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G

reetings to all! Hope those of you who attended
Ytterbium at the Park Inn had a safe journey
home and are now counting the blessings
gleaned from a long weekend of SFF immersion. I was
only able to attend on the Saturday due to work commitments, but still managed to hook up with friends,
attend a couple of kick-ass panels and catch two of the
Guest of Honour interviews.
Frances Harding and John Scalzi were entertaining and engaging interviewees and certainly kept the
audience amused. I particularly liked Harding’s predilection for playing “extravagant games with language”
and the way she viewed the endings of her books as an
opportunity to unlock the potential of her characters,
rather than have neat resolutions. The “introvert”
Scalzi gave an illuminating explanation as to why he
has never suffered from imposter syndrome. At the
age of 14 he decided he was going to be a writer; everyone around him––parents, teachers, mentors––all
told him, yes, that’s exactly what you should be. Here
the power of ongoing positive support and encouragement is fully realised. A lesson for all of us, I think.
You may have noticed that the last couple of editions
of the BSFA REVIEW have more content that usual.
One of the benefits of an electronic format is that we
can add more pages at no extra cost—apart from the
extra time of spent collating and editing, and producing a very professional layout, of course (thanks
Alex!). And we must not forget all our reviewers who
consistently produce such excellent copy on a diverse
range of titles, both academic and fiction. If you have
recently read a book you feel really deserves to be
reviewed, please feel free to drop me a line and sing
its virtues. Our panel of volunteer reviewers are sent a
regular list of available titles and may well select your
suggested book for review. Or, you may want to try
your hand at writing a review yourself!
You should all have received your copy of “Through
the Decades: Sixty Years of the BSFA” edited by our
very own Alex Bardy. The production of this comprehensive book was only made possible by the hard
work and dedication of BSFA volunteers who carried
out extensive research to select the very best examples of work to include. Enjoy!
Until next time.

Susan Oke
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The Norse Myths, Stories of the Norse Gods and
Heroes Vividly Retold by Dr Tom Birkett
(Quercus, 2018)
Reviewed by Sandra Unerman

O

ne of my favourite books, as a child,
was Tales of the Norse Gods and Heroes
retold by Barbara Leonie Picard. There
are plenty of other versions of these stories,
including more recent ones by Neil Gaiman
and others. The distinctive features of this
new book include its wide scope, its illustrations and the fact that it is not aimed at children. Dr Birkett is an academic who specialises in Norse myth and medieval
literature. His purpose is to present
the stories in a coherent form ‘in
language that doesn’t make them
too aloof or take away their dignity’.

There is a lot packed in here, from the
creation of the world out of the void of
Ginnungagap to its predicted destruction at Ragnarok. We are introduced
to the powerful symbols of the Norse
world, including Yggdrasil, the World
Tree, Jormungand, the serpent who
encircles the oceans, and Valhalla,
where dead heroes feast. The history
of the principal gods is told, as well as
the legend of Sigurd the Volsung, in a
version which may surprise those who
only know him as he appears in Wagner’s operas. There are also chapters
on other heroes, on Viking history and
on survival and interpretations.
The book has an extensive set of
illustrations, which range from photographs of eighth century Scandinavian
picture-stones, through images from
seventeenth century Icelandic manuscripts and romantic 19th century
paintings and statues, to much more
modern versions. These provide an
interesting commentary in their own
right on the changing perception of
the stories down the ages.
The stories are darker in this version than in the
ones I first read, the violence, particularly towards
women, and the cruelty more apparent. But this
brings them closer to the medieval accounts and
their imaginative force comes across as powerfully as ever. The personalities of the gods are
unlike those you will meet in classical mythol-

ogy or elsewhere. Odin the Allfather, wanders the
world in search of knowledge, a one-eyed old man
in a wide-brimmed hat. Like Zeus, he is capable
of rape but Odin usually has an ulterior motive,
as when he seduces Gunnlod, the daughter of a
giant, in order to steal the mead of poetry. Loki
is the other most memorable figure in this pantheon, the trickster who gets the gods into trouble
and often helps them out of it, until he gets drunk
and insults the others unforgivably. One of the
most memorable illustrations in the book is of a
stone engraved with the face of Loki, recognisable
because his lips are sewn together. All the actions
of the gods take place against the background of
their ongoing quarrels with the giants and the
foreknowledge of the final battle, which most of

the gods will not survive. Nevertheless, not all
the stories are tragic and some verge on farce, as
when Thor, the thunder god, goes in disguise as
a bride to the land of the giants, in order to win
back his stolen hammer.
Birkett’s narrative does full justice to the gods
and the story of the Volsungs. By contrast, the
chapters on the lesser heroes and on history of the
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Vikings felt somewhat rushed. It is fascinating to
read about the transition from legend into recorded history with the wonderfully named Ivar the
Boneless and Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye, the sons of
Ragnar Lodbrok, and their part in the invasion of
England in the 9th century. And there are plenty
of other intriguing details here about such characters as Harald Hardrada and Leif Ericson, as
well as the remarkable account of a Viking funeral
from the perspective of Ibn Fadlan, a traveller
from the Caliph of Baghdad to the Volga. But the
ground covered is so wide that Birkett cannot do
more than provide a brief outline of the history
of Scandinavia in the early Middle Ages and its
wider impact, without exploring most of the material in any depth. Even so, the outline helps to put
the myths into context and may lead people on to
further reading.
The same can be said of the chapter on survival
and interpretations. Although earlier inscriptions
survive, the Norse myths as we know them were
written down mostly in Iceland, well after the
country had been converted to Christianity in the
year 1000. Interest in them was very limited until
the 17th century, when they began to be translated into Latin and later into other languages.
From there, the story becomes more complicated.
Birkett refers to romantic nationalism in Scandinavia and the interest in pan-Germanic mysticism
which led to the use – or misuse – of the Norse
tradition by the Nazis and its ongoing appeal to
the far right. He mentions the continuing cultural importance of the myths in Scandinavia and
revival movements, which have led to the building of replica longships and college courses in
Viking skills. He also discusses briefly the literature which draws on Norse inspiration, including
works by Tolkien and Gaiman, as well as Marvel
comics. A much longer book would be needed to
do justice to all these topics, but this summary
struck me as worthwhile, because of the questions it raises about the relationship of the stories
to their own time and what has become of them in
later times. The list of further reading at the back
provides some useful pointers, although it doesn’t
include modern fiction.
Birkett’s prose is clear and readable, up-to-date
without being jarringly modern. Readers completely new to the Norse myths should find this
book a good introduction. Those who are familiar
with other versions may nevertheless discover
interesting new perspectives.

Green Planets: Ecology and Science Fiction
Edited by Gerry Canavan and Kim Stanley
Robinson
(Wesleyan University Press, 2014)
Reviewed by Anthony Nanson

I

n Rob Latham’s Oxford Handbook of Science
Fiction (2014) the field of ecocriticism
was conspicuous by its absence. That gap
could have been nicely filled by Gerry Canavan’s Introduction to Green Planets, or indeed
Latham’s own contribution to this book. Ecocriticism and SF may have been reluctant
bed-mates, but in this book we see an explicit
insemination of SF criticism with ecocritical thinking. Not only that, Canavan argues
that science fiction itself is an ideal means
of ecological critique. As Kim Stanley Robinson points out in the interview concluding
this volume, the ecological crisis confronting
the world is so complex, and so much about
process unfolding in time, that it is better
described in terms of story than of abstract
concept.

Canavan structures his introduction and – the
book’s three parts – using a set of categories borrowed from Samuel Delany. First, the contrasting
utopias of New Jerusalem (the high-tech super
city) and Arcadia (the rustic good life). Each of
these inverts into a dystopia: respectively, the
Brave New World and the Land of the Flies. In the
interstices between these arise new postmodern
categories: Junk City (slow-motion urban collapse), whose positive side (‘an ecstatic vision of
improvisational recombinative urban chaos’) is
unnamed (how about ‘Brexit’?); and the not formally named ‘ruined countryside’ (‘Edgeland’?),
whose positive aspect is the Culture of the Afternoon (sunset shining through the smog). Transcending these sixteen categories is the Quiet
Earth, where humankind is completely or almost
completely absent.
Part 2, ‘Brave New Worlds and Lands of the
Flies’, thus focuses on dystopian stories. Part
3, ‘Quiet Earths, Junk Cities, and the Cultures of
the Afternoon’, tends that way also. Eric C. Otto’s
chapter there applies the concept of ‘critical dystopia’ (from Raffaela Baccolini and Tom Moylan’s
Dark Horizons [2003]) to show how Paolo Bacigalupi exercises an ecotopian (ecologically utopian)
desire through dystopian scenarios that create
a tension between his characters, who become
motivated to act differently but whose options
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are foreclosed by the structures of their world,
and the reader in this world for whom change
remains possible.
What really struck me is that most of the texts
examined in the supposedly utopian Part 1, ‘Arcadias and New Jersusalems’, also incline towards
dystopia. Christina Alt’s chapter on H.G. Wells
compares the ecological awareness of The War of
the Worlds with humankind’s ruthless extermination of undesired species in his notionally utopian
novel Men Like Gods. Latham’s ‘Biotic Invasions:
Ecological Imperialism in New Wave Science
Fiction’ surveys a range of grim invasion stories.
Michael Page’s study of Golden Age SF touches on
some utopian texts when discussing the theme
of ‘evolution’ but then returns firmly to dystopia
with his second ecological
theme of ‘apocalypse’. This
leaves Gib Prettyman’s
study of Le Guin as the only
chapter, besides the Robinson interview, that wholeheartedly engages with the
utopian imagination.
The notion of a kind of
merging of SF and ecological critique is made tangible by two chapters about
‘science faction’, texts
that are essentially works
of speculative popular
science but framed in a
future narrative. I use the
term in a broader sense
than the narrow one in
which Brent Bellamy and
Imre Szeman deploy it, to
refer specifically to depictions of a world devoid of
people. Equally ‘science
faction’, I’d say, is Garrett
Hardin’s Exploring New
Ethics for Survival: The
Voyage of the Spaceship
Beagle, the focus of Sabine
Höhler’s chapter. Both these chapters run into a
political dead end: Bellamy and Szeman’s because,
as they conclude, a post-human world is a priori
devoid of politics; Höhler’s because Hardin’s
thought experiment leads to a neoliberal cum
fascist conclusion that the resource limitations of
Spaceship Earth necessitate a coercive survival
of the fittest. In proposing a lifeboat exit strategy
from this dilemma, Höhler appears to reject the
premise that the Earth is a closed system and fall
back on the dream of a destiny somewhere else –

which both Canavan’s introduction and the interview with Robinson make clear is no solution to
humankind’s ecological quandary.
For me, the most interesting line of thought
arises in three chapters that, in different ways,
engage with the idea of a change of consciousness through some concept of immersive ‘depth’.
Melody Jue explains now, in Stanisław Lem’s Solaris
and Greg Egan’s ‘Oceanic’, the metaphor of mysterious ocean depths is manipulated to suggest
possibilities of reciprocal connection between the
human and non-human. Timothy Morton’s essay
on the film Avatar is a tour de force of postmodernist criticism, blithely drawing upon the likes of
Kant, Spinoza, and Heidegger to explore an alluring void of reason in which we may find connection with all that is,
only to leave us with
a nightmarish image
of alienation. Brilliant
though it be, this kind
of writing strikes
me as more a performance of the critic’s
cleverness than a
useful contribution
to our problems,
whether
ecological
or existential. Contrast this with Prettyman’s clearly structured argument that
the transcending of
the ego facilitated by
a spiritual path such
as Daoism, to enter a
broader field of connectedness, is instrumental to Le Guin’s
strategic engagement
with ‘the “enshrinement” of egocentrism
that makes capitalism
“the enemy of nature”’
(quoting Joel Kovel).
With the passing of Saint Ursula – I say that with
tearful respect – this excellently produced book
only reinforces my impression that Kim Stanley
Robinson is out there on his own in applying the
SF imagination to explore hopeful pathways into
the future. We need more writers like him with
the guts to step beyond the self-fulfilling prophecy of dystopia. As Canavan says, ‘The future has
gone bad; we need a new one.’
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Weird Fiction in Britain, 1880-1939
by James Machin
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018)
Reviewed by Kate Macdonald

T

he objective of this book is utilitarian: to
explore why people use ‘weird’ in relation
to fiction, and what using this label tells us
about the kind of fiction it is attached to from
the period of its first flowering in Britain. It
is part of the Palgrave Gothic series curated
by Clive Bloom for Palgrave Macmillan, and is
aimed at an academic readership, though collectors and other specialist readers will find it
useful, albeit eye-wateringly expensive.

Machin concentrates on exploring how the
writers of weird differentiate their fiction from
horror with subtle differences in mode and register. Formally naming some fiction as ‘weird’
gives it status, a distinction that separates it from
other generic subdivisions. Leading on from the
interesting popularity of H P Lovecraft in French
translation, Machin deploys the distinction ‘haute
weird’ (from Miéville and Venezia) to separate off
a further layer in weird’s proliferating identities.
The theory survey continues into some downright
confusing statements by Joshi, and a hair-splitting

discussion by Hollinger on the difference between
mode and genre. It is very pleasing to see Machin
reject Terry Eagleton’s ridiculous insistence on
canonicity.
Does the reader actually care about this theoretical underpinning? Wisely, Machin concludes
that ‘weird’ is an inherently slippery and undefinable term, slithering over liminalities to become
that which is Other from any direction one looks.
But this is helpful, because it explains why many
classically weird writers of the late nineteenth
century were more famous and/or commercially
successful for their non-weird writing, yet were
held in high repute by the weird coterie for the
imaginative excellence of their weird writing.
Machin needs a sturdy argument to balance
upon as he moves from the high Decadence of the
fin-de-siècle to the Clubman story weirdnesses
in the 1930s story magazines. He takes the view
that:
“nestling within the wider, intersecting circles
of Realism and the Fantastic are Science Fiction
(or Scientific Romance), the Gothic, and Horror,
and smaller still, perhaps the Ghost Story, and
myriad other, seemingly inexhaustible subdivisions. The Weird can inveigle its way into all.” (17)
Rather than the mechanical leaning towards
the networks of social relationships that the
ghost story invokes, weird fiction ‘in contrast,
tilts towards the existential, the ontological, and
the epistemological’ (19). The weird is outwith
the bounds of science, but yet abjures fantasy and
‘Cosmic Horror’. Weird fiction tends to be short,
yet it has scale, a sense of things vaster and slower
than merely human interactions. Since weird is
undeniably picky, possibly also a touch snooty in
its self-identification, Machin sensibly decided to
write this book about the weird mode rather than
the fiction itself, in British publishing from 1880
to 1939.
In this he has researched some fascinating new
ideas on fin de siècle reading practices, ways to
appeal to a particular market on the part of publishers, on the cult of bibliomania, and on elitist
reading and collecting practices, predicated
around lost, secret, obscure or forbidden texts, in
what would appear to be an exclusively masculine environment (more on this below). The cult of
the bibliophilic chase is analogous to the passion
for the weird, since it is all about the subject, not
the object; the hunter, not the hunted; the person
regretting the advent of abebooks.co.uk because
this means it is now too easy to secure the book
you have been pluming yourself on never being
able to find. When the thrill of the chase is gone,
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these people also risk losing the thrill of reading
the weird as a secret treasure known only to a few,
rather than a book anyone can now find online.
Chapter 2 contains a great deal of very useful
information on the origins of weird: a detailed
etymology of the term and its cognates; a literary
history of the emergence of the short story in the
UK market; an explanation of the opposing camps
of anti-Decadence and the stylistic avantgarde.
Machin explores the interesting dual nature of
the work of great writers of the late nineteenth
century – Robert Louis Stevenson and H Rider
Haggard – who could produce hearty mainstream
fiction for conservative pro-Empire readers, as
well as avantgarde writing that was definitely
using weird as well as horror, the supernatural
and diablerie. Differences between the Decadents
and the Degenerates are noted, and the work of
Grant Allen and the Keynotes series of books, of
the influence of the poet and editor W E Henley, of
Arthur Conan Doyle and Oscar Wilde.
Machin takes us through an excellent reading of
John Buchan’s little-known weird short story ‘The
Shut Door’ as a metonym for the effect of the First
World War on Edwardian fantasies and ‘storyable’
wonders. While I’d argue that Buchan did continue
to read literature during the war, and did a great
deal for the wonder of storytelling by publishing
his first three Richard Hannay novels, as well as
telling the story of the ongoing war as history in
the 40 volumes of the Nelson’s History (1915-19),
I do agree with Machin that British weird storytelling turned towards a ‘quieter melancholy and
psychological chill’ after the War. Machin doesn’t
mention them, but his argument is borne out by
David Garnett’s Lady Into Fox (1922) as a fine
example of post-war British weird, as is Sylvia
Townsend Warner’s Lolly Willowes (1926). Also
unaccountably barely mentioned is ‘Saki’, whose
entire oeuvre is arguably emotionally weird, and
whose werewolf character Gabriel-Ernest is the
unmentioned döppelganger in Machin’s discussion of Count Stenbock’s ‘The Story of a Vampire’,
which also has a Gabriel who turns into a wolf.
Chapter 3 focuses on the four remarkable weird
writers M P Shiel of Zalewski fame; R Murray Gilchrist (‘a penchant for horrid deeds and insanity’), Eric, Count Stenbock, a performative Decadent; and the godfather of weird, Arthur Machen.
Machin’s investigation into the tangential metaindustry of inventing unsuccessful decadent
authors, from Max Beerbohm to the present day,
is entertaining, as is his tracing of the relationship
of the Club Story as a sanctioned setting for the
weird. But this chapter does not contain enough
about the fiction, which the reader is expected

to already know. Machin’s focus is the authors,
their lives and lifestyles, and their bibliographies.
Most bizarre of all, there is no mention of Sylvia
Townsend Warner’s affectionate family relationship to Arthur Machen — he was her uncle, for
goodness’ sake! — which could have produced
a highly fruitful discussion of Lolly Willowes as a
first novel about witchcraft emerging from the
cradle of weird.
This leads me to a further criticism of the scope
of this book. So few women are mentioned in
the discussion of these writers of weird fiction
in this period, that one might be led to believe
that women did not write weird at all. Was weird
such a homosocial environment? Or were women
writers not ‘culturally competent’ to handle
weird? Melissa Edmundson offered a more extensive list of critics and authors of weird working in
the period to supplement Machin’s four mentions
of Vernon Lee, and a single nod to Mary Butts
(though she is not indexed).
Chapter 4 is on John Buchan, whose weird fiction
Machin describes as a ‘comingling’ (wouldn’t ‘mingling’ have been enough?) of the colonial weird of
Haggard and Kipling, and of the Poe-derived weird
of the Decadents. Buchan coined the phrase ‘phosphorescent with decay’ to show his deep knowledge and rejection of the Decadents, in favour of a
more wholesome variant of weird in The Dancing
Floor (1926). It is fascinating to read a discussion
of Buchan in which he was criticized by contemporaries as not being weird enough; this is an
entirely new interpretation for Buchan scholars
to consider. It’s also good to see Buchan’s publishing awareness taken seriously: as an author who
was also a publishing professional Buchan had a
strongly commercial approach to his polymathic
writing. Machin continues to break new ground
with the first detailed study of Buchan’s readers’
reports for John Lane, showing how his critical
approach to reading for a market was formed.
Machin goes down a very entertaining rabbit-hole
in this part of his research, tracking the terrible
book that Buchan and le Gallienne both advised
John Lane to reject, to discover that this novel of
Gothic horror is now a collector’s rarity, despite
being panned before and after publication.
Chapter 5 takes an unexpected turn towards
the publishing history of Weird Tales magazine,
and its reprints of its greatest hits and back issue
material, ending down another rabbit-hole with
Lafcadio Hearn, and (oh god no) Huyssen and
Adorno. While this chapter is useful for the publishing history that it unpicks, it sits oddly with
the rest of the book. I understand the importance
of Lovecraft’s opinions on contemporary British
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Archaeogaming: An Introduction to
Archaeology in and of Video Games
by Andrew Reinhard
(Berghahn Books, 2018)
Reviewed by Kerry Dodd

F

weird, but it would have been good to have been
introduced to a contemporary British authority
on weird as well. Was there no-one in the Powys
family, for example, who had opinions on weird?
What about Mary Butts?
My final stricture is on Machin’s academic jargon:
his repeated use of ‘imbrication’, ‘adduced’, ‘adumbrate’, and ‘limned’, for example, caused deep irritation to this reader, and did not make his insights
any clearer. His narrative style is also too wordy:
a kind friend or an editor could have increased
the authority of his arguments by weeding out
the excess descriptors. When a noun is escorted
by three adjectives, the tone is too much that of
the uncritical enthusiast rather than the serious
scholar. This is a pity, since Machin is thoroughly at
home with his material, and is clearly highly knowledgeable on this period, these authors and the phenomenon of weird in British cultural history.
Works cited
John Buchan. 1926. The Dancing Floor. London. Hodder &
Stoughton.
David Garnett. 1922. Lady Into Fox. London. Chatto &
Windus.
Lizzie Harris McCormick, Jennifer Mitchell, Rebecca
Soares (eds). 2018. The Female Fantastic. Gendering the
Supernatural in the 1890s and the 1920s. New York &
London. Taylor & Francis.
Sylvia Townsend Warner. 1926. Lolly Willowes, or, The
Loving Huntsman. London. Chatto & Windus.

rom the dual-pistol wielding Lara Croft
from Tomb Raider (1996-present) to the
suave Nathan Drake from Uncharted (20072017), video games are replete with heroic
archaeologists and their exploration of lost
worlds. While surely a far-cry from its realworld counterpart, these is a certain pervasiveness to excavational practice within
digital media that demands further attention.
Can video games themselves be artefacts?
How would we excavate a virtual world? Can
this medium extend archaeological practice?
It is precisely these questions that Andrew
Reinhard engages with in his compelling and
lucidly written Archaeogaming – a fascinating
study of the ‘archaeology in and of games’ (2).

Throughout Reinhard identifies that this is not
just archaeology within video games, but also
a perspective which encourages the identification of games as artefacts themselves. Fittingly,
then the first chapter, ‘Real-World Archaeogaming’, examines the significance of video game
physicality – arcades, retro shops, and developer
studios – alongside the field’s potential to scrutinise recent cultural products. As the author outlines, video games are irrefutably artefacts of
material culture and offer a fascinating insight
into such intersections as 1980s popular culture
and nostalgia. Take, for example, the urban myth
of Atari burying multitudes of E.T: The Extraterrestrial (1983) cartridges in the Alamogordo city
landfill – after its wide-spread acknowledgement of being ‘the worst game ever made’ (23) – a
perfect encapsulation of real-world archaeogaming at play. Reinhard narrates their own experience as part of the excavation team that dug up
the ‘Atari Burial Ground’, a fascinating insight
which unseats archaeology as merely the study of
ancient history to suggests its applicability to the
recent past. This archaeology of garbage – or Garbology – thus allows a more faithful appraisal of
contemporary material culture and how the waste
left behind is intrinsic to artifactuality. Reinhard
then turns to the virtual, cogently examining how
video games have their own historicity too, one
which can instead be identified through version
and build numbers.
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Video game archaeological characters have a
massive impact upon public awareness of the
field, which Reinhard appropriately explores
through their prominence of ‘Playing as Archaeologists’. Providing a brief, but informative,
survey of the different roles which archaeologists plays in a multitude of texts, this study not
only demonstrates the voracity of the trope but
also its variance between back-drop setting and
the implementation of excavational practice. The
separation between archaeologist Non-Playable Characters (NPCs) and mechanical process
poignantly queries how an ethical excavational
practice can be deployed within the game format.
For example, if we can study material culture
through the waste left behind, how can this be
translated to the digital? Exploring object looting
and disposal in World of Warcraft (2004-present)
and Elders Scroll Online (2014-present), Reinhard considers the historicity of virtual objects,
how they each embody their own ‘fake’ and ‘real’
history while existing across multitudes of player-based instances. Crucially video game worlds
can therefore become landscape to not only test
and explore archaeological theory, but also one to
challenge methodological practice.
It is within this vein that Reinhard next turns to
‘Video Games as Archaeological Sites’ to explore
the multifarious ways in which excavational
practice can be applied to digital spheres. Utilising No Man’s Sky (2016) as the main example, the
author identifies how the ‘No Man’s Sky Archaeological Survey’ (NMSAS) – established by Catherine Flick with L. Meghan Dennis and Reinhard
– is a platform that deploys a rigid archaeological structure to study the game’s procedurallygenerated universe of over eighteen quintillion
planets and its resulting material culture. Outlining an extensive and impressive background
of archaeological theory, Reinhard’s meticulous
approach offers a compelling framework through
which the reader can also establish their own
excavational study – the NMSAS’ ‘Code of Ethics’
are replicated in full at the end of the book, a
compelling read indeed for interested parties.
Certainly, one of the greatest strengths of Archaeogaming is its enthusiasm and openness to wider
public immersion. I am particularly interested
to see NMSAS’ future excavations now that No
Man’s Sky has implemented full multiplayer features – arguably is applicability is as limitless as
the procedurally-generated universe itself. Reinhard’s own documented landscape excavation
of a Moon within No Man’s Sky is refreshing for
its innovative approach, one which is not above
commenting on the draw-backs and frustrations

incurred from limited mapping mechanics in the
game’s early versions.
The final section, ‘Material Culture of the Immaterial’, engages with the complexity of studying
the ephemerality of digital presence. Reinhard
explores the importance of video game archives
alongside the challenges of arranging these artefacts within a museum – are they categorised by
genre, by publication date, are the games playable? Museums, of course, equally feature within
games, a location which Reinhard interrogates
similar to the previous archaeological character
study. For indeed, while video games often point
or gesture towards a narrativized history, often
these are merely artificial or illusionary. In Massively Multiplayer Online (MMO) games no ‘past’
can be verified, as any traces of a player – such
as discarded trash – are quickly eradicated. As
Reinhard notes, although there may be no material trace to this intangible physicality, this does
not preclude archaeologists from exploring the
rich didacticism of these increasingly immersive
frontiers.
While some may challenge the validity of
archaeological study within video game worlds,
Reinhard steadfastly and convincingly presents
their unique application for expanding excavational processes. To disregard this singular
potential is thus to overlook the manners in
which they enrich and challenge current practice, questioning our mediation of waste, artifactuality, and ‘presence’. Archaeogaming is by no
means an exhaustive study of every excavational
video game – and as the author notes, nor can it
be – rather Reinhard provides a productive and
compelling framework that indeed encourages
the reader to enter the field and see what artefacts they too may uncover.
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Science Fiction and the Mass Cultural Genre
System by John Rieder
(Wesleyan U Press, 2017)
Reviewed by Paul Graham Raven

R

arely does an academic book set out its
basic thesis so succinctly as the first page of
John Rieder’s fascinating exploration of genre
theory – so succinctly that I’m rather loathe to
paraphrase, lest I muddy the waters. Nonetheless, here we go: the system of genres of which
science fiction is a familial member (along
with fantasy, horror, romance and others) is
distinct from the system of “classical” genres
beloved of academic literary scholarship (i.e.
the tragedy, the epic, etcetera); that genre
system of which science fiction is a member is
associated with large-scale commercial production and distribution of texts across multiple media (books, film, television), and is thus
labelled by Rieder as “the mass-cultural genre
system”. Early sf scholarship focussed on
attempts to legitimise the genre through the
identification and valorisation of exemplary
texts; however, that process of legitimation is
now a fait accompli, and Rieder argues that the
new challenge for literary studies is take into
account the tensions between these two different genre systems “that arise from different modes of publicity” (p1 – sorry, I couldn’t
help myself) or, rather, between the very different technological and discursive environments in which those systems operate(d).
Clear as mud? Rieder rephrases it a bit by positioning the book as “an exercise in literary history
based on the implications of taking a historical,
rather than formalist, position on genre theory
[…by] understanding systemic change rather
than individual innovation” (p2). This means
that studying genres stops being about studying
the supposedly ground breaking techniques of a
few celebrated authors and becomes more about
studying the network of relationships between
writers, readers, publishers, publicists, printers,
distributors, advertisers, booksellers and more.
A laudable and logical goal only slightly undermined by the presence of a case-study of Philip
K Dick later in the book – Dick being about as
canonical a celebrated subject of sf scholarship
as one could think of.
Snarky quibbles aside – the Dick chapter, like
the rest of the book, is good enough to have made

me a little jealous – SFatMCGS is basically what
happens when fairly cutting-edge sociology and
literary scholarship meet up, compare notes, and
find that they’re both bored with the same old
contorted attempts at genre taxonomy. So Suvin’s
“literature of cognition estrangement” is out – not
because sf is never cognitively estranging, but
because that’s far from all that sf is or has ever
been, and also because actually-existing science
fiction is not a theoretical entity, and Suvin’s
attempt to make it one is an act of cultural hegemony of exactly the sort that Suvin claimed to be
opposing. (Though as Rieder argues, Suvin was
writing at a time when hostility to genre scholarship of any sort was pretty much the default position across the academy, and his definition of sf
can thus be read as an attempt – and a fairly successful one, in hindsight – to woo the gatekeepers
on its behalf.)
The point being: genres change, and formalist
definitions such as Suvin’s thus become obsolete
(or, perhaps more accurately, are retrospectively
revealed as selective simplifications). Instead,
suggests Rieder, genres are produced by masscultural systems which “are composed of the
values, not always explicit or simple, that direct
competent readers to recognise genres, perform
them, and enforce or resist their boundaries”.
(p4; that “enforce OR resist” is important, as I’ll
show shortly.)
Rieder argues that the mass-cultural genre
system’s instinct for classifying texts is commercially oriented (i.e. aimed at getting said texts
into the hands of a receptive and, ideally, paying
audience), rather than academically oriented (i.e.
aimed at patient comparative analysis for systematisation’s own sweet sake): “since sf takes shape
within the milieu of mass culture, its general form
is ‘determined’ by mass culture insofar as generic
form is itself the cumulative effect of economic
and ideological pressures upon artistic production”. (p10) Assuming that’s the case, then to
understand how sf came to be recognised, practiced and (re)produced, we should look at the socioeconomic and technopolitical environment from
which it emerged, rather than seeking to define it
in terms of formal effects, a la Suvin.
As such, sf is a site of contestation – as anyone
who ever got into an “is [x] science fiction?”
debate knows all too well – but is also a site of
some agreement over generic identity, because
otherwise there would be nothing to contest.
Here Rieder mobilises the sociological notion
of the “community of practice”, which is hard to
summarise, but has a lot to do with large heterogeneous groups (or groups of groups) who
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all identify with something while simultaneously holding a variety of different ideas about
the thing they all identify with; “the identity of
sf is constituted by this very web of sometimes
inconsistent and competing assertions” (p5).
What that means is that, to simplify in a provocative but useful way, the Puppies, both Sad
and Rabid, have had as vital a role to play in sf’s
ongoing evolution as have the Social Justice Warriors from whom they saw themselves as trying to
save it. Indeed, it’s precisely these conflicts over
the “boundaries and protocols” of the genre that
make it a vital thing, constantly reinventing itself:
the epic has always been and will always be the
epic, but science fiction (and fantasy, and horror,
and etcetera) will always be a moving target.
But this also implies that progress (and/or progressiveness) is anything but inevitable: sf can
only ever be that which those who care about sf
are willing to work to make it be. Or, as Neil Young
put it: rust never sleeps.
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Doctor Who: Scratchman
by Tom Baker with James Goss
(BBC Books, 2019)
Reviewed by Matt Colborn

D

octor Who meets Scratchman has long
been notorious in fan circles. Tom Baker’s
movie proposal was ‘Doctor Who meets the
devil.’ The script was worked on by Baker
and the actor who played Harry Sullivan, Ian
Marter, during the first season of Doctor Who.
The proposed movie would reputedly have
featured Twiggy with Vincent Price as the
Scratchman and a climactic confrontation in
a giant pinball machine! Today, it can only be
a matter of conjecture whether the resulting
film would have been very good or very bad.

This year BBC books finally published a novel
version of the story, co-written with James Goss.
The result is interesting, entertaining and inventive, if a little strange. It’s eccentrically written,
laced with Tom Baker’s verbal mannerisms and
narrated in the first person as the fourth Doctor.
It is also a game of two halves.
The first part of the story takes place on an isolated island off the British coast where the fourth
doctor, Sarah and Harry arrive for a picnic. The
island has been invaded by sinister scarecrows
who are converting the islanders using a kind of
infected fertiliser. Although a pseudo-scientific
rationalisation is used for this process, the tone

is more supernatural horror. This is actually quite
appropriate for the era in which this story is set.
Season thirteen was the centerpiece of the ‘gothic
horror’ era of the producer Philip Hinchcliffe and
script editor Robert Holmes.
The first-half is in effect ‘a base under siege’ type
story as the scarecrows soon surround the village
church. The Doctor comes up with an unlikely
solution featuring genetically accelerated clothes
moths. This is a little like some of the naff weapons-against-monsters that crop up in ‘New Who,’
but it isn’t handled too badly in the context of the
story.
The most powerful bits of part-one are the set
pieces with the Scarecrows. We first meet them
in a sinister farmyard, and later, during the siege,
there is an appropriate air of menace. There’s also
plenty of comedy. At one point, Harry Sullivan
has to visit a shop and in true pantomime fashion
never notices a couple of close calls with scarecrows lurking just behind him.
Some of the inventiveness works, too. At one
point, Sarah Jane flees from a scarecrow in the
TARDIS, whose interior is presented as an everchanging maze. She enters a ‘jigsaw’ room with
tiles showing scenes from her past and future life.
The second-half of the novel, set in hell, is properly pure fantasy and not SF. Scratchman’s domain
reflects the inner world of the Doctor and his companions. The climatic battle in the giant pinball
machine is rendered fairly well and Scratchman
himself is well realised as a man in a suit with a
lightbulb for a head. It’s a matter of speculation
how Price might have handled the part, but I
suspect it would have been rather camp!
Both parts of the novel are interspersed with a
running commentary as the Doctor defends his
actions to an audience of fairly unsympathetic
Time Lords. Whilst this device was interesting, it
seemed to me to jar the narrative somewhat.
Despite being set within the Hinchcliffe-Holmes
era of Doctor Who, this novel reads as a bizarre
parallel universe version of the show that’s more
grounded in fantasy and horror than in science
fiction. Despite their gothic trappings, each of
the stories of the 13th—14th seasons had a ‘scientific’ rationale. The depiction of the afterlife
and the devil seems to me at odds with this basic
grounding (although admittedly New Who has
also featured the devil — but more ambiguously).
However, the result is fun and at times atmospheric and it’s nice to have this project finally
available in book form. There’s even a cameo of
the thirteenth Doctor.
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Our Child of the Stars by Stephen Cox
(Jo Fletcher Books, 2019)
Reviewed by Ben Jeapes

O

ur Child of the Stars is an intelligent and
engaging take on a theme going back
to Golden Age sf: the alien, helpless despite
being extremely powerful, living covertly in a
human community. It evokes all the right feelings of nostalgia while also taking a thoroughly up-to-date science fictional look at the idea.

We open in an apple-pie American town in rural
New York state. A mother is making her child’s
Halloween costume. It only takes a few deft turns
of phrase to show that this is not a usual child, so
even before Cory scuttles up into the attic to hide
when the doorbell rings, we are prepared for the
physical descriptions: ‘his ears went up to ten to
two’; ‘outer face tentacles’; ‘seven inch fingers’.
In short order, Cox has ticked the boxes marked
‘Jerome Bixby’, ‘Ray Bradbury’ and ‘E.T.’, and he
keeps it coming.
Two years earlier, the small town of Amber
Grove achieved world fame when it was ground
zero for a falling meteor. Much damage, pain and
suffering. Riding in the shadow of the meteor was
the lifeboat from an alien starship. Two survivors, mother and child, the mother living just long
enough to entrust her child to a small handful of
humans.
The paranoia we fully expect from umpteen
versions of agenda-less Men in Black coming for
the stranded extra-terrestrial is justified by Cox’s
decision to set the novel at the end of the 60s. The
good and the bad of that decade are a steady background hum. Troops are in Vietnam; Joan Baez is
on the radio; Soviet spy rings are in the news; and
worst of all, Nixon is in the White House. Handing
Cory over would simply be unthinkable.
And this is where we learn to take nothing for
granted based on any TV or movies we may have
seen. How do you go about giving covert medical
aid to, and ultimately adopting, an alien child?
Cox’s characters go into the full practicalities,
including matters like infection control, immunity, and the compatibility of alien proteins when
it comes to eating. Plans are drawn up, plans go
wrong, desperate improvisations have to be made
(a theme throughout the novel). The couple that
end up with Cory do so much more by accident
than by design. They have been knocked about
by life: miscarriage, infidelity, alcoholism, but still
tied together by the slenderest and most unbreak-

able of threads. In other words, a real-life couple.
The authorities want the technology of Cory’s
people not only because (a) who wouldn’t? but
(b) in this period, more than any other since, both
sides of the Cold War feel that they could really
do with it. Cory has means of protecting himself,
but they are subtler (and easier to believe from
an evolutionary point of view) than making bikes
fly. And given that this is a novel, not a Spielberg
movie, they introduce new complications and
problems. Maybe an adult could wield them with
more precision – but Cory isn’t an adult, he’s a
frightened, lonely, bereaved child. The adults who
get to taste exactly what his powers can do don’t
know this, of course, and he gives them no reason
to care. Other things to concentrate the mind are
that the ship has also survived the crash and is
busy repairing itself; and as far as it is concerned,
humans are just collateral in its own agenda of
protecting Cory from the aliens that caused the
crash in the first place. Who are still out there,
and quite possibly on Earth too.
A nice touch is that, after all the paranoia and
desperation, it is Nixon’s practical amorality that
provides the solution.
You finish the book with the feeling that Cox has
mined an old seam and discovered unsuspected
riches in it.
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Sisyphean by Dempow Torishima
(March 2018, Haikasoru, San Francisco)
Reviewed by Paul Graham Raven

N

ever has the title of a book so accurately
summed up my experience of reading it.
A collection of linked short fictions, Sisyphean
kicks off with a “fragment” – less than a page of
gnomic gesturings toward some grand cosmic
scheme-of-things – before sliding straight into
the titular piece, which netted Dempow Torishima the Sogen SF Short Story Prize in 2011.
“Sisyphean”, the story, might be summed up
succinctly: subordinate employee in mutant
biotech hellscape has a particularly bad day at
the office.

Indeed, there’s something
Kafkaesque
about the nameless
worker’s
narrative:
while they’re perpetually baffled by their
circumstances, to the
point of being unaware
of their own identity, it
is plain to the reader
that they’re ensnared
by late-late-late-capitalism in a twisted
distant-future groundhog day where the very
worst (and least plausible) aspects of genetic
engineering have run
grotesquely amok. But
Torishima’s text lacks
the subtle yet acute
sense of the absurd
that leavens Kafka’s
fiction. “Sisyphean” is
never funny – even when it feels like it’s reaching for levity, the on-the-noseness of the metaphor turns an elbow in the ribs into a punch to
the gut. For instance, the hapless worker’s boss is
literally of another species (or perhaps just a different clade of posthuman, if that’s a meaningful
distinction); as concretised metaphors go, this
should be instantly recognisable to anyone who
has ever worked in a large corporation. As such,
one might expect Torihsima’s two-liner about the
worker trying to communicate an urgent issue
and their boss quite literally “not having ears to
hear him” to raise at least a wry chuckle. But I

found it merely added one more bleak block to a
looming babel of misery which, even by this early
point, I was tired of climbing.
Perhaps it’s the literality that does it – that, and
Torishima’s enthusiasm for microscopic detail in
worldbuilding. The slightest action on the part
of his narrators prompts a cascade of description and portmanteau neologisms that remind us,
over and again, that we are no longer in bioKansas: characters, settings and objects are depicted
in gross-out detail, as if show-don’t-tell had been
tied to less-is-more using ropes made from flayed
lamprey skin before being tossed into a seething
pit of barracuda-worms with human eyes. Like a
cheap horror movie, the more it shows, the less
scary it becomes... but cheap horror movies sometimes accrue a redeeming risibility in the process.
“Sisyphean” simply became ever more like rolling
a vast slimy boulder up an infinite slope for no reason that the
reader could adequately recall:
grim, icky stuff happens in grim,
icky settings, until the grim, icky
end. There’s no redemption, no
shafts of light, and the merest
vestige of story. At a quarter,
perhaps a third of its length,
“Sisyphean” might have channelled Kafka as dreamt by H R
Giger after a dodgy kebab; as it
stands, it’s as interminable and
unpleasant as the poor worker’s
career. (I suppose one could thus
argue it represents an epic doubling-down on totality of theme.)
Sisyphean, the collection, contains three more such novellae (and a few more fragments);
I must concede to having only
been able to endure two before
giving up. With regret: because
Torishima’s gift for worldbuilding
shows promise, and because he’s
addressing the labour experience – something
that science fiction, with its traditional focus on
action heroes and/or professionals, rarely dares
to approach. But to this reader at least, Torishima’s
writing is as dense, relentless and noisesome as
the world(s) he dreams up; trapped on a long train
journey with Sisyphean, I found myself turning by
choice to an academic textbook on object-oriented
ontology, because I knew it would be an easier and
more enjoyable read. Your mileage, of course, may
vary – but if so, I hope you’ll forgive me begging
off from movie night at your place.
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Four-Sided Triangle and Shoot At The Moon
by William F Temple
(British Library Science Fiction Classics, 2018)

Reviewed by L J Hurst

A

fter the success of their Crime
Classics series the British
Library have turned to British
Science Fiction. The initial theme
anthologies, on Mars, Catastrophes
and more, edited by Mike Ashley
have been well received (Temple’s
story “Lunar Lilliput” is in Moonrise), and now the series is opening
up with novels from Charles Eric
Maine, and here, William F Temple.
Four-Sided Triangle, like much midcentury SF began as a short story
published before the Second World
War and was eventually published
as a novel in 1949. Shoot At The Moon
appeared sixteen years later in
1966. Mike Ashley, who has written
introductions to both books, thinks
that Shoot At The
Moon was an original work, unlike the
fix-ups Temple had
managed to place
earlier in the ‘sixties,
yet many of its attitudes, let alone its
science – given that
this was only three
years before Apollo
11 – read more like
the ‘thirties than
Swinging
London.
The attitudes of FourSided Triangle are
equally anachronistic.

William Temple is
remembered, if for
anything, as Arthur C
Clarke’s flat-mate in
London before the War.
The British Interplanetary Society was based at
their address, and much of SF fandom of the time
met there at 88 Greys Inn Road before and after
going to the pub next door. “The 4-Sided Triangle”

appeared as a short story in Amazing in the USA in
November 1939, not long before Temple was conscripted and lost five years of his writing career.
What the Americans thought of a country doctor
who encounters two young men with a taste for
experimenting, but no idea of peer review, and
an attractive but
bipolar woman, in
love with only one
of them, it is difficult to know now.
Both supposedly
Cambridge graduates, the men have
returned to their
village, while the
narrator is a GP
whose
knowledge of medicine,
let alone science,
make one grateful that he brings
forward his retirement to work
with Bill and Rob
when they invent
a matter duplicator. Quickly tiring
of copying Old
Masters the invention moves into its
most significant
part, as a living rabbit is duplicated into a living copy (earlier
copies were dead on arrival).
Almost immediately the unhappy
Bill says the most important line
in the book: “….ask Rob is he will
consent to a duplicate of Lena
being made – for me”.
In many other works this would
take the story into horror but
Temple takes it into an unhappy
romance – the duplicated Lena
is fully human, and equally is
not a tabula rasa. Dorothy, the
duplicate (called Helen in the
1952 Hammer film adaptation),
has all the tastes of her original,
despite genius Bill’s attempts to
mould her. The story moves into
a Thomas Hardy-like tragedy,
particularly bucolic when an explosion at the
workshop kills two farm workers nearby, before
another final death leaves just one pair to enjoy
love as far as possible.
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Temple’s attitudes to women and sexuality –
Lena’s absence of shame as she moves around the
house naked is emphasised – and the problems of
rivalry come back into play in Shoot At The Moon.
A European mission using a new and untested
nuclear-powered vessel is staffed, deliberately,
by characters who have nothing in common and
much to loathe. By the time the ship has departed
Earth it is clear that the woman on board – once
a frump in England, beach-ready at the South
Pacific launch-site – is the target of two men,
even while being manipulated by her father, the
mission commander. Again, Temple omits much of
the science, although some of it is already clever
– the craft takes off with rockets, to avoid potential catastrophe on Earth, only using the nuclear
cell once in space. The craft is automated, leaving
the unhappy pilot narrator with little to do. Once
the mission is lunar landed, though, Temple’s
technology becomes up to date, his mission puts
out a relay transmitter just as the recent Chinese
Chang’e 4 is using Queqiao. The reason both need
them is that Temple’s Endeavour has landed on
the dark side of the moon, out of sight of Earth,
and for ulterior motives. That is where the deaths
begin and Shoot At The Moon becomes first class,
as the survivors have to look wider and wider for
the killers, and in the solution pilot Brunel proves
that human skill will always be needed. Those
who escape are rewarded with happiness and the
knowledge of how to exploit the fruits of the dark
side of the Moon.
Four-Sided Triangle is the longer of the two books
and seems to strain to fill its pages, which is a
pity, as the stages omitted (moving from copying
a rabbit to something large before settling on a
human) would themselves be interesting. And, of
course, they need not be true, simply appropriate,
as this is a work of fiction. A much later example
would be Christopher Priest’s The Prestige, which
when filmed gave us a strange walk through an
orchard covered in top hats before we got to the
human copies.
Students who want to compare literature can
follow the development of matter transmitters, or
they could look into biography. Temple shared a
flat with two other men and then his wife moved
in. Compare that to John W Campbell’s story
“Who Goes There”, inspired by his childhood relationship with his mother and her exactly identical twin sister, and one sees that British SF was
taking a very different approach. Of these two
novels Shoot At The Moon suggests that sometimes it was the right one.

AfroSF Vol 3 Edited by Ivor W. Hartmann
(Storytime, 2018)
Reviewed by Andy Sawyer

B

ookended by two very strong stories
which show just what can be done with
the “standard” sf theme, AfroSF returns with
a third volume which takes a specific theme
(“space”) and explores what it means, from
out-and-out epic to stories of simple poignant
humanity.

“Njuzu” (T. L. Huchu) combines sf and traditional story in a way which succeeds in bringing out
vivid imagery and emotional strength. Following
an accident on Ceres, the narrator takes part in
traditional rites to appease the spirit-being who
has “taken’” her son. There’s a lot in this story,
which hinges on her being “forbidden” to cry, as
this will ensure the entrapment of the lost boy.
There is also the element of mutual resentment
with her partner. As I read it, the ending of the
story is an acceptance of the necessity of giving
up comforting myths of hope, in order to keep
hold of memory and love. Not all the stories that
follow have the same sense of really experimenting with different interpretations of the fantastic,
with sentences and half-descriptions suddenly
causing you to think about what is being said, but
Huchu is a strong writer to begin with.
In Cristy Zinn’s “The Girl Who Stared at Mars”,
the narrator, on an expedition to Mars, takes
refuge in simulations, encountering the memory
of a family tragedy. A crew member, trapped by
his own inability to convince himself that their
experience is “real”, makes things worse, but
Amahle successfully confronts her own hesitations. Humanity is not lost simply because we
are not on Earth: instead, Amahle is moving from
one state to another (evoking, in a political sense,
diaspora rather than colonisation?) yet keeping
her sense of belonging.
“The EMO Hunter” by Mandisi Nkomo is ambitious but hazy; involving a post-Earth scenario and
an “Earth Mother” religion. It’s not entirely clear
whether the “Earth Mother Knights” (of which
Joshua is one) are the good guys or whether Joshua’s wife Miku, who activates a clone to destroy
him, is combating tyranny or trying to deal with
her failing marriage. In contrast, “The Luminal
Frontier” (Biriam Mboob) takes the flavour of
space opera, which infuses several of the stories
(not always to their advantage) and applies it to
something larger. A ship in Luminal Space is mes-
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saged by the police. The
crew are clearly involved
in something illegal, and
this means having to
dump their cargo: something that, according to the
religious ideas that infuse
their views of the Nothing
around them, is sacrilegious. And the cargo, we
soon find out, is slaves.
Later parts take place
within a kind of dreamworld, following a timeparadox. The final part
of the story is miles away
from the beginning, and
Mboob is clearly a writer
who has a firm grip upon
what he wants to say and
how he wants to say it.
This strange story, effectively mingling the science
and spiritual aspects of
the scenario, is followed
by Gabriella Muwanga’s
“The Far Side”. A spaceship
captain smuggles his five-year-old daughter onto
his ship despite a ruling that her asthma means
he has to leave her behind. It’s story that features
simple human relations: perhaps over-sentimental but calming the more experimental aspects of
the collection. Wole Talabi’s “Drift-flux” is in many
ways, a standard “Federation/Confederacy” trope
of the type that space-opera writers are too fond
of and, at times, marred by excessive infodumping. The Igodo witnesses the explosion of another
ship, the Freedom Queen. Orshio and Lien-Adel
are “arrested” on suspicion of the bombing, but
it soon becomes clear that there is an ulterior
motive. “Drift-flux” would probably make a better
tv episode than a short story, though that is not so
much a criticism as an acknowledgement of way
the strengths of its pace, action, and well-imagined scenario overcome its faults.
Possibly the most effectively-written story is
“Journal of a DNA Pirate” (Stephen Embleton).
The narrator is part of an experiment in human
transformation, an experiment which is actually
a terrorist enterprise. With its fusion of discontent, anger, and fleeting human contact, this, along
with “Njuzu” and Mame Bougouma Diene’s closing
story, best gives what transforms entertaining fiction into something memorable: a genuine
sense of difference in worlds carefully and coherently imagined. For “formal” rather than “aes-

thetic” reasons several
of the following stories
don’t work like this. “The
Interplanetary
Water
Company”
(Masimba
Musodza), in which the
secret of a super-technology is hidden on a planet
dislodged from its orbit,
reads like the first chapter
of a longer work. Dilman
Dila’s “Safari Nyota: A
Prologue” certainly is
such. It is the space-opera
beginning of a multimedia
project with great potential; one that intrigues
and invites you to follow it
up, but about which snap
judgement is unwise.
“Parental Control” (Mazi
Nwonwu) and “Inhabitable” (Andrew Dakalira)
are competent but flawed.
In “Parental Control”, the
son of a human father and
an android mother suffers
taunts and prejudice until
taken up again by his father. The father-son relationship works effectively. The “revelation” at the
end doesn’t, though the story remains an effective
use of science fiction to talk about painful aspects
of everyday humanity. In “Inhabitable”, explorers
find aliens needing their help, which they give. The
action leads, however, to an unsettling end. Basically, competent traditional sf, the story needs
room to breathe to become more.
Mame Bougouma Diene’s “Ogotemmeli’s Song” is
the closing “bookend” strong story of the anthology. Though partly another space opera with
Trekkish overtones, it soon moves to another
plane entirely to features alien conversations and
cultural conflicts on an epic scale with occasional
flurries of topical locations and references and
memorable images like “Ogotemmeli paddled his
fishing boat of space dust along the solar winds”.
On this basis, AfroSF still has much to look
forward to. This third volume’s thematic approach
perhaps constrains as much as it liberates, but the
best stories are those which pick up the theme
and wrestle with it. To use a clichéd expression
that I dislike intensely but which seems appropriate, there is a strong sense that the best writers
here are taking up science fiction and owning it.
Another successful snapshot of the talent to be
found in Africa and the African diaspora.

page 18

THE BSFA REVIEW #6 — Spring 2019
Beyond Falcon’s Reach by Jay Northearn
(Nuff Said Publishing, 2018)
Reviewed by Ben Jeapes

T

here is a story here, and it’s well plotted,
but it’s almost buried beneath the writing.
There is an unfortunate school of thought that
says to write epic fantasy, the more you can
mangle the language then the more epic it
must be.

“He loomed further across the chamber” (he
came towards her). “Linden’s horse snailed from
the green” (Linden rode
reluctantly away). “He
slashed a new exit to kick
the villain’s face into the
dark” (still no idea, but the
nub of it is that the good
guy wins).
No noun goes unverbed,
no verb escapes being
run through a slightly offkilter thesaurus. I was
reminded of an episode of
Friends where Joey tries
to look more intellectual
by finding an alternative
for every word in a letter
he is writing and ends
up signing himself “Baby
Kangaroo”.
Then suddenly the
author forgets himself
and has one character
address another like a
normal human being, in
a sentence of clear, unambiguous text with each word allocated its usual
primary meaning. Or, he comes out with something that is quite insightful: of a garrulous character having to keep it short, “using so few words
with so many available was clearly a sore task
for him”. (Pot, kettle …) And you suddenly realise
there are characters here and plot is occurring.
You still have to fight on. Having so carefully
– indeed, over-carefully – established his characters in a secondary world, the author drops in
expressions like “Game over” or “Pass with flying
colours” which derive from very specific situations in our world for which there is no sign of an
equivalent here. It’s probably for similar reasons
that he thinks the plural of “shaman” is “shamen”,
not “shamans”. And sometimes you just have to

hear the sound of the words and ignore the spelling to get the sense of a sentence. Metal / mettle;
rain / rein / reign …
Anyway. There are two human-ish races, landfolk (plains people, essentially) and mountainfolk. The former are like us; the latter are physically stronger and more agile, and can reasonably
expect a lifespan of centrons. (Time here is measured in annums, decons, centrons and – if you
go on long enough – millenons, but you get the
idea.) The cost of this is a dependence on landfolk
blood. As both sides are decently civilised there
is a perfectly good working arrangement of trade
and barter to acquire it. We’re only talking a few
drops.
But a fundamentalist cult
has taken power among the
mountain-folk, appealing to
popular ignorance and the
powerful entitled alike, and
they are driving research into
a special kind of blood extract
– one that can guarantee even
longer life and other benefits
for the lucky few, but can only
be extracted under conditions
of extreme pain from a hapless
landfolk person. The most
promising donor is the kidnapped daughter of a powerful
landmaster.
That particular part of the
plot is swiftly dealt with, which
was a surprising twist, and the
rest of the novel is the aftermath: damage control by the
cult; efforts by the landfolk and
right-minded
mountain-folk
allies to make sure it doesn’t
happen again; and an impressive redemption
arc for the individual who was formerly the chief
villain.
Lurking in the background, but obviously held
in reserve for a sequel, is a dread winter coming
down from the north – something that will be
apocalyptic for everyone. Stop me if you’ve heard
this before.
A novel’s end should be the logical conclusion
of everything the characters have gone through.
Sadly, this one is literally deus ex machina – a
situation resolved by the sudden appearance of
a flying machine from a civilisation we’ve barely
considered before. This is an unusual misstep
because, so far, the author had been quite proficient at plotting, if not actually telling his story.
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Sweet Dreams by Tricia Sullivan
(Gollancz, 2017)
Reviewed by Nick Hubble

S

ullivan’s tour-de-force Clarke-Award shortlisted novel of 2016, Occupy Me, was always
going to be a tough act for her to follow, even
if she hadn’t been simultaneously engaged
in gaining a Master’s and then starting a
PhD in Astrophysics. Wisely, therefore, she
doesn’t attempt the same full-scale assault
on the patriarchal norms of narrative in
Sweet Dreams, but aims instead for something
lighter, although not necessarily without an
edge, and more entertaining. In her ‘Acknowledgments’, she describes Sweet Dreams as her
‘twisted homage’ to Elizabeth Peter’s Vicky
Bliss novels.

Charlie Aaron is a ‘dreamhacker’, which is not as
glamorous as it sounds.
The first client we encounter her trying to help is a
perpetually farting middle-aged woman called
Mrs Haugh-Womaur, who
is plagued by a recurring
dream of having to invigilate a History A-Level exam
in the nude while unruly
students catapult plastic
Angry Birds piggies at her.
Charlie’s attempt to resolve
the problem, by using her
capacity for ‘lucid-dreaming’ her way into other people’s dreams, is thwarted
first by her failure to dream
in sync with Haugh-Wombaur and then by her need
to vacate the bedroom in
search of fresh air. This
proves her undoing of course because otherwise
she would not have read the message from her
ex, Antonio, asking her to take on his current
girlfriend as a client. This sets off a sequence of
events that ends with Charlie being interrogated
by the Dream Police after the girlfriend is found
to have drowned herself in the bath when sleepwalking while Charlie is in a hotel room with her.
In keeping with the breathless, madcap tone of
the novel, this interrogation is played for laughs
as becomes obvious when the conversation gets

side-tracked by the question of the size of Antonio’s dick; a subject that continually arises until
the multiple-orgasmic sex scene halfway through
the novel.
When quizzed by the Dream Police on her credentials as a ‘dreamhacker’, Charlie has only her
‘elevator pitch’ to fall back on: ‘Secret Diary of a
Call Girl meets Inception!’. It is tempting to speculate that this might have been the initial pitch to
Gollancz and the possibility certainly crossed the
mind of this reader that Sullivan is having a joke
at someone’s expense here. Whether this is targeted at the commercial demands of publishers
or the tendency of critics to detect the heresy of
such commercialism in the most unlikely places
is open to question. The point is that Sullivan is
saying that she pretty much no longer cares about
such considerations. As she implied in a post on
her blog in 2015, she is fed up with having her
work judged as failing to meet prescriptions – by
publishers or critics – of what
sf is. It was not a question,
she insisted, of her periodically abandoning sf, it was sf
abandoning her and her commitment to a literature of possibility and imagination. Since
then she has been writing sf
on her own terms by pulling
no punches and taking no
prisoners.
So what if her heroine is
a narcoleptic who ‘gets lost
on the way from the toilet to
the fridge’ and manipulated
by just about everyone surrounding her, she is also the
only person in 2020s London
aware of the fact that ‘all of us
fleshmuppets are dreaming
and the A[ugmented] R[eality]
is awake’. We are not using the
virtual technology that proliferates in the novel – mostly
in the form of anthropomorphised advertising – but nor is it a malevolent
form of AI using us; rather, the interface in the
brain between fleshmuppets and tech is creating
a new ‘we’, defined by its difference from the remnants of hierarchically-constricted corporations
and intelligence agencies. Sweet Dreams is a delirious mess of overdetermined narrative strands
that will infuriate those obsessed with the clarity
of symbolic order, but as Charlie quips to one of
the novel’s power-hungry bad guys, ‘zero-sum
games are so last century, mate’.
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One Way by S.J. Morden
(Orbit, 2018)
Reviewed by Stuart Carter

M

ars. It’s not a very nice
place. You’re trapped
inside all day, with the
prospect of severe punishment if
you try to go outside (i.e. death).
There are few, if any, home comforts; the food’s crap, there’s
no internet, no books or other
entertainment, and the company
never changes.
Thought about like that it
sounds more than a little like
prison; the main differences
being there’s definitely a certain
cachet in living on Mars and it’s
not technically actually a prison.
So, who better to risk their lives
building the first Mars colony
than prisoners serving life sentences who are doomed to die in
miserable captivity anyway?
That’s the premise of One Way, Simon Morden’s
latest novel, in which Frank Kittridge and six other
expendable convicted felons, plus one company
man to keep an eye on them, are sent to build the
infrastructure that will begin the colonisation of
Mars. It’s not a great choice that’s presented, but
it is at least a choice, so Frank accepts. He and six
other cons begin a brutal training regime for a door-die mission on the hostile Red Planet.
There’s no love lost between the cons and their
aloof trainers, employees of Xenosystems Operations (not coincidentally part of the same conglomerate that owns and runs Frank’s prison).
XO have a very lucrative contract with Nasa to
build a Mars base ready for the arrival of the real
astronauts, which they won by promising robotic
construction of the base. But robots weren’t up to
the job, so disposable humans are their desperate
plan B.
It’s not a glamorous mission for Frank and his
“team”: frozen on Earth and shipped across the
solar system, they awaken on Mars with the bare
minimum of supplies and spares to get the job
done, and with no help or encouragement from
Brack, their vicious company supervisor. On such
a tight budget and schedule, marooned in such a
hostile environment, there are bound to be mistakes and accidents, but as things go from bad to

worse Frank begins
to wonder if something more than just
bad luck is taking its
toll on his convicted
crew.
The shadow of
The Martian hangs
heavy over One Way
but Morden’s far
darker take on Andy
Weir’s surprise hit
feels depressingly
plausible, as private
enterprise cooks the
books and bends the
rules to turn a profit
from the final frontier. Morden’s team
of lifers are engaging, if not always
likeable, forced to
work together as a
team to do a job no
one in their right
mind would contemplate (well, almost no
one). One Way feels a
little like Ron Howard’s excellent film of Apollo 13
at times, as our Martians struggle to devise creative solutions to deadly puzzles. But whereas both
Apollo 13 and The Martian were about human
ingenuity in the face of disaster, the ingenuity on
display in One Way is gradually revealed to be that
of greed and desperation, as the XO plan is incrementally revealed through mission documents at
the opening of each new chapter.
Life on Mars isn’t a heroic adventure to conquer
a new world, it’s demanding, isolated and desperate. Crossing millions of miles of space feels like it
was the easy part. While occasional moments of
wonder are on offer, as when the team first step
out onto the Martian surface, there’s no time for
“One small step for Man...” oratory, just a desperate need to get a job done so that they don’t die.
And unlike The Martian this team are not funny,
likeable stoics putting their brainpower to work
solving problems, they’re basically construction
workers, putting a kit together according to the
instructions. They may well have been better off
serving out their life sentences on Earth because
One Way is a harsh, pessimistic look at a potentially glorious future suborned by greed and opportunism. I look forward to seeing XO get their
comeuppance in the forthcoming sequel.
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Europe in Winter by Dave Hutchinson
(Solaris, 2017)
Reviewed by Paul Graham Raven

W

e all know the riff – y’know, science fiction
is “about” the time in which it is written,
rather than the time in which it is ostensibly
set? Like most truisms, it’s not really true – or
rather it’s not true of most science fiction, but
it’s nonetheless true of enough science fiction
that the truism persists. It’s only when one
encounters a fiction that really does nail its
Zeitgeist to the page that one realises how rare
such stories are. Dave Hutchinson’s Fractured
Europe sequence, of which Europe in Winter is
the third instalment, is just such a fiction.

Perhaps that seems tautologous: other readers
and reviewers much faster to the mark than
myself have noted the manner in which Brexit has
made Hutchinson look a little like a prophet. But
Brexit is merely a symptom of Fractured Europe’s
true theme, which we might instead name as neoliberalism, so long as we’re willing to put up with
the eye-rolling... but that’s still too narrow. We
could say it’s about the collapse of the Westphalian consensus (which would at least allow us to
coin the term “Westphaliure”), or the backwash
of empire; less grandly, it’s about the exploitation
of zero-hours workers under globalisation, or the
grimy underside of the global construction industry. But really, it’s about all of these things, and
more besides.
That said, Fractured Europe is not without literary precedent. The old po-mo saw about the map
not being the territory definitely applies, letting
us draw a line from Hutchinson back to Borges.
Such a line might claim to sketch out a slim tradition of European magical realism more concerned with a Borgesian urban than with the ruptured rural dreamtimes of Garcia Marquez et al;
Jan Morris’s Hav could be a point on that plot, as
could Mieville’s The City & The City. I’d also make
the case for Jeff Noon’s early books, in particular
Pollen, which concretised the old map/territory
riff so successfully that it became pure plot. Pollen
is also, at least in part, about the relationship
between society and its infrastructures, between
people and systems – and that’s part of the game
being played in Fractured Europe.
I’m just going to come on out and call that game
psychogeography – not because it obeys Situationist methodology (such as it ever was), but
because the Situationists were responding to the

plasticity and fungibility of place, to the churning
subjectivities of geography. In response to capital’s rewriting of the city in its own image, they
attempted to disrupt that narrative through the
creation of counter-stories: narratives assembled
from play and randomness; directionless drifts
from bar to bar, granted a rationale only in hindsight; theories that contradicted or abnegated
themselves (and their creators).
Hutchinson’s Courers live rather like leaderless Situationists avant la lettre, drifting across
the patchwork palimpsest of Europe, haunting
its liminal spaces and infrastructural interstices,
grudgingly resigned to a peripatetic existence
playing out on a landscape where money has
dissolved all certainties other than itself, where
every map is a fiction and every story is a map.
But Debord’s motley crew drifted through Paris
in the hope of combatting, or perhaps outrunning, the looming hegemony; by the end of Europe
in Winter, Rudy and friends are long past such
naivete. They drift because drifting is the doom
of the marginal, and they understand that understanding is not on the menu – though scraps do
fall from taller tables, if you’re fast.
This may explain complaints about the “difficulty” of Fractured Europe, and its parsimony
with regard to explanations and denouements:
the reader’s experience reflects that of the characters, which is to say that individual agency is
constrained, most knowledge is suspect, and the
rules have a tendency to changing suddenly on the
whim of distant, inscrutable powers. Fractured
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Europe is not so much difficult as it is perhaps too
mimetic for the escapist reader’s taste: the challenge lies not in parsing its world, but in being
forced to recognise it as a strip-lit fun-house
reflection of the world in which you already live.
How ironic that only science fiction, the genre
that helped invent The Future, is capable of documenting The Future’s foreclosure.
Every Mountain Made Low by Alex White
(Solaris, 2017)
Reviewed by Kate Onyett

D

ive into a tale of
murder, mayhem and
ghosts new and ancient in
the deep, deep dark of The
Hole. Scraping a living
from growing vegetables,
working at an apothecary
and busking, Loxley gets
by, dreaming of one day
buying a farm and moving
far from the crowds. But
Loxley has problems: she
is definitely on the autistic spectrum and panics
in crowds and loud noises
and cannot understand
people. She can also see
ghosts, and if they touch her, they hurt, a lot.
Worse still, she has now seen the ghost of her
best and only friend.

Summoning the exotic, unknowable mystery
of a hectic and varied city-scape, White sets his
scene in the American South, in a decade not so
far from now in an alternative present, smudged
it over with base human behaviours to give a
gritty flavour and presented it on a bed of an
industrial complex in slow decay. A large, allencompassing Consortium pretty much owns and
runs The Hole: a strip-mined pit into which a city
has grown to service the needs of the industries
deep below. The lower levels are populated by the
mass of poor working classes, themselves subject
to disappearances and intimidation, rape and
pillage; often from each other, while the wealthy
live above, on a level with the landscape beyond
The Hole, in fine houses and clean air.
Onto this promising mise-en-scène, he ladles
pointed social detail; the poor at the mercy and
whims of the rich, an implicit warning on the

power of all-mighty conglomerates, corrupt
officialdom, the plight of the working man and
woman, and the sinister reach of anonymous
men in anonymous black cars idling through the
streets. Profit above law means that characters
like the rich industrialist Duke can play with the
lives of those (literally) below them, with impunity: an issue that is all too familiar.
On these points alone the book is a fun and
enveloping read. It refuses to decide on a definitive era, allowing for old grandeur and modern
industry with a wonderfully hightech-free hauteur that allows for a
feeling both nostalgic and relevant.
Like steam punk without the steam
or, indeed, the punk.
But rather than a polemical book
about some great social upheaval
and heroic avenging of social injustice, this is Loxley’s story, and she is
set on single-minded revenge. Scholarly debates on sociology, religion,
politics and capitalism that such a
narrative background might inspire
become refreshingly simplified
through Loxley’s motivation: kill the
killers of her friend.
Through Loxley we have to share
every crippling anxiety and responsive panicked ritual; she has far more
to overcome from the start than most
heroes. The obfuscation of Loxley’s
mental habits mean that the world
of The Hole and the situations of her quest are
revealed in semi-obscurity, creating the texture
of heroic struggle through which a change can be
made narratively manifest. And what is manifestly
true for Loxley is a re-read of the old trope of personal development: she will only defy and rise once
she learns to move beyond her carefully prescribed
routines and leave old demons behind.
Her quest is positively mythic in scope: from
the depths to the heights. But if the narrative is
templated on the heroic quest, Loxley’s growth is
mapped directly onto her coming out – to herself
and others – as a sexual being. Sexual awakening
is a mark of growing up, and it is true that by the
time she has faced down an ancient unquiet spirit,
killed the bad guys and kissed the girl, she has
in many ways outgrown The Hole and the only
option left is to reach the heights and leave.
I was left with the strongest sensation that
Orpheus entered the underworld, and this time
did not look back, and made it out with her
Eurydice.
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The Hybrid Child by Mariko Ōhara
(University of Minnesota Press, 2018)
Reviewed by Dave M. Roberts

H

ybrid Child was the 1991 Seiun Award
winner for Best Novel, broadly speaking
this is the Japanese equivalent of the BSFA
award. This is its first English translation. It
consists of three parts, two short stories and
the final novel length tale. In the opening story,
“Hybrid Child”, a strange creature insinuates
its way into the AI controlled home of Jonah
and her mother. There is a problem here. The
child Jonah, who is our narrator, is dead, murdered by her mother. The mother is described
as an author, self-obsessed and also insane.
She is the first of a number of ‘mother’ figures
whose relationship with their off-spring is
somewhat damaged. The creature itself is
known only as Sample B#3 and is an escapee
from a military program. Its original physical
form is almost irrelevant, as it has the ability
to reshape itself using the DNA of any living
thing it has absorbed. During this period, it
takes several forms, all of which appear to be
creatures evolved/created in a post-holocaust
world. Obviously, the military wants it back.
In the course of the attempted retrieval, the
mother dies and both she and the corpse of
Jonah are consumed by Sample B#3, which
gives it the opportunity of escape as it takes
on the form of the young girl.

For much of the rest of the rest of the book,
Sample B#3 is effectively also Jonah, the hybrid
child of the title. There seems to be a merging
of the two, possibly as both are isolated, with
nowhere they really ‘belong’. In this form, Sample
B#3 survives for a period before being forced to
move on once again. Time does appear to be flexible, as we learn from Donna Hess, who leads
the mission to recover the missing sample. The
search had been going on for some 40 years. We
also learn that the creatures were created in the
first place to combat the hostile alien empire of
the Adiaptron.
The bulk of the novel is the third and final
story, “Aquaplanet”. This takes place on Caritas, a
remote human outpost that is ruled over by the
AI Milagros. Unfortunately, this AI has developed
a severe case of neurosis after the long war with
the Adiaptron and slaughtered the vast majority of the remaining human population. There is

recurrence of the nurturing instincts breaking
down and the relationship between the nurturer
and those they are supposed to care for becoming somewhat schizophrenic. Among the survivors is Shiverer Mouse, an apparently almost
immortal old man who is kept alive within his
own private coffin. He is also a scrap of the remnants of humanity left after the AI that controlled
the planet became insane and effectively murdered the mass of the population. Shiverer is also
referred to using both male and female pronouns.
Sample B#3, as Jonah, effectively The Hybrid Child
itself, forms a relationship with Shiverer. As with
many of the relationships, it is subject to dramatic
disorientating shifts. Another creature from the
same experiment that created Sample B#3, is set
to track down and destroy B#3. The only two
remaining of this species are set to wipe each
other out. One of the Adiaptron comes to Caritas,
who appears far less of a threat than expected,
and appears to be less interested in destroying
the remnants of humanity than the neurotic Milagros. It is far from clear what exactly is going on,
and there is little for the reader to get a proper
grasp on. The novel reads well and great deal of
the imagery is very vivid but this reader at least
was left almost like waking from a dream. A good
deal happened, and much of it made some sense at
the time, but overall there is only a confused idea
of what it was all about.
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Not So Stories Edited by David Thomas Moore
(Solaris, 2018)
Reviewed by Ben Jeapes

W

as Rudyard Kipling a racist?

Okay, not the most helpful question. Put
it another way: was he especially racist above
the median of his time? Was there mens rea? The
argument will run and run, never mind Kipling’s
own stated preference for believing the best of
everybody – it saves so much trouble.
Which brings us to one
of Kipling’s most famous
works, Just So Stories for
Little Children (to give it its
full original name). Nikesh
Shukla’s introduction to
the present collection
takes the gold for understatement: ‘The book
doesn’t age very well’. Even
Kipling’s most devout fan
must admit he used terms
and ideas that are breathtakingly
inappropriate
in the early 21st century,
which will get you ostracised faster than anyone
can sneer ‘social justice
warrior’. The review sheet
that came with this book
helpfully includes a couple
of examples which don’t
need to be repeated here.
We get it.
Thus, Not So Stories: a
collection of 14 stories
that bravely takes on the classic. Fourteen authors,
all themselves people of colour, set out to reclaim
the good of the original collection and discard the
bad.
Sometimes the authors use ideas from existing myths and traditions, sometimes they make
up their own that still sit comfortably within the
milieu of the tale. Some stories are set during a
colonial period, with the worldview of the people
and cultures being colonised. Some are even set
in the modern white western world – but still
exposed to more ideas than Kipling would ever
have realised.
In keeping with the original collection, the best
stories are origin ones. ‘How the Spider Got Her
Legs’, by Cassandra Khaw; ‘How the Ants Got

their Queen’, by Stewart Hotston; ‘How the Snake
Lost its Spine’, by Tauriq Moosa; ‘How the Simurgh
Won Her Tail’, by Ali Nouraei. The most enjoyable
of these is ‘How the Camel Got Her Paid Time Off’,
by Paul Krueger. This last is not strictly speaking
an origin story, but it is a funny and witty blend of
both this kind of story and a satire on the modern
work place.
Some stories are more outright fantasy, yet
rooted in indigenous myth structures. ‘Queen’, by
Joseph E. Cole (apparently the sole debut author,
though just as polished as the rest); ‘The Man Who
Played With the Crab’, by Adiwijaya Iskandar;
‘Serpent, Crocodile, Tiger’,
by Zedeck Siew; and ‘The Cat
Who Walked by Herself’, by
Achala Upendran. ‘How the
Tree of Wishes Gained its Carapace of Plastic’, by Jeanette
Ng, is maybe the most distinctly post-colonial of all the
stories, synthesising a whole
new mythology out of the
indigenous culture and the
remnants of western culture
bequeathed by the former
colonial occupants.
And then there are tales
of modern urban fantasy –
where ‘modern’ can be any
time between the mid-19th
century and the present day.
In ‘Best Beloved’, Wayne
Santos cleverly plays on the
term used by Kipling in Just So
Stories to address the reader.
The Gaimanesque ‘Strays
Like Us’, by Zina Hutton, has
the goddess Bastet in Miami.
‘Samsāra’, by Georgina Kamsika and ‘There is
Such Thing as a Whizzy-Gang’, by Raymond Gates,
come closest to being modern horror stories, the
latter blending modern white Australia and older
indigenous traditions.
Can the collection live up to the sheer charm
and joy of the original? Yes, it can and does. There
is enough sly humour to make any eye twinkle.
But most important, does it achieve its aim? It
would be painfully easy for a book like this to hit
you over the head with its worthiness, but editor
Moore and the authors have pulled off quite a
feat: quietly, simply, making their point without
banging any drum. Remember who said that if
history were taught in the form of stories, it would
never be forgotten.
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Horror Stories: Classic Tales from Hoffman to
Hodgson Edited by Darryl Jones
(Oxford University Press, 2014)
Reviewed by Dan Hartland

T

his is an odd book to be reading in 2019. Not
because the horror genre has moved so far
from the largely Victorian chillers that Darryl
Jones anthologises here; not even because
some of the profoundest moments of shock
in these stories come not from their horrific
twists but from the racism and sexism with
which some – no, many – are unsurprisingly
suffused. Rather, here is a book that is profoundly interested in the idea of “the canon”
at a time when the most interesting work in
literary studies is being undertaken in pursuit
of deconstructing the very same edifice.

In his introduction to the volume, Jones spends
much profitable time nailing down the genre.
“Horror is a phobic cultural form,” he argues (p. xi),
and tours its highways and by-ways: the supernatural and the psychological, the subversive and the
conservative, “the paranoid colonial narrative”

(p. xxvii) and the home-grown mad scientist. His
over-arching theme, then, is dualism – horror as
the flip-side of every strain of nineteenth-century
thought and culture, the shadow cast by its more
familiar, sunlit objects (the theory of evolution,
the factory, the colony, the city).
In his eagerness to make his tour as sweeping
as possible, Jones may over-claim for the form: is
horror fiction really “perhaps uniquely … suited
to the short form” (p. xx)? Science fiction or crime
writers may object. Can horror truly be explained
by acknowledging that “the implications of many
Victorian scientific endeavours were all too comprehensible to the popular imagination” (p. xxvii)?
I wasn’t sure, but in seeking to contain all fiction
that could be said to be horrific in the hundred
years prior to the First World War, perhaps inevitably Jones would be led towards these kinds of
generalisation.
The effort to encapsulate undoes the collection in other ways, however – most obviously in
its predictability. Jones gives in to the temptation
of anyone anthologising for a series of record like
Oxford’s World Classics, and selects the stories
and the authors we already know: here, indeed,
are “The Sandman” and “The Monkey’s Paw”,
“Chickamauga” and “Count Magnus”; over there
are Charles Dickens and Edgar Allan Poe, Émile
Zola and Honoré de Balzac. And, of course, there
in the introduction is the discussion of the distinction between terror and horror, the separation between, in Ann Radcliffe’s words, “dreaded
evil” and “confusion”.
But in his dismissal of Radcliffe (none of whose
stories appear here) as “no intellectual” (p. xvii),
Jones tips another of the weak cards in his hand:
there are twenty-nine stories here, and only two
of them by women. If you are hoping to see Elizabeth Gaskell or Edith Nesbitt here, Jane Loudon
or Ellen Wood, you will be disappointed. Instead,
we are provided amidst the sea of male voices
with only Charlotte Perkins Gillman’s “The Yellow
Wallpaper” and Mary E. Wilkins Freeman’s “Luella
Miller” – both classics, of course, and easily among
the best stories Jones offers; but hardly as full a
survey as you’d expect in the early twenty-first
century.
What, though, of the stories that are included
here? They are of uniformly high quality, and each
offers some aspect of observation on the genre
itself. Indeed, it’s notable how self-aware many
of these stories are: Balzac winks at us as he
describes for an entire paragraph the overgrown
horticulture of his haunted house in “Le Grande
Bretêche”, only to summarise at its end that, “to
be accurate, there is no trace of a path” (p. 49);
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Sheridan Le Fanu begins “Strange Event in the
Life of Schalken the Painter” with the eye-rolling,
“You will no doubt be surprised, my dear friend,
at the subject of the following narrative” (p. 76).
As the collection grinds chronologically on,
however, later authors commit more fully. There
are the characteristically saturated psychosexual overtones of Bram Stokers “The Squaw”, for
example, or the strange intensity of Robert W.
Chambers and the King in Yellow of “The Repairer
of Reputations”. In William Hope Hodgson’s “The
Derelict”, the last story in the volume, horror
begins to bifurcate, and the Weird emerges in its
full profundity: “Life is an abstract something – a
kind of all-permeating Wakefulness … Oh, I can’t
explain it!” (p. 440).
Which leads us back to Radcliffe’s characterisation of horror as a genre of confusion. In Melville’s
“The Tartarus of Maids”, the narrator describes a
paper factory in an alienated, alienating fashion,
so that his subject becomes obscure and terrifying rather than prosaic and workaday; in W.F.
Harvey’s “August Heat”, on the other hand, the
narrator cannot explain the source of his frightening premonitions – or why he first enters and
then continues to remain in the house of the man
he knows will murder him.
In this way, Victorian horror emerges as a literature of anxiety, of a kind of cultural unfixedness.
Ronald Ross’s hammy “The Vivisector Vivisected”
is the most explicit of these stories in its intent:
“so great was the horror of vivisection which I
derived from the perusal of this account of the
impaling and exhaustion to death of living beings,”
its narrator, an aspiring medic, spells out, “that I
took to collecting butterflies in the summer” (p.
188). These are stories seeking to look their own
fears in the face.
In many ways, however, the volume’s opening
story is its best. E.T.A Hoffman’s “The Sandman”
leaves the reader with so many vivid images, and
deals so interestingly with questions of perception, that its inclusion as the template for all that
follows is entirely justified. Still, the rest of this
volume’s proposed canon might have been assembled fifty years ago - and that seems a shame.
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The Deep and Shining Dark by Juliet Kemp
(Book 1 of the Marek series)
(Elsewhen Press, 2018)
Reviewed by David Lascelles

M

arek is a city with a reputation for magic.
With the cityangel bound into its heart,
it serves as the one place where sorcerers can
practise their arts without resorting to blood
magic, a very definite advantage and one
which the inhabitants have exploited for centuries. Marek is the place to go if you want to
hire a sorcerer.

At least it was until recently. In the aftermath of
a plague that seemed to specifically target those
who used magic, the city is left with only two
active sorcerers – the respectable shop owner,
Reb, and the less reputable Cato. This makes
things difficult for Jonas, who travels to Marek
from his home in Salinas, a land that builds its reputation and wealth on sailing and where magic is
not respectable, in order to try to work out why he
is having visions of the future. When he visits Reb
to find out what might be causing these ‘flickers’,
he encounters a person who claims to be Marek’s
cityangel, ousted from its position by a ritual that
is part of a dark plot to try to take over the city.
Jonas and Reb end up working with Marcia, the
heir to one of the influential ruling families of
Marek, to try to counter this plot and restore the
angel, Benedict, to its rightful place.
The Deep and Shining Dark is an entertaining
adventure story set in a very well thought out
fantasy city scape. Much of the plot circles around
the politics of the city, seen through Marcia’s
eyes to have significant flaws – enough that the
antagonists here are actually justified in trying
to bring it down. We also see the poorer areas of
town through Jonas as well as some of the politics
of his home through his interactions with other
Salinas characters and how magic works through
Reb. These elements have been well thought out,
showing a strong sense of world building and are
introduced with very little exposition. I particularly enjoyed the ideas that Salinas surnames are
not family names but are instead linked to the ship
they serve on. Also loved the idea of the ruling city
council, comprising the heads of the important
families plus their heirs and guild leaders, being
very much into self-interest and corruption. For
example, the abolition of a law that forced family
heads to step down from the council after 25
years to make way for their heirs and the won-

derful sense of injustice said heirs feel about this.
I also enjoyed the positive examples of gender
fluid/agender characters (both the cityangel and
another minor character in this are referred to as
‘they’ rather than ‘he’ or ‘she’) and the portrayal
of alternative sexualities.
I do, however, have some issues. The edition
I had does not seem to have been proofread as
much as it probably should have been and there
are some examples of places where a sentence has
been changed to improve the grammar but there
are elements of the old sentence still in it – which
makes the mistake stand out even more. A more
thorough once over would have cleared these out.
Another gripe is that this feels like a sequel. I
had to actually go and check to see if there was
in fact another book in this series, but this is
listed as ‘Book 1 of the Marek series’ and none
of the author’s other works appears to be linked.
However, throughout the text, several characters
(Reb and Marcia) refer to something that happened ten years ago, events that seem very significant to them and referring to characters not
otherwise relevant to the story. These events are
more than mere backstory and should be seen
more prominently. A prequel would be nice to see
here.
Overall, this is an entertaining read with some
fascinating characters and a good bit of worldbuilding.
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Corpse Light by Angela Slatter
(Verity Fassbinder: Book 2)
(Jo Fletcher Books, 2017)
Reviewed by Anne F Wilson

T

his is the second of Slatter’s Verity Fassbinder books, and, if I were you, I wouldn’t
start from here.

Verity is employed as a trouble-shooter for the
Weyrd, the various communities of supernatural
and mythical creatures who live in Brisbane. She
has to keep the Weyrd out of sight of humans, and
humans safe from those Weyrd who have somewhat old-fashioned views (that is, you can eat
humans, torture them, have sex with them, but
you wouldn’t want your daughter to marry one).
Verity acts as liaison to the human police and
helps them to solve Weyrd-related crimes.
Why not start from here? The first book, Vigil,
sets the scene and introduces us to the characters. We meet Verity’s ex-boyfriend and current
employer Bela Tepes (no prizes for guessing what
sort of Weyrd he is), and Verity’s new human
partner David. Verity herself is half-Weyrd, and an
orphan, her father, Grigor, having been murdered
in prison after being exposed as a child-murderer and supplier of the butchered flesh to some of
the more traditional Weyrd. It’s this touch of the
gruesome that I found entertaining about the first
book, and this continues in the sequel.
Corpse Light drops us right back in a few months
after Vigil. Verity is heavily pregnant. There are no
introductions of existing characters and also some
hangovers from the plot of Vigil that need sorting
out. As I am bad at remembering plot, characters
and exactly why I liked a book several months after
reading it I felt baffled by the sequel and found it
hard to engage with it. The experience was much
improved after I re-read Vigil for some context.
Corpse Light is full of incident. Verity has barely
started investigating a human who is enduring
regular inundations of stinky mud before she is
asked to find out about some dry land drownings.
She is persecuted by a trio of goth-punk kitsune,
but when she goes into early labour she is rescued
by a mysterious woman with a magic sword. It’s
all very fast-paced and somewhat breathless.
The plot is driven by massive coincidences. All
these Weyrd events turn out to be related to each
other, and Verity finds the connections by being
in the right place at the right time. I also began
to doubt the plausibility of being able to conceal
such an abundance of Weyrd happenings from the

humans, even if the human police are on-side.
To add to the confusion, in the last couple of
chapters the plot takes a massive 90 degree turn
and heads off into another direction entirely.
Vigil introduced us to creatures from Greek
mythology (sirens, the Boatman) and Eastern
Europe (vampires and witches). We had angels
from the Christian tradition and the Norns from
Scandinavia. Corpse Light now drags in kitsune
from Japan, jaeger from Germany (who may be the
author’s invention) a smågubbar from Scandinavia,
apsanas from India… The list goes on. The different
supernatural traditions clearly reflect the melting
pot of Australian history but mashing them all up
together like this felt messy and confusing.

To compensate for the overstuffed plot the characters are barely fleshed out. I couldn’t find a physical description of Verity (I know she’s the narrator, but the author could have managed a sentence
or two). She bitches about expressing milk for the
baby (understandable) but passes over the experience of breast-feeding in half a sentence. David
appears nice but a non-entity and seems content
to look after the baby while Verity is off kicking
ass and investigating the underworld.
To summarise, I enjoyed both books, but I found
Corpse Light confused and over-packed with incident at the expense of character development
and sensible plot mechanics. I probably will read
the next in the series, but I very much hope that
the author calms down and takes some time to
provide us with a coherent story and characters.
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Supernatural: Mythmaker by Tim Waggoner
(Titan Books, 2016)
Reviewed by Graham Andrews

H

istorian’s Note: This novel takes place
during season ten, between “Hibbling
911” and “The Things We Left Behind.”

Reviewer’s Note: I must confess to not having
seen an episode of Supernatural before reading
this novelization – all the way through from
beginning to end, at any rate. As luck would have
it, however, the Belgian ZES TV station has been
streaming the series and I was able to make up
the shortfall. I also consulted the Wikipedia
article – not that I read all 32 pages of it – and was
intimidated by the fact that Supernatural has run
for 12 seasons and counting. My mission, should I
decide to accept it . . .
Mythmaker is the eleventh volume in the tie-in
book series, and the second to be written by Tim
Waggoner, after Carved in Flesh (2013).
The eponymous mythmaker is René Mendez, a
nineteen-year-old talented artist who lives with
her parents in the small town of Corinth, Illinois.
Renée studies art at Eldritch – I mean, Eldridge
Community College. A Freudian slip on my part,
though it could also have been Eldridge Cleaver
College. There is a lot of ‘cleaving’ in this novel.
Anyhow, Renée works alone in the family garage.
That’s just as well, considering that the ‘eldritch’
gods that she paints on canvas immediately take
on a life of their own. She conjures up a cruel-faced
woman with ‘electric’ eyes, who fades from the
canvas to be replaced by a man wearing a doctor’s
white lab coat. “In the end there shall be one,” she
murmurs – then starts a new ‘animated’ painting.
René then shuffles off the narrative coil for a
long while, to be immediately replaced by Geoffrey Ramsey and Jimmy Reid, two homeless men
wandering the snowy midday streets of downtown Corinth. They meet a ‘manifested’ goddess
called Adamantine. “Kneel before me,” she tells
them, “accept me into your hearts, and I will lead
you to glory.” Jimmy makes a smart-ass remark
and she electrocutes him with her galvanized
gauntlet. The wiser Geoffrey kneels before Adamantine and becomes her first acolyte. Later
that same chapter, Doctor Lena Nguyen meets
the more amiable Praeon, a worker of medical
miracles named after the physician of the ancient
Greek gods.
Adamantine wins a single-combat showdown
with a ‘catwoman’ goddess who goes by the name

of Wyld. And so it goes, one damned manifestation after another, until there is only one ‘god’ left
standing after the fatal finale. “But the Apotheois
wouldn’t be complete {even} then . . . In order to
become a true immortal, the victor would have to
absorb the energy of the being with the power to
create gods – the Mythmaker” (p. 280).
The Supernatural Sam and Dean Winchester
brothers reach Corinth on page 69, as luck – and
Tim Waggoner – would have it. They’ve just come
off a mission, a stopover in Kansas, but that need
not concern us here. They see people with homemade signs reading SUPPORT YOUR LOCAL GOD
and THE END ISN’T NIGH – THEY ARE! Definitely not misleading advertisements. As for what
happens next – well, that’s for me to know and
for you to enjoy finding out. Waggoner has done
a nifty job of outlining the series story-so-far for
newcomers – such as myself – while tweaking it a
bit for multi-seasoned veterans.
To be honest, I’m not all that keen on Supernatural as a TV series. It seems too much like a
mash-up of Kolchak; Highlander, and The X-Files
to me – even Charmed, in a gender-reversal way.
Mythmaker might or might not have been a better
novel without the needful tie-in participation of
Sam and Dean Winchester. But I do believe that
Renée Mendez deserved a lot more characterdevelopment page space. The same thing goes
for Geoffrey Ramsey and Lena Nguyen – also
the ‘gods’ themselves, come to that. Don’t get
me wrong – I enjoyed the novel immensely. Just
saying, though . . .
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Damnation by Peter McLean
(Angry Robot, 2017)
Reviewed by Kate Onyett

D

rake used to be a supernatural wizarding hitman. Nowadays things are… a little
more complicated. Third in the series, and

from delving and diving around the rougher
side of the tracks, mixing with petty criminals and gang lords, Drake is now mixing with
eye-watering wealth and legendary wizards.
He still hangs about in bars, though, drinks
too much and realises the clinching detail a
heroic fraction too late. He has also become
the full-time host of his demon mentor, and
now he is literally in two minds about things.
Compelled into the service of an ancient war
goddess, he no longer is a spell-for-hire, and
instead is facing the most dangerous mission
of his career and his life. He will quite literally
have to go to Purgatory and then to Hell itself
to save a most precious life.

But first: the angst. Oh, yes, the angst. This book
is Drake’s annus horribilis. We begin with Drake
in his own personal hell, entirely self-inflicted, and
a slave to the needle. Found and forcibly cleaned

up by his fearsome new employer, he is basically
on retainer until she requires his services. This
should mean time to reflect, but for Drake ‘mindfulness’ means being a slave to his own mind’s
insecurities and sharp self-flagellation throughout the novel. ‘Should-have-done’ and ‘shouldhave-realised’ are his constant refrains. And
frankly, it does get a little wearing. I was rather
hoping he would pull his head from his bottom
long enough to tie up the threads of dangling plot.
Fortunately, he has no choice but to do so: McLean
likes to layer suggestion upon minor detail and
then return and weave his story up tight with the
knotting of his prepared connections and coincidences. You can see it coming a mile off; but it is
perfect for the genre.
Basically, this is McLean’s Empire Strikes Back. If
you take the first book as more of an introduction
to Drake, the action all really kicked off in book
two. Now is the time to spend on filling exposition,
often via a lot of drinking and talking of moody
toot. There is the occasional dust-up to break up
the plotting, but this story is basically scenic prep
and soul-searching for what is (heavily hinted at)
to come. Empire’s tone was darker and was about
character development; Luke trained with Yoda
and then ran off to save those he loved: Drake has
been landed in a new role, learning more about
himself in the process and even dropping in on that
old soul-searching, heroic trope of falling-to-rise as
he used poisoning narcotics to attempt to silence
a demonic voice in his head. As a more pertinent
similarity to the middle child of the original Star
Wars films, issues over paternity are revealed with
suitable gumption and on the very last page, Drake
takes a literal leap down into the next adventure.
Drake’s adventures are the indulgence of pulpy,
supranatural fiction of rumbustious bent slathered all over with the mouthy grunge of its character’s London roots. It is not complex or philosophical writing; it’s guilty-pleasure holiday-reading
and aims to please those who like their urban
fantasy gobby and regularly salted with punchups and angelic ‘deus ex machina’ butt-kicking. If
Drake had more of a hold on his angst, he’d actually make for a pretty solid noir figure - muttering toothily with surprising amounts of packed
heat. As it is, there is something of the whiner; the
bratty street-urchin about Drake that stops him
short of being too heroic, and just dumb enough
to keep the surprises rolling for the reader. This
is far from being a polite series; wizards gone
wild comes to mind. The John Constantine graphic
novels set a benchmark for the angry, magical
anti-hero. McLean’s Drake is settling in to become
his flawed and colourful successor.

page 31

THE BSFA REVIEW #6 — Spring 2019
The Double-Edged Sword by Sarah Pinborough
(The Nowhere Chronicles Book I)
(Gollancz, 2017)
Reviewed by Alex Bardy

B

y way of’ clearing the table’ I should probably say that I’m a fan of a lot of Ms Pinborough’s stuff, and a fan of Ms Pinborough herself
(she’s pretty crazy!), so you may expect me to
be a tad biased in favour of this work, but in
this instance at least, I’m not so pleased to be
proving you wrong.

I didn’t like The Double-Edged Sword at all – the
somewhat elaborate premise of a young lad who
has grown up attending two different senior
schools in alternate years, and the concept of
that same lad somehow being the key figure in
a secret society of Knights of Nowhere
charged with keeping the peace across
multiple worlds, are two ideas that
make it quite difficult to suspend my
disbelief long enough to properly get
excited about what ensues, to be honest.
There is certainly some glimmer of
classic Pinborough herein, but you’ll
have to dig quite deep to find it – the
characters are not as strong as I’ve come
to expect, the pacing not as polished, and
the overall story arc just not particularly
engaging, frankly.
To go through the details: this book
is set in an alternate London (of sorts –
there’s the Somewhere London and the
Nowhere London initially), and our lead
character is Finmere Tingewick Smith:
abandoned and brought up by a practising Old Bailey judge, he’s had a hard time
of things, doesn’t know his mum, and is
somewhat estranged from his dad.
When Finmere reaches the ripe
young age of 16, he is introduced to a
wider world by his ward, Judge Harlequin Brown, and it’s here that the story
really begins, with Fin and a couple
of his friends (Chris and Joe) quickly
finding themselves immersed in a kind
of boys-own adventure tale of treachery,
murder, alternate worlds, the aforementioned guardian order called Knights
of Nowhere (a classic old-boy networkstylee organisation), and something akin
to a ‘deep behind enemy lines mission’ to
rescue the mysterious Storyholder that

could potentially unlock the secrets of an ancient
prophecy.
The original Nowhere Chronicles trilogy (of
which this is the first, of course) was written
under the pen name of Sarah Silverwood, and
targeted directly at the YA market, and I believe
Ms Silverwood (aka Pinborough) developed a
decent number of younger fans of her work back
then (2010-2014). And despite the all-pervading
sense that YA should never be ‘written down’ for
its audience, I do feel this happened quite a lot in
here, especially near the beginning where it felt
like we had an ‘info-dumping’ bonanza going on.
Also evident was a complete lack of female characters throughout —excluding the Storyholder
who can’t speak anyway, and the rather feisty
Mona who appears and disappears all too soon —
making this a hard one to recommend on a great
many levels, I’m afraid.
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A Tyranny of Queens by Foz Meadows
(Angry Robot 2017)
Reviewed by Anne F Wilson

A

Tyranny of Queens is the sequel to Foz
Meadows’s first novel, An Accident of Stars,
(henceforth to be referred to as Queens and
Stars). I read them together, which is definitely the way to do it as they are two halves of a
single story. I was pleased that the author had
resisted the urge to trilogize – the narrative
works very well at this length. Queens is billed
as “Book II of the Manifold Worlds” so there
are clearly more stories to tell in this universe.
Stars start off, however, in Australia. Teenaged Saffron, fed up with bullying at her school,
follows Gwen, a world walker, through a portal
into the land of Kena. Gwen is trying to resurrect
an unsuccessful rebellion against the local rulers,
so needs to keep a low profile. She takes Saffron
under her wing, promising that she will be able
to return home eventually. We meet characters
from Kena and its neighbour Veksh. The Kenan
are polytheists and pluralistic, basing social structures
on polygamous groupings,
and the Vekshi are monotheistic and matriarchal. Saffron
loses two fingers by being in
the wrong place at the wrong
time but is taken in by a Vekshi
enclave in Kena and adopted
by a new family.
Saffron is thrown into an
unfamiliar political situation,
having to learn languages
(quickly, by use of magic),
understand unfamiliar relationships and try to work out
how to survive in this new
world. Meanwhile the political
situation turns into chaos and
Gwen and her allies are forced
to escape to Veksh. Stars ends
with Saffron undergoing trial
by dragon, which is terrific,
but then in the chaos of the
royal overthrow deciding to
return to her own world.
Queens opens with Saffron (now known as Safi)
failing miserably to fit in back home. Narrowly
avoiding being committed to a psychiatric hospital,
she takes the chance of an open portal to escape to

Noquevai, a nodal world frequented by alien travellers. There she meets Leoden, the deposed ruler
of Kena, and is enlisted to help him. Things turn
out to be not quite as they seemed in Stars.
I thoroughly enjoyed both books. The characters were credible and sympathetic, the politics
and religions interesting, the action entertaining and exciting. People do not escape unscathed
from their adventures. Safi loses people close to
her, she is permanently scarred, and although
variously people are rescued from danger they
often have to live with aftereffects both physical
and mental.
I liked the fact that the ratio of characters in
the books was about 75:25 female to male, and
that people’s genders and sexual preferences
were many and varied. And the interactions of
the Vekshi matriarchs demonstrate that women
can be as sexist and pig-headed as men given
the chance. But people find different solutions to
problems than they would in our society, and that
was interesting.
There were some things that I liked less. It was
hard to focus on the large cast of characters, and
I found myself continually searching back in the
books to remind myself
who was who. Also, I
didn’t find the glossary at
the end of Stars until, well,
the end, which left me
confused by a lot of unfamiliar terminology. It’s
completely plausible that
Kena and Veksh should
have different languages,
but I couldn’t actually
perceive any linguistic
differences
between
Kenan and Vekshi words,
or indeed between these
and the trade language
used in Noquevai.
These are minor quibbles. I wasn’t surprised
to see that Kate Elliott
was an early reader of the
books. They reminded me
in a number of ways of
Elliott’s Jaran books, with
strong female characters,
interesting alien cultures
and politics, and a galaxy-spanning perspective.
I’m looking forward to the future stories that we
are promised in this universe.
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The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K. Le Guin
(Gollancz SF Masterworks, 2017)
Reviewed by Nick Hubble

T

he Left Hand of Darkness is set on the planet
Gethin, also known as Winter where there
is no sexual difference between people apart
from a monthly period of kemmer. When the
androgynous Gethenians meet in kemmer,
hormonal secretions increase so that either
male or female dominance is established in
one and the partner takes on the other sexual
role:
Normal individuals have no predisposition
to either sexual role in kemmer; they do not
know whether they will be the male or the
female and have no choice in the matter. (Otie
Nim wrote that in the Orgoreyn region the
use of hormone derivatives to establish a preferred sexuality is quite common; I haven’t
seen this done in rural Karhide.). Once the
sex is determined it cannot change … If the
individual was in the female role and was
impregnated, hormonal activity of course
continues, and for the 8.4 month gestation
period and the 6 to 8 month lactation period
this individual remains female. … With the
cessation of lactation the female … becomes
once more a perfect androgyne. No physiological habit is established, and the mother of
several children may be the father of several
more. (91)

Thus read the field notes of Ong Tot Oppong of
the Hainish Ekumen on her initial observations
concerning the sexual life of the Gethenians.
These notes are in the possession of Genly Ai,
who has openly come to Gethen as an ambassador from the Ekumen with the purpose of inviting
the Gethenians to join the wider interstellar community. ‘The Question of Sex’ – as the chapter in
which Ong’s notes appear is titled – is the aspect
of The Left Hand of Darkness which has attracted
most attention over the near half century since its
original publication.
I was going to begin this review by arguing that
‘if Heinlein’s line “the door dilated” is often presented as an example of the cognitive estrangement of 1940s Golden Age SF, then Le Guin’s “The
king was pregnant” is representative of a more
profound late 1960s countercultural and feminist
defamiliarisation’. But then I read China Miéville’s

introduction to this new edition of Le Guin’s 1969
classic and discovered to my horror that not only
does he make the exact same comparison, he also
sums up its significance more effectively: ‘Heinlein renders one corridor strange: Le Guin reconfigures society’. For Miéville, the novel’s defamiliarisation of gender makes it unquestionably a
precursor of the gender queerness and sexual fluidity of our twenty-first-century present.
However, as he acknowledges, it was not always
seen in such a radical light. Le Guin’s use of universal male pronouns to denote a society without a
permanent sexual divide and therefore without a
gender division, led to Joanna Russ, among others,
criticising The Left Hand of Darkness for only containing men in practice. In In the Chinks of the World
Machine (1988), Sarah Lefanu argues that the lack
of sexual difference means that there is no historical dialectic and that the novel’s popularity is
due to it simultaneously offering women a retreat
from conflict back to the pre-Oedipal imaginary
order while offering men the opportunity to roam
freely unconstrained by the difficulties that arise
from sexual difference. Adam Roberts went as far
as to say, in Science Fiction (2000), that The Left
Hand of Darkness is remarkably non-binary as a
novel, with an appealing spirituality but an unengaging storyline, and mainly dependent on the
quality of its world-building to attract readers’
imaginative and emotional investment.
In fact, The Left Hand of Darkness has long had
all the hallmarks of one of those novels which one
feels guiltily ashamed of uninhibitedly enjoying in
private while publicly pretending indifference in
order to fit in with the apparent critical consensus. There is something about all that apparently
non-existent narrative tension concerning the fate
of Genly’s mission and his relationship with the
mysterious and enigmatic King’s Ear, Estraven,
that makes one need to keep turning the pages
even on the umpteenth rereading. The plot is not
negligible by any means. The central irony that
the rather backward kingdom of Karhide does
eventually turn out to be more important to Genly
than the apparently more modern and democratic Orgoreyn, is the inspiration for Iain Banks’s
Culture-related planetary romance, Inversions
(1998). And, of course, the Culture is also a society
in which it is possible for the mother of several
children to become the father of several more.
Maybe the fantasies of motherhood which
male readers might indulge while reading
such novels are merely examples of how men
might roam freely in their imagination while
unconstrained by the difficulties that arise
from sexual difference? Interestingly, when
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Le Guin wrote about The Left Hand of Darkness
in her 1976 essay, ‘Is Gender Necessary?’, she
noted that it seemed to be men who engaged
most clearly with her conception of Estraven as
both ‘man and woman, familiar and different,
alien and utterly human’ by identifying with
Genly and therefore participating ‘in his painful
and gradual discovery of love’. Eleven years
later, however, in ‘Is Gender Necessary? Redux’
(1987), following more criticism of the novel,
she appeared to change her mind on this matter:
‘Men were inclined to be satisfied with the book,
which allowed them a safe trip into androgyny
and back, from a conventionally male viewpoint.
But many woman wanted it to go further …’ Yet,
rather than simply replace the earlier passage
with the new judgement, she allowed both
versions to sit beside each other by including the
new observations in square brackets within the
original essay. In this way the ambivalence and
ambiguity of the novel became replicated in her
commentary upon it. Men might read the novel
in either way. Or indeed, they might read it one
way and then experience it differently when
reading it again. And women were also invited
‘to explore androgyny from a women’s point of
view’ as if, irony of ironies, ‘it was written by a
woman’. Le Guin’s self-criticism may appear to

be an internalisation of her critics’ arguments
but on closer reading it is often apparent that she
is angry with herself for not managing to make
them see the points she was trying to make.
Miéville begins his introduction by noting that
‘The unluckiest books are those ignored or forgotten. But spare a thought too for those fated to
become classics. A classic is too often a volume
that everyone thinks they know.’ He goes on to
suggest that The Left Hand of Darkness transcends
this status by remaining alive. However, as I’m
sure Miéville is perfectly aware, the defining characteristic of genuine classics is not that they are
‘known’ and, therefore, neutered entities, but that
they remain alive precisely by feeding on the life
in their new readers. A classic is a classic because
after it has drawn out one response from a reader,
it remains hungry not just for new readers but for
new responses from its existing readers. So while
on the first reading, men might enjoy a trip into
androgyny and then back to safety and women
might want more, on the second reading, they all
might identify differently.
For example, as an adolescent I read this novel
indiscriminately as an exotic adventure. Later,
having learned somewhere that it is a novel
about gender, or the absence thereof, I dutifully
read it as a novel about gender, or the absence
thereof, and felt rather puzzled by it all. Becoming more aware of the history of the feminist
SF of the 1970s, and having undergone the visceral experience of reading Joanna Russ’s The
Female Man, I returned to The Left Hand of Darkness for reassurance and found it had become
much weirder than I remembered. Some years
later, the weirdness had transformed into a
pleasurable campness (‘My landlady, a voluble
man’ etc) and I read both Genly and Estraven as
queer men. But when I read it again, while they
remained queer, neither of them were any longer
men. The male pronouns may have originally led
to critics saying there are only men in the novel
but actually their universality is ultimately so
unstable that it radically calls into question their
capacity to signify the male gender in the novel
and, indeed, outside of it. Language is destabilised and with it meaning. In this respect, The
Left Hand of Darkness should be considered an
example of literary experimentation as radical
as any in the genre.
The novel is also, of course, an old-fashioned love
story, as Le Guin implied in her 1976 comment
that her male readers understood this through
their identification with Genly. For all Genly’s
tiresome misogyny and heterosexual disgust, his
attraction to Estraven is clear from the outset:
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Estraven’s performance had been womanly,
all charm and tact and lack of substance, specious and adroit. Was it in fact this soft supple
femininity that I disliked and distrusted in
him? For it was impossible to think of him as a
woman, that dark, ironic, powerful presence
near me in the firelit darkness, and yet whenever I thought of him as a man I felt a sense
of falseness: in him, or in my own attitude
towards him? His voice was soft and rather
resonant but not deep, scarcely a man’s voice,
but scarcely a woman’s voice either … (12)

Estraven’s presence dominates this novel, fascinating both narrator and reader from the outset
in the manner of a classic adventure romance. In
which respect, it should be noted that the tense
climactic crossing off the ice cap is one of the
best pieces of sustained action writing in fiction.
However, unlike many classic adventure stories,
the sexual attraction between the two protagonists during these heightened experiences is made
explicit to the reader, even if not consummated. It
is not simply the case that there is no conventional female ‘love interest’ to disguise male same-sex
desire; it is rather that Estraven fulfils both of
these roles and in so doing he appears more complete than the awkward, diffident Genly. Roberts
suggests that the Gethenians are not strictly
speaking androgynous in that they are not both
sexually male and female but neither except when
in kemmer. However, Estraven, as described
above, is clearly androgynous in the strict sense of
the term even though not in kemmer. The reader
identifying with Genly comes to share this sense
of their own inadequacy, which is made manifest
in his revulsion with his own people when they
come down to Gethen in a starship. Genly is only
happy again when alone with a Gethenian: ‘his
face, a young, serious face, not a man’s face and
not a woman’s face, a human face’ (296).
By the end of the novel, Genly has learned to
see in the Gethenians not an absence of gender
but a different kind of non-binary gender and
so can the reader. Famously, ‘there is no myth
of Oedipus on Winter’; no father to kill and no
mother to sleep with because there is no separation of humans between binary gendered roles.
In consequence there is no division into the dualisms of dominant/submissive, owner/chattel, or
active/passive, but this is not simply a ‘retreat’
– as Lefanu terms it – from the symbolic order
of the Oedipal complex back to the pre-Oedipal
imaginary order. Rather than signalling a lack of
narrative tension, this return allows imaginary

identification with all subject positions simultaneously and thus underwrites the re-readability
of the novel. The Left Hand of Darkness is a classic
because however many times we read it, we can’t
exhaust its infinitude of possible meanings. Even
though you think you know it, read it again!
Vigil by Angela Slatter
(Jo Fletcher Books, 2017)
Reviewed by Duncan Lawie

U

rban fantasy, as we now know it, is dominated by a few big cities and a few common
types of nightmare creatures. Angela Slatter’s
success with Vigil is to make such a style work
in a place as seemingly mundane as Brisbane,
Australia and to do so with a collection of
Weyrd more subtly defined than the default
vampires or were creatures.

Whilst it is a long time since I lived in Brisbane,
the city I see in this book is familiar. Slatter makes
good use of iconic locations. The book returns
repeatedly to the cliffs of Kangaroo Point, which
feels like a natural gathering place for flying
mythical creatures. West End, always friendly to
those of a Goth outlook, works well as a suburb
for the Strange to be hidden amidst the merely
strange. The ordinary city comes alive too, particularly the incessant driving to get from one
place to another.
In common with much urban fantasy, we have a
first-person female protagonist, a private investigator with a liminal role. In this case Verity
Fassbinder has mixed blood. She was brought
up by her normal grandparents after her Weyrd
father died in prison for killing and butchering children. For the Weyrd of Brisbane, the old
ways of preying on the normals are forbidden
for selfish reasons rather than moral ones. Fassbinder Senior’s principal crime in their eyes was
to bring them close to exposure.
There is an interesting theme here of fitting in,
of being an immigrant community which needs to
take up the apparent norms of their host society,
but it seems a generation out of date. Both the
Weyrd and regular human population of Brisbane we see here are immigrants from Europe to
Australia and their descendants. I understand the
nervousness most modern Australians feel about
invoking the Aboriginal uncanny, but it seems a
little odd that the waves of immigration of the last
forty years aren’t visible.
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edit. Verity’s relationship with her primary police
contact is inconsistent, which makes it harder to
understand either of them. Minor items would
matter less except that the reader is trawling for
clues - for example a conversation about taking a
child to school the next day when that next day
turns out, in the next paragraph, to be Sunday.
Beyond these gripes, Vigil is an entertaining
read, particularly if you know the setting.

Nevertheless, the Weyrd come from a broad
variety of European ancestry - creatures of myth,
fairy tale, nightmare. Many aren’t clearly identifiable types, which means they can take individual shape, whilst some “types” help to shape
the plot. Amongst these are Sirens from Greek
myth, though I am rather bemused that these are
flying women, when I would have expected such
to be called Harpies; perhaps that carries expectations of ugliness. The angels are dependent on
the faith of the people for their power. The Three
Fates run a cafe.
The private investigator plot is a classic mechanism for explaining the city. There is every sense
that this city, this community, has existed for a long
time and that many stories are waiting to be told.
Slatter throws several apparently unconnected
mysteries into the mix and gradually shapes them
together. Can the new boyfriend really be as good
as he seems? Who is killing Sirens and why? How
does The Winemaker connect to Verity’s father?
Slatter builds up the intrigue, though there is
never a genuine feeling of peril. Fortunately, Verity’s character convinces, to the extent that I found
myself getting somewhat frustrated with Verity’s
apparent obtuseness in chasing the clues placed
in front of her.
Perhaps this tells me that Slatter is a great writer,
building the tension in her reader by showing us
things which our protagonist has seen but not
understood. There is clearly enough here to show
that Slatter can plot well, but she needs a tighter

A Conjuring of Light by V E Schwab
(Titan Books, 2017)
Reviewed by Estelle Roberts

T

his is the third in the series of magically
based fantasy novels by V.E. Schwab
centred around four different versions of
London occupying alternate universes. The
overarching world is known, in part, as the
Maresh Empire. It contains people of varying
magical ability, the most adept being known
as Antari. The closest version to our own
metropolis, Grey London, is a Georgian
manifestation of the city with pockets of power
unseen by most of the population. It seems
to appear most strongly within the confines
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of a nondescript backstreet tavern. In other
Londons, magic is used much more obviously
and freely, which has the disadvantage of
fuelling the desire for its power amongst those
who either have none or crave more. Magical
power corrupts and complete magical power
can corrupt completely.

It is the obsessive desire of a magically created,
power crazed entity, Osaron, to rule one of the
kingdoms that provides the main backdrop to
the continuing story of the four main protagonists. They all have powers, three of them very
strongly, but have vastly differing backgrounds
and experiences. The scene is set for extreme
tensions within the group, exacerbated by
intense external pressures, very strong sexual
attractions, and the fact that one of their number
was at one time an unwilling host body for this
entity. Their behaviour is very much informed
by traumatic experiences and actions in all of
their past lives. Holland, as an example, was once
forced to cut the throats of his loved ones whilst
under a magical compulsion. Revenge against the
psychopathic siblings who did this is, of course,
one of his prime motivations. Trust and leadership issues within the group are obvious, well
described and actually make for some very well
constructed one-liners.
The characters are at once fascinating and
entertaining, drawing you in and making you
care about them. They rise above the level of
fantasy tropes, although readers of the genre will
have encountered many broadly similar characters before. The guttersnipe thief who breaks
away from her commonplace origins through
intelligence, cunning and ability is not unknown,
neither is the magically talented prince who is
prepared to lose his life to save his people (going
against the orders of his parents as he does so)
or his lover, the swash-buckling, almost piratical,
marine captain.
The broader political background to this particular struggle is also well addressed. After a
period of somewhat precarious equilibrium, there
are now major tensions between empires and
nations, brought into sharp relief as several royal
families and dignitaries are trapped in Red London’s Royal Palace as Osaron rages in the darkness outside and ruthlessly takes over the people
to do his bidding. The machinations within the
palace as a counterattack is discussed and frantically planned are compelling and eventually
shocking. It appears that the worst acts come not
from megalomania, greed or ambition, but simply
from vanity, entitlement and immaturity.

In fact, the whole world in which this is set is
both well-constructed and beautifully painted.
The floating market, for example, where all kinds
of mysterious, and, yes, magical, objects can be
bought is wonderfully vivid and ruthless. The
price varies, but is always high, and the currency
is not hard cash, and the owner, Maris, is someone
even Antari would pause before crossing.
Although the novel does work well as a standalone piece, I feel readers would probably
benefit from having read the previous two books
in the series. I, myself, would like to know more
of the backstories of these characters and more
of the history of this world. While regular fantasy
readers will be very familiar with many of the
themes and personality types within the story,
it is written in a sharp, interesting and appealing
way. I would recommend it to those who enjoy
fantasy, and the series perhaps even to those who
have not indulged before.
The Empty Throne by David M Allan
Published by Elsewhen Press
Reviewed by David Lascelles

T

he Empty Throne starts out with a quite
strong premise and an interesting opening
scene. We see Dhanay, a young man of noble
birth, complete his final tests and initiation
as a Tector – an order of knights pledged to
guard a magical gateway that was lodged
open centuries before. This gateway is surrounded by three thrones, each one created by
one of the Mesters (spellcasters) who opened
the
gateway
originally. These
thrones are part
of the magic protecting the gate
and all show an
image of one of
the Custoda, the
leaders of the
one-way excursions through the
gate, on an ever
changing cycle.
All Tectors know
that if ever one
of the thrones is
empty, something
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is about to come through the gate and on Dhanay’s first night guarding the gate one of the
thrones becomes empty…

This strong start, covering Dhanay’s initiation,
the start of the incursion, the history of the gate
and Dhanay’s appointment as the next Custodas is
reasonably well done and relatively good fantasy
fare. However, there are a number of issues with
the novel overall that need to be addressed.
For example, throughout the story there is a
sense that this is written up from a roleplaying game or computer game. The way spells are
described, for example, reeks of AD&D wizardry.
This is particularly an issue in Dhanay’s initiation,
where he is granted three ‘gifts’ to help him fight
the monsters that come through the gate. These
feel less like mystical abilities and more like ‘class
based skills’. I’d much rather it was declared that
Dhany was ‘strong willed’ and see him fight to
resist possession than be told he has ‘resist possession’ as an ability. This takes something of the
mystery and magic from the magic.
Secondly,
once
Dhanay is appointed
Custodas and goes
through the gate, he
disappears for an age
and when he does come
back seems to do very
little as the narrative
moves to other characters. This side-lining
of who we assume to
be our main character
seems jarring and even
when we refocus on
another main PoV character, Dhanay’s cousin
Petowyn, he also later
gets side-lined.
I feel part of the
reason for the above is
because the story Allan is trying to tell is
too big for just one novel. A lot of political intrigue and secret plotting occurs
between Dhanay going through the gate
and his return. The attempt is made to
cram all of that into 300 pages when
actually a trilogy or longer series may have been
better suited. Therefore, events are given a single
short section to occur in when they probably
need several chapters to fully get into them. This
means that a lot of it lacks depth and emotion.
Characters hate each other, love each other, and
even kill each other and the reader is left not

really caring about them. Too much happens too
quickly and is often described in an impersonal
overview style rather than from a character’s
perspective. It feels like the author had his start
point and end point well planned out but then
had to work through all the necessary plot to get
between the two and was just drafting it out. A
trilogy with Dhanay’s tale, Petowyn’s tale and a
finale might work better and allow more development of the setting and events.
Overall, I feel there are elements of a good story
here, certainly a lot of potential. The problem is that
we don’t really get to see it develop as promised.
Railhead and Black Light Express
by Philip Reeve
(Oxford University Press, 2015 & 2016)
Review by Christopher Owen

N

ominated for the Carnegie Medal
and the Andre Norton Award for
Young Adult Science Fiction and Fantasy,
Railhead and its sequel, Black Light
Express, are set in a future where sentient trains travel the galaxy. The Great
Network is an intergalactic railroad that connects planets across the
universe through mysterious portals. It is controlled by the rich, and
obsessed over by railheads, riders who travel
for no reason other
than to see strange and
distant planets. Zen
Starling is a railhead.

Zen Starling is a thief.
With a sick mother and
an overworked sister, Zen
steals so they can afford
to survive. But he also
does it for the adventure,
hopping trains to escape
the law and travel the universe in the process.
When a mysterious stranger named Raven
approaches Zen and offers to pay him a fortune
to steal a mysterious box from the Emperor, Zen
agrees to pose as a distant relative of the Emperor’s large family and board the Emperor’s train.
He is accompanied by a motorik, a humanoid
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robot, named Nova, and on the train he befriends
the Emperor’s daughter, Threnody Noon. After
a series of mistakes, Zen and Nova are forced to
destroy the Emperor’s train, killing many (including the Emperor himself) and fleeing as terrorist
outlaws.
Their adventures lead them to the answers of
the secret history of the K-gates, the portals that
allow the trains to travel across the universe. It
is a widely held belief that the K-gates were built
by the Guardians, Artificial Intelligence so powerful that they became like gods, worshipped by
humanity through digital prayers. But the Guardians are hiding the true origins of the K-gates, and
Raven knows that the answer lies with the mysterious box Zen has stolen for him.
Meanwhile, Rail Marshal Lyssa Delius has
decided that Threnody Noon will be the next
Empress. But Lyssa Delius fully intends to control
Threnody, and in turn the Great Network. This sets
off a civil war, causing Threnody and her criminal
servant Chandni Hansa to flee into hiding and
inadvertently join Zen and Nova on their adventures to learn the truth about the origins of their
intergalactic society.
The two novels feature imaginative world building with fascinating societies, complex systems of
power and intriguing characters. The majority of
characters are people of colour, and several protagonists are queer, including a gender non-conforming robot, a gay soldier and an asexual criminal. The borders between who is a human, who is
a machine and who is a god are played with in a
society that is as diverse as it is oppressive.
The first novel, Railhead, is set in a universe in
which a complex and unfair system of power pervades in the background of a thrilling adventure
set on several different planets. The characters
are well developed and interesting, and the story
takes many surprising twists and turns. While it
is unfortunate the book features the tired trope of
a human boy falling in love with a robot girl, the
book otherwise features some really unique and
interesting characteristics in a richly imagined
universe.
Unfortunately, the sequel, Black Light Express,
falls off the rails. This book really wants to be two
books. The plot is unfocussed with a disconnecting structure. The ending feels incredibly rushed,
and instead of tackling the system of power in a
nuanced way, the story takes an easy and violent
out that leaves several social issues unresolved.
Railhead deserves all of its praise and award
nominations, but its sequel, Black Light Express,
is rather disappointing. Yet both books feature

diverse characters, exciting adventures, and
strange new worlds, demonstrating Philip Reeve’s
famous imagination.
The Dragon’s Legacy by Deborah A. Wolf
(Titan Books, 2017)
Reviewed by Sandra Unerman

S

ulema grows up among the Zeerani, a desert
people who used to be nomads, although
most now live a settled life. At seventeen, she
fulfils her ambition to become one of their
female warriors, but her life is complicated
by the arrival of a delegation from the Dragon
King of neighbouring Atualon. They are in
search of the king’s daughter, hidden away
in childhood by her mother. Sulema discovers her true identity and a brother she never
knew about. When she is attacked by magic
and left for dead, only the king can heal her.
A group of the Zeerani set off with the Atualonians to bring her to him. They encounter
more troubles along the way and at the king’s
court. Sulema is caught up in court politics
and more than ordinary dangers. Meanwhile,
the Zeerani left behind also run into trouble.
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And far away, in in the rival country of Sindan,
a young man, fathered by a sea-being, undergoes a series of ordeals to become a prince
enslaved to the emperor.

The main plot of this novel revolves around
Sulema, who is young and hot-headed. She plays an
effective role as a female version of the hero who is
reluctant to accept his destiny, but I found several
of the other characters more interesting. These
include Sulema’s mother, a dreamshifter, who
can fight in the spirit world. She has done terrible
things to keep her daughter hidden but remains
full of courage and love. Daru, the dreamshifter’s
apprentice, is a weakling, disregarded by most
people but with hidden potential. And the Dragon
King himself is not a straightforward tyrant,
though we are only given a few glimpses into the
forces underlying his actions.
The Zeerani are a society dominated by women,
who take the initiative in choosing sexual partners, as in other matters. Theirs is not an idyllic life,
because they are bound by rigid customs and struggle to deal with a deteriorating environment. Their
society is contrasted with the Dragon King’s court,
which has its own constraints. The Zeerani saying
‘It is a good day to die,’ is balanced by ‘and a better
day to live.’ But nobody in this world lives a secure
life. Murder, attacks by slavers and human treachery are daily possibilities, against a background of
infertility and drought. Underlying the human conflicts and political manoeuvres are magical threats
to the stability of the world. These are mentioned
early on, but the extent of the danger is gradually
revealed as the story develops. The Nightmare Man
and the Huntress of the spirit world are mysterious,
sinister beings but there are deeper troubles arising
from the restlessness of the sleeping Earth Dragon
and the fading strength of the Dragon King.
The novel has some fun with the implications of
gender reversal among the Zeerani and the reader
can enjoy the good humour of some characters, as
well as the saber-tusked cats who form telepathic
bonds with some of the Zeerani. There is a colourful array of other wildlife, including lionsnakes and
wyverns. The desert and the city provide plenty of
opportunities for contrasting experiences of daily
life.
This is the first book of a trilogy and none of the
plot lines is resolved by its end. The fate of the
main characters and the true nature of the threats
against them remain uncertain. But there is plenty
to hold the attention of readers and make them
persist. The world building is rich in detail. At the
beginning, I found the frequent shifts in point of
view and the unfamiliar settings almost too much

to take in. But I was carried along by the story
and the background gradually came together in
my mind. The novel contains a lively picture of a
complex world, full of thought-provoking differences and similarities to our own.

Tales of the Apt Vol 2: A Time For Grief
by Adrian Tchaikovsky
(NewCon Press, 2017)
Reviewed by Alex Bardy

A

while back, I reviewed Tchaikovsky’s
Tales of The Apt Vol 1: Spoils of War anthology and mentioned that I had only read the
first volume of Adrian’s The Shadows of the
Apt decalogy. Not having read the full decalogy in no way prevented me from enjoying
that selection of short stories, all set in and
around ‘The 12-Year War’. I said at the time
that Adrian is a fine writer, and I’ve always
found his work eminently readable, and thus
A Time For Grief offers up more of the same,
also set in the Shadows universe, but this time
with a focus more on the hardships and struggles away from the war, even in times of relative peace.

For those not already familiar with the Shadows
of the Apt universe, it features various insect
‘kinden’ that have favoured roles within it, so for
example, the Beetle-kinden are generally quite
large and tubby worker-type creature, Waspkinden are the wasp-ish domineering ‘let’s rule
the world’-types, Spider-kinden are sneaky and
calculating schemers, the Moth-kinden tend to be
mystical prophets and strange/wise folk, Scorpion-kinden tend to be rogues and charlatans, etc.
Adrian starts as he means to go on, with ‘Loyalties’: a slice-of-life-type piece that follows bitplayer Balkus as he tussles with the twin bonds of
loyalty and revenge under the ‘stewardship’ of his
silky smooth Spider-kinden boss, Giselle, introducing both the world of the Apt and the struggles
to be found in the inner trade towns.
‘Bones’ is more of a divergent swing into Apt
pre-history, and covers the discovery and cataloguing of an intriguing archaeological find that
is rapidly covered up and kept hush-hush by ‘the
powers that be’: an early example of the manipulative Spider-kinden at work as Elantris comes
face to face with the ruthlessness of his own mistress, Hastella.
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I think Adrian has a ‘thing’ for travelling theatrical companies (he wrote a brilliant short
story called ‘Dress Rehearsal’ in another NewCon
Press collection: Now We Are Ten), and here we’re
treated to ‘Queen of the Night’, another adventure about amateur dramatics as Miles Breakall
provides a first person-account of the unforeseen
dangers of staging a long-lost Opera and awakening the darkness both within and without.
The gang-warfare of neighbouring ‘fiefs’ is
brought vividly home in ‘Fallen Heroes’, as we
learn more about the seemingly indefatigable
Weaponsmith Tisamon in an early role as both
mercenary and all-round problem-solver. There
are some definite wild-west style overtones here,
as observed by the author himself, with Tisamon
taking the role of any number of Clint Eastwood
stereotypes.
‘The Price of Salt’ is probably one of my favourites in this batch, telling as it does of the werewolflike tendencies of the bizarre Grasshopper-type
tribes and clans from the steppes and wilder
plains far away north of the Commonweal when
the Grand Moon arrives and the Locust Madness
takes hold. It comes with the added bonus of a
slice-of-life tale for the arch-bandit Dal Arche and
co.
The scheming, manipulative Spider-kinden are
given another outing in ‘The Naturalist’, this time
to ensure the grand conclusions Archer Dinsawl
draws from his studies of scorpions and spiders
are never to be repeated outside the walls of The
Great College. The not-inconsiderable role played
by the Beetle-kinden spy who ousts him is underplayed here, which conspires to leave the reader
wondering just how resourceful and industrious
these blighters really are.

‘The Last Ironclad’ sees a return to form, and
to the history of Sergeant Varmen: a once-proud
Wasp-kinden now fallen on hard times and living
life as a wastrel and drunk, with only a vague
memory of a title and his own steadfast pride
as a former Sentinel left to cling to. And cling to
these he does, of course, which makes for another
cracking tale, and possibly the best one in this collection.
I need only add “Pride of the Sixth!” and leave it
at that.

page 43

EKO NASUS YB DETIDE

I S
SS RP
EU GNI
6
02
91

AFSB
WEIVER
EHT

