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Black Sun by Rebecca Roanhorse
Reviewed by Dave M. Roberts

Summer is here? Well, it’s trying…
Summer is making an effort, of sorts. There has
been some blue sky and, wind-chill permi�ng, a
fair daub of warmish sunshine. Here in Yorkshire
things can get a mite chilly. But that’s never
stopped us before, and it won’t stop us now. Life
in general is easing up. I’ve actually got a
hairdresser’s appointment in a few days, and a
tenta�ve booking for a week in Scarborough at
the end of July. A suck-it-and-see kind of
existence, but I guess that’s the norm these days.

When I was based in London, Rambert’s dance
studio was one of my favourite places to visit.
Now that I’m living in Yorkshire, I can s�ll engage,
albeit at a distance. Rambert has their own
online ‘Home Studio’ where you can watch their
amazing dancers perform live. The dance
company travels to venues around the country
and then livestreams their performances. Their
recent ‘Rooms’ performance was adver�sed as
‘like passing-by scenes through a train window or
cycling through the streets and peering into
Speaking of ‘normal’, roll on the Summer Sols�ce apartments’. It was ‘some�mes absurdly funny;
beau�ful and peculiar and occasionally a li�le bit
and, one hopes, the falling back into something
sad.’ I felt privileged to watch their latest crea�on
that resembles familiar pa�erns. ‘Falling back’
has nega�ve connota�ons, and in some respects, being performed in the Lowry from the comfort
of my own home. Storytelling via dance is a
it does feel like that. Back to grid-locked roads
and higher traffic pollu�on (one could argue we
compelling ar�orm, and one at which all their
are there already); back to high-street shopping
choreographers and dancers excel.
(can’t say I par�cularly miss that — online
shopping suits me just fine); back to the school
And let’s not forget the Society of Authors and
run — now that does sound like a posi�ve step,
both for the kids and their beleaguered parents; their plethora of interviews, talks and Friday
back to being allowed to behave as a social
stress-bus�ng sessions. Over the last year, I’ve
species that relies on interac�ons to maintain its virtually a�ended a range of interviews and
sanity. Hurrah!
discussions with agents, publishers and writers.
All of which have helped me to feel connected to
What I have really appreciated over the last year our writerly community.
is the provision of so much —o�en free—
crea�ve and ar�s�c content online. The Royal
So, thank you to all those out there who have
Society of Literature’s bicentenary event series
worked so hard to keep us all sane over the last
brought together Neil Gaiman and Marlon James year – it’s been a huge help!
to share their ‘life-long love of the mythic and
the transcendent power of the imagina�on’. Now
that was a topic that really spoke to me, and they
Sue Oke
held my avid a�en�on for the whole hour. It’s
certainly worth keeping an eye on what’s on offer
from the RSL over the coming year.
Layout & Design Alex Bardy

Gallowglass by S. J. Morden
Reviewed by Alex Bardy
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The Wall by Gautam Bhatia
(HarperCollins, 2020)
Reviewed by Dan Hartland

I

f Gautam Bha�a’s debut novel has a
governing geometry, it is circular. This
adjec�ve is o�en used pejora�vely by
reviewers, and so it’s worth foregrounding the
unusual annularity of The Wall before
proceeding any further into – or rather, around –
it.
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Bha�a’s protagonist, Mithila, experiences a
feeling all in Sumer refer to as smara, and which
they understand to be a “longing for a world
without [the Wall]”. This is a familial trait: her
brother Garuda “dreamed of a new language […]
that would be free” (p. 35). Over the course of
the novel, Mithila explores first quite basically
what it might take to be free of smara – that is, to
The city of Sumer has been enclosed by a high,
destroy the Wall – and then more deeply what it
deep, thick and impenetrable stone barrier for
might mean to do that, when others “just don’t
two thousand years. None of its inhabitants – not want your – horizons – as much as you think they
the novel’s flawed heroine, Mithila, or the tragic
do” (p. 156). Mithila is for her part convinced that
ins�gator of its events, Garuda, or its conflicted
not to chase the horizon is “to be considered li�le
president, Hansa – understand fully where the
children” (p. 308), but the fierce reac�on against
Wall came from or why it is necessary. The Wall
her push towards radical change comes not just
acts on the society within it powerfully: same-sex from those who would lose from it … but also
rela�onships are the norm, partly to militate
from those who simply cannot imagine it.
against popula�on growth; housing is arranged in
a strict concentric pa�ern, each ring further out
The to-and-fro between change and stasis gives
less pres�gious the one that that preceded it. Yet
the novel its first and most consistent circularity.
the history of the city’s acquiescence to the
But in the concept of smara is its other, and
stul�fying limita�ons the Wall places upon its
perhaps more ar�s�cally powerful, instance: the
people’s development is so consistently sta�c –
manner in which The Wall repackages all of world
so plainly fearful of the outside – that the few
history, seeding it across Sumer to make the city
instances of rebellion that can be found in its past
not an analogue or metaphor or simile, but a sort
are remembered almost obsessively and always
of Ark of humanity. Smara is not so different in
nega�vely.
form to the Brazilian-Portugese saudade; Sumer
of course recalls ancient Mesopotamia; the main
Legends, on the other hand, are freely passed
square of Sumer is the Maidan, in South Asia an
down from one genera�on to the next, their
open space in a town but through O�oman
contents guarded and curated by a range of o�en Turkish also the name of the main square in Kiev,
compe�ng fac�ons. These seek not so much to
a symbol of the Orange Revolu�on of 2004-5 (and
explain as to jus�fy the Wall’s existence, and the in The Wall we read of Sumer’s Blue Revolu�on).
city’s ritualised origin story is largely undisputed: There is a legend in Sumer like ours of Icarus; the
the Builders, a quasi-alien race of considerably
Wall was built in much the way that the Gates of
greater sophis�ca�on than the Sumerians,
Eden were shut; and those in power could, like
punished the forbidden curiosity of one mythico- Trump on Fi�h Avenue, “strike someone down in
historical inhabitant of the city, building the Wall the Maidan next” and s�ll have the support of
to ensure that none of his ancestors would ever
the people (p. 227).
again seek to break the Builders’ rule – and try to
glimpse what lies beyond the bounds of Sumer.
And yet Sumer is no woolly melange of a city.
Bha�a also infuses it with a dis�nct culture, both
This set-up offers Bha�a a canvas on which he can unique and exci�ng here to explore, and
paint a picture – really, a series of pictures – of
evoca�ve – in nomenclature, structure and its
what the intellectual process of structural and
par�cular literacy – of Bha�a’s na�ve India. In an
systemic change might be. To be clear, The Wall is excellent review of this novel at Strange Horizons,
not a story of societal overthrow; it is a novel of
Arpit Merchant made the point that this fusion of
interior shi�, a book about how thought and
generality and specificity is itself acutely Indian:
words are as necessary for revolu�on as s�cks
“More than names of people and places that
and stones. In one memorable scene, ontological sound like mine,” he wrote, “what makes this
breakthrough is achieved by close analysis of
story quintessen�ally Indian is its nuanced
verse.
understanding of a sense of the past.” This
underlines the importance of writers like Bha�a –

and books like The Wall – to SF’s ongoing
intellectual expansion: other tradi�ons
immeasurably enrich and valuably reshape the
literature, and this novel is ample evidence of
how essen�al is the task ahead of SFF to make
a be�er home for this sort of work.

form, and perhaps discursiveness is necessary.
Certainly a writer of Bha�a’s evident quality
will sand off these rougher edges as his career
proceeds.

So what of the circle? Sumer is depicted with
rare geometric precision in the novel’s
That is not to say that the book is perfect. A
obligatory map, and – having begun with a
debut novel, it exhibits features one might
character burrowing below them – the novel
expect to be debugged in Bha�a’s future work: ends with a character high above the city’s
an over-reliance on dialogue, a tendency
spires. In this juxtaposi�on is not just a symbol
towards a monovocal tone which doesn’t
of the hope Bha�a invests in the human
differen�ate between characters, �me periods imagina�on, but an embodiment of the
or even the novel’s various texts-within-texts; balance and focus which characterise this
and a taste for the prolix. But in a novel of
wise, rich and surprising novel.
ideas perhaps the dialogue is an apposite
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The Road to Woop Woop and other stories by Eugen Bacon
(Meercat Press, 2021)
Reviewed by Ivy Roberts

E

ugen Bacon’s The Road to Woop Woop,
and other stories invites readers into an
eclec�c world of Gods, demons, shape
shi�ers, bounty hunters, and spirits. This
loosely connected web of tales weaves
together themes of death, memory, and
rela�onships. Beneath stories of ancient
beasts and heroes lie profoundly modern
problems: how to deal with breakup,
struggles to overcome trauma, surviving the
death of a loved one... Bacon’s fantasies
blend effortlessly with modern day contexts
ala American Gods.
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The Road to Woop Woop accomplishes the
remarkable feat of making myth, fable, and
indigenous folkloric tradi�on relevant to the
modern situa�on of 21st century readers. The
anthology’s main arch resides in the AfricanAustralian fables and mythology. Bacon being
of Afro-Australian descent provides here a
provoca�ve contribu�on to AfroSF.
Illustra�ons speckle this volume, too,
evoca�ve of Black women and fantasy,
illumina�ng links between African fable and
modern-day diaspora.
Bacon’s lyrical, at �mes poe�cal prose
carries tales told in short bursts. Of the 24
short stories anthologized in this volume, 7
are new. The bulk of The Road to Woop Woop
consists of stories by Bacon that have been
published elsewhere, in literary magazines
and in her previous story collec�ons. Of the
new stories, the book’s �tular first chapter
stands out. Wri�en in the second person
voice, “The Road to Woop Woop” chronicles
“You,” an otherwise unnamed protagonist, on
a road trip from Broome to Kununurra along
Australia’s Northwest coast. “Woop Woop” in
this occasion derives from Aussie slang: the
middle of nowhere, or else the end of the
world. “You” and River form a despondent
couple hoping a vaca�on will iron the creases
of their rela�onship. Keeping her feelings
close to her chest, the female narrator is
thinking of ending things with River. But
before she can come to terms with these
troubling thoughts, the car drives through a
bizarre atmospheric event, a colourful fog of
sorts that causes her to hallucinate River’s
body disappearing limb by limb. Dreamlike
interjec�ons of this sort occupy many of
Bacon’s other stories, punctua�ng a
mundane situa�on with a fantas�cal event in

order to dig into underlying emo�ons and
hidden agendas. As with many of the stories
in Bacon’s new volume, “Woop Woop” begins
with a mundane premise and quickly moves
into the territory of the fantas�c.
This familiar theme of voyage into
nothingness resurfaces in the last story,
“Playback,” which could be considered a
novella compared to the other rela�vely
short vigne�es. “Playback” prognos�cates
the death of Liam Keen, turning back �me to
follow the years leading up to his un�mely
demise. Again, as in “Woop Woop,” Liam
faces the challenge of overcoming the
breakup of a serious rela�onship with
Audrey. This piece of so� SF hints at a larger
universe in which an intergalac�c war landed
na�ve Bathoxian Liam on Earth. He feels like
he doesn’t belong here, surely a feeling
familiar to many would-be readers. Upon the
advice of a friend, Liam seeks the help of
Sugar Sweetman, a “body ar�st.” Over the
course of untold months, Sugar exorcizes the
smell of Audrey off him. “He made love to
her with the intensity of a man about to go
on a trip to Woop Woop – the end of the
world.”
Ul�mately, Bacon’s evoca�ve universe of
humans and magical creatures depicted in
The Road to Woop Woop cons�tute a
diaspora. This world is ‘concre�zed’ in “The
Maji Maji Chronicle,” one of this volume’s
most evoca�ve tales. Zhorr and his
appren�ce, Pickle, travel back in �me from
the kingdom of Diaspora to witness a terrible
war between the White colonizers and the
na�ve Ngoni and Ngosi villagers. This tale
brings to the fore themes of traveling cultural
tradi�ons and the gods and beasts that travel
with them across lands and seas and �me.
Bacon is at her best when spinning yarns of
fantas�c creatures and otherworldly beings,
many of which derive from African or
Australian tradi�ons. “The One Who Sees,”
channels African fable and legend, showing
how ones’ spirit animals connects them to
ancient homelands.
Tales of mermaids and shades, phoenixes and
demons populate this volume. “A Nursery
Rhyme” tells of a woman, Venus, whose
memory was altered a�er she was kidnapped
by the cult of Ganymede, a vicious and
immi�gable demon. In “Bea�tudes,” a frog

and a mermaid exchange stories about
transfigura�on reminiscent of “Snow White”
and the Brothers Grimm. Bacon also draws
on myth and legend from other tradi�ons,
including Roman, Greek, and Chinese.
Death is eminently present in “Woop Woop,”
and only some�mes comes in the company
of fantas�c beasts. From the disappearance
of River in the first tale, Bacon holds a special
place for death and the grief and denial that
come with it. The Angel of Death plays a
game of the life of Bluey in “Dying,”
Groundhog Day style. “A Pining” is told in the
second person, recoun�ng your loss of a child
and wife, and your subsequent suicide.
Trauma announces itself in its absence, is

broken memory and forge�ng. In “He
refused to name it,” a man suddenly
becomes a widower, shackled to a newborn
he never knew existed. Refusing to come to
grips with the news, he wanders at the whim
of Nature, and lives in a house haunted by
trauma. Many of Bacon’s stories feature
protagonists who either reluctantly take trips
down memory lane, or have their memory
stolen from them.
The Road to Woop Woop and other stories
would be an essen�al addi�on to the
collec�on of anyone drawn to indigenous
fantasy and AfroSF.
page 7
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Terminal Boredom by Izumi Suzuki
(Verso, 2021)

The Society of Time: The Original Trilogy and Other Stories
by John Brunner (British Library, 2020)

Reviewed by Nick Hubble

Reviewed by Nick Hubble

V

erso are best known for publishing fairly
weighty tomes of le�-wing poli�cs, history
and theory, but in September 2019 they
launched Verso Fic�on: ‘a new series of
uncompromisingly intelligent and beau�ful
books with an interna�onal focus.’ Terminal
Boredom �cks all these boxes but more
importantly it has an authen�c edgy feel to it
that is a welcome reminder of the days when
spikiness and a�tude were not just marke�ng
categories but a genuine challenge to post-war
consumerist complacency. While this period feel
is not surprising given that the seven short
stories collected here were first published in the
1970s and 1980s, it is a shock that it has taken
over 35 years to translate the work of Izumi
Suzuki (1949-1986) into English. I suspect that
any Anglosphere publishers who might have
contemplated it found the complete lack of
sen�ment too bleak. The overall themes are
suggested by the �tle of the recent review of
this edi�on in the New York Times: ‘Where Every
Coupling Depends on Lies, and Men Are Aliens’.
However, such themes are now commercially
a�rac�ve and, more fundamentally, the context
of recep�on has changed now. For example,
while themes revolving around androgyny were
countercultural in the 1970s and 1980s, the
existence of nonbinary genders is now widely
accepted within society and I suspect that this is
the context in which Suzuki would be
understood today.
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The first story, ‘Women and Women’ (translated
by Daniel Joseph), originally published in 1977, is
described as a ‘queer matriarchal utopia’ on the
back cover but as a dystopia in the entry for
Suzuki in The Encyclopaedia of Science Fic�on.
However, it is more sophis�cated than either of
those possibili�es, cas�ng tradi�onal gender
roles as an adolescent fantasy. The story is
ambivalent, registering the loss for the society
that has gone but expressing no enthusiasm for a
return to it. There is a sense that change will
come one day but it will be in response to a call
not yet apparent. The protagonist of the next
story, ‘You May Dream’ (translated by David
Boyd), rejects society because of the way it is
structured: ‘Syzygy? Androgyny? I’m no man and
I’m no woman. Who needs gender anyway? I just
want to get out of this place, to be on my own.’
The movement between these two stories
an�cipates the complicated cultural shi� in
feminism over the last fi�y years.

T

his is an entry in the Bri�sh Library’s
somewhat eclec�c series of ‘Science Fic�on
Classics’. The book contains five novellas:
‘The Analysts’ (1961) and ‘Father of Lies’ (1962),
both originally published in Science Fantasy; and
the three ‘Society of Time’ novellas, ‘Spoil of
Yesterday’, ‘The Word Not Wri�en’ and ‘The
Fullness of Time’, first published in 1962 in
successive issues of Science Fic�on Adventures.
The back-cover blurb is slightly misleading in
that although it correctly states that the trilogy
was abridged when first collected as Times
Without Number in 1962, it does not men�on
that the cuts were restored in the expanded
1969 edi�on. Mike Ashley discusses this in his
introduc�on, but it should be more clearly
labelled on the cover.

Part of the a�rac�on of reading these stories,
therefore, is the sense of how 1980s ‘Blank
Genera�on’ concerns bleed into the present. This
is most obvious in the �tle story (also translated
by Joseph) which combines aliena�on with a
shock ending. However, I preferred the stories
that developed older SF ideas. ‘Night Picnic’,
translated by Sam Be� with a nice touch of
period American idiom, reads like a more
extreme version of John Varley’s 1974 story
‘Picnic on Nearside’, which is referenced in the
text. While Varley challenges sex and gender
norms, Suzuki wi�ly deconstructs all such
meanings, as her protagonist realises that ‘the
idea of linear �me does no one any good if all
that ma�ers is survival’. In contrast, ‘The Old
Seaside Club’ feels almost like social realism,
enhanced by the gri�er Bri�sh tone of Helen
O’Horan’s transla�on. Amidst the bars and
nightclubs of the off-planet seaside resort, the
protagonist’s CHAIR insists on reminding her that
‘You have to cook, clean, look a�er the kids when
they’re sick. You have to go out to work’. ‘Smoke
Gets in Your Eyes’ (translated by Aiko Masubuchi)
involves a disturbing gender/ageing paradox that
recalls Heinlein’s ‘“—All You Zombies—”’ (1959).
There is enough here to see why Suzuki was
considered, as the back-cover blurb notes, ‘a
legend of Japanese science fic�on and a
countercultural icon’. I’ll certainly be looking out
for Love<Death, a second collec�on of Suzuki’s
stories that Verso will be publishing in 2022.

The main interest of the stories lies in the fact
that they indicate the state of progressive sf
sensibili�es in the early 1960s. However, they are
far too dated to work as general entertainment in
2021. Somewhat alarmingly, the copyright page
includes a disclaimer that ‘neither the publisher
nor the editor endorses any language which
would now be considered xenophobic or
offensive’. Ashley warns that the ‘The Analysts’,
which comes last in the volume, ‘uses some
words and phrases in common use at that �me
though shunned now’. This is far too cryp�c and
gives the impression that the Bri�sh Library are
more concerned with covering themselves than
providing a full discussion in the introduc�on
jus�fying the grounds for publica�on. As it
stands, the reader expects the worst and might
decide not to read it. Nevertheless, despite its
use of the term ‘coloured’, I thought this was the
best story in the collec�on because it has agen�al
women characters, including a woman of colour,
and realises that the solu�on to racial injus�ce
can only lie in the complete refigura�on of
society.
All the stories would benefit from more
contextualisa�on. I nearly abandoned the
collec�on because I was so disappointed by the
lazy stereotypes in the first two instalments of
the ‘Society of Time’ trilogy. The se�ng is an
alternate history in which the Spanish Armada
successfully invaded England, leading to an
enduring Empire, including North America and
loyal ‘Mohawk’ subjects. The 400th anniversary of
the Armada presents the occasion for some �me
travel adventures that explore familiar paradoxes.
In the opening sentence of ‘Spoil of Yesterday’,

we learn that the protagonist, Don Miguel
Navarro, ‘regarded himself as a man of modern
and enlightened views’ because he does not think
that women should be ‘barred by prejudice from
science, philosophy and those other fields which
were tradi�onally the preserve of men’.
Therefore, he turns down a municipality
invita�on promising clowns, jugglers, and
pyrotechnics in order to a�end a ‘small gathering
of intelligent people’ hosted by the Marquesa di
Jorque. However, the ‘joke’ turns out to be on
him when it transpires that she is a vacuous fool
who has unwi�ngly acquired a gold Aztec mask
stolen by a crooked �me traveller. In reality, it is
the Marquesa who is very much the bu� of all
the jokes and con�nues to be so in the second
story, which also makes fun of a Mohawk
‘weakness’ for ‘firewater’.

Brunner manages to redeem himself par�ally in
the third story by portraying a Mohawk revolt
against the Empire which forces Don Miguel to
confront cold, hard reality. The logic of the trilogy
and of the remaining story, ‘Father of Lies’, is that
one must always beware of ge�ng caught up in
pocket universes or, as we say today, within
‘bubbles’. I suppose that is always a useful
message, but the main value of the collec�on is
that it illustrates the historical moment in the
early 1960s at which the inadequacy of liberal
humanism as a response to the legacies of
colonialism and ins�tu�onalised racism became
apparent.
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Project Hail Mary by Andy Weir
(Del Rey, 2021)

Ready Player Two by Ernest Cline
(Penguin Random House, 2020)

Reviewed by Ben Jeapes

Reviewed by Kate Onyett

A

ndy Weir’s first two novels, The Mar�an
and Artemis, established a dis�nct style: a
loner who resolves their way out of one big
crisis and a series of lesser ones armed with
nothing but science and a sense of humour. His
third novel starts almost in self-parody but goes
on to have the most moving, redemp�ve and
emo�onally sa�sfying ending so far.
An amnesiac man wakes up in a well-stocked
medical centre. Within a few pages, using only the
equipment available to hand, he has deduced he is
on a spaceship under constant 1.5g thrust. A series
of flashbacks in lieu of recovered memory tell us
that the ship is Hail Mary; the man is disillusioned
academic Dr Ryland Grace (not your first choice for
an astronaut); and that a kind of space algae,
dubbed Astrophage, is slowly consuming Earth’s
sun. In fact, all our neighbourhood stars show
signs of infesta�on, except for Tau Ce�. Hail Mary’s
mission is to get to Tau Ce�, work out what makes
that star different, and find a solu�on.
Hail Mary’s design, the mission, the crises that
arise, and their solu�ons are all of course managed
with rigorous logic and a�en�on to detail. Yet, for
all the science, this is Weir’s first really specula�ve
novel, given that it has aliens. For the first �me
Weir is making things up from scratch, though
again with ruthless trademark logic, from the
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lifecycle of Astrophage to an intelligent race whose
sole sensory inputs are touch and hearing. Yes,
Epsilon Eridani is also infested, and the beings
there have also sent a ship to Tau Ce�.
Provided you don’t stop to ask whether real life is
really that cut and dried, the interna�onal coopera�on behind Hail Mary is the one falsesounding note. We see and can believe that the
environmental effects of building it in the first
place, and the measures taken to let humanity
survive the minimum 2.6 decades un�l a solu�on
to Astrophage is found, make it a cure almost
worse than the disease. What seems less real is
the quiet global acceptance that the problem
exists in the first place. Recent events have shown
that poli�cians, let alone whole popula�ons, do
not always see the scien�fically clear and evident
way out of a crisis.
The stakes are much higher here than in previous
books – we are talking the survival of all of
humanity. Paradoxically, this feels the most relaxed
of Weir’s works. Earth is 12 light years away from
the ac�on. Grace and his new alien friend quickly
work out their respec�ve takes on biochemistry,
mathema�cs and other ma�ers all by a few simple
observa�ons, but it’s s�ll not as edge-of-your-seat
as watching a man work out how not to starve on
Mars, or a woman evade the clutches of the Lunar
Mob.
S�ll, I wasn’t coun�ng the number of sub-crises
they face together, but the count is at least as high
as with the previous books and more than makes
up for this. Then along come the last few pages
and we learn Weir has been keeping the real
zingers up his sleeve, ready to play at exactly the
right moment. A bit of friendly chat between our
heroes, cleverly not phrased as an evolu�on 101
lesson, serves as a conversa�onal Chekov’s Pistol
as they speculate about how two life forms from
different worlds can evolve to hear the same
frequency range and think at the same speed –
and be prepared to die for each other.
The one ques�on not answered is why the
spaceship built by a massive interna�onal effort is
named a�er a prayer exclusive to one
denomina�on of one of Earth’s many religions.
Maybe it’s a statement of faith – like prayer,
irra�onal but the last thing you can fix your hopes
on. And Hail Mary is, of course, full of Grace.

W

elcome to an overcrowded, polluted,
highly iniquitous Earth of the future
where humanity plugs into a virtual
reality called OASIS to be educated, socialise,
trade, escape and explore, limited only by their
imagina�ons. In Cline’s first OASIS novel, Wade,
poor and unremarkable, undertook an epic
gaming quest across mul�ple virtual worlds. He
and his friends won, Willy Wonka-style, the
corpora�on that created and maintained OASIS.
However, a new technology has been unlocked
from the company vault; a headset that literally
plugs into a user’s brain ac�vity and places them
into the environments of OASIS with full sensory
immersion. It sounds too good to be true; and it
proves addic�ve as hell. But while most people
are celebra�ng and tuning in, a threat rises in the
form of an AI lurking in the machine that will do
anything––even hold millions of headset users
physically hostage––to obtain the object of its
obsession.
Cline struck narra�ve gold with the idea of OASIS:
a series of lurid and luscious dream-like-scapes
based on the geekiest of popular culture, painted
richly with fond nostalgia and built on gaming
rules. In such an environment, the quest trope is
perfect. Wade is the archetypal hero, having to
overcome his own fallacy and learn lessons in
order to succeed. In this second book, this comes
with the added urgency of a strict �me limit; this
is a sequel, a�er all; the ante needs to be upped!
The final ba�le and the juicer parts of the quest
keep the pages turning with a breathless
excitement. But there is more going on here.
There are bigger ques�ons at stake, and Wade’s
quest is not just for a digital prize, but for
maturity.
Sci-fi is rich with doomsday prophesying around
AI, and AI development raises awkward ques�ons
around what cons�tutes human-ness and the
ethics of the human-machine border. Do we cross
it, and mesh humanity with machine in the next
stage of evolu�on? The arguments for this in the
novel seem prac�cal; OASIS elevates the poor
and the voice-less into a place that holds out a
hope of greater meritocracy. It’s the leveler of
online gaming; only by doing be�er will you gain
status.
Counter this with fears over just how much of our
accountability would we be willing to hand over
to machines that are becoming ever more
intelligent. And as Samantha, the counter to

Wade’s unques�oning tech believer, puts it;
shouldn’t they be trying to fix the mess they’ve
made of the planet, instead of retrea�ng further
away from it like spoiled kids?
So threading through all the ac�on is a story
about growing up and facing responsibility, not
running away. The first �me around, Wade and
the gang were kids playing a game; just that. A
dangerous one when Wade was threatened and
harangued in the real word outside the VR, but
basically it was an adventure story. Now everyone
is a li�le older, and it’s �me to grow up. Through
his rela�onships, Wade’s character shows what it
is to learn what our responsibility is to others, to
our world(s) and the people reliant on us. More
impressively, how to react to a new form of life;
do digital lives ma�er? If great power comes with
great responsibility, and all life has power, thus all
life has responsibility. Even when a childhood
hero proves to have feet of faulty, fallible clay, it is
the responsibility of the fan to learn from the
mistakes and do be�er.
For such a personal story, the narra�ve scope is
admirably ambi�ous. Human emo�onal
development is mapped out in a gaming scenario
bigger than the internet; ironic given the shou�ng
down of games and gaming as brain-ro�ng by
certain schools of thought. And the way
navigated between machine and man seems
ridiculously simple: in order to make progress, we
all have to grow up and take on our autonomy.
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The Galaxy, And The Ground Within by Becky Chambers
(Hodder & Stoughton, 2021)

Nature’s Warnings: Classic Stories of Eco-Science Fiction
Edited by Mike Ashley (British Library, 2020)

Reviewed by Stuart Carter

Reviewed by Graham Andrews

E

mbarrassingly for me, it’s taken over 40
years, and the wisdom of Becky Chambers,
to ques�on why carrying a gun – or pilo�ng
a spaceship with them - is so normal in science
fic�on.
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Galac�c Commons Transit Authority (GCTA)
wormhole to their final des�na�on. Despite the
inconvenience and temporary failure of the
systems they rely upon, no one grabs a gun or
begins to jealously hoard food and supplies.
Instead, everyone stays civil, follows the advice of
As a child reading and watching swashbuckling
the authori�es and tries to help each other. It
space adventures, such as Star Wars or Ba�lestar feels like a surprisingly radical concept in science
Galac�ca, everyone, whether a farm boy or a
fic�on, but if the 2020 lockdown has shown
space pilot, carried a gun (yes, yes, or a light
anything it’s how people generally pull together,
sabre…) As a child from the other side of the
rather than apart, in a crisis.
Atlan�c I never even saw a gun un�l years later;
The Five-Hop is one of many habitat domes on
yet in my imagina�on they were completely
the single planet of Gora in the lonely Tren
normalised – prac�cally de rigueur in any flight of system, but it’s run by mother-and-child team
fancy or childhood game.
Ouloo and Tupo, who take great pride in making
So, hurrah for the
every guest feel welcome and relaxed. They’re
wonderful Becky
joined by �ny Speaker, an Akaraka, who has to
Chambers, whose
wear a protec�ve suit outside their ship; Roveg,
resolutely pacifist
an arthropod Quelin and VR ar�st, who is
and very human
returning from exile; and Pei, an Aeulon captain
Wayfarer sequence
who speaks using colour and has a couple of
of stories are set in
things she’d rather no one knew.
an imperfect but
There are no heroes or heroics here: everyone
thoroughly utopian
has to sit �ght while the GCTA fixes the chaos in
universe. There is
orbit, which allows these five very different
one gun in The
guests to discover each other’s story, and their
Galaxy, And The
place in the universe.
Ground Within, and
For plot, that really is about it: travellers meet,
it’s pointedly locked
eat (a lot!), get to know each other and try to
away out of reach
make the best of their situa�on. It’s a tale that’s
very early on,
been told many �mes before; the species may
because the people
have been different, but crucially these are s�ll
in The Galaxy, And
people, with all their unique mo�va�ons, loves
The Ground Within
and faults. As with Becky Chambers’ previous
live in a (mostly)
Wayfarer books (all of which I’ve loved) they’re
decent and peaceful
likeable, fallible and interes�ng, no ma�er how
galac�c society
many legs they have.
which has laws and
That’s the point with the Wayfarer series: these
norms that expect
people to be decent are all people; there are no evil villains,
ridiculously competent heroes or messiahs in
to each other without needing to be kept in line
wai�ng, only people, ge�ng along and trying
by the threat of retaliatory violence.
their best not to be a dick to other people. Even
In this final visit (alas!) to her Wayfarer universe,
more remarkably, they do all of this without any
three people from quite different worlds (none
guns or weapons: they talk and may disagree, but
human) are passing through a pivotal, but
they also laugh and try to understand each other.
isolated, solar system. Following an unexpected
If you’re struggling during lockdown, The Galaxy,
orbital cascade event that renders spaceflight, if
not actually impossible then certainly temporarily And The Ground Within is a beau�ful reminder of
the big old world that’s s�ll out there, just wai�ng
inadvisable, they’re thrown together for the
for us to rejoin, and that a stranger is only a
undetermined dura�on of the emergency.
friend you haven’t met yet.
All they have in common are their bookings at the
Five-Hop One-Stop: a rest-stop for intergalac�c
travellers wai�ng in the queue to transit the local

“T

oday we understand that the future of
humanity very much depends on our
planet, and that the future of our
planet very much depends on humanity.” Mike
Ashley chose that apposite quote from the Dalai
Lama (My Tibet, 1990) to head the Introduc�on
(‘Total Dependency’) to his eco-themed Bri�sh
Library retro-tome. Eleven stories, eleven
warnings, with one minatory message: There is
no cosily habitable planet for us in the Solar
System, so – barring the development of cheapand-cheerful FTL travel – we’ll either have to
shape up or crap out, right here on Earth.
“The ecological movement is stronger now that is
has ever been,” writes Ashley, “and the harm that
is happening to the planet, primarily because of
human interven�on, is at last being fully
understood. It has even been suggested that we
have moved into a new geological epoch, the
Anthropocene . . . Just when this began is s�ll the
subject of discussion, but dates range from
twelve thousand years ago, with the start of
agriculture, to as recent as 1945 and the dawn of
the Atomic Age.”
The oldest story in the book is ‘The Dust of
Death’ (1903), by Fred M. White (1859-1935).
“They called me a crank because I asked for high
electric voltage to kill the plague . . . Inocula�on
against the trouble is all very well, but it is not
permanent and there is always danger whilst the
source of it remains.” Gulp! The most recent story
is ‘Hunter, Come Home’ (1963), by Richard
McKenna (1913-1964). Human colonists a�empt
to terraform an alien planet using a deadly poison
– but the planet fights back. Three of the
remaining stories are by “Big Name” writers, and
perhaps a bit over-familiar: ‘Survey Team’ (1954),
by Philip K. Dick; ‘Drop Dead’ (1956), by Clifford
D. Simak); ‘Adam and No Eve’ (1941), by Alfred
Bester. The Bester story ends the book on a note
of existen�al hope: “Within his body, within the
ro�ng �ssues that were rocking gently in the sea
was the source of ten million-million lives.” Three
others are by middle-ranking writers: ‘The Sterile
Planet’ (1937), by Nathan Schachner; ‘The
Gardener’ (1949), by Margaret St. Clair; ‘A Ma�er
of Protocol’ (1962), by Jack Sharkey. In St. Clair’s
neat li�le eco-shocker, Tiglath Hobbs, ac�ng chief
of the Bureau of Extra-Systemic Plant
Conserva�on, cuts down a sacred Butandra tree
on Cassid. Big mistake . . .
On a personal level, I par�cularly enjoyed the
following three stories. ‘The Man Who Hated

Flies’ (1929), by John D. Beresford (1873-1947)
warns how the total extermina�on through manmade disease of an undesirable insect species
(flies or mosquitoes) can also wipe out bees –
leading to the failure of fruit and vegetable crops.
Elizabeth Sanxay Holding (1889-1955) wryly
writes, in ‘Shadow of Wings’ (1954): “We all
believe there are experts around, to fix up
anything and
everything. Soil
erosion, rivers
deflected,
droughts, forests
destroyed,
natural resources
wasted away.
Never mind.
Scien�sts will
make food,
control soil, or
water. Plagues?
Let ‘em come;
polio, flu,
anything.
Scien�sts will
cope with them.”
The last part rings
true, though,
especially in
these pandemic
�mes. But the
stand-out story,
for me, is ‘The
Man Who Awoke’
(1933), the first
part of an eventual fix-up novel (Ballan�ne, 1975)
by Laurence Manning (1899-1972), Norman
Winters is a suspended-anima�on sleeper who
awakes at different dates in an increasingly
fraught human future. As Isaac Asimov pointed
out: “In the 1970s, everyone is aware of, and
achingly involved in, the energy crisis. Manning
was aware of it forty years ago, and because he
was, I was, and so, I’m sure, were many
though�ul young science fic�on readers.” A
wintry tale, indeed.
Nature’s Warnings is another invaluable volume
in Mike Ashley’s ongoing part-work
encyclopaedia of science-fic�on themes for
Bri�sh Library Classics, including Lost Mars,
Menace of the Machine, and The End of the
World and Other Catastrophes – which is
something of a companion piece to this one,
don’t you think?
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James Cawthorn: The Stormbringer Sessions: Sketches for a
Graphic Novel (Jayde Design/Savoy Books, 2021)
Compiled by John Davey
Reviewed by Andy Sawyer

I

t must be difficult for contemporary
readers – even those who are fans of the
work – to get their heads around what
reading Michael Moorcock’s “Elric” series in
the 1960s was like. The sudden flash of
discovery in the mid-1960s was largely
created by the fact that there really was
compara�vely li�le of that kind of fic�on
available, but it was quite clear to even the
most naïve reader that Moorcock was
picking up a genre and trying to pull it into
the modern world. In 1965 J. G. Ballard –
that’s J. G. Ballard, the darling of
‘experimental’ literary theorists – called
Stormbringer “[a] work of powerful and
sustained imagina�on which confirms
Michael Moorcock’s posi�on as the most
important successor to Mervyn Peake and
Wyndham Lewis… a world as fantas�c as
those of Bosch and Breughel…vast, tragic
symbols… [a] metaphysical quest.” Not bad
for a sword-and-sorcery novel. Moorcock’s
‘Eternal Champion’ series (of which the Elric
sub-series is but a part) is perhaps too
has�ly constructed from its individual units
to be en�rely successful as epic, but if it has
the feel of epic it’s in the doomed an�-hero
Elric himself, who in these earlier works is
like the heroes of Homer or the Norse sagas,
self-aware enough to know that he is a tool
of greater powers even as he sha�ers the
world around him.
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Associated with Moorcock throughout his
career was the ar�st James Cawthorn, whose
The Man and His Art, a memorial volume,
was published by Jayde Design in 2018.
Introducing this volume, John Davey said that
Cawthorn was “born to draw Elric” and,
though not discoun�ng the splendid work of
other ar�sts, one can only agree. In 1976,
Cawthorn illustrated Stormbringer, the climax
of the Elric series, as a graphic novel for
Savoy Books. It was, Davey writes,
“somewhat more flawed than defini�ve”: as
the publisher explained in The Man and His
Art – a rushed job which the ar�st a�empted
to revisit but never felt able to bring to
comple�on.
Which brings us to The Stormbringer Sessions
– as Davey explains, it’s neither a finished
graphic novel nor simply a collec�on of rough
sketches. Found among Cawthorn’s archive
were two boxes of roughs and photocopies

comprising preliminary sketches for a twopart, 250-page new adapta�on of
Stormbringer. As the �tle suggests, the
equivalent perhaps of a music demo by a
songwriter at the height of his powers. A
sword and sorcery Basement Tapes perhaps.
It’s rough; sketchy in places, text crossed out
and replaced, pages re-numbered, occasional
mis-spellings and the odd note to self not to
forget things. (“Remember the Horn of Fate,”
reads one outside-the-panel note on page
127.)
But who is this massive produc�on for?
Certainly, readers of The Man and His Art,
presumably mostly people who had been
following Cawthorn throughout his career,
will have no problems with The Stormbringer
Sessions. Nor will those interested in seeing
how the task of preparing a graphic novel of
this scale is done. But this is more than a
fannish tribute. Its unfinished nature is part
of its fascina�on.
Cawthorn, whose roots were in fanzine art,
was a master of that now almost forgo�en
medium whose strengths lie in immediacy
and the transforma�on of a mental image
through a stencil to the printed page. Comicbook work demands similar intense
visualisa�on, balancing the dynamic way
stories are told through text and artwork,
each reinforcing but also compe�ng with the
other. Seeing how the ar�st deals with the
problems inherent in their chosen form is
therefore always fascina�ng.
Davey tells us that the original artwork used a
mul�plicity of media (pencils, ball-points,
felt-�ps) in a mul�plicity of colours. What we
have here is a cleaned-up (monochrome)
version, a rehearsal for a more detailed
canvass in the way that the Great Masters of
renaissance art prepared rehearsal
“cartoons” for their works, or a film is
storyboarded. In some panels, it can only be
called “crude”. In others, the poten�al of
what would be the finished pages is already
present. But there are also moments of
significant impact. Early in the story, a
sorcerer delivers a cryp�c message from a
Chaos-demon to Elric. The ragged “hag” (not
iden�fied as man or woman in Moorcock’s
text) is clearly a very minor sorcerer indeed,
and explains that the demon was summoned
to protect their “poor hovel” from the

soldiers of Elric’s nemesis,
the island of Pan Tang.
Curious, Elric asks what
the sorcerer gave in
exchange for the power to
summon a demon:
“My soul, of course, Lord.
But it was old and of li�le
worth. . . ”
Moorcock’s more complex
take, with its sardonic
“mock bows” and “Let me
not keep you, my lord, for
you have weigh�er
ma�ers on your mind”
suggests an Elric simply
puzzled by the mo�ves of
mere humans. But
Cawthorn’s sketch of the
mu�ered explana�on to
an Elric already galloping
off on his horse shows the
“wretch” staring at us with
horror-filled eyes, wan�ng
us, perhaps, to wonder
how far Elric is avoiding
engagement with ideas of
jus�ce and morality.
Much later, a double-page
spread as the story
reaches a series of
climac�c scenes shows
two almost unno�ceable
figures in a swirl of halfseen shapes as “Blackness
overcame the watchers as
the landscape, and the
whole terrestrial sphere,
began to dissolve.” Here
Cawthorn captures
perfectly, without need for
reworking, the tragic
roman�cism of
Moorcock’s text.
It needs li�le mental
effort to imagine that, if
Cawthorn had completed
Stormbringer, it would
have been a work which overshadowed
prac�cally all comic-book adapta�ons. In
these pages, Elric s�ll lives.
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Escape Pod: The Science Fiction Anthology
Edited by Mur Lafferty & S B Divya
(Titan Books, 2020)
Reviewed by Ivy Roberts

G

enre boundaries are blurred in this spinoff of the popular SF podcast. Editors Mur
Lafferty and S.B. Divya compile 15 stories
consis�ng mostly of tried-and-true Escape Pod
contributors. Escape Pod brings together short
stories old and new in this science fic�on
anthology, featuring authors John Scalzi, N. K.
Jemisin, Ken Liu, Cory Doctorow, and Kameron
Hurley, many of whom have been with the
podcast since its incep�on in 2005. A foreword
by Serah Eley, founder of the Escape Pod
podcast, provides helpful context and
background to the project. Helpful editor’s
introduc�ons precede each entry, providing
context to the contributor’s individual style.
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The anthology’s main
thread incorporates
genre mixing. “A
Considera�on of Trees”
imagines a displaced
tribe of fairies in a
wildlife refuge on an
orbi�ng space sta�on.
“Princess of NighSpace” blends horror,
science fic�on and
fantasy genres. In it,
Tim Pra� lands the
�tular Tasmin as an
interdimensional refuge
in our world, whose
family lives in exile from
an advanced, magical
civiliza�on that lies just
behind a basement
door. Indeed, fantasy,
adventure, mystery, and
drama populate the
pages of this anthology.
“Tiger Lawyer,” for
example, depicts a courtroom drama populated
by extraterrestrials and powers of transfigura�on.
Some of these stories would read quite mundane,
were it not for the science-fic�onal novums.
Many of these stories address YA audiences,
which highlights the juvenile tone in other essays.
“Jaiden’s Weaver” takes place on a pioneer planet
where the 13-year-old protagonist begs her
parents for the outer space equivalent of a horse.
“Lions and Tigers and Girlfriends” takes the form
of a high schooler’s diary, albeit one who averts a
mu�ny on an intergalac�c voyage. In such
company, even Doctorow’s “Clockwork Fagin”

comes across as juvenile, bringing life to a
Dickensian orphanage, steampunk style.
Doctorow’s tale, reprinted from a 2011
steampunk anthology, was also featured in an
Escape Pod episode of the same year. This is one
of the anthology’s longer reads.
Several stories incorporate humour to such a
degree that they eventually seem juvenile, fi�ng
into this volume as addi�onally light-hearted
entries. Scalzi’s contribu�on, a reprint of a 2002
story, brings out the lighter side of the anthology,
with a premise of an on-the-street segment
inquiring about encounters with alien species. In
a similar vein, “Report of Doctor Hollowas”
depicts an interroga�on following an incident on
a spaceship that commences with comedic effect.
Social jus�ce is featured heavily in this anthology,
strong enough to stand out amid its otherwise
inconsistent tone. “City of Refuge” confronts the
prison industrial complex, garbed thinly in a
science-fic�onal mise en scene. “Spaceship
October,” like many other contribu�ons to this
volume, probes issues of social inequality
through the lens of an interstellar voyage.
“Ci�zens of Elsewhere” takes on issues of
feminism and women’s rights under the guise of a
�me travel adventure. Among the featured
authors, Jemesin’s “Give Me Cornbread”
concludes the anthology with a story about
dragons, exploring the social ramifica�ons of
drone warfare.
S�ll others address sophis�cated SF readers. Ken
Liu’s “Advanced Reader’s Picture Book of
Compara�ve Cogni�on”, reprinted from his Paper
Menagerie collec�on (2016) is one of the more
sophis�cated reads. Liu imagines a story told by
father to daughter about her mother, an
astronaut, is haun�ngly beau�ful. Mur Lafferty’s
“Fourth Nail” accompanies the volume, providing
a telling introduc�on to the author-editor’s larger
oeuvre. Lafferty’s story develops a wild future
populated by clones and drama�c social
inequality. “The Machine that Would Rewild
Humanity” also dives into hard SF, telling a story
of a post-human world populated by AI who
ponder the ethical connota�ons of re-introducing
an already-annihilated human race into the
environment.
This volume would be appropriate for aficionados
of science fic�on, especially those geared toward
SFFA and YA voices. The variety of stories
compiled here are good for casual readers eager
to dip into inconsistent, blended genre universes.

The Curie Society by Heather Einhorn, Adam Staffaroni, Janet Harvey
and Sonia Liao
(The MIT Press, 2021)
Reviewed by David Lascelles

‘C

harlies Angels but more intellectual’ is
my ini�al reac�on to this fascina�ng
experiment in female led comics. Three
students - Maya, Taj and Simone – start their
first year at Edmonds University in Virginia.
Simone is a 16-year-old Biology prodigy with a
fascina�on with ant colonies, Maya is an
overachieving maths genius with pushy parents
who want her to join MENSA and Taj is an
engineer and computer scien�st. Our three
heroes end up together in the same dorm room
and, very soon a�er arriving, a note is delivered
to each of them with a puzzle to solve. The
puzzle requires them to work together to find
the loca�on of the Curie Society headquarters in
the grounds of the University where they
discover they are the newest recruits.
The idea of a secret organisa�on of female
scien�st spies, founded by Marie Curie, working
out of university campuses worldwide and
helping to save the world is a solid and worthy
one. And the comparison to Charlies Angels is
relevant because these aren’t superpowered
Avengers style comic book heroes who can blow
up buildings with their minds, but rather ordinary
and relatable people with incredible smarts and
skills who happen to have access to advanced
technology and an informa�on network that
allows them to intercept problems before they
become interna�onal incidents. And, instead of
being led by an old, white guy who
communicates through a telephone, they’re led
by someone who they absolutely have to get the
actor who played Professor Maggie Walsh in
Buffy the Vampire Slayer to play her when they
make the movie. Oh, and this character has a
prosthe�c arm. The concept is one that definitely
has legs and poten�al to be developed into
something awesome.
The characters are grounded and realis�c and
represent a variety of demographics. We have
different ethnici�es, characters who are
homosexual and (I think, it’s not really confirmed)
one who at least presents as non-binary, if not
actually being so. The plot is interes�ng in a ‘spy
thriller with added science’ way, and though it
does depend on some old tropes from the genre
it does present them well and occasionally
subverts them.
As far as flaws go, the main one is that it
somewhat suffers from ‘first season of Star Trek:
The Next genera�on syndrome’ in that there are
occasions where a normal narra�ve would insert

conflict, but it is missing here. In a way this is a
good thing – it demonstrates posi�ve interac�ons
for solving differences rather than nega�ve ones
– but this can also lead things to being a li�le flat.
For example, an early incident where a character
makes a mistake is handled a li�le too easily and
loses poten�al to create character development.
There is also a tendency to devote whole pages
to scien�fic explana�ons of something the
characters are doing or talking about. Which is
great for the goal of educa�ng readers (and
which is at least par�ally the intent here) but can
seem a bit preachy some�mes. However, this
might be part of the appeal to younger readers.
Overall, this is good stuff and indica�ve of what
‘comics for girls’ should be rather than (as in the
dim and distant past) stuff about romance and
nursing. If you were looking for a comic to buy a
young, female rela�ve with an interest in science
this may be the book you need to get. Over �me,
I am sure the creators will develop this into
something even greater and take us further into
the stories of Simone, Maya and Taj as they take
up the mantles of full agents of the Curie Society
and all the excitement that will entail.
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My Brother the Messiah by Martin Vopenka
(Barbican Press, 2021)

Purgatory Mount by Adam Roberts
(Gollancz, 2021)

Reviewed by Matt Colborn

Reviewed by Duncan Lawie

T

his subtle, sa�rical book by Czech author
Mar�n Vopenka examines the
consequences of a new Messiah, named
Eli, in the twilight era of a failing near-future
global civilisa�on. The story is told through the
eyes of Eli’s brother, Marek.
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Vopenka’s style with recent US utopian novels like
Kim Stanley Robinson’s Ministry of the Future
(2020) and Cory Doctorow’s Walkaway (2017).
The moral universe of the US novels seems
broadly far less ambiguous than the one
presented in My Brother the Messiah.
Both Robinson and Doctorow take the benefits of
The narra�ve moves between ‘New Vinohrady,’ a technology and scien�fic materialism for granted.
New Slav colony in Northern Greece in 2168 and In Ministry, Robinson advocates geoengineering,
early 22nd century Prague-Holesovice. In 2168,
whilst in Vopenka’s novel this sort of global,
Marek the old man contemplates the life of his
coopera�ve technocra�c adventure has led to
brother Eli, who was assassinated in Dubrovnik
disaster. Technological utopianism, a key theme
almost forty years previously. He lives with a sect of Robinson’s and especially Doctorow’s works, is
of followers of the dead Messiah.
savaged by Vopenka and perhaps with good
Marek and Eli were the sons of a bodyguard of
reason. In Eastern Europe technocra�c, utopian
Lifelong, the dictator. When they were children,
impulses have historically had disastrous
the na�ons of the world put a diffrac�on grille in outcomes. Instead Vopenka foregrounds
orbit to ‘diffuse
technological hubris.
some of the solar
Religion, too, is handled differently in My Brother
radia�on’ falling on the Messiah. Although Vopenka’s work is sa�rical,
Earth. The aim was his approach to religion remains subtle and
to gradually cool
nuanced. This differs from the mechanis�c,
the atmosphere.
reduc�onist take in Robinson’s novel, where one
Instead, it fosters a character claims that ‘huge parts of the brain’ are
new ice age.
devoted to religious emo�on and that religious
In the late 22nd
sensa�ons are ‘explicable’ as ac�va�ons of the
century por�on of temporal lobe.
the novel, a young By contrast, Vopenka is alive to the mul�-layered
woman moves in
complexity of religious movements, as well as the
with Marek,
emo�onal interplay between belief and doubt
causing dissent in
that forms a key part of religious experience.
the sect. Marek is
Vopenka’s novel also concerns the sociological
pressured to reject pull that religious or spiritual groups hold in
her, but hungry for nominally secular, technocra�c socie�es. This is
companionship,
as o�en due to the failures and shortcomings of
resists. The
secular ra�onalism as it is to a need for
community sees
transcendent belief. In Vopenka’s future, people
Marek as the
understandably feel that science and technology
keeper of Eli’s
has failed them. This sen�ment is expressed
words and
several �mes in the novel. Eli states that ‘what
theore�cally above we’ve created is evil,’ sta�ng that ‘…science is to
such basic human
blame’ for the current situa�on. Eli also says that
needs.
‘…science will not save us. It’s too late for that.’
In the outside world, the birthrate has dropped
But in the end, religion proves as unreliable as
catastrophically, as people struggle to conceive.
technology. ‘Miracles’ remain elusive, or at least
No-one knows why. The followers of Eli seem
ques�onable. In Dejvice, Eli curses cars, which
exempt from this curse. Medical scien�sts are
stop working. In New Vinohrady, a young woman
keen to perform medical tests on the followers,
has a vision of Eli, recalling Marian visions at
but Marek rejects this, recalling Eli’s claim that
Lourdes or Fa�ma. But according to Eli human
‘the reign of humans is over.’
immortality is not, it seems, an op�on. A wryly
The style and tone of this novel contrasts
humorous, disturbing novel that refuses the
significantly with some dominant voices in
pi�alls of either lazy ra�onalism or unthinking
English-language SF. It’s instruc�ve comparing
faith.

With Purgatory Mount, Adam Roberts has
wri�en a rather peculiar novel. This should not
surprise anyone paying a�en�on to Roberts’ SF
career. Regular readers of his oeuvre may be
bemused to discover that he has come up with
yet another way to bamboozle and delight.
The book opens with a post-human space crew
arriving at a peculiar alien artefact. The
eponymous object extends far above the
atmosphere of a planet with no other signs of
habita�on. The narrator makes a point of the
distance in �me and culture when the text says
that using referents such as Pan, Apollo and
Hades to name the crew are inevitably imprecise
‘cultural transla�ons’. They have the deligh�ul
capability of changing their percep�ons of �me,
dialling up or down at will. This allows the
tedium of an interstellar journey to pass in
weeks or months; or to speed up percep�on for
ac�ve maintenance as required. Surely there is
enough here to unpack into a novel, as the
puzzle is inves�gated. Instead, we switch to the
perspec�ve of the pygs, part of the ship’s
livestock, on whom four of the five crew feasted
to celebrate arrival. Then we discover pyg is short
for pygmy and that this is a beli�ling term
describing their incredibly limited lifespan – mere
decades. The pygs, hun�ng and farming, recall
the decayed civilisa�on of Aldiss’s Non-Stop
(1958), living out genera�ons on a starship’s
journey. Yet they also refer to the system running
the ship as “hal” and worship the crew, who
barely move in a pyg’s life�me, as gods.
Enough yet? Apparently not, as the book abruptly
switches to the “United States of Amnesia” which
fills three quarters of the pages. Now we are
presented with a teenager in near future
America, shot at whilst scavenging copper wire.
O�y and her friends are a kind of Famous Five.
They have a private internet, to escape
surveillance; but there is something in this
network which The State and its opponents want
for themselves. As they are pursued or arrested,
the country falls apart in armed uprisings. There
is bleak comedy and dulled tragedy as O�y is
subjected to the casual horrors of a system
prepared to misuse rules meant to protect the
ci�zenry. Her incarcera�on slides into
bureaucra�c incompetence as her country
collapses. Roberts’ sharp observa�ons of the
nature of our twenty-first century are always
present. An example of this is the amnesia itself –
the result of neonico�noids. These pes�cides are
well known to cause honeybees to forget where

their hives are. Weaponised against humans, they
cause soldiers to forget. In Roberts’s 2010 novel
New Model Army, connected technology
augments ci�zen soldiers, crea�ng a superorganism. Here, similar technology is needed just
to enable much of the popula�on to have any
sense of self. Disconnected from their devices,
they become thoughtless, mindless.
Enough? No! As this story reaches its
denouement, revealing what is actually in the
private network, we are whiplashed back to the
starship at Planet Dante. This story takes an
unexpected turn, if one which follows a thread
established in the opening pages. Roberts
provides one line to connect the ends to the
middle but the protagonists of these sec�ons
have almost no cognisance of O�y’s world. There
is a tempta�on to close the book in bafflement
and let it fade into slipstreamy feelings.
And then there is the a�erword. Here is a key to
unlock the book, which claims not to be such a
key. Roberts (or perhaps Dante’s Ma�lda, or even
Beatrice) delivers a reward for the reader who
has climbed to the top of Purgatory Mount. This
note on the book’s construc�on suggests that it is
only with the passing of �me that we can have
‘story’; that purgatory is as much about ‘pu�ng
up with’ as persis�ng. By this reckoning, ‘story’
exists in sin, between the fear of damna�on and
the hope of redemp�on.
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Winterkeep by Kristin Cashore
(Gollancz, 2021)

All the Tides of Fate by Adalyn Grace
(Titan Books, 2021)

Reviewed by Anne F. Wilson

Reviewed by Estelle Roberts

Q

ueen Bi�erblue of Monsea sets off on a
diploma�c voyage to the far country of
Winterkeep, where some of her people
have disappeared. By the �me her ship reaches
port, she has vanished. This throws both the
Monseans and their hosts into disarray. Does
somebody, somewhere, know what has
happened?
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government. Bi�erblue herself and her court
have suffered dreadfully through her father’s
reign. But Winterkeep is a long-standing
democracy. Surely everything here must be fair
and above-board?
Lovisa Cavenda is a student at Winterkeep
Academy. Her parents each represent one of the
two main par�es in Parliament, which is currently
deadlocked over one issue. The Scholars want to
Winterkeep is the fourth in the author’s young
keep Winterkeep free of industrial pollu�on
adult Graceling series. Each is a stand-alone, but (whilst selling pollu�ng minerals to their
characters recur, and it helps to have read the
neighbours). The Industrialists want the
previous books. I had read these, but so long ago advantages of using the minerals themselves.
that I didn’t remember a lot about them, and the This isn’t en�rely logical, but then neither are the
chapters dealing with the backstory of Monsea
poli�cs of energy and conserva�on in our world.
are a bit info-dumpy and stuffed with names that
Lovisa is not an endearing character, being a
I kept having to look up in the character list.
sneak and a liar, but we come to appreciate how
However, the chapters dealing with the situa�on her character has been formed by her family’s
on Winterkeep and introducing an en�rely new
disastrous dynamics, and that she is trying to do
set of characters, were lively and entertaining,
her best in very difficult circumstances. Gradually
and as soon as
she realises that her family are not only
the two sets of dysfunc�onal, but involved in something dark
characters get
and dangerous. What should she do? What,
together and
indeed, can she do?
start interac�ng
Lovisa watches the people around her and their
the book really
interac�ons and learns from them. She is star�ng
takes off.
to realise that people who are nice to you aren’t
I say characters always your friends, and people who aren’t may
rather than
be so for good reason. She watches and tries to
people, because keep the people that she cares for safe. But when
one of the great it comes to the crunch, will she be able to act to
charms of the
change things?
book is the set
A major theme of the book is abuse. How to
of non-human
survive it, and how, having survived, not to be
characters, from
deformed by it but to become a fully-developed
the grumpy
human being (or fox, or undersea monster).
monster at the
Bi�erblue is a survivor, but in Winterkeep she is
bo�om of the
forced back into a situa�on where she has no
sea who is
control. Will she be able to stay strong?
(definitely not!)
I really enjoyed this book. It has tremendous
the legendary
narra�ve drive, and a plot that kept me guessing.
Keeper, to the
telepathic blue It is also cheering to read about socie�es where
foxes who may there is no obvious sexism, and where people’s
sexuality depends on their own inclina�ons.
adopt and
Effec�ve contracep�on is freely available, and
communicate
with a human if there’s no societal prohibi�on on young people
exploring sex. People are not classified based on
they really like
their skin colour, though there are other
them.
prejudices, and poor people are always at the
Monsea is part of the Royal Con�nent, where the
bo�om of the pile. Cashore tries to portray
realms have suffered under absolute monarchs
people working towards a be�er society, and, if
for many years, and some of which, a�er
she has a message, it’s that people can change, if
revolu�ons, are developing new forms of
they choose to, and work at it.

A

ll the Tides of Fate is the sequel to the
New York Times bestseller All the Stars
and Teeth, but can be easily followed even
if you haven’t read the previous novel.
Visidia is a realm consis�ng of separate, and
reasonably independent islands, which are under
the ul�mate rule of the monarchs of Arida.
Differing types of magic are u�lised throughout
the land, generally each island specialises in a
type, but individuals are prevented by the threat
of extreme punishment and societal belief from
prac�sing more than one kind.
As the story begins, the main protagonist, Queen
Amora, is on board ship returning to Arida a�er
yet another a�empt to break the curse placed on
her during a previous climac�c ba�le, which also
saw her witness the death of her father. This
curse has split her soul, which she now shares
with Bas�an, a pirate-like ship’s captain and a
man to whom she was already a�racted, and
negated her magic. This is obviously something of
a problem when you are the ruler of a magically
inclined kingdom.
The novel then follows Amora as she tries to
come to terms with her father’s death, and shows
her ini�al a�empts to govern the kingdom, which
are not a success. This is probably not helped by
the fact that, by her own admission, she would
much rather be at sea. It is suggested that she
might increase her popularity, and also make the
kingdom more stable, if she were prepared to
take a husband and produce an heir. She agrees
to her mother’s sugges�on of a tour of the
islands to meet suitable poten�al partners, but
only because this is a perfect cover for her real
plan, which is to find an artefact which can,
apparently, break the curse and restore her magic
to her.
One fine day, therefore, she sets sail with her
crew, which includes Bas�an, from whom she
cannot be parted because of the aforemen�oned
curse, and a beau�ful mermaid. We are now
treated to some rather pleasant worldbuilding, as
several of the numerous islands are visited in
quick succession, giving Grace the opportunity to
describe differing cultures, economies and
religions, which she does rather well. Despite the
seemingly large number of willing marriage
candidates, the plot thickens with more than one
a�empt on the queen’s life, and several swi�
departures at dead of night in a�empt to outrun
danger.

The story is more than just a fantasy adventure. It
is a coming-of-age tale, as a woman learns to
accept the responsibili�es thrust upon her at a
young age and determines that the kingdom she
now rules will advance and modernise. It is also
about grief, coming to terms with the death of a
parent, who sacrificed themselves for you, but at
the same �me having to accept that they were
very far from perfect. She does have a cathar�c
dream like experience which is very well
rendered and allows her to move forward in the
grieving process. This is combined with the new
knowledge that her family’s rule is historically
based on the use of very dark soul magic and the
deliberate holding back of magical and other
developments across the islands. It is, of course,
also partly about love, and the problems involved
when you cannot wholly tell if your feelings are
genuine or merely the result of magical
skulduggery.
The novel is well paced and a fast read. Amora is
a sympathe�c protagonist, and you do feel her
pain. Her crew are also well drawn and individual,
and their rela�onships well explored. The
elements of drama, adventure, grief, love, and
the feeling that nothing, however good, lasts
forever are mixed to enjoyable effect. It could be
argued that it is essen�ally escapist, but,
par�cularly at the moment, there is probably
nothing wrong with that. So, if you are in the
mood for a well wri�en, enjoyable and
reasonably intelligent magical fantasy, then this
novel comes recommended.
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Witherward by Hannah Mathewson
(Titan Books, 2021)

Black Sun by Rebecca Roanhorse
(Solaris Books, 2020)

Reviewed by David Lascelles

Reviewed by Dave M. Roberts

W

itherward opens with Ilsa, an orphan
girl in Victorian London who has been
a street urchin, a pickpocket and is
now working as the assistant to an aged,
drunkard of a magician. Using her innate talents
to shapeshi�, she has been bolstering the
magician’s act and making a reasonable living
for them both. However, she is forever searching
for others like her – those with inexplicable
powers – and is always on the lookout for
anything unusual. A�er chasing one such lead,
Ilsa is kidnapped and dragged into another,
alternate, London which she discovers is her
home. There she is introduced to her family,
finds out why she had been abandoned in
London seventeen years ago and that this
London is in the grip of a civil war.
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Mathewson’s debut novel straddles the line
between YA and adult fantasy. It trends to more
of the former with many of the tropes familiar to
those who follow YA fantasy. For example, we
have an orphaned main character who has a
special des�ny, and the inevitable love triangle is
present, albeit in a different and intriguing form.
However, the well wri�en prose has more
maturity than some YA and this tends to place it
at the upper end of the range – edging into more
adult fantasy.
The things I enjoyed in this novel include the
worldbuilding of the alterna�ve London – and the
hints that there is a whole alterna�ve Europe and
even an alterna�ve Earth beyond it – as well as
the very well done takes on the different fac�ons
and their unique magics. While there is a li�le
too much of a tabletop RPG feel to this – the idea
that all with the same magic live and work in the
same areas of London and are all part of the
same fac�on and have similar abili�es – this is
not a major block to enjoying this story and there
is enough that is entertaining about the fac�ons
to maintain interest. For example, the idea of the
Oracles, people born with the ability to see the
future, who are not trained properly having to
use opium to prevent their visions from
controlling them is one I found intriguing and �es
in with the concepts of Victorian era London. I
especially liked Ilsa’s own skill set as both a
changeling and a former magician’s assistant. She
combines her sleight of hand skills with her
magical abili�es to assume any form very well
and that makes sense for someone who has
largely been using her powers to assist a
magician. I also appreciate how Mathewson

manages to avoid straying into tropes and
stereotypes about ‘fey’ and ‘changelings’. Isla is a
changeling because she can change shape and
also because she was le� by her people in ‘the
real world’ but there the similari�es with
tradi�onal fey end – no land of summer’s twilight
or twinkling wings for these creatures. These are
more like humans with specific magical powers
that they are born with.
The central mysteries of the main plot are well
presented and provide some challenge to the
reader. There are a number of unexpected twists
as Ilsa inves�gates what is going on within the
different fac�ons, including her own, and the
rebels who are trying to upset the whole city. A
lot of the tension in her interac�ons with others
revolve around who she can trust and there is no
one who is really a hundred percent worthy of it.
A final reveal seems somewhat forced but looks
set to create plot in the sequel and, in fact, by the
end it is clear the story is not over and there is
more to come.
Overall, well worth checking this out if you are a
fan of Victoriana, magic, mysteries and intrigue.

I

n the city of Tova, for 325 years the power
has been held by The Watchers, a priesthood
made up of representa�ves from the Sky
Made clans, selected as children and brought up
into the role. The treaty that underpins this was
designed to end the perpetual wars between the
clans making them all subject to the Sun Priest.
The task of the priesthood is to ensure the
smooth running of the empire and maintain a
peace between the clans. This is a theocra�c
structure that relies heavily on the faith of the
people. In the days preceding a sols�ce, or
Convergence, it is clear that these structures are
not quite as strong and stable as could be hoped
for. The grip of The Watchers has diminished
over the centuries, and the clans do not feel as
beholden to the peace as once they might have
been. Ironically, it is the success in maintaining a
balanced peace that means that the faith of the
people has diminished, and with it the power of
the Sun Priest.
In this delicate balance, any significant
occurrence could destabilise things. So when the
matron of the Carrion Crow clan dies in what
could be perceived as suspicious circumstances,
the poli�cal implica�ons, should it become
widely known, are far-reaching and poten�ally
very dangerous. As is so o�en the case, efforts to
control the situa�on do almost anything but.
As Convergence approaches, so does Xiala, an
i�nerant sea captain. Through reasons of her
gender and race, she is not trusted by the sailors
she is dependent upon. The irony of this, is that
as her race appears to be par�ally descended
from a fish species and has some limited control
over the elements, they make for excep�onal and
reliable captains. With her comes a mysterious
young man, who has had what can best be
described as a brutal life, whom she is taking as a
passenger. The importance of ge�ng to the city
before Convergence is clear. The journey is to be
taken across the open sea, rather than staying
close the coastline, as would be expected at the
�me of year, and even so the �mescales are �ght.
Some very powerful and rich people are very
keen that the young man arrives in �me.
There is a curious, albeit it fascina�ng,
inevitability to events. As the journey progresses,
however well Xiala manages her crew, it’s clear
that fear and supers��on are always going to
prove the stronger forces when things start to go
wrong. The ques�on is whether that supers��on
is actually the most powerful force in play.

Something big is coming, and that something is
closely related to who or what is on the ra�. This
is also something that, however brutal and dark
the manoeuvrings and murders in the city,
however carefully controlled the wielding of
power in the city, is bigger and far more powerful
than any of it. It is the mythology of the People of
the Meridian that is underpinning events. The
poli�cal manoeuvrings in Tova are exactly what
might be expected in any major city. The different
fac�ons try to use the upcoming Convergence to
reposi�on themselves and their clans to gain
advantage. Ul�mately, whatever they do is only a
small part of the overall picture, and they
themselves are far more controlled than
controlling, although by what is not necessarily
obvious. It almost feels like there is another story
we are not privy to. In spite of the apparent
inevitability of events, at least in retrospect, this
is a highly compelling story. It may feel clear at
the end of the book where the power lies, but if
the series con�nues in similar vein, I very much
doubt it will stay that way. And this reader at
least is very much looking forward to coming
along for the ride. We may even get to hear the
other story.
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Gallowglass by S. J. Morden
(Gollancz, 2020)
Reviewed by Alex Bardy

J

ack Van der Veerden is a young man going
places, mainly off-planet, not to seek fame
and fortune —the VdV empire already has
plenty of that— but to find his own way in the
brutal world of asteroid mining. He’s also on the
run from his parents, or rather the bodyguard
that puts the job of keeping him safe at the very
heart of her own existence: she serves a
billionaire family with enough money to invest
in the latest immortality technologies and have
their fingers in a great many far-reaching
businesses, some more legal than others. Her
name is Mesman, and she serves them well.
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the en�re crew of the ship in a quandary as the
full bait-and-switch nature of their mission starts
to unravel before them. The immensely
claustrophobic confines of the Coloma take their
toll on the hearts and minds of the crew, but it’s
the bonds of loyalty that suffer the most, and
corrup�on and greed are never a good fit aboard
any space-going cra�.
Alas, although there are plenty of nice things to
say about Gallowglass, the pacing leaves a lot to
be desired, and the �me gaps from one part to
the next somewhat jarring. Thankfully, the book
is split into three dis�nct parts so we’re not
jumping from one �me to the other between
The twin heads of the Van der Veerden family are chapters, at least. Also, despite a very clear set-up
also controlling, and live in a veritable fortress
pre-emp�ng the ac�ve involvement of Mesman
designed to keep the general chaos and riff-raff of early on (the aforemen�oned bodyguard), she’s
the rest of the world out, and to ensure Jack and not even given so much as a walk-on role later in
themselves are kept inside: safe from a planet
the book. ‘Somewhat disjointed’ is one way to
seemingly on the verge of climate meltdown.
describe this, but ‘very entertaining’ is another —
Needless to say, through mo�on-triggered
I rather liked it.
floodlights, a suite of guards, a high wall
I don’t mind admi�ng it’s quite rare for me to
enclosure, laser trip-wires and an�-drone turret
read a book start to finish within just a few days,
defences, Jack does manage to escape his prison- but sure enough Gallowglass had me hooked
like home… with the aid of a cobbled together
enough to want to keep reading, and there’s no
rag-tag bunch of idents and avatars met and
greater praise I can offer than that.
spoken to only online. And from there things start
to pick up and get interes�ng, turning this whole
tale into a pleasant blend of taut thriller,
claustrophobic space adventure, and mercenarylike whodunnit.
As Jack makes his way from one bum job to
another, thwarted by the long-reaching arms and
deep pockets of his parents, he eventually makes
it onto the crew of the mining ship Coloma as an
Astrogator, and is heading out to space, a life of
freedom within his grasp. Moreover, he’s on his
way to intercept a big-ass asteroid that’s worth
approx. $100 trillion to anyone that can bring it
home for strip-mining. Unfortunately, it seems
this par�cular asteroid has already been claimed
by Cat, a gallowglass pilot and the daughter of a
Prime Minister struggling to keep his na�on’s
very future in check.
As it happens, Cat is s�ll there, stuck in a form of
cryogenic sleep for the past three years aboard
her ship and orbi�ng the asteroid, but with no
idea of the full status of her claim, or the poli�cal
upheaval going on back home. When Cat is
rescued, brought onboard, and wakes up wan�ng
to get in touch with her folks back home, murder
ensues, and what follows is an entertaining game
of cat-and-mouse, and a whodunnit that leaves

Black Lives Matter
The BSFA Review stands in
solidarity with the protests
AGAINST RACISM AND
POLICE BRUTALITY
in the USA, UK, and
around the world.
This year at the AGM the BSFA
has adopted a set of ac�ons
and expanded on policies
aimed to ensure that the BSFA
as a cultural ins�tu�on is
playing an effec�ve role in
opposing racism in society, for
more informa�on visit
www.BSFA.co.uk. The BSFA is
currently looking to fill the
role of a Diversity Officer, so
please do get in touch with us
if you are interested.
For those of us in the UK who
would like to learn more and
find ways of offering prac�cal
support, but aren’t sure
where to start, a few useful
resources rela�ng to
an�racism, decoloniality,
policing, courts, prisons,
include:

www.blacklivesmatter.com
www.inquest.org.uk
racialjusticenetwork.co.uk
www.stephenlawrence.org.uk
londonagainstpoliceviolence.
wordpress.com
y-stop.org
www.stop-watch.org
weareadvocate.org.uk
uffcampaign.org
www.rota.org.uk
www.prisonabolition.org
cape-campaign.org
m4bl.org
criticalresistance.org
www.alternativestopolicing.com
www.opendemocracy.net
rmfoxford.wordpress.com
www.globaljustice.org.uk
See also the London Science
Fiction Research Community’s list
of resources at www.lsfrc.co.uk/
beyond-borders/anti-racismstatement-resources/
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