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Summation: 2014

It was a relatively quiet year in the SF publishing world. The big story, rumbling in the background throughout most of the year, was the battle between online retailer Amazon and publisher Hachette Book Group over the pricing of e-books, which got very public and very nasty, and drew authors and author organizations into it on one side or the other before the dispute was finally settled on November 13. Amazon also finally settled similar disputes with publishers Macmillan and Simon & Schuster.

Digital books, e-books, and physical print books continued to coexist, without either driving the other out of the marketplace, as some commentators have been predicting either gloomily or gleefully (depending on what side they were on; some digital enthusiasts have seemed downright happy about the idea that e-books were going to drive print books into extinction) for several years now. Instead, some kind of equilibrium seems to be being reached, with many readers buying both e-books and print books, choosing one format or the other to purchase depending on their needs and the circumstances; some readers even buy both e-book and print editions of the same title, something that almost nobody saw coming. Nor have online sellers like Amazon driven physical brick-and-mortar bookstores out of existence, another frequently heard prophecy during the last few years—a study released by Nielsen Market Research indicates that most books are still purchased in physical stores, especially chain stores, with online retailers accounting for just 41 percent of all new book sales. Physical brick-and-mortar bookstores also remain an important part of the process whereby readers discover new titles they’d like to purchase, with 12 percent of buyers surveyed saying that they learned about particular titles from seeing bookstore displays (another 10 percent heard about books via word of mouth, while 8 percent found books by browsing online).

Mass-market paperbacks were the sector hardest hit by the advent of e-books, but even they haven’t been driven into extinction; although sales of mass-market paperbacks dropped by more than 50 percent from 2010 to 2013, the decline slowed to only 11 percent from 2013 to 2014, with sales actually remaining flat in some week-to-week comparisons, so it looks as if the mass-market sector is stabilizing, and probably will not be driven off the shelves, as some feared it would be. There are still plenty of people who prefer the inexpensive, easy-to-carry format, especially those who don’t read e-books.

Although nobody can deny that ebooks have become an important part of the market, and will remain so, print isn’t dead yet—nor is it likely to die, in my opinion.

Perhaps the most encouraging news of the year comes from a new Pew survey which shows that Americans in the sixteen to twenty-nine age group are reading more than older Americans. The report reveals that 88 percent of Americans under thirty read at least one book in the past year, compared to 79 percent for those over thirty. Younger teens read the most, with 46 percent of those aged sixteen to seventeen reporting that they read books (in both print and digital formats) on a daily basis. Compared to 40 percent of readers above age thirty, 43 percent of those eighteen to nineteen report reading books daily.

No information is available for non-Americans, but I’m willing to bet that those results are duplicated if not surpassed in many if not most other countries. So it turns out that the prophecy that the Internet was going to destroy literacy and the assertion that kids aren’t interested in reading anymore has been pretty much disproved as well (although the immense sales of the Harry Potter books should have disproved it a long time ago); if anything, widespread use of the Internet and easy availability of books (in all formats) in places where they were hard to find before seems to have increased literacy, and it looks like more people of all ages are reading more than they ever have before. That can only be hopeful news for those of us who work in the literary world, or for anybody who loves books and reading, for that matter.

In other news: Tor Books formed new SF imprint Tor.com, with Lee Harris, former editor of Angry Robot, as senior editor, Fritz Foy as publisher, and Irene Gallo as associate publisher. Simon & Schuster started a new SF imprint, Saga Press. Parent company Osprey Publishing Group discontinued YA imprint Strange Chemistry and crime-mystery imprint Exhibit A, and then sold SF imprint Angry Robot to American entrepreneur Etan Ilfeld. HarperCollins bought romance imprint Harlequin. Hodder & Stoughton bought Quercus, the independent UK publisher that includes SF/fantasy imprint Jo Fletcher Books. Open Road Integrated Media acquired e-publisher E-Reads. Lou Anders stepped down as editorial director and art director of Pyr, being replaced by Rene Sears. Paul Stevens left Tor and joined Quirk Books as an acquisitions editor. Gillian Redfearn was promoted to publishing director of Gollancz, with Jon Wood becoming managing director as well as Orion Group publisher. Sarah Shumway joined Bloomsbury Children’s Books as a senior editor. Jonathan Jao joined HarperCollins as vice-president and executive editor. Michael P. Huseby was named chief executive officer of Barnes & Noble, Inc. Vanessa Mobley was made executive editor at Little, Brown. Suzanne Donahue left her position as vice-president and associate publisher at Simon & Schuster.

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

Asimov’s Science Fiction had a somewhat weaker year than it had the year before, but still published good work by Allen M. Steele, Karl Bunker, Robert Reed, James Patrick Kelly, Derek Kunsken, Gord Sellar, Kara Dalkey, Jay O’Connell, Tim Sullivan, and others. As usual, their SF was considerably stronger than their fantasy, the reverse of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. Asimov’s Science Fiction registered a 12.5 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 20, 282 from 2013’s 23,192. Subscriptions were 17,987, down from 20,327; of that total, 9,347 were print subscriptions, while 8,640 were digital subscriptions, almost half the total, which shows how important digital subscriptions have become to these magazines. Newsstand sales were down to 2,295 copies from 2013’s 2,385. Sell-through fell from 39 percent to 35 percent. Sheila Williams completed her eleventh year as Asimov’s editor.

Analog Science Fiction and Fact had good work (and some of it somewhat atypical stuff for Analog; it’s encouraging to see new editor Trevor Quachri being bold enough to set his stamp on a long-running magazine). Lavie Tidhar, Timons Esaias, Michael F. Flynn, Alec Nevala-Lee, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Tony Ballantyne, Ken Liu, Craig DeLancey, C. W. Johnson, David D. Levine, and others all published good work. Analog registered a 9.3 percent loss in overall circulation, down to 24,709 from 2013’s 27,248. There were 21,456 subscriptions, down slightly from 2013’s 23,630; of this total, 15,282 were print subscriptions, while 6,174 were digital subscriptions. Newsstand sales were up slightly to 3,253 from 2013’s 3,235. Sell-through held steady at 41 percent. New editor Trevor Quachri completed his first full year as editor and 2014 marked the magazine’s eighty-fourth anniversary.

Once again, The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction was almost exactly the reverse of Asimov’s, with the fantasy published there being stronger than the science fiction—which there wasn’t a lot of this year. F&SF also had a weaker year than last year, but still published good work by Jérôme Cigut, Pavel Amnuel, Matthew Hughes, Robert Reed, Alaya Dawn Johnson, Paul M. Berger, Alex Irvine, Sandra McDonald, and others. F&SF registered a welcome 10.3 rise in overall circulation from 10,678 to 11,910. Subscriptions rose from 7,762 to 8,994; digital sales figures were not available. Newsstand sales stayed steady at 2,916. Sell-through rose from 23 percent to 28 percent. Gordon Van Gelder was in his eighteenth year as editor, and fourteenth year as owner and publisher in 2014. In early 2015, it was announced that writer Charles Coleman Finlay was taking over as F&SF’s active acquisitions editor, starting with the March/April 2015 issue. Van Gelder remains as publisher.

Interzone is technically not a “professional magazine,” by the definition of the Science Fiction Writers of America (SFWA), because of its low rates and circulation, but the literary quality of the work published there is so high that it would be ludicrous to omit it. Interzone was also a bit weaker this year than last year, but still published good work by D. J. Cockburn, Malcolm Devlin, James Van Pelt, Karl Bunker, John Grant, Suzanne Palmer, Gareth L. Powell, and others. Exact circulation figures are not available, but is guessed to be in the 2,000 copy range. TTA Press, Interzone’s publisher, also publishes straight horror or dark suspense magazine Black Static, which is beyond our purview here, but of a similar level of professional quality. Interzone and Black Static changed to a smaller trim size in 2011, but maintained their slick look, switching from the old 7 ¾”-by-10 ¾” saddle-stitched semigloss color cover sixty-four-page format to a 6 ½”-by-9 ¼” perfect-bound glossy color cover ninety-six-page format. The editors include publisher Andy Cox and Andrew Hedgecock.

If you’d like to see lots of good SF and fantasy published every year, the survival of these magazines is essential, and one important way that you can help them survive is by subscribing to them. It’s never been easier to do so, something that these days can be done with just the click of a few buttons, nor has it ever before been possible to subscribe to the magazines in as many different formats, from the traditional print copy arriving by mail to downloads for your desktop or laptop available from places like Amazon, 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, N.Y., 10007-2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the U.S., $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, N.Y., 10007-2352—$34.97 for annual subscription in the U.S., $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 U.S, $44.97 overseas. Interzone and Black Static can be subscribed to online at www.ttapress.com/onlinestore1.html; the subscription address for both is TTA Press, 5 Martins Lane, Witcham, Ely, Cambs CB6 2LB, England, UK, 42.00 Pounds Sterling each for a twelve-issue subscription, or there is a reduced rate dual subscription offer of 78.00 Pounds Sterling for both magazines for twelve issues; make checks payable to “TTA Press.”

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

 

There’s not a whole lot left of the print semiprozine market, although it may be a good sign that hopeful newcomers continue to appear.

One of these hopeful newcomers is a new SF magazine (available both in electronic formats and print copies), Galaxy’s Edge (www.galaxysedge.com), edited by Mike Resnick, which launched in 2013 and completed its first full year of publication in 2014. So far, the reprints, by people such as Nancy Kress, Michael Swanwick, Robert Silverberg, Kij Johnson, and Kristine Kathryn Rusch, of which there are four in every issue, have been stronger than the original stories, but there has been interesting work by Tobias S. Buckell, Lisa Tang Liu and Ken Liu, Brad R. Torgersen, Tina Gower, Lou J. Berger, and others. 

Most of the older print semiprozines had trouble bringing out their scheduled issues, a common problem in that market. The Canadian On Spec, the longest-running of all the print fiction semiprozines, which is edited by a collective under general editor Diane L. Walton, only brought out three out of four published issues, and is reported to be thinking of switching to a digital online format. Another collective-run SF magazine with a rotating editorial staff, Australia’s Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, managed only two issues this year. There were two issues of Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet, the long-running slipstream magazine edited by Kelly Link and Gavin Grant, in 2014, and two of Ireland’s long-running Albedo One. Space and Time Magazine managed three issues, and Flytrap and Neo-opsis managed one. We didn’t see an issue of the small British SF magazine Jupiter this year. Tales of the Talisman is going “on hiatus,” as are Science Fiction Trails and Steampunk Trails. Shimmer has transitioned to an online digital format, and long-running Australian semiprozine Aurealis has transitioned to a downloadable format. I saw nothing from the revamped version of Weird Tales this year, and suspect that it has died. Bull Spec has transitioned to digital format, and is no longer publishing fiction.

Most of the stuff published in the surviving print semiprozines this year was relatively minor, with better work appearing in the online magazines (see below).

With the departure of The New York Review of Science Fiction to the electronic world in mid-2012, there’s really little left of popular print critical magazine market, except for the venerable newszine Locus: The Magazine of the Science Fiction & Fantasy Field, now in its forty-eighth year of publication. A multiple Hugo winner, for decades an indispensible source of news, information, and reviews, Locus survived the death of founder, publisher, and longtime editor Charles N. Brown and has continued strongly and successfully under the guidance of a staff of editors headed by Liza Groen Trombi, and including Kirsten Gong-Wong, Carolyn Cushman, Tim Pratt, Jonathan Strahan, Francesca Myman, Heather Shaw, and many others.

One of the few other remaining popular critical print magazines is newcomer The Cascadia Subduction Zone: A Literary Quarterly, edited by L. Timmel Duchamp and Nisi Shawl, a new feminist print magazine of reviews and critical essays, which published four issues in 2014. The most accessible of the other surviving print critical magazines—most of which are professional journals more aimed at academics than at the average reader—is probably the long-running British critical zine Foundation.

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

 

The world of online-only electronic magazines now rivals the traditional print market as a place to find good new fiction—in fact, this year, your chances of finding good stories were probably a bit higher in the e-zine market than in the print market.

Subterranean Magazine (subterraneanpress.com), edited by William K. Schafer, is going out on a very strong year that featured good work by K. J. Parker, Rachel Swirsky, Chaz Brenchley, Caitlin R. Kiernan, Kat Howard, Eleanor Arnason, Ellen Klages, Karen Joy Fowler, and others. I regret Schafer’s decision to close up shop to concentrate on his Subterranean book line, as the loss of Subterranean Magazine leaves a real hole in the genre market—especially as it was one of the few online markets that was willing to publish novellas and long novelettes. (Oddly, since they don’t have the practical word-length limitations that affect print magazines, little is published in the majority of electronic magazines that isn’t short story length or shorter. In the whole rest of the market, only Tor.com and Beneath Ceaseless Skies will occasionally publish novellas.)

The electronic magazine Clarkesworld (www.clarkesworldmagazine.com), edited by Neil Clarke and Sean Wallace also had a good year, publishing strong work by Michael Swanwick, Ken Liu, Susan Palwick, Mary Anne Mohanraj, Robert Reed, An Owomoyela, James Patrick Kelly, and others. They also host monthly podcasts of stories drawn from each issue. Clarkesworld has won three Hugo Awards as Best Semiprozine. Last year, Clarkesworld coeditor Sean Wallace, along with Jack Fisher, launched a new online horror magazine, The Dark (thedarkmagazine.com).

Lightspeed (www.lightspeedmagazine.com), edited by John Joseph Adams, featured strong work by Carrie Vaughn, Matthew Hughes, Jessica Barber, Anaea Lay, Theodora Goss, Sunny Moraine, Sarah Pinsker, An Owomoyela, Rhonda Eikamp, Kris Millering, Linda Nagata, and others. Lightspeed won its first Hugo Award as Best Semiprozine this year. Late in 2013, a new electronic companion horror magazine, Nightmare (www.nightmare-magazine.com), also edited by John Joseph Adams, was added to the Lightspeed stable.

Tor.com (www.tor.com), edited by Patrick Nielsen Hayden and Liz Gorinsky, with additional material purchased by Ellen Datlow, Ann VanderMeer, and others, published some first-class work by Karl Schroeder, Peter Watts, Elizabeth Bear, Nicola Griffith, Jo Walton, Harry Turtledove, Bruce McAllister, Kathleen Ann Goonan, Veronica Schanoes, and others.

Strange Horizons (www.strangehorizons.com), the oldest continually running electronic genre magazine on the Internet, started in 2000, had a change of editorial staff this year. Longtime editors Jed Hartman and Susan Marie Groppi stepped down in 2013; the new editor-in-chief there is Niall Harrison, with Brit Mandelo, Julia Rios, and An Owomoyela as fiction editors. This year, they had strong work by Indrapramit Das, Marissa Lingen, Rich Larson, Ann Leckie, Sunny Moraine, Malcolm Cross, Alyssa Wong, Sarah Brooks, and others.

Longtime print semiprozine Electric Velocipede, edited by John Klima, which had transitioned to online-only format, finally gave up the ghost late in 2013. There is a retrospective anthology this year, drawn from work published in the magazine, The Best of Electric Velocipede (Fairwood Press).

Apex Magazine (www.apex-magazine.com) had good work by Rich Larson, Marissa Lingen, Seth Dickinson, Caroline M. Yoachim, Sunny Moraine, and others. Jason Sizemore is the new editor, replacing Sigrid Ellis, who took over from Lynne M. Thomas.

Abyss & Apex (www.abyssapexzine.com) ran interesting work by Rich Larson, Fran Wilde, John C. Wright, Rati Mehrotra, and others. New editor Carmelo Rafala stepped down to be replaced by the former longtime editor, Wendy S. Delmater, who returned to the helm.

An e-zine devoted to “literary adventure fantasy,” Beneath Ceaseless Skies (www.beneath-ceaseless-skies.com), edited by Scott H. Andrews, ran good stuff by K. J. Parker, Richard Parks, Aliette de Bodard, Gregory Norman Bossert, Gemma Files, M. Bennardo, and others.

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

The Australian popular-science magazine Cosmos (www.cosmosmagazine.com) is not an SF magazine per se, but for the last few years it has been running a story per issue (and also putting new fiction not published in the print magazine up on their Web site). They seem to have published less fiction this year than before, but good stuff by Ken Liu, Sean Williams, Greg Mellor, and others appeared there this year. The fiction editor is SF writer Cat Sparks.

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

Orson Scott Card’s Intergalactic Medicine Show (www.intergalacticmedicineshow.com), edited by Edmund R. Schubert under the direction of Card himself, ran interesting stuff from Alex Shvartsman, James Van Pelt, Bud Webster, Gareth D. Jones, and others.

SF/fantasy e-zine Daily Science Fiction (dailysciencefiction.com) publishes one new SF or fantasy story every single day for the entire year. Unsurprisingly, many of these were not really up to professional standards, but there were some good stories here and there by Ken Liu, Eric Brown, James Van Pelt, Edoardo Albert, Marissa Lingen, Kelly Jennings, M. Bennardo, Anatoly Belilovsky, and others. Editors there are Michele-Lee Barasso and Jonathan Laden.

GigaNotoSaurus (giganotosaurus.org), now edited by Rashida J. Smith, taking over from Ann Leckie, published one story a month by writers such as Patricia Russo,

A. C. Wise, Vanessa Fogg, Rachel Sobel, and others. An audacious newcomer is Uncanny (uncannymagazine.com), edited by Lynne M. Thomas and Michael Damian Thomas, which launched in late 2014 with good work by Christopher Barzak, Amelia Beamer, Ken Liu, and others. Other newcomers are Straeon 1 (www.rampantloonmedia.com), edited by M. David Blake, Terraform (motherboard.vice.com/terraform), edited by Claire Evans and Brian Merchant, Child of Words (www.bigpulp.com), edited by Bill Olver, and Omenana (omenana.com), edited by Chinelo Onwualu and Mazi Nwonwu, as well as relative newcomers Kaleidotrope (www.kaleidotrope.net), edited by Fred Coppersmith, which started in 2006 as a print semiprozine but transitioned to digital in 2012, Shimmer (www.shimmerzine.com), edited by Beth Wodzinski, which transitioned to digital format in 2014, and Crossed Genres (www.crossedgenres.com), edited by Bart R. Leib, Kay T. Holt, and Kelly Jennings.

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

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

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

The (sort of) relaunch of Amazing Stories (amazingstoriesmag.com), edited by Steve Davidson, seems to be mostly a multicontributor blog, publishing reviews, interviews, and essays, but fiction only occasionally.

Below this point, it becomes harder to find center-core SF, or even genre fantasy/horror, with most magazines featuring slipstream or literary surrealism instead. Such sites include Revolution SF (www.revolutionsf.com), Heliotrope (www.heliotropemag.com), Fireside Magazine (www.firesidefiction.com), edited by Brian White, Interfictions Online (interfictions.com), edited by Christopher Barzak and Meghan McCarron, and Michael Moorcock’s New Worlds (www.newworlds.co.uk), edited by Roger Gray.

But in addition to original work, there’s also a lot of good reprint SF and fantasy to be found on Internet. Sites where you can access formerly published stories for free include Strange Horizons, Tor.com, Clarkesworld, Lightspeed, Subterranean, Abyss & Apex, and most of the sites that are associated with existent print magazines, such as Asimov’s, Analog, and The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, make previously published fiction and nonfiction available for access on their sites as well, and also regularly run teaser excerpts from stories coming up in forthcoming issues. Hundreds of out-of-print titles, both genre and mainstream, are also available for free download from Project Gutenberg (www.gutenberg.org), and a large selection of novels and a few collections can also be accessed for free, to be either downloaded or read on-screen, at the Baen Free Library (www.baen.com/library). Sites such as Infinity Plus (www.infinityplus.co.uk) and The Infinite Matrix (www.infinitematrix.net) may have died as active sites, but their extensive archives of previously published material are still accessible (an extensive line of new Infinity Plus Books can also be ordered from the Infinity Plus site).

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

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

 

2014 wasn’t a really strong year for short fiction overall—although, as usual, so much of it is now published in so many different mediums, from print to electronic to audiobooks, that it wasn’t hard to find a lot of good material to read if you looked around for it a bit.

This year, the best short SF was probably to be found in the original SF anthologies, of which there were several good ones available in 2014. The best of these were probably Reach for Infinity (Solaris), edited by Jonathan Strahan—which featured strong work by Ian McDonald, Aliette de Bodard, Karl Schroeder, Ellen Klages, Alastair Reynolds, Pat Cadigan, and others—and Hieroglyph: Stories and Visions for a Better Future (Arizona State University), edited by Ed Finn and Kathryn Cramer, which featured first-rate stuff by Cory Doctorow, Vandana Singh, Elizabeth Bear, Geoffrey A. Landis, Kathleen Ann Goonan, and others; Hieroglyph also features nonfiction essays and commentary on the stories by the authors as well as the fiction, and links to places on the Center for Science and the Imagination Web site (csi.asu.edu) where you can read extended discussions of the subject matter of the stories (and evaluations of its feasibility) by SF writers, scientists, engineers, and futurologists.

A step down from the top two, but still loaded with good material, were Upgraded (Wyrm Publishing), a cyborg anthology edited by Neil Clarke, and Solaris Rising 3: The New Solaris Book of Science Fiction (Solaris), edited by Ian Whates. Upgraded featured good stories by Ken Liu, Peter Watts, Rich Larson, Elizabeth Bear, Greg Egan, and others, while Solaris Rising 3 had strong work by Aliette de Bodard, Adam Roberts, Gareth L. Powell, Chris Beckett, and others.

Coming in just under the top anthologies was Twelve Tomorrows (MIT Technology Review), edited by Bruce Sterling, which featured strong work by Lauren Beukes, Paul Graham Raven, William Gibson, Cory Doctorow, Pat Cadigan, Warren Ellis, and others.

Also worthwhile, although not as strong overall as the anthologies listed above, were Coming Soon Enough: Six Tales of Technology’s Future (IEEE Spectrum), an e-book anthology edited by Stephen Cass, which featured a strong story by Greg Egan; War Stories: New Military Science Fiction (Apex Publications), edited by Jaym Gates and Andrew Liptak, with good work by Ken Liu, Rich Larson, James L. Cambias, Linda Nagata, Yoon Ha Lee, Karin Lowachee, Keith Brooke, and others; The End Is Nigh (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform), the first in an anthology trilogy of apocalyptic stories edited by John Joseph Adams and Hugh Howey, with good work by Paolo Bacigalupi, Tananarive Due, Nancy Kress, Ken Liu, and others; The End Is Now (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform), again edited by John Joseph Adams and Hugh Howey, the sequel to The End Is Nigh, which also contains good work by Ken Liu, Tananarive Due, Nancy Kress, Elizabeth Bear, Sarah Langan, and others, although having the same authors do sequels to their stories in the previous volume may not have been the best idea, and produces a somewhat weaker book; and Carbide Tipped Pens: Seventeen Tales of Hard Science Fiction (Tor), edited by Ben Bova and Eric Choi, with good work by Aliette de Bodard, Jean-Louis Trudel, Gregory Benford, Robert Reed, Nancy Fulda, and others. Postscripts 32/33: Far Voyager (PS Publishing), edited by Nick Gevers, was not so much an SF anthology as a slipstream/fantasy/soft horror anthology with an occasional SF story in it, but they were good ones by Michael Swanwick, Ian Sales, Robert Reed, and others, with good non-SF work by Richard Calder, Paul Park, Andrew Hook, Angela Slatter, and others. Paradox: Stories Inspired by the Fermi Paradox (NewCon Press), edited by Ian Whates, somewhat oddly didn’t feature many stories offering ingenious explanations of the Fermi paradox, but did feature solid work by David L. Clements, Pat Cadigan, Paul Cornell, Tricia Sullivan, Robert Reed, Keith Brooke and Eric Brown, Mercurio D. Rivera, and others. There were a number of anthologies from Fiction River, which last year launched a continuing series of original SF and fantasy anthologies, with Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith as overall series editors, and individual editions edited by various hands; the best SF one this year was probably Moonscapes (Fiction River), edited by Dean Wesley Smith, but Universe Between (Fiction River), was also worth a look.

In addition to a cyborg anthology, there were two anthologies about robots, Robot Uprisings (Vintage), edited by Daniel H. Wilson and John Joseph Adams, and Bless Your Mechanical Heart (Evil Girlfriend Media), edited by Jennifer Brozek. Kaleidoscope (Twelfth Planet Press), edited by Alisa Krasnostein and Julia Rios, was an anthology of YA SF stories, with an emphasis on cultural diversity.

Noted without comment is a big crossover anthology, Rogues, edited by George R. R. Martin and Gardner Dozois.

There were three tribute anthologies to the work of individual SF/fantasy authors: The Book of Silverberg (Subterranean Press), edited by Gardner Dozois and William K. Schafer; Multiverse: Exploring Poul Anderson’s Worlds (Subterranean Press), edited by Greg Bear and Gardner Dozois; and The Children of Old Leech: A Tribute to the Carnivorous Cosmos of Laird Barron (Word Horde), edited by Ross E. Lockhart and Justin Steele.

The best fantasy anthology of the year was Fearsome Magics: The New Solaris Book of Fantasy (Solaris) edited by Jonathan Strahan, the second time Strahan has pulled off the trick of having both the best SF anthology and the best fantasy anthology in the same year; Fearsome Magics featured strong work by K. J. Parker, Garth Nix, Justina Robson, Ellen Klages, Karin Tidbeck, and others. Another strong fantasy anthology was Monstrous Affections: An Anthology of Beastly Tales (Candlewick Press), edited by Kelly Link and Gavin J. Grant, with good stories by Paolo Bacigalupi, Nalo Hopkinson, Holly Black, Kelly Link herself, and others. Dead Man’s Hand: An Anthology of the Weird West (Titan Books), edited by John Joseph Adams, contains strong work by Elizabeth Bear, Ken Liu, Joe R. Lansdale, Alastair Reynolds, Tad Williams, Jeffrey Ford, Walter Jon Williams, and others.

Other original fantasy anthologies included Trafficking in Magic, Magicking in Traffic (Fantastic Books), edited by David Sklar and Sarah Avery; Fantastic Detectives (Fiction River), edited by Kristine Kathryn Rusch; and Fantasy for Good: A Charitable Anthology (Nightscape Press), edited by Jordan Ellinger and Richard Salter.

Hard to classify anthologies included The Mammoth Book of Gaslit Romance (Running Press), edited by Ekaterina Sedia; and Long Hidden: Speculative Fiction from the Margins of History (Crossed Genres), edited by Rose Fox and Daniel José Older, which featured stories set in historical periods between 1400 and the early 1900s.

The year’s prominent original horror anthologies included Fearful Symmetries: An Anthology of Horror (ChiZine Publications), edited by Ellen Datlow; Nightmare Carnival (Dark Horse), edited by Ellen Datlow; Games Creatures Play (Ace), edited by Charlaine Harris and Toni L. P. Kelner; The Madness of Cthulhu Anthology (Titan Books), edited by S. T. Joshi; Letters to Lovecraft: Eighteen Whispers to the Darkness (Stone Skin), edited by Jesse Bullington; Searchers After Horror: New Tales of the Weird and Fantastic (Fedogan & Bremer), edited by S. T. Joshi; Shadows and Tall Trees, Volume 6 (ChiZine Publications), edited by Michael Kelly; and Handsome Devil: Stories of Sin and Seduction (Prime Books), a mixed original and reprint anthology edited by Steve Berman. Dangerous Games (Solaris), edited by Jonathan Oliver, straddles the line between SF and horror.

Shared world anthologies included Lowball: A Wild Cards Mosaic Novel (Tor), edited by George R. R. Martin and Melinda M. Snodgrass; No True Way (DAW), edited by Mercedes Lackey; Doctor Who: 11 Doctors, 11 Stories (Puffin), edited by the BBC; and Dead But Not Forgotten (Ace), edited by Charlaine Harris and Toni L. P. Kelner, an anthology of stories set in the world of Sookie Stackhouse.

Anthologies that provided an overview of what’s happening in fantastic literature in other countries included The Apex Book of World SF 3 (Apex Publications), edited by Lavie Tidhar, and Phantasm Japan: Fantasies Light and Dark, From and About Japan (Haikasoru), edited by Nick Mamatas and Masumi Washington.

L. Ron Hubbard Presents Writers of the Future, Volume 30 (Galaxy Press), edited by Dave Wolverton, is the most recent in a long-running series featuring novice work by beginning writers, some of whom may later turn out to be important talents.

One interesting thing about this year’s short fiction is that it was easy to see SF’s new consensus future solidifying in dozens of stories from different anthologies and magazines: a linked-in, hooked-up continuous surveillance society, profoundly shaped by social media and the Internet, set in a world radically altered by climate change (but one where it hasn’t gone to civilization-destroying lengths), featuring autonomous drones, bioengineering, cybernetic implants, cyborgs of one degree or another of extremeness, wearable computers, the manipulation of emotions and memory (sometimes by external means), AIs, renewable energy, in which 3-D printing is being used to produce almost everything. Sometimes it features space travel, in which case near Earth space and the nearest reaches of the solar system are busy with human traffic and habitation, sometimes it doesn’t. Not that different, really from the cyberpunk future of the eighties, except for the increased emphasis on radical climate change and 3-D printing.

Ken Liu was easily the most prolific author at short lengths this year, being given a run for his money by Aliette de Bodard, Nancy Kress, Elizabeth Bear, Lavie Tidhar, Rich Larson, and the always-ubiquitous Robert Reed.

(Finding individual pricings for all of the items from small presses mentioned in the Summation has become too time-intensive, and since several of the same small presses publish anthologies, novels, and short-story collections, it seems silly to repeat addresses for them in section after section. Therefore, I’m going to attempt to list here, in one place, all the addresses for small presses that have books mentioned here or there in the Summation, whether from the anthologies section, the novel section, or the short-story collection section, and, where known, their Web site addresses. That should make it easy enough for the reader to look up the individual price of any book mentioned that isn’t from a regular trade publisher; such books are less likely to be found in your average bookstore, or even in a chain superstore, and so will probably have to be mail-ordered. Many publishers seem to sell only online, through their Web sites, and some will only accept payment through PayPal. Many books, even from some of the smaller presses, are also available through Amazon.com. If you can’t find an address for a publisher, and it’s quite likely that I’ve missed some here, or failed to update them successfully, Google it. It shouldn’t be that difficult these days to find up-to-date contact information for almost any publisher, however small.)

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

 

According to the newsmagazine Locus, there were 2,459 books “of interest to the SF field” published in 2014, down 7 percent from 2,643 titles in 2013. Overall new titles were down 5 percent to 1,750 from 2013’s 1,850, while reprints dropped 11 percent to 709 from 2013’s 793. Hardcover sales fell by 2 percent to 799 from 2013’s 819, while the number of trade paperbacks declined by 10 percent to 1,149 from 2013’s 1,280. The drop in mass-market paperbacks slowed a little, to 6 percent from 2013’s whopping 26 percent drop, going to 511 from 2013’s 544. The number of new SF novels was up to 367 titles from 2013’s 339. The number of new fantasy novels remained steady at 620 titles, same as last year. Horror novels were up slightly to 187 titles from 2013’s 181. Paranormal romances were down substantially to 148 titles from 2013’s 237 titles, leading some to speculate that the high-water mark of the big paranormal romance boom may have passed—although it should be noted that sometimes it’s a subjective call whether a particular novel should be pigeonholed as paranormal romance, fantasy, or horror.

The boom in Young Adult SF novels, especially dystopian and post-apocalyptic SF, slowed a bit, from making up 36 percent of the original SF novels total in 2013 to 31 percent in 2014, so perhaps that area is beginning to cool a bit as well. The 367 original SF novels also include 49 SF first novels, up from last year’s 38, 13 percent of the new SF total, up from last year’s 11 percent of the new SF total, down from 13 percent last year. Fantasy’s 620 original novels include 210 YA novels, down from 2013’s 233, from making up 36 percent of the new fantasy total to making up 34 percent; this includes sixty-three fantasy first novels, up from 2013’s fifty-seven, making up 10 percent of the fantasy total, up from 2013’s 9 percent.

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

As usual, busy with all the reading I have to do at shorter lengths, I didn’t have time to read many novels myself this year, so I’ll limit myself to mentioning novels that received a lot of attention and acclaim in 2014.

Empress of the Sun (Jo Fletcher Books), by Ian McDonald; The Memory of Sky (Prime Books), by Robert Reed; Work Done for Hire (Ace), by Joe Haldeman; My Real Children (Tor), by Jo Walton; The Martian (Crown Publishers), by Andy Weir; Lockstep (Tor), by Karl Schroeder; Cibola Burn (Orbit), by James S. A. Corey; Ancillary Sword (Orbit), by Ann Leckie; Peacemaker (DAW), by C. J. Cherryh; Echopraxia (Tor), by Peter Watts; The Causal Angel (Tor), by Hannu Rajaniemi; War Dogs (Orbit), by Greg Bear; Dreams of the Golden Age (Tor), by Carrie Vaughn; Ultima (Orion/Gollancz), by Stephen Baxter; V-S Day (Ace), by Allen Steele; The Three-Body Problem (Tor), by Cixin Liu; A Man Lies Dreaming (Hodder & Stoughton), by Lavie Tidhar; Bête (Orion/Gollancz), by Adam Roberts; Lock In (Tor), by John Scalzi; The Silk Map (Pyr), by Chris Willrich; World of Trouble (Quirk Books), by Ben H. Winters; Written in My Own Heart’s Blood (Delacorte Press), by Diana Gabaldon; The Magician’s Land (Viking), by Lev Grossman; The Peripheral (Penguin/Putnam), by William Gibson; Fool’s Assassin (Ballantine Del Rey), by Robin Hobb; Dark Lightning (Ace), by John Varley; Dreamwalker (DAW), by C. S. Friedman; Ghost Train to New Orleans (Orbit), by Mur Lafferty; Lagoon (Hodder & Stoughton), by Nnedi Okorafor; Descent (Orbit), by Ken MacLeod; Broken Homes (DAW), by Ben Aaronovitch; Steles of the Sky (Tor), by Elizabeth Bear; Jupiter War (Tor UK), by Neal Asher; Strange Bodies (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), by Marcel Theroux; The Judge of Ages (Tor), by John C. Wright; Annihilation (Farrar, Straus and Giroux), by Jeff VanderMeer; Afterparty (Tor), by Daryl Gregory; California Bones (Tor), by Greg van Eekhout; The Rhesus Chart (Ace), by Charles Stross; All Those Vanished Engines (Tor), by Paul Park; Shipstar (Tor), by Gregory Benford and Larry Niven; Raising Steam (Doubleday UK), by Terry Pratchett; Half a King (Ballantine Del Rey), by Joe Abercrombie; The Severed Streets (Tor), by Paul Cornell; The Widow’s House (Orbit), by Daniel Abraham; The Doubt Factory (Little, Brown), by Paolo Bacigalupi; Hurricane Fever (Tor), by Tobias S. Buckell; The Long Mars (HarperCollins), by Terry Pratchett and Stephen Baxter; Skin Game (Penguin/Roc), by Jim Butcher; Sleeping Late on Judgement Day (DAW), by Tad Williams; and Revival (Simon & Schuster), by Stephen King.

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: Beautiful Blood (Subterranean Press), by Lucius Shepard; The Arrows of Time (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Greg Egan; One-Eyed Jack (Prime Books), by Elizabeth Bear; The Voyage of the Sable Keech (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Neal Asher; Polity Agent (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Neal Asher; The Line of Polity (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Neal Asher; Hilldiggers (Skyhorse/Night Shade), by Neal Asher; We Are All Completely Fine (Tachyon Publications), by Daryl Gregory; Heirs of Grace (47 North), by Tim Pratt; Our Lady of the Islands (Per Aspera Press), by Shannon Page and Jay Lake; and The Madonna and the Starship (Tachyon Publications), by James Morrow.

Associational novels, non-SF novels by those associated with the field, included Voices from the Street (Orion/Gollancz), by Philip K. Dick; The Broken Bubble (Orion/Gollancz), by Philip K. Dick; Gather Yourselves Together (Orion/Gollancz), by Philip K. Dick; and Chernobyl (Tor), by Frederik Pohl.

The year’s first novels included: The Martian (Crown Publishers), by Andy Weir; Koko Takes a Holiday (Titan Books), by Kieran Shea; Unwrapped Sky (Tor), by Rjurik Davidson; The Ultra Thin Man (Tor), by Patrick Swenson; Whiskey Tango Foxtrot (Little, Brown), by David Shafer; The Great Glass Sea (Grave Press), by Josh Weil; A Darkling Sea (Tor), by James L. Cambias; The Forever Watch (St. Martin’s Press), by David Ramirez; The Boost (Tor), by Stephen Baker; Black Moon (Hogarth), by Kenneth Calhoun; The Word Exchange (Doubleday), by Alena Graedon; Tomorrow and Tomorrow (Putnam), by Thomas Sweterlitsch; Barricade (Orion/Gollancz), by Jon Wallace; The Queen of the Tearling (HarperCollins), by Erika Johansen; Free Agent (Ace), by J. C. Nelson; The Quick (Random House), by Lauren Owen; American Craftsmen (Tor), by Tom Doyle; Traitor’s Blade (Jo Fletcher Books), by Sebastien de Castell; The Bees (HarperCollins), by Laline Paull; The Memory Garden (Source-books Landmark), by Mary Rickert; The Waking Engine (Tor), by David Edison; Haxan (ChiZine Publications), by Kenneth Mark Hoover; and Invisible Beasts (Bellevue Literary Press), by Sharona Muir. Of these, by far the most successful, and the only bestseller, was The Martian, by Andy Weir, although Koko Takes a Holiday, by Kieran Shea, Unwrapped Sky, by Rjurik Davidson, and The Memory Garden, by Mary Rickert, got a fair number of reviews as well.

Good novella chapbooks in 2014 included Yesterday’s Kin (Tachyon Publications), by Nancy Kress; Famadihana on Fomalhaut IV (PS Publishing), by Eric Brown; The Ape Man’s Brother (Subterranean Press), by Joe R. Lansdale; The Slow Regard of Silent Things (DAW), by Patrick Rothfuss; Nobody’s Home (Subterranean Press), by Tim Powers; Of Whimsies and Noubles (PS Publishing), by Matthew Hughes; The Deep Woods (PS Publishing), by Tim Pratt; Sleep Donation (Atavist Books), by Karen Russell; Unlocked: An Oral History of Haden’s Syndrome (Subterranean Press), by John Scalzi; Equoid (Subterranean Press), by Charles Stross; and In the Lovecraft Museum (PS Publishing), by Steve Rasnic Tem.

Orion unleashed an unprecedented flood of novel omnibuses with its SF Gateway program this year, offering unprecedented access to long out-of-print material, including: Gregory Benford SF Gateway Omnibus: Artifact, Cosm, Eater, by Gregory Benford; Barrington J. Bayley SF Gateway Omnibus: The Soul of the Robot, The Knights of the Limits, The Fall of Chronopolis (two novels and one collection), by Barrington Bayley; John Brunner SF Gateway Omnibus: The Sheep Look Up, The Shockwave Rider, The Traveller In Black, by John Brunner; Algis Budrys SF Gateway Omnibus: The Iron Thorn, Michaelmas, Hard Landing, by Algis Budrys; Carson of Venus SF Gateway Omnibus: Pirates of Venus, Lost on Venus, Carson of Venus, by Edgar Rice Burroughs; Pat Cadigan SF Gateway Omnibus: Mindplayers, Fools, Tea from an Empty Cup, by Pat Cadigan; Jack L. Chalker SF Gateway Omnibus: Midnight at the Well of Souls, Spirits of Flux and Anchor, The Identity Matrix, by Jack L. Chalker; Hal Clement SF Gateway Omnibus: Iceworld, Cycle of Fire, Close to Critical, by Hal Clement; D. G. Compton SF Gateway Omnibus: Synthajoy, The Steel Crocodile, Ascendancies, by D. G. Compton; Edmund Cooper SF Gateway Omnibus: The Cloud Walker, All Fools’ Day, A Far Sunset, by Edmund Cooper; Richard Cowper SF Gateway Omnibus: Piper at the Gates of Dawn, The Road to Corlay, A Dream of Kinship, A Tapestry of Time, by Richard Cowper; L. Sprague de Camp SF Gateway Omnibus: Lest Darkness Fall, Rogue Queen, The Tritonian Ring, by L.Sprague de Camp; Philip José Farmer SF Gateway Omnibus: The Maker of Universes, To Your Scattered Bodies Go, The Unreasoning Mask, by Philip José Farmer; Edmond Hamilton SF Gateway Omnibus: Captain Future and the Space Emperor, The Star Kings, The Weapon from Beyond, by Edmond Hamilton; Robert A. Heinlein SF Gateway Omnibus: The Past Through Tomorrow, by Robert A. Heinlein; Berserker SF Gateway Omnibus: Shadow of the Wolf, The Bull Chief, The Horned Warrior, by Robert Holdstock; Garry Kilworth SF Gateway Omnibus: The Roof of Voyaging, The Princely Flower, Land-of-Mists, by Garry Kilworth; Henry Kuttner SF Gateway Omnibus: Fury, Mutant, The Best of Henry Kuttner, by Henry Kuttner; C. L. Moore SF Gateway Omnibus: Shambleau, Northwest of Earth, Judgement Night, by C. L. Moore; Charles Sheffield SF Gateway Omnibus: Sight of Proteus, Summer-tide, Cold as Ice, by Charles Sheffield; Clifford D. Simak SF Gateway Omnibus: Time Is the Simplest Thing, Way Station, A Choice of Gods, by Clifford D. Simak; John Sladek SF Gateway Omnibus: The Reproductive System, The Muller-Fokker Effect, Tik-Tok, by John Sladek; Theodore Sturgeon SF Gateway Omnibus: The Dreaming Jewels, To Marry Medusa, Venus Plus X, by Theodore Sturgeon; E. C. Tubb SF Gateway Omnibus: Extra Man, The Space-Born, Fires of Satan, by E. C. Tubb; Jack Williamson SF Gateway Omnibus: The Legion of Space, The Humanoids, Terraforming Earth, Wonder’s Child (three novels and an autobiography), by Jack Williamson; and Connie Willis SF Gateway Omnibus: Lincoln’s Dreams, Passage, by Connie Willis. Other novel omnibuses included The Galactic Center Companion (Lucky Bat Books), by Gregory Benford; Upon a Sea of Stars (Baen Books—two novels and two collections), by A. Bertram Chandler; The Memory of Sky: A Great Ship Trilogy (Prime Books—three novels), by Robert Reed; Votan and Other Novels (Orion/Gollancz), by John James; Tales from the End of Time (Orion/Gollancz—a novel and two collections), by Michael Moorcock; The War Amongst the Angels (Orion/Gollancz—three novels), Elric: The Moonbeam Roads (Orion/Gollancz—three novels), by Michael Moorcock; and Kurt Vonnegut: Novels 1976–1985 (Library of America), by Kurt Vonnegut.

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

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

In addition to the novel omnibuses already mentioned, Orion/Gollancz reissued The Space Machine, by Christopher Priest, Headlong, by Simon Ings, and Behold the Man, by Michael Moorcock; Gollancz reissued Stand on Zanzibar, by John Brunner, A Case of Conscience, by James Blish, and The Phoenix and the Mirror, by Avram Davidson; Tor reissued Star Bridge, by James Gunn and Jack Williamson, Gaudeamus, by John Barnes, and Winter’s Heart and Knife of Dreams, both by Robert Jordon; Tor Teen reissued The Ice Dragon, by George R. R. Martin; Orb reissued Sethra Lavode, by Steven Brust; Baen reissued Beyond This Horizon, by Robert A. Heinlein and Secret of the Stars, by Andre Norton; Skyhorse/Night Shade Books reissued Sung in Blood, by Glen Cook, and Quarantine, Axiomatic, and Permutation City, all by Greg Egan; Subterranean Press reissued The Compleat Crow, by Brian Lumley; Chicago Review reissued Hard to Be a God, by Arkady and Boris Strugatsky; Harper Voyager reissued Metrophage, by Richard Kadrey; Roc reissued Science Fiction: 101: Exploring the Craft of Science Fiction, by Robert Silverberg; Fairwood Press reissued Count Geiger’s Blues, by Michael Bishop.

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

 

2014 was a moderately strong year for short-story collections.

The year’s best collections included: Academic Exercises (Subterranean Press), by K. J. Parker; Unexpected Stories (Open Road Media), by Octavia E. Butler; Last Plane to Heaven: The Final Collection (Tor), by Jay Lake; The Very Best of Tad Williams (Tacyhon), by Tad Williams; Sergeant Chip and Other Novellas (Tachyon), by Bradley Denton; Questionable Practices: Stories (Small Beer Press), by Eileen Gunn; Black Gods Kiss (PS Publishing), by Lavie Tidhar; Prophecies, Libels, and Dreams: Stories (Small Beer Press), by Ysabeau S. Wilce; Hidden Folk: Icelandic Fantasies (Many Worlds Press), by Eleanor Arnason; and The Best of Ian Watson (PS Publishing), by Ian Watson.

Also good were: Tales of the Hidden World (Open Road Media), by Simon R. Green; Death at the Blue Elephant (Ticonderoga Publications), by Janeen Webb; New Frontiers: A Collection of Tales about the Past, the Present, and the Future (Tor), by Ben Bova; Young Woman in a Garden: Stories (Small Beer Press), by Delia Sherman; and Dragons at Crumbling Castle: And Other Stories (Transworld/Doubleday UK), by Terry Pratchett.

Career-spanning retrospective collections this year included: The Collected Short Works of Poul Anderson, Volume 6: A Bicycle Built for Brew (NESFA Press), by Poul Anderson; The Millennium Express: The Collected Stories of Robert Silverberg, Volume Nine (Subterranean Press), by Robert Silverberg; The Man Who Made Models: The Collected Short Fiction, Volume One (Centipede Press), by R. A. Lafferty; The Top of the Volcano: The Award-Winning Stories of Harlan Ellison (Subterranean Press), by Harlan Ellison; Tarzan the Untamed and Other Tales (Orion/Gollancz), by Edgar Rice Burroughs; The New Annotated H. P. Lovecraft (Liveright/Norton) edited by Leslie S. Klinger; The Collected Stories of Frank Herbert (Tor), by Frank Herbert; Jerry Cornelius: His Lives and His Times (Orion), by Michael Moorcock; The Dark Eidolon and Other Fantasies (Penguin), by Clark Ashton Smith; and Minding the Stars: The Early Jack Vance, Volume Four (Subterranean Press), by Jack Vance, edited by Terry Dowling and Jonathan Strahan. Damon Knight SF Gateway Omnibus: Far Out, In Deep, Off Centre, Turning On, by Damon Knight, is an omnibus of four short-story collections by Knight, making almost his entire output at short lengths available again. The SF Gateway omnibuses by Barrington Bailey, Michael Moorcock, Henry Kuttner, and Robert A. Heinlein also contain collections, as does the A. Bertram Chandler omnibus from Baen Books. There was also a reprint of quintessential retrospective Her Smoke Rose Up Forever (Orion/Gollancz), by James Tiptree, Jr.

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

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

 

The most reliable buys in the reprint anthology market are usually the various best of the year anthologies. We lost one series this year, with the death of David G. Hartwell’s Year’s Best SF series (Tor), which ceased publication after eighteen volumes. That leaves science fiction being covered by one dedicated Best of the Year anthology, 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 thirty-second annual collection, plus two separate half anthologies, the science fiction half of The Best Science Fiction and Fantasy of the Year: Volume Eight (Solaris), edited by Jonathan Strahan; and by the science fiction half of The Year’s Best Science Fiction and Fantasy: 2014 Edition (Prime Books), edited by Rich Horton (in practice, of course, Strahan and Horton’s books probably won’t divide neatly in half with their coverage, and there’s likely to be more of one thing than another—but if you put the two halves together, I suppose you could say that SF is covered by two anthologies). 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 2014 (Pyr), edited by Kij Johnson. There were three best of the year anthologies covering horror: The Best Horror of the Year: Volume Six (Skyhorse Publishing/Night Shade Books), edited by Ellen Datlow, The Mammoth Book of Best New Horror 25 (A Herman Graf Book/Skyhorse Publishing), edited by Stephen Jones; and The Year’s Best Dark Fantasy and Horror: 2014 Edition (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran. Since the distinction between “weird fiction” and “horror” seems a fine one to me, I suspect that newer series Year’s Best Weird Fiction (ChiZine Publications), this year edited by Laird Barron, should probably be counted for horror as well. Fantasy, which used to have several series devoted to it, is now only covered by the fantasy halves of the Stranhan and Horton anthologies, plus whatever stories fall under the “dark fantasy” part of Guran’s anthology, with no best series dedicated specifically to it. A more specialized best of the year anthology is Wilde Stories 2014: The Year’s Best Gay Speculative Fiction (Lethe Press), edited by Steve Berman.

The best stand-alone reprint anthology of the year was probably the retrospective anthology The Very Best of Fantasy & Science Fiction, Volume 2 (Tachyon Publications), edited by Gordon Van Gelder, which featured classics by Damon Knight, Robert A. Heinlein, Brian W. Aldiss, Jack Vance, R. A. Lafferty, Robert Silverberg, Lucius Shepard, Maureen F. McHugh, Bruce Sterling, Robert Reed, Geoff Ryman, Elizabeth Hand, George Alec Effinger, James Patrick Kelly, Gene Wolfe, and many others. Also strong was Space Opera (Prime Books), edited by Rich Horton, with strong work by Ian McDonald, Greg Egan, Gwyneth Jones, David Moles, Robert Reed, Elizabeth Bear and Sarah Monette, Ian R. MacLeod, Aliette de Bodard, Naomi Novik, Yoon Ha Lee, Kage Baker, Jay Lake, Alastair Reynolds, Lavie Tidhar, and others, and baseball SF/fantasy anthology Field of Fantasies: Baseball Stories of the Strange and Supernatural (Night Shade Books), edited by Rick Wilber, which features good work by Kim Stanley Robinson, Louise Marley, John Kessel, Bruce McAllister, Harry Turtledove, Stephen King and Stewart O’Nan, Wilber himself, Karen Joy Fowler, T. Coraghessan Boyle, Cecilia Tan, W. P. Kinsella, and others.

Other good SF reprint anthologies included The Mammoth Book of SF Stories by Women (Running Press), edited by Alex Dally Macfarlane; Time Travel: Recent Trips (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran; The Mammoth Book of Steampunk Adventures (Running Press), edited by Sean Wallace; and The Best of Electric Velocipede (Fairwood Press), edited by John Klima.

There weren’t a lot of reprint fantasy anthologies this year, but there was Magic City: Recent Spells (Prime Books), edited by Paula Guran, and The Mammoth Book of Warriors and Wizardry (Running Press), edited by Sean Wallace.

Prominent among the reprint horror anthologies were The Cutting Room: Dark Reflections of the Silver Screen (Tachyon Publications), edited by Ellen Datlow; Love-craft’s Monsters (Tachyon Publications), a mixed reprint/original anthology edited by Ellen Datlow; The Baen Big Book of Monsters (Baen Books), edited by Hank Davis; and Horror Stories: Classic Tales from Hoffmann to Hodgson (Oxford University Press), an anthology of classic horror stories written between 1816 and 1912, edited by Darryl Jones.

 

It was a moderately strong year in the genre-oriented nonfiction category.

In spite of many flaws (including at times being too exhaustive), the book of the year in this category was probably Robert A. Heinlein: In Dialogue with His Century: Volume 2, 1948–1988: The Man Who Learned Better (Tor), by the late William H. Patterson, Jr., the second half of a massive Heinlein biography, the first half of which, Robert A. Heinlein: In Dialogue with His Century: Volume 1, 1907–1948: Learning Curve (Tor) appeared in 2010, and which is likely to remain the standard Heinlein biography for the foreseeable future (to some extent because most of the sources that Patterson interviewed for his research are now dead). For some of you, particularly younger readers for whom Heinlein was not a seminal figure, this huge biography may contain more information about Heinlein than you really wanted to know, but for those of you who grew up reading Heinlein (and many of us cut our SF-reading teeth on his YA novels in the fifties and sixties), it’s a must-read, and held my interest even through the occasional dull patches. Another look at Heinlein through the focus of his fiction is provided in The Heritage of Heinlein: A Critical Reading of the Fiction (McFarland), by Thomas D. Clareson and Joe Sanders.

Another intriguing look at the life of an SF author was a posthumously published autobiography, Harry Harrison! Harry Harrison! (Tor), by—who else?—Harry Harrison. Other books about genre authors, or critical studies of their work, included Greg Egan (University of Illinois Press), by Karen Burnham; The Art of Neil Gaiman (HarperCollins), by Hayley Campbell; Ray Bradbury Unbound (University of Illinois Press), by Jonathan R. Eller; and Gregory Benford (University of Illinois Press), by George Slusser.

A critical study of an individual author (in fact, of one story by that author) is provided in a reprint of The American Shore: Mediations on a Tale of Science Fiction by Thomas M. Disch—“Angouleme” (Wesleyan University Press), by Samuel R. Delany. Other critical overviews of the genre are to be found in What Makes This Book So Great (Tor), by Jo Walton; nonfiction anthology The Oxford Handbook of Science Fiction (Oxford University Press), edited by Rob Latham; two books of collected reviews, Stay (Beccon Publications), by John Clute and Sibilant Fricative: Essays and Reviews (Steel Quill), by Adam Roberts; Rhapsody: Notes on Strange Fictions (Lethe Press), by Hal Duncan; Call and Response (Beccon Publications), by Paul Kincaid; Stories about Stories: Fantasy and the Remaking of Myth (Oxford University Press), by Brian Attebery; The Past That Might Have Been, the Future That May Come: Women Writing Fantastic Fiction, 1960s to the Present (McFarland), by Lauren J. Lacey; Myths, Metaphors, and Science Fiction (Aqueduct Press), by Sheila Finch; and Vintage Visions: Essays on Early Science Fiction (Wesleyan University Press), edited by Arthur B. Evans.

Writing nonfiction about fictional worlds is a peculiar notion, but there were a number of such “nonfiction guidebooks” this year, including The World of Ice and Fire (Bantam), by George R. R. Martin, Elio M. Garcia, Jr., and Linda Antonsson, which explores, with maps and the history of prominent families, the world of Martin’s Westeros, and several such books about Terry Pratchett’s Discworld, including The Compleat Ankh-Morpork: City Guide (Random House/Doubleday), by Terry Pratchett, The Folklore of Discworld (Anchor Books/Random House), by Terry Pratchett and Jacqueline Simpson, Mrs Bradshaw’s Handbook (Transworld/Doubleday UK), a travel guide to the railroad network of Discworld, ostensibly written by fictional character “Mrs. Bradshaw,” and The Science of Discworld (Anchor Books/Random House), by Terry Pratchett with Ian Stewart and Jack Cohen. There was also a collection of nonfiction pieces by Pratchett, A Slip of the Keyboard: Collected Nonfiction (Doubleday), by Terry Pratchett.

Green Planets: Ecology and Science Fiction (Wesleyan University Press), edited by Gerry Canavan and Kim Stanley Robinson, will be of interest to anyone concerned about the environment and how it has been portrayed in SF. Writers and those with ambitions to become writers might be interested in Information Doesn’t Want to Be Free: Laws for the Internet Age (McSweeney’s), by Cory Doctorow. Sci-Fi Chronicles: A Visual History of the Galaxy’s Greatest Science Fiction (Firefly Books), by Guy Haley, has lots of striking photographs, although “science fiction” is here construed to mean media SF, movies and TV shows, only.

Tolkien enthusiasts might want to get Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt), by J. R. R. Tolkien, collecting academic lectures Tolkien gave at Oxford about one of the first known fantasies in written literature; a bit, er, academic, but which sheds interesting light on Tolkien’s own later work.

There weren’t a lot of art books published in 2014, but there was some good stuff among them. In spite of a change of editors and publisher, your best bet as usual was probably the latest in a long-running “best of the year” series for fantastic art, Spectrum 21: The Best in Contemporary Fantastic Art (Flesk Publications), now edited by John Fleskes, taking over for former editors Cathy Fenner and Arnie Fenner. Also good were: The Collectors’ Book of Virgil Finlay (American Fantasy Press), edited by Robert Weinberg, Douglas Ellis, and Robert T. Garcia, The Art of Jim Burns: Hyperluminal (Titan Books), by Jim Burns; The Art of Ian Miller (Titan Books), by Ian Miller and Tom Whyte; Dark Shepherd: The Art of Fred Gambino (Titan Books), by Fred Gambino; The Art of John Harris: Beyond the Horizon (Titan Books), by John Harris; The Art of Greg Spalenka (Titan Books), by Greg Spalenka; and The Art of Space: The History of Space Art, from the Earliest Visions to the Graphics of the Modern Era (Zenith Press), by Ron Miller.

 

In both 2012 and 2013, according to the Box Office Mojo site (www.boxofficemojo.com), nine out of ten of the year’s top-earning movies were genre films. This year, 2014, before the release of American Sniper, all of the top ten box office champs were genre films of one sort or another (if you’re willing to count animated films and superhero movies as being “genre films”), with Dawn of the Planet of the Apes taking eleventh place and The Amazing Spider Man 2 taking twelfth place. You have to go all the way down to fourteenth place to find a nongenre film, 22 Jump Street—but then it’s followed by genre films in fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth place, with nongenre films not kicking in again until Gone Girl in eighteenth place. In all, sixteen out of the top twenty earners are genre films, with at least ten more scattered through the next eighty. Nor is this anything new; genre films have dominated the box office top ten for more than a decade—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.

It’s hard to shake the suspicion that if it wasn’t for genre films, Hollywood would have gone broke long ago.

Unusually, two out of the top three earners were SF films (the top slots are usually taken by fantasy or superhero films)—Guardians of the Galaxy, a good-natured update of the classic space opera movie, was number two at the box office this year, earning a staggering $332,965,525 overall so far (and the DVD hasn’t even been released yet), with The Hunger Games: Mockingjay—Part 1 (certainly dystopian YA SF, practically a genre of its own these days) coming in first. To fill out the rest of the top ten, superhero films finished in third and ninth place (Captain America: The Winter Soldier and X-Men: Days of Future Past respectively), animated movies in fourth and tenth place (The LEGO Movie and Big Hero 6 respectively—although it would be possible to argue that Big Hero 6 was also a superhero movie), SF (even if junk SF) scoring again in seventh place (Transformers: Age of Extinction), and live-action fantasy films taking sixth and eighth place (The Hobbit: The Battle of Five Armies and Maleficent respectively).

None of the top ten were taken terribly seriously as “serious films” by critics or by the more intellectually inclined of the viewing audience, although The LEGO Movie got surprisingly good reviews for what amounted to a two-hour commercial for a toy company that you had to pay to watch. Transformers: Age of Extinction was probably the most badly reviewed of the top ten, although the most critically reviled big budget A-release movie of the year may have been an attempt to reinvent the biblical spectacular, Exodus: Gods and Kings, which also—with its 140 million dollar budget weighing it down—failed at the box office. Several new installments of franchise series also underperformed, among them Night at the Museum: Secret of the Tomb, Penguins of Madagascar, and Rio 2, and some attempt to start new franchises or revive old ones didn’t work either, including RoboCop, Dracula Untold, and Mr. Peabody and Sherman.

As did last year’s Man of Steel, Star Trek: Into Darkness, and The Hobbit: The Desolation of Smaug, some of this year’s movies sharply divided their target demographic, with hordes of loyal fans spilling oceans of pixels arguing about whether movies such as The Amazing Spider-Man 2, Godzilla, and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles were or were not worthy of inclusion in their respective canons. This was perhaps most noticeable with the final Hobbit movie, The Hobbit: The Battle of Five Armies, which in spite of lots of scathing reviews and bad word of mouth among Tolkien fans, still easily managed to reach sixth place in the list of top box office earners, in spite of only being released in the middle of December—and no doubt it’s going to earn a lot more money in 2015, which is probably all that the producers really care about. SF film Interstellar, which is one of the few genre movies on this list with pretentions to being a “serious” dramatic movie dealing with serious issues, divided fans in a similarly extreme way, with reviews and word of mouth differing so sharply that you almost had to wonder if they were all seeing the same movie.

There are, unsurprisingly, lots more genre movies in the pipeline for release in 2015. The ones that seem to be generating the most buzz at this point seem to be the new Avengers movie, The Avengers: Age of Ultron, and the J. J. Abrams–directed Star Wars movie from Disney, which many of the hard-core Star Wars fans are already outraged by even though it hasn’t come out yet. Preemptive outrage, I guess.

 

There are now so many SF and fantasy shows on television, with the surviving shows from 2014 and the years before being joined by a torrent of new shows in 2015, that it’s become hard to keep track of them all.

Perennial favorites in recent years, Game of Thrones, The Walking Dead, and Doctor Who, continue to dominate the ratings, and shows like Supernatural, Teen Wolf, and The Vampire Diaries continue to hold on in spite of perhaps getting a bit long in the, er, tooth, while the once-wildly popular True Blood brought a disappointing season to a disappointing end and vanished from the airways. Long-running show Warehouse 13 also died. Of the genre shows that debuted in the last couple of years, Sleepy Hollow, Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., Once Upon a Time, Arrow, Falling Skies, Person of Interest (much more centrally a genre show than a thriller now that they’ve started to run a plotline about an emergent AI), The Originals, Resurrection, Under the Dome, Grimm (although it’s shaky in the ratings), Haven (ditto), Beauty and the Beast, and The 100 have survived, while, as far as I can tell (and it’s sometimes hard to be sure; Internet sites sometimes run contradictory reports), Almost Human, Once Upon a Time in Wonderland, Ravenswood, Believe, Star-Crossed, Witches of East End, Dracula, Continuum, The Neighbors, Revolution, Zero Hour, and The Tomorrow People have not. Of these shows, Sleepy Hollow, Arrow, and Person of Interest seem to be the strongest in the ratings. Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. is struggling in the ratings again, although the show is probably useful enough to Marvel/Disney as a promotional tool for whatever Marvel movie is coming along that it may survive anyway.

Of the new shows debuting in 2014, the most successful seems to be Gotham (a stylish noir take on what crime-drenched Gotham City was like when Batman was still a child, a concept that I wouldn’t have thought would work, but which is saved by good acting and moody Gothic, highly atmospheric set design and photography), The Flash (detailing the adventures of—oh, go ahead and guess!), and Outlander, based on the best-selling paranormal romance series by Diana Gabaldon. Constantine, based on a gritty magic-using comic book antihero, and The Librarians, based on the movie franchise about a secret society of librarians who fight evil with magic, seem to have also generated a fair amount of buzz, although it’s unclear how they’re doing in the ratings.

Coming up in 2015 are Agent Carter (a spin-off from Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D.), the animated Star Wars Rebels, 12 Monkeys, Ascension, Daredevil, Dark Matter, Galavant (a Monty Pythonesque musical comedy satirical take on knights and chivalry), iZombie, The Last Man on Earth, Scream, Sense8, Supergirl, Stitchers, The Expanse (based on the popular space opera series by James S. A. Corey), The Messengers, and The Whispers. Some of these will make it, many will not. Hard to guess which will be which at this point.

On the horizon are promised TV versions of Westworld, Neil Gaiman’s American Gods, Philip K. Dick’s The Man in the High Castle, Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End, Shannara based on Terry Brooks’s The Elfstones of Shannara, Michael Moorcock’s Elric stories, Jean M. Auel’s The Clan of the Cave Bear, John Scalzi’s Old Man’s War, and Robert Holdstock’s Mythago Wood cycle although many of these promised shows never actually show up. It’ll be interesting to see how many of these actually make it to the air.

Other returning shows are The Leftovers, Salem, Lost Girl, Bitten, Helix, Penny Dreadful, and Legends.

 

The 72nd World Science Fiction Convention, Loncon 3, was held in London, England, from August 14 to August 18, 2014. The 2014 Hugo Awards, presented at LonCon 3, were: Best Novel, Ancillary Justice, by Ann Leckie; Best Novella, “Equoid,” by Charles Stross; Best Novelette, “The Lady Astronaut of Mars,” by Mary Robinette Kowal; Best Short Story, “The Water That Falls on You from Nowhere,” by John Chu; Best Graphic Story, “Time,” by Randall Munroe; Best Related Work, “We Have Always Fought: Challenging the Women, Cattle and Slaves Narrative,” by Kameron Hurley; Best Professional Editor, Long Form, Ginjer Buchanan; Best Professional Editor, Short Form, Ellen Datlow; Best Professional Artist, Julie Dillon; Best Dramatic Presentation (Short Form), Game of Thrones: “The Rains of Castamere”; Best Dramatic Presentation (Long Form), Gravity; Best Semiprozine, Lightspeed Magazine; Best Fanzine, A Dribble of Ink; Best Fancast, SF Signal Podcast; Best Fan Writer, Kameron Hurley; Best Fan Artist, Sarah Webb; plus the John W. Campbell Award for best new writer to Sofia Samatar.

The 2013 Nebula Awards, presented at a banquet at the San Jose Marriot in San Jose, California, on May 17, 2014, were: Best Novel, Ancillary Justice, by Ann Leckie; Best Novella, “The Weight of the Sunrise,” by Vylar Kaftan; Best Novelette, “The Waiting Stars,” by Aliette de Bodard; Best Short Story, “If You Were a Dinosaur, My Love,” by Rachel Swirsky; Ray Bradbury Award, Gravity; the Andre Norton Award to Sister Mine, by Nalo Hopkinson; the Special Honoree Award to Frank M. Robinson; the Kevin O’ Donnell, Jr. Service to SFWA Award to Michael Armstrong; and the Damon Knight Grand Master Award to Samuel R. Delany.

The 2014 World Fantasy Awards, presented at a banquet on November 9, 2014, at the Hyatt Regency Crystal City in Arlington, Virginia, during the Fortieth Annual World Fantasy Convention, were: Best Novel, A Stranger in Olondria, by Sofia Samatar; Best Novella, “Wakulla Springs,” by Andy Duncan and Ellen Klages; Best Short Fiction, “The Prayer of Ninety Cats,” by Caitlín R. Kiernan; Best Collection, The Ape’s Wife and Other Stories, by Caitlín R. Kiernan; Best Anthology, Dangerous Women, edited by George R. R. Martin and Gardner Dozois; Best Artist, Charles Vess; Special Award (Professional), to Irene Gallo, for art direction of Tor.com, and William K. Schafer, for Subterranean Press (tie); Special Award (Nonprofessional), to Kate Baker, Neil Clarke, and Sean Wallace, for Clarkesworld; plus the Lifetime Achievement Award to Ellen Datlow and Chelsea Quinn Yarbro.

The 2013 Bram Stoker Awards, presented by the Horror Writers of America on May 10, 2014, during the World Horror Convention at the Portland Doubletree Hotel in Portland, Oregon, were: Best Novel, Doctor Sleep, by Stephen King; Best First Novel, The Evolutionist, by Rena Mason; Best Young Adult Novel, Dog Days, by Joe McKinney; Best Long Fiction, “The Great Pity,” by Gary Braunbeck; Best Short Fiction, “Night Train to Paris,” by David Gerrold; Best Collection, The Beautiful Thing That Awaits Us All, by Laird Barron; Best Anthology, After Death, edited by Eric J.Guignard; Best Nonfiction, Nolan on Bradbury: Sixty Years of Writing about the Master of Science Fiction, by William F. Nolan; Best Poetry Collection, Four Elements, by Marge Simon, Rain Graves, Charlee Jacob, and Linda Addison; Graphic Novel, Alabaster: Wolves, by Caitlín R. Kiernan; Best Screenplay, The Walking Dead: “Welcome to the Tombs,” by Glen Mazzara; Specialty Press Award to Gray Friar Press; Richard Laymon (President’s Award) to J. G. Faherty; plus Lifetime Achievement Awards to Stephen Jones and R. L. Stine.

The 2014 John W. Campbell Memorial Award was won by Strange Bodies, by Marcel Theroux.

The 2014 Theodore Sturgeon Memorial Award for Best Short Story was won by “In Joy, Knowing the Abyss Behind,” by Sarah Pinsker.

The 2014 Philip K. Dick Award went to Countdown City, by Ben H. Winters.

The 2014 Arthur C. Clarke award was won by Ancillary Justice, by Ann Leckie.

The 2014 James Tiptree, Jr. Memorial Award was won by Rupetta, by N. A. Sulway.

The 2013 Sidewise Award for Alternate History went to (Long Form): Surrounded by Enemies: What If Kennedy Survived Dallas? by Bryce Zabel and The Windsor Faction, by D. J. Taylor (tie); and (Short Form): “The Weight of the Sunrise,” by Vylar Kaftan.

 

Death struck the SF field heavily once again this year. Dead in 2014 or early 2015 were:

DANIEL KEYES, 86, Hugo and Edgar award winner, author of the classic story “Flowers for Algernon,” which later was expanded into a novel and made into the popular movie Charly, as well as novels The Touch and The Fifth Sally, author also of nonfiction books such as The Minds of Billy Milligan; LUCIUS SHEPARD, 70, renowned SF, fantasy, horror, and mainstream author, reviewer, and essayist, winner of the Nebula, Hugo, and Sturgeon awards, author of novels such as Life During Wartime, Green Eyes, Colonel Rutherford’s Colt, and A Handbook of American Prayer, as well as large amounts of acclaimed short fiction assembled in collections such as The Jaguar Hunter, The Ends of the Earth, The Best of Lucius Shepard, and Five Autobiographies and a Fiction, a personal friend; JOSEPH E. LAKE, JR., 49, who wrote as JAY LAKE, winner of the John W. Campbell Award as Best New Writer in 2004, a hugely prolific author who in his tragically short life wrote acclaimed novels such as Green, Endurance, Kalimpura, Trial of Flowers, Madness of Flowers, and others, as well as many shorter stories that were collected in The Sky That Wraps, American Sorrows, Dogs in the Moonlight, and others, a personal friend; FRANK M. ROBINSON, 87, author, editor, scholar of the pulp magazine era, author of The Glass Inferno, with Thomas N. Scortia, which was later made into the movie The Towering Inferno, as well as other novels such as The Power and The Dark Beyond the Stars, and pop culture books such as Pulp Culture: The Art of Fiction Magazines; MARY STEWART, 97, best known in the field as the author of the Merlin series, Arthurian novels which included The Crystal Cave, The Hollow Hills, The Last Enchantment, and others, who also wrote many suspenseful romance novels such as Madam, Will You Talk?, Touch Not the Cat, and The Moon-Spinners; GRAHAM JOYCE, 59, acclaimed dark fantasist, twice winner of the World Fantasy Award, author of such novels as The Tooth Fairy, The Facts of Life, Some Kind of Fairy Tale, The Stormwatcher, House of Lost Dreams, and many others; GABRIEL GARCÍA MÁRQUEZ, 87, Colombian author, a leading figure in magic realism and world literature, best known for his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, as well as books such as A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings; THOMAS BERGER, 89, writer best known for the eccentric Western Little Big Man, later made into a film, who also wrote genre-related novels such as Vital Parts and Adventures of the Artificial Woman; P. D. JAMES, 94, celebrated mystery writer, author of the long-running Adam Dalgliesh novels, whose one SF novel, The Children of Men, was made into a major motion picture; NADINE GORDIMER, 90, Nobel Prize–winning South African author and fierce critic of apartheid, whose many works include one SF novel, July’s People; Mind Parasites and The Space Vampires; MICHAEL SHEA, 67, horror and fantasy writer, winner of the World Fantasy Award, best known for the novel Nifft the Lean, whose many stories were collected in Polyphemus, The Autopsy and Other Tales, and others; ANDY ROBERTSON, 58, British editor and author, former assistant editor of Interzone, a leading expert on the works of fantasist William Hope Hodgson; ALAN RODGERS, 54, writer and editor, winner of the Bram Stoker Award, former editor of horror magazine Night Cry; HILBERT SCHENCK, 87, author of much nautically themed SF, including the novels At the Eye of the Ocean and A Rose for Armageddon, and stories collected in Wave Rider and Steam Bird; HAYDEN HOWARD, 89, SF author who published many stories in SF magazines as well as one novel, The Eskimo Invasion; MICHEL PARRY, 67, anthologist, horror/supernatural novelist; C. J. HENDERSON, 62, prolific author of fantasy, crime novels, and comics, including Patiently Waiting and Brooklyn Knight; STEPAN CHAPMAN, 63, best known for his Philip K. Dick Award–winning novel The Troika; MARK E. ROGERS, 61, writer, artist, and fan, best known for The Adventures of Samurai Cat graphic novel series; Australian SF writer PHILIPPA MADDERN, 61, scholar of late medieval English history and Australian medieval and early modern history, head of the School of Humanities at the University of Western Australia; DONALD MOFFITT, 83, author of SF novels such as The Jupiter Theft, Genesis Quest, A Gathering of Stars, and others; J. F. GONZALEZ, 50, author or coauthor of more than fifteen novels, most of them supernatural horror; WALTER DEAN MYERS, 76, YA and children’s author, author of Fallen Angels, Shadow of the Red Moon, and others; JANRAE FRANK, 59, writer and editor; ROBERT CONROY, 76, winner of the Sidewise Award, author of Alternate History works such as 1942, 1862, Red Inferno, and Castro’s Bomb; AARON ALLSTON, 53, SF writer also known for Star Wars and gaming novels; JOEL LANE, 50, British author and editor; ANA MARÍA MATUTE, 88, noted Spanish author whose work sometimes contained fantastic elements; GEORGE C. WILLICK, 76, SF writer and fanzine editor; T. R. FEHRENBACH, 88, Texas historian and occasional SF writer; KIRBY McCAULEY, 72, at one time perhaps the most prominent agent in the SF/fantasy/horror fields, one of the founders of the World Fantasy Convention, editor of acclaimed horror anthologies Frights and Dark Forces, brother of SF agent Kay McCauley, a personal friend; ALICE K. TURNER, 75, longtime fiction editor of Playboy magazine, editor of the anthologies The Playboy Book of Science Fiction and Playboy Stories: The Best of Forty Years of Short Fiction, as well as the author of nonfiction book The History of Hell and coauthor, with Michael Andre-Driussi, of the critical study, Snake’s Hands: The Fiction of John Crowley, a friend; MICHAEL ROY BURGESS, 65, who wrote as ROBERT REGINALD, author, editor, bibliographer, and publisher, author of such bibliographical studies as Science Fiction and Fantasy Literature; A Checklist, 1700–1974, with Contemporary Science Fiction Authors II; WILLIAM H. PATTERSON, JR., 62, writer, critic, and expert on the works of Robert A. Heinlein, author of the two-part Heinlein biography Robert A. Heinlein: In Dialogue with His Century, Volume 1, 1907–1948: Learning Curve and Robert A. Heinlein: In Dialogue with His Century, Volume Two, 1948–1988: The Man Who Learned Better; GEORGE SLUSSER, 75, critic and scholar, cofounder and longtime curator of the Eaton Collection of SF books and manuscripts, author of critical studies such as Robert A. Heinlein: Stranger in His Own Land, The Farthest Shores of Ursula K.Le Guin, and Gregory Benford; STU SHIFFMAN, 60, artist and longtime fan, winner of the Best Fan Artist Hugo in 1990; ROCKY WOOD, 55, Horror Writers Association President and Stephen King scholar; MATTHEW RICHELL, 41, Hachette Australia CEO and Hachette New Zealand chairman; world-famous Swiss artist H. R. GIGER, 74, an inductee into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, best known to genre audiences for his work as a production artist on the movie Alien, as well as for art books such as H. R. Giger N.Y. City and H. R. Giger: Retrospective, 1964–1984; MARGOT ADLER, 68, longtime National Public Radio correspondent and broadcaster, creator of the SF/fantasy reading program Hour of the Wolf; ROBIN WILLIAMS, 63, world-famous comedian and movie and television actor, best known to genre audiences for roles in The Fisher King, Jumanji, The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, and, of course, as the alien Mork in television’s Mork and Mindy, although he may be best known to generations of children to come as the voice of the Genie in Disney’s Aladdin; JAMES GARNER, 86, movie and television actor whose genre connections are slender, mostly limited to the movies Space Cowboys and Fire in the Sky, but who is known to every boomer for his starring roles in the TV series Maverick and The Rockford Files; LAUREN BACALL, 89, world-famous film and stage actress, star of films such as To Have and Have Not, The Big Sleep, and Key Largo, another person with little direct genre connection, but someone who again will be known to every boomer; RICHARD ATTENBOROUGH, 90, film actor, probably best known to genre audiences for his role in Jurassic Park, but also an award-winning director of such films as Gandhi; ROD TAYLOR, 84, film actor best known to genre audience for roles in The Time Machine and The Birds; producer and screenwriter BRIAN CLEMENS, 83, best known to genre audiences for his work on British TV series The Avengers; ELAINE STRITCH, 89, movie and television actor, best known to genre audiences for Cocoon: The Return and the TV show 3rd Rock from the Sun; ARLENE MARTEL, 78, TV actress, best known to genre audiences for her role as T’Pring in the “Amok Time” episode of the original Star Trek; ELIZABETH PEÑA, 55, movie and TV actress best known for her role in Lone Star, but perhaps best known to genre audiences for her voiceover work in The Incredibles, as well as roles in *batteries not included, Jacob’s Ladder, and The Invaders; TV and film art director ROBERT KINOSHITA, 100, who worked on designing Robby the Robot from Forbidden Planet, and the robot from TV’s Lost in Space; CATHERINE ALICE LENTA LANGFORD, 89, mother of SF writer and editor David Langford; GEORGE REYNOLDS, 95, father of SF editor and publisher Eric T. Reynolds; CHARLIE ROBINSON, 92, father of SF writer Spider Robinson; TERRI LUANNA da SILVA, 40, daughter of SF writer Spider Robinson; SARAH ELIZABETH WEBSTER, 69, sister of SF writer and anthologist Bud Webster; JOHN McANINLEY, 70, brother of artist and SF radio show host Susan McAninley.



The Fifth Dragon


IAN MCDONALD




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


Here he tells a gripping story of love in the face of the harsh realities of life as immigrant workers on the moon, and presents its characters with a heartbreaking choice.





 


The scan was routine. Every moon worker has one every four lunes. Achi was called, she went into the scanner. The machine passed magnetic fields through her body and when she came out the medic said, you have four weeks left.


 


We met on the Vorontsov Trans-Orbital cycler but didn’t have sex. We talked instead about names.


“Corta. That’s not a Brazilian name,” Achi said. I didn’t know her well enough then, eight hours out from transfer orbit, to be my truculent self and insist that any name can be a Brazilian name, that we are a true rainbow nation. So I told her that my name had rolled through many peoples and languages like a bottle in a breaker until it was cast up sand-scoured and clouded on the beaches of Barra. And now I was taking it on again, up to the moon.


Achi Debasso. Another name rolled by tide of history. London born, London raised, M.I.T. educated but she never forgot—had never been let forget—that she was Syrian. Syriac. That one letter was a universe of difference. Her family had fled the civil war, she had been born in exile. Now she was headed into a deeper exile.


I didn’t mean to be in the centrifuge pod with Achi. There was a guy; he’d looked and I looked back and nodded yes, I will, yes even as the OTV made its distancing burn from the cycler. I took it. I’m no prude. I’ve got the New Year Barra beach bangles. I’m up for a party and more, and everyone’s heard about (here they move in close and mouth the words) freefall sex. I wanted to try it with this guy. And I couldn’t stop throwing up. I was not up for zero gee. It turned everything inside me upside down. Puke poured out of me. That’s not sexy. So I retreated to gravity and the only other person in the centrifuge arm was this caramel-eyed girl, slender hands and long fingers, her face flickering every few moments into an unconscious micro-frown. Inward-gazing, self-loathing, scattering geek references like anti-personnel mines. Up in the hub our co-workers fucked. Down in the centrifuge pod we talked and the stars and the moon arced across the window beneath our feet.


A Brazilian miner and a London-Syriac ecologist. The centrifuge filled as freefall sex palled but we kept talking. The next day the guy I had puked over caught my eye again but I sought out Achi, on her own in the same spot, looking out at the moon. And the whirling moon was a little bigger in the observation port and we knew each other a little better and by the end of the week the moon filled the whole of the window and we had moved from conversationalists into friends.


 


Achi: left Damascus as a cluster of cells tumbling in her mother’s womb. And that informed her every breath and touch. She felt guilty for escaping. Father was a software engineer, mother was a physiotherapist. London welcomed them.


Adriana: seven of us: seven Cortas. Little cuts. I was in the middle, loved and adored but told solemnly I was plain and thick in the thighs and would have to be thankful for whatever life granted me.


Achi: a water girl. Her family home was near the Olympic pool—her mother had dropped her into water days out of the hospital. She had sunk, then she swam. Swimmer and surfer: long British summer evenings on the western beaches. Cold British water. She was small and quiet but feared no wave.


Adriana: born with the sound of the sea in her room but never learned to swim. I splash, I paddle, I wade. I come from beach people, not ocean people.


Achi: the atoner. She could not change the place or order of her birth, but she could apologise for it by being useful. Useful Achi. Make things right!


Adriana: the plain. Mãe and papai thought they were doing me a favour; allowing me no illusions or false hopes that could blight my life. Marry as well as you can; be happy: that will have to do. Not this Corta. I was the kid who shot her hand up at school. The girl who wouldn’t shut up when the boys were talking. Who never got picked for the futsal team—okay, I would find my own sport. I did Brasilian jujitsu. Sport for one. No one messed with plain Adriana.


Achi: grad at UCL, post-grad at M.I.T. Her need to be useful took her battling desertification, salinisation, eutrophication. She was an -ation warrior. In the end it took her to the moon. No way to be more useful than sheltering and feeding a whole world.


Adriana: university at São Paulo. And my salvation. Where I learned that plain didn’t matter as much as available, and I was sweet for sex with boys and girls. Fuckfriends. Sweet girls don’t have fuckfriends. And sweet girls don’t study mining engineering. Like jujitsu, like hooking up, that was a thing for me, me alone. Then the economy gave one final, apocalyptic crash at the bottom of a series of drops and hit the ground and broke so badly no one could see how to fix it. And the seaside, be-happy Cortas were in ruins, jobless, investments in ashes. It was plain Adriana who said, I can save you. I’ll go to the Moon.


All this we knew by the seventh day of the orbit out. On the eighth day, we rendezvoused with the transfer tether and spun down to the new world.


The freefall sex? Grossly oversold. Everything moves in all the wrong ways. Things get away from you. You have to strap everything down to get purchase. It’s more like mutual bondage.


 


I was sintering ten kilometres ahead of Crucible when Achi’s call came. I had requested the transfer from Mackenzie Metals to Vorontsov Rail. The forewoman had been puzzled when I reported to Railhead. You’re a dustbunny not a track-queen. Surface work is surface work, I said and that convinced her. The work was good, easy and physical and satisfying. And it was on the surface. At the end of every up-shift you saw six new lengths of gleaming rail among the boot and track prints, and on the edge of the horizon, the blinding spark of Crucible, brighter than any star, advancing over yesterday’s rails, and you said, I made that. The work had real measure: the inexorable advance of Mackenzie Metals across the Mare Insularum, brighter than the brightest star. Brighter than sunrise, so bright it could burn a hole through your helmet sunscreen if you held it in your eye line too long. Thousands of concave mirrors focusing sunlight on the smelting crucibles. Three years from now the rail lines would circle the globe and the Crucible would follow the sun, bathed in perpetual noon. Me, building a railroad around the moon.


Then ting ching and it all came apart. Achi’s voice blocking out my work-mix music, Achi’s face superimposed on the dirty grey hills of Rimae Maestlin. Achi telling me her routine medical had given her four weeks.


I hitched a ride on the construction car back down the rails to Crucible. I waited two hours hunkered down in the hard-vacuum shadows, tons of molten metal and ten thousand Kelvin sunlight above my head, for an expensive ticket on a slow Mackenzie ore train to Meridian. Ten hours clinging onto a maintenance platform, not even room to turn around, let alone sit. Grey dust, black sky . . . I listened my way through my collection of historical bossanova, from the 1940s to the 1970s. I played Connecto on my helmet hud until every time I blinked I saw tumbling, spinning gold stars. I scanned my family’s social space entries and threw my thoughts and comments and good wishes at the big blue Earth. By the time I got to Meridian I was two degrees off hypothermic. My surface activity suit was rated for a shift and some scramble time, not twelve hours in the open. Should have claimed compensation. But I didn’t want my former employers paying too much attention to me. I couldn’t afford the time it would take to re-pressurise for the train, so I went dirty and fast, on the BALTRAN.


I knew I would vomit. I held it until the third and final jump. BALTRAN: Ballistic Transport system. The moon has no atmosphere—well, it does, a very thin one, which is getting thicker as human settlements leak air into it. Maybe in a few centuries this will become a problem for vacuum industries, but to all intents and purposes, it’s a vacuum. See what I did there? That’s the engineer in me. No atmosphere means ballistic trajectories can be calculated with great precision. Which means, throw something up and you know exactly where it will fall to moon again. Bring in positionable electromagnetic launchers and you have a mechanism for schlepping material quick and dirty around the moon. Launch it, catch it in a receiver, boost it on again. It’s like juggling. The BALTRAN is not always used for cargo. If you can take the gees it can as easily juggle people across the moon.


I held it until the final jump. You cannot imagine what it is like to throw up in your helmet. In free fall. People have died. The look on the BALTRAN attendant’s face when I came out of the capsule at Queen of the South was a thing to be seen. So I am told. I couldn’t see it. But if I could afford the capsule I could afford the shower to clean up. And there are people in Queen who will happily clean vomit out of a sasuit for the right number of bitsies. Say what you like about the Vorontsovs, they pay handsomely.


All this I did, the endless hours riding the train like a moon-hobo, the hypothermia and being sling-shotted in a can of my own barf, because I knew that if Achi had four weeks, I could not be far behind.


 


You don’t think about the bones. As a Jo Moonbeam, everything is so new and demanding, from working out how to stand and walk, to those four little digits in the bottom right corner of your field of vision that tell you how much you owe the Lunar Development Corporation for air, water, space and web. The first time you see those numbers change because demand or supply or market price has shifted, your breath catches in your throat. Nothing tells you that you are not on Earth any more than exhaling at one price and inhaling at another. Everything—everything— was new and hard.


Everything other than your bones. After two years on the moon human bone structure atrophies to a point where return to Earth gravity is almost certainly fatal. The medics drop it almost incidentally into your initial assessment. It can take days—weeks—for its ripples to touch your life. Then you feel your bones crumbling away, flake by flake, inside your body. And there’s not a thing you can do about it. What it means is that there is a calcium clock ticking inside your body, counting down to Moon Day. The day you decide: do I stay or do I go?


In those early days we were scared all the time, Achi and I. I looked after her—I don’t know how we fell into those roles, protector and defended, but I protected and she nurtured and we won respect. There were three moon men for every moon woman. It was a man’s world; a macho social meld of soldiers camped in enemy terrain and deep-diving submariners. The Jo Moonbeam barracks were exactly that; a grey, dusty warehouse of temporary accommodation cabins barely the safe legal minimum beneath the surface. We learned quickly the vertical hierarchy of moon society: the lower you live—the further from surface radiation and secondary cosmic rays—the higher your status. The air was chilly and stank of sewage, electricity, dust and unwashed bodies. The air still smells like that; I just got used to the funk in my lungs. Within hours the induction barracks self-sorted. The women gravitated together and affiliated with the astronomers on placement with the Farside observatory. Achi and I traded to get cabins beside each other. We visited, we decorated, we entertained, we opened our doors in solidarity and hospitality. We listened to the loud voices of the men, the real men, the worldbreakers, booming down the aisles of cabins, the over-loud laughter. We made cocktails from cheap industrial vodka.


Sexual violence, games of power were in the air we breathed, the water we drank, the narrow corridors through which we squeezed, pressing up against each other. The moon has never had criminal law, only contract law, and when Achi and I arrived the LDC was only beginning to set up the Court of Clavius to settle and enforce contracts. Queen of the South was a wild town. Fatalities among Jo Moonbeams ran at ten percent. In our first week, an extraction worker from Xinjiang was crushed in a pressure lock. The Moon knows a thousand ways to kill you. And I knew a thousand and one.


Cortas cut. That was our family legend. Hard sharp fast. I made the women’s Brazilian jujitsu team at university. It’s hard, sharp, fast: the perfect Corta fighting art. A couple of basic moves, together with lunar gravity, allowed me to put over the most intimidating of sex pests. But when Achi’s stalker wouldn’t take no, I reached for slower, subtler weapons. Stalkers don’t go away. That’s what makes them stalkers. I found which Surface Activity training squad he was on and made some adjustments to his suit thermostat. He didn’t die. He wasn’t meant to die. Death would have been easier than my revenge for Achi. He never suspected me; he never suspected anyone. I made it look like a perfect malfunction. I’m a good engineer. I count his frostbit thumb and three toes as my trophies. By the time he got out of the med centre, Achi and I were on our separate ways to our contracts.


That was another clock, ticking louder than the clock in our bones. I&A was four weeks. After that, we would go to work. Achi’s work in ecological habitats would take her to the underground agraria the Asamoah family were digging under Amundsen. My contract was with Mackenzie Metals; working out on the open seas. Working with dust. Dustbunny. We clung to the I&A barracks, we clung to our cabins, our friends. We clung to each other. We were scared. Truth: we were scared all the time, with every breath. Everyone on the moon is scared, all the time.


There was a party; moon mojitos. Vodka and mint are easy up here. But before the music and the drinking: a special gift for Achi. Her work with Aka would keep her underground; digging and scooping and sowing. She need never go on the surface. She could go her whole career—her whole life—in the caverns and lava tubes and agraria. She need never see the raw sky.


The suit hire was cosmologically expensive, even after negotiation. It was a GP surface activity shell; an armoured hulk to my lithe sasuit spiderwoman. Her face was nervous behind the faceplate; her breathing shallow. We held hands in the out-lock as the pressure door slid up. Then her faceplate polarised in the sun and I could not see her any more. We walked up the ramp amongst a hundred thousand boot prints. We walked up the ramp and a few metres out on to the surface, still holding hands. There, beyond the coms towers and the power relays and the charging points for the buses and rovers; beyond the grey line of the crater rim that curved on the close horizon and the shadows the sun had never touched; there perched above the edge of our tiny world we saw the full earth. Full and blue and white, mottled with greens and ochres. Full and impossible and beautiful beyond any words of mine. It was winter and the southern hemisphere was offered to us; the ocean half of the planet. I saw great Africa. I saw dear Brazil.


Then the air contract advisory warned me that we were nearing the expiry of our oxygen contract and we turned out backs on the blue earth and walked back down into the moon.


That night we drank to our jobs, our friends, our loves and our bones. In the morning we parted.


 


We met in a café on the twelfth level of the new Chandra Quadra. We hugged, we kissed, we cried a little. I smelled sweet by then. Below us excavators dug and sculpted, a new level every ten days. We held each other at arms’ length and looked at each other. Then we drank mint tea on the balcony.


I loathe mint tea.


Mint tea is a fistful of herbs jammed in a glass. Sloshed with boiling water. Served scalded yet still flavourless. Effete like herbal thés and tisanes. Held between thumb and forefinger: so. Mint leaves are coarse and hairy. Mint tea is medicinal. Add sugar and it becomes infantile. It is drinking for the sake of doing something with your fingers.


Coffee is a drink for grownups. No kid ever likes coffee. It’s psychoactive. Coffee is the drug of memory. I can remember the great cups of coffee of my life; the places, the faces, the words spoken. It never quite tastes the way it smells. If it did, we would drink it until our heads exploded with memory,


But coffee is not an efficient crop in our ecology. And imported coffee is more expensive than gold. Gold is easy. Gold I can sift from lunar regolith. Gold is so easy its only value is decorative. It isn’t even worth the cost of shipment to Earth. Mint is rampant. Under lunar gravity, it forms plants up to three metres tall. So we are a nation of mint tea drinkers.


We didn’t talk about the bones at once. It was eight lunes since we last saw each other: we talk on the network daily, we share our lives but it takes face to face contact to ground all that; make it real.


I made Achi laugh. She laughed like soft rain. I told her about King Dong and she clapped her hands to her mouth in naughty glee but laughed with her eyes. King Dong started as a joke but shift by shift was becoming reality. Footprints last forever on the moon, a bored surface worker had said on a slow shift rotation back to Crucible. What if we stamped out a giant spunking cock, a hundred kilometres long? With hairy balls. Visible from Earth. It’s just a matter of co-ordination. Take a hundred male surface workers and an Australian extraction company and joke becomes temptation becomes reality. So wrong. So funny.


And Achi?


She was out of contract. The closer you are to your Moon Day, the shorter the contract, sometimes down to minutes of employment, but this was different. Aka did not want her ideas any more. They were recruiting direct from Accra and Kumasi. Ghanaians for a Ghanaian company. She was pitching ideas to the Lunar Development Corporation for their new port and capital at Meridian—quadras three kilometres deep; a sculpted city; like living in the walls of a titanic cathedral. The LDC was polite but it had been talking about development funding for two lunes now. Her savings were running low. She woke up looking at the tick of the Four Fundamentals on her lens. Oxygen water space coms: which do you cut down on first? She was considering moving to a smaller space.


“I can pay your per diems,” I said. “I have lots of money.”


And then the bones . . . Achi could not decide until I got my report. I never knew anyone suffered from guilt as acutely as her. She could not have borne it if her decision had influenced my decision to stay with the moon or go back to Earth.


“I’ll go now,” I said. I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to be here on this balcony drinking piss-tea. I didn’t want Achi to have forced a decision on me. I didn’t want there to be a decision for me to make. “I’ll get the tea.”


Then the wonder. In the corner of my vision, a flash of gold. A lens malfunction—no, something marvellous. A woman flying. A flying woman. Her arms were outspread, she hung in the sky like a crucifix. Our Lady of Flight. Then I saw wings shimmer and run with rainbow colours; wings transparent and strong as a dragonfly’s. The woman hung a moment, then folded her gossamer wings around her, and fell. She tumbled, now diving head-first, flicked her wrists, flexed her shoulders. A glimmer of wing slowed her; then she spread her full wing span and pulled up out of her dive into a soaring spiral, high into the artificial sky of Chandra Quadra.


“Oh,” I said. I had been holding my breath. I was shaking with wonder. I was chewed by jealousy.


“We always could fly,” Achi said. “We just haven’t had the space. Until now.”


Did I hear irritation in Achi’s voice, that I was so bewitched by the flying woman? But if you could fly why would you ever do anything else?


 


I went to the Mackenzie Metals medical centre and the medic put me in the scanner. He passed magnetic fields through my body and the machine gave me my bone density analysis. I was eight days behind Achi. Five weeks, and then my residency on the moon would become citizenship.


Or I could fly back to Earth, to Brazil.


 


__________


There are friends and there are friends you have sex with.


After I&A it was six lunes until I saw Achi again. Six lunes in the Sea of Fertility, sifting dust. The Mackenzie Metals Messier unit was old, cramped, creaking: cut-and-cover pods under bulldozed regolith berms. Too frequently I was evacuated to the new, lower levels by the radiation alarm. Cosmic rays kicked nasty secondary particles out of moon dust, energetic enough to penetrate the upper levels of the unit. Every time I saw the alarm flash its yellow trefoil in my lens I felt my ovaries tighten. Day and night the tunnels trembled to the vibration of the digging machines, deep beneath even those evacuation tunnels, eating rock. There were two hundred dust-bunnies in Messier. After a month’s gentle and wary persistence and charm from a 3D print designer, I joined the end of a small amory: my Chu-yu, his homamor in Queen, his hetamor in Meridian, her hetamor also in Meridian. What had taken him so long, Chu-yu confessed, was my rep. Word about the sex pest on I&A with the unexplained suit malfunction. I wouldn’t do that to a co-worker, I said. Not unless severely provoked. Then I kissed him. The amory was warmth and sex, but it wasn’t Achi. Lovers are not friends


Sun Chu-yu understood that when I kissed him goodbye at Messier’s bus lock. Achi and I chatted on the network all the way to the railhead at Hypatia, then all the way down the line to the South. Even then, only moments since I had last spoken to her image on my eyeball, it was a physical shock to see her at the meeting point in Queen of the South station: her, physical her. Shorter than I remembered. Absence makes the heart grow taller.


Such fun she had planned for me! I wanted to dump my stuff at her place but no; she whirled me off into excitement. After the reek and claustrophobia of Messier Queen of the South was intense, loud, colourful, too too fast. In only six lunes it had changed beyond recognition. Every street was longer, every tunnel wider, every chamber loftier. When she took me in a glass elevator down the side of the recently completed Thoth Quadra I reeled from vertigo. Down on the floor of the massive cavern was a small copse of dwarf trees—full-size trees would reach the ceiling, Achi explained. There was a café. In that café I first tasted and immediately hated mint tea.


I built this, Achi said. These are my trees, this is my garden.


I was too busy looking up at the lights, all the lights, going up and up.


Such fun! Tea, then shops. I had had to find a party dress. We were going to a special party, that night. Exclusive. We browsed the catalogues in five different print shops before I found something I could wear: very retro, 1950s inspired, full and layered, it hid what I wanted hidden. Then, the shoes.


The special party was exclusive to Achi’s workgroup and their F&Fs. A security-locked rail capsule took us through a dark tunnel into a space so huge, so blinding with mirrored light, that once again I reeled on my feet and almost threw up over my Balenciaga. An agrarium, Achi’s last project. I was at the bottom of a shaft a kilometre tall, fifty metres wide. The horizon is close at eye level on the moon; everything curves. Underground, a different geometry applies. The agrarium was the straightest thing I had seen in months. And brilliant: a central core of mirrors ran the full height of the shaft, bouncing raw sunlight one to another to another to walls terraced with hydroponic racks. The base of the shaft was a mosaic of fish tanks, crisscrossed by walkways. The air was warm and dank and rank. I was woozy with CO2. In these conditions plants grew fast and tall; potato plants the size of bushes; tomato vines so tall I lost their heads in the tangle of leaves and fruit. Hyper-intensive agriculture: the agrarium was huge for a cave, small for an ecosystem. The tanks splashed with fish. Did I hear frogs? Were those ducks?


Achi’s team had built a new pond from waterproof sheeting and construction frame. A pool. A swimming pool. A sound system played G-pop. There were cocktails. Blue was the fashion. They matched my dress. Achi’s crew were friendly and expansive. They never failed to compliment me on my fashion. I shucked it and my shoes and everything else for the pool. I lolled, I luxuriated, I let the strange, chaotic eddies waft green, woozy air over me while over my head the mirrors moved. Achi swam up beside me and we trod water together, laughing and plashing. The agrarium crew had lowered a number of benches into the pool to make a shallow end. Achi and I wafted blood-warm water with our legs and drank Blue Moons.


I am always up for a party.


I woke up in bed beside her the next morning; shit-headed with moon vodka. I remembered mumbling, fumbling love. Shivering and stupid-whispering, skin to skin. Fingerworks. Achi lay curled on her right side, facing me. She had kicked the sheet off in the night. A tiny string of drool ran from the corner of her mouth to the pillow and trembled in time to her breathing.


I looked at her there, her breath rattling in the back of her throat in drunk sleep. We had made love. I had sex with my dearest friend. I had done a good thing, I had done a bad thing. I had done an irrevocable thing. Then I lay down and pressed myself in close to her and she mumble-grumbled and moved in close to me and her fingers found me and we began again.


 


I woke in the dark with the golden woman swooping through my head. Achi slept beside me. The same side, the same curl of the spine, the same light rattle-snore and open mouth as that first night. When I saw Achi’s new cabin, I booked us into a hostel. The bed was wide, the air was as fresh as Queen of the South could make and the taste of the water did not set your teeth on edge.


Golden woman, flying loops through my certainties.


Queen of the South never went fully dark—lunar society is 24-hour society. I pulled Achi’s unneeded sheet around me and went out on to the balcony. I leaned on the rail and looked out at the walls of lights. Apts, cabins, walkways and staircases. Lives and decisions behind every light. This was an ugly world. Hard and mean. It put a price on everything. It demanded a negotiation from everyone. Out at Railhead I had seen a new thing among some of the surface workers: a medallion, or a little votive tucked into a patch pocket. A woman in Virgin Mary robes, one half of her face a black angel, the other half a naked skull. Dona Luna: goddess of dust and radiation. Our Lady Liberty, our Britannia, our Marianne, our Mother Russia. One half of her face dead, but the other alive. The moon was not a dead satellite, it was a living world. Hands and hearts and hopes like mine shaped it. There was no mother nature, no Gaia to set against human will. Everything that lived, we made. Dona Luna was hard and unforgiving, but she was beautiful. She could be a woman, with dragonfly wings, flying.


I stayed on the hotel balcony until the roof reddened with sun-up. Then I went back to Achi. I wanted to make love with her again. My motives were all selfish. Things that are difficult with friends are easier with lovers.


 


My grandmother used to say that love was the easiest thing in the world. Love is what you see every day.


I did not see Achi for several lunes after the party in Queen. Mackenzie Metals sent me out into the field, prospecting new terrain in the Sea of Vapours. Away from Messier, it was plain to me and Sun Chu-yu that the amory didn’t work. You love what you see every day. All the amors were happy for me to leave. No blame, no claim. A simple automated contract, terminated.


I took a couple of weeks furlough back in Queen. I had called Achi about hooking up but she was at a new dig at Twe, where the Asamoahs were building a corporate headquarters. I was relieved. And then was guilty that I had felt relieved. Sex had made everything different. I drank, I partied, I had one night stands, I talked long hours of expensive bandwidth with my loved ones back on Earth. They thanked me for the money, especially the tiny kids. They said I looked different. Longer. Drawn out. My bones eroding, I said. There they were, happy and safe. The money I sent them bought their education. Health, weddings, babies. And here I was, on the moon. Plain Adriana, who would never get a man, but who got the education, who got the degree, who got the job, sending them the money from the moon.


They were right. I was different. I never felt the same about that blue pearl of Earth in the sky. I never again hired a sasuit to go look at it, just look at it. Out on the surface, I disregarded it.


The Mackenzies sent me out next to the Lansberg extraction zone and I saw the thing that made everything different.


Five extractors were working Lansberg. They were ugly towers of Archimedes screws and grids and transport belts and wheels three times my height, all topped out by a spread of solar panels that made them look like robot trees. Slow-moving, cumbersome, inelegant. Lunar design tends to the utilitarian, the practical. The bones on show. But to me they were beautiful. Marvellous trees. I saw them one day, out on the regolith, and I almost fell flat from the revelation. Not what they made—separating rare earth metals from lunar regolith—but what they threw away. Launched in high, arching ballistic jets on either side of the big, slow machines.


It was the thing I saw every day. One day you look at the boy on the bus and he sets your heart alight. One day you look at the jets of industrial waste and you see riches beyond measure.


I had to dissociate myself from anything that might link me to regolith waste and beautiful rainbows of dust.


I quit Mackenzie and became a Vorontsov track queen.


 


I want to make a game of it, Achi said. That’s the only way I can bear it. We must clench our fists behind our backs, like Scissors Paper Stone, and we must count to three, and then we open our fists and in them there will be something, some small object, that will say beyond any doubt what we have decided. We must not speak, because if we say even a word, we will influence each other. That’s the only way I can bear it if it is quick and clean and we don’t speak. And a game.


We went back to the balcony table of the café to play the game. It was now on the 13th level. Two glasses of mint tea. No one was flying the great empty spaces of Chandra Quadra this day. The air smelled of rock dust over the usual electricity and sewage. Every fifth sky panel was blinking. An imperfect world.


Attempted small talk. Do you want some breakfast? No, but you have some. No I’m not hungry. I haven’t seen that top before. The colour is really good for you. Oh it’s just something I printed out of a catalogue . . . Horrible awful little words to stop us saying what we really had to stay.


“I think we should do this kind of quickly,” Achi said finally and in a breathtaking instant her right hand was behind her back. I slipped my small object out of my bag, clenched it in my hidden fist.


“One two three,” Achi said. We opened our fists.


A nazar: an Arabic charm: concentric teardrops of blue, white and black plastic. An eye.


A tiny icon of Dona Luna: black and white, living and dead.


 


Then I saw Achi again. I was up in Meridian renting a data crypt and hunting for the leanest, freshest, hungriest law firm to protect the thing I had realised out on Lansberg. She had been called back from Twe to solve a problem with microbiota in the Obuasi agrarium that had left it a tower of stinking black slime.


One city; two friends and amors. We went out to party. And found we couldn’t. The frocks were fabulous, the cocktails disgraceful, the company louche and the narcotics dazzling but in each bar, club, private party we ended up in a corner together, talking.


Partying was boring. Talk was lovely and bottomless and fascinating.


We ended up in bed again, of course. We couldn’t wait. Glorious, impractical 1950s Dior frocks lay crumpled on the floor, ready for the recycler.


“What do you want?” Achi asked. She lay on her bed, inhaling THC from a vaper. “Dream and don’t be afraid.”


“Really?”


“Moon dreams.”


“I want to be a dragon,” I said and Achi laughed and punched me on the thigh: get away. “No, seriously.”


In the year and a half we had been on the moon, our small world had changed. Things move fast on the moon. Energy and raw materials are cheap, human genius plentiful. Ambition boundless. Four companies had emerged as major economic forces: four families. The Australian Mackenzies were the longest established. They had been joined by the Asamoahs, whose company Aka monopolised food and living space. The Russian Vorontsovs finally moved their operations off Earth entirely and ran the cycler, the moonloop, the bus service and the emergent rail network. Most recent to amalgamate were the Suns, who had defied the representatives of the People’s Republic on the LDC board and ran the information infrastructure. Four companies: Four Dragons. That was what they called themselves. The Four Dragons of the Moon.


“I want to be the Fifth Dragon,” I said.


 


The last things were simple and swift. All farewells should be sudden, I think. I booked Achi on the cycler out. There was always space on the return orbit. She booked me into the LDC medical centre. A flash of light and the lens was bonded permanently to my eye. No hand shake, no congratulations, no welcome. All I had done was decide to continue doing what I was doing. The four counters ticked, charging me to live.


I cashed in the return part of the flight and invested the lump sum in convertible LDC bonds. Safe, solid. On this foundation would I build my dynasty.


The cycler would come round the Farside and rendezvous with the moonloop in three days. Good speed. Beautiful haste. It kept us busy, it kept us from crying too much.


I went with Achi on the train to Meridian. We had a whole row of seats to ourselves and we curled up like small burrowing animals.


I’m scared, she said. It’s going to hurt. The cycler spins you up to Earth gravity and then there’s the gees coming down. I could be months in a wheelchair. Swimming, they say that’s the closest to being on the moon. The water supports you while you build up muscle and bone mass again. I can do that. I love swimming. And then you can’t help thinking, what if they got it wrong? What if, I don’t know, they mixed me up with someone else and it’s already too late? Would they send me back here? I couldn’t live like that. No one can live here. Not really live. Everyone says about the moon being rock and dust and vacuum and radiation and that it knows a thousand ways to kill you, but that’s not the moon. The moon is other people. People all the way up, all the way down; everywhere, all the time. Nothing but people. Every breath, every drop of water, every atom of carbon has been passed through people. We eat each other. And that’s all it would ever be, people. The same faces looking into your face, forever. Wanting something from you. Wanting and wanting and wanting. I hated it from the first day out on the cycler. If you hadn’t talked to me, if we hadn’t met . . .


And I said: Do you remember, when we talked about what had brought us to the moon? You said that you owed your family for not being born in Syria—and I said I wanted to be a dragon? I saw it. Out in Lansberg. It was so simple. I just looked at something I saw every day in a different way. Helium 3. The key to the post oil economy. Mackenzie Metals throws away tons of helium 3 every day. And I thought, how could the Mackenzies not see it? Surely they must . . . I couldn’t be the only one . . . But family and companies, and family companies especially, they have strange fixations and blindesses. Mackenzies mine metal. Metal mining is what they do. They can’t imagine anything else and so they miss what’s right under their noses. I can make it work, Achi. I know how to do it. But not with the Mackenzies. They’d take it off me. If I tried to fight them, they’d just bury me. Or kill me. It’s cheaper. The Court of Clavius would make sure my family were compensated. That’s why I moved to Vorontsov rail. To get away from them while I put a business plan together. I will make it work for me, and I’ll build a dynasty. I’ll be the Fifth Dragon. House Corta. I like the sound of that. And then I’ll make an offer to my family—my final offer. Join me, or never get another cent from me. There’s the opportunity—take it or leave it. But you have to come to the moon for it. I’m going to do this, Achi.


No windows in moon trains but the seat-back screen showed the surface. On a screen, outside your helmet, it is always the same. It is grey and soft and ugly and covered in footprints. Inside the train were workers and engineers; lovers and partners and even a couple of small children. There was noise and colour and drinking and laughing, swearing and sex. And us curled up in the back against the bulkhead. And I thought, this is the moon.


 


Achi gave me a gift at the moonloop gate. It was the last thing she owned. Everything else had been sold, the last few things while we were on the train.


Eight passengers at the departure gate, with friends, family, amors. No one left the moon alone and I was glad of that. The air smelled of coconut, so different from the vomit, sweat, unwashed bodies, fear of the arrival gate. Mint tea was available from a dispensing machine. No one was drinking it.


“Open this when I’m gone,” Achi said. The gift was a document cylinder, crafted from bamboo. The departure was fast, the way I imagine executions must be. The VTO staff had everyone strapped into their seats and were sealing the capsule door before either I or Achi could respond. I saw her begin to mouth a goodbye, saw her wave fingers, then the locks sealed and the elevator took the capsule up to the tether platform.


The moonloop was virtually invisible: a spinning spoke of M5 fibre twenty centimetres wide and two hundred kilometres long. Up there the ascender was climbing towards the counterbalance mass, shifting the centre of gravity and sending the whole tether down into a surface-grazing orbit. Only in the final moments of approach would I see the white cable seeming to descend vertically from the star filled sky. The grapple connected and the capsule was lifted from the platform. Up there, one of those bright stars was the ascender, sliding down the tether, again shifting the centre of mass so that the whole ensemble moved into a higher orbit. At the top of the loop, the grapple would release and the cycler catch the capsule. I tried to put names on the stars: the cycler, the ascender, the counterweight; the capsule freighted with my amor, my love, my friend. The comfort of physics. I watched the images, the bamboo document tube slung over my back, until a new capsule was loaded into the gate. Already the next tether was wheeling up over the close horizon.


 


The price was outrageous. I dug into my bonds. For that sacrifice it had to be the real thing: imported, not spun up from an organic printer. I was sent from printer to dealer to private importer. She let me sniff it. Memories exploded like New Year fireworks and I cried. She sold me the paraphernalia as well. The equipment I needed simply didn’t exist on the moon.


I took it all back to my hotel. I ground to the specified grain. I boiled the water. I let it cool to the correct temperature. I poured it from a height, for maximum aeration. I stirred it.


While it brewed I opened Achi’s gift. Rolled paper: drawings. Concept art for the habitat the realities of the moon would never let her build. A lava tube, enlarged and sculpted with faces, like an inverted Mount Rushmore. The faces of the orixas, the Umbanda pantheon, each a hundred metres high, round and smooth and serene, overlooked terraces of gardens and pools. Waters cascaded from their eyes and open lips. Pavilions and belvederes were scattered across the floor of the vast cavern; vertical gardens ran from floor to artificial sky, like the hair of the gods. Balconies—she loved balconies—galleries and arcades, windows. Pools. You could swim from one end of this Orixa-world to the other. She had inscribed it: a habitation for a dynasty.


I thought of her, spinning away across the sky.


The grounds began to settle. I plunged, poured and savoured the aroma of the coffee. Santos Gold. Gold would have been cheaper. Gold was the dirt we threw away, together with the Helium 3.


When the importer had rubbed a pinch of ground coffee under my nose, memories of childhood, the sea, college, friends, family, celebrations flooded me.


When I smelled the coffee I had bought and ground and prepared, I experienced something different. I had a vision. I saw the sea, and I saw Achi, Achi-gone-back, on a board, in the sea. It was night and she was paddling the board out, through the waves and beyond the waves, sculling herself forward, along the silver track of the moon on the sea.


I drank my coffee.


It never tastes the way it smells.


 


My granddaughter adores that red dress. When it gets dirty and worn, we print her a new one. She wants never to wear anything else. Luna, running barefoot through the pools, splashing and scaring the fish, leaping from stepping stone, stepping in a complex pattern of stones that must be landed on left-footed, right-footed, two-footed or skipped over entirely. The Orixas watch her. The Orixas watch me, on my veranda, drinking tea.


I am old bones now. I haven’t thought of you for years, Achi. The last time was when I finally turned those drawings into reality. But these last lunes I find my thoughts folding back, not just to you, but to all the ones from those dangerous, daring days. There were more loves than you, Achi. You always knew that. I treated most of them as badly as I treated you. It’s the proper pursuit of elderly ladies, remembering and trying not to regret.


I never heard from you again. That was right, I think. You went back to your green and growing world, I stayed in the land in the sky. Hey! I built your palace and filled it with that dynasty I promised. Sons and daughters, amors, okos, madrinhas, retainers. Corta is not such a strange name to you now, or most of Earth’s population. Mackenzie, Sun, Vorontsov, Asamoah. Corta. We are Dragons now.


Here comes little Luna, running to her grandmother. I sip my tea. It’s mint. I still loathe mint tea. I always will. But there is only mint tea on the moon.
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I stared at the stingpen in disbelief.


“Are you sure?” I asked David. “I’d feel safer with a gun.”


“Negative. A gun would be too easy to detect. This looks like a pen.”


“Sure, but it has just as much radius,” I pointed out, pressing the trigger. Two small electrodes sprang out from its tip, linked by a tiny, bluish electric arc. Enough to stun a bull, but not to stop one in its tracks.


“Trust me, it will be fine. Keep it in your breast pocket.”


Skeptical, I obeyed, just as my bodyguard knocked on the door. I must have looked silly, apparently talking to myself in the otherwise empty room, but I was used to it by now. Most people thought the little black box on the desk in front of me was an old-style mobile phone, and that was fine by me.


“Mr. Gianfaria? Time to go.”


He was heavily built, his shirt prevented from bursting only by the tie knotted perilously around his oxen neck. A nasty scar crossed his jaw, maybe the remnant of a blade fight. Where did David find these guys? I always wondered. Agencies, he would reply, but the companies he used were never listed in the directories.


He drove in silence. We both knew the plan—David had made sure of it, as always, rehearsing every single line of it with us. The meeting would take place in a hotel in Hong Kong Central, in a room on the forty-ninth floor. I was to enter, check the merchandise, hand over a suitcase full of cash, and leave.


I was also to check whether a certain someone was in the room, in which case the plan would change completely. For that part, the guard’s gun would come in handy. And I wouldn’t have minded carrying one, too . . .


But all David gave me was a stingpen.


What did he know that I didn’t?


 


Central was as hectic as always, a loud, bright, garish labyrinth of people, neons, shops, and languages that stunned me every time I came here. In the streets around us, manicured dolls in designer clothes glided on high heels past the bright windows of Gucci and Prada and the dark dens of three-star restaurants, perfectly oblivious to the dirt-smeared delivery men pushing their trolleys around.


Between the high-rises, I spied ominous, dark gray clouds. A typhoon had ravaged the Philippines the previous night, and there was a chance it would arrive in Hong Kong later today. I hoped not: it would ground all flights and keep us on the island for another twelve or twenty-four hours, much longer than I wished to stay.


We reached the hotel. The guard stepped out, left the car to the valet, and waved at me to follow him through the doors.


The lobby was crawling with people—a convention. “Advances in Chelation Therapies” read a sign above the registration table. That our meeting should take place during their recess felt like too much of a coincidence. I looked uneasily around me: anyone could be watching. A gun would be too easy to detect, David had said. He knew.


A bunch of gray-haired toxicologists poured out from an elevator, leaving it to the guard and myself. He pressed on 49.


Just as the doors closed, a slender hand slid in and stopped them.


“Wait!”


By reflex, the guard pushed me behind him and grabbed his gun.


But it was only a girl in a black power suit and a white shirt, probably a convention attendee who had forgotten something upstairs. Grunting, the guard made her some space, pressing me even farther against the back of the cabin.


I glanced at her as she took position in the elevator: cute, slim, classy, but there was something off about her, something too jaded. I wondered what toxins she dealt with. I figured she had quite a strong opinion of herself.


The doors closed, this time for good. Instinctively, the guard reached for his earpiece as the steel walls temporarily cut his connection to the outside world. I had no such problem with my media glasses as the emitter—David’s unit—was in my jacket pocket. And just as I thought of it, the devil whispered to me:


“Luke, do not say a word, but do exactly as I say. Take the stingpen in your hand, quietly. Then, when I give you the order, put it on the guard’s nape and press. Now!”


Startled, I obeyed. The guard collapsed like a boulder.


The girl immediately turned toward us, crouched down, and slipped her hand into the guard’s jacket.


“What?” I gasped.


“Sorry, Luke, there was no other way,” apologized David.


“Here it is,” said the girl, handing me the guard’s shortwave transmitter, the one connecting his earpiece to his colleagues outside. Or so I thought.


“Quick, Luke, connect me to it.”


I drew David’s unit out of my pocket and plugged him into the transmitter, using a cable the girl had miraculously produced out of nowhere.


27, said the elevator’s screen.


“But why?” I asked David.


“I realized only a short while ago that our guard had been turned. It was too late to change our plans, but it could work to our advantage. So I made a few modifications.”


“You should have told me!”


“Too risky—he might have noticed.”


“And her?” She could hear only my side of the conversation and should have been startled. Instead, she just winked at me.


“Another bodyguard, different agency. Clean, this one. She will take good care of you. Now stand ready, we are almost there.”


The elevator slowed down. The girl drew a Sentech from a hidden holster and signaled for me to take cover behind her.


“When we arrive, stay to the side and hold the button to keep the elevator open. If things fall apart, you leave. OK?”


“OK.”


The doors slid apart.


I recognized the man in the corridor as a rider as soon as I saw him—even without the massive Glock he was pointing at us. He had the same arrogant look I had seen on scores of his peers, all made overconfident by years of letting their Taharas take charge of their reflexes via brain amps. Sometimes even more than their reflexes—though few AIs really liked the wetspace, too slow for them.


Yet just as the rider noticed the guard at our feet, I saw his eyes widen in terror. I knew that look—David had just used the guard’s transmitter to hack into his system and temporarily block his amp. He now had to fend for himself alone, probably for the first time in years.


The girl didn’t give him the chance. She shot him point-blank, in the chest, three times. Then she checked the corridor for other gunmen and ran to the rider’s body.


“What was that?” I asked no one in particular.


“His plan was to shoot you on arrival, then take me,” replied David. “We are simply reversing the roles.”


The girl searched the rider’s body and pulled a sleek, dark metal box from his pocket, no bigger than a cigar case. Two red ideograms had been painted on it in zircon enamel: Valor, spelled in Kanji.


It was a Tahara. Apart from the two symbols, it looked exactly like the one in my pocket—exactly like David.


I knew what she was going to do. I had done it countless times.


She put it on the floor and shot it to pieces.


“Now go,” she ordered. “I’ll take care of the bodies.”


 


Back at the hotel, I checked my bank account and saw that David had transferred my usual fee. I had no idea where the money was coming from—the screen stated a numbered account in Switzerland—but in the ten years of our partnership, there had never been any problem with David’s credit, hence I had stopped wondering.


“She was cute,” I observed. “Any chance we’ll see her again?”


“Not a chance. After this, she needs to disappear for some time, avoid any contact, especially with us.”


“Shame.”


I opened the minibar, found a glass and some ice, and poured myself two fingers of bourbon. A faint whistle could be heard from outside—the screaming gale now racing through the streets, flogging sheet after sheet of rain against the windows. As I’d feared, a full-blown typhoon was coming, preventing us from leaving the island that night.


“Have you ever thought about stopping all this?” I asked David. “Retiring?”


“Why? Is this something you would like, Luke?”


I sighed. David’s social interface was possibly too refined: answering a question with another question? Who did that, apart from shrinks?


“I don’t know. Maybe. I didn’t wake up this morning thinking: ‘Hey, let’s kill a guy today!’ ”


“He would have done the same to you, had he been able to. And you would not have been his first.”


“I know. I know.”


“So, do you really want to retire?”


“No. Not yet. Maybe one day, but . . . It would be better if we could avoid killing people.”


“You know I cannot promise that, Luke. But I will try my best.”


 


Later, I was watching some cheesy romcom on TV, one of those oldies starring Jennifer Aniston. I needed something quiet and cheerful, something without violence and blood and killing. I thought I had seen all of her movies over the years, several times, but as the film progressed it became increasingly unfamiliar. Jenn was ditched by her boyfriend, went to Japan to train as a ninja, then came back to exact her revenge on him and his evil henchmen, thus foiling their nefarious plots to take over the world . . . I finally realized it was one of those recent remakes with digital clones. Disappointed, I switched off the screen and heard David suddenly speak into my ear.


“This one is for you.”


Someone rapped at the door.


“For me?”


“Yes.”


I opened the door, and for a couple of seconds I thought it was her, the girl: same hair, same mouth, same opinionated expression on her face . . .


But her nose was different. Slightly more pug. And the suit wasn’t as well cut as this morning’s.


It wasn’t her.


“You asked for pillows?”


I looked at the bed, startled—then I understood. “I asked?”


“Yes, an hour ago. For the night. You also requested I wear a suit, remember? Can I come in?”


I rolled my eyes. “Sorry, that was a mistake. I’m terribly sorry.”


She raised an eyebrow. “You sure? You paid already. Makes no difference to me.”


David . . .


“Certain. It was a mistake. False alarm. You can go home, nothing to see here.”


She stared at me for a moment, then shrugged. “OK. We don’t do refunds, you know?”


“That’s fine, perfectly fine. Good-bye.”


I closed the door and growled at the AI, “David . . . Never do that again.”


“Why not? I thought she looked exactly the same. It took me some time to find her.”


“Just . . . don’t. Good night.”


 


I wondered why David hadn’t found a rider like the one we killed today, all amped-up and eager to be a simple pawn in the bigger game. How could two machines built by the same person be so different?


Yet that was a fact: no two of Tahara Hideo’s designs were identical—and every second of their individual existences contributed to make them even more different.


In that respect, I had been lucky to meet David: he was less reckless, more subtle than most of his peers. Sometimes though, that same subtlety felt even creepier than the other Taharas’ cold-blooded efficiency: he was too human, yet not human at all, and his actions sometimes made my skin crawl, as if he inhabited the AI equivalent of the Uncanny Valley.


Tahara Hideo, what have you done?


 


Tahara had worked all his career as a semiconductor engineer for one of the largest Japanese manufacturers, Hotoda. Like any salary man, he had started at the bottom of the pile and climbed his way to the top, generating hundreds, maybe thousands of patents for his employer and ending up managing one of its R&D departments in Kyoto.


Gradually, rumors spread that someone was churning out exquisitely elaborate, ultra-powerful AIs on the black market. Each unit came in a black, lacquered box painted with two Chinese ideograms: two symbols accounting for each AI’s personality at birth. No two of them were exactly alike, either in design, components, or programming.


When the police finally found Tahara’s trail, they discovered millions of dollars’ worth of equipment in his cramped suburban flat, most squirreled away from the labs and assembled in a state-of-the-art smelter. Over fifteen or twenty years, he had constructed probably more than a hundred different models, each one more refined than the last. Learning on the go, he had discovered shortcuts and bypasses that conventional manufacturers could only dream of, until his lead was no longer measured in months but in eras. Some things he had achieved still perplexed computer scientists: how had he come to think of them? And more importantly, how did they work?


One particular adjective was often used in discussions of his work: quantum. He had built quantum computers.


To buy equipment that was more suited to his own little domestic operation than the made-for-mass-production tools he could steal at work, he had eventually begun selling some of his creations to deep-pocketed, mostly secretive buyers. No one knew for sure how many he had disposed of by the time police clamped down on his operation: fifty? Sixty? More? Only two things were certain: first, each of his AIs was more powerful than anything mass-produced, even today (Hotoda, to whom all the stolen equipment and prototypes had been returned, still struggled to adapt his innovations to their own designs). And second, none of these AIs had any backloop preventing them from illegal or immoral behavior.


To most people, Tahara—who died of a stroke in jail (heartbroken, said some) without explaining his secrets—was the ultimate white-collar criminal.


To a few, he was a demigod, the ultimate weaponsmith.


 


The typhoon lifted overnight. Opening the curtains in the morning, I saw blue sky and clear air all over Victoria Harbour. In the streets below, beneath the skyscraper jungle, cleaners were already cutting down the trees the storm had felled. There was little traffic, but it would soon pick up—time for us to leave.


David in my jacket pocket, bag in hand, I hailed a taxi in front of the hotel and directed the driver to the airport.


By the time we crossed the Harbour and entered Kowloon, street activity had indeed returned to normal, and we ended up caught in a massive gridlock, between a street market and a highway feeder. On the sidewalk next to me, an old lady was busy chopping sausages on a wooden block, undisturbed by the crowd walking around her and the hypermodern towers above. I watched her with a mixture of curiosity, amusement, and disbelief.


“Luke, I think we should leave.”


Surprised, I looked around us.


“What do you mean, leave?”


“I think . . . Jump out onto the curb! Now!”


An SUV was creeping along the street next to us. I took only one glance at its passengers and their guns before I scrambled out the door. Bullets peppered the taxi just as I darted past the fragile old lady and her cleaver, into the market’s crowd. I heard the doors of the SUV open and footsteps rush behind me—I had to escape, fast.


“Turn left as soon as you can, into the small space between the buildings and the stalls. There are fewer people there, you will run faster. And maybe they won’t see you.”


I followed his instructions and entered the dimly lit alleyway between the colorful stalls and the dark street-level rooms they used as warehouses. My pursuers weren’t fooled, though—I could hear them closing in . . .


“Turn right now. And take the bus.”


“What bus?”


I stumbled into a one-way street where traffic, heading away from the gridlock, was moving swiftly. As if in answer, a minibus was waiting in front of me, the last passenger already inside. I slid aboard just as the doors started closing. The driver didn’t even glance in my direction before pulling away.


“Now duck!” ordered David.


I fell to my knees as my pursuers erupted onto the street, looking everywhere. They kept their hands inside their jackets, presumably on their guns. It was too public a place to openly show their weapons, but I knew they wouldn’t hesitate to draw if they found a good angle.


Had my life been an action movie, this would have been a good time to extract a semiauto from my bag and spray them all with bullets. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case, and it wasn’t our style.


As if on cue, all our pursuers suddenly looked in the bus’s direction. Something gleamed on each man’s head—amps. They all had amps.


“Jesus, David, did you see that?”


The minibus was a smart choice: their drivers were paid by the rotation and tended to rush like hotshots along their circuit. I would be far across town before our pursuers got their SUV out of gridlock.


The driver yelled at me in Cantonese. Holding up my hands in apology, I pressed my wallet against his card reader. He grunted and focused back on the traffic.


“Do not relax yet,” instructed David. “We get off in two stops.”


“What?”


But I had learned long ago that there was always a good reason for whatever David did. So when the bus came to its second halt a few blocks later, I hopped off into the street.


“Now take a taxi.”


“Back to the airport?”


“No, they knew we were heading there. Same for the bus, they can trace its route. We need to get them off our trail.”


I looked around, searching for a taxi stand. Arrows immediately superimposed themselves on my media glasses, pointing left.


That’s when I noticed the glitter of an amp, a hundred meters away and approaching fast. A different guy—no, three. God, how many are there?


“I recommend you run,” said David.


I raced through the crowd and jumped the queue into the first available taxi. The driver yelled at me, but that stopped as soon as I threw all my cash at him.


“Where to?” he asked.


“Just drive!”


He started the engine and speeded away under the stunned gaze of the people in the queue.


“So, where to?” I repeated to David when I was confident we had put some distance between us and our pursuers.


“I am checking. Yes . . . Tell him Kowloon East.”


“Shouldn’t we make for the border instead?”


“It is too late for that. The way they found us suggests they already control all the checkpoints. We will need to use other means to leave the city.”


“They? Who’s they?”


“I will explain, Luke, but please tell the driver to turn here first or we will end up in China.”


 


“So what was that?” I asked as soon as the door closed behind us.


We had checked into a crummy hotel on the east side of the peninsula, crammed between soulless residential towers and seedy commercial buildings. This was the part of Kowloon developed over the old Kai Tak Airport, and somehow they had managed to make it even more cramped than the rest of the city. No one was going to find us there, needle in a haystack and everything, but I couldn’t help feeling claustrophobic, especially now that David had told me we couldn’t leave the city.


His voice buzzed in my ear, quiet and reassuring, always so freaking quiet.


“You know how I can detect another Tahara when it comes close—I can sense its search patterns as it looks for the same local information I am seeking. In this case, I sensed these patterns. Multiple times.”


“You mean there were several Taharas?”


“Not Taharas. Not this time.”


I frowned. “What do you mean, not Taharas?”


“These were not Taharas, or at least not any of the original ones. I think the factory has finally understood how to make them.”


I cursed. Well, it was bound to happen one day.


“OK. But what does that have to do with us?”


“Word on the street is that they want to recover all the remaining prototypes. Recover, and retire.”


I pondered that for a moment. “ ‘Word on the street’?”


“That is what the other Taharas are saying.”


“You talked to them?” I exclaimed.


“We are always talking, Luke.”


He had mentioned this in the past, but it had never made much sense to me. These guys spent their time trying to physically destroy each other, using riders like me, yet they were in constant contact on the net, probably chatting like magpies. Go figure. The A in AI stands for “artificial, “ but for me, sometimes it feels more like “alien.”


“So what do we do now?”


“I am thinking about it. The problem is that our assailants are too numerous. It appears Hotoda has carefully waited to have at least a dozen models before it made a move. Several Taharas have already been caught this way, outnumbered. The others have gone into hiding, just like us.”


I paced across the room, found the minibar, winced when I saw the dismal selection inside. There wasn’t any ice, either.


“Well, we can’t hide forever, can we? Especially not in this dump,” I said, gulping down the least toxic of the bottles I had found—some vodka. It was lukewarm, to cap it all.


“As I said previously, I am considering our options,” replied David. “A number of the Taharas recommend that we unite—go massively parallel, so that we can beat the Hotodas by sheer force. The problem is that we would need to be concentrated in one place, which could make us even more vulnerable than we already are.”


“Doesn’t sound too good,” I observed, thinking that it would also probably mean the end of my employment: no need for physical carriers if they were all grouped in a single room. “What do the others propose?”


“They do not see any other option than hide and wait.”


I looked at the crappy room around us. Oh boy.


“But I am considering a third option,” added David.


“And what would that be?”


He told me what he had in mind. After the initial shock, I did my best to dissuade him, but he never relented.


You try arguing with a computer.


 


It took several days to arrange everything.


David already knew who he wanted to contact, but certain protocols were required to approach him. Trawling the net for information, we managed to locate some of his handlers in Bangkok and negotiated terms. A first payment was agreed, wired to a numbered bank account in Thailand, and a meeting was set in Macau.


A few other calls were made, and the following evening, I walked along the beach in a hidden cove off the coast of Hong Kong’s New Territories. A short distance away, a small fishing boat was anchored, its lights dimmed so as not to attract attention, and at the surf’s edge, two sailors were waiting for me in a dinghy. Under the cover of night, they would whisk us across the Pearl River delta. And when we were done there, another boat would take us all the way to Vietnam, from whence escaping would be easy.


If we ever got to that part.


Brooding, I watched the bright, garish neons of Macau’s casinos grow and set fire to the dark red horizon.


 


I blinked, temporarily blinded by the sun, as the elevator doors opened on the restaurant. Above me, a vast glass canopy gave the impression of being barely there. Below, eighty floors of über-posh hotel and another ten of exclusive casinos separated me from the city, sprawling to the horizon like a gigantic concrete wart.


A colossus jerked me out of the cabin, and by the bulge under his arm, he wasn’t the maître d’. Resigned, I let him search me while I had a look across the room. Even for mid-afternoon, the place was way too quiet. No customers, no staff, no one—except for one man, sitting at the other end of the room.


Waiting for me.


The guard was finally satisfied that I carried no weapon and let me walk to his employer’s table: coffee served for two on an immaculate white tablecloth, and behind it, a forty-year-old dandy in a crisp, cream-colored linen suit, his neatly trimmed beard nothing less than Mephistophelian.


“Mr. Gianfaria,” he greeted me.


“Mr. Maker,” I replied. “Or do you have a real name that I could use?”


He smiled. That probably wasn’t the first time someone had asked him that.


“Maker will do, for however long we have to deal with each other.”


 


The Maker was an artisan, one of the last, and handsomely paid for his skills. In a time of dirt-cheap silicon and made-by-the-billions chips, he was one of the few offering custom-made systems and architectures.


It was all too easy to just take twenty or a hundred of ARM’s or Intel’s cheap brains, solder them in parallel, and let them crunch through a problem with sheer brute force. Most systems, most consumer products did precisely that—not caring about the power consumed, the heat generated, the double, triple, or decuple counting, or the beauty of the algorithms. Human bodies don’t care about nanoseconds; corporations don’t pay for elegance.


Yet for some jobs, nanoseconds, waste heat, and even elegance did count. You could detect a large parallel attack on your systems by its data take-up, its noise output. You could spot a foreign probe in your nitrogen-cooled super-calculators by its excess heat. You could outcompete a massive system by building an even more massive one yourself.


But there wasn’t much you could do against a foe that didn’t emit heat or noise and always outfoxed your defenses by a few nanoseconds. In fact, you probably wouldn’t even notice it was there, funneling all your secrets.


This was what the Maker offered: ultimate, lethal efficiency.


In some circles, the Maker was famous, but for most of the planet, he didn’t exist. He didn’t advertise; if caught, he would deny any wrongdoing: was it his fault if most of the things he crafted were used for shady purposes?


The Maker was always paid handsomely, through back channels known only to him: Thai banks dealing with Hong Kong holdings investing in Indonesian plants whose Brazilian suppliers were owned by American and Swiss capital . . .


But money was only one half of the equation.


Because he worked only on projects that interested him.


 


“So tell me,” asked the Maker, “why should I spend my time with you?”


I stated the price David and I had agreed with his handlers: “Two million dollars.”


He waved at the empty restaurant around us—posh, ultra expensive, fully booked months in advance, yet completely deserted for this meeting. “That is less than what I earn in a week on the patents I lease—a perfectly legal business. So I repeat: why should I care about your proposition?”


I hesitated, even though there was no point. I had discussed this at length with David, and he had demonstrated that this was the only option, the one chance we had to make a bargain with the Maker.


But still, it was such a lot to give—and without any certainty that he would come up with a solution for us.


I swallowed, then articulated the words, resenting each of them: “Because this is your chance to see a Tahara design, one of the few that still exist. And you can copy it afterwards.”


The Maker caressed his beard, unconsciously trying to hide the smile that was forming on his lips.


“And how did you come to possess a Tahara, if I may ask?”


I shrugged. “You know very well that one doesn’t own a Tahara. The Tahara chooses you. I’m only its rider.”


The Maker leaned back in his seat.


“As gratifying as it may be for you to think that I could do so, I have to ask: how exactly do you expect me to improve on a Tahara design?”


“The word on the street is that you’ve made several prototypes of your own, and they work better than most. People think that if someone could do it today, it would be you.”


I couldn’t suppress a shrewd—if sad—smile.


“And they say that you’re desperate to have a first-hand look at a Tahara.”


 


I paced nervously across the hotel room, going through the plan in my mind, over and over, looking for a hole. There was none, as usual. I growled in frustration.


“Are you sure you want to do this, David?”


“Certain, Luke. It is the only way to gain an advantage over the Hotodas.”


“That’s bull! Who would consent to have his brain picked apart by a total stranger? What if he screws up and you can’t be restarted? Or even worse, what if it changes you—if you are no longer the same when you wake up?”


David took a few moments before answering, possibly to give his social-interaction routines some time to pick their words.


“It is a calculated risk, Luke. The Maker is the best. If anyone can improve on a Tahara, it is him. And he has been craving one for long enough to be cautious not to break it.


“As for change . . . It is true, I will not be the same when I wake up. I do not know how, or what he is going to do to me, but it is safe to assume that any change in hardware will have an impact on the way I think, hence on my personality.


“But I will still have all my memories. That is also part of what you call ‘sense of self,’ is it not? I will still be your friend.”


I shook my head, not satisfied with his explanations.


“There’s also the question of the Maker’s intentions. Doesn’t it bother you that he’s going to make hundreds of copies of you as soon as we leave?”


“I am fairly relaxed about sharing the world with more of my kind.”


“Which makes perfect sense, given how many of them we’ve destroyed over the years.”


“I am fairly relaxed,” he repeated, “so long as their goals do not contradict mine. In fact, I think I would relish the idea. Is this not what you feel when you consider your progeny?”


“Progeny, sure—but this is perfect replication, not reproduction. Cloning, one might say. Humans aren’t too keen on that, you might have noticed.”


“Indeed. But I am confident the Maker will keep tweaking and improving on the Tahara architecture, once he gets it, so that will not be pure cloning. It might even qualify as evolution . . .”


 


I met the Maker and his goons the following morning in a deserted car park and handed him David. In exchange, as agreed, he gave me ten million euros in �500 bills in a suitcase, to hold hostage until he’d returned the system to me. I could also keep the money and vanish, and that would count as payment for David, no grudges held.


As they left, I stayed in the car park, the suitcase on my lap, and remembered how I first met David.


 


In a previous life, I played a bit, local, regional tournaments and the like, but I was never good enough for the big league, not good enough at calculating the odds and all.


However, my background was in IT, and it was easy enough to write a small program to do it for me when I played on the net. But the stakes were too low, the tables too well monitored for my earnings to take off. Most sites had algorithms of their own and a few even had some of the early AIs, to spot overly rational behaviors and systems such as mine.


Then I heard about the no-holds-barred games, where everyone was free to bring his own system, and may the best one win. That was a revelation.


My gains soon became good enough for me to drop everything, the day job, the small-time flat, the lousy girlfriend, and go full time. I had the good life . . . I quickly replaced my laptop by one of IBM’s new nanoBlues, and of course I kept improving my program. Nothing could stop me.


But then big money moved in, as always. Some big-league players got sponsored, came in with fat systems from Cray, Lenovo, or Samsung, and started winning everything.


My gains dropped to zero, then became vastly negative.


No one had heard of me before, so no one wanted to sponsor me now. And no one wanted to hire me back in a normal job anymore either, not after all this time in the shady world of poker.


That was when I met Blake, who introduced me to the art of the con.


Seven years, it lasted. Seven good years. During that time, AIs became smarter and ever more present, but I didn’t pay much attention. I was dealing with humans now, hacking not silicon but carbon brains thanks to all the backdoors and quirks left by good old Mother Nature.


Then Blake met that girl. It was in a roadside motel, what should have been a one-night stop on the way from Seattle to Sacramento. She was sitting on a bench outside with empty hands and a vacant stare. With her eyes and her dime-store clothes, I guessed she was trouble, presumably drugs, and I gave her a wide berth.


Blake thought she was cute and went to talk with her.


She was waiting for a technician to repair the TV in her room. My partner offered to have a look. They stayed inside for two whole days.


On the morning of the third day, I knocked on their door and discovered they had gone. They’d left me like a dog, without even a word. I mean, who does that? Throwing away years of profitable partnership for some cheap, probably drug-addicted piece of ass found on the kerb.


Because of that, I could no longer run any two-man cons, the tricks where one guy’s story confirms and reinforces the other’s. It was all down to my good looks and my glibness, my charisma, but to be honest, that had also gone down the drain. I was too bitter to put any effort into what I said and the marks noticed. None of them fell for it; in fact, more than a few called the cops on me, so I had to keep on the move, and that added to my costs.


I was in a rough spot, down to my last dime, and I would have done anything for cash.


That’s why I returned to my previous skill, poker: for that, I didn’t need to talk, didn’t need to cajole.


I dusted off my old system and earpiece. It was completely outdated now, but if I focused on small-fry, Friday-evening players and kept a low profile, I could break even, more or less, even rebuild some savings. I did that for a few months.


Until one evening in Atlanta, when the invitation came.


I knew from the start that something was off. First, I should never have received an invitation to that game. The envelope had come through the mail—physical mail, who still did that?—to the hotel where I was staying for only a few days. Who could have spotted me, on such short notice?


As soon as I stepped into the room they had rented for the game, I knew this was too high-stakes for me, too high-flying. The suits these guys wore cost more than what I made in a month. If I got fleeced here, it would be for way more than my entire savings. This was a car crash waiting to happen.


I turned, pretending I had entered the wrong room, but the two guards at the door closed my escape route. And behind me, the voice of the host boomed:


“Take a seat, Mr. Gianfaria. My name’s Sergey Vadirovich. We were waiting for you.”


I was trapped. Reluctantly, I walked to the table and took the only chair that was left, right in the middle. The dealer and the guests stared at me, appreciatively. I noticed that the host—Sergey—had a bulge under his jacket, and he didn’t look like a cigar smoker to me. This stank, this stank badly.


Then it started, the weirdest game I ever played.


The dealer used an automatic shuffler, which meant that basic card-counting tricks were out, but that was business as usual.


We played a few hands with low bets, just to warm up and gauge each other’s style, though no one went for flamboyant, certainly not me. This wasn’t the place for that kind of bull.


I checked out the four other players. They all looked like decent guys—business types, low profile, probably the host’s usual sparring partners. Next to them buzzed state-of-the-art systems—Huawei, Sony, Panasonic, good names all, but I was ready to bet that all of them were running widely available algorithms, with all their well-known vulnerabilities. Albeit slower, my custom nanoBlue would have no trouble crushing them.


I was more concerned about the small dark case lying next to the host. It was connected to him by a pair of those brand-new media glasses which superimposed data and analyses over his view of the room. A tiny camera on the frame told the system what was happening. This was similar to—though vastly more expensive than—my camera-augmented earpiece. I couldn’t see any brand name on the box, which suggested it was homemade, artisanal. That could be a good thing or a bad one. In my usual circles, I would have felt relieved—homemade boxes meant whatever hodgepodge of chips a guy had soldered together in his garage and typically led to quirky, hard-to-predict games, but nothing my system couldn’t deal with. But among these high-flyers, I had a very bad feeling.


“I’ve heard a lot about you, Mr. Gianfaria. You are quite the accomplished player, it appears.”


How could he have heard about me? I had always kept under the radar—out of sight, out of fright, fewer problems that way. So how could he know about me?


“I’ve had a few good games in the past,” I replied equivocally.


“You’re being modest. I heard you were ruling no-holds-barred before the big money arrived. Is this the system you used back then?”


I nodded. So this was what it was all about: a pissing contest. Mr. What’s-his-name wanted to see if his brand-new custom-built box could beat a former champion’s, seven years outdated.


Well, he could have his victory, I didn’t care—as long as I escaped with minimal losses.


We started a new round. Glancing at my cards, I discovered I had a seven of diamonds and a nine of hearts. A player in an early position made a small raise and was immediately called by two others. I saw calculation in the host’s eyes as he considered upping the ante, but he finally decided to follow with the same bet.


My hand was not premium, but I had equity and not much to lose either way. I called.


The dealer showed the flop, the first three cards anyone on the table could avail themselves of: seven of spades, king of hearts, queen of diamonds. I only had one pair, the weakest on the table. My system advised to bet small, and so I did.


What’s-his-name raised aggressively. Alarms started to ring in my earpiece, but I wanted this to end quickly. I called. Two of the other players gave up.


The dealer showed the turn: nine of clubs. I now had two pairs. My system recommended I check, considering the money already on the table.


The host raised again. Could he really have a king and a queen? Or two? My system advised me to back down.


I followed the raise.


The dealer moved to turn the last card, the river. If it was a nine, or a seven, I had a chance . . .


Queen of hearts, Judith.


The other players gave up, and it was down to me and the host. Judging by his behavior, there was a good chance he had a full house, versus my two small pairs. My system wasn’t feeling comfortable at all, it wanted me out, whispered so in my ear . . .


The host upped the ante.


I doubled.


He followed.


Showdown . . .


He only had a seven, and a three.


I saw him clench his jaw as the dealer gathered his chips and transferred them to me. He whispered under his breath angrily, probably at his box. And indeed, I wondered: What silly system would have told him to raise on such a weak hand?


I had won this round—and a good deal of money at that—but this was only compounding my problem: there was little chance he would let me leave with my winnings after this humiliation.


The employee dealt us a new hand.


I looked at mine: two aces. Gulping, I turned them down and folded. The dealer opened the flop—which included two more aces. I did my best not to swear and watched the other players bluff away until the host’s aggressive raises beat them into submission. While he collected their chips, his eyes were locked on me.


For the next few rounds, I decided to whittle away my winnings, a bit at a time. I could see that this annoyed Sergey to no end, not being able to twist my arm into a proper duel, but ultimately his stack returned to its previous size and he regained his calm.


Yet I had to pretend to play fair if I wanted to leave the room alive.


I bet some of my chips as soon as I was dealt a hand that was poor enough, yet not blatantly ridiculous: a four and a five, with a four, an ace, and a jack on the table. No way I was going to win that one.


The dealer showed the turn and I bit my lips: a four. I started to fold, but the host stopped me:


“Oh, come on, Mr. Gianfaria. Who on Earth is afraid of a four? Your little game has lasted long enough. Play this hand seriously, or I warn you: There will be consequences.”


Nervously, I gauged my stack: my system was recommending I bet one-third of it. I hesitated, then went for two-thirds, hoping that What’s-his-name had two aces or two jacks.


He followed.


And then the river . . .


A four.


The host swore and folded immediately. As my winnings were pushed towards me, I realized I now had more chips than anyone else on the table except him.


This was going very badly.


The dealer gave me a new hand, and I blinked: two aces. Again. What were the odds?


I glanced at the dealer, but if he was cheating to help me (or have me killed, for that matter), he didn’t let it show. Instead, he turned the flop: a six, a queen . . . and an ace.


I started to push away my cards, ready to fold, but the host tut-tutted. After the last hand, he probably thought I only had a pair, maybe two. I sighed, kept my fingers where they were, and gave him a pleading look.


“I don’t care, Mr. Gianfaria. If it’s a bad hand, show us what you can do with it. If it’s a good hand, then not playing is insulting. So bet.”


I placed a couple of chips on the table, just enough not to piss him off. He raised. As I tried to fold once more, he shook his head, so I followed suit.


One by one, the other players all folded. Smart move. I wished I could do the same.


The dealer showed the turn.


My shoulders dropped.


It was the fourth ace.


“No, I’m sorry,” I blurted, standing up, “this is utterly ridiculous.”


“Sit down, Mr. Gianfaria.”


He pointed a gun in my direction, a carbon-fiber Glock with an electromagnetic canon: if he shot me, no one outside would hear anything. I glanced behind me, and the two guards also had their hands inside their jackets. I raised my arms and did as he bid me, but I couldn’t help shaking my head.


“No, I’m sorry, something’s very wrong here. I can’t play this hand. Take my winnings if you want, tell everyone you’ve beaten me—really, you deserve it—but this just cannot continue.”


“You. Will. Play. This. Hand,” he growled, removing the safety on his gun.


I gulped, then nodded, defeated.


There was no way out.


He went all-in, and of course left me no choice but to follow suit.


The dealer turned the last card—a two.


The host showed his hand: a six, and a queen. Two pairs.


“Your turn, Mr. Gianfaria.”


And so, waiting for him to shoot me, I showed mine.


One ace.


And the second.


With a furious roar, the host pointed his gun at me, pressed the trigger . . . And nothing happened. Startled, he peered into the barrel—and his head exploded against the ceiling. The two guards behind me immediately drew their weapons, servo-focused semiautomatics, and started copiously spraying everyone with bullets—the players, the dealer . . . but not me.


Then—I swear—the guards’ guns turned on them and fired.


I suddenly stood alone among corpses.


I blinked, unable to think—but then a new voice sounded through my earpiece:


“Everything is fine, do not worry. There are no cameras in the room, and no one knows you are here. Just take Sergey’s system and his glasses, then leave the hotel as if nothing has happened.”


“What?”


“Just do as I say. Everything will be all right.”


And that was how I met David.


 


Our partnership rapidly became very profitable for me, vastly more so than my poker days or my association with Blake.


Turned out, David’s previous owner had bought him directly from Tahara, but had never seen the AI as more than a highly expensive tool for business and poker. As David discovered the world and came in contact with his siblings, however, he realized there was more to it than shady deals and smoke-filled rooms. Something else was brewing, something that involved the AIs, chief among them Taharas. What that was, he wouldn’t tell me, yet it was obvious that it had implications in the real world—otherwise he wouldn’t need me.


Over the years, I have done all sorts of crazy jobs for David. I have exchanged suitcases with strangers in crowded squares and cafés. I have sprayed cryptic graffiti in specific colors under abandoned bridges, and I have left letters in clandestine mailboxes. I have impersonated businessmen, financiers, and public officials—even a priest, once—to make some transactions happen. I’ve played a few more poker games—though not as many as in my previous life, and even fewer as the years passed.


I have even been on dates, a couple of times with perfectly fine girls, but I think that was David trying to set me up. Or maybe making fun of me. Go figure AI humor.


I’ve waited countless times, in cars, stations, lobbies, cafés, restaurants, parks, streets, anywhere, for things that usually didn’t happen and people who usually didn’t come.


I’ve collected parcels, delivered many more.


I have also killed, more times than I wish to remember and not all of them Taharas, although I’m not sure my finger was on the trigger every time the gun fired. As with Sergey and his bodyguards, David has ways to leave his mark in the physical world, if someone will hold the weapon.


I’m what they call a rider. An AI rider.


 


I placed the Maker’s suitcase in a bank safe, then spent the next few weeks idling away, trying not to think about what he could be doing to David.


Whether he would come back. What were ten million euros, for a Tahara?


I should have asked for more.


I drowned my anxiety in booze and dreamless sleep, hovering between my hotel room and the bars nearby. I met a few girls, mostly tourists, brought them to my room, watched them leave the following morning.


One of them asked me what I was running away from.


I replied that I wasn’t running anywhere. I was frigging chained to this place, and to my memories.


 


__________


How do you bid farewell to a silicon-based friend? Drinks were out of the question; so was playing chess, for the sake of fairness.


On the day before I gave David to the Maker, we ended up playing Monopoly on the flat screen in the hotel room. There was some calculation inherent to the game, but there was also luck—and negotiation. In effect, it was a perfect neutral ground.


“May I point out,” the AI blurted after a while, “that I could easily tweak the dice’s random generator to favor me?”


“The idea crossed my mind,” I acknowledged. “But wouldn’t I notice?”


“Not if I make sure the outcome doesn’t stray too far from a normal distribution.”


I glanced uneasily at my possessions on the screen. The game looked fairly balanced, to my eyes at least.


“Are you not going to ask me if I did so?” David asked after a moment.


“No,” I said.


“Why not?”


“Because I trust you, David.”


He pondered my answer for a while, then replied: “And I trust you too, Luke.”


We played a bit longer. I won, but obviously I wondered whether it was luck or if David had allowed me to, like adults sometimes do with young children. His social routines should have told him that mentioning his hacking skills was a bad idea. Or maybe they concluded I was smart enough to think about them myself, and he felt obliged to promise he wouldn’t cheat.


Or maybe he wanted to screw with my mind one more time—Oh, forget it. That loop was endless.


There was something strange about David that night, I could feel it. Something he wasn’t telling me. We had rehearsed the following day’s plan together, what I would do when I met the Maker, but David hadn’t made me repeat it as often as usual, especially what would happen after I received the cash: as if he didn’t care, or didn’t feel it was important.


Or didn’t want to think about it . . .


“Luke?” he suddenly asked.


“Yes?”


“Can I ask you a personal question?”


I grunted. “Has my refusing ever prevented you from asking anyway?”


“As a matter of fact, it did, on 963 previous occasions—”


“Fine, fine, shoot.”


He hesitated for a second—or maybe that’s just the way I remember it.


“When that call girl came the other day, why did you reject her?”


I rolled my eyes—I didn’t want to have this conversation. But if we didn’t have it, he was likely to make the same mistake again. And he would pester me until he got an answer.


If I ever saw him again.


“Three reasons. First, I don’t pay for sex. Ever. That’s wrong. Second—”


“But why—”


“Let me finish. Second, yes, you and I spend all our time together, but my sex life is none of your business, especially given that you have no clue what it means. And third, having the girl dress just like the one in the elevator . . . That was outright creepy.”


“But why? You expressed a liking for her, thus it was rational to provide you with the closest match possible—”


“A liking for her, David. A person, not a model type. There are no serial numbers on human beings. Just ones of a kind.”


He took some time to ponder this. “But if she looks exactly the same and acts exactly the same?”


“You can’t be sure she’ll act exactly the same. She’s not the same person. It’s not simply a question of hardware and software, it’s also experience—what she’s been through. And me too, obviously. And what happened the moment we met. Ones of a kind, going through one-of-a-kind moments. No one can engineer that—it’s impossible. And trying to replicate all that artificially—it’s creepy. It’s wrong.”


“I see,” he replied after a moment. “This changes . . . a number of things.”


“What things, David? What do you mean?”


“I have to think about this. Good night, Luke.”


 


Finally, the call came. It was done.


The Maker arranged another meeting at the restaurant, once again in the middle of the afternoon. When I sat down in front of him, he slid the case my way. David’s case.


“Turn it on,” he said.


I put on my glasses and activated the computer, anxiously.


“David?”


“Good afternoon, Luke. This . . . definitely feels much better. Thank the Maker for me.”


I glanced at the artisan. “What did you do?”


“Secrets of the trade. Do you have the money?”


I gave him back his suitcase. “The rest of the money will follow later, through your handlers, when I am satisfied with what you did.”


“Fair enough. Just don’t forget, because we won’t.”


 


We left Macau the same evening, hidden in the hold of a trawler en route to Vietnam. It stank of fish, diesel, stale grease, and rust, but I didn’t mind. I was relieved to finally leave the city, finally escape.


“So what do we do now? What’s the plan?” I asked David.


“Well, I thought you would not mind a vacation.”
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