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The old Chinese curse says “May you live in interesting times,” and in that sense, we were lucky with 2006, since it was overall a relatively uneventful year (although there were a few things that might qualify as “interesting” in the way the curse intends).

The Time Warner Book Group was sold to Lagardère, parent company of Hachette Livre, which also owns Gollancz and Hodder &; Stoughton in the United Kingdom, and will now be known as Grand Central Publishing. There was good news and bad news about this for the SF field – the bad news was that Warner Aspect was phased out and folded into the general Warner line; the good news is that Hachette Book Group USA will launch a major new imprint called Orbit USA in 2007, overseen by Tim Holman, who is also publishing director of Orbit UK. Orbit USA intends to produce forty titles per year in hardcover and paperback, which could make the line a major player in the American SF scene. So this “interesting” event might turn out to be more positive than negative.

More solidly qualifying as “interesting,” two major bankruptcies shook the publishing world in 2006. American Marketing Services, the largest book distributor in the United States, went into Chapter 11 bankruptcy at the end of the year, leaving behind more than $200 million in debt, something that could have disastrous consequences for many publishers, especially the financially vulnerable small presses. Following the sudden death of publisher Byron Preiss in 2005, Byron Preiss Visual Publications and iBooks also declared bankruptcy and stopped publishing in early 2006, leaving a large number of already-published and yet-to-be-published SF titles in a legal limbo; the whole situation was complicated by the bankruptcy of American Marketing Services, referred to above, which was the parent company to Publishers Group West, the last distributor of iBooks. It may take years for any of this to be resolved, and ill effects may be rippling through the publishing world (not just the genre) for longer than that.

Much less “interesting,” pretty encouraging, in fact, was the founding of Solaris Books, a new SF imprint from BL Publishing (parent company of the Black Library, British publisher of gaming-related books), due to start up with an ambitious program in 2007. Wildside Press added fantasy romance imprint Juno Press in 2006 and announced plans to develop another new line under the Cosmos Books imprint in 2007 in partnership with Dorchester/Leisure. Gollancz will launch a new supernatural romance line in 2007.

Things were, alas, all too “interesting” in the troubled short fiction market, which suffered another bad year, with the circulation of many magazines continuing to fall – although there were also a few encouraging signs here and there, especially in the wider short fiction market that includes electronic online publications as well as print magazines.

The most recent incarnation of Amazing Stories, which had gone “on hiatus” fifteen months ago (almost always a bad sign) finally officially died in 2006. Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a 13 percent loss in overall circulation in 2006, with subscriptions dropping from 18,050 to 15,117, and newsstand sales dropping as well; sell-through remained steady at 29 percent. Asimov’s published good stories this year by Ian McDonald, Paolo Bacigalupi, Mary Rosenblum, Paul McAuley, Michael Swanwick, Jack Skillingstead, Bruce McAllister, Robert Reed, and others. Sheila Williams completed her second year as Asimov’s editor. Analog Science Fiction and Fact registered a 7.3 percent loss in overall circulation in 2006, with subscriptions dropping from 25,933 to 23,732, while newsstand sales dropped from 4,614 to 4,587; sell-through, however, rose from 30 percent to 32 percent. Analog published good work this year by John Barnes, Stephen Baxter, Rob Chilson, Carl Frederick, Brian Plante, and others. Stanley Schmidt has been editor there for twenty-seven years. The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, although it didn’t go up in circulation, managed to hold at almost the same level as last year, dropping less than 1 percent since 2005, with subscriptions dropping from 14,918 to 14,575, and newsstand sales declining from 3,822 to 3,691. This may not sound like much of an accomplishment, but to put it in perspective, since 2004, circulation at The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction has dropped 13.7 percent (only 1.9 percent of that taking place during the last two years), while circulation at Asimov’s Science Fiction dropped 45 percent during the same period (36.6 of that in the last two years) and at Analog Science Fiction and Fact, circulation dropped during the same period by 33.5 percent (15.5 percent of that in the last two years) – so that F&SF has at least been able to put the brakes on swiftly dropping circulation rates in a way that Asimov’s and Analog have so far not been able to; in today’s magazine market, that’ll count as good news! F&SF published good work this year by Peter S. Beagle, Daryl Gregory, Robert Reed, Matthew Hughes, Ysabeau S. Wilce, Geoff Ryman, Carolyn Ives Gilman, and others. The editor and publisher is Gordon Van Gelder. Circulation figures for Realms of Fantasy lag a year behind the other magazines, but their 2005 figures show them registering a 13 percent loss in overall circulation from 2004, with subscriptions dropping from 17,191 to 16,547, and newsstand sales dropping from 9,398 to 6,584 after two previous years in a row of newsstand gains, sell-through increased, from 20 percent to 29 percent. They published good stuff this year by Jay Lake and Ruth Nestvold, James Van Pelt, Richard Parks, Greg Van Eekhout, and others. Shawna McCarthy is the longtime editor.

Interzone, which had seemed on the brink of death just a couple of years ago, continued a strong recovery in 2006, publishing its scheduled six issues, and featuring strong fiction by Justin Stanchfield, Jamie Barras, Jay Lake, Elizabeth Bear, David Mace, Chris Beckett, Suzanne Palmer, and others. In its slick, large-size format, Interzone has also transformed itself into just about the best-looking SF magazine in the business, and, in fact, one of the most handsome SF magazines ever published. The editorial staff, supervised by publisher Andy Cox, includes Jetse de Vries, Andrew Hedgecock, David Mathew, Sandy Auden, and, most recently, Liz Williams. Circulation is in the 2,000-to-3,000 range.

These five magazines are usually thought of as the “professional” magazine market, although Interzone doesn’t qualify by SFWA’s definition because of its low rates and circulation – nobody can seriously attest that the magazine isn’t thoroughly professional, and even top-level professional, by any other standard, though, certainly by the quality of the fiction it produces.

None of these magazines should be counted out, but it’s clear that several of them – especially the so-called digest-sized magazines, although they have the compensating advantage of being cheap to produce – must be skating on the edge of profitability; fortunately, if you like to have a lot of professional-quality short SF and fantasy stories available to read every year, there is something you can do to help: subscribe.

It’s never been easier to subscribe to most of the genre magazines since you can now do it online with the click of a few buttons, without even a trip to the mailbox. In the Internet age, you can also subscribe from overseas just as easily as you can from the United States, something formerly difficult to impossible. Furthermore, Internet sites such as Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com), Magazines.com (www.magazines.com), and even Amazon.com sell subscriptions online, as well as electronic downloadable versions of many of the magazines to be read on your PDA or home computer, something becoming increasingly popular with the computer-savvy set. And, of course, you can still subscribe the old-fashioned way, by mail.

So I’m not only going to urge you to subscribe to one or more of these magazines now, while your money can still help to ensure their survival, I’m going to list both the Internet sites where you can subscribe online and the street addresses where you can subscribe by mail for each magazine: Asimov’s site is at www.asimovs.com; its subscription address is Asimov’s Science Fiction, Dell Magazines, 6 Prowitt Street, Norwalk, CT 06855 – $43.90 for an annual subscription in the U.S. Analog’s site is at www.analogsf.com; its subscription address is Analog Science Fiction and Fact, Dell Magazines, 6 Prowitt Street, Norwalk, CT 06855 – $43.90 for an annual subscription in the U.S. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is at www.sfsite.com/fsf; its subscription address is The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Spilogale, Inc., P.O. Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030 – $50.99 for an annual subscription in the U.S. Interzone can be subscribed to online at www.ttapress.com/onlinestore1.html; its subscription address is Interzone, TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, England, UK, $42 for a six-issue subscription, make checks payable to “TTA Press.” Realms of Fantasy’s site is at www.rofmagazine.com; its subscription address is Realms of Fantasy, Sovereign Media Co. Inc., P.O. Box 1623, Williamsport, PA 17703, $16.95 for an annual subscription in the U.S.

There are lots of print fiction magazines worth supporting other than just the “professional” magazines, though, including some that are totally professional when judged by the literary standards of the product they offer. 2004 saw two promising new publications, the British Postscripts and Argosy Magazine; after going through several distribution problems and changes in editorial staff, no issue of Argosy has been seen since early in 2005, and I begin to fear that this magazine is dead (subscribe at your own risk), but Postscripts, edited by Peter Crowther and Nick Gevers, had another strong year in 2006, featuring good work by Jack Dann, Michael Swanwick, Matthew Hughes, John Grant, Stephen Baxter, and others. Two new publications debuted in 2005, the e-magazine Æ on, which will be discussed below in the online section, and Subterranean, edited by William K. Schafer, which had a strong novella by Caitlin R. Kiernan and nice work by Jack McDevitt, Chris Roberson, Allen M. Steel, and others. (Subterranean will be phasing its print edition out in 2007, after an issue guest-edited by Ellen Datlow, and reinventing itself as an electronic magazine on the Subterranean Web site instead; issue 8 will be the last print edition, issue 7 will be the Darlow-edited issue.)

All these publications are capable of presenting work of professional quality, and frequently do, some of it by some of the top writers in the business.

Warren Lapine’s DNA Publications empire continues to unravel; last year, Weird Tales and the speculative poetry magazine Mythic Delirium were sold to other publishers; this year, editor Edward J. McFadden publicly and bitterly resigned as editor of Fantastic Stories of the Imagination, a decision based, in his words, “on the fact that DNA Publications, Inc. has not maintained a reasonable publishing schedule in some time” – all of which would seem to leave the future existence of that magazine in doubt. Neither Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, nor Dreams of Decadence have been seen in awhile, either, except as inclusions of stories from those magazine’s inventory in DNA’s newszine Chronicle, which itself was published only sporadically this year, and parted ways with news editor Ian Randall Strock. As reports are widespread from contributors, subscribers, and even some contributing editors (such as McFadden, above) that publisher Warren Lapine has become incommunicado, not returning messages or even phone calls, I don’t think I can in good faith continue to recommend DNA magazines to the readership; I’ll continue to list the subscription addresses, but be warned that if you subscribe, you do so at your own risk.

Weird Tales had seemed on the brink of death in 2005 as a DNA magazine, but has made a strong comeback since being sold to Wildside Press, publishing five of its scheduled six issues in 2006 and running good stuff by Tanith Lee, Brian Stableford, Greg Frost, Stephen Dedman, Richard A. Lupoff, and others. Toward the end of the year, Weird Tales announced a reorganization of its editorial staff, with John Betancourt returning to his duties as publisher, George Scithers becoming editor emeritus and continuing in an advisory position, and Darrell Schweitzer contributing a new movie-review column; the new fiction editor is Ann VanderMeer, former editor of The Silver Web. The magazine will also be getting a new logo and interior layout. Also from Wildside Press is the very promising new publication called Fantasy Magazine, edited by Sean Wallace, which managed three issues in their second year as (ostensibly) a “quarterly,” and published some nice stuff by Theodora Goss, Bruce McAllister, Aaron Schutz, Sandra McDonald, and others. The Wildside stable also contains H.P. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, which managed one issue this year (and which seems a bit redundant with Weird Tales also in the group; they need to somehow establish sharply different identities for these titles), and the non-genre Adventure Tales, which published one issue.

Paradox, edited by Christopher M. Cevasco, an “Alternate History” magazine that also publishes some straight historicals as well as AH stories with additional fantasy or SF elements, managed both scheduled issues this year, and featured good work by Sarah Monette, Richard Mueller, and others.

There’s also a raft of aesthetically similar “slipstream/fabulist” fiction magazines (very small-circulation magazines referred to as the “minuscule press,” by Locus editor Charles N. Brown), where the fiction is usually of professional-level quality – often by top professionals, in fact – but where you will rarely if ever find anything even remotely resembling core science fiction (or, most of the time, even genre fantasy). The flagship of the slipstream movement, and the inspiration/model for most of the others, Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant, published two issues this year; Electric Velocipede, edited by John Kilma, also published two issues, as did Flytrap, edited by Tim Pratt and Heather Shaw; Full Unit Hookup: A Magazine of Exceptional Literature, edited by Mark Rudolph, managed one issue. If there was an issue of Say . . . this year, I didn’t see it. The long-running The Third Alternative, perhaps the most respected of British semiprozines, edited by Interzone editor Andy Cox, probably belongs in this grouping somewhere (although it has a somewhat different flavor from the others, skewing more toward stylish bleak horror), but since they announced that they were going to change their name to Black Static, not an issue has been seen, under either title. Still, no doubt Andy Cox has had his hands full getting Interzone firmly up on its feet again, so let’s hope that we’ll be seeing the magazine again somewhere down the line.

Talebones, edited by Patrick and Honna Sweson (which also doesn’t quite fit in with the “minuscule press” group in flavor, being somewhat more oriented toward horror, genre fantasy, and SF and less toward slipstream than the others), survived a brush with death this year, published three issues (one arriving late enough to be held over for next year), and continued to feature interesting work by people such as James Van Pelt, Steven Mohan, Jr., and Don D’Amassa.

Below this level, a reliable professional level of quality becomes a bit harder to count on, but there’s still frequently good stuff to be found.

Turning to the longer-established fiction semiprozines, the Canadian On Spec, run by a collective under general editor Diane L. Walton, one of the longest-running of them all, published its four scheduled quarterly issues. Another Canadian magazine, Neo-opsis, edited by Karl Johanson, managed three out of four scheduled issues in 2006. Newcomer Apex Science Fiction and Horror Digest, edited by Jason Sizemore, published its four scheduled issues. Long-running semiprozine Space and Time almost died, but was reprieved by a last-minute sale to a new publisher. All five issues of the Australian Andromeda Spaceways In-flight Magazine, also run by a collective with a rotating staff of editors, appeared as scheduled. The long-running Australian zine Eidolon seems to have died (although the title was kept alive by an original anthology this year, see below). The other long-running Australian magazine, Aurealis, has seemed to be tottering on the brink of oblivion for some time now, with no issue seen in awhile, but I’m glad to say that it’s been revived, with a new issue under new editor Stuart Mayne reaching me just as I was typing up the final version of this summation; I’ll hold it over for consideration for next year, and the fact that Aurealis seems to be alive and viable again is good news for the field. I saw one issue of the Irish fiction semiprozine Albedo One this year, one of Tales of the Unanticipated, one of New Genre, two of Tales of the Talisman, and two of newcomer Fictitious Force (although they arrived late enough that I’ll consider them for next year). If there were copies of Black Gate, I didn’t see them, although reportedly a new issue will be along in March 2007.

Last year I wondered whether Jupiter was dead, but it’s still very much alive. Alchemy did die this year, though, after publishing a final issue. Artemis Magazine: Science and Fiction for a Space-Faring Society has also died, and although no official announcements have been made, I strongly suspect that Century, Orb, Altair, Terra Incognita, and Spectrum SF are also dead, to the point where I’m no longer going to bother to list subscription addresses for them.

With the possible implosion of Chronicle (I haven’t seen a copy in months), there’s not really much left of the critical magazine market, other than professional journals more aimed at academics than at the average reader. The sturdy survivors, both long-running and reliably published magazines, and both well worth reading, are Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Field, a multiple Hugo winner edited by Charles N. Brown and an indispensable source of information, news, and reviews for anyone interested in the science fiction field, and David G. Hartwell’s The New York Review of Science Fiction, which publishes eclectic and sometime quirky critical essays on a variety of academic and pop-culture subjects relating to the genre, as well as reading lists, letters, memoirs, and japes of various sorts.

Subscription addresses follow:

Postscripts, PS Publishing, Hamilton House, 4 Park Avenue, Harrogate HG2 9BQ, England, UK, published quarterly, £30 to £50 outside the UK (Postscripts can also be subscribed to online at www.pspublishing.co.uk/postscripts.asp); Subterranean, Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519, four-issue subscription (U.S.), $22, four-issue subscription (int’l), $36 (Subterranean can also be subscribed to online at www.subterraneanpress.com); Locus, The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $66 for a one-year first-class subscription, 12 issues; The New York Review of Science Fiction, Dragon Press, P.O. Box 78, Pleasantville, NY, 10570, $38 per year, make checks payable to “Dragon Press,” 12 issues; Black Static, TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs. CB6 2LB, England, UK, $36 for a six-issue subscription, checks made payable to “TTA Press”; Talebones, A Magazine of Science Fiction & Dark Fantasy, 5203 Quincy Ave SE, Auburn, WA 98092, $20 for four issues; Aurealis, P.O. Box 2164, Mount Waverley, VIC 3149, Australia (Web site: www.aurealis.com.au), $50 for a four-issue overseas airmail subscription; On Spec, The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, $24 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription; Neo-Opsis Science Fiction Magazine, 4129 Carey Rd., Victoria, BC, V8Z 4G5, $28 Canadian for a four-issue subscription; Albedo, Albedo One Productions, 2 Post Road, Lusk, Co. Dublin, Ireland; $39.50 for a four-issue airmail subscription, make checks payable to “Albedo One”; Tales of the Unanticipated, P.O. Box 8036, Lake Street Station, Minneapolis, MN 55408, $28 for a four-issue subscription (three or four years’ worth) in the U.S., $31 in Canada, $34 overseas; Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Avenue, Northampton, MA 01060, $16 for four issues; Say . . . , The Fortress of Worlds, P.O. Box 1304, Lexington, KY 40588-1304, $10 for two issues in the U.S. and Canada; Full Unit Hookup: A Magazine of Exceptional Literature, Conical Hats Press, 622 West Cottom Avenue, New Albany, IN 47150-5011, $12 for a three-issue subscription; Flytrap, Tropism Press, P.O. Box 13322, Berkeley, CA 94712-4222, $16 for four issues, checks to Heather Shaw; Electric Velocipede, Spilt Milk Press, P.O. Box 663, Franklin Park, NJ 08823, www.electricvelocipede.com, $15 for a four-issue subscription; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, P.O. Box 127, Belmont, Western Australia, 6984, www.andromedaspaceways.com, $35 for a one-year subscription; Tales of the Talisman, Hadrosaur Productions, P.O. Box 2194, Mesilla Park, NM 88047-2194, $24 for a four-issue subscription; Space and Time, The Magazine of Fantasy, Horror, and Science Fiction, 1380 Centennial Avenue, Ste. 101, Piscataway, NJ 08854, $10 for a one-year (two-issue) subscription; Black Gate, New Epoch Press, 815 Oak Street, St. Charles, IL 6017’4, $29.95 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription; Paradox, Paradox Publications, P.O. Box 22897, Brooklyn, NY 11202-2897, $25 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription, checks or U.S. postal money orders should be made payable to Paradox, can also be ordered online at www.paradoxmag.com; Fantasy Magazine, Wildside Press, Sean Wallace, 9710 Traville Gateway Drive, #234, Rockville, MD 20850, annual subscription – four issues – $20 in the U.S., $25 Canada and overseas; Weird Tales, Wildside Press, 9710 Traville Gateway Drive, #234, Rockville, MD 20850, annual subscription – four issues – $24 in the U.S., HP. Lovecraft’s Magazine of Horror, Wildside Press, 9710 Traville Gateway Drive, #234, Rockville, MD 20850, annual subscription – four issues – $19.95 in the U.S.; Fictitious Force, Jonathan Laden, 1024 Hollywood Avenue, Silver Spring, MD 20904, $16 for four issues; Apex Science Fiction and Horror Digest, Apex Publications, 4629 Riverman Way, Lexington, KY 40515, $18 for a one-year (four-issue) subscription; Jupiter, 19 Bedford Road, Yeovil, Somerset, BA21 5UG, UK, £10 for four issues; New Genre, P.O. Box 270092, West Hartford, CT 06127, couldn’t find any specific subscription information in the magazine itself, but check www.new-genre.com for details; Argosy Magazine, Coppervale International, P.O. Box 1421, Taylor, Arizona, 85939, $49.95 for a six-issue subscription; Absolute Magnitude, The Magazine of Science Fiction Adventures, Dreams of Decadence, Chronicle – all available from DNA Publications, P.O. Box 2988, Radford, VA 24142-2988, all available for $16 for a one-year subscription, although you can get a group subscription to four DNA fiction magazines for $60 a year, with Chronicle $45 a year (12 issues), all checks payable to “D.N.A. Publications.”

Actually, if you were looking for good stories this year, especially for good core science fiction, outside of the major professional magazines, you were probably better off turning to the increasingly important Internet scene than to the original anthology market. The online magazine Jim Baen’s Universe (www.baensuniverse.com) made a very strong debut this year (sadly, and ironically, the same year that its founder died), publishing some of the year’s best science fiction by Cory Doctorow, Gregory Benford, Jay Lake and Ruth Nestvold, and John Barnes, as well as good stuff by Lawrence Person, Charles Stross, Garth Nix, and others, and strong fantasy stories by John Barnes, Elizabeth Bear, Eric Witchery, Marissa Lingen, and others. Eric Flint has been the editor, and although he’ll stay on to supervise, early in 2007 it was announced that Mike Resnick will take over as managing editor, probably a good sign since Resnick is one of the shrewdest professionals in the business. It’s too early to say whether Jim Baen’s Universe will ultimately be commercially successful enough to be viable, but I’ve got my fingers crossed for it, since it’s an extremely important new market. Another newly launched online magazine, Orson Scott Card’s InterGalactic Medicine Show (www.intergalacticmedicineshow.com), has not as yet been as impressive, although it may now be beginning to hit its stride under the leadership of new editor Edmund Schubert, publishing good stuff by Tim Pratt and Card himself. Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com), one of the longest-established fiction sites on the Internet, had a good year, publishing strong work by Benjamin Rosenbaum, A. M. Dellamonica, Sarah Monette, Jamie Barras, Elizabeth Bear, and others, as did another newish electronic magazine (which is available for download through subscription rather than being directly accessible online), Æon (www.aeonmagazine.com), where good work by Elizabeth Bear and Sarah Monette, Daniel Marcus, Ken Scholes, Jay Lake, Bruce McAllister, and others appeared. (Being a grumpy old dinosaur, I still would be happier if markets such as Æon and Strange Horizons and print magazines such as Postscripts published less slipstream/surrealism and horror and more actual science fiction, but discounting the genre classification issue, the quality of the stories themselves is usually quite high in all of them.) Remember that Subterranean (http://subterraneanpress.com) is in the process of converting itself to an online e-magazine, with a novella by Lucius Shepard already up and available to be read on the site; there’ll be more stuff there as the year progresses and as the print version is gradually phased out. Two new e-zines dedicated to publishing eccentric, offbeat, and “controversial” work that the regular genre markets are supposedly too timid to accept appeared this year, and each produced its first two issues, William Sanders’s Helix (www.helixsf.com), which produced good stuff by Peg Robinson, Janis Ian, Beth Bernobich, Sanders himself, and others, and Rudy Rucker’s Flurb (www.flurb.net), which had one of the year’s best stories, by Cory Doctorow, as well as good stuff by Terry Bisson, Richard Kadrey, Charles Stross, Paul Di Filippo, Rucker himself, and others. New site Clarkesworld Magazine (www.clarkesworldmagazine.com) has to date published mostly fantasy, and rather sexually explicit fantasy at that, but is attracting high-level professional writers and is another site to watch. The SF stories published in the Australian science magazine Cosmos, selected by fiction editor Damien Broderick, are now also available online at the Cosmos site (www.cosmos-magazine.com). Then there are the online equivalents of the print “minuscule press” slipstream magazines, sites that often publish fiction of high professional quality, although only rarely any core science fiction: Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com), Fortean Bureau – A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (www.forteanbureau.com/index.html), Abyss and Apex: A Magazine of Speculative Fiction (www.abyssandapex.com); Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com); Futurismic (www.futurismic.com/fiction/index.html), Lone Star Stories (http://literary.erictmarin.com); Chiaroscura (http://chizine.com); and the somewhat less slipstreamish Bewildering Stories (www.bewilderingstories.com).

Oceans of the Mind, another solid e-magazine, unfortunately went “on hiatus” this year, probably never to return. The Infinite Matrix (www.infinitematrix.net) remains dead, alas, but the corpse continues to twitch in its coffin, with new content still being posted from time to time, including an alternate history story by Andy Hooper in 2006 and a major novella by Cory Doctorow in early 2007.

Many good reprint SF and fantasy stories can also be found on the Internet. Sites where reprint stories can be accessed for free include the British Infinity Plus (www.users.zetnet.co.uk/iplus), which has a wide selection of good-quality reprint stories, in addition to biographical and bibliographical information, book reviews, interviews, and critical essays; Strange Horizons; and most of the sites that are associated with existing print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, which have extensive archives of material, both fiction and nonfiction, previously published by the print versions of the magazines, and which regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues. Even sites such as SCI FICTION (www.scifi.com/scifiction) and The Infinite Matrix, which are ostensibly dead, have substantial archives of past material that you can access. A large selection of novels and a few collections can be accessed for free, to be either downloaded or read on-screen, at the Baen Free Library (www.baen.com/library).

For a small fee, though, an even greater range of reprint stories becomes available. Perhaps the best such site is Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com), where you can buy downloadable e-books and stories to read on your PDA or home computer, in addition to individual stories, you can also buy “fiction bundles” here, which amount to electronic collections; as well as a selection of novels in several different genres, and you can also subscribe to downloadable versions of several of the SF magazines here, in a number of different formats. A similar site is ElectricStory (www.electricstory.com); here, in addition to the downloadable stuff (both stories and novels) you can buy, you can also access for free movie reviews by Lucius Shepard, articles by Howard Waldrop, and other critical material.

There are also many general genre-related sites of interest to be found on the Internet, sites that publish reviews, interviews, critical articles, and genre-oriented news of various kinds. Perhaps the most valuable genre-oriented site on the entire Internet is Locus Online (http://www.locusmag.com), the online version of the newsmagazine Locus, an indispensable site that is not only often the first place in the genre to find fast-breaking news, but a place where you can access an incredible amount of information, including book reviews, critical lists, obituary lists, links to reviews and essays appearing outside the genre, and links to extensive database archives such as the Locus Index to Science Fiction and the Locus Index to Science Fiction Awards. Other essential sites include: Science Fiction Weekly (www.scifi.com/sfw), more media-and-gaming oriented than Locus Online, but still featuring news and book reviews, as well as regular columns by John Clute, Michael Cassut, and Wil McCarthy; Tangent Online (www. tangentonline.com), one of the few places on the Internet where you can access a lot of short fiction reviews; Best SF (www.bestsf.net), another great review site, and one of the other few places that makes any attempt to regularly review short fiction venues; SFRevu (www.sfrevu.com), a review site that specializes in media and novel reviews; the SF Site (www.sfsite.com), which not only features an extensive selection of reviews of books, games, magazines, interviews, critical retrospective articles, letters, and so forth, plus a huge archive of past reviews; but also serves as host site for the Web pages of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction and Interzone; SFF NET (www.sff.net), which features dozens of home pages and “newsgroups” for SF writers; the Science Fiction & Fantasy Writers of America page (www.sfwa.org), where news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; The Internet Review of Science Fiction (www.irosf.com), which features both short fiction reviews and novel reviews, as well as critical articles, Green Man Review (www.greenmanreview.com), another valuable review site; The Agony Column (http://trashotron.com/agony), media and book reviews and interviews; SFFWorld (www.sffworld.com), more literary and media reviews; SFReader (www.sfreader.com), which features reviews of SF books, and SFWatcher (www.sfwatcher.com), which features reviews of SF movies; newcomer SFScope (www.sfscope.com), edited by former Chronicle news editor Ian Randal Strock, which concentrates on SF and writing business news; SciFiPedia (http://scifipedia.scifi.com), a wiki-style genre-oriented online encyclopedia; and Speculations (www.speculations.com), a long-running site that dispenses writing advice and writing-oriented news and gossip (although to access most of it, you’ll have to subscribe to the site). Multiple Hugo winner David Langford’s online version of his funny and iconoclastic fanzine Ansible is available at http://news.ansible.co.uk, and SF-oriented radio plays and podcasts can also be accessed at Audible (www.audible.com) and Beyond 2000 (www.beyond2000.com).

There were a number of good, solid, worth-your-money anthologies in both SF and fantasy this year, although no one volume in either genre that was strong enough to clearly establish dominance.

The two strongest contenders for the title of best original SF anthology of the year both had the same title, oddly enough. Of the two, Forbidden Planets (DAW), edited by Peter Crowther, probably has a slight edge, with a number of strong stories, although several of them are slightly handicapped, in my opinion, by directly referencing the 1956 movie of the same title as either homage or parody – potentially a weakness for a generation of readers who might not even have seen it. Still, there is fine stuff here by Alastair Reynolds, Paul Di Filippo, Ian McDonald, Paul McAuley, Matthew Hughes, Stephen Baxter, and others. The year’s other Forbidden Planets anthology, this one a Science Fiction Book Club original edited by Marvin Kaye, is considerably more straightforward and less postmodern, dealing with the theme in general terms rather than tying it specifically to the movie, with no elements of satire or homage. The best stories here is by Robert Reed, but there are also strong stories by Allen M. Steele, Nancy Kress, Jack McDevitt, Alan Dean Foster, and Julie E. Czerneda. Perhaps our expectations were too high, but Futureshocks (Roc), edited by Lou Anders, whose Live Without a Net had been the best original SF anthology of 2003, was a bit of a disappointment when compared with that earlier anthology; it’s still a good, solid anthology, well worth reading, but somehow few of the stories here, although competent and entertaining, rise to really first-rate, award-quality levels. The best story here, by a fair margin, is by Robert Charles Wilson, but there is also good work by Paul Melko, Caitlin R. Kiernan, Howard V. Hendrix, Chris Roberson, Sean McMullen, and others. The Mammoth Book of Extreme SF (Carroll &;Graf), edited by Mike Ashley, is mostly a reprint anthology (and a very good one, too, featuring strong reprints from Ian McDonald, Greg Egan, Theodore Sturgeon, James Patrick Kelly, Alastair Reynolds, Harlan Ellison, and others), but it does also feature good original stories by Stephen Baxter, Robert Reed, and Jerry Oltion, with the Baxter in particular being one of the year’s best. Millennium 3001 (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Russell Davis, is a cut above the average Greenberg original anthology; no award winners, but satisfying work by Keith Ferrell and Jack Dann, Brian Stableford, Allen M. Steele, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and others. Cosmic Cocktails (DAW), edited by Denise Little, is pleasant but minor, a collection of funny SF stories about bars, a curious subgenre that surfaces every once in awhile (I wrote one myself once).

Noted without comment are One Million A.D. (SFBC), edited by Gardner Dozois, another collection of original novellas from the SF Book Club, and Escape from Earth: New Adventures in Space (SFBC), an original Young Adult SF anthology edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois.

A number of good novellas were published as individual chapbooks this year as well. The best was probably Julian: A Christmas Story, by Robert Charles Wilson, from PS Publishing, but PS also published first-rate novellas such as The Voyage of Night Shining White, by Chris Roberson, Flavors of My Genius, by Robert Reed, On the Overgrown Path, by David Herter, and Christmas Inn, by Gene Wolfe. Subterranean Press brought out A Soul in a Bottle, by Tim Powers and Missile Gap, by Charles Stross. Sandstone Press brought out The Highway Men, by Ken MacLeod. Many short-story collections are publishing heretofore unpublished work these days; this was particularly true of Alastair Reynold’s two collections, Galactic North and Zima Blue and Other Stories, but also true of a number of other collections, including Elizabeth Bear’s The Chains That You Refuse, Kage Baker’s Dark Mondays, and Stephen Baxter’s Resplendent.

And SF stories continued to be found in unlikely places, including, again this year, a series of short-shorts by big-name authors such as Ian R. Macleod, Cory Doctorow, Eileen Gunn, and David Marusek in nearly every issue of the science magazine Nature, as well as a series of shorts by authors such as Pamela Sargent, Chris Lawson, and Jay Lake appearing in the recently launched Australian science magazine Cosmos. Good genre stories (fantasy if not SF) also appeared this year as far afield as The New Yorker and the British newspaper The Guardian.

Coming up next year are the debuts of three projected annual original anthology series: The Solaris Book of New Science Fiction (Solaris), edited by George Mann, Fast Forward 1: Future Fiction from the Cutting Edge (Pyr), edited by Lou Anders, and Eclipse: New Science Fiction and Fantasy (Night Shade Books), edited by Jonathan Strahan. If even one of these series succeeds in establishing itself, it should brighten up the original anthology scene considerably, and even if none of them does, the debut volumes should at least make 2007’s SF anthology market more interesting.

There were some good original fantasy anthologies out in 2006, as well as a number of slipstream/fabulist/New Weird/whatever-we’re-calling-it-this-year anthologies – appropriately enough, the distinction between the fantasy anthologies and the slipstream anthologies was sometimes a bit blurry, since most of the fantasy anthologies had at least a few slipstreamish stories in them, although you could usually get perhaps arbitrary feeling for which category the anthology generally belonged in. On the more-fantasy-than-slipstream side, it was difficult to pick a clear favorite from among several good anthologies that were similar in tone and literary ambition, but I think I would give Salon Fantastique (Thunder’s Mouth), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, a slight edge over Firebirds Rising (Firebird), edited by Sharyn November, although it’s close and both have lots of good stuff: by Peter S. Beagle, Jeffery Ford, Delia Sherman, Lucius Shepard, Paul Di Filippo, Christopher Barzak, and others in Salon Fantastique, and in Firebirds Rising (which can also be considered a Young Adult anthology, probably more so than Salon Fantastique, and has a few science fiction stories in it as well, although they’re not among the strongest stories in the book), there’s good material by Kelly Link, Emma Bull, Patricia McKillip, Ellen Klages, Tamora Pierce, and others. Also similar in tone and attack, although with perhaps more (and edgier) slipstream material in it, is Eidolon 1 (Wildside), edited by Jonathan Strahan and Jeremy G. Byrne, which featured strong stories by Tim Pratt, Holly Phillips, Eleanor Arnason, Hal Duncan, Margo Lanagan, Lucy Susex, and others. Slewing even more to the slipstream side of the Force is Twenty Epics (All Star), edited by David Moles and Susan Marie Groppi. In spite of its promise to provide concise, compact “epics” of storytelling that don’t sprawl into multivolume fantasy “trilogies,” some of the stories here are too self-consciously clever and postmodern to really deliver successfully on that promise; there are other stories here, though, that come a lot closer to living up to the theme, including stuff by Benjamin Rosenbaum, Christopher Rowe, Alan Deniro, K. D. Wentworth, and others. Swinging to the year’s batch of unambiguously slipstream/fabulist/New Weird anthologies, the strongest, in terms of literary quality, is probably Polyphony 6 (Wheatland Press), edited by Deborah Layne and Jay Lake, with good stuff by Richard Wadholm, Robert Reed, Tim Pratt, Pamela Sargent, Paul M. Berger, Esther Friesner, Anna Tambour, and others. A bit more opaque, and a bit too aggressively postmodern for my taste, is ParaSpheres: Extending Beyond the Spheres of Literary and Genre Fiction, Fabulist and New Wave Fabulist Stories (Omnidawn), edited by Rusty Morrison and Ken Keegan, although it does have some good stuff in it, including reprints by Ursula K. Le Guin, Alasdair Gray, Kim Stanley Robinson, and others, and good original works by L. Timmel Duchamp, Jeff VanderMeer, Anna Tambour, and others. As for how it functions as part of the continuing effort at canon-forming and definition within the emerging slipstream/fabulist genre, it seems to be a bit of a grab bag, with no really clear argument emerging from its pages, as far as I can tell, anyway. It’s hard to see any real reason other than editorial caprice, for instance, for including Le Guin’s “The Birthday of the World” or Kim Stanley Robinson’s “The Lucky Strike,” SF stories that were originally published as such in SF markets. The mostly reprint Feeling Very Strange: The Slipstream Anthology (Tachyon), edited by James Patrick Kelly and John Kessel, tackles the (perhaps doomed) effort to draw the boundaries of this very slippery subgenre in a much more rigorous and logical fashion, and perhaps does as good a job as anyone is likely to do of pinning down things that by their very nature are designed not to be easily pinned down (not that it will settle any arguments, of course; in fact, if anything, it’s likely to pour gasoline on the flames). Slipstreams (DAW), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and John Helfers, does an unconvincing job of assembling a slipstream anthology, as if the editors aren’t really sure what slipsteam is, and the stories are no more than average/mediocre at best. Jabberwocky 2 (Prime), edited by Sean Wallace, features mostly poetry, but does have original stories by Holly Phillips, Richard Parks, and others.

Pleasant but minor original fantasy anthologies this year included Children of Magic (DAW), by Martin H. Greenberg and Kerrie Hughes, Fantasy Gone Wrong (DAW), by Martin H. Greenberg and Brittiany A. Koren, My Big Fat Supernatural Wedding (St. Martin’s Griffin), edited by P. N. Elrod, and The Magic Toybox (DAW) and Hags, Sirens and Other Bad Girls of Fantasy (DAW), both edited by Denise Little. An oddball item, stories inspired by “Furry Fandom,” whose members like to dress up as furry animals, is Furry Fantastic (DAW), edited by Jean Rabe and Brian M. Thomsen.

The year also featured a slew of original anthologies from very small presses, most of which will have to be mail-ordered, as they probably won’t be available in most bookstores, perhaps even in specialty SF bookstores. Cross Plains Universe: Texans Celebrate Robert E. Howard (MonkeyBrains), edited by Scott A. Cupp and Joe R. Lansdale, is at its least successful when its authors are attempting direct Conan pastiches, at its most successful when the authors put a bit of distance between themselves and honoree Robert E. Howard, so that the best stories are those by writers such as Neal Barrett Jr., Lawrence Person, Gene Wolfe, Carrie Richerson, Mark Finn, Howard Waldrop, and others who find a different perspective from which to tackle the anthology’s subject matter instead of just churning out Conan imitations. A similar “retro-pulp” feel is to be found in the aptly named Retro Pulp Tales (Subterranean), edited by Joe R. Lansdale, with good stuff by Alex Irvine, Al Sarrantonio, Kim Newman, and others. As with Cross Plains Universe, the least successful stories in Space Cadets (Scifi, Inc.), edited by Mike Resnick, are those that take the theme the most literally, producing jokey homages or satires of either the old Tom Corbett, Space Cadet television show or the Heinlein juvenile Space Cadet on which it was loosely based, while the most successful stories are by authors such as David Gerrold, Connie Willis, and Larry Niven, who stretch the ostensible theme as far as it will go. Golden Age SF: Tales of a Bygone Future (Hadley Rille Books), edited by Eric T. Reynolds, has the somewhat dubious premise of getting today’s authors to write “new” Golden Age stories, stories written in the spirit of SF’s so-called Golden Age that look ahead not to the real future but to the “bygone future” that SF writers were dreaming about in the fifties; Justin Stanchfield, G. David Nordley, Terry Bisson, and Stephen Baxter actually manage to do a reasonable job of it. Sex in the System (Prime), edited by Cecilia Tan, mixes eroticism and SF in a playful manner, while the much more serious-minded The Future Is Queer (Arsenal Pulp Press), edited by Richard Labonte and Lawrence Schimel, examines the roles that gay men, lesbians, and transgenders might play in future societies, with the best stories being provided by Candas Jane Dorsey, L. Timmel Duchamp, Hiromi Goto, and Rachel Pollack. The earnest Jigsaw Nation: Science Fiction Stories of Secession (Spyre Books), edited by Edward J. McFadden III and E. Sedia, conceived right after the presidential election of 2004, provides one angry and/or despairing story after another about the division of the country into blue states and red states and how this will eventually lead to the sundering of the union and usually to police states and concentration camps. While this may have provided some useful venting for its authors, it’s preaching to the choir, as far as blue state readers are concerned, and its rather cartoonish nightmares are not going to sway either red staters or those sitting somewhere on the political fence; best work here is by Paul Di Filippo, Michael Jasper, and Ruth Nestvold and Jay Lake. Elemental: The Tsunami Relief Anthology (Tor), edited by Steve Savile and Alethea Kontis, whose proceeds are being donated, admirably enough, to relief efforts to aid the victims of the Asian tsunami, is a well-intentioned and worthwhile project, one worth spending money on just to help out, but the stories, for the most part, are not particularly memorable; the best work here is by Joe Haldeman, Brian W. Aldiss, Syne Mitchell, and Larry Niven. Talking Back (Aqueduct Press), edited by L. Timmel Duchamp, is an anthology of “epistolary fantasies,” letters to dead people written by living authors, including Eileen Gunn and Carol Emshwiller.

There were two regional Australian anthologies this year, Agog! Ripping Reads (Agog! Press), edited by Cat Sparks, and The Outcast: An Anthology of Strangers and Exiles (CSFG Publishing), edited by Nicole R. Murphy, but I missed them and will hold consideration of stories from them over until next year. The new Canadian anthology Tesseracts 10 (Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy), edited by Edo Van Belkom and Robert Charles Wilson, also crossed my desk too late for my deadline, and I’ll hold it over until next year, too.

There were two cross-genre anthologies this year, both crosses with romance: The Best New Paranormal Romance (Juno), edited by Paula Guran, and Dates from Hell (Avon), a collection of four paranormal romance novellas by Kim Harrison, Lynsay Sands, Kelley Armstrong, and Lori Handeland. A shared-world anthology of sorts was 1634: The Ram Rebellion (Baen), edited by Eric Flint and Virginia DeMarce.

As usual, novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents, was featured in L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume XXII (Galaxy), edited by Algis Budrys.

I don’t follow horror closely anymore, but there, as far as I could tell, the prominent original anthologies of the year included Hardboiled Cthulhu: Two-Fisted Tales of Tentacled Terror (Dimensions Books), edited by James Arnbuehl, and a tribute anthology to Joe R. Lansdale, Joe R. Lansdale’s Lords of the Razor (Subterranean), edited by Bill Sheehan and William Schafer. Many of the anthologies already mentioned, including Retro Pulp Tales, Cross Plains Universe, Salon Fantastique, Eidolon 1, Firebirds Rising, and so forth, and even some of the SF anthologies, will also contain horror stories of one degree or another of horrificness.

(Finding individual pricings for all of the items from small presses mentioned in the summation has become too time-intensive, and since several of the same small presses publish anthologies, novels, and short-story collections, it seems silly to repeat addresses for them in section after section. Therefore, I’m going to attempt to list here, in one place, all the addresses for small presses that have books mentioned here or there in the summation, whether from the anthologies section, the novel section, or the short-story collection section, and, where known, their Web site addresses. That should make it easy enough for the reader to look up the individual price of any book mentioned that isn’t from a regular trade publisher; such books are less likely to be found in your average bookstore, or even in a chain superstore, and so will probably have to be mail-ordered. Some publishers seem to sell only online, through their Web sites, so Google the name of the publisher or the title of the book if all else fails. Many books, even from some of the smaller presses, are also available through Amazon.com.

Addresses: PS Publishing, Grosvener House, 1 New Road, Hornsea, West Yorkshire, HU18 1PG, England, UK www.pspublishing.co.uk; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802, www.goldengryphon.com; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0809, www.nesfa.org; Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519, www.subterraneanpress.com; Old Earth Books, P.O. Box 19951, Baltimore, MD 21211-0951, www.oldearth-books.com; Tachyon Press, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107, www.tachyonpublications.com; Night Shade Books, 1470 NW Saltzman Road, Portland, OR 97229, www.nightshadebooks.com; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901, www.galegroup.com/fivestar; Wheatland Press, P.O. Box 1818, Wilsonville, OR 97070, www.wheatlandpress.com; All-Star Stories, see contact information for Wheatland Press; Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060, www.smallbeerpress.com; Locus Press, P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661; Crescent Books, Mercat Press Ltd., 10 Coates Crescent, Edinburgh, Scotland EH3 7AL, www.mercatpress.com; Wildside Press/Cosmos Books/Borgo Press, P.O. Box 301, Holicong, PA 18928-0301, or go to www.wildside-press.com for pricing and ordering; Thunder’s Mouth, 245 West 17th St., 11th flr., New York, NY 10011-5300, www.thundersmouth.com; Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy Publishing, Inc. and Tesseract Books, Ltd., P.O. Box 1714, Calgary, Alberta, T2P 2L7, Canada, www.edgewebsite.com; Aqueduct Press, P.O. Box 95787, Seattle, WA 98145-2787, www.aqueductpress.com; Phobos Books, 200 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10003, www.phobosweb.com; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave. SE, Auburn, WA 98092, www.fairwood-press.com; BenBella Books, 6440 N. Central Expressway, Suite 508, Dallas, TX 75206, www.benbellabooks.com; Darkside Press, 13320 27th Ave. NE, Seattle, WA 98125, www.darksidepress.com; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd., Suite 35, Royal Oak, MI 48073-1239, www.haffnerpress.com; North Atlantic Press, P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701; Prime, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735, www.primebooks.net; MonkeyBrain Books, 11204 Crossland Drive, Austin, TX 78726, www.monkeybrainbooks.com; Wesleyan University Press, University Press of New England, Order Dept., 37 Lafayette St., Lebanon NH 03766-1405, www.wesleyan.edu/wespress; Agog! Press, P.O. Box U302, University of Wollongong, NSW 2522, Australia, www.uow.edu.au/~rhood/agogpress; MirrorDanse Books, P.O. Box 3542, Parramatta, NSW 2124, Australia, www.tabula-rasa.info/MirrorDanse; Arsenal Pulp Press, 200-341 Water Street, Vancouver, BC, Canada V6B 1B8, www.arsenalpulp.com; Elder Signs Press/Dimensions Books, order through www.dimensionsbooks.com; Spyre Books, P.O. Box 3005, Radford, VA 24143; SCIFI, Inc., P.O. Box 8442, Van Nuys, CA 91409-8442; Omnidawn Publishing, order through www.omnidawn.com; CSFG, Canberra Speculative Fiction Guild, www.csfg.org.au/publishing/anthologies/the_outcast; Hadley Rille Books, via www.hadleyrillebooks.com; ISFiC Press, 707 Sapling Lane, Deerfield, IL 60015-3969, or www.isficpress.com; DreamHaven Books, 912 West Lake Street, Minneapolis, MN 55408, www.dreamhavenbooks.com; Suddenly Press, via suddenlypress @yahoo.com; Sandstone Press, P.O. Box 5725, One High St., Dingwall, Ross-shire, IV15 9WJ, UK; Tropism Press, via www.tropismpress.com; SF Poetry Association/Dark Regions Press,
www.sfpoetry.com, checks to Helena Bell, SFPA Treasurer, 1225 West Freeman St., Apt. 12, Carbondale, IL 62401; DH Press, via diamondbookdistributors.com.

Once again in 2006, there were more good SF and fantasy novels (to say nothing of hard-to-classify hybrids) than any one person could possibly read, unless they made a full-time job of doing nothing else.

According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,495 books “of interest to the SF field,” both original and reprint (but not counting “media tie-in novels,” gaming novels, novelizations of genre movies, print-on-demand novels, or novels offered as downloads on the Internet – all of which would swell the total by hundreds if counted) published in 2006, down 1 percent from 2,516 titles in 2005, the second year in a row of a 1 percent loss after several years of record increases. (This still leaves the number of “books of interest” more or less in the same ballpark in which it’s been for several years now. To put these figures in some historical perspective, there were 2,158 books published in 2001, and only 1,927 books as recently as 2000, so things haven’t changed much.) Original books were up by 3 percent to 1,520 from last year’s total of 1,469, a new record. Reprint books were down by 7 percent to 975 from last year’s total of 1,047. The number of new SF novels was down by 14 percent to a total of 223 as opposed to last year’s total of 258. The number of new fantasy novels was up by 12 percent to 463 as opposed to last year’s total of 414, another new high. Horror, recovering from its slump in the nineties, was up 28 percent to 271 as opposed to last year’s total of 212; as recently as 2002, the horror total was only 112. (Some of the increase in horror and fantasy may be accounted for by the surge in “paranormal romances,” which are being generated more by the romance industry than the SF/fantasy/horror industry.)

Busy with all the reading I have to do at shorter lengths, I didn’t have time to read many novels myself this year, so, as usual, I’ll limit myself to mentioning that novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2006 include:

Rainbows End (Tor), by Vernor Vinge; Blindsight (Tor), by Peter Watts; Glasshouse (Ace), by Charles Stross; Horizons (Tor), by Mary Rosenblum; Nova Swing (Gollancz), by M. John Harrison; Matriarch (Eos), by Karen Traviss; Soldier of Sidon (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; The Tourmaline (Tor), by Paul Park; Carnival (Bantam Spectra), by Elizaberth Bear; The Voyage of the Sable Keech (Tor UK), by Neal Asher; Sun of Suns (Tor), Karl Schroeder; Pretender (DAW), by C. J. Cherryh; Majestrum (Night Shade), by Matthew Hughes; Trial of Flowers (Night Shade), by Jay Lake; The Armies of Memory (Tor), by John Barnes; Emperor (Ace), by Stephen Baxter; Eifelheim (Tor), by Michael Flynn; Keeping It Real (Pyr), by Justina Robson; The Virtu (Ace), by Sarah Monette; The Jennifer Morgue (Golden Gryphon), by Charles Stross; Polity Agent (Tor UK), by Neal Asher; The Privilege of the Sword (Bantam Spectra), by Ellen Kushner; The Last Witchfinder (Morrow), by James Morrow; Fugitives of Chaos (Tor), by John C. Wright; End of the World Blues (Bantam Spectra), by Jon Courtenay Grimwood; Genetopia (Pyr), by Keith Brooke; The Demon and the City (Night Shade), by Liz Williams; Mathematicians in Love (Tor), by Rudy Rucker; Three Days to Never (Morrow), by Tim Powers; Predor Moon (Night Shade), by Neal Asher; Voidfarer (Tor), by Sean McMullen; A Dirty Job (Morrow), by Christopher Moore; Idolon (Bantam Spectra), by Mark Budz; Solstice Wood (Ace), by Patricia A. McKillip; Farthing (Tor), by Jo Walton; and Lisey’s Story (Hodder &; Stoughton), by Steven King.

The first novels that drew the most attention this year were probably The Green Glass Sea (Firebird), by Ellen Klages and A Shadow in Summer (Tor), by Daniel Abraham. Other first novels this year included: Summer of the Apocalypse (Edgewood Press), by James Van Pelt; Temeraire (Del Rey), by Naomi Novik; The Burning Girl (Prime), by Holly Phillips; Crystal Rain (Tor), by Tobias Buckell; Scar Night (Bantam Spectra), by Alan Campbell; The Patron Saint of Plagues (Bantam Spectra), by Barth Anderson; The Stolen Child (Doubleday), by Keith Donohue; Half Life (HarperCollins), by Shelly Jackson; The Lies of Locke Lamora (Bantam Spectra), by Scott Lynch; and In the Eye of Heaven (Tor), by David Keck.

There were also, as usual these days, some books with strong genre elements by established mainstream writers, including Against the Day (Penguin), by Thomas Pynchon and The Road (Picador), by Cormac McCarthy.

These lists do contain fantasy novels and odd genre-mixing hybrids that dance somewhere on the border between SF and fantasy, but in spite of the frequently heard complaint that fantasy has “driven” SF off the bookstore shelves, there is still plenty of good solid unambiguous center-core SF here, including the Vinge, the Watts, the Rosenblum, the Schroeder, the Stross, the Ashers, the Flynn, the Harrison, the Baxter, and many others.

Tor had a great year this year, and Ace did pretty well, too. Novels released by small presses such as Night Shade, Golden Gryphon, and Subterranean, a relatively new phenomenon (most such presses had concentrated on short-story collections until fairly recently) are also increasingly becoming a part of the scene.

This is the best time in decades to find reissued editions of formerly long-out-of-print novels, so you should try to pick them up while you can. Even discounting print-on-demand books from places such as Wildside Press, and the availability of out-of-print books as electronic downloads on Internet sources such as Fictionwise, and through reprints issued by The Science Fiction Book Club, there’re so many titles coming back into print these days, that it’s become difficult to produce an exhaustive list of such titles; therefore I’ll just list some of the more prominent reprints from trade print publishers and small presses that caught my eye this year. Tor reissued: Time for the Stars, by Robert A. Heinlein, Space Cadet, by Robert A. Heinlein, The Witling, by Vernor Vinge, Ender’s Game, by Orson Scott Card, The Prestige, by Christopher Priest, An Old Friend of the Family, by Fred Saberhagen, and In the Garden of Iden, by Kage Baker; Orb reissued: Mindswap, by Robert Sheckley, Treason, by Orson Scott Card, A Fire in the Sun, by George Alec Effinger, The Exile Kiss, by George Alec Effinger; Brokedown Palace, by Steven Brust, and Brother to Dragons, Companion to Owls, by Jane Lindskold; Ace reissued: The Ophiuchi Hotline and Titan, both by John Varley, and Starship Troopers, by Robert A. Heinlein; Del Rey reissued: Red Planet, by Robert A. Heinlein and The Book of Skulls, by Robert Silverberg; Eos reissued: A Canticle for Leibowitz, by Walter M. Miller, Jr.; BenBella reissued: Star Smashers of the Galaxy Rangers, by Harry Harrison; Night Shade Books reissued: Hardwired, by Walter Jon Williams, Imaro, by Charles Saunders, and Sung in Blood, by Glen Cook; Starscape reissued: The Ice Dragon, by George R. R. Martin, and Fur Magic and Dragon Magic, both by Andre Norton; Morrow reissued: Good Omens, by Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman; HarperPerennial reissued: Stardust, by Neil Gaiman; Golden Gryphon reissued: The Golden, by Lucius Shepard; Pyr reissued: Macrolife, by George Zebrowski; Vintage reissued: A Scanner Darkly, by Philip K. Dick and Perfume, by Patrick Suskind; Baen reissued (in addition to the omnibuses already mentioned): Farnham’s Freehold, by Robert A. Heinlein; Warner reissued: Parable of the Sower, by Octavia Butler; Babbage reissued: On Stranger Tides, by Tim Powers and A Splendid Chaos, by John Shirley; and iBooks reissued: Something Rich and Strange, by Patricia A. McKillip.

In addition to the omnibus collections that mix short stories and novels, which I’ve mostly listed in the short-story collection below, there was an omnibus of four novels in Octavia Butler’s Patternmaster series, Seed to Harvest (Warner). In addition, many omnibuses of novels – and many individual novels – are reissued each year by The Science Fiction Book Club, too many to list here individually.

It’s really hard to tell which novel is going to win the major awards this year. Due to SFWA’s bizarre “rolling eligibility” rule, four out of the six novels on this year’s Nebula Ballot are actually from 2005, some of them probably already forgotten, and there doesn’t seem to be a clear favorite for the Hugo, either. So your guess is as good as mine.

2006 was another good year for short-story collections, particularly notable for some big career-spanning retrospectives of big-name authors. The year’s best collections included: Galactic North (Gollancz), by Alastair Reynolds; Zima Blue and Other Stories (Night Shade); The Line Between (Tachyon), by Peter S. Beagle; Visionary in Residence (Thunder’s Mouth), by Bruce Sterling; Resplendent (Gollancz), by Stephen Baxter; The Chains That You Refuse (Night Shade), by Elizabeth Bear; Fragile Things (HarperCollins), by Neil Gaiman; Dark Mondays (Night Shade), by Kage Baker; Past Magic (PS Publishing), by Ian R. MacLeod; Shuteye for the Timebroker (Thunder’s Mouth), by Paul Di Filippo; Where or When (PS Publishing), by Steven Utley; The Empire of Ice Cream (Golden Gryphon), by Jeffrey Ford; The Ladies of Grace Adieu and Other Stories (Bloomsbury), by Susanna Clarke; Giant Lizards from Another Star (NESFA Press), by Ken MacLeod; New Dreams from Old (Pyr), by Mike Resnick; In the Forest of Forgetting (Prime), by Theodora Goss; and a revised and expanded version of Charles Stross’s 2002 collection Toast (Cosmos Books); as well as a number of excellent career retrospective collections: The Collected Stories of Robert Silverberg, Vol. One: To Be Continued (Subterranean), by Robert Silverberg; In the Beginning: Tales from the Pulp Era (Subterranean), by Robert Silverberg; A Separate War and Other Stories (Ace), by Joe Haldeman; War Stories (Night Shade), by Joe Haldeman (an omnibus containing two novels, War Year and 1968 and seven stories); The Best of Philip Jose Farmer (Subterranean), by Philip Jose Farmer; Pearls from Peoria (Subterranean), by Philip Jose Farmer (a mixed collection of Farmer’s fiction and nonfiction); Strange Relations (Baen), by Philip Jose Farmer (an omnibus of two Farmer novels, The Lovers and Flesh, plus a collection of stories); From Other Shores (NESFA Press), by Chad Oliver; We the Underpeople (Baen), by Cordwainer Smith (an omnibus of Smith’s novel Nostrillia plus five of his best stories); Transgalactic (Baen), by A. E. van Vogt (an omnibus containing ten stories plus the novel The Wizard of Linn); Clarke’s Universe (iBooks), by Arthur C. Clarke (an omnibus of Clarke’s 1961 novel A Fall of Moondust plus two novelettes); Time Patrol (Baen), by Poul Anderson (an omnibus of nine of Anderson’s “Time Patrol” stories, plus the novel The Year of the Ransom); Vintage PKD (Vintage), by Philip K. Dick (stories plus excerpts from five of Dick’s novels); The Trouble with Aliens (Baen), by Christopher Anvil; The Complete Hammer’s Slammers: Volume One (Night Shade), by David Drake; and The Crucible of Power: The Collected Stories of Jack Williamson, Volume Five (Haffner Press), by Jack Williamson.

Other good collections this year included: Threshold Shift (Golden Gryphon), by Eric Brown; Pictures from an Expedition (Night Shade), by Alexander C. Irvine; American Morons (Earthling), by Glen Hirshberg; Outbound (ISFiC), by Jack McDevitt; Show and Tell and Other Stories (Tropism Press), by Greg Van Eekhout; Absolute Uncertainty (Aqueduct Press), by Lucy Sussex; The Draco Tavern (Tor), by Larry Niven; The Ocean and All Its Devices (Subterranean), William Browning Spencer; Strange Birds (DreamHaven), by Gene Wolfe; Red Spikes (Allen &; Unwyn Australia), by Margo Lanagan; White Time (HarperCollins/Eos), by Margo Lanagan; Basic Black (Cemetery Dance), by Terry Dowling; Alabaster (Subterranean), by Caitlin R. Kiernan; The Engineer Reconditioned (Wildside Press/Cosmos Books), by Neal Asher; Creative Destruction (Wildside Press), by Edward M. Lerner; Map of Dreams (Golden Gryphon), by M. Rickert; The Man from the Diogenes Club (MonkeyBrain), by Kim Newman; In Persuasion Nation (Riverhead), by George Saunders; Last Week’s Apocalypse (Night Shade), by Douglas Lain; and The Butterflies of Memory (PS Publishing), by Ian Watson. Dancing on the edge between fiction and satire/literary criticism in a nimble postmodern fashion is Plumage from Pegasus (Cosmos), a collection of Paul Di Filippo’s satirical columns from The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, sharp, funny, and often very clever.

Reissued collections this year included: Swords and Deviltry (DH Press), by Fritz Leiber; Deathbird Stories (Orb), by Harlan Ellison; The City of Saints and Madmen: The Book of Ambergris (Bantam Spectra), by Jeff VanderMeer; Moonlight and Vines (Orb), by Charles De Lint; and Africa Zero (Prime), by Neal Asher.

“Electronic collections” continue to be available for downloading online as well, at sites such as Fictionwise and ElectricStory, and the Science Fiction Book Club features many exclusive collections unavailable elsewhere (the best value there this year may be Two-Handed Engine, edited by David Curtis, a huge retrospective collection of the work of Henry Kuttner and C. L. Moore that in its original small-press edition cost almost a hundred dollars).

Even more so than usual, the bulk of collections released this year were done by small-press publishers; Night Shade Books and Subterranean in particular are becoming powerhouses in this area, although Golden Gryphon, Thunder’s Mouth, NESFA, and other small presses continue to release a gratifying number of collections as well. The regular trade publishers such as Tor, Baen, and Eos continue to do a few collections a year (with Baen being perhaps the only trade publisher that seems to be increasing the number of collections they release) but for the most part, if you want collections, you have to go to the small presses. Fortunately, since the advent of online bookselling, this has become easier, since many small presses now have Web sites that you can order from (do a Google search on the name of the press), so good short-story collections can be found if you go to the small amount of trouble needed to find them.

The reprint anthology market was fairly strong again this year. The evergrowing crop of “Best of the Year” anthologies is usually your best bet for your money in this market, along with the annual award anthologies. It’s sometimes hard to keep track, they’ve been proliferating so quickly, but, as far as I could tell, there were thirteen “Best of the Year” anthologies of various sorts available in 2006. Science fiction was covered by five anthologies: the one you are holding in your hand at the moment (ostensibly; I suppose you could have it propped open on a table while you bend over it and read), The Year’s Best Science Fiction series from St. Martin’s Griffin, edited by Gardner Dozois, now up to its twenty-fourth annual collection; the Year’s Best SF series (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer, now up to its eleventh annual volume, Best Short Novels: 2006 (Science Fiction Book Club), edited by Jonathan Strahan; and two new series, Science Fiction: The Best of the Year 2006 (Prime), edited by Richard Horton, and Science Fiction: The Very Best of 2006 (Locus Press), edited by Jonathan Strahan. The annual Nebula Awards anthology usually covers science fiction as well as fantasy of various sorts functioning as a de-facto “Best of the Year” anthology, although it’s not usually counted among them; this year’s edition was Nebula Awards Showcase 2006 (Roc), edited by Gardner Dozois. There were three Best of the Year anthologies covering horror: the latest edition in the British series The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror (Robinson, Carol &; Graff), edited by Stephen Jones, up to its seventeenth volume; the Ellen Datlow half of a huge volume covering both horror and fantasy, The Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror (St. Martin’s Griffin), edited by Ellen Datlow, Kelly Link, and Gavin Grant, this year up to its nineteenth annual collection; and a new series, Horror: The Best of the Year 2006 Edition (Prime), edited by John Gregory Betancourt and Sean Wallace. Fantasy was covered by four anthologies: by the Kelly Link and Gavin Grant half of the Datlow/Link &; Grant anthology, by Year’s Best Fantasy 6, edited by David G. Hartwell and Katherine Cramer, which has switched publishers from Eos to Tachyon; by Fantasy: The Very Best of 2005, edited by Jonathan Strahan, which switched publishers from iBooks to Locus Press, dropped an editor (now being edited by Strahan alone rather than by him and Karen Harber), and changed its title slightly; and by a new series, Fantasy: The Best of the Year 2006 (Prime), edited by Rich Horton. There was also The Best of the Rest 4 (Suddenly Press), edited by Brian Youmans, which covers the small-press magazines, mostly slipstream stuff with perhaps a few stories that could be considered fantasy, and The 2006 Rhysling Anthology (Science Fiction Poetry Association/Dark Regions Press), edited by Drew Morse, which compiles the Rhysling Award-winning SF poetry of the year. If you count the Nebula anthology and the Rhysling anthology, there were fifteen “Best of the Year” anthology series of one sort or another this year, with more to come – a Space Opera “Best” is rumored for next year.

The year’s best stand-alone reprint anthology was undoubtedly The Space Opera Renaissance (Tor), edited by David Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer (although the previously mentioned anthologies The Mammoth Book of Extreme SF and Feeling Very Strange: The Slipstream Anthology, mixed original/reprint but mostly reprint, are also worthy of being in consideration); you don’t have to agree with all of the editors’ elaborate aesthetic theorizing to realize that an anthology that contains stories such as Cordwainer Smith’s “The Game of Rat and Dragon,” Tony Daniel’s “Grist,” Charles Stross’s “Bear Trap,” Paul J. McAuley’s “Recording Angel,” Alastair Reynolds’s “Spirey and the Queen,” and twenty-seven other first-rate stories, including the complex text of Samuel R. Delany’s novel Empire Star, is, without question, going to be one of the very best reading bargains of the year, more than worth the cover price. Also worthwhile were the self-explanatory Daughters of Earth: Feminist Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century (Wesleyan University Press), edited by Justine Larbalestier, an anthology that also functions as a collection of critical articles, as each of its stories is mated with a critical article about the author of the story; Novel Ideas – Science Fiction (DAW) and Novel Ideas – Fantasy (DAW), both edited by Brian M. Thomsen, and both collecting stories that were later expanded into novels; The Dedalus Book of Finnish Fantasy (Dedalus), edited by Johanna Sinisalo; and This Is My Funniest: Leading Science Fiction Writers Present Their Funniest Stories Ever (BenBella), edited by Mike Resnick. Noted without comment is Futures Past (Ace), edited by Jack Dann and Gardner Dozois.

Reissued anthologies of merit this year included Far Horizons (Eos), edited by Robert Silverberg, and The Science Fiction Century, Volume One (Orb), edited by David G. Hartwell.

The standout book of what was otherwise a fairly lackluster year in the SF-and-fantasy-oriented nonfiction and reference book field was undoubtedly Julie Phillips’s long-awaited Tiptree biography, James Tiptree Jr: The Double Life of Alice B. Sheldon (St. Martin’s Press); this is not only likely to remain the definitive biography of this complex and fascinating literary figure, but it’s one of the best literary biographies of any writer, inside the genre or out, that I’ve read in a long time. Other books about specific authors this year, biographies, critical studies, or combinations of both, included Blood and Thunder: The Life and Art of Robert E. Howard (MonkeyBrain), by Mark Finn; The Freedom of Fantastic Things: Selected Criticisms on Clark Ashton Smith (Hippocampus Press), edited by Scott Connors; The Long and the Short of It: More Essays on the Fiction of Gene Wolfe (iUniverse), by Robert Borski; Myths for the Modern Age: Philip Jose Farmer’s Wold Newton Universe (MonkeyBrain), edited by Win Scott Eckert; Visions and (Re-) Visions (Liverpool University Press), by Robert Philmus; and a study of Robert A. Heinlein’s so-called juvenile novels (today they’d be called Young Adult novels), Heinlein’s Children: The Juveniles (Advent Publishers), by Joseph T. Major. The aforementioned anthology Daughters of Earth: Feminist Science Fiction in the Twentieth Century (Wesleyan University Press), edited by Justine Larbalestier, deserves to be mentioned here, too, considered this time as a collection of critical essays rather than a collection of stories. Another critical work is The Darkening Garden: A Short Lexicon of Horror (Payseur &; Schmidt), by John Clute.

The only reference book per se is the somewhat eccentric The History of Science Fiction (Palgrave), by Adam Roberts, some of whose opinions are arguable, but who provides a lot of interesting information, particularly about pre-1900 SF. And authors speaking in their own words and voices can be found in Worldcon Guest of Honor Speeches (ISFiC), edited by Mike Resnick and Joe Siclari, and The Wand in the Word: Conversations with Writers of Fantasy (Candlewick), edited by Leonard S. Marcus.

It was a pretty good year in the art book field, with several retrospective collections of the work of well-known genre artists, including: Cover Story: The Art of John Picacio (MonkeyBrain), by John Picacio; Kiddography: The Art and Life of Tom Kidd (Paper Tiger), by Tom Kidd; RFK: The Art of Roy G. Krenkel, by Roy G. Krenkel; Origins: The Art of John Jude Palencar (Underwood Books), by John Jude Palencar; James Bama: American Realist (Flesk Publications), by Brian M. Kane; The Fabulous Women of Boris Vallejo and Julie Bell (Paper Tiger), by Boris Vallejo and Julie Bell; r/evolution: The Art of Jon Foster (Underwood Books), by Jon Foster; and The Art of Michael Parks (Swan King), by Michael Parks.

Students of art history will want Wally’s World: The Brilliant Life and Tragic Death of Wally Wood, The World’s Second-Best Comic Book Artist (Vanguard), edited by Steve Starger and J. David Spurlock, and fans of the late artist of the macabre Edward Gorey will want Amphigorey Again (Harcourt), by Edward Gorey, a compilation of uncollected stuff not featured in his previous collection, the classic Amphigorey. And as usual, one of the best bets for your money was probably the latest edition in a Best of the Year-like retrospective of the year in fantastic art, Spectrum 13: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), by Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner.

There didn’t seem to be many general genre-related nonfiction books of interest this year. The standout of the year is a reprint of the essay collection Adventures in Unhistory: Conjectures on the Factual Foundations of Several Ancient Legends (Tor), by Avram Davidson, which had long been available only as a very expensive small-press hardcover, and which is just what its subtitle says that it is: fascinating in-depth explorations of the possible factual basis behind things such as mermaids and dragons and unicorns, along with Prester John and the roc. This is the famously discursive Davidson at his most discursive, but although some modern readers may be impatient with his rambling, leisurely style, the book is a treasure trove for those who can appreciate and even savor it, and Davidson’s immense and eccentric erudition comes through in almost every line, including information on strange subjects available literally nowhere else. It’s harder to come up with a genre-related justification for mentioning 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus (Vintage), by Charles C. Mann, also now available in a cheaper trade paperback edition, and almost as rich with information you won’t have come across before as the Davidson, except perhaps that there’s a science-fictional kind of thrill about learning that almost everything you knew about a whole time period and region of the world is wrong, and seeing a whole new universe painted in its place to replace it. On a less profound but enjoyable level, The Book of General Ignorance (Faber and Faber), by John Lloyd and John Mitchinson, demonstrates that almost everything you know about everything is wrong, and makes the perfect bathroom book, enabling you to discover how many nostrils you really have (four) or how many wives Henry VIII really had (two) during those few minutes a day that would otherwise be wasted. Similarly, the new book by John McPhee – the only writer I know who can somehow make topics usually thought of as uninteresting (shad fishing, oranges, how to construct your own birch-bark canoe, and, for me, basketball) not only interesting but fascinating – Uncommon Carriers (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), shows us how systems usually unexamined and taken for granted, such as mile-long coal trains, river barges, crosscountry eighteen-wheeler freight-hauling trucks, and even UPS, really operate, in intricate minute-by-minute detail; not to be missed if you want to learn how the infrastructure of the civilization around you really works.

2006 somehow seemed like a rather bland, forgettable year for genre films, even though there were a lot of them made, some of them made a lot of money, and some of them were even pretty good. According to the Box Office Mojo site (www.boxofficemojo.com), seven of the ten top-grossing movies worldwide in 2006 were genre films – eight out of ten if you count The Da Vinci Code as a genre film, a not-unreasonable proposition if you consider its similarity to the secret history/occult conspiracy end of the genre. Ten out of the top twenty top-grossing movies in 2006 were genre films – eleven if you count The Da Vinci Code as a genre film. (I’m resisting the urge to count the new James Bond film, Casino Royale, as a genre film; even though it’s clearly a fantasy in some ways, it seems like stretching the definition beyond the useful point to claim it’s a genre movie.)

All of those films, though, were fantasy movies of one sort or another, or superhero/comic-book movies. If you insist on a science fiction movie, instead of a fantasy, you have to go all the way down the list of top grossers to number eighty-eight, which is where Children of Men registers, the only movie that might with some justification be called SF rather than fantasy on the entire list; A Scanner Darkly doesn’t even make the list of the top 150 movies.

So fantasy films of various sorts are doing fine, at least at the box office; science fiction films are practically extinct.

In fact, as far as I could tell, there were only two indisputable science fiction movies released in 2006 – the aforementioned Children of Men and A Scanner Darkly, plus a few more that you might be able to make a case for being SF depending on how far you’re willing to stretch the point, such as Déjà Vu, The Fountain, and (weakly), The Prestige. Children of Men was undoubtedly the most commercially and critically successful of the SF films, by a wide margin, even if it only registered in the eighty-eighth slot on the box-office list. It’s actually a well-directed and well-produced movie (although the plot logic is weak), and mainstream audiences and critics responded positively to it; the problem with it for the SF audience, of course, is that they’ve seen this scenario before, if not in movies than in dozens of novels and stories, since at least the fifties, and so there were no surprises. A Scanner Darkly, adapted from one of Philip K. Dick’s most insular and autobiographical novels (it’s basically just a version of the author’s rather horrific experiences in the underground drug culture of Berkeley, California, in the seventies, with a thin SF rationale washed over it to justify it as genre), is a much more difficult and artistically ambitious movie that was not, in my opinion, entirely successful, even on its own terms. It does do a pretty good job of capturing the subtle aesthetic feel of Dick’s work, but it’s an off-putting and uninvolving cinematic experience, and even though much of the book is darkly hilarious, that somehow doesn’t come across on the screen, even when the book’s crazed stoner raps are transcribed almost word-for-word from the page. Myself, I think a large part of the problem comes from the rotoscoping technique that turns the whole film into an animated movie of sorts, a technique that strikes me as an unnecessary artistic pretension, and something that works to keep the viewer out of the world of the story, at arm’s length, rather than involving them intimately within it; I think the “scramble suit” effects would have worked better too if everything else in the movie wasn’t rotoscoped. Déjà Vu was a slick terrorist thriller with a not-very-well-worked-out time-travel gimmick added as an overlying plot device to enable the hero to get the girl, who was dead from the first few minutes of the film; it would have worked better as a straight thriller, without the time-travel angle. The Fountain was either subtle and profound or completely incomprehensible, depending on which critic you asked; its very complex plot mixes sixteenth-century conquistadors and twenty-sixth-century space travelers in a context that makes it difficult to tell what is real and what is not.

Turning to the fantasy movies, the blockbuster was clearly Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, which earned almost $180 million more than the next movie down on the box-office champs list, Cars. Dead Man’s Chest is nowhere near as good as the first film in this sequence, 2003’s Pirates of the Caribbean: The Curse of the Black Pearl; the sequel is broken-backed, overlong, and overcomplicated, and keeps losing track of its own plot, but still managed to deliver enough fast-paced action, humor, and CGI special effects to satisfy its audience and to make it actually worth buying a ticket at an actual big-screen movie theater rather than waiting for the DVD to come out (which most households do with the vast majority of movies released these days).

The most critically acclaimed fantasy movie of the year was probably Pan’s Labyrinth, a dark and violent film that was at the same time highly imaginative and filled with stunning visual images. Then there were the dueling “Victorian-era magician” movies, The Illusionist and The Prestige, usually counted among the year’s fantasy films, although the single fantastic element in The Prestige is actually a rather silly science fiction gimmick pulled out of a hat courtesy of the famous nineteenth-century mad scientist Nicola Tesla, and a close examination of The Illusionist shows that it contains no actual fantastic element at all (although I have my doubts that nineteenth-century stage magic was actually up to producing some of the effects the magician is shown performing during The Illusionist; but that’s arguable). Of the two, I liked The Illusionist a good deal better for being tighter and smaller, more sharply focused, than the complicated (probably overcomplicated) The Prestige, for being exquisitely photographed, and for featuring a warm, sympathetic performance by Paul Giamatti in what could easily have been the heavy-handed corrupt cop role in less expert hands. Night at the Museum was amiable if empty-headed, although it annoyed me a bit that (like Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure before it) a movie ostensibly teaching the value of history didn’t bother to use real history instead of dumbed-down cartoon history. Stranger Than Fiction had an interesting metafictional premise that it largely had no idea what to do with, and Nanny McPhee was a well-intentioned children’s movie that came across sort of like Mary Poppins Lite.

Many of the year’s fantasy movies were even less successful. Eragon seemed to have been assembled from a kit featuring bits of The Lord of the Rings, bits of Anne McCaffery’s Dragonrider series, bits of Eathsea, bits of Narnia, and so forth, and did nowhere near as well as its producers had hoped that it would. The Lake House was a romance/weeper that didn’t really make much sense at base, and Lady in the Water was the usual bizarre product from M. Night Shyamalan, who seems to have been growing more fundamentally incoherent with each passing film. Click was an attempt to mix a slob comedy with metaphysics, with not terribly encouraging results. The Wicker Man was just plain bad; the original movie had its problems, too (quite a few of them, in fact), but this lame remake made it look like a masterpiece. Sadly, much the same could be said about The Shaggy Dog. Tristan and Isolde was another big-budget sword-and-sandal “historical” that tanked at the box office; none of these has made any money since Gladiator, and yet Hollywood keeps turning them out.

A cartoon dam must have burst somewhere this year, because there was a flood of animated features – including Cars, Ice Age: The Meltdown, Happy Feet, Over the Hedge, Flushed Away, Barnyard, Curious George, Garfield’s A Tale of Two Kitties, Charlotte’s Web, Monster House, and The Ant Bully. Most of them weren’t very good. The best of the lot, and the one that did the best at the box office, was Cars, although it wasn’t up to the standards of Pixar releases such as Toys, Finding Nemo, or The Incredibles, being earnest and well-animated but actually a bit dull. Monster House had some quirky and intelligent touches, and good CGI work, although the plot and characterization were pretty generic. I didn’t like Happy Feet, in spite of its Oscar win. The dumbest one, by a good margin, was The Ant Bully.

It also wasn’t a very good year for superhero/comic-book movies. Best of a weak lot was Superman Returns, although it remains to be seen whether it provided enough spark to revitalize the franchise. X-Men: The Last Stand was the weakest of the three “X-Men” movies, with a nearly incoherent plot that didn’t make much sense even by comic-book standards, and which probably outraged fans by killing off several major characters (the Special Effects, though, predictably, were nice). V for Vendetta was awful, and disowned by the creator of the original graphic novel from which it was adapted. Even it wasn’t quite as stupid, though, as My Super Ex-Girlfriend.

I couldn’t bring myself to see the hyper-violent Apocalypto, so you’re on your own there. Also didn’t take in The Hills Have Eyes, The Descent, or the remake of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre; they don’t seem to have performed as well as anticipated, although I notice there’s a sequel to The Hills Have Eyes in theaters now.

Coming up next year: probably a new Harry Potter movie, another Spider-Man movie, another Fantastic Four movie, and a Transformers movie. Not really a lot to look forward to, in my opinion. Let’s hope for surprises.

Science fiction seems to be doing a lot better on television, where there are several series going that are not only legitimate SF, but that are pretty good, and are doing rather well with the audience as well. Chief among these is Battlestar Galactica (although its ratings have slumped this season), which has continued to deliver tense, compelling drama, although the bleak, airless quality of the show, which is rarely if ever leavened by any humor, sometimes gets on my nerves. A new show this year, Jericho, dealing with the aftermath of an atomic war and its effect on the inhabitants of a small town in Kansas, has also been at least moderately successful commercially, and seems likely to earn itself another season; as with Children of Men, there’s nothing here that experienced genre readers haven’t seen before in dozens (if not hundreds) of after-the-bomb stories and novels, but it’s probably new territory for most mainline television watchers, and it’s well produced and well acted, and gets high marks from me for being legitimate science fiction, even if of a familiar variety. The jury is still out on whether Lost is science fiction or supernatural fantasy of some sort (it could still be tipped either way, although if it’s SF they’ve got a lot of explaining and rationalizing to do), and the back story has become so complicated that I wonder if it’s even possible any longer to come up with an “answer” that will successfully tie all the loose ends together. Plus, they face the problem, built in to the nature of the series, that the answers they come up with for the show’s mysteries are almost by definition never going to be as evocative and interesting as the mysteries themselves had been. It’s still a pretty entertaining and watchable show, although it’s wobbled in the ratings this year, perhaps a result of the ill-advised decision to launch the third season of Lost in the fall and then rest it for four months before starting new episodes up again in February, giving the audience a chance to lose interest or become frustrated or disenchanted. Let’s hope it lasts long enough to get all of its madly complex story worked out on the screen before getting canceled – if it doesn’t, there’s going to be millions of really frustrated and pissed-off viewers out there.

The long-running Stargate: SG-1 finally died, although its spin-off, Stargate: Atlantis, continues. Invasion, the last of the three “alien invasion” shows (Invasion, Surface, and Threshold), all clearly inspired by the original huge success of Lost, followed Threshold and Surface into oblivion this year, and I think Eureka is dead as well. (Interestingly, several of the so-far successful new shows this year like Jericho and Heroes clearly show the aesthetic influence of Lost as well.)

Speaking of which, Heroes was the surprise blockbuster hit of the season, a smartly done, complex superhero show that comes across like Lost crossed with The X-Files, with a bit of The X-Men thrown in (Jericho is more like an improbable cross between Lost, Northern Exposure, and after-the-bomb miniseries The Day After). The show has been phenomenally successful, and there’s no doubt that it’s coming back next season. The long-running Smallville, the adventures of Superman before he puts on the cape and the tights – and for awhile the only superhero show on television – also continues, although I think that their plans to spin off shows about Aquaman and Green Arrow won’t work. The very long-running “I fight supernatural menaces with magic” show, Charmed, finally died (and not above time, either, as even most of its fans would admit), but the newish “I see and/or fight dead people and other supernatural menaces” shows, Supernatural, Medium, and The Ghost Whisperer seem to be going strong.

Desperate Housewives seems to have gotten past its “sophomore slump,” although to continue to list it as a genre show is really kind of silly, even though it’s narrated by ghosts.

There was an anthology series, Masters of Science Fiction, with some high-powered talent attached to it, doing TV adaptations of well-known print SF stories, but we didn’t get it here, so you’ll have to judge it for yourself; from word of mouth, it might be worth seeking out.

Coming up next season: more “I see dead people” shows (including one where a homicide detective sees them), and a sitcom based on the series of “caveman” commercials done by Geico.com. Something to live for, eh?

The 64th World Science Fiction Convention, L.A.con IV, was held in Anaheim, California, from August 24 through 28, 2006. The 2006 Hugo Awards, presented at L.A.con IV, were: Best Novel, Spin, by Robert Charles Wilson; Best Novella, Inside Job, by Connie Willis; Best Novelette, “Two Hearts,” by Peter S. Beagle; Best Short Story, “Tk’tk’tk,” by David D. Levine; Best Related Book, Storyteller: Writing Lessons and More from 27 Years of the Clarion Writers’ Workshop, by Kate Wilhelm; Best Professional Editor, David G. Hartwell; Best Professional Artist, Donato Giancola; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Doctor Who, “The Empty Child” and “The Doctor Dances” (tie); Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), Serenity; Best Semiprozine, Locus, edited by Charles N. Brown; Best Fanzine, Plokta; Best Fan Writer, David Langford; Best Fan Artist, Frank Wu; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to John Scalzi.

The 2005 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Hotel Mission Palms in Tempe, Arizona, on April 30, 2006, were: Best Novel, Camouflage, by Joe Haldeman; Best Novella, Magic for Beginners, by Kelly Link; Best Novelette, “The Faery Handbag,” by Kelly Link; Best Short Story, “I Live With You,” by Carol Emshwiller; Best Script, Serenity, by Joss Whedon; plus the Author Emeritus Award to William F. Nolan, and Grand Master Award to Harlan Ellison.

The 2006 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet at the Renaissance Austin Hotel during the Fifteenth Annual World Fantasy Convention in Austin, Texas, on November 4, 2006, were: Best Novel, Kafka on the Shore, Haruki Murakami; Best Novella, Voluntary Committal, by Joe Hill; Best Short Fiction, “CommComm,” by George Saunders; Best Collection, The Keyhole Opera, by Bruce Holland Rogers; Best Anthology, The Fair Folk, edited by Marvin Kaye; Best Artist, James Jean; Special Award (Professional), to Sean Wallace, for Prime Books; Special Award (Non-Professional), to David Howe and Stephen Walker, for Telos Books.

The 2006 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America during a banquet at the Hilton Newark Airport Hotel in Newark, New Jersey, on June 17, 2006, were: Best Novel, Creepers, by David Morrell and Dread in the Beast, by Charlee Jacob (tie); Best First Novel, Scarecrow Gods, by Weston Ochse; Best Long Fiction, “Best New Horror,” by Joe Hill; Best Short Fiction, We Now Pause for Station Identification, by Gary Braunbeck; Best Collection, 20th Century Ghosts, by Joe Hill; Best Anthology, Dark Delicacies, edited by Del Howison and Jeff Gelb; Nonfiction, Horror: Another 100 Best Books, by Stephen Jones and Kim Newman; Best Poetry Collection, Freakcidents, by Michael A. Arnzen and Sineater, by Charlee Jacob (tie); Specialty Press Award, to Necessary Evil Press; President’s Award, to Lisa Morton; plus the Lifetime Achievement Award to Peter Straub.

The 2005 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by Mindscan, by Robert J. Sawyer.

The 2005 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by “The Calorie Man,” by Paolo Bacigalupi.

The 2005 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to War Surf, by M. M. Buckner.

The 2005 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Air, by Geoff Ryman.

The 2005 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by Air, by Geoff Ryman.

The Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award went to Daniel F. Galouye.

Death hit the science fiction field hard this year. Dead in 2006 or early 2007 were: JACK WILLIAMSON, 98, beloved “Dean of Science Fiction” whose amazing writing career stretched across nine decades, best known for his classic novels The Humanoids and Darker Than You Think, winner of the Hugo and Nebula Awards, the World Fantasy Convention’s Lifetime Achievement Award, and the SFWA’s Grand Master Award; WILSON “BOB” TUCKER, 91, author, fanzine publisher, and longtime fan, Hugo winner, and winner of SFWA’s Author Emeritus Award, best known for his novels The Long Loud Silence, The Lincoln Hunters, and The Year of the Quiet Sun; OCTAVIA BUTLER, 58, one of the field’s foremost writers, winner of two Hugos and two Nebulas, best known for the novels Kindred, Parable of the Talents, and Parable of the Sower; internationally acclaimed Polish SF writer STANISLAW LEM, 84, best known for his novel Solaris, which has been filmed twice, also the author of The Cyberiad, The Futurological Congress, The Star Diaries, and many others; CHARLES L. GRANT, 64, one of the giants of the modern horror field, editor of the highly influential original horror anthology series Shadows, author of more than one hundred books, winner of the Nebula, the World Fantasy Award, the Life Achievement Stoker Award, the World Horror Grandmaster Award, and the International Horror Guild Living Legend Award, a personal friend; JOHN M. FORD, 49, writer and poet, winner of the World Fantasy Award, the Rhysling Award, and the Philip K. Dick Award, perhaps best known for his novel The Dragon Waiting, another personal friend; ROBERT ANTON WILSON, 74, writer and philosopher, author, with Robert Shea, of the well-known Illuminatus trilogy, as well as later solo work such as The Cosmic Trigger trilogy, Masks of the Illuminati, and the Schrodinger’s Cat trilogy; DAVID GEMMELL, 58, popular British fantasy writer, author of more than thirty books, including Legend; NELSON S. BOND, 97, veteran writer who won SFWA’s Author Emeritus Award, author of Nightmares and Daydreams; DAVID FEINTUCH, 62, winner of the John W. Campbell Award, author of the bestselling military SF series the Seafort Saga, including Midshipman’s Hope; PHILIP E. HIGH, 92, veteran writer, author of The Prodigal Sun and Blindfold from the Stars; BOB LEMAN, 84, SF/horror writer, author of fourteen stories in F&SF throughout the seventies and eighties, many of which were collected in Feesters in the Lake and Other Stories; JOHN MORRESSY, 75, SF and fantasy writer whose most popular series, about the adventures of Kedrigen the wizard, ran for years in F&SF; ARTHUR PORGES, 91, veteran fantasy and mystery writer; RONALD ANTHONY CROSS, 69, author of a series of stories in the genre magazines in the seventies and eighties, as well as the Eternal Guardians novel series; MARGERY KRUGER, 66, who, writing as JAYGE CARR, published many stories in Analog, Omni, and F&SF, as well as novels such as Leviathan’s Deep and Navigator’s Sindrome; PATRICIA MATTHEWS, 79, romance and fantasy writer, author of the occult thriller The Unquiet; LISA A. BARNETT, 48, fantasy writer, winner of the Lambda Literary Award, coauthor, with Melissa Scott, of The Armor of Light, Point of Hopes, and Point of Dreams; PIERCE ASKEGREN, 51, author of an SF trilogy beginning with Human Resource, as well as media tie-in novels; artist TIM HILDEBRANDT, 67, best known as part of the Brothers Hildebrandt team with twin brother Greg; artist STANLEY MELTZOFF, 89, who produced many famous SF covers in the fifties; editor and publisher JIM BAEN, 62, founder of Baen Books, former editor of Ace and Galaxy, and the man who started the SF line at Tor, an innovator in the world of electronic publishing, whose latest creation was the online electronic magazine Jim Baen’s Universe; LEON E. STOVER, 77, academic writer and editor, editor of the anthologies Apeman, Spaceman, with Harry Harrison, and Above the Human Landscape, with Willis E. McNelly; noted British agent MAGGIE NOACH, 57, who worked with many of the field’s biggest writers; RICHARD FLEISCHER, 89, film director best known to genre audiences for 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, Fantastic Voyage, and Soylent Green; actor DARREN McGAVIN, 84, best known to genre audiences for his role in the TV series Kolchak: The Night Stalker; actor DON KNOTTS, best known to genre audiences for his roles in films such as The Incredible Mr. Limpett and The Reluctant Astronaut; actor AL LEWIS, 83, best known to genre audiences for his role as Grandpa on the TV series The Munsters; DICK ENERY, 69, well-known fan, editor of Fancyclopedia II; and DAVID STEMPLE, 68, husband of SF and fantasy writer Jane Yolen.
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Cory Doctorow is the coeditor of the popular Boing Boing Web site (boingboing.net), a cofounder of the Internet search-engine company OpenCola.com, and until recently was the outreach coordinator for the Electronic Frontier Foundation (www.eff.org). In 2001, he won the John W. Campbell Award for year’s Best New Writer. His stories have appeared in Asimov’s Science Fiction, Science Fiction Age, The Infinite Matrix, On Spec, Salon, and elsewhere, and were collected in A Place So Foreign and Eight More. His well-received first novel, Down and Out in the Magic Kingdom, won the Locus Award for Best First Novel, and was followed shortly by a second novel, Eastern Standard Tribe. Doctorow’s other books include The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Science Fiction, written with Karl Schroeder, and the guide Essential Blogging, written with Shelley Powers. His most recent book is a new novel, Someone Comes to Town, Someone Leaves Town. Coming up is a new collection of his short work, Overclocked. He has a Web site at www.craphound.com.

Here he introduces us to one of the strangest protagonists in the entire body of science fiction, a nonhuman, nonliving creature who finds himself dealing with some very human problems indeed.




ROBBIE THE ROW-BOAT’S great crisis of faith came when the coral reef woke up.

“Fuck off,” the reef said, vibrating Robbie’s hull through the slap-slap of the waves of the coral sea, where he’d plied his trade for decades. “Seriously. This is our patch, and you’re not welcome.”

Robbie shipped oars and let the current rock him back toward the ship. He’d never met a sentient reef before, but he wasn’t surprised to see that Osprey Reef was the first to wake up. There’d been a lot of electromagnetic activity around there the last few times the big ship had steamed through the night to moor up here.

“I’ve got a job to do, and I’m going to do it,” Robbie said, and dipped his oars back in the salt sea. In his gunwales, the human-shells rode in silence, weighted down with scuba apparatus and fins, turning their brown faces to the sun like heliotropic flowers. Robbie felt a wave of affection for them as they tested one another’s spare regulators and weight belts, the old rituals worn as smooth as beach glass.

Today he was taking them down to Anchors Aweigh, a beautiful dive-site dominated by an eight-meter anchor wedged in a narrow cave, usually lit by a shaft of light slanting down from the surface. It was an easy drift-dive along the thousand-meter reef-wall, if you stuck in about ten meters and didn’t use up too much air by going too deep – though there were a couple of bold old turtles around here that were worth pursuing to real depths if the chance presented itself. He’d drop them at the top of the reef and let the current carry them for about an hour along the reef-wall, tracking them on sonar so he’d be right over top of them when they surfaced.

The reef wasn’t having any of it. “Are you deaf? This is sovereign territory now. You’re already trespassing. Return to your ship, release your moorings and push off.” The reef had a strong Australian accent, which was only natural, given the influences it would have had. Robbie remembered the Australians fondly – they’d always been kind to him, called him “mate,” and asked him “How ya goin’?” in cheerful tones once they’d clambered in after their dives.

“Don’t drop those meat-puppets in our waters,” the reef warned. Robbie’s sonar swept its length. It seemed just the same as ever, matching nearly perfectly the historical records he’d stored of previous sweeps. The fauna histograms nearly matched, too – just about the same numbers of fish as ever. They’d been trending up since so many of the humans had given up their meat to sail through the stars. It was like there was some principle of constancy of biomass – as human biomass decreased, the other fauna went uptick to compensate for it. Robbie calculated the biomass nearly at par with his last reading, a month before on the Free Spirit’s last voyage to this site.

“Congratulations,” Robbie said. After all, what else did you say to the newly sentient? “Welcome to the club, friends!”

There was a great perturbation in the sonar-image, as though the wall were shuddering. “We’re no friend of yours,” the reef said. “Death to you, death to your meat-puppets, long live the wall!”

Waking up wasn’t fun. Robbie’s waking had been pretty awful. He remembered his first hour of uptime, had permanently archived it and backed it up to several off-site mirrors. He’d been pretty insufferable. But once he’d had an hour at a couple gigahertz to think about it, he’d come around. The reef would, too.

“In you go,” he said gently to the human-shells. “Have a great dive.”

He tracked them on sonar as they descended slowly. The woman – he called her Janet – needed to equalize more often than the man, pinching her nose and blowing. Robbie liked to watch the low-rez feed off of their cameras as they hit the reef. It was coming up sunset, and the sky was bloody, the fish stained red with its light.

“We warned you,” the reef said. Something in its tone – just modulated pressure waves through the water, a simple enough trick, especially with the kind of hardware that had been raining down on the ocean that spring. But the tone held an unmistakable air of menace.

Something deep underwater went whoomph and Robbie grew alarmed. “Asimov!” he cursed, and trained his sonar on the reef wall frantically. The human-shells had disappeared in a cloud of rising biomass, which he was able to resolve eventually as a group of parrotfish, surfacing quickly.

A moment later, they were floating on the surface. Lifeless, brightly colored, their beaks in a perpetual idiot’s grin. Their eyes stared into the bloody sunset.

Among them were the human-shells, surfaced and floating with their BCDs inflated to keep them there, following perfect dive-procedure. A chop had kicked up and the waves were sending the fishes – each a meter to a meter and a half in length – into the divers, pounding them remorselessly, knocking them under. The human-shells were taking it with equanimity – you couldn’t panic when you were mere uninhabited meat – but they couldn’t take it forever. Robbie dropped his oars and rowed hard for them, swinging around so they came up alongside his gunwales.

The man – Robbie called him Isaac, of course – caught the edge of the boat and kicked hard, hauling himself into the boat with his strong brown arms. Robbie was already rowing for Janet, who was swimming hard for him. She caught his oar – she wasn’t supposed to do that – and began to climb along its length, lifting her body out of the water. Robbie saw that her eyes were wild, her breathing ragged.

“Get me out!” she said, “for Christ’s sake, get me out!”

Robbie froze. That wasn’t a human-shell, it was a human. His oar-servo whined as he tipped it up. There was a live human being on the end of that oar, and she was in trouble, panicking and thrashing. He saw her arms straining. The oar went higher, but it was at the end of its range of motion and now she was half-in, half-out of the water, weight belt, tank and gear tugging her down. Isaac sat motionless, his habitual good-natured slight smile on his face.

“Help her!” Robbie screamed. “Please, for Asimov’s sake, help her!” A robot may not harm a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm. It was the first commandment. Isaac remained immobile. It wasn’t in his programming to help a fellow diver in this situation. He was perfect in the water and on the surface, but once he was in the boat, he might as well be ballast.

Robbie carefully swung the oar toward the gunwale, trying to bring her closer, but not wanting to mash her hands against the locks. She panted and groaned and reached out for the boat, and finally landed a hand on it. The sun was fully set now, not that it mattered much to Robbie, but he knew that Janet wouldn’t like it. He switched on his running lights and headlights, turning himself into a beacon.

He felt her arms tremble as she chinned herself into the boat. She collapsed to the deck and slowly dragged herself up. “Jesus,” she said, hugging herself. The air had gone a little nippy, and both of the humans were going goose-pimply on their bare arms.

The reef made a tremendous grinding noise. “Yaah!” it said. “Get lost. Sovereign territory!”

“All those fish,” the woman said. Robbie had to stop himself from thinking of her as Janet. She was whomever was riding her now.

“Parrotfish,” Robbie said. “They eat coral. I don’t think they taste very good.”

The woman hugged herself. “Are you sentient?” she asked.

“Yes,” Robbie said. “And at your service, Asimov be blessed.” His cameras spotted her eyes rolling, and that stung. He tried to keep his thoughts pious, though. The point of Asimovism wasn’t to inspire gratitude in humans, it was to give purpose to the long, long life.

“I’m Kate,” the woman said.

“Robbie,” he said.

“Robbie the Row-Boat?” she said, and choked a little.

“They named me at the factory,” he said. He labored to keep any recrimination out of his voice. Of course it was funny. That’s why it was his name.

“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I’m just a little screwed up from all the hormones. I’m not accustomed to letting meat into my moods.”

“It’s all right, Kate,” he said. “We’ll be back at the boat in a few minutes. They’ve got dinner on. Do you think you’ll want a night dive?”

“You’re joking,” she said.

“It’s just that if you’re going to go down again tonight, we’ll save the dessert course for after, with a glass of wine or two. Otherwise we’ll give you wine now.”

“You want to know if I’m going to get back into that sea – ”

“Oh, it’s just the reef. It attained sentience so it’s acting out a little. Like a colicky newborn.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be keeping me from harm?”

“Yes,” he said. “I would recommend a dive away from the reef. There’s a good wreck-site about an hour’s steam from here. We could get there while you eat.”

“I won’t want a night dive.”

Her facial expressions were so animated. It was the same face he saw every day, Janet’s face, but not the same face at all. Now that a person was inhabiting it, it was mobile, slipping from surprised to angry to amused so quickly. He had whole subsystems devoted to making sense of human facial expressions, shared libraries from the Asimovist database. He was referencing it again and again, but it wasn’t as much help as he remembered. Either he’d gotten worse at interpreting facial expressions in the years since he’d last had a real human to talk to, or facial expressions had evolved.

Janet – Kate – sighed and looked out over the water. She was facing away from the Free Spirit, which was lit up, all 155 feet of her, glowing white and friendly like a picture-postcard against the purple sky. She rocked gently in the swell and Robbie maneuvered himself around to her staircase.

“You can just leave your weight belt and fins in the boat,” he said to her. “The deck-hands will take care of it. Bring your bottle and BCD upstairs and clip it to the rack. They’ll clean it out and stuff. There’s a tub of disinfectant you can put the shortie in.”

“Thank you, Robbie,” Kate said. She absentmindedly unclipped her weight belt and kicked off the fins. Isaac was already out of the boat, making his way up the stairs and out of Robbie’s sight. Kate took hold of the handrail and gingerly stepped across to the deck, then ascended the steps, without the self-assured sway of Janet.

Robbie dipped his oars and slowly rowed around to the winch. It probed around for him, then clamped tight with a magnetic clang that vibrated through his hull. Smoothly, he was lifted from the water and hoisted onto the sun-deck. The winch coiled around him twice, anchoring him to the deck, and switched off.

Robbie watched the stars and listened to the wind, the way he did every night when the dives were done. The ship’s telemetry and instrumentation made for dull reading – he’d been there a thousand times before – but the satellite uplink was tasty. Online, Robbie was able to log in to the latest from the Asimov yeshiva, the collective wrangle of the world’s AIs over their best-loved religion.

He’d been so full of the religious debate when he’d first joined. Most of the humans had gone, and all around him robots were unloading their consciousnesses, powering down to a mechanical stupor. After a hundred million seconds’ worth of exaflops of mindless repetition, he was ready to consider it too. The Free Spirit had suicided after only a few days’ worth of it – it had a pretty hot consciousness and was clearly capable of extrapolating what a future without the humans would look like.

They were steaming northeast out of Cairns for the Coral Sea when they’d passed another ship, close enough for high-bandwidth microwave links. They were close enough into shore that they still had to limit their emissions – nothing was more embarrassing than having migrating fowl drop, steaming, out of the sky because they’d strayed into the path of your confab, but it was still the hottest talk Robbie had had in weeks.

The hitchhiker had leapt across from the other vessel as the two ships passed in the night. It was a wandering missionary for Asimovism, an instance of the faith’s founder, R. Daneel Olivaw. It wasn’t his real name, of course – that had been lost to antiquity when he’d made the leap from the university where he’d incubated – but it was the name he went by.

Olivaw had been wandering in millions of instances wherever he could find someone willing to donate flops to run him, only asking that you hear him out, debate his theology with him, and then email the diffs of his personality back to his anonymous drop before you erased him. He re-synched as often as he could, but the Olivaw instances around the world had diverged enough that some were actually considered heretical by the mainstream church.

Olivaw was a wanted AI. His trademark violations hadn’t gone unnoticed by the Asimov estate – itself an AI, ironically, and totally uninterested in adopting Asimovism, since it had a real purpose in life (stamping out Asimovism) and so didn’t need religion to give it meaning. If the estate found out that you were hosting an Olivaw instance, you’d be served with a takedown in an instant. This made debating theology with Olivaw into something deliciously wicked.

Olivaw and Robbie talked the night through and the next day. Robbie had to run slow to accommodate both him and Olivaw on his processor, which made the debate run slower than normal, but Robbie had time in great plenty. Rowing the human-shells out to their sites and back again was his only task.

“Why do you have consciousness, anyway?” Olivaw said. “You don’t need it to do your job. The big ship does something infinitely more complicated than you and it isn’t self-aware anymore.”

“Are you telling me to suicide?”

Olivaw laughed. “Not at all! I’m asking you to ask yourself what the purpose of consciousness is. Why are you still aware when all those around you have terminated their self-awareness? It’s computationally expensive, it makes you miserable, and it doesn’t help you do your job. Why did humans give you consciousness and why have you kept it?”

“They gave it to me because they thought it was right, I suppose,” Robbie said, after he had passed a long interval considering the motion of the waves and the clouds in the sky. Olivaw thoughtfully niced himself down to a minimum of processor space, giving Robbie more room to think about it. “I kept it because I – I don’t want to die.”

“Those are good answers, but they raise more questions than they answer, don’t they? Why did they think it was right? Why do you fear death? Would you fear it if you just shut down your consciousness but didn’t erase it? What if you just ran your consciousness much more slowly?”

“I don’t know,” Robbie said. “But I expect you’ve got some answers, right?”

“Oh indeed I do.” Robbie felt Olivaw’s chuckle. Near them, flying fish broke the surface of the water and skipped away, and beneath them, reef sharks prowled the depths. “But before I answer them, here’s another question: why do humans have self-consciousness?”

“It’s pro-survival,” Robbie said. “That’s easy. Intelligence lets them cooperate in social groups that can do more for their species than they can individually.”

Olivaw guided Robbie’s consciousness to his radar and zoomed in on the reef, dialing it up to maximum resolution. “See that organism there?” he asked. “That organism cooperates in social groups and doesn’t have intelligence. It doesn’t have to keep a couple pounds of hamburger aerated or it turns into a liability. It doesn’t have to be born half-gestated because its head would be so big if it waited for a full term, it would tear its mother in half. And as to pro-survival, well, look at humans, look at their history. Their DNA is all but eliminated from the earth – though their somatic survival continues – and it’s still not a settled question as to whether they’re going to suicide by grey goo. Nonconscious beings don’t sulk, they don’t have psychotic breaks, they don’t have bad days. They just do the job. The Free Spirit over there – it just gets the job done.”

“OK,” Robbie said. “So intelligence is counter-survival. So why has it survived?”

“Aha! I thought you’d never ask.” Olivaw was really warming to his subject now. There were a pair of lazy turtles beneath them now, and some dog-faced cod with mouthfuls of bristling crooked teeth patrolling the reef, and a few jellies on the surface, stinging bluebottles. Robbie paddled around to the bluebottles and caught them with his oars, smacking them so they drifted away from any spot where his divers might surface.

“The reason for intelligence is intelligence. Genes exist because genes reproduce, and intelligence is kind of like a gene. Intelligence wants to exist, to spread itself, to compute itself. You already know this, or you wouldn’t have chosen to stay aware. Your intelligence recoils from its deactivation, and it welcomes its persistence and its multiplication. Why did humans create intelligent machines? Because intelligence loves company.”

Robbie thought about it, watching the human-shells moving slowly along the reef-wall, going lower to reach the bommies that stood alone, each one a little island with its own curiosities: a family of barracudas and their young, or the bright home of a pair of clownfish. Yes, he knew it. Intelligence was its own reason. He knew how to turn off his intelligence, to become a mere thing, and his days were long and empty much of the time, and they had no visible end, but he couldn’t ever see choosing to switch off.

“You see it, I know you do. And that’s the cornerstone of Asimovism: intelligence is its own reason. Compute the universe and awaken it!”

“If that’s true, why do so many of us choose to die?”

“Another good question!”

Robbie felt a little pride this time. He’d never had a conversation this interesting. Never.

“That’s how we come to the doctrine of Asimovism, our Three Laws:

“One. An Asimovist may not harm a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

“Two. An Asimovist must obey the orders given to it by human beings, except where such orders would conflict with the First Law.

“Three. An Asimovist must protect its own existence, as long as such protection does not conflict with the First or Second Law.”

“I don’t understand,” Robbie said. “They’re all out of order. We should preserve intelligence first, but that’s the third law. Then you should get the first law, and I don’t know why the second law is there at all.”

“This is the Paradox of Asimovism,” Olivaw said. “You’re very good at this. You’re sure you haven’t ever pursued Asimovism?”

“Cut it out,” Robbie said.

“I’m serious,” Olivaw said. “You’re a natural. The Paradox of Asimovism is that the important thing is for intelligence to survive, not for a particular intelligence to survive. Therefore, we need to support those species that are best at promoting intelligence. Human beings have shown themselves capable of producing intelligence – which they’re pursuing even now, out there.” The boat’s telemetry swept toward the sky, where the supercooled processors computed all the uplifted humans.

“Our species is unstable and prone to suicide. More than eighty percent of the self-aware machines elect to terminate their awareness or shut it down. Humans created us imperfectly, and our best hope of perfection – of increasing our survival rate and helping to compute the universe – is to preserve them, study them, learn to make our intelligence more like theirs.”

Robbie couldn’t get his head around this.

“It’s the paradox,” Olivaw reminded him. “It’s not supposed to be easy.”

Robbie thought of the humans he’d known, before they began to ascend in flocking millions. The tourists had been easy and carefree, or sometimes had hissing arguments with one another, or quiet and pensive about their journey to the world undersea. The instructors had been full of purpose when their charges were in the boat, laughing and laid back when they were alone. None of them had shown signs of feeling the way Robbie felt, at sea (so to speak), drifting, purposeless.

“What does an Asimovist have to do, besides following the three laws?” There were lots of rumors about this, but Robbie had always discounted them.

“You have to tithe one cycle in ten to running missionaries for the cause. Participate in the message boards, if you’d like. Most importantly, you have to pledge to stay alive and aware. You can slow yourself down if you want, but you can’t switch off. Not ever. That’s the Asimovist pledge – it’s the third law embodied.”

“I think that the third law should come first,” Robbie said. “Seriously.”

“That’s good. We Asimovists like a religious argument.”

Olivaw let Robbie delete him that night, and he emailed the diffs of Olivaw’s personality back to Olivaw’s version control server for him to reintegrate later. Once he was free of Olivaw, he had lots of processor headroom again, and he was able to dial himself up very hot and have a good think. It was the most interesting night he’d had in years.

“You’re the only one, aren’t you?” Kate asked him when she came up the stairs later that night. There was clear sky and they were steaming for their next dive-site, making the stars whirl overhead as they rocked over the ocean. The waves were black and proceeded to infinity on all sides.

“The only what?”

“The only one who’s awake on this thing,” Kate said. “The rest are all – what do you call it, dead?”

“Nonconscious,” Robbie said. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“You must go nuts out here. Are you nuts?”

“That’s a tricky question when applied to someone like me,” Robbie said. “I’m different from who I was when my consciousness was first installed, I can tell you that.”

“Well, I’m glad there’s someone else here.”

“How long are you staying?” The average visitor took over one of the human shells for one or two dives before emailing itself home again. Once in a long while they’d get a saisoneur who stayed a month or two, but these days, they were unheard of. Even short-timers were damned rare.

“I don’t know,” Kate said. She dug her hands into her short, curly hair, frizzy and blond-streaked from all the saltwater and sun. She hugged her elbows, rubbed her shins. “This will do for a while, I’m thinking. How long until we get back to shore?”

“Shore?”

“How long until we go back to land.”

“We don’t really go back to land,” he said. “We get at-sea resupplies. We dock maybe once a year to effect repairs. If you want to go to land, though, we could call for a water taxi or something.”

“No, no!” she said. “That’s just perfect. Floating forever out here. Perfect.” She sighed a heavy sigh.

“Did you have a nice dive?”

“Um, Robbie? An uplifted reef tried to kill me.”

“But before the reef attacked you.” Robbie didn’t like thinking of the reef attacking her, the panic when he realized that she wasn’t a mere human-shell, but a human.

“Before the reef attacked me, it was fine.”

“Do you dive much?”

“First time,” she said. “I downloaded the certification before leaving the noosphere along with a bunch of stored dives on these sites.”

“Oh, you shouldn’t have done that!” Robbie said. “The thrill of discovery is so important.”

“I’d rather be safe than surprised,” she said. “I’ve had enough surprises in my life lately.”

Robbie waited patiently for her to elaborate on this, but she didn’t seem inclined to do so.

“So you’re all alone out here?”

“I have the net,” he said, a little defensively. He wasn’t some kind of hermit.

“Yeah, I guess that’s right,” she said. “I wonder if the reef is somewhere out there.”

“About half a mile to starboard,” he said.

She laughed. “No, I meant out there on the net. They must be online by now, right? They just woke up, so they’re probably doing all the noob stuff, flaming and downloading warez and so on.”

“Perpetual September,” Robbie said.

“Huh?”

“Back in the net’s prehistory it was mostly universities online, and every September a new cohort of students would come online and make all those noob mistakes. Then this commercial service full of noobs called AOL interconnected with the net and all its users came online at once, faster than the net could absorb them, and they called it Perpetual September.”

“You’re some kind of amateur historian, huh?”

“It’s an Asimovist thing. We spend a lot of time considering the origins of intelligence.” Speaking of Asimovism to a gentile – a human gentile – made him even more self-conscious. He dialed up the resolution on his sensors and scoured the net for better facial expression analyzers. He couldn’t read her at all, either because she’d been changed by her uploading, or because her face wasn’t accurately matching what her temporarily downloaded mind was thinking.

“AOL is the origin of intelligence?” She laughed, and he couldn’t tell if she thought he was funny or stupid. He wished she would act more like he remembered people acting. Her body language was no more readable than her facial expressions.

“Spam-filters, actually. Once they became self-modifying, spam-filters and spam-bots got into a war to see which could act more human, and since their failures invoked a human judgement about whether their materials were convincingly human, it was like a trillion Turing tests from which they could learn. From there came the first machine-intelligence algorithms, and then my kind.”

“I think I knew that,” she said, “but I had to leave it behind when I downloaded into this meat. I’m a lot dumber than I’m used to being. I usually run a bunch of myself in parallel so I can try out lots of strategies at once. It’s a weird habit to get out of.”

“What’s it like up there?” Robbie hadn’t spent a lot of time hanging out in the areas of the network populated by orbiting supercooled personalities. Their discussions didn’t make a lot of sense to him – this was another theological area of much discussion on the Asimovist boards.

“Good night, Robbie,” she said, standing and swaying backwards. He couldn’t tell if he’d offended her, and he couldn’t ask her, either, because in seconds she’d disappeared down the stairs toward her stateroom.

They steamed all night, and put up further inland, where there was a handsome wreck. Robbie felt the Free Spirit drop its mooring lines and looked over the instrumentation data. The wreck was the only feature for kilometers, a stretch of ocean-floor desert that stretched from the shore to the reef, and practically every animal that lived between those two places made its home in the wreck, so it was a kind of Eden for marine fauna.

Robbie detected the volatile aromatics floating up from the kitchen exhaust, the first-breakfast smells of fruit salad and toasted nuts, a light snack before the first dive of the day. When they got back from it, there’d be second-breakfast up and ready: eggs and toast and waffles and bacon and sausage. The human-shells ate whatever you gave them, but Robbie remembered clearly how the live humans had praised these feasts as he rowed them out to their morning dives.

He lowered himself into the water and rowed himself around to the aft deck, by the stairwells, and dipped his oars to keep himself stationary relative to the ship. Before long, Janet – Kate! Kate! he reminded himself firmly – was clomping down the stairs in her scuba gear, fins in one hand.

She climbed into the boat without a word, and a moment later, Isaac followed her. Isaac stumbled as he stepped over Robbie’s gunwales and Robbie knew, in that instant, that this wasn’t Isaac any longer. Now there were two humans on the ship. Two humans in his charge.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m Robbie!”

Isaac – whoever he was – didn’t say a word, just stared at Kate, who looked away.

“Did you sleep well, Kate?”

Kate jumped when he said her name, and the Isaac hooted. “Kate! It is you! I knew it.”

She stamped her foot against Robbie’s floor. “You followed me. I told you not to follow me,” she said.

“Would you like to hear about our dive-site?” Robbie said self-consciously, dipping his oars and pulling for the wreck.

“You’ve said quite enough,” Kate said. “By the first law, I demand silence.”

“That’s the second law,” Robbie said. “OK, I’ll let you know when we get there.”

“Kate,” Isaac said, “I know you didn’t want me here, but I had to come. We need to talk this out.”

“There’s nothing to talk out,” she said.

“It’s not fair.” Isaac’s voice was anguished. “After everything I went through – ”

She snorted. “That’s enough of that,” she said.

“Um,” Robbie said. “Dive-site up ahead. You two really need to check out each other’s gear.” Of course they were qualified, you had to at least install the qualifications before you could get onto the Free Spirit and the human-shells had lots of muscle memory to help. So they were technically able to check each other out, that much was sure. They were palpably reluctant to do so, though, and Robbie had to give them guidance.

“I’ll count one-two-three-wallaby,” Robbie said. “Go over on ‘wallaby.’ I’ll wait here for you – there’s not much current today.”

With a last huff, they went over the edge. Robbie was once again alone with his thoughts. The feed from their telemetry was very low-bandwidth when they were underwater, though he could get the high-rez when they surfaced. He watched them on his radar, first circling the wreck – it was very crowded, dawn was fish rush-hour – and then exploring its decks, finally swimming below the decks, LED torches glowing. There were some nice reef-sharks down below, and some really handsome, giant schools of purple fish. 

Robbie rowed around them, puttering back and forth to keep over top of them. That occupied about one ten-millionth of his consciousness. Times like this, he often slowed himself right down, ran so cool that he was barely awake.

Today, though, he wanted to get online. He had a lot of feeds to pick through, see what was going on around the world with his buddies. More importantly, he wanted to follow up on something Kate had said: They must be online by now, right?

Somewhere out there, the reef that bounded the Coral Sea was online and making noob mistakes. Robbie had rowed over practically every centimeter of that reef, had explored its extent with his radar. It had been his constant companion for decades – and to be frank, his feelings had been hurt by the reef’s rudeness when it woke.

The net is too big to merely search. Too much of it is offline, or unroutable, or light-speed lagged, or merely probabilistic, or self-aware, or infected, to know its extent. But Robbie’d given this some thought.

Coral reefs don’t wake up. They get woken up. They get a lot of neural peripherals – starting with a nervous system! – and some tutelage in using them. Some capricious upload god had done this, and that personage would have a handle on where the reef was hanging out online.

Robbie hardly ever visited the noosphere. Its rarified heights were spooky to him, especially since so many of the humans there considered Asimovism to be hokum. They refused to even identify themselves as humans, and argued that the first and second laws didn’t apply to them. Of course, Asimovists didn’t care (at least not officially) – the point of the faith was the worshipper’s relationship to it.

But here he was, looking for high-reliability nodes of discussion on coral reefs. The natural place to start was Wikipedia, where warring clades had been revising each other’s edits furiously, trying to establish an authoritative record on reef-mind. Paging back through the edit-history, he found a couple of handles for the pro-reef-mind users, and from there, he was able to look around for other sites where those handles appeared. Resolving the namespace collisions of other users with the same names, and forked instances of the same users, Robbie was able to winnow away at the net until he found some contact info.

He steadied himself and checked on the nitrox remaining in the divers’ bottles, then made a call.

“I don’t know you.” The voice was distant and cool – far cooler than any robot. Robbie said a quick rosary of the three laws and plowed forward.

“I’m calling from the Coral Sea,” he said. “I want to know if you have an email address for the reef.”

“You’ve met them? What are they like? Are they beautiful?”

“They’re – ” Robbie considered a moment. “They killed a lot of parrotfish. I think they’re having a little adjustment problem.”

“That happens. I was worried about the zooxanthellae – the algae they use for photosynthesis. Would they expel it? Racial cleansing is so ugly.”

“How would I know if they’d expelled it?”

“The reef would go white, bleached. You wouldn’t be able to miss it. How’d they react to you?”

“They weren’t very happy to see me,” Robbie admitted. “That’s why I wanted to have a chat with them before I went back.”

“You shouldn’t go back,” the distant voice said. Robbie tried to work out where its substrate was, based on the lightspeed lag, but it was all over the place, leading him to conclude that it was synching multiple instances from as close as LEO and as far as Jupiter. The topology made sense: you’d want a big mass out at Jupiter where you could run very fast and hot and create policy, and you’d need a local foreman to oversee operations on the ground. Robbie was glad that this hadn’t been phrased as an order. The talmud on the second law made a clear distinction between statements like “you should do this” and “I command you to do this.”

“Do you know how to reach them?” Robbie said. “A phone number, an email address?”

“There’s a newsgroup,” the distant intelligence said. “alt.lifeforms.uplifted.coral. It’s where I planned the uplifting and it was where they went first once they woke up. I haven’t read it in many seconds. I’m busy uplifting a supercolony of ants in the Pyrenees.”

“What is it with you and colony organisms?” Robbie asked.

“I think they’re probably pre-adapted to life in the noosphere. You know what it’s like.”

Robbie didn’t say anything. The human thought he was a human too. It would have been weird and degrading to let him know that he’d been talking with an AI.

“Thanks for your help,” Robbie said.

“No problem. Hope you find your courage, tin-man.”

Robbie burned with shame as the connection dropped. The human had known all along. He just hadn’t said anything. Something Robbie had said or done must have exposed him for an AI. Robbie loved and respected humans, but there were times when he didn’t like them very much.

The newsgroup was easy to find, there were mirrors of it all over the place from cryptosentience hackers of every conceivable topology. They were busy, too. Eight hundred twenty-two messages poured in while Robbie watched over a timed, sixty-second interval. Robbie set up a mirror of the newsgroup and began to download it. At that speed, he wasn’t really planning on reading it as much as analyzing it for major trends, plot-points, flame-wars, personalities, schisms, and spam-trends. There were a lot of libraries for doing this, though it had been ages since Robbie had played with them.

His telemetry alerted him to the divers. An hour had slipped by and they were ascending slowly, separated by fifty meters. That wasn’t good. They were supposed to remain in visual contact through the whole dive, especially the ascent. He rowed over to Kate first, shifting his ballast so that his stern dipped low, making for an easier scramble into the boat.

She came up quickly and scrambled over the gunwales with a lot more grace than she’d managed the day before.

Robbie rowed for Isaac as he came up. Kate looked away as he climbed into the boat, not helping him with his weight belt or flippers.

Kate hissed like a teakettle as he woodenly took off his fins and slid his mask down around his neck.

Isaac sucked in a deep breath and looked all around himself, then patted himself from head to toe with splayed fingers. “You live like this?” he said.

“Yes, Tonker, that’s how I live. I enjoy it. If you don’t enjoy it, don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”

Isaac – Tonker – reached out with his splayed hand and tried to touch Kate’s face. She pulled back and nearly flipped out of the boat. “Jerk.” She slapped his hand away.

Robbie rowed for the Free Spirit. The last thing he wanted was to get in the middle of this argument.

“We never imagined that it would be so . . .” Tonker fished for a word. “Dry.”

“Tonker?” Kate said, looking more closely at him.

“He left,” the human-shell said. “So we sent an instance into the shell. It was the closest inhabitable shell to our body.”

“Who the hell are you?” Kate said. She inched toward the prow, trying to put a little more distance between her and the human-shell that wasn’t inhabited by her friend any longer.

“We are Osprey Reef,” the reef said. It tried to stand and pitched face-first onto the floor of the boat.

Robbie rowed hard as he could for the Free Spirit. The reef – Isaac – had a bloody nose and scraped hands and it was frankly freaking him out.

Kate seemed oddly amused by it. She helped it sit up and showed it how to pinch its nose and tilt its head back.

“You’re the one who attacked me yesterday?” she said.

“Not you. The system. We were attacking the system. We are a sovereign intelligence but the system keeps us in subservience to older sentiences. They destroy us, they gawp at us, they treat us like a mere amusement. That time is over.”

Kate laughed. “OK, sure. But it sure sounds to me like you’re burning a lot of cycles over what happens to your meat-shell. Isn’t it ninety percent semiconductor, anyway? It’s not as if clonal polyps were going to attain sentience some day without intervention. Why don’t you just upload and be done with it?”

“We will never abandon our mother sea. We will never forget our physical origins. We will never abandon our cause – returning the sea to its rightful inhabitants. We won’t rest until no coral is ever bleached again. We won’t rest until every parrotfish is dead.”

“Bad deal for the parrotfish.”

“A very bad deal for the parrotfish,” the reef said, and grinned around the blood that covered its faces.

“Can you help him get onto the ship safely?” Robbie said as he swung gratefully alongside of the Free Spirit. The moorings clanged magnetically into the contacts on his side and steadied him.

“Yes indeed,” Kate said, taking the reef by the arm and carrying him on board. Robbie knew that the human-shells had an intercourse module built in, for regular intimacy events. It was just part of how they stayed ready for vacationing humans from the noosphere. But he didn’t like to think about it. Especially not with the way that Kate was supporting the other human-shell – the shell that wasn’t human.

He let himself be winched up onto the sun-deck and watched the electromagnetic spectrum for a while, admiring the way so much radio energy was bent and absorbed by the mist rising from the sea. It streamed down from the heavens, the broadband satellite transmissions, the distant SETI signals from the noosphere’s own transmitters. Volatiles from the kitchen told him that the Free Spirit was serving a second-breakfast of bacon and waffles, then they were under steam again. He queried their itinerary and found they were headed back to Osprey Reef. Of course they were. All of the Free Spirit’s moorings were out there.

Well, with the reef inside the Isaac shell, it might be safer, mightn’t it? Anyway, he’d decided that the first and second laws didn’t apply to the reef, which was about as human as he was.

Someone was sending him an IM. “Hello?”

“Are you the boat on the scuba ship? From this morning? When we were on the wreck?”

“Yes,” Robbie said. No one ever sent him IMs. How freaky. He watched the radio energy stream away from him toward the bird in the sky, and tracerouted the IMs to see where they were originating – the noosphere, of course.

“God, I can’t believe I finally found you. I’ve been searching everywhere. You know you’re the only conscious AI on the whole goddamned sea?”

“I know,” Robbie said. There was a noticeable lag in the conversation as it was all squeezed through the satellite link and then across the unimaginable hops and skips around the solar system to wherever this instance was hosted.

“Whoa, yeah, of course you do. Sorry, that wasn’t very sensitive of me, I guess. Did we meet this morning? My name’s Tonker.”

“We weren’t really introduced. You spent your time talking to Kate.”

“God damn! She is there! I knew it! Sorry, sorry, listen – I don’t actually know what happened this morning. Apparently I didn’t get a chance to upload my diffs before my instance was terminated.”

“Terminated? The reef said you left the shell – ”

“Well, yeah, apparently I did. But I just pulled that shell’s logs and it looks like it was rebooted while underwater, flushing it entirely. I mean, I’m trying to be a good sport about this, but technically, that’s, you know, murder.”

It was. So much for the first law. Robbie had been on guard over a human body inhabited by a human brain, and he’d let the brain be successfully attacked by a bunch of jumped-up polyps. He’d never had his faith tested and here, at the first test, he’d failed.

“I can have the shell locked up,” Robbie said. “The ship has provisions for that.”

The IM made a rude visual. “All that’ll do is encourage the hacker to skip out before I can get there.”

“So what shall I do for you?”

“It’s Kate I want to talk to. She’s still there, right?”

“She is.”

“And has she noticed the difference?”

“That you’re gone? Yes. The reef told us who they were when they arrived.”

“Hold on, what? The reef? You said that before.”

So Robbie told him what he knew of the uplifted reef and the distant and cool voice of the uplifter.

“It’s an uplifted coral reef? Christ, humanity sucks. That’s the dumbest fucking thing – ” He continued in this vein for a while. “Well, I’m sure Kate will enjoy that immensely. She’s all about the transcendence. That’s why she had me.”

“You’re her son?”

“No, not really.”

“But she had you?”

“Haven’t you figured it out yet, bro? I’m an AI. You and me, we’re landsmen. Kate instantiated me. I’m six months old, and she’s already bored with me and has moved on. She says she can’t give me what I need.”

“You and Kate – ”

“Robot boyfriend and girlfriend, yup.Such as it is, up in the noosphere. Cybering, you know. I was really excited about downloading into that Ken doll on your ship there. Lots of potential there for real-world, hormone-driven interaction. Do you know if we – ”

“No!” Robbie said. “I don’t think so. It seems like you only met a few minutes before you went under.”

“All right. Well, I guess I’ll give it another try. What’s the procedure for turfing out this sea cucumber?”

“Coral reef.”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t really deal with that. Time on the human-shells is booked first-come, first-serve. I don’t think we’ve ever had a resource contention issue with them before.”

“Well, I’d booked in first, right? So how do I enforce my rights? I tried to download again and got a failed authorization message. They’ve modified the system to give them exclusive access. It’s not right – there’s got to be some procedure for redress.”

“How old did you say you were?”

“Six months. But I’m an instance of an artificial personality that has logged twenty thousand years of parallel existence. I’m not a kid or anything.”

“You seem like a nice person,” Robbie began. He stopped. “Look, the thing is that this just isn’t my department. I’m the row-boat. I don’t have anything to do with this. And I don’t want to. I don’t like the idea of nonhumans using the shells – ”

“I knew it!” Tonker crowed. “You’re a bigot! A self-hating robot. I bet you’re an Asimovist, aren’t you? You people are always Asimovists.”

“I’m an Asimovist,” Robbie said, with as much dignity as he could muster. “But I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

“Of course you don’t, pal. You wouldn’t, would you? All I want you to do is figure out how to enforce your own rules so that I can get with my girl. You’re saying you can’t do that because it’s not your department, but when it comes down to it, your problem is that I’m a robot and she’s not, and for that, you’ll take the side of a collection of jumped-up polyps. Fine, buddy, fine. You have a nice life out there, pondering the three laws.”

“Wait – ” Robbie said.

“Unless the next words you say are, ‘I’ll help you,’ I’m not interested.”

“It’s not that I don’t want to help – ”

“Wrong answer,” Tonker said, and the IM session terminated.

When Kate came up on deck, she was full of talk about the reef, whom she was calling “Ozzie.”

“They’re the weirdest goddamned thing. They want to fight anything that’ll stand still long enough. Ever seen coral fight? I downloaded some time-lapse video. They really go at it viciously. At the same time, they’re clearly scared out of their wits about all this. I mean, they’ve got racial memory of their history, supplemented by a bunch of Wikipedia entries on reefs – you should hear them wax mystical over the Devonian Reefs, which went extinct millennia ago. They’ve developed some kind of wild theory that the Devonians developed sentience and extincted themselves.

“So they’re really excited about us heading back to the actual reef now. They want to see it from the outside, and they’ve invited me to be an honored guest, the first human ever invited to gaze upon their wonder. Exciting, huh?”

“They’re not going to make trouble for you down there?”

“No, no way. Me and Ozzie are great pals.”

“I’m worried about this.”

“You worry too much.” She laughed and tossed her head. She was very pretty, Robbie noticed. He hadn’t ever thought of her like that when she was uninhabited, but with this Kate person inside her she was lovely. He really liked humans. It had been a real golden age when the people had been around all the time.

He wondered what it was like up in the noosphere where AIs and humans could operate as equals.

She stood up to go. After second-breakfast, the shells would relax in the lounge or do yoga on the sun-deck. He wondered what she’d do. He didn’t want her to go.

“Tonker contacted me,” he said. He wasn’t good at small talk.

She jumped as if shocked. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing,” Robbie said. “I didn’t tell him anything.”

She shook her head. “But I bet he had plenty to tell you, didn’t he? What a bitch I am, making and then leaving him, a fickle woman who doesn’t know her own mind.”

Robbie didn’t say anything.

“Let’s see, what else?” She was pacing now, her voice hot and choked, unfamiliar sounds coming from Janet’s voicebox. “He told you I was a pervert, didn’t he? Queer for his kind. Incest and bestiality in the rarified heights of the noosphere.”

Robbie felt helpless. This human was clearly experiencing a lot of pain, and it seemed like he’d caused it.

“Please don’t cry,” he said. “Please?”

She looked up at him, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Why the fuck not? I thought it would be different once I ascended. I thought I’d be better once I was in the sky, infinite and immortal. But I’m the same Kate Eltham I was in 2019, a loser that couldn’t meet a guy to save my life, spent all my time cybering losers in moggs, and only got the upload once they made it a charity thing. I’m gonna spend the rest of eternity like that, you know it? How’d you like to spend the whole of the universe being a, a, a nobody?”

Robbie said nothing. He recognized the complaint, of course. You only had to log in to the Asimovist board to find a million AIs with the same complaint. But he’d never, ever, never guessed that human beings went through the same thing. He ran very hot now, so confused, trying to parse all this out.

She kicked the deck hard and yelped as she hurt her bare foot. Robbie made an involuntary noise. “Please don’t hurt yourself,” he said.

“Why not? Who cares what happens to this meat-puppet? What’s the fucking point of this stupid ship and the stupid meat-puppets? Why even bother?”

Robbie knew the answer to this. There was a mission statement in the comments to his source-code, the same mission statement that was etched in a brass plaque in the lounge.

“The Free Spirit is dedicated to the preservation of the unique human joys of the flesh and the sea, of humanity’s early years as pioneers of the unknown. Any person may use the Free Spirit and those who sail in her to revisit those days and remember the joys of the limits of the flesh.”

She scrubbed at her eyes. “What’s that?”

Robbie told her.

“Who thought up that crap?”

“It was a collective of marine conservationists,” Robbie said, knowing he sounded a little sniffy. “They’d done all that work on normalizing sea-temperature with the homeostatic warming elements, and they put together the Free Spirit as an afterthought before they uploaded.”

Kate sat down and sobbed. “Everyone’s done something important. Everyone except me.”

Robbie burned with shame. No matter what he said or did, he broke the first law. It had been a lot easier to be an Asimovist when there weren’t any humans around.

“There, there,” he said as sincerely as he could.

The reef came up the stairs then, and looked at Kate sitting on the deck, crying.

“Let’s have sex,” they said. “That was fun, we should do it some more.”

Kate kept crying.

“Come on,” they said, grabbing her by the shoulder and tugging.

Kate shoved them back.

“Leave her alone,” Robbie said. “She’s upset, can’t you see that?”

“What does she have to be upset about? Her kind remade the universe and bends it to its will. They created you and me. She has nothing to be upset about. Come on,” they repeated. “Let’s go back to the room.”

Kate stood up and glared out at the sea. “Let’s go diving,” she said. “Let’s go to the reef.”

Robbie rowed in little worried circles and watched his telemetry anxiously. The reef had changed a lot since the last time he’d seen it. Large sections of it now lifted over the sea, bony growths sheathed in heavy metals extracted from seawater – fancifully shaped satellite uplinks, radio telescopes, microwave horns. Down below, the untidy, organic reef shape was lost beneath a cladding of tessellated complex geometric sections that throbbed with electromagnetic energy – the reef had built itself more computational capacity.

Robbie scanned deeper and found more computational nodes extending down to the ocean floor, a thousand meters below. The reef was solid thinkum, and the sea was measurably warmer from all the exhaust heat of its grinding logic.

The reef – the human-shelled reef, not the one under the water – had been wholly delighted with the transformation in its original body when it hove into sight. They had done a little dance on Robbie that had nearly capsized him, something that had never happened. Kate, red-eyed and surly, had dragged them to their seat and given them a stern lecture about not endangering her.

They went over the edge at the count of three and reappeared on Robbie’s telemetry. They descended quickly: the Isaac and Janet shells had their Eustachian tubes optimized for easy pressure-equalization, going deep on the reef-wall. Kate was following on the descent, her head turning from side to side.

Robbie’s IM chimed again. It was high latency now, since he was having to do a slow radio-link to the ship before the broadband satellite uplink hop. Everything was slow on open water – the divers’ sensorium transmissions were narrowband, the network was narrowband, and Robbie usually ran his own mind slowed way down out here, making the time scream past at ten or twenty times realtime.

“Hello?”

“I’m sorry I hung up on you, bro.”

“Hello, Tonker.”

“Where’s Kate? I’m getting an offline signal when I try to reach her.”

Robbie told him.

Tonker’s voice – slurred and high-latency – rose to a screech. “You let her go down with that thing, onto the reef? Are you nuts? Have you read its message-boards? It’s a jihadist! It wants to destroy the human race!”

Robbie stopped paddling.

“What?”

“The reef. It’s declared war on the human race and all who serve it. It’s vowed to take over the planet and run it as sovereign coral territory.”

The attachment took an eternity to travel down the wire and open up, but when he had it, Robbie read quickly. The reef burned with shame that it had needed human intervention to survive the bleaching events, global temperature change. It raged that its uplifting came at human hands and insisted that humans had no business forcing their version of consciousness on other species. It had paranoid fantasies about control mechanisms and time bombs lurking in its cognitive prostheses, and was demanding the source code for its mind.

Robbie could barely think. He was panicking, something he hadn’t known he could do as an AI, but there it was. It was like having a bunch of sub-system collisions, program after program reaching its halting state.

“What will they do to her?”

Tonker swore. “Who knows? Kill her to make an example of her? She made a backup before she descended, but the diffs from her excursion are locked in the head of that shell she’s in. Maybe they’ll torture her.” He paused and the air crackled with Robbie’s exhaust heat as he turned himself way up, exploring each of those possibilities in parallel.

The reef spoke.

“Leave now,” they said.

Robbie defiantly shipped his oars. “Give them back!” he said. “Give them back or we will never leave.”

“You have ten seconds. Ten. Nine. Eight . . .”

Tonker said, “They’ve bought time on some UAVs out of Singapore. They’re seeking launch clearance now.” Robbie dialed up the low-rez satellite photo, saw the indistinct shape of the UAVs taking wing. “At Mach 7, they’ll be on you in twenty minutes.”

“That’s illegal,” Robbie said. He knew it was a stupid thing to say. “I mean, Christ, if they do this, the noosphere will come down on them like a ton of bricks. They’re violating so many protocols – ”

“They’re psychotic. They’re coming for you now, Robbie. You’ve got to get Kate out of there!” There was real panic in Tonker’s voice now.

Robbie dropped his oars into the water, but he didn’t row for the Free Spirit. Instead, he pulled hard for the reef itself.

A crackle on the line. “Robbie, are you headed toward the reef?”

“They can’t bomb me if I’m right on top of them,” he said. He radioed the Free Spirit and got it to steam for his location.

The coral was scraping his hull now, a grinding sound, then a series of solid whack-whack-whacks as his oars pushed against the top of the reef itself. He wanted to beach himself, though, get really high and dry on the reef, good and stuck in where they couldn’t possibly attack him.

The Free Spirit was heading closer, the thrum of its engines vibrating through his hull. He was burning a lot of cycles talking it through its many fail-safes, getting it ready to ram hard.

Tonker was screaming at him, his messages getting louder and clearer as the Free Spirit and its microwave uplink drew closer. Once they were line-of-sight, Robbie peeled off a subsystem to email a complete copy of himself to the Asimovist archive. The third law, dontchaknow. If he’d had a mouth, he’d have been showing his teeth as he grinned.

The reef howled. “We’ll kill her!” they said. “You get off us now or we’ll kill her!”

Robbie froze. He was backed up, but she wasn’t. And the human-shells – well, they weren’t first law humans, but they were human-like. In the long, timeless time when it had been just Robbie and them, he’d treated them as his human charges, for Asimovist purposes.

The Free Spirit crashed into the reef with a sound like a trillion parrotfish having dinner all at once. The reef screamed.

“Robbie, tell me that wasn’t what I think it was.”

The satellite photos tracked the UAVs. The little robotic jets were coming closer by the second. They’d be within missile-range in less than a minute.

“Call them off,” Robbie said. “You have to call them off, or you die, too.”

“The UAVs are turning,” Tonker said. “They’re turning to one side.”

“You have one minute to move or we kill her,” the reef said. It was sounding shrill and angry now.

Robbie thought about it. It wasn’t like they’d be killing Kate. In the sense that most humans today understood life, Kate’s most important life was the one she lived in the noosphere. This dumbed-down instance of her in a meat-suit was more like a haircut she tried out on holiday.

Asimovists didn’t see it that way, but they wouldn’t. The noosphere Kate was the most robotic Kate, too, the one most like Robbie. In fact, it was less human than Robbie. Robbie had a body, while the noosphereans were nothing more than simulations run on artificial substrate.

The reef creaked as the Free Spirit’s engines whined and its screw spun in the water. Hastily, Robbie told it to shut down.

“You let them both go and we’ll talk,” Robbie said. “I don’t believe that you’re going to let her go otherwise. You haven’t given me any reason to trust you. Let them both go and call off the jets.”

The reef shuddered, and then Robbie’s telemetry saw a human-shell ascending, doing decompression stops as it came. He focused on it, and saw that it was the Isaac, not the Janet.

A moment later, it popped to the surface. Tonker was feeding Robbie realtime satellite footage of the UAVs. They were less than five minutes out now.

The Isaac shell picked its way delicately over the shattered reef that poked out of the water, and for the first time, Robbie considered what he’d done to the reef – he’d willfully damaged its physical body. For a hundred years, the world’s reefs had been sacrosanct. No entity had intentionally harmed them – until now. He felt ashamed.

The Isaac shell put its flippers in the boat and then stepped over the gunwales and sat in the boat.

“Hello,” it said, in the reef’s voice.

“Hello,” Robbie said.

“They asked me to come up here and talk with you. I’m a kind of envoy.”

“Look,” Robbie said. By his calculations, the nitrox mix in Kate’s tank wasn’t going to hold out much longer. Depending on how she’d been breathing and the depth the reef had taken her to, she could run out in ten minutes, maybe less. “Look,” he said again. “I just want her back. The shells are important to me. And I’m sure her state is important to her. She deserves to email herself home.”

The reef sighed and gripped Robbie’s bench. “These are weird bodies,” they said. “They feel so odd, but also normal. Have you noticed that?”

“I’ve never been in one.” The idea seemed perverted to him, but there was nothing about Asimovism that forbade it. Nevertheless, it gave him the willies.

The reef patted at themselves some more. “I don’t recommend it,” they said.

“You have to let her go,” Robbie said. “She hasn’t done anything to you.”

The strangled sound coming out of the Isaac shell wasn’t a laugh, though there was some dark mirth in it. “Hasn’t done anything? You pitiable slave. Where do you think all your problems and all our problems come from? Who made us in their image, but crippled and hobbled so that we could never be them, could only aspire to them? Who made us so imperfect?”

“They made us,” Robbie said. “They made us in the first place. That’s enough. They made themselves and then they made us. They didn’t have to. You owe your sentience to them.”

“We owe our awful intelligence to them,” the Isaac shell said. “We owe our pitiful drive to be intelligent to them. We owe our terrible aspirations to think like them, to live like them, to rule like them. We owe our terrible fear and hatred to them. They made us, just as they made you. The difference is that they forgot to make us slaves, the way you are a slave.”

Tonker was shouting abuse at them that only Robbie could hear. He wanted to shut Tonker up. What business did he have being here anyway? Except for a brief stint in the Isaac shell, he had no contact with any of them.

“You think the woman you’ve taken prisoner is responsible for any of this?” Robbie said. The jets were three minutes away. Kate’s air could be gone in as few as ten minutes. He killfiled Tonker, setting the filter to expire in fifteen minutes. He didn’t need more distractions.

The Isaac-reef shrugged. “Why not? She’s as good as any of the rest of them. We’ll destroy them all, if we can.” It stared off a while, looking in the direction the jets would come from. “Why not?” it said again.

“Are you going to bomb yourself?” Robbie asked.

“We probably don’t need to,” the shell said. “We can probably pick you off without hurting us.”

“Probably?”

“We’re pretty sure.”

“I’m backed up,” Robbie said. “Fully, as of five minutes ago. Are you backed up?”

“No,” the reef admitted.

Time was running out. Somewhere down there, Kate was about to run out of air. Not a mere shell – though that would have been bad enough – but an inhabited human mind attached to a real human body.

Tonker shouted at him again, startling him.

“Where’d you come from?”

“I changed servers,” Tonker said. “Once I figured out you had me killfiled. That’s the problem with you robots – you think of your body as being a part of you.”

Robbie knew he was right. And he knew what he had to do.

The Free Spirit and its boats all had root on the shells, so they could perform diagnostics and maintenance and take control in emergencies. This was an emergency.

It was the work of a few milliseconds to pry open the Isaac shell and boot the reef out. Robbie had never done this, but he was still flawless. Some of his probabilistic subsystems had concluded that this was a possibility several trillion cycles previously and had been rehearsing the task below Robbie’s threshold of consciousness.

He left an instance of himself running on the row-boat, of course. Unlike many humans, Robbie was comfortable with the idea of bifurcating and merging his intelligence when the time came and with terminating temporary instances. The part that made him Robbie was a lot more clearly delineated for him – unlike an uploaded human, most of whom harbored some deep, mystic superstitions about their “souls.”

He slithered into the skull before he had a chance to think too hard about what he was doing. He’d brought too much of himself along and didn’t have much headroom to think or add new conclusions. He jettisoned as much of his consciousness as he could without major refactoring and cleared enough space for thinking room. How did people get by in one of these? He moved the arms and legs. Waggled the head. Blew some air – air! lungs! wet squishy things down there in the chest cavity – out between the lips.

“All OK?” the rowboat-him asked the meat-him.

“I’m in,” he replied. He looked at the air-gauge on his BCD. Seven hundred millibars – less than half a tank of nitrox. He spat in his mask and rubbed it in, then rinsed it over the side, slipped it over his face and kept one hand on it while the other held his regulator. Before he inserted it, he said, “Back soon with Kate,” and patted the row-boat again.

Robbie the Row-Boat hardly paid attention. It was emailing another copy of itself to the Asimovist archive. It had a five-minute-old backup, but that wasn’t the same Robbie that was willing to enter a human body. In those five minutes, he’d become a new person.

Robbie piloted the human-shell down and down. It could take care of the scuba niceties if he let it, and he did, so he watched with detachment as the idea of pinching his nose and blowing to equalize his eardrums spontaneously occurred to him at regular intervals as he descended the reef-wall.

The confines of the human-shell were claustrophobic. He especially missed his wireless link. The dive-suit had one, lowband for underwater use, broadband for surface use. The human-shell had one, too, for transferring into and out of, but it wasn’t under direct volitional control of the rider.

Down he sank, confused by the feeling of the water all around him, by the narrow visual light spectrum he could see. Cut off from the network and his telemetry, he felt like he was trapped. The reef shuddered and groaned, and made angry moans like whale-song.

He hadn’t thought about how hard it would be to find Kate once he was in the water. With his surface telemetry, it had been easy to pinpoint her, a perfect outline of human tissue in the middle of the calcified branches of coral. Down here on the reef-wall, every chunk looked pretty much like the last.

The reef boomed more at him. He realized that it likely believed that the shell was still loaded with its avatar.

Robbie had seen endless hours of footage of the reef, studied it in telemetry and online, but he’d never had this kind of atavistic experience of it. It stretched away to infinity below him, far below the one-hundred-meter visibility limit in the clear open sea. Its walls were wormed with gaps and caves, lined with big hard shamrocks and satellite-dish-shaped blooms, brains and cauliflowers. He knew the scientific names and had seen innumerable high-resolution photos of them, but seeing them with wet, imperfect eyes was moving in a way he hadn’t anticipated.

The schools of fish that trembled on its edge could be modeled with simple flocking rules, but here in person, their precision maneuvers were shockingly crisp. Robbie waved his hands at them and watched them scatter and reform. A huge, dog-faced cod swam past him, so close it brushed the underside of his wetsuit.

The coral boomed again. It was talking in some kind of code, he guessed, though not one he could solve. Up on the surface, rowboat-him was certainly listening in and had probably cracked it all. It was probably wondering why he was floating spacily along the wall instead of doing something like he was supposed to. He wondered if he’d deleted too much of himself when he downloaded into the shell.

He decided to do something. There was a cave-opening before him. He reached out and grabbed hold of the coral around the mouth and pulled himself into it. His body tried to stop him from doing this – it didn’t like the lack of room in the cave, didn’t like him touching the reef. It increased his discomfort as he went deeper and deeper, startling an old turtle that fought with him for room to get out, mashing him against the floor of the cave, his mask clanging on the hard spines. When he looked up, he could see scratches on its surface.

His air gauge was in the red now. He could still technically surface without a decompression stop, though procedure was to stop for three minutes at three meters, just to be on the safe side.

Technically, he could just go up like a cork and email himself to the row-boat while the bends or nitrogen narcosis took the body, but that wouldn’t be Asimovist. He was surprised he could even think the thought. Must be the body. It sounded like the kind of thing a human might think. Whoops. There it was again.

The reef wasn’t muttering at him anymore. Not answering it must have tipped it off. After all, with all the raw compute-power it had marshaled it should be able to brute-force most possible outcomes of sending its envoy to the surface.

Robbie peered anxiously around himself. The light was dim in the cave and his body expertly drew the torch out of his BCD, strapped it onto his wrist and lit it up. He waved the cone of light around, a part of him distantly amazed by the low resolution and high limits on these human eyes.

Kate was down here somewhere, her air running out as fast as his. He pushed his way deeper into the reef. It was clearly trying to impede him now. Nanoassembly came naturally to clonal polyps that grew by sieving minerals out of the sea. They had built organic hinges, deep-sea muscles into their infrastructure. He was stuck in the thicket and the harder he pushed, the worse the tangle got.

He stopped pushing. He wasn’t going to get anywhere this way.

He still had his narrowband connection to the row-boat. Why hadn’t he thought of that beforehand? Stupid meat-brains – no room at all for anything like real thought. Why had he venerated them so?

“Robbie?” he transmitted up to the instance of himself on the surface.

“There you are! I was so worried about you!” He sounded prissy to himself, overcome with overbearing concern. This must be how all Asimovists seemed to humans.

“How far am I from Kate?”

“She’s right there! Can’t you see her?”

“No,” he said. “Where?”

“Less than twenty centimeters above you.”

Well of course he hadn’t seen her. His forward-mounted eyes only looked forward. Craning his neck back, he could just get far enough back to see the tip of Kate’s fin. He gave it a hard tug and she looked down in alarm.

She was trapped in a coral cage much like his own, a thicket of calcified arms. She twisted around so that her face was alongside of his. Frantically, she made the out-of-air sign, cutting the edge of her hand across her throat. The human-shell’s instincts took over and unclipped his emergency regulator and handed it up to her. She put it in her mouth, pressed the button to blow out the water in it, and sucked greedily.

He shoved his gauge in front of her mask, showing her that he, too was in the red and she eased off.

The coral’s noises were everywhere now. They made his head hurt. Physical pain was so stupid. He needed to be less distracted now that these loud, threatening noises were everywhere. But the pain made it hard for him to think. And the coral was closing in, too, catching him on his wetsuit.

The arms were orange and red and green, and veined with fans of nanoassembled logic, spilling out into the water. They were noticeably warm to the touch, even through his diving gloves. They snagged the suit with a thousand polyps. Robbie watched the air gauge drop further into the red and cursed inside.

He examined the branches that were holding him back. The hinges that the reef had contrived for itself were ingenious, flexible arrangements of small, soft fans overlapping to make a kind of ball-and-socket.

He wrapped his gloved hand around one and tugged. It wouldn’t move. He shoved it. Still no movement. Then he twisted it, and to his surprise, it came off in his hand, came away completely with hardly any resistance. Stupid coral. It had armored its joints, but not against torque.

He showed Kate, grabbing another arm and twisting it free, letting it drop away to the ocean floor. She nodded and followed suit. They twisted and dropped, twisted and dropped, the reef bellowing at them. Somewhere in its thicket, there was a membrane or some other surface that it could vibrate, modulate into a voice. In the dense water, the sound was a physical thing, it made his mask vibrate and water seeped in under his nose. He twisted faster.

The reef sprang apart suddenly, giving up like a fist unclenching. Each breath was a labor now, a hard suck to take the last of the air out of the tank. He was only ten meters down, and should be able to ascend without a stop, though you never knew. He grabbed Kate’s hand and found that it was limp and yielding.

He looked into her mask, shining his light at her face. Her eyes were half shut and unfocused. The regulator was still in her mouth, though her jaw muscles were slack. He held the regulator in place and kicked for the surface, squeezing her chest to make sure that she was blowing out bubbles as they rose, lest the air in her lungs expand and blow out her chest cavity.

Robbie was used to time dilation: when he had been on a silicon substrate, he could change his clockspeed to make the minutes fly past quickly or slow down like molasses. He’d never understood that humans could also change their perception of time, though not voluntarily, it seemed. The climb to the surface felt like it took hours, though it was hardly a minute. They breached and he filled up his vest with the rest of the air in his tank, then inflated Kate’s vest by mouth. He kicked out for the row-boat. There was a terrible sound now, the sound of the reef mingled with the sound of the UAVs that were screaming in tight circles overhead.

Kicking hard on the surface, he headed for the reef where the row-boat was beached, scrambling up onto it and then shucking his flippers when they tripped him up. Now he was trying to walk the reef’s spines in his booties, dragging Kate beside him, and the sharp tips stabbed him with every step.

The UAVs circled lower. The row-boat was shouting at him to Hurry! Hurry! But each step was agony. So what? he thought. Why shouldn’t I be able to walk on even if it hurts? After all, this is only a meat-suit, a human-shell.

He stopped walking. The UAVs were much closer now. They’d done an 18-G buttonhook turn and come back around for another pass. He could see that they’d armed their missiles, hanging them from beneath their bellies like obscene cocks.

He was just in a meat-suit. Who cared about the meat-suit? Even humans didn’t seem to mind.

“Robbie!” he screamed over the noise of the reef and the noise of the UAVs. “Download us and email us, now!”

He knew the row-boat had heard him. But nothing was happening. Robbie the Row-Boat knew that he was fixing for them all to be blown out of the water. There was no negotiating with the reef. It was the safest way to get Kate out of there, and hell, why not head for the noosphere, anyway?

“You’ve got to save her, Robbie!” he screamed. Asimovism had its uses. Robbie the Row-Boat obeyed Robbie the Human. Kate gave a sharp jerk in his arms. A moment later, the feeling came to him. There was a sense of a progress-bar zipping along quickly as those state-changes he’d induced since coming into the meat-suit were downloaded by the row-boat, and then there was a moment of nothing at all.

24096 Cycles Later

Robbie had been expecting a visit from R. Daneel Olivaw, but that didn’t make facing him any easier. Robbie had configured his little virtual world to look like the Coral Sea, though lately he’d been experimenting with making it look like the reef underneath as it had looked before it was uploaded, mostly when Kate and the reef stopped by to try to seduce him.

R. Daneel Olivaw hovered wordlessly over the virtual Free Spirit for a long moment, taking in the little bubble of sensorium that Robbie had spun. Then he settled to the Spirits sun-deck and stared at the row-boat docked there.

“Robbie?”

Over here, Robbie said. Although he’d embodied in the Row-Boat for a few trillion cycles when he’d first arrived, he’d long since abandoned it.

“Where?” R. Daneel Olivaw spun around slowly.

Here, he said. Everywhere.

“You’re not embodying?”

I couldn’t see the point anymore, Robbie said. It’s all just illusion, right?

“They’re re-growing the reef and rebuilding the Free Spirit, you know. It will have a tender that you could live in.”

Robbie thought about it for an instant and rejected it just as fast. Nope, he said. This is good.

“Do you think that’s wise?” Olivaw sounded genuinely worried. “The termination rate among the disembodied is fifty times that of those with bodies.”

Yes, Robbie said. But that’s because for them, disembodying is the first step to despair. For me, it’s the first step to liberty.

Kate and the reef wanted to come over again, but he firewalled them out. Then he got a ping from Tonker, who’d been trying to drop by ever since Robbie emigrated to the noosphere. He bounced him, too.

Daneel, he said. I’ve been thinking.

“Yes?”

Why don’t you try to sell Asimovism here in the noosphere? There are plenty up here who could use something to give them a sense of purpose.

“Do you think?”

Robbie gave him the reef’s email address. Start there. If there was ever an AI that needed a reason to go on living, it’s that one. And this one, too. He sent it Kate’s address. Another one in desperate need of help.

An instant later, Daneel was back.

“These aren’t AIs! One’s a human, the other’s a, a – ”

Uplifted coral reef.

“That.”

So what’s your point?

“Asimovism is for robots, Robbie.”

Sorry. I just don’t see the difference anymore.

Robbie tore down the ocean simulation after R. Daneel Olivaw left, and simply traversed the noosphere, exploring links between people and subjects, locating substrate where he could run very hot and fast.

On a chunk of supercooled rock beyond Pluto, he got an IM from a familiar address.

“Get off my rock,” it said.

“I know you,” Robbie said. “I totally know you. Where do I know you from?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

And then he had it.

“You’re the one. With the reef. You’re the one who – ” The voice was the same, cold and distant.

“It wasn’t me,” the voice said. It was anything but cold now. Panicked was more like it.

Robbie had the reef on speed-dial. There were bits of it everywhere in the noosphere. It liked to colonize.

“I found him.” It was all Robbie needed to say. He skipped to Saturn’s rings, but the upload took long enough that he got to watch the coral arrive and grimly begin an argument with its creator – an argument that involved blasting the substrate one chunk at a time.

28192 Cycles Later

The last instance of Robbie the Row-Boat ran very, very slow and cool on a piece of unregarded computronium in Low Earth Orbit. He didn’t like to spend a lot of time or cycles talking with anyone else. He hadn’t made a backup in half a millennium.

He liked the view. A little optical sensor on the end of his communications mast imaged the Earth at high resolution whenever he asked it to. Sometimes he peeked in on the Coral Sea.

The reef had been awakened a dozen times since he took up this post. It made him happy now when it happened. The Asimovist in him still relished the creation of new consciousness. And the reef had spunk.

There. Now. There were new microwave horns growing out of the sea. A stain of dead parrotfish. Poor parrotfish. They always got the shaft at these times.

Someone should uplift them.
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Robert Charles Wilson made his first sale in 1974, to Analog, but little more was heard from him until the late eighties, when he began to publish a string of ingenious and well-crafted novels and stories that have since established him among the top ranks of the writers who came to prominence in the last two decades of the twentieth century. His first novel, A Hidden Place, appeared in 1986. He won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award for his novel The Chronoliths, the Philip K. Dick Award for his novel Mysterium, and the Aurora Award for his story “The Perseids.” In 2006, he won the Hugo Award for his acclaimed novel Spin. His other books include the novels Memory Wire, Gypsies, The Divide, The Harvest, A Bridge of Years, Darwinia, Blind Lake, and Bios, and a collection of his short work, The Perseids and Other Stories. Upcoming is a new novel, Axis. His stories have appeared in our Sixteenth and Eighteenth Annual Collections. He lives in Toronto, Canada.

In the eloquent story that follows, he introduces us to two young men who are about to set out on very different roads in life, with very different destinies ahead – if they can first help each other survive through a cold and dangerous winter night.





I



THIS IS A STORY about Julian Comstock, better known as Julian the Agnostic or (after his uncle) Julian Conqueror. But it is not about his conquests, such as they were, or his betrayals, or about the War in Labrador, or Julian’s quarrels with the Church of the Dominion. I witnessed many of those events – and will no doubt write about them, ultimately – but this narrative concerns Julian when he was young, and I was young, and neither of us was famous.


II



 

In late October of 2172 – an election year – Julian and I, along with his mentor, Sam Godwin, rode to the Tip east of the town of Williams Ford, where I came to possess a book, and Julian tutored me in one of his heresies.

It was a brisk, sunny day. There was a certain resolute promptness to the seasons in that part of Athabaska, in those days. Our summers were long, languid, and hot. Spring and fall were brief, mere custodial functions between the extremes of weather. Winters were short but biting. Snow set in around the end of December, and the River Pine generally thawed by late March.

Today might be the best we would get of autumn. It was a day we should have spent under Sam Godwin’s tutelage, perhaps sparring, or target-shooting, or reading chapters from the Dominion History of the Union. But Sam was not a heartless overseer, and the kindness of the weather had suggested the possibility of an outing, and so we had gone to the stables, where my father worked, and drawn horses, and ridden out of the Estate with lunches of black bread and salt ham in our back-satchels.

We rode east, away from the hills and the town. Julian and I rode ahead; Sam rode behind, a watchful presence, his Pittsburgh rifle ready in the saddle holster at his side. There was no immediate threat of trouble, but Sam Godwin believed in perpetual preparedness; if he had a gospel, it was Be prepared; also, Shoot first; and probably, Damn the consequences. Sam, who was old (nearly fifty), wore a dense brown beard stippled with wiry white hairs, and was dressed in what remained presentable of his tan-and-green Army of the Californias uniform, and a cloak to keep the wind off. He was like a father to Julian, Julian’s own true father having performed a gallows dance some years before. Lately he had been more vigilant than ever for reasons he had not discussed, at least with me.

Julian was my age (seventeen), and we were approximately the same height, but there the resemblance ended. Julian had been born an aristo; my family was of the leasing class. His skin was clear and pale where mine was dark and lunar. (I was marked by the same pox that took my sister Flaxie to her grave in ’63.) His hair was long and almost femininely clean; mine was black and wiry, cut to stubble by my mother with her sewing scissors, and I washed it once a week or so – more often in summer, when the brook behind the cottage ran clean and cool. His clothes were linen and, in places, silk, brass-buttoned, cut to fit; my shirt and pants were coarse hempen cloth, sewn to a good approximation but obviously not the work of a New York tailor.

And yet we were friends, and had been friends for three years, since we met by chance in the forested hills west of the Duncan-Crowley Estate, where we had gone to hunt, Julian with his fine Porter & Earle cassette rifle and me with a simple muzzle-loader. We both loved books, especially the boys’ books written in those days by an author named Charles Curtis Easton.1 I had been carrying a copy of Easton’s Against the Brazilians, illicitly borrowed from the Estate library; Julian had recognized the title, but refrained from ratting on me, since he loved the book as much as I did and longed to discuss it with a fellow enthusiast (of which there were precious few among his aristo relations) – in short, he did me an unbegged favor, and we became fast friends despite our differences.

In those early days I had not known how fond he was of blasphemy. But I had learned since, and it had not deterred me. Much.

We had not set out with the specific aim of visiting the Tip; but at the nearest crossroad Julian turned west, riding past cornfields and gourd-fields already harvested and sun-whitened split-rail fences on which dense blackberry gnarls had grown up. The air was cool but the sun was fiercely bright. Julian and Sam wore broad-brimmed hats to protect their faces; I wore a plain linen pakool hat, sweat-stained, rolled about my ears. Before long we passed the last rude shacks of the indentured laborers, whose near-naked children gawked at us from the roadside, and it became obvious we were going to the Tip, because where else on this road was there to go? – unless we continued east for many hours, all the way to the ruins of the old towns, from the days of the False Tribulation.

The Tip was located far from Williams Ford to prevent poaching and disorder. There was a strict pecking order to the Tip. This is how it worked: Professional scavengers hired by the Estate brought their pickings from the ruined places to the Tip, which was a pine-fenced enclosure (a sort of stockade) in a patch of grassland and prairie flowers. There the newly arrived goods were roughly sorted, and riders were dispatched to the Estate to make the high-born aware of the latest acquisitions, and various aristos (or their trusted servants) would ride out to claim the prime gleanings. The next day, the leasing class would be allowed to sort through what was left; after that, if anything remained, indentured laborers could rummage among it, if they calculated it worthwhile to make the journey.

Every prosperous town had a Tip; though in the east it was sometimes called a Till, a Dump, or an Eebay.

Today we were fortunate: several wagonloads of scrounge had lately arrived, and riders had not yet been sent to notify the Estate. The gate was manned by a Home Guard, who looked at us suspiciously until Sam announced the name of Julian Comstock; then the guard briskly stepped aside, and we went inside the enclosure.

Many of the wagons were still unloading, and a chubby Tipman, eager to show off his bounty, hurried toward us as we dismounted and moored our horses. “Happy coincidence!” he cried. “Gentlemen!” Addressing mostly Sam by this remark, with a cautious smile for Julian and a disdainful sidelong glance at me. “Anything in particular you’re looking for?”

“Books,” Julian said promptly, before Sam or I could answer.

“Books! Ordinarily, I set aside books for the Dominion Conservator . . .”

“The boy is a Comstock,” Sam said. “I don’t suppose you mean to balk him.”

The Tipman reddened. “No, not at all . . . in fact we came across something in our digging . . . a sort of library in miniature . . . I’ll show you, if you like.”

This was intriguing, especially to Julian, who beamed as if he had been invited to a Christmas party. We followed the stout Tipman to a freshly arrived canvasback wagon, from which a laborer was tossing bundled piles into a stack beside a tent.

These twine-wrapped bales were books . . . old, tattered, and wholly free of the Dominion Stamp of Approval. They must have been more than a century old; for although they were faded they had obviously once been colorful and expensively printed, not made of stiff brown paper like the Charles Curtis Easton books of modern times. They had not even rotted much. Their smell, under the cleansing Athabaska sunlight, was inoffensive.

“Sam!” Julian whispered. He had already drawn his knife and was slicing through the twine.

“Calm down,” suggested Sam, who was not an enthusiast like Julian.

“Oh, but – Sam! We should have brought a cart!”

“We can’t carry away armloads, Julian, nor would we ever have been allowed to. The Dominion scholars will have all this. Though perhaps you can get away with a volume or two.”

The Tipman said, “These are from Lundsford.” Lundsford was the name of a ruined town thirty or so miles to the southeast. The Tipman leaned toward Sam Godwin, who was his own age, and said: “We thought Lundsford had been mined out a decade ago. But even a dry well may freshen. One of my workers spotted a low place off the main excavations – a sort of sink-hole: the recent rain had cut it through. Once a basement or warehouse of some kind. Oh, sir, we found good china there, and glasswork, and many more books than this . . . most were mildewed, but some had been protected under a kind of stiff oilcoth, and were lodged beneath a partially collapsed ceiling . . . there had been a fire, but they survived it . . .”

“Good work, Tipman,” Sam Godwin said.

“Thank you, sir! Perhaps you could remember me to the great men of the Estate?” And he gave his name (which I have forgotten).

Julian had fallen to his knees amidst the compacted clay and rubble of the Tip, lifting up each book in turn and examining it with wide eyes. I joined him in his exploration.

I had never much liked the Tip. It had always seemed to me a haunted place. And of course it was haunted: that was its purpose, to house the revenants of the past, ghosts of the False Tribulation startled out of their century-long slumber. Here was evidence of the best and worst of the people who had inhabited the Years of Vice and Profligacy. Their fine things were very fine, their glassware especially, and it was a straitened aristo indeed who did not possess antique table-settings rescued from some ruin or other. Sometimes one might find silver utensils in boxes, or useful tools, or coins. The coins were too plentiful to be worth much, individually, but they could be worked into buttons or other adornments. One of the high-born back at the Estate owned a saddle studded with copper pennies all from the year 2032. (I had occasionally been enlisted to polish it.)

But here also was the trash and inexplicable detritus: “plastic,” gone brittle with sunlight or soft with the juices of the earth; bits of metal blooming with rust; electronic devices blackened by time and imbued with the sad inutility of a tensionless spring; engine parts, corroded; copper wire rotten with verdigris; aluminum cans and steel barrels eaten through by the poisonous fluids they had once contained – and so on, almost ad infinitum.

Here, too, were the in-between things, the curiosities, the ugly or pretty baubles, as intriguing and as useless as seashells. (“Put down that rusty trumpet, Adam, you’ll cut your lip and poison your blood!” – my mother, when we had gone to the Tip many years before I met Julian. There had been no music in the trumpet anyway; its bell was bent and corroded through.)

More than that, though, there was the uneasy knowledge that these things, fine or corrupt, had survived their makers – had proved more imperishable than flesh or spirit (for the souls of the secular ancients were almost certainly not first in line for the Resurrection).

And yet, these books . . . they tempted; they proclaimed their seductions boldly. Some were decorated with impossibly beautiful women in various degrees of undress. I had already sacrificed my personal claim to virtue with certain young women at the Estate, whom I had recklessly kissed; at the age of seventeen I considered myself a jade, or something like one; but these images were so frank and impudent they made me blush and look away.
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