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Time passes, masks are ubiquitous, strangers and
friends (and some family) are best kept at a
distance. This is our new ‘normal’. On the street,
automa�c scanning is engaged to keep that
precious two metre separa�on (or is it one metre,
now?) between you and anyone else braving the
streets. Well, ‘braving’ isn’t quite right—shall we
go with wary confidence, bred in the poten�al lull
between the storms? By the �me you’re reading
this, the next wave may well have crested.

The prac�cali�es of life have shi�ed. Anyone tried
ge�ng in the weekly shop at one of the big
supermarkets? Quite a feat if you wear glasses; get
the mask �ght enough to stop the instant
‘steaming up’ effect and it becomes a challenge to
breathe. Interes�ng choice: being able to see
clearly enough to actually pick goods off the shelf;
or garner enough oxygen to push the trolly around
increasingly congested aisles. It feels like there’s a
lesson in there, somewhere…

Time to turn to today’s issue. Shorter than usual,
you’ll no�ce. This is partly due to delayed
publica�on schedules, but mostly, I think, to the
difficul�es of the last few months. For those
unexpectedly stuck at home, you probably hoped
to read more, perhaps focus on your wri�ng and
generally catch up with all those jobs that have
been wai�ng for a spare five minutes—instead, a
lassitude took hold. Stress really messes with your
head! So, a huge thank you to those who were
able to contribute to this issue. You are stars, every
last one.

On that note, I’d like to say welcome and thank you
to our guest reviewer, Eugen Bacon, who offered
up insigh�ul comments on The Perfect Nine: The
Epic of Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s.
Eugen describes herself as a ‘computer graduate
mentally re-engineered into crea�ve wri�ng’; she
is a well-respected writer and editor, who has sold
hundreds of short stories and ar�cles.

As always, we are looking for more intrepid BSFA
members to put up their hands and take the
plunge. Perhaps you’ve recently read something
you’d love to shout about? Drop me a line if you’re
interested in joining the team.

So, how does it work? I regularly email a list of
new books to our review panel, who can then
choose which �tle they would like to review. I post
the books out, which you get to keep, of course.
We usually allow around six weeks for the read/
review process, with an agreed wordcount (usually
650 words, but nego�able for books that deserves
a more in-depth treatment). We are also open to
reviews of books from your very own bookshelves.

Un�l next �me. Keep well, everyone.

Sue Oke

Layout & Design Alex Bardy

/ VIEWFROMTHE EDITOR

Time Passes, So Does Stress...
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It is now coming up for fourteen years
since the one and only series of Joss
Whedon’s Firefly first aired but we s�ll

want more. If anything the basic premise of a
likeable bunch of losers – literally so in the
case of Mal and Zoe, veterans of the defeated
‘Browncoat’ side in the recent Unifica�on
War – scraping an o�en less-than-legal living
at the edge of the star system speaks more to
the present than the early pre-crash years of
the century. Forget the brief flurry of hot
takes a few years ago that the crew were

really the bad guys,
camaraderie in
resistance is
increasingly the only
op�on for many,
rather than simply a
choice over the
corporate
progressivism of the
Blair and Clinton years
made in the name of
‘freedom’.

The Ghost Machine is
the third in Titan’s
series of Firefly �e-in
novels, all of which
have so far been
wri�en by Lovegrove
(and he has another
one due to come out
next year). An
‘Author’s Note’
informs us that the
ac�on is set between
the Firefly TV series
and the movie
Serenity. In an

interview with sci_fidelity.co.uk, Lovegrove
points out that ‘essen�ally what I’m doing is
fan fic�on but by a professional writer’. His
love for the characters certainly comes across
and the obvious fun he had wri�ng them
makes this an entertaining read. I hadn’t seen
any of these before and so I wasn’t sure what
to expect but I was immediately convinced by
the opening scene, in which an exchange of
dodgy merchandise in the remote outback of
an obscure planet rapidly goes pear-shaped.
The voices and characterisa�on are spot on
and I sat back to enjoy the ride but, as with
the high points of the series, I also found that

the story ended up making me think about
some of those fundamental ques�ons, which
genre fic�on can be be�er at highligh�ng than
more self-consciously literary work. As
Lovegrove says in the interview, if we think of
these novels as a mini season two then ‘The
Ghost Machine is the season’s “high concept”
episode’.
The dodgy merchandise in ques�on turns out
to be a bit of black tech developed by the Blue
Sun Corpora�on in an illegal lab for the
purposes of social control. Within hours of
taking off from the planet where the novel
begins, all of the crew except River are
hopelessly ensnared in wish-fulfilment
fantasies oblivious to the fact that their ship is
heading full speed for a direct collision with
the nearest moon. As the story progresses,
these fantasies break down into overt horror
but perhaps the most horrible thing about it
all is just how conven�onal and capitalist the
fantasies are in the first place. Mal imagines
himself in domes�c bliss, married to Inara
with two kids; Wash dreams of being the
wealthy head of an interplanetary freight
corpora�on, the subject of puff pieces in
society magazines; Simon wishes himself back
as the privileged son of his wealthy family.
Success breeds fear of betrayal as shown by
the disintegra�on in Wash’s fantasy of his
marriage with Zoe; while Zoe’s own fantasy of
the Browncoats having won the war is to the
detriment of her friendship with Mal. Tellingly,
Zoe suspects Mal would have been happier if
the war had been lost: ‘He defined himself by
what he resisted, and therefore without
anything to oppose he was nothing’.
However, the novel is not cri�quing the series
for endorsing a loser mentality. Rather, it is
reaffirming that opposi�onal mentality against
the truly obscene consequences of adop�ng a
winning mentality in what we might think of
as ‘capitalist realism’. In par�cular, the
sequence featuring Simon reveals the sheer
violence underpinning patriarchal systems.
Fortunately, resistance turns out to be too
ingrained in some of the crew members for
them to succumb completely. In its own way
therefore, Firefly: The Ghost Machine has a
very strong moral message: it has certainly put
me on my guard against idly indulging in wish-
fulfilment daydreams of conven�onal success.

Firefly: The Ghost Machine by James Lovegrove
(Titan Books, 2020)
Reviewed by Nick Hubble
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Muriel Jaeger, known to her friends as
‘Jim’, was a member of the ‘Mutual
Admira�on Society’, a wri�ng group

formed by half a dozen young women at
Somerville College, Oxford in 1912, including
Dorothy L. Sayers. Jaeger’s own career as a
writer, however, was rather less successful;
her novels did not, for whatever reason,
capture the public fancy, while, according to
the Encyclopedia of Science Fic�on, Jaeger
‘had an extremely comba�ve response to
cri�cism’. And yet, if the Bri�sh Library
reissues of her first two novels are anything
to go by, Jaeger’s wri�ng shouldn’t be
dismissed out of hand, even if it wasn’t
actually great science fic�on.

Her first novel, The Ques�on Mark (1926), a
response to the utopian fic�on of an earlier
genera�on, showed a world divided between
‘intellectuals’ and ‘normals’, exploring the
poten�al consequences of such a division. Like
many utopian fic�ons, it lacked much in the
way of a plot, but Jaeger’s prose was clean
and vigorous, and she was clearly sympathe�c
to the predicament of women in such a
se�ng.
The Man With Six Senses (1927) is a rather
more accomplished work, though it would be
stretching things to say it’s truly science
fic�on. The plot ostensibly focuses on Michael
Bristowe, a young man with an extraordinarily
well-developed skill as a dowser. Or, rather, he
experiences everything around him in a
completely different way to the rest of us: the
sixth sense of the �tle. Socially awkward,
sickly, with only this ill-defined skill to his
name, Bristowe has no idea what to do with
himself in a post-war society that valorises
soldiers returning from France.
Aware of this, Hilda Torrington, a well-
educated young woman, determines to help
him, for the simple reason that she believes in
his ability, and thinks it may prove of value to
society in the future. So far, so good, but
Jaeger actually tells the story from the point of
view of Ralph Standring, the an�thesis of
Michael, self-assured, successful, and intent
on marrying Hilda, not because he loves her,
but because it has always assumed by both his
family and hers that they would inevitably do
so. But Ralph is disturbed at the changes that
university seems to have wrought in Hilda. She
treats him as an equal, has views of her own,

and wants to discuss his wri�ng with him
cri�cally rather than admiringly. She has a flat
of her own, a job she likes, working as a
secretary for a Mrs Has�ngs, ‘one of the
poli�cal women who hoped to be in the next
Parliament’ (p. 22), and no inclina�on to
abandon any of this for marriage to Ralph.
Indeed, when Hilda does eventually marry,
she chooses Michael, because she believes
she should have his child and carry his unusual
skills forward into a new genera�on. It is a
calculated decision on her part, ra�onally
considered, a very
modern moment.
And that, I think, is
the key to the novel.
While Jaeger may
genuinely be
interested in
exploring the idea of
extra-sensory
percep�on and the
possibility of a be�er
future for humanity,
somehow this
recedes into the
background as the
novel unfolds, even
despite Hilda’s
devo�on to
promo�ng Michael’s
abili�es. Instead, the
reader is treated to
the full horror of
Ralph’s assump�ons
about an educated
woman’s role in
society, as a suitable
companion for an
educated man, to be
interested in his work and not her own. There
is something almost comical in his nonplussed
response when Hilda finally turns him down,
even though it’s perfectly clear all along that
Hilda knows precisely what she wants from
life.
And that is what makes this novel so
fascina�ng: the crisp, sympathe�c and u�erly
uncompromising portrayal of a young woman
determinedly making her own decisions about
her life, not as an act of defiance but because
she does know what she wants.

The Man With Six Senses by Muriel Jaeger
(British Library, 2020)
Reviewed by Maureen Kincaid Speller
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When I saw a Gareth L. Powell book
was on offer for review, I leapt at
the chance to read it. Unfortunately,

I did not realise un�l I had it in my hands that
this was the third book in a trilogy. So, I had
two op�ons – the sensible path where I
sought out the previous two novels and read
them to get up to speed with the story so far
or the reckless path of just diving in
regardless.

Being me, I chose op�on two. A�er all, I am a
veteran of borrowing books from a library that
only ever seemed to have book two in every
trilogy it stocked, so I knew I could handle it.
And, in all honesty, coming into this story two
books in was no great hardship. O�en with a
trilogy you see far too many links to past
books, too many character rela�onships to
make sense of and a lot of confusion that can
only be cleared up by reading the earlier
books. Powell’s story has some of that, but it is
not an impediment to enjoying the story. Part
of this is because a bulk of this book is taken
up with the story of a new character, Cordelia
Pa, and how she ends up embroiled in the
ongoing plot. However, it is also testament to
Powell’s ability to write characters who jump
off the page and make it very clear who they
are and what they are about.
So, the story…
The trilogy con�nues the adventures of
Trouble Dog, a sen�ent warship with a
conscience, in the wake of a war that has
destroyed much of humanity. It is on the run
with the remnants of its crew, including
Captain Sal Konstanz, chased by the Fleet of
Knives and running low on fuel. Meanwhile,
we follow Cordelia Pa’s life as she is taken
from her home on the alien built Plates and
meets her father, who runs a merchant ship.
From there, we travel through her progress
from teen scavenger on an alien city to trained
pilot and eventually ac�ng captain of the
Gigolo Aunt, her father’s ship. Which leads her
ul�mately to figuring out why alien ar�facts
whisper to her and finally to mee�ng up with
the crew of the Trouble Dog.
This is highly entertaining space opera fare
with a well realised and brilliantly wri�en
universe that feels lived in and real. You get a
sense of a universe that is gri�y and ‘worn’
with ship descrip�ons sounding plausible for

freighters and warships. Characters are well
developed and have plausible mo�va�ons and
even when things get a li�le weird with
alterna�ve dimensions and characters
supposedly long dead returning, it does not
lose any of its credibility.
In addi�on, this is clearly not just a human
se�ng. Alien beings exist and are freakishly,
weirdly different enough to not just come
across as ‘Star Trek style human with latex on
their head’ tropes. For example, Nod, the
engineer of the Trouble Dog, has fascina�ngly
poe�c point-of-view chapters that represent
how alien they are. You also have the AIs. The
idea of ships being controlled by an AI that is
built around human brain �ssue melded with
canine brain �ssue is fascina�ng and the AIs
on show, including Trouble Dog itself, are
entertaining. I was especially amused by the
different costumes their avatars wear and the
different se�ngs they interact in – for
example, the Titanic in one instance. These do
well to avoid any AI interac�ons being li�le
more than dialogue.
Overall, well worth a read and I have already
acquired the first two in the series.

The Light of Impossible Stars by Gareth L. Powell
(Titan Books, 2020)
Reviewed by D.A. Lascelles
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In the acknowledgements, Agnes Gomillion
gives credit to Paul Stevens ‘for finding
value where others did not.’ I for one am

thankful that someone did see a future for
The Record Keepers. My only disappointment
is that it’s taken me so long to discover it. She
also acknowledges Mr Frederick Douglass,
and from this you can be reassured that The
Record Keepers has intensely strong
founda�ons.

The powerful blend of African culture with
western consump�on set up in a world
supposedly devoid of technology makes The
Record Keepers a provoca�ve, sa�sfying read
and everything I have come to expect from a
work published by Titan Books.

A�er World War III, Earth is in ruins, and the
final armies have come to a reluctant truce.
Everyone must obey the law—in every way—
or risk sha�ering the fragile peace and
endangering the en�re human race.
Arika Cobane is on the threshold of taking her
place of privilege as a member of the Kongo
elite a�er ten gruelling years of training. But
everything changes when a new student
arrives speaking dangerous words of treason:
‘What does peace ma�er if innocent lives are
lost to maintain it?’ As Arika is exposed to new
beliefs, she realizes that the laws she has
dedicated herself to uphold are the root of her
people’s misery. If Arika is to liberate her
people, she must unearth her fierce heart and
discover the true meaning of freedom: finding
the courage to live—or die—without fear.

In this post war world, everybody has their
place in the new order. The few who ques�on
it are reminded that their sacrifice is for the
good of the people. Akira is plucked from her
crib, and by comparison to those in the
surrounding village, enjoys an easier lifestyle.
However, she’s not protected from cruelty.
Safety is found by giving prac�sed answers –
staying in your lane if you will. Stepping out of
line results in violent punishment.
Gomillion recognises that her readers need to
understand the powers at play. Because of
this, you realise The Record Keepers isn’t a
stand-alone novel. It’s an epic stuffed with

poten�al – much like Akira herself. This all
makes for an addic�vely quiet yet tangible
build throughout the first half of the book.
The premise of an African territory set in
America is unfamiliar, also a worryingly
accepted lead into Akira’s world. The
challenge the author offers is intelligently
cra�ed, neatly ques�oning the certain�es of
life, the roots of colonialism, and the roles we
choose around it.
Akira’s wilful and selfish
decisions to ensure her seat in
the senate drive this book well,
to the point of aliena�ng the
reader. Akira throws herself into
her educa�on, keeping herself
away from trouble and the
usual playground social ba�les.
She has a single understandable
and far-reaching goal, and
when she learns of The New
Seed she doesn’t sway from it.
Just when you think you know
where Gomillion is going, she
switches pace, and what could
have passed as a fantasy novel
reveals itself as complex
science fic�on. Akira’s character
is the strength which radiates
throughout the novel. William
provides a counterbalance in
his steadfast passion to his
duty.
Rebellious fac�ons are a threat to the
scholarly ways Akira considers normal, but her
intellect and fierce desire to do the right thing
(even when it’s wrong) leads her through love
interests, betrayal, her past coming back to
her and a�acks. Both despite Akira’s choices
and because of them, I found myself hooked.
The Record Keepers is a story of balance, and
there’s a great deal of life hanging on Akira’s
ac�ons. Akira’s growth throughout the book
suits the Young Adult, every chapter subtly
complex giving you much to contemplate.
There is so much here for the Adult shelf too,
‘grown-ups’ will be missing out.
It’s refreshing to find a book that adheres to
its premise, The Record Keepers is
outstanding, I don’t doubt the adapta�on to
the screen will be powerful and the series will
be up for awards. Highly recommended.

The Record Keeper by Agnes Gomillion
(Titan Books, 2019)
Reviewed by Shellie Horst
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Lieutenant Rafael Forrester leads his men
on a daring night raid into No Man’s Land
on the eve of the ba�le of the Somme in

1916. During the raid, there is a gas a�ack,
Forrester gets shot in the leg and he sees
some strange things – his men and the
enemy all falling asleep and some weird
lights. He puts this all down to the effects of
the gas but when he reports in, a�er basic
medical treatment in the field hospital, he is
summarily escorted rapidly and in secrecy
back to the UK to Sherston, a house in the
country that has been repurposed as a
sanatorium. Here he is informed he may face
court mar�al for the deaths of his troop –
men he last saw
perfectly alive only
sleeping – and that
there are doubts as to
his sanity. These doubts
being the only thing
currently keeping him
from being in an army
prison.

There follows an
intriguing mystery story
in which Forrester tries
to work out exactly
what happened in No
Man’s Land that night.
He remembers one set
of events while others
tell him something else
happened. All while his
ac�vi�es are restricted
by his injury and the
rules and regula�ons of
Sherston. This unfolds
through his interac�ons
with the staff and
pa�ents of the
sanitorium including the doctor who manages
his treatment, the Indian nurse who delivers
his meals and checks his bandages and the
bullying NCO. Strange things con�nue to
happen, the staff and pa�ents also experience
strange episodes of inexplicable sleep and
Forrester has strange dreams with apparent
significant meaning. All of this builds to the
final resolu�on.
This is an intriguing piece and one that is
cleverly wri�en. Not just in the mystery itself
but also the way in which it is presented. The

style and pace of the wri�ng is reminiscent of
older, classical works which help to lend the
story an element of authen�city. The pace
might be seen as a flaw by some readers,
especially those more used to fast paced
ac�on, but it works in the context of the story.
Much of it is development of Forrester as a
character. What begins as a fairly stereotypical
Bri�sh Army officer of the period builds into
something far more interes�ng as we delve
deeper into his past and personality. While the
se�ng and style are period accurate, the
commitment to diversity is modern, while
touching on some of the consequences being
‘different’.

With regards to the
mystery itself, I
admit it did surprise
me. All through I was
formula�ng theories
as to what was
occurring – up to
and including a
scenario in which
Forrester is recruited
into a First World
War style superhero
team or an X-Files
style inves�ga�on
plotline. And there
are clues that could
have developed to
lead to either (or
both) outcomes.
However, I was not
correct on either and
this is a good thing.
Overall, Tallerman
takes a great idea
and manages to turn
it into a convincing

period SF piece that engages on every page.
He delves deep into the point of view
character, explores the concept of the war and
what you would do if given the chance to end
it immediately and holds up a mirror to Bri�sh
Imperialist a�tudes at the �me. This is not a
book to read if you want exci�ng ac�on,
though there is some of that in places, but
one for when you want something intellectual
to chew on that puts some SF concepts into a
period se�ng.

To End All Wars by David Tallerman
(Aethon Books, 2020)
Reviewed by D. A. Lascelles
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Reading this book about an infec�on
changing us in the middle of a
‘lockdown’ in which an infec�on is

changing us turned out to be a strangely
calming experience. The topic of invasive
biological agents is a not a new one, but even
so it has reached an intensity in recent years
in works as varied as Adrian Tchaikovsky’s
Children of Ruin, Tade Thompson’s
Wormwood trilogy and, most recently, Paul
McAuley’sWar of the Maps. Following these
exo�c species of fantas�ka, The Breach’s
cold, sharp bite of Northern realism is a
welcome anaesthe�c that numbs the pain
once the shock has worn off. Whether the
invasive force are fairies, insect lifeforms,
parasites or a type of virus is never made
clear and doesn’t really ma�er to Shep, the
trainee steeplejack, who only comes alive
when climbing or urban exploring. As he
says, with shrugging acceptance, ‘I think they
turned up here, and now they just are.’

‘Here’, at least in the opening two thirds of the
novel, is the North some�me in an all-too-
foreseeable post-Brexit future when even the
promise of ‘ENGLAND’S YEAR OF REGROWTH’
is only a faded slogan on one of Freya
Medlock’s re�red father’s old corporate
planners. Freya is living in the box room of her
over-fussy parents’ bungalow following the
breakup of her rela�onship and barely going
through the mo�ons of her job as a reporter
on a dying local paper. An assignment to cover
the death of a local climber leads her to the
night-�me world of ‘urbex’ and Shep. Shep is
basically a dangerous chancer and something
of a cowboy but he has a redeeming
innocence. His only mode of expressing
agency is through the equivalent of enac�ng
slaps�ck pra�alls, rather like Buster Keaton
performing his own stunts. The first three
mee�ngs between Freya and Shep are by
turns charming, funny, and like something
from a found-footage horror film. Ra�onally
there is no reason why Freya should feel
responsibility for Shep a�er this but
emo�onally it makes perfect sense.
In the England Hill depicts, everyday life is
a�enuated to the extent that all meaning
seems to have been leached out of the
blighted, post-industrial landscape. This
present haunted by the ghosts of a future that
never came is not so much tragic as farcical. A

trip to the (gene)
splicer’s market is
neither the utopian
nor dystopian marker
it might once have
been but simply an
excuse for a coffee in
the garden centre on
a Sunday morning. Yet
while Freya has the
skills to head to the
place in England
which has drained all
the rest, London, she
never really
contemplates this
possibility. She is s�ll
looking for something
else even though
there is nothing
indigenous le�.
The existence within
this world of the
a�empt of an English
corpora�on to build a
version of the space
elevator from Arthur
C. Clarke’s The Fountains of Paradise is not just
incongruous but in itself a form of extra-
terrestrial interven�on. On the one hand, this
is a parody of past dreams of the future in
which the once industrious engineers who
peopled the golden age are replaced by no-
nonsense Northern steeplejacks and riggers
like Shep. On the other hand, Clarke would
probably enjoy the black humour of Hill’s
novel, with its twisted take on Childhood’s
End. Indeed, in some ways The Breach is the
most op�mis�c novel I’ve read for some �me.
Let’s face it, the best hope for a future in most
parts of England is probably alien invasion. As
the cryp�c text Freya reads on an urbex forum
thread proclaims, ‘The path for its replicants is
decided, for the extremi�es of worlds are
essen�al’. Even as experience recedes further
into memory, The Breach imparts a visceral
sensa�on and promises an awakening. And
while this might be like Shep’s at the
beginning of the novel, in the back of his van,
face pressed numb into the cabin bulkhead
and with a �n of cheap lager spilled inside his
sleeping bag, it’s s�ll a new day with the
promise of something actually happening.

The Breach by M.T. Hill
(Titan, 2020)
Reviewed by Nick Hubble
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On one level,War of the Maps is a In
these �mes of coronavirus lock-down
a book called The Outside seems

en�rely appropriate, but Ada Hoffmann’s first
novel mixes space opera and Lovecra�ian
tentacled horror, pi�ng them against each
other in a struggle between gleaming AI
overlords and nameless abomina�ons from
beyond space.

At least, that’s what I was expec�ng...
In the post-Singularity 28th century, the galaxy is
ruled by machines. Self-styled AI Gods (with a
capital G) keeping humanity safe and secure with
the help of their indentured posthuman agents
known as Angels. Humans are given some access
to super-advanced tech but, like all divini�es,
these Gods are jealous, and miracles are doled
out sparingly. This means that although humanity
has se�led worlds across the galaxy using
instantaneous portals and warp drives, all but the

most basic computer technologies are
forbidden; and while most of humanity
seems quite well taken care of, they live
at the whim of the Gods: break their
strict limits and the punishment is
usually death, followed by an eternity of
torment, a�er your soul is reborn in the
mainframes of the Gods. Harsh!
Yasira Shien, a scien�st, is pushing
some of the Gods’ limits – with their
approval – tes�ng a new type of power
genera�on for a human-built space
sta�on, designed in collabora�on with
her now missing mentor. It’s a proud
day for Yasira’s home world when this
new technology goes live for the first
�me, because it’s been done with no
direct help from the Gods. Tragically,
the generator has an unexpected flaw
which destroys the sta�on with the

loss of many lives; but what exactly was the
flaw? And why couldn’t the Gods warn them or
stop the disaster? S�ll grieving, Yasira is taken
away by the Gods and sent to find her mentor,
whom they fear deliberately caused the
accident by accessing something even the Gods
struggle to comprehend – the Outside; a strange
and unknowable domain outside our universe
where all physical laws break down.
Yasira is sent on a mission outside the galaxy
and beyond to find her old mentor and discover
what she knows; but a mere human couldn’t be

smarter than the Gods who rule over them,
could she...?
Despite the superb premise, The Outside is
more frustra�ng than fun.
The first sec�on is well done, set on the human
space sta�on The Pride of Jai, where our hero,
Yasira, does her science-y thing. The world she
inhabits is carefully introduced, including the
Gods, and feels both engaging and believable.
Unfortunately, a�er things go horribly awry on
The Pride of Jai they go even more awry in the
novel, mostly because the two capitalised
concepts – the Outside and the Gods – both fail
to convince.
First, the Gods, who have all adopted different
roles in the pantheon, and are, we’re con�nually
told, ultra-smart and ultra-powerful. So, why do
the Gods regularly threaten their posthuman
agents, the Angels, with death if they fail in their
mission, followed by eternal torture in the
ar�ficial a�erlife? The Angels are also supposed
to be super-smart and endowed with advanced
technologies to manage the galaxy but use only
threats and torture to achieve their ends. Have
seven centuries of rule by AI geniuses not led to
any be�er ways of mo�va�ng or persuading
people? It doesn’t seem very smart, even if the
torture is quite advanced. In fact, there’s no real
evidence for anyone being terribly clever in The
Outside. Sure, they have a few more whizzy
shiny things, but this feels like a thin veneer over
intelligences who are not gods at all, but
unpleasant and morally stunted even by today’s
standards.
And what of the �tular Outside? It’s
unknowable, it’s indescribable, it’s beyond any
understanding - u�erly alien, no one can see it
and survive, not even the ultra-smart and ultra-
powerful Gods. So, er, how is anything known
about the Outside? Yasira is con�nually told that
Outside exposes all our reality, our �me and our
space, as a lie, but why? In what sense are
billions and billions of mutual human and alien
percep�ons of our universe “lies”? They might
be a socially shared construct to make sense of
the universe, but does that make them a lie?
And what is it that privileges the reality of the
Outside as true rather than ours?
Sadly, the great SF novel about a war between
our gleaming AI overlords and nameless
tentacled horrors from beyond space s�ll
remains to be wri�en.

The Outside by Ada Hoffmann
(Angry Robot, 2019)
Reviewed by Stuart Carter
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Featuring a lead female who values
her career over her family, The
Mar�an Wind is a novella set on

Mars. Nanite tech enables the human
colony to exist, but like all things human,
there are those who have and those who
have not. In this case, the poor are found
in the Chasm caves, unable to enjoy the
quality of air closer to the tops. Of
course, this social structure is the perfect
breeding ground for resentment and
rebellion, one that the Archers work to
defend society from.

In and above the terraformed chasms of
Mars... Aurora misfires a bolt on the
Bolters' Range into the forest.
Unexpectedly, she is accused of murder
and being a rebel. The case the Archers
have against her is so compelling even
her lawyer wants her to plea bargain to
save her life. But Aurora knows she is
innocent. This is not the only mystery
Aurora must solve to gain her freedom...
Pipes supply air, water and nanites to
keep the chasms green. Unexpected
demands for nanites strain the system.
This has to stop or the chasms will
revert to dust-blown canyons...

We first meet Aurora at the bolter’s
prac�ce range, realis�c about her slim
chances of joining the Archers, when
her final shot goes awry and the next
thing she knows she’s under arrest.
There’s no love lost between Aurora and
her family; we discover she isn’t
contribu�ng to the family farm to the
extent they feel she should be. Here
Oliver doesn’t dwell on the stereotypical
guilt portrayed when a woman chooses
career over family. The pressure
increases when Aurora needs what li�le
funds she has to pay for her defence
against the charges of murdering Lady
Lianna Arkwright with her misfired bolt.
Oliver con�nues to strengthen her
female cast with Grandma Jenks and
Aurora’s court appointed lawyer,
Derora. Derora embodies (for me at
least) the jaded frustra�on born of
figh�ng with a system designed to make

you lose. Her cau�on and ins�nct for
jus�ce is buried under this facade.
Under the guise of paid work, rough-
tough talking Jenks enables Aurora to
explore the aspects of her case, in a ‘out
on good behaviour’ style clause.
Through Jenks we also get a li�le
further background on the family.
Between these three characters there’s
a representa�on of age, ambi�on and
expecta�on that is all too o�en missing
in science fic�on.
Oliver has gone to great pains to ensure
that the science in her world building
holds up without ge�ng in the way of
what is a strongly character driven plot.
It’s easy to get behind Aurora and her
search for the true criminal who
meddled with the nanites and framed
her for Lianna’s murder.
It’s always a pleasure to find stories that
force their way past the internal cri�c.
The Mar�an Wind does that. It allowed
me to trust in the author to take me on
a journey beyond my lockdown
frustra�ons, if you need a quick, easy
read give this a try.

The Martian Wind by Rosie Oliver
(Self-Published, 2020)
Reviewed by Shellie Horst
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In 2019 Catherine Butler and Farah
Mendlesohn organised a second Diana
Wynne Jones (DWJ) conference in

Bristol. The audience was mixed,
between academics and fans. This book is
a complete collec�on of the papers that
were presented at the conference. In this
review I have referred to papers by the
author’s surname and paper number.

I’ve been a DWJ fan for years and have
read and (re-read) many of her books
many �mes. What was I hoping for
when I asked to review this book? I was
hoping for some different insights into
her novels. I was hoping that the
authors would be wri�ng from a
posi�on of love, from the books having
personal value in their lives and (in
par�cular) not just using dry academic
cri�cism with long French-derived
words.
The papers are arranged in themes,
ranging from academics talking about
the difficul�es of using DWJ’s novels
straigh�orwardly as teaching materials
(Hixon, 2; Stallcup, 3), through families
and how to survive them, and quo�ng
DWJ herself in a short piece on how
schools treat their visi�ng authors.
The first technical cri�cal term that I
no�ced was “intertextuality”, and given
that this seems to mean “referencing
different works” it has to be admi�ed
that DWJ does commit this repeatedly,
and par�cularly in Fire and Hemlock
(Gascoyne, 12) where DWJ uses Tam Lin,
Burnt Norton, and Till we Have Faces as
source material. Intertextuality is a
common theme, simply because DWJ’s
work is so resonant (Reinbold, 13). To
be fair, when an author does use a new
term (e.g. referen�al characters,
Vaccaro, 16) they do explain them and
use them in their argument. However,
the discussion about ideologies of
power (Wang, 23) referenced “new
materiality”, which completely baffled
me. As a general reader I would have
liked a bit more explana�on of these
sort of terms.
Were there different insights? Definitely.
I was astonished to discover that

students in the US expec�ng to teach
English to school children were not
themselves avid readers or writers
(White, 4). It was suggested that
mothers in DWJ stories became much
less caring a�er the elec�on of
Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s (Pesold,
7), a poli�cal reading that I found
intriguing.
I had been expec�ng that I would not
relate to a certain propor�on of papers,
and I thought I would be lucky if I found,
say 50%, of interest. I was wrong. I
skipped through a very small propor�on
of papers and found myself fascinated
by the rest. I was also embarrassed at
how li�le I had actually understood of
the very many different things that were
going on, even in the more
straigh�orward books. Finding out the
true iden�ty of characters right at the
end of Hexwood forces the reader to re-
visit the book and their understanding
of it (Vaccaro, 16). It also forces us to
consider reading generally and the
assump�ons that we make as readers.
In a way, DWJ’s books teach us not only
how to read them, but also how to read.
A repeated theme is that Jones drives
her characters to ques�on exis�ng
social constructs and to come to their
own understanding of why certain
choices or ac�ons are "right" and
"wrong”. “Quite o�en families are a
source of betrayal and the faith and
judgement of children are sorely tested
by these dilemmas.” (Herington, 10).
My problem with reading DWJ is that I
get so drawn into the narra�ve that I
forget to keep an eye on what I think
the author is doing. As these essays
reveal, what DWJ is actually doing with
her source material may be very
complex indeed, completely reworking
(and subver�ng) myths and legends. For
example, when discussing the Arthur/
Merlin mo�f, “twitching” them step by
step into a completely different shape
(Na�ali, 18).
To note a few more papers that I found
par�cularly interes�ng: Bar-Hillel (26)
relates the challenges but also insights
she has discovered on transla�ng DWJ

Diana Wynne Jones Bristol 2019 Conference Papers
Edited by Catherine Butler and Farah Mendlesohn
Reviewed by Anne F. Wilson
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into Hebrew; Horáková (28) discusses
concepts of Bri�shness within DWJ’s
works, par�cularly with reference to the
Chrestomanci books. The author argues
that DWJ both celebrates Bri�sh tropes
as pleasurable (cream cakes and
dressing gowns) but also cri�cises them:
e.g. examining boarding school via
“Millie, who wants to live at Lowood
House School and then, as a foreign
woman of colour, finds the real-life
version dissa�sfying and aliena�ng”.
Koch-Michael (34) traces the European
and Indo-European origins of Dalemark.
This review has taken me a long �me to
write, mainly because it took me a long
�me to read. Each piece had to be read,
considered, and understood (or not!). I
kept stopping and star�ng, having to
think about things, trying to remember
the books, to work out if I was thinking
the same thing as the author of the

paper or what DWJ was intending I
should think.
Of course, this is really the wrong book
to read at one si�ng. What I really
wanted to do was read each book a�er
the papers that related to it, and to
trace the references that the authors
saw in them. It also made me want to
read other books that I had never
considered reading, such as DWJ’s own
essays and cri�cism.
By and large the papers were
refreshingly free of literary cri�cal
jargon and displayed a genuine love for
and understanding of DWJ’s work. I
found the collec�on enlightening in
many ways, and it le� me with a great
desire to re-read DWJ’s novels,
par�cularly the ones that I have
struggled with, and hopefully to
understand and appreciate them be�er.
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The real Julie D'Augbigny is one of those
colourful historical figures who seem to
have lived their lives with the inten�on

of providing material for future storytellers.
The French-born D'Augbigny - known most
famously as Mademoiselle Maupin - was a
youth prodigy in France's 17th century opera
scene, with her dis�nc�vely androgynous
voice lauded by notables of the day as the
most beau�ful in the world. With her fame
secured, D'Augbiny threw her considerable
energies into achieving an equivalent level of
infamy as a lethal, cross-dressing duellist,
seductress of men and women, and general
rough-houser. An opera star living an opera�c
life, she's been the subject of plays and
novels since her death in a convent aged 33.

Mark Alder's colourful
contribu�on to the
D'Augbiny mythos begins
with Julie hastening to a
midnight rendezvous in
the Paris woodland. Aged
only sixteen, she can
already sing, but so far
the doors of the opera-
house remain firmly
barred to her. She hopes
this private performance
to a small group of
anonymous but clearly
wealthy aristocrats might
be her big break. But
these thirteen masked
men are the Trecedim;
decadent dabblers in the
occult, here to summon
the devil, with Julie the
intended virgin sacrifice.
A cruel rapier-slash to
her throat leaves Julie
half-dead and, worse
s�ll, robbed of her

singing voice. When the devil doesn't show up
the Trecedim depart, leaving Julie for dead.
When Lucifer does appear, he (or, perhaps,
she) is enraged, in an elegant sort of way, at
being stood up. They strike a revenge pact:
Lucifer will teach Julie the art of sword-play,
and she in turn will slay the Trecedim one by
one, delivering the devil all thirteen souls. She
has exactly one year, or she herself will join
them in hell.

High drama indeed, and that's rather the point
of this enjoyable, fast-paced adventure. Mark
Alder (who you might be�er know as M. D.
Lachlan) makes it clear from the outset that
this is opera on page, where the rules of the
stage hold sway: magic is real, improbable
disguises always work, sword fights are
conducted with appropriate dialogue. Even
the structure of the novel reflects its opera�c
theme, elegantly replacing chapters with
Scenes and Acts, the text itself cleverly
maintaining a perpetual present tense which
gives the ac�on the immediacy of a live
performance.
Alder's descrip�ve abili�es are also well
deserving of praise. Julie's chao�c quest takes
her through the filth as well as the finery of
17th century Paris, and Alder's not squeamish;
the grimy, pungent reality of life outside the
aristocra�c bubble wa�s from the page.
Equally vivid is the gaudy, superficial (but no
less pungent) splendour of those basking in
the Sun King's favour, Alder having a knack for
describing, say, a lavish ball gown by focussing
on a par�cular detail of the fabric. There is
also, of course, plenty of singing going on
here, and Alder handles that well too; singing
is conveyed in the way Julie herself feels it, as
a transcendent, spiritually eleva�ng
experience.
But the success of this produc�on rests firmly
on the shoulders of its heroine, and Alder's
Julie D'Augbiny rises to the occasion.
Interes�ngly, I found nothing par�cularly
likeable about her at the start, but by the end I
was cheering her from the wings. She
develops an endearing knack for making her
male adversaries the vic�ms of their own
weaknesses, o�en allowing them to trip over
their own arrogance, pomposity or lust.
Emerging as something of a feminist icon, she
eventually denies even the transgender
Lucifer his claim to femininity on the grounds
that "No woman could be so dull. You are
male, posturing in the fine form of a woman
but lacking all our sex's finesse." Not all the
characters shine quite so brightly - there's a
certain interchangeability about the sordid
aristocrats on Julie's kill list - but with the
narra�ve spotlight firmly on Julie herself this
isn't too much of a problem.

The Devil's Blade by Mark Alder
(Gollancz, 2020)
Reviewed by Finn Dempster
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“In October 1726 the Bri�sh public’s
imagina�on was seized by news of a
remarkable event: a field labourer

from Surrey, Mary To�, claimed to have given
birth to rabbits. A local doctor, John Howard,
a�ested to events and as word spread, more
medical men rushed to inves�gate. Soon, To�
had been brought to London, which led to a
rise in both the public appe�te for the story
and the eminence of the inves�ga�ng
medics.”

The above quota�on has been nicked from
Ross MacFarlane’s Fortean Times review of The
Impostereress Rabbit Breeder (Oxford
University Press, 2020), by Karen Harvey. Every
�me I read a novel by Jasper Fforde, my mind
starts thinking in quota�ons. I just can’t help it.
This one also set me thinking about the 1972
film, Night of the Lepus, based upon Russell
Braddon’s 1964 novel, The Year of the Angry
Rabbit, in which normal-sized rabid rabbits
terrorize Australia. Lepus featured 150-foot
wild bunnies that failed to horrify but did
provide a warren-full of uninten�onal comedy.
Chapter One (Speed Librarying) finds our Civil
Servant hero, Peter Knox, in the UKARP (UK
An�-Rabbit Party) Government’s “much-
vaunted” Rural Library. He uses the codename
John Major, as per the ex-PM. Please don’t ask
me why, I don’t know. Enter an a�rac�ve
female rabbit – named Constance, not Jessica –
with whom Peter will soon have a clandes�ne
inter-species rela�onship.
“I’m a�er Rabbit and Rabbitability” [she says].
“Like Austen’s classic but more warren-based
and with a greater emphasis on ears, sex,
carrots, burrowing and sex” (p. 6).
In wri�ng a plot outline of any novel, the
thorniest problem is choosing the point at
which to begin. Fforde makes it even more
difficult by packing almost every sentence with
wascally-wabbit wi�cisms (’Fudd’ – as in Elmer
Fudd – was the most usual pejora�ve rabbit
term for a human) – and half-informa�ve hints.
But the general situa�on is made clear on page
55:

“Carrot-munching pests who should have
been smothered when they spoke their first
word,” grumbled Mr. Wainwright, whose
moral filters – if he’d ever had any – were
now en�rely absent. “It’s unnatural.”

He was right on that score: the Spontaneous
Anthropomorphising Event was completely
unnatural and totally
unprecedented. On 12
August 1965 there had
been an unexpected
flurry of snow on the
night of a full moon
following the warmest
of summer days, when
the sunset glowed an
eerie shade of green.
Aluminium foil had
inexplicably tarnished
within ten miles of the
Event, and glass had
adopted a sheen like
that of mineral oil on
water. The eighteen
rabbits of the Event
morphed and grew
into a semi-humanlike
shape overnight,
stretched, yawned –
then asked for a glass
of water and a carrot,
adding: “But really,
only if it’s no trouble.”
The anniversary had been fi�y-five years ago
last Thursday, but no one celebrated it, least of
all the rabbits in whom the Event elicited mixed
feelings. Some thought humanness a boon,
others a lament.
The pace picks up considerably a�er that and
the tone darkens un�l Watership Down seems
like a Looney Tunes cartoon by comparison.
Peter Knox becomes involved with the Rabbit
Underground movement and makes the
malevolent acquaintance of Mr. Ffoxe, the
Senior Group Leader of UKARP – and an actual
human-sized fox. Unlike the rabbit, however,
foxes had been declared legally human, but
they were also “allowed to be fox when the
mood took them, or the job required it” (pp.
85-6). Mr. Ffoxe uses Peter with the utmost
barbarity. But all’s well that ends as well as
could be expected, both for him and his rabbit
friends, who achieve a surprising “Rabexit”
escape from their human tormentors.
“Hip hop – hooray!” That one’s down to me,
not Jasper Fforde.

The Constant Rabbit by Jasper Fforde
(Hodder & Stoughton, 2020)
Reviewed by Graham Andrews
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“Making things is a ma�er of hands and eyes.
All my daughters are makers of things.”

If you’ve read Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s fic�on,
comprisingWizard of the Crow, Petals of
Blood, The River Between—some

curriculum in African literature, seen his
plays, like The Black Hermit, or read his
essays and memoirs, you know to expect the
unexpected. This preps you for his black

specula�ve fic�on The
Perfect Nine: The Epic of
Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi, on the
founding of the nine clans of
the Gĩkũyũ people of Kenya.

The verse narra�ve borrows
from the mythology of Gĩkũyũ
and Mũmbi, the male and
female forebearers created by
the god of the mount, the
giver supreme, the god of
many names, also known as
Mulungu, Unkulunku, Nyasai,
Jok, Ngai, Yahweh, Allah.
He/She is a unifying god, a
being and nonbeing of
distance and nearness, the
here and there, the stars,
moon and sun, the mother of
the soil, water and wind. The
giver grants Gĩkũyũ and
Mũmbi nine perfect
daughters, and a tenth with a
disability, and now the
daughters have come of age.

In this migh�ly feminist story that blends
folklore, mythology, adventure and allegory,
translated from its original Gĩkũyũ version
�tled Kenda Mũiyũru (2018), the daughters are
self-sufficient women who �ll the land, build
their own huts, are self-reliant yet united in
mind, heart and kinship.
There’s Wanjirũ, who put a curse on the hyena
to smother greed. Wambũi, who rode a zebra
to war, led an army to victory. Wanjikũ, who
has a fierce love for personal freedom and self-
reliance, and a healing power of peace.
Wangũi, whose lullabies can dispel a war.
Waithĩra, who resolves disputes with the
wisdom of the mount. Njeri, whose power of
glance is a quest for jus�ce. Mwĩthaga, who

can make rain. Wairimũ, who sculpts and
invents life, can trap souls. Wangarĩ, whose
courage of a leopard protects the powerless
from the powerful. And Warigia, the unspoken
tenth, born with a disability, but she charms
animals, so much joy in her laughter, the
whiteness of her teeth lights a path in the
darkness, and her arrow never misses an eye.
Suitors arrive from far afield, lured by the
silhoue�es of the daughters’ beauty in their
dreams, girls in fantasies who lead them down
valleys to rivers with song. The suitors perform
their own songs and dances of their regions,
some picked up on the way, and they’re willing
to serve the trinity of life—birth, life, death; the
trinity of day—morn, noon and evening; the
trinity of �me—yesterday, today, tomorrow.
But with its cau�on on the lure of strangers,
the cunning of ogres, the folly of greed and the
ugliness of discord, the philosophical story
tosses up challenges and much peril to the
daughters and their ninety-nine suitors, un�l
only the worthy remain.
With its inclusion of no dis�nc�on between
man or woman, its inspira�on on care of the
land, its adages on the power of nature, and
knowing to listen to the dictates of the heart,
The Perfect Nine is an accomplished work that’s
deeply cultural. It pla�orms the importance of
naming in African tradi�on, the place of
ceremony and the heart of kinship, bonded by
blood or marriage—as one groom says to
Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi:

“I want to talk to you, my father andmymother,” he said,
“For I cannot call you by any other name, given that
You received me and accepted me as your son.”

In this lush chronicle on the genesis of Gĩkũyũ
clans through valour, family, nature and
nurture, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o shows how
supremely he’s a leading literary African author
and scholar, a recipient of twelve honorary
doctorates, and a nominee for the Man Booker
Interna�onal Prize.

“Life has and has not a beginning.
Life has and has not an end.

The beginning is the end and the end is the beginning.”

The Perfect Nine: The Epic of Gĩkũyũ and Mũmbi
by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s
(The New Press, 2020)
Reviewed by Eugen Bacon

page 16

THE BSFA REVIEW #11 — Autumn 2020

https://amzn.to/3fAgglY
https://amzn.to/3fAgglY
https://amzn.to/3fAgglY
https://amzn.to/3fAgglY
https://amzn.to/3fAgglY


“Big or small, these events seemed all
of a piece; they seemed to point to
the same thing. But you couldn’t

see what it might be.” (p211)

In these lines I felt the author was speaking to
me. Over three quarters of the way through
the book, I hadn’t picked up enough pieces of
the puzzle. The weird had not quite emerged
onto the page. There was strangeness,
certainly, but was it more than the slippage of
discovering your own life trajectory has gone
awry? Victoria inherits a house, moves away
from London; not really fi�ng in, not really
able to grasp her mother’s later years. Shaw
has lost his grasp on his own life, unable to
se�le his rela�onship with his mother, who is
in a nursing home with demen�a. Victoria
describes Shaw early on as having lost his
nerve. She, on the other hand, is described as
a “high-func�oning roman�c”.
Not, it seems, very promising material but this
is a fine novel. At the sentence and paragraph
level the wri�ng is beau�ful. Harrison evokes
the Severn as an historical and geological
artefact. The town perched above the gorge is
quo�dian. Its people do ordinary and
confusing things that probably make sense to
them, though they do seem obsessed with
Kinglsey’s The Water Babies. Similarly, the
pubs and footpaths of Barnes, where Shaw
spends his days, can be found on any map of
London. The barges moored – or mired – in
the Thames, are on Google satellite views. His
lonely life of dinner in the pub and a room in a
boarding house feel like a life at a loss. Read as
literary fic�on, we can see the pain of
disconnected lives – par�cularly as our main
protagonists don’t spend much of the book in
each other’s company. They never quite
connect, even when they have sex. We can
see the odd events as metaphor, or emo�onal
aberra�on, making this the sumptuously told
stories of two middle-aged people failing to
cope with their lives.
From a slightly different angle, the strangeness
can be perceived differently. Perhaps Shaw,
unlike Kingsley’s protagonist, fails in his moral
educa�on. Although Shaw’s job makes li�le
sense, and the people he meets through that
work are doing things he can’t understand,
this would appear to be his failing. They give
him a book which explains it all and he doesn’t
read it. If science fic�on has a love of the

omnicompetent, Shaw would appear to be the
omni-incompetent man. Just outside his
percep�on, something enormous and strange
is happening. Because he can’t grasp it,
neither can the reader. We are le� in the
posi�on of the ordinary people in most novels
of the fantas�c: unaware of the magic (the
horror), yet affected by it. Victoria sees more,
accedes, perhaps, to what is happening. But if
she does understand, it is on such a nonverbal
level that the book cannot express it. We see
what happens to her, what she does, but we
don’t know
what it means.
Harrison
constructs all of
this so subtly.
There are
repeated
phrases and
tones, like the
themes of a
symphonic
poem, which
we recognise by
their references
to each other
rather than to
any externality.
There are
characters from
one story line
who appear in
the other –
hardly
recognisable
when described
through
different eyes,
but whose
presence strap
the parts of the
story together. There are names and ar�sts for
specific artworks, films, books which we can
look up for ourselves. Perhaps these are more
than hints, or just there to add texture,
truthiness. There are blank pages at the end,
which could just be a prin�ng artefact but
could equally say there is more emp�ness in
going further. Altogether, the book evokes a
mood – a sense of lessening, of bleakness –
which slides past any a�empt to categorise or
define. A�er all, just because you haven’t seen
a water baby doesn’t mean they don’t exist.

The Sunken Land Begins to Rise Again by M. John Harrison
(Gollancz, 2020)
Reviewed by Duncan Lawie
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Odessa Hardwicke is a rookie FBI agent,
working with a decorated, senior
agent. When they are the first on the

scene of a brutal murder spree, Odessa ends
up shoo�ng her partner when he inexplicably
tries to finish what the murderer started. As
he dies at her hand, she senses something
unusual – a strange smell of solder and a
haze as if something immaterial were leaving
his body. As an agent who had performed a
‘bad shoot’, she ends up under inves�ga�on
and side-lined into dead-end desk jobs while
wai�ng for the tribunal.

Part of this involves clearing out the office of
Earl Solomon, a re�red agent in his 80s who
recently suffered a stroke. In her discussions
with him, she finds out that her strange
experience may have something in common
with a case he was involved in during the 60s
in Mississippi. This leads him to tell her to put
a le�er in a par�cular mailbox in New York,
addressed to a Mr. John Blackwood and not
long a�erwards meets the man himself, an
apparently immortal occult detec�ve.
The first thing I suspect anyone would no�ce
about this book is one of the names on the
cover. Yes, it is that Guillermo Del Toro –
director, actor, former make-up ar�st and

author. Normally, when one sees a second
name on the cover with such a famous name
it would be assumed that this was a ghost-
wri�ng gig and they did most of the work.
However, Del Toro and Hogan have been
working together since 2009 on a number of
projects (specifically The Strain series of
Vampire novels) and anyone who knows Del
Toro’s pedigree as a creator will know there is
likely a more equal partnership here. Like The
Strain series (which started as a failed TV pitch
then became a graphic novel and finally came
full circle to become a TV series), The Hollow
Ones feels like it started life as a pitch for a TV
series or film. In fact, a�er reading it, I am
already mentally cas�ng someone like Jonny
Lee Miller, James Purefoy, James McAvoy or
Benedict Cumberbatch as the irascibly Bri�sh
Blackwood against a spunky female partner.
It’s a formula that has been shown to work
�me and again – from Doctor Who to shows
like Elementary.
The story is told in the modern day, mostly
from the point-of-view of Odessa but also in
the form of sec�ons that are in the voice of
‘the Hollow Ones’ and flashbacks to both Earl
Solomon’s case in Mississippi and John
Blackwood’s own life as a lawyer in
elizabethan London and friend to Dr. John
Dee. These events are layered to build up to
the revela�on of what it is that Blackwood is
inves�ga�ng – a case that goes back to a ritual
performed by Dee and why it is important to
Blackwood.
Overall, the novel is competently wri�en
though there is li�le innova�ve in either the
wri�ng, the characters or the story. The idea
of the occult detec�ve is a concept seen many
�mes before and done be�er – John
Constan�ne, Felix Castor, Peter Grant among
others – and we have the TV style formulaic
pairing given above. The story also has a bit of
conflict between its desire to be rela�vely ‘TV’
friendly and all out horror and it may benefit
by focusing on one over the other – either
delving deeper into the visceral gore of the
murder sprees or dialling it back. For example,
I expected to see more of the Del Toro horror
we see in Pan’s Labyrinth here. However,
these do not stop it being an entertaining read
and I suspect the authors will find the right
level as the series progresses.
Definitely recommended.

The Hollow Ones by Guillermo Del Toro and Chuck Hogan
(Del Ray, 2020)
Review by D.A. Lascelles
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This is a science fic�on novel disguised as
a horror novel — or vice versa. It’s also
plo�ed like a movie script, which is

perhaps understandable, given that the
author David Quan�ck has worked on several
TV shows, including VEEP and the notorious
Blue Jam.

A woman named ‘Garland’ wakes up amnesiac
in the darkness in a train carriage. She has
been manacled and is wearing a green
jumpsuit. Outside is darkness, she can see
explosions and fire, and the train is running at
full pelt along the tracks. Garland soon
blunders into the next carriage, encountering
fi�een dead people.
Soon, she meets an odd-looking man named
Banks. Banks is ‘very tall and thin,' a
misshapen giant. Later on, we discover that he
used to look very different but has undergone
punishment surgery. Banks has been in the
train longer than Garland and shows her
where to get �nned food.
Garland soon decides that she is going to
make for the front of the train to find out
what is going on. Accompanied by Banks, she
discovers that each carriage is different from
another in some quite unexpected ways.
There are also sounds issuing from the
speakers, including semi-audible songs and
odd announcements.
This narra�ve is broken by ‘interludes’ that
recount the experiences of people who may or
may not be connected with the lead
characters. The first interlude tells the story of
a boy named Peter who goes to a special
school and falls in love with a classmate called
Hatch. We learn that there is a war going on,
but we never discover its exact nature. Peter
has to play a strange computer game involving
a rope and a bear. Eventually, Hatch is directed
to ‘dispose’ of Peter — gay people or
‘degenerates’ are apparently contemp�ble in
this school. Hatch is subsequently useless so
‘they took [his] face and gave him someone
else’s.’
Most of the novel is like this, hin�ng at an
exterior world that never quite resolves into a
coherent picture. Later, Garland and Hatch
encounter a young woman named Poppy who
appears to have been an Olympic level skier.
Poppy is incredibly strong and defends them
against a monster encountered in one of the

carriages.
The monster is very reminiscent of something
from Jeff Vandermeer’s works; furry and
armour plated, ’not organic at all, but rather a
mash of metal and bone and raw muscle.’
This, along with the hints of exo�c torture and
surgery (and a scene with a mel�ng human)
most strongly signify this book as horror. And
yet it resists easy categorisa�on because more
science fic�on elements appear as it trundles
towards its conclusion.
Yet although the novel
s�cks to the uncanny
or just plain weird as
opposed to the overtly
supernatural, there is a
subtext that the train
might be travelling
through hell.
Today there’s a sense
that hell is something
that we’re busy making
for ourselves through
our collec�ve sins and
follies. So, in the last
quarter of the book
another genre rears its
head: that of the post-
apocalyp�c novel.
Without spoiling the
plot, the situa�on that
the protagonists find
themselves in appears
the result of a
catastrophic series of
decisions made by the
powers that be.
And when Garland and the others reach the
front of the carriage, yet another element
emerges: the cult of leadership with its
glowing promises and failed expecta�ons. As
one of his apparatchiks explains, the ‘father of
the country’ promised his flock ‘reforms and
blue skies’ which of course never materialised.
The apparatchik opines that the ‘future just as
sh***y as it always was. The world’s always
been about the people who are on board and
the people who aren’t.’ This rather reac�onary
conclusion is challenged by the ending, which
suggests a renewal of hope. A curious and
compulsive read.

Night Train by David Quantick
(Titan Books, 2020)
Reviewed by Matt Colborn
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