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Enter the SF Gateway …
 

In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’



 

Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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‘Are you sure you are not your own father?—or, excuse me, your own fool?”

—GEORGE MACDONALD, Lilith
 
  

From the Catacombs
 

[by Tim Powers]

THESE THREE STORIES are collaborations between James Blaylock and three students at the Orange County High School of the Arts, known as OCHSA. He and I both teach there.

Blaylock is the head of the Creative Writing department—my boss—and our attitudes toward fiction writing are pretty similar: take your story seriously, make it intriguing and accessible and entertaining to readers, and work at getting it published. The ceiling of the basement room I generally teach in is papered with rejection slips the students have received, and they’re always adding more—and many of them have already made professional sales, too.

There aren’t actually any chairs or desks in that basement room, just pillows and beanbags and an extensive library that stretches away into other subterranean chambers. The Creative Writing department is in a converted 19th-century church, complete with choir lofts, and tall stained-glass windows, and this catacomb basement which Blaylock took over.

I’ve taught fiction writing at a lot of places—at various colleges, and the Clarion Workshop at Michigan State University, and the Writers of the Future Workshop in half a dozen cities—but I’ve got to say I’ve seen the brightest and most promising writers at OCHSA.

Even as I write that, it seems peculiar—high school students?

Well, I guess these aren’t typical high school students. We get to choose from among a lot of applicants, based on samples of their writing, and they come from all over the southern California area, sometimes with long commuting—and they’re powerfully motivated. By the time we first meet them they’re generally already impressively well-read and writing their heads off.

I like to think that Blaylock and I, and the other creative writing instructors, all of whom have professional credits, are leading these students away from—well, from majoring in creative writing in college, among other things. I hope they’ll major in anything else—literature, history, anthropology, engineering!—and write fiction on the side, learning the writing craft from their widespread reading and their experiences. Lester del Rey once said that “to know everything about writing, and nothing else, is to know nothing about writing.”

I have high hopes for these students. They write stories because they love stories, and they bring to their developing craft an enthusiasm that excludes self-conscious conformity to whatever literary postures happen to be in style. And here’s the work of three of them! Enjoy it, and remember their names.
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Stone Eggs
 

[with Adriana Campoy]

HIS UNCLE JONATHAN had been gone only a couple of days when Max tried on a pair of the old man’s trousers. The strange idea came into his mind when he was petting the cat, and he didn’t question it. The trousers fit him well, as did the khaki work shirt and suspenders that had been hanging in the closet next to them. They were old fashioned, but they suited the house, in which everything hearkened back to a lost age. A suitable suit, Max thought, smiling at his own joke and feeling somehow more at home now, like a hermit crab in a new shell. Elmer, his uncle’s ancient, tailless cat, regarded him from the doorway with an air of approval, as if borrowing the clothing had been the cat’s idea all along.

The invitation to housesit had come in the form of a letter, posted, apparently, when the old man was already leaving, because Max had found the house empty, with a note on the kitchen counter that read, “Make yourself at home.” The invitation had been as vague about the date of his uncle’s return as it had been about his destination. That also suited Max well enough, since his lease had run out on the flat he had been renting above Watson’s Drug Store in the Plaza, and he was temporarily homeless. Most of his own stuff was in a closet-sized storage unit that cost him forty dollars a month, a sad comment on the state of his worldly goods. It occurred to him impulsively that he would quit paying the storage bill and simply let the stuff go. If he was going to make himself at home, he might as well do a thorough job of it.

God bless the generosity of uncles, Max muttered, reaching for the pull-cord to the ceiling lamp, waving his hand around before looking up and discovering that there was no pull-cord, which confounded him for a moment, because he had the absolute idea in his mind that there should be, and that he had reached for a pull cord a thousand times over the years. The certainty faded into curiosity. He had never, after all, lived in a house old enough to have such an item as a pull cord for a ceiling lamp.

He shut off the wall switch and went out into the living room, where he found Elmer holding an immense dead lizard. If it was a fresh kill, it had been a quick one, given that Elmer had just minutes ago been lounging in the bedroom doorway. “That’ll make you skinny,” Max warned him. “There’s nothing nourishing in a reptile.” In the dim light Elmer could easily be mistaken for a bobcat, and he pretty much had to cram himself through the cat door when he came and went. How he had hauled the saurian back in through the door was a mystery. The battle must have resembled a scene in a Godzilla movie. Dragging the lizard, Elmer walked along the edge of the room toward the kitchen where he vanished into the shadows at the edge of a bookcase, glancing back momentarily, his eyes glowing green.

Max gave the interior of the house an appraising look. The day he moved in he had fallen into the habits of a stay-at-home eccentric, whiling away the hours in study, poring over the collections in the glass and wood cabinets that lined the living room—the seashells and geodes and beetles and antique bric-a-brac. He found himself opening and closing small wooden cupboards in which were hidden trilobite fossils and gizzard stones and petrified dinosaur eggs, reading through old volumes of natural history late into the night, most of it seriously out of date, with imaginative illustrations drawn during a time when science had no real argument with Jules Verne. There was something in the air of the house that lent Max’s brain a retentive quality that surprised him, and he found that the arcane information in his uncle’s library wasn’t a mere collection of dead and disembodied facts, but seemed to call up dim memories, like glimpses of long-forgotten dreams. It was as if he already knew what he was reading, and had simply to be reminded of it.

The old house was of indeterminate age, built when there had been nothing but avocado and orange groves and empty fields in the area. Aside from the occasional coat of paint, it hadn’t suffered any changes over the years. His Uncle Jonathan had inherited the place in the 1940s from his own uncle, the house always having “been in the family.” There had apparently been other uncles. The bystreet outside was shaded by curb trees and had almost no traffic to break the afternoon silence. There was the distant sound of church bells in the morning and evening, nearly the only reminder of the passing of time if the blinds were drawn, which they were. Max had started locking the front door on his second day in the house, finding that he had lost any desire to venture out.

He had been pleasantly surprised to discover that there was enough food in the kitchen cupboards to last through a prolonged siege—jars of string beans and peaches, canned meat and canisters of oatmeal and cocoa, all of it looking as if it had been purchased at an antiques store. But there was apparently nothing wrong with any of it, and something downright pleasant in the thought that he could disappear from the world for months if he chose to, heating up his food on the old gas stove, which was a mint green object on stilt-like legs, built during an era that had an inventive sense of humor, or perhaps a humorous sense of invention. This morning there had been the sound of clinking glass out on the porch, and he had looked out to discover bottles of milk, a dozen eggs, cheese, and a loaf of bread. Happily, there was no bill, and the delivery person had already disappeared.

He got back to work now, pulling down a likely looking volume and losing himself in an account of stick insects of the genus Phasmidae, which the book referred to as “specters.” Max got up to take a look in the insect cabinets, where his uncle kept dozens of sticklike and leaf-like insects ranged alongside the sticks and leaves they were meant to mimic. He studied the creatures with a magnifying glass, marveling at the uncanny and sometimes minute likenesses to their relevant sticks and leaves.

He noticed by chance a small, hinged door in a bookcase above the insect drawers. Carved into the door were block letters spelling out “ILLUMINATION,” and his natural curiosity compelled him to open it. Inside was a fold-up satchel made of soft leather marked with the word “Candlefish,” and inside the satchel, rolled in oiled silk, were several dozen eels, nearly a foot long. Also in the niche lay a box of kitchen matches and a long spindle affixed to a block of solid copper, tarnished and blue with streaks of verdigris.

Hearing something, Max glanced up and saw the familiar green eyes in the shadows at the edge of the bookcase. Elmer emerged out of the darkness like black smoke, seeming to coalesce into the shape of a cat. He stood for a moment, his tail twitching, and then returned to the shadow, the glowing eyes staring back at Max for a moment out of the darkness. Then he vanished, although there was apparently no place for him to vanish into, no magician’s hat. It occurred to Max that the backward glance had been very much like a summons, an invitation to follow the cat down into the underworld.

He dismissed the idea uneasily, turning his attention back to the eels now, searching out books on ichthyology, browsing his way to a discussion of the candlefish of British Columbia, not a true eel, but a variety of very oily smelt, caught wholesale by local Indians in wickerwork baskets, dried out, and used as torches. The spindle in the niche suddenly made perfect sense to him, and he carefully removed one of the fish from the leather bag, slipped the specimen head-downward over the spindle, then struck a kitchen match and lit the tail, which flared up, throttled back down, and then burned steadily, with an orange glow that was somehow entirely in keeping with what had become the night’s work. He switched off the desk lamp and found that he could still read well enough in his little pool of light.

Highly satisfied, Max lost himself in Montrose’s Fishes of the Upper Nile and Its Tributaries—an account of an ichthyologic expedition that had successfully brought back specimens of a leaf-mimicking climbing perch, undoubtedly related to a similar South American species, giving rise to compelling theories that the two continents were connected by a chain of islands in the Late Mesozoic, one of which might or might not have been Atlantis. Realizing that he didn’t know half enough about the Mesozoic, or about Atlantis, for that matter, he pulled down a heavy book on paleontology, evidently well-read by generations of uncles, because it was full of dog-eared pages, margin notes, and slipped-in pieces of paper containing further notes that were peppered with exclamation marks, musings, and admonitions such as “Needs independent confirmation. Maracot?” Or “Plesiosaur? See Osborne, ‘77 and City of Baltimore, ‘79. Graphic.”

Puzzled, Max set out to do as he was told with this last one, which was a particularly enticing reference, especially the idea that Baltimore had perhaps been visited by a plesiosaur a century and a quarter ago. But after a half hour of searching, he still couldn’t find the name “Osborne” on the spines of any of the volumes on the shelves, and he was at a loss to apply the word “Graphic” to anything at all under the circumstances. “’77” and “’79” were clearly dates. But dates of what? Publication?

He found himself in the study now without quite knowing how he had gotten there, just as he had found himself a couple of hours ago trying on clothing from his uncle’s closet. He saw that Elmer was curled up atop one of a dozen wooden filing cabinets, not asleep, but regarding him again as Max studied the contents of the file drawers. Small brass frames on the drawer fronts held labels that were at first of little use to him, being brief and cryptic. Then he discovered one marked “Sea Creatures, Allegedly Extinct.” Inside was a file marked “Plesiosaurs” containing, among other things, yellowed clippings from the Graphic, an illustrated London newspaper published in the 1800s.

Of course, Max thought, the name ringing a bell in his memory, although he couldn’t place the origin of the memory, whether it was from the distant past, or from half an hour ago when he had first read the notation in the margin of the old book. He took the file back out to the living room and looked through the contents in the light of the burning fish, discovering that the City of Baltimore was a steamship, and that the Captain and crew had reported sighting a sea monster in the Gulf of Aden, which, from the many descriptions of witnesses, was almost certainly a plesiosaur. The H.M.S. Osborne had reported the same phenomenon, near Sicily, and so had the sloop Pauline, off the coast of Scotland. There were dozens of other sightings, hundreds of witnesses, zoologists weighing in with lengthy explanations involving subterranean rivers, sunken islands, worlds beneath the sea, strange things drawn up from the depths on fishhooks. One thing leading to another until Max had read his way through the curiosities of the marine coelacanth and the Australian lungfish, and found himself immersed in an account of a toothy looking freshwater ganoid fish thought to have been extinct since the cretaceous period, but rediscovered in a little backwater of Lake Tanganyika. Carefully written into the margin were the words “For live specimens, Benson’s Catalogue, Terre Haute.”

Specimens of what? Prehistoric fish? The very idea of it filled him with wonder and longing. Where would his uncle keep such catalogues…?

The desk shook suddenly, and the smelt’s head flared up and then winked out with a little swirl of smoke, although the air in the room continued to glow dimly, as if from residual light. Max was surprised to see Elmer standing on the desktop, staring at him. He saw his own reflection in the cat’s eyes and for a dizzying moment he didn’t know quite who he was. The room lurched suddenly into carousel motion roundabout him, and he gripped the arms of his chair, full of the absolute certainty that he was being swept backward through the years, although he had no sensation of movement. Subtle, instantaneous changes occurred in the room around him as it spun, objects appearing and disappearing, books sailing in and out of bookcases, cabinet doors opening and shutting against a backdrop of flickering light, the day and night giving way to each other beyond the windows as everything hurtled along through time. He heard strange music playing from somewhere beyond the confines of the house, as if it were leaking through cracks in the walls from beneath the world, and he perceived a trail of blurred movement—someone coming and going, in and out of the room—his uncle perhaps, his uncle’s uncle, maybe himself. There was the green glow of cat’s eyes hovering over the desktop, where the books and papers and pens and small objects blinked away and reappeared and blinked away again. And then, as abruptly as it had started, the room around him was still.

He heard the crickets start up out in the night, and there was a creaking of floorboards as if the house were settling down again after its wild antics. The glow in the room was fading, the night dark beyond the windows. Elmer was gone from the desktop, but he reappeared now near the shadowy corner of the bookcase again, standing stock-still. Max watched him, discerning behind the cat an even darker bit of shadow with a hard edge to it. He felt a breeze waft past him, as if a door was standing open.

The passage! he thought, wondering immediately why his mind had chosen to phrase itself in that definite way. But other, more pressing, curiosities crowded out this first reaction. He stood up and slipped a second candlefish over the spindle. Lighting it and holding it out before him he walked toward the cat’s eyes, which were far back in the darkness now, like twin stars in space. He pushed tentatively on the edge of the bookcase, which slid aside, revealing, as he had forecast, a passage leading downward into absolute night, the realm of Elmer and the lizards.

Wooden stairs, two flights of them, brought him to a deep cellar, where there was a feeling in the air of vast space, although he couldn’t see beyond the pool of candlefish light in which he stood. It was unnaturally warm, almost tropical, the air smelling like riverbank vegetation. He reached blindly for the pull cord to the ceiling lamp, knowing without actually seeing it that it hung there within easy reach. When the light blinked on, there was a quick draft of air and the candlefish went out. The cellar came to life around him. He heard the sound of bubbling and the sigh and whir of mechanical apparatus, as if the cellar itself was a vast clockwork mechanism. There were other rooms, perhaps many rooms, with illuminated terrariums and aquaria bubbling away, driftwood and waterweeds and darting fish, tropical plants moving and rustling. Wood framed glass incubators sat atop a nearby wooden bench under the glare of heat lamps, curious-looking eggs just visible in the sand, two or three of them already broken open.

He caught sight of scattered paperwork lying on the bench near the incubators, and he stepped across to have a look. A manila envelope lay there with the papers, already stamped and addressed. He didn’t recognize the postage, a three-penny stamp with a picture of a toad on it—surely not enough postage to move the envelope across the street, let alone to Terre Haute, which was the destination. The paperwork was a catalogue from a firm called Benson’s Living Wonders. His uncle had filled out an order for the prehistoric fish that Max had been reading about just a short time ago. He had ordered three trilobites, also, and a nautilus from the late Devonian period. There was a drawing in the catalogue of a squid-looking cephalopod in a narrow cone-like shell. “Guaranteed live delivery,” the catalogue read. “C.O.D.”

Out of the corner of his eye he saw movement, a big lizard, if it was a lizard, lumbering back into the shadows of an adjacent room, and he realized that Elmer had reappeared. He looked strangely satisfied with himself, sitting near a door in the wall nearby, a door that might easily lead to farther rooms.

Max wondered, though. It was a heavy door, with a mail slot cut into it covered by a hammered copper flap, and with a cat door at the bottom. Elmer turned abruptly and bolted through the cat door, which swung back on its hinges, revealing a rectangle of daylight beyond, despite its being the middle of the night in the world upstairs.

There were no more rooms beyond the door, Max realized, and his uncle’s house was built on flat ground. He slipped the catalogue order form into the envelope with a shaking hand. This was obviously unfinished business of Uncle Jonathan’s, who was traveling, Max was now certain, somewhere below the horizon of the world, for want of a better way to put it. Now it had become Max’s business, trilobite business, three-cent stamp business. Feeling giddy with anticipation he put his hand on the knob and opened the door wide, stepping out into the bright sunlight, just in time to see a zeppelin, its tiny propellers whirling, disappear beyond the peak of a nearby, orchard-covered hill.
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P-38
 

[with Brittany Cox]

THE SUN CAST dusty afternoon shadows on the sidewalk, and Anderson occasionally glanced back to see if his own shadow was still there. It was looking faded today despite the cloudless sky, as if it had been washed and hung out to dry so many times through the years that it had grown as thin as old muslin curtains. The air was cool, the leaves already falling from the trees and the Bermuda grass getting thin and scraggly in front of the French Street houses. It came into his mind that something had gone out of them in the declining years, and it was certainly true that back in the fifties when he had grown up here things had been different—cleaner, brighter, the shadows sharp and clear on the sidewalk. The air had simply had more oxygen in it back then. A person could really breathe. He tried to recall the names of the persons who had lived in these houses during his childhood, but the memories were as faded as everything else, and anyway nobody was left except him.

He stopped near the corner at Tenth Street and looked at an old bungalow that badly needed paint. He had played in the house as a child, but he couldn’t remember much about it except that the kitchen had been white, hung with wallpaper decorated with cherries. That had appealed to him. He remembered that much. The stone foundation of the front porch had sunk into the ground at one end, and the eaves sagged overhead, following it down. Collapse wasn’t imminent, but it was inevitable. Abruptly he remembered the porch swing that had hung at the edge of that porch and the wisteria vines that had wrapped through its chains, putting out clusters of purple flowers for a couple of weeks in spring. He wondered whether any departed memories would return to him if he could step inside and have a look around.

He realized abruptly that someone inside was peering out at him through the window, and he waved and moved on, not knowing whether they had waved back. At the corner a street vendor pushed a cart past him on the sidewalk, selling fruit and plastic-wrapped cotton candy and homemade ice cream bars, heading into the neighborhood to make his rounds. Anderson walked up Tenth Street toward Main, passing bodegas and taco joints and a Chinese takeout that also rented videos. There were plastic representations of egg rolls and noodle dishes in the window, dusty and flyspecked. Too many stores were simply empty. Where the book store had been there was a wedding shop, the signs in the window in Spanish, and beyond that, in what had been the old drugstore and soda fountain there was a bar now, dark inside the open door, mariachi music on the jukebox and the smell of spilled beer and some kind of pine-scented floor cleaner.

Wind scoured the sidewalk, kicking up leaves, and he found that he was standing outside the hobby shop, which had clearly been his destination, since that’s where he had ended up, here at the edge of the neighborhood, with nothing ahead of him but the traffic on Main Street. He pushed in through the door, in among tables of what was mostly unidentifiable electronic junk. An old, hand-painted sign over the counter read “Anderson’s Model Airplanes and Hobby Shop,” and under his breath, he muttered, “Hey, I’m Anderson,” which was true, although it wasn’t all that funny, largely because it was no coincidence. In the distant past the hobby shop had belonged to Anderson’s father.

The old man behind the counter, a party by the name of Miles Buxton, nodded at him, but didn’t show any enthusiasm. A couple of months back, when Anderson had returned to the neighborhood after the death of his father, he had been surprised to see that the hobby shop was still up and running, the lone remnant of bygone days. It had declined since his father had sold it twenty years back, which Anderson had noticed straight off when he had stepped inside on the day after his father’s funeral, aware that he was looking for his own past, and finding a remnant of it in the familiar sign over the counter and in the smell of old pine boards and racks of model airplanes. “Hey,” he had said out loud, “I’m Anderson,” and had smiled and introduced himself to Miles Buxton, who hadn’t shown any enthusiasm that time either, and didn’t apparently see anything remarkable in Anderson’s story of growing up in this shop back in its heyday. Anderson had the sneaking suspicion that the old man had simply thought he was lying.

“Who’re you calling old?” he muttered to himself, and he looked over a plywood table loaded up with ancient ham radios and CB setups, wondering what had possessed him to open the door and come in when he knew just what he’d find. The ten-cent table, which had been his favorite when he was a kid, still stood near the counter. He had found jackknives and bottle openers and marbles on it back in the day, although where his father had found the perpetual supply of these things Anderson couldn’t say. Now there wasn’t apparently much on it that was worth having, let alone worth a dime, which was perhaps the consequence of inflation.

“What’s the good word?” he asked Buxton.

“Everything half price,” Buxton told him. “Whatever you see, it costs half of what’s on the price tag.”

“Is that right? Trying to move some stock?” Anderson leaned against the Formica counter, noticing that the years had rubbed the pattern away except along the edges, where you could still make out the blue and pink swirl.

“I’m moving all of it out, closing up shop. Today’s my last day.”

Anderson stood listening to the silence, taking this in, looking at the old cash register and at the spindle where his father had skewered carbon copies of handwritten receipts. There were a couple skewered on it now, but only a couple. “Retiring?”

“Well, that’s the silver lining. Forced out. Maybe it’s time. The school over across the way bought up this end of the block, and they’re tearing the shops down and putting up a theatre or some such thing. Part of the downtown redevelopment. God knows it needs it.”

“There’s stores up Tenth Street that are empty,” Anderson said. “Why not move a couple of blocks down? Probably cheaper rent than out here on Main.” For a moment he thought of offering to lend a hand. He had a pickup truck, after all. It wouldn’t take much….

“That’s the problem,” Buxton told him. “Empty stores. People don’t come downtown to shop anymore, and the ones who do don’t speak the language and they don’t buy what I’m selling. I’m done. I’ve got a jobber coming in tomorrow to give me a bid on the whole shebang. Me and the wife have a place up in Big Bear, and once we start up the hill, I don’t mean to look back.”

“I don’t blame you,” Anderson said.

He had been living in Fort Lauderdale when he had gotten word about his father’s death, making ends meet with a two-bit job working for the county. The lawyer’s assurance that he had come into an inheritance had left him stunned. He hadn’t spoken to his father since his mother had passed away, which was ten years ago now. In the ten years prior to that he had spoken to him only once or twice, and only early in the day when his father was sober. The inheritance had turned out to be the house and enough money to get by on when you added the interest to Anderson’s small retirement. For that he was grateful, although when he had flown in from Lauderdale carrying his two suitcases, his sense of coming home again had been fleeting.

He looked over the rack of model airplanes now, picking up a Cessna and putting it back down again. He had built no end of model planes when he was a kid, at first with the help of his father. But he had gotten pretty good at it once he’d figured out not to go hog wild with the glue. After you’d built a particular model, though, there was no point in building another one of the same, and he had built a Cessna and a couple of dozen other planes, mostly what his father had called “Warbirds.” The old man had been generous that way, giving him the model planes right off the rack, especially late in the afternoon when he had taken a couple of belts from the bottle under the counter. Even back then Anderson had the feeling that the old man half-regretted his generosity the following morning when he was sober again, but next month or the month after that there was another afternoon. The shelves in his bedroom had held quite a collection.

His father had been full of apocryphal-sounding stories about the Air Force, about the planes he’d flown across Europe during the war, the fifty-six missions over Italy, the night sky lit up with flak like the Fourth of July, the half-smoked cigarettes left in the ashtray back at the base, waiting for him to return and smoke the other half. Once when Anderson was nine or ten his father had come home in a rented truck carrying a pile of cut-in-half telephone poles, and with a chain saw he had chopped the cedar poles into lengths and then hand-split them into roof shingles, which he had used to re-roof the back half of the house. For a month the yard had been littered with cedar shingles. Anderson’s bedroom window had been right under the second story eaves, and for years after that the sun brought out the smell of creosote. There wasn’t much that his father couldn’t do with his own two hands, including pour a drink. When Anderson was older, and could have learned a thing or two from him, it was too late.

Behind the half dozen other models lay a P-38 Lightning in a battered box. The picture on the cover was enough to set his mind going, especially the elaborate triple fuselage and the heavy engines—Allison V1710s, according to the information on the cover, with 1150 horsepower in each one. It had been a hell of an airplane in its day. A cruising speed of 365 miles an hour.

“That one was built by Lockheed,” Buxton said. “Right out in L.A. That was a home-grown phenomenon when it came out.”

“That’s the best kind of phenomenon,” Anderson said. “I’ll take it.” He set it on the counter and reached for his wallet.

“On the house,” Buxton said. “What the hell. For the old days.”

The uncharitable thought came into Anderson’s mind that Buxton was drunk, but he realized that he was letting ghosts do his thinking for him, and he nodded his head. “Thanks,” he said. “I wish I could return the favor, but if you’re leaving town…”

“If I’m lucky I’ll get pennies on the dollar for what’s left here, so don’t think twice.”

“Good luck, then.” Anderson put his hand out, and Buxton shook it, and suddenly Anderson was in a hurry to leave. He looked around the store for the last time and went out onto the street. The sun was just sinking below the rooftops in the west, illuminating the row of storefronts with the golden glow of late afternoon. He glanced back at the shop window, seeing his own reflection cast against the shadows of the junk behind the plate glass. When he crossed Tenth, angling back up French Street, it occurred to him that he could have asked for the sign over the counter. His father had painted it, after all, and the jobber wouldn’t give Buxton a nickel for it….

Bygones, he thought, going up his own walk and into his house, closing the door against the evening and pulling the curtains across in front of the windows. He cleared off the stuff on the dining room table, covered it with newspaper, and broke the seal on the model box with his thumbnail, laying out the pieces in carefully-arranged order, assessing the difficulty of the project with a practiced eye.

[image: image]

Anderson sat in his easy chair, looking out at the street through the old muslin curtains, which gave the light from the streetlamps an added radiance. He poured himself a glass of bourbon and splashed in some Canada Dry, and then sat still, listening to the muted sound of traffic in the distance. It was late, the neighborhood quiet. A dog barked twice, and in the silence that followed, Anderson heard the drone of an airplane, apparently flying low in the sky. In the corner of his eye he saw something moving, but he continued to stare out the window, letting the thing come into his field of vision in its own good time. In a moment he saw its shadow on the wall, the triple fuselage and the wings with their heavy engines, the spinning shadows of the propellers as the plane banked around in a tight curve, the pilot setting a course for home, or perhaps to some other destination.

“Cheers,” he said, to no one and to everyone, and he raised his glass.
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Houses
 

[with Alex Haniford]

MICHAEL FOUND HIMSELF looking out through the living room window again, watching the empty street, where his rental car sat alone at the curb. The woman next door didn’t own a car, and the house across the street was abandoned. It was a late summer evening, the air sultry, the sky heavy with clouds. A summer storm was pending, and he waited for it in anticipation, like a premonition that the telephone was about to ring, or that he would hear a fateful knock at the door. But the telephone had been disconnected a couple of days ago, and there was no one outside.

He heard the rumble of distant thunder again, and wind stirred the palm fronds in the curb trees. He had wanted to be out of his parents’ house before dark, but he wasn’t quite finished going through their things. Tomorrow morning he would turn the place over to a firm that managed estate sales. The money from the sale of the house and its contents would pay for his father’s care at the nursing home. He had realized shortly after arriving that there was nothing in the house he wanted, except to know what had happened here, and although he could sense that there were the ghosts of unhappiness in the house, they weren’t speaking any language he understood.

He contemplated the abandoned house, its front yard overgrown as it had been last time he was here—nearly two years ago, shortly after his parents had moved in. According to his mother’s letters the empty house had become his father’s fixation—the first indication that something had gone wrong with him. He had stood at this very window simply watching, particularly on rainy days, not just lost in thought, but as if he were waiting for something, saying less and less as the weeks went by until he seemed to have disappeared inside his own mind. Now and then his mother would return from an errand and find that he had gone out and only recently returned—rainy footprints on the hardwood floor, or his jacket wet, as if he had been out walking, although he wouldn’t say. One afternoon she had returned to find the house empty, and he hadn’t reappeared for two days, again unable to say, or not knowing, where he had been. She had found him simply sitting in the chair again, in perfect silence.

Rain, Michael murmured, as if the storm breaking would release the tension in the air. He knew that he had allowed himself to be caught up by his father’s sad obsession, although that knowledge didn’t make him move away from the window. Where had his father gone on those rainy days when there was no one to see him go?

Michael’s mother’s death had allegedly been accidental. He wanted to believe it was, but he hadn’t been here, and that was partly the problem. After the second of her letters he had flown in for a visit, staying three days. His father had been superficially happy to see him, although Michael suspected that he would be even happier to be left alone again.

He forced himself to turn away now, and walked into his parents’ bedroom, wondering whether the answer he sought wasn’t simply another variety of question, or something worse. His mother’s wooden jewelry box sat on her dresser. She had been buried with her wedding ring, but there were other valuable pieces in the box—a bracelet with diamonds and emeralds, a ruby ring, a strand of pearls, gold chains with pendants. It came into his mind to keep something, but he found that he didn’t have very much nostalgia for leftover things, and that he didn’t need a piece of jewelry to remember his mother. The jewelry, like the rest of the stuff in the house, merely reminded him of what had passed away.

He shut the jewelry box and left the bedroom, opening the door to the den. A row of glass insulators stood on the windowsill, purple with exposure to the sun, although the window shade was drawn now. He opened the shade and then the window. There was thunder again, closer now, rumbling for a long time before it was still. He smelled ozone rising from the concrete outside, as if rain was imminent, and he saw what appeared to be a flicker of light within the house across the street, beyond the nearly closed curtains. Almost as soon as he saw it, it vanished. Probably it hadn’t come from within the house at all, but was merely a reflection of the setting sun through a momentary break in the clouds.

He moved across to the desk, which was empty aside from a dusty crystal paperweight that doubled as a magnifying glass. It lay atop a newspaper clipping that Michael saw was an obituary. The desktop around the rectangle of newsprint had been dusted, as had the window ledge and the insulators and everything else. He moved the magnifying glass and picked up the clipping, which was evidently old, the paper yellowed and dry. The name was unfamiliar to him: Madeleine Cummings. She had lived on this very street and had died young and unmarried forty ago, survived by a niece. He returned the clipping to its place on the desk and laid the magnifying glass back over it, exactly covering the clean circle of newsprint where it had been. He considered the puzzling fact that the room had obviously been neatened up—that the entire house was clean. His mother had spent some time on it prior to her death, and not hastily, either, although she obviously hadn’t touched the magnifying glass or the newspaper clipping, but had cleaned around it.

The cubbyholes at the back of the desk held nothing but old envelopes, Christmas cards stacked in niches, pens and pencils in a beer mug, and a metal bowl with an Egyptian Pharaoh painted on it, the bowl holding paperclips and other desk debris. He opened drawers and looked inside, finding old issues of Popular Mechanics magazines and an out of date telephone book. The files in the file drawer held product warranties and instruction manuals to garden and garage tools—things that his father had found important before he lost his interest in the world.

He picked up the paperweight again along with the clipping and started to reread it, but was interrupted by a knock at the front door. In the living room, he looked through the window onto the porch, where the next-door neighbor stood holding a handful of mail. He remembered then that her name was Beverly, although he had only chatted with her once a couple of years back. She was an old timer in the neighborhood and lived alone.

“It’s Michael, isn’t it?” she asked when he opened the door. It was dusk outside now, the streetlights on. She was older than he recalled, but apparently there was nothing wrong with her memory for names. “I’ve got a few days of mail. Mostly junk, but a couple of bills…”

“Thanks,” he said. “I stopped the delivery, so there shouldn’t be any more.”

“There was nothing yesterday,” she told him. “And Tuesday’s Pennysaver day, so there would have been.”

He slipped the paperweight into his pocket and took the mail from her. “I was sorry about your mother,” she told him. “She went through a lot, you know, with your father’s health and all. More than we can imagine.”

He nodded. “It was a shock when she passed away,” he said. “I didn’t know there was anything wrong, or I would have been here.”

“None of us knew,” she said, gesturing in the general direction of the street. “I wanted to tell you that.”

“Thanks for saying so,” he said. “I can’t help but wonder, though.”

“There’s no profit in wondering. Not now.”

He let that one go.

“I mean that a person has to move on after a death,” she said. “You can’t let the past take hold of you.”

Abruptly he thought of the newspaper clipping, and he held it up. “I found this in the den just now,” he said. “Did you ever know…” He looked at the paper. “Madeleine Cummings? For some reason there’s a copy of her obituary lying out on my father’s desk.”

“Oh, that was years ago,” she said. “Shortly after Warren and I moved in. We didn’t know her, really. No one in the neighborhood did. She kept to herself. She died young, and lay there in her bedroom for a long time before her niece found her. The house was in probate for what seemed like years, but eventually it went to the niece, who lived there for a couple of years, but then moved out without saying anything to anyone. There were renters a couple of times, fly-by-nights, but the house has been empty more than its been lived in. It was empty when your parents moved in. I suppose the niece is holding on to it as an investment, although I wish she wasn’t letting it run down. That’s senseless.”

“I guess I was just wondering why the obituary would be lying around on the desk,” he said, giving it one last try.

“I don’t know,” she told him. “I can’t imagine where it would have come from, it having happened so many years ago. Unless it was left in the house when the Sloanes separated. It could have been, I suppose. They’d been there long enough to have had a copy. Mrs. Sloane—Betty—left Bob pretty suddenly. I guess you really never know why things fall apart. You wouldn’t have guessed it would happen, though, if you knew them when they were younger. He was gone from the house a few weeks after his wife left. I remember your mom and dad piling some pieces of furniture in the carport for a couple of months and then selling it at a yard sale. That’s where we first got to know each other, really, at that sale. I brought a few things out of the kitchen and set up a table.”

“That must be it,” he said. “The Sloanes. So nobody’s living over there now?” he asked, nodding at the empty house.

She shook her head. “I wish there were. But I’m talking too much. You’ve got things to do.”

“Thanks for bringing over the mail,” he said, “and for being a friend to my mother. I appreciate it.”

“I wish I could have been a better friend to her.”

“I wish the same thing,” he said truthfully, and just then it began to rain, enormous, widely spaced drops and the nearby reverberation of thunder.

“Oh, my,” she said. “There it comes. I’ll leave you to it.” She turned and went down the steps, hurrying across the lawn through the rainy darkness toward her own house. He closed the door and tossed the mail onto the chair, but continued to stand at the window, watching the abandoned house, where there was once again a light, too late, now, for it to be a reflection of sunlight. It was apparently shining inside one of the back rooms. It seemed to wax and wane with the rainfall, although clearly that must be his imagination at work. But once the idea came into his mind, he began to dwell on it, watching as the wind came up, thrashing through the palm fronds. The rain came down more heavily again, and way back in the darkness of the house the light shimmered on and seemed to spread, as if the voltage were slowly being increased. And then after a time the rain faded to a drizzle, the light in the abandoned house fading with it.

He lay the clipping on the chair with the mail and went out, hurrying across the street and up onto the walk to the front porch, where he was half hidden by darkness and shrubbery. There was a small glass window in the front door, but it only afforded a view of an entry hall with an umbrella stand. It seemed to him that he could see a faint aura of light along the inner edge of the hall, and he put his hand on the doorknob. Of course it was locked. He moved back along the front window to get a better look past the edge of the curtain, trying to remain out of sight from the street, and he glanced over at Beverly’s house. Her curtains were drawn across the windows.

There was the heightened sound of rain behind him again, and the smell of wet and rotted vegetation, and he realized that the wind was blowing the warm rain up onto the porch, soaking the paper flyers and leaves and throwaway newspapers that littered the concrete. He wondered what he was doing there—why he had bothered to cross the street at all. He thought of his father, sitting in his chair, waiting for the rain and watching the street, going out into the evening when his mother was away. And now he was doing the same thing, knowing that his interest in this was more than mere curiosity. Let well enough alone, he told himself, but right then the light inside, apparently in a back bedroom, glowed again, more brightly than it had before, as if drawing energy from the rain, or, he thought uneasily, from the attention that he was paying it.

He pulled on the edge of the window frame, unsuccessfully trying to slide the window open. It tipped just a little at the top, though, as if it weren’t locked, but was merely painted shut along the sill. He banged his fist hard into the bottom of the frame half a dozen times, working his way along the sill and feeling the paint crack loose. He rattled the window and yanked on it, working it open a couple of inches, pulling leaves and debris out of the runner before forcing it farther along. When the opening was wide enough, he climbed through, working the window closed behind him to hide the fact that he had just broken in. There would be no way to explain it to anyone if he were caught, he realized. He wasn’t sure he could explain it to himself.

He left the window open and stood still, listening hard, and for the first time it came into his mind that there might be someone here. But the light didn’t seem to him to be associated with human activity, and he could hear nothing aside from rain against the roof shingles. Still, he had found it easy enough to get in….

The house smelled dusty and closed-up, and there was the faint odor of mould, as if the roof or the plumbing were leaky. Away to his left there was an arched doorway into what looked in the semi-darkness to be a kitchen. Ahead lay a hallway, the layout very much like his parents’ house, with bedrooms and a bathroom off the hall. He stepped as quietly as he could into the hallway, and saw that the light was glowing steadily now, in the room at the end. The door stood open. He could see the foot-end of a bed and part of an upholstered armchair, its mahogany arms glowing faintly. The light reminded him of fireflies, or of a candle, but not wavering like a candle flame.

Say something, he told himself, but the thought of speaking seemed alien to him, and he stood for a moment with his mind empty, neither willing to go back out through the window nor ahead down the hallway.

He became aware of the heft of the paperweight in his pocket, and he wrapped his fingers around it and took it out, walking silently along the hallway now toward the gauzy light, listening to water running in the rain gutters and gurgling out the downspouts into flowerbeds. The still air smelled of long-empty perfume bottles and dust. As he drew closer, the open door revealed more of the room—a bureau dresser, a flowered bedspread, the closed door of a closet.

He stood still in the doorway, the source of the light still hidden from him. The bed was made, the room absolutely silent. He stepped inside, looking across the foot of the bed at the wall, where there hung an ornate mirror, framed in gold leaf. The source of the light, not a reflection, lay somewhere within the mirror…

Leave, he told himself, knowing abruptly that there was nothing in this house that he would be happy to find, although that had been true when he had driven into the neighborhood two hours ago. He stepped farther into the room, clutching the paperweight, the mirror reflecting the edge of the bed and the bureau beside the closet door, which, he realized, stood open a couple of inches, so that he could see the clothing hanging inside. He couldn’t force himself to look back at the actual door, but moved forward to see further into the mirror, the view of the room expanding. He stopped when he saw the side of the woman’s face as she turned toward him, the mirror quickly reflecting only the back of her head so that he couldn’t see her face at all, and he realized that she must be looking at him or through him, as if she sensed that he had entered the room. His own image in the mirror was simply a shadow.

He darted a glance downward at the empty bed, then behind him at the tightly shut closet door. The rain was letting up, and it occurred to him that the thunder had ceased some time ago, the storm passing away. The light in the mirror began to wane even as the thought came into his head, and in a sudden panic that it would flicker out and leave him in darkness, he stepped forward, looking straight into the mirror.

Beside the woman, sitting on the edge of the bed, was the reflected image of Michael’s father, his face drawn, his eyes half shut. He raised his head now, as if to say something to the woman, but looked past her in Michael’s direction, recognition, shame and bewilderment coming into his face. He opened his mouth as if to speak, perhaps to explain himself, but Michael heard nothing but the rush of blood in his own ears as he hurled the heavy paperweight into the mirror.

The darkness was abrupt, the light having gone out of the broken mirror, and the night outside silent but for the sound of rain dripping from the eaves and bushes. Michael groped his way out of the dark room and down the hallway without looking back, pushing the window open, climbing through, and shutting it carefully behind him. He crossed the street and locked the door to his parents’ house without going back in, walked to the curb, and got into his car, where he sat breathing heavily for a moment, compelling himself to focus on the unfamiliar instrument panel and the steering wheel. He started the car, switched on the headlights, and pulled away, looking straight ahead, realizing that he had left the light on inside the house, the mail on the chair. He signaled carefully at the corner despite the street’s being empty, deciding not to go back.

Two blocks away, when he pulled into freeway traffic, the tires humming on the wet asphalt, his cell phone rang. He looked down at the display and read off the number, realizing in a confused flood of relief and regret that it was the nursing home calling.
  

Haunted places: An Afterword
 

[by James P. Blaylock]

THESE STORIES CAME to be written under curious circumstances—a strange sort of harmonic convergence that’s unlikely to reoccur. Their existence involves, in a roundabout way, one of the coolest things that has happened to me in my writing and teaching careers, both of which have been going along happily for thirty-some years now. Eight years ago, when my son Danny graduated from the Orange County High School of the Arts, I was full of the predictable spirit of celebration, but I was equally full of a nostalgia for good things coming to an end, and in a rash moment I pointed out to Ralph Opacic, the Executive Director of the school, that what the school needed was a creative writing program. Somehow, within the next thirty seconds, I had agreed to put one together, to plan a curriculum, and to find teachers. I called Tim Powers and coerced him into collaborating, and when the school reopened in September, forty creative writing students appeared with high expectations. By then I had signed on to direct the program with Tim as master teacher. I’ll give it three years, I assured myself, eight years ago. By now we’ve got 120 students, a ten-teacher faculty, a cool basement library, and an award winning literary magazine.

One afternoon during the second week of school when we first opened for business, I visited the 7th and 8th grade class just to put in an appearance. I planned to say something clever, welcome the kids to the Creative Writing Department, and then drift away. One thing led to another, and I found myself chatting about metaphor in what I hoped was an interesting manner. A small, red-haired, freckle-faced girl raised her hand. She had glittering ivy leaves twined into her hair, as if she had ridden in that morning on a school bus from Oz. She’d been reading the poetry of Adrienne Rich, she told me, and was particularly happy with “Aunt Julia’s Tigers,” and it seemed to her that Rich was using metaphor a little bit differently than what I’d been talking about. She went on to explain….

It’s a sobering moment when you realize that you’ve just been taken out by a twelve-year-old. It was an eye-opening moment, too, and pleasantly so. This twelve-year-old actually read and wrote poetry, and she liked the poetry she read, and she understood it, and she liked to talk about the craft of poetry, too. Apparently I wasn’t in Kansas any more.

Back out in the hallway I ran into Tim. “Watch out for this little red-headed girl who wears strange hats,” he told me. “You won’t be able to fool her.” It turned out that she wasn’t the only student who we wouldn’t be able to fool. I catch the students reading Joyce and Faulkner and Powers and Philip K. Dick at lunch. (A few weeks ago one of them asked me which translation of Proust I prefer. “The good one,” I said, and then pretended that I had a vital appointment to keep across the street at Pop’s Café.) They’re equally likely, of course, to be reading J. K. Rowling or Tolkien or Robert E. Howard. And all of them are guilty, heaven help us, of writing without being told to. In fact, like writers everywhere, they’re sometimes even more likely to write when they’re not told to than when they are. Tim runs a Wednesday afternoon club called the Charmed Quarks. Students chat about physics and poetry, although like healthy kids everywhere, they also come for the food, which Tim hauls in in giant grocery bags from Trader Joe’s. When I get back from the noon Directors meeting there’s nothing left but a couple of sourdough crusts lying on a plate next to Asimov’s Guide to Science or The Collected Poetry of A.E. Housman.

I point all this out to explain why I’m happy to be a teacher, and to reveal that my students are fairly extraordinary. The three young writers who launched these stories are thrilled (I’m pretty sure) to be published in a volume as elegant as this, but I’m not so sure they understand that I’m equally thrilled. In fact, I’m stoked.

[image: image]

These stories came into being when one of the teachers in the program suggested a “major author” class with James P. Blaylock as the author in question. I protested. Predictably, the students informed me that I had no say in the matter, and the class carried on for fifteen 3-hour meetings during which they read and discussed more Blaylock than is strictly speaking healthy. The teacher launched a contest for which students would write “Blaylockian” stories. There was a lot of good work turned in, but Brittany, Alex, and Adriana shared first prize. What prize? We hadn’t thought of that. In a moment of wild abandon I suggested that as a prize I would collaborate, adding my two cents worth to the stories, and that we would try to sell the result. Wild abandon seems to work out pretty well sometimes.

Of the three stories, Brittany’s, “P-38,” with its dusty sidewalks and fading shadows, seems to me to read a little bit like a Powers and Blaylock collaboration. I’m thinking of “We Traverse Afar” and “The Better Boy.” It’s set in Tim’s old Alville neighborhood, which happens to be right across the street from our school. Alex’s story turned out to be fairly dark, reminding me some of elements of Winter Tides or Night Relics, although I’m pretty sure she hadn’t read either one before writing the piece. It’s a sort of story that I wouldn’t have written if left to my own devices. That’s one of the things I particularly like about collaborations, especially these. Adriana’s story is set in downtown Orange, my own neighborhood. As Stan Robinson one time pointed out, it exists in a kind of time warp. I suspect that some of my neighbors are hatching out dinosaur eggs as we speak.

I’m the first to admit that there’s often a notable level of nostalgia in my stories and novels—a regret for things passing away: people and houses and objects that are disinclined to give up the ghost (which is one of those clichéd, ready made phrases that actually has elements of both truth and poetry in it). Sometimes the ghosts should be laid to rest, and sometimes they should be invited in and offered a room of their own. Brittany, Alex, and Adriana caught that element effortlessly and authentically, each in her own way.

[image: image]

Tomorrow night is graduation, and the three of them, along with twenty-six other seniors from the department, will be pitching their mortarboards into the air, free at last. I’ll be handing out ribbons, and I’ll do my share of clapping, but I won’t be able to shake the knowledge that way leads on to way, as the poet said. I doubt that I’ll be inclined to pitch anything into the air.

Jim Blaylock

June, 2008
  

A Note from William Ashbless
 

BILL SCHAFER OUT there at Subterranean Press asked me to say a few words about this book, and I’m happy to oblige. If you’ve read Blaylock and Powers, maybe you know who I am, and maybe you know that Bill calls me in to oversee things whenever the two of them are putting up some kind of literary project. It might surprise you to know that when I was a younger man I was a bouncer at Bumsteady’s Hidey-Hole, a watering place down at the old Pike in Long Beach. Literary bouncer is more in my line these days. The pay isn’t much, but I take a certain pleasure in the work, and I can assure the worried public that Brittany, Adriana, and Alex will be paid for their efforts. Yesterday I saw to it that Blaylock returned that high-definition TV to Costco along with the Red Devil Automatic Hot Dog Cooker and the King O’ Lounge chair. I’ve got my eye on the man, and those three young women can rest easy.

Now I don’t mean to rain on Blaylock’s parade, but I’m a man who values the truth. When Blaylock anted up the idea to start this writing department at the high school out in Santa Ana, he did what you might call some finagling. What he actually told Dr. Opacic was that he would “bring in Ashbless” to put things together for him. Dr. Opacic was keen on the deal, because he had read some of my work, and so he put up the capital to make it happen, with Blaylock as the go-between. I knew nothing of it at the time, and I wouldn’t know anything for close onto three months.

What happened was that Powers and Blaylock whittled the money away over the course of the summer, eating pizza and driving around town doing what they call research. Come late August all they had to show for it was litter—a back seat full of empty pizza boxes and doughnut bags. They showed up at my apartment on Ximeno late one afternoon in a pretty bad way, saying they wanted to hire me on as a “consultant,” and could I please have something put together by Tuesday? Otherwise, they said, there’d be forty kids crying their eyes out on the 10th Street sidewalk in Santa Ana.

So I up and did it. I stayed up late and called in favors, and come Tuesday they had themselves a program and teachers to boot. What I got for my efforts was a six pack of Dad’s Root Beer and a bag of some kind of hot pepper potato chips that turned out to be stale. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat. I’d do it for the children.

And now I’m going to put my stamp of approval on this volume, and point out how happy I am that Blaylock has found these three brilliant young women to write his stories for him. He says that he put in his “two cents worth,” but I’m pretty sure he got change back for his effort. Anyone who’s read the man’s “work” can see in a cold moment that he farmed these out, and for that we owe him a debt of gratitude.

William Ashbless

Long Beach, California
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James P. Blaylock (1950 - )

James Paul Blaylock was born in Long Beach, California, in 1950, and attended California State University, where he received an MA. He was befriended and mentored by Philip K. Dick, along with his contemporaries K.W. Jeter and Tim Powers, and is regarded – along with Powers and Jeter – as one of the founding fathers of the steampunk movement. Winner of two World Fantasy Awards and a Philip K. Dick Award, he is currently director of the Creative Writing Conservatory at the Orange County High School of the Arts, where Tim Powers is Writer in Residence.
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