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  The big story in 2010 was the explosion in e-book sales, something that some industry commentators have seen coming for a long time now, but which has come to a boil faster and

  more extensively than almost anybody predicted that it would.




  This market started to accelerate in 2007, with the introduction of Amazon’s Kindle, the first portable e-book reader, but the lid really blew off this year when Amazon lowered the

  purchase price for the Kindle down to $139, with the introduction of competing devices such as Apple’s iPad and Barnes & Noble’s NOOK, and with the founding of “online

  bookstores” by Apple, Barnes & Noble, and Google where products for these devices can be purchased. Amazon has announced that the third-generation Kindle is the bestselling product in its

  history, having sold “millions” (no exact figures are available) in 2010 alone, and the NOOK is similarly Barnes & Noble’s biggest seller in its forty-year history;

  Apple’s iPad – which has other functions, so it is technically a touch screen media tablet rather than an e-reader, but you can still read e-books on it, and that’s probably a

  fairly common use for it – sold 3.27 million units in its first three months after its April 2010 release, and is projected to hit 28 million units sold in 2011. According to a survey of more

  than 6,000 book shoppers carried out by Codex Group, 21 percent of them now own e-readers or tablet computers.




  And, of course, all these people who now own e-readers or tablet computers now want something to read on them.




  According to Amazon, e-books are now outselling both hardcover and paperback print books – they’re selling three times as many e-books as hardcovers, 180 of them for every 100

  hardcovers sold, and selling 115 e-books for every 100 paperbacks sold. The Association of American Publishers estimates that from January to August of 2010, the sales of e-books were up from

  $166.9 million in 2009 to $441 million in 2010, an increase of 164.4 percent, which means that e-books now account for 10 percent of all consumer book sales in the United States, up from 3.31

  percent in 2009. And these figures were from before the Christmas rush, which saw millions of Kindles, NOOKs, and iPads bought as Christmas presents, with the attendant purchase of e-books to read

  on them – Barnes & Noble alone reports nearly one million e-books purchased and downloaded just on Christmas Day. At the same time, the AAP report for October shows sales of print books

  down at $721 million, a 0.9 percent drop from October the year before, and the U.S. Census Bureau preliminary report for October shows bookstore sales of $1.0 billion, down 2.5 percent from October

  2009; year-to-date sales were also down 2.5 percent, to $13.3 billion. When comparing print and e-book sales for the first three-quarters of 2010, AAP figures show print trade sales from the five

  major categories down 7.5 percent, while e-book sales rose 188.4 percent for the same period.




  All this has prompted some commentators to predict a publishing apocalypse, where print books go out of existence altogether, physical brick-and-mortar bookstores become extinct, and even the

  publishing companies themselves die, since now that authors can put e-books together themselves and sell them on online bookstores, they have no need of publishers anymore.




  I don’t think that this is likely to happen. Although it’s clear that e-books are cannibalizing the print book market to some extent, with some consumers opting to buy the cheaper

  e-books rather than the more expensive print editions, that doesn’t mean that people are going to stop buying print books altogether. The fact is that more books, both print and

  digital, are being sold than ever before. Amazon may be selling 115 e-books for every 100 paperbacks sold – but they’re still selling those 100 paperbacks. Amazon’s Russ

  Grandinetti has commented that “our print business continues to grow. We see e-books as an additive more than a substitute,” and Scott Lubeck of the Book Industry Study Group has

  pointed out that “it’s good for readers, and reading is good for publishing.” For the foreseeable future, a sizeable percentage of people are going to prefer print books to

  e-books, and browsing at physical brick-and-mortar bookstores to shopping for books online, and many writers are not going to have either the inclination or the skill set necessary to publish their

  own e-books themselves, even though current technology makes that possible (and a certain number will do just that, some successfully, some not; publishing houses won’t be going away

  anytime soon, though). For that matter, although this is a factor not taken into consideration in most conversations of this sort, even here in the twenty-first century there are still plenty of

  people who don’t have e-readers, don’t have Internet access, don’t even have computers of any sort, and to ignore them would be to abandon a considerable subset of potential

  customers. Even people too poor to afford an iPad or a Kindle may still pick up a mass-market paperback from time to time.




  The whole either/or thing is a false dichotomy anyway. The truth is, only a very few purists will insist on buying exclusively in one format. Most readers will buy both print books

  and e-books, choosing one or the other depending on the circumstances.




  Nevertheless, as I’ve been predicting for several years now, there are big changes on the horizon (mostly changes for the better, I think, with any luck), and the whole publishing world

  may look very different a decade from now.




  Although I suspect that the boardrooms at many a publishing house were filled with executives panicking over the “sudden surprise” explosion in popularity of e-books that many

  commentators have seen coming for almost a decade now, the genre publishing world was relatively quiet on the surface in 2010, although the possible collapse of the bookstore chain Borders, which

  tottered on the brink of bankruptcy throughout the year and filed for chapter 11 on February 16, 2011, could have serious repercussions for the publishing industry as a whole. Random House

  Publishing Group continued the major structural reorganizations that started in 2008 by merging the Ballantine and Bantam Dell divisions into a single group called Ballantine Bantam Dell, combining

  the two independent editorial departments into one. Ballantine senior vice president and publisher Libby McGuire will run the new division, overseeing hardcover and mass-market paperback

  publications from DelRey/Spectra, Ballantine, Bantam, Delacorte, Dell, Villard, and other imprints. Trade paperback publications will continue to be overseen by Jane von Mehren, senior

  vice-president of trade paperbacks. Nina Taublib, former executive vice-president, publisher, and editor-in-chief of Bantam Dell, has stepped down. Jennifer Hershey has become editor-in-chief of

  the new Ballantine Bantam Dell group. Eos, the SF imprint of HarperCollins, will be renamed Harper Voyager in January 2011, bringing it into line with the Voyager programs in Australia and the

  United Kingdom; Diana Gill of Eos will remain executive editor of Harper Voyager in the United States.




  Prominent British editor Jo Fletcher, longtime associate publisher of Gollancz, left the company to join Quercus, where she will run her own SF/fantasy/horror imprint, Jo Fletcher Books. Angry

  Robot Books, the imprint of HarperCollins UK, started in 2009, parted ways with its parent company and became an independent imprint of Osprey Publishing, a nonfiction press that currently

  specializes in military history and wants to expand into the science fiction and fantasy market; founder and publisher Marc Gascoigne will remain in charge. Ian Randal Strock purchased SF/fantasy

  imprint Fantastic Books from Wilder Publications; Fantastic Books will now be an imprint of Strock’s Gray Rabbit Publications, and Douglas Cohen, Darrell Schweitzer, and David Truesdale will

  remain as acquiring editors. Dorchester decided to give up print publishing entirely and become a digital-only publisher, then reversed the decision early in 2011 under a new CEO, and will add a

  full trade paperback line, Dorchester Trade Publishing, in addition to its e-publishing program.




  It was, thankfully, a quiet year in the long-troubled print magazine market, with even a few minor bits of encouraging news here and there, mostly an increase in subscriptions

  sold for electronic reading devices like the Kindle, the iPad, and the NOOK. All of the major print magazines survived the year, with the exception of Realms of Fantasy, which had died and

  been reborn under a different publisher the previous year, and which died again in 2010 – only to be reborn again under yet another new publisher, with the editorial staff intact.




  The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction again published a lot of good fantasy this year, but only occasionally a strong SF story. Good stories by Robert Reed, Ian R. MacLeod, Steven

  Popkes, Paul Park, James L. Cambias, Albert E. Cowdrey, Rachel Pollack, Aaron Schultz, Ian Tregillis, and others appeared in F&SF in 2010. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science

  Fiction mostly remained stable, registering only a slight 2.1 percent loss in overall circulation, from 15,491 to 15,172, with subscriptions dropping from 12,045 to 10,907, but newsstand sales

  rising from 3,446 to 4,264; sell-through rose from 37 percent to 42 percent. Gordon Van Gelder is in his fourteenth year as editor and his tenth year as owner and publisher.




  Asimov’s Science Fiction was once again almost the reverse of F&SF, publishing a lot of good SF, but not as much good fantasy. Good stories by Robert Reed, Geoffrey A.

  Landis, Michael Swanwick, Tom Purdom, Felicity Shoulders, Allen M. Steele, Steven Popkes, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Rick Wilber, and others appeared in Asimov’s in 2009. For the first

  time since 2001, Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a gain in overall circulation, up 26.1 percent from 16,696 to 21,057. Subscriptions rose from 13,731 to 17,866, a substantial part

  of that due to digital copies sold for e-readers through devices such as the Kindle; perhaps electronic subscriptions will be the saving of the print SF magazines after all, as I’ve been

  suggesting they might be for several years now. Newsstand sales dipped a bit, from 2,965 to 2,781; sell-through stayed steady at 31 percent. Sheila Williams completed her sixth year as

  Asimov’s editor.




  Analog Science Fiction and Fact had a somewhat weak year, although good work by Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Michael F. Flynn, Allen M. Steele, Stephen Baxter, Brenda Cooper, Sean McMullen,

  and others did appear. Analog Science Fiction and Fact registered a 4 percent rise in overall circulation, from 25,418 to 26,440, with subscriptions rising from 21,636 to 22,791, also

  largely because of digital sales. Newsstand sales dropped from 3,782 to 3,359; sell-through dropped from 34 percent to 32 percent. Stanley Schmidt has been editor there for thirty-three years, and

  2010 marked the magazine’s eightieth anniversary.




  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 also had a strong year, publishing good work by Nina Allan, Lavie Tidhar, Jim

  Hawkins, Aliette de Bodard, Jay Lake, Mercurio D. Rivera, Matthew Cook, and others. Circulation there seems to have held steady, in the 3,000-copy range. The editors include publisher Andy Cox and

  Andy Hedgecock. TTA Press, Interzone’s publisher, also publishes the straight horror or dark suspense magazine Black Static, which is beyond our purview here, but of a similar

  level of professional quality.




  Realms of Fantasy managed six issues under new publisher Tir Na Nog publications, who’d acquired them in 2009 after the magazine had been cancelled by longtime publisher Sovereign

  Media, before dying again in 2010 – only to be rescued again by another new publisher, Damnation Books, who plans to resume publishing it in 2011. Founding editor Shawna McCarthy, who has

  edited the magazine since 1994, will remain editor of Realms of Fantasy in its new incarnation. Good stuff appeared here in 2010 by Jay Lake, Aliette de Bodard, Harlan Ellison, M. K. Hobson,

  T. L. Morganfield, and others.




  The British magazine Postscripts has reinvented itself as an anthology, and is reviewed as such in the anthology section that follows, but I’ll list the subscription information up

  here, for lack of anywhere else to put it, and, because, unlike most other anthology series, you can subscribe to Postscripts.




  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 Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com) and 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, and 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 United

  States, $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 United States, $44.97 overseas. The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction’s site is at

  www.sfsite.com/fsf; its subscription address is The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Spilogale, Inc., P.O. Box 3447, Hoboken, N.J. 07030, annual subscription – $34.97

  in the United States, $46.97 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 each for a twelve-issue subscription, or there is a reduced rate dual subscription offer of £78.00 for

  both magazines for twelve issues; make checks payable to “TTA Press.”




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




  The print semiprozine market continues to contract, vulnerable to the same pressures in terms of rising postage rates and production costs as the professional magazines are. In

  2009, Subterranean, Fantasy Magazine, Apex Magazine, and Zahir all transitioned from print formats to electronic-only online formats, and I suspect that most of the surviving print

  semiprozines will sooner or later go the same route themselves.




  The most prominent of the surviving print semiprozines, in terms of the quality of the fiction they publish, may be Weird Tales, Black Gate, and Electric Velocipede. Weird Tales is

  a fine-looking magazine, with a coolness quotient higher than most other magazines in the field, but they again managed only two of their scheduled four quarterly issues in 2010, as they had in

  2009, and they need to work on the reliability of their publishing schedule if they’re to become a major player. Ann VanderMeer is now the editor, promoted from fiction editor at the

  beginning of 2010, and Weird Tales published good work this year by Ian R. MacLeod, Aidan Doyle, Catherynne M. Valente, and others. The sword and sorcery magazine Black Gate managed

  only one issue this year, although it was a double issue, even huger than their issues usually are, featuring strong stuff by James Enge, Robert J. Howe, Michael Jasper, Jay Lake, and others; the

  longtime editor is John O’Neill. Electric Velocipede, edited by John Klima, managed only one of its scheduled four issues in 2010, with interesting work by Cyril Simsa, Daniel Braum,

  and others.




  The longest running of all the fiction semiprozines, and the most reliably published, one of the few that kept to its announced publishing schedule, is the Canadian On Spec, which is

  edited by a collective under general editor Diane L. Walton. Once again, I found the fiction here mostly kind of bland, although there was interesting work by Toni Pi, Marissa K. Lingen, and Tina

  Connolly that did appear. Another collective-run SF magazine with a rotating editorial staff, Australia’s Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, which is usually a bit livelier than

  On Spec, published seven issues this year, running good stuff by Karl Bunker, Janeen Samuel, Ferrett Steinmetz, and others.




  There were two issues of Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, the long-running slipstream magazine edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant. The Australian magazine Aurealis,

  edited by Stuart Mayne, who is stepping down in 2011, also produced two issues, as did Ireland’s long-running Albedo One, and the fantasy magazine Shimmer. The small British SF

  magazine Jupiter, edited by Ian Redman, produced all four of its scheduled issues in 2010. Fantasy magazine Tales of the Talisman put out four issues, the long-running Space and

  Time Magazine produced three, and a new start-up SF magazine, Bull Spec, produced two. There were single issues of Neo-opsis, Greatest Uncommon Denominator, Sybil’s Garage,

  the South African magazine Something Wicked, Space Squid, and Tales of the Unanticipated.




  There’s not much of the print critical magazine market left – many of them have either died or moved onto the Web in electronic format, something I suspect will happen to most of

  them sooner or later. One of the hearty survivors, the best of them and certainly your best bet for value, is the newszine Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, a

  multiple Hugo winner, which for more than thirty years has been an indispensable source of news, information, and reviews. Sadly, founder, publisher, and longtime editor Charles N. Brown died in

  2009, but Locus has continued strongly and successfully under the guidance of a staff of editors headed by Liza Groen Trombi, and including Kirsten Gong-Wong, Amelia Beamer, and many others.

  The New York Review of Science Fiction, a critical magazine edited by David G. Hartwell and a staff of associate editors, is another hearty perennial, which has been reliably publishing a

  variety of eclectic and sometimes quirky critical essays on a wide range of topics for many years now.




  Most of the other surviving print critical magazines are professional journals more aimed at academics than at the average reader. The most accessible of these is probably the long-running

  British critical zine Foundation.




  Subscription addresses follow:




  Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, Locus Publications, Inc., P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA 94661, $72.00 for a one-year first-class subscription, twelve

  issues; The New York Review of Science Fiction. Dragon Press, P.O. Box 78, Pleasantville, NY 10570, $40.00 per year, twelve issues, make checks payable to “Dragon Press”;

  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 United States;

  Weird Tales, $20.00 in the United States, $40 elsewhere for four issues, go to Wildside Press, www.wildsidemagazine.com/Weird-Tales to subscribe; Realms of

  Fantasy, $19.95 for a yearly (six issues) subscription in the United States, overseas $34.95, go to www.rofmag.com for subscription information; Black Gate, New Epoch Press,

  815 Oak Street, St. Charles, IL 60174, $29.95 for a one-year (four issues) subscription; Aurealis, Chimaera Publications, P.O. Box 2164, Mt. Waverley, VIC 3149, Australia (Web site:

  www.aurealis.com.au), $59.75 for a four-issue overseas airmail subscription, checks should be made out to Chimaera Publications in Australian dollars; On Spec, The Canadian Magazine of the

  Fantastic, P.O. Box 4727, Edmonton, AB, Canada T6E 5G6, for subscription information, go to the 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; Electric Velocipede, Spilt Milk Press, see Web site www.electricvelocipede.com for subscription information; Andromeda Spaceways Inflight

  Magazine, see Web site www.andromedaspaceways.com for subscription information; Tales of the Talisman, Hadrosaur Productions, P.O. Box 2194, Mesilla Park, NM 8804-2194,

  $24.00 for a four-issue subscription; Jupiter, 19 Bedford Road, Yeovil, Somerset, BA21 5UG, UK, £10 for four issues; Greatest Uncommon Denominator, Greatest

  Uncommon Denominator Publishing, P.O. Box 1537, Laconia, NH 03247, $18 for two issues; Sybil’s Garage, Senses Five Press, 76 India Street, Apt A8, Brooklyn, NY 11222-1657, no

  subscription information available but try the Web site www.sensesfive.com; Shimmer, P.O. Box 58591, Salt Lake City, UT 84158-0591, $22.00 for a four-issue subscription; Space

  Squid, no subscription address available, but you could try squish@spacesquid.com; Something Wicked, no subscription address available, try www.somethingwicked.co.za; Bull

  Spec, P.O. Box 13146, Durham, N.C. 27709, doesn’t seem to be available for subscription, but find it in your local book or comic shop or online at www.bullspec.com.




  The online world of electronic magazines becomes more important with every passing year. Already they’re a more reliable place to find quality fiction than most of the

  semiprozine market, and they’re giving the top print professional magazines a run for their money too, and sometimes beating them. It was a year of relatively few changes in the online

  market. Jim Baen’s Universe died after its April issue, a major disappointment; on the other hand, a new magazine, Lightspeed, was founded, and has already established itself as

  a major source of good fiction.




  The best stuff on the Internet this year was probably to be found at Subterranean Magazine (www.subterraneanpress.com), edited by William K. Schafer, with one issue guest-edited by

  Jonathan Strahan. Lots of superior work, both science fiction and fantasy, appeared there this year by Damien Broderick, Hannu Rajaniemi, Maureen McHugh, Rachel Swirsky, K. J. Parker, Ted Chiang,

  Lucius Shepard, Kage Baker, Mike Resnick, and others. Subterranean is particularly to be commended for publishing several strong novellas, a rare length in the Internet world, where most

  stories tend to be short.




  Clarkesworld (www.clarkesworldmagazine.com), edited by Sean Wallace and publisher and editor Neil Clarke, also had a good year, publishing strong SF, fantasy, and slipstream stories by

  Peter Watts, Robert Reed, Brenda Cooper, Yoon Ha Lee, Jay Lake, Eric Brown, and others. Sean Wallace stepped down as editor in November 2010.




  Sean Wallace is also stepping down as editor of Fantasy Magazine (www.fantasy-magazine.com), as is co-editor Cat Rambo; they will be replaced by John Joseph Adams, who is also editing

  Lightspeed. Fantasy Magazine ran good stuff this year, mostly straight genre fantasy, with a little slipstream thrown in and even the occasional SF story, by Lavie Tidhar, Sarah Monette,

  Rachel Swirsky, Tony Pi, Aidan Doyle, Eilis O’Neal, Matthew Johnson, An Owomoyela, Jay Lake, Shannon Page, and others.




  The above-mentioned John Joseph Adams, already a prolific anthologist, launched a new SF e-zine, Lightspeed (www.lightspeedmagazine.com), early in 2010, and will edit both

  Lightspeed and Fantasy Magazine at the same time, as well as his numerous anthologies, which will make him a busy fellow. Lightspeed hit the ground running, and has already

  established itself as a major new SF market, publishing good stories by Yoon Ha Lee, Carrie Vaughn, Ted Kosmatka, Jack McDevitt, Alice Sola Kim, and others.




  The long-running e-zine Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com), one of the longest-established fiction sites on the Internet, ran good stuff this year, their usual mix of SF, fantasy,

  slipstream, and soft horror by Lavie Tidhar, Theodora Goss, Samantha Henderson, John Kessel, Sandra McDonald, and others. Longtime editor-in-chief Susan Marie Groppi, stepped down (although she,

  Jed Hartman, and Karen Meisner will continue as fiction editors), to be replaced by Niall Harrison.




  Tor.com (www.tor.com) has established itself as one of the coolest and most eclectic genre-oriented sites on the Internet, a Web site that regularly publishes SF, fantasy, and slipstream,

  as well as articles, comics, graphics, blog entries, print and media reviews, and commentary. It’s become a regular stop for me, even when they don’t have new fiction posted. The

  fiction at Tor .com this year seemed a bit weaker overall than in recent years, perhaps the result of running too many excerpts from upcoming novels that Tor wanted to push and too many

  “special interest” promotions like its months devoted to paranormal romance and steampunk, but it still published good stuff by Jay Lake, Ken Scholes, Eileen Gunn, Michael Swanwick, Kij

  Johnson, and others, and remains a fascinating place to visit. Liz Gorinsky joined Patrick Nielsen Hayden as co-editor of fiction.




  Abyss & Apex, (www.abyssapexzine.com), edited by Wendy S. Delmater, which seems to run more SF than many of the other sites, had good stuff by Alan Smale, Lavie Tidhar, Michael

  Swanwick, Caren Gussoff, Bud Sparhawk, and others.




  Apex Magazine (www.apexbookcompany.com/apex-online), returned after a hiatus for a redesign with a new fiction editor, Catherynne M. Valente, although Jason Sizemore remains as the owner

  and editor-in-chief. They featured good work by Theodora Goss, Saladin Ahmed, Peter M. Ball, Amal El-Mohtar, and others.




  An e-zine devoted to “literary adventure fantasy”, Beneath Ceaseless Skies (www.beneath-ceaseless-skies.com), edited by Scott H. Andrews, published good stuff by Richard

  Parks, Yoon Ha Lee, Ann Leckie, Marissa Lingen, and others.




  Ideomancer Speculative Fiction (www.ideomancer.com), edited by Leah Bobet, published interesting work by Megan Arkenberg, Ilan Lerman, LaShawn M. Wanak, and others.




  The flamboyantly titled Orson Scott Card’s InterGalactic Medicine Show (www.intergalacticmedicineshow.com), edited by Edmund R. Schubert under the direction of Card himself, had

  good work by Peter S. Beagle, Jason Sanford, and others.




  New SF/fantasy e-zine Daily Science Fiction (http://dailysciencefiction. com) tackled the perhaps overly ambitious task of publishing one new SF or fantasy story for the entire year.

  Unsurprisingly, most are undistinguished, but there were some good ones by Lavie Tidhar, Tim Pratt, Jeff Hecht, Mary Robinette Kowal, and others.




  New SF e-zine M-Brane (www.mbranesf.com) produced twelve issues this year, with seventy-four original stories.




  Fantasy magazine Zahir (www.zahirtales.com) moved from a print incarnation to an online venue this year, publishing twenty-four original stories.




  A mix of science fact articles and fiction is available from the e-zine Futurismic (http://futurismic.com) and from Escape Velocity (www.escapevelocitymagazine.com). The futurist

  Web site Shareable Futures (http://shareable.net/blog/shareable-futures) has been publishing stories set in futures with nonconventional economic systems by writers such as Bruce Sterling and

  Benjamin Rosenbaum.




  Shadow Unit (www.shadowunit.org) is a Web site devoted to publishing stories drawn from an imaginary TV show, sort of a cross between CSI and The X-Files. I continue to find

  this an unexciting idea, but top professionals such as Elizabeth Bear, Emma Bull, and others are involved in producing scripts for it, so you might want to check it out.




  The Australian popular-science magazine COSMOS (www.cosmosmagazine.com) is not a SF magazine per se, but for the last few years it has been running a story per issue selected by fiction

  editor Damien Broderick (and also putting new fiction not published in the print magazine up on their Web site). Broderick is stepping down, but is being replaced by Cat Sparks, and since

  she’s also an SF professional, I assume that this policy will continue under her as well.




  Below this point, it becomes harder to find center-core SF, and most of the stories are slipstream or literary surrealism. Sites that feature those, as well as fantasy (and, occasionally, some

  SF) include Rudy Rucker’s Flurb (www.flurb.net), Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com), CoyoteWild (www.coyotewildmag.com); Heliotrope (www.heliotropemag.com); and

  the somewhat less slipstreamish Bewildering Stories (www.bewilderingstories.com)




  There’s also a lot of good reprint SF and fantasy stories out there on the Internet too, usually available for free. On all of the sites that make their fiction available for free,

  Strange Horizons, Tor.com, Fantasy, Subterranean, Abyss & Apex, and so on, you can also access large archives of previously published material as well as stuff from the “current

  issue.” Most of the sites that are associated with existent print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, Weird Tales, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, make

  previously published fiction and nonfiction available for access on their sites, 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 (http://promo.net/pg/), 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/). Site such Infinity Plus (http://www.infinityplus.co.uk/) and The Infinite Matrix

  (www.infinitematrix.net/) may have died as active sites, but their extensive archives of previously published material are still accessable.




  If you’re willing to pay a small fee for them, an even greater range of reprint stories becomes available. Perhaps the best, and the longest-established place to find such material is

  Fictionwise (www.fictionwise.com), where you can buy downloadable e-books and stories to read on your PDA, Kindle, or home computer; in addition to individual stories, you can also buy

  “fiction bundles” here, which amount to electronic collections; as well as a selection of novels in several different genres – you can also subscribe to downloadable versions of

  several of the SF magazines here, including Asimov’s, Analog, F&SF, and Interzone, in a number of different formats. A similar site is ElectricStory (www.electricstory.com),

  where in addition to the fiction for sale you can also access free movie reviews by Lucius Shepard, articles by Howard Waldrop, and other critical material.




  There are plenty of other reasons for SF fans to go on the Internet, though, than just finding fiction to read. There are also 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 easily 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 – it’s rare when I don’t find myself accessing Locus Online several times a day. As mentioned earlier, Tor.com is giving it a

  run for its money these days as an interesting place to stop while surfing the Web.




  Other major general interest sites include SF Site (www.sfsite.com), SFRevu (www.sfrevu.com), SFcrowsnest (www.sfcrowsnest.com), SFScope (http://sfscope.com) io9

  (http://io9.com), Green Man Review (www.greenmanreview.com), The Agony Column (http://trashotron.com/agony), Science Fiction and Fantasy World (www.sffworld.com),

  SFReader (www.sfreader.com), SFWatcher (www.sfwatcher.com), Salon Futura (www.salonfutura.net), which runs interviews and critical articles; and Pat’s Fantasy Hotlist

  (http://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).

  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), which has gone intermittently in and out of hiatus, but which seems to

  be up and running at the moment. Other sites of interest include: SFF Net (www.sff.net) which features dozens of home pages and “newsgroups” for SF writers; the Science Fiction Writers

  of America page (www.sfwa.org); where genre news, obituaries, award information, and recommended reading lists can be accessed; SciFiPedia (www.scifipedia.com), a Wiki-style genre-oriented

  online encyclopedia; Ansible (http://news.ansible.co.uk), the online version of multiple Hugo-winner David Langford’s long-running fanzine Ansible; Book View Cafe

  (www.bookviewcafe.com) is a “consortium of over twenty professional authors,” including Vonda N. McIntyre, Laura Ann Gilman, Sarah Zettel, Brenda Clough, and others, who have created a

  Web site where work by them – mostly reprints, and some novel excerpts – is made available for free.




  An ever-expanding area, growing in popularity, are a number of sites where podcasts and SF-oriented radio plays can be accessed: at Audible (www.audible.com), Escape Pod (http://escapepod.org,

  podcasting mostly SF), StarShipSofa (www.starshipsofa.com), Pseudopod (http://pseudopod.org, podcasting mostly fantasy), and PodCastle (http://podcastle.org, podcasting mostly fantasy).

  There’s also a site that podcasts nonfiction interviews and reviews, Dragon Page Cover to Cover (www.dragonpage.com).




  There were plenty of anthologies published in 2010, from both trade publishers and small presses, and although most of them didn’t stick out as particularly outstanding,

  most of them had a few good stories a piece. (The decision to postpone the latest volume of Jonathan Strahan’s anthology series Eclipse until next year probably weakened the

  year’s anthology market.) The strongest SF anthology of the year was almost certainly Godlike Machines (SFBC), edited by Jonathan Strahan, although being published exclusively by the

  Science Fiction Book Club (which had delayed publishing it for at least a year) probably limited the number of people who saw it; one of the year’s best novellas, by Alastair Reynolds was

  here as well as strong novellas by Stephen Baxter, Greg Egan, and Sean Williams. The Fred Pohl tribute anthology, Gateways (Tor), edited by Elizabeth Anne Hull, was somewhat weaker than had

  been hoped, although it did feature good stories by Cory Doctorow, Joe Haldeman, Vernor Vinge, Gene Wolfe, and others. The Mammoth Book of Apocalyptic SF (Robinson; published in the United

  States by Running Press under the title The Mammoth Book of the End of the World, apparently because Americans are presumed to be too stupid to know what “apocalyptic” means),

  edited by Mike Ashley, was not only one of the year’s best reprint anthologies, but also featured a spine of first-rate original stories by Alastair Reynolds, Kage Baker, Robert Reed, and

  others. Is Anybody Out There? (DAW Books), edited by Nick Gevers and Marty Halpern, featured good work by Pat Cadigan, Jay Lake, Alex Irvine, Matthew Hughes, and others. Postscripts

  has transformed itself from a magazine into an anthology series; this year’s volume, The Company He Keeps, Postscripts 22/23 (PS Publishing), struck me as being not as memorable as

  other recent issues had been, although there were interesting stories by Lucius Shepard, Don Webb, Jack Deighton, Holly Phillips, and others. Shine (Solaris), edited by Jetse de Vries, an

  admirable attempt to create “anthology of optimistic SF” created in reaction to the prevailing pessimism and gloom of much modern SF, didn’t entirely succeed, although it did

  feature ambitious stories by Lavie Tidhar, Gord Sellar, Eric Gregory, Alastair Reynolds, and others. The Dragon and the Stars (DAW Books), edited by Derwin Mak and Eric Choi, was an

  anthology of stories (mostly fantasy) inspired by Chinese culture, with interesting work by Tony Pi, Emily Mah, Brenda W. Clough, Ken Liu, and Choi himself.




  There were several big cross-genre anthologies this year that featured mystery, mainstream, and romance as well as SF and fantasy. They included Stories (William Morrow), edited by Neil

  Gaiman and Al Sarrantonio, which featured good work by Neil Gaiman, Elizabeth Hand, Joe R. Lansdale, Lawrence Block, and others, and – noted without comment – Warriors (Tor) and

  Songs of Love and Death (Gallery Books), both edited by George R. R. Martin and Gardner Dozois.




  Interesting small press anthologies, usually mixing SF, fantasy, and slipstream, included Conflicts (NewCon Press), edited by Ian Whates, with solid work by Una McCormack, Chris Beckett,

  Keith Brooke, Neal Asher, and others; The Immersion Book of SF (Immersion Press), edited by Carmelo Rafala, featuring good stories by Lavie Tidhar, Gord Sellar, Chris Butler, Aliette de

  Bodard, and others; Panverse Two (Panverse Publishing), edited by Dario Ciriello, featuring two excellent novellas by Alan Smale and Michael D. Winkle; Clockwork Phoenix 3 (Norilana),

  edited by Mike Allen, which had interesting work by John C. Wright, Cat Rambo, John Grant, Gregory Frost, C.S.E. Cooney, and others; Destination: Future (Hadley Rille), edited by Z. S. Adani

  and Eric T. Reynolds, with Elizabeth Bear, Caren Gussoff, K. D. Wentworth, Sandra McDonald, and others; and Music for Another World (Mutation Press), edited by Mark Harding




  Pleasant but minor science fiction anthologies included Darwin’s Bastards: Astounding Tales from Tomorrow (Douglas & McIntyre), edited by Zsuzsi Gartner, Sky Whales and Other

  Wonders (Norilana), edited by Vera Nazarian; Steampunk’d (DAW Books), edited by Jean Rabe and Martin H. Greenberg; Timeshares (DAW Books), edited by Jean Rabe and Martin H.

  Greenberg; and a mixed SF/romance anthology, Love and Rockets (DAW Books), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Kerrie Hughes.




  The best original fantasy anthology of the year was Swords and Dark Magic: The New Sword and Sorcery (Eos), edited by Lou Anders and the ubiquitous Jonathan Strahan, which featured good

  work by Joe Abercrombie, K. J. Parker, Steven Erikson, Garth Nix, C. J. Cherryh, and others. Also first rate was a mixed reprint/original anthology edited by John Joseph Adams, The Way of the

  Wizard (Prime Books), with nice stuff by Lev Grossman, Nnedi Okorafor, Christie Yant, Charles Coleman Finlay, and others. Also good is Legends of Australian Fantasy (HarperCollins

  Australia), edited by Jack Dann and Jonathan Strahan, which features a powerful novella by Garth Nix and good stuff by Sean Williams, Isobelle Carmody, and others; a YA anthology The Beastly

  Bride: Tales of the Animal People (Viking), edited by Ellen Datlow and Terry Windling, which has good stuff by Peter S. Beagle, Lucius Shepard, Tanith Lee, Ellen Kushner, Gregory Frost, and

  others; and a mixed original/reprint anthology of updated fairy tales, My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me (Penguin), edited by Kate Bernheimer.




  Pleasant but minor original fantasy anthologies included A Girl’s Guide to Guns and Monsters (DAW Books), edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Kerrie Hughes; She Nailed a Stake

  Through His Head: Tales of Biblical Terror (Dybbuk Press), edited by Tim Lieder; Alembical 2 (Paper Golem), edited by Arthur Dorrance and Lawrence M. Schoen; Jabberwocky 5 (Prime

  Books), edited by Sean Wallace and Erzebet Yellowboy; and More Stories from the Twilight Zone (Tor), edited by Carol Serling.




  There were at least three dedicated original zombie anthologies this year (plus at least one reprint anthology), The New Dead (St. Martin’s Press), edited by Christopher Golden,

  The Living Dead 2 (Night Shade Books), edited by John Joseph Adams (partly reprint), and Zombies vs. Unicorns (Margaret K. McElderry Books), edited by Holly Black and Justine

  Larbalestier, two anthologies of werewolf stories, Full Moon City (Simon & Schuster), edited by Darrell Schweitzer and Martin H. Greenberg, and Running with the Pack (Prime

  Books), edited by Ekaterina Sedia, two books of comic vampire stories, Blood Lite II: Overbite (Gallery Books), edited by Kevin J. Anderson, and Fangs for the Mammaries (Baen), edited

  by Esther M. Friesner, a book of ghost stories, Haunted Legends (Tor), edited by Ellen Datlow and Nick Mamatas, a book of Lovecraftian stories, Cthulhu’s Reign (Tor), edited by

  Darrell Schweitzer and Martin H. Greenberg, a paranormal romance anthology, Death’s Excellent Vacation (Ace), edited by Charlaine Harris and Toni L. P. Kelner, and an anthology of

  superhero stories, Masked (Simon & Schuster), edited by Lou Anders.




  A long-running series featuring novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents, continued under editor K. D. Wentworth, L. Ron Hubbard Presents

  Writers of the Future Volume XXVI (Galaxy).




  There were a lot of stories this year about either the end of the world or life in a severely ecologically challenged future, as well as stories about future Great Depressions and the resultant

  dystopias they generate – perhaps not surprising in a year where writers had a bad “economic downturn” and the spectacle of a catastrophic oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico to

  inspire them.




  (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, Google it.)




  Addresses: PS Publishing, Grosvener House, 1 New Road, Hornsea, East Yorkshire, HU18 1PG, England, UK, www.pspublishing.co.uk; Golden Gryphon Press, 3002 Perkins Road, Urbana, IL

  61802, www.goldengryphon.com; NESFA Press, P.O. Box 809, Framingham, MA 01701, 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 Publications, 1459 18th St. #139, San Francisco, CA 94107, www.tachyonpublications.com; Night

  Shade Books, 1661 Tennessee Street, #3H, San Francsisco, CA 94107, www.nightshadebooks.com; Five Star, 295 Kennedy Memorial Drive, Waterville, ME 04901, www.gale.cengage.com/fivestar;

  NewCon Press, via www.newconpress.co.uk; Small Beer Press, 150 Pleasant St., #306 Easthampton MA 01027, http://smallbeerpress.com; Locus Press, P.O. Box 13305, Oakland, CA

  94661, www.locusmag.com; Crescent Books, Mercat Press Ltd., 10 Coates Crescent, Edinburgh, Scotland EH3 7AL, www.mercatpress.com; Wildside Press/Borgo Press, 9710 Traville Gateway

  Dr., #234, Rockville, MI 20850, 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, http://phobosweb.com; Fairwood Press, 5203 Quincy Ave. SE, Auburn, WA 98092, www.fairwoodpress.com; BenBella Books, 10300 N. Central Expressway, Suite 400, Dallas, TX 75231,

  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 Books, 2526 Martin Luther King Jr. Way, Berkeley, CA, 94704; Prime Books, P.O. Box 36503, Canton, OH, 44735, www.primebooks.com; MonkeyBrain

  Books, 11204 Crossland Drive, Austin, TX 78726, www.monkeybrainbooks.com; Wesleyan University Press, University Press of New England, Order Dept., 1 Court St., Lebanon NH 03766-1358,

  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 546 Chatswood NSW 2057, Australia, www.tabula-rasa.info/ MirrorDanse; Arsenal Pulp Press, 101-211 East Georgia Street, Vancouver, BC, Canada V6A 1Z6,

  www.arsenalpulp.com; DreamHaven Books, 2301 East 38th Street, Minneapolis, MN 55406; Elder Signs Press/Dimensions Books, order through www.eldersignspress.com; Chaosium, via

  www.chaosium.com; Omnidawn Publishing, order through www.omnidawn.com; CSFG, Canberra Speculative Fiction Guild, www.csfg.org.au/publishing/anthologies/the_outcast; Hadley Rille

  Books, via www.hadleyrillebooks.com; ISFiC Press, 707 Sapling Lane, Deerfield, IL 60015-3969, or www.isficpress.com; Suddenly Press, via suddenlypress@yahoo.com; Sandstone

  Press, P.O. Box 5725, One High St., Dingwall, Ross-shire, IV15 9WJ, UK, www.sandstonepress.com; Tropism Press, via www.tropismpress.com; Science Fiction Poetry Association/Dark

  Regions Press, www.sfpoetry.com, checks to Helena Bell, SFPA Treasurer, 1225 West Freeman St., Apt. 12, Carbondale, IL 62901; DH Press, via diamondbookdistributors.com; Kurodahan

  Press, via Web site www.kurodahan.com; Ramble House, 443 Gladstone Blvd., Shreveport, LA 71104; 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

  www.coeurdelion.com.au; PARSEC Ink, via http://parsecink.org; Robert J. Sawyer Books, via www.sfwriter.com/rjsbooks.htm; Rackstraw Press, via http://rackstrawpress;

  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.twelfthplanetpress.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.




  If print books are about to disappear, to be replaced by e-books, as argued by some commentators, there was no sign of it in 2010. In fact, in spite of the recession, the

  number of novels published in the SF/fantasy genres increased for the fourth year in a row.




  According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were a record 3,056 books “of interest to the SF field” published in 2010, up 5 percent from 2,901 titles in 2009, and 69 percent of

  those were new titles, not reprints. (It’s worth noting that this total doesn’t count the previously mentioned e-books, media tie-in novels, gaming novels, novelizations of genre

  movies, or print-on-demand books – all of which would swell the total by hundreds if counted.) The number of new SF novels was up 14 percent to 285 as opposed to 2009’s 232. The number

  of new fantasy novels was up by 7 percent, to 614 titles as opposed to 2009’s total of 572. Horror novels remained the same at 251 titles. Paranormal romances were up 13 percent to 384 titles

  from 2009’s 339, second in numbers only to fantasy (although sometimes it can be difficult and even subjective to make some of these judgment calls regarding categorization – once a

  novel about vampires would have been considered to be a fantasy novel, now it’s probably counted under paranormal romance instead, and could even show up under horror, depending on who was

  doing the categorizing).




  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 the novels that

  received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2010. These include: The Dervish House (Pyr), by Ian McDonald; Zendegi (Night Shade Books), by Greg Egan; Not Less Than Gods (Tor),

  by Kage Baker; The Bird of the River (Tor), by Kage Baker; Blackout/All Clear (Spectra), by Connie Willis; Hull Zero Three (Orbit), by Greg Bear; Coyote Destiny (Ace),

  by Allen Steele; Deceiver (DAW Books), by C. J. Cherryh; Starbound (Ace) by Joe Haldeman; Chill (Ballantine Books), by Elizabeth Bear; Terminal World (Gollancz), by

  Alastair Reynolds; Surface Detail (Orbit), by Iain M. Banks; Kraken (Del Rey), by China Miéville; The Folding Knife (Orbit), by K. J. Parker; Directive 51 (Ace),

  by John Barnes; Brain Thief (Tor), by Alexander Jablokov; Cryoburn (Baen), by Lois McMaster Bujold; Who Fears Death (DAW Books), by Nnedi Okorafor; The Technician (Tor),

  by Neal Asher; Echo (Ace), by Jack McDevitt; New Model Army (Gollancz), by Adam Roberts; Dreadnought (Tor), by Cherie Priest; The Wolf Age (Pyr), by James Enge;

  Dragon Haven (Eos), by Robin Hobb; The Restoration Game (Orbit), by Ken MacLeod; Behemoth (Simon Pulse), by Scott Westerfeld; Sleepless (Ballantine Books), by Charlie

  Huston; Hespira (Night Shade Books), by Matthew Hughes; The Fuller Memorandum (Ace), by Charles Stross; The Trade of Queens (Tor), by Charles Stross; The Evolutionary

  Void (Del Rey), by Peter F. Hamilton; The Sorcerer’s House (Tor), by Gene Wolfe; For the Win (Tor), by Cory Doctorow; Ship Breaker (Little, Brown and Company), by

  Paolo Bacigalupi; Discord’s Apple (Tor), by Carrie Vaughn; Mockingiay (Scholastic Press), by Suzanne Collins; and I Shall Wear Midnight (HarperCollins), by Terry

  Pratchett.




  Small presses are active in the novel market these days, where once they published mostly collections and anthologies. Novels issued by small presses this year included: Zendegi (Night

  Shade Books), by Greg Egan; Hespira (Night Shade Books), by Matthew Hughes; and The Habitation of the Blessed (Night Shade Books), by Catherynne M. Valente.




  The year’s first novels included: The Quantum Thief (Gollancz), by Hannu Rajaniemi; The Loving Dead (Night Shade Books), by Amelia Beamer; Clowns at Midnight (PS

  Publishing), by Terry Dowling; The Native Star (Spectra), by M. K. Hobson; The Bookman (Angry Robot), by Lavie Tidhar; Bitter Seeds (Tor), by Ian Tregillis; Redemption in

  Indigo (Small Beer Press), by Karen Lord; How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe (Pantheon Books), by Charles Yu; Passion Play (Tor), by Beth Bernobich; Shades of

  Milk and Honey (Tor), by Mary Robinette Kowal; The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms (Orbit), by N. K. Jemisin; Tome of the Undergates (Pyr), by Sam Sykes; The Dream of Perpetual

  Motion (St. Martin’s Press), by Dexter Palmer; Meeks (Small Beer Press), by Julia Holmes; The Last Page (Tor), by Anthony Huso; Noise (Spectra), by Darin Bradley;

  Crossing Over (Viking), by Anna Kendall; Spellwright (Tor), by Blake Charlton; A Book of Tongues (CZP), by Gemma Files; Sixty-One Nails (Angry Robot), by Mike Shevdon;

  Black Blade Blues (Tor), by J. A. Pitts; and The Girl with Glass Feet (Henry Holt), by Ali Shaw. Of these, The Quantum Thief drew the best notices, generating the same kind of

  buzz that 2009’s The Windup Girl got, although The Loving Dead and Bitter Seeds also drew their share of attention.




  Historical or mainstream novels that add strong fantastic elements to the mix included: Black Hills (Little, Brown and Company), by Dan Simmons; Kings of the North (Forge), by

  Cecelia Holland; Under Heaven (Viking Canada), by Guy Gavriel Kay; A Dark Matter (Doubleday), by Peter Straub; and Zero History (Putman), by William Gibson. Ventures into the

  genre, or at least the ambiguous fringes of it, by well-known mainstream authors, included: The Passage (Ballantine Books), by Justin Cronin; The Strange Affair of Spring Heeled Jack

  (Prometheus Books), by Mark Hodder; The Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet (Random House), by David Mitchell; and Luka and the Fire of Life (Random House), by Salman Rushdie.




  It was a strong year for individual novellas published as chapbooks: Subterranean published Blue and Gold, by K. J. Parker; Bone and Jewel Creatures, by Elizabeth Bear; The

  Lifecycle of Software Objects, by Ted Chiang; The God Engines, by John Scalzi; The Last Song of Orpheus, by Robert Silverberg; and The Taborin Scale, by Lucius Shepard. PS

  Publishing brought out Cloud Permutations, by Lavie Tidhar, Seven Cities of Gold, by David Moles; The Baby Killers, by Jay Lake; and Quartet and Triptych, by Matthew

  Hughes. Fairwood Press published The Specific Gravity of Grief, by Jay Lake. Aqueduct Press published Tomb of the Fathers, by Eleanor Arnason. PM Press brought out Mammoths of the

  Great Plains, by Eleanor Arnason. Drollerie Press published The Big Bah-Ha, by C.S.E. Cooney. Silverberry Press brought out Pink Noise, by Leonid Korogodsky. Cemetery Dance

  published Blockade Billy, by Stephen King. Little, Brown published The Short Second Life of Bree Tanner, by Stephenie Meyer.




  Novel omnibuses this year included: Young Flandry (Baen), by Poul Anderson; Darkshade (Night Shade Books), by Glen Cook; The Ware Tetralogy (Prime Books), by Rudy Rucker;

  Virga; Cities of the Air (Tor), by Karl Schroeder; Flaming Zeppelins: The Adventures of Ned the Seal (Tachyon Publications), by Joe R. Lansdale; A Matter of Magic (Orb Books),

  by Patricia C. Wrede; Riverworld (Tor), by Philip José Farmer; Century of the Soldier (Solaris Books), by Paul Kearney; The Many Deaths of the Black Company (Tor), by

  Glen Cook; Beast Master’s Planet (Tor), by Andre Norton; Search for the Star Stones (Baen), by Andre Norton; The Time Machine, The Invisible Man, The War of the Worlds

  (Everyman’s Library), by H. G. Wells; and Damned If You Do in the Nightside (Solaris Books), by Simon R. Green. (Omnibuses that contain both short stories and novels can be

  found listed in the short-story section.)




  Not even counting print-on-demand books and the availability of out-of-print books as electronic downloads from Internet sources such as Fictionwise, 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. Tor reissued: The Currents of Space, by Isaac Asimov; The Word for World Is Forest, by Ursula K. Le Guin; A Fire Upon the Deep, by Vernor Vinge;

  The Dark Design, by Philip José Farmer; Dream Park, by Larry Niven and Steven Barnes; Hawkmoon: The Jewel in the Skull, by Michael Moorcock; Hawkmoon: The

  Runestaff by Michael Moorcock; Hawkmoon: The Mad God’s Amulet, by Michael Moorcock; Hawkmoon: The Sword of the Dawn, by Michael Moorcock; and associational novel The Man

  Whose Teeth Were All Exactly Alike, by Philip K. Dick. Orb reissued: Our Lady of Darkness, by Fritz Leiber; The World Inside, by Robert Silverberg; Slant, by Greg Bear;

  Moving Mars, by Greg Bear; Mysterium, by Robert Charles Wilson; and Spiritwalk and Muse and Reverie, by Charles de Lint. Baen reissued: The High Crusade, by Poul

  Anderson and The Rolling Stones, by Robert A. Heinlein. Eos reissued: Creatures of Light and Darkness, by Roger Zelazny. Roc reissued: Sailing to Sarantium and Lord of

  Emperors, by Guy Gavriel Kay. Night Shade Books reissued: Starfishers and Stars’ End: The Starfishers Trilogy, Volume Three, by Glen Cook. Orbit reissued: Fallen

  Dragon, by Peter F. Hamilton. Aqueduct Press reissued: Dorothea Dreams, by Suzy McKee Charnas. Melville House reissued: The Castle in Transylvania, by Jules Verne. Ad Stellae

  reissued: This Star Shall Abide, by Sylvia Engdahl. Pazio Publishing reissued: Steppe, by Piers Anthony. Create Space reissued: Dreambaby, by Bruce McAllister.




  It was another strong year for short-story collections, especially for career-spanning retrospective collections. The year’s best nonretrospective collections included:

  The Green Leopard Plague and Other Stories (Night Shade Books), by Walter Jon Williams; Journeys (Subterranean Press), by Ian R. MacLeod; The Sky That Wraps (Subterranean

  Press), by Jay Lake; On the Banks of the River of Heaven (Prime Books), by Richard Parks; Deep Navigation (NESFA Press), by Alastair Reynolds; Leviathan Wept (Subterranean

  Press), by Daniel Abraham; Recovering Apollo 8 (Golden Gryphon Press), by Kristine Kathryn Rusch; The Third Bear (Tachyon Publications), by Jeff VanderMeer; Diana Comet and Other

  Improbable Stories (Lethe Press), by Sandra McDonald; The Ammonite Violin and Others (Subterranean Press), by Caitlin R. Kiernan; The Mysteries of the Diogenes Club (MonkeyBrain),

  by Kim Newman; Occultation (Night Shade Books), by Laird Barron; The Juniper Tree and Other Blue Rose Stories (Subterranean Press), by Peter Straub; What Will Come After? (PS

  Publishing) by Scott Edelman; Atlantis and Other Places (Roc), by Harry Turtledove; A Handful of Pearls and Other Stories (Lethe Press), by Beth Bernobich; What I Didn’t See

  and Other Stories (Small Beer Press), by Karen Joy Fowler; Diving Mime, Weeping Czars, and Other Unusual Suspects (Fairwood Press), by Ken Scholes; Through the Drowsy Dark

  (Aqueduct Press), by Rachel Swirsky; The Poison Eaters (Big Mouth House), by Holly Black; and Full Dark, No Stars (Scribner), by Stephen King.




  It was an even stronger year for retrospective career-spanning collections. They included: Fritz Leiber: Selected Stories (Night Shade Books), by Fritz Leiber; Hard-Luck Diggings: The

  Early Jack Vance (Subterranean Press), by Jack Vance; The Best of Kim Stanley Robinson (Night Shade Books), by Kim Stanley Robinson; Mirror Kingdoms: The Best of Peter S. Beagle

  (Subterranean Press), by Peter S Beagle; Young Flandry (Baen), by Poul Anderson; Sir Dominic Flandry; The Last Knight of Terra (Baen), by Poul Anderson; Captain Flandry: Defender

  of the Terran Empire (Baen), by Poul Anderson; The Collected Stories of Roger Zelazny: Volume Five – Nine Black Doves (NESFA Press), by Roger Zelazny; The Collected Stories of

  Roger Zelazny: Volume Six – The Road to Amber (NESFA Press), by Roger Zelazny; The Collected Short Works of Poul Anderson, Volume 3: The Saturn Game (NESFA Press), by Poul

  Anderson; Who Fears the Devil?: The Complete Tales of Silver John (Planet Stories), by Manly Wade Wellman; The Best of Joe R. Lansdale (Tachyon Publications), by Joe R. Lansdale;

  The Best of Larry Niven (Subterranean Press), by Larry Niven; Amberjack: Tales of Fear and Wonder (Subterranean Press), by Terry Dowling; Detour to Otherness (Haffner Press),

  by Henry Kutner and C. L. Moore; The Early Kuttner, Volume One: Terror in the House (Haffner Press), by Henry Kuttner; The Stories of Ray Bradbury (Everyman’s Library), by Ray

  Bradbury; Shirley Jackson: Novels and Stories (Library of America); Selected Short Stories of Lester Del Rey, Robots and Magic Volume 2 (NESFA Press), by Lester Del Rey; An Empire

  Unacquainted with Defeat: A Chronicle of the Dread Empire (Night Shade Books), by Glen Cook; The Very Best of Charles de Lint (Tachyon Publications), by Charles de Lint; The Last

  Hieroglyph (The Collected Fantasies of Clark Ashton Smith, Vol. 5) (Prime Books), by Clark Ashton Smith; With Folded Hands . . . and Searching Minds: The Collected Stories of Jack

  Williamson, Volume Seven (Haffner Press), Jack Williamson; and Case and the Dreamer: Volume XIII: The Complete Stories of Theodore Sturgeon (North Atlantic Books), by Theodore

  Sturgeon.




  Small presses again dominated the list of short-story collections. Subterranean, Night Shade Books, and NESFA Press had particularly strong years.




  A wide variety of “electronic collections,” often called “fiction bundles,” too many to individually list here, are also available for downloading online, at sites such

  as Fictionwise and ElectricStory, and the Science Fiction Book Club continues to issue new collections as well.




  As is often the case, the most reliable buys in the reprint anthology market may have been the various “Best of the Year” anthology series. This is an area in

  constant flux – this year alone, we lost at least two Best Of series, maybe three, and added a brand-new one. Science fiction is being covered by three anthologies (actually, technically, by

  two anthologies and by two separate half anthologies): the one you are reading at the moment, The Year’s Best Science Fiction series from St. Martin’s Press, edited by Gardner

  Dozois, now up to its Twenty-Eighth Annual Collection; the Year’s Best SF series (Eos), edited by David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer, now up to its fifteenth annual volume; by the

  science fiction half of The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year: Volume Five (Night Shade Books), edited by Jonathan Strahan; and by the science fiction half of The Year’s

  Best Science Fiction and Fantasy, Edition 2010 (Prime Books), edited by Rich Horton (in practice, of course, these books probably won’t divide neatly in half with their coverage, and

  there’s likely to be more of one thing than another). 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 2010: The Year’s Best SF and Fantasy Selected by the

  Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America (Roc), edited by Bill Fawcett. In 2010, a similar series began, covering the Hugo winners, The Hugo Award Showcase: 2010 Volume (Prime

  Books), edited by Mary Robinette Kowal, but it died after a single volume. There were three Best of the Year anthologies covering horror: The Best Horror of the Year, Volume Two (Night Shade

  Books), edited by Ellen Datlow; The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 21 (Running Press), edited by Stephen Jones; and a new series, The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy & Horror 2010

  (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran. The popularity of fantasy remains high, particularly in the novel market, but coverage of it by Best of the Year volumes continues to shrink. When the

  long-running Ellen Datlow, Kelly Link, and Gavin Grant Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror series died early in 2009, Ellen Datlow found a new home for her horror best half almost

  immediately, but the Link and Grant Fantasy Best half has yet to find a new home, and must be considered to be gone. David G. Hartwell and Kathryn Cramer’s Year’s Best Fantasy

  series was supposed to have transmogrified from a print publication into a version available as a download or a print-on-demand title from Tor.com, but I haven’t seen any sign of it

  being actually available, and wonder if it isn’t gone too. That left fantasy to be covered by the fantasy halves of Strahan’s The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year and

  Horton’s The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy (plus whatever stories fall under the “Dark Fantasy” part of Guran’s anthology), and by Real Unreal:

  Best American Fantasy, Volume 3 (Underland Press), edited by Kevin Brockmeier and Matthew Cheney – but it’s just been announced that that series is dying as well. There was also

  The 2010 Rhysling Anthology (Science Fiction Poetry Association), edited by Jamie Lee Moyer, which compiles the Rhysling Award-winning SF poetry of the year.




  The most prominent of the year’s stand-alone reprint anthologies was probably The Wesleyan Anthology of Science Fiction (Wesleyan University Press), edited by Arthur B. Evans and

  five others from the staff of academic journal Science Fiction Studies, an attempt at a definitive canon-forming book that gives a retrospective overview of the development of science

  fiction from 1844 to 2008, starting with Nathaniel Hawthorne, Jules Verne, and H. G. Wells, passing through the Usual Suspects, and ending up with writers like Greg Egan, Geoff Ryman, Charles

  Stross, and Ted Chiang. Another retrospective, this time of the Alternate History subgenre, is The Mammoth Book of Alternate Histories (Robinson, Constable & Robinson), a mixed reprint

  (mostly) and original anthology edited by Ian Watson and Ian Whates. Digital Domains: A Decade of Science Fiction & Fantasy (Prime Books), edited by Ellen Datlow, collects some of the

  best fiction that Ellen has published in the online magazines that she’s edited over the last few years, and the similar Unplugged: The Web’s Best Sci-Fi and Fantasy: 2008 (Wyrm

  Publishing), edited by Rich Horton, is also devoted to stories published in online venues. A retrospective look back over the history of the burgeoning subgenre of steampunk (there were at least

  three anthologies featuring it this year) is given in Steampunk Prime (Nonstop Press), edited by Michael Ashley, and in Steampunk II: Steampunk Reloaded (Tachyon Publications) a mixed

  reprint (mostly) and original anthology edited by Ann VanderMeer and Jeff VanderMeer.




  A similar retrospective anthology for fantasy, a bit less inclusive than the Wesleyan anthology, is The Secret History of Fantasy (Tachyon Publications), edited by Peter S. Beagle, which

  features authors such as Neil Gaiman, Stephen King, Maureen McHugh, Michael Swanwick, and others. Wings of Fire (Night Shade Books), edited by Jonathan Strahan and Marianne S. Jablon, is a

  mixed reprint (mostly) and original fantasy anthology about dragons, featuring Ursula K. Le Guin, George R. R. Martin, Lucius Shepard, Roger Zelazny, and others. The self-explanatory People of

  the Book: A Decade of Jewish Science Fiction and Fantasy (Prime Books), edited by Rachel Swirsky and Sean Wallace, is a reprint anthology featuring Peter S. Beagle, Theodora Gross, Neil Gaiman,

  Janet Yolen, Michael Chabon, and others.




  Other good reprint anthologies include The End of the World: Stories of the Apocalypse (Skyhorse Publishing), edited by Martin H. Greenberg (one of two big End-of-the-World anthologies

  this year; do you think the universe is trying to tell us something?), Before They Were Giants: First Works from Science Fiction Greats (Paizo Publishing), edited by James L. Sutter; an

  anthology of cat fantasy/horror stories, Tails of Wonder and Imagination (Night Shade Books), edited by Ellen Datlow; a mixed reprint (mostly) and original anthology of military SF,

  Citizens (Baen Books), edited by John Ringo and Brian M. Thomsen; an anthology of Deal-With-the-Devil stories, Sympathy for the Devil (Night Shade Books), edited by Tim Pratt;

  Realms 2: The Second Year of Clarkesworld Magazine (Wyrm Publishing), stories from the e-zine, edited by Nick Mamatas and Sean Wallace; and an anthology of stories drawn from the now-defunct

  Talebones magazine, The Best of Talebones (Fairwood Press), edited by Patrick Swenson.




  The big retrospective reprint horror anthology this year is Darkness: Two Decades of Modern Horror (Tachyon Publications), edited by Ellen Datlow, but there was also The Mammoth Book

  of the Best of Best New Horror (Running Press Book Publishers), edited by Stephen Jones, and Zombies: The Recent Dead (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran. There were also several

  original zombie anthologies, an all-zombie single-author collection – Scott Edelman’s What Will Come After – and numerous zombie stories scattered through 2010’s

  magazines, e-zines, and anthologies (the best of which were probably “The Naturalist,” by Maureen McHugh and “The Crocodiles,” by Steven Popkes), as well as a TV show about

  them, so fans of the shuffling dead have a lot to be thankful for this year. I think there were actually more zombie stories than vampire stories in 2010, in spite of the continuing popularity of

  Twilight and True Blood.)




  The most prominent genre-oriented nonfiction book of the year was almost certainly the biographical study Robert A. Heinlein: In Dialogue with His Century: 1907–1948: Learning Curve

  (Tor), by William H. Patterson, Jr. This huge book is only the first half of an exhaustive (sometime too exhaustive) work that will almost certainly stand as the comprehensive

  biography of SF giant Robert A. Heinlein, especially as many of the sources that Patterson tapped are no longer available to be interviewed. SF fans will find it fascinating, of course, for its

  look at the early years of Heinlein’s writing career and the pulp magazine era of the forties, but the lengthy sections on Heinlein’s stint at the Naval Academy and as an active-duty

  sailor, and on his abortive career as a political campaign manager are interesting in their own right, providing a detailed look back at the America of the early twentieth century, a place so

  different in mores, customs, and lifeways from America in the twenty-first century that it might as well be an alien world.




  Another exhaustive biography of a major genre author is supplied by C. M. Kornbluth: The Life and Works of a Science Fiction Visionary (McFarland), by Mark Rich. Kornbluth is a complex,

  fascinating, and immensely talented figure now in danger of being forgotten, certainly a worthwhile figure for a biological study and critical reassessment if there ever was one. Unfortunately,

  clouds of controversy have swirled around the book from its release, mostly for the intensely unflattering portrait it paints of Kornbluth’s friend and lifelong collaborator Frederik Pohl,

  which have caused Pohl to vehemently deny the veracity of many of Rich’s “facts” – all of which has cast something of a shadow over what by rights should have been one of

  the preeminent genre nonfiction books of the year.




  80! Memories and Reflections on Ursula K. Le Guin (Aqueduct Press), edited by Karen Joy Fowler and Debbie Notkin, is an assemblage of critical articles, appreciations, poems, and even

  some fiction put together in honor of the eightieth birthday of SF writer Ursula K. Le Guin. All of it is worth reading, but the best piece here is a partial biography of Le Guin by Julie Phillips,

  the writer who did the biography of Alice Sheldon (“James Tiptree, Jr.”) a few years back, and that’s good enough to encourage hopes that Phillips will take a crack at a

  full-dress biography of Le Guin one of these days. I Am Providence: The Life and Times of H. P. Lovecraft (Hippocampus Press), by S. T. Joshi, takes a critical and biographical look at

  horror giant H. P. Lovecraft. Conversations with Octavia Butler (University Press of Mississippi), edited by Conseula Francis, is a collection of interviews conducted with the late author

  fron 1980 to just before her tragic death. Listen to the Echoes: The Ray Brabury Interviews (Stopsmiling Books), edited by Sam Weller, is a similar collection of interviews with Bradbury,

  nonfiction essays by Michael Moorcock are collected in Into the Media Web: Selected Non-Fiction, 1956–2006 (Savoy Books), by Michael Moorcock, and Understanding Philip K. Dick

  (University of South Carolina Press), by Eric Carl Link, adds another title to the ten-foot shelf of critical studies of Philip K. Dick (a writer almost completely ignored by academic critics

  during his lifetime, by the way – as were H. P. Lovecraft and C. M. Kornbluth, for that matter). Critic Gary K. Wolfe examines a wide range of authors in Bearings: Reviews

  1997–2001 (Beccon Publications), Paul Kincaid and Niall Harrison offer a critical overlook of genre in Britain in British Science Fiction & Fantasy: Twenty Years, Two Surveys

  (Odd Two Out), L. Timmel Duchamp edits a nonfiction anthology of sixteen essays by well-known writers in Narrative Power: Encounters, Celebrations, Struggles (Aqueduct Press), and Bud

  Webster reviews some of the most prominent fiction anthologies in the field in Anthopology 101: Reflections, Inspections and Dissections of SF Anthologies (Merry Blacksmith Press).




  Two perhaps contrasting perspectives on the genre’s ability as a predictive medium are offered in Visions of Tomorrow: Science Fiction Predictions That Came True (Skyhorse

  Publishing), by Thomas A. Easton and Judith K. Dial and The Wonderful Future That Never Was (Hearst Books), by Gregory Benford and the editors of Popular Mechanics magazine.




  Of interest to those who lean toward the media side of the field may be The Science of Doctor Who (John Hopkins University Press), by Paul Persons, and Firefly: Still Flying: A

  Celebration of Joss Whedon’s Acclaimed TV Series (Titan Books), by Joss Whedon.




  An entertaining attempt at creating a modern Bestiary, of creatures drawn from myth and folklore, is The Kosher Guide to Imaginary Animals (Tachyon Publications), by Ann VanderMeer and

  Jeff VanderMeer.




  After a strong year last year, 2010 seemed to be a somewhat weaker year in the art book market. The best, and certainly the most varied, was the latest in a long-running

  “Best of the Year” series for fantastic art, Spectrum 17: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Underwood Books), edited by Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner. Also worthwhile were

  two other varied collections of SF art, Sci-Fi Art Now (Collins Design), edited by John Freeman, and exposé 8: The Finest Digital Art in the Known Universe (Ballistic

  Publishing), edited by Daniel P. Wade. Evocative and painterly views of scenes from fantasy books by J.R.R. Tolkien and Robert E. Howard were available in Middle-Earth: Visions of a Modern

  Myth (Underwood Books), by Donato Giancola and Sword’s Edge: Paintings Inspired by the Works of Robert E. Howard (Underwood Books), by Manuel Sanjulian, and scenes from Star

  Wars were on display in Star Wars Art: Visions (Abrams), edited by anoymous. There were collections of paintings by Bob Eggleton, Dragon’s Domain (Impact), by Bob Eggleton,

  and Jack Gaughan, Outermost (Nonstop Press), edited by Luis Ortiz, a collection by Daniel Merriman, Taking Reality by Surprise (Monarch Editions), two collections of work by William

  Stout, Inspriations (Flesk Publications) and Hallucinations (Flesk Publications), and there was also a collection by comics artist Neal Adams, The Art of Neal Adams (Vanguard

  Productions), by Neal Adams. Studies of pulp art included Savage Art: 20th Century Genre and the Artists that Defined It (Underwood Books), edited by Tim Underwood, Arnie Fenner, and Cathy

  Fenner, and Shameless Art: 20th Century Genre Art and the Artists That Defined It (Underwood Books), edited by Tim Underwood, Arnie Fenner, and Cathy Fenner. A collections of paintings that

  double as instructional books included Color and Light: A Guide for the Realist Painter (Andrews McMeel Publishing), by James Gurney, and OtherWorlds: How to Imagine, Paint and Create

  Epic Scenes of Fantasy (Impact Books), by Tom Kidd.




  As you can see, Underwood Books had probably the strongest year in this area.




  According to the Box Office Mojo site (www.boxofficemojo.com), nine out of ten of the year’s top-earning movies were genre films of one sort or another, if you accept

  animated films and superhero movies as being “genre films.” (The exception was The Karate Kid, in tenth place.) The year’s top five box-office champs were all genre movies

  by that definition, as were fourteen out of the top twenty earners, and roughly thirty-seven out of the top 100, more or less (I might have missed one here or there).




  For the first time since 2004, when Shrek 2 pulled it off, the year’s number one box office champ (not counting 2009’s Avatar, which still pulled in more this

  year than any of the 2010 films) was an animated film, Toy Story 3. It and the second-place finisher, Tim Burton’s “reimagined” Alice in Wonderland, earned more

  than a billion dollars apiece worldwide, with a steep drop-off to the film in the third spot, the superhero movie Iron Man 2, which earned “only” $622,056,974 worldwide.




  Unlike last year, there were few SF movies (as opposed to fantasy movies, superhero movies, and animated films), even bad SF with junk science like last year’s Avatar, Star Trek,

  and Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, let alone smaller-budgeted more “serious” movies such as Moon and District 9. The most notable exception, and the one that

  seemed to get the most critical respect, was the Philip K. Dick–like Inception, about manipulating people’s dreams for your own purposes, which also did well at the box office,

  finishing in sixth place. The low-budget alien invasion movie, Monsters, got a surprising amount of critical respect, although it barely made a ripple on the box-office charts. The

  soap-opera vampire romance The Twilight Saga: Eclipse came in at fourth place, and the more traditional fantasy movie Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1 at fifth place (the

  new version of Clash of the Titans, another fantasy movie, finished in fourteenth place, still probably good enough to earn it a sequel). The rest of the top ten were rounded off by other

  animated films: Despicable Me in seventh place, Shrek Forever After in eighth, and How to Train Your Dragon in ninth (this was a big year for animated films, with

  Tangled coming in at tenth place, and Megamind and Legend of the Guardians: The Owls of Ga’ Hoole further down in the pack).




  This shouldn’t surprise anybody – genre films (with the inevitable disclaimer, “of one sort or another”; often they’re superhero movies) have dominated the box

  office top ten for more than a decade now. You have to go all the way back to 1998 to find a year when the year’s top earner was a nongenre film, Saving Private Ryan.




  In spite of the presence of some immense-earning Mega-Movies, it seemed like a lackluster year in some respects, with little getting much critical respect except for Inception (and even

  there, reviews were sharply mixed), and, to some extent, Toy Story 3 and Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 1. Even at the box office, it was far from a year of universal

  success. The Chronicles of Narnia: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, The Wolfman, Jonah Hex, The Book of Eli, The Last Airbender, Yogi Bear, and (probably the most critically savaged movie of

  the year) Gulliver’s Travels were all disappointments to one degree or another, and attempts to establish viable new franchises such as Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, Scott

  Pilgrim vs. the World, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, and Percy Jackson & the Olympians: The Lightning Thief were all failures. The “superhero” satire Kick-Ass

  was famously controversial for a short while for its scenes of extreme ultraviolence committed by an eleven-year-old girl, but in spite of all the tongue-clicking in Time and

  Newsweek, could only make it to sixty-seventh place on the box office list.




  Although 2010 was still the second-highest grossing year of all time for the movie industry, estimated attendance was the lowest in fifteen years, 1.27 billion people, down 8 percent from the

  previous year. Does this mean that fewer people were paying more money to see movies? With the boom in movies released in 3-D and IMAX, for more expensive ticket prices, that’s quite

  possible. The increased accessibility of movies on the Internet and through services such as Netflix and On Demand, often only a few months after they come out in first release, plus the continuing

  recession, may be discouraging some people from going to the theater – although at 1.27 billion, that’s still a lot of people buying tickets!




  Most of the buzz so far in 2011 (although we’re only a few weeks into it as I write these words) is for the upcoming Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2, the last of the

  Harry Potter franchise. The promised sequels to Avatar, Star Trek, 2012, and Transformers are still promised, as are film versions of Joe Haldeman’s The Forever War, John

  Wyndham’s Chocky, and Isaac Asimov’s Foundation; no doubt some of these will show up sooner or later, although it’s hard to tell which (bet on Avatar;

  it’s made far too much money for there not to be a sequel, perhaps more than one of them). There’ll be a new Twilight movie, Breaking Dawn, which I believe will be split into two

  parts, as was Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows. So far, 2011 looks like it’s going to be a big year for Independence Day clones, aliens attacking all over the place, and

  will perhaps see a big resurgence in superhero movies, with Captain America and The Green Hornet, and Thor looming on the horizon like a thundercloud.




  It was a lackluster year for SF and fantasy shows on television.




  Lost ended with an anticlimactic everybody-goes-to-Heaven-and-leaves-almost-all-of-the-major-questions-unanswered-behind-them finale that disappointed most Losties, outraged many, and

  soured some retrospectively on the series to the point where they wouldn’t even buy the DVD. Heroes, FlashForward, The Prisoner, and Battlestar Galactica prequel Caprica

  the Great White Hopes of last season, all died, and Stargate Universe will follow them into oblivion after running its last few episodes early this year. The long-running Smallville

  is finally coming to an end, and will run its final episode in the spring. The long-running Medium is also ending, and the new vampire show The Gates closed its gates and returned to

  the quiet of its grave.




  Fringe, The Event, and V all returned, but are wobbling in the ratings, and may not last out the year.




  Supernatural, Vampire Diaries, Star Wars: The Clone Wars, Chuck, and zombie show The Walking Dead are returning, as are the SF comedies Eureka and Ware house 13. Doctor

  Who and Primeval are returning, and a Torchwood spin-off, Torchwood: The New World, set in the United States, will be starting up. There will also be an American version of

  the BBC show, Being Human, about a vampire, a ghost, and a werewolf living together in the same apartment (which always sounds to me like the setup for a joke: “A vampire, a ghost, and

  a werewolf walk into a bar . . .”) Merlin is returning, and will be joined by another Arthurian fantasy series, Camelot. Two live-action superhero shows, No Ordinary

  Family and The Cape, started up; The Cape has already died.




  Movie director Steven Spielberg will be making his first foray into series television with two new shows: Terra Nova, in which scientists escape through time from a doomed and ruined

  Earth to attempt to restart the human race in a prehistoric era, and Falling Skies, in which embattled guerilla militiamen battle alien invasion forces who have destroyed much of the Earth

  and killed most of the people. (Guess that Spielberg doesn’t envision much of a future for humanity.)




  Blood and Chrome, a new prequel to Battlestar Galactica, is coming up, as are a slew of animated superhero shows, including Young Justice, following the adventures of the

  young sidekicks of Justice League characters, Green Lantern: The Animated Series, and Batman: The Brave and the Bold.




  Most of the quality work on television seems to be being done on HBO these days, from the campy fun of vampire show True Blood to nongenre dramatic series such as Boardwalk Empire

  and Big Love. Coming up from them is the long-awaited miniseries versions of George R. R. Martin’s A Game of Thrones. A miniseries version of Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red

  Mars is supposed to be coming up from AMC.




  The 68th World Science Fiction Convention, Aussiecon 4, was held in Melbourne, Victoria, Australia, from September 2 to September 6, 2010. The 2010 Hugo Awards, presented at

  Aussiecon 4, were: Best Novel (tie), The Windup Girl, by Paolo Bacigalupi and The City and the City, by China Miéville; Best Novella, “Palimpsest,” by Charles

  Stross; Best Novelette, “The Island,” by Peter Watts; Best Short Story, “Bridesicle,” by Will McIntosh; Best Related Book, This is Me, Jack Vance! (Or, More Properly,

  This is “I”), by Jack Vance; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, Patrick Nielsen Hayden; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, Ellen Datlow; Best Professional Artist, Shaun Tan;

  Best Dramatic Presentation (short form), Doctor Who: “The Waters of Mars”; Best Dramatic Presentation (long form), Moon; Best Graphic Story, Girl Genius, Volume 9:

  Agatha Heterodyne and the Heirs of the Storm, by Kaja and Phil Foglio, art by Phil Foglio; Best Semiprozine, Clarkesworld; Best Fanzine, StarShipSofa: Best Fan Writer, Frederik

  Pohl; Best Fan Artist, Brad W. Foster; plus the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer to Seanan McGuire.




  The 2009 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the Hilton Cocoa Beach Oceanfront Hotel in Cocoa Beach, Florida, on May 15, 2010, were: Best Novel, The Windup Girl, by Paolo Bacigalupi;

  Best Novella, The Women of Nell Gwynne’s, by Kage Baker; Best Novelette, “Sinner, Baker, Fabulist, Priest; Red Mask, Black Mask, Gentleman, Beast,” by Eugie Foster; Best

  Short Story, “Spar,” by Kij Johnson; Ray Bradbury Award, District 9, by Neill Blomkamp and Terri Tatchell; the Andre Norton Award to The Girl Who Circumnavigated Fairyland in

  a Ship of Her Own Making, by Catherynne M. Valente; the Solstice Award to Tom Doherty, Terri Windling, and Donald A. Wollheim, the Author Emeritus Award to Neil Barrett, Jr.; and the Grand

  Master Award to Joe Haldeman.




  The 2010 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet at the Hyatt Regency Hotel in Columbus, Ohio, on October 31, 2010, during the Nineteenth Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel,

  The City and the City, by China Miéville; Best Novella, “Sea-Hearts,” by Margo Lanagan; Best Short Story, “The Pelican Bar,” by Karen Joy Fowler; Best

  Collection (tie), The Very Best of Gene Wolfe/The Best of Gene Wolfe, by Gene Wolfe and There Once Lived a Woman Who Tried to Kill Her Neighbor’s Baby: Scary Fairy Tales, by

  Ludmilla Petrushevskaya; Best Anthology, American Fantastic Tales: Terror and the Uncanny: From Poe to the Pulps/From the 1940s to Now, edited by Peter Straub; Best Artist, Charles Vess;

  Special Award (Professional), to Jonathan Strahan, for editing anthologies; Special Award (Nonprofessional), to Susan Marie Groppi, for Strange Horizons; plus the Life Achievement Award to

  Terry Pratchett, Peter Straub, and Brian Lumley.




  The 2009 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers Association were: Best Novel, Audrey’s Door, by Sarah Langan; Best First Novel, Damnable, by Hank Schwaeble; Best

  Long Fiction, The Lucid Dreaming, by Lisa Morton; Best Short Fiction, “In the Perches of My Ears,” by Norman Prentiss; Best Collection, A Taste of Tenderloin, by Gene

  O’Neill; Best Anthology, He Is Legend: An Anthology Celebrating Richard Matheson, edited by Christopher Conlon; Nonfiction, Writers Workshop of Horror, by Michael Knost; Best

  Poetry Collection, Chimeric Machines, by Lucy A. Snyder; plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to William F. Nolan and Brian Lumley.




  The 2010 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by The Windup Girl, by Paolo Bacigalupi.




  The 2010 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by Shambling Towards Hiroshima, by James Morrow.




  The 2009 Philip K. Dick Memorial Award went to Bitter Angels, by C. L. Anderson.




  The 2010 Arthur C. Clarke Award was won by The City and the City, by China Miéville.




  The 2010 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by Cloud and Ashes: Three Winter’s Tales, by Greer Gilman and Ooku: The Inner Chambers, volumes 1 & 2, by Fumi

  Yoshinaga (tie)




  The 2010 Sidewise Award went to 1942, by Robert Conroy (Long Form) and “The Fixation,” by Alastair Reynolds (Short Form).




  The 2010 Cordwainer Smith Rediscovery Award went to Mark Clifton.




  Dead in 2010 or early 2011 were:




  JAMES P. HOGAN, 69, author of Inherit the Stars. The Gentle Giants of Ganymede, and many others; E. C. TUBB, 90, veteran British SF writer, author of more than 1340 novels,

  including, his best-known, the thirty-two-volume Dumarest series of space operas; MARTIN GARDINER, 95, author, mathematician, and puzzle-maker, who wrote long-running mathematics columns for

  Scientific American and Asmiov’s Science Fiction; ARTHUR HERZOG III, 83, mainstream author who also wrote some books with SF elements, such as The Swarm; MERVYN

  JONES, 87, author of twenty-nine novels, including some SF; PATRICIA WRIGHTSON, 88, author of twenty-seven children’s and Young Adult books; STEPHEN GILBERT, 97, Irish SF

  and horror writer; three-time Edgar-winner and mystery mainstay, JOE GORES, 79, author of Hammett and 32 Cadillacs; ELISABETH BERESFORD, 84, British children’s

  author, creator of the long-running series about The Wombles; JOHN STEAKLEY, 59, SF writer, author of Armor; WILLIAM MAYNE, 82, author of more than 100 children’s

  books, some with SF elements; FRANK K. KELLY, 95, veteran writer; JIM HARMON, 76, author of more than forty stories in the fifties and sixties, most for Galaxy and Worlds of

  If; GEORGE EWING, 64, SF writer, contributor to Asmov’s and Analog; MELISSA MIA HALL, 54, SF/ horror writer and anthologist, a friend; JEANNIE ROBINSON,

  62, author, dancer, and choreographer, wife of SF writer Spider Robinson, a friend; F. GWYNPLAINE MacINTYRE, 62, prolific short-story writer who was a mainstay of Asimov’s

  during the George Scithers years, and also sold to Amazing, Weird Tales, and elsewhere; MARY HUNTER SCHAUB, 66, SF and fantasy writer, author with Andre Norton of The

  Magestone; JENNIFER RARDIN, 45, urban fantasy writer, author of Once Bitten, Twice Shy; REBECCA NEASON, 55, fantasy and media novel writer; JOHN SCHOENHERR, 74,

  Hugo-winning SF cover artist and nature illustrator who did some of the most famous covers ever for Analog, including the cover for the serialization of Frank Herbert’s Dune;

  FRANK FRAZETTA, 82, famous fantasy artist, Hugo and World Fantasy Award–winner, best known for his covers for Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian and for covers for

  many books by Edgar Rice Burroughs; ROBERT McCALL, 90, artist perhaps best known for the movie poster for 2001: A Space Odyssey, although he also worked on Disney’s Epcot Center

  and the National Air and Space Museum, as well as for Life magazine; AL WILLIAMSON, 79, comic artist; GEORGE H. SCITHERS, 80, founding editor of Asimov’s Science

  Fiction, who also served as editor for Amazing and Weird Tales and was a prominent agent and fanzine editor, winner of a Hugo and the Lifetime Achievement Award from the World

  Fantasy Convention; RALPH M. VICINANZA, 60, perhaps the most successful and prestigious literary agent in the history of SF, certainly of the last several decades, who at one time or another

  was the agent for most of the prominent authors in the field, and who helped establish and expand the overseas market for American SF; LARRY ASHMEAD, 78, who at one time or another was a

  major book editor at Doubleday, Simon & Schuster, Lippincott, and Harper & Row; BOB GUCCIONE, 79, publisher of Pent house, probably best known in the field for launching the

  prestigious magazine OMNI; ELAINE KOSTER, 69, literary agent and publisher, who was responsible for helping to launch the career of Stephen King; EVERETT F. BLEILER, 90,

  bibliographer and scholar, compiler of The Checklist of Fantastic Literature: A Bibliography of Fantasy, Weird and Science Fiction Books Published in the English Language, as well as, with

  T. E. Ditky, the editor of The Best Science Fiction Stories, the first annual Year’s Best anthology series, winner of the World Fantasy Life Achievement Award; DONALD H. TUCK,

  89, Hugo-winning Australian bibliographer, compiler of A Handbook of Science Fiction and Fantasy and The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction and Fantasy through 1968: A Bibliographic Survey

  of the Fields of Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Weird Fiction through 1968; NEIL BARRON, 76, bibliographer and scholar, author of one of the standard SF references, Anatomy of

  Wonder; JERRY WEIST, 61, author, bookseller, and collector, author of the Hugo-winning Ray Bradbury: An Illustrated Life; GLEN GOODKNIGHT, 69, founder of the Mythopoeic

  Society; GLENN LEWIS GILLETTE, 64, SF writer who edited the SFWA e-newsletter for many years; LESLIE NIELSEN, 84, film and television actor, best known to genre audiences for starring

  in the classic film Forbidden Planet, although they’re likely to also know him from later movies like Airplane! and The Naked Gun; ANNE FRANCIS, 80,

  Nielsen’s costar from Forbidden Planet, who also did much television work, including episodes of The Twilight Zone; KEVIN McCARTHY, 96, film actor, best known to genre

  audience for starring in the original version of Invasion of the Body Snatchers; PATRICIA NEAL, 84, film actor, best known to genre audiences for costarring in the original The Day

  the Earth Stood Still; PETER POSTLETHWAITE, 64, British film actor, perhaps best known to genre audiences from Inception and The Lost World: Jurrasic Park; HAROLD

  GOULD, 86, film and television actor, perhaps best known to genre audiences from his appearances in episodes of The Twilight Zone, Lois & Clark, The Outer Limits, and The Ray

  Bradbury Theater, although I have little doubt that many of them would also remember him from The Sting; TONY CURTIS, 85, film actor, one of the most famous leading men of the

  fifties and sixties, his connection with the genre is fairly tenuous, although no doubt many will remember him from The Vikings and The Great Race, which had slight fantastic

  elements; JAMES GAMMON, 70, gravel-voiced film and television actor who appeared in The Milagro Beanfield War, Silverado, and TV’s The Wild Wild West and Batman,

  and did voiceover work in The Iron Giant; STEVE LANDESBERG, 74, television actor, best known as the eccentric detective in Barney Miller; BLAKE EDWARDS, 88, film

  director, perhaps best known for Victor Victoria and the Pink Panther movies; DINO DE LAURENTIIS, 91, film producer, best known to genre audiences for Dune, Barbarella,

  Conan the Barbarian, and an awful version of King Kong; ASENATH HAMMOND, 60, longtime fan and blogger, ex-wife of SF artist Rick Sternbach, a friend; ANNETTE STITH, widow

  of SF writer John E. Stith; MARY E. STUBBS, 87, widow of Harry Stubbs, who wrote SF as “Hal Clement”; BETTY BOND, 94, widow of SF writer Nelson Bond; EILEEN

  PRATCHETT, 88, mother of fantasy writer Terry Pratchett; NATHAN DATLOW, 93, father of editor Ellen Datlow; AVERY LEEMING NAGLE, 85, mother of SF writer Pati Nagle; GAIL

  ZETTEL 74, mother of SF writer Sarah Zettel; GARDNER McSWIGGIN, 82, uncle of editor Gardner Dozois.
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        The sprawling, vividly imaginative story that follows traces the protagonist, Simon, from his childhood on a newly settled Mars hundreds of years into an increasingly

        strange future. Simon is an “atum,” a terraformer, and each step in his career as he grows in knowledge and abilities showcases the strengths and weaknesses, the ethical as well

        as physical pros and cons, of terraforming, as the terraformers create new worlds – and sometimes destroy old ones as well.




        Robert Reed sold his first story in 1986, and quickly established himself as one of the most prolific of today’s writers, particularly at short fiction lengths, and has managed to

        keep up a very high standard of quality while being prolific, something that is not at all easy to do. Reed stories such as “Sister Alice,” “Brother Perfect,”

        “Decency,” “Savior,” “The Remoras,” “Chrysalis,” “Whiptail,” “The Utility Man,” “Marrow,” “Birth

        Day,” “Blind,” “The Toad of Heaven,” “Stride,” “The Shape of Everything,” “Guest of Honor,” “Waging Good,” and

        “Killing the Morrow,” among at least a half-dozen others equally as strong, count as among some of the best short work produced by anyone in the eighties and nineties; many of his

        best stories have been assembled in the collections The Dragons of Springplace and The Cuckoo’s Boys. He won the Hugo Award in 2007 for his novella “A Billion

        Eves.” Nor is he nonprolific as a novelist, having turned out eleven novels since the end of the eighties, including The Leeshore, The Hormone Jungle, Black Milk, The Remarkables,

        Down the Bright Way, Beyond the Veil of Stars, An Exaltation of Larks, Beneath the Gated Sky, Marrow, Sister Alice, and The Well of Stars, as well as two chapbook novellas,

        Mere and Flavors of My Genius. His most recent book is a new novel, Eater-of Bone. Reed lives with his family in Lincoln, Nebraska.


      


    


  




  Mars




  SIMON’S FATHER STARTED talking about nuts on walls, about how the seeds he was working with

  looked very much like wall nuts. Then he winked, handing over the wonder that he had been carrying in his big palm. “What do you think of this, Simon?” But before the boy could answer,

  his father cautioned him to use both hands and be especially careful. “Not because you might damage the seed,” the man said. “Or because it would ever hurt you. But certain

  objects are important, sometimes even sacred, and they deserve all the consideration and respect that we can possibly show for them.”




  Considering how small it was, the seed was exceptionally heavy. It was black and hard as diamond but covered with small, sharp-edged pits. Against his bare palms, the object felt warm. Maybe the

  heat was leftover from where the seed was kept, or maybe it was warm in the same way that little boys were warm. Either answer might be true. He didn’t ask. He just held the object in his

  cupped hands and stared, wondering what would happen if the impossible occurred, if the seed decided to awaken now.




  For one person, time passed.




  Then his father asked again, “What do you think, Simon?”




  The boy’s thoughts were shifting quickly, clinging to no single idea. He was telling himself that he wasn’t even three-years-old. But on the earth he would already be four, and every

  four-year-old that he knew enjoyed large, impressive opinions. But if he lived near Neptune, he wouldn’t be a month old and his father would never take him riding along on his working trips.

  And if this were Mercury, then Simon would be many years old, and because of certain pernicious misunderstandings about calendars and the passage of time, he believed that on Mercury he would be an

  adult. He was remembering how people said that he was going to grow up tall and handsome. It was as if adults had the power to peer into the future. They didn’t admit to children that they

  had this talent, but the truth often leaked out in careless words and unwanted glimpses. Simon liked the idea of peering into the future. Right now, he was trying to imagine himself living in some

  important, unborn century. The nearly three-year-old boy wanted to be a grown man entrusted with some very important job. But for the time being, riding with his father seemed important enough.

  That’s what he was thinking when he handed back that precious and very expensive seed, grinning as he said, “It’s delicious, Dad.” He had never been happier than he was just

  then.




  “Do you know how it works?”




  “Yes,” the boy claimed.




  “No, you don’t,” his father warned. “It’s my job to find homes for these little buggers, and I barely understand them.”




  That admission of ignorance made a deep impression. Quietly, Simon asked, “What do floor nuts look like?”




  Puzzled, his father blinked and said nothing.




  Simon pointed at the seed. “I’ve never seen a wall look like that.”




  His father said, “Oh,” and then softly laughed. “It’s not two words. ‘Walnut’ is one word. It’s the seed made by a species of earth tree.”




  “I know what trees are,” the boy boasted.




  “You’ve seen the pictures, at least.” His father turned away, setting the heavy black wonder back into its important drawer. Then as he walked to the front of the rover, he

  added, “Here’s something else to think about: One of my seeds is quite a bit more complicated than any unborn tree. There’s more information packed inside that hull than normal

  DNA can hold. And considerably more power than roots and leaves would ever show on their own.”




  Simon walked behind his father, looking through the wide windows. Mars was rocky and pale red, last night’s frost hiding in the coldest shade. The ground couldn’t have been rougher,

  yet the rover walked without rocking or lurching or jumping. High clouds and at least three mirrors looked down on them from the purple sky, and the skyhook known as Promise was straight ahead.

  Today the wind was blowing, moving hard enough to throw the smallest bits of dust. Dust was dangerous. The cold was dangerous. Mars liked to kill people, particularly careless children who

  didn’t listen to their fathers and other wise voices.




  But the world wouldn’t be dangerous much longer, Simon thought.




  For a long while, they rode toward Promise, but the slender tower didn’t come any closer. Then the AI driver took them around the flank of a low hill and over the lip of a worn-out crater,

  and suddenly they were looking into a wide basin filled with brilliant water ice.




  “Is this the lake?” Simon asked.




  His father was busy reading two different screens.




  This must be their goal, the boy decided. But he thought it was best not to interrupt, his father busy with something that could only be important.




  He sat on the nearest chair, watching everything.




  The rover walked down to the shoreline. Out on the ice stood a little tower and another rover, and somebody was moving slowly in one direction, then another. The stranger was wearing a big

  lifesuit, the kind used by people planning to be outside for a long time. Someday Simon wouldn’t need a suit to walk in the open. Adults promised that in the future, he would be a tall,

  good-looking man and wear nothing but clothes and good shoes, and Mars would be the second earth, but even better.




  Simon would live for hundreds of years. Everybody said so. And that was even if he counted his birthdays in Martian years.




  “This isn’t right,” his father muttered.




  The boy stood up and eased close to his father.




  With a sigh, the man said, “They shouldn’t be here.”




  “Who shouldn’t be?”




  Father didn’t answer. Opening a channel, he identified his employer before asking, “What’s the hold up. You’re supposed to be gone.”




  “Hey, John,” said a woman’s voice. “You’re talking to Lilly.”




  Father’s name was John. “No,” he said quietly, but not softly. There was sharpness to that single tiny word. Then he sighed and reopened the channel, halfway smiling as he

  said, “I’m here with my son, Lilly.”




  She said nothing.




  Simon touched his father’s shoulder.




  The man smiled at him and winked, and he was still smiling when he said, “I thought you went off on leave.”




  “Came back early,” the woman said.




  His father wasn’t looking at either screen or what was ahead. He was still smiling, but something had changed about his face.




  “How old is little Simon now?” the woman asked.




  “Four.” People born on the earth used their old calendar. That was one reason Simon had trouble understanding what time meant.




  “Where’s his mother?”




  “Waiting at home. It’s just him and me.”




  There was a brief silence. Then the woman said, “Understood.”




  Father sat back. “Lilly? I was told your rig was going to be gone by now.”




  “I’ve had some lousy troubles, John.”




  The man’s face looked patient but not happy. “Troubles?”




  “Two bits went bad on me. I’ve had one bit get contaminated at the site before, but never two.”




  Their rover was walking on its crab legs, quickly marching across the frozen face of the lake. Simon imagined liquid water hiding under the thick white surface ice, and he thought of the cold

  mud beneath the water. Then he remembered the guppies he left at home with his mother and baby sister. Someday he would take those fish and their babies and set them free. Wouldn’t that be a

  wonderful thing? In his mind, he saw the ice turn to warm water and the sky was blue like on earth, and there were hundreds and millions of guppies swimming everywhere, all of their mouths begging

  for food.




  “Are you close to finished?”




  “Still drilling,” the woman reported.




  “How deep are you?”




  “Five kilometers, nearly,” she said.




  His father mouthed one exceptionally bad word. Then with an angry tone, he said, “I’m sorry, Lilly.”




  “You can’t wait one more day?”




  “I’ve got my own schedule here.”




  The woman didn’t respond.




  After a minute, Father said, “I would, if I could. You know that. But they want me finishing this run in a week, and the kid has to get back.”




  Still, the woman didn’t talk.




  Father looked at Simon, preparing to tell him something.




  But then Lilly’s voice returned. “I just put in a call to the Zoo.”




  Father shook his head. Then softly and a little sadly, he said, “That won’t do any good, and you know it.”




  “What are you talking about?” Simon asked.




  Father closed the channel and said, “Shush,” and then opened it again. “All right, Lilly. The Zoo can get their lawyers working. We’re going to be official here. But why

  don’t you start pulling your bit? If you win your delay, I’ll let you put it back in and finish.”




  “So your boy’s really there, is he?”


  

  “Sure is.”




  She asked, “Can he hear me?”


  

  “Why?” Father asked, reaching for a button.




  Then all of the sudden, she said, “Hello, Simon. Hi! I’m your dad’s very, very good friend, Lilly!”




  There were rules about being alone. Alone inside a rover meant touching nothing except what belonged to him and what couldn’t be avoided. The AI driver watched Simon

  when his father was absent, and it watched his father when he worked outside. If something bad happened, the driver would find some way to help. But Mars was dangerous, and the worst things were

  always ready to happen. Before they left on this journey, Simon’s mother said exactly that to his father. “A seal fails, or you puncture your suit,” she said. Mom thought her boy

  was asleep, and even if he wasn’t, Simon couldn’t hear her talking at the far end of the tiny apartment. With a quiet urgent voice, she reminded her husband that one misstep might leave

  their son half-orphaned and two hundred kilometers from home. And what would happen then?




  “The driver knows what to do,” his father had promised. “It sends out a distress call and starts walking toward the nearest settlement.”




  “With Simon inside,” she said. “Terrified, and all by himself.”




  “No need to mention I’m dead,” said his father. “Though that seems like the larger tragedy, if you ask me.”




  “I don’t want the boy scarred,” she said.




  Father didn’t respond.




  “Scarred,” she repeated. And then again, she said, “Scarred.”




  Simon didn’t want to be scarred, but he was definitely worried. His father walked slowly across the frozen landscape, wearing a lifesuit whiter than the ice beneath his boots. His

  clean-shaven head showed through the back of the helmet. His father’s friend stood beside her drill rig. Lilly was watching Simon at the window. A pair of small robots stood nearby, doing

  nothing. The drill was still digging, the clean bit clawing its way into the deep warm rock. Simon watched the cable twisting, and then he noticed his father waving a hand, and Lilly smiled at her

  friend and said words. Father turned, and Simon could see his mouth now. The adults were sharing a private channel, and both were talking at the same time. Then they quit talking. Several minutes

  passed where nothing was said. It felt like forever. Maybe they were waiting for something to happen. Maybe what would happen was something very bad. Simon remembered the story of a Zoo collector

  who cut into a cave filled with methane and water, and the foamy gas blew out of the hole and picked up one of his robots and flung it at him, killing him with the impact.




  Just then, with chilling clarity, Simon understood that his father was about to die. Straightening his back, he made himself ready for the moment. Yet nothing happened. Nothing changed. The two

  adults resumed talking and then stopped talking, and Simon was desperately bored. So he dropped into the chair reserved for him, playing a game. He was the blue team; his enemies were purple. He

  started in one corner of the board, feeding and dividing and then spreading, and when he nudged against the purple blobs, he fought for position and the chance to make more blues.




  When he stood again, his father was walking toward the rover. Simon had never seen anybody move that fast in a lifesuit. And Lilly had vanished. Where did she go? Then the airlock began to

  cycle, and Simon put down his game and sat again, staring at the little door at the back end of the cabin.




  Even after a thorough cleaning, the woman’s suit smelled of peroxides and ancient dust. She stepped into the cabin smiling, helmet tucked under one arm. The woman was pretty. She was

  darker than most of the people that he’d seen before. In the cabin air, her voice sounded warm and kind and special, and the first words she said to him were, “You look a fine smart

  young man.”




  He liked this woman.




  “Simon is a wonderful name,” she said.




  He nodded and smiled back at her.




  “Your father’s told me quite a lot about you,” she offered. Then her face changed, and she said, “He’s being very unreasonable, you know.”




  Once again, the airlock started through its cycle.




  “Simon,” she began. “Has anyone told you about the Zoo project?”




  The boy nodded before he considered the question. But luckily, yes, he knew about the bug people. “My mom explained them to me.”




  Lilly said nothing.




  “They’re good-hearted soft souls,” he continued.




  Slowly, she said, “I guess we are,” and then she added, “I’d like to believe we’re doing something good. Saving what Martians we can save before their world is gone

  forever.”




  “Mars isn’t leaving,” he said.




  “But their habitats will vanish. Some soon, and then the rest.”




  “But we’re Martians too,” he said, repeating what he heard from every other adult.




  “Except the native microbes were first,” she mentioned.




  Simon shrugged, unsure how that mattered.




  “They’re under us right now,” she began.




  The airlock was pressurized, jets and determined vacuums struggling to clean his father’s mostly clean suit.




  “Beneath us is a wonderland, Simon. A paradise.” Lilly’s voice was quick and serious. “Heat and flowing water and nutrients, plus fractures in the bedrock that are prime

  growing surfaces for thousands of native species. Pseudoarchaea and nanobacteria, viral cysts and maybe the largest population of hunter-molds anywhere. What I’m sampling is the Martian

  equivalent of a tropical rainforest. It’s a fabulous treasure, unique in the universe, and do you know what’s going to happen to it?”




  Some of her words made no sense. But one new word piqued his curiosity, which was why Simon asked, “What’s a rain forest?”




  Lilly hesitated. “What do you think it is?”




  “Water falling on trees,” he offered.




  “That’s it.”




  “Never stopping.”




  “It rains a lot, yes.”




  “That sounds awful,” he offered.




  Now the airlock stopped cleaning its contents, and the inner door popped open. Father entered the room quickly, his gloves unfastening his helmet, eyes big and his mouth clamped into a hard long

  line.




  “We’re talking about rain forests,” Simon reported. Then to his new friend, he asked, “How can trees grow under falling water?”




  “It isn’t like that,” she sputtered. Then she turned. “Hey, John. Hear back from the attorneys?”




  “Not yet.” Father stopped and with a slow voice asked his son, “What else have you talked about?”




  “Nothing,” Lilly said.




  “The Zoo,” corrected Simon.




  “Yeah, the Zoo,” she allowed. “I was just asking this fine young man what he knew about my work, and he reports that his mother says I’m soft but that I have a good

  heart.”




  Was that what he told her? Simon didn’t think so.




  Father looked at their faces, one and then the other.




  “That’s all,” Lilly said cheerfully.




  Father’s suit was bright and clean. He looked hot, which made little sense. He even seemed tired, although they hadn’t done anything today.




  Finally, with a quiet little voice, he said, “Don’t.”




  Simon couldn’t tell which one of them he was talking to.




  Or was he saying, “Don’t,” to himself?




  But with a tight, almost angry voice, Lilly asked, “Why would I? Why would I even think that? I have this sterling good heart that doesn’t wish ill on anybody, bacterial or

  otherwise.”




  Simon still liked Lilly, but adults could be very peculiar. Was Lilly one of those peculiar adults?




  Neither adult wanted to talk, and they wouldn’t look at each other. The floor seemed to be the most interesting area in the room, and they stared at it for a time, their mouths small and

  their eyes empty and both of them breathing quickly.




  To break the silence, Simon announced, “I got to hold one of the seeds today. Dad let me do that.”




  Even then, nobody spoke.




  “Seeds are machines,” the boy reported. “They explode like bombs, and they’re very powerful, and inside them? They’ve got these little sacks, and the sacks get

  flung out into the hole made by the bomb, and they’re full of good young bugs that can do all sorts of neat, important things. Like growing fast and building these little, little roots that

  carry power like wires do, and the roots make it possible to heat up the crust fast and change the rocks to make our kinds of life happy.”




  Without warning, Lilly said one awful word.




  Father set his hand on her suit, on the back of her shoulder.




  “Don’t touch me, John.”




  Then Father said, “Leave us alone, Lilly.”




  Four words, and none were loud. But Simon had never heard the man angrier than he sounded then.




  “Suit up and go,” he told the woman.




  But Lilly just shook her head. Then putting on a big peculiar smile, she said, “Simon? Want to hear something funny about your father and me?”




  The boy wanted any reason to laugh. “Sure.”




  “No,” said Father, stepping between them. “Suit up and go do your work, Lilly. I’ll tell my bosses something’s wrong at my end, that I’m not ready to plant.

  Do what you need. Is that fair enough for you?”




  She said, “No.”




  “What?”




  Lilly kept watching Simon, the wild smile building on her pretty dark face. “I want you to help me, John. With the drilling, with the sampling. All of it.”




  Father didn’t speak.




  Then Lilly said, “Hey, Simon. You want your father to have a good heart, don’t you?”




  “Yes,” he said.




  “So what should he do? Help me or hurt me?”




  “Help her, Dad,” the boy begged. “You’ve got to, Dad. What else can you do?”




  624 Hektor




  A little bird warned Simon about the impending rebellion.




  Jackie was part African gray, with a good deal of genetic retooling and enough bio-linked circuitry to lift the parrot’s IQ to vote-worthy levels. Her job functions included companionship

  and extra eyes with which to keep watch over the sprawling farm, and she was excellent at both duties. But every living thing possesses its unsuspected skills. Wasn’t that what Simon’s

  professors warned when they addressed each new class of would-be atums? No matter how simple the genetics, an organism’s mind or the culture in which it was immersed, every created entity

  contained its fair share of surprises, flaws as well as those few talents that would, if they were too spectacular, screw up anyone’s blooming career.




  “Warning signs are marching,” Jackie reported. “Small warnings, I’ll grant you. But I can’t shake the premonition of disasters on the loose.”




  “Is it our sun?” Simon asked. Which wasn’t an unreasonable question, what with their reactor running past the prescribed one hundred and five percent rating. “You think

  the light’s about to fail?”




  In twenty years, there had been two prolonged blackouts. Neither was Simon’s fault, though both were major disasters for the farm – two incidents that left cancerous reprimands

  tucked inside his life-file.




  But the parrot clucked at his concerns, saying, “No, it’s not our sun.”




  “Meat troubles?” Viruses, he feared. A herpes strain hitching rides on the nervous systems of new immigrants, most likely.




  “No, the ribs-and-hearts are growing well. And the bacon is ahead of schedule.”




  Nonetheless, Simon studied the terrain before them: The ancient crater was capped with a diamond dome, and fixed to the dome’s apex was a blazing fire that winked out for only a few

  minutes each day. Otherwise the basin was flooded with a simple but brilliant light. Limiting the radiant frequencies allowed for the efficient consumption of energy. The black-green foliage stank

  of life, healthy and always growing. Tallest were the pond-pods – sprawling low-gravity trees endowed with countless trunks holding up bowl-shaped basins filled with clean water, each pond

  infested with shrimp and fish, each covered with thin living skins so that the jostling of wind and animals never spilling what lay inside. As a young man, Simon helped design the first pond-pods,

  and since his arrival on Hektor, he had overseen countless improvements that allowed them to thrive in the carbonaceous soil. No accomplishment made him prouder. By contrast, the ribs-and-hearts

  and bacons were routine commercial species, ugly by any aesthetics he cared to invoke. There were long days when the master of this farm wished he could cull and enhance according to his own

  tastes, creating something more satisfying than an efficient but bland food factory.




  Patiently but forcefully, he asked again, “What’s wrong, Jackie?”




  “Two humans were passing through,” the bird reported. “They were keeping under the canopy but avoiding the main trails. I didn’t recognize their faces, but they wore

  miner uniforms.”




  “What did the miners do? Steal food?”




  “They did nothing,” she said. “Nothing wrong, at least. But they didn’t sound like miners.”




  Simon waited.




  “They talked about fire.”




  “Tell me,” he coaxed.




  Against every stereotype, Jackie was an awful mimic. But she knew her limitations and didn’t try to reproduce either stranger’s voice. Instead, she summarized. “One said

  something about being worried, and then the other said it was going to happen soon, in thirty-three hours. He told his companion that the dogs were sleeping and the fire was set, and even if the

  chiefs knew about the plan, at this point nobody could stop what couldn’t be stopped.”




  “I don’t understand any of that,” Simon confessed.




  “Why am I not surprised?” One of Jackie’s unanticipated talents was for sarcasm. “At first, I wasn’t bothered. But fire scares me and I thought that mentioning the

  chiefs was worrisome.”




  Simon agreed. In principle, every aspect of the colony was under their control, and if something was unknown to them –




  “That’s why I followed the miners,” the bird volunteered.




  “You said they weren’t miners.”




  “Because they were strong. Two exceedingly muscular human beings.”




  Only soldiers and recent immigrants retained their muscle tone. Simon had a willow-boned shape that came from minimal gravity and limited calories. “What else did they say?”




  “Except for one time, they didn’t speak again,” she said. “But just before leaving the farm, the man turned to the woman and told her to smile. He said that McKall knows

  what he’s doing, and she should please damn well stop wasting her energy by imagining the worst.”




  Simon said nothing.




  Then Jackie pointed out, “You know McKall, don’t you?”




  “I do,” he admitted. “In fact, he’s the atum who gave me this post.”




  Two dark reddish asteroids lay snug against each other, producing 624 Hektor. The little world orbited the sun 60 degrees ahead of Jupiter, in that sweet Lagrange zone where a

  multitude of Trojan asteroids had swum for billions of years. Hektor was an elongated body spinning once in less than seven hours, and Simon had always believed that it was an ugly world. It

  didn’t help his opinion that he was living on the fringe of settled space, serving the chiefs and various corporations as little more than a farmer. In school, his test scores were always

  ample; he graduated as a qualified, perhaps even gifted atum – the professional name borrowed from the Egyptian god whose task it was to finish the unfinished worlds. But good minds only took

  their bodies so far. More coveted posts were earned through useful friendships and powerful mentors, and Simon’s career to date proved that he had neither. Anywhere else in the solar system

  would have been a happier fate: Mars was a dream, and the sunward asteroids and the moons of Jupiter were busy, important realms. Plus there was Luna now, and preliminary teams were plotting the

  terraforming of Venus. In contrast, Hektor was an isolated mining station, and not even a complete station at that. Once its facilities were finished, it would supply water and pure carbon to the

  inner system. But it was never intended to become an important destination, much less a site of major colonization. Barely fifty thousand intelligent souls lived on and inside its gloomy body, and

  the humans were a minority, most of them deemed also-rans and lost souls.




  The main settlement had an official name, but locals referred to it as Crashtown – a grimy dense chaotic young city resting on the impact zone where two D-class asteroids were joined

  together. Riding beside a load of freshly harvested bananas and boneless minnows, Simon rode down to Crashtown. But he wasn’t sure of his intentions, his mind changing again and again. Then

  the police robot suddenly asked for his destination.




  “The home of Earnest McKall,” Simon heard himself reply.




  But that wasn’t good enough. For no obvious reason, security protocols had been heightened. The robot haughtily demanded to know a purpose for this alleged visit.




  “I found his lost dog,” the young atum declared.




  No dog was present, but the answer seemed to satisfy. Simon continued kicking his way into an exclusive tunnel, past robust gardens basking under earth-bright lights, endless arrays of flowers

  and cultured animal flesh repaying their considerable energy by making rainbow colors and elaborate perfumes.




  “What if McKall isn’t at home?” Simon asked himself.




  But he was, and the much older atum seemed pleased to find this unexpected guest waiting at his front door. “Come in, my boy. I was just about to enjoy an evening drink.”




  “I don’t want to bother you,” Simon lied.




  “No bother at all. Come in here!” McKall had always been a bony person. Simon once found a ninety-year-old image of him – a lean, shaggy boy of eight, bright eyes staring at

  the camera while the mouth looked smug and a little too full, as if he had just eaten something that wasn’t proper food. The grown-up version of that boy retained his youthful air, but the

  hair was a second or third crop, and it had come in thin and amazingly black. Most of McKall’s life had been spent on tiny worlds, and the lack of gravity along with a Methuselan diet had

  maintained the scrawny elegance of that lost child.




  “Wine?” McKall offered.




  “Thank you, no,” Simon responded.




  The chief atum on Hektor stood beside an elaborate bar – a structure trimmed with rare metals, in the middle of a huge room designed for nothing but entertaining. Yet he hadn’t

  bothered reaching for empty bottles, much less filling them. What he was doing was staring at Simon, and smiling, and something about that look and the silence told the guest that his presence was

  not unanticipated.




  “My dog, is it?” asked McKall.




  Simon flinched.




  The smile sharpened. The man kicked closer, his voice flat and smooth and decidedly unrushed. “What do you know, my boy?”




  Simon was nearly fifty, his own boyhood beyond reach.




  “Hear some news, did you?”




  “About dogs,” he reported.




  McKall shrugged. “And what else?”




  “Something is going to happen.”




  “Happenings are inevitable. Do you have specifics?”




  “Twenty-eight hours from now — ”




  “Stop.” A small hand lifted, not quite touching Simon on the chest. “No, you know nothing. Absolutely nothing.”




  “Your dogs are sleeping,” Simon continued.




  His host refused to speak. Waiting.




  “And there’s something about a fire, too.”




  The smile shrank, but the voice was friendlier. Curious. Perhaps even amused. “What about fire?”




  “I’ve studied your writings, sir.” Habit forced Simon to nod slightly, admitting his lower status. “You like to equate metabolic activity with fire.”




  “I’m not the only voice to use that allusion.”




  “But as a young atum, you spent a great deal of time and energy complaining about the limits to our work. Every atum is shackled by draconian laws, you claimed. You said that life as we

  made it was just a smoldering flame. Your hope was to unleash the powers of the organic. Novel biochemistries, unique genetics, and ultraefficient scavenging the dead and spent. You were one of the

  loudest advocates of suspending the outmoded Guidelines, and only then would our young profession be able to produce a firestorm of life that would run wild across the universe.”




  “I see.” McKall laughed quietly. Then again, he said, “I see.”




  “What can’t the chiefs stop?”




  Instead of answering the question, the atum posed his own. “Why do you believe that a skilled researcher – a man with major accomplishments – willingly came to this very remote

  place? Why would Earnest McKall ignore every lucrative offer, traveling all the way out here to this little chunk of trash and ice water?”




  Simon said nothing.




  “There are dogs,” McKall admitted. “Soon to be awakened, in fact. Decades of research and a series of camouflaged laboratories have produced more than a few revolutions, both

  in terms of productivity and plasticity.”




  “You did this?”




  “Not alone.” The atum shook his head, the rich black hair waving in the air. “I have a dozen brilliant associates working beside me, plus collaborators on twenty other worlds.

  Yes, I have a fine confident mind, but I’m not crazy with pride.”




  “I’m one of your associates,” Simon pointed out.




  “You are not, no. I would have included you, young man. In fact, that’s why I steered several likely employers away from your class’s hatch. I believed I could use your talents

  out here with me.”




  “But I haven’t done anything.”




  “Nothing at all,” McKall agreed. “Which was a surprise for me, I’ll admit. After your arrival, I kept careful watch over your work, and in particular, how you responded

  to authority. Honestly, I wasn’t impressed. I need boldness, genius. Competency without inspiration is fine for the commercial world, but not for souls dreaming the big dream.”




  If Simon had been slapped, his face wouldn’t have felt warmer. He breathed heavily and slowly, and then despite every reserve of self-control, he began to weep, tears scattering from his

  reddened checks.




  “But I like you anyway,” McKall continued. “And since you have no specific knowledge about my plans, and there’s no way to stop what is soon to begin, I will give you a

  gift. Use this chance to slip away. A transport leaves Hektor in four hours. There will be empty berths, and I advise that you take one.”




  Simon turned as if to leave, then hesitated.




  “You plan to take control over Hektor?” he muttered.




  McKall laughed. “Haven’t you been paying attention? My goals are far more ambitious than this two-headed rock!”




  Expecting to be stopped – by restraining hands or murderous weapons – Simon nonetheless hurried to Crashtown’s civil house. The highest-ranking chief seemed

  to be waiting for his arrival. He shook both of Simon’s hands and ushered him into a tiny office, and before Simon could speak, the chief told him, “Don’t worry. And certainly

  don’t panic. We know all about their plans.”




  “You do? For how long?”




  “Days now.” The chief shrugged. Feigning confidence, he reported, “We have McKall in sight, plus all of his lieutenants. And our security teams are minutes away from taking out

  both of his private labs.”




  “Good,” Simon offered.




  And that was when the chief quit smiling. Turning grim, he said to the farmer, “But I am curious: Why did you go to the atum’s home before coming to us?”




  “I didn’t know anything,” Simon said.




  “You were fishing for information?”




  With as much conviction as he could manage, he said, “Yes. If I was going to report a crime that hadn’t happened, I needed details. Some reason for you to believe me.”




  “A good enough answer,” the chief replied. “At least for the moment.”




  Simon felt cold and weak. What mattered to him now was returning to his farm, to Jackie, and provided this trouble vanished, he would again take up his pivotal role in feeding this very small

  world. He was practically shaking with worries. “May I leave?” he risked asking.




  “Until we know for certain, you cannot.”




  Simon swallowed. “Until you know what for certain?”




  That brought a tiny laugh, and then the ominous words, “Everything, of course. Everything.”




  The attacks on the laboratories were launched, each blundering into carefully laid traps. McKall’s mercenaries were ready, and the parallel attempt to capture the

  ringleaders ended up netting nothing but holo images and robotic mimics. Then the rebels took over the local com-system. Their own attack would proceed on schedule, and simple decency demanded fair

  warning to civilians and the opportunity to escape by any means available. But the chiefs banned all travel. They quickly gathered their remaining forces, generating new plans up until that moment

  when the rumored “dogs” appeared. Secret tunnels reached deep inside Hektor’s smaller half, and out of them came hot-blooded monsters moving as blurs, eating flesh and laser bolts

  as they ran wild through Crashtown.




  The ensuing chaos allowed Simon to escape. At the farm, he discovered three civil robots quickly setting up a small fusion bomb. “We cannot leave this resource for the enemy,” one

  machine reported. Simon didn’t care anymore. He collected Jackie and a few possessions before racing to the auxiliary port, and while the ground beneath him shook and split open, thousands of

  panicked souls abandoned Hektor, riding whatever was marginally spaceworthy, accepting any risk to take the long fall back toward the sun.




  For the next several weeks, Simon was interrogated by a string of distant voices – military minds and politicians who wanted any and all glimpses into McKall’s nature. Simon offered

  what insights he had, trying to steer clear of his own considerable embarrassment. Once Simon’s transport passed into Martian orbit, the refugees were herded into quarantine on New Phobos.

  Who knew what new diseases MaKall could have slipped into their blood? Between the tests and more interviews, his childhood world teased Simon with glimpses of its cold blue seas and dense, mostly

  artificial atmosphere. The harsh desert landscape had vanished, the world’s rapid transformation producing feelings of pride and sorrowful loss. But despite all of the brilliant plans and the

  trillions of invested euros, the terraforming process was far from perfect. From forty thousand kilometers high, Simon identified lakes where the acids still ruled and forests of withering trees,

  and there were rumors that the new ecosystem was proving far less stable than the public voices liked to proclaim.




  Fifteen months later, Simon was free of quarantine, and he watched the updates as a fleet of powerful military vessels assaulted 624 Hektor. Robots and shock troops landed in the empty crater

  that had been Simon’s farm. The fearsome dogs were melted and frozen. Every battle was won; victory was in hand. But then the war took an abrupt, unexpected turn. A blue-white blast tore

  through the asteroid. Since the rebellion, the smaller portion of Hektor had been thoroughly transformed. A transport ship of unprecedented size was hiding inside the reddish crust, and the

  explosion flung away great chunks of its companion while slaughtering the invaders. Half of the asteroid dropped out of its ancient orbit, crude engines firing, maintaining a near-collision course

  with Jupiter. Momentum was stolen away from giant planet. Then uncontested, the ship pushed into the outer solar system, swinging close enough to Saturn to enjoy an even larger kick.




  Five years later, an improved set of star engines came to life. By then, McKall’s plans were common knowledge. No one was planning to chase after him, much less continue the war. What

  would be the point? A forever-changing, increasingly strange body of organized carbon and silicon and fusion-heated water was streaking away from the sun, away from humanity, aiming this newborn

  revolution straight for the three Centauri sisters.




  Venus




  Eventually Simon’s personal history became public knowledge. Strangers suddenly knew his name, and they would smile at him in that special sad way people used in

  uncomfortable circumstances. Acquaintances began to treat him as if he were important, laughing easily at his rare jokes, wishing him a good day or good evening or sweet, delightful dreams. His

  workmates, the fellow atums, embraced one of two inadequate strategies: Either they were quick to tell him how sorry they were and then ask if they could do anything, anything at all, or they

  seemed to take offense that Simon hadn’t confided with them before now. “Dear god, you lost most of your family,” one man exclaimed incorrectly, but with passion. “I wish

  I’d known. I look like the fool. I thought we were friends, at least . . .”




  Simon did have a few scattered friends, and they knew better. When he didn’t mention the unfolding disaster on Mars, they patiently respected his privacy. As the situation worsened, he

  sought out mood-leveling drugs and other cheats that allowed him to manage, if only barely. He cried, but only when he was alone. During the worst days, he volunteered for solitary assignments,

  carefully avoiding professional chatter about past mistakes and the mounting casualties. He thought he was succeeding, taking a grim pride in his talent for enduring these personal trials, but

  afterwards, when the situation had finally stabilized, he crossed paths with an acquaintance from childhood. Ignorant as a bug, the fellow asked, “What about your family, Simon? They got out

  of that nightmare in time, didn’t they?”




  His parents never tried to escape. They were two old people living at opposite ends of an unfinished, critically flawed world, and they hadn’t spoken to one another in nearly forty years.

  But as the blizzards struck and the air turned to poison, they left their homes, riding and then marching through the chaos and slaughter, finally reaching an isolated habitat overlooking Hellas

  where they lived together for their final eight days and nights.




  As for Simon’s sister and various half-siblings, all but two escaped before the ecosystem collapsed. But where they would live tomorrow was an endless problem, for them and for the solar

  system at large. Millions of refugees were crammed onboard the ten New Moons and a fleet of rescue ships, plus various ad hoc habitats contrived out of inflated bladders and outmoded life support

  systems. It was a tough, dirty and problematic life, though far superior to being one of the fifty million bodies left behind on the anaerobic, peroxide-laced surface of Mars. Where would these

  souls live tomorrow? Faced with this conundrum, the atums had a ready solution: Terraform Mars all over again, and do it as quickly as possible, but use every trick in their rapidly evolving

  arsenal.




  “This time, we’ll build a conservatory,” one young atum declared. “That’s how it should have been done in the first place. And again, Simon, I’m so very sorry

  for your tragedies.”




  Naomi was a pretty youngster who used her beauty and a charming, obvious manner to win favors and fish for compliments. She liked to talk. She loved listening to her own smart,

  insistent voice. Rumor had it that her body was equipped with artificial openings and deployable prods, leaking intoxicating scents and wondrous doses of electricity. Simon was curious about her

  body, but he didn’t have the rank or adequate desire to pursue his base urges. Watching one of Naomi’s performances was as close as he wanted to be. Most of his colleagues felt

  threatened by her promise. But even when the girl spoke boldly about her incandescent future, Simon couldn’t take offense. His second century had brought with it a tidy and quite useful

  epiphany: Everyone would eventually fail, and if their failures were long-built, then the subsequent collapses would be all the more dramatic.




  At this particular moment, the atums were chanting the usual praises about conservatories.




  “Oh, I’m not convinced,” said Simon quietly.




  Naomi laughed, and with a patronizing tone asked, “Oh my, why not?”




  “A roof wouldn’t have helped. In the end, nothing would have changed.”




  She couldn’t let that statement go unchallenged. “But if we’d had a lid over the sky, we’d have controlled the weather more effectively. The sunlight, the upper

  atmosphere’s chemistry. All the inflows would have belonged to us.”




  “But not four and half billion years of geologic habit,” he countered.




  “Geologic habit,” she muttered, as if she couldn’t quite understand the phrase.




  That’s when the chief atum interjected her presence into the conversation. With a loud breezy voice, she summarized both positions. Then after putting her own opinion into jargon-laded

  terms, she added, “Too much of the Mars business depended on biological means. That’s where they went wrong. Don’t trust life; it doesn’t care about you. The physical realm

  is what matters, and conservatories are wonderful tools. They’re sure to be the last word in our business.”




  Every face but one nodded, the matter settled.




  Yet despite all of this polished certainty, only one world-encompassing conservatory was close to being finished, and that was a special circumstance. Luna was the easiest world to enclose

  inside a semi-transparent bubble: The low gravity; the proximity of earth; thriving local industries; and the absence of weather and political troubles. Its roof would hold any new atmosphere

  close. Double panes of diamond, transparent and strengthened with nanofibers, would keep space at bay. The engineering was straightforward, and construction should be relatively easy. But

  “should be” often proved illusionary. The Luna project was already forty percent over-budget, the critical water from asteroids and comets was being chased by other terraforming

  projects, including Venus, and even in the most favorable scenario warned that twenty more years would pass before the first soft winds of an oxygen-neon atmosphere began to blow across the dusty

  plains of Nearside.




  Simon’s doubts could be misplaced. Indeed, he hoped he was wrong. But still, this one-time Martian was suffering a nagging yet familiar sense of standing at the brink of another

  precipice.




  The other atums had happily left Simon behind. The topic of the moment, and the passion of their professional lives, was Venus. Small projects were being discussed. Most of their work involved

  the atmosphere and heat dissipation, the obvious solutions offered and debated and then rejected, soon to be replaced with other equally satisfactory answers. When he bothered to listen, Simon

  could tell who was sleeping with Naomi and who was maneuvering to take their place. It would have been funny, if not for the grave consequences lashed to animal lust. He didn’t believe in

  Great Deities, but if the gods were watching, they would surely laugh to see how tiny hormones and glands smaller than hands could manipulate the future of entire planets.




  Presiding over this working lunch was the chief atum for the Third District, High Atmosphere and Future Climate Department. She was ten years Simon’s junior but much more successful, and

  when she spoke, the room fell silent. Though that didn’t mean people were listening. This group wasn’t large or diverse, but within its ranks were enough opinions and rampant ego that

  no authority could rule, much less orchestrate the thoughts of so many well-trained, singularly focused minds.




  Venus was the topic, but the planet existed only as numbers and one staggeringly complicated model. Except for tug of gravity and the specifics in the numbers, this could have been any meeting

  of atums sitting inside any windowless room, on Luna or Callisto or Pallas, or any other portion of the solar system being relentlessly and utterly transformed.




  When the official business was finished, at last, the chief looked longingly at Naomi. “Good job, and thank you,” she told everybody.




  Everybody wanted out of the room.




  But without warning, the chief said Simon’s full name and caught his eyes, not quite smiling when she said, “You have a new assignment. For the time being, you’re off the

  hydrological team.”




  A colleague must have accused him of being difficult or incompetent, or perhaps both. It had happened before. He might be a 128-year-old man, but he always felt like a little boy when he was

  embarrassed or shamed.




  Except that nothing was wrong, at least on this occasion. The chief smiled, admitting, “It’s because we have a visitor coming. A representative from . . .” She hesitated.

  “From the Zoo Project.”




  “Another collection mission?” Simon inquired.




  “Oh, these darlings always have another mission,” the chief complained.




  Simon nodded, waiting.




  “I need you to help with her hunting and keep tabs on whatever she finds.” The chief stared at him, smiling suspiciously. “Do you know a woman named Lilly?”




  Too quickly, Simon said, “No.”




  “That’s odd,” the chief mentioned. “She requested you by name.”




  There were myriad routes to achieving a long healthy lifespan. Simon preferred small measures left invisible to the naked, unmodified eye. But the woman beside him wasn’t

  motivated by tradition. Native flesh would always be perishable, and the cosmetically proper synthetics were usually too fragile to last more than a few years. What proved most durable were

  colonies of engineered microbes, metabolically efficient and quick to repair themselves – a multitude of bacteria infusing the perpetually new skin with sensitive, high adaptable neural

  connections. There were popular tools among the very young and the determined elderly. Yet Simon couldn’t remember ever meeting anyone who had endowed herself with such a vibrant, elaborate

  exterior.




  “I’m sorry,” the very colorful woman began.




  Just why she was sorry, Simon didn’t know. But he nodded politely, resisting the urge to ask.




  For the next few minutes, they sat in silence. The sky-driver continued on its programmed course, little to see and nothing to do for the present. Most of the world’s air lay beneath them.

  The sun was low on their left, the only inhabitant of the nearly black sky, slowly descending toward its retrograde setting. The conservatory was a grayish-green plain far below them, absolutely

  smooth and comfortingly bland. Venus was not Luna, and this project was far more complicated than erecting a high roof above a compliant vacuum. Only limited sections had been completed –

  barely nine percent of the eventual goal – and even that portion was little more than the scaffolding meant to support arrays of solar-power facilities and filters and spaceports and cities

  of robots that would do nothing but repair and improve this gigantic example of artless architecture. Was his guest full of questions? Most visitors wanted to hear about the nano-towers rooted in

  the rigid Venusian crust, holding these expensive gigatons far above the dense, dangerous atmosphere. People might know the facts, but it soothed them to learn about the marvelous engineering.

  Everyone was the center of his own important story. Everybody secretly feared that if some piece of the conservatory failed, it would happen beneath his own important, tragically mortal feet.




  At last, the silence ended. Lilly touched Simon for the first time. Hot orange fingertips brushed against his forearm. “I am sorry,” she said again. “He was a good father, I

  know. I’m sure you miss him terribly.”




  Simon’s reaction surprised both of them. Turning toward gaudy woman, he remarked sharply, “My mother was the good parent. Dad spent his life collecting lovers, and I didn’t

  like his girls at all.”




  The violet face was bright and hot, full of fluids more complicated than blood. Perhaps the woman was insulted. Maybe she wanted to turn the sky-driver back, ready to exchange this atum for one

  less difficult. But nothing about her seemed hurt or even surprised. She smiled for a few moments. Saying nothing, she let her glassy dark eyes absorb everything about the old man beside her. Then

  her hand gripped his wrist, a wave of heat threatening to burn his pale, dry skin.




  “Nonetheless, I’m sorry,” she said.




  Simon pulled his arm back.




  “I didn’t treat either of you fairly. At the lake . . . when I was drilling . . . all I cared about was saving the natives, by whatever means . . .”




  Here was the central problem, Simon realized. It wasn’t that this woman and his father had an affair, or even that they might have loved one another. What rankled was that she had

  willfully used him as a tool.




  “How are the Martians?” he inquired.




  “Happily sleeping inside a thousand scattered laboratories.”




  “That’s sad,” he thought aloud.




  “Really? Why?”




  “Life should be busy,” Simon proposed. “Not hibernating inside common freezers.”




  Now Lilly took offense. She said nothing, but her back stiffened and she maintained her silence until it was obvious that she didn’t accept any complaints about her life’s work. They

  were approaching their destination. As the sky-driver began its descent, Simon risked mentioning, “I’m probably mistaken. But I thought the Zoo already grabbed up every species of

  air-plankton.”




  The native Venusians had had a robust ecosystem, but compared even to Martians, they were an uncomplicated lot.




  “We have every native in bottles,” she said stiffly, nursing her wounds.




  “And the native populations have crashed here,” he pointed out. “No light gets through, except for some infrared, and the sulfuric clouds are dispersed and too cold by a long

  measure.”




  “True enough,” she agreed.




  Then she touched herself, her face growing brighter as it warmed with enthusiasm. “But new species are evolving every day, and isn’t that exciting news?”




  It was boring news, but a truce had been declared. The old man and even older woman stopped mentioning their differences and histories. They were professionals, each quietly

  pursuing a quick and narrow mission. The sky-driver set down and linked up with a large dome filled with sleeping machines and assorted elevators. Donning lifesuits, they boarded a small elevator

  and descended ten kilometers. Simon watched Venus through the monitors. Lilly busied herself by readying a suitcase-sized apparatus that would inhale and filter the carbon-dioxide atmosphere,

  pulling every viable microbe from the mayhem of dust and industrial pollution. The nano-tower was more air than structure – hexagons of webs and sturdy legs, each side nearly a kilometer in

  length, its feet firmly planted on the slopes of Aphrodite Terra. Their final destination was a platform intended as a hive for robots waiting to repair what was rarely damaged. There was no

  visible light, but there was wind and a stubborn atmosphere still centuries away from collapsing into a newborn ocean of soda water. Obviously Lilly had done similar work on other towers. She moved

  with purpose. Her machine walked next to her, waiting patiently as she investigated one site and then another. Experience or perhaps intuition allowed her to decide where the best results would be

  found. Then she told the machine, “Deploy,” and it gladly grabbed the railing with three arms and flung its body over the edge, exploding into a purposeful tangle of ribbons and funnels

  and other twisting shapes.




  “How long?” Simon asked.




  “Do we wait?” She looked up at him, her features illuminated by the backscattered light from her helmet. “An hour, at least. Maybe longer.”




  Venus lay before them, vast and bathed in darkness.




  “What kinds of creatures are out here?”




  “Chemoautotrophes, naturally.” Staring out into the same night, she explained, “The UV photosynthesizers are still here, of course. They like to find crevices in our towers,

  places where they can sleep, probably waiting for our roof to collapse.”




  He let that anthropomorphism go unchallenged.




  “These natives are odd, adaptable species, all descended from plankton in the boiled-away seas. It’s astonishing what they’ve kept inside their very peculiar DNA. Today, some

  of them are utilizing industrial solvents and lost nano products. Where there’s heat, energy can be harvested.” She turned, showing her face again. “There’s no reason to

  worry yet, and maybe never. But a few of these bugs have found ways to creep inside our robots, using them as shelters. If one of them ever learns how to steal an electrical current, everything

  changes. Probably in a matter of a month or two.”




  “That quickly?”




  “Venusians are fertile and promiscuous. With these winds, a successful strain can be everywhere in days.”




  Simon had never studied the beasts. Would it pay to invest an hour a week in digesting the existing literature?




  “But odds are, that won’t happen,” his companion allowed. “I do love these little things. But life, even at its most spectacular, has limits.”




  “It does have limits,” he said tactfully.




  Lilly’s face was pretty and never more human – a consequence of the indirect light washing across their features, and their solitude, and Simon’s nagging, seemingly eternal

  sense of loneliness in a universe filled with an increasingly strange humanity.




  “Does it ever bother you?” she asked.




  He waited for the rest of the question.




  “Terraforming is a horribly destructive act,” Lilly stated. “Obliterating one order for another. Or in the sad case of Mars, destroying a quiet and stable world to replace it

  with a doomed weakling . . . and then after all of that inflicted misery, not learning enough to give up the fight.”




  “It isn’t meant to be a fight,” he declared.




  But of course it was. Perhaps never so clearly, Simon realized that they were standing on the ramparts of a great fortress, an endless war waging around them. Simon listened to the wind and felt

  it push against him, and he took pleasure from his heart hammering away inside a chest that would never feel ancient. And then he was smiling, realizing that even a quiet disappointment of a soul

  – the sort of person that Simon was – could take a keen, unembarrassed pleasure from the battles that he had helped win, small and otherwise.




  Iapetus




  “I know you worry. I worry too, Simon. Neither of us is strong at politics, and even if I were a marvel at making alliances and handling cross-purposed personalities,

  this would be a difficult place. This earth would be. But as knowing voices say, and with good reason, ‘There’s only one Stanford.’ Perhaps the Farside Academy is its equal, at

  least when it comes to creating prominent astronomers. But Stanford still ranks first in my field, and it has for half a millennia, and my degree will get me noticed by wise entities and doubting

  coworkers at all ends of the solar system. And since I’m not gifted at winning admirers through my simple charm, being in this university will help me quite a lot.”




  Simon paused the transmission – this wasn’t his first viewing – and spent the next several minutes studying the face that filled the screen. What had changed? The mouth, the

  bright yellow eyes. That artful crest of green feathers – a jaunty hat in appearance, and one of Jackie’s last obvious links to the world of her ancestors. No, she looked exactly the

  same. To casual eyes, she might be some species of human, her genetics modified for the most normal of reasons. She wasn’t much larger than when he had first met the parrot, which put her

  well inside the restrictions imposed on visiting students. The bio-taxing laws were perfectly reasonable; earth had always been too crowded. Even six hundred years ago, when Simon was a scrawny

  Martian with dust in his breath, the home world had suffered from too many bodies standing on too little land, farms working hard to make food for a population that wouldn’t age, and in most

  cases, stubbornly refused to die. Immortality was the norm everywhere, and who didn’t want children to share the bliss? That’s why bodies and minds continued to grow smaller and

  smaller, cheating the restrictions of nature by shrewdly redefining the rules.




  In appearance, the earth hadn’t changed Jackie. Perhaps her voice was a little too formal, too staged, but cameras always made her self-conscious. He knew this creature well enough to know

  she wasn’t holding anything back. One fib today, he feared, and that would be the end. They had barely begun their long separation, and here she was, making time to call home. Simon assured

  himself that no conspiracy of ambition or seduction would steal away the love that had taken him by surprise, one patient century at a time.




  Again, he let the message run. Jackie listed classes and spoke about the tiny quarters she shared with three other happy graduate students, and she mentioned that the stars came out on clear

  nights, but of course they were illusions. Earth’s conservatory was finished two hundred years ago – a marvelous semi-permeable membrane that strictly controlled what fell from above

  and what slipped away into the cosmos. Today, the mother world was a rigorously controlled room where a trillion sentient entities lived on and inside the old continents and throughout the watery

  reaches. It was a beautiful world, still and all. But it was a decidedly alien realm, forever changing, and some corners of that room were famous for criminal mischief and random psychopathic

  rage.




  Yes, he was worried.




  Absolutely, Simon wished Jackie had stayed with him after her sudden change of careers. Saturn’s major moons had quality universities, and even noble, haughty Stanford offered virtual

  classes to anyone with money. Why not accept a longer, safer path to her degree? Time wasn’t in short supply, Simon had argued. And by staying where they were, Jackie would have remained

  immune to the hazards of so many close-packed souls.




  The transmission continued. “I’m sure you know this,” Jackie said. “I’ve probably told you this before. But did you realize there isn’t one working telescope

  on the entire campus? We have a facility forty kilometers above us, perched on the conservatory roof, but it’s filled with museum pieces and curious tourists.” She was thrilled, her

  flexible mouth giving each word an accent that was purely hers. “Stanford’s telescopes – my telescopes – are everywhere but on the bright busy earth. Luna and the Jovian

  Trojans, and there’s a beautiful new mirror that just came on line in Neptune’s Lagrange. And because I’m here, that’s my mirror. It’s my best eye. Think of the honor!

  If I was at home with you, I’d be little more than a technician pointing these machines at targets that only the true Stanford students would be allowed to see.”




  Yes, she made the right decision. Simon had always known it, though these little mental exercises helped convince him again.




  What a silly little ape he was.




  “But I didn’t tell you this incredible news,” Jackie said in conclusion. “I just found this out. Long, long ago, Stanford had a mascot, and it was a bird! Can you imagine

  the odds?”




  Simon froze the image and kissed the lips. Then he filed the transmission in places guaranteed to be safe for an eternity, and feeling weepy, he went on with his comfortably busy day.




  Even orbiting Saturn, where space was cheap and food easy to come by, people were acquiring small modern bodies. Simon hadn’t been this tiny since he was one-year-old.

  These new metabolisms were efficient and reliable, and where the human mind would eventually decay, cortexes made of crystalline proteins were denser and far sturdier, thoughts washing through them

  quickly enough to double an atum’s natural talents and increase his memory twenty-fold.




  But every atum underwent similar transformations, which meant that when it came to his professional life, remarkably little had changed. Simon and his colleagues had kept their old ranks and

  ratings, only with greater responsibilities and larger workloads. A significant medical investment had changed very little. “Treading water,” he dubbed his job – a weak play on

  words, since what he did was manage the nutrient flows in the newborn sea. But really, he had no compelling reason to complain, and in any given year, he didn’t waste more than a moment or

  two wondering what other course his life might have run, if only.




  He was a quietly happy soul.




  And despite few promotions or pay increases, his work had challenges as well as moments of total, child-like joy.




  Pieces of Iapetus now belonged to Luna and Venus. But those decades of throwing water ice and hydrocarbons sunward were finished. The original mining camps had evolved into cities. Multitudes

  lived on Titan and Rhea and the other moons, and nobody was in the mood to share their wealth. Luna would remain a damp stony sponge, while Venus was a clean dry world, its ecology being redesigned

  to endure the boundless drought, its citizens more machine than meat. No matter how stupid or stubborn recent governments had been, the mathematics were brutally simple: From this point forward, it

  would be easier to terraform each world where it already danced, just as it was far cheaper to ship extra humans and other sentients out to these empty new homes.




  Light washed through the new Iapetus, and the water was warm and salted, and the neutral-buoyant reefs were magnificent structures of calcium and silica wrapped around bubbles of hydrogen gas.

  The ancient moon had been melted, from its crust to the core, and great pumps were churning up that single round ocean, producing carefully designed currents meant to keep every liter oxygenated

  and illuminated by the submerged suns. Trillions of watts of power made the little world glow from within. Larger than the oceans of the original earth, but without the dark cold depths where life

  had to putter and save itself on hopes of a scrap of food, his home would eventually become jammed with coral forests and bubble cities and fish suitable for a garden, lovely and delicious to any

  tongue.




  Nutrients were Simon’s boring, absolutely essential expertise. When he wasn’t dreaming of Jackie, he would dream about the day’s conversations with sensors and AI watchers, the

  home-mind and various colleagues scattered across other, more highbrow departments. Only a tiny fraction of moon was settled. A few floating cities on the surface, and there was an industrial

  complex digesting and dispersing the tiny core of stone and metal impurities. But what this atum needed to do, at least in his tiny realm, was create a cycle of nutrients that would ignore

  disruptions and random shifts in current, leaving all of the water as bright and clear as the finest tidal pool on some long-vanished earthly beach.




  Because she was interested, Simon’s ended his days with updates to his lover. Every evening, as the nearest sun began to dim, he would craft a little message laid down on cool, bloodless

  data. But because he was nervous, he inevitably confessed that he was thinking of her constantly and that he loved her, his face and tone saying what he didn’t allow from his words: That he

  was scared to lose her to some student of promise, or worse, a professor of certified genius who would sweep his darling bird off to realms far more exotic than his beautiful but quite tiny

  pond.




  The message began with news from earth. With a quick joyful voice, Jackie talked about classes and the lab that she was teaching solo – “I’m so terrified,

  and the students love it when I shake” – and she twice mentioned rumors about a mild plague tearing through some of the coastal algae farms. “There’s talk about

  shortfalls,” she admitted. “Since they run their ecosystem with minimal reserves, shortages are inevitable. Too many citizens, plus all those others who slipped in unnoticed.”

  Then guessing he would be frightened, she added, “Oh, it isn’t serious. Everybody’s just going to have to go a mouthful or two short at dinner. And Stanford has its own emergency

  supplies, so it’s nothing. Nothing at all.” Then she grinned with her lovely toothless mouth, and showing nothing but delight, she announced, “I have something to show you,

  darling. By the way.”




  And with that, her face froze and her voice stopped long enough that Simon began troubleshooting his equipment.




  But she moved again, speaking with a quiet, conspiratorial tone. “Nobody sees me, darling. ‘Nobody’ meaning everybody else. You didn’t know my little secret, but I seeded

  our home-mind with some elaborate security protocols. Not as good as some, but strong enough to keep away prying eyes.”




  “Prying at what?” he muttered.




  Jackie’s message was enormous, and it included interactive functions. The program heard him, and with Jackie’s voice it said, “Soon enough, darling. You’ll see. But let

  me show you a few other marvels first. All right?”




  He nodded happily, a sense of adventure lending the moment its fresh, welcome edge.




  Jackie continued. “You’ve seen these places. But I can’t remember when, and the new mirrors are so much more powerful. I’m including portraits of five hundred thousand

  worlds, each one supporting life.”




  Except for their clarity, the pictures were familiar. Life was a relatively common trick performed by the galaxy. Sophisticated, earth-like biospheres did happen on occasion, but not often and

  not where they were expected to arise. By and large, the normal shape of life was tiny and bacterial. Mars and Venus, the European seas and the vivid clouds of Jupiter were typical examples. By

  contrast, multicellular life was an exceptionally frail experiment. Asteroid impacts and supernovae and the distant collisions of neutron stars happened with an appalling frequency, annihilating

  everything with a head and tail. Only the slow-living slime at the bottom of a deep sea would survive, or the patient cold bug ten kilometers beneath some poisoned landscape. At the end of the

  Permian, the earth itself barely escaped that fate. But even accounting for those grand disasters, the earth-equivalents proved a thousand times too scarce. Jackie’s once-young professors had

  a puzzle to play with, and their answer was as sobering as anything born from science.




  Now and again, interstellar clouds and doomed suns would fall into the galaxy’s core. If the inflow were large enough, the massive black hole responded with a kind of blazing horror that

  effectively ended fancy life almost everywhere. Since the Cambrian, the galaxy had detonated at least three times, and the fortunate earth had survived only because it was swimming inside dense

  clouds of dust and gas – a worthy conservatory that was light-years deep, built by the gods of Whim and Caprice.




  Simon wandered through the transmission, glancing at a few hundred random planets. Then he asked his home-mind to pull out the most exceptional. Within those broad parameters, he found several

  dozen images of cloudy spheres orbiting suns within a hundred light-years of his comfortable chair. When he came across the closest world, Jackie returned.




  “Alpha Centauri B’s largest world,” she said in her most teacherly voice. “The planet that some mentally impoverished soul named New Earth, back when all we knew was that

  it had liquid water and a living atmosphere.”




  Simon had never been so close to that alien body. The image was that clear, that astonishing. Simon felt as if he was floating in low orbit above a shallow black sea. Microbes accounted for the

  dark water – multitudes of tiny relentless organisms that ate sunlight and spat out just enough oxygen to be noticed by astronomers centuries ago. But the tectonics of New Earth were

  radically different than those back home, and for a host of reasons, the alien atmosphere could never support a flame, much less a vibrant ecosystem.




  “To date,” Jackie continued, “our full survey has found nine million and forty thousand living worlds. That number and these images won’t be made public for another few

  months. We’re not done, and we expect several million more. But to date, Simon . . . as of this moment . . . only eighteen planets show unmistakable signs of multicellular life and

  intelligence. Of course we might be missing something small. But after this long, with these incredible tools and nothing closer to us than eight thousand light-years distance . . . well, darling,

  it makes a curious mind wonder if intelligence is a cosmic fluke, or worse, God’s best joke . . .”




  “I hope not,” he muttered.




  Jackie nodded in agreement. “Now for my fine surprise,” she went on. “One tiny portion of the sky is off-limits. Did you know that? The Powers-That-Be have rules. Nobody but

  them can look along one exceptionally narrow line. And we didn’t look, at least not intentionally. Except there was an accident last week, and supposedly nothing was seen and of course we

  recorded nothing. But I thought you’d appreciate a glimpse of what nothing looks like, provided you keep this in a very safe place.”




  Against the stars, a tiny glow was visible – like a comet, but burning hotter than the surface of any sun.




  “It’s Hektor,” Jackie reported. “Dr. McKall is still out there, still charging forward. Another ten thousand years, and your old colleague will finally get where

  he’s going.”




  Simon was discussing salt contents with an irritable sensor on the far side of the moon, and then his home-mind interrupted. “There has been an incident,” it

  reported. “On earth, and specifically, on the campus — ”




  “Jackie?”




  “I know nothing about her,” the voice admitted. “Stanford and the surrounding area are temporarily out of reach. A riot is in progress. There’s still a good deal of

  fighting. I can’t offer useful insights.”




  “A riot?” he asked incredulously.




  “Yes.”




  “But why?”




  “There was a story, only a rumor.” The mind was designed to show sorrow, but in tidy amounts. And no outrage, which was why it stated flatly, “According to the rumor, the

  Stanford community was holding back foodstuffs, and approximately one million citizens organized a flash-protest that mutated into violence, and the civil authorities reacted with perhaps too much

  force — ”




  “What about Jackie?”




  “I have lists of the dead and injured, sir. The tallies are being constantly updated. Eighty-three are confirmed dead, with perhaps another hundred to be found. But I will tell you when I

  find her, wherever I find her.”




  Simon refused to worry. The odds of disaster falling on one eager graduate student were remote. Tens of thousands attended that big old school, and no, letting his mind turn crazy was a waste of

  time. That was the conviction that he managed to hold on to for eight minutes of determined, rapidly forgotten work. Then he cut off the sensor in mid-sentence, and to his house he said, “Any

  word, contact me.”




  “Of course, sir.”




  His home – Jackie’s home, and his – was the only building on a tiny green island of buoyant coral floating on the moon’s surface. What seemed critical at that moment was

  to escape, separating himself from whatever reminded him of her. Alone, he jetted above the oil-restrained surface of the sea, scaring up birds and rainbow bats. Then he docked at a web-tower and

  boarded an elevator that quietly asked for a destination.




  “Up,” he snapped. “Just up.”




  The Iapetus roof was much more elaborate than those covering the inner worlds. It was blacker than any space, and it was dense and durable, and if civilization vanished today, it would likely

  survive intact until the sun was a cooling white ember. That durability was essential. Simon rode the elevator past the final ceiling, emerging on the moon’s night side but with dawn slowly

  approaching. He stopped the elevator before it reached the overhead port. Then he gazed at the sun’s emergence – a tiny fierce fleck of nuclear fire that was dwarfed by a thousand

  lasers pointed at this one modest moon of Saturn.




  A coalition of ice-belt nations had joined forces. Mercury, long considered too expensive to terraform, had been purchased and partly destroyed, doctored rock and iron fashioned into a fleet of

  enormous orbiting solar collectors that collected energy that was pumped into beams of light that could have destroyed ships and cities and even whole worlds. Could but never would, what with their

  elaborate programming and too many safeguards to count. But it was the sun’s focused power that slammed into the tough black conservatory, and it was the conservatory that captured and

  channeled this resource into the artificial suns that made Iapetus glow to its core. This was a cheaper, sweeter solution than building and maintaining fleets of fusion reactors. Every photon was

  absorbed, and as a result, life had warm bright happy water – a place where he wanted to live forever.




  Jackie had always enjoyed this part of the ascent; that’s why Simon stopped here now. Stopped and waited, knowing that she was alive and well, but wasn’t it the right thing to do,

  worrying as he did?




  The situation on earth was always chaotic.




  He understood that Jackie had friends and colleagues to help before she could send word his way, and she might not be able to do that for a long time, considering the riot and the normal

  censorship demanded by the Powers-That-Be.




  No, he wasn’t sick with worry.




  Then the home-mind called out, “Sir.”




  Its voice was tinged with sorrow.




  More than anything else, what surprised Simon was how quickly he severed all contact with the universe. Before another word was offered, his small sharp mind had made its decision and cut the

  channel to his home-mind, never bothering to tell him of its intentions.




  If Simon knew nothing, then Jackie was alive; and that would remain true for as long as he could endure the cold boundless space about him and the sound of his breathing coming again and again

  in deep, useless gasps.




  Makemake




  “Sir, please. Please. What generosity may I offer you? I have marvelous teas, strong and sweet, or weak and sublime.”




  “Something sublime.”




  “And once again, sir, I apologize for any intrusion. For your time and sacrifices, I will be eternally grateful.”




  Simon nodded and smiled blandly, asking nothing of his host. The Suricata were bright social entities famous for rituals and reflexive politeness. Answers would come soon enough, and knowing

  these people, he was certain that he wouldn’t much like what he was about to learn.




  The tea was served cold in tiny ceremonial bowls.




  “You continue to do marvelous work for us, sir.”




  “And I hear praising words about you,” Simon replied. “Wiser minds than me say that our mob has never enjoyed a more efficient or responsible security chief.”




  The narrow face seemed pleased. But the chief’s four hands gripped his bowl too firmly, long black nails scrapping against the white bone china.




  Simon finished his drink and set it aside.




  The chief did the same, and then with a portentous tone said, “Perhaps you heard about the refugee transport that arrived yesterday. Of course you have, who hasn’t? Eleven hundred

  and nine survivors, each one a victim of this monstrous war, and all now quarantined at the usual site.”




  One hundred kilometers above their heads stood a roughly camouflaged, utterly filthy ice dome – the same jail-like dumping site where Simon had lived for his first three months after his

  arrival.




  “My problem,” the chief began. Then the bright black eyes smiled, and he said, “Our problem,” as a less than subtle reminder of everyone’s civic responsibilities.

  “More than one thousand sentient entities wish to find shelter with us, but before that can happen, we must learn everything about these individuals. The political climate might be improving,

  but tempers and grudges remain in full force. Our neutrality is maintained at a great cost — ”




  “Who is our problem?”




  Simon’s interruption pleased the chief. At least he sighed with what seemed like relief, watching a creature twice his size and older than anyone else on this world. “We have found a

  war criminal,” the chief admitted. “A much-sought individual, and I believe a colleague of yours from long ago. According to reliable accounts, she was complicit in the Martian

  genocide, a consultant in two slaughters on the earth, and her role in the Ganymede struggles has been rigorously documented.”




  “We’re discussing Naomi?”




  Embarrassed, the little face dipped until the rope-like body lay on the carpeted floor. “One of her names, yes. She attempted to hide her identity, but what was a clever and thorough

  disguise the day she left Titan has become old and obvious.” The Suricata were lovely creatures, their dense fur softer than sable, warming fats and fantastic metabolism keeping them

  comfortable inside their icy tunnels. The chief stood again, hands fidgeting with readers and switches while his tail made a quick gesture, alerting his guest to the importance of his next words.

  “We are quite certain. This is the infamous Naomi. We find ourselves holding perhaps the most notorious atums still at large.”




  “From the Blue Camp,” Simon added.




  Eight Camps exited at the war’s outset. Attrition and political necessities had shrunk the field to two Camps, and the Blue was officially extinct.




  Politely but firmly, the chief cautioned, “As far as the Kuiper neutrals are concerned, there are no Camps. There is us, and there is the War. At no time have we taken sides in this

  ridiculous conflict, which means that we must remain immune to favoritism and even the most tentative alliances.”




  In other words, to save their peace, they had to be ruthless.




  Simon nodded. “Why here?”




  “Excuse me, sir?”




  “I understand why Naomi would want to escape. Of course she’d try to flee. But the woman I knew had a talent for guessing where the tunnel would turn next. Throwing everything into a

  long journey out to the edge of inhabited space . . . well, coming all of the way out to Makemake strikes me as desperate, at best. And at worst, suspicious.”




  An unwelcome question had been asked. The chief responded by invoking his rank, stiffening his tail while the hands became fists. “Desperation is the perfectly normal response now. Sir.

  You don’t see the intelligence reports that I am forced to endure. You don’t study the elaborate simulations and their predictions for continuing troubles. At least ninety percent of

  the solar system’s population has been extinguished. At least. Worlds have been ruined, fortunes erased, but sitting inside this careful peace of ours, you cannot appreciate how miserable and

  frantic and sick these minds are . . . those tortured few who have managed to survive until this moment.”




  Charitably, Simon said, “I agree. I don’t know how it would feel.”




  The chief sighed. Regretting the present tone, he admitted, “I have nothing but respect for you, sir. Respect wrapped around thanks. What would we have done without your talents? What if

  you had found your way to another Kuiper world . . . to Varuna, perhaps? Today they would have a great atum working miracles with limited resources, and we would have to turn aside every soul for

  lack of room and food and precious air?”




  Varuna had been a disaster – too many refugees overtaxing the barely-begun terraforming work. But Makemake, and Suricata society in particular, had endured this nightmare rather well.

  Simon knew this game. With feigned conviction, he said, “You would have done fine without me. You are a marvelous and endlessly inventive people.”




  His host smiled too long.




  “May I ask another question?”




  “Yes, sir,” said the security chief.




  “Why am I here? You’ve identified your prisoner. And since I haven’t seen her for at least eight hundred years — ”




  “Nine hundred and five Martian years,” the chief interjected.




  “I don’t see any role for me to play.” Simon stroked the small gray beard that covered half of his thoroughly human face. “Unless of course you want my testimony at the

  trial.”




  “No,” the chief blurted.




  Simon waited, his patience fraying.




  “The trial was concluded several hours ago. The judges have announced the sentence. Nothing remains now but the execution of the prisoner.”




  “Ah.” Simon nodded. “You brought me here as a courtesy?”




  The black eyes gazed at him, hoping to say nothing more.




  But despite many decades of living among these souls, the atum couldn’t quite piece together the clues. What would have been obvious to any native citizen of this cold, isolated world was

  invisible to him. Finally, with honest confusion, Simon confessed, “I don’t know what you want.”




  “It is what the prisoner wants.”




  “Which is?”




  “Naomi has memorized our laws,” the chief confessed. “And she somehow learned that you were living here.”




  The atum began to feel ill.




  “She has invoked a little-used code, naming her executioner.”




  “I won’t,” said Simon.




  But the Suricata was a deeply social species. Choice did not exist in their civil code. Duty to their city and their world was seamless. And no less could be expected from those who came to live

  in their cathedrals of ice and bright air.




  “If you refuse this honor,” the chief said flatly, “then we will be forced to begin banishment procedures.”




  Simon took a moment to let the possibilities eat at him.




  “She wants me to kill her,” he muttered quietly.




  “To my mind,” the chief replied stiffly, “the woman is already dead. With this gesture, you will be completing the act.”




  In a multitude of places, including inside at least one atum’s mind, there were precise and effective plans for the transformation of this little world. Makemake was

  named for a Polynesian god of creation. Specifically, for a deity worshipped by the isolated citizens of Easter Island, which as land-masses went, was arguably the most remote portion of the earth

  colonized by the first human species. If the war hadn’t erupted during the last century, Makemake’s transformation would have begun. A dozen artificial suns were delivered while Mars

  was dying again. They were in orbit, patiently waiting orders to ignite. This early step could easily be taken: Turning methane snows into a thin atmosphere clinging to a body barely half the size

  of Pluto. But even that modest step brought danger. Why make yourself a prize to distant but vicious enemies? Eight decades of unmatched struggle had ravaged richer worlds, and if not for the thin

  traffic of refugees that still managed to limp their way out into this cold, lightless realm, there wouldn’t be any traffic whatsoever.




  The ranking atum thought about these weighty matters, and he considered his own enormous luck – not just to survive the War, but to then discover a life that gave him authority and

  privilege beyond any that he’d ever known.




  Simon usually took pleasure from his walks on the surface. There was majesty to this realm of cold and barren ice. The black sky was unmarred by clever lights and ship traffic, giving it an

  enduring appeal. The glimmers and flashes of great weapons weren’t visible any longer. Neither surviving Camp was able to marshal those kinds of monstrosities today. Which was why the

  determined mind could forget, looking at the ember that was the sun and seeing nothing else but the faint dot that was Jupiter, believing any story but the miserable one where almost every life was

  destroyed, and every world, including the earth, was at the best only barely, painfully habitable.




  “What are you doing?” asked a sharp, impatient voice.




  “As little as I can,” he admitted to his companion.




  “Focus,” she implored.




  “I should.”




  “You haven’t changed at all, have you, Simon? You still can’t make yourself do the distasteful work.”




  “That’s my finest flaw,” he replied.




  The humor was ignored, such as it was. Her own focus was relentless, her shrewdness undiminished, and as always, Naomi had her sights locked on some self-important goal. Stopping abruptly, she

  told him, “I didn’t select you just because we were once friends and colleagues. No, Simon. I picked you because you are perhaps the most consistent creature that I’ve ever

  known.”




  “What do you want, Naomi?”




  “Not yet,” she teased. Then she began to walk again, marching vigorously toward the small, undistinguished crater where for years now prisoners like her had been executed.




  Naomi and Simon were the same size, give or take a few grams. But in a calculated bid to ingratiate herself with her now-defeated Camp, she long ago surrendered every hint of her human form. The

  woman resembled a scorpion, complete with the jointed limbs and an elaborate, supremely graceful tail folded up beneath her lifesuit. Her carapace was designed to withstand a hard vacuum, but not

  the cold. Her suit was heated, and a simple recyke system kept her green blood fully oxygenated. Disable either, and she would die slowly and without fuss. The chief and various experts had advised

  Simon to cripple both systems and hasten the act. But ice crystals and suffocation were astonishingly violent acts, if only at the cellular level. Simon held his own opinions about how to commit

  murder, and much as he hated this wicked business, he would carry out the execution however he damn well pleased.




  Seemingly without fear, the scorpion scuttled across the ice.




  Ignorant eyes might imagine Simon as the doomed soul. And indeed, many eyes were watching their approach. Cameras supplied by both Camps had been unpacked and activated for this singular

  occasion. The machines were witnesses, hardened links and a multitude of security safeguards linking them to the solar system. In principle, nobody could be fooled by what happened next, unless

  what they wanted was to be fooled.




  Simon took longer strides, catching the prisoner just short of the crater wall.




  And Naomi slowed abruptly, her adrenalin or its equivalent suddenly failing her. Eerily human eyes glanced up at Simon, and on their private channel, she said, “I’ve always liked

  you.”




  He was startled but careful not to show it.




  “I know how that sounds, and I know you don’t believe me. But from the first time we met, I have held the greatest respect for your abilities.”




  “Where was that?” he asked.




  “The first time?”




  “I’m old,” he admitted. “Remind me.”




  She didn’t simply mention about Venus. With astonished detail, Naomi described a dry meeting between members of an air-plankton team – the kind of routine nonevent that Simon would

  forget in a week, at most. “You made skeptical comments about our work. Perceptive, illuminating comments, when you look back at the moment now.”




  “That impressed you?”




  “In a peculiar fashion, you seemed more secure than the rest of us. More honest, less willing to compromise yourself with the politics.”




  He shrugged, saying nothing.




  “I’m sure you took notice: I was a flirt and shameless when it came to working the rooms. And I don’t think that ten Simons would have held as much ambition as I carried around

  in those times.”




  “Probably not,” he conceded.




  “Did you ever want to sleep with me?”




  “No,” he lied.




  But she didn’t seem to care, eyes closing while the hard face nodded wistfully. “If I’d paid attention to you . . . if I had let myself learn from you . . . my life would have

  turned out quite a bit better, I think.”




  It might have been a different life, or perhaps not. Simon realized long ago that no matter how creative or well informed the soul might be, there was no way to see the future that rose even

  from the wisest of decisions: Ignorance as epiphany, and with that, freedom from regret.




  They reached the lip of the crater together – two tiny entities on the brink of a neat flat-bottomed bowl. Suddenly he was in the lead, his pseudo-adrenalin rising out of a gland that was

  among his youngest. With a dry, tight voice, he said, “You named me. You claim that there’s a reason. And if you don’t tell me why, I’ll be happy.”




  “But I have to tell you,” Naomi replied.




  “I can’t help you,” he warned. “Maybe you think that I’ve got power here, but I don’t. Or that I’m not strong enough to do this, and I’ll lose my

  will, and then the Suricata would give up trying to punish you — ”




  “I don’t expect your help or your weakness,” she interrupted. “You are a soft-hearted creature. But that isn’t why I selected you.”




  “Soft-hearted,” he heard, and the image mysteriously gnawed at him.




  Naomi continued, saying, “The two of us, Simon . . . we atums have seen a great deal during our extraordinary careers.”




  He took a long bounce, ending up on a flat stretch of rock-hard water ice. “I suppose we have, yes.”




  “My career,” she began.




  He forced himself to slow, glancing up at the cameras hovering against the eternal night sky.




  “Being an atum is a blessing, and I feel blessed. I know how it looks now, the insanity that drove us into the Camps. Using our knowledge about building worlds to kill the worlds instead.

  But think of the history that these eyes have witnessed. The geniuses that I’ve known and our important work, and the foolish tragedies too . . . everything that comes with remolding and

  giving life to dozens and hundreds of worlds, little and great . . .”




  “What is it, Naomi?”




  “I kept a diary,” she muttered.




  “Many do.”




  “But my diary is far more complete than the others,” she maintained. “From the first entry, I’ve used only the best methods, the most thorough tricks. This isn’t

  just text and images, Simon. I underwent scans of my mind, uploaded memories, censoring nothing. Nothing. And then I employed a military-grade AI to act as an overseer and voice. This is my life,

  the splendid as well as the awful, and I don’t think any citizen in any venue has ever achieved the scale that I’ve managed.”




  “And my role?”




  “I’ll tell you where I hid it,” she admitted. “You’re good and decent, Simon, and you can appreciate the value of this kind of testimony. Ten thousand years from

  today, won’t the citizens be hungry to understand the people who shaped their history – those who first colonized the solar system?”




  He glanced up at the sun and that feeble band of dust riding on the ecliptic, much of it created by explosions and obliterating impacts. “You’re certain there’s going to be an

  audience then?”




  “We’ve made our mistakes,” she conceded. “But this war will end. And shouldn’t we give our descendants every lesson possible? ‘Don’t do as we

  did,’ we will tell them.”




  “I did nothing too terrible,” he maintained.




  Suddenly Naomi ran short of praise for her executioner. With her voice breaking, she pointed out, “No, you’re just as guilty as me, Simon.”




  “Despite my good opinions,” he countered.




  “A billion clever insights accomplish nothing, if the voice that mutters them isn’t compelling enough to change one action.”




  They were near the crater’s center, the execution ground defined by a neat black circle as well as pits made by the blasts of weapons and warm bodies rapidly growing cold. Reach that line,

  and their private line would fail. Only an unsecured public line would allow them to speak to one another. Simon felt his face filling with blood – the blush marking just a portion of his

  deep, conflicted feelings. He tried to keep his voice under control, but each word came out hard and tense. “It’s time, Naomi. I’m going to stop your oxygen and heater now, and we

  can walk the rest of the way together.”




  “My diary?”




  He didn’t answer. “Your carapace is a fine insulator,” he said. “And if I’m right, we’ll have several minutes before you spend your last breaths.”




  “But you will rescue my diary, won’t you? I tell you where it is, and you can use it however you want. As a historical record, if you want — ”




  “And only for that reason,” he muttered.




  Emotions made her shiver, but she acted satisfied. One conspirator to another, she said, “I did genuinely like you, Simon.”




  He touched the controls on her back, powering down both systems.




  “And you’re a familiar presence,” she conceded. “If a person has to die this way, don’t you think she should be with a friend?”




  “I’m not your friend, Naomi.”




  She didn’t speak.




  Oxygen had stopped entering her blood, and in the next moment, the bitter chill of Makemake began to creep inside her. “I don’t know if I can make it to the circle.”




  “You can.”




  “Just say that you’re my friend,” she begged. “Please. I don’t want it to end this way.”




  From the satchel on his hip, Simon pulled out a small railgun, and he aimed and fired a slug of iron-clad stone into the scorpion’s brain. Naomi stiffened, and a moment later, collapsed.

  He grabbed a front leg and dragged her across the neat black line, then backed away to allow the cameras to descend and investigate the body with a full array of sophisticated tools. Breathing

  hard, he looked at the corpse, and with a steady voice he pointed out, “You helped murder hundreds of billions. And until today, you didn’t throw two nice words my way. And I’ll

  be damned if I’m going to help your beloved memories have any life beyond today.”




  “Thank you,” the chief said.




  He gave his thanks once and then again, and then twice more, with even greater feeling.




  Then with an air of concern, the chief continued. “This must have been hard on you. Regardless what she was and how much she deserved her fate — ”




  “It was difficult,” Simon conceded.




  The little creature seemed giddy with compassion. “This won’t happen again. I promise.”




  “But I’m here if you need me,” Simon replied.




  A dark, dark joke.




  The chief nodded warily.




  “She brought it with her. Didn’t she?”




  The chief hesitated. “Brought what?”




  “Her diary. The AI with its attached memories. Naomi came here with the hope of using it as a bribe, hoping to manage a better deal for herself.” Until Simon said the words, he

  didn’t believe it was true, but then they were drifting in the air and he believed nothing else.




  The chief suddenly had no voice.




  “And I’m guessing that one of you two brought me into this scheme. She would tell me that the fabled diary was somewhere else, somewhere hard to reach, throwing the scent far from

  Makemake. Naomi must have told others about her self-recording project, not to mention leaving an ether-trail from the hospitals and various specialists brought into the project. But if I thought I

  had this special knowledge, and if I acted according to my good noble instincts . . . well, I can see how this would have distracted a few players while you happily sat on the prize.”




  “But why would I care?” the little man managed.




  “Because Naomi had a wealth of experience, and that’s the part of her estate you wanted. Her expertise. Once this war is finished, Makemake will be able to reinvent itself, and

  prosperity is going to come easier when you enjoy the free and easy guidance of a highly accomplished atum.”




  “Naomi’s dead,” the chief offered, in his own defense.




  “She is. And she isn’t. No, in her peculiar mind, I think the creature held a different interpretation of events.” Simon shrugged, the last traces of anger washing out of him.

  “I saw a small useless death on the ice, while she saw life inside a new mechanical mind. When you’re as greedy as Naomi, it’s amazing what you can convince yourself of . . . and

  who knows, maybe that old lady has a point in all of this . . . ?”




  Earth




  The purpose of the visit was to meet the next generation of atums, in classes and privately, assessing the strengths as well as the inevitable weaknesses of these graduates

  before they were scattered across the Unified System. But several grateful university officials came to the chief atum, begging for a public event that would earn notice and praise, both for them

  and their ancient institution. Simon agreed reluctantly. He would give a speech, stipulating only that his audience was kept small – a diverse assortment of students and faculty assembled in

  some minor lecture hall. He understood that any public event by someone of his rank would attract attention. What he wanted to escape were situations where multitudes of eager, ill-prepared souls

  would cling to every word, unable to tell the off-hand remark from rigid matters of policy. But his request, harmless and rational to his mind, led first to strict quotas, and when the demand

  proved too enormous, a lottery system where tickets were awarded and sometimes sold for fantastic sums – all for the honor of cramming inside a long hot room with forty thousand equally

  enthralled bodies, every eye and a few secret cameras staring at a figure as old as terraforming, or nearly so.




  In appearance, Simon had remained stubbornly, endearingly human. Pieces of him were still physically tied to the young Martian, though those archaic tissues consisted only of a few cells

  scattered through crystalline overlaps, metabolic engines, and bundles of smart-light and nulls and voids. His face and body remained tall, but only in contrast to the entities gathered about him.

  He began with a bright smile and a voice crafted to come across as warm and comforting to the average citizen, thanking everyone for surrendering a portion of his busy day to listen to an old

  fellow rattle on. Then he told a story from his childhood, describing in detail how his father once handed him a nano-bomb seed – one of the old marvels intended to transform Mars from a

  wasteland to a paradise. “I didn’t understand the significance of that crude tool,” he confessed. “But I held the miraculous seed in both hands, believing that in my brief

  life, this was the most important object that I had ever touched. Yet at the same moment, I was stubbornly ignoring my own soggy brain. And everyone else’s too. But minds are the only marvels

  worthy of our lasting respect, and I can only wish that each of us holds that truth close to us as we pass through our future days.”




  Simon was smaller than his original hands had been, smaller than that early seed. But by the same token, he was larger than the rock and iron ball that was Mars. Like any modern mind, a good

  portion of his intelligence – facts and language, customs and a multitude of instincts – were held in the earth’s community mind. He remained a unique citizen, endowed with his

  own personality and ancient, often quaint notions. But as long as citizens wished to stretch toward infinity, room was going to come at a premium. Carrying your life experience inside one isolated

  skull meant large, inefficient bodies needing room to live. And if those bodies achieved even modest reproductive rates, any world would be swamped in a day, and shortly after that, ten thousand

  worlds more.




  As Simon liked to do on these occasions, he reminded every ear that the duties of an atum, particularly one granted his terrifying station, was to help select a direction into the future, that

  determined line balanced between wild freedom and despotic rule. What kinds of biology would embrace each world; how many children would each of these rich lives be allowed; and under what terms

  and what punishments would the government hold each of its citizens accountable. Everyone understood the consequences of mistakes, but just to be certain, he mentioned the First War and the Purge

  that followed, then the subsequent Battle of the Kuipers and what was dubbed the Final Purge, as if that species of political madness had been wrung from civilization forever.




  “Nothing is forever,” he warned, “no matter if it’s an individual life or the one hundred billion year life of the smallest, reddest sun.” Then his voice grew in

  depth and power, taking the sleepiest in the audience by surprise. “Change is inevitable,” he promised, “but little else about the coming forever is certain. I would imagine that

  everyone here holds that noble wish that intelligent life will prosper in the universe, spreading to other suns and eventually to all the ends of the Milky Way. But that remains far from certain.

  In our ongoing studies of the sky, we have observed what has to be considered a paucity of intelligence. Today, those civilizations nearest to humanity are just beginning to hear the earth’s

  original transmissions, radio and radar whispers barely hinting at everything that has happened since, and it is presumed that in another several thousand years, a slow rich conversation will

  commence. Or our neighbors will respond to our presence with the most perfect, telling silence. The fertile imagination easily conceives wonders as well as horrors coming from this unborn history.

  But this man before you, this atum, believes that the real gift of the Others will be to suggest to us the richest, most stable answers to the eternal questions of life and living well in a

  universe that holds minds such as ours in such very low esteem.”




  Tradition dictated that the chief atum had to make his or her residence on the earth, but since Simon had no role in maintaining the biosphere, he was free to live where he

  wished. He earned a few grumbles when he requested a modest structure erected on top of the newest conservatory – little more than one dome and various substructures meant to house assistants

  and the usual secure machinery demanded by his office. Some complained that the new chief didn’t trust the good work being done by the local atums. Why else would he perched himself in the

  vacuum, his feet standing on top of one hundred trillion heads? But explanations did no good with those people. He spoke a few times about his love for space and the illusion of solitude, but after

  that, he gave up offering reasons. For as long as he held this post, enemies would find reasons to distrust him, and as long as his antagonists thought in small terms, he would be safe wherever he

  chose to live, right up until the day that this office was lost to him.




  “I have an errand for you,” Simon told his favorite lieutenant. “A mission of some importance, and I wouldn’t trust anyone else with it.”




  The creature turned vivid blue, and twenty limbs shook from the apparent compliment. Then a soft clear voice said, “Sir,” and then, “I am honored,” before asking,

  “What is my mission?”




  With a thought, Simon delivered a set of encrypted files and the necessary keys, plus a few helpful suggestions. Then he waited while the files’ headings were studied. The assistant had a

  quick mind; it took only a moment for the limbs to stiffen, fear turning the body into a dark, despairing violet.




  “Sir,” the voice began.




  “What have you found there?” Simon kidded.




  “I didn’t know about these matters.”




  “You didn’t, did you?” The atum nodded agreeably. “That’s what you should mention when you act on your knowledge.”
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