age. The fat, the bald, the matronly and the downright ugly rub shoulders, secure in the knowledge that they can become young and beautiful again whenever they wish.


“So? What are you here for?”


The woman beside him already seems flushed from the wine, and has a homely face and a dimpled smile, although she sports pointed teeth, elfin ears and her eyes are cattish slots.


“For?”


“Name’s Wilhelmina Howard. People just call me Will …” She offers him a claw-nailed hand to shake. “Made my money doing windfarm recycling in the non-federal states. All that lovely superconductor and copper we need right here to keep our power supplies as they should be. Not that we ever had much of a presence in England, which I’m guessing is where you were from … ?”


He gives a guarded nod.


“But isn’t it just so great to be here at Elsinore? Such a privilege. Thea’s everything people say she is, isn’t she, and then a whole lot more as well? Such compassion, and all the marvellous things she’s done! Still, I know she’s invited me here because she wants to get hold of some of my money. Give back a little of what we’ve taken an’ all. Not that I won’t give. That’s for sure. Those poor souls back on Lifeside. We really have to do something, don’t we, all of us … ?”


“To be honest, I’m here because I used to work with Thea. Back when we were both alive.”


“So, does that make you an actor?” Wilhelmina’s looking at him more closely now. Her slot pupils have widened. “Should I recognise you? Were you in any of the famous—“


“No, no.” As if in defeat, he holds up a hand. Another chance to roll out his story. More a musician, a keyboard player, although there wasn’t much he hadn’t turned his hand to over the years. Master of many trades, and what have you—at least, until that message fail signal came along.


“So, pretty much a lucky break,” murmurs this ex take-no-shit businesswoman who died and became a fat elf, “rather than a any kind of lifetime endeavour … ?” Then Thea enters the hall, and she’s changed into something more purposefully elegant—a light grey dress that shows her fine breasts and shoulders without seeming immodest—and her hair is differently done, and Northover understands all the more why most of the dead make no attempt to be beautiful. After all, how could they, when Thea Lorentz does it so unassailably well? She stands waiting for a moment as if expectant silence hasn’t already fallen, then says a few phrases about how pleased she is to have so many charming and interesting guests. Applause follows. Just as she used to do for many an encore, Thea nods and smiles and looks genuinely touched.


The rest of the evening at Elsinore passes in a blur of amazing food and superb wine, all served with the kind of discreet inevitability which Northover has decided only chimeras are capable of. Just like Wilhelmina, everyone wants to know who he’s with, or for, or from. The story about that jingle works perfectly; many even claim to have heard of him and his success. Their curiosity only increases when he explains his and Thea’s friendship. After all, he could be the route of special access to her famously compassionate ear.


There’s about twenty guests here at Elsinore tonight, all told, if you don’t count the several hundred chimeras, which of course no one does. Most of the dead, if you look at them closely enough, have adorned themselves with small eccentricities; a forked tongue here, an extra finger there, a crimson badger-stripe of hair. Some are new to each other, but the interactions flow on easy rails. Genuine fame itself is rare here—after all, entertainment has long been a cheapened currency—but there’s a relaxed feeling-out between strangers in the knowledge that some shared acquaintance or interest will soon be reached. Wealth always was an exclusive club, and it’s even more exclusive here.


Much of the talk is of new Lifeside investment. Viral re-programming of food crops, all kinds of nano-engineering, weather, flood and even birth control—although the last strikes Northover as odd considering how rapidly the human population is decreasing—and every other kind of plan imaginable to make the earth a place worth living in again is discussed. Many of these schemes, he soon realises, would be mutually incompatible, and potentially incredibly destructive, and all are about making money.


Cigars are lit after the cheeses and sorbets. Rare, exquisite whiskeys are poured. Just like everyone else, he can’t help but keep glancing at Thea. She still has that way of seeming part of the crowd yet somehow apart—or above—it. She always had been a master of managing social occasions, even those rowdy parties they’d hosted back in the day. A few words, a calming hand and smile, and even the most annoying drunk would agree that it was time they took a taxi. For all her gifts as a performer, her true moments of transcendent success were at the lunches, the less-than-chance-encounters, the launch parties. Even her put-downs or betrayals left you feeling grateful.


Everything Farside is so spectacularly different, yet so little about her has changed. The one thing he does notice, though, is her habit of toying with those silver bangles she’s still wearing on her left wrist. Then, at what feels like precisely the right moment, and thus fractionally before anyone expects, she stands up and taps her wineglass to say a few more words. From anyone else’s lips, they would sound like vague expressions of pointless hope. But, coming from her, it’s hard not to be stirred.


Then, with a bow, a nod, and what Northover was almost sure is a small conspiratorial blink in his direction—which somehow seems to acknowledge the inherent falsity of what she has just done, but also the absolute need for it—she’s gone from the hall, and the air suddenly seems stale. He stands up and grabs at the tilt of his chair before a chimera servant can get to it. He feels extraordinarily tired, and more than a little drunk.


In search of some air, he follows a stairway that winds up and up. He steps out high on the battlements. He hears feminine chuckles. Around a corner, shadows tussle. He catches the starlit glimpse of a bared breast, and turns the other way. It’s near-freezing up out on these battlements. Clouds cut ragged by a blazing sickle moon. Northover leans over and touches the winding crown of his Rolex watch and studies the distant lace of waves. Then, glancing back, he thinks he sees another figure behind him. Not the lovers, certainly. This shape bulks far larger, and is alone. Yet the dim outlines of the battlement gleam though it. A malfunction? A premonition? A genuine ghost? But then, as Northover moves, the figure moves with him, and he realises that he’s seeing nothing but his own shadow thrown by the moon.


He dreams that night that he’s alive again, but no longer the young and hopeful man he once was. He’s mad old Northy. Living, if you call it living, so high up in the commune tower that no one else bothers him much, and with nothing but an old piano he’s somehow managed to restore for company. Back in his old body, as well, with is old aches, fatigues and irritations. But for once, it isn’t raining, and frail sparks of sunlight cling to shattered glass in the ruined rooms, and the whole flooded, once-great city of London is almost beautiful, far below.


Then, looking back, he sees a figure standing at the far end of the corridor that leads through rubble to the core stairs. They come up sometimes, do the kids. They taunt him and try to steal his last few precious things. Northy swears and lumbers forward, grabbing an old broom. But the kid doesn’t curse or throw things. Neither does he turn and run, although it looks as if he’s come up here alone.


“You’re Northy, aren’t you?” the boy called Haru says, his voice an adolescent squawk.


He awakes with a start to new light, good health, comforting warmth. A sense, just as he opens his eyes and knowledge and who and what he is returns, that the door to his room has just clicked shut. He’d closed the curtains here in the Willow Room in Elsinore, as well, and now they open. And the fire grate has been cleared, the applewood logs restocked. He reaches quickly for his Rolex, and begins to relax as he slips it on. The servants, the chimeras, will have been trained, programmed, to perform their work near-invisibly, and silently.


He showers again. He meets the gaze of his own eyes in the mirror as he shaves. Whatever view there might be from his windows is hidden in a mist so thick that the world beyond could be the blank screen of some old computer from his youth. The route to breakfast is signalled by conversation and a stream of guests. The hall is smaller than the one they were in last night, but still large enough. A big fire crackles in a soot-stained hearth, but stream rises from the food as cold air wafts in through the open doors.


Dogs are barking in the main courtyard. Horses are being led out. Elsinore’s battlements and towers hover like ghosts in the blanketing fog. People are milling, many wearing thick gauntlets, leather helmets and what look like padded vests and kilts. The horses are big, beautifully groomed but convincingly skittish in the way that Northover surmises expensively pedigreed beasts are. Or were. Curious, he goes over to one as a chimera stable boy fusses with its saddle and reins.


The very essence of equine haughtiness, the creature tosses its head and does that lip-blubber thing horses do. Everything about this creature is impressive. The flare of its nostrils. The deep, clean, horsy smell. Even, when he looks down and under, the impressive, seemingly part-swollen heft of its horsey cock.


“Pretty spectacular, isn’t he?”


Northover finds that Sam Bartleby is standing beside him. Dressed as if for battle, and holding a silver goblet of something steaming and red. Even his voice is bigger and deeper than it was. The weird thing is, he seems more like Sam Bartleby than the living Sam Bartleby ever did. Even in those stupid action virtuals.


“His name’s Aleph—means alpha, of course, or the first. You may have heard of him. He won, yes didn’t you … ?” By now, Bartleby’s murmuring into the beast’s neck. “The last ever Grand Steeple de Paris.”


Slowly, Northover nods. The process of transfer is incredibly expensive, but there’s no reason in principle why creatures other than humans can’t join Farside’s exclusive club. The dead are bound to want the most prestigious and expensive toys. So, why not the trapped, transferred consciousness of a multi-million dollar racehorse?


“You don’t ride, do you?” Bartleby, still fondling Aleph—who, Northover notices, is now displaying an even more impressive erection—asks.


“It wasn’t something I ever got around to.”


“But you’ve got plenty of time now, and there are few things better than a day out hunting in the forest. Suggest you start with one of the lesser, easier, mounts over there, and work your way up to a real beast like this. Perhaps that pretty roan? Even then, though, you’ll have to put up with a fair few falls. Although, if you really want to cheat and bend the rules, and know the right people, there are shortcuts …”


“As you say, there’s plenty of time.”


“So,” Bartleby slides up into the saddle with what even Northover has to admit is impressive grace. “Why are you here? Oh, I don’t mean getting here with that stupid jingle. You always were a lucky sod. I mean, at Elsinore. I suppose you want something from Thea. That’s why most people come. Whether or not they’ve got some kind of past with her.”


“Isn’t friendship enough?”


Bartleby is now looking down at Northover in a manner even more condescending than the horse. “You should know better than most, Jon, that friendship’s just another currency.” He pauses as he’s handed a long spear, its tip a clear, icy substance that could be a diamond. “I should warn you that whatever it is you want, you’re unlikely to get it. At least, not in the way you expect. A favour for some cherished project, maybe?” His lips curl. “But that’s not it with you, is it? We know each other too well, Jon, and you really haven’t changed. Not one jot. What you really want is Thea, isn’t it? Want her wrapped up and whole, even though we both know that’s impossible. Thea being Thea just as she always was. And, believe me, I’d do anything to defend her. Anything to stop her being hurt …”


With a final derisory snort and a spark of cobbles, Bartley and Aleph clatter off.


The rooms, halls and corridors of Elsinore are filled with chatter and bustle. Impromptu meetings. Accidental collisions and confusions that have surely been long planned. Kisses and business cards are exchanged. Deals are brokered. Promises offered. The spread of the desert which has now consumed most of north Africa could be turned around by new cloud-seeding technologies, yet still, there’s coffee, or varieties of herb tea if preferred.


No sign of Thea, though. In a way she’s more obvious Lifeside, where you can buy as much Thea Lorentz tat as even the most fervent fanatic could possibly want. Figurines. Candles. Wallscreens. Tee shirts. Some of it, apparently, she even endorses. Although always, of course, in a good cause. Apart from those bothersome kids, it was the main reason Northover spent so much of his last years high up and out of reach of the rest of the commune. He hated being reminded of the way people wasted what little hope and money they had on stupid illusions. Her presence here at Elsinore is palpable, though. Her name is the ghost at the edge of every conversation. Yes, but Thea … Thea … And Thea … Thea … Always, always, everything is about Thea Lorentz.


He realises this place she’s elected to call Elsinore isn’t any kind of home at all—but he supposes castles have always fulfilled a political function, at least when they weren’t under siege. People came from near-impossible distances to plead their cause, and, just as here, probably ended up being fobbed off. Of course, Thea’s chimera servants mingle amid the many guests. Northover notices Kasaya many times. A smile here. A mincing gesture there.


He calls after him the next time he sees him bustling down a corridor.


“Yes, Mister Northover … ?” Clipboard at the ready, Kasaya spins round on his toes.


“I was just wondering, seeing as you seem to be about so much, if there happen to be more than one of you here at Elsinore?”


“That isn’t necessary. It’s really just about good organisation and hard work.”


“So …” Was that really slight irritation he detected, followed by a small flash of pride? “… you can’t be in several places at once?”


“That’s simply isn’t required. Although Elsinore does have many short cuts.”


“You mean, hidden passageways? Like a real castle?”


Kasaya, who clearly has more important things than this to see to, manages a smile. “I think that that would be a good analogy.”


“But you just said think. You do think?”


“Yes.” He’s raised his clipboard almost like a shield now. “I believe I do.”


“How long have you been here?”


“Oh …” He blinks in seeming recollection. “Many years.”


“And before that?”


“Before that, I wasn’t here.” Hugging his clipboard more tightly than ever, Kasaya glances longingly down the corridor. “Perhaps there’s something you need? I could summon someone …”


“No, I’m fine. I was just curious about what it must be like to be you, Kasaya. I mean, are you always on duty? Do your kind sleep? Do you change out of those clothes and wash your hair and—”


“I’m sorry sir,” the chimera intervenes, now distantly firm. “I really can’t discuss these matters when I’m on duty. If I may … ?”


Then, he’s off without a backward glance. Deserts may fail to bloom if the correct kind of finger food isn’t served at precisely the right moment. Children blinded by onchocerciasis might not get the implants that will allow them to see grainy shapes for lack of a decent meeting room. And, after all, Kasaya is responding in the way that any servant would—at least, if a guest accosted them and started asking inappropriately personal questions when they were at work. Northover can’t help but feel sorry for these creatures, who clearly seem to have at least the illusion of consciousness. To be trapped forever in crowd scenes at the edges of the lives of the truly dead …


Northover comes to another door set in a kind of side-turn that he almost walks past. Is this where the chimera servants go? Down this way, Elsinore certainly seems less grand. Bright sea air rattles the arrowslit glass. The walls are raw stone, and stained with white tidemarks of damp. This, he imagines some virtual guide pronouncing, is by far the oldest part of the castle. It certainly feels that way.


He lifts a hessian curtain and steps into a dark, cool space. A single barred, high skylight fans down on what could almost have been a dungeon. Or a monastic cell. Some warped old bookcases and other odd bits of furniture, all cheaply practical, populate a roughly paved floor. In one corner, some kind of divan or bed. In another, a wicker chair. The change of light is so pronounced that it’s a moment before he sees that someone is sitting there. A further beat before he realises it’s Thea Lorentz, and that she’s seated before a mirror, and her fingers are turning those bangles on her left wrist. Frail as frost, the silver circles tink and click. Otherwise, she’s motionless. She barely seems to breathe.


Not a mirror at all, Northover realises as he shifts quietly around her, but some kind of tunnel or gateway. Through it, he sees a street. It’s raining, the sky is reddish with windblown earth, and the puddles seem bright as blood. Lean-to shacks, their gutters sluicing, line something too irregular to be called a street. A dead power pylon leans in the mid-distance. A woman stumbles into view, drenched and wading up to the knee. She’s holding something wrapped in rags with a wary possessiveness that suggests it’s either a baby or food. This could be the suburbs of London, New York or Sydney. That doesn’t matter. What does matter is how she falls to her knees at what she sees floating before her in the rain. Thea … ! She almost drops whatever she’s carrying as her fingers claw upward and her ruined mouth shapes the name. She’s weeping, and Thea’s weeping as well—two silver trails that follow the perfect contours of her face. Then, the scene fades in another shudder of rain, and Thea Lorentz is looking out at him from the reformed surface of a mirror with the same soft sorrow that poor, ruined woman must have seen in her gaze.


“Jon.”


“This, er …” he gestures.


She stands up. She’s wearing a long tweed skirt, rumpled boots, a loose turtleneck woollen top. “Oh, it’s probably everything people say it is. The truth is that, once you’re Farside, it’s too easy to forget what Lifeside is really like. People make all the right noises—I’m sure you’ve heard them already. But that isn’t the same thing.”


“Going there—being seen as some virtual projection in random places like that—aren’t you just perpetuating the myth?”


She nods slowly. “But is that really such a terrible thing? And that cat-eyed woman you sat next to yesterday at dinner. What’s her name, Wilhelmina? Kasaya’s already committed her to invest in new sewerage processing works and food aid, all of which will be targeted on that particular area of Barcelona. I know she’s a tedious creature—you only have to look at her to see that—but what’s the choice? You can stand back, and do nothing, or step in, and use whatever you have to try to make things slightly better.”


“Is that what you really think?”


“Yes. I believe I do. But how about you, Jon? What do you think?”


“You know me,” he says. “More than capable of thinking several things at once. And believing, or not believing, all of them.”


“Doubting Thomas,” she says, taking another step forward so he can smell patchouli.


“Or Hamlet.”


“Here of all places, why not?”


For a while, they stand there in silence.


“This whole castle is designed to be incredibly protective of me,” she says eventually. “It admits very few people this far. Only the best and oldest of friends. And Bartleby insists I wear these as an extra precaution, even though they can sometimes be distracting …” She raises her braceletted wrist. “As you’ve probably already gathered, he’s pretty protective of me, too.”


“We’ve spoken. It wasn’t exactly the happiest reunion.”


She smiles. “The way you both are, it would have been strange if it was. But look, you’ve come all this incredible way. Why don’t we go out somewhere?”


“You must have work to do. Projects—I don’t know—that you need to approve. People to meet.”


“The thing about being in Elsinore is that things generally go more smoothly when Thea Lorentz isn’t in the way. You saw what it was like last night at dinner. Every time I open my mouth people expect to hear some new universal truth. I ask them practical questions and their mouths drop. Important deals fall apart when people get distracted because Thea’s in the room. That’s why Kasaya’s so useful. He does all that’s necessary—joins up the dots and bangs the odd head. And people scarcely even notice him.”


“I didn’t think he likes it much when they do.”


“More questions, Jon?” She raises an eyebrow. “But everything here on Farside must still seem so strange to you, when there’s so much to explore …”


Down stairways. Along corridors. Through storerooms. Perhaps these are the secret routes Kasaya hinted at, winding through the castle like Escher tunnels in whispers of sea-wet stone. Then, they are down in a great, electric-lit cavern of a garage. His Bentley is here, along with lines of other fine and vintage machines long crumbled to rust back on Lifeside. Maseratis. Morgans. Lamborghinis. Other things that look like Dan Dare spaceships of Faberge submarines. The cold air reeks of new petrol, clean oil, polished metal. In a far corner and wildly out of place, squatting above a small black pool, is an old VW Beetle.


“Well,” she says. “What do you think?”


He smiles as he walks around it. The dents and scratches are old friends. “It’s perfect.”


“Well, it was never that. But we had some fun with it, didn’t we?”


“How does this work? I mean, creating it? Did you have some old pictures of it? Did you manage to access—”


“Jon.” She dangles a key from her hand. “Do you want to go out for a drive, or what?”


“The steering even pulls the same way. It’s amazing …”


Out on roads that climb and camber, giving glimpses through the slowly thinning mist of flanks of forest, deep drops. Headlights on, although it makes little difference and there doesn’t seem to be any other traffic. She twiddles the radio. Finds a station that must have stopped transmitting more than fifty years ago. Van Morrison, Springsteen and Dylan. So very, very out of date—but still good—even back then. And even now, with his brown-eyed girl beside him again. It’s the same useless deejay, the same pointless adverts. As the road climbs higher, the signal fades to bubbling hiss.


“Take that turn up there. You see, the track right there in the trees … ?”


The road now scarcely a road. The Beetle a jumble of metallic jolts and yelps. He has to laugh, and Thea laughs as well, the way they’re being bounced around. A tunnel through the trees, and then some kind of clearing, where he stops the engine and squawks the handbrake, and everything falls still.


“Do you remember?”


He climbs out slowly, as if fearing a sudden movement might cause it all to dissolve. “Of course I do …”


Thea, though, strides ahead. Climbs the sagging cabin steps.


“This is …”


“I know,” she agrees, testing the door. Which—just as it had always been—is unlocked.


This, he thinks as he stumbles forward, is what it really means to be dead. Forget the gills and wings and the fine wines and the spectacular food and the incredible scenery. What this is, what it means …


Is this.


The same cabin. It could be the same day. Thea, she’d called after him as he walked down the street away from an old actors’ pub off what was still called Covent Garden after celebrating—although that wasn’t the word—the end of Bard on Wheels with a farewell pint and spliff. Farewell and fuck off as far as Northover was concerned, Sam Bartleby and his stupid sword fights especially. Shakespeare and most other kinds of real performance being well and truly dead, and everyone heading for well-deserved obscurity. The sole exception being Thea Lorentz, who could sing and act and do most things better than all the rest of them combined, and had an air of being destined for higher things that didn’t seem like arrogant bullshit even if it probably was. Out of his class, really, both professionally and personally. But she’d called to him, and he’d wandered back, for where else was he heading? She’d said she had a kind of proposal, and why didn’t they go out for a while out in her old VW? All the bridges over the Thames hadn’t yet been down then, and they’d driven past the burnt-out cars and abandoned shops until they came to this stretch of woodland where the trees were still alive, and they’d ended up exactly here. In this clearing, inside this cabin.


There’s an old woodburner stove that Northover sets about lighting, and a few tins along the cobweb shelves, which he inspects and settles on a tin of soup, which he nearly cuts his thumb struggling to open, and sets to warm on the top of the fire as it begins to send out amber shadows. He goes to the window, clears a space in the dust, pretending to check if he turned the VW’s lights off, but in reality trying to grab a little thinking time. He didn’t, doesn’t, know Thea Lorentz that well at this or any point. But he knows her well enough to understand that her spontaneous suggestions are nothing if not measured.


“Is this how it was, do you think?” she asks, shrugging off her coat and coming to stand behind him. Again, that smell of patchouli. She slides her arms around his waist. Nestles her chin against his shoulder. “I wanted you to be what I called producer and musical director for my Emily Dickinson thing. And you agreed.”


“Not before I’d asked if you meant roadie and general dogsbody.”


He feels her chuckle. “That as well …”


“What else was I going to do, anyway?” Dimly, in the gaining glow of the fire, he can see her and his face in reflection.


“And how about now?”


“I suppose it’s much the same.”


He turns. It’s he who clasps her face, draws her mouth to his. Another thing about Thea is that, even when you know it’s always really her, it somehow seems to be you.


Their teeth clash. It’s been a long time. This is the first time ever. She draws back, breathless, pulls off that loose-fitting jumper she’s wearing. He helps her with the shift beneath, traces, remembers, discovers or rediscovers, the shape and weight of her breasts. Thumbs her hardening nipples. Then, she pulls away his shirt, undoes his belt buckle. Difficult here to be graceful, even if you’re Thea Lorentz, struggle-hopping with zips, shoes and panties. Even harder for Northover with one sock off and the other caught on something or other, not to mention his young man’s erection, as he throws a dusty blanket over the creaky divan. But laughter helps. Laughter always did. That, and Thea’s knowing smile as she takes hold of him for a moment in her cool fingers. Then, Christ, she lets go of him again. A final pause, and he almost thinks this isn’t going to work, but all she’s doing is pulling off those silver bracelets, and then, before he can realise what else it is she wants, she’s snapping off the bangle of his Rolex as well and pulling him down, and now there’s nothing else to be done, for they really are naked.


Northover, he’s drowning in memory. Greedy at first, hard to hold back, especially with the things she does, but then trying to be slow, trying to be gentle. Or, at least, a gentleman. He remembers, anyway—or is it now happening?—that time she took his head between her hands and raised it to her gaze. You don’t have to be so careful, she murmurs. Or murmured. I’m flesh and blood, Jon. Just like you …


He lies back. Collapsed. Drenched. Exhausted. Sated. He turns from the cobweb ceiling and sees the Rolex lies cast on the gritty floor. Softly ticking. Just within reach. But already, Thea is stirring. She scratches, stretches. Bracelet hoops glitter as they slip back over her knuckles. He stands up. Pads over to a stained sink. There’s a trickle of water. What might pass for a towel. Dead or living, it seems, the lineaments of love remain the same.


“You never were much of a one for falling asleep after,” Thea comments, straightening her sleeves as she dresses.


“Not much a man, then.”


“Some might say that …” She laughs as she fluffs her hair. “But we had something, didn’t we, Jon? We really did. So why not again?”


There it is. Just when he thinks the past’s finally over and done with. Not Emily Dickinson this time, or not only that project, but a kind of greatest hits. Stuff they did together with Bard on Wheels, although this time it’ll be just them, a two-hander, a proper double act, and, yes Jon, absolutely guaranteed no Sam fucking Bartleby. Other things as well. A few songs, sketches. Bits and bobs. Fun, of course. But wasn’t the best kind of fun always the stuff you took seriously? And why not start here and see how it goes? Why not tonight, back at Elsinore?


As ever, what can he say but yes?


Thea drives. He supposes she did before, although he can’t really remember how they got back to London. The mist has cleared. She, the sea, the mountains, all look magnificent. That Emily Dickinson thing, the one they did before, was a huge commercial and critical success. Even if people did call it a one-woman show, when he’d written half the script and all of the music. To have those looks, and yet to be able to hold the stage and sing and act so expressively! Not to mention, although the critics generally did, that starlike ability to assume a role, yet still be Thea Lorentz. Audrey Hepburn got a mention. So did Grace Kelly. A fashion icon, too, then. But Thea could carry a tune better than either. Even for the brief time they were actually living together in that flat in Pimlico, Northover sometimes found himself simply looking—staring, really—at Thea. Especially when she was sleeping. She just seemed so angelic. Who are you really? he’d wondered. Where are you from? Why are you here, and with me of all people?


He never did work out the full chain of events that brought her to join Bard on Wheels. Of course, she’d popped up in other troupes and performances—the evidence was still to be found on blocky online postings and all those commemorative hagiographies, but remembrances were shaky and it was hard to work on the exact chain of where and when. A free spirit, certainly. A natural talent. Not the sort who’d ever needed instructing. She claimed that she’d lost both her parents to the Hn3i epidemic, and had grown up in one of those giant orphanages they set up at Heathrow. As to where she got that poise, or the studied assurance she always displayed, all the many claims, speculations, myths and stories that eventually emerged—and which she never made any real attempt to quash—drowned out whatever had been the truth.


They didn’t finish the full tour. Already, the offers were pouring in. He followed her once to pre-earthquake, pre-nuke Los Angeles, but by then people weren’t sure what his role exactly was in the growing snowball of Thea Lorentz’s fame. Flunky, and neither was he. Not that she was unfaithful. At least, not to his knowledge. She probably never had the time. Pretty clear to everyone, though, that Thea Lorentz was moving on and up. And that he wasn’t. Without her, although he tried getting other people involved, the Emily Dickinson poem arrangements sounded like the journeymen pieces they probably were. Without her, he even began to wonder about the current whereabouts of his other old sparring partners in Bard on Wheels.


It was out in old LA, at a meal at the Four Seasons, that he’d met, encountered, experienced—whatever the word for it was—his first dead person. They were still pretty rare back then, and this one had made its arrival on the roof of the hotel by veetol just to show that it could, when it really should have just popped into existence in the newly-installed reality fields at their table like Aladdin’s genie. The thing had jittered and buzzed, and its voice seemed over-amplified. Of course, it couldn’t eat, but it pretended to consume a virtual plate of quail in puff pastry with foie gras in a truffle sauce, which it pretended to enjoy with virtual relish. You couldn’t fault the thing’s business sense, but Northover took the whole experience as another expression of the world’s growing sickness.


Soon, it was the Barbican and the Sydney Opera House for Thea (and how sad it was that so many of these great venues were situated next to the rising shorelines) and odd jobs or no jobs at all for him. The flat in Pimlico went, and so, somewhere, did hope. The world of entertainment was careering, lemming-like, toward the cliffs of pure virtuality, with just a few bright stars such as Thea to give it the illusion of humanity. Crappy fantasy-dramas or rubbish docu-musicals that she could sail through and do her Thea Lorentz thing, giving them an undeserved illusion of class. At least, and unlike that idiot buffoon Bartleby, Northover could see why she was in such demand. When he thought of what Thea Lorentz had become, with her fame and her wealth and her well-publicised visits to disaster areas and her audiences with the Pope and the Dalai Lama, he didn’t exactly feel surprised or bitter. After all, she was only doing whatever it was that she’d always done.


Like all truly beautiful women, at least those who take care of themselves, she didn’t age in the way that the rest of the world did. If anything, the slight sharpening of those famous cheekbones and the small care lines that drew around her eyes and mouth made her seem even more breath-takingly elegant. Everyone knew that she would mature slowly and gracefully and that she would make—just like the saints with whom she was now most often compared—a beautiful, and probably incorruptible, corpse. So, when news broke that she’d contracted a strain of new-variant septicemic plague when she was on a fact-finding trip in Manhattan, the world fell into mourning as it hadn’t done since … Well, there was no comparison, although JFK and Martin Luther King got a mention, along with Gandhi and Jesus Christ and Joan of Arc and Marilyn Monroe and that lost Mars mission and Kate and Diana.


Transfer—a process of assisted death and personality uploading—was becoming a popular option. At least, amongst the few who could afford it. The idea that the blessed Thea might refuse to do this thing, and deprive a grieving world of the chance to know that somehow, somewhere, she was still there, and on their side, and sorrowing as they sorrowed, was unthinkable. By now well ensconced high up in his commune with his broom and his reputation as an angry hermit, left with nothing but his memories of that wrecked piano he was trying to get into tune, even Northover couldn’t help but follow this ongoing spectacle. Still, he felt strangely detached. He’d long fallen out of love with Thea, and now fell out of admiring her as well. All that will-she won’t-she crap that she was doubtless engineering even as she lay there on her deathbed! All she was doing was just exactly what she’d always done and twisting the whole fucking world around her fucking little finger. But then maybe, just possibly, he was getting the tiniest little bit bitter …


Back at Elsinore, Kasaya has already been at work. Lights, a low stage, decent mikes and pa system, along with a spectacular grand piano, have all been installed at the far end of the great hall were they sat for yesterday’s dinner. The long tables have been removed, the chairs re-arranged. Or replaced. It really does look like a bijou theatre. The piano’s a Steinway. If asked, Northover might have gone for a Bechstein. The action, to his mind, and with the little chance he’s even had to ever play such machines, being a tad more responsive. But you can’t have everything, he supposes. Not even here.


The space is cool, half-dark. The light from the windows is settling. Bartleby and his troupe of merry men have just returned from their day of tally-ho slaughter with a giant boar hung on ropes. Tonight, by sizzling flamelight out in the yard, the dining will be alfresco. And after that … Well, word has already got out that Thea and this newly arrived guy at Elsinore are planning some kind of reunion performance. No wonder the air in this empty hall feels expectant.


He sits down. Wondrous and mysterious as Thea Lorentz’s smile, the keys—which are surely real ivory—gleam back at him. He plays a soft e-minor chord. The sound shivers out. Beautiful. Although that’s mostly the piano. Never a real musician, Northy. Nor much of a real actor, either. Never a real anything. Not that much of a stagehand, even. Just got lucky for a while with a troupe of travelling players. Then, as luck tends to do, it ran out on you. But still. He hasn’t sat at one of these things since he died, yet it couldn’t feel more natural. As the sound fades, and the gathering night washes in, he can hear the hastening tick of his Rolex.


The door at the far end bangs. He thinks it’s most likely Kasaya. But it’s Thea. Barefoot now. Her feet sip the polished floor. Dark slacks, an old, knotted shirt. Hair tied back. She looks the business. She’s carrying loose sheaves of stuff—notes, bits of script and sheet music—almost all of which he recognises as she slings them down across the gleaming lid of the piano.


“Well,” she says, “shall we do this thing?”


Back in his room, he stands for a long time in the steam heat of the shower. Finds he’s soaping and scrubbing himself until his skin feels raw and his head is dizzy. He’d always wondered about those guys from al-Qaeda and Hezbollah and the Taliban and New Orthodoxy. Why they felt such a need to shave and cleanse the bodies they would soon be destroying. Now, though, he understands perfectly. The world is ruined and time is out of joint, but this isn’t just a thing you do out of conviction. The moment has to be right, as well.


Killing the dead isn’t easy. In fact, it’s near impossible. But not quite. The deads’ great strength is the sheer overpowering sense of reality they bring to the sick fantasy they call Farside. Everything must work. Everything has to be what it is, right down to the minutest detail. Everything must be what it seems to be. But this is also their greatest weakness. Of course, they told Northy when they took off his blindfold as he sat chained to a chair which was bolted to the concrete floor in that deserted shopping mall, we can try to destroy them by trying to tear everything in Farside apart. We can fly planes into their reactors, introduce viruses into their processing suites, flood their precious data vaults with seawater. But there’s always a backup. There’s always another power source. We can never wreck enough of Farside to have even a marginal effect upon the whole. But the dead themselves are different. Break down the singularity of their existence for even an instant, and you destroy it forever. The dead become truly dead.


Seeing as it didn’t exist as a real object, they had to show him the Rolex he’d be wearing through a set of VR gloves and goggles. Heavy-seeming of course, and ridiculously over-engineered, but then designer watches had been that way for decades. This is what you must put on along with your newly assumed identity when you return to consciousness in a cabin on board a steamer ferry bound for New Erin. It many ways, the watch is what it appears to be. It ticks. It tells the time. You’ll even need to remember to wind it up. But carefully. Pull the crown out and turn it backwards—no, no, not now, not even here, you mustn’t—and it will initiate a massive databurst. The Farside equivalent of an explosion of about half a pound of semtex, atomising anything within a three metre radius—yourself, of course, included, which is something we’ve already discussed—and causing damage, depending on conditions, in a much wider sphere. Basically, though, you need to be within touching distance of Thea Lorentz to be sure, to be certain. But that alone isn’t enough. She’ll be wearing some kind of protection which will download her to a safe backup even in the instant of time it takes the blast to expand. We don’t know what that protection will be, although we believe she changes it regularly. But, whatever it is, it must be removed.


A blare of lights. A quietening of the murmurous audience as Northover steps out. Stands centre stage. Reaches in his pocket. Starts tossing a coin. Which, when Thea emerges, he drops. The slight sound, along with her presence, rings out. One thing to rehearse, but this is something else. He’d forgotten, he really had, how Thea raises her game when you’re out here with her, and it’s up to you to try to keep up.


A clever idea that went back to Bard on Wheels, to re-reflect Hamlet through some of the scenes of Stoppard’s Rozencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, where two minor characters bicker and debate as the whole famous tragedy grinds on in the background. Northover doubts if this dumb, rich, dead audience get many of the references, but that really doesn’t matter when the thing flows as well as it does. Along with the jokes and witty wordplay, all the stuff about death, and life in a box being better than no life at all, gains a new resonance when it’s performed here on Farside. The audience are laughing fit to bust by the end of the sequence, but you can tell in the falls of silence that come between that they know something deeper and darker is really going on.


It’s the same when he turns to the piano, and Thea sings a few of Shakespeare’s jollier songs. For, as she says as she stands there alone in the spotlight and her face glows and those bangles slide upon her arms, The man that hath no music in himself, the motions of his spirit are dull as night. She even endows his arrangement of Under the Greenwood Tree, which he always thought too saccharine, with a bittersweet air.


This, Northover thinks, as they move on to the Emily Dickinson section—which, of course, is mostly about death—is why I have to do this thing. Not because Thea’s fake or because she doesn’t believe in what she’s doing. Not because she isn’t Thea Lorentz any longer and has been turned inside out by the dead apologists into some parasitic ghost. Not because what she does here at Elsinore is a sham. I must do this because she is, and always was, the treacherous dream of some higher vision of humanity, and people will only ever wake up and begin to shake off their shackles when they realise that living is really about forgetting such illusions, and looking around them, and picking up a fucking broom and clearing up the mess of the world themselves. The dead take our power, certainly—both physically and figuratively. The reactors that drive the Farside engines use resources and technologies the living can barely afford. Their clever systems subvert and subsume our own. They take our money, too. Masses and masses of it. Who’d have thought that an entirely virtual economy could do so much better than one that’s supposedly real? But what they really take from us, and the illusion that Thea Lorentz will continue to foster as long as she continues to exist, is hope.


Because I did not stop for death … Not knowing when the dawn will come, I open every door … It all rings so true. You could cut the air with a knife. You could pull down the walls of the world. Poor Emily Dickinson, stuck in that homestead with her dying mother and that sparse yet volcanic talent that no one even knew about. Then, and just when the audience are probably expecting something lighter to finish off, it’s back to Hamlet, and sad, mad Ophelia’s songs—which are scattered about the play just as she is; a wandering, hopeless, hopeful ghost—although Northover has gathered them together as a poignant posy in what he reckons is some of his best work. Thea knows it as well. Her instincts for these things are more honed than his ever were. After all, she’s a trouper. A legend. She’s Thea Lorentz. She holds and holds the audience as new silence falls. Then, just as she did in rehearsal, she slides the bangles off her arm, and places them atop the piano, where they lie bright as rain circles in a puddle.


“Keep this low and slow and quiet,” she murmurs, just loud enough for everyone in the hall to hear as she steps back to the main mike. He lays his hands on the keys. Waits, just as they always did, for the absolute stilling of the last cough, mutter and shuffle. Plays the chords that rise and mingle with her perfect, perfect voice. The lights shine down on them from out of sheer blackness, and it’s goodnight, sweet ladies, and rosemary for remembrance, which bewept along the primrose path to the grave where I did go …


As the last chord dies, the audience erupts. Thea Lorentz nods, bows, smiles as the applause washes over her in great, sonorous, adoring waves. It’s just the way it always was. The spotlight loves her, and Northover sits at the piano for what feels like a very long time. Forgotten. Ignored. It would seem churlish for him not to clap as well. So he does. But Thea knows the timing of these things better than anyone, and the crowd loves it all the more when, the bangles looped where she left them on the piano, she beckons him over. He stands up. Crosses the little stage to join her in the spotlight. Her bare left arm slips easy around his waist as he bows. This could be Carnegie Hall. This could be the Bolshoi. The manacling weight of the Rolex drags at his wrist. Thea smells of patchouli and of Thea, and the play’s the thing, and there could not, never could be, a better moment. There’s even Sam Bartleby, who sat grinning but pissed-off right there on the front row and well within range of the blast.


They bow again, thankyouthankyouthankyou, and by now Thea’s holding him surprisingly tightly, and it’s difficult for him to reach casually around to the Rolex, even though he knows it must be done. Conscience doth make cowards of us all, but the time for doubt is gone, and he’s just about to pull and turn the crown of his watch when Thea murmurs something toward his ear which, in all this continuing racket, is surely intended only for him.


“What?” he shouts back.


Her hand cups his ear more closely. Her breath, her entire seemingly living body, leans into him. Surely one of those bon mots that performers share with each other in times of triumph such as this. Just something else that the crowds love to see.


“Why don’t you do it now?” Thea Lorentz says to Jon Northover. “What’s stopping you … ?”


He’s standing out on the moonlit battlements. He doesn’t know how much time has passed, but his body is coated in sweat and his hands are trembling and his ears still seem to be ringing and his head hurts. Performance come-down to end all performance come-downs, and surely it’s only a matter of minutes before Sam Bartleby, or perhaps Kasaya, or whatever kind of amazing Farside device it is that really works the security here at Elsinore, comes to get him. Perhaps not even that. Maybe he’ll just vanish. Would that be so terrible? But then, they have cellars here at Elsinore. Dungeons, even. Put to the question. Matters of concern and interest. Things they need to know. He wonders how much full-on pain a young, fit body such as the one he now inhabits is capable of bearing … He fingers the Rolex, and studies the drop, but somehow he can’t bring himself to do it.


When someone does come, it’s Thea Lorentz. Stepping out from the shadows into the spotlight glare of the moon. He sees that she’s still not wearing those bangles, but she keeps further back from him now, and he knows it’s already too late.


“What made you realise?”


She shrugs. Shivers. Pulls down her sleeves. “Wasn’t it one of the first things I said to you? That you were too principled to ever come here?”


“That was what I used to think as well.”


“Then what made you change your mind?”


Her eyes look sadder than ever. More compassionate. He wants to bury his face in her hair. After all, Thea could always get more out of him than anyone. So he tells her about mad old Northy, with that wrecked piano he’d found in what had once been a rooftop bar up in his eyrie above the commune, which he’d spent his time restoring because what else was there to do? Last working piano in London, or England, most likely. Or the whole fucking world come to that. Not that it was ever that much of a great shakes. Nothing like here. Cheaply built in Mexico of all places. But then this kid called Haru comes up, and he says he’s curious about music, and he asks Northy to show him his machine for playing it, and Northy trusts the kid, which feels like a huge risk. Even that first time he sits Haru down at it, though, he knows he’s something special. He just has that air.


“And you know, Thea …” Northover finds he’s actually laughing. “You know what the biggest joke is? Haru didn’t even realise. He could read music quicker than I can read words, and play like Chopin and Chick Corea, and to him it was all just this lark of a thing he sometimes did with this mad old git up on the fortieth floor …


“But he was growing older. Kids still do, you know, back on Lifeside. And one day he’s not there, and when he does next turn up, there’s this girl downstairs who’s apparently the most amazing thing in the history of everything, and I shout at him and tell him just how fucking brilliant he really is. I probably even used the phrase God-given talent, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean. But anyway …”


“Yes?”


Northover sighs. This is the hard bit, even though he’s played it over a million times in his head. “They become a couple, and she soon gets pregnant, and she has a healthy baby, even though they seem ridiculously young. A kind of miracle. They’re so proud they even take the kid up to show me, and he plongs his little hands on my piano, and I wonder if he’ll come up one day to see old Northy, too. Given a few years, and assuming old Northy still alive, that is, which is less than likely. But that isn’t how it happens. The baby gets sick. It’s winter and there’s an epidemic of some new variant of the nano flu. Not to say there isn’t a cure. But the cure needs money—I mean, you know what these retrovirals cost better than anyone, Thea—which they simply don’t have. And this is why I should have kept my big old mouth shut, because Haru must have remembered what I yelled at him about his rare, exceptional musical ability. And he decides his baby’s only just starting on his life, and he’s had a good innings of eighteen or so years. And if there’s something he can do, some sacrifice he can make for his kid … So that’s what he does …”


“You’re saying?”


“Oh, come on, Thea! I know it’s not legal, either Lifeside or here. But we both know it goes on. Everything has its price, especially talent. And the dead have more than enough vanity and time, if not the application, to fancy themselves as brilliant musicians, just the same way they might want to ride an expensive thoroughbred, or fuck like Casanova, or paint like Picasso. So Haru sold himself, or the little bit that someone here wanted, and the baby survived and he didn’t. It’s not that unusual a story, Thea, in the great scheme of things. But it’s different, when it happens to someone you know, and you feel you’re to blame.”


“I’m sorry,” she says.


“Do you think that’s enough?”


“Nothing’s ever enough. But do you really believe that whatever arm of the resistance you made contact with actually wanted me, Thea Lorentz, fully dead? What about the reprisals? What about the global outpouring of grief? What about all the inevitable, endless let’s-do-this-for-Thea bullshit? Don’t you think it would suit the interests of Farside itself far better to remove this awkward woman who makes unfashionable causes fashionable and brings attention to unwanted truths? Wouldn’t they prefer to extinguish Thea Lorentz and turn her into a pure symbol they can manipulate and market however they wish? Wouldn’t that make far better sense than whatever it was you thought you were doing?”


The sea heaves. The whole night heaves with it.


“If you want to kill me, Jon, you can do so now. But I don’t think you will. You can’t, can you? That’s where the true weakness of whoever conceived you and this plan lies. You had to be what you are, or were, to get this close to me. You had to have free will, or at least the illusion of it …”


“What the hell are you saying?”


“I’m sorry. You might think you’re Jon Northover—in fact, I’m sure you do—but you’re not. You’re not him really.”


“That’s—”


“No. Hear me out. You and I both know in our hearts that the real Jon Northover wouldn’t be here on Farside. He’d have seen through the things I’ve just explained to you, even if he had ever contemplated actively joining the resistance. But that isn’t it, either. Not really. I loved you, Jon Northover. Loved him. It’s gone, of course, but I’ve treasured the memories. Turned them and polished them, I suppose. Made them into something realer and clearer than ever existed. This afternoon, for instance. It was all too perfect. You haven’t changed, Jon. You haven’t changed at all. People, real people, either dead or living, they shift and they alter like ghosts in reflection, but you haven’t. You stepped out of my past, and there you were, and I’m so, so, sorry to have to tell you these things, for I fully believe that you’re a conscious entity that feels pain and doubt just like all the rest of us. But the real Jon Northover is most likely long dead. He’s probably lying in some mass grave. He’s just another lost statistic. He’s gone beyond all recovery, Jon, and I mourn for him deeply. All you are is something that’s been put together from my stolen memories. You’re too, too perfect.”


“You’re just saying that. You don’t know.”


“But I do. That’s the difference between us. One day, perhaps, chimeras such as you will share the same rights as the dead, not to mention the living. But that’s one campaign too far even for Thea Lorentz—at least, while she still has some control over her own consciousness. But I think you know, or at least you think you do, how to tune a piano. Do you know what inharmonicity is?”


“Of course I do, Thea. It was me who told you about it. If the tone of a piano’s going to sound right, you can’t tune all the individual strings to exactly the correct pitch. You have to balance them out slightly to the sharp or the flat. Essentially, you tune a piano ever so marginally out of tune, because of the way the strings vibrate and react. Which is imperfectly … Which is … I mean … Which is …”


He trails off. A flag flaps. The clouds hang ragged. Cold moonlight pours down like silver sleet. Thea’s face, when he brings himself to look at it, seems more beautiful than ever.


The trees of Farside are magnificent. Fireash and oak. Greenbloom and maple. Shot through with every colour of autumn as dawn blazes toward the white peaks of the Seven Mountains. He’s never seen such beauty as this. The tide’s further in today. Its salt smell, as he winds down the window and breathes it in, is somehow incredibly poignant. Then the road sweeps up from the coast. Away from the Westering Ocean. As the virtual Bentley takes a bridge over a gorge at a tyrescream, it dissolves in a roaring pulse of flame.


A few machine parts twist jaggedly upward, but they settle as the wind bears away the sound and the smoke. Soon, there’s only sigh of the trees, and the hiss of a nearby waterfall. Then, there’s nothing at all.
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“The Book Seller” is another of his interconnected Central Station stories, set in a complex, evocative, multicultural future during a time when humanity—including part-human robots, AIs, cyborgs, and genetically engineered beings of all sorts—is spreading through the solar system. This one deals with a humble, introspective book dealer in Old Tel Aviv, whose shop is in the shadow of the immense Central Station, where spaceships come and go, and who gives shelter to a strigoi against the advice of everyone he knows, and the odd, ever-deepening relationship that develops between them.


ACHIMWENE LOVED CENTRAL Station. He loved the adaptoplant neighbourhoods sprouting over the old stone and concrete buildings, the budding of new apartments and the gradual fading and shearing of old ones, dried windows and walls flaking and falling down in the wind.


Achimwene loved the calls of the alte-zachen, the rag-and-bone men, in their traditional passage across the narrow streets, collecting junk to carry to their immense junkyard-cum-temple on the hill in Jaffa to the south. He loved the smell of sheesha-pipes on the morning wind, and the smell of bitter coffee, loved the smell of fresh horse manure left behind by the alte-zachen’s patient, plodding horses.


Nothing pleased Achimwene Haile Selassi Jones as much as the sight of the sun rising behind Central Station, the light slowly diffusing beyond and over the immense, hour-glass shape of the space port. Or almost nothing. For he had one overriding passion, at the time that we pick this thread, a passion which to him was both a job and a mission.


Early morning light suffused Central Station and the old cobbled streets. It highlighted exhausted prostitutes and street-sweeping machines, the bobbing floating lanterns that, with dawn coming, were slowly drifting away, to be stored until nightfall. On the rooftops solar panels unfurled themselves, welcoming the sun. The air was still cool at this time. Soon it will be hot, the sun beating down, the aircon units turning on with a roar of cold air in shops and restaurants and crowded apartments all over the old neighbourhood.


“Ibrahim,” Achimwene said, acknowledging the alte-zachen man as he approached. Ibrahim was perched on top of his cart, the boy Ismail by his side. The cart was pushed by a solitary horse, an old grey being who blinked at Achimwene patiently. The cart was already filled, with adaptoplant furniture, scrap plastic and metal, boxes of discarded house wares and, lying carelessly on its side, a discarded stone bust of Albert Einstein.


“Achimwene,” Ibrahim said, smiling. “How is the weather?”


“Fair to middling,” Achimwene said, and they both laughed, comfortable in the near-daily ritual.


This is Achimwene: he was not the most imposing of people, did not draw the eye in a crowd. He was slight of frame, and somewhat stooped, and wore old-fashioned glasses to correct a minor fault of vision. His hair was once thickly curled but not much of it was left now, and he was mostly, sad to say, bald. He had a soft mouth and patient, trusting eyes, with fine lines of disappointment at their corners. His name meant “brother” in Chichewa, a language dominant in Malawi, though he was of the Joneses of Central Station, and the brother of Miriam Jones, of Mama Jones’ Shebeen on Neve Sha’anan Street. Every morning he rose early, bathed hurriedly, and went out into the streets in time to catch the rising sun and the alte-zachen man. Now he rubbed his hands together, as if cold, and said, in his soft, quiet voice, “Do you have anything for me today, Ibrahim?”


Ibrahim ran his hand over his own bald pate and smiled. Sometimes the answer was a simple, “No.” Sometimes it came with a hesitant, “Perhaps …”


Today it was a “Yes,” Ibrahim said, and Achimwene raised his eyes, to him or to the heavens, and said, “Show me?”


“Ismail,” Ibrahim said, and the boy, who sat beside him wordless until then, climbed down from the cart with a quick, confident grin and went to the back of the cart. “It’s heavy!” he complained. Achimwene hurried to his side and helped him bring down a heavy box.


He looked at it.


“Open it,” Ibrahim said. “Are these any good to you?”


Achimwene knelt by the side of the box. His fingers reached for it, traced an opening. Slowly, he pulled the flaps of the box apart. Savouring the moment that light would fall down on the box’s contents, and the smell of those precious, fragile things inside would rise, released, into the air, and tickle his nose. There was no other smell like it in the world, the smell of old and weathered paper.


The box opened. He looked inside.


Books. Not the endless scrolls of text and images, moving and static, nor full-immersion narratives he understood other people to experience, in what he called, in his obsolete tongue, the networks, and others called, simply, the Conversation. Not those, to which he, anyway, had no access. Nor were they books as decorations, physical objects hand-crafted by artisans, vellum-bound, gold-tooled, typeset by hand and sold at a premium.


No.


He looked at the things in the box, these fragile, worn, faded, thin, cheap paper-bound books. They smelled of dust, and mould, and age. They smelled, faintly, of pee, and tobacco, and spilled coffee. They smelled like things which had lived.


They smelled like history.


With careful fingers he took a book out and held it, gently turning the pages. It was all but priceless. His breath, as they often said in those very same books, caught in his throat.


It was a Ringo.


A genuine Ringo.


The cover of this fragile paperback showed a leather-faced gunman against a desert-red background. RINGO, it said, it giant letters, and below, the fictitious author’s name, Jeff McNamara. Finally, the individual title of the book, one of many in that long running Western series. This one was On the Road to Kansas City.


Were they all like this?


Of course, there had never been a ‘Jeff McNamara.’ Ringo was a series of Hebrew-language Westerns, all written pseudonymously by starving young writers in a bygone Tel Aviv, who contributed besides it similar tales of space adventures, sexual titillation or soppy romance, as the occasion (and the publisher’s cheque book) had called for. Achimwene rifled carefully through the rest of the books. All paperbacks, printed on cheap, thin pulp paper centuries before. How had they been preserved? Some of these he had only ever seen mentioned in auction catalogues, their existence, here, now, was nothing short of a miracle. There was a nurse romance; a murder mystery; a World War Two adventure; an erotic tale whose lurid cover made Achimwene blush. They were impossible, they could not possibly exist. “Where did you find them?” he said.


Ibrahim shrugged. “An opened Century Vault,” he said.


Achimwene exhaled a sigh. He had heard of such things—subterranean saferooms, built in some long-ago war of the Jews, pockets of reinforced concrete shelters caught like bubbles all under the city surface. But he had never expected …


“Are there … many of them?” he said.


Ibrahim smiled. “Many,” he said. Then, taking pity on Achimwene, said, “Many vaults, but most are inaccessible. Every now and then, construction work uncovers one … the owners called me, for they viewed much of it as rubbish. What, after all, would a modern person want with one of these?” and he gestured at the box, saying, “I saved them for you. The rest of the stuff is back in the Junkyard, but this was the only box of books.”


“I can pay,” Achimwene said. “I mean, I will work something out, I will borrow—” the thought stuck like a bone in his throat (as they said in those books)—“I will borrow from my sister.”


But Ibrahim, to Achimwene’s delight and incomprehension, waved him aside with a laugh. “Pay me the usual,” he said. “After all, it is only a box, and this is mere paper. It cost me nothing, and I have made my profit already. What extra value you place on it surely is a value of your own.”


“But they are precious!” Achimwene said, shocked. “Collectors would pay—” imagination failed him. Ibrahim smiled, and his smile was gentle. “You are the only collector I know,” he said. “Can you afford what you think they’re worth?”


“No,” Achimwene said—whispered.


“Then pay only what I ask,” Ibrahim said and, with a shake of his head, as at the folly of his fellow man, steered the horse into action. The patient beast beat its flank with its tail, shoeing away flies, and ambled onwards. The boy, Ismail, remained there a moment longer, staring at the books. “Lots of old junk in the Vaults!” he said. He spread his arms wide to describe them. “I was there, I saw it! These … books?” he shot an uncertain look at Achimwene, then ploughed on—“and big flat square things called televisions, that we took for plastic scrap, and old guns, lots of old guns! But the Jews took those—why do you think they buried those things?” the boy said. His eyes, vat-grown haunting greens, stared at Achimwene. “So much junk,” the boy said, at last, with a note of finality, and then, laughing, ran after the cart, jumping up on it with youthful ease.


Achimwene stared at the cart until it disappeared around the bend. Then, with the tenderness of a father picking up a new-born infant, he picked up the box of books and carried them the short way to his alcove.


Achimwene’s life was about to change, but he did not yet know it. He spent the rest of the morning happily cataloguing, preserving and shelving the ancient books. Each lurid cover delighted him. He handled the books with only the tips of his fingers, turning the pages carefully, reverently. There were many faiths in Central Station, from Elronism to St. Cohen to followers of Ogko, mixed amidst the larger populations—Jews to the north, Muslims to the south, a hundred offshoots of Christianity dotted all about like potted plants—but only Achimwene’s faith called for this. The worship of old, obsolete books. The worship, he liked to think, of history itself.


He spent the morning quite happily, therefore, with only one customer. For Achimwene was not alone in his—obsession? Fervour?


Others were like him. Mostly men, and mostly, like himself, broken in some fundamental fashion. They came from all over, pilgrims taking hesitant steps through the unfamiliar streets of the old neighbourhood, reaching at last Achimwene’s alcove, a shop which had no name. They needed no sign. They simply knew.


There was an Armenian priest from Jerusalem who came once a month, a devotee of Hebrew pulps so obscure even Achimwene struggled with the conversation—romance chapbooks printed in twenty or thirty stapled pages at a time, filled with Zionist fervour and lovers’ longings, so rare and fragile few remained in the world. There was a rare woman, whose name was Nur, who came from Damascus once a year, and whose speciality was the works of obscure poet and science fiction writer Lior Tirosh. There was a man from Haifa who collected erotica, and a man from the Galilee collecting mysteries.


“Achimwene? Shalom!”


Achimwene straightened in his chair. He had sat at his desk for some half an hour, typing, on what was his pride and joy, a rare collectors’ item: a genuine, Hebrew typewriter. It was his peace and his escape, in the quiet times, to sit at his desk and pen, in the words of those old, vanished pulp writers, similarly exciting narratives of daring-do, rescues, and escapes.


“Shalom, Gideon,” he said, sighing a little. The man, who hovered at the door, now came fully inside. He was a stooped figure, with long white hair, twinkling eyes, and a bottle of cheap arak held, like an offering, in one hand.


“Got glasses?”


“Sure …”


Achimwene brought out two glasses, neither too clean, and put them on the desk. The man, Gideon, motioned with his head at the typewriter. “Writing again?” he said.


“You know,” Achimwene said.


Hebrew was the language of his birth. The Joneses were once Nigerian immigrants. Some said they had come over on work visas, and stayed. Others that they had escaped some long-forgotten civil war, had crossed the border illegally from Egypt, and stayed. One way or the other, the Joneses, like the Chongs, had lived in Central Station for generations.


Gideon opened the bottle, poured them both a drink. “Water?” Achimwene said.


Gideon shook his head. Achimwene sighed again and Gideon raised the glass, the liquid clear. “L’chaim,” he said.


They clinked glasses. Achimwene drank, the arak burning his throat, the anis flavour tickling his nose. Made him think of his sister’s shebeen. Said, “So, nu? What’s new with you, Gideon?”


He’d decided, suddenly and with aching clarity, that he won’t share the new haul with Gideon. Will keep them to himself, a private secret, for just a little while longer. Later, perhaps, he’d sell one or two. But not yet. For the moment, they were his, and his alone.


They chatted, whiling away an hour or two. Two men old before their time, in a dark alcove, sipping arak, reminiscing of books found and lost, of bargains struck and the ones that got away. At last Gideon left, having purchased a minor Western, in what is termed, in those circles, Good condition—that is, it was falling apart. Achimwene breathed out a sigh of relief, his head swimming from the arak, and returned to his typewriter. He punched an experimental heh, then a nun. He began to type.


The g.


The girl.


The girl was in trouble.


A crowd surrounded her. Excitable, their faces twisted in the light of their torches. They held stones, blades. They shouted a word, a name, like a curse. The girl looked at them, her delicate face frightened.


“Won’t someone save me?” she cried. “A hero, a—”


Achimwene frowned in irritation for, from the outside, a commotion was rising, the noise disturbing his concentration. He listened, but the noise only grew louder and, with a sigh of irritation, he pulled himself upwards and went to the door.


Perhaps this is how lives change. A momentary decision, the toss of a coin. He could have returned to his desk, completed his sentence, or chosen to tidy up the shelves, or make a cup of coffee. He chose to open the door instead.


They are dangerous things, doors, Ogko had once said. You never knew what you’d find on the other side of one.


Achimwene opened the door and stepped outside.


The g.


The girl.


The girl was in trouble.


This much Achimwene saw, though for the moment, the why of it escaped him.


This is what he saw:


The crowd was composed of people Achimwene knew. Neighbours, cousins, acquaintances. He thought he saw young Yan there, and his fiancé, Youssou (who was Achimwene’s second cousin); the greengrocer from around the corner; some adaptoplant dwellers he knew by sight if not name; and others. They were just people. They were of Central Station.


The girl wasn’t.


Achimwene had never seen her before. She was slight of frame. She walked with a strange gait, as though unaccustomed to the gravity. Her face was narrow, indeed delicate. Her head had been done in some other-worldly fashion, it was woven into dreadlocks that moved slowly, even sluggishly, above her head, and an ancient name rose in Achimwene’s mind.


Medusa.


The girl’s panicked eyes turned, looking. For just a moment, they found his. But her look did not (as Medusa’s was said to) turn him to stone.


She turned away.


The crowd surrounded her in a semi-circle. Her back was to Achimwene. The crowd—the word mob flashed through Achimwene’s mind uneasily—was excited, restless. Some held stones in their hands, but uncertainly, as though they were not sure why, or what they were meant to do with them. A mood of ugly energy animated them. And now Achimwene could hear a shouted word, a name, rising and falling in different intonations as the girl turned, and turned, helplessly seeking escape.


“Shambleau!”


The word sent a shiver down Achimwene’s back (a sensation he had often read about in the pulps, yet seldom if ever experienced in real life). It arose in him vague, menacing images, desolate Martian landscapes, isolated kibbutzim on the Martian tundra, red sunsets, the colour of blood.


“Strigoi!”


And there it was, that other word, a word conjuring, as though from thin air, images of brooding mountains, dark castles, bat-shaped shadows fleeting on the winds against a blood-red, setting sun … images of an ageless Count, of teeth elongating in a hungry skull, sinking to touch skin, to drain blood …


“Shambleau!”


“Get back! Get back to where you came from!”


“Leave her alone!”


The cry pierced the night. The mob milled, confused. The voice like a blade had cut through the day and the girl, startled and surprised, turned this way and that, searching for the source of that voice.


Who said it?


Who dared the wrath of the mob?


With a sense of reality cleaving in half, Achimwene, almost with a slight frisson, a delicious shiver of recognition, realised that it was he, himself, who had spoken.


Had, indeed, stepped forward from his door, a little hunched figure facing this mob of relatives and acquaintances and, even, perhaps, a few friends. “Leave her alone,” he said again, savouring the words, and for once, perhaps for the first time in his life, people listened to him. A silence had descended. The girl, caught between her tormentors and this mysterious new figure, seemed uncertain.


“Oh, it’s Achimwene,” someone said, and somebody else suddenly, crudely laughed, breaking the silence.


“She’s Shambleau,” someone else said, and the first speaker (he couldn’t quite see who it was) said, “Well, she’d be no harm to him.”


That crude laughter again and then, as if by some unspoken agreement, or command, the crowd began, slowly, to disperse.


Achimwene found that his heart was beating fast; that his palms sweated; that his eyes developed a sudden itch. He felt like sneezing. The girl, slowly, floated over to him. They were of the same height. She looked into his eyes. Her eyes were a deep clear blue, vat-grown. They regarded each other as the rest of the mob dispersed. Soon they were left alone, in that quiet street, with Achimwene’s back to the door of his shop.


She regarded him quizzically; her lips moved without sound, her eyes flicked up and down, scanning him. She looked confused, then shocked. She took a step back.


“No, wait!” he said.


“You are … you are not …”


He realised she had been trying to communicate with him. His silence had baffled her. Repelled her, most likely. He was a cripple. He said, “I have no node.”


“How is that … possible?”


He laughed, though there was no humour in it. “It is not that unusual, here, on Earth,” he said.


“You know I am not—” she said, and hesitated, and he said, “From here? I guessed. You are from Mars?”


A smile twisted her lips, for just a moment. “The asteroids,” she admitted.


“What is it like, in space?” Excitement animated him. She shrugged. “Olsem difren,” she said, in the pidgin of the asteroids.


The same, but different.


They stared at each other, two strangers, her vat-grown eyes against his natural-birth ones. “My name is Achimwene,” he said.


“Oh.”


“And you are?”


That same half-smile twisting her lips. He could tell she was bewildered by him. Repelled. Something inside him fluttered, like a caged bird dying of lack of oxygen.


“Carmel,” she said, softly. “My name is Carmel.”


He nodded. The bird was free, it was beating its wings inside him. “Would you like to come in?” he said. He gestured at his shop. The door, still standing half open.


Decisions splitting quantum universes … she bit her lip. There was no blood. He noticed her canines, then. Long and sharp. Unease took him again. Truth in the old stories? A Shambleau? Here?


“A cup of tea?” he said, desperately.


She nodded, distractedly. She was still trying to speak to him, he realised. She could not understand why he wasn’t replying.


“I am un-noded,” he said again. Shrugged. “It is—”


“Yes,” she said.


“Yes?”


“Yes, I would like to come in. For … tea.” She stepped closer to him. He could not read the look in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said, in her soft voice, that strange accent. “For … you know.”


“Yes.” He grinned, suddenly, feeling bold, almost invincible. “It’s nothing.”


“Not … nothing.” Her hand touched his shoulder, briefly, a light touch. Then she had gone past him and disappeared through the half-open door.


The shelves inside were arranged by genre.


Romance.


Mystery.


Detection.


Adventure.


And so on.


Life wasn’t like that neat classification system, Achimwene had come to realise. Life was half-completed plots abandoned, heroes dying half-way along their quests, loves requited and un-, some fading inexplicably, some burning short and bright. There was a story of a man who fell in love with a vampire …


Carmel was fascinated by him, but increasingly distant. She did not understand him. He had no taste to him, nothing she could sink her teeth into. Her fangs. She was a predator, she needed feed, and Achimwene could not provide it to her.


That first time, when she had come into his shop, had run her fingers along the spines of ancient books, fascinated, shy: “We had books, on the asteroid,” she admitted, embarrassed, it seemed, by the confession of a shared history. “On Nungai Merurun, we had a library of physical books, they had come in one of the ships, once, a great-uncle traded something for them—” leaving Achimwene with dreams of going into space, of visiting this Ng. Merurun, discovering a priceless treasure hidden away.


Lamely, he had offered her tea. He brewed it on the small primus stove, in a dented saucepan, with fresh mint leaves in the water. Stirred sugar into the glasses. She had looked at the tea in incomprehension, concentrating. It was only later he realised she was trying to communicate with him again.


She frowned, shook her head. She was shaking a little, he realised. “Please,” he said. “Drink.”


“I don’t,” she said. “You’re not.” She gave up.


Achimwene often wondered what the Conversation was like. He knew that, wherever he passed, nearly anything he saw or touched was noded. Humans, yes, but also plants, robots, appliances, walls, solar panels—nearly everything was connected, in an ever-expanding, organically growing Aristocratic Small World network, that spread out, across Central Station, across Tel Aviv and Jaffa, across the interwoven entity that was Palestine/Israel, across that region called the Middle East, across Earth, across trans-solar space and beyond, where the lone Spiders sang to each other as they built more nodes and hubs, expanded farther and farther their intricate web. He knew a human was surrounded, every living moment, by the constant hum of other humans, other minds, an endless conversation going on in ways Achimwene could not conceive of. His own life was silent. He was a node of one. He moved his lips. Voice came. That was all. He said, “You are strigoi.”


“Yes.” Her lips twisted in that half-smile. “I am a monster.”


“Don’t say that.” His heart beat fast. He said, “You’re beautiful.”


Her smile disappeared. She came closer to him, the tea forgotten. She leaned into him. Put her lips against his skin, against his neck, he felt her breath, the lightness of her lips on his hot skin. Sudden pain bit into him. She had fastened her lips over the wound, her teeth piercing his skin. He sighed. “Nothing!” she said. She pulled away from him abruptly. “It is like … I don’t know!” She shook. He realised she was frightened. He touched the wound on his neck. He had felt nothing. “Always, to buy love, to buy obedience, to buy worship, I must feed,” she said, matter-of-factly. “I drain them of their precious data, bleed them for it, and pay them in dopamine, in ecstasy. But you have no storage, no broadcast, no firewall … there is nothing there. You are like a simulacra,” she said. The word pleased her. “A simulacra,” she repeated, softly. “You have the appearance of a man but there is nothing behind your eyes. You do not broadcast.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Achimwene said, anger flaring, suddenly. “I speak. You can hear me. I have a mind. I can express my—”


But she was only shaking her head, and shivering. “I’m hungry,” she said. “I need to feed.”


There were willing victims in Central Station. The bite of a strigoi gave pleasure. More—it conferred status on the victim, bragging rights. There had never been strigoi on Earth. It made Achimwene nervous.


He found himself living in one of his old books. He was the one to arrange Carmel’s feeding, select her victims, who paid for the privilege. Achimwene, to his horror, discovered he had become a middleman. The bag man.


There was something repulsive about it all, as well as a strange, shameful excitement. There was no sex: sex was not a part of it, although it could be. Carmel leeched knowledge—memories—stored sensations—anything—pure uncut data from her victims, her fangs fastening on their neck, injecting dopamine into their blood as her node broke their inadequate protections, smashed their firewalls and their security, and bled them dry.


“Where do you come from?” he once asked her, as they lay on his narrow bed, the window open and the heat making them sweat, and she told him of Ng. Merurun, the tiny asteroid where she grew up, and how she ran away, on board the Emaciated Messiah, where a Shambleau attacked her, and passed on the virus, or the sickness, whatever it was.


“And how did you come to be here?” he said, and sensed, almost before he spoke, her unease, her reluctance to answer. Jealousy flared in him then, and he could not say why.


His sister came to visit him. She walked into the bookshop as he sat behind the desk, typing. He was writing less and less, now; his new life seemed to him a kind of novel.
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