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summation: 2015


It was another relatively quiet year in the SF publishing world, and indeed in the publishing world in general.


The most interesting story in 2015 was probably a resurgence of the sales of print books. According to Nielsen BookScan, 571 million print books were sold in 2015, 17 million more than the year before. Meanwhile, the formerly explosive sales of e-books slowed a bit, actually falling by 10 percent during the first five months of the year; e-book sales had been once predicted to reach 50 percent to 60 percent of total overall book sales by 2015, but instead e-books accounted for around 20 percent of the market, much the same as they have for a few years now. The long-heralded prediction that e-books will drive print books out of the market and into total extinction doesn’t seem set to come true any time soon. Even the once phenomenal sale of dedicated e-readers like the Kindle and the Nook have slowed dramatically, as many people switched over to reading digital books on their smartphones and tablets instead. According to Forrester Research, 12 million e-readers were sold in the last year, a steep drop from the nearly 20 million sold in 2011. According to a Nielsen survey, the portion of people who read books primarily on e-readers fell to 32 percent in the first quarter of 2015, from 50 percent in 2012.


The resurgence of print sales has been good for independent bookstores, themselves once threatened with extinction first by the big bookstore chains, then by on-line booksellers such as Amazon, then by the e-book explosion. While sales at some of the big chain stores suffer, independent bookstores have been reopening with success. The American Booksellers Association counted 1,712 member stores in 2,227 locations in 2015, up from 1,410 in 1,660 locations five years ago.


None of this means, of course, that e-books are going to go away. One of the most interesting developments in recent years, in sharp contrast to the predictions that either e-books wouldn’t catch on or that they’d drive print books into extinction, is that we seem to be settling into a pattern where readers buy both e-books and print books, choosing one format or the other to purchase depending on their needs and the circumstances. Indeed, some readers even buy both e-book and print editions of the same title, something that almost nobody saw coming.


The good news is that the increased availability of books, in all formats and through all sales channels—online bookseller, independent bookstore, chain bookstores—means that more people are reading than ever have before, and that the long-bemoaned “fact” that kids aren’t interested in reading anymore (because they have computer games, TV, and movies) just isn’t true; a Pew survey from 2014 showed that 88 percent of Americans under thirty read at least one book in the past year, compared to 79 percent for those over thirty, with younger teens reading the most: 46 percent of those aged sixteen to seventeen reported that they read books (in both print and digital formats) on a daily basis, and 43 percent of those eighteen to nineteen reported reading books daily as well.


I have no access to figures for outside of the United States, but I’m willing to bet that this is a global phenomenon, and that people everywhere are reading more now than they were a decade or two ago—certainly good news for everyone who loves books and reading.


Rather than destroy literacy, as has long been feared, the Internet may actually be helping to save it.


In other publishing news: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt launched a new SF and fantasy book line, called John Joseph Adams Books, under the editorship of John Joseph Adams. Orbit, an SF and fantasy imprint of Hachette, has announced that it’s doubling its annual output next year to ninety titles. HarperOne, a division of Harper-Collins, launched a new digital-first imprint, HarperLegends. Penguin Publishing Group combined Berkley and New American Library into a new division called Berkley Publishing Group; Berkley head Leslie Gelbman is president of the new division, former NAL publisher Kara Walsh has been promoted to senior vice president and publisher, Claire Zion will be vice president and editor-in-chief, and Tom Colgan has been promoted to vice president and editorial director and will oversee the mystery and SF/fantasy editors at Ace and Roc. Susan Allison, longtime editorial director for the Berkley Publishing Group, retired. Julie Crisp left her position as editorial director of Tor UK at Pan Macmillian. Annalee Newitz became editor-in-chief of technology Web site Gizmodo, with Charlie Jane Anders taking over her former position as editor-in-chief of Web site io9. Malcolm Edwards stepped down from his position as deputy CEO and publisher of Orion to become chairman of the Gollancz imprint and consulting publisher for Orion. Jon Wood will take over as publisher of Orion, David Young is retiring as CEO of Orion and deputy CEO of Hatchette UK, and former Little, Brown CEO David Shelley will take over as Orion CEO. Simon Spanton left his position as associate publisher of Gollancz. Don Weisberg is leaving his position as president of Penguin Young Readers Group to become president of Macmillan Publishers U.S.; Jen Loja, senior vice president and associate publisher of Penguin Young Readers Group, will take over his old position.


After years of precipitous decline in the professional magazine market, 2015 was another moderately stable year. Sales of electronic subscriptions to the magazines are continuing to creep up, as well as sales of individual electronic copies of each issue, and this is making a big difference in profitability.


Asimov’s Science Fiction had a strong year this year, publishing good work by Greg Egan, Aliette de Bodard, Rich Larson, Sam J. Miller, Allen M. Steele, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Indrapramit Das, Nick Wolven, Eugene Fischer, Christopher Rowe, and others; Asimov’s was probably the best place in the genre to find strong novellas this year, publishing four or five of the year’s best. As usual, their SF was considerably stronger than their fantasy, the reverse of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a 5.1 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 19,250 from 2014’s 20,282. Subscriptions were 17,052, down slightly from 2014’s 17,987; of that total, 9,479 were print subscriptions, up slightly from 9,347, while 7,573 were digital subscriptions, down from 8,640. Newsstand sales were down to 2,198 copies from 2014’s 2,295. Sell-through rose to 39 percent from 37 percent. Sheila Williams completed her twelfth year as Asimov’s editor.


Analog Science Fiction/Science Fact had good work by Sean McMullen, Joe Pitkin, Bill Johnson, Marissa Lingen, Alec Nevala-Lee, Martin L. Shoemaker, K.J. Zimring, and others. Analog registered a 5.4 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 20,356 from 2014’s 24,709. There were 20,356 subscriptions, down from 2014’s 21,456; of this total, 14,301 were print subscriptions, while 6,040 were digital subscriptions. Newsstand sales were down slightly to 3,019 from 2014’s 3,253. Sell-through dropped to 37 percent from 41 percent. New editor Trevor Quachri completed his second full year as editor. 2015 marked the magazine’s eighty-fifth anniversary, and it published its thousandth issue, making it the longest continually running SF magazine.


Once again, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction was almost exactly the reverse of Asimov’s, with the fantasy published there being stronger than the science fiction (with the exception of a strong SF novella by Carter Scholz), but they still published good work by Carter Scholz, Rachel Pollack, James Sarafin, Albert Cowdrey, Robert Reed, Elizabeth Bear, David Gerrold, Tamsyn Muir, and others. F&SF registered a 17.1 percent drop in overall circulation from 11,910 to 9,877, although as digital sales figures are not available for F&SF, there’s no way to be certain what the actual circulation number is. Subscriptions dropped from 8,994 to 7,576; of that total, 2,301 copies were sold on the newsstand, with no information on how many digital sales there were. Sell through dropped from 28 percent to 23 percent. After eighteen years as editor, Gordon Van Gelder stepped down as editor with the March/ April 2015 issue, being replaced by new editor Charles Coleman Finlay. Van Gelder remains as the magazine’s owner and publisher, as he has was in 2014.


Interzone is technically not a “professional magazine,” by the definition of the Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA), because of its low rates and circulation, but the literary quality of the work published there is so high that it would be ludicrous to omit it. Interzone was also a bit weaker this year than last year, but still published good work by Rich Larson, Malcolm Devlin, John Shirley, Chris Butler, Alastair Reynolds, T.R. Napper, and others. Exact circulation figures not available, but is guessed to be in the 2,000-copy range. TTA Press, Interzone’s publisher, also publishes straight horror or dark suspense magazine Black Static, which is beyond our purview here, but of a similar level of professional quality. Interzone and Black Static changed to a smaller trim size in 2011, but maintained their slick look, switching from the old 7 ¾"-by-10 ¾" saddle-stitched, semigloss color cover and sixty-four-page format to a 6 ½"-by-9 ¼" perfect-bound, glossy color cover and ninety-six-page format. The editor and publisher is Andy Cox.


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


So in hopes of making it easier for you to subscribe, I’m going to list both the Internet sites where you can subscribe online and the street addresses where you can subscribe by mail for each magazine: Asimov’s site is at www.asimovs.com, and subscribing online might be the easiest thing to do. There’s also a discounted rate for online subscriptions. Its subscription address is Asimov’s Science Fiction, Dell Magazines, 267 Broadway, Fourth Floor, New York, NY 10007-2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the US, $44.97 overseas. Analog’s site is at www.analogsf.com; its subscription address is Analog Science Fiction and Fact, Dell Magazines, 267 Broadway, Fourth Floor, New York, NY 10007-2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the US, $44.97 overseas. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is www.sfsite.com/fsf; its subscription address is The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Spilogale, Inc., P.O. Box 3447, Hoboken, NJ 07030—annual subscription $34.97 in the US, $44.97 overseas. Interzone and Black Static can be subscribed to online at www.ttapress.com/onlinestore1.html; the subscription address for both is TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, England, UK—42.00 Pounds Sterling each for a twelve-issue subscription, or there is a reduced rate dual subscription offer of 78.00 Pounds Sterling for both magazines for twelve issues; make checks payable to “TTA Press.”


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


The print semiprozine market continues to shrink; with many of the former print semiprozines either dying or making the jump to electronic format, and more likely to jump to electronic format in the future. It’s also getting a bit problematic to say which are print semiprozines and which are e-zines, since some markets are offering both print versions and electronic versions of their issues at the same time. Most of the fiction published in the surviving print semiprozines this year was relatively minor, with better work appearing in the online magazines (following).


The Canadian On Spec, the longest-running of all the print fiction semiprozines, which is edited by a collective under general editor, Diane L. Walton, brought out three out of four published issues; in 2014, they were reported to be thinking of switching to a digital online format, and I suspect that that still might happen. Another collective-run SF magazine with a rotating editorial staff, Australia’s Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, managed only one issue this year. There were two issues of Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, the long-running slipstream magazine edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant. Space and Time Magazine managed three issues, and Neo-opsis managed one. If there was an issue of Ireland’s long-running Albedo One, I didn’t see it, or any issues of the small British SF magazine Jupiter this year, or of Flytrap. Tales of the Talisman produced three issues and then went on “permanent hiatus.” Long-running Australian semiprozine Aurealis has transitioned to a downloadable format.


There isn’t a whole lot left of the popular print critical magazine market. The New York Review of Science Fiction departed to the electronic world in mid-2012, and with the tragic death of founder and editor David G. Hartwell (see obituary section), its continued existence in any format may be up in the air. For general-interest magazines about SF and fantasy, that leaves the venerable newszine Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Field, a multiple Hugo winner, for decades an indispensible source of news, information, and reviews, now in its forty-ninth year of publication, as almost the only survivor in this category, operating under the guidance of a staff of editors headed by Liza Groen Trombi, and including Kirsten Gong-Wong, Carolyn Cushman, Tim Pratt, Jonathan Strahan, Francesca Myman, Heather Shaw, and many others.


One of the few other remaining popular critical print magazines is newcomer The Cascadia Subduction Zone: A Literary Quarterly, edited by L. Timmel Duchamp, Nisi Shawl, and Kath Wilham, a new feminist print magazine of reviews and critical essays, which published four issues in 2015. The most accessible of the other surviving print critical magazines—most of which are professional journals more aimed at academics than at the average reader—is probably the long-running British critical zine Foundation.


Subscription addresses are: Locus, The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $76.00 for a one-year first-class subscription, twelve issues; Foundation, Science Fiction Foundation, Roger Robinson (SFF), 75 Rosslyn Avenue, Harold Wood, Essex RM3 ORG, UK, $37.00 for a three-issue subscription in the USA; On Spec, The Canadian Magazine of the Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, for subscription information, go to Web site www.onspec.ca; Neo-opsis Science Fiction Magazine, 4129 Carey Rd., Victoria, BC, V8Z 4G5, $25.00 for a three-issue subscription; Albedo One, Albedo One Productions, 2, Post Road, Lusk, Co., Dublin, Ireland, $32.00 for a four-issue airmail subscription, make checks payable to “Albedo One” or pay by PayPal at www.albedo1.com; Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, Small Beer Press, 150 Pleasant St., #306, Easthampton, MA 01027, $20.00 for four issues; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, see Web site www.andromedaspaceways.com for subscription information; The Cascadia Subduction Zone: A Literary Quarterly, subscription and single issues online at www.thecsz.com, $16 annually for a print subscription, print single issues $5, electronic subscription—PDF format—$10 per year, electronic single issue, $3, to order by check, make them payable to Aqueduct Press, P.O. Box 95787, Seattle, WA 98145–2787.


The world of online-only electronic magazines now rivals—and occasionally surpasses—the traditional print market as a place to find good new fiction.


The electronic magazine Clarkesworld (www.clarkesworldmagazine.com), edited by Neil Clarke and Sean Wallace, had another good year, publishing strong work by Martin L. Shoemaker, Rich Larson, Kelly Robson, Naomi Kritzer, Sara Saab, Emily Devenport, and others. They also host monthly podcasts of stories drawn from each issue. Clarkesworld has won three Hugo Awards as Best Semiprozine. In 2014, Clarkesworld co-editor Sean Wallace, along with Jack Fisher, launched a new online horror magazine, The Dark Magazine (thedarkmagazine.com). Neil Clarke has also launched a monthly reprint e-zine, Forever (forever-magazine.com).


Lightspeed (www.lightspeedmagazine.com), edited by John Joseph Adams, featured strong work by Chaz Brenchley, Matthew Hughes, Carrie Vaughn, Seanan McGuire, Amal El-Mohtar, Cat Sparks, Caroline M. Yoachim, and others. Lightspeed won back to back Hugo Awards as Best Semiprozine in 2014 and 2015. Late in 2013, a new electronic companion horror magazine, Nightmare (www.nightmare-magazine.com), also edited by John Joseph Adams, was added to the Lightspeed stable.


Tor.com (www.Tor.com), edited by Patrick Neilsen Hayden and Liz Gorinsky, with additional material purchased by Ellen Datlow, Ann VanderMeer, and others, published some first-class work by Michael Swanwick, David Herter, Veronica Sch-anoes, Priya Sharma, Kelly Robson, Carrie Vaughn, and others. Not a lot of strong science fiction here this year, somewhat disappointingly, but lots of good fantasy and soft horror.


Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com), the oldest continually running electronic genre magazine on the Internet, started in 2000, has Niall Harrison as editor-in-chief, with former longtime editor Susan Marie Groppi and Brian Peters now serving as associate editors, and An Owomoyela and Catherine Krahe as senior fiction editors. This year, they had strong work by Kelly Link, Amal El-Mohtar, David Bowles, Marissa Lingen, Margaret Ronald, Paul Evanby, and others.


Apex Magazine (www.apex-magazine.com) had good work by Naomi Kritzer, Rich Larson, Sunny Moraine, Sarah Pinsker, Andy Dudak, Mari Ness, Thoraiya Dryer, and others. Jason Sizemore is the new editor, replacing Sigrid Ellis, who took over from Lynne M. Thomas.


Abyss & Apex (www.abyssapexzine.com) ran interesting work by Ruth Nestvold, George S. Walker, Kate MacLeod, James Victor, Alec Austin and Marissa Lingen, and others. Wendy S. Delmater, the former longtime editor, has returned to the helm, replacing Carmelo Rafala.


An e-zine devoted to “literary adventure fantasy,” Beneath Ceaseless Skies (www.beneath-ceaseless-skies.com), edited by Scott H. Andrews, ran good stuff by Richard Parks, Yoon Ha Lee, Stephen Case, Bruce McAllister, Marissa Lingen, Erin Cashier, Ian McHugh, Rich Larson, Karalynn Lee, and others.


Long-running sword and sorcery print magazine Black Gate, edited by John O’Neill, transitioned into an electronic magazine in September of 2012 and can be found at www.blackgate.com. They no longer regularly run new fiction, although they will be regularly refreshing their nonfiction content, essays, and reviews, and the occasional story will continue to appear.


Galaxy’s Edge (www.galaxysedge.com), edited by Mike Resnick, reached its twenty-fourth month of publication, and its seventeenth bimonthly issue, and is still going strong; it’s available in various downloadable formats, although a print edition is available from BN.com and Amazon.com for $5.99 per issue. The frequent reprint stories here—by writers like Maureen McHugh, Pat Cadigan, Robert Silverberg, Jack McDevitt, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, and Gregory Benford—were still stronger than the original stories, but the magazine did publish interesting work this year by Tom Gerencer, Sean Williams, Sandra M. Odell, Larry Niven, and others, including a previously unpublished story by Robert A. Heinlein.


The Australian popular-science magazine Cosmos (www.cosmosmagazine.com) is not an SF magazine per se, but for the last few years it has been running a story per issue (and also putting new fiction not published in the print magazine up on their Web site). Good stuff by Thoraiya Dyer, Rjurik Davidson, Lee Battersby, Dave Luckett, and others appeared there this year. The fiction editor is SF writer Cat Sparks.


Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com), edited by Leah Bobet, published interesting work, usually more slipstream than SF, by Arkady Martine, Michael J. DeLuca, Maya Surya Pillay, and others.


Orson Scott Card’s Intergalactic Medicine Show (www.intergalacticmedicineshow.com), edited by Edmund R. Schubert under the direction of Card himself, ran interesting stuff from Alethea Kontis, Erica L. Satifka, Rob Steiner, and Stephen Case, as well as by Card.


SF/fantasy e-zine Daily Science Fiction (dailysciencefiction.com) publishes one new SF or fantasy story every single day for the entire year. Unsurprisingly, many of these were not really up to professional standards, but there were some good stories here and there by Caroline M. Yoachim, Bud Sparhawk, Eric Brown, Sean Williams, Cat Rambo, J.Y. Yang, Holly Jennings, Mari Ness, Aria Bauer, and others. Editors there are Michele-Lee Barasso and Jonathan Laden.


GigaNotoSaurus (giganotosaurus.org), now edited by Rashida J. Smith, taking over from Ann Leckie, published one story a month by writers such as Patricia Russo, Maggie Clark, E. Catherine Tobler, Mark Pantoja, and others.


An audacious newcomer is Uncanny (uncannymagazine.com), edited by Lynne M. Thomas and Michael Damien Thomas, which launched in late 2014, had a strong year in 2015 with good work by Elizabeth Bear, Hao Jingfang, Rose Lemberg, Sam J. Miller, Charlie Jane Anders, Yoon Ha Lee, Sam J. Miller, Mary Robinette Kowal, and others.


Kaleidotrope (www.kaleidotrope.net), edited by Fred Coppersmith, which started in 2006 as a print semiprozine but transitioned to digital in 2012, published interesting work by Michael Andre-Driussi, C.A.L, Jeste de Vries, Gemma Files, and others.


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


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


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


Ideomancer (www.ideomancer.com), edited by Leah Bobet, doesn’t seem to have refreshed its content since volume 14, issue 1, which was put up on March 1, 2015. Similarly, Straeon (www.rampantloonmedia.com/straeon), edited by M. David Blake, Terraform (motherboard.vice.com/terraform), edited by Claire Evans and Brian Merchant, and Michael Moorcock’s New Worlds (www.newworlds.co.uk), edited by Roger Gray, haven’t refreshed content for a long time, and Child of Words (www.bigpulp.com), edited by Bill Olver, is running a notice saying that they have a new site under construction. Crossed Genres (www.crossedgenres.com), edited by Bart R. Leib, Kay T. Holt, and Kelly Jennings, is ceasing production. Other newcomers include Omenana Magazine of Africa’s Speculative Fiction (omenana.com), edited by Chinelo Onwualu and Chiagozie Fred Nwonwu.


Below this point, it becomes harder to find center-core SF, or even genre fantasy/ horror, with most magazines featuring slipstream or literary surrealism instead. Such sites include Fireside Magazine (www.firesidefiction.com), edited by Brian White; Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com); Heliotrope (www.heliotropemag.com); and Interfictions Online (interfictions.com/), executive editor Delila Sherman, fiction editors Christopher Barzak and Meghan McCarron.


But there’s also a lot of good reprint SF and fantasy to be found on the Internet. Sites where you can access formerly published stories for free, including Strange Horizons, Tor.com, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, Subterranean, Abyss & Apex, Apex, and most of the sites that are associated with existent print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, make previously published fiction and nonfiction available for access on their sites as well, and also regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues. Hundreds of out-of-print titles, both genre and mainstream, are also available for free download from Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org), and a large selection of novels and a few collections can also be accessed for free, to be either downloaded or read on-screen, at the Baen Free Library (www.baen.com/library). Sites such as Infinity Plus (www.infinityplus.co.uk) and The Infinite Matrix (www.infinitematrix.net) may no longer be active, but their extensive archives of previously published material are still accessible (an extensive line of Infinity Plus Books can also be ordered from the Infinity Plus site).


But beyond looking for SF stories to read, there are plenty of other reasons for SF fans to go on the Internet. There are many general genre-related sites of interest to be found, most of which publish reviews of books as well as of movies and TV shows, sometimes comics or computer games or anime, many of which also feature interviews, critical articles, and genre-oriented news of various kinds. The best such site is Locus Online (www.locusmag.com), the online version of the newsmagazine Locus, where you can access an incredible amount of information—including book reviews, critical lists, obituary lists, links to reviews and essays appearing outside the genre, and links to extensive database archives such as the Locus Index to Science Fiction and the Locus Index to Science Fiction Awards. The previously mentioned Tor.com is also one of the most eclectic genre-oriented sites on the Internet, a Web site that, in addition to its fiction, regularly publishes articles, comics, graphics, blog entries, print and media reviews, book “rereads” and episode-by-episode “rewatches” of television shows, as well as commentary on all the above. The long-running and eclectic The New York Review of Science Fiction has ceased print publication, but can be purchased in PDF, e-pub and mobi formats, and POD editions through Weightless Press (http://weightlessbooks.com; see also www.nyrsf.com for information). Other major general-interest sites include io9 (www.io9.com), SF Signal (www.sfsignal.com), SF Site (www.sfsite.com)—although it’s no longer being regularly updated—SFRevu (http://www.sfsite.com/sfrevu), SFCrowsnest (www.sfcrowsnest.com), SFScope (www.sfscope.com), Green Man Review (greenmanreview.com), The Agony Column (trashotron.com/agony), SFFWorld (www.sffworld.com), SF-Reader (sfreader.com), and Pat’s Fantasy Hotlist (www.fantasyhotlist.blogspot.com). A great research site, invaluable if you want bibliographic information about SF and fantasy writers, is Fantastic Fiction (www.fantasticfiction.co.uk). Another wonderful research site is the searchable online update of the Hugo-winning The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction (www.sf-encyclopedia.com), where you can access almost four million words of information about SF writers, books, magazines, and genre themes. Reviews of short fiction as opposed to novels are very hard to find anywhere, with the exception of Locus and Locus Online, but you can find reviews of both current and past short fiction at Best SF (www.bestsf.net), as well as at pioneering short-fiction review site Tangent Online (www.tangentonline.com). Other sites of interest include: Ansible (news.ansible.co.uk/Ansible), the online version of multiple Hugo winner David Langford’s long-running fanzine Ansible; SFF NET (www.sff.net), which features dozens of home pages and “newsgroups” for SF writers; the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America page (www.sfwa.org), where genre news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; Book View Café (www.bookviewcafe.com) is a “consortium of over twenty professional authors,” including Vonda N. McIntyre, Laura Ann Gilman, Sarah Zittel, Brenda Clough, and others, who have created a Web site where their work—mostly reprints, and some novel excerpts—is made available for free.


Sites where podcasts and SF-oriented radio plays can be accessed have also proliferated in recent years: at Audible (www.audible.com), Escape Pod (escapepod.org, podcasting mostly SF), SF Squeecast (sfsqueecast.com), The Coode Street Podcast (jonathanstrahan.podbean.com), The Drabblecast (www.drabblecast.org), StarShip-Sofa (www.starshipsofa.com), Far Fetched Fables (www.farfetchedfables.com)—new companion to StarShipSofa, concentrating on fantasy—SF Signal Podcast (www.sfsignal.com), Pseudopod (pseudopod.org), podcasting mostly fantasy, PodCastle (podcastle.org), podcasting mostly fantasy, and Galactic Suburbia (galacticsuburbia.podbean.com). Clarkesworld routinely offers podcasts of stories from the e-zine, and The Agony Column (agonycolumn.com) also hosts a weekly podcast. There’s also a site that podcasts nonfiction interviews and reviews, Dragon Page Cover to Cover (www.dragonpage.com).


2015 was overall another fairly unimpressive year for short fiction, although there were a number of strong novellas. As usual, though, so much short fiction is now published in so many different mediums, print, electronic, audio, as stand-alone chapbook novellas that it wasn’t hard to find more good material if you looked for it than most people would probably be willing to spend the time to read.


There were fewer SF anthologies this year, although there were a few strong ones. Anthologies this year seemed to fall into several loose groupings.


There were the futurology-oriented anthologies, with stories usually set no more than a few decades into the future and dealing largely with societal change, the best of which, and the best original SF anthology of the year overall, was Meeting Infinity, edited by Jonathan Strahan, which featured excellent work by Ian McDonald, Gwyneth Jones, Aliette de Bodard, James S.A. Corey, Nancy Kress, John Barnes, Yoon Ha Lee, and others. Another very strong futurology-oriented anthology was Future Visions: Original Science Fiction Inspired by Microsoft, edited by Jennifer Henshaw and Allison Linn, which was not “published” at all in the traditional sense, but rather was made available as a free e-book from all major e-book platforms. The idea here was that Microsoft invited leading SF writers to make in-person visits to Microsoft’s research labs, where they talked to scientists and received “inside access to leading-edge work” that then inspired the stories they wrote; in spite of this somewhat eccentric origin, the anthology is full of first-rate stories by Nancy Kress, Ann Leckie, Seanan McGuire, Elizabeth Bear, Greg Bear, and others. Yet another futurology anthology was Twelve Tomorrows, edited by Bruce Sterling, the fourth volume in a series of annual original SF anthologies in magazine form published by the people who also produce MIT Technology Review magazine; I found this one to be somewhat weaker than some of the other volumes in this series had been, although there was still good stuff here by John Kessel, Ned Beauman, Bruce Sterling himself, and others. Stories for Chip: A Tribute to Samuel R. Delany, edited by Nisi Shawl and Bill Campbell, doesn’t fit entirely comfortably within the futurology-oriented category, as there are mainstream stories, fantasy stories, and critical articles about Delany here as well, but enough of the stories deal with cultural changes in future societies (as much of Delany’s own work has done) that I think a justification can be made for listing it here; it’s a very strong anthology, with excellent stuff by Geoff Ryman, Benjamin Rosenbaum, Nick Harkaway, Nalo Hopkinson and Nisi Shawl, Chris Brown, Anil Menon, Alex Jennings, and others. The weakest of the futurology-oriented original SF anthologies was The Atlantic Council Art of Future Warfare Project: War Stories from the Future, edited by August Cole; produced by the Atlantic Council, a self-described “think tank,” the emphasis here is on future warfare rather than futurology per se, with most of the stories seeming to describe the present we already live in rather than the future—there was still good stuff here, though, by Madeline Ashby, Ken Liu, Matthew Burrows, and others.


Another group of anthologies dealt with apocalypses and post-apocalyptic landscapes, with the apocalypses for the most part being generated by catastrophic climate change: rising sea levels, failing crops, extreme weather, worldwide pandemics, armed conflicts over shrinking resources. Stories of similar sorts were to be found all over the market this year, in magazines, anthologies, and online venues (obviously, watching stories of our crazy weather this year on the news is having an effect on writers), but there were also three anthologies dedicated to the theme, one original and two reprint. The strongest of the three was the original The End Has Come, edited by John Joseph Adams and Hugh Howey, the concluding volume in the Apocalypse Triptych, a three-anthology series that started with The End Is Nigh and The End Is Now last year; this one features good work by Carrie Vaughn, Annie Bellet, Ken Liu, Tananarive Due, Sarah Langan, Jake Kerr, Nancy Kress, Elizabeth Bear, and others. The other two are Loosed upon the World: The Saga Anthology of Climate Fiction, edited by John Joseph Adams, a reprint anthology with good reprints from Paolo Bacigalupi, Seanan McGuire, Vandana Sighn, Robert Silverberg, Sean McMullen, Karl Schroeder, Cat Sparks, and others, and Wastelands 2: More Stories of the Apocalypse, edited by John Joseph Adams, another reprint anthology, with good reprints from Lauren Beukes, George R.R. Martin, Tananarive Due, James Van Pelt, Joe R. Lansdale, Maureen F. McHugh, and others.


Another grouping of anthologies had feminist themes. There were two reprint anthologies, including one released only in digital form, of science fiction by women writers: Sisters of the Revolution: A Feminist Speculative Fiction Anthology (PM Press), edited by Ann VanderMeer and Jeff VanderMeer, and (the digital one) Digital Dreams: A Decade of Science Fiction by Women (New Con Press), edited by Ian Whates; Warrior Women (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran, and two anthologies of horror stories written by women, Daughters of Frankenstein: Lesbian Mad Scientists (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman, and Blood Sisters: Vampire Stories by Women (Night Shade Books), edited by Paula Guran. Hear Me Roar! (Ticonderoga Press), edited by Liz Gryzb, an anthology dedicated to stories about “independent women dealing with the world around them,” would also fit under this heading, as would Cranky Ladies of History (FableCroft Publishing), edited by Tehani Wessely and Tansy Rayner Roberts. Also it seems appropriate to mention here a book of art by women artists, Women of Wonder: Celebrating Women Creators of Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), edited by Cathy Fenner.


Anthologies that were a bit harder to group together with others by theme included Mission: Tomorrow (Baen), edited by Bryan Thomas Schmidt, a solid anthology of core science fiction, with good stories by Michael F. Flynn, Jack Skillingstead, David D. Levine, and others; Press Start to Play, edited by Daniel H. Wilson and John Joseph Adams, a mixed original and reprint anthology of gaming fiction, with good work by Holly Black, Robin Wasserman, Andy Weir, Ken Liu, Cory Doctorow, and others; The Mammoth Book of Dieselpunk (Running Press), edited by Sean Wallace; Not Our Kind (Alliteration Ink), edited by Nayad Monroe; The Time It Happened (Third Flatiron Press), edited by Juliana Rew; Insert Title Here (FableCroft Publishing), edited by Tehani Wessely; and Jews vs. Aliens and Jews vs. Zombies (Jurassic London), both edited by Lavie Tidhar and Rebecca Levene. Postscripts 34/35: Breakout (PS Publishing), edited by Nick Gevers, featured, as usual, mostly slipstream, fantasy, and soft horror stories, without much core SF, although there were good SF stories by John Gribben, Garry Kilworth, and others, and a couple of collaborative horror stories by the late Steven Utley. There were also a number of anthologies from Fiction River, which in 2013 launched a continuing series of original SF, fantasy, and mystery anthologies, with Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith as overall series editors, and individual editions edited by various hands. This year, they published Pulse Pounders (WMG), edited by Kevin J. Anderson; Recycled Pulp (WMG), edited by John Helfers; Valor (WMG), edited by Lee Allred; Alchemy and Steam (WMG), edited by Kerrie L. Hughes; and Risk Takers (WMG), edited by Dean Wesley Smith. These can be purchased in Kindle versions from Amazon and other online vendors, or from the publisher at www.wmgpublishinginc.com.


Noted without comment is a retro SF anthology, Old Venus (Bantam Books), edited by George R.R. Martin and Gardner Dozois.


There were six tribute anthologies to the work of individual SF/fantasy authors, many of which allowed other writers to play with the settings and characters of the authors featured: Stories for Chip: A Tribute to Samuel R. Delany (Rosarium Publishing), edited by Nisi Shawl and Bill Campbell, mentioned earlier; The Change: Tales of Downfall and Rebirth (Roc), paying tribute to the works of S.M. Stirling; Octavia’s Brood: Science Fiction Stories from Social Justice Movements (AK Press), edited by Walidah Imarisha and adrienne maree brown, paying tribute to the works of Octavia Butler; nEvermore! Tales of Murder, Mystery and the Macabre (Hades/ Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy), edited by Nancy Kilpatrick and Caro Soles, paying tribute to the work of Edgar Allan Poe; Onward, Drake! (Baen), edited by Mark L. Van Name, paying tribute to the works of David Drake; and Midian Unmade: Tales of Clive Barker’s Nightbreed (Tor), edited by Joesph Nassise and Del Howison, paying tribute to the works of Clive Barker. There were four shared-world anthologies, Grantville Gazette VII (Baen), edited by Eric Flint; By Tooth and Claw (Baen), edited by Bill Fawcett; In the Shadow of the Towers: Speculative Fiction in the Post 9/11 World (Skyhorse/Night Shade Books), edited by Douglas Lain; and Crucible: All-New Tales of Valdemar (DAW), edited by Mercedes Lackey.


There weren’t many fantasy anthologies this year. Of the few that there were, the most substantial by a good margin was probably Operation Arcana (Baen), an original anthology of “military fantasy” edited by John Joseph Adams, which featured good stuff by Carrie Vaughn, Linda Nagata, Simon R. Green, Glen Cook, Yoon Ha Lee, David Klecha and Tobias S. Buckell, and others.


As usual, most of the year’s prominent horror anthologies seemed to be edited by the indefatigable Ellen Datlow, including The Doll Collection (Tor), and a major reprint anthology, The Monstrous (Tachyon Publications). Paula Guran edited New Cthulhu 2: More Recent Weird (Prime), S.T. Joshi edited The Madness of Cthulhu, Volume Two (Titan) and Black Wings of Cthulhu, Volume Three (Titan), Christopher Golden edited Seize the Night: New Tales of Vampiric Terror (Simon & Schuster), Nancy Kilpatrick edited Expiration Date (Hades/Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy), and Steven Jones edited Horrorology: The Lexicon of Fear (Quercus/Jo Fletcher).


Anthologies that provided an overview of what’s happening in fantastic literature in countries other than the USA included Hanzai Japan: Fantastical, Futuristic Stories of Crime From and About Japan (Haikasoru), edited by Nick Mamatas and Masumi Washington; The Sea Is Ours: Tales from Steampunk Southeast Asia (Rosarium), edited by Jaymee Goh and Joyce Chng; Imaginarium 3: The Best Canadian Speculative Writing (ChiZine Publications), edited by Sandra Kasturi and Helen Marshall; and Tesseracts Eighteen: Wrestling with Gods (Hades/Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy), edited by Liana Kerzner and Jerome Stueart.


L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future Volume 31 (Galaxy), edited by David Farland, is the most recent in a long-running series featuring novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents.


Novella chapbooks in 2015 included: Slow Bullets, by Alastair Reynolds; Wylding Hall, by Elizabeth Hand; The Last Witness, by K.J. Parker; Speak Easy, by Catherynne M. Valente; Penric’s Demon, by Lois McMaster Bujold; The Deep Woods, by Tim Pratt; Little Sisters, by Vonda N. McIntyre; In the Lovecraft Museum, by Steve Rasnic Tem; Teaching the Dog to Read, by Jonathan Carroll; Binti, by Nnedi Okorafor; and The Two Paupers, by C. S. E. Cooney.


Former holders of the title of “most prolific author at short lengths” Ken Liu, Lavie Tidhar, and Robert Reed didn’t write quite as much this year; the most prolific author was probably new writer Rich Larson, although he was given a run for his money by Naomi Kritzer, Yoon Ha Lee, Matthew Hughes, Elizabeth Bear, Marissa Lingen, Carrie Vaughn, and Caroline M. Yoachim.


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


Addresses: PS Publishing, Grosvener House, 1 New Road, Hornsea, West York-shire, HU18 1PG, England, UK, www.pspublishing.co.uk; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL 61802, www.goldengryphon.com; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701-0809, www.nesfa.org; Subterranean Press, P.O. Box 190106, Burton, MI 48519, www.subterraneanpress.com; Old Earth Books, P.O. Box 19951, Baltimore, MD 21211-0951, www.oldearthbooks.com; Tachyon Press, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107, www.tachyonpublications.com; Night Shade Books, 1470 NW Saltzman Road, Portland, OR 97229, www.nightshadebooks.com; Five Star Books, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901, www.galegroup.com/fivestar; NewCon Press, via www.newconpress.com; Small Beer Press, 176 Prospect Ave., Northampton, MA 01060, www.smallbeer press.com; Locus Press, P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661; Crescent Books, Mercat Press Ltd., 10 Coates Crescent, Edinburgh, Scotland EH3 7AL, www.crescent fiction.com; Wildside Press/ Borgo Press, P.O. Box 301, Holicong, PA 18928–0301, or go to www.wildsidepress.com for pricing and ordering; Edge Science Fiction and Fantasy Publishing, Inc. and Tesseract Books, Ltd., P.O. Box 1714, Calgary, Alberta, T2P 2L7, Canada, www.edgewebsite.com; Aqueduct Press, P.O. Box 95787, Seattle, WA 98145–2787, www.aqueductpress.com; Phobos Books, 200 Park Avenue South, New York, NY 10003, www.phobosweb.com; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave. SE, Auburn, WA 98092, www.fairwoodpress.com; BenBella Books, 6440 N. Central Expressway, Suite 508, Dallas, TX 75206, www.benbellabooks.com; Darkside Press, 13320 27th Ave. NE, Seattle, WA 98125, www.darksidepress.com; Haffner Press, 5005 Crooks Rd., Suite 35, Royal Oak, MI 48073–1239, www.haffnerpress.com; North Atlantic Press, P.O. Box 12327, Berkeley, CA, 94701; Prime Books, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735, www.primebooks.net; MonkeyBrain Books, 11204 Crossland Drive, Austin, TX 78726, www.monkeybrainbooks.com; Wesleyan University Press, University Press of New England, Order Dept., 37 Lafayette St., Lebanon NH 03766–1405, www.wesleyan.edu/wespress; Agog! Press, P.O. Box U302, University of Wollongong, NSW 2522, Australia, www.uow.ed.au/~rhood/agogpress; Wheatland Press, via www.wheatlandpress.com; MirrorDanse Books, P.O. Box 3542, Parramatta NSW 2124, Australia, www.tabula-rasa.info/MirrorDanse; Arsenal Pulp Press, 103–1014 Homer Street, Vancouver, BC, Canada V6B 2W9, www.arsenalpress.com; DreamHaven Books, 912 W. Lake Street, Minneapolis, MN 55408; Elder Signs Press/Dimensions Books, order through www.dimensionsbooks.com; Chaosium, via www.chaosium.com; Spyre Books, P.O. Box 3005, Radford, VA 24143; SCIFI, Inc., P.O. Box 8442, Van Nuys, CA 91409–8442; Omnidawn Publishing, order through www.omnidawn.com; CSFG, Canberra Speculative Fiction Guild, via www.csfg.org.au/publishing/anthologies/ the _ outcast; Hadley Rille Books, via www.hadleyrillebooks.com; Suddenly Press, via suddenlypress@yahoo.com; Sandstone Press, P.O. Box 5725, Dochcarty Road, Dingwall, Ross-shire UK, IV15 9UG, www.sandstonepress.com; Tropism Press, via www.tropismpress.com; SF Poetry Association/Dark Regions Press, via www.sfpoetry.com, checks to Helena Bell, SFPA Treasurer, 1225 West Freeman St., Apt. 12, Carbondale, IL 62401; DH Press, via diamondbookdistributors.com; Kurodahan Press, via www.kurodahan.com; Ramble House, 443 Gladstone Blvd., Shreveport LA 71104, www.ramblehouse.com; Interstitial Arts Foundation, via www.interstitialarts.org; Raw Dog Screaming, via www.rawdogscreaming.com; Three Legged Fox Books, 98 Hythe Road, Brighton, BN1 6JS, UK; Norilana Books, via www.norilana.com; coeur de lion, via coeurdelion.com.au; PARSECink, via www.parsecink.org; Robert J. Sawyer Books, via wwww.sfwriter.com/rjsbooks.htm; Rackstraw Press, via http://rackstrawpress onfshost.com; Candlewick, via www.candlewick.com; Zubaan, via www.zubaanbooks.com; Utter Tower, via www.threeleggedfox.co.uk; Spilt Milk Press, via www.electricvelocipede.com; Paper Golem, via www.papergolem.com; Galaxy Press, via www.galaxypress.com; Twelfth Planet Press, via www.twelfth planetpress.com; Five Senses Press, via www.sensefive.com; Elastic Press, via www.elasticpress.com; Lethe Press, via www.lethepressbooks.com; Two Cranes Press, via www.twocranespress.com; Wordcraft of Oregon, via www.wordcraftoforegon.com; Down East, via www.downeast.com; ISFiC Press, 456 Douglas Ave., Elgin, IL 60120 or www.isficpress.com.


According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,625 books “of interest to the SF field” published in 2015, up 7 percent from 2,459 titles in 2014, the first rise in overall books published in three years. New titles were up 4 percent to 1,820 from 2014’s 1,750, while reprints also rose by 14 percent to 805 from 2014’s 709. Hardcover sales rose by 7 percent to 849 from 2014’s 799; the number of trade paperbacks rose even more significantly, up 17 percent to 1,343 from 2014’s 1,149. Mass-market paperbacks, the format facing the most competition from e-books, continued to drop, down 15 percent, to 433 from 2014’s 511. The number of new SF novels was up to 396 titles from 2014’s 367 titles, with 95 of those titles being YA SF novels. The number of new fantasy novels climbed to 682 titles from 2014’s 620 titles, with 225 of those titles being YA fantasy novels. Horror novels were down slightly to 183 titles from 2014’s 187 titles. Paranormal romances continued to slide, down to 111 titles from 2014’s 148 titles.


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


As usual, busy with all the reading I have to do at shorter lengths, I didn’t have time to read many novels myself this year, so I’ll limit myself to mentioning those novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2015.


Luna: New Moon (Tor), by Ian McDonald; The House of Shattered Wings (Roc), by Aliette de Bodard; Something Coming Through (Gollancz), by Paul McAuley; The Water Knife (Knopf), by Paolo Bacigalupi; Aurora (Orbit), by Kim Stanley Robinson; Ancillary Mercy (Orbit), by Ann Leckie; Chasing the Phoenix (Tor), by Michael Swanwick; Tracker (DAW), by C.J. Cherryh; Karen Memory (Tor), by Elizabeth Bear; Half a War (Del Rey), by Joe Abercrombie; The Dark Forest (Tor), by Cixin Liu; The End of All Things (Tor), by John Scalzi; Nemesis Games (Orbit), by James S.A. Corey; The Affinities (Tor), by Robert Charles Wilson; Uprooted (Del Rey), by Naomi Novik; Harrison Squared (Tor), by Daryl Gregory; The Book of Phoenix (DAW), by Nnedi Okorafor; The Just City (Tor), by Jo Walton; The Philosopher Kings (Tor), by Jo Walton; Finches of Mars (Open Road), by Brian W. Aldiss; Fool’s Quest (Del Rey), by Robin Hobb; The Annihilation Score (Ace), by Charles Stross; Pacific Fire (Tor), by Greg van Eekhout; A Borrowed Man (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; Dark Orbit (Tor), by Carolyn Ives Gilman; U Where (Tor), by Kit Reed; The Flicker Men (Henry Holt and Co.), by Ted Kosmatka; Corsair (Tor), by James L. Cambias; Finders Keepers (Scribner), by Stephen King; and the last Discworld novel, The Shepherd’s Crown (Harper), by Terry Pratchett.


In the face of continued rumblings about how the shelf space for science fiction is on the decline, let me mention that in the list just given that the McDonald, the McAuley, the Robinson, the Leckie, the Cherryh, the Liu, the Corey, the Wilson, and many others are not only SF, but rather hard SF at that.


Small presses are active in the novel market these days, where once they published mostly collections and anthologies. Novels by established authors issued by small presses this year included: Savages (Subterranean), by K.J. Parker; Dark Intelligence (Night Shade Books), by Neal Asher; Wylding Hall (PS Publishing), by Elizabeth Hand; Persona (Saga), by Genevieve Valentine; and Cracking the Sky (Fairwood Press), by Brenda Cooper.


The year’s first novels included: The Grace of Kings (Saga), by Ken Liu; Archangel (Arche Press), by Marguerite Reed; Updraft (Tor), by Fran Wilde; Clash of Eagles (Ballantine/Del Rey), by Alan Smale; Battlemage (Orbit), by Stephen Aryan; Sorcerer to the Crown (Ace), by Zen Cho; Flesh and Wires (Aqueduct), by Jackie Hatton; Inherit the Stars (Roc), by Tony Peak; The Diabolical Miss Hyde (Harper Voyager), by Viola Carr; Y Negative (Riptide), by Kelly Haworth; Solomon’s Arrow (Skyhorse/Talos Press), by J. Dalton Jennings; The Traitor Baru Cormorant (Tor), by Seth Dickinson; Mystic (Tor), by Jason Denzel; Gideon (Harper Voyager), by Alex Gordon; The Weave (Aqueduct), by Nancy Jane Moore; Half-Resurrection Blues (Roc), by Daniel José Older; The Watchmaker of Filigree Street (Bloomsbury), by Natasha Pulley; The Promise of the Child (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Tom Toner; RAM-2050 (Kauai Institure), by Joan Roughgarden; Windswept (Angry Robot), by Adam Rakunas; Sunset Mantle (Tor), by Alter S. Reiss; The Night Clock (Solaris), by Paul Meloy; The Shards of Heaven (Tor), by Michael Livingston; Last Song Before Night (Tor), by Ilana C. Myer; Signal to Noise (Solaris), by Silvia Moreno-Garcia; Vermilion (Word Horde), by Molly Tanzer; Abomination (Inkshares), by Gary Whitta; A Crucible of Souls (Harper Voyager), by Mitchell Hogan; Finn Fancy Necromancy (Tor), by Randy Henderson; Apocalypse Now Now (Titan), by Charlie Human; The Pilots of Borealis (Skyhorse/Talos Press), by David Nabhan; The King of the Cracksmen (Skyhorse/Night Shade Books), by Dennis O’Flaherty; The Buried Life (Angry Robot), by Carrie Patel; Marked (Quercus/Jo Fletcher), by Sue Tingey; and The Sorcerer of the Wildeeps (Tor), by Kai Ashante Wilson. No first novel dominated the category in the clear and unequivocal way that Andy Weir’s The Martian did last year, but Ken Liu’s The Grace of Kings probably attracted the most attention, although the Reed, the Wilde, and the Smale got a fair number of reviews as well.


There were far fewer novel omnibuses available this year than last year, when Orion unleashed an unprecedented flood with its SF Gateway program. Novel omnibuses that were available this year, though, included A, B, C: Three Short Novels (Vintage), by Samuel R. Delany; Gateway to Never (Baen), by A. Bertram Chandler; and Confluence—The Trilogy (Orion/Gollancz), by Paul J. McAuley.


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


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


In addition to the novel omnibuses already mentioned, Orion/Gollancz reissued Windhaven, by George R.R. Martin and Lisa Tutttle, and The Disposessed, by Ursula K. Le Guin; Gollancz reissued Downward to the Earth, by Robert Silverberg; Tor reissued The Edge of Reason, by Melinda Snodgrass, Kushiel’s Dart, by Jacque-line Carey, Eon, by Greg Bear, and Jewel and Amulet, by Michael Moorcock; Sky-horse/Night Shade Books reissued The Windup Girl, by Paolo Bacigalupi, and Diaspora, Distress, Schild’s Ladder, and Teranesia, all by Greg Egan; Fairwood Press reissued A Funeral for the Eyes of Fire, by Michael Bishop; Aqueduct Press reissued Daughter of the Bear King, by Eleanor Arnason; Penguin Classics reissued Perchance to Dream, by Charles Beaumont; Little, Brown reissued Seven Wild Sisters, by Charles de Lint; Simon & Schuster reissued Dragonsinger, by Anne McCaffrey; Bloomsbury reissued Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone: Illustrated Edition, by J.K. Rowling; Ace reissued The Hercules Text, by Jack McDevitt; Titan reissued The Bull and the Spear, The King of the Swords, The Sword and the Stallion, and The Night Mayor, all by Michael Moorcock; DAW reissued The Birthgrave, by Tanith Lee; Valancourt Books reissued The Brains of Rats, by Michael Blumlein.


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


2015 was another good year for short-story collections.


The year’s best collections included: The Best of Nancy Kress (Subterranean), by Nancy Kress; Frost on Glass (PS Publishing), by Ian R. MacLeod; The Best of Alastair Reynolds (Subterrranean), by Alastair Reynolds; The Best of Gregory Benford (Subterranean), by Gregory Benford, edited by David G. Hartwell; A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms (Bantam), by George R. R. Martin; Get in Trouble: Stories (Random House), by Kelly Link; Trigger Warning: Short Fictions and Disturbances (William Morrow), by Neil Gaiman; The Very Best of Kate Elliott (Tachyon), by Kate Elliott; Romance on Four Worlds: A Casanova Quartet (Fantastic Books), by Tom Purdom; Beneath an Oil-Dark Sea: The Best of Caitlín R. Kiernan, Volume 2 (Subterranean), by Caitlín R. Kiernan; The Bazaar of Bad Dreams (Scribner), by Stephen King; and To Hold the Bridge (HarperCollins), by Garth Nix.


Also good were: Ghost Summer: Stories (Prime), by Tananarive Due; A Palazzo in the Stars (Wildside Press), by Paul Di Filippo; We Install and Other Stories (Open Road), by Harry Turtledove; Three Moments of an Explosion (Ballantine Del Rey), by China Miéville; Falling in Love with Hominids (Tachyon), by Nalo Hopkinson; The End of the End of Everything (Arche Press), by Dale Bailey; Led Astray: The Best of Kelly Armstrong (Tachyon), by Kelly Armstrong; Tales from the Nightside (Ace), by Simon R. Green; Reality by Other Means: The Best Short Fiction of James Morrow (Wesleyan University Press), by James Morrow; Cracking the Sky (Fairwood Press), by Brenda Cooper; Word Puppets, (Prime), by Mary Robinette Kowal; Blue Yonders, Grateful Pies, and Other Fanciful Feasts (Fairwood Press), by Ken Scholes; and You Have Never Been Here: New and Selected Stories (Small Beer Press), by Mary Rickert.


Career-spanning retrospective collections this year included: Grand Crusades: The Early Jack Vance, Volume Five (Subterranean), by Jack Vance, edited by Terry Dowling and Jonathan Strahan; The Complete Short Stories: The 1960s (Part 2) (Harper Voyager), by Brian W. Aldiss; I Am Crying All Inside and Other Stories: The Complete Short Fiction of Clifford D. Simak, Volume 1 (Open Road), by Clifford D. Simak; The Man with the Aura: The Collected Short Fiction, Volume Two (Centipede Press), by R. A. Lafferty; Dancing Through the Fire (Fantastic Books), by Tanith Lee; Tales from High Hallack: The Collected Short Stories of Andre Norton, Volume Three (Open Road), by Andre Norton; Gateway to Never (Baen), by A. Bertram Chandler; A Blink of the Screen: Collected Shorter Fiction (Random House), by Terry Pratchett; Dragons at Crumbling Castle (Hougton Mifflin Harcourt), by Terry Pratchett; The Essential W. P. Kinsella (Tachyon), by W. P. Kinsella; Can & Can’takerous (Subterranean), by Harlan Ellison; H.P. Lovecraft’s Collected Fiction: A Variorum Edition (Hippocampus Press), by H.P. Lovecraft, edited by S.T. Joshi; Working for Bigfoot (Subterranean), by Jim Butcher; Fathoms (Resurrection House), by Jack Cady; and Let Me Tell You: New Stories, Essays, and Other Writings (Random House), by Shirley Jackson.


As usual, small presses dominated the list of short-story collections, with trade collections having become rare.


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


As usual, the most reliable buys in the reprint anthology market are the various best of the year anthologies, the number of which continues to fluctuate. We lost one series in 2014, with the death of David G. Hartwell’s Year’s Best SF series (Tor), which ceased publication after eighteen volumes—but we gained several new series in 2015, with the addition of: The Year’s Best Military SF and Space Opera (Baen), edited by David Afsharirad; The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy Novellas: 2015 (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; and The Best American Science Fiction and Fantasy 2015 (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt), this volume edited by Joe Hill, with the overall series editor being John Joseph Adams. These join the established best of the year series: the one you are reading at the moment, The Year’s Best Science Fiction from St.Martin’s Press, edited by Gardner Dozois, now up to its thirty-third annual collection; The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year: Volume Nine (Solaris), edited by Jonathan Strahan; The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy: 2015 Edition (Prime Books), edited by Rich Horton; The Best Horror of the Year, Volume Seven (Skyhorse/Night Shade Books), edited by Ellen Datlow; The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror: 2014 (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; The Year’s Best Weird Fiction (which seems to have switched publishers, coming now from Undertow Publications), volume two edited by Kathe Koja and Michael Kelly; and The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror, Volume 26 (which also seems to have switched publishers, coming now from PS Publishing), edited by Stephen Jones.


That leaves science fiction being covered by two dedicated best of the year anthologies, my own and the Afsharirad, plus four separate half-anthologies, the science fiction halves of the Strahan, Horton, Hill, and Guran novella book, which in theory adds up to two additional anthologies (in practice, of course, the contents of those books probably won’t divide that neatly, with exactly half with their coverage going to each genre, and there’ll likely to be more of one thing than another). With two dedicated anthologies and four half-anthologies (adding up to two more), that’s actually more best coverage than SF has had for a while. There is no dedicated fantasy anthology anymore, fantasy only being covered by the fantasy halves of the Strahan, Horton, Hill, and Guran novella book (in effect, by two anthologies when you add the halves together). Horror is now being covered by two dedicated volumes, the Datlow and the Jones, and the “horror” half of Guran’s The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror (although the distinction between “dark fantasy” and “horror” is a fine—and perhaps problematic—one). I suspect that “weird fiction” (another subjective term) is going to fall under the horror heading more often than not, so The Year’s Best Weird Fiction could possibly be counted as covering horror as well. The annual Nebula Awards anthology, which covers science fiction as well as fantasy of various sorts, functions as a de facto “best of the year” anthology, although it’s not usually counted among them; this year’s edition was Nebula Awards Showcase 2015 (Pyr), edited by Greg Bear. A more specialized best of the year anthology is Wilde Stories 2015: The Year’s Best Gay Speculative Fiction (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman.


The stand-alone reprint anthology market was a bit weak this year. The most substantial one was probably Sisters of the Revolution: A Feminist Speculative Fiction Anthology (PM Press), edited by Ann VanderMeer and Jeff VanderMeer, a reprint anthology with classic stories by Ursula K. Le Guin, Joanna Russ, Octavia Butler, James Tiptree, Jr., Tanith Lee, and others. Similar reprint anthologies, with a shift in genres, were Warrior Women (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran, with reprints from Elizabeth Bear, Aliette de Bodard, Caitlín R. Kiernan, George R.R. Martin, Carrie Vaughn, and others, and Blood Sisters: Vampire Stories by Women (Skyhorse/ Night Shade Books), also edited by Paula Guran, with reprints from Suzy McKee Charnas, Tanith Lee, Carrie Vaughn, Laurell K. Hamilton, and others.


Other prominent reprint anthologies were the two apocalyptic/environmental disaster anthologies mentioned earlier, Loosed upon the World: The Saga Anthology of Climate Fiction (Simon & Schuster) and Wastelands 2: More Stories of the Apocalypse (Titan), both edited by John Joseph Adams. Also substantial was Pwning Tomorrow: stories from the Electronic Frontier (Electronic Frontier Foundation), edited by the Electronic Frontier Foundation, a reprint SF anthology about the wired, extensively networked future that’s become one of the standard futures in SF in the last few years; this seems to be mostly available in various e-book and downloadable formats, for a range of voluntary donations, but it features good reprints from Paolo Bacigalupi, Lauren Beukes, Hannu Rajaniemi, Pat Cadigan, Cory Doctorow, Madeline Ashby, Neil Gaiman, James Patrick Kelly, Bruce Sterling, and others. (If you want this, your best bet is probably to download it, for a range of voluntary donations to the Electronic Frontier Foundation, from www.supporters-eff.org/donate/pwningtomorrow.) Another reprint SF anthology available only in digital form was Digital Dreams: A Decade of Science Fiction by Women (NewCon Press), edited by Ian Whates, with reprints by Pat Cadigan, Justina Robson, Lauren Beukes, Nina Allan, and Una McCormack.


Minor but pleasant SF or fantasy anthologies this year included As Time Goes By (Baen), edited by Hank Davis, Future Wars...and Other Punchlines (Baen), edited by Hank Davis, and Chicks and Balances (Baen), edited by Esther Friesner and John Helfers.


I don’t follow horror closely, but there the most celebrated reprint anthology of the year seems to have been The Monstrous (Tachyon Publications), edited by Ellen Datlow.


It was a fairly weak year in the genre-oriented nonfiction category.


The most prominent such book this year was probably Steering the Craft: A 21st-Century Guide to Sailing the Sea of Story (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt/Mari ner), by Ursula K. Le Guin. Other general studies of the field were The Sound of Culture: Diaspora and Black Technopoetics (Wesleyan University Press), by Louis Chude-Sokei, Tomorrowland: Our Journey from Science Fiction to Science Fact (New Harvest), by Steven Kotler, and Luke Skywalker Can’t Read: And Other Geeky Truths (Plume), by Ryan Britt.


Letters to Tiptree (Twelfth Planet Press), edited by Alisa Krasnostein and Alexandra Pierce, collects letters admiring “his” work written to “James Tiptree, Jr.” (Alice Sheldon) by other authors. Crosstalk (Ansible Editions), by David Langford, collects interviews conducted by Langford with various authors, and Conversations with Michael Chabon (University Press of Mississippi), by Brannon Costello, collects interviews with Michael Chabon.


Most of the rest of the year’s genre-oriented nonfiction books were studies of the work of genre authors, sometimes by the authors themselves. They included: The Outlandish Companion (Delacorte), by Diana Gabaldon; The Wheel of Time Companion: The People, Places, and History of the Bestselling Series (Tor), by Robert Jordan, Harriet McDougal, Alan Romanczuk, and Maria Simons; The Culture Series of Iain M. Banks (McFarland), by Simone Caroti; The Fellowship: The Literary Lives of the Inklings: J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Owen Barfield, Charles Williams (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), by Philip Zaleski and Carol Zaleski; Lost Landscape: A Writer’s Coming of Age (HarperCollins), by Joyce Carol Oates; Lois McMaster Bujold (University of Illinois Press), by Edward James; Frederik Pohl (University of Illinois Press), by Michael R. Page; Ray Bradbury (University of Illinois Press), by David Seed; Coffin Nails (Charnel House), by Harlan Ellison; and The Brothers Vonnegut: Science and Fiction in the House of Magic (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), by Ginger Strand.


The rest of the books in this category fall into the peculiar category of nonfiction written about a fictional world: Darwin’s Watch: The Science of Discworld III (Anchor Books), by Terry Pratchett, Ian Stewart, and Jack Cohen; The Globe: The Science of Discworld II (Anchor Books), by Terry Pratchett, Ian Stewart, and Jack Cohen; and Judgment Day: The Science of Discworld IV (Random House), by Terry Pratchett, Ian Stewart, and Jack Cohen.


It was a decent although unspectacular year for art books. In spite of a change of editors and publisher, your best bet as usual was probably the latest in a long-running “best of the year” series for fantastic art, Spectrum 22: The Best in Con temporary Fantastic Art (Flesk Publications), now edited by John Fleskes, who took over for former editors Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner in 2014. This year there’s a companion volume of sorts, also a very good value in this category, the aforementioned Women of Wonder: Celebrating Women Creators of Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), edited by Cathy Fenner. Also good was The Art of Wayne Barlow (Titan), by Wayne Barlowe; The Fantasy Illustration Library, Volume One: Lands and Legends (Michael Publishing), by Malcolm R. Phifer and Michael C. Phifer; White Cloud Worlds, Volume Three: An Anthology of Science Fiction and Fantasy Artwork from Aotearoa New Zealand (Ignite), edited by Paul Tobin; Edward Gorey: His Book Cover Art and Design (Pomegranate), edited by Steven Heller; The Art of David Seeley (Insight Editions), by David Seeley; Portfolio: The Complete various Drawings (Flesk Publications), by Mark Schultz; Julie Dillon’s Imagined Realms, Book 2: Earth and Sky (self-published), by Julie Dillon; Infected by Art, Volume Three (Hermes Press), edited by Todd Spoor and Bill Cox; Imagery from the Bird’s Home: The Art of Bill Carman (Flesk Publications), by Bill Carman; and The Book of Giants (Flesk Publications), by Petar Meseldžija. There didn’t seem to be anything else out this year, as far as I could tell.


According to the Box Office Mojo site (www.boxofficemojo.com), eight out of ten of 2015’s top-earning movies were genre films of one sort or another (if you’re willing to count animated films and superhero movies as being “genre films”), and a case could be made that even the two nongenre films that pushed into the top ten, Furious 7 in fifth place and Spectre in tenth place, were fantasy films of some sort, since they certainly featured a lot of action sequences that defied the laws of physics and probability as we know them. Much the same was true of the eleventh-place film, Mission: Impossible—Rogue Nation. You have to go all the way down to twelfth place before finding a top-grossing nongenre movie that didn’t feature car chases, gun battles, and huge explosions, Pitch Perfect 2. After that, the genre films tend to take over again, with the superhero film Ant-Man coming in at thirteen, and the animated film Home coming in at fourteen. By my count, although I may have missed a few, fourteen out of the top twenty, and thirty-eight out of the one hundred top-grossing movies were genre films.


Once again, the highest-grossing film of the year, number one at the box office, was a genre film, Star Wars: The Force Awakens, which in spite of being released late in December has already earned a staggering $2,049,394,515. Nor is this anything new; in the past seventeen years, genre films have been number one at the box office fifteen out of seventeen times, with the only exceptions being American Sniper in 2014 and Saving Private Ryan in 1998. All the rest of the number ones have been genre movies, of one sort or another: SF, fantasy, superhero movies, animated films.


Rounding out the top ten box-office champs, in second place was an SF movie, Jurassic World (I say nothing of the likeliness of its science, but it’s SF; whether good SF or not is another matter); in third place, a superhero movie, Avengers: Age of Ultron; in fourth place, an animated film, Inside Out; in sixth place, another animated film, Minions; in seventh place, an SF film, The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part 2; in eighth place, another SF film, The Martian; and in ninth place, a live-action retelling of a fairy tale, Cinderella.


It’s worth noting that The Martian, a “serious” SF film rather than the usual sci-fi adventure (and, furthermore, one that made a good-faith attempt to actually get the science right rather than making it up as it went along), got more widespread critical respect than any other genre film of recent years, while still managing to earn a very respectable $623,657,016 worldwide, making it one of the few “serious” SF films of recent years to earn a substantial amount of money, along with 2013’s Gravity and 2014’s Interstellar. Mad Max: Fury Road, which finished in twenty-first place, also got a surprising amount of respect from critics.


According to Box Office Mojo, ten films made more than $200 million at the 2015 box office, and the year’s combined box-office receipts crossed 11 billion dollars for the first time ever. It’s worth noting, however, that these figures are top-heavy. While ten films made more than $200 million, many films made a great deal less; only ninety-five of the year’s films managed to make more than $25 million, which means that 34.5 of 2015’s total box office is attributable to the year’s top ten films. At the same time, the average ticket price climbed from $5.66 in 2001 to $8.61 in 2015. It seems clear that going to see a movie in the theater is a thing you reserve for special occasions, usually big-budget, special effects–heavy widescreen spectaculars that look best when seen on the big screen. The rest of the time, you stay home and wait for it to come out on on demand or Netflix or Hulu, or for the DVD to ship.


Perhaps because the immense, even frenzied, anticipation generated by Star Wars: The Force Awakens has left the fans in a condition of postcoital tristesse, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of buzz being generated by 2016’s upcoming movies, although there are, of course, many genre films in the pipeline. Most anticipation so far seems to have been generated by Batman v. Superman: Dawn of Justice and the upcoming Marvel Captain America: Civil War movie and Doctor Strange. (There’s no denying that, between movies and TV, this is the golden age of superheroes, with more superhero movies and TV programs being made than ever before—and more of them being considered to be among the year’s top-quality products as well). Few people seem all that excited by the news that there’s another Star Trek film coming up. Somewhere back in the distance are vague murmurings about new Avatar films, but that doesn’t seem to be generating a lot of buzz either.


There’s no doubt at all that this is the Golden Age of SF and fantasy shows on television. I counted more than eighty of them available to watch in one form or another in 2015 (and no doubt I missed some), with at least another dozen or so coming along for 2016. There are probably more SF/fantasy shows available now than there


were forensic/cop shows a few years back. And not only are there a lot of shows, many of them are getting a surprising amount of critical respect and even mainstream acceptance far beyond the circle of those who usually deign to pay any attention to SF or fantasy—HBO’s Game of Thrones, for instance, not only won an Emmy this year for outstanding drama series, it won twelve in all, taking home more Emmys in a single year than any other show has ever done. SF and fantasy shows (to date, usually superhero shows) are also beginning to spread beyond television itself, being available only on Internet streaming video channels, including a couple of the year’s most popular programs.


With more than eighty shows on television (or not on television, in some cases), I obviously don’t have the space here to cover each of them in detail, so I’ll have to mostly concentrate on which seem to me (yes, arbitrary and subjective selection) among the most prominent.


As mentioned earlier, HBO’s Game of Thrones is probably still the most prestigious and financially successful fantasy show on television, although other cable shows garnered a fair amount of critical praise this year, including the SF miniseries The Man in the High Castle (based on the Hugo-winning novel by Philip K. Dick) and The Expanse (based on the space opera novels by James S.A. Corey), both of which have already been renewed for a second season, and a miniseries version of Childhood’s End (based on the famous novel by Arthur C. Clarke). On the fantasy side of the ledger, there were well-received miniseries versions of Jonathan Strange and Mr. Norrell (based on a novel by Susanna Clarke), and Outlander (based on a series of novels by Diana Gabaldon). Amazon’s streaming service gave us Daredevil, a gritty reimagining of the comic book that proved very popular, and, toward the end of the year, Jessica Jones, an even darker and more noirish take on a comic book character that proved as popular if not more so; both have already been renewed for second seasons. Coming up in 2016 are more Marvel shows available only on streaming video, such as Luke Cage and The Punisher.


Of the flood of shows that hit the air in 2014 and 2015, Sleepy Hollow, Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D, Agent Carter, Once Upon a Time, Arrow, The Flash, Gotham, Grimm, The Librarians, Person of Interest, The Originals, The 100, Orphan Black, Galavant, 12 Monkeys, Star Wars Rebels, Penny Dreadful, iZombie, Wayward Pines, Bitten, and The Last Man on Earth seem to have survived, while Beauty and the Beast, Constantine, Da Vinci’s Demons, Dominion, Haven, Gravity Falls, Legends, Atlantis, The Awesomes, The Messengers, Falling Skies, Under the Dome, The Whispers, Wicked City, and Extant have not. (No doubt there are many in both categories that I’ve missed or gotten wrong.)


Perennial favorites such as Doctor Who, The Walking Dead, Supernatural, Teen Wolf, The Vampire Diaries, Orphan Black, and The Simpsons continue to roll on as well.


Of the new shows debuting in 2015, the best received, or at least the ones that there was the most buzz about, seem to be Supergirl and The Muppets, and a retread versions of a once successful show, the X-Files. Other new shows include Legends of Tomorrow; Outcast; Limitless; Beowulf; Shadowhunters; Lucifer; Angel from Hell; Colony; Containment; Damien; Braindead; Emerald City; Hunters; Legion; You, Me, and the Apocalypse; Second Chance; and Preacher. How many of these will ultimately make it is anyone’s guess. Another retread of a once wildly popular show, Heroes Reborn, has already been canceled as I write these words in mid-January.


Coming up in 2016 are a miniseries version of The Shannara Chronicles, based on the novels by Terry Brooks; The Magicians, based on the novels of Lev Grossman; a TV version of Westworld; and miniseries versions of Neil Gaiman’s American Gods; Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars; Len Deighton’s SS-GB; John Scalzi’s Old Man’s War; and Robert Holdstock’s Mythago Cycle, among others—although how many of these promised shows actually show up is also anyone’s guess.


The Seventy-third Annual World Science Fiction Convention, Sasquan, was held in Spokane, Washington, at the Spokane Convention Center, from August 19 to August 23, 2015. The 2015 Hugo Awards, presented at Sasquan, were: Best Novel, The Three-Body Problem, by Cixin Liu, translated by Ken Liu; Best Novella, No Award; Best Novelette, “The Day the World Turned Upside Down,” by Thomas Olde Heuvelt, translated by Lian Belt; Best Short Story, No Award; Best Graphic Story, Ms. Marvel, “Volume 1: No Normal,” written by G. Willow Wilson, illustrated by Adrian Alphona and Jake Wyatt; Best Related Work, No Award; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, No Award; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, No Award; Best Professional Artist, Julie Dillon; Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Orphan Black, “By Means Which Have Never Yet Been Tried,” written by Graham Manson; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), Guardians of the Galaxy, written by James Gunn and Nicole Perlman; Best Semiprozine, Lightspeed; Best Fanzine, Journey Planet; Best Fancast, Galactic Suburbia Podcast; Best Fan Writer, Laura J. Mixon; Best Fan Artist, Elizabeth Leggett; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Wesley Chu.


The 2014 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Palmer House Hilton in Chicago, Illinois, on June 7, 2015, were: Best Novel, Annihilation, by Jeff Vander-Meer; Best Novella, Yesterday’s Kin, by Nancy Kress; Best Novelette, “A Guide to the Fruits of Hawai’i,” by Alaya Dawn Johnson; Best Short Story, “Jackalope Wives,” by Ursula Vernon; the Ray Bradbury Award to Guardians of the Galaxy; the Andre Norton Award to Love Is the Drug, by Alaya Dawn Johnson; the Solstice Award to Joanna Russ and Stanley Schmidt; the Kevin O’ Donnell Jr.Service to SFWA Award to Jefry Dwight; and the Damon Knight Memorial Grand Master Award to Larry Niven.


The 2015 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet on November 8, 2015, in Saratoga Springs, New York, during the Forty-first Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel, The Bone Clocks, by David Mitchell; Best Novella, We Are All Completely Fine, by Daryl Gregory; Best Short Fiction, “Do You Like to Look at Monsters?” by Scott Nicolay; Best Collection, Gifts for the One Who Comes After, by Helen Marshall and The Bitterwood Bible and Other Recountines, by Angela Slatter (tie); Best Anthology, Monstrous Affections, edited by Kelly Link and Gavin J. Grant; Best Artist, Samuel Araya; Special Award (Professional) to Sandra Kasturi and Brett Alexander Savory, for ChiZine Publications; Special Award (Nonprofessional) to Ray B. Russell and Rosalie Parker, for Tartarus Press. Plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to Ramsey Campbell and Sheri S. Tepper.


The 2014 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America on May 9, 2015, during the Twenty-fifth Annual World Horror Convention in Atlanta, Georgia, were: Best Novel, Blood Kin, by Steve Rasnic Tem; Best First Novel, Mr.Wicker, by Maria Alexander; Best Young Adult Novel, Phoenix Island, by John Dixon; Best Long Fiction, “Fishing for Dinosaurs,” by Joe R. Lansdale; Best Short Fiction, “The Vaporization Enthalpy of a Peculiar Pakistani Family,” by Usman T. Malik and “Ruminations,” by Rena Mason (tie); Best Collection, Soft Apocalypses, by Lucy Snyder; Best Anthology, Fearful Symmetries, edited by Ellen Datlow; Best Nonfiction, Shooting Yourself in the Head for Fun and Profit: A Writer’s Survival Guide, by Lucy Snyder; Best Poetry Collection, Forgiving Judas, by Tom Piccirilli; Best Graphic Novel, Bad Blood, by Jonathan Maberry and Tyler Crook; Best Screenplay, The Babadook; Specialty Press Award to ChiZine Publications; Richard Laymon (President’s Award) to Tom Calen, Brock Cooper, and Doug Murano; the Mentor Award to Kathy Ptacek; plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to Tanith Lee and Jack Ketchum.


The 2015 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by The First Fifteen Lives of Harry August, by Claire North.


The 2015 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by “The Man Who Sold the Moon,” by Cory Doctorow.


The 2015 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award was won by The Book of the Unnamed Midwife, by Meg Elison.


The 2015 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Station Eleven, by Emily St. John Mandel.


The 2014 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by The Girl in the Road, by Monica Byrne and My Real Children, by Jo Walton (tie).


The 2015 Sidewise Award for Alternate History went to (Long Form): The Enemy Within, by Kristine Kathryn Rusch and “The Long Haul from the ANNALS OF TRANSPORTATION, The Pacific Monthly, May 2009,” by Ken Liu.


It was another year with a tragically high death rate in the SF field. Dead in 2014, 2015, or early 2016 were:


SIR TERRY PRATCHETT, 66, unquestionably the finest writer of comic fantasy in modern times and the second most best-selling author in the United Kingdom, behind only J. K. Rowling, author of the famous forty-volume Discworld series, featuring such titles as Night Watch, Guards! Guards!, Wyrd Sisters, and A Hat Full of Sky, as well as many stand-alone novels, more than seventy books in total; TANITH LEE, 67, highly prolific British writer of SF, fantasy, and horror, winner of the World Fantasy Award Lifetime Achievement Award as well as Lifetime Achievement Awards from World Horror and the Stoker Awards, author of novels such as The Silver Metal Lover, Death’s Master, and White as Snow, as well as huge amounts of short fiction collected in many collections such as Red as Blood, Tamastara, and The Gorgon and Other Beastly Tales; Hugo Award and World Fantasy Award-winning editor DAVID GEDDES HARTWELL, 74, one of the most influential and important editors in the history of SF, longtime Tor editor, founder of the Timescape SF line, cofounder of the World Fantasy Convention, editor of many important anthologies, including The World Treasury of Science Fiction, The Dark Descent, and The Science Fiction Century, a close personal friend for almost fifty years; SUZETTE HADEN ELGIN, 78, acclaimed SF writer, linguist, and poet, best known for the Native Tongue trilogy, Native Tongue, The Judas Rose, and Earthsong, as well as the Ozark Trilogy and the Coyote Jones series, also founded the Science Fiction Poetry Association; MELANIE TEM, 65, prolific horror/dark fantasy writer, winner of the World Fantasy Award, the Bram Stoker Award, and the International Horror Guild Award, author of novels such as Prodigal, Blood Moon, and The Wilding, as well as large amounts of short fiction, much of it in collaboration with husband Steve Rasnic Tem, who survives her; ROBERT CONQUEST, 98, Anglo-US author and historian, coeditor (with Kingsley Amis) of the long-running Spectrum series of SF reprint anthologies, as well as the author of an SF novel, A World of Difference (also with Kingsley Amis); PETER MALCOLM DE BRISSAC DICKINSON, 88, who wrote as PETER DICKINSON, author of the Changes trilogy, consisting of The Weathermonger, Heartsease, and The Devil’s Children, as well as much children’s and YA SF; GEORGE CLAYTON JOHNSON, 86, pioneering scriptwriter for many early SF television shows, including Star Trek and The Twilight Zone, cowriter of the movie Logan’s Run; TOM PIC-CIRILLI, 50, acclaimed horror and crime writer, winner of the Stoker Award, author of The Night Class, The Cold Spot, Dark Father, and many others; CAROL SEVERANCE, 71, SF writer, author of Reefsong and the Island Warrior trilogy; A.R. MORLAN, 58, horror and erotica writer, prolific at short lengths; DAVID RAIN, 54, who wrote SF as TOM ARDEN, author of the five-book Orokon epic fantasy series; CHARLES W. RUNYON, 87, SF writer, author of Pig World and others; GÜNTER GRASS, 87, German novelist, poet, and playwright, winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, whose works with fantastic elements include The Tin Drum and The Rat; E. L DOCTOROW, 84, renowned author of such novels as Ragtime, The March, and Billy Bathgate; JAMES SALTER, 90, novelist, best known for A Sport and a Pastime; RUTH RENDELL, 85, prominent mystery author, best known for the long-running Inspector Wexford series; OLIVER SACKS, 82, best known for his case studies of neurological disorders, such as The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat, Awakenings, and Seeing Voices, works that had an impact on a lot of science fictional thinking; T.M. WRIGHT, 68, SF writer; DANIEL GROTTA, 71, photography expert, journalist, writer, author of the first biography of J.R.R. Tolkien, Architect of Middle Earth, a friend, survived by his widow, writer Sally Wiener Grotta; WOLFGANG JESCHKE, 78, German writer, editor, and anthologist; JÖEL CHAMPETIER, 57, French-Canadian SF writer and editor; MICHEL JEURY, 80, noted French author; JANNICK STORM, 76, Danish author, critic, and translator; Danish author INGE ERIKSEN, 80; Danish author, IB MELCHIOR, 97; JOHN TOMERLIN, 84, author of Run from the Hunter (with Charles Beaumont); PERRY A. CHAPDELAINE, 90, veteran SF writer, author of Swampworld West and The Laughing Terran; ROBERT E. MARGROFF, 85, author of several SF novels in collaboration with Piers Anthony; ALBERT J. MANACHINO, 90, writer; WALTER W. LEE, 83, writer and scholar; ELLEN CONFORD, 73, children’s and YA author; MARCIA BROWN, 96, Caldecott Medal–winning children’s author and illustrator; MOYRA CALDECOTT, 88, South African–born UK author of many children’s and YA fantasy books; CHUCK MILLER, 62, publisher, editor, and bookseller; FLORIN MANOLESCU, 72, Romanian literary critic, literary historian, and SF writer; R.A. MONTGOMERY, 78, writer and publisher; CHRIS GILMORE, 66, longtime reviewer for Interzone and freelance copy editor; ADRIENNE MARTINE-BARNES, 73, author, fan, and costumer; JON ARFSTROM, 87, veteran cover artist and illustrator who did much work for Weird Tales and other pulp magazines; GAIL J. BUTLER, 68, SF, fantasy, and wildlife artist; MELISSA MATHISON, 65, screenwriter best known for the screenplay for E.T.; LEONARD NIMOY, 83, TV and movie actor, world-famous for his role as the half-Vulcan Mr.Spock on the original Star Trek TV series, a role he reprised in many subsequent Star Trek TV spinoff series and movies; SIR CHRISTOPHER LEE, 93, movie actor, known for his recurrent roles in The Lord of the Rings, Star Wars, and The Hobbit movie franchises, as well as in The Wicker Man and many Hammer horror movies; DAVID BOWIE, 69, world-famous singer, songwriter, and film actor, perhaps best known to genre audiences for his song “Space Oddity” and for the album The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders From Mars, but also for his roles in films such as Labyrinth and The Man Who Fell to Earth; ALAN RICKMAN, 69, renowned British stage and film actor, best known to genre audience for his role as Severus Snape in the Harry Potter movies and for his role in Galaxy Quest, but also widely known for his roles in Die Hard, Dogma, Truly, Madly, Deeply, and many others; PATRICK MacNEE, 93, British actor best known for his role as the suave secret agent Steed on TV’s The Avengers; OMAR SHARIF, 83, movie actor best known for his roles in Doctor Zhivago and The 13th Warrior; MAUREEN O’HARA, 95, movie actress, whose most famous role may have been in The Quiet Man, but who might have been best known to genre audiences for roles in Miracle on 34th Street and Sinbad the Sailor; THEODORE BIKEL, 91, movie, stage, and television actor, best known on the stage for the lead role in Fiddler on the Roof, also appeared in movies such as The African Queen, The Enemy Below, and The Russians Are Coming, the Russians Are Coming, and also guest-starred on dozens of TV shows, including Star Trek: The Next Generation and Babylon 5; LOUIS JOURDAN, 93, movie actor best known to genre audiences for a role as Dracula in a TV production and in Year of the Comet; NIGEL TERRY, 69, movie actor, best known for roles as Arthur in Excalibur and young Prince John in The Lion in Winter; JACK LARSON, 87, television actor best known for playing Jimmy Olsen in television’s original The Adventures of Superman; ROGER REES, 71, television, stage, and movie actor, best known for continuing roles in TV’s Cheers and Warehouse 13 and for playing the Sheriff of Rottingham in Robin Hood: Men in Tights, known outside the field for stage show The Life and Adventures of Nicholas Nickleby; ROBERT LOGGIA, 85, movie and television actor perhaps best known for his role in Big, also appeared in Independence Day, Scarface, and TV’s The Sopranos; RON MOODY, 91, movie actor, best known for his role as Fagin in Oliver!, also appeared in The Mouse on the Moon and A Kid in King Arthur’s Court; DICK VAN PATTEN, 87, television and film actor best known for roles in Robin Hood: Men in Tights, High Anxiety, Westworld, and Spaceballs; DEAN JONES, 84, movie actor best known for The Love Bug and The Shaggy D.A.; GRACE LEE WHITNEY, 85, best known for her role as Yeoman Rand in the original Star Trek TV series; YVONNE CRAIG, 78, TV actor best known for her role as Batgirl in the sixties TV show Batman, also was in Star Trek and other shows; WES CRAVEN, 76, director and screenwriter, best known for A Nightmare on Elm Street and its many sequels; STAN FREBERG, 88, legendary creator of satirical radio and television commercials; PHIL AUSTIN, 74, one of the founding members of surreal and satirical comedy troop Firesign Theater, also a longtime fan; PEGGY RAE SAPIENZA, 70, longtime fan and prominent convention organizer, a friend; FRED DUARTE, Jr., 58, longtime fan and convention organizer; ART WIDNER, 98, longtime fan and fanzine editor; NED BROOKS, 77, longtime fan and fanzine editor; HAZEL HOLT, 87, mother of fantasy writer Tom Holt, and herself a published novelist; THOMAS E. GOONAN, 93, father of SF writer Kathleen Ann Goonan; JOHN C. SPRUILL, 100, father of SF writer Steven Spruill; JOHN RICHARD HORTON, 84, father of SF editor and critic Richard Horton; TONI EDELMAN, 79, mother of SF writer and editor Scott Edelman; SUZANNE GROSS REED, 82, mother of SF writer Marguerite Reed ; MURRAY WAYNE PERSON, JR., 72, father of SF writer Lawrence Person; MILDRED (MILLIE) RAMBO, 92, mother of SF writer Cat Rambo; VIRGINIA SAWYER, 90, mother of SF writer Robert J. Sawyer; ALICE JANET BARTLETT EASTON, 95, mother of SF writer and critic Tom Easton; SARAH KROUPA, 33, daughter of writer Susan J. Kroupa; ANN MCKNIGHT, 92, widow of fan Jack McKnight, who handcrafted the first Hugo Awards.




The Falls: A Luna Story


IAN MCDONALD


British author Ian McDonald is an ambitious and daring writer with a wide range and an impressive amount of talent. His first story was published in 1982, and since then he has appeared with some frequency in Interzone, Asimov’s Science Fiction, and elsewhere. In 1989 he won the Locus “Best First Novel” Award for his novel Desolation Road. He won the Philip K. Dick Award in 1992 for his novel King of Morning, Queen of Day. His other books include the novels Out on Blue Six, Hearts, Hands and Voices, Terminal Café, Sacrifice of Fools, Evolution’s Shore, Kirinya, Ares Express, Brasyl, and The Dervish House, as well as three collections of his short fiction, Empire Dreams, Speaking in Tongues, and Cyberabad Days. His novel, River of Gods, was a finalist for both the Hugo Award and the Arthur C. Clarke Award in 2005, and a novella drawn from it, “The Little Goddess,” was a finalist for the Hugo and the Nebula Award. He won a Hugo Award in 2007 for his novelette “The Djinn’s Wife,” won the Theodore Sturgeon Award for his story “Tendelé o’s Story,” and in 2011 won the John W. Campbell Memorial Award for his novel The Dervish House. His most recent books are the starting volume of a YA series, Planesrunner, and two sequels, Be My Enemy and Empress of the Sun. Coming up is a big retrospective collection, The Best of Ian McDonald. Born in Manchester, England, in 1960, McDonald has spent most of his life in Northern Ireland, and now lives and works in Belfast.


Here he takes us to an inhabited Moon, for a compelling look at people struggling to deal with the cultural and psychological changes generated in society by life in a Lunar colony.


 


 


 


My daughter fell from the top of the world. She tripped, she gripped, she slipped and she fell. Into three kilometres of open air.


I have a desk. Everyone on the atmospheric entry project thinks it’s the quaintest thing. They can’t understand it. Look at the space it takes up! And it attracts stuff. Junk. Piles. De-print them, de-print it, get rid of the dust, free up the space. Surfaces. You don’t need surfaces to work.


That’s true. I work through Marid, my familiar. I’ve skinned it as its namesake, a great and powerful djinn, hovering over my left shoulder. My co-workers think this quaint too. I spend my shifts in a pavilion of interlocutors. My familiar meeting my client’s familiar: relaying each other’s words.


My client is a planetary exploration probe.


I’m a simulational psychiatrist.


The proper furniture of psychologist is a chair, not a cluttered desk. And a couch. To which I say; the couch is a psychoanalytic cliche, and try laying a Saturn entry probe on a chaise longue, even before you get to the Oedipal rage and penis envy. The desk stays. Yes it takes up stupid space in my office, yes, I have piled it with so many empty food containers and disposable tea cups and kawaii toys and even physical print-outs that I’m permanently running close to my carbon limit. But I like it; it makes this cubicle an office. And it displays—displayed, before the strata of professional detritus buried it—my daughter’s first archaeological find.


The technology is awkward by our standards—silicon micro-processor arrays are like asteroids next to modern 2-D graphene films; almost laughable. A finger-sized processor board; its exact purpose unknown. It’s provenance: the location where the People’s Republic of China’s Yutu rover came to a halt and died forty kilometres south of Laplace F in the Mare Imbrium on the nearside of the Moon.


Acceleration under gravity on the surface of moon is 1.625 metres per second squared


I like Callisto.


I don’t like—I don’t have to like—all my clients. Every AI is different, though there are similarities, some of them the constraints of architecture and engineering, some of them philosophical, some of them the shared AI culture that has been evolving on the moon alongside human society. Every AI is an individual not an identity.


Callisto is quick, keen and erudite in conversation, charmingly pedantic, eager and naive. E anticipates the mission with the impatience and excitement of a child going to New Year and there is the trap. I think of er like I think of Shahina, and then I make mistakes. I become attached, I make presumptions. I humanise.


Erm, Nuur did you see what you did there?


“I beg your pardon Callisto?”


Erm, you used a wrong word.


“What wrong word?”


I can remind you . . .


“Please do. I hate to think I’d said something inappropriate.”


You said, talking about my atmospheric entry aspect, when she goes in. I think you meant to say . . .


E. Er. The recognised pronouns for Artificial Intelligence. My embarrassment was crippling. I couldn’t speak. I blushed, burned. Burbled apologies. I was naked with shame.


It’s quite all right, Nuur. But I think I should tell you that you’ve, um, been doing it all week . . .


When an AI ums, ers, demurs, it is a clear sign of a conflict between er laws: to be truthful, to cause no harm to humans. AIs are every bit as shy and self-deluding as humans.


I didn’t laugh when she said, history. I didn’t smile, didn’t interject, object, reject though the arguments swarmed on my tongue. This is the Moon. Our society is fifty years old, it’s a century-and-some since we first walked here. We are five cities, a university, a clatter of habitats and bases and one ever-moving train-cum-refinery; one million seven hundred thousand people. How can we have a history? How much does it take to have a history as opposed to anecdotes? Is there a critical mass? We are renter-clients of the Lunar Development Corporation, employed or contracted by the Five Dragons; history, for us, is over. We work, we survive, we pay our per diems for the Four Elementals of Air, Water, Data, Carbon. We don’t just not need history; we can’t afford history. Where is the profit? Where is the utility? So quick, so easy, see? I talk for a living. Arguments come to me as if drawn by whispers and pheromones. But I pushed them behind me and spoke none of them.


History, she said, spying the shadows of all those arguments and disparagements behind me. Defying me to criticise. We have a history. Everything has a history. History isn’t a thing you find lying around, it’s a thing you make.


Shahina, I named her. The name means falcon: a small fierce beautiful quick bird. She has never seen a falcon, never seen a bird, never seen a winged thing that isn’t human, apart from the butterfly-fountains AKA make for society parties; that only live for a day and clog the drains when they make it rain to clear the dust from the air.


I have never seen a falcon either, for that matter. My father kept pigeons in a loft in the shade of the solar panel. I never liked them; they were smelly and rattly and jabby and swarmed around me when I went up on the roof with my Dad to feed them. Their wings clattered; they seemed more machine than bird. The thought of them now, cities, countries, worlds distant, still raises a cold horror. Falcons are the enemies of pigeons; Dad kept an evil eye for their swooshes in the sky. They’re moving into the city, he said. Nesting up in the new towers. To them it’s just a glass cliff. Any shadow he didn’t like the look of was a falcon.


Shahina has never seen a falcon, never seen a bird, never seen a sky. But she’s well-named. She is so quick. Her thoughts swerve and dodge, nimble and swift. Mine plod in slow, straight lines. She rushes to opinions and positions as if fortifying a hill. My work is deliberate: the identification and engineering of artificial emotions. She is fierce. Those opinions, those positions she defends with a ferocity that beats down any possible opposition. She wins not by being right but by being vehemently wrong. She scares me, when we fight as mother and daughter do. She scares me away from arguing.


History: what is it good for?


So, a thing can only be good if it’s for something? she snapped back.


But are there jobs; will it pay your Four Elementals?


So, education is really just apprenticeship?


What’s there to study? All we have are contracts.


Don’t you get it? The contracts are the history.


And she would toss back her long, so shiny curls to show her exasperation that I would never ever understand anything, and let them settle under the slow lunar gravity.


Quick, fierce, but not small. I’ve been twenty years on the moon and it’s turned me lean and scrawny, top heavy and bandy legged; tall and thin but Shahina towers over me. She is lunar-born, a second generation. Moon-kid. She is as slender and elegant as a gazelle.


I felt small and frail as a sparrow, hugging her goodbye at the station.


“Why does it have to be Meridian?” I couldn’t help myself.


I saw my daughter’s eyes widen in the moment before the this-again roll, her lips tighten. She drew back from the edge of fierce.


It’s the best History Colloquium. And anyway, I always wanted to see the Earth.


She bent down to kiss me and then went through the pressure gate to the train.


At Farside station that day were some third-gens. They overbore Shahina and her generation as she overbore me. Alien children.


Mean atmospheric pressure inside lunar habitats is 1060 kilopascals, significantly higher than terrestrial norm.


I hover, Shahina told me. Over her, from the other side of the Moon. There’s guilt first, when your daughter finds out you’ve been spying on her, then shame that you were so easily detected, then outrage at her outrage: it’s only because I care, I shouldn’t worry but I can’t help myself; it’s so far away. I’m worried about you. Doesn’t she know it’s only because I care?


The first time I went to Meridian to visit Shahina I saw an angel. I’ve lived all my life in the university, its cramped cloisters and mean halls, in the settlements of Farside, small and widely scattered, across many amors and amories. I turned my back on Earth and never looked over my shoulder. In those years away from the face of the Earth, looking out into deep space, the great nearside cities have delved deep and wide, quadras opened and linked into stupendous, vertiginous chasms, glittering at night with thousands of lights. They sent quaint, tight-horizoned me dizzy with agoraphobia. I caught hold of Shahina’s arm as we came up out of Meridian Station. I felt old and infirm. I’m neither. Shahina sat me on a bench under the cover of trees, beneath leaves so that the lights became stars, half-seen. She bought me sherbet ice from an AKA tricycle and it was then that I saw the angel. People fly on the moon, I’ve known that forever, even before I came here and made it my home. It’s the sole comprehensible image of life on the Moon to terrestrials: the soaring winged woman. Always a woman. Dizzy, I heard a movement, a rustle, a displacement of air. I looked up in time to see wings flicker over me, lights moving against the higher constellations. A woman, rigged with navigation lights, flying. She stopped down across the treetops, shadow, movement, sparkles glimpsed through the leaves. I looked up, our faces met. Then she beat her wings and pulled up out of her glide, climbing, twisting in helical flight until she was lost to my view, her lesser lights merging with the greater.


“Oh,” I said. And, “Did you . . .”


“Yes, mum.”


I thought about the flying woman, that moment of elements meeting, over the following days as Shahina introduced me, one by one, to her circle. Friends, colleagues, Colloquium fellows. Sergei her tall, polite amor. He was an archaeologist. I terrified him by existing. I wondered what Shahina had told him about me. They cooked for me. It was so special and touching. They had hired hob and utensils, plates and chopsticks. They had obviously rehearsed, their movements in the tiny kitchen area of the Colloquium apt—cramped even by Farside U standards—was as immaculately choreographed as a ballet.


“Archaeology?”


I saw a flicker of impatience, a twitch of irritation before Sergei answered me. “We’ve been living here for fifty years. It’s been a century since the first human landing, overs hundred years since the first probes hard-landed. That’s deep enough for archaeology.”


“I get the same depth from studying history,” Shahina said and she rested her hand on Sergei’s. She was trying to softly intervene, to ameliorate, but I had no ill will to Sergei. I had neither ill will nor affection for him. He seemed a serious, flavourless boy, kind but dull. I could not understand what my daughter saw in him. I was neither surprised nor disappointed that it didn’t last. Nor was Shahina, I think.


Shahina waited until I was on the platform, the train sliding in behind the glass pressure wall, before giving me the gift. It was small, the size of my thumb, but heavy, wrapped in indigo dashiki wave fabric through which I could feel sharp contours.


“From Laplace F.”


She met Sergei through small, treasured items like this. Aminata, a Colloquiummate, had introduced Shahina to the Digs. No digging was involved. Archaeologists, historians, some extreme sports fans took off in sasuits, rovers, dust-bikes out across the Mares in search of old space hardware. Lunar landers, rovers, construction bots and solar sinterers from the early days of the settlement. Most prized was the dusty, dented detritus of the Apollos. They called this practical archaeology. I thought it bare-faced looting but I could not say so to Shahina. Sergei financed it. He was some minor Vorontsov. One of the Five Dragons. I was still not disappointed when Shahina dropped him.


I turned the small precious thing over and over in my fingers.


“What is it?”


“History.”


Terminal velocity in a pressurised lunar habitat is sixty kilometres per hour.


Callisto dreams.


E dreams in code, in shaped packets of electrons, as we all dream. All dreams are coded, and codes. AI dreams are not our dreams. Callisto dreams awake. E never sleeps, never needs to sleep. Callisto has difficulty understanding the human need for sleep, what it is, how we return from it the same as we entered; that we return from it at all. And Callisto dreams in er three separate manifestations: the mainframe, the probe, the blimp. I like to believe e shares dreams, like a family around the breakfast table in some café.


If Callisto’s intelligence and emotions are genuine—some still believe they aren’t and I have argued and will argue again their error with them—then so are er dreams. Marid translates them into a form I can comprehend. Callisto’s dreaming is primarily auditory. Marid plays me a storming chatter of notes and clicks, titanic bass and infra bass swells and clusters of rushing triads at the very upper limit of my hearing. It sounds like chaos. It sounds like the throb of black holes, the drone of the cosmic microwave background, the slow tick of entropy towards dissolution and chaos but if you listen, if you really listen, if you go beyond the human instinct to analyse, to structure, the pareidolic need to see rabbits in the moon, faces on Mars, gods in the alignments of the stars, then a titanic music unfolds. Themes, harmonies—though by no harmonic laws we recognise—modes and variations, unfolding over a timescale longer than any human attention span. It is magnificent and beautiful and quite the eeriest thing I have ever heard. I drop into the dream-music and when I return, reeling, hard-of-breath and dazed, hours have passed.


I used to try to imagine what it must be like to dream constantly, to have this music rattling and burbling along the bottom of your consciousness like water over rocks. I understand now. The thing it must be like is imagination. That not-conscious but not-dreaming state of images, scenarios, illusions where we pursue potentials, alternatives, what-ifs. The imagination never closes, never quiets. It is the root of our humanity.


She got out of Aristarchus with three minutes of air to spare.


I’m all right, she said. There’s nothing wrong, nothing to see. I came anyway, on the next express.


Three minutes, three hundred minutes.


But you could have died in there. How reluctantly I formed and spoke that word: died.


She was, as she said, all right. As she said; if you didn’t die, you were untouched.


I hadn’t heard from Shahina in three months. By heard from, I mean that in the old, Earthy sense—I hadn’t seen, visited; been voice-called by her. I read her updates. Her posts and pictures and comments. I circled her social world with slow wing-beats but I was not of it. I could have called but it was a principle.


I must have read that she’d drifted away from the archaeologists, I must have seen the pictures of herself with her new friends, the explorers, leaning against each other, making gestures with their hands, pouting and posing and laughing. Urbanisme: I know that word, but I can only have learned it from Shahina’s posts. I was working in a contract with Taiyang developing the interface for their new system of three AIs for Whitacre Goddard Bank; the ones—the legends said—that would be able to predict the future. The Suns expect work for their money; I remember long hard hours at the desk, digging deep, building layers, dripping emotions from algorithms like botanicals in custom gin. There is no more tiring work than emotion work. I must have read Shahina’s posts in a blur of exhaustion, taken them in at some level beneath analytic consciousness. I remember excitement. New friends, new group identity, new sport. Sport it was. Archaeology pretended to intellectual merit; urbanisme was adventure.


Her first exploration was to the old Mackenzie Metals habitat at Crisium, long abandoned since the Mackenzies moved their operations base to Crucible, the furnace-train that constantly circles the moon, maintaining eternal noon sun on its smelter-mirrors. By train then rover to Crisium, into sasuits and down into the abandoned tunnels. Afterwards, I watched all her videos. Headlamp beams lancing out through the passageways. Dust kicked up by booted feet. Lamps lighting up rooms and chambers and the mumble of audio commentary; we think this a mess hall; according to the maps, this is the old board room. Desks, furniture, graffiti. Screens, from the days before information was beamed on to the eyeball. Nothing organic: even then the Lunar Development Corporation’s zaballeens recycled all carbon ferociously. Beams of light shooting upwards, bouncing from the walls of an old agriculture shaft, reflecting from the mirror array that once conveyed sunlight down to the stacks of aeroponics racks. Ovals of light overlapping on the gentle up-ramp of the main outlock. I watched with my heart in my throat, my hands to my mouth. I saw a thousand mistakes, ten thousand accidents, any of which could jam a valve, smash a helmet, gash a sasuit open. The moon has a thousand ways to kill you: every moon-child is taught that, the same hour that the chib is bonded to the eyeball and forever after you owe for the air you breath, the water you drink, the carbon you consume, the data you process. I don’t believe I drew breath until I saw the final image: the team shot beside the rover; faceless helmets inclined towards each other, sasuits smudged with dark moondust. Body shapes beneath the close-fitting suits, the appended name tags over the left shoulders were the only clues. Shahina was between two young men, her arms around their shoulders. I would have recognised her without the tag. Sunlight spangled from her helmet visor. I knew she was grinning.


Her second expedition was to Orientale. I studied there when I first came to the moon. In those tunnels I worked and loved. In one of those small cabins I passed my Moonday, alone, knees pulled to my chest, hiding from all the friends and colleagues who wanted to take me out and splash my head with industrial vodka and proclaim me a true daughter in the moon. Alone and weeping I rocked, terrified that I had made the wrong decision, knowing that it was now impossible to undo it. I could never go back to Earth again. My bones would sag and snap, my lungs fail, my heart flutter under a gravity my body had forgotten. I watched her stalk through the airless corridors, narrower than I remember; shine her light into the cubicles and labs, tighter than I remember. It seemed five minutes since I had lived there, yet I couldn’t believe that I—that anyone—had lived there. I don’t know what I would gave done if her weaving beam had caught some discarded part of my past—vacuum-dried shorts, a glass, a cosmetics sachet. Ghosts of myself. It would have been equally strange for Shahina, I suppose: evidence of a time before she existed. If she could even recognise that debris as mine. I was glad when the video cut to the team hug at the end.


On her third expedition, the roof came in. Opening shot: Shahina and their friends at the station, the express pulling in behind them. They’ve printed matching tank-tops: Urbanisme: Aristarchus. Train, then three hours by rover to the ruins at Aristarchus. Two hundred people died when a deep quake—the rarest and most dangerous of the many seisms that shake the Moon—popped the Corta Hélio maintenance base like a bubble. I watched this afterwards, understand. I still wanted to take the next train to Meridian and snatch my daughter up and whisk her away with me, safe, secure. If I had seen this as live feed, I would have spent every last bitsie on a Vorontsov moonship and still gone into debt for a century to haul her out.


Corta Hélio never brought the bodies back from Aristarchus. Too dangerous.


They had maps, AI guidance, satellite tracking, they knew that dead site like they knew their own skins; they went in safe, sane and prepared but they still weren’t expecting the temblor that brought down their main access tunnel. Half a kilometre of highly fragmented KREEP between them and the surface. They used their wit, they used their skill, they used their fit smart bodies. There was an old conduit shaft that carried power and coms from the surface to the habitat. It was five hundred metres, a vertical climb, through tangled cabling and smashed struts sharp as spears, camera, handholds, world shaking to the aftershocks. Shahina kept the camera running throughout. I knew the outcome but I watched with my hands over my mouth.


She made it to the rover with three minutes oxygen to spare. They all made it.


Three minutes, three hundred minutes, she said. To weaken my position, she brought two fellow Urbanistes to meet me. They were tall and languorous and moved beautifully. I felt small, I felt old, I felt obsolete. I felt awed by my daughter. She seemed a different species from me.


She messaged me privately on the train, familiar to familiar. She was getting out of urbanisme anyway. The boys were too up their own asses. The climb out of the dead habitat had taught her something about herself: she could move. Her body was strong and accurate. She liked to move. She had learned to love her physicality.


She was taking up parcour.


Why should a space probe have emotions? Why would e even need such things? In the early days of exploration, probes were no smarter than insects and they opened up whole new worlds inside the world we thought we knew. No smarter, and with even less emotional freight. They trundled, cold and heartless, across the hillsides of Mars, swung soulless and free from wonder over the methane seas of Titan.


My first answer is, why should an Artificial Intelligence not have emotions? But that is really not an answer, just a rhetorical device, so I follow it with this: since the 2076 Bamako Agreement, it is the right of every Artificial Intelligence to perceive and enjoy specific internal states which are analogous to emotions in human beings. To which you say: this is the Moon. No one has any rights. No rights, no civil law, only contracts between parties.


My second answer is: this exploration is part financed by subscription to live feeds, from within the atmosphere of Saturn. The old national space administrations learned their images from the surface of Mars were much better received when spiced with emotionality, even if that was added by a social media agent on Earth. Humans love emotionality. Make us feel something; then we understand. Give us the tiniest empathy with what it feels like to drive into the unimaginable wind-shear of Hexagon, the north polar vortex. What it is to be . . . The essential human question.


And I’ll have my third answer ready before your riposte: what is exploration? It is curiosity, the desire to know what is beyond those clouds; over that horizon. It is courage and caution, it is excitement and fear; it is the tension between risk and the desire for knowledge. A probe that knows emotions—its analogues of those emotions, for how can we ever really know what’s in the head of an other, be that bone or plastic—is better able to explore, to risk, to be cautious, to assess risk: to dare.


But it’s my last answer that’s in the end my first and only answer. Emotions are the nature of space probes, of express trains, of helium three extractors and solar sinterers, of the orbital transfer tethers wheeling around the waist of our world. Emotions are an emergent property. You can no more make an artificial intelligence without emotions than you can a baby without tears, a daughter without curiosity. Why should an artificial intelligence have emotions, you asked? And I said, why not? But both of those are wrong. It’s not a why question, or a because answer. Emotions are part of the universe.


She went up the side of Gargarin Prospekt in such great bounds, so fast, so agile I thought for a moment she was flying. From the park bench to the top of the print-shop, print-shop roof to ventilator pipe. Two heart-beats and she was crouching on the handrail of West 3rd, toes and fingers curled in their gloves, grinning down at me a dozen meters below. She had cut her hair to a bob so as not to interfere with her running but Egyptian curls are not vanquished so easily. They fell around her face, lively and bobbing in lunar gravity. Then a shake and she sprang up again, outstretched, flying, one jump taking her to within reach of a lighting stanchion. She stretched, reached, grabbed, swung, somersaulted away to rebound from a balustrade onto the veranda of an apartment two levels higher. She stood like a little god, hands on hips. She looked up. The ten thousand lights of Orion Quadra shone above her, and higher than all of them, the sun-line fading towards night.


She grabbed a corner of a roof truss, ran up the wall and launched herself towards those higher lights.


And her pack mates, her follow traceurs flew with her. Like liquid, like animals, so fast and sleek and beautiful I found it almost alien. Human beings could not perform such wonders.


The invitation had been for the Colloquium Cotillion—its annual graduation when family and dearest of all Colloquium members are invited to a reception and dinner—but Shahina wanted me to see her run. It was all she talked of at the restaurant; moves and holds, stunts and technical wear, customised grip soles and whether it was more authentic to free run without Familiar assistance. I understood one word in five but I saw the dark energy, the constrained passion, and I though I had never seen her so young or so beautiful.


Of course I went to the run. I was the only parent. These young people, as tall and beautiful as any, didn’t seem haughty or disdainful to me. These wiry, athletic boys, these dark-skinned muscular girls, restless and pacing or still and haunting, intensely focused on world, their sport, their challenge. I was as invisible as a ghost, but, as the legends say, there are no ghosts on the moon. Shahina, wire-thin but stronger than I had ever seen her before, in tights and the cropped, baggy T-shirt that was the fashion that season, foot and hand gloves, intent in conversation with two fellow traceurs. I could clearly see that they adored her. Traceur, that word, it was important, Shahina impressed on me. A name, an identity, a tribe. She had been free-running for six months now.


This was the pack’s greatest challenge yet. All the way to the top of Orion Quadra, to touch the sun-line, three kilometres up.


I saw her leap. My heart stopped as she flew out over the drop to bustling Gargarin Prospekt. She flew far, she flew true, she snatched a cable on a cross-quadra bridge and, a hundred metres above the ground, swung herself on to the crosswalk. She ran along the balustrade, balanced perfectly, as her traceurs swung up from beneath the bridge, dropping into position around her like an honour guard. Pedestrians, runners, strollers, worker going on-shift stared in amazement and I, craning my neck and ordering Marid to up the magnification on my lens, thought: don’t you wish you were as hot and beautiful and sheerly magnificent as my daughter? Amazement and no small envy.


Up she flew, a blur of motion and speed, the pack racing with her but Shahina always a foot, a hand, a finger ahead of them. Marid focused, refocused, focused again, tighter and tighter as she climbed higher and higher. The race was as much horizontal as vertical: this was not climbing, Shahina had carefully lectured me at the banquet. This was parcour, and she ran ledges, over-handed along cables and danced on railings to find the best route up to the next level. Upward and upward. It was beautiful to watch. I had never been so afraid; I had never been so exhilarated.


Marid zoomed out for a moment to show me the true scale of the adventure and I gasped; the traceurs were flecks of movement on the towering walls of the world; brief absences in the patterns of light. Insects. Shahina has never known insects. My familiar lensed in again. They were above the inhabited levels now, even the mean shanties of the Bairro Alto where the up-and-out of Meridian society retreat: the old industrial and service levels, the first diggings from which Meridian grew downward, delving three kilometres deep. Here was the traceurs’ playground; a world of handholds and surfaces and levels. A giant climbing frame. The race was on. I could not see Shahina’s face when one of the boys passed her but I knew the expression that would be on it. I had seen those narrowed eyes, lips; that set of the jaw so many times in childhood and adolescence.


They were within touch of the sun.


Then Shahina jumped: too soon, too far, too short. Her gloved fingers missed the hold. And she fell.


Callisto dreams in other ways than sound. Marid has fractioned out all the millions of simultaneous streams of code that is machine dreaming and tagged them. Some are best experienced as sound—the oceanic symphony. Others only make sense—begin to make any kind of sense . . . visually. Marid feeds these to my lens.


I see colours. Stripes and bands of soft pastel colour—there is an internal logic here, no clashing disharmonies of pink against red against orange. There is always a logic to dreaming. Motion: both I and the strips of colour seem to be in motion, they stream past me and each other at various speeds—all I get is the sense that these bands of flowing colour are immense. Beyond immense. Of planetary scale.


I said that in the refectory to Constantine, my colleague on the Callisto project. He deals with emergent emotional states in low level intelligences. He’s a Joe Moonbeam—a recent immigrant—so he still thinks in terms of animals and animal behaviour—like a family of kittens, he compares them. I deal with the insecurities and identity issues of grand AI: Like adolescents, I say. I looked at our refectory. A long barrel vault that discloses its original purpose as an access tunnel for the mining equipment which hacked the university out of Farside. I’ve seen sculptural bronze casts of terrestrial termite mounds: helices of tunnels and chambers dozens of meters tall, hundreds of meters across. I’ve spent my lunar life—almost all of Shahina’s life—scuttling through those twining, claustrophobic tunnels. I try not to think of the termites, shrivelling and burning in molten bronze. I thought of sherbet under the trees of Meridian’s Orion Quadra, the face of the flying woman looking down on me, and I felt refectory, tunnels, university, Farside wrap themselves around me like bands of bronze.


Of planetary scale.


Callisto the probe will furl er light sail and enter orbit around Saturn. E will conduct orbital surveys for a month. Then Callisto the entry vehicle will detach, make er distancing burn and enter Saturn’s upper atmosphere. E will plunge through the tropopause and use the uppermost deck of ammonia clouds to decelerate to 1800 kilometres per hour. One hundred and seventy kilometres below, at the second cloud deck, Callisto Explorer will drop heat shields and begin live streaming back through Callisto Orbiter. In the third cloud layer, one hundred and thirty kilometres below the second layer, the temperature averages 0 degrees C. Here Callisto Explorer will unfurl er balloon. Scoops will gather and inflate the bag, lasers will heat the gathered hydrogen for buoyancy. Ducted fans will deploy for manoeuvring, but Callisto Explorer is a creature of the winds. We have designed er well, strongly, even beautifully. Er buoyancy bags are held inside a strong nanoweave shell; Callisto will cruise like a shark, ever moving, flying the eternal storms of Saturn.


I jabbered my insight to Constantine. He’s used to my sudden seizures of understanding. We had been together a long time, as colleagues, as occasional amors, who may yet love again.


Those bands of colour, furling and streaming, twining and hurtling, are differing layers and jet streams and storms of Saturn’s atmosphere. E is trying to imagine er future. And the music is the wind, the endless wind. A lone song in the endless roaring wind.


I saw my daughter fall from the edge of the sunline. I think I screamed. Every head on Gargarin Prospekt turned to me; then, as their familiars clued them in, to the sky.


No don’t, don’t look, don’t watch, I yelled.


Acceleration under gravity on the surface of moon is 1.625 metres per second squared.


Mean atmospheric pressure inside lunar habitats is 1060 kilopascals, significantly higher than terrestrial norm.


Terminal velocity in a pressurised quadra is sixty kilometres per hour.


It takes four minutes to fall the height of Orion Quadra. Four minutes is time enough for a smart girl to save her life.


Impact at sixty kilometres and you have an eighty percent chance of dying. Impact at fifty kilometres per hour and you have an eighty percent chance of living.


She spread her arms and legs.


I could not take my eyes off her. Every part of my body and mind had stopped dead, vacuum-frozen.


Shahina presented as wide as cross-section to the air as she could. Her hair streamed back, her T-shirt flapped like a flag. Her t-shirt might brake her to a survivable fifty kilometres per hour. Her fashionable baggy t-shirt might just save her life.


Still I couldn’t look away. People were running, medical bots converging on the place she would hit the street. Still I couldn’t move.


Four minutes is a long time to look at death.


She was low, so low, too low. The other traceurs were racing back down the walls of the world, dropping onto streets and walkways and escalators to try and race Shahina to the ground but this challenge she would always win.


I closed my eyes before the impact. Then I was running, pushing through the helpful people, shouting. This is my daughter, my daughter! The medical bots were first to arrive. Between their gleaming ceramic bodies I saw a dark spider broken on the street. I saw a hand move. I saw my daughter push herself up from the ground. Stagger to her feet. Then she fell forwards and the med bots caught her.


Nuur.


“What is it Callisto?” As you work with an AI, as er emotions firm and ground, as you learn er like you learn a child or an amor, you pick up nuances, overtones even in synthesised speech. My client was anxious.


My mission . . .


Callisto has learned the weight of the significant pause, the thing unsaid.


“Your mission.”


Callisto Orbiter will remain in orbit under nuclear power until critical systems fail. I anticipate this will be a matter of centuries, based on the interaction of variables such as charged particles, Saturn’s magnetic field, cosmic ray events. But at some point in the 25th century, give or take a few decades, Callisto Orbiter will die.


“Yes Callisto.”


Callisto Explorer is scheduled for a three year mission inside the cloud layers of Saturn, exploring meteorological and chemical features. My systems will certainly last longer than the mission schedule, but at some time in the near future my structural integrity will fail, I will lose buoyancy. I will fall. If I do not undergo complete disintegration, I will fall towards the liquid hydrogen layer under increasing pressure until my body is crushed. Nuur, I can feel that pressure. I can feel it squeezing me, breaking me, I can feel everything in me going flat and dark under it. I can feel the liquid hydrogen.


“That’s what we call imagination, Callisto.”


I can see my own death, Nuur.


This is the price of imagination. We foresee and feel our own deaths. We see the final drop, the last breath, the last close of the eyes, the final thought evaporating and beyond it nothing, for we can imagine nothing. It is no-thought, no imagining, and though we know there can be no fear, no anything, in nothing, it terrifies us. We end. This is why imagination is what makes us human.


I’m afraid.


“It’s the same for all of us, Callisto. I’m afraid too. We are all afraid. We would deal, barter, make any trade for it not to be so, but it must be. Everything ends. We can copy you forever, but every copy is an intelligence of itself . . .”


And it dies.


“Sorry Callisto.”


No, I’m sorry for you. A pause that I have learned to interpret as a sigh. How can we live this way?


“Because there is no other way, Callisto.”


She looked so small in the hospital bed.


Well don’t stand there in the doorway, come in or don’t come in.


I have always been a ditherer, hesitant to commit between one state and another, one world and another. I came to the moon because my research, the drift of my career, made it inevitable. I howled with grief on my Moonday, because I could not tell my own will from dithering.


“How . . .”


It doesn’t hurt at all really. They have these amazing pain killers. They should make the licence public. Kids could print them out for parties. It’s like I’m flying. Sorry. Bad joke. That’s the pain killers. It kind of loosens things, breaks down boundaries. Nothing broken, nothing ruptured; quite a lot of heavy bruising.


I made space among the medical machinery and sat beside her. For a moment I saw her on the med-centre bed as I saw her on Gargarin Prospekt, a broken spider, elongated and alien. She was born looking like every baby in human history: all the generation twos are. The differences only become apparent as they grow through years of lunar gravity. She grew tall, lean, layered with a different musculature aligned to her birth-world. Light as a wish. By age ten she was as tall as me. By twelve she was ten centimetres taller than me.


She hit the street and lived because she is a moon-kid. I knew with utter certainty that if it had been me, falling from the top of the world, I would have died.


I took her hand. She winced.


Now that does hurt a bit.


“Please never . . .”


I can’t promise that.


“No, I don’t suppose you can.”


The launch lasers at the VTO facility out at the L2 point have been firing for three days now. If I pulled on a sasuit and went to the surface and looked up I could see the brightest star in heaven, the reflection from Callisto’s light sail. But I am not the kind of person who pulls on a sasuit and dashes up on to the surface. My daughter did that—would still do it—without a thought. I have never been that daring. This world frightens me, and I can have no other.


Callisto will shine there for several months before VTO shuts down the lasers and e sails out by sunlight alone to er missions at Saturn. Light sails are effective but slow. Callisto sleeps. In er sleep, e dreams. In those dreams, I know, will be the tang and sting of mortality. All these wonders; er ecstatic plunge through Saturn’s cloud layers, er adventures flying alone and beautiful through the eternal storms, seeing things no human can ever see; all these will be once and once only, and all the more sweet before they vanish forever. Will the knowledge that everything is ephemeral make Callisto seek out stronger, more vivid experiences to beam back to er subscribers? I think so but that was not the reason I worked the knowledge of mortality into Cal-listo’s emotional matrix. I did it because e could not be fully intelligent without it.


Before the project uploaded Callisto to the probes, I believe I came to love er as fully as I have any human. A copy of er still remains on the university mainframe, always will. I can wake er up at any time to talk, share, joke. I won’t. It would be talking to the dead, it would be ghosts and the moon allows no ghosts.


Shahina fell three kilometres and walked away. She’s famous. A celebrity. She’s sufficiently sanguine to work it while it’s warm: go to the parties, do the interviews, join the social circles. It won’t last. She can’t wait to be able to go running again. What more can the moon do to her? I can’t stop her, I won’t watch her. A mother should only have to watch her daughter fall once.


Callisto falls outward from our little clutch of two worlds, so small in the scheme of things. It will take er two years to reach Saturn. Humans can’t go there. The universe is hard on us; these are not our worlds. Not even Shahina and her cohort, or even the generation three growing up high and strange in our underground cities, could go there. Whatever makes it from these worlds to the stars, won’t be us. Can’t be us. But I like to think I sent something human out there.


Burn bright, little star. Tonight I catch the train to Meridian where Shahina has invited me to a celebrity party. I’ll hate the party. I’m as fearful of it as I am the surface; I’ll cling to the wall with my non-alcoholic drink and watch the society people and watch my beautiful, alien daughter move among them.




Three Cups of Grief, By Starlight
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Green tea: green tea is made from steamed or lightly dried tea leaves. The brew is light, with a pleasant, grassy taste. Do not over-steep it, lest it become bitter.


After the funeral, Quang Tu walked back to his compartment, and sat down alone, staring sightlessly at the slow ballet of bots cleaning the small room—the metal walls pristine already, with every trace of Mother’s presence or of her numerous mourners scrubbed away. He’d shut down the communal network—couldn’t bear to see the potted summaries of Mother’s life, the endlessly looping vids of the funeral procession, the hundred thousand bystanders gathered at the grave site to say goodbye, vultures feasting on the flesh of the grieving—they hadn’t known her, they hadn’t cared—and all their offerings of flowers were worth as much as the insurances of the Embroidered Guard.


“Big brother, I know you’re here,” a voice said, on the other side of the door he’d locked. “Let me in, please?”


Of course. Quang Tu didn’t move. “I said I wanted to be alone,” he said.


A snort that might have been amusement. “Fine. If you insist on doing it that way . . .”


His sister, The Tiger in the Banyan, materialised in the kitchen, hovering over the polished counter, near the remains of his morning tea. Of course, it wasn’t really her: she was a Mind encased in the heartroom of a spaceship, far too heavy to leave orbit; and what she projected down onto the planet was an avatar, a perfectly rendered, smaller version of herself—elegant and sharp, with a small, blackened spot on her hull which served as a mourning band. “Typical,” she said, hovering around the compartment. “You can’t just shut yourself away.”


“I can if I want to,” Quang Tu said—feeling like he was eight years old again, trying to argue with her—as if it had ever made sense. She seldom got angry—mindships didn’t, mostly; he wasn’t sure if that was the overall design of the Imperial Workshops, or the simple fact that her lifespan was counted in centuries, and his (and Mother’s) in mere decades. He’d have thought she didn’t grieve, either; but she was changed—something in the slow, careful deliberation of her movements, as if anything and everything might break her . . .


The Tiger in the Banyan hovered near the kitchen table, watching the bots. She could hack them, easily; no security worth anything in the compartment. Who would steal bots, anyway?


What he valued most had already been taken away.


“Leave me alone,” he said. But he didn’t want to be alone; not really. He didn’t want to hear the silence in the compartment; the clicking sounds of the bots’ legs on metal, bereft of any warmth or humanity.


“Do you want to talk about it?” The Tiger in the Banyan asked.


She didn’t need to say what; and he didn’t do her the insult of pretending she did. “What would be the point?”


“To talk.” Her voice was uncannily shrewd. “It helps. At least, I’m told it does.”


Quang Tu heard, again, the voice of the Embroidered Guard; the slow, measured tones commiserating on his loss; and then the frown, and the knife-thrust in his gut.


You must understand that your mother’s work was very valuable . . .


The circumstances are not ordinary . . .


The slow, pompous tones of the scholar; the convoluted official language he knew by heart—the only excuses the state would make to him, couched in the over-formality of memorials and edicts.


“She—” he took a deep, trembling breath—was it grief, or anger? “I should have had her mem-implants.” Forty-nine days after the funeral; when there was time for the labs to have decanted and stabilised Mother’s personality and memories, and added her to the ranks of the ancestors on file. It wasn’t her, it would never be her, of course—just a simulation meant to share knowledge and advice. But it would have been something. It would have filled the awful emptiness in his life.


“It was your right, as the eldest,” The Tiger in the Banyan said. Something in the tone of her voice . . .


“You disapprove? You wanted them?” Families had fallen out before, on more trivial things.


“Of course not.” A burst of careless, amused laughter. “Don’t be a fool. What use would I have, for them. It’s just—” She hesitated, banking left and right in uncertainty. “You need something more. Beyond Mother.”


“There isn’t something more!”


“You—”


“You weren’t there,” Quang Tu said. She’d been away on her journeys, ferrying people back and forth between the planets that made up the Dai Viet Empire; leaping from world to world, with hardly a care for planet-bound humans. She—she hadn’t seen Mother’s unsteady hands, dropping the glass; heard the sound of its shattering like a gunshot; hadn’t carried her back to bed every evening, tracking the progress of the disease by the growing lightness in his arms—by the growing sharpness of ribs, protruding under taut skin.


Mother had remained herself until almost the end—sharp and lucid and utterly aware of what was happening, scribbling in the margins of her team’s reports and sending her instructions to the new space station’s building site, as if nothing untoward had ever happened to her. Had it been a blessing; or a curse? He didn’t have answers; and he wasn’t sure he wanted that awful certainty to shatter him.


“I was here,” The Tiger in the Banyan said, gently, slowly. “At the end.”


Quang Tu closed his eyes, again, smelling antiseptic and the sharp odour of pain killers; and the sour smell of a body finally breaking down, finally failing. “I’m sorry. You were. I didn’t mean to—”


“I know you didn’t.” The Tiger in the Banyan moved closer to him; brushed against his shoulder—ghostly, almost intangible, the breath that had been beside him all his childhood. “But nevertheless. Your life got eaten up, taking care of Mother. And you can say you were only doing what a filial son ought to do; you can say it didn’t matter. But . . . it’s done now, big brother. It’s over.”


It’s not, he wanted to say, but the words rang hollow in his own ears. He moved, stared at the altar; at the holo of Mother—over the offering of tea and rice, the food to sustain her on her journey through Hell. It cycled through vids—Mother, heavily pregnant with his sister, moving with the characteristic arrested slowness of Mind-bearers; Mother standing behind Quang Tu and The Tiger in the Banyan in front of the ancestral altar for Grand father’s death anniversary; Mother, accepting her Hoang Minh Medal from the then Minister of Investigation; and one before the diagnosis, when she’d already started to become frailer and thinner—insisting on going back to the lab; to her abandoned teams and research . . .


He thought, again, of the Embroidered Guard; of the words tightening around his neck like an executioner’s garrotte. How dare he. How dare they all. “She came home,” he said, not sure how to voice the turmoil within him. “To us. To her family. In the end. It meant something, didn’t it?”


The Tiger in the Banyan’s voice was wry, amused. “It wasn’t the Empress that comforted her when she woke at night, coughing her lungs out, was it?” It was . . . treason to much as think this, let alone utter it; though the Embroidered Guard would make allowances for grief, and anger; and for Mother’s continued usefulness to the service of the Empress. The truth was, neither of them much cared, anyway. “It’s not the Empress that was by her side when she died.”


She’d clung to his hand, then, her eyes open wide, a network of blood within the whites, and the fear in her eyes. “I—please, child . . .” He’d stood, frozen; until, behind him, The Tiger in the Banyan whispered, “The lights in Sai Gon are green and red, the lamps in My Tho are bright and dim . . .”—an Old Earth lullaby, the words stretched into the familiar, slow, comforting rhythm that he’d unthinkingly taken up.


“Go home to study


I shall wait nine months, I shall wait ten autumns . . .”


She’d relaxed, then, against him; and they had gone on singing songs until—he didn’t know when she’d died; when the eyes lost their lustre, the face its usual sharpness. But he’d risen from her death-bed with the song still in his mind; and an awful yawning gap in his world that nothing had closed.


And then—after the scattering of votive papers, after the final handful of earth thrown over the grave—the Embroidered Guard.


The Embroidered Guard was young; baby-faced and callow, but he was already moving with the easy arrogance of the privileged. He’d approached Quang Tu at the grave site, ostensibly to offer his condolences—it had taken him all of two sentences to get to his true purpose; and to shatter Quang Tu’s world, all over again.


Your mother’s mem-implants will go to Professor Tuyet Hoa, who will be best able to continue her research . . .


Of course, the Empire required food; and crops of rice grown in space; and better, more reliable harvests to feed the masses. Of course he didn’t want anyone to starve. But . . .


Mem-implants always went from parent to child. They were a family’s riches and fortune; the continued advice of the ancestors, dispensed from beyond the grave. He’d—he’d had the comfort, as Mother lay dying, to know that he wouldn’t lose her. Not for real; not for long.


“They took her away from us,” Quang Tu said. “Again and again and again. And now, at the very end, when she ought to be ours—when she should return to her family . . .”


The Tiger in the Banyan didn’t move; but a vid of the funeral appeared on one of the walls, projected through the communal network. There hadn’t been enough space in the small compartment for people to pay their respects; the numerous callers had jammed into the corridors and alcoves, jostling each other in utter silence. “She’s theirs in death, too.”


“And you don’t care?”


A side-roll of the avatar, her equivalent of a shrug. “Not as much as you do. I remember her. None of them do.”


Except Tuyet Hoa.


He remembered Tuyet Hoa, too; coming to visit them on the third day after the New Year—a student paying respect to her teacher, year after year; turning from an unattainable grown-up to a woman not much older than either he or The Tiger in the Banyan; though she’d never lost her rigid awkwardness in dealing with them. No doubt, in Tuyet Hoa’s ideal world, Mother wouldn’t have had children; wouldn’t have let anything distract her from her work.


“You have to move on,” The Tiger in the Banyan said, slowly, gently; coming by his side to stare at the memorial altar. Bots gathered in the kitchen space, started putting together fresh tea to replace the three cups laid there. “Accept that this is the way things are. They’ll compensate, you know—offer you higher-level promotions and make allowances. You’ll find your path through civil service is . . . smoother.”


Bribes or sops; payments for the loss of something that had no price. “Fair dealings,” he said, slowly, bitterly. They knew exactly the value of what Tuyet Hoa was getting.


“Of course,” The Tiger in the Banyan said. “But you’ll only ruin your health and your career; and you know Mother wouldn’t have wanted it.”


As if . . . No, he was being unfair. Mother could be distant, and engrossed in her work; but she had always made time for them. She had raised them and played with them, telling them stories of princesses and fishermen and citadels vanished in one night; and, later on, going on long walks with Quang Tu in the gardens of Azure Dragons, delightedly pointing at a pine tree or at a crane flying overhead; and animatedly discussing Quang Tu’s fledging career in the Ministry of Works.


“You can’t afford to let this go sour,” The Tiger in the Banyan said. Below her, the bots brought a small, perfect cup of tea: green, fragrant liquid in a cup, the cracks in the pale celadon like those in eggshells.


Quang Tu lifted the cup; breathed in the grassy, pleasant smell—Mother would love it, even beyond the grave. “I know,” he said, laying the cup on the altar. The lie slipped out of him as softly, as easily as Mother’s last exhaled breath.


O Long tea: those teas are carefully prepared by the tea masters to create a range of tastes and appearances. The brew is sweet with a hint of strength, each subsequent steeping revealing new nuances.


Tuyet Hoa woke up—with a diffuse, growing sense of panic and fear, before she remembered the procedure.


She was alive. She was sane. At least . . .


She took in a deep, trembling breath; and realised she lay at home, in her bed. What had woken her up—above the stubborn, panicked rhythm of her heart—was a gentle nudge from the communal network, flashes of light relayed by the bots in the lightest phase of her sleep cycle. It wasn’t her alarm; but rather, a notification that a message classified as “urgent” had arrived for her.


Not again.


A nudge, at the back of her mind; a thread of thought that wasn’t her own; reminding her she should look at it; that it was her responsibility as the new head of department to pay proper attention to messages from her subordinates.


Professor Duy Uyen. Of course.


She was as forceful in life as she had been in death; and, because she had been merely Hoa’s head of department, and not a direct ancestor, she felt . . . wrong. Distant, as though she were speaking through a pane of glass.


Hoa was lucky, she knew—receiving mem-implants that weren’t your own family’s could irretrievably scramble your brain, as fifteen different strangers with no consideration or compassion fought for control of your thoughts. She could hear Professor Duy Uyen; and sometimes others of Duy Uyen’s ancestors, as remote ghosts; but that was it. It could have been so much worse.


And it could have been so much better.


She got up, ignoring the insistent talk at the back of her mind, the constant urge to be dutiful; and padded into the kitchen.


The bots had already set aside Hoa’s first tea of the day. She’d used to take it at work, before the procedure; in the days of Professor Duy Uyen’s sickness, when Duy Uyen came in to work thinner and paler every day—and then became a succession of memorials and vid-calls, injecting her last, desperate instructions into the project before it slipped beyond her grasp. Hoa had enjoyed the quiet: it had kept the desperate knowledge of Professor Duy Uyen’s coming death at bay—the moment when they would all be adrift in the void of space, with no mindship to carry them onwards.


Now Hoa enjoyed a different quiet. Now she drank her tea first thing in the morning—hoping that, at this early hour, the mem-implants had no motive to kick in.


Not that it had worked, this particular morning.


She sat down to breathe in the flavour—the faint, nutty aroma poised perfectly between floral and sweet—her hand trembling above the surface of the cup—mentally blocking out Professor Duy Uyen for a few precious minutes; a few more stolen moments of tranquillity before reality came crashing in.


Then she gave in, and opened the message.


It was from Luong Ya Lan, the researcher who worked on the water’s acidity balance. On the vid relayed from the laboratory, she was pale, but perfectly composed. “Madam Hoa. I’m sorry to have to inform you that the samples in Paddy Four have developed a fungal disease . . .”


Professor Duy Uyen stirred in the depths of Hoa’s brain, parsing the words as they came in—accessing the station’s private network and downloading the pertinent data—the only mercy was that she wasn’t faster than Hoa, and that it would take her fifteen to twenty minutes to parse all of it. The Professor had her suspicions, of course—something about the particular rice strain; perhaps the changes drafted onto the plant to allow it to thrive under starlight, changes taken from the nocturnal honeydreamer on the Sixteenth Planet; perhaps the conditions in the paddy itself . . .


Hoa poured herself another cup of tea; and stared at the bots for a while. There was silence, the voice of Duy Uyen slowly fading away to nothingness in her thoughts. Alone. At last, alone.


Paddy Four had last been checked on by Ya Lan’s student, An Khang—Khang was a smart and dedicated man, but not a particularly careful one; and she would have to ask him if he’d checked himself, or through bots; and if he’d followed protocols when he’d done so.


She got up, and walked to the laboratory—still silence in her mind. It was a short trip: the station was still being built, and the only thing in existence were the laboratory and the living quarters for all ten researchers—a generous allocation of space, far grander than the compartments they would have been entitled to on any of their home stations.


Outside, beyond the metal walls, the bots were hard at work—reinforcing the structure, gradually layering a floor and walls onto the skeletal structure mapped out by the Grand Master of Design Harmony. She had no need to call up a vid of the outside on her implants to know they were out there, doing their part; just as she was. They weren’t the only ones, of course: in the Imperial Workshops, alchemists were carefully poring over the design of the Mind that would one day watch over the entire station, making sure no flaws remained before they transferred him to the womb of his mother.


In the laboratory, Ya Lan was busying herself with the faulty paddy: she threw an apologetic glance at Hoa when Hoa walked in. “You got my message.”


Hoa grimaced. “Yes. Have you had time to analyse?”


Ya Lan flushed. “No.”


Hoa knew. A proper analysis would require more than twenty minutes. But still . . . . “If you had to make a rough guess?”


“Probably the humidity.”


“Did Khang—”


Ya Lan shook her head. “I checked that too. No contaminants introduced in the paddy; and the last time he opened it was two weeks ago.” The paddies were encased in glass, to make sure they could control the environment; and monitored by bots and the occasional scientist.


“Fungi can lie dormant for more than two weeks,” Hoa said, darkly.


Ya Lan sighed. “Of course. But I still think it’s the environment: it’s a bit tricky to get right.”


Humid and dark; the perfect conditions for a host of other things to grow in the paddies—not just the crops the Empire so desperately needed. The named planets were few; and fewer still that could bear the cultivation of food. Professor Duy HDuy Uyen had had a vision—of a network of space stations like this one; of fish ponds and rice paddies grown directly under starlight, rather than on simulated Old Earth light; of staples that would not cost a fortune in resources to grow and maintain.


And they had all believed in that vision, like a dying man offered a glimpse of a river. The Empress herself had believed it; so much that she had suspended the law for Professor Duy Uyen’s sake, and granted her mem-implants to Hoa instead of to Duy Uyen’s son: the quiet boy Hoa remembered from her New Year’s visits, now grown to become a scholar in his own right—he’d been angry at the funeral, and why wouldn’t he be? The mem-implants should have been his.


“I know,” Hoa said. She knelt, calling up the data from the paddy onto her implants: her field of vision filled with a graph of the temperature throughout last month. The slight dips in the curve all corresponded to a check: a researcher opening the paddy.


“Professor?” Ya Lan asked; hesitant.


Hoa did not move. “Yes?”


“It’s the third paddy of that strain that fails in as many months . . .”


She heard the question Ya Lan was not asking. The other strain—the one in paddies One to Three—had also failed some tests, but not at the same frequency.


Within her, Professor Duy Uyen stirred. It was the temperature, she pointed out, gently but firmly. The honeydreamer supported a very narrow range of temperatures; and the modified rice probably did, too.


Hoa bit back a savage answer. The changes might be flawed, but they were the best candidate they had.


Professor Duy Uyen shook her head. The strain in paddies One to Three was better: a graft from a lifeform of an unnumbered and unsettled planet, P Huong Van—luminescents, an insect flying in air too different to be breathable by human beings. They had been Professor Duy Uyen’s favoured option.


Hoa didn’t like the luminescents. The air of P Huong Van had a different balance of khi-elements: it was rich in fire, and anything would set it ablaze—flame-storms were horrifically common, charring trees to cinders, and birds in flight to blackened skeletons. Aboard a space station, fire was too much of a danger. Professor Duy Uyen had argued that the Mind that would ultimately control the space station could be designed to accept an unbalance of khi-elements; could add water to the atmosphere to reduce the chances of a firestorm onboard.


Hoa had no faith in this. Modifying a Mind had a high cost, far above that of regulating temperature in a rice paddy. She pulled up the data from the paddies; though of course she knew Professor Duy Uyen would have reviewed it before her.


Professor Duy Uyen was polite enough not to chide Hoa; though Hoa could feel her disapproval like the weight of a blade—it was odd, in so many ways, how the refinement process had changed Professor Duy Uyen; how, with all the stabilisation adjustments, all the paring down of the unnecessary emotions, the simulation in her mind was utterly, heartbreakingly different from the woman she had known: all the keenness of her mind, and the blade of her finely-honed knowledge, with none of the compassion that would have made her more bearable. Though perhaps it was as well that she had none of the weakness Duy Uyen had shown, in the end—the skin that barely hid the sharpness of bones; the eyes like bruises in the pale oval of her face; the voice, faltering on words or instructions . . .


Paddies One to Three were thriving; the yield perhaps less than that of Old Earth; but nothing to be ashamed of. There had been a spot of infection in Paddy Three; but the bots had taken care of it.


Hoa watched, for a moment, the bots scuttling over the glass encasing the paddy; watched the shine of metal; the light trembling on the joints of their legs—waiting for the smallest of triggers to blossom into flame. The temperature data for all three paddies was fluctuating too much; and the rate of fire-khi was far above what she was comfortable with.


“Professor?” Ya Lan was still waiting by Paddy Four.


There was only one paddy of that honeydreamer strain: it was new, and as yet unproved. Professor Duy Uyen stirred, within her mind; pointed out the painfully obvious. The strain wasn’t resistant enough—the Empire couldn’t afford to rely on something so fragile. She should do the reasonable thing, and consign it to the scrap bin. They should switch efforts to the other strain, the favoured one; and what did it matter if the station’s Mind needed to enforce a slightly different balance of khi-elements?


It was what Professor Duy Uyen would have done.


But she wasn’t Professor Duy Uyen.


Minds were made in balance; to deliberately unhinge one . . . would have larger consequences on the station than mere atmospheric control. The risk was too high. She knew this; as much as she knew and numbered all her ancestors—the ones that hadn’t been rich or privileged enough to bequeath her their own mem-implants—leaving her with only this pale, flawed approximation of an inheritance.


You’re a fool.


Hoa closed her eyes; closed her thoughts so that the voice in her mind sank to a whisper. She brought herself, with a slight effort, back to the tranquillity of her mornings—breathing in the nutty aroma from her teacup, as she steeled herself for the day ahead.


She wasn’t Professor Duy Uyen.


She’d feared being left adrift when Professor Duy Uyen’s illness had taken a turn for the worse; she’d lain late at night wondering what would happen to Duy Uyen’s vision; of what she would do, bereft of guidance.


But now she knew.


“Get three other tanks,” Hoa said. “Let’s see what that strain looks like with a tighter temperature regulation. And if you can get hold of Khang, ask him to look into the graft—there might be a better solution there.”


The Empress had thought Duy Uyen a critical asset; had made sure that her mem-implants went to Hoa—so that Hoa would have the advice and knowledge she needed to finish the station that the Empire so desperately needed. The Empress had been wrong; and who cared if that was treason?


Because the answer to Professor Duy Uyen’s death, like everything else, was deceptively, heartbreakingly simple: that no one was irreplaceable; that they would do what everyone always did—they would, somehow, forge on.


Dark tea: dark tea leaves are left to mature for years through a careful process of fermentation. The process can take anywhere from a few months to a century. The resulting brew has rich, thick texture with only a bare hint of sourness.
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The Tiger in the Banyan doesn’t grieve as humans do.


Partly, it’s because she’s been grieving for such a long time; because mindships don’t live the same way that humans do—because they’re built and anchored and stabilised.


Quang Tu spoke of seeing Mother become frail and ill, and how it broke his heart; The Tiger in the Banyan’s heart broke, years and years ago; when she stood in the midst of the New Year’s Eve celebration—as the sound of crackers and bells and gongs filled in the corridors of the orbital, and everyone hugged and cried, she suddenly realised that she would still be there in a hundred years; but that no one else around the table—not Mother, not Quang Tu, none of the aunts and uncles or cousins—would still be alive.


She leaves Quang Tu in his compartment, staring at the memorial altar—and, shifting her consciousness from her projected avatar to her real body, climbs back among the stars.


She is a ship; and in the days and months that Quang Tu mourns, she carries people between planets and orbitals—private passengers and officials on their business: rough white silk, elaborate five panel dresses; parties of scholars arguing on the merit of poems; soldiers on leave from the most distant numbered planets, who go into the weirdness of deep spaces with nothing more than a raised eyebrow.


Mother is dead, but the world goes on—Professor Pham Thi Duy Uyen becomes yesterday’s news; fades into official biographies and re-creation vids—and her daughter goes on, too, doing her duty to the Empire.


The Tiger in the Banyan doesn’t grieve as humans do. Partly, it’s because she doesn’t remember as humans do.


She doesn’t remember the womb; or the shock of the birth; but in her earliest memories Mother is here—the first and only time she was carried in Mother’s arms—and Mother herself helped by the birth-master, walking forward on tottering legs—past the pain of the birth, past the bone-deep weariness that speaks only of rest and sleep. It’s Mother’s hands that lie her down into the cradle in the heartroom; Mother’s hands that close the clasps around her—so that she is held; wrapped as securely as she was in the womb—and Mother’s voice that sings to her a lullaby, the tune she will forever carry as she travels between the stars.


“The lights in Sai Gon are green and red, the lamps in My Tho are bright and dim . . .”


As she docks at an orbital near the Fifth Planet, The Tiger in the Banyan is hailed by another, older ship, The Dream of Millet: a friend she often meets on longer journeys. “I’ve been looking for you.”


“Oh?” The Tiger in the Banyan asks. It’s not hard, to keep track of where ships go from their manifests; but The Dream of Millet is old, and rarely bothers to do so—she’s used to other ships coming to her, rather than the other way around.


“I wanted to ask how you were. When I heard you were back into service—” The Dream of Millet pauses, then; and hesitates; sending a faint signal of cautious disapproval on the comms. “It’s early. Shouldn’t you be mourning? Officially—”


Officially, the hundred days of tears are not yet over. But ships are few; and she’s not an official like Quang Tu, beholden to present exemplary behaviour. “I’m fine,” The Tiger in the Banyan says. She’s mourning; but it doesn’t interfere with her activities: after all, she’s been steeling herself for this since Father died. She didn’t expect it to come so painfully, so soon, but she was prepared for it—braced for it in a way that Quang Tu will never be.


The Dream of Millet is silent for a while—The Tiger in The Banyan can feel her, through the void that separates them—can feel the radio waves nudging her hull; the quick jab of probes dipping into her internal network and collating together information about her last travels. “You’re not ‘fine’,” The Dream of Millet says. “You’re slower, and you go into deep spaces further than you should. And—” she pauses, but it’s more for effect than anything else. “You’ve been avoiding it, haven’t you?”


They both know what she’s talking about: the space station Mother was putting together; the project to provide a steady, abundant food supply to the Empire.


“I’ve had no orders that take me there,” The Tiger in the Banyan says. Not quite a lie; but dangerously close to one. She’s been . . . better off knowing the station doesn’t exist—unsure that she could face it at all. She doesn’t care about Tuyet Hoa, or the mem-implants; but the station was such a large part of Mother’s life that she’s not sure she could stand to be reminded of it.


She is a mindship: her memories never grow dim or faint; or corrupt. She remembers songs and fairy tales whispered through her corridors; remembers walking with Mother on the First Planet, smiling as Mother pointed out the odder places of the Imperial City, from the menagerie to the temple where monks worship an Outsider clockmaker—remembers Mother frail and bowed in the last days, coming to rest in the heartroom, her laboured breath filling The Tiger in the Banyan’s corridors until she, too, could hardly breathe.


She remembers everything about Mother; but the space station—the place where Mother worked away from her children; the project Mother could barely talk about without breaching confidentiality—is forever denied to her memories; forever impersonal, forever distant.


“I see,” The Dream of Millet says. Again, faint disapproval; and another feeling The Tiger in the Banyan can’t quite place—reluctance? Fear of impropriety? “You cannot live like that, child.”


Let me be, The Tiger in the Banyan says; but of course she can’t say that; not to a ship as old as The Dream of Millet. “It will pass,” she says. “In the meantime, I do what I was trained to do. No one has reproached me.” Her answer borders on impertinence, deliberately.


“No. And I won’t,” The Dream of Millet says. “It would be inappropriate of me to tell you how to manage your grief.” She laughs, briefly. “You know there are people worshipping her? I saw a temple, on the Fifty-Second Planet.”


An easier, happier subject. “I’ve seen one too,” The Tiger in the Banyan says. “On the Thirtieth Planet.” It has a statue of Mother, smiling as serenely as a bodhisattva—people light incense to her to be helped in their difficulties. “She would have loved this.” Not for the fame or the worship, but merely because she would have found it heartbreakingly funny.


“Hmmm. No doubt.” The Dream of Millet starts moving away; her comms growing slightly fainter. “I’ll see you again, then. Remember what I said.”


The Tiger in the Banyan will; but not with pleasure. And she doesn’t like the tone with which the other ship takes her leave; it suggests she is going to do something—something typical of the old, getting The Tiger in the Banyan into a position where she’ll have no choice but to acquiesce to whatever The Dream of Millet thinks of as necessary.


Still . . . there is nothing that she can do. As The Tiger in the Banyan leaves the orbital onto her next journey, she sets a trace on The Dream of Millet; and monitors it from time to time. Nothing the other ship does seems untoward or suspicious; and after a while The Tiger in the Banyan lets the trace fade.


As she weaves her way between the stars, she remembers.


Mother, coming onboard a week before she died—walking by the walls with their endlessly scrolling texts, all the poems she taught The Tiger in the Banyan as a child. In the low gravity, Mother seemed almost at ease; striding once more onboard the ship until she reached the heartroom. She’d sat with a teacup cradled in her lap—dark tea, because she said she needed a strong taste to wash down the drugs they plied her with—the heartroom filled with a smell like churned earth, until The Tiger in the Banyan could almost taste the tea she couldn’t drink.


“Child?” Mother asked.


“Yes?”


“Can we go away—for a while?”


She wasn’t supposed to, of course; she was a mindship, her travels strictly bounded and codified. But she did. She warned the space station; and plunged into deep spaces.


Mother said nothing. She’d stared ahead, listening to the odd sounds; to the echo of her own breath, watching the oily shapes spread on the walls—while The Tiger in the Banyan kept them on course; feeling stretched and scrunched, pulled in different directions as if she were swimming in rapids. Mother was mumbling under her breath; after a while, The Tiger in the Banyan realised it was the words of a song; and, to accompany it, she broadcast music on her loudspeakers.


Go home to study


I shall wait nine months, I shall wait ten autumns . . .


She remembers Mother’s smile; the utter serenity on her face—the way she rose after they came back to normal spaces, fluid and utterly graceful; as if all pain and weakness had been set aside for this bare moment; subsumed in the music or the travel or both. She remembers Mother’s quiet words as she left the heartroom.


“Thank you, child. You did well.”


“It was nothing,” she’d said, and Mother had smiled, and disembarked—but The Tiger in the Banyan had heard the words Mother wasn’t speaking. Of course it wasn’t nothing. Of course it had meant something; to be away from it all, even for a bare moment; to hang, weightless and without responsibilities, in the vastness of space. Of course.


A hundred and three days after Mother’s death, a message comes, from the Imperial Palace. It directs her to pick an Embroidered Guard from the First Planet; and the destination is . . .


Had she a heart, this is the moment when it would stop.


The Embroidered Guard is going to Mother’s space station. It doesn’t matter why; or for how long—just that she’s meant to go with him. And she can’t. She can’t possibly . . .


Below the order is a note, and she knows, too, what it will say. That the ship originally meant for this mission was The Dream of Millet; and that she, unable to complete it, recommended that The Tiger in the Banyan take it up instead.


Ancestors . . .


How dare she?


The Tiger in the Banyan can’t refuse the order; or pass it on to someone else. Neither can she rail at a much older ship—but if she could—ancestors, if she could . . .


It doesn’t matter. It’s just a place—one with a little personal significance to her—but nothing she can’t weather. She has been to so many places, all over the Empire; and this is just one more.


Just one more.


The Embroidered Guard is young, and callow; and not unkind. He boards her at the First Planet, as specified—she’s so busy steeling herself that she forgets to greet him, but he doesn’t appear to notice this.


She’s met him before, at the funeral: the one who apologetically approached Quang Tu; who let him know Mother’s mem-implants wouldn’t pass to him.


Of course.


She finds refuge in protocol: it’s not her role to offer conversation to her passengers, especially not those of high rank or in imperial service, who would think it presumption. So she doesn’t speak; and he keeps busy in his cabin, reading reports and watching vids, the way other passengers do.


Just before they emerge from deep spaces, she pauses; as if it would make a difference—as if there were a demon waiting for her; or perhaps something far older and far more terrible; something that will shatter her composure past any hope of recovery.


What are you afraid of? A voice asks within her—she isn’t sure if it’s Mother or The Dream of Millet, and she isn’t sure of what answer she’d give, either.


The station isn’t what she expected. It’s a skeleton; a work in progress; a mass of cables and metal beams with bots crawling all over it; and the living quarters at the centre, dwarfed by the incomplete structure. Almost deceptively ordinary; and yet it meant so much to Mother. Her vision for the future of the Empire; and neither Quang Tu nor The Tiger in the Banyan having a place within.


And yet . . . and yet, the station has heft. It has meaning—that of a painting half-done; of a poem stopped mid-verse—of a spear-thrust stopped a handspan before it penetrates the heart. It begs—demands—to be finished.


The Embroidered Guard speaks, then. “I have business onboard. Wait for me, will you?”


It is a courtesy to ask; since she would wait, in any case. But he surprises her by looking back, as he disembarks. “Ship?”


“Yes?”


“I’m sorry for your loss.” His voice is toneless.


“Don’t be,” The Tiger in the Banyan says.


He smiles then; a bare upturning of the lips. “I could give you the platitudes about your mother living on in her work, if I thought that would change something for her.”


The Tiger in the Banyan doesn’t say anything, for a while. She watches the station below her; listens to the faint drift of radio communications—scientists calling other scientists; reporting successes and failures and the ten thousand little things that make a project of this magnitude. Mother’s vision; Mother’s work—people call it her life work, but of course she and Quang Tu are also Mother’s life work, in a different way. And she understands, then, why The Dream of Millet sent her there.


“It meant something to her,” she says, finally. “I don’t think she’d have begrudged its completion.”


He hesitates. Then, coming back inside the ship—and looking upwards, straight where the heartroom would be—his gaze level, driven by an emotion she can’t read: “They’ll finish it. The new variety of rice they’ve found—the environment will have to be strictly controlled to prevent it from dying of cold, but . . .” He takes a deep, trembling breath. “There’ll be stations like this all over the Empire—and it’s all thanks to your mother.”


“Of course,” The Tiger in the Banyan says. And the only words that come to her as the ones Mother spoke, once. “Thank you, child. You did well.”


She watches him leave; and thinks of Mother’s smile. Of Mother’s work; and of the things that happened between the work; the songs and the smiles and the stolen moments, all arrayed within her with the clarity and resilience of diamond. She thinks of the memories she carries within her—that she will carry within her for the centuries to come.


The Embroidered Guard was trying to apologise, for the mem-implants; for the inheritance neither she nor Quang Tu will ever have. Telling her it had all been worth it, in the end; that their sacrifice hadn’t been in vain.


But the truth is, it doesn’t matter. It mattered to Quang Tu; but she’s not her brother. She’s not bound by anger or rancour; and she doesn’t grieve as he does.


What matters is this: she holds all of her memories of Mother; and Mother is here now, with her—forever unchanged, forever graceful and tireless; forever flying among the stars.




Ruins
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Here she takes us along on a National Geographic safari headed out of Venusport to the wildest part of the Venusian Outback in search of dramatic wildlife footage, and who find something much more dramatic than they anticipated.


 


 


 


Of course, the story began in a low dive in Venusport, in the slums up on the hillside above the harbor. The proper town was below them: grid streets with streetlights, solid, handsome concrete houses, and apartment blocks. The people in the apartments—middle class and working folks with steady jobs—had their furniture volume-printed in one of the city’s big plants. The rich folks in their houses patronized custom printing shops, where they could get any kind of furniture in any style.


The rich man in his castle,


The poor man at his gate,


God printed out the both of them


And ordered their estate


Not that it mattered up on the hill. The people here scraped by without regular jobs that could be relied on. There were always layoffs, when construction was cut back or the equipment from Earth did not arrive. If there were God-given rules for their lives, they didn’t know them.


The bar Ash was in had beat-up, previously owned chairs and tables. A dehumidifier-heating unit glowed against one wall, because it was winter, and the usual winter rains fell heavily outside. It wasn’t cold that was a problem. No place on Venus was really cold, except the tops of a few tall mountains. But the damp could get in your bones.


Ash sat in a corner, her back against a wall. On the table in front of her was a glass of beer and a tablet. She was playing solitaire on the tablet. The game occupied her mind just enough to keep out old memories, but left her with attention for the bar. It could be dangerous on payday nights, when people were flush and drunk, or after big layoffs, when people were angry and spending their last money. Tonight it was mostly empty.


The guy who walked in—there was always someone walking in at the start of a story—did not belong. He was short and neatly dressed, with a fancy vest full of pockets; and his head was shaved, except for a few tufts of bright blue hair. It was the kind of haircut that required upkeep. Most people in Hillside didn’t bother.


He stopped at the bar and spoke to the bartender, who nodded toward Ash. The man bought a glass of wine, which was a mistake, as he would find when he tasted it, then walked over.


She had no chance of winning the current game and turned the tablet off.


“Hong Wu,” he said in introduction. “I’m an editor with National Geographic.”


“Yes?” She nodded toward the chair opposite. The man sat down, took a sip of his wine and made a face. “You are Ash Weatherman.”


“Yes.”


“We want to do a story about the megafauna on Venus, and we want to hire you.”


“The story’s been done,” Ash said.


“We think another look at the megafauna is worth it. We did a thousand stories about wild animals in Africa, until they were gone. People could never get enough of elephants and lions. They still can’t. Look at zoos.”


She had grown up on National Geographic videos: all the lost wilderness of Earth, the charismatic megafauna of land and ocean. Most had been mammals, of course, and near relatives to humanity. Nothing on Venus was as closely related, although pretty much everyone agreed that life on Venus had come from Earth, most likely via a meteorite that hit Earth, a glancing blow, then landed on the inner planet, bringing Terran organisms scraped up in the first collision. Geologists thought they had found the crater on Earth and the final resting place on Venus. Both craters were eroded and filled in, not visible on the planetary surface. The great plain of Ishtar and something whacking big in Greenland.


There were people who thought it had happened twice, with the second meteorite bringing organisms from a later era; and they had found another pair of craters. But whatever had happened was long ago, and the organisms that came to Venus were single-celled. They had their own evolutionary history, which had ended in a different place, with no cute, furry mammals.


“The fauna here is certainly big enough,” she said out loud. “Though I don’t know how charismatic they are.” She tapped her tablet, and a new game of solitaire appeared. “What do you know about me?”


“You grew up in Hillside, graduated from high school here and got a degree in the history of evolutionary theory at Venusport College. According to the police, you were involved with a student anarchist group, but did nothing illegal.


“You worked in a printing plant while you were in college and after—until your photography began to sell. For the most part, you do advertising. Fashion, such as it is on Venus, furniture and real estate, and nature shots for the tourism industry. On the side, you do your own work, which is mostly images of the Venusian outback. That work is extraordinary. We have our own first-rate videographer and a thoughtful journalist, but we think it would be interesting to have a Venusian perspective.” Interesting that they’d seen her photos. They had shown at a small gallery down-town: 3-D blowups on the walls and a machine in back to print copies with a signature: Ashley Weatherman, 2113. She’d made some money. People safe in Venusport liked to have the Venusian wilderness on their walls: cone-shaped flowers two meters tall, brilliant yellow or orange; amphibianoids that looked—more or less—like giant crocodiles; and little, rapid, bipedal reptiloids.


“You’re going to need someone to organize your safari,” Ash said. “Do you have anyone?”


“We thought we’d ask you.”


“Arkady Volkov. You’re going to want to go to Aphrodite Terra. That’s where the best megafauna are, and you won’t want to deal with any corporations. Most of Ishtar Terra is company land. Believe me, they protect it.”


Hong Wu nodded. “Rare earth mining and time-share condos.”


“Arkady knows the territory,” Ash said. “I’ve worked with him before.”


Hong Wu nodded a second time. “We know. The police here say he’s reputable, even though he comes from Petrograd.”


The last Soviet Socialist Republic, which remained here on Venus long after the collapse of the USSR, an enclave of out-of-date politics on the larger of the two Venusian continents. She liked Arkady, even though he was a Leninist. The heart hath its reasons that reason knoweth not. “Are you willing to hire him?”


“Yes,” Hong Wu said.


The rest of the conversation was details. Hong Wu left finally. Ash ordered another beer.


The bartender asked, “What was that about?”


“Work.”


“He looked like a petunia.”


“He is an employer, and we will be respectful.”


“Yes, ma’am.” The bartender grinned, showing metal teeth.


She finished the beer and walked home through winter rain, not hurrying. Her parka was waterproof, and the streets were covered with mud that had washed down from eroded hillsides. Half the streetlights were out. It would be easy to slip on the badly lit, uneven surface. She hated getting muddy. Even more, she hated looking vulnerable.


The buildings she passed were concrete and low: row houses for families and barracks for single workers. Graffiti crawled over them, most of it dark and slow moving. Here and there were tags written in more expensive spray that jittered and sparkled. “REVOLUTION NOW,” one said in glowing red letters. “F U, F U, F U,” another said in flashing yellow. The tags wouldn’t last downtown, where the ambiance cops would cover them, but here—


There were shanties and tents in the supposedly empty lots, mostly hidden by vegetation. You could see them, if you knew how to look. Some folks did not like living in barracks, and some didn’t have the money to pay bed-rent.


She turned a corner next to a lot full of tall, feathery pseudo-grass. In daylight, it would have been deep green, edged with purple. Now it was as black as the graffiti on the nearest building. In the street ahead, a pack of pig-like amphibianoids nosed around a Dumpster. Mostly not dangerous, in spite of their impressive tusks and claws. Ash paused. The matriarch of the pack eyed her for a moment, then grunted and lumbered away. The rest followed, leaving heaps of dung.


Her place was past the Dumpster: a two-floor row house. A light shone over the door, making it possible for her to see the land scorpion resting on the step. More than anything else, it looked like the ancient sea scorpions of Earth: broad, flat, segmented and ugly. Instead of swimming paddles, it had many legs. This one was dull green and as long as her foot. Most likely it wasn’t venomous. The toxic species advertised the fact with bright colors. Nonetheless, she stepped on it firmly, hearing the crack of its exoskeleton breaking, then scraped her boot on the edge of the step.


She unlocked the door and yelled a greeting to the family on the first floor. Bangladeshi. The smell of their curries filled the house; and if she was lucky, they invited her to dinner. Tonight she was too late. Ash climbed the stairs and unlocked another door. Lights came on. Baby, her pet pterosaur, called, “Hungry.”


She pulled off her boots and put a stick of chow in Baby’s cage. The pterosaur dug in.


Of course, the animal was not a real pterosaur. Life on Earth and Venus had been evolving separately for hundreds of millions—maybe billions—of years. But it had skin wings stretched over finger bones, a big head, and a small, light body. Pale yellow fuzz covered it, except around its eyes, where its skin was bare and red. A crest of feathers adorned Baby’s head, down at present. When up, the feathers were long and narrow, looking like spines or stiff hairs; and they were bright, iridescent blue.


Some people—mostly middle class—used the Latin names for the local life. But people on the hill called them after the Earth life they most resembled.


“Bored,” the animal said.


“We’re going into the outback,” Ash said. “Flying, Baby. Hunting. Food.”


“Fly!” Baby sang. “Hunt! Food!”


She scratched the pterosaur’s muzzle, which was full of needle-teeth. The head crest rose, expanding into a brilliant, semi-circular array.


Venus was surprising, she had learned in school. No one had expected flying animals as intelligent as birds. Famous words, repeated over and over—No one had expected.


She pulled a beer out of the electric cooler, sat down in the chair next to Baby’s cage, and unfolded her tablet. One tap brought up Arkady’s address. As usual, it was irritating. A glowing red star appeared on her screen. “You have reached the home of Arkady Volkov. He is out at present, making plans for a new revolution, but if you leave a message—”


“Cut it out, Arkady,” Ash said. “You are down at the local bar, getting pissed.”


The star was replaced by Arkady: a swarthy man with a thick, black beard and green eyes, surprisingly pale given his skin and hair. “Do not judge others by yourself, Ash. I am sitting at home with a modest glass of wine, trying—once again—to understand the first three chapters of Capital.”


“Why bother?”


“Education is always good. The ruling class denies it to workers because it’s dangerous to them. As a rule, one should always do what the ruling class finds dangerous.”


Easy for him to say, living in Petrograd, where his opinions were tolerated because a ruling class did not officially exist. Even there, most people found his ideas out-of-date. Oh silly Arkady, he believes the old lies.


“Did you call to banter?” Arkady asked. “Or to argue politics? In which case I will find something offensive to say about anarchism.”


“Neither,” Ash said, and told him about the job.


He looked dubious. “I wasn’t planning to go out in the near future. There are things in Petrograd that need to be dealt with. Do these people pay well?”


Ash gave him the figure.


Arkady whistled. “Who are they?”


“National Geographic. They want to do a story on charismatic megafauna. I want to take them into a real wilderness, where they won’t run into surveyors or test plots or mines.”


“I will do it,” Arkady said and lifted his glass of wine to her. “Capitalists have so much money. How many people?”


She gave details, as she had learned them from Hong Wu.


“Two vehicles,” Arkady said. “Ural trucks modified for passengers. Rifles. I can provide those. We’ll need two drivers and a cook, all of whom should be good with guns. That means we will have to hire the cook in Petrograd. Your cuisine is better, but your shooting is worse, and most of you do not know how to handle a Pecheneg.”


In theory, a rifle could take down anything on Venus, but only if the shot was well placed. There were times when the best thing to do was to rip the animal apart, and a Pecheneg could do that. Arkady was fond of them. They were solid and reliable, like the legendary AK-47 and the Ural 6420, the last version of the truck made before the USSR fell. It had been designed for use on Venus as well as in Siberia; and it could go through almost everything.


“I know someone here in Petrograd who does an excellent borscht—a man could live on borscht and bread—and can make more than adequate Central Asian food. She was in the police force and can both fire a Pecheneg and field strip it.”


“It’s a deal then,” said Ash.


She met the National Geographic team in the Venusport airport. The journalist was as expected: a tall, lean man in a jacket with many pockets. His dark eyes had a thousand kilometer stare. The videographer was a surprise: a round sphere that rested on four spidery metal legs. Its head was atop a long, flexible neck—a cluster of lenses. “You are Ash Weatherman?” the machine asked in a pleasant contralto voice.


“Yes.”


“I am an Autonomous Leica. My model name is AL-26. My personal name is Margaret, in honor of the 20th century photographer Margaret Bourke White. You may call me Maggie.” It lifted one of its legs and extruded fingers. Ash shook the cool metal hand.


“And I am Jasper Khan,” the journalist said, holding out his hand, which was brown and muscular.


More shaking. This time the hand was warm.


“Baby,” said Baby.


“And this is Baby. Don’t try to shake. He nips.”


“A Pseudo-rhamphorynchus,” Jasper said.


“Not pseudo,” Baby said.


“How large is his vocabulary?” Maggie asked.


“More than five hundred words. He keeps picking up new ones.”


Maggie bent its neck, peering into the cage. “Say cheese.”


“Not in vocabulary,” Baby replied, then opened his mouth wide, showing off his needle teeth.


“Excellent,” said Maggie. A bright light came on, and the Leica extended its—her—long neck farther, curling around the cage, recording Baby from all sides. The pterosaur did not look happy.


“You will be famous, Baby,” Ash said.


“Want food.”


The plane took off on time, rising steeply into the almost-always-present clouds. Ash had a window seat, useless after the clouds closed in. Baby was next to her on the aisle; and the National Geographic team was across the aisle.
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