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EDITORIAL

ell, one piece of news this issue is that the price is going up again,

because the price of paper has gone up again. I hate it, and as
soon as the price drops we will add pages. Why is the price of paper
going up again? Because inordinate amounts are being purchased by
Oriental buyers. They are building their own paper plants as fast as
possible, because they don’t like the point to where they’ve driven the
price of U. S. and Canadian paper either. But it will be a while before
those plants are up and running. Once they are, the U. S. and Canadian
paper price will drop. Hold your breath.

I want you to understand something else; the overwhelming
majority of readers love this magazine, and understand what I'm doing.
If we had a letter column, we wouldn’t have a letter column, because it
would be filled overwhelmingly with praise. What I hope at this
juncture is that you’ll love it an extra 50 cents’ worth. I think I'm right
about that.

Another thing we’re going to be doing is running serials steadily.
That’s the other piece of news. From Issue 21 on, the only reason why
we won’t have a three-part serial installment is that something has
temporarily gone wrong. We will fix it. We don’t claim to be perfect
(God knows). We do claim to catch up to errors as fast as humanly
possible. We haven’t had an issue free of error yet, and we probably
won’t have, ever. But that’s our goal, nevertheless.

The first serial will be Michael Shea’s In The Mines Of Behemoth.
it’s a sequel to his Fantasy Award-winning Nifft the Lean, and it will—
unless we are in error—be one of the signal events in SF magazine
publishing this year. The serial after that isn’t bad, either.

We are, unabashedly, very proud of this magazine. Kandis does a
remarkable number of things with it, and I do the rest. That’s it, gang—
two people, three hours apart by highway, with my wife, Edna, as
backup, and our printer, besides printing also seeing to the bulk of the
shipping. But I flatter myself our product compares to the best of the
pulp magazines, in any era. If that’s true, it is something to be proud of.

Stay with us. The best is yet to be.

L —Algis Budrys
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THE ComMmPANY
WE KEEP

Heather G. Wells

lllustrated by Margaret Ballif Simon

He looked on in curiosity as she sliced into his skin.

he woman opened her handbag,

removing a stout knife and a bun-
dle of plastic sandwich bags. From
high above, Dennis watched her bend
over his body, her own body shapeless
under a faded green-print dress, her
hair thick and frizzy and falling across
his chest as she unbuttoned his shirt.
He should stop her. Instead, he looked
on in curiosity as she took up the knife
and sliced into his skin.

The woman—a name, Rosalyn,
floated into his consciousness—strug-
gled with the knife and brushed her
hair out of her face with the back of
her hand. Dennis could tell by her
quiet grunts that the job was more dif-
ficult than she’d expected.

He turned his eyes from her and
took in the room around him. The pol-
ished mahogany desk, the towering
bookshelves held a vague familiarity.
He read his name on the official-look-
ing certificates that hung, tastefully
framed, on the walls. It took a minute
before he realized that it was his.

I'm a psychiatrist. This woman—
what was her name >—was my patient.
He tried to hold on to that. Had to work
late, working on...a gun she had a gun
she was going to shoot him have to say
something stop her a gun.

In the middle of the room, a
woman leaned over a body. He
watched her stuff something purple-
crimson in a plastic bag. Then she
turned back to the body and tugged at
the fly of its trousers.

His attention wandered to the car-
pet, so many colors twisting in and out
of each other without moving, so many
patterns and he followed them, amazed.
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Something drew him back. The
woman closed her handbag and stood.
She left the office without glancing
back. He felt a tugging, something
pulling at him and then he was in the
reception area with her, then the
deserted hall, the street.

The woman let herself into a small
apartment—what was his name?
Name ?—as he watched on dreamily.
He floated, like a crystalline bubble,
leaping and falling through the air. He
lost track of time, if there were such a
thing, until he sensed the woman was
doing something important, something
for him to be concerned with.

At first he thought it was a man
she was touching, caressing lovingly.
It looked wrong, though, something
odd about it. He looked first at her,
then the man-thing, and he had to con-
centrate, but then it dawned on him.
The woman was full of color—pink
and brown and green—while the thing
was a dull blue-gray. It stood motion-
less, letting her touch it just as the
body in the in the, in the where? had
let her touch it, without touching in
return.

The woman emptied her handbag
onto the metal TV stand that stood
beside the gray man-thing. She pulled
the plastic bag away from the knife, its
blade dripping red, and used it to open
the man-thing’s chest.

He had expected blood, bone, tis-
sue, like the the what? but the man-
thing was solid inside, the same dull
gray running all the way through it.
Clay came to him and he grasped at the
word, at some bit of understanding,
before he could lose it. Clay.

Story copyright © 1996, Heather G. Wells. All rights reserved.



Now the woman held up the pur-
ple-crimson thing that had come from
another of the plastic bags. It oozed over
her arm as she pushed it into the man-
thing’s chest. She wiped her arm on the
man-thing, then pushed the clay over the
hole, molding it to resemble again a
chest. A strong, solid chest, he mused.

She was cutting the man-thing
again, slicing deep into its testicles.
Anatomically correct passed through
his mind and he felt like giggling,
though he didn’t know why or how. So
he watched instead, feeling like a light
falling from the sun, fascinated by this
woman and her man-thing.

She pushed the contents of the last
bag into the hole she’d made and
closed it up. She touched the clay
penis, which was erect, then jerked her
hand away and picked up her empty
little bags. She crumpled them and
tossed them into a can. She took the
knife away, disappearing for a few
minutes, and then coming back with
something else. Sticks. She stood them
up around the room, pulled the shades,
and then stood looking at the man-
thing in the darkened room.

“Now or never,” she whispered.
Light flared from her fingers. She
touched it to the sticks and one by one,
they pierced the darkness with bright,
dancing light. He gaped at them, fasci-
nated, hypnotized. He heard her mut-
tering, moaning; the lights, the tiny
lights, and the shadows, and her whis-
pers gathered around him, swirling
with the lights. Then he was being
dragged down, down into a cool, hard
prison. He fought to get away, to rise,
and some part of him remembered a
similar fight, hours before, where he
had fought against floating, had fought
to stay in a cold, hardening body.

He was in one now, filling it,
becoming one with it, like the heart
and the blood and the semen the
woman had poured into it.

The woman stepped back, frowning.

“Well. Do something.”

Do. He thought about that hard
and looked wistfully at the lights
around him, still flickering and free.
He reached for them.

“Oh my God,” the woman whis-
pered, her hands going to her mouth.
“It worked.”

“You‘l] be my first. My very
first,” she told him after
pulling his hand away from the flame.
“You should be happy,” she said.

He had only her convictions to
lead him, so he held his head high; he
was happy.

“You have to have a name.”

He worried. What if he didn’t
have one, couldn’t get one?

“Jack. A strong name for a strong
man. Hold me.”

He didn’t know what she wanted.
Jack. She took his arms and wrapped
them around her. She rested her head
on his chest and sighed. He—Jack.
I'm Jack—held her tighter, ran his
hands over her back. It felt right.
Instinct told him what to do and he
pressed his cool lips to her hair, cra-
dled her in his arms. He lifted her face
toward his. He knew what he wanted.

“Not here.”

She took his hand and led him
through a doorway into another room
full of lights. She told him to sit on the
bed; then led him there when he didn’t
know where it was. She turned her
back on him and suddenly there was
music, soft and slow. He tilted his
head, listening, smiling. It was like the
floating feeling. It flowed through his
solid body, nudging his soul.

Then she was with him, naked
next to him.

“You love me, don’t you, Jack?”
she murmured. He nodded. “And you
always will.”

She kissed his face. He pressed
his lips against hers, ran his hand over
her breast, squeezing, kneading. She
tensed and he ignored her. He needed
no direction now, no help from her.
This was what he was made for.

He rolled her onto her back and
covered her with his heavy clay body.
He stopped thinking, wondering; he
was feeling, doing.

She screamed as he entered her.

“Stop it! Stop it! Get off me!” She
pounded on his chest, forced him off
the bed. Then she was up too, grab-
bing her clothes off the floor and
clutching them to her.

“It wasn’t supposed to hurt.” She
rubbed tears off her cheeks with her
fist. “In the magazine stories, in
books, they never mention how

painful, how horrible—" She lost her
words and fell to making noises that
hurt his ears.

She ran from the room, ran from
him. The slamming door jarred him.
He leaned against a wall and slid to
the floor, resting his heavy hands on
his heavy knees. He felt sick.

fter an eon, she returned with

scissors. His heart jumped when
she stepped into the room, although
she avoided looking at him. He
wanted her to look at him. To want
him.

She knelt between his legs and
took his genitals in her hand. A
vibrant wave of pleasure filled him.

“Sometimes,” she said, “a person
talks herself into wanting something,
just because everyone else wants it.
And everyone else has it. And she
thinks she’s missing something.”

The cold stainless steel blades
touched his clay skin. There was
something wrong with that, something
wrong with the look in her eyes, and
then the blades were slicing, slicing,
and the pleasure seeped out of him
through the cut she made.

“But then, when a person gets
what she thought she wanted, she sud-
denly realizes its not what she wanted
at all.”

She held up his anatomically cor-
rect parts, crushing them in her hand
until the clay oozed through her fin-
gers. She wrinkled her nose and tossed
the clump on the floor.

Smoothing over the cut clay
below his abdomen, she smiled. “Sex
is horrible and dirty. We can get along
without it, you and I. That’s why
you’re so perfect.”

She huddled close to him. “You
still love me, don’t you, Jack?” He
nodded. “Stroke my hair, Jack.”

He did and was content.

“I love you too. And tomorrow,
T’11 get you some clothes. It’s not
right, running around naked.”

He was ashamed of his naked-
ness.

He held her next to him all night.
Once, before the candles sputtered
out, he looked at the piece of twisted
clay at his feet and wondered what it
had been. | |
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RETRIEVAL

John Park

lllustrated by Darla Tagrin

He began the game of choosing his identity for the month

O utside, they were playing cricket
on Stockhausen Square. In his
office on the second floor of the gut-
ted museum, the man with the burned
face pushed aside the battered elec-
tronic device he had been examining
and turned to watch. The square was
surfaced with gravel, except for a
patch of earth in which a black, leaf-
less poplar stood at deep midwicket.
The man could remember the tree
dying, long after everything had col-
lapsed, its leaves streaming away in a
morning gale.

He watched Durkheim, the
epileptic, take three skipping strides
and bowl. The far wicket was an
empty drum of cleaning fluid. In front
of it, Ramsay, the helicopter pilot,
jabbed forward with part of a door-
frame as a bat, but the tennis ball
broke past his elbow, and was taken
head-high behind the wicket. From
the two dozen players there was not a

Hustrations copyright © 1996, Darla Tagrin. All rights reserved.

sound or a hint of excitement. The
man told himself as usual that the fact
that they were playing at all was a
good sign.

He picked up the set of identity
cards he had made, and began the
game of choosing his identity for the
month. C. L. Staples, the university
lecturer? Larry D. Herbert, the
painter? F. Edward Morgan, back
from the East? Eliot T. Stearns, the
ex-bank clerk. That would do. The
game, begun when he had tried
renaming the ruined streets and build-
ings, was losing its attraction. Today
it reminded him of what was lost.

The device at his elbow seemed
to pluck at his memory. It had been
scavenged from the ruins the evening
before, and he had not had time to do
more than glance at it before he slept.
But then a dream had woken him, and
vanished, leaving a blurred memory
of a man’s face. He had lain in the
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dark, afraid to move, thinking he was
still in the hospital, with the pain
about to return.

He opened an old coffee jar and
took out the prosthetic skin he used to
build up the ruin of his left cheek. As
he worked, he examined his face in
the driving mirror from a VW bus.
Whatever name he attached to it, it
remained a stranger’s face with an
unknown past. He wondered what it
had looked like, what it had smiled at,
when its smile had been more than a
grimace.

He glued on his left eyebrow and
pulled a black leather glove over his
shrivelled left hand. Finally he
scooped his leather overcoat from the
back of the chair, checked the Beretta
in the right pocket, and was ready.

Outside, at the foot of the fire-
escape, he was met by a red-bearded
man carrying a repeating shotgun.
Stearns nodded to him. “All ready,

Story copyright © 1987, John Park. All rights reserved.



Sammy,” he said, and took one more
look across the square. The sun broke
through thin clouds, and the jagged
shadow of an office tower fell across
the players as they changed ends.
“They look happy enough for the
moment. You're sure Colin knows the
water truck’s due?”

Dumb Sammy grinned and nod-
ded.

“Okay then, let’s go.” Stearns
could see the cloud shadows on the
gray hills beyond the city, and, closer,
the fractured dome of the town hall
gleaming in the sun. With Sammy at
his shoulder he walked briskly, with
only a slight limp, whistling Jagger
and Richard’s “Satisfaction.”

hey came to the public library. A

battered Renault electric was
parked in the lot, battery pack
strapped to its rear bumper. “It looks
as if Ernst is punctual for once,”
Stearns remarked. He glanced quick-
ly along the empty street. “Okay, let’s
goin.”

He pushed the front door open,
and they walked past the looted
shelves to the office. Ernst’s equip-
ment was there on the chipped wood-
en desk, between the armchairs, and
the usual two Storage batteries were
on the floor beside it; but the man
waiting for him was new. Stearns let
Sammy go ahead of him, and slipped
his hand into his pocket. “Ernst,” he
said, “that’s the best facial I've seen in
years. A whole-body job, too? In these
days? I'd never have known you with-
out the toys.”

The man came slowly to meet
him. He was middle-aged and stocky,
with gray hair and a clipped mous-
tache. He wore a leather-patched
green anorak that was frayed enough
to show the bullet-proof Kevlar lining.

“Ernst has been—discommod-
ed,” the man said. “Nothing serious,
but he asked me to take over for the
time being.” He held out part of a torn
fifty-franc note. “You can call me
Cavendish.”

Stearns pulled out his wallet and
compared his half of the banknote to
Cavendish’s. He nodded. “Okay,
Sammy. Just wait outside and see
we’re not disturbed, please. Glad to

meet you,” he said to Cavendish. “My
name is Stearns. On this occasion.”

“Ah,” the man murmured, “old
habits.” Stearns frowned, but
Cavendish was examining a list on a
clipboard. “Now, you’re the customer
for the special, I understand.”

Stearns nodded, and Cavendish
took a green plastic thermos from a
tool box behind the desk and handed
it over. “Enough for two, right?”

The flask was filled with crushed
ice, in which a screw-top phial was
packed. Stearns picked up the phial in
his fingertips, examined the serial
number etched into the glass and the
seal on the neck, then put it back in the
ice. “Defrosted today? Okay. Now,
what about the rest?”

“Ernst’s quite a sick man, actual-
ly.” Cavendish drew a fingertip along
one of the gouges in the desk. His
wrist quivered and the finger went
white around the nail. “He had to go
to a lot of trouble to get that for you.”

Stearns put the thermos down.
“Well, well, well. After all these
years. Did Ernst mention to you that
I’ve got twenty-six in permanent
aftershock who need the stuff, that
one’s epileptic, and another three need
heroin?”

“Actually, all he mentioned was
that you needed the special rather
badly.”

Stearns frowned. “If Ernst is
developing capitalist ambitions, I'm
afraid he’s either too early, or much
too late.”

“Whatever.” Cavendish began
tapping his fingers on the desk. “If you
want the rest, I have a slightly differ-
ent arrangement to offer.”

Stearns sighed. “The good Ernst,
for all his faults, is not one to welsh on
adeal. But I'm not sure how he reacts
to being cut out by his partners.
Maybe you’d know that?”

“I know what I just told you.”

“Then there’s no problem, is
there? Shall I call Sammy in to help
you pack up? Maybe we’ll meet again
in more congenial circumstances.”

Neither of them moved. “Inter-
esting,” Cavendish said at last. He
reached down and put an egg carton
containing a dozen ampules packed in
blue foam plastic on the desk. “You’re

quite committed to these people,
aren’t you? Have you been here all
along?”

“Only as long as I can remem-
ber,” Stearns said, and began checking
the ampules. Finally he nodded. “Now
we’ve finished our little courtship
dance, perhaps we can get on with the
main business.” He dragged one of the
armchairs back against the desk and
sat down. He reached up and peeled
back his hairpiece, revealing the metal
insert in his scalp. “Perhaps you can
help me here? I assume you’ve seen
one of these before. It’s just the hous-
ing and sensor guide for the memory
packs. Bring the sensor head over here
and position it—there, that’s right.
Now all you have to do is enter num-
ber eleven on the keyboard—"

“—And press the little red but-

ton.”
Stearns closed his eyes; his right
hand clenched, his jaw quivered. A
minute passed. Then he sat back and
smiled weakly. “There we are. I'm
sure Ernst would want you to enter the
check codes to make sure I haven’t
cheated you.”

Cavendish worked at the key-
board. “That other deal I mentioned. I
have a client interested in certain
information that may pass your way.
If you come across it, it could be to
both our advantages.”

Stearns raised his eyebrow.

“The code name was Viking,”
Cavendish went on. “I can give you a
hexadecimal reference.”

After Cavendish had read off the
reference, Stearns closed his eyes,
leaning forward with his arms stiff. “I
may have something, a cross-refer-
ence. Maybe—I'm not sure—" He
shook his head and sat up. “It’s gone,
if there was anything—" He broke off,
and looked at Cavendish. “I’ve scen
you before.”

Cavendish peered at him, his eyes
suddenly hard. “Have you now? I'm
not sure I can say the same.”

“I"ve changed,” Stearns muttered.

“Hm. Do you know where you’ve
seen me?”

“No. I’s gone now. Just a flash of
something. A dream.”

“Interesting. Do you get these
flashes often?”
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“No. I wish I did. It might mean
my memory was coming back.”

“You may be fortunate as you
are. After the plagues, and some of the
things that followed, not many illu-
sions about human worth or dignity
survived. But—we have to keep on
going, don’t we? So—keep an ear to
the ground, and if you hear anything
about Viking, let me know.”

tearns waited until Cavendish had

loaded his equipment into the
Renault and driven away before he
came out to meet Sammy. He handed
over the package of ampules. “Off you
go, now. Get this back safe. Colin
knows what to do.”

Stearns walked north for a block,
then stopped at the corner where the
salvage crew was working. They were
clearing rubble from the remains of an
office building. The side walls and
rear were smoke-blackened but intact;
the front had collapsed into the street.
The foreman was looking at the motor
of a blue Ford that had been under the
rubble.

“Afternoon, Carl,” Stearns said.
“What have we got?”

“Not much today, looks like.
We'll tear the motor out and have a
look, but the oil’s been gone for a long
time. We got the radio out, though.
Pretty chewed up, but some of the
boards still look good.” He went over
to a bundle of sacking and handed the
radio to Stearns. “Werner started this
find, when he picked up that other
thing in the stairwell with his metal
detector. Thought he’d tripped over
another bloody Claymore at first.”

Stearns handed the radio back.
“Ship this back to my office and I'll
check it out tonight. T haven’t had time
to look at the other one yet. If you
can’t see much else that’s easy to get
at, you'd better wrap it up; I'd like to
put the team on clearing some of the
warehouses by the bridge. We might
have better luck there. I've got to be
going now. I'll see Werner gets cred-
it for the find.”

H e walked on, his left leg starting
to drag, and came to a limestone-
and-slate motor hotel, still largely
intact in its concrete lot. At the lobby

entrance he saw a BMW electric cycle
pushed among the yellow weeds by
the door. He frowned, then clumped
up the steps and went in. From the
broken window, the usual splash of
light fell across the registration desk;
but the two chairs behind it were
empty. As he hesitated, his hand slip-
ping into his right pocket, a woman in
black cycle leathers moved from the
shadows in the far corner. She was of
medium height with straight brown
hair, and she carried a machine pistol
casily at her side, its muzzle aimed a
couple of meters in front of Stearns’s
feet.

“It’s cold for April this year,” he
said, feeling ridiculous.

“And no lilacs are blooming,” she
completed, and clipped the gun to her
belt. “Right you are, but I’ve learned
to be careful with a new customer.
What's the matter? Oh—you were
expecting Adrienne. She’s—not going
to make it. Trouble last month. You
know.”

“I can imagine.”

“Anyway, I’ve got the data you
wanted, and as far as we're concerned,
the deal’s still on.” She paused. “Did
you know her well?”

“Well? I'm not sure.” He swal-
lowed. “I looked forward to when she
came through here, but it's been so
quiet here that you forget.... Today’s
full of surprises.” The fingers of his
right hand were gripping his gloved
wrist. “She won't be back at all?
That’ll be hard ta get used to.”

She nodded. “It’s still hard to lose
someone, even now, after all this. I've
got some medicinal alcohol on the
bike. You want a slug?”

He shook his head and took out
the thermos. “Won’t mix with this.”

“I"ve got a recorder with me. We
could use that if you'd rather.”

“No. No. Those things start to
mash my brains if they’re not perfect-
ly tuned. Electric feet scuttering
through my mind. Can we talk a bit
first, though? I'm not ready yet.”

hey talked. Her name was Megan.
She had a husky voice and rather
coarse features, and she carried two
gigabytes of RAM implanted in her
head. Talking of fortified villages and

6 tomorrow: sPECULATIVE FicTION

water-powered assembly lines in a
ruined cathedral, she leaned forward,
gesturing with stiff wrists and curved
fingers. There was something wrong
with her right hand. They compared
stories of agricultural projects, out-
dated maps and new perimeter defens-
es. When she laughed, as she did final-
ly, she was almost silent, falling back
in her chair, open-mouthed, while her
cheeks went red and her nose white.

“God,” she said, sitting up and
shaking her head. “Mass hysteria, just
the two of us. The last few weeks were
worse than I'd realized.” She lay back
in the chair again and looked at her
hands. “The past keeps coming back,
doesn’t it. Someone I used to know...
I"d assumed he was dead; I'd almost
managed to forget he'd existed. Then
just a couple of days ago, a new data-
base came onto the circuit. It has an
old security classification: secret pro-
jects and who was working on them.
His name was there, and where he had
been working; and when this job came
up, I'took it, even though I was due for
a break, because it would take me here,
and I could be where he’d lived.”

She was somber again and went
on quietly: “Memories. Some of them
are more real than what’s around me,
but I can’t trust them. Have you
noticed there’s always some leakage,
some crosstalk between what’s in the
implants and your own memories? At
least, I think that’s the trouble. He
once told me that was it; he said you
could make use of it if you knew how.
Memories change on me—it scares
me, I don’t want to say it—and I
dream, or I remember, but I can’t see
him. Or I see him, but it’s someone
else. Sometimes he changes while I
remember. That’s what frightens me.
Supposing he hadn’t died, and I found
him, and we didn’t know each other?”

Stearns shook his head. “I can’t
believe people change that easily. I
think you're worrying too much.”

“I’know, I know, I'm old enough
to know better. But still....” She
shrugged and then smiled. “You’re a
good listener. I've needed to talk. You
ready now?”

He nodded. “There’s a room
through there. The light's about right,
and there’s even a bed.”































































































































































































































































