All About E-Ink
At this writing, all e-book readers use monochrome E-Ink displays. Electronic ink renders text that is sharp and easy to read, but there's no backlighting, so an e-book reader is just like an actual book—you can't read it in the dark. It's also relatively slow; turning a page can take a second or two, and the screen flashes before the new page loads. This can be irksome, but I assure you, it's common to all the E-Ink devices. On the bright side, these displays use very little power. Once it's drawn, the screen requires no power, and this means at e-book readers can go for days between charges. 

Wireless or Wired?
The Amazon Kindle 2 and the Barnes & Noble Nook integrate 3G cellular modems, so you can download books and other content in seconds without a PC. The Nook even adds Wi-Fi connectivity. Sony's current e-book readers require you to connect them to your computer to transfer books via a USB cable. The company promises a Daily Edition, which also allows wireless downloads, but it's not yet widely available. 

Format Issues
While each manufacturer has its own store with content that's compatible with its devices, e-books themselves come in a variety of formats. Amazon uses a proprietary format called AZW that only works with its Kindle e-book readers. The B&N Nook and Sony readers support a more-universal standard called ePub, which many libraries across the country are using for lending e-books. Still, Kindle doesn't currently support ePub, and Amazon continues to be the leader in e-book reader sales. If you want to read, say, DOC, PDF, or TXT files, make sure your e-book reader supports those file types. 

Which Reader is Right?
Ultimately, the e-book reader you choose depends on how you plan to use it. For example, if you want your ebook reader to read text aloud to you, you will have to go with the Kindle since that is the only device that offers this feature. Indeed, features like text-to-speech and overall stability mean the Kindle still earns top marks in my book. That said, you might be happier with a more affordable, more portable option like the $200 Sony Reader Pocket Edition, with its smaller 5-inch screen, or a big sprawling screen like the almost-10-inch display on the pricey Kindle DX ($490). 

