
        
            
        
    
His Award-Winning Science Fiction Story
by Mike Resnick

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

Lance Stalwart and Conan Kinnison sat at the controls of their tiny two-man scout ship, a good dozen parsecs in advance of the main body of the Terran Fleet, debating their possible courses of action, reviewing all their options. 

One moment they had been all alone in the Universe, or so it had seemed; then all space was filled with the Arcturian navy, millions upon millions of ships, some short and squat, a few saucer-shaped, a handful piercing the void like glowing silver needles, all made of an impenetrable titanium alloy, well over half of them equipped for hyperspatial jumps, all girded for warfare, each and every one manned by a crew of malicious, malignant, hate-filled Arcs, each of whom had been schooled in spacial warfare since earliest infancy, each a precisely-functioning cog in the vast, seemingly impervious and unconquerable Arc war machine that had smashed its way to victory after victory against the undermanned Terrans and was even now plunging toward the Terran home system in a drive that was not to be denied unless Stalwart and Kinnison managed to pull a couple of magical rabbits out of their tactical hat. 

"Jesus H. Christ!" muttered Stalwart disgustedly. "If I'd ever written a sentence like that they'd have thrown me out of school." 

"I'd sure love to have the purple prose concession on this guy's word processor," agreed Kinnison. 

"And here we are, risking our asses in the middle of God knows where, and we don't even know what a goddamned Arc looks like," complained Stalwart. "If _I_ were writing this story, that's the very first thing I'd put in." 

*Chapter 2*

It walked in the woods. 

It was never born. It existed. Under the pine needles the fires burn, deep and smokeless in the mold. In heat and in darkness and decay there is growth. It grew, but it was not alive. It walked unbreathing through the woods, and thought and saw and was hideous and strong, and it was not born and it did not live. And --perhaps it could not be destroyed. 

"No good!" snapped Kinnison. "It's not enough that you're going to get sued over my name. Now you've gone and swiped an entire opening from Theodore Sturgeon. You'd better go back right now and describe an Arc properly." 

"Right," said Resnick. 

*Chapter 2*

_He_ walked in the woods. 

_He_ was never born. _He_ existed. _He_ grew, but _he_ was not alive. _He_ walked unbreathing through the woods, and thought and saw and was hideous and strong, and _he_ was not born and _he_

did not live. And --"You are not exactly the swiftest learner I ever came across," said Kinnison. 

"I've had it with this crap!" snapped Stalwart. "Screw you, Resnick! I'm going up to Chapter 20. Maybe things will get a little better by then." 

He set off at a slow trot, vanishing into the distant haze. 

"That's funny," mused Kinnison. "I always thought Chapter 20 was more to the left." 

"Only if you're writing in Arabic," said his companion. 

"Who the hell are you?" demanded Kinnison. 

"Harvey Wallbanger," said Harvey Wallbanger. 

"Should I know you?" 

"I'm from the Space Opera Stock Character Replacement Center," said Wallbanger. He stretched vigorously. "Ah, it feels good to be back in harness! I've been sitting on the sidelines for years. I would have preferred a Hawk Carse reprint, but my agent says that the main thing for a Stock Character is to keep working." 

"I suppose so," said Kinnison, eyeing him warily. 

"By the way," said Wallbanger, "why are you eyeing me warily?" 

"Oh, no reason," said Kinnison, averting his eyes. 

"Go ahead, tell me," urged Wallbanger. "I won't be offended. Really I won't." 

"You don't have any facial features," said Kinnison. 

"I don't need them," answered Wallbanger. "I'm just here so you won't have to talk to yourself." 

"This is crazy!" snapped Kinnison. "I don't know who I'm fighting, or why they're mad at me, or what they look like, and my shipmate is doing God knows what in Chapter 20, and now they've given me a faceless assistant, and I'm going on strike." 

"What?" said Wallbanger, fulfilling his literary function to perfection. 

"This just doesn't make any sense," said Kinnison, "and I'm not going back to work until I've got some motivation." 

Suddenly a cloud of dust arose in the Altair sector. The sound of hoofbeats grew louder and louder until a magnificent coal-black stallion galloped into view, steam rising in little clouds from his heavily-lathered body. 

The Great Masked Writer of the Planes dismounted and approached Kinnison and Wallbanger. He was tall, debonaire, handsome in a masculine, ruddy sort of way, incredibly erudite, and unquestionably the world's greatest lay. He

HA! 

"What the hell was that?" asked Kinnison. 

"Just my wife, dusting the computer keyboard," said Resnick. "It certainly shouldn't be construed as an editorial comment." 

I REPEAT: HA! 

"At least tell her to use lower-case letters," whined Kinnison. "She's giving me a headache." He paused. 

"What are you doing here, anyway? It's really most irregular." Resnick patted the stallion's beautifully-arched neck. "Steady there, big fella," he said in tones that inspired instant confidence. He turned back to Kinnison. "He'll give you a half-mile in 47 seconds any time you ask for it. He performs best with blinkers and a run-out bit, and he doesn't like muddy tracks." 

"Why are you telling me all this?" asked Kinnison. 

"Because he's yours now," said Resnick, handing over the reins. "Take him." 

"What's his name?" 

"Motivation." 

"But he's a horse!" 

"Look --you asked for Motivation, I'm giving you Motivation. Now, do you want him or not?" 

"I'm terribly confused," said Kinnison. "Maybe we ought to go back to the beginning and see if it works out any better this time." 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

"You've lost me already," complained Kinnison, scratching his shaggy head. "I mean, like, who the hell is Ishmael?" 

"It's a sure-fire beginning," said Resnick, shoving Wallbanger into the murky background. "Every great American novel begins with 'Call me Ishmael'." 

"How many novels is that, at a rough guess?" asked Kinnison. 

"Well, the downstate returns aren't all in yet," replied Resnick, "but so far, rounded off, it comes to one." 

"Hah!" snapped Kinnison. "And how the hell many Ishmaels do you know?" 

"One," said Resnick, delighted at how neatly it was all working out. 

"Who?" 

"Ishmael Valenzuela," said Resnick, who may have overstated the case originally, but was unquestionably the greatest lay in the sovereign state of Ohio. 

HA! 

"Who the hell is Ishmael Valenzuela?" demanded Kinnison. 

"A jockey," answered Resnick. "He rode Kelso and Tim Tam and Mister Gus." 

"What's he got to do with this story?" 

"I thought he might ride Motivation in the Prix de l'Arc de Triomphe," explained Resnick. "It's the biggest race in Europe. Then I'll have an Ishmael and an Arc all in the same place, and it'll make it much easier to tie up all the loose ends." 

"It'll never work," said Kinnison. "What if they call it the Prix instead of the Arc?" 

"They wouldn't dare! This is a G-rated story." 

"Still, it would make me very happy if you'd go back to the beginning and get rid of Ishmael." 

"Well, I don't know..." 

"Come on," urged Kinnison. "After all, you got in your dirty pun, bad as it was." 

"Yeah," said Resnick. "But that was five sentences ago. We could have used a little something right here." 

*Chapter 1*

And call me Conrad. 

*Chapter 2*

"I don't think I'm getting through to you at all," complained Kinnison. "Now you've ripped off a Roger Zelazny title." 

"Boy, nothing pleases you!" muttered Resnick. 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

"You sure as hell haven't gotten very far," said Lance Stalwart, strolling in from the northeast. 

"Are you back already?" asked Kinnison, startled. 

"There's nothing much happening up ahead. Resnick makes it with Loni Anderson 30 or 40 times between Chapter 12 and Chapter 18, but that's about it. I'm still trying to figure out what she's doing in a science fiction story." 

"I've always been a Goldie Hawn man myself," said Kinnison, apropos of nothing. 

"No way," said Resnick. "Loni Anderson has two insurmountable advantages." 

"You can't keep making filthy jokes like that!" roared Kinnison. "This is supposed to be a serious space opera, and here you are talking about Loni Anderson's boobs, for Christ's sake!" 

"Yeah!" chimed in Stalwart. "You can't go around talking about her tits in print! Don't you know kids are going to be reading this, you stupid fucking bastard?" 

"This chapter," said Kinnison, "is turning into an udder disaster." 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

Conan Kinnison, a retarded Albanian dwarf, hobbled over to Lance Stalwart, whose wrought-iron lung had stopped functioning. The ship's temperature had risen to 44 degrees Centigrade, the oxygen content was down to six percent, and all the toilets were backing up. 

"Is it too late to apologize?" rasped Kinnison through his hideously deformed lips. The most fantastic bed partner in Hamilton County, Ohio

HA! nodded his acquiescence, mercy being one of his many unadvertised virtues. 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

"Ahh, that's better!" said Lance Stalwart, stretching his bronzed, muscular, six-foot seven-inch frame. 

"You know, I think the problem may be that you don't know where this story is going. It really hasn't got much direction." 

"It's got Motivation, though," said Resnick sulkily. 

"Maybe what it needs is a title," offered Kinnison. "Most of the stories I've read have had titles." 

"Why bother?" said Resnick wearily. "The editors always change them anyway." 

"Only if they make sense," said Kinnison. 

*Chapter 3: The Search for a Title*

"The floor is now open for suggestions," said the most skillful lover living at 1409 Throop Street in Cincinnati, Ohio. 

WHAT ABOUT THE GARDENER? 

*Chapter 3: The Search for a Title*

"The floor is now open for suggestions," said the most skillful lover (possibly excepting the gardener) living at 1409 Throop Street in Cincinnati, Ohio. 

BIG DEAL. 

"It's got to sound science-fictional, grip the reader, and give me a little direction," continued Resnick. "I will now entertain recommendations." 

"_The Mote in God's Thigh_," said Loni Anderson. 

"_Buckets of Gor_," suggested John Norman. 

"_Call Me Ishmael_," said Valenzuela. 

"_Tarzan Stripes Forever_," said Harvey Wallbanger. 

"I don't like any of them," said Kinnison. 

"Me neither," agreed Stalwart. "It is my considered opinion that the title ought to be: _His Award-Winning Science Fiction Story_. That way, when Resnick's next collection comes out, the editor can put a blurb on the cover stating that the volume includes His Award-Winning Science Fiction Story." 

"I _like_ that idea!" said Resnick enthusiastically. 

"Then it's settled," said Kinnison with a sigh of relief. "I feel like a new man." 

"Me, too!" said Loni Anderson. "Where's the gardener?" 

*Chapter 2*

"You know," said Kinnison wearily, "if you'd spend a little less time watching the Bengals' defense blow one lead after another and a little more time trying to write this goddamned story, I'd be willing to meet you halfway. But as things stand now, I don't have the energy for a whole novel. I keep getting this sense of _deja vu_." 

"Me, too," said John Carter, who had wandered over from the Barsoom set. "Only it's spelled _Dejah vu_." 

"Why not make a short story out of it?" continued Kinnison. 

"Well, it's not really an _Omni_ or _Playboy_ type of story," responded Resnick, "and no one else pays very well." 

"How about selling it to Harlan Ellison for _The Last Dangerous Visions_?" suggested Kinnison. "Word has it that it'll be coming out in another ten years or so." 

"Hah! Call that stuff dangerous visions?" snorted Stalwart contemptuously. "I've got an uncle who can't see a redwood tree at ten paces, and he drives a school bus. Now, _that's_ what I call dangerous vision!" 

"Well, I was saving it for a smash ending," said Resnick, "but if we've all decided that this is a short story, I might as well bring it out now." 

So saying, he produced a little gadget which could blow up approximately half the known universe. The patents on the various parts were held by Murray Leinster, Jack Williamson, Edmund Hamilton, and E. E. Smith (who also invented half of Conan Kinnison, but I can't say which half because this is a G-rated story.)

"I think I've seen one of those before," said Lance Stalwart. "What do you call it?" 

"This," explained Resnick, "is a pocket frammistan, guaranteed to get you out of any jams you may get into, except for those requiring massive doses of penicillin." 

"It's a nice idea," said Kinnison, "but we can't use it." 

"Why not?" demanded Resnick. 

"We can't use a pocket frammistan," explained Kinnison patiently, "because none of us has any pockets. In fact, until you insert a few descriptive paragraphs into this story, none of us is even wearing any pants." 

"You'd better solve this one quick," warned Stalwart, "or you stand in considerable danger of having this damned thing turn into a novelet." 

"Let's backtrack a little," suggested Resnick, "and see if there is anything we missed." 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

*Chapter 2*

"Ah, here it is!" said Resnick, picking up a crumpled piece of paper off the floor. 

"What is it?" asked Kinnison, peeking over his shoulder. 

"Our salvation," said Resnick, uncrumpling the paper. On it was scribbled a single word: _Laskowski_. 

"It's just an old piece of correspondence," said Kinnison despondently. 

"Not any more," said Resnick. 

"But what does it mean?" asked Stalwart. 

"That's the beauty of it," said Resnick. "This is a science fiction story, so we can make it do or mean anything we want." 

"Not quite anything," said Kinnison fussily. "Unless, of course, you want this to wind up as a fantasy story." 

"I'll keep that in mind," said Resnick, who was anxious to get on with the show and move ahead to Chapters 12 through 18. 

"Give us an idea how it works," said Stalwart. 

"Right," said Kinnison. "If we're going to have to depend on a Laskowski, we at least deserve some say in its function." 

"Fair enough," agreed Resnick, walking to the blackboard. 

*Chapter 3: The Creation of the Laskowski*

Students will be allowed 40 minutes, no more and no less, and must mark their papers with a Number One Lead Pencil. Anyone disobeying the honor system will have bamboo splints driven under his fingernails, or may be forced to read _Dhalgren_. 

What Laskowski Means To Me:

A) "Your Highness, may I present Arx Kreegah, the Grand Laskowski of the star system of..." B) "Hey, Harry, get a load of the Laskowskis on that babe, willya?" C) Kinnison touched the button once, and the dreaded Laskowski Ray shot out, destroying all life in its path, except for one pathetic little flower... 

D) "Ah, Earthman, just because I have two Laskowskis where Terran females have but one, does that make me any less a woman?" 

E) "The rare eight-legged Laskowski mosquito, though seemingly harmless, can, when engorged with the blood of a left-handed Turkish rabbi..." 

F) "They're closing on us fast!" cried Stalwart. "If we don't get the Laskowski Drive working in the next ten seconds, we're up Paddle Creek without a..." 

G) "Chess is fine for children," said Pooorht Knish, waving a tentacle disdainfully, "but out here we play a _real_ game: Laskowski." 

H) "No, thanks," panted Kinnison. "I couldn't Laskowski again for hours!" I) None of the above. 

*Chapter 4*

"Well, how did it come out?" asked Stalwart. 

"We've got six votes for None of the Above, two didn't understand the question, and seventeen voted for Harold Stassen," said Resnick grimly. 

"Then we're back where we started?" asked Kinnison, choking back a manly little sob. 

"Not quite," said Resnick. "We got all the way up to Chapter 4 this time." 

"While you guys have been talking, I've been reading some market reports," said Wallbanger, "and I've come to the conclusion that a short story is just about the hardest thing to sell." 

"So what do you suggest?" asked Resnick. 

"A vignette." 

"A what?" 

"You know --a short-short story," replied Wallbanger. "They get rejected much faster. Why, you could get a rejection every four days with a vignette, whereas a short story might not be bounced more than once a month. As for a novel" --he shrugged disdainfully --"hell, it could take ten years to get turned down by everyone." 

"I don't know," said Resnick unhappily. "I sort of had my heart set on a rip-roaring space opera, with about 35 chapters, glittering with wit and action and a subtle sense of poetic tragedy." 

"Couldn't you condense it all into a vignette?" said Kinnison. "I'm exhausted. I don't think I could go through all this again." 

"Or maybe even a poem," suggested Stalwart hopefully. 

"Or a nasty book review," added Wallbanger. "There's a huge market for them, especially if you misuse a lot of five-syllable words. 

"No," said Kinnison decisively. "Let him stick with what he does best." 

"Right," said Resnick, sitting down at the word processor. 

*Chapter 1*

Call me Ishmael. 

_(for my friend and long-suffering editor, George Laskowski)_

--Mike Resnick

----------------------Visit www.fictionwise.com for information on additional titles by this and other authors. 
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