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Editorial


Taking a Break with TQF! – Stephen
Theaker


Over the summer holidays I got into
some bad habits, spending far too much time on forums and Facebook.
Working at home, one does miss the normal everyday jibber-jabber of
the office, and online discussions can fill that gap. Still, the
end of the summer holidays came, the kids were back at school, and
my work had piled up, so I decided to take a break, offering a
fiver to anyone who caught me posting anywhere. I’ve yet to pay
out!

Although I blocked my favourite forums at the
router, I didn’t go completely cold turkey. I still popped in every
now and again using the Kindle’s web browser. But I did feel a huge
benefit. The problem with Facebook, with forums, is that you can
always find someone saying something daft, bizarre or offensive. If
you’re naturally an argumentative person (i.e. from Yorkshire!) it
can be hard to let it pass without comment: it’s much easier when
you know it’ll cost you a fiver.

To some extent, most of us participating in
Facebook are unpaid contributors, working tirelessly day after day
to provide the site with free content. Free of the imaginary need
to spend any time writing for those places, my thinking time went
elsewhere. Ideas for tweets or forum posts grew into blog posts or
reviews. Holding back can give ideas time to develop. How often do
we throw thoughts away on Facebook that without it might have
snowballed into stories, essays or books?

The other effect of not using Facebook, Twitter or
the forums has been that I’ve been reading a lot of
comics, especially on the iPad. Like Facebook, comics are perfect
for reading in the spare five minutes between paternal obligations,
and they look glorious on the iPad. Between Comixology and
Netgalleys I’ve been kept well-supplied. I’ve read fifty, maybe a
hundred issues this past month that I wouldn’t have if I’d been
faffing around on Facebook.

I said I wouldn’t post again on any forums or
Facebook until it was to announce a new issue of TQF. If you’re
reading this, a new issue of TQF is out, and the question is,
should I return to the forums? It’s not as if I’ll have been
terribly missed anywhere—it’s more about me, and what I get out of
them. If I can find an hour to spend writing each day, is that time
best spent arguing with someone who reckons ebooks = the
apocalypse?

The irony of forums is that the busiest and hence
most interesting are often those with a few nutty members. In a
forum full of sensible people, the question of whether Doctor Who
could ever be played by a black actor wouldn’t provoke that much
discussion. (Course he could!) It’s often the loonies with a bee in
the bonnets of their hobby-horses who get everyone else talking.
It’s a simple but unfortunate rule of the internet—which I have
just formulated (or forumulated, even): you reply more often to
people with whom you disagree.

I think for me, whatever forums I’m on, the key is to make sure
my time is being well spent. Without a doubt, I’ll keep all forums
blocked at the router during the work day, as I’ve always tried to
do. I’ll also keep them blocked in the early morning: there’s no
worse start to the day than getting your brain clogged up by a
brouhaha! As for the evenings? Let’s wait and see how many comics
I’ve read, how many blog posts I’ve written, by the end of
October!
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Fiction


The Lives and Spacetimes of Thornton
Excelsior – Rhys Hughes


(1) An Inconvenient Fruit


It is unknown how Thornton Excelsior
obtained the peach that destroyed the world by flooding it with
juice. He simply doesn’t remember; the catastrophe was so immensely
unexpected that it wiped his memory clean. He sat on his porch on a
rocking chair and bit into the flesh of the fruit. And that was
that.

Once the restraining skin of the peach was
broached, the juice inside exploded outwards. The pressure of the
spurting liquid jettisoned the fruit out of his grasp and it soared
over the horizon and into the sea. The waves lapped themselves like
cats made of milk. If he hadn’t been sitting on a rocking chair the
recoil would have killed him.

The juice spread across the surface of the ocean.
Already the slick was larger than a province, a state, a
federation. Thornton was aghast; it’s not something that I
recommend, being aghast, but you are welcome to try it for
yourselves. Sweet sticky juice rising inexorably, pouring over
dykes and into flood plains. Inundation!

Presidents, kings and generals pointed the finger
at him. They made an extra long finger by welding iron tubes
together and poked him with it. He retreated and hid under a table;
but the steadily rising liquid forced him up the stairs and finally
into his attic. The hollow finger followed him. Then it spoke; a
voice vibrated out of it.

“Thornton, old son, don’t worry about a thing.
Those presidents, kings and generals are superfluous and will come
to a sticky end. But I have taken a fancy to you; and I will save
you. I command you to build an ark, a vessel that can sail the tide
of juice and keep you alive until the crisis is over; but this ark
mustn’t be made of wood or fibreglass or other conventional
shipbuilding materials. To surf a global juice surge, only one
substance is proper: planks of frozen clotted cream! Do you hearken
to me, Thornton Excelsior?”

“Yes, yes! But who are you?”

“I am Zesto, the God of Fruit. Do what I command
and all will be well. After forty days, give or take a month, the
juice will recede and the ark will settle on solid ground. Then you
may rebuild civilisation from scratch, or if not from scratch from
itch. You may also found a religion in my name.”

“Must I take one pair of every beast?”

“Animals on a ship made of clotted cream… Don’t be
silly!”

Thornton constructed his ark and it floated on the
juice without sinking. The voice that lived in the tube never came
back, not even when there was a violent storm. But Rosie O’Gassy
said, “What the hell am I doing in this paragraph? I’ve never even
existed as a character before.” And Thornton Excelsior answered
with a smile:

“You don’t expect me to save humanity on my
own?”

He was the first of the dessert fathers. His ark
went rancid a long time ago, so there’s no point looking for it;
but I won’t stop you if you insist. And Zesto put a giant banana in
the sky to symbolise his promise that the world would never again
be drowned in juice. There’s a pot of yoghurt at the end of it,
supposedly.

As for the presidents, kings and generals: they were
impeached.














(2) The Maze


Someone must have been telling the truth
about Franz K., for one morning he found himself transformed into a
literary giant. He was seated at his desk and when he lifted his
head he could see his immense reputation stretching into the future
ahead of him, lying on its back and waving its limbs in the air.
But in fact he was prevented from looking.

I am a man of great wealth and dubious taste; I
commissioned a special copy of K.’s Complete Works in one
volume, with pages like bedsheets and letters the size of human
ears. Then I went into the maze and pretended to read it. At the
very centre.

While I was there I used my mobile telephone to
call an ambulance. “My name is Thornton Excelsior,” I said.

“There’s nothing we can do about that, sir.”

“I’m having a heart attack!” I cried.

“Stay calm. Help is on its way. Where are
you?”

“The maze. Hurry. Ugh!”

Imagine the fuss as they tried to reach me in
there, rushing through the entrance without a map, for maps of the
maze are a closely-guarded secret, all in a group, two men holding
a stretcher, the others with medical equipment of various kinds,
defibrillators and similar machines, stethoscopes swinging from
necks! At first they stayed together: then one man went the wrong
way, broke off from the mass, lost himself down the branching
conduits of a confusion transmuted from the abstract into the real.
First one man, then more.

I listened to the muffled, diverging shouts.

Occasionally two separated voices would approach
each other, seem to come together and merge; but in reality they
were passing along parallel paths, destined never to meet but to
split apart again. I chuckled to myself and slowly opened the cover
of the vast book on the ground where I had placed it. No one may
gain easy admittance to the centre of the maze and yet it is there
for everyone. It exists for you.

I had flirted with the idea of combusting
spontaneously. But then it would be firemen who came to my futile
rescue instead of medics; and their hoses would show them the way
out again, like the ball of string that every wise man takes with
him into a labyrinth. Plus I had no clue how to combust in that
manner.

Footsteps around the corner. Someone had found the
correct route by chance alone. I hopped inside the book and lay
flat: a space had been excavated within, like one of those books
that hide whisky bottles. I closed the lid of my literary coffin
just as my rescuers reached the centre of the maze. Two voices
above the humming.

“There’s no one here! Mr Excelsior, where are
you?”

I grimaced as the other voice said, “Why is this
gigantic book vibrating? Open it and look inside!”

The first did so. “Like a dog,” he said.

“No, not like that. Much more like a condemned
prisoner.”

“Yes, in a penal settlement.”

The letters were the size of human ears but the tails of some of
them were tipped with needles. The text of my punishment was etched
on my body, a new tale. I still quivered but I was already dead. So
how am I able to write anything now? Because this story is
the fatal text. One death sentence after another. My book was a
special copy indeed, a remarkable piece of apocryphal
apparatus.










(3) Hatstands on Zanzibar


In olden days hats were much more common
than they are now. It seemed that everybody wore at least one. So
plentiful were hats in general that the entire continent of Africa
was needed to accommodate all the hatstands in existence; but now
only one small island is necessary. Such is the decline in hat
usage!

There was a knock on the door, soft and flabby;
then again, bony and sharp. Thornton Excelsior opened it and
blinked at the tall man who said, “Unintentional smiles.”

“I beg your pardon?” replied Thornton.

“Have you ever smiled unintentionally at anyone
and regretted it? Have you ever beamed at somebody you recognise in
the street and then remembered, too late, you aren’t supposed to
like that person? Your smile was an unthinking reflex, in other
words; and you bitterly curse yourself for giving it, and wish you
could take it back?”

“What does that have to do with hatstands?” asked
Thornton.

“Nothing, nothing. The hatstands story wasn’t
really going anywhere, so I decided to change it quickly. I’m glad
I did, and you’ll be glad too when you realise exactly what I’m
offering. A rod.”

Thornton continued to blink rapidly. “A rod?”

“Yes, a fishing rod that can catch all those
unintentional smiles and reel them back! How about that?”

Thornton examined the object in question. “It’s
rather thick for a fishing rod,” he said, “and a bit heavy too. I’m
not sure whether I ought to trust you or not. I don’t even know
your name! And yet if it truly does what you claim—”

The tall man grinned. “Legitimus Blarney at your
service. To be honest, that rod was made out of a redundant
hatstand, thus proving there is a connection with the
opening paragraph.”

Thornton rubbed his chin. “I’m a man of great
wealth and dubious taste, so it won’t hurt too much if I take a
chance on your product and it doesn’t work. What is your asking
price?”

The terms of the deal were earnestly discussed and
the transaction was finally completed with a handshake. Mr Blarney
departed and Thornton closed the door after him; then he climbed
the stairs to the highest room of his house, and once there he
opened the window and made his first cast. Almost immediately there
was a bite.

He reeled with all his strength and soon enough
discovered a hat impaled on the hook. “Bah!” sulked Thornton,
convinced he had merely deprived some anachronistic but essentially
innocent pedestrian of adequate headgear. But when he turned his
catch over he saw a long-lost unintentional smile, one of his own,
nestled at the bottom.

Hats are caves; smiles are bats.

As the days passed he soon amassed a sizeable
collection of these smiles. Every evening he fished for an hour or
two from that elevated window and rarely did he cast in vain. Then
his luck changed; it became harder and harder to hook a smile. “But
this is a good thing,” he told himself, “for it means I have
retrieved the vast majority of those smiles I never really wanted
to bestow in the first place!”

He decided to melt them all down in a saucepan and
turn them into a single ingot in a mould. Once it had cooled he
would throw it into a lake together with the fishing rod. He vowed
to be more careful with his mouth in future, keeping it
tight-lipped when he encountered someone he didn’t like.

When the ingot was ready he took it to the park
and hurled it into the depths. It was still warm but it didn’t hiss
as it sank into the slime of the lakebed. As for the hatstand: it
refused to submerge itself but merely floated like a minute hand on
the clock face of its own ripple. Thornton wiped his hands on his
trousers.

“Never again will I waste my evenings fishing for
smiles!”

He turned to leave, wondering how many decades or
centuries it would take for the ingot to decay down there, and on
the way back home he felt satisfied and confident. But on the last
street corner before he reached his house he almost collided with a
man coming the other way. Thornton glanced at his face. Legitimus
Blarney!

Before he could scowl at the tall fellow, Thornton
realised to his dismay that he had already smiled instead.
Casually, unthinkingly, reflexively, he had smiled an unintentional
smile.

Mr Blarney had a quiver suspended over one
shoulder; it was full of hatstands. “Plenty of rods left if you
need another. I import them, you see, from a distant island.”

Thornton Excelsior hurried away, hands over his
ears.

Hats are dinosaurs; smiles aren’t.










(4) The Appendix


Mr Thornton Excelsior replaced his
favourite book on the special shelf of a small bookcase that stood
in a secret alcove in a corner of his bedroom. He turned off the
light, climbed between the sheets and experienced a full night’s
sleep instantly, for he had to move this story along quickly and it
wasn’t acceptable to waste paragraphs describing snores and
dribbles. But his dreams were troubled and he thought he heard
desperate cries coming from the region of the hidden alcove.

When he awoke, Dawn was breaking. He heard her
smashing cups and plates in the kitchen. He got out of bed, wrapped
himself in a robe, took a yawn with him and went to berate her.

“Good morning, sir! Sleep well?” she asked.

“Yes, I suppose so,” he sighed.

“Was your paragraph comfortable enough, sir?”

“Thank you, Dawn, it was. But—”

“But what? That’s a mighty fine yawn you have with
you. Shall I slot a slice of toast into it right away, sir?”

“I’ve told you before how unnecessary it is to
make breakfast for me. I can’t afford to replace the crockery.”

“Glue the shards back together later, I will,
sir.”

“Very well. Insert toast now.”

She did so. He munched. Then he frowned and said,
“What exactly are you doing here anyway? I never agreed to employ
you as my housemaid. Before you smuggled yourself into my home
dressed as a parcel of books, I was happy with my studious
isolation. That’s a fact. So don’t you think it would be better if
you went away?”

“Honestly no, sir, I don’t, sir, as it happens,
sir.”

There was no answer to that.

Thornton drifted back to his bedroom in order to
get properly dressed. While he was rummaging in the wardrobe for a
suitable shirt, there was a howl from the alcove, a cry of pain. He
went to investigate and found that his favourite book had
mysteriously shifted position during the night. For no logical
reason, its spine jutted further than the spines of its regimented
fellows. This disruption of perfect order annoyed Thornton and he
sought to rectify the discrepancy immediately.

With the tip of a fussy finger he pushed the book
back into place, until it was flush with every other volume in the
line, but this contact produced a dramatic response. The book
wailed and visibly winced. Something was hurting it. Thornton was
concerned and touched the book again. Another outburst! Removing
every edition that stood on either side of the afflicted tome and
putting them carefully on the bed, he leaned forward to examine the
ailing hardback with a critical eye.

Deprived of its support, the book toppled
over.

Then it opened its own cover, groaning even more
pitifully as it did so, and ejected a weird vomit. The cover closed
again, the book shivered, and Thornton contemplated the
discharge.

A clear fluid containing undigested words!

He rubbed his chin, bemused.

Tenderness in the cover, dizziness and nausea…

What could all this mean?

He needed to consult a medical textbook to find
out.

Yes, that was the best option.

Fortunately he was eccentric, Mr Thornton
Excelsior, and his favourite book was a medical textbook,
so the best answer to the volume’s suffering might be found in its
own pages. Pretty neat that! Ignoring its shrieks and whimpers with
difficulty, Thornton picked up the book, quickly carried it to his
bedside table and laid it down.

Then he opened it as gently as possible, found and
studied the contents page and located a chapter called “Symptoms”.
The book sobbed. Perhaps it thinks I’m torturing it, mused
Thornton. He scanned the text rapidly, his jaw jutting out further
every minute, until it seemed his lower face would soon become a
bookshelf of its own.

Finally he had the answer to the medical riddle.
It was shocking news! His favourite book had appendicitis…

“I must operate immediately!” he declared. He
jumped up and went in search of a suitable sharp instrument.

By this time, Midday had arrived.

She opened the front door with her skeleton key,
went into the kitchen, dropped her overfilled shopping bags on the
worktop and started opening and shutting cupboard doors, putting
away the groceries. Thornton sighed as he intercepted her. “Not you
again!”

“Of course it’s me again, sir. Who do you expect,
sir?”

“I hoped you wouldn’t appear.”

“Oh ho, you’re a right joker, sir, make no
mistake. Every day I come to fill your cupboard with
foodstuffs.”

“I can’t stand the things you buy, to be
honest.”

Midday hefted heavy tins in her paws. “What do you
mean, sir? Cream of Throat Soup! Insolent Beans in Despicable
Sauce! Runny Git and Oaf Curry! Roughly Mashed Eyebrows! What finer
fare might a gentleman of sustained reputation find anywhere?”

“Very well. Continue restocking my larder.”

She did so. He watched. Then he frowned and said,
“What exactly are you doing here anyway? I never agreed to employ
you as my housemaid. Before you smuggled yourself into my home
dressed as a can of thumbs, I was happy with my studious isolation.
That’s a fact. So don’t you think it would be better if you went
away?”

“Honestly no, sir, I don’t, sir, as it happens,
sir.”

There was no answer to that.

Thornton rummaged among the cutlery for his
sharpest knife. Once he found it, he went back to the bedroom. His
favourite book was still crying and quivering. “Sorry, old friend,”
he said. He turned to the Appendix and saw how inflamed and
incomprehensible it was. It must be removed now. He knew that delay
could be fatal.

In his many decades as a bibliophile, this was the
most serious case he had encountered. Earlier crises among his
extensive collection had been due to relatively minor ailments,
weak viral or fungal infections, nothing that rest and a positive
critical review couldn’t put right. He thought about those
incidents and smiled wistfully.

One of his rarest monographs, The Dionysian
Artificers by Hippolyto Joseph da Costa, had suffered from
Athlete’s Footnotes. And a Villiers de L’Isle-Adam book had become
allergic to its own bookmark. A smearing of yoghurt had cured the
first problem and a ribbonectomy had remedied the second. They were
trivial cases.

Nothing to compare with this new disaster…

Poor suffering medical textbook!

Thornton began to perspire in empathy.

Wasting no more time on nostalgia, he cut out the
entire Appendix and cast it aside. It was bloated and disgusting.
The book screamed during the operation, but it was over in
seconds.

“There!” cried Thornton to himself.

He mopped his brow. He used a mop with a curved
handle to do this, a handle so curved it went away and came back
almost immediately. As for the book, it had lost consciousness.

Probably a mercy, Thornton mused. He was gentle
with it, replacing it on the shelf with extreme tenderness.

He leafed through the dismembered pages, the old
enigma vibrating in his soul. What was the purpose of an Appendix?
They seemed to serve no function. The orthodox opinion was that
they had withered over the ages, growing smaller with each
subsequent edition. Were they really vestigial echoes of a time
when books ate grass?

The afternoon passed in futile contemplation of
this question. Finally, it grew too late for further ponderings.
Dusk was sweeping the land. With a resigned sigh, Thornton went out
to apprehend her. She had swept clean most of the landscape between
his house and the horizon and many of his favourite features were
no longer there.

“Is it really necessary for you to do this?” he
asked.

She shouldered her massive broom. “Yes, sir, I
believe so, sir. Mustn’t give mountains a chance to breed,
sir.”

“But I enjoyed looking at those peaks, Dusk!”

“Ranges are just clutter, sir.”

He turned and walked back to his house. She
followed him inside. Her broom knocked over an antique vase.

“That’s not an ordinary ornament!” Thornton
gasped.

This was a fact. It was also a robot.

With a pointed metal beard.

Dusk covered her mouth and said, “Oops!”

Thornton watched it fall. Then he frowned and
said, “What exactly are you doing here anyway? I never agreed to
employ you as my housemaid. Before you smuggled yourself into my
home disguised as a hot geyseroo, I was happy with my studious
isolation. That’s a fact. So don’t you think it would be better if
you went away?”

“Honestly no, sir, I don’t, sir, as it happens,
sir.”

There was no answer to that.

“What’s a geyseroo?” asked the vase.

“It’s like a geyser but hops around on two legs
and has a pouch to keep baby xaratans in,” said Thornton.

“What are xaratans?” wondered the vase. It
attempted to stand but the plunge had damaged one of its
gyroscopes. This was bad news. Once, not so long ago, it had
entertained secret notions of taking over the world. No one knew
that its real name was Ming the Merciless Vase. Its schemes of
global conquest now had to be shelved.

Just like books recovering from surgery…

“Xaratans look like islands,” explained Thornton,
“but they are organic beings that drift about the oceans.”

“I want to be an island in my next life,” opined
the vase.

“That’s selfish,” sniffed Thornton.

“Hey, there are two other housemaids in the
kitchen! That’s not right. I thought I was exclusive!” cried
Dusk.

“You say that every day,” pointed out
Thornton.

Ming the Merciless Vase called after them from the
hallway, “Anyone willing to help me up? A spider is about to
scuttle inside my head. That’s not nice, believe me. Too late
now!”

Thornton sighed again. “Another fraught day.”

“Fraught with what?” asked Dusk.

“With fraughts mainly.”

“Oh those. I see.”










(5) The Integers


No sooner had he died in a terrible
accident than Thornton Excelsior expected to be told what to do
next. There should be music, a celestial choir, the melodies of the
spheres, and maybe a personal guide to smooth his passage to the
other side, assuming some other side existed. But nothing of the
sort happened. He was left alone, his soul now larger than his
flattened body, and he blinked sadly at the steamroller as it
continued on its way down the rutted road.

“The flesh is inside the ghost for once,” he told
himself, “and it’s a reversal I don’t much care for. I think I’ll
float just a little distance to the side and wait there
instead.”

And that’s what he did. He positioned himself on
the verge of the decaying highway, watching the steamroller
compress the ruts until it vanished around a bend. He stood there
until the sun went down.

“Some sort of help or clue would be appreciated,”
he grumbled.

The stars came out; an owl flapped almost silently
above his head like a ghost, a ghost with feathers and a large
head, a ghost in the exact shape of an owl, a ghost that
was an owl in fact. Thornton hated similes and metaphors.
The owl flapped through the night air like an owl. Like itself.
Yes, that was better. He grimaced: he hated smiles too.

“No message for me, nothing,” he sighed sadly.

Then it occurred to him that maybe the
responsibility for making contact was his. He dropped to his knees
in the grass and clasped his hands together in an attitude of
prayer. His mind swirled with thoughts and images but all of them
were vague or fractured and he was unable to formulate a clear
question.

Finally he stuttered, “Hello?”

A dim crackling noise filled his ears: static
electricity.

“Anyone there?” he mumbled.

A voice twanged inside his skull, in the ghostly
echo of a skull that was more than an afterimage but less than a
reflection. It was a polite but efficient female voice and it said,
“There’s no one available to deal with your soul at the present
moment. Please hold.”

“Hold what?” blurted Thornton, even though he knew
the answer: his hands together. So he held them more tightly.

Strange xylophone music played inside his
mind.

Hours passed in this manner.

The music was complex and atonal and seemed to be
based on some abstruse mathematical pattern beyond Thornton’s
mental grasp. No phrase was repeated and he finally realised that
the notes were predetermined by a scheme that involved exhausting
an immensely large sequence of possibilities. Then at last the
cycle was completed and it began again from the beginning. A
psychosomatic cramp tormented his fingers.

“This is ridiculous. I’ve had enough of it!” he
fumed.

But he remained on his knees, listening, waiting.
And just as the first glimmer of dawn appeared on the eastern
horizon, the music abruptly stopped and the female voice returned,
cool and professional and so fluid that Thornton was unable to
interrupt at any point. Not that a successful interruption would
have done him any good: this female was purely automatic.

“If you are Jewish say the number ‘one’; if you
are Christian say ‘two’; if you are Hindu say ‘three’; if you are…”
recited the voice, working its way through all the major and minor
world religions. Thornton blinked. What was he? It was too late to
convert to one of the monotheistic faiths: a post-mortem conversion
to those is invalid. He supposed he was a Buddhist. It seemed the
most reasonable choice on offer.

“Eight!” he cried, for that was the number
required.

The female voice fell silent for half a minute.
Then it returned, brisk and emotionless. “If you wish to be
reincarnated as a wolf say ‘one’; as a bear say ‘two’; as an
ostrich say ‘three’; as a weeping willow say ‘four’; as a millipede
say ‘five’; as an octopus…”

Thornton listened carefully. The list went on and
on.

“…as a dormouse say ‘two hundred and thirty one’;
as a swan say ‘two hundred and thirty two’; as a…”

Having decided to wait to hear every single
option, to be certain of not missing the best on offer, Thornton
soon grew appalled at the sheer quantity of potential lifeforms. It
seemed the woman intended to list every animal and plant in
creation. Although it is bad manners for dead people to fall
asleep, Thornton dozed off, still in a kneeling position. Then he
snapped awake. It was midday and the landscape shimmered.

“…as a centaur say ‘eighty million four hundred
and nine thousand three hundred and sixty three’; as a
unicorn…”

Thornton gasped. The female voice had reached
mythical beings; so how long had he been asleep? Maybe the time was
noon of some other day. With eternity before him, the loss
of entire days meant nothing. But he was utterly exasperated with
the entire procedure. Enraged, he opened his mouth as wide as he
could and shouted:

“Ten squillion zillion trillion billion million
and one!”

A purely random integer…

Disgusted with everything, he unclasped his aching
hands and broke the connection; then he stood and stamped fake life
back into his dead legs. He had always assumed that the
administrative wheels of the afterlife would turn quickly, so the
realisation that inefficiency was the basic rule beyond the grave
was almost unbearable. In a fit of pique he vowed to remove himself
from the system completely.

“I’ll exist as a ghost forever,” he told
himself.

Why not? Why should he be forced to commit himself
to the rules of any formal religion? He would surely be happier as
a freelance spook, at liberty to drift wherever he liked, to enjoy
himself afresh among his old haunts. He spread his arms like
featherless wings and willed himself to rise and he felt no
astonishment at all when the ground dropped away. This was the
right choice after all…

“Much better than reincarnation!” he chortled.

The landscape far below became interesting as an
object in its own right, without the need to relate it to a mental
map of the territory. Among the network of narrow roads, a
steamroller moved silently, possibly ending the lives of other
unwary ramblers. Somehow Thornton knew that the man who drove the
machine was Giddy Snark, the current chairman of the Flat Earth
Society. That’s what all members of the FES were required to do:
drive around in steamrollers to promote their cause.

Thornton resisted the impulse to descend and scare
the man. Such petty revenge was beneath him, metaphorically as well
as literally. The beat of wings made him flinch. The owl that
looked like a ghost in the shape of an owl was back. “Awake in the
day! Did you have difficulty sleeping?” he called after it. And it
shook its head in reply.

Then it was gone, but a feeling of amazement
remained with Thornton and he wondered if the owl was a
reincarnation of anyone he knew. A sudden dire thought struck him:
what if the random number he had shouted actually stood for
something?

Maybe “ten squillion zillion trillion billion
million and one” was the code for a terrible entity, a rhinoceros
with a boot instead of a horn (a shoehorn?) or an inside-out
monkey? What if he was reborn as a horrid spiderpus, an amalgam of
giant spider and giant octopus! Fear disrupted his concentration;
he had stopped rising but now he began to float in an easterly
direction.

The sea sparkled on the horizon. It seemed to pull
him.

He passed over a beach where a curious drama was
taking place. A perfectly straight line of men and women thrusting
out from the shore into the briny deeps. Thornton estimated that at
least three hundred individuals were present. Three hundred! Yet
another cursed integer: a number that stood for a weasel in the
reincarnation lists.

Blinking, he realised he had misinterpreted the
spectacle below. It wasn’t a drama at all but an unplanned
consequence of the dangerous currents in this part of the world. A
sign on the beach proclaimed: Danger! Swim only between the safety
flags! The flags in question, half red and half yellow, were
planted only the width of a single person apart. That explained the
single file arrangement: the swimmers had no other choice.

Thornton continued to drift out to sea, his
altitude dropping all the time. Seagulls glided below him; flying
fish below those; and on the surface of the water itself came a
wondrous boat, a golden skiff with a silver sail, steered by a
naked helmsman with orange skin and a purple beard.

The angle of Thornton’s descent was gentle enough
to deposit him on the deck of the skiff with no more awkwardness
than a man stepping down from a gangplank resting on the rails.
Instead of passing through the boat and into the ocean, the ghost
of the squashed man acted like an ordinary sailor. Clearly the
skiff possessed the ability to hold his soul in place, some sort of
magnetic attraction. He blinked in anticipation.

“Hello,” said the helmsman in a crisp voice, “my
name is π.”

“π?” gasped Thornton in alarm.

“Not pi question mark. Just p. I’m the
personification of that irrational number. I am responsible for
circles. How do you do?”

“I can’t complain,” said Thornton.

“My question was just a courteous formality. I’m a
messenger and I’m here to tell you to report to Divinopolis
immediately.”

“Divinopolis? What’s that?”

“It’s one of the major cities of Heaven,” said
π.

“How do I get there?”

“Straight up.” And π pointed vertically with his
free hand, grasping the tiller even more tightly with the
other.

“Why should I obey you?” frowned Thornton.

“It’s your duty. All the Cardinal Numbers have
gathered to elect a new spiritual leader. Pope Integer the Infinite
is due to make his first speech at √o'clock. You shouldn’t be late
for that! If you’re late, you’ll miss it and you have an obligation
to attend. Hurry!”

“None of this has anything to do with me. I’m a
ghost.”

“No, you’re not,” said π.

Thornton was baffled. “What do you mean?”

“You were reincarnated earlier today. You asked
for reincarnation and made your choice by shouting out a specific
number and now you’ve got what you asked for. Indeed, you
are what you asked for!”

“What is that?” rasped Thornton.

“A number. You have been reborn as a number.”

Thornton trembled. “Which one?”

“Ten squillion zillion trillion billion million
and one.”

“The same number I shouted out aloud! It
represented itself: what an incredible coincidence! I’m not a
prime, by any chance? No, I can see that I’m not. I can
feel it. Imagine me as a number! Ha ha! And I’m a Cardinal
Number, you say? But what are they?”

“Cardinal Numbers include the natural numbers,
which are the ordinary counting numbers, followed by the aleph
numbers, which are all transfinite. You are a strange number but
not an impossible one. All Cardinals are required in Divinopolis to
attend the Pope’s speech.”

“Very well. I shall ascend there now.”

“Straight up and turn left at the zenith. Go as
fast as you can. It’s imperative you arrive before the square root
of o’clock.”

Thornton Excelsior began to rise vertically into
the sky like a rocket without a visible engine, rotating on his own
axis for the purpose of generating stability, the sunlight glinting
on his abstract hide. The helmsman below craned his head to follow
his progress; as a consequence he collided with the line of
swimmers, propelling them like a human javelin between the safety
flags and onto the beach. They howled at this treatment.

“Oh dear! They are furious with me now,” muttered
π.

Thornton glanced down and cried, “How do you know
that?” He had guessed rather than heard the helmsman’s complaint. π
shook his head slowly and answered sadly:

“Because they are very angry…”

“That sounds like a circular argument,” objected
Thornton.

“Of course,” came the reply. “It’s what I do. I’m responsible
for circles of all kinds. I have a finger in every π. But let’s not
end with a pun! Give my regards to Pope Integer. Farewell!”










(6) The Shrug


Many solar-powered slave drivers make
light work. That’s the saying. But Thornton Excelsior wasn’t one of
those; he was a man and fuelled himself with food and drink like
you and me.

Sitting in a soft chair after filling himself
right to the brim with human fuel he was faced with a dilemma. That
last remaining chocolate cake on the plate. What ought he to do
with it?

If he allowed it to go stale, his wife would be
annoyed.

He didn’t have a wife—yet.

So that’s no excuse. He might have her one
day.

And yet, if he crammed it into his mouth, the cake
I mean, he would undoubtedly feel extremely nauseous and his health
might be ruined. If that happened, he would probably never have a
wife to congratulate him for not wasting it. Such a paradox.

What was the solution? What indeed!

He desperately needed advice.

And he got it, most unexpectedly. An angel
materialised on his right shoulder and said, “Don’t eat it.”

An instant later, a devil appeared on his left
shoulder.

“Stuff it in your gob,” it urged.

Thornton Excelsior slowly considered both pieces
of advice and tried to weigh them in his mind to determine which
was the most profound. He planned to follow the heaviest. While
waiting patiently for the imaginary scales to settle, he licked his
lips. He had licked his own lips before, so he knew exactly what he
was doing.

“Don’t listen to him,” warned the
angel.

“He’s the liar,” said the devil.

Thornton blinked. The mental scales had now
settled and were evenly balanced. Or were they? He thought he
detected a slight bias in the devil’s favour. He couldn’t be sure
and decided to interrogate the devil in order to arrive at a
better-informed decision.

“Why do you think I should devour it?” he
asked.

“Because it’s fun,” said the devil.

“How do you know that?” persisted Thornton.

The devil flicked his tail. “It’s the final
chocolate cake. You’ve already eaten too many of them. If you
manage to cram this one into your mouth also, you will attain the
status of a true glutton; and gluttony is wrong. It’s a truism that
wrong things are fun.”

“I suppose so. And yet… I still have doubts.”

“Put them aside,” the devil said.

Thornton blinked. “I don’t suppose you’d care to
check your statement for me? Your claim that wrong things are fun,
I mean. A second opinion on that would be very welcome, if it isn’t
too much trouble. Could you do that favour before I commit
myself?”

The devil was bewildered. “How can I do that?”

“Consult a trusted source. Ask someone,” said
Thornton. “Surely you have access to a higher authority?”

“Ask me!” cried the angel.

“A lower authority, don’t you mean?” said
the devil.

“If you like,” agreed Thornton.

“Ask me!” bleated the angel.

“Be quiet!” snapped Thornton and he flicked the
angel off his shoulder and into a cobweb in the darkest corner of
the cluttered room. A spider at once rushed out and sank its fangs
into the angel, then bound it tight with a cocoon of silk. An
unpleasant fate.

The devil shrugged. “I don’t know what to do…”

Suddenly a tiny angel materialised on its right
shoulder and said, “Tell him that wrong things aren’t fun.
Tell him about consequences to actions, about responsibility and
duty.”

But another devil appeared on the first devil’s
left shoulder. “Rubbish! That’s just your opinion, not the
truth.”

“What would you know about such things?” cried the
angel.

“Everything,” snapped the devil.

An even smaller angel appeared on that devil’s
right shoulder. “Why are you so arrogant? Maybe you don’t really
know much at all. I think it may do you good to listen for
once—”

“Don’t waste your breath!” growled another devil
that appeared on the devil’s left shoulder. But an even smaller
angel appeared on this devil’s right shoulder and began berating
him.

More and more angels and devils started
materialising on shoulders. A tower was being constructed on
Thornton’s own shoulder that rapidly rose higher than the ceiling
of the room that contained him; it went through the open skylight
above and kept lifting into the sky, a sequence of ever smaller and
shriller supernatural beings.

Thornton was aghast. “I never guessed that
shoulder angels and devils had shoulder angels and devils of their
own! The weight of the conflicting advice is crushing me into my
chair…”

There was only one thing he could do to save
himself.

He shrugged them all off.

Then he jumped up and went outside. Standing on
the porch he had a nasty thought. He crouched down and touched the
wooden boards with his fingers. Yes, they felt more like hard flesh
than planks. He stood up straight again and cleared his throat.

He was standing on a giant’s shoulder. He tried
not to work out which shoulder, right or left; he
refrained from bristling his horns or flapping his wings. He shut
his eyes very firmly.

But the moment of panic passed quickly. Then he leaned over. “Go
on, do it!” he whispered into the massive ear. “Grind his bones to
make your bread. It’s healthier than white flour. Honest!”










(7) The Esplanade


The exercise machines dominate the
esplanade in the way that they do simply because they are always in
use. People are constantly puffing and wheezing in the intimate
embrace that signifies a passion for enhanced health and strength
and the machines are never unwilling to be worked. Maintained by
council lackeys, they are remarkably quiet despite the profusion of
interlocking parts and the complexity of the gearing systems, which
is just as well considering the fact they must operate throughout
the night, in all weather. They hold an irresistible allure for the
inhabitants of our coastal city.

The council grandees gave the exercise machines to
us more than five years ago. They appeared from nowhere,
unannounced, strange frameworks of aluminium and steel like
avant-garde sculptures, and at first I assumed they were part of a
misguided cultural project. But no, the true purpose was more
realistic and sagacious. In an attempt to improve the wellbeing of
the city, it had finally been decided that preventative health
measures should be officially sanctioned, that the cult of fitness
must be encouraged. And the initiative was a complete success, much
to the astonishment of tubby sceptics.

Although at first it was considered somewhat
daring to patronise such apparatus in full public view, for each
machine required peculiar postures and contortions from the
athlete, it took only a few days before the giggles of spectators
were stifled and replaced with murmurs of appreciation and
encouragement. A couple of weeks later, the spectators had
vanished, disparaging their former passive roles and playing an
active part in keeping the machines in motion. In short, everyone
became a devotee, for the council had even provided devices
suitable for the old, lame and sick as well as those with robust
bodies.

Eventually the tubby sceptics embraced the fashion
and soon they were less tubby and not sceptical at all. As for
Leonora and myself: we had been among the first converts and it
might be ventured without risk of censure for undue exaggeration
that we rapidly became connoisseurs of the various contraptions on
offer. Chiefly we favoured those special machines designed for
couples, bizarre and almost insectile interweavings of tubes and
shiny segments that positioned the man and woman in a selection of
quasi-erotic situations.

The only inhabitants of the city who refrained
from using the machines were the council grandees themselves, who
remained bulkier and more awkward of movement than the population
they managed. And yet they seemed happy enough when they appeared
on the streets, as they did only infrequently, hurrying to
conferences or formal dinners; but this happiness had none of the
purity of true joy, the honest reaction to a positive improvement
in one’s life. Rather it seemed a simple relief, the lightness of
soul that comes after a weighty responsibility or worry has been
shrugged off. Consequently I felt an obscure pity for them.

But I was a fool back then and perhaps still am
one. Leonora said to me one morning, “There is a secret to the
exercise machines on the esplanade. I intend to find out what it
is. Will you help me?”

“I don’t see how we might achieve that,” I
replied.

“Come on, Thorny! Use your imagination for once.
The council are up to something and doubtless the common men and
women are the dupes. That’s always the way it happens. It seems
awfully important to the authorities that we work the machines,
keep them going without a pause; and the expressions on the faces
of the grandees are now those of debtors who suddenly no longer
have to pay interest on their loans. Take it from me, somebody is
saving money. And it’s not us, that’s for sure.”

“Is that your best guess?” I asked her.

She nodded. I toyed with the notion that a
bureaucratic swindle was in progress, that we had been ensnared by
the machines, made slaves of the physical pleasure, only partly
sexual in nature, they gave us in return for being manipulated. But
the official reason for their existence, that they were there
simply to improve our health, still seemed more plausible to
me.

“Certainly there are savings when it comes to
medical care,” I pointed out, “for the population of the city is
generally less prone to illness now. Obesity and its attendant
problems have vanished almost completely…”

Leonora scowled at me. My naivety cracked under
the harsh rays of her contempt and I almost saw the solid beams
radiating from her eyes in devastating pulses. At once my
objections collapsed into rubble.

“What do you suggest?” I murmured and she
said:

“That’s more like it! This is what I believe: the
exercise machines are connected to hidden dynamos under the
esplanade. When we operate the contraptions we turn the dynamos and
generate electricity. The real power station has been turned off.
We have been tricked into providing our own electrical energy.
These devices aren’t innocent at all. They are industrial
treadmills!”

I pulled a face. “Can you prove those
allegations?”

She reached out and used her thumbs and fingers to
return my expression to its normal setting; and no matter how hard
I struggled to grimace, her strength prevailed over mine. “Yes, we
can prove them, I’m confident of that! But it will take a proper
effort. We must call a strike! Somehow we must persuade people to
stop using the machines. Then we’ll see if the streetlamps come on
at night and whether our television sets and electric kettles still
work. You must think of a strategy, a way of returning the
esplanade to its former tranquillity. That’s your task, Thorny! You
are a natural organiser…”

I wasn’t and I’m still not. But I did what she
asked.

Sabotage of the machines was the obvious solution
but I couldn’t damage the workings of all of them. Metal shields
protected the internal mechanisms and an outraged citizen or law
enforcement officer would apprehend me while I was bent over my
task. It had to be faster than that, more unobtrusive. After a few
nights of extremely restless sleep the answer came to me at
breakfast while I was pouring olive oil over my toast…

Instead of impeding the movement of the cogs and
axles, I made them turn more smoothly. The oil seeped through tiny
holes in the outer shells and dripped onto the internal parts,
reducing the friction by a considerable amount. It took only a few
seconds to deal with each contraption in this manner and I wasn’t
even observed. Before long the first plaintive cry escaped from
dismayed lips:

“This device has become too easy to operate! There
simply isn’t any resistance any more. I can’t feel the
benefit!”

Others agreed with this judgment. They
dismounted.

It was night. The esplanade was quieter than it
had ever been, for even the sea was utterly calm and nobody spoke.
But the streetlamps still burned. Could it be the case that Leonora
was wrong? The crescent moon gleamed but not like a sickle, for we
had forgotten the use of such tools; indeed most of us had never
known in the first place. The pause was pregnant and I was the
father. I made no attempt to dissipate the tension: I had reverted
into a pure spectator and even the act of shuffling my feet seemed
too fantastic to contemplate. We waited and the minutes passed. Or
did they? Nothing moved.

“Leonora!” I croaked helplessly.

A figure came running along the esplanade, a fat
man who glowed with the effort of exertion like a sunset mounted on
shoulders. His open jacket flapped with a horrible urgency, shiny
black sails in a self-created storm, and his tie quested the air
like a serpent or some other comparison rather more elaborate. He
approached closer and I finally recognised him as Pompo Manners,
mightiest of the council grandees. As he passed, he jabbed a
powerful finger in my direction and swivelled his bulging bloodshot
eyes with an audible grinding noise, corroded optical gyroscopes,
until they were fastened on my guilty frame.

“Thornton Excelsior! This is entirely your fault.
You fool…”

When we are moving normally and something happens
to make us astonished, we often freeze. I was already frozen, so
the shock of this utterance caused my muscles to loosen. I became
fluid again and flowed faster than any oil into the prepared
embrace of Leonora. How did Pompo Manners know I was to blame? How
did he even know my name? Tremble in the shadow of the all-seeing
council, my fellow citizens! From the safety of Leonora’s arms I
turned my head and called at the immensely broad back of the
colossus:

“Yes sir! No sir! Forgive me. But for what?”

In truth we were all confused. Pompo reached the
largest and most intricate of the machines, paused for a moment to
catch a tiny percentage of his breath, no more than a token
commission, and then inserted himself with difficulty into the web
of steel. Perched uncomfortably on a narrow saddle he commenced
pedalling with his feet and working levers with his arms. It was
still night. The sea, clouds and stars had not moved at all. But
the lamps burned, hissing in mild disapproval at our curiosity as
we watched Pompo toil. His crimson cheeks turned orange, then
yellow, then white and finally blue.

“He is overheating more than any man in history,”
Leonora remarked.

And still we watched without helping.

For a long time, perhaps hours, very little
changed. The citizens stood and the council grandee jerked through
his routine. Where were his colleagues? Snoring away the effects of
large formal dinners, no doubt. Pompo maintained a steady rhythm
and the stench of his sweat mingled with the smell of the paralysed
sea, jellyfish, urchins and garlic. Then something happened. The
sea quivered, the tide came in a fraction. Pompo increased his
efforts, grimacing, determined to overcome the inertia of nature. A
cloud dropped over the horizon with a clang. Then the reflected
moonlight rippled. Pompo groaned an appeal:

“What’s wrong with you? Won’t you assist me?”

There was an embarrassed shuffling. Then someone stepped forward
and mounted an adjacent machine and began pedalling too. The sea
moved faster, more smoothly, lapped properly again. Other citizens
capitulated and selected a device to operate. The stars grew dim.
And with an awful grinding noise and a series of yelps that echoed
off every building on the waterfront, the sun rose over the horizon
like a damaged theatre prop. Wine light drenched our pallid faces
and people laughed. And I was in disgrace for the remainder of my
life and even in the most secure hiding place of all, the ultimate
depths of Leonora’s bosom, the insults still reached my ears.










(8) My Biological Prism


On the road outside his house was a dead
rainbow. It might have been an oil slick that had separated into
bands of colour, but Thornton Excelsior had no interest in that
explanation. He stopped and peered. Was there anything he could do
to erase it? Then it twitched. It wasn’t dead after all, just badly
injured! He wrapped it in his coat and took it home, intending to
nurse it back to health.

He used his bedroom as a sickbay and kept the
rainbow in a cardboard box filled with fistfuls of cotton wool that
resembled summer clouds. The rainbow regained its strength and soon
was able to arch itself without assistance. Only now did Thornton
realise how young it was, not exactly a baby, but certainly a
toddler. He fed it on fake raindrops squeezed from a sponge and
beams of electric light.

When it was fully recovered it followed him
everywhere and became totally domesticated, sleeping against the
ceiling over his bed. Thornton felt it was his duty to reintroduce
it into the wild and took it for long walks under vast skies. But
the rainbow never strayed far from his side. Thornton’s friends
began to frown with disapproval whenever they passed him on the
street. Then the rainbow uttered its first word.

“Prism!” it cried loudly. “Prism!”

Thornton was touched but also concerned. The
rainbow was dependent on him to an unhealthy degree and wouldn’t
survive on its own. He had to make a renewed effort to loosen the
bonds, to undo the damage. One morning he left the house earlier
than usual, before the rainbow was awake, and he didn’t return
until after sunset. He found the rainbow in an acute state of
agitation because of his prolonged absence.

“It’s time we had a little talk,” he said
gruffly.

The rainbow quivered anxiously.

“I’m not your prism,” continued Thornton, “not
your real prism. I adopted you when you were an infantile
spectrum and raised you as my own, so in fact I’m just your
step-prism.”

The rainbow remained perfectly still.

“It’s true,” said Thornton almost defensively.
Then he fumbled in the pocket of his coat and withdrew a
transparent wedge of glass. “I went to all the curio shops, toured
all the street markets, and finally I found this. Don’t you
recognise it?”

“My biological prism,” said the rainbow. It was
neither a question nor a statement and Thornton sighed.

“Reunions like this don’t come cheap. The owner of
the antique store span me an improbable tale about the prism that
Isaac Newton bought at Stourbridge Fair in 1665, a casual purchase
that led to his discovery that white light is a mixture of all the
other colours. That prism was an ancestor of this one, the owner
said. I don’t know how that could be. Do you feel it might
be true? I think it’s just a fable.”

The rainbow sagged under its own barely detectable
weight.

Thornton set down the glass wedge with an audible
click on the top of his bedside table. “I’ll leave you alone
together. You need time to get properly acquainted. But you can’t
live here any longer, I’m afraid. My friends think I’ve become some
sort of pervert. Goodbye!”

He turned to leave, then paused at the door. “Take
the sponge with you but leave the lamp. I can live without indoor
rain but I enjoy reading in bed. I’m going to stay in a hotel in
another town for a few days. Please don’t be here when I get back.
That’s everything.”

The empty streets were straight and grey. Crossing
the bridge, he happened to glance down. A large prism was floating
on the current of the river and a shoal of rainbow fish followed
it.

“Adoption just isn’t for me,” said Thornton finally.










The Daylight Witch – Jim Steel


The sound of a buzzing fly, when broken
down to its component noises, merely sounds like a series of dry
little thumps and is quite unrecognisable as a harbinger of
corruption and death. It was the same with the knock on the door
one Saturday morning when little Sarah was lying in bed. No school
today—no school all week, in fact—but Saturdays were still special.
The television was always better. It must still be early, she
thought, as she climbed out of bed.

Sarah opened her bedroom door and crept silently
into the hall. There were strangers inside but the living room door
was ajar. She peeked through and saw a policeman and a policewoman
talking to her mum and dad. Everybody was sitting down. She crept
quietly back to her room. She remembered early morning police
visits from the time her stepbrother used to stay with them. It was
never good news. Best to leave the grown-ups alone. She picked up a
couple of her Barbies and took them back to bed with her.

But no one came to tell her to get up and
eventually she got bored. Judging that she had given the grown-ups
long enough to deal with whatever had to be dealt with, she got up
again and got dressed. She walked through to the living room and
slowly opened the door. The television was on but was turned down
low. It was showing a comedy for grown-ups but nobody was looking
at it. Her mum was still sitting on the sofa and her dad was making
cups of tea in the kitchen.

Her mum looked up at her and Sarah could tell that
she was really upset. “Oh Sarah—your brother’s missing.”

Sarah was puzzled. “Gary?” Gary was her
stepbrother.

“Gary?” said her mum. “No. It’s Ben. He didn’t
come home last night.”

Sarah frowned. Ben was her real brother. He was a
year younger than her. She remembered that her mum and dad were
pretty annoyed when they put her to bed last night and had quizzed
her to see if she knew where he was. This had happened on a couple
of occasions recently but he’d always turned up eventually. The
thought that he’d stayed out all night was just too strange for
words. Where would he have slept?

“Did he have a sleepover?” asked Sarah.

Mum looked sad. “No, pet, he didn’t. We don’t know
where he is.”

Dad came in with a cup of tea for mum and sat down
in his armchair. “We’ve told the police and they’re going to look
for him,” he said. “Can you remember if he said where he was going
yesterday?”

Sarah shook her head. “Can I watch my programme
now?” she asked.

***

William from next door ran up to her
when she was playing outside. She had been warned not to go away
from the front of the house and she didn’t want to, anyway, because
it looked like rain. A low heavy sky of buckled grey lay over the
concrete angles of Torrance Court.

“The witch has got your brother,” said William. He
was a podgy kid with dark hair. They weren’t friends but they
tolerated each other because they were neighbours. He would never
have spoken to her at school because it would never have occurred
to him to do so.

“What witch?” asked Sarah.

“She lives over there,” said William, pointing
through the concourse towards Fairway Court. “Do you want to see
where she lives?”

Sarah looked back at her own house. There was no
one at the windows. She nodded at William and said, “I don’t
believe in witches. Is she a real witch?”

“Yeah,” said William. “She eats children.”

“I don’t believe you. Is that what happened to
Ben?”

“Come on—I’ll show you,” said William. He turned
and started walking towards Fairway Court.

Sarah had lied when she said that she didn’t
believe in witches. It was the sort of thing a grown-up would say,
which was why she had said it. Grown-ups weren’t afraid of
anything. She looked back at her house again and started to follow
William. William glanced back twice to make sure she was coming. He
looked a little scared, she thought.

She caught up with him and they turned into
Fairway Court. There was no one else around but Sarah thought that
there must be plenty of people indoors. There were lots of terraced
flats here. If a witch jumped out at them all they had to do was
scream and a grown-up would come out and rescue them.

William stopped in the middle of the courtyard and
said, “She lives over there. That’s her house.”

Sarah stared but all she could see was a
blocked-off corner that looked as if it had been left over because
there wasn’t enough room to put a house there. A section of terrace
ran above it so you could shelter in it, she supposed, but there
was no way that you could mistake it for a flat or a house. It
didn’t even have the little bits of fence that enabled the
ground-floor houses to pretend that some of the paving slabs were
their gardens. She walked over towards it with William following
reluctantly behind. The temperature dropped suddenly and a couple
of big drops of rain splashed on the concrete around her. She
wondered if she had summoned the rain by just thinking about it.
Sometimes things like that seemed to happen. They ran over to the
witch’s corner to shelter.

“This isn’t a house,” said Sarah.

They were standing next to a mountain of rubbish
that was piled up against the back wall. Most of it consisted of
binbags and cardboard but there were bits of discarded furniture as
well. Some broken chairs and a mattress were visible and some of
the bags had split, leaking their contents onto the ground. The
tops of two large aluminium bins were just visible at the back of
the pile. They were considerably taller than Sarah but even they
had been swamped by the filth a long time ago.

“It is so,” said William. “It’s magic. She hides
it.”

He started to scrabble to the top.

“Where is she?” asked Sarah.

“She’s not here,” said William. “Come on up
here.”

“No. It’s too dirty.”

It smelt bad but William picked his way carefully
to the top. Bluebottles, just out of hibernation and still sluggish
with the chill of early spring, rose up and wobbled lazily away
from him. He was soon standing with his back against the wall and
his feet were now level with Sarah’s eyes. Bits of the pile were
moving and settling, even bits that William hadn’t scrabbled
over.

“Come down, William!”

William suddenly looked nervous. One of his feet
sank into the pile and he started to panic and gurn. He tried to
run down the pile and tripped and slid and bumped his way to the
bottom. He landed on the concrete floor on his hands and knees and
started to howl. The pile was still moving.

“We better get out of here, William. We’ll get
into trouble.”

William got to his feet, crying, and said, “Her
hand grabbed me.”

“Come on, William!”

They ran out into the rain and across Fairway
Court and into their own court and back to their own homes.

Safe.

***

The next morning was bright and there
was even a hint of heat in the sun for the first time that year.
Sarah was out playing on her scooter. Her brother still hadn’t come
back and the police were searching the river that ran behind the
estate. He’d had a horrible fascination with that river, her mum
had said, and he wouldn’t take a telling.

There were three ways out of Torrance Court. Each
of the terraced flats on the floor had back doors, of course, but
they didn’t count. If you were in the courtyard, there were only
three ways out: the archway into Fairway Court, of course; the way
out to the main road; and the way past the high flats that led down
to the river. Sarah was watching the one that led down to the river
and didn’t see the old woman come in from the main road.

She could see a couple of policemen climbing down
the bank beyond the iron railings. They didn’t look comfortable and
she wondered if they were going to slip. They wore luminous jackets
that glinted in the sunlight. Something moved and she looked down
at the concrete. There was another shadow beside her own and she
spun and saw the witch.

The witch stopped walking towards her and looked
at the policemen in the distance. She was wearing a flapping
overcoat and an ankle-length skirt. A pair of heavy work boots was
just visible beneath the skirt. Everything about her was shapeless
and colourless and only her shadow was well defined.

“What are they doing?” asked the witch.

Sarah glanced at her front gate that was off to
the side of them. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers,” she
said.

“Then you had better not, then,” said the
witch.

Sarah ran to her gate, all the time feeling the
eyes of the witch upon her. She unlatched the gate and slipped into
her yard. Did a few potted plants on the slab make it a garden? It
was to Sarah, and she felt safe behind the wooden fence. The witch
turned and headed towards Fairway Court, rocking slightly as she
walked. Sarah watched until she had turned the corner and then went
back out of the garden. She walked towards Fairway Court and
decided to keep away from the corner in case the witch was waiting
behind it. Her legs felt shaky and she wondered if she was doing
something wrong. There were a couple of people smoking on the upper
terrace of Kings Court and that emboldened her. The witch couldn’t
do anything if there were grown-ups around.

She turned into Fairway Court and stopped in her
tracks. In the corner, where yesterday there had been only rubbish,
stood a rickety-rackety cottage. The walls were made of broken
bottles and tin cans and silver paper. It glittered in the sunshine
and hurt her eyes. The witch, who was just going inside, turned
and, with a knowing smile, beckoned to Sarah. She seemed to flow
inside and the door closed behind her.

Sarah stood and stared at the cottage, unable to
believe what she was seeing. She started to walk warily towards it.
She looked around but again there was no one else visible in
Fairway Court. Three of the cottage walls were the concrete walls
of the alcove and the roof sloped up until it met the floor of the
terrace above it, but even so it could be no bigger than her
bedroom inside.

The door was opening again.

A big muscular dog pushed out. It was almost tall
as Sarah and its short-haired coat was the same indefinite
grey-brown as the witch’s clothes. Sarah turned and ran. She didn’t
look back. She got to her gate with the dog’s feet thumping loudly
behind her. In the gate, slam it shut and up to the door. The dog
had stopped running. She struggled with the handle and after an
eternity of seconds got it open. Inside, door slam, safe. A shout
of annoyance from the kitchen.

Sarah went through to the living room and looked
out of the window. The dog was sitting on the other side of the
fence—only a few yards from the window—staring right at her. Its
eyes were horrible. She dropped down to the carpet.

Her dad came into the room. “How many times do you
have to be told not to slam the door?” Then he softened a bit.
“What’s wrong?”

“I got chased by a dog,” said Sarah.

“What dog?” he asked, walking over to the window.
“Oh good grief.”

There was some shouting from outside and her dad
ran to the hall. She risked a look out of the window and saw that
the dog was slouching off. It was glancing up at the terraced
walkway above her house where someone was hurling obscenities at
it. Her dad went outside and hollered at it as well but by that
time it was already on its back to Fairway Court. Her dad talked
for a while with the woman above them and then came back inside.
Sarah didn’t dare go back outside until later on that
afternoon.

***

William ran over to her to ask about the
dog. He’d heard about it from his mum.

After she’d told him what happened, he said, “I
told you about the witch. She only ever comes out in the
daylight.”

Sarah looked up at the overcast sky. A watery disc
could just be discerned through the clouds but there wasn’t enough
direct light to cast shadows.

“If we went over to look at her cottage now,” he
said, “It would be gone. Are you coming?”

Sarah was too frightened to go. William suddenly
looked a little less confident as well. “I’m going to wait until it
gets darker,” he said. “Will you come then?”

“Maybe,” lied Sarah. She knew she wouldn’t be
allowed out.

And, later on when her doorbell rang, she heard
her mum talking to William. She never came through to the living
room to tell Sarah that William had been round, though.

***

William vanished the next day.

At first, when William’s mum came to the door,
Sarah thought that he’d gone missing the previous evening but it
turned out that he’d disappeared that morning. William’s mum was
angry because they were supposed to be going somewhere, so Sarah’s
mum said they would look after him till she got back. Best to leave
a note on the door for him and let him know.

Sarah knew what had happened to him.

***

“Sarah, pet, could you run over and
Sellotape this to William’s door? I’m a bit busy at the
moment.”

Sarah took the sheet of paper from her mum. She
knew there was no point in telling her about the witch.

“Thanks,” said her mum. The note said, in big
felt-tip letters, “William—go to Sarah’s house”. Her mum had
already stuck a length of Sellotape to the top of it.

Sarah opened the door and looked outside. It was
safely cloudy but there was a stiff, changeable breeze. Her dad
blamed the neighbouring high-rises for the winds, saying that they
sucked down the air or something. Not important. She ran into
William’s garden intending to pin up the notice and be back home in
no time at all. But the wind caught the Sellotape and twisted it
back on to the paper. She pulled at it and tried to peel it off but
it tore at the paper. It would have to do. She stuck it above the
letterbox. It wouldn’t stick properly but eventually she had it
hanging there. She took a step backwards and a gust of wind grabbed
it as it fell off again and flung it against William’s fence. Just
as she reached the fence, it slipped between the railings and blew
out into the courtyard.

Sarah ran out of the gate and tried to catch it
but, every time she got near, the wind made it jump away from her.
It was heading towards Fairway Court. Her stomach started to feel
fluttery and the strength began to ebb from her legs. There were
patches of blue visible overhead but the sun was still behind a
dark cloud that was racing across the sky. She rushed into Fairway
Court after the paper and tried to ignore the slope of rubbish in
the corner. Halfway across the concrete paving she succeeded in
catching the note and clutched it tightly in her little hand. She
was standing in a patch of sunlight. She looked up and saw that the
sun was bouncing along the edge of the cloud, partially
visible.

She looked across to the corner and saw with alarm
that the sunlight was racing across the ground towards it. Before
she could turn away she was dazzled by a powerful shard of
reflected sunlight. The house was back, glistening in the rays. The
door began to open and the witch slid out from behind it, grinning
at Sarah as she appeared. The courtyard fell into shade as cloud
moved across the sun again and the horror faded from sight,
revealing the rubbish tip that it overlaid. Sarah was frozen,
mesmerised. She saw shadows start to appear again as the sun bored
its way through a thin patch of cloud and suddenly the cottage was
there again, glittering and solid. And the witch reappeared,
several yards on from where she had last been. She was coming
towards Sarah.

Sarah turned and ran. She knew she could never
make it back to her own house on time so she ran towards the river.
The far bank was in shadow and it looked like the cloud cover was
coming this way. She ran as hard as she could between the two tower
blocks to the north of Fairway Court, still clutching the note in
her hands. She knew the witch couldn’t be far behind but she didn’t
dare look back.

She reached the iron fence. It was higher than her
but a pole had been bent sideways to allow access for kids. She
could just about squeeze through, worrying as she did so that she
was going to feel cold fingers on her arm. Maybe the witch would be
too big to fit. Maybe the witch would get stuck.

The muddy slope down to the river was steep and as
Sarah turned she slipped and landed on her hands.

“I’m going to get you, girlie!”

She looked up and saw that the witch was somehow,
impossibly, squeezing through the gap. Her bones were bending under
her clothes. Her head and one shoulder were already through. Sarah
started to scrabble sideways along the riverbank. She was now able
to grasp tufts of grass which stopped her sliding any further down
towards the steadily-flowing water. No sign of cloud-cover, no sign
of escape.

The witch was nearly through the gap but one of
her boots caught on the fence. She swore at the fence and pulled
until the boot came off, revealing a big, grey paw with black
claws. Sarah began to scramble further along the riverbank. The
witch slipped halfway down to the river and tried to dig her way up
with her hands. She was nearly back up to the fence when the other
boot came off and bounced down into the thick water. The paws gave
her no purchase on the mud and she began to slide down the slope
again.

“Help me, girlie—I’m just an old woman!”

The witch tried to stand upright as she reached
the water’s edge and merely succeeded in toppling backwards into
the river. Her baggy clothes billowed out around her as the
fast-following and muddy water pulled her out into the current. She
was sinking.

Sarah carefully worked her way back up to the
fence and grabbed on to the poles with both hands. She looked back
and watched the shapeless mass of darkness disappear under the
surface as it moved away down the river. She squeezed through the
fence and walked back into Fairway Court, shaking. The corner with
the rubbish was still brightly illuminated by sunlight but that was
all it was. Bags and broken furniture. She walked closer.

Now she could hear something. There was banging
coming from inside one of the large bins.

***

Sarah was eating her fish fingers at the
kitchen table and was happy to be invisible to adults again. She
still wasn’t entirely sure that she hadn’t got into trouble; the
grown-ups had all got into a bit of a state when the boys had
turned up. She could see Ben watching one of his programmes in the
living room if she glanced through the door. He seemed none the
worse for his adventure but, admittedly, that was probably because
neither he nor William could remember what exactly had happened to
them. However, they were in good shape physically and even seemed
to have put on a bit of weight somehow.

“Chemicals,” said her dad, referring to the
amnesia. “There were some heavy-duty batteries in that dump that
had leaked. I bet it was them. You would have thought that was the
first place the police would have checked.”

“We’ve been saying for ages that place was a
health hazard,” said her mum. “At least it’ll be cleared out now so
some good’s come of it all.”

Sarah started on her last fish finger. She had
saved that one till the end because it had the most tomato sauce on
it.

“The police attitude was abysmal. I mean, they
were the ones who were looking in the wrong places,” said her
dad.

“And then there was that poor old woman who
drowned at the weir. They didn’t even find her and that’s where
they looked for the boys. It was some teenagers who saw the body.
She was homeless, wasn’t she?”

Sarah looked sharply up at them.

Her dad switched the kettle back on. “That’s
right. They’ve managed to find a sister, though. She wanted to come
as soon as possible and see the place for herself but she won’t be
able to get here until after dark.”

Outside the kitchen window the streetlights were already
starting to flicker and glow as they began their evening struggle
against the shadows.










Off and On Again – Alison Littlewood


To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

I had the strangest dream last
night—that my friends had actual faces and voices and hands. They
were all in one room, and we talked—I can’t remember about what,
but it was good talk, you know? Then I woke up and found
we’d all been sucked back into a computer screen.

All there was left in the whole blister was these
people who sort of looked like people, but weren’t. They spent all
their time wandering up and down the corridors, and I kept walking
up to them and trying to talk, only there was nothing inside. They
were just shells. Machines.

Funny, that.

So, computerman—what’s doing? You sorted the
gennie yet? Sorry, power plant. I called ours a gennie the other
day in front of one of them, and you know exactly the kind
of look they gave me.

Tell all. Going nuts here. Thank god for a little
human contact.

Stu

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Haha—Stu, you loser. Your
subconscious freaks me out, you know that? Like the idea, though.
The toffs as machines… yes, I could buy that. This morning my
“supervisor”—I know, I know—said I could perhaps take on looking
after the seed store as well as the gennie. I don’t know what
planet these folk are living on.

Actually, I do. I just don’t want to think about
it.

Does it ever strike you that the seed store is
like sacred or something? I went to take a look with the supe and
when he got there he started to talk in whispers. And the
others—they seem to go there just to look at it. Course, it’s right
in the centre of the blister pod, and right by the food store and
the water system, but the way they look at it—I don’t know.

Future in a box, I call it. Stu, do you seriously
think we can just pop the blister one day (ha!) and everything will
start to grow again? I have this picture of all these green
tendrils crawling out like tentacles.

I can’t somehow picture it. Plenty of folk say
there’ll be nothing but desert left after the fires have passed
over. And yet, the leaders here—they say the fires will make
everything more fertile. I’m not so sure. Sometimes I wonder if
they’re only trying to stop everyone panicking.

You know what I think? By the time we get out of
here, we can head for the poles. And the ones who managed to buy
their way into the poles—they’re going to have to let us in then,
aren’t they?

Anyway—even if there’s good earth left after the
fires, by the time we get out of the blisters all we’re going to
have is a bunch of seeds and miles of ground and a load of withered
humanity who wouldn’t know a trowel if someone smashed them in the
face with it.

I think that’s what they’d call irony, and I call
a fucking joke.

Speaking of which, I have to get back to the
gennie. She’s kind of high maintenance, you know that?

Seeya.

Ha.

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Ah come on, man—the seeds have to
make it. It’s not like they’re the ones screwed it all up. The
triumph of nature, and all that—don’t you even watch the movies?
It’s not like there’s anything else to do. Change a few light bulbs
so the toffs don’t have to live in the dark and they’re happy.

One of them asked me today which application
scheme I used to get into the blister. When I said engineering he
didn’t even say anything. Didn’t raise an eyebrow, just walked away
like I wasn’t even there. Not worth bothering with, the likes of
us, Jacky boy. Not even worth spitting on. Just—no response at all.
You know?

Send me an email, man, before I go nuts. That
reminds me—do you ever wonder what would happen if the email goes
down? Hope to god we buried the cables deep enough.

Stu.

PS. How many toffs does it take to change a light
bulb?

None, Jacky boy. None at all.

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Stu—light bulbs?! You’re kidding
me. I spent half last night trying to make new cables for the
gennie. Not change them, you note. Make them. You ever
tried to make a cable? Anyway. Sometimes I think the seeds are the
only thing should survive. We screwed it up, screwed
everything up, and now we recycle everything including our own piss
and think we’re doing a good thing.

They say the fires will be right over our heads
soon. I hope we buried ourselves deep enough, let alone the
cables.

Anyway. Movies? Can you seriously watch that shit?
All those old films with green and life and stuff in them. Cos I
can’t. It’s like they don’t make sense to me anymore.

Right, gotta go. Worthless people to keep alive.
(Does it occur to you sometimes that half the folk here are already
dead, and all we’re doing is tending the corpses?)

No?

Just me then. :)

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Haha. Wish they were.

Actually, second thoughts—can you imagine
wandering round here on your own? I don’t think it’s the tunnels
that would do my head in. It’d be all the doors, all those grey
metal doors and wondering what’s behind them. Maybe the toffs have
their uses after all.

Why the hell didn’t we put tunnels between the
blisters, though? That would have been cool. We could’ve had meets.
All the dirty-handed folk in one place and all the ones who bought
their way in, in another.

OK, bad idea. We’d just lock ’em out, and in a
couple of hundred years there’d only be one blister remaining—ours,
obviously. They’d all be dead of a malfunctioning natural daylight
simulator or something. Pfizzle!!

Hmm…

Good job the supes don’t read these emails. :)

Stu

PS. Don’t worry about the fires, man. That’s what
the blisters were made for, remember? If it weren’t for the probes
up on the surface, you wouldn’t even know they were there.

PPS. You could tell the toffs they’re gonna burn,
though. :D

PPPS. Keep the corpses fresh, Jack.

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Ha ha, don’t—and don’t tempt me to
tell ’em that. If I said the toffs were going to burn they’d feed
me to the flames just so they didn’t have to go first. Couldn’t
have an “engie” outlasting a toff, could we? That wouldn’t be
right.

It just beats me what they’re going to spend their
money on once they get out of here. There’s a thought must keep ’em
up at nights.

Bastards. :D

Still having probs with the gennie, Stu. You ever
had trouble with the main hub? Cos ours is a bitch. I tried to get
another crew on it today but they said they’ve got problems of
their own.

More bastards. :/

Seeya. Sort of.

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

No, our hub’s pretty stable. You
tried turning it off and on again? ;-)

Check the manifest, though. There’s supposed to be
two of everything in the parts room, isn’t there? Enough to rebuild
the entire hub if you have to.

Had this weird dream last night. There was this
toff, and he looked all right in parts—face and skin and hair and
all that, but all he did is stand in a corner and stare at me.
Didn’t say anything, didn’t react to anything. So I started
stripping him down to see why he wasn’t working (ha), only there
was nothing inside. But there’s this smell, right? Charring meat,
like one of my old man’s barbecues. So I tried the computer. I shut
it down and took the panel off and there was this meat inside it,
no circuits, just wet, stinking meat…

Ha. Barbecues.

You remember those, right?

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack? You still there, man?

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack Mayhew

Sorry, Stu. It’s been a freaking
long day. Know what I found out? The other team’s working on the
dome. The dome. They wouldn’t tell me what’s wrong with
it, but the supe had a freaking freaked out look in his eyes.

Anyway, I’ve checked the manifest and checked the
store, and if the two things ever bore any kind of relation, I’d
love to know when.

Still, I am a master of improvisation. :)

The power plant’s struggling. I’ve had to start
cutting off the electricity in different sections of the
blister—I’m doing it in rotation, apart from the essential
areas—and you can imagine how that’s going down with the toffs.
Still, it seems to be keeping it going. Means the temperature
fluctuates from tunnel to tunnel, though, and every time it changes
in here I think—hell, you know what I think.

Course, I keep telling them it’ll all be fine.
Magic words.

They seem to believe me. :/

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack,

Hey, man, hope it’s all going OK. I know it
will—you know what you’re doing. You wouldn’t be there if you
didn’t.

We had some good news here. One of the toffs is
pregnant (I know, a baby toff—it ain’t that great, but it’s
something). I was beginning to think they were all too busy trying
to work out who was most important, or richer, or something, than
to get on with being the human seed bank they’re supposed to be.
I’d assist, of course. ;-) but that might entail one of them
actually looking at me, and you know none of them like to do that.
Might be infected with, I dunno, an ounce of actual usefulness or
something.

Anyway—it’s a nice thought, isn’t it? Babies
running around the place, and their babies—hell, we should be
outside again by then, shouldn’t we? It’s kind of a weird thought,
though—kids knowing nothing else but the blister their whole
lives.

Don’t forget—turn it off and on again. It’ll all
be fine.

Keep in touch.

Stu

PS. You ever want kids, Jack?

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack?

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Auto responder—recipient
unavailable—try again later

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack, are you there?

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Sorry, man, just had to go AWOL for
a while. Things are—interesting, but OK. Worry ye not. They say the
fires are here. A little behind schedule, but no one’s complaining.
Did you ever believe in global warming before this, Stu? I mean,
really believe in it? They should’ve called it global freaking
incineration, but they always did like to dress things up in cotton
wool. The flammable kind, probably.

Things are holding so far.

Took me a while to connect to email today—got on
OK now though. We seem to have buried the cables deep enough. It
bodes well :)

Laterz,

Jack

PS. You kidding? They wouldn’t let the engies
breed anyway. Might screw up the gene pool.

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Haha. Yeah, you’re probably right
there.

I had a great dream last night. I was outside, and
everything was quiet, not like that endless humming you get from
the gennie and the lights and the monitors and everything else. It
was quiet, and the air was cold, and it was like this brown land,
you know? Everything gone, everything dead, everything we did to
fuck it up and it’s brown and grey and dead, only on the dome of
this hill, something was growing.

It’s hard to say how amazing it was. There was
this green fuzz, like two-day stubble. Like my old man’s beard.

On that note—all will be fine, man. Just turn it
off and on again.

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

Gotta be quick. Problems—dome got
hairline cracks- everyone on repairs, even toffs—tell all l8r.

cya

wish still had drms like that

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack, it’s saying the line’s down.
Did you sort the dome? Are you there? It’s probably the cables.
I’ll run a diagnostic.

To:
StuKiernan@blister32.net2.com

From: Jack
Mayhew

- Message undeliverable -

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Just had a fucking undeliverable. I
hope you’re OK, man. Be in touch soon.

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack, in the name of arse, would
you answer me?

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

Jack, you gotta talk to me, man.
You’ve got a job to do here—i.e. keeping me sane. Number one
priority, so get to it.

I hope the dome held. Of course, the dome held.
That’s what we built them to do. No way the dome has failed. It’s
gotta be the cables. Shit, man, I spent all this time hoping we
buried them deep enough, and now I’m hoping we didn’t.

It’s the cables. Of course, it’s the cables. So,
whatever. We’ll be out of touch for a while. No matter. I’m going
to keep writing this, and when the fires have passed over we’ll get
the cables fixed—heard you’re good at that, ha—or they’ll just
start working again, we’ll turn them off and on again, and you’ll
get all these emails and tell me I’m a dumb fucker for sending
them. I’ll laugh about it.

Ever think that’s what the Earth is doing now,
Jack? Like, rebooting. Turning itself off and on again. So that
everything will be OK.

It’ll all be fine, Jack, I promise you that. It
will all be fine. All we need to do is fix the cables.

To:
JackMayhew@blister7.net2.com

From: Stu
Kiernan

I had this dream last night, Jack.
You were there, and so were the other engies. We were drinking
wine, good, rich wine, only there was something wrong with the
light. Then I realised it was because we were outside, it was a
fine, sunny day, and everyone was together and laughing.

Funnily enough my old man was there too, and he
had the barbecue smoking. Always did get the barbecue too smoky, my
old man.

Shit.

There were trees, Jack. Did you know some plants
actually need fire to continue? It’s true. I looked it up. They
have their seeds packed really tight, inside this resin—a resin
blister, and it’s not until a fire cracks it open that the
tree will grow.

I’ve been thinking about that a lot.

One day the fires will have passed and the blister
will crack and we’ll all go outside. And I find myself wondering,
now, if there won’t be a fine green line somewhere on a hillside,
just a fuzz of something growing. Everything rebooted. Switched off
and on again, like clockwork.

I think it will happen, Jack. And I’ll see you
there when it does.

It’ll be weird, I know. Actual faces and voices
and hands. Try not to get mine dirty, would you? Who knows, I might
be one of the toffs by then. One of them actually spoke to me the
other day. And you know what? She wasn’t so bad.

No, I’m not going soft on you.

But I want kids, Jack. Did I ever tell you that? I
want kids. Lots of kids, laughing and running about and being
cheeky little beggars, all of us standing on a soft green hillside.
I want to cook for them, spark up a barbecue and get it smoky as
hell, so that everyone coughs and says my food tastes like crap. Is
that too much, Jack?

It’ll happen. Gotta believe it’s gonna happen.

And when it does you’re gonna be there, if only so
I can say I told you so.

I’m signing off now, but I’ll tell you this:
sometimes I think you’re the only real person left. Keep the lights
on, man.

It’ll be all right.

I’ll see you soon, Jack.

Ha.










Old Preach’s Gods – Z.J. Woods
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The old man showed up one Monday a
handful of hours after dusk, walked his mule between the two
red-brick teeth up at the border, going wide round great cracks in
the pavement. The dozen of us out that night watched him get bigger
as he came downhill. He looked well enough but even from far off
the mule looked damn near to falling over. Maybe mules always
do.

His face was all crags, one or two might’ve been
old scars, and his teeth were very long and whiter than ours. He
raised a hand in greeting. We all stood and some of us put hands to
guns.

He called out, “Have I got gods for you.”

We thought maybe he was crazy, or more likely that
he meant “goods”, the mule was burdened enough.

Old Willis bit down on his cigarette and said,
“Come to trade?”

“Come to trade gods, if you got any.”

Willis gave his son a nod, and the boy went
forward. His silver pistol shone orange in the firelight and looked
too large. Young Willis said, “You got any guns, you gotta let us
see ’em.”

The old man shrugged and said, “Ain’t got
none.”

“We gotta search you anyway. You understand.”

The old man put his arms out straight. Young
Willis set to feeling him down, and afterward the Willises helped
him unload the mule and went through the baggage. There were no
weapons. A space opened near the fire.

I said, “Ain’t safe going about without a rifle at
least, these days. If you got anything to trade—”

“No, no. Just got what I need.”

“Well we can’t feed you if you ain’t got nothing
to give us.”

“Oh, that’s alright—I can feed myself, thank
you.”

Old Willis said, “Then you’re on your way
through?” He was thinking that travellers don’t come down Burton
way. I knew he was thinking it because we all were thinking it.

The old man said, “I told you—I’ll give you some
gods, and if you got any gods yourselves, I’ll take ’em. Even
one’ll do.”

Bet put hands in her pockets and said, “Damn sure
I speak for all of us when I say I don’t know what you’re carrying
on about.”

He showed those long, long teeth. He sat
cross-legged by the fire, very close. He glowed the colour of
asphalt. “Well I’ll show you. Listen here.”

Most of us listened. One of the young ones took
her man’s hand and they went off toward the river.

The old man said, “Folk call me Old Preach because
I bring religion. That’s my business and it’s my only business.

“Now, maybe you think you get on fine without
religion. But religion’s everywhere, you got it whether you like it
or not, you breathe and shit religion. Or maybe you think you got
enough religion already, but the first thing you gotta know about
religion is there’s always some you ain’t got. You got religion
from the sun on down to the dirt, well, you still ain’t got the
worms.

“So here’s what I do. I give you some gods, and if
you got any gods you give me some back, and I move on. Is your
river clean?”

We all blinked for a minute. I said, “Huh?”

“I gotta water the beast. Damn near forgot.”

Old Willis said, “Clean enough for a mule. Get on
it, Wil.”

Young Willis frowned hard as he could but he knew
better than to bitch and moan. He got up and hauled the mule down
toward the river. He tried to keep away from where the other two
had gone.

The old man put his hands on his knees and he
said, “Well alright. Seeing as it’s Monday, you know how Monday got
its name?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s Mon. Little pale
fella, Mon, always got the black circles under his eyes. He’s the
god of waking up and getting to work. Looks so worn down all the
time because he’s always just woke up.

“You pray to Mon when you set off on a long walk.
You leave one coffee bean there behind you, he’ll get at it soon as
you’re not around to see him. Once, a long time back, so many
people left one coffee bean behind that Mon never ran out, he had a
full mug beside him night and day. But then we got greedy and
decided our coffee’s more important than safe travels, and, well,
now it’s safer to travel with a gun than without.” He shrugged or
maybe settled his shoulders and let out a sigh. “Coffee ain’t cheap
now this far north, but I reckon one little bean’s a small cost for
a safe trip.”

We all sat there for a while smiling at the
far-off look on his face. I don’t know about the rest, but I smiled
because I was a little embarrassed at him and smiling seemed like
the best thing to do.

Old Willis said, “Well okay then,” and stood. “We
oughta be getting to sleep, I figure. Mister—Preach? I think maybe
we can find you some shelter if—”

“No, no. I got a tent for myself. I like it out
here in the open.”

Old Willis said, “Well.” I bet he was glad he wouldn’t have to
live near the mule. “Well,” he said, and he turned and went for the
river.
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I woke late and caught Old Preach
prowling round the tomato garden while Delphie, who was still a
girl then, watched from inside. She’d turn her head far as she
could then turn her body all round at last. Old Preach went off
after that and nobody saw him again until the fire.

The fire had become his campfire. It didn’t bother
him that when we all gathered we set the fire to burning higher up
than his tent went. He pulled his tent back a little and carried on
with sitting by the fire with his eyes down. His mule was watered
and Young Willis sat fidgeting beside his dad. It was quiet until
Old Willis said, “Well now, Mister Preach—you got another god for
us tonight?”

The old man slapped his knee. “Ha!”

We watched him. He watched us back.

“I was only thinking. Sure I got another god.
Religion’s my business. What day’s today?”

Young Willis said, “Why it’s Tuesday, accourse,”
and Old Willis cuffed him one and he yelped.

Old Preach said, “Tuesday—yep, I reckon let’s talk
about Tue some. Not two like the number—that’s tee-you-ee
for those who’ve got their alphabet. There’s only one Tue and she’s
the goddess of the colour blue.” He gave us his palms. “Now hold
on, I know you’re wondering, What’s the use of that? Well the
daytime sky wouldn’t be blue if Tue hadn’t gotten Mon up that last
time.

“See, Mon’s the god of waking up, but the thing
you gotta understand is that everyone screws the pooch once. So the
last time Mon slept was the night before he was supposed to paint
the sky, and he slept too long, and none of the colours cared to go
after him except Tue. She dragged him out to where the colours were
waiting, only they weren’t waiting no more ’cause they’d all gotten
up early and didn’t feel like standing round. But Tue was true—and
that’s why the sky’s blue. And Mon never slept again, and the rest
is as I told it yesterday.”

Bet said, “I reckon you couldn’t say how you told
it yesterday. I reckon you’re pulling it all outta your ass and you
never heard of no gods before.”

Old Willis said, “Now, Bet.” And he was right, we
couldn’t complain so long as the old man took nothing from us, and
Bet shut up.

I said, “I guess tomorrow you’re gonna tell us
about Wen.”

He said, “Sure—tomorrow.” He went inside his tent. When the moon
was high we all went off to sleep.
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“Wen’s the goddess of middles, and
mountaintops which are the middles of mountains, and she lives in
the middle of the earth. Now, I didn’t tell you how to pray to Tue
’cause there ain’t much use in praying for more blue or less blue,
and nobody’d know how even if they wanted to. Wen, though—” He took
up a peanut-shell and flicked it into the fire. “Don’t matter what
you throw in, you just make sure it lands in the middle. Give or
take, you know, ’cause Wen ain’t too particular, ’cause if she were
then mountaintops wouldn’t be the middles of mountains.”

Young Willis said, “You got a story about Wen like
you did Tue?”

Bet’s eyebrows came together to make one
eyebrow.

Old Preach said, “Wen don’t do much, she just
is, and I reckon that’s doing more than some other gods
ever do. Anyone who’s seen a wheel go knows how important Wen is,
and anyone with a wagon knows well enough to pray to her.”

We all looked toward Big Rufus, who kept the
wagon. Big Rufus put his hands up.

“Least I hope anyone with a wagon knows better than to pay Wen
no mind.”
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We all stood behind Old Willis who stood
over Old Preach. Nobody bothered to raise the fire. Old Willis
said, “It was fine when you minded your business but now it’s gone
too far.”

Old Preach frowned up at Old Willis.

Big Rufus freed himself from the ranks at last and
covered Old Willis’s shoulder with a hand, and he said, “He ain’t
fibbin’. I didn’t trust him so I set and watched the wagon all day
and nobody came in nor out.” He was very quiet and we all leaned
forward to hear. “That ol’ axle broke because I shoulda seen it
needed fixin’ and I didn’t.”

Old Willis frowned hard with his eyes.

Old Preach said, “Well I can tell you I ain’t been
down to your settlement since the morning before last.” He thumbed
toward me. “This’un saw me—didn’t you?”

I said, “Sure.”

Wolves howled atop the ridge. We tiptoed around
with rifles on our backs because we couldn’t know whether they were
starved enough to come down, or how many there were. It sounded
like there were a good lot of them.

Old Preach said, “Let’s get the fire up. I don’t
like the sound of them wolves.”

Old Willis said, “Somebody get the damn fire
going.”

Somebody did. We waited until the fire climbed
above Old Preach’s tent and spoke no more than half a dozen words
at once.

“Thursday—”

The sawdust voice made us jump. Old Willis paid no
attention to anything.

“Thur’s the god of thirst.”

Big Rufus said, “Tomorrow I meant to wagon on down
the river, out west a ways, out to Sand Spring.”

“You can pray all you like to Wen, but she can’t
say hardly nothing against thirst. Mon needs his coffee but he
can’t take more water for the brewing than Thur gives him. And
where there ain’t water, there usually ain’t blue. Thur’s one of
them gods we gotta live around. He keeps you from the spring, you
catch rainwater. He contaminates your rain jugs, you boil
river-water. You just keep going and pay him no mind ’cause there
ain’t much point.”

Old Willis coughed. He stood and went away and he
dragged Young Willis off with him.

“Have a good long piss or a sweat. That’s praying
to Thur.”

Bet stood and said, “I reckon we oughta sleep,”
and others stood yawning and stretching.

I watched them go until it was just me and Old
Preach. The old man eyed me. You couldn’t tell in the firelight but
the whites of his eyes were very yellow.

He said, “Ain’t you gonna sleep, too?”

I touched my rifle with the tips of my fingers. I
said, “I’ll stay a while down here and see if them wolves go
away.”

“Hm.”

We said nothing for a long time.

Then Old Preach asked me, “Why d’you reckon we
forgot years and months and remembered days of the week?”

“It’s easier to plan things when you know you’ll
need more grain Tuesday next—why do you think it is?”

He said, “It’s something to do.” He shuffled back
into the tent.

The wolves howled away and I kept the fire high and bright for a
long time. I never got to use the rifle.
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Next night I was tired but I had to go
up to the fire with everybody else. It came time to tap a barrel of
berry liquor and that meant celebrating. Big Rufus spent most of
the day mending that axle such as he could. I went over and helped
him load the liquor and big baskets of potato bread, jerky, and
peaches into the wagon. I hopped in back and sat with my back to
the barrel to make sure it didn’t roll over everything.

There might’ve been two dozen of us there when
Rufus and I showed up and Old Preach sat by the fire as usual. We
all set into the food. Old Preach asked for nothing but I took up
his little tin cup and filled it halfway with liquor. He nodded and
threw his head back and put it all away in one go.

He said, “Good thing—Friday’s Fri’s day, and Fri’s
the god of peace. You pray to him by celebrating and by not
carrying guns. I like me some peace, see, so I do both as much as I
can.” He put his hands over his gut and laughed like he’d been
saving it up, a low enduring laugh.

Young Willis said, “Is there anything else to
Fri?”

“Naw. He’s just everybody’s friend, is all. Hell,
when Fri’s cup comes round even Thur takes a little sip—just a tiny
little one, and he pretends like he didn’t, but everyone knows he
did.”

We carried on till well past midnight. If there
were any wolves left we would’ve scared them halfway to Goodmill.
Then when six or eight lay passed out around the fire and the rest
made to leave, Old Preach said, “Well, I reckon I better be off
tomorrow noon.”

Everyone looked at him. Bet looked like she meant to say
something but they all just turned and went. I lay out behind a log
off the road a ways and made like I was too drunk to get up. I
slept there in the grass.
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I got up a little after dawn. All the
honest drunks had gone off and Old Preach was packing his things. I
went behind a wall and prayed to Thur and then I helped Old Preach
where I could. He kept quiet the whole time.

Near noon he was about ready to go and a few came
up from the settlement to see him off. Old Willis came up probably
because he felt like it was his duty, and Young Willis, and Jas and
Mildred came with a loaf of potato bread and four peaches tied in a
sack which they gave to Old Preach. Old Preach just nodded and
packed the food up with the rest.

He took the mule’s lead and he said, “Well then.”
He waved two fingers in farewell.

I said, “Now hold on.”

“Hm?”

“Look here—Satur’s the god of goodbyes and going
to sleep at night. He ain’t awake much but he sorta shifts some
when people meet each other and everyone gets what they want before
they go their own ways.”

“That so?”

“Yup.”

“Well alright then.” He turned and went the way
he’d come.

As he went he took a little black thing from his pocket and
threw it over his shoulder. A coffee bean, like as not. I watched
where it landed but that night at the fire I forgot to check if it
was still there.










“Better than Llandudno, eh?” – Michael W.
Thomas


An extract from PILGRIMS AT THE WHITE
HORIZON.

Keith Huxtable. Rowan Tree
Lane, South Staffordshire. Plumbing and Maintenance, Private and
Commercial Sites (“Best Rates at Soonest Dates”). Not the happiest
of husbands but among the most doting of fathers. And now, it
seems, the Creator of Razalia, the remotest planet in the Arc of
the Sixteen. Razalia: nothing more than an unfinished sketch at the
back-end of “The Magenta Line”, a story in the 1950 Mercury Annual,
one of the jewels in Keith’s sci-fi and fantasy collection (itself,
in fact, something of a jewel). But now, it seems, Razalia is
real—and is in danger of vanishing, yard by glaring white yard. A
saviour is needed—a pilgrim-Creator.

Keith and his daughter Imogen (Mog) have just
spent a pleasant afternoon with George Philpotts, florid proprietor
of The Last Emporium, and his wife Edna. They thought they were
driving back from leafy Chivsull. Suddenly they aren’t….

George’s fingers drummed their way
round the telephone table, faddled with the cord, then made for the
receiver. Coming in from the kitchen, Edna produced a dishcloth and
poked it warningly at his head.

“George, leave the poor lad. It’s a Sunday.”

George raised his head in profile: “Edna. Hoj is,
I allow, one of the old redoubtables, notwithstanding his
barbarity, notwithstanding his unconscionable taste in clothes and
music. He is a true son of the cosmos.”

“I’m keeping you off the wine from now on,
George.”

“Nevertheless…” Studying the receiver, he lifted
it, braced to parry the dishcloth. “Buds must be nipped, Edna. Bad
apples must be winkled out. I can’t have a lieutenant of mine
razing and rebuilding the Emporium on his own whim like a
biblical city of old.”

“George!” The dishcloth waggled in slow menace.
“He was doing fine when I looked in yesterday. Selling all sorts,
fielding enquiries, getting smiles all round. Looked like better
trade than the usual Saturday.”

The receiver’s earpiece found a home on George’s
breast: “Thank you, my dear, right where it hurts. Why does the
world level its arrows at a poor man’s heart?”

“If you took up half of his suggestions, you’d
have more space and more chance of getting at all the forgotten
stock.”

“Nothing is forgotten, Edna.” Now the receiver
tapped gently about his brow. “Nothing in time gone or to
come.”

“I’ll bet some of your best stuff is in those back
alcoves—but can you get at it? Someone like Hoj, they could clear
them in a morning.”

“Oh, yes! While I’m bound to a chair, with nothing
but spirals of dust and his maniacal laughter for company… and”—he
turned to her at last, the receiver set to rout the dishcloth—“and
some choice gem from his musical bestiary. Marijuana Mick and his
Frisco Flotsam.”

“You’ll break that phone, George. Look, we’ve had
a lovely afternoon with Keith and Mog, and all I want now is to put
my feet up and have a nice evening in front—” From the kitchen, a
sound like a miniature hoover came and went, came and went.
Stepping back, she saw the light on the extension phone pulsing
red: “George,” she called, “someone’s trying to get through.”

“Hoj Triumphans, no doubt.” Down went George’s
receiver, only to start ringing. So tightly bound was he by the
hoops of grievance that, even before it reached his ear, he was
saying, “Now attend to me, young Hoj-cum-Ecko. I’m willing to give
at least half-an-ear, maybe more, I cannot say at present, to your
unwarranted plans for—oh. Ah… Donna.”

***

Keith felt all round the seats of the
van. He pushed the recline-levers. He slid the seats back and
forth. All was well. He ran a finger over the top of the dashboard
and, in the flicker of the interior light, studied the tip, then
rolled it against his thumb. Yes: same dust that had lain there for
weeks, that the sun had shown up like moth-eaten lace as they
headed for Lloyd Hill. About to ease out of the passenger side, he
froze, leaned back in, reached for a catch above his head. A flap
swung down, and he felt inside. There was the package, its bulk as
deep as it should be. To make sure, however, he stretched and ran
his dust-tracing finger from top to bottom, its tip now
comfortingly hitting front and back cover, front and back cover,
which he counted as it slid down. Nine Mercuries: yes… all
was well. Needing a touch more comfort, he slid his hand round the
side and set the finger tracing a random spine. There he was, the
fleet god that gave the annuals, the Guild that produced them,
their name. There was the other name, at the base of the spine:
C, the finger traced, l, a. He withdrew his hand,
pushed the flap shut: “Clapham,” he whispered.

Another thought struck him. Leaning right, he
pushed a button: a familiar voice, light and spirited, sang that
there was no question of hesitating tonight. Keith pushed the
button again and eased out of the cab, dousing the light.

“Even Buddy’s all present and correct,” he called,
not entirely sure of the direction in which he was speaking.

“Open it again, dad.” The small form was just
about visible at the rear of the van, and then only because it
seemed to shiver. “I can’t see a thing.” Keith leaned back in and
switched on the dipped beams. Beckoning, he drew Mog round to the
front of the van beside him. For a long moment they just stood
there like waxworks in some hole-and-corner tableau. At last Mog
steeled herself to look round. Her mouth worked, tightened, hung
open, as though no word would ever come back. A few short paces
before them was what looked like a vertical river, changing hue
very slightly now and then, as if in memory of busy currents. At
its base, just visible behind the watery sheen, roots leaned this
way and that, dark fingers signalling nothing to no-one.

“What have they done to Lloyd Hill?” she managed
at last.

“That’s urban planning for you.” Keith didn’t know
how long he could keep up any merriment: anything, he
thought, say anything, keep her occupied, keep her—he was
going to add safe; he was going to lament cheerily that,
in his line of work, you never knew what builders would tell you
next, about permissions modified, replaced, slung out; that it
shouldn’t come as any surprise that an innocuous patch of the
county like Lloyd Hill should suddenly play host to some weird
installation without its inhabitants, or in some cases councillors,
having the slightest—but, glancing along the side of the van as he
spoke, he had the breath knocked from him. He hadn’t really taken
it in when he shut the door, when he assured her of Buddy’s
well-being—or perhaps he hadn’t wanted to. He was facing absolutely
nothing. A lightless mine would be pushed to look this blank, the
million-mile reaches between any pair of planets the
Mercuries had to show were bright as noon in comparison.
He turned to face his daughter, determined to get his breath back,
to say that there had to be an explanation. He didn’t dare venture
as far as “rational”, but the word was there, laughing its way
through his head, making him fear that he was about to be bounced
about by time again, that he would find himself back in the
car-park of Kennershalt Baths, lying face down, bestirring himself
at last to come nose-to-plate with that derelict Ford Escort,
mouthing P495 GYK as though it were the last array of
runes on earth, sickeningly aware that he was dumped on old tarmac
back home while his daughter was… where, for God’s sake?

Rational giggled and hiccupped its way
into an unknowable quiet. He got his mouth open: “Sunday,” he said.
“It’s Sunday.” The word filled the caves of his mind like smoke:
nothing else could get in. But somehow his nerves told him that he
was being steered into some kind of meaning, that Sunday,
having exhausted its jack-in-the-box routine of the last four days,
would shortly get serious, show why why it had conquered him.

Mog planted hands on hips. For a heart-stopping
moment, he thought a pocket Donna was about to square up to him…
Donna… what was she doing now? On the phone with Niall? He was
meant to be there… father-son time, heart-to-heart. But where they
were, right now, seemed more real than any sprawling lounge, any
phone on its first ring, second… Somehow—but why?—it made more
sense to be here than in any—

“Dad!” Mog forsook her peevishness, her hands
fluttering in the van’s beam. “I’m only sixteen but I’ve lived
through enough Sundays. They don’t widdle about like this.” Raising
her eyes, she left her lower lip behind: she looked four again,
five, gazing up at a department store Santa, or at her father
holding her nice and steady for a seafront camera. One hand ceased
its flutter and probed the black above her head. “What’s that?”

There was light above their heads, or at least
something less dark. It came and went in slivers, as a bright scarf
might be whipped from a hat-peg. But it was enough to show three
spheres—not hanging in a weightless majesty, as in some chart of
the heavens from a medieval hand, but on the move, joyously,
hypnotically—pointlessly. Over and back they wheeled, into and out
of a figure-of-eight, a triangle, a circle. They stacked themselves
vertically, the bottom one dropping down like some gee-gaw from a
fairground chute, at which the other two dropped and braked until
the gee-gaw flew back up and perched upon them, triggering the new
sphere at the base of the stack to drop and fly up, then the third,
round and round. They lined horizontally, the one on the left
clacking the others so that they swung out, froze, returned, the
one on the right now launching its fellows into the caper of
freeze-and-return. The outer spheres clacked the central one and
swung away, at which piggy-in-the-middle dipped, rose, rattled like
a lottery ball and fell back into place for the next clack. Keith
wondered if he were witnessing Isaac Newton, hugely back from the
dead, wrapped in darkness, re-inventing his cradle. He imagined a
trio of lost golf balls come to life as the last player trundled
away from the eighteenth hole. For a moment, he was back at Penn
Common on a picnic Sunday, he and Chris McCullen chafing at his
parents’ gingerly faff with cups and knives and the lid of the
portable radio, itching to mount their ritual reclamation of the
alien tracts and reaches round Penn Stream—checked, ten, fifteen
minutes later, by the battle-cry of that strange new breed which,
now and ever after, would beat them to it. Get off the bloody
fairway! Who or what had ordered that their universe be
snatched away, folded up, re-spread like a huge cloth that somehow
retained its green billows as it sank onto a table? Oh, for the
space-jockey from that 8th birthday card to come springing in slow
motion at the new savages, all his buddies in tow, hacking and
flame-jetting those pretty, shaven lanes with their fluttery flags
till, once more, Penn Stream ran as it should through a wondrous
desolation of bushes and paths.

Mog saw a billiard game played by the night to
keep itself occupied. Three balls left… but the night couldn’t bear
to stop. What would it do after with its time? Squat on its
haunches, look through itself at itself looking through itself, on
and on for more miles than there were numbers to catch them? So it
delayed, played trick shots or cannons for the hell of it. And
always the balls came back, clacked each other, cartwheeled or
simply hung together, awaiting the next strike of a monstrous cue.
Or perhaps the night was dog tired, couldn’t wait to lay the cue
aside and, staring forever across itself, drift into sleep. But the
balls wouldn’t have it. Like in some horror film where a favourite
game shades into torture, they wouldn’t let night finish, wouldn’t
hear of a draw. Mog felt for her dad’s arm. What happened when the
night got so tired it didn’t stretch out but fell where it stood?
Would she and dad feel it all about their faces, their bodies, like
some musty stage-cloth? And if they managed to find an edge and
lift it clear of their eyes, what would they see? What could be
left when night gives up its unfathomable ghost, collapses in on
itself?

Suddenly one of the billiard balls broke from its
play, dipped left, right, and plunged. Keith leaped for the
passenger side, got Mog in and bundled her over, fell in himself
and just got the door shut when the windscreen became a wall of
umber and the van juddered as if trapped in a malign car-wash.
There was a grinding, over the roof and back, then up one side and
down the other, then a biff at the rear doors for something’s
notion of good luck. They heard a hoovering whoosh and
gripped their seats till they feared that their fingers would touch
their palms through the foam. Keith’s mind filled again with the
bounce of time. He waited for the van’s groaning rise in the ball’s
wake, convinced that they’d be whacked clear through whatever lay
beyond and land, with a squelch of springs, at precisely the point
on the Lloyd Hill road where things had started going haywire. But
all fell quiet. After the longest moment she’d ever sat through,
Moll released a paining hand from her seat, rolled the window down
with her palm and wriggled twistingly out. Keith made to pull her
in, but her other hand waggled him away. He sat frozen, praying
that his dearest wouldn’t be lost beneath a fresh umber avalanche,
telling himself that he was watching the bravado of youth, not the
resolve of madness.

“They’re all stock still,” said Mog. “They’re…
dad, they’re moons… moons with the lights off.”

But not completely off, it seemed. Staring
straight ahead, massaging some kind of life back into his hands,
Keith saw that something had changed in the sky beyond the pillar
of water. It was easing from black into amethyst, seasoned with
dark blue. Indifferent to the response he might get, he pulled Mog
inside and pointed through the windscreen. She frowned, then
understood:

“Maybe it was like that when we got here. Our eyes
needed to… you know, like when you go into a cave.”

“When were you ever in a cave?”

“Oh, dad, that trip in Year 8, Derbyshire—you came
up and got me and Sara Rowlands when the coach got stolen. We had
to—” A wave of celestial strings cut her off, building to a
crescendo, falling, building again. “Paradise,” thought Keith,
listening. “That’s Paradise out of mom and dad’s radio.” Again he
pictured himself and Chris McCullen pelting towards Penn Stream,
but Mog’s agitations brought him back. Shooting her hand into the
seat-well, she dragged up her bag, rummaged and pressed a
still-tingling thumb. The strings ceased, and she peered at the
screen of her phone: “What—?” She pushed the phone at Keith, then,
sliding out of the van, scanned the everywhere of sky. The moons
had gone.

“It’s them!” she called back, jabbing at the
phone. “The moons. They’ve done a quick change. We’re being
greeted. Hey, dad, there’s not a mark on the van.”

Keith cared nothing for the van—even, at that
moment, for the Mercuries. He leaned close to the phone,
where, as far as he could see, three ageing trick-or-treaters were
jostling for space on the tiny screen. Climbing back in, Mog tapped
the screen: “That one. Bet you that’s the moon that fell on us,”
she said. “Bet you that’s chief blokie.” Under her painted nail,
Tharle of Mopatakeh waved, followed by Tharle of Dreest. Bending
grandly into the centre of the screen, Tharle of Kidresh opted for
a thumbs-up. Give or take the odd shove and poke, they looked
exactly as they had to Gregory Frith, flat out on his
vision-shrouded bed.

“Mog, is this some website?” Hope fluttered in
Keith’s chest. A website meant earthly networks, which meant that,
whatever strange dream they were caught in, they still had four
wheels on the ground. Any minute now— Mog pressed a button: No
coverage, flashed a message. Subscribe to packet
data. Then the three ex-moons or embarrassing fancy-dress dads
were back, this time bowing in shambling unison. Something was
wrapping up. Keith crossed his fingers, praying—despite the
onscreen message—that the logo of a television channel would
follow, the familiar burr of an announcer’s voice, saying that they
were now going back to Lord’s, to Monaco, to St Andrew’s. Never
mind Sunday and the way that “rational” had hooted between
his ears. All was surely poised to fold into an explanation. He got
ready to thump open the door, to stand foursquare on the hard
shoulder half a mile from the Lloyd Hill roundabout, discover that
a pothole was the real, measurable extent of their trouble and
begin to compose a letter to the district—

“Dad!” The phone slid to the floor. Mog lunged,
spreading her hands on the windscreen. Retrieving the phone, wiping
it fussily on his jacket, Keith followed her gaze. The amethyst sky
had unveiled more and more while the phone-screen was performing.
To the left of the pillar of water, a broad road ran into the
distance. It curved right round a second pillar, then split in two
as a third imposed a junction. Keith thought of a job he’d done
just last year, a barn conversion on the far side of Penkridge. The
owners had literally worked from the outside in, living for ages in
a mess compounded by the cowboy plumbers on whom, like a
well-heeled Hansel and Gretel, they had innocently relied. Keith
had been called in to bring pipes, necks and elbows under control
again beneath floors, flush with walls which, thanks to the
cowboys, required days of drying before they could vanish under a
fresh face of plaster. But the gardens were shaved and pristine
from the off, crowned with a topiary of birds, mammals and
creatures of the deep. On his breaks, he would take himself off out
there, marvel at the skill and time it surely needed to keep the
shapes just so, ponder what chaos would have arisen if a squad of
crazed arborists had been working in tandem with the
spigot-wreckers indoors. Here was another topiary—if anything,
grander, more ambitious than the Penkridge effort. Cliffs and
curves of water, arrayed in a pulseless sheen, placed like bishops,
knights, underlings in what looked like one patch of a sweeping
chess game, a battle without horizon. “Water feature” came
unwelcome to his mind: an increasing part of his work, a must-have
for suburban dwellers who, unable to make their tiny gardens grow,
insisted that they should at least catch wetly whatever bit of sun
was at large above the rooftops. He laughed. He’d give anything to
throw up something like this at the back of some couple’s
half-timbered cul-de-sac plot, if only to watch them
slumping into each other, swaying, wailing in little voices about
water-bills, the contumely of neighbours.

“It’s not funny, dad. We could drive clear of the
moons. This thing’s on our level.”

Keith realised that Mog’s attention was elsewhere.
Pocketing the phone, he gingerly copied her spread-handed push at
the windscreen.

“What thing?”

“Look!” she said on an inbreath. Something was at
the far junction—or was it? He caught the edge of an unwatery shape
sneaking behind the left-hand pillar just before the roadway split.
“There!” cried Mog, as whatever it was half-sprang, half-floated
across the roadway. It, they, must now be behind the pillar that
faced the van. And, indeed, the leftward curve of the pillar turned
restless, as a night-curtain might if someone, or something, were
creeping up and down outside it. The water darkened with shapes
that teased expectation, that looked about to turn recognisable
then withdrew into mystery. An almost-arm swung at the edge of the
water, then flipped into a mass of grey. A seeming foot set itself
among the weaving roots at the base but, before declaring arch and
toes, became a mere part of the weave.

Mog leaned slowly back, wriggling as if to make
herself small, even invisible, in her seat:

“Do you think it’s one of them? All of them?”

“Who?”

“Those three ex-moon granddads.”

“Well, are they still there?”

“Dad, you’ve got the phone.”

He fished it out of his pocket and they looked.
The jostling, bowing trio had vanished. Instead there was a view of
what looked like furze-bushed ground between two trees. A frond
stirred here, a branch there. Then, from the back of the scene, the
bushes seemed to collapse, quake-like, into a channel. There was a
trade of colour: as the green sank away, a line of white, like milk
of magnesia, took its place, rolling leisurely forwards, splitting
into two prongs at the bottom of the screen. Something pulled the
screen into close-up: the prongs multiplied, till they looked like
the roots of the trees through which they’d come flowing. The
screen pulled back. The trees, too, had been swallowed up.

“Is this picture right in front of us, then?” said
Keith, but he didn’t dare look up. “Where’s all the water gone?” At
a guess, he pressed the button Mog had: No link, no network, no
Earth. Great, he thought: so we’ve got some who-knows-what
playing silly buggers in water that isn’t even there, and a
chalk-spill eating up the—

“Oh my God.” Mog’s voice, reedy and small, drew
his eyes to the windscreen at last. “You’ll catch your death,
love.”

Standing before them was a vision of tresses and
curves in a costume that had, at some point, been raided by surreal
moths. Everything was covered that required it, just. The design
spoke of reluctance, nature straining at what few seams there might
be.

“I can just hear Miss Ryakis,” said Mog, “if I’d
handed that in as my last project.”

She knew the contents of the van’s nooks and
pockets, probably better than her dad did. A moment’s riffling
produced a pair of sunglasses which Keith felt rather than saw as
they were pushed along his nose.

“I don’t want to see your eyes, dad. Think about
Grandma Huxtable—” But the tale of Oedipus flashed into her mind
from an otherwise forgotten Social Studies lesson. “Second
thoughts, don’t think about anything.”

The vision walked round to Mog’s door and reached
out. But Keith had locked the doors when she’d alerted him to the
movements among the pillars. So it was that Mog stared, and Keith
strove not to, at beauty beyond words jiggling the intractable
handle of a van long overdue for part-exchange.

“Unlock it, dad. Oh, look, you don’t have to stare
at the clutch.” Mog found the catch on her side, waved the beauty
away from the door and jumped out.

“Mog!” But his daughter was squaring up to their
welcomer, or to the image of their deaths, the designer in her
unable to resist reaching for the one redundant fold in the
vision’s outfit, giving it a tweak and frowning:

“That needs a re-tuck. Now, look, lady, who are
you and where is this?”

From within the van, Keith gave a placating wave,
gazing as he did at a stilled tumble of water just beyond the
vision’s right arm. The glasses pinched his nose. The idea that he
might pass for Buddy incognito consoled him for as long as it took
to think it.

By way of immediate answer to Mog, the vision
gazed along the van and back. She mimicked Mog’s tug at the loose
fold, then flashed a hand over it, at which the material tautened.
Her head reared back, fell slowly forward. Uneasy at the gesture,
Keith inched down from his seat. He hoped that it meant thanks for
having the blemish pointed out rather than grievance at any
brattishness, which was hardly Mog’s intention, or so he would
explain shortly… right now, in fact, before the vision decided that
Mog’s words and manner wouldn’t do and turned the pair of them
into… hurled them out of… suspended them from… He briskly ran
through what he hoped were further conciliatory gestures. All very
well he and Mog expecting to be answered in their own language—but
he, they, just had to accept that all bets had been withdrawn from
the moment the van bounced over that pothole-that-wasn’t and Lloyd
Hill became the smoking memory of a Sunday afternoon. Besides, it
was a pretty poor go, leaving his daughter undefended again. This
woman might simply be the delectable shell of another umber moon.
He had to interpose. Sliding out of the van, approaching Mog and
the vision, he gave his peace-maker’s signage a last rehearsal,
hands flipping and spreading at waist-height, and had just settled
on the proffering of his left palm, cupped as if it bore a dove’s
gentle weight, when the vision shivered hard as though something
had broached her skin.

“Dad’s got a coat in the back,” said Mog. “Bit
oily, mind.” She turned helplessly to her father. But the vision’s
eyes snapped shut. They could hardly know that the power of
translation had just rained upon her, seeking her mind, her voice.
Her eyes reopening, she spoke.

It was like listening to a talking diary with
gracefully-skirted memory-blanks. The voice that had filled the
Notionary, that had overwhelmed the Tharles, now recounted Keith
and Mog’s every action that day. The blanks concerned particulars
which, so her fluent shrugs and widened eyes suggested, she looked
to them to explain—not now or there, perhaps, but at some time,
among others who needed detail and precision more than she did.
George Philpotts’ garden oration drew from her a stutter of “His
voice… his volume.” His wrath over Hoj’s supposed coup at the
Emporium was passed over with one huge goggle. Buddy Holly
prompted a tinkle of laughter—whether of admiration or repugnance
was hard to say, though she did quote the bridge of “True Love
Ways” in a manner so beguiling that Mog, eyes fast on the vision,
reached up to check that her dad’s sunglasses still chaperoned his
face. The account took them up to the instant before the first
bounce on the Lloyd Hill road: “Thereafter,” concluded the vision,
“you were voyaging to us.” She stopped there, her words forcing her
into a backward step, hand clapped girlishly to her mouth: “The
Voyagers Twain,” she added, twinkling.

Mog turned to Keith with a grand show of surprise
which, firmly sunglassed, he found hard to reciprocate. Instead he
swung back into the van, releasing the catch on the overhead
compartment, complaining as his parcelled treasures clipped him on
the brow, easing out the 1950 Mercury. Vision and daughter
watched the performance, one happily intrigued, the other fighting
back the cringes. At last he rejoined them, the sunglasses now
sliding to the end of his nose, promising, it seemed, to bestow a
Dickensian moment on his face before they dropped off. Catching the
bridge in time, he handed the Mercury to Mog, who quickly
found “The Magenta Line” and presented the vision with the ruddy
cheer of Anstey and Broome.

“The Voyagers Twain,” she said, nodding
hard, her voice a touch louder than needful. Keith braced himself
for an English-passer-by-with-lost-foreign-tourist vignette.
“Broome, Anstey,” he expected Mog to boom, tapping the page at
speed, “Yes, them there, us here, voyagers. Split me windpipe,
Jos, here’s a fine mitherment”—the dizzying explanation topped
off with chest-prods all round. But the vision drew the
Mercury from Mog’s busy hands, cocked an ear as if taking
instruction and flipped the pages till the plight of the
duplicitous Farhanvan was on show. Tracing the arc of the
crazy-paved seahorse, the vision read the strapline, and Keith
thought he was back at the White House the previous Friday night,
hearing George, Hoj and Katerina reverently intoning: It even
sped past the Arc of the Sixteen Planets, past the humblest of them
all: Razalia, unfinished, overlooked, the very runt of that
system. But this was no mix of Austrian quaver, Welsh-ish
singsong, Staffordshire gravel. It was one voice, enchanting of
tone, whose owner finished the recitation by lowering a fingertip
to the frame, square on the runt.

“Here,” she said, eyes steady on Mog; then,
turning to Keith, she freed a hand and made arcs of her own,
graceful against the stilled water, the broad roadway, the grille
of the van.

There was a rattle and sort of splash as Mog’s
bag, left precariously between the seats, fell onto the pedals.
Otherwise, there was silence.

***

George followed Edna out to the garden,
watched her splashing water over tubs and baskets.

“I couldn’t not tell her,” he insisted. “I
couldn’t not.”

“Well, I don’t know the woman, George, but I can
gather…”

“Gather how, gather what?”

“It’s a wonder your ears aren’t beggared. I could
hear her from out in the hall.”

“Excitement, Edna. An explosion of spirits. See,
their Niall—”

Edna presented arms with the can’s nozzle: “Yes,
Mog told me.”

“Well, then, can you wonder?”

“That wasn’t a mother’s joy, George.”

“All right, she was a slave to her own crescendo,
but—”

“How much does she want?”

“What?”

“The money, the cheque… how much? And mind that
trellis.” With a deft pull, she ruined his dramatic sag.

“All is in hand, Edna. There’ll be no cheque,
no—”

Edna placed the can on the ground and regarded him
with mock-astonishment: “All these years, George. All these years
and you still think that if you decree something in the privacy of
your noggin, I shan’t pick it up.”

“Edna, there’s nothing to pick up.”

“It’s not human, bellowing down the line like
that.”

“Edna, I forbore to inform you about—”

“And she can forbear Chivsull. I’m not having her
roaring in here.”

“There’ll be no roaring—”

“A lovely afternoon. A lovely pair of people. God
knows what they’ve walked into.”

“It’ll all be ironed out.”

Edna eyed him up and down: “Will it?”

“At the storage place. She’ll meet them there
and—”

“Yes, you had to tell her.”

“Edna, I couldn’t not.”

Stroking his arm, Edna shook her head slowly: “One
minute you think someone as nice as Hoj is out to destroy your
empire and the next you excuse a harpy. Oh, Georgie, Georgie.” She
picked up the can and walked past him: “Sounds a right ha’porth,
that Niall.”

***

There was a slight crump as the vision
closed the Mercury. She made to hand it back, but the edge
just kept pushing softly into Mog’s midriff. Like a ventriloquist
unfolding her dummy, the vision slid her free hand round Mog’s arm
and raised it, hoping that a tug or two right there would wake the
rest of the girl up. Mog’s eyes were just refocusing when the
vision turned to Keith and found no better luck. Keith had dreamed
of a day like this, and in order, it seemed, to give the dream
maximum play, he was leaning over the van’s grille with his arms
across the snub bonnet. He’d never had Razalia particularly in
mind, or anywhere else. Capacious, the dream had been,
accommodating endless switches of detail. All that really mattered
was the unassuming story at its core: translation from the bounds
of South Staffordshire to an elsewhere that could be as bright or
shadowy, as busily- or sparely-landscaped as it pleased. And here,
now, were walls of water with empty motorways between, and moons
whose version of gravity owed more to Coco the Clown than
demonstrable physics, and pictures on a tiny screen which seemed,
literally, to be no earthly use. Something rubbed at his mind. That
last picture, the white making its languidly ravenous way through
that shrubbery—something was trying to place him in the middle of
it, sort of; some faint voice was at him like banging at a
super-thick door. Was it somewhere he knew in childhood? Was it a
job he’d cocked up without knowing it, breaching a pipe deep in
someone’s cellar which, even as he mounted the stairs, toolbag
zipped, had begun to dribble chalkified water? A knot formed in his
head, relief and fresh exasperation binding. Well, all of whatever
this was had happened on a Sunday, so that word could stop crowing
like a cock at the oddest of moments. But here, taking its place,
was something else to go on at him. He hoped he wouldn’t see prongs
of white everywhere. It’d be a regular faff, pulling off and
slapping on these apparently mandatory sunglasses, rubbing his eyes
like a sleep-struck child at midday. We are on Razalia, he
tried telling himself, but it sounded like some interjection in a
Friday night joke at the White House, some Hoj-inspired riff,
perhaps, coming out of and going nowhere.

Lowering Mog’s arm, the vision tiptoed round the
two statues, lodging the Mercury safely with its
companions and, noticing the flap of the overhead compartment,
stowing them away. She saw Mog looking at her through the
windscreen. When she returned, it was to face a renewed attempt to
connect the unconnectable:

“Lady, is this a leg-pull? Are we in a fairground?
Has Dad won something?”

The vision’s reply was forestalled. There was a
muffled splutter, a click, a second of Buddy Holly and a flapping
noise as Keith rocked back on his heels. His van was speaking to
him:

“This is the Carolla who is not. This is the
flesh and limb of our greeting. We extend—forgive me, Kidresh,
but what are you doing?”

“My apologies, Dreest, but I thought that stirrup
was working loose again.”

“Kidresh, step away, step away.”

“Tharle, I was merely… I mean, we must ensure…
this momentous—”

Buddy continued to rock around with Ollie Vee,
then—

“Oh, Trimmer of the Glow, sound is dancing, my
ears cannot—”

“You don’t have to address Mopatakeh in that wise,
Dreest. I told you.”

Again Buddy filled in, till it sounded as though
someone had dropped a pile of cymbals.

“Kidresh!”

“It was loose! I knew it.”

The first voice burst desperately in: “We
extend”—Buddy rocked on—“our imperilled world”—last
verse—“you… our Creator.” The voice seemed to swallow
itself, then “Ollie Vee” rang off on one sax-steady note from
Buddy’s guitar. The vision shuddered momentarily, as a wife might
on first seeing a cack-handed husband’s attempt at a bird-table.
Then she was all composure.

“That what we call you, then? The Carolla who is
not?” Mog struck a Donna-pose again. “Bit of a mouthful.”

“All will be clarified,” replied the vision, “all
introduced.”

“How about Caro for now?”

But the vision, unheeding, was watching Keith,
willing him to turn round. When he did, he could only manage,
“Who?” He didn’t know where to pin the word. It didn’t matter:
every word of the self-sabotaging message promptly sank, save one.
“Creator?” he said.

The vision took a step towards Keith, at which Mog
had another surreptitious gawp at her costume and shook her
head.

“You,” said the vision. “And this is surely your
Creatorene.”

“Do what?” breathed Mog.

“And we have your scribe in happy keeping. He
awaits, with much else. Much, much else.”

“Creator?” repeated Keith.

Mog had a vision of her father stuck where he was,
immovable from hereon, only his lips free to summon that one word,
over and over.

“What’s this Creator business?” She tagged on a
smile, a little late to mellow the question. “Yeah, he creates, but
if you look in Yellow Pages he comes under… oh, don’t mind me”—for
the vision was beckoning languidly to Keith. With a forefinger, Mog
lowered the shapely arm.

“Sorry, ’scuse me,” she said, “but could we get
something clear? See Dad’s hand—the left one, third finger? Now,
all right, it’s not shining much, well it wouldn’t, seeing as we
seem to be in the middle of the night and Dad’s work is a bit rough
on precious metals. But that thing there, left hand, third finger,
that’s a ring, and back where we come from it means—even if things
are tricky… well, rubbish, really—it still means—” Commotion shut
her mouth and flung Keith towards them. From behind him came a
sound like polystyrene being folded in on itself, tighter and
tighter.

“Oh, great,” cried Mog. “So that’s my phone gone,
and my bag, and the Mercuries.” She rounded on the vision.
“It wasn’t scrap, you know, he could’ve got something for it.”

At Keith’s feet, the van was now a small white
cube, tyres embedded in its sides. He stepped aside as, bending,
the vision scooped it up and stroked it against a patch of her
reluctant costume, at which it vanished. Mog glared at her:

“How we going to get home?”

“With me,” smiled the vision. “Now.”

***

“She’ll wrap it round a lamp-post.” This
observation made, Mr Bannerman drew his wife to him as, from the
side of their bungalow, they watched Donna reversing at speed,
pulling hard round and screeching left onto Pembroke Rise. He
half-expected the back-draft to swing their gates like saloon
doors.

“Something’s going on,” said Mrs Bannerman,
“again. You should have heard her yesterday afternoon.”

“What?”

“Up in her bedroom. Window was closed but she was
going the game.” She made a drinking motion. “That was part of it,
I’ll bet.”

“She looked half-cut now.”

Mrs Bannerman frowned. “Keith gave me a mobile
number. Where did I pop that?”

“You think that’s wise?” Her husband’s question,
repeated, followed her indoors.

“Oh, I don’t know. It’s just I saw Keith and Mog
going off earlier, happy as larry.”

“All the more reason.”

“For what?”

“Look, we know her of old. There’s been countless
dos like this. They’ll sort it.”

“Will they, though?” Mrs Bannerman went in through
the patio door and made for the kitchen. “Or was it Mog’s
number?”

***

They climbed the air. White columns
reared before them, a canopy welcomed them under its teal-green
protection. Mog looked over the side, stamped her foot. There was
some slight movement, but hardly as much as you’d expect from a
promontory that seemed to roll unsupported beyond the rim of
existence. Letting more distance open up between her and the
guiding vision, she dropped back level with her dad.

“You did this,” she winked, nudging him. “You old
Creator. Better than Llandudno, eh?” She sniffed. “That was quite a
trick with the van, eh? I want all our stuff back, mind. Or
compensation.” Silently, she started composing a letter of
complaint, years of her mother’s behaviour readily furnishing her
with words of incredulity and scorn.

At her side, Keith tried out all manner of
replies. Nothing rang true, not even never mind, eh?
Especially not that. Was Mog putting on an act to buck him up? Or
was part of her still convinced that, despite the mad kerfuffle of
the past however long, despite the way that smoke had smoked and
mirrors had mirrored around them, they were still being conned? She
was—well, seemed to be—over the shocks of cannoning moons and
out-of-the-blue references to Broome and Anstey. Perhaps she
expected that, when they got to the end of this pier, the vision
would pirouette and spread her arms voila!-style like a
conjurer’s assistant; that some manager-type, shiny of suit, would
pump their hands, thank them for being such good sports, shower
them with vouchers for whatever else was on offer in this ambush of
a fun-house. In this world, he imagined her thinking,
Creator means this week’s lucky winner. C’mon, both, here’s all
the magic you can swallow. Perhaps—smiling at her, he slowed a
little, to see if she’d do the same—perhaps she was about to round
merrily upon him, unmask him as the prankster behind all, insisting
that she just knew that their lunch wasn’t his only post-exam treat
for her: “How’s all this done? And where did you hire
what’s-her-name, if she has one?” he heard her say. “I’ll keep it
buttoned, Dad. Mom’d have your eyes out if she knew.” Slowing
further, he pressed his sunglasses up to his brow. For a moment he
thought of racing up to the vision, demanding an clear, crisp
explanation, no jiggles, no enigmatic hand-flaps. But it was much
as he could do to keep his present pace and, oh God, it would mean
trying to find more words.

Ahead again, Mog walked on until, realising that
she was alone and bored in any case with the demands of her
complaining letter—yes, Mom’s style, not hers—she glanced round and
jerked her head at Keith to catch up.

“Say something, Dad. And not just
Creator.” Her voice shivered mock-creepily on the last
word. Checking to see if the vision had heard her, she yelped. What
was this new charade? God, it never was! Never in all this world!
That drawn-out cough, that on-and-on business of the straightening
back—the routines of a hundred heavy atmospherics at meal-times,
out in the car, in front of the telly. She could just see her in
this Carolla-woman’s outfit. Quite a clothes-horse she’d once been,
if those old albums were anything to go by. Not above tracking down
a nuddy beach, either—so Janice said, though how she really
knew—God, and now… yes, here was the effortful stretch, the finale,
the I’ve heard enough, my back’s in bits, shut up…

The vision turned.

“Mom?” Staring hard through her fear, she sensed
her dad drawing level.

“No.” The vision spoke neutrally, but Mog knew
that neutrality of old: you couldn’t tell if a purr or a mouthful
was next up. “Me alone,” she added, and the other one’s shade fell
away from her. When she spoke again it was to herself:

“I can see that we need…” Looking from one to the
other under the vague green of the canopy, she turned her hands
palm-up as if proving her love of a good scrub. The palms tilted a
little towards them, pushed at the amethyst air. Something cusped
between seen and unseen flowed towards the dumb faces. Mog caught
it first, on her brow, at the corners of her eyes.

“Bloody hell,” she whispered. “This really is
Razalia.”

“Language, Mog,” said Keith as the flow found him.
Then he repeated her words.

***

They walked on. Beyond the canopy it was
darker now, making it difficult to see what, if anything, lay below
the promontory. Keith wondered if the lighter sky of earlier had
been an illusion born of, feeding on, the chaos that had naturally
attended their arrival. Or perhaps it was just evening coming on, a
lesser gloaming making way for a greater. Lapland, he assumed,
would be like this. Something childlike made him listen for the
hoofs of reindeer. Even a sleigh, a white beard, a shower of
ho-ho-ho’s, wouldn’t have surprised him. A little earlier,
he might have shared his fancy with Mog. But he, too, had taken in
the vision’s Donna-like performance before she threw whatever it
was in their faces. Perhaps it was just coincidence, her routine of
coughs and stretches. Then again, the vision had recounted
everything he and Mog had done that day. Something had created,
directed that sleuthing gaze—possibly one of those oddbods gurning
away on Mog’s phone. She would know about Donna since, in or out of
the day’s picture, Donna had been present. What time was it back
there now? What time was it here, or didn’t they chain themselves
like that?

Mog kept a close eye on the vision’s easy swing
ahead of them. Never mind her waterfall murmurings. Was she going
to channel her mother again? She, too, sought comfort in
coincidence. Maybe that act was no more than proof that displays of
strained female patience were the same wherever life got on with it
in the universe. Coincidence or not, it was a handy way of keeping
her and Dad in line. And him supposed to be the Creator—the King.
You didn’t treat kings like that, not unless you were getting them
ready for… shivering, she ditched that line of thought. Benefit of
doubt, she told herself: this meet-and-greet was as weird for old
Caro as for them. If she were the vision, she’d probably slide from
effusive to uncertain to peeved as well. She’d probably chuck
supercharged fairy-dust to get the facts across. The facts: for one
final time, she got out the phrase leg-pull, turning it
round and round. No—didn’t work. Just two sounds run awkwardly
together. Other facts crowded in: the goons on her phone, the way
Dad’s van found its voice, that shambolic message battling with
Buddy’s Ollie Vee. Slapstick it wasn’t, not now. Alone among the
many or few on this planet, she and Dad, Creator and Creatorene,
seemed like toddlers without speech, needing the noises and
pictures of others but scarcely better off after. All would be
explained, said the vision, all introduced. She tried to warm to
the sound of those words, but they seemed like noises themselves,
some non-tune you might noodle to fill the silence.

Needing to know that a clutchable hand was near,
she moved closer to her father, only to be unbalanced by intense
pain. She managed to stay upright, to keep going, contriving
between steps to waggle the foot he’d trodden on. Shushing his
apology, choking her own cries for fear of attracting attention
from madam up ahead, she realized—and then had to fight off an
ambush of giggles. Poor, poor Dad. Here he was, dragging along in
the dark of—ok, go with it—his own creation. Why should she condemn
him to a double-blindness? Without breaking her hobble, she felt
across his face and pulled off the sunglasses. His sigh might have
been relief or gratitude. He kept it too low to tell.

“What the hell, Dad,” breathed Mog. “Chances are
you created her, too. May as well have your eyeful. When was the
last time mom looked like that?”

Too late she wished the words unsaid. Like a guard
of shades, the memories were all round them. Mom like that. The
broiling sun. Streaks of shadow on the lawn. The venturesome girl
at the edge of the garage roof, footing awry, cracking the gutter.
The scream of screams.

“Dad, I’m sorry.”

Keith was back again at the hospital bedside,
squeezing Donna’s hand, trying to smooth out the story he’d been
told when he got away from work—trying, too, not to feel the
colossal swing in life’s direction.

“Love,” he said. “It’s done and it’s there. And
even if it comes at us a million miles from home, we—”

His words died. Up ahead, the vision raised an
arm. Light folded about it, her fingers seeming to fan and weave as
if in a display of one-handed knitting. At once, the summer day
that had made the family what it was flew clear from their minds:
another umber moon, but graceful now, sure in its ascent.

“Don’t get this,” whispered Mog. “First she does a
Mom routine, then she sends her packing.”

Keith hesitated; then, “Testing,” he said, trying
to sound as confident as, he supposed, a Creator should.

“What?”

“She knows all about us. Well, enough. And about
whoever else. So… your mom… how things are. I’d say she was looking
to see if your mom was—well, still with us… on our minds. Look,
love, if we’re here for a reason, which we’d better be after all
this carry-on, they’ll be wanting a pair of clear heads. No rogue
memories.”

A sound made them look up. The vision had slowed,
her head briefly in profile. Gentle and low, her laugh did not
contradict.

“Clear heads,” repeated Mog. “Hey, let’s take this
one back with us, then. She can hide in the air and do that thing
with her fingers.” She started. What she’d said revealed another
layer. Back. Lucy and her other mates. School. Renewing the attack
on Mr Endsleigh, via Miss Ryakis, about having an A-level group in
Art and Design. Ahead, regaining her pace, the vision flipped one
last finger to the sky. Lucy, the Big End, Art and Design rose up
to join Donna in the far-above.

Now the vision smoothed her hands down her hips
and something came vaulting through the gloom into Keith’s
hands.

“You’ll feel happier with your Knowscape at your
chest,” she called as he stared down at the 1950 Mercury.
Keith’s face wrinkled but Mog was there before him:

“That’s your set of destructions, Dad. That’s how
you made all this here.” She looked either side of her, then up at
the canopy. “Que sera, as gran used to say.”

“Que sera,” said Keith and heard his
mother’s voice. Her favourite song, that.

The canopy ended. They were approaching land.
Deciding to let them note for themselves what the scant light would
allow, the vision offered neither commentary nor detail. The
pillars of water were far behind them now. Looking off to his
right, Keith thought he saw the flattened sides of the Farhanvan
seahorse, or the kind of lamentable patio laid down by a thousand
weekend bodgers. Or just mud, possibly miles of it, cracked all
over the shop. He was just looking back at the vision when Mog
cried “Wow!” and gripped his arm. Widening abruptly, one of the
cracks had released a big—mitten, it looked like, as a kid would
draw it, with tassels blowing about its fingertips. They stopped
and stared. It was hard to make out, but there seemed to be a lot
of colour going on, half-twinkles of blue, red, orange maybe.
Several times the mitten inflated and shrank.

“Another welcome,” said the vision, at which the
sliceblossom folded in its petals and sank.

They passed the orphan tides, stranded eternally
between mud and shore. Keith couldn’t take his eyes off the
shingle, which looked as though a million jewellery shops had been
uprooted and emptied like so many ash-cans. A little beyond the
shore, the promontory merged with a path that took them through
trees and grasses. They nearly cannoned into the vision, who
suddenly stopped, bent down, gingerly parted two clumps of what
looked like silver cow-parsley.

“Snakes?”

The vision frowned at Mog as, deep in her head,
the word tipped into Razalian. “No, worse.” She turned her head
aside as something else escaped her lips—a curse? self-rebuke? they
couldn’t tell. “Not here, good, all is well,” she added, perhaps a
little too quickly, as she strode on, picking up speed.

***

The lights came and went, came and went,
tracing momentary lines upon the river. As if trying to find and
match their rhythm, Keith and Mog kept looking across and down in
the stern of the boat. To begin with, Mog mainly looked down. Her
very fingers seemed incredulous as they patterned their way round
the modestly-frilled neck of the blouse, the snug jacket, the long,
gingham-y skirt. She was still in shock—whether more from the
clothes themselves or the way they’d flown at her from the reeds by
the jetty, she couldn’t say. Then there was Dad, got up like an
Elizabethan woodsman: “He always threatened to grow a beard,” she
thought. “Now he’ll probably have to by Razalian law.” It was the
first time she’d really contemplated “Razalian”. It didn’t scare
her. Curious, she tried “Rowan Tree Lane”, which hummed strangely,
like a dialect just slipping out of use. But where had their
clothes gone? She’d seen them airborne, passing the gear they now
wore. Possibly they were squished into the tiny cube Dad’s van had
become. And where was that now?

“The people are still abroad,” the vision had said
once this retro-clobber had tied and buttoned itself about them.
“We must blend—I no less than you.” Mog had been about to challenge
her on that last bit, especially as she was suddenly sporting a
floor-length, half-brocaded number. But she had ushered them into
the boat before settling herself, paddle in hand, at the bow.

They moved with ease. All was still. Keith nudged
Mog, at which her fingers left off their inspection of the
jacket-seams and she again followed his gaze. The lights flashed
from the banks, from distant fields.

“Ploughmen,” said the vision, sensing their
concentration. “Hedge-cutters. Their last hour.”

Keith started at this. They hadn’t turned up just
in time for some mass-expiry? But the vision added that night was
falling.

“You mean it isn’t here now?”

“Not sleep-night. But soon—as you both will
enjoy.”

Mog twisted further round. In the air, on the
water, the raking play of light was mesmeric. What a catwalk effect
it would make, she thought. Alfresco strobes. She wished she could
gather it into her gingham lap, lose herself in the meld and
stretch of the beams.

“Like miners’ lamps, then, are they?” Keith
regretted the question, since it would oblige him to get the
vision’s full attention, run through the ins and outs of mining and
do some concerted head-pats. But his answer came from the port
side. Another boat, bigger, higher in the water, was approaching on
its way downstream. A thick hood seemed to sprout from the vision’s
hair a moment before they were hailed: “Pilot-boat going home,” she
whispered. Keith and Mog tried to look at each other, but hoods now
obscured their gaze too.

Raising her paddle, the vision hissed, “Wave.”
Tugging their hoods back a little, they did their best, but what
they saw turned their hands to lead. Two faces slid past. As they
pulled level, the air darkened around them. Broad, they were,
ruddy, full of white fire.

“I commend your passengers’ courtesy,” called one
pilot. “Already they’re folded in sleep.” The vision made some
noise of concurrence. Mog noticed that she didn’t show her
face.

They were some way further on before Keith spoke:
“So the lamps are really their…”

The vision nodded.

“And the one who called out—I could have sworn he
didn’t have a mouth till—” But the enormity of the puzzle overtook
him and he sank back. Having herself given up, Mog was now leaning
against his arm, eyes closed; a moment later, her breathing slowed,
steadied.

They moved midstream. The banks fell away on
either side. Keith narrowed his eyes. Far ahead were more lights,
clustered but faint, giving notice of—what? a town? an
eleventh-hour push in fields he couldn’t see? The vision raised her
paddle and held it straight ahead. Keith’s hands tightened round
the Mercury. As if pulled by thread, the boat sped towards
the cluster of lights.

***

“Oi, back, you!” The man gave the lead a
tug. After a moment’s further snuffling, the Alsatian withdrew its
snout from between the bars of the gate.

“Sorry, love,” he said. “They’ve all gone.”

“Even”—screwing up her eyes, Donna sought the name
that Philpotts had given her—“Charlo, is it?”

Knowing nothing of George’s tinkering with
perfectly serviceable names, the man frowned. “Charl-o?
There’s Charlie… Mallinson. He was on today.”

“Was he expecting someone? A man and a girl?”

“A man and a girl,” the man repeated, stroking his
chin, as though the phrase went to the heart of love’s old story.
The Alsatian took a chance at the gate again: “Gertcher!” snapped
the man, this time dragging it back and glowering it to the ground
at his feet.

“He might have been. But I was going round the
back of the site when he left. Bloody kids,” he growled.

Donna drove out of Halfacres and onto the Himley
Road. Just outside Wombourne was a crescented lay-by, screened from
traffic by a line of exhausted trees. She swung in, nearly
colliding with a snack-van whose owner was just shutting up,
ignoring his gestures as she pulled round him and crunched to a
halt. Her phone lay on the passenger-seat. For the umpteenth time,
she snatched it up. Its tinny woman spoke of one new message:

Hiya, mom. Don’t know if you can hear
me—Safari Park’s heaving. Mark’s taken Andy to source a choc-ice. I
tried home but you weren’t there—or maybe you are. Anyway, just
thought I’d say, no word from darling Niall. Don’t know if he was
actually going to call you at home, but I remote-accessed your
landline messages—nothing. So if you’re out, that’s the current
situation. ‘Course, if you’re not out, you’ll know. Hope Dad and
Mog are ok. Sorry we can’t pitch in with the comics next weekend.
Can’t very well ask Mark to cancel his Edinburgh do. He’s still
fuming about the Alnwick cock-up. Anyway, talk in the week. Love
‘n’ hugs.

The phone clattered against the glove-compartment: “I
remote-accessed,” mimicked Donna. “That’s the current
situation. Bloody slappers I’ve reared. One breaks my back,
the other’s up her arse. Where the hell are you, Keith?” Her face
dissolved; the roar of the passing snack-van made her clutch the
side of her head. She saw her lounge, the phone on the sofa where
she’d left it. How in all buggery did you remote-access? “Don’t,
Niall. Not yet, love.”
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Doctor Who: Cobwebs


By Jonathan Morris, starring
Peter Davison

Big Finish, 2×CD

But it’s far from a dud. Jonathan Morris’s story
follows straight on from Enlightenment (1983), with Tegan still
furious over Turlough’s dealings with the Black Guardian. Nyssa,
accompanied by robotic personal assistant Loki, has travelled to
Hellheim in search of a cure for an interstellar plague. The Doctor
has been summoned there—by whom is a mystery; the first but not the
worst. Investigating the station brings to light a quartet of
cobwebbed skeletons, one of them wearing a school uniform that
looks very much like Turlough’s, another wearing a cricket sweater
like the Doctor’s, and so on. It’s a pretty bleak way to begin a
new series of adventures!

Add to that a series of deadly hallucinations and
a crazed computer, and quicker than you can say Hal 9000 they’re
thrown back in time to face a fate the Doctor thinks they can’t
avoid. Tegan and Turlough, as ever, but for once with good reason,
are disinclined to take his word for it, but find few friends among
the station crew, company workers and scientists whose memories
have been wiped, supposedly to make more room for thinking about
their work. This makes for many interesting developments and double
crosses as they learn about their own true motives, goals and
characters.

The tense situation gives the Tardis team some
meaty stuff to row about; it feels properly dramatic, rather than
the empty noise and fluster we sometimes saw on screen—it’s ironic
that the mildest of Doctors had the most tumultuous Tardis! For
fans of the era this really hits the spot. It feels authentically
of the period, delivering the kind of ethical and moral drama that
period aimed for, but hitting the mark rather better. It also
benefits from the absence of that period’s less-loved features:
tabloid-friendly guest stars, over-bright lighting, implausible
motivations and shopping list plots.

I was especially pleased by the resolution of the
story’s big mystery: the cobwebbed skeletons. Expecting a cop-out,
I got something much more interesting, and even rather touching.
The story of this reunited team continues in The Whispering Forest
by Stephen Cole, and The Cradle of the Snake by Marc
Platt.—Stephen Theaker














Doctor Who: The Edge of Destruction


By Nigel Robinson, read by
William Russell

Audiogo, 4×CD, 3hr20

This audiobook begins with an
explanation of how a history teacher and a science teacher came to
be travelling through time and space with a grumpy old scientist
and his fifteen-year-old granddaughter. Once listeners are up to
date, we join the travellers as one by one they wake from
unconsciousness, memories jumbled and lost, inside their time/space
ship. Doors open and close, clocks melt, control panels give
electric shocks. Before the mysteries can be solved the quartet
must surmount their mutual distrust, but that won’t be easy. Ian
and Barbara, the teachers, have been tricked by the Doctor before,
on the planet Skaro, while young Susan explains that the Doctor too
has been betrayed by friends in the past.

There have been many moments in the Doctor’s long
life of which he would be less than proud: running dalek
experiments on Jamie, ditching Sarah Jane Smith, quipping while a
man died in an acid vat, and multiple dalek genocides. But this
story set a bar for bad behaviour that wouldn’t be raised until the
sixth Doctor tried to strangle Perpugilliam Brown. The Doctor here
is quite the mad scientist. In a Sartrean play of argument and
recrimination he behaves abominably from start to finish, curtly
dismissing sensible suggestions, lying, being very rude about
humans, and even drugging Ian and Barbara at one point. At the end,
even an apology to Barbara turns into a bit of a lecture.

Nigel Robinson’s novelisation captures the eerie, fractious tone
of the original episodes very well, and William Russell’s reading
is, as with The Dalek Invasion of Earth audiobook, quite wonderful,
his Doctor just as irascible as the narration describes him, his
Ian, Barbara and Susan capturing their shifting moods. His
introduction to CD3 is delightfully jaunty: “Disk threeee!” The
music is well-judged, the soundtrack missing only a sprinkling of
authentic Tardis sound effects. Overall, a sometimes gruelling but
always gripping three-and-a-half hours for the listener. After all
the theories and arguments, the solution when it comes is
brilliantly bathetic. For Doctor Who fans this is an almost pure
pleasure.—Stephen Theaker










Doctor Who: The Paradise of Death


By Barry Letts, starring Jon
Pertwee

AudioGo, 2×CD, 2hrs25

It’s odd to hear the Doctor talking
about capitalism, TV addicts, unemployment and the dole, but then
the third Doctor, star of this five-part story, always stood out
from the rest. He’s joined here by the Brigadier and Sarah Jane
Smith, and given that we lost both actors so recently it was lovely
to hear Nicholas Courtney and Elisabeth Sladen performing with Jon
Pertwee in what was to me a brand new adventure (it was originally
broadcast on Radio 5 in 1993). The Doctor and UNIT, soon after the
affair of the dinosaur invasion, investigate a new tourist
attraction, Space World, which features alien animals and ER—not
just virtual reality, but experienced reality (think the tapes in
Strange Days). The action soon follows space stowaway Sarah Jane to
Parakon, a world where hoity-toity types live the high life thanks
to the miracle plant rapine. A kindly President (played by Maurice
Denham!) is being manipulated, revolution is brewing, and of course
the Doctor and his friends get stuck in.

I wish I could say the story was as good as these
beloved actors deserved. It wasn’t, quite, but that didn’t affect
my enjoyment of it too much. Barry Letts’ script is notably
waspish, seemingly full of bourgeois spite for both the effete
upper classes—embarrassing new companion Jeremy Fitzoliver, for
one—and the “lower lower class morons”. Episode two features one of
the silliest resolutions to a cliffhanger this side of King of the
Rocket Men: the Doctor simply jumps up from the autopsy table after
being killed by a 200 foot fall. “Dead? Oh was I?” he asks. “Yes,
well clearly I’m not now.” (Funny that the third and tenth Doctors
could survive such falls, but not the fourth—put it down to
entropy.) The sound effect that introduces the ER tapes is
intensely irritating. But I can forgive a story a great deal if it
puts the Doctor in a gladiatorial arena and the Brigadier at the
head of a revolution. The overall effect is of a typical late
Pertwee-era story given a Flash Gordon budget.

This story comes in an excellent box set, Doctor Who: The BBC
Radio Episodes, which contains another three Sarah Jane stories—The
Pescatons, The Ghosts of N-Space and Exploration Earth—as well as
Slipback, starring Colin Baker and Nicola Bryant, and Whatever
Happened to… Susan? starring Jane Asher as the Doctor’s
granddaughter.—Stephen Theaker










Doctor Who Companion Chronicles: The
Perpetual Bond


By Simon Guerrier, read by
Peter Purves and Tom Allen

Big Finish, 1×CD

Having lost many friends in the battle
to foil the daleks’ master plan, the first Doctor and Steven are
rather pleased to find the Tardis has taken them to 1960s London.
Plans to look up Ian and Barbara are interrupted by the sight of a
mushroom-headed alien walking down the street. The trail leads to
the City, where humans and disguised aliens are trading in a truly
shocking commodity.

Like the other Companion Chronicles CDs, The
Perpetual Bond falls midway between an audiobook and a play. Peter
Purves narrates most of the story, and reads the dialogue of Steven
and the Doctor, while Tom Allen narrates other sections and plays
Oliver Harper, a shady sort with a good heart who seems likely to
appear in future stories. Both acquit themselves well, but the
story suffers from Doctor Who’s peculiar problem: a programme for
children whose spin-offs are often aimed at adults. In this story
that manifests itself in a setting and plot that’s rather dull for
children, read in a way that seems patronising to an adult.

That aside, I did enjoy it. It feels very true to
that period of the show, and the first Doctor is very much in
character, a twinkle in his eye, a naive sort of craftiness to his
dealings with the villains. Its reflections on the relationship
between a government and its people are very pertinent to the
present day, while more positively it offers a time traveller’s
view of how progress might be measured from one era to the next:
more spectacles, more teeth, and so on. We tend to expect the
future to be worse, but I think we’re all glad to not live in a
time when diabetic children would simply die upon the disease’s
onset.

The two-episode structure works well. It avoids the need for too
much superfluous action and lets the idea take centre stage. A very
pleasant way to spend an hour.—Stephen Theaker










Doctor Who: The Whispering Forest


By Stephen Cole, starring
Peter Davison

Big Finish, 2×CD

Following the events of Cobwebs, the
fifth Doctor asks the Tardis to listen out for trouble. She takes
him, and his three companions, to Chodor, a planet on which the
listener has already encountered human colonists. Besieged by
Takers who snatch them from their beds and the whispering ghosts
that flock in their wake, they rub their skin raw to keep
themselves clean and cut their hair short. The humans have lost
their leader, and the Doctor and friends, with their dangerously
long hair and baby soft skin (“Er, thanks…” says Tegan), become
pawns in a power struggle, between Sesha, progressive daughter of
lost Anulf, and Mertil, his righteously murderous widow.

Mertil is the key figure in these events, but
whether she was a true believer or a cynical manipulator of the
belief of others I wasn’t sure; each interpretation would make her
actions and tone of voice at certain points a bit out of character.
Also, I had a problem I often do with stories where the status quo
is so badly out of balance, and yet the situation has persisted for
a very long time. As Tegan says, “Things change around the Doctor”,
but they tend to change without him too, and it’s hard to believe
none of the humans have figured anything out for themselves. People
brought up in a religion inevitably ask themselves at some point
whether it’s all made up; hard to believe people forced to scrub
their skin raw wouldn’t question its utility fairly frequently.

So it’s a story that brings up some big questions, and as usual
the Doctor helps everyone find the answers they need. As in the
previous story, there’s a big secret to be discovered, but the
resolution of this one is not quite as satisfying, and the story as
a whole is rather gruelling. One answer is given away a bit too
early: what’s up with Tegan? Be sure to skip the trailer for the
following story, inconveniently placed before the first episode of
this one. Then again, I missed the trailer, and so the answer to
that question hit me with full, nightmarish force. You might want
to avoid that experience..! Overall, a decent but not outstanding
adventure—with a very memorable ending.—Stephen
Theaker










Journey into Space: The Red Planet


By Charles Chilton

AudioGo, 10×CD, 10 hrs 10
mins

The Red Planet was the second series of
Charles Chilton’s Journey into Space; twenty episodes, here spread
over ten CDs with notes researched and written by Andrew Pixley,
that were originally broadcast weekly from August 1954 to January
1955 on the BBC Light Programme. Though for this listener the
adventure took a single week rather than twenty, its epic qualities
seemed undiminished.

The first eight episodes detail the journey from
Earth to Mars, a trip punctuated by much eerier incidents than
expected; this is science fiction in the vein of The Quatermass
Experiment rather than Flash Gordon. “Orders must be obeyed without
question at all times” is the refrain of James Whitaker, who gives
everyone the willies, but from where do his orders come? By the
time Jet Morgan (played by Andrew Faulds) and the surviving members
of the expedition reach their destination they’ve been well and
truly frightened, even if it barely shows behind their stiff upper
lips. On Mars it gets stranger yet, with hallucinations and…
humans? Yes, the people we meet on this ancient, worn-out Mars in
the latter half of the serial are humans, snatched from Earth
whenever the two planets were at their closest. Most are in
trances, believing themselves still on Earth at the time they were
snatched. The mysterious flying doctor, however, seems to know just
where he is. But who is behind it all? And will the surviving
astronauts really have to settle down to life on Mars?

Though the mission is led by Jet Morgan, the most
notable character is perhaps Lemmy (David Kossoff), the resourceful
radio operator and engineer whom the liner notes say was based on
writer Charles Chilton (in a short interview with Chilton on the
tenth CD you hear strong echoes of Lemmy’s voice). The same notes
reproduce a letter to the Radio Times where K. Camm of
Stevenage describes Lemmy as “an improbable space traveller, not to
mention electronic engineer”, but so far as I could tell the only
reason for thinking that is his London accent. Lemmy shows himself
time and again to be capable, intelligent and an exceptionally
useful member of the expedition. It’s easy to see why he was
popular with listeners. It’s a shame the other characters sometimes
sound a bit patronising when they talk to him—and sometimes
completely ignore him!—but well done to Charles Chilton for getting
a working class man on board. (Even in the mid-sixties there was
resistance in the BBC to having characters with regional accents in
Doctor Who.)

Listening to The Red Planet was a total delight. Tense, dramatic
and detailed, it’s grown no less riveting with the passage of time
(at least I’m guessing it hasn’t—if I’d heard it in the fifties I
suppose I might have enjoyed it even more!). Like the humans Jet
Morgan finds on Mars, it doesn’t seem to have aged, though the
credit should go to Ted Kendall, who has restored and remastered
the episodes for CD, rather than ancient Martian science! Thanks to
an accidental membership of Audible, I also have Journey into
Space: Operation Luna tucked away somewhere, so I’ll be on my way
to the Moon just as soon as I find a spare week. Readers are
recommended to join Jet and Lemmy on their trip to Mars at the
earliest opportunity.—Stephen Theaker










Books


The Bride That Time Forgot, by Paul
Magrs


Headline Review, pb,
342pp

The Bride That Time Forgot
belongs in a long, honourable tradition. Doom-laden goings on can
be engrossing in themselves, but even more so, often, when placed
right in the middle of the mundane. Both worlds can gain
immeasurably by the interaction. Elm Street is a perfect harbour
for nightmares precisely because of its picket-fenced babysitter
schedules. Several of Wells’ scientific romances draw the reader in
because the scene of the action isn’t Planet XG499 but Bromley or
Lewisham, because key characters are less likely to bark anxieties
about a wayward flux capacitor, more likely to gasp “Blimey” and
“Strewth”.

Paul Magrs’ latest novel draws together the known
and the feared in just this way. The setting is Whitby, the very
name brimming with connotations of the undead, of Stoker, ghastly
shipwreck, swaying coffins. But its narrator is Brenda, owner of a
bijou little B&B, “open for business and filled up for
fifty-two weeks of the year”. As the novel progresses, Magrs’
Whitby itself fills up, with characters from this side of the
life-death line, characters from the other, and characters with one
foot in the light, one in the dark. This last category includes
Brenda herself, who is given to drop little teases about her
various adventures into the twilight zone, in between plumping
guests’ pillows and getting in extra stocks of shower gel. We meet
her friend Effie, sometime co-sleuth in her perilous adventures but
now besotted with the sinister (and blood-hungry) Alucard; Robert,
manager of the Hotel Miramar, who is set (in his own mind, anyway)
to take Effie’s place on Brenda’s dark excursions; Marjory Staynes,
proprietress of the Spooky Finger bookshop—and, through
her, the (to Brenda, at least) disturbingly hovering presence of
novelist Beatrice Mapp—and, through her, the Warrior Queen
of Qab.

The ingredients, then, are all there for what
other reviewers have noted as a glorious collision between Alan
Bennett and The League of Gentlemen in Magrs’ work. Sadly, they
don’t quite cohere. Strands are woven, hares set running. Brenda
drops her hints that she isn’t a mere inhabitant of the daily
round, thank you very much: her past is filled with to-dos in the
unknown. After a certain point, however, a novel has to declare its
hand: particular hints have to be taken up, confidently run with.
Similarly, characters come onstage at a brisk rate, but it isn’t
always easy to determine their relative importance to Brenda or
each other—even when she seems to make it clear (which is a rather
curious consequence in a piece of fiction). Overall, though there
are bravura passages and some sense of climax and denouement, the
narrative somehow doesn’t seem to know, at least not consistently,
how it wants to be significant.

The reader can also be wrong-footed by inadvertent
time-slips. At one point, Brenda heads for the Miramar Hotel on a
quest to learn more about the life and works of Beatrice Mapp. She
finds what she wants through the good offices of her friend Penny
and the hotel internet. We are left in no doubt that it’s evening:
a Sixties Night is in full swing, the soundtrack including “‘Paper
Sun’ by the Small Faces” (Traffic, in our world). Brenda asks Penny
if she’ll bring the Beatrice Mapp information to the B&B:


Penny nods readily. ‘Yes, of course. And
Robert and I are both free tonight.’

‘Very good. Seven o’clock. I think I’ll
give Effie a ring.’



Immediately we wonder if this
conversation is taking place much earlier. Or perhaps “Sixties
Night” is being used as a generic term for all-day frivolity. But
no—Brenda is clear on the point: “Sunday evening I’m full of
purpose and directing my feet towards the Miramar Hotel.” It’s very
tempting to say Such slips wouldn’t matter if…. But they
do matter, and their occurrence raises questions about degree of
structure and control in a whole narrative.

There is indeed entertainment to be had found in The Bride
That Time Forgot, as well as some memorable characters (Gila,
the loin-clothed scourge of vampires, comes to mind). That said,
more tightening and polish—another go-round with the awful but
vital blue pencil—would have guaranteed its appeal from start to
finish.—Michael W. Thomas












The Dracula Papers, Book 1: the Scholar’s
Tale, by Reggie Oliver


Chômu Press, pb, 470pp

Tricky matters, they are: sequels,
prequels, pastiches, hommages. Essentially, they depend
upon two factors: that the original narrative is engaging and
robust enough to withstand such re-visiting; and that the
re-visitor is skilled enough to convince the reader that the
enterprise was worth it. If anything, the second factor is rather
more important. The literary landscape is strewn with, as it were,
crushed light aircraft that have attempted to fly in the slipstream
of the “master narrative”. There they lie, all the Sherlocks,
feckless (and, actually, not that bright); the pantomime Crusoes;
the ever more bestial Frankenstein monsters, each betraying more
emphatically than the last that the re-writer has not grasped what
Shelley’s original was really about.

And then there’s the Prince of Darkness—bloodied
(always to his satisfaction) but unbowed after all the years. It
could be argued that Dracula’s best re-visionists appeared early
on—Nosferatu, the creations of Hammer in its pomp—and
that, latterly, quality control has been removed. It has
been argued that the likes of Twilight are actually
updates of the 1950s “beach movie”, with fun and sun being replaced
by dim alleys and forests, by leading fang-meisters designed to
appeal to the Justin Bieber demographic. This reviewer couldn’t
possibly comment.

Reggie Oliver’s interest is far removed from the
above. Though supposedly presented to the public a little time
after the events of Bram Stoker’s novel, The Dracula
Papers purports to weave together “a number of documents …
relating to the early history of the person whom we knew as Count
Dracula”. Our guide in this matter, the weaver himself, is Dr
Abraham van Helsing, whose Foreword comes to us across the years
from University College, Oxford, December 1894. This alone
reveals the breadth of the task that Oliver has set for himself: to
establish factual credibility around the Papers themselves; to
maintain tonal credibility in a narrative which will doubtless
feature many characters; and to handle the Papers, and the history
that flows from them, in a way that avoids parody on one hand and
an uninspired plod through Stoker terrain on the other.

Other demands arise: van Helsing’s interest is
particularly piqued by “the Memorial of Martin Bellorius
(1553–1635), one of the most outstanding scholars of the
Renaissance”, and it is this material that gives The Dracula
Papers its narrative. Bellorius must develop into a
fully-formed character; he must, of course, make a daunting
journey—as he does, prompted by a mysterious letter which comes
into his hand and leads to the events recounted in the
Memorial; he must trust some characters, accidentally
encounter others, gamble with his life when yet others make their
dark moves; he must, given the figure at the heart of his quest,
become embroiled in Gothic perils; he must dissect Transylvania,
focusing on particular elements in its discomfiting history which
will provide a… well, life-story is hardly the phrase, but a
cogent, engrossing narrative of the being who now lurks, perhaps
discontentedly, at the back of the Twilight sets. Aside
from all that, Oliver has to invoke the linguistic tones and
registers of the seventeenth century and earlier, feed them into
Bellorius’s account and then, as it were, hand them on to van
Helsing; the whole narrative cannot be levelled out in the voice of
an Oxford scholar at the close of the Victorian era.

That Oliver manages all of the above with some
brio is a testament to the novel’s plotting, to the period of time
during which the idea presumably gestated in his mind and made its
way through notes and first drafts to the book we now have—and to
the enduring appeal of (or appalled fascination with) the Dracula
tale itself. Oliver demonstrates a capacity to bowl his story along
in a straight line; the book’s bulk is offset by his sprightly
style. And he is to be commended for ringing changes in Bellorius’s
character. Though appealing as a seeker, Bellorius is not without
bumptiousness, a sense of self-importance reminiscent of Marlowe’s
Faustus. At one point, he bestirs himself to confront the fiery,
unpredictable Prince Vlad in a way that the latter’s character
really doesn’t encourage:


I had embarked on a mild but dignified
remonstration when he suddenly stood up, eyes blazing with rage, a
little pulse racing in his neck, left leg trembling. He
shouted:

‘How dare you interrupt us, old pedant!’
Old! I was twenty-three at the time! (p. 183)



As Dr van Helsing’s Epilogue informs us, Book 1: the
Scholar’s Tale is the result of but one packet of documents
that have come into his possession. The Doctor was inclined to
destroy all of them, so shocking are their contents, but his hand
was stayed by “my old and valued friend, Mr William Ewart
Gladstone”. The real and the unreal, the known and the
unimaginable, the touchable world and the halls of nightmare—these
sit one on top of the other in this first part of The Dracula
Papers, offering existence as a palimpsest, layers of words
and action that can be peeled away to reveal… well, not the whole
story of this most Undead of undead—yet. Oliver is working on
packet two of van Helsing’s documents, intended to become The
Monk’s Tale. It is to be hoped that his touch will remain as
sure.—Michael W. Thomas










Dragon’s Time, by Anne & Todd
McCaffrey


Bantam Press, hb, 326pp

Dragon’s Time is essentially a
novel of logistics, rather than adventure or discovery. Pern will
soon be menaced by Threadfall, but there aren’t enough dragons and
dragonriders available to incinerate the thread, so what can be
done? The answer is simple: send all the young and injured dragons
back in time a few years so that they’ll be ready to fight. (Which,
from mentions of previous events, seems to have been the plot of at
least one previous novel too.)

That may seem a rather simplistic approach to time
travel, but this isn’t the kind of book where people worry about
stepping on butterflies. When Lorana’s dragon needs a bite to eat,
she pops back “to a time when the game she wanted would be
plentiful” (p. 150). Everyone’s concerned about “breaking time”,
but events always seem to play out the way they always did so
there’s never really any need to worry about the consequences of
their actions in the past.

According to the back cover, SFX described a
previous book as “a pleasant, feelgood read … the sort of thing
that it’s good to sit down with on a rainy day”, and that sounds
about right for this one too. Unlike, say, the later Elric books,
this novel isn’t challenging or innovative; it’s cosy product to
feed the fans and service a market. But the cosiness goes a little
too far, easing into blandness, both in prose—“The brown rider gave
the wiry bronze rider a startled look and shook his head swiftly”
(p. 51)—and characterisation.

The characters, especially in the first couple of
hundred pages, all seem to talk in the same way, have similar
outlooks, similar reactions, and are differentiated only by age and
social group, making them quite difficult to tell apart. They
almost seem like NPCs in a computer game, so limited is their range
of reaction and facial behaviour. Eyes go wide again and again and
again—twice on page 171 alone!

Everyone here is so nice and reasonable that it’s
tempting to imagine them as members of a cult. Those who don’t fall
in line are swiftly punished: when a trader speaks with the
slightest hint of malice, he’s told (p. 156), “Speak not for
another month, and trade not for thrice that.” Poor Abab—he was
just trying to add a refreshing new dynamic to the
conversation!

And as with many cults, there’s some odd sexual
stuff going on. Fiona, leader of the Weyr, takes in a ten-year-old
boy, sits him on her lap, shares her bed with him, takes baths with
him—and is disappointed when thirteen-year-old Terin doesn’t join
them. That same Terin shares her bed each night with F’jian, but
feels she’s too young as yet for sex; when he appears to be
sneaking out to get laid each night she’s told by everyone to
forgive him.

“So if I forgive him, then I can love him?” says
Terin (p. 102). “Pain’s part of love, sweetie,” says Fiona. Terin
then offers to share her bed with ten-year-old Jeriz, whose “eyes
went wide” and “lit with pleasure”—I bet they did! A hundred pages
in I still wasn’t sure why Fiona was sleeping with Kindan every
night when she was married to T’Mar, who is also married to
Shaneese.

In another book, the tone might seem less odd, but
these people are engaged in an awful struggle for survival, where
even basic human functions are under constant attack. Women—and
dragon queens—lose their babies, yet everyone talks and emote like
characters in a Disney Channel original movie. They get a bit
testier when people start dying, but there’s still plenty of time
for high school romance.

Little seems to happen here that hasn’t happened
before: the overwhelming purpose of the book seems to be fill in
the gaps of previous entries in the series. The biggest mystery of
the book—why all the dragonriders are so exhausted—is given away by
the dustjacket description, and knowing that also makes the lucky
recipient of K’jian’s midnight booty calls pretty obvious.

In short, Dragon’s Time reads like well-polished
fan-fiction. It’s competent; a competent tie-in, you might say—the
introduction makes it plain that this is principally a novel
written by Todd rather than Anne—but not a particularly exciting
one. It is all preparation, and very little action. Fans may simply
be happy to spend more time with these characters, but, although it
works hard to bring new readers up to speed, it ultimately has
little to offer them.—Stephen Theaker










The Green Gods, by Nathalie
Henneberg


Translated by C.J. Cherryh
and Damon Knight. Black Coat Press, pb, 266pp

This peculiar, stately, romantic novel
is set towards the end of Earth’s long isolation from the rest of
human civilisation. Knowing that the impassible atmospheric barrier
is beginning to weaken, and that the spaceships of humanity’s
descendants will soon arrive, the floronic overlords of an
increasingly moronic Earth decide to grasp the nettle—rather than
extend it—and eliminate all remaining opposition to their rule.

Against this background brave Aran, the last
bright hope for the humans of A-atlan, is to be mated with his
beloved queen Atlena; the tradition is that once mated she kills
him, and if she does not, the plants make sure he dies anyway. He
is forced to leave the last city: he will gather the mutants at the
gates and lead them like Elric against his home and the woman he
loves.

The Green Gods was originally published
in 1961 (C.J. Cherryh’s translation dates from 1980), but its tone
anticipates the science fiction films of the subsequent decade. It
has the staginess, pomp and grand ideas of a Planet of the Apes or
a Logan’s Run—and a dash of their scientific implausibility. It
also resembles those films in its portrayal of a dashing hero set
on smashing the system.

I haven’t had the opportunity to compare the
translation with the original French, but it maintains both the
elegance and the occasional impenetrability of that language. That
isn’t helped by one problem with this edition as a whole: a handful
of (I’d guess) scanning errors that aren’t so obviously wrong that
you don’t spend a little while puzzling over them before moving
on.

For example in “The Blind Pilot”, one of four
bonus short stories provided in translations by Damon Knight, a
disabled man is said in two places to move about upon his
“carnage”, which I came to think must mean the remains of his legs,
but a third instance helpfully identified it as a carriage.

The four stories are all interesting, and show Henneberg to be a
science fiction writer of some range—albeit one with little more
than a slight interest in science—but it’s the novel readers will
remember. Its world of cactus soldiers, gigantic underground
orchids and bloated, malignant peyotls is the stuff of oppressive,
overactive summer nightmares.—Stephen Theaker










The Last Werewolf, by Glen Duncan


Alfred A. Knopf, hb,
304pp

A very long way from anywhere
else.

Nearing the end of 1998 I stumbled out of my small
hotel room and braved the freezing cold winter to visit a bookshop.
It was a dream holiday gone wrong—a romantic week in Venice turned
into the phlegm-ridden, sweat-soaked delirium of a flu in bed—and
in the midst of it I really yearned for some good reading material
to cheer me up. Not being an Italian speaker, my options were
somewhat limited, but I chanced upon one English title—a paperback
called Hope by a British writer I’d not heard of. Despite
the suggestive front cover nude and cheesy marketing tagline (“Do
men really think about sex every six seconds?”), I was lured in by
a mere paragraph or two from the first page. In my room during the
next three days, I learned nothing about how often men think about
sex, but instead about something more resonant—love, found and
lost. Moreover, I discovered an author whose use of words described
life the very way in which I experienced it. It was no less an
encounter than falling deeply in love for the first time, feeling
with a profound thrill the sense of being alone in the world fall
away. It is the mark of a great writer, I thought, who
can describe events that are at once entirely alien and yet
completely familiar.

I got married to Glen Duncan’s work that winter
and have been a devoted spouse ever since.

Given that Duncan completes a book only every year
and a half or so—eight novels from Hope (1997) to The
Last Werewolf (2011)—I have been unfaithful, I admit, and have
indulged in the writings of other novelists. I have appreciated
their unique quirks and admired them for their attributes, but such
affairs never last. When Glen Duncan puts out a new novel, I drop
whatever I’m reading, eager to have my fill.

Often people outgrow their favourite author and
move on. I find it impossible to outgrow Glen Duncan, as we have
grown together. The themes of his novels seem always to be
precisely relevant to my age, and uncannily have delved into
subjects synchronistically as I have, in either my experiences or
imagination. I am not deluded into thinking I am the only one. I’m
sure Duncan’s work has spoken to others as it has to me, exploring
a cornucopia of themes from love and loss (Hope) to
infidelity and guilt (Love Remains) to unrestrained
hedonism and excess (I, Lucifer) to Sadism
(Weathercock), family (Death of an Ordinary Man),
cultural unease (The Bloodstone Papers) and human
endurance (A Day and a Night and a Day). But regardless of
what each reader brings to the work, and of the differences evinced
from book to book, one feature in essence stays the same: Glen
Duncan’s writing always rings true.

Like most marriages, the nature of this one has
changed over the last 14 years. I cannot recapture the passion and
intensity I felt for Hope back in Venice. (I would have
been blind to its faults, had it any.) I have read and enjoyed
Duncan’s latest novel, devoted spouse that I am, but in our
thirties we find ourselves more resistant to being ignited,
sublimated or seduced, and are prone instead to analyse, criticise
and (for those that way inclined) deconstruct.

The Last Werewolf is Glen Duncan’s first
genuine experimentation with genre writing (although both I,
Lucifer and Death of an Ordinary Man dabble
superficially). The story is the first person narrative of Jacob
Marlowe, a world-weary werewolf exhausted by over a century and a
half of existence and resigned to his impending end. Not
unexpectedly, life takes its unpredictable turns and like a good
treasure hunt the story quickly accumulates all the elements of
good genre, albeit a mongrel mix of mystery, suspense, horror,
tragedy and comedy—all in the context of the occult—with other
supernatural creatures surfacing, like the currently en
vogue vampires.

Duncan is to be commended for weaving together a
story which is not short of action sequences: at times gripping, at
others laugh-out-loud hilarious, at all times evocative. Being a
person who has no time for genre novels (either literally or
figuratively) I was delighted to find that Marlowe’s narrative
delivers only the salient scenes, like in a sharply knit action
movie. But this aspect of The Last Werewolf (which was
mainly why the novel appealed to my better half when I thrust it
upon him) is an almost schizophrenic distraction from the heart of
Glen Duncan’s work; the underlying pulsation that moves him to
write and which drew me in all those years ago; for interspersed
throughout the action sequences is a character study. As Jacob
Marlowe reflects on the world and his own duplicitous morality,
Duncan’s true talent is showcased. He explores his favourite
themes—love, sex, guilt and death—with a command of words that
makes you forget at times that you’re reading fiction.

At this point it might seem that The Last
Werewolf has something for everybody—and indeed I suspect that
anyone reading this novel will find “something” that appeals—but
the overall effect for me was one that is resonant with the Russian
saying, “It’s not meat and it’s not fish.” I can’t help but feel
that Duncan, by combining literature with genre in a punt on
capturing a wider market, has produced something which is neither
great genre nor great literature. My husband found that the genre
elements tickled his thalamus, yet his attention waned during the
ponderous parts. I enjoyed both but felt that the balance struck
between plot and reflection was achieved at the expense of finesse
in etching out the main character. Thereby is the gondolier
bemired.

It is no small challenge to draw empathy from the
reader for a protagonist who is by society’s standards a monster,
but it can be done. Dostoyevsky with Raskolnikov in Crime and
Punishment and Nabokov with Humbert Humbert in Lolita
both flirted with the taboo, and in previous novels Glen Duncan
himself has quite effectively milked my empathy for broken and
devious characters. But Jacob Marlowe is a monster who ingests
innocent people, and I felt that more was needed to counterbalance
this particular tumour. Jacob’s dirty deeds are at times described
in visceral, gratuitous detail, yet only lip service is paid to his
humanitarian acts. If Duncan’s aim was to show that, despite our
humanity, at the heart we are all animals that will commit
atrocities in order to survive, then this is nothing new. If his
aim was to explore a monster’s struggle with his humanity—Jekyll
and Hyde style—then more clay was needed for this element; either
more pages or less genre.

If you try The Last Werewolf and like its literary
elements, then pop off to your nearest library and grab a bundle of
Glen Duncan’s other books. If you appreciate only the genre
elements, however, then best wait for Duncan’s future titles and
first suss out just what they’re about. Perhaps he’ll refine the
balance and produce a genre masterpiece. Maybe he’ll abandon the
experiment and revert to his previous modus operandi. Glen
Duncan’s earlier novels—Hope in particular—are
sporadically fished from my collection so that I might soak up a
gem of a paragraph and invariably feel as I did all those years ago
in Venice. The Last Werewolf is ambitious, engrossing, and
sufficiently Duncan-esque that I enjoyed every page, but it left me
somehow unfulfilled and now will sit on my shelf, only occasionally
to be recommended to a suitable candidate.—Regina
Edwards










Let the Northern Lights Erase Your Name,
by Vendela Vida


Atlantic Books, ebook,
2917ll

After the death of Clarissa’s father she
finds her birth certificate in his desk, and reads it for the first
time. Realising her father wasn’t the man she thought he was, and
as a byblow finding out her fiancé hasn’t been entirely honest
either, she travels to northern Finland and then other parts of
Lapland in one hundred and thirty short, fraught and careful
chapters.

In reminiscence we learn about her emotionally
distant mother, who disappeared without a word fourteen years
before, and see a child desperate for her mother’s love. Grown up,
she’s behaving the way her mother did: leaving her devoted fiancé
Pankaj without a word.

Halfway in further discoveries and memories make
the novel almost unbearably sad, and, though the conclusion is
heartbreaking, Clarissa sees it as a kind of success—making it
sadder still.

Although this novel from the editor of The
Believer takes us to an ice palace, of sorts, it isn’t a
fantasy. Or rather, it’s not part of the fantasy genre: it’s about
the fantasy of leaving everything behind, escaping oneself, all
responsibilities and obligations, and beginning anew.

Vida explains in her afterword that she was
“curious about the kind of person who would see their past as
unconnected to their present”, and I read the novel as an attempt
to imagine the psychology of someone who could make such a break
successfully, if that’s the right word, although the first person
narrator’s quiet pleasure in the quirks of those she meets is
perhaps a little at odds with her behaviour.

It pains me to agree with the Daily
Telegraph, but, as they are quoted as saying on the cover,
this is indeed “beautifully written”, and though it’s a book about
someone who is recently bereaved and profoundly unhappy, it’s full
of gentle humour, particularly in Clarissa’s interactions with the
English-speaking people of northern Europe.

This was a book I loved reading, not least because, in its
portrayal of a daughter missing her parents, it reminded me of
something it’s so easy to forget in the course of the daily
routine: how lucky I am to have two daughters of my own—and, you
know what, how lucky they are to have me!—Stephen
Theaker










Memories of the Future, Vol. 1, by Wil
Wheaton


Monolith Press, ebook,
1999ll

When Star Trek: the Next Generation
began, I was a schoolboy watching it at home; by the time it
finished (on UK television, at least) I had been to university, met
my future wife and spent a year in France. And yet that was nothing
compared to the changes in Wil Wheaton’s life during that period.
In this book he discusses the first half of the first season of
TNG, both as a viewer, watching the episodes for the first time in
a decade, and as a cast member, revealing the behind-the-scenes
difficulties of the production as a whole and of him in
particular.

Wil’s character Wesley Crusher was notoriously
unpopular—a teenager with a snotty attitude and a penchant for
showing up the rest of the crew—and here we see the actor putting a
bit of clear blue space between himself and the American Adric. But
he’s not as if he’s siding with the bullies against Wesley and his
younger self; he’s just really disappointed that Wesley was handled
so badly in the early episodes.

The irony, of course, is that Wil Wheaton is now
firmly established as a geek god, thanks to his blog and
appearances in The Big Bang Theory, The Guild and Eureka; his brief
appearance in Star Trek: Nemesis was pretty much the only thing
anyone liked about that film. An announcement that Captain Wesley
Crusher was about to star in Star Trek: the Third Generation would
be immensely popular, something that would have been utterly
unthinkable at the time these episodes were broadcast.

The book is always enjoyable, and often very funny, even if it
sometimes feels like Wheaton is trying to cram in as many
references to other people’s jokes as he can. If Mike Nelson’s
Movie Megacheese is the Enterprise, this is the shuttlecraft.
But I read it all within a day or two of buying it, and I was
disappointed the book ended on “Datalore” with so much of the first
season still to go; if volume 2 had been available on Kindle when I
finished this one I’d have bought it right away.—Stephen
Theaker










Obverse Quarterly 1: Bite-Sized Horror,
ed. by Johnny Mains


Obverse Books, pb, 92pp

The title of this book might lead you to
expect a collection of flash fiction or vampire stories, but it’s
neither, simply a short collection of six short stories of average
length. The introduction explains that there is no intentional
theme, but there is perhaps an accidental one: the stories all seem
to feature children in prominent roles; Pint-Sized Horror, you
might say.

The two best stories bookend the collection,
smartly ensuring that the book gives a good first impression, and
sends the reader away happy. They were also, for me, the two
stories in which one sensed most strongly a character to the
writing; one could almost imagine the rest being written by a
single author, but not these.

Reggie Oliver’s “The Brighton Redemption”
concerns the efforts to free from prison and reform a child
murderer. Like the other stories I’ve read (and seen performed) by
this author, it is told in a very traditional style, but that’s not
a bad thing: the narrative is controlled, patient and politely
horrific. With “The Carbon Heart” Conrad Williams ends the
collection with style and purpose, the main character searching for
a girl whose mother had died giving birth to her.

In between is more of a mixed bag, but David
Riley’s zombie tale “His Pale Blue Eyes” is also good; as
gripping—though also as solidly within genre limits—as a typical
episode of The Walking Dead. It features a little girl who is
willing to make certain sacrifices to keep her parents alive. If
one wonders why she doesn’t take slightly less drastic measures to
save them, that only adds to the horror of the story. Severely
damaged people don’t always behave in reasonable ways.

“The Unquiet Bones” by Marie O’Regan was also
unnerving, both for the strangeness of its best ideas—for example
tiny bones or teeth sticking out from the walls to catch the
unwary—and for a reason peculiar to this reader: the opening
pages—in which a young couple take refuge in a spooky house—was
almost precisely the same as a submission I’d once read for TQF.
That says nothing about the story, and quite a bit about how
reading submissions by the dozen can spoil you for short stories.
Not my favourite story from the collection, but I enjoyed it.

In Paul Kane’s “The Between” a handful of people
are trapped in a lift, and open it to find themselves suspended in
darkness, and attacked by a flying shark monster. The lift lights
continue to work, because it suits the story. The protagonist is an
aggressive father struggling to get access to his son. Also in the
lift is the lawyer for the other side, described as “the female
lawyer”. Though he followed her into the lift with the intention of
harassing her, by the end she realises what a great guy he is, and
earns herself a patronising kiss on the forehead.

Johnny Mains also includes a story of his own, a
risk for an editor; if the story isn’t up to scratch, it brings the
editor’s judgment into question. However, the benefit for readers
can be a bonus story, sometimes one which the editor has been able
to acquire a little more easily than the others. “The Rookery”,
about a father and son who encounter a demonic crow-god-type-thing,
isn’t the strongest story here, but it certainly doesn’t embarrass
the others by its presence.

I’ve given Obverse a rather rough time over
proofreading in earlier reviews of their books, and this book is a
bit better in that regard. There are a couple of clangers—including
a character whose name changes from Sean to Shaun part-way through
a story—and a handful of smaller mistakes, but nothing to put off
potential subscribers to the quarterly.

The three forthcoming titles in the series sound
very interesting: Senor 105 and the Elements of Danger,
The Diamond Lens and Other Stories, and Zenith
Lives! Monsieur Zenith was one of the inspirations for Elric,
and a contribution from Moorcock is apparently in hand!
.—Stephen Theaker

Beware of possible bias: the reviewer worked with three of
the contributors to this book on the British Fantasy Society
committee.










Reality 36, by Guy Haley




Angry Robot, ebook, 5127ll

In 2067 the Greenlandic ice sheet
tipped, leading to calamitous environmental and social change; 2104
saw the creation of class five artificial intelligences, most of
whom promptly went insane; by 2129, the year of this novel’s
events, the population of Earth has fallen to five billion. It sees
Otto Klein, a retired cyborg soldier with a dodgy shoulder, and
Richards, his friend and colleague, a class five AI with an odd
sense of humour, investigate the many deaths of Zhang Qifang, a
leading sentient rights campaigner. The investigation leads to
Reality 36, one of a series of virtual worlds from which humans
were expelled back in 2114, when their AI inhabitants were granted
full rights. Harvesting orcs for XP is a lot less fun when it gets
you tried in The Hague for genocide! A parallel thread sees
Qifang’s assistant Veronique Valdaire following her own leads on
his deaths, illegally entering Reality 36 while plugged into an
amateur life-support system. There she meets its defenders, Sir
Jagadith Veyadeep and his talking steed Tarquinius. Someone is
using Reality 36 to set themselves up as a god, and the knight is
on a quest to bring them down.

The future of this novel feels a bit old-fashioned
in some ways (especially when Richards is swimming around in
cyberspace), but it’s not as if ecological disaster and artificial
intelligence seem less likely to affect our world than they did at
the height of cyberpunk. Why not exploit that setting when, as this
book shows, there are still good stories to be told in it? Guy
Haley—for whom I must admit a certain affection, having subscribed
to SFX for many years in its early days—has created a
world rich with potential stories, as well as characters with
powerful reasons to get stuck in to any trouble, and enough skills
to survive, just about, the worst the world can throw at them. The
action sequences are exciting, the mysteries intriguing, the
characters people whose conversations I enjoy, people I’d like to
read more about.

Which is fortunate, since I won’t know how the story ends unless
I do. Approaching the last 10% of the book, one realises with a
sinking feeling (as with The Damned Busters, from the same
publisher) that quite a bit of the plot is unlikely to be resolved
by the end, and so it proves. Would Star Wars have been a better
film had it finished halfway through the assault on the Death Star?
Probably not, but it would have been pretty good wherever it ended,
and I’d say the same about Reality 36.—Stephen
Theaker










Stonewielder, Volume I, by Ian Cameron
Esslemont


PS Publishing, hb,
264pp

I read quite a lot of heroic fantasy as
a youngster: Tolkien, Eddings, Brooks, Conan (mostly spin-offs
rather than the Howard originals, I’m afraid), Donaldson, Leiber
and lots and lots of Moorcock. I kind of fell away from it as the
books got longer and longer, and I went through a long period of
reading barely anything but comics and Doctor Who novels. But in
recent years I’ve started to enjoy my fantasy a lot more, reading
and getting quite excited about books by Joe Abercrombie, William
King and Steven Erikson—and Game of Thrones is my favourite new
television programme of the year.

This novel, of which I’m currently reviewing only
volume one (the PS Publishing edition is divided into two luxurious
hardbacks) seems to share the setting of the Erikson novellas I’ve
read, such as Crack’d Pot Trail, and shares those
novellas’ knack of seeming self-contained enough to be enjoyable in
isolation, even if those who have read Esslemont’s two previous
novels in the series will get more from it. The story concerns the
subcontinent of Fist, isolated for twenty years from the Malazan
Empire, yet still being ruled in its name. The Empire has decided
to set matters straight and despatches a fleet of reconquest.
Meanwhile, the Chosen of the Stormwall (and their prisoners)
prepare for another assault by the frost-wielding Stormriders, who
have been coming from the ocean to throw themselves against the
wall for centuries.

We meet a huge cast of characters on both sides of
the conflict, and those likely to get stuck in the middle. Each
character is clearly and effectively defined, each has their own
voice, and is surrounded by figures who help to define them in
relief. Ivanr, the farmer with a bloody gladiatorial past who joins
an army of peasants. Hiam, Lord Protector of the slowly crumbling
Stormwall. Greymane, the Stonewielder of the title, recruited from
obscurity to lead the expeditionary force. Bakune, Chief Assessor
of Banith, doggedly investigating a series of murders. This rich
selection of characters contrasts with, say, Dragon’s Time
by Todd and Anne McCaffrey, in which, presented with a paragraph of
names two hundred pages in, I had no idea who most of them
were.

Stonewielder isn’t as artsy and literary
as the Erikson novellas, and it’s a world away from most PS
Publishing books, but it is a well-polished, confident and
commercial novel that repeatedly made me stay up just a little too
late to get to the end of a chapter. And among all the fighting
there’s a good deal of wisdom and humanity. “It takes an unusually
philosophic mind to accept that all one’s suffering might be to no
end, really, in the larger scheme of things,” Ivanr thinks at one
point. This volume builds up to a clever and tactical sea battle,
as the Malazan fleet tries to break through the Mare war galleys to
land its armies on Fist, but the reader is left in no doubt that
there is an awful lot more to come. I’m glad of the break between
volumes—reading the whole thing at once might have been too much of
a good thing—but I won’t leave it too long before returning to see
how this campaign concludes.

In the eARC under review there were a handful of typographical
issues—mostly missing spaces and quote marks. All were probably
fixed before the book went to press, but since we’re talking about
a collector’s edition that costs £99, I mention them just in
case.—Stephen Theaker










Ventriloquism, by Catherynne M.
Valente


PS Publishing, hb,
352pp

Envying your children doesn’t look good
on a parent. My daughter has given five-star ratings to 37 books so
far this year, while I seem stuck at three stars, and I’ve slightly
begrudged her the thrill of finding something new and wonderful in
almost every single book she reads. At one point I began to wonder,
was I losing the ability to be utterly knocked out by a book? Thank
goodness for Ventriloquism, which makes it clear that if I
want to be impressed in that way, I’ve just been reading the wrong
books. All thirty-two of the stories in this collection surprised
and challenged me with language, allusion and form, and gave me the
unmistakable pleasure that comes from reading something I had never
read before.

The quality of the writing was extraordinary—for
example, a demon’s “eyes do not burn, but in them are long
staircases without end, turning and turning in blackness”—but I’m
always attracted to ideas, and this book was bursting with them: a
snowbound colony on the moon (“Oh, the Snow-Bound Earth, the
Radiant Moon!”); a damned monk who has come to relish the visits of
his tormentor (“Proverbs of Hell”); the practical issues involved
in unconventional solar expeditions (“How to Build a Ladder to the
Sun in Six Simple Steps”), to pick a few. There are stories told by
way of strips of film from an unfinished documentary (“The Radiant
Car Thy Sparrows Drew”), in the course of a wine tasting (“Golubash
(Wine-Blood-War-Elegy)”) and an auctioneer’s guide for bidders on a
series of maps (“A Buyer’s Guide to Maps of Antarctica”).

It’s a book of which a reviewer might well be
wary—a reviewer, in judging a book, is judged in return, and in the
face of this book’s complexity and artistry I hardly felt up to
scratch. I didn’t always understand the stories. “La Serenissima”,
in which a nun discovers hidden messages; the strange city of
“Palimpsest”; the “sea snail skull” of “Mother Is a Machine”: all
left this reviewer baffled. Perhaps the review is slightly
compromised by that failure on my part, but one day I will read a
book, hear a story, see an episode of University Challenge that
contains the vital clue, and the full pleasure of those stories
will be unlocked—it was twenty-five years after reading The
Voyage of the Dawn Treader that I clicked to its echoes of the
Odyssey.

Other readers, though, those who don’t need to
write a review, certainly have nothing to fear. As with MST3K, if
you miss one reference you’ll probably get the next one, and even
if you don’t—if you are as ignorant as this reviewer of ancient
myth and modern science—your enjoyment of the stories will hardly
be lessened. For example, one could appreciate “A Delicate
Architecture”—which tells of a confectioner’s greatest achievement
and his hopes that it might return him to the Emperor’s favour, and
the consequences for his daughter—without noticing the light it
reflects upon the story of Hansel and Gretel. Or in “Thread: A
Triptych”, one can feel for the plight of immigrant wife Ariadne,
trapped in an asylum for the insane, without grasping the
significance of her description of her new-born son: “his cow-eyes
blinked limpid up at me, and his hair was coarse as my dress,
coarse as the tail of a bull”.

Some of the collection’s highlights reinterpret
stories with which most readers will be familiar. In “Milk and
Apples” we see Snow White’s stepmother, locked away to nursemaid
the King’s pale baby daughter, fresh from her own tragedy: “I had
borne a dead daughter, I had squeezed a little pale corpse from my
body as if I were nothing but a fat coffin.” In “The Maiden-Tree”
the spindle tells Briar Rose what to expect from her rescue: “He
will be almost too revolted to enter; the smell of twelve hundred
months of menses will wash the hall in red … and then the smell of
bed-sweat and bed-sores gone to fester … He will hardly be able to
open the door for the press of your grotesquely spiralling
toenails.”

And although there are several such
reinterpretations of old stories, many stories are entirely new (so
far as I know), such as “The City of Blind Delight”, where a
railway station is made of interlinked human bodies; “The
Anachronist’s Cookbook”, in which a fifteen-year-old pickpocket
plants revolutionary pamphlets in a steampunk Manchester; or
“Killswitch”, about a computer game that deletes itself upon
completion.

Lev Grossman (whose The Magicians is one
of those odd books that has grown on me since I read it) notes in
his useful introduction, “If I had the stylistic range and the
richness of invention Valente shows off in this one book, I would
publish it in half a dozen slim volumes, over the course of 40
years, and call it a career.” These are the kind of stories many
writers would sell a wicked stepmother to write, a brilliant blend
of fine writing, super ideas and formal experimentation.

It’s tempting to say that Valente makes it look
easy, as she jumps from the science fiction of “How to Become a
Mars Overlord” to the biblical fantasy of “A Dirge for Prester
John”, from the zombies of “The Days of Flaming Motorcycles” to the
pirate parrot horror of “The Ballad of the Sinister Mr Mouth”,
without ever touching the floor, but stories this rich in language
and detail must surely be the product of a sustained creative
effort, a great deal of work and thought—you really do have the
sense that these are “six years of stories”, as she calls them in
the acknowledgments.

So, this time, I’m not envious of my daughter, I feel a bit
sorry for her. She would love this book, its generous selection of
female protagonists, heroes and villains, and its imaginative
reinterpretations of fairy tales, legends, myths and monsters, but
it’ll be ten years at least before she is old enough to enjoy it.
As a reviewer, I somewhat regretted choosing such a challenging
book, but as a reader I couldn’t have picked anything better.
Playful experimentation with serious intent: what could be
better?—Stephen Theaker










Comics


Angel Omnibus, by Christopher Golden,
Christian Zanier and friends


 

Dark Horse, tpb, 478pp

Having recently left Buffy, Sunnydale
and the Hellmouth to star in his own TV series—and comic, of which
all but two issues are here collected—Angel now lives in Los
Angeles. Interesting characters like (dark) Wesley, Fred and the
Host are far off in his future; most of these stories are set in
the period before they showed up. Cordelia was working at Angel
Investigations from the beginning, but Irish half-demon Doyle is
the one with the visions—for a while, at least—and hard-knock
detective Kate Lockley turns up more often than anyone would have
hoped.

There’s a certain pleasure to be had from revisiting a brief
period of a favourite programme, and for comics based on a show
that had still to find its feet, these are okay: pedestrian, but
readable. The Christian Zanier art featured in most issues was not
really to my taste, but didn’t get in the way of telling the story.
The stories—mostly by or co-written by Christopher Golden—feature
the usual round of demons and monsters, and don’t add up to much,
but I was more than happy to spend a few nights reading them. Not
classic comics, nor classic Angel, but not too bad.—Stephen
Theaker












Booster Gold, Vol. 2: Blue and Gold, by
Geoff Johns, Jeff Katz, Dan Jurgens and Norm Rapmund


DC Comics, tpb, 160pp

I’m very fond of Blue Beetle and Booster
Gold. I think the first time I heard of them was when they got
beaten up in The Death of Superman trade paperback, but it
wasn’t long after that I read their adventures in Justice
League (International). Later I read Ted Kord’s
original series, and more recently Booster’s too, collected in
Showcase Presents Booster Gold, both of which were solid
but not spectacular. It was brilliant to see them teamed up again
in Formerly Known as the Justice League and I Can’t
Believe It’s Not the Justice League, but immensely
disappointing to see what happened to Blue Beetle during one of the
innumerable crises to beset the DC universe.

Booster Gold, now working for Rip Hunter as a
defender of the time stream (the poacher turned gamekeeper), was
even more unhappy about it, and rescued Ted from the fatal moment.
He returns to the present. The ramifications? Wonder Woman didn’t
get angry enough to snap Maxwell Lord’s neck, the OMAC project was
a success, and most superheroes are now dead. Even set against
Booster and Gold’s past screw-ups, that qualifies as a bad day.

It’s wonderful to see Booster and the Beetle
together again, even if we know it can’t last. Geoff Johns and Jeff
Katz write them as more or less capable heroes who use humour to
cope with their dangerous lives, rather than complete jokes. I’ve
always enjoyed the unfussiness and clarity of Dan Jurgens’ art, and
under modern colouring and printing it looks very fine
indeed—although one wonders, given that Jurgens created Booster
Gold, whether it was a little odd for him to cede the writing
duties to other people. It’s odd in general to think of people
losing all control over their own creations, but I guess that’s how
it goes at the big two: it’s easy to see why Erik Larsen didn’t
hand the Savage Dragon over to Marvel.

Returning to the story, it’s not stunning, basically a What
If?/Days of Future Past type thing, but I enjoyed it. Affection and
nostalgia count for an awful lot in comics.—Stephen
Theaker










Falling Skies, by Paul Tobin and Juan
Ferreyra


Dark Horse, tpb, 102pp

Reading a tie-in comic before seeing the
programme it was based on really took me back. Everyone remembers
the moment when Darth Vader told Luke that (spoiler) he was his
father. Not me: I found about it for the first time in the pages of
Marvel’s weekly Revenge of the Jedi comic. Spock’s death
scene, also: I read those immortal lines in a comic first. I’m not
sure if this book acts as a prelude or an adaptation (the
introduction was illegible in my review copy), but for me it failed
in one key respect: it put me off watching the programme.[1]

It’s not a bad comic. It’s well written, putting
diary entries to good and effective use as captions, and
illustrated well: the likenesses are good enough that I was able to
guess Noah Wyle as the lead from the second page. Across the five
chapters lots of exciting stuff happens, the characters are all
introduced and distinguished, and the book begins to make the
reader care about Tom Mason and his sons’ attempts to survive an
alien invasion.

But it does nothing to sell the premise. No story
possibilities unfold before us. Nothing to make the reader think it
would be worth committing to this story for the next five to ten
years. At best it promises The Walking Dead with aliens instead of
zombies, at worst Jericho on the cheap. I didn’t tell TiVo to
record the programme. I meant to—it looks alright, and may well be
brilliant—but the comic did nothing to stir any enthusiasm. It’s a
decent comic, but a poor advertisement.[2]—Stephen
Theaker










Girl Genius, Omnibus Edition, Vol. 1, by
Phil and Kaja Foglio


Airship Entertainment, pb,
320pp

Fun bit of Final Fantasy-esque steampunk
about Agatha Clay, who has been wearing a brooch that inhibited her
natural spark—a kind of magic science-sense. When Moloch von Zinzer
and his brother steal the brooch her powers begin to surface, at
first by way of all-night engineering sessions in her long
underwear, of which she wakes with no memory. After the clanking
product of one such night causes havoc searching the town for her
parents she attracts the attention of Baron Wulfenbach, autocratic
ruler of the land, who whisks her off to his flying airship
fortress. There she becomes assistant to the Baron’s son
Gilgamesh—or is it vice versa?—and meets other people with powers
like hers, collected from all over the world to keep their families
in check.

For a three-time Hugo-winner (albeit for later volumes),
Girl Genius is a bit fluffy and derivative, but it’s
carefully planned, well-paced and charming: I read it in a single
day. There are many hints about the past, a steady drip-feed of
revelations, and a promise of lots more to come. The Baron in
particular proves to be a character with a fascinating history, a
man both better and worse than expected, and I became quite fond of
murderous pirate queen Bangladesh Dupree. The art is unusual but
expressive—the female characters have gigantic thighs and tiny
heads!—and the steam-driven machinery is detailed and nicely
designed. Presenting the colour pages in murky greyscale means it’s
a book best read in a well-lit room, and I’d be inclined to get
future volumes in colour. Not Hugo-worthy, perhaps, but rewarding
nevertheless.—Stephen Theaker










Justice Society of America: Thy Kingdom
Come, Vol. 2, by Geoff Johns and friends


DC Comics, tpb, 192pp

The brilliant thing about the JSA is
that there always seems to be progression and continuity; this
volume acts as a sequel and sort of a prequel to Kingdom
Come. The Kingdom Come Superman has fled his world, the
remaining superheroes having been killed in a nuclear blast, and is
keen to prevent the events of Kingdom Come from happening
in the current DC universe. (An incidental pleasure of the story is
seeing an older Superman with the JSA again.) He knows that Gog was
the progenitor of Magog, the anti-hero who caused so many problems
in his reality, but the story has more twists than he expected.

Kingdom Come artist Alex Ross is on board as co-writer,
and provides some typically brilliant covers and flashback pages,
but Geoff Johns writes, rather than Mark Waid. It’s not a surprise
that there’s interest in mining the rich seam of Kingdom
Come for further stories, and Waid produced his own sequel in
The Kingdom, but this can’t help but normalise its
inspiration. It takes a myth and turns it into just another story.
Would we want to see the Batman of The Dark Knight Returns
time-travelling like this to the current DC Universe? This is a
good story, but it lessens the original; whether the trade-off was
worth it I won’t know until reading the conclusion in the next
book.—Stephen Theaker










Major Bummer Super Slacktacular! by John
Arcudi and Doug Mahnke


Dark Horse, tpb, 384pp

Lou Martin (he doesn’t actually call
himself Major Bummer, sadly) got his super-strength,
invulnerability and super-smarts thanks to a mailing mix-up, and he
doesn’t really appreciate the effect they’re having on his life,
especially since they came bundled with a magnetic attraction for
similarly blessed/cursed individuals. That brings him friends he
doesn’t want, like a time-travelling pensioner, the wall-climbing
Gecko, a theatrical sonic screamer and a flying girl with a crush
on him and a handy viewing panel in her costume’s midriff. Worse,
it brings him enemies like an English guy with an inflated skull
and an intelligent [spoiler deleted!], Nazi dinosaur Tyrannosaurus
Reich, and a bunch of gang-members too dumb to do anything
interesting with their powers. The aliens who handed out the powers
have parked their invisible spaceship in a nearby junkyard, and
provide a plot prod every issue or two.

This book collects all fifteen issues of the
original DC series. In tone it resembles contemporary
Hitman’s wackier episodes; these guys would get on well
with Section 8. Unlike Hitman it doesn’t take place in the
DC universe, which can’t have helped sales, but it does give the
book a self-sufficiency unusual in DC’s main line. There are light
soap opera elements, and the characters trot from one story to the
next without any of it seeming all that important. It’s all very
amiable, but when a series is this short-lived, it’s difficult to
read it (or watch it, with TV programmes) without that niggle at
the back of your mind: what was the problem with this? Sometimes
it’s easy to figure out: Extreme Justice! Sometimes it’s
utterly baffling: Firefly! Major Bummer is amusing, rather
than laugh-out loud funny, but its bigger problem was perhaps that
its least interesting character was its protagonist. That’s kind of
the idea of the book—a slacker superhero—but it leaves a gap at its
centre where the person you want to read about should be.

Still, I had a lot of fun reading it. Admittedly, put a
fifteen-issue run of almost any comic in a book and I’ll enjoy it,
but this one had some funny ideas (the size-changing,
expressionless cat was always good value) and it explores them
well, particularly towards the end as Lou starts to time travel and
dimension hop. The artwork is much easier on the eye than the
slightly cluttered cover to issue one made me expect, back when it
was first published. By the end of the book, I kind of wish I’d
collected it back then, because with time this could have developed
into something special, and maybe an extra reader or two would have
given it that time.—Stephen Theaker










The Sixth Gun, Book 1: Cold Dead Fingers,
by Cullen Bunn and Brian Hurtt


Oni Press, tpb, 176pp

Collecting the first six issues of an
ongoing series, this book takes us to the wild west, a generation
or so after the American Civil War, during which vicious
Confederate warlord General Oliander Bedford Hume acquired six
unholy weapons. He kept one for himself, gave four to his
best/worst men and one to his wife. Defeated, killed, chained and
buried in a monastery, he didn’t give up for all that, and all that
can stop him from re-unleashing hell is a girl who only picked up
her stepfather’s gun to fight the men who shot him. It’s the Sixth
Gun, the one that gives its owner a glimpse of the future, and the
general needs it back.

I’ve never read a book from Oni Press that wasn’t well put
together—they’ve been responsible for well-drawn, well-written
titles like Whiteout, Queen & Country,
Soulwind and Geisha—and this doesn’t spoil the
run. The wild west isn’t my favourite setting for stories, but
there are enough nifty ideas here, like a gun that can summon the
souls of those it kills to fight as sandpeople, to keep it
interesting. General Hume and his widow are as nasty as villains
should be, while Becky is a brave and sensible heroine who would be
doing the right thing even if she had a choice. Drake Sinclair, her
guide through all the death, has the looks of Clark Gable and the
ethics of Han Solo. They make a good pair, and it’ll be interesting
to see where they go next.—Stephen Theaker










Games


Earth Defense Force: Insect
Armageddon


Vicious Cycle Software
(devs.)

Xbox 360

The long awaited sequel to one of my
favourite games, Earth Defence Force 2017. Once again aliens are
attacking Earth with a combination of augmented insects and giant
robots. Graphics are slightly improved, and there isn’t quite as
much slowdown, perhaps because the number of attacking insects has
been reduced. A wide selection of novel weapons is once again
available, while four character types allow for slightly more
variety in play. Jet armour can scoot up and around the play area,
while tactical armour has a handy turret; previously turrets took
up one of your two weapon slots. Voice work and dialogue is again
very funny: an intelligence officer asked for help on dealing with
a new type of cybernetic ant suggests you shoot them with your
guns, while avoiding their attacks—good advice! It’s a little
easier than the previous game in that allies are able to revive
you; only when all three of you are dead is it game over. One
gameplay flaw is that the active reload, borrowed from Gears of
War, is far too finicky; too much early play is spent running in
circles while botched reloads complete.

As a full-price, big-budget game you’d be
disappointed with the limited gameplay, but for a budget title it’s
fun. There’s one big problem: this game is ridiculously short in
comparison to the previous one. Fifteen levels compared to
fifty-three, and all are in a single environment, the city, whereas
the previous game took you to the beach, the countryside and even
underground in the enemy hives. That came as a huge disappointment
to me, and it’s one deliberately engendered by the publishers, who
have promoted it as having three campaigns. This isn’t a game of
three campaigns—it’s a game of one short campaign divided into
three chapters. When you finish the fifteenth level you are
astonished to earn the achievement for beating the game, and, as if
to rub your nose in how short the game has been, that achievement
is called Lemon Squeezy!

It’s a good game to play online, one that’s easy to dip into,
and in a game with so many weapons it’s interesting to see what
combinations other players are using. But that can’t make up for
the lack of a decent single player game. I played the previous game
for months, this one for barely more than a week. This game feels
like little more than a shell for downloadable content, i.e. all
the levels that presumably weren’t finished in time for the game’s
release. Rent, don’t buy, unless it’s going very, very
cheap.—Stephen Theaker












Movies


Cowboys & Aliens


Jon Favreau (dir.)

Universal, 118 mins

When I first saw a poster advertising
Cowboys & Aliens, I anticipated a film that, like Grease 2
(1982) or Ghost Rider (2007), points fun at its own ridiculousness.
I looked forward to dialogue and characterization as preposterous
as the film’s concept. However, the western/sci-fi crossover,
inspired by a 2006 graphic novel created by Scott Mitchell
Rosenberg and written by Fred Van Lente and Andrew Foley, did not
give me what I anticipated. What I did get was something much
better: an engaging film that convincingly mixes the atmosphere of
the spaghetti western with the intensity of Independence Day.

A mangy-looking cowboy (Daniel Craig) awakens in a
setting typical of the early American Southwest. A strange metallic
device is stuck on his wrist, and he remembers nothing. He makes
his way to the dusty streets of Absolution, where locals recognize
him as the outlaw Jake Lonergan, wanted for theft and murder. But
there is something more threatening to the town (and to all of
mankind) than Jake Lonergan.

The huge piece of bling-bling clamped onto
Lonergan turns out to be a weapon capable of taking down
human-snatching alien aircraft. Lonergan’s memories begin to
return, and the links between the aliens and a mysterious woman
grow clearer.

More than once, director Jon Favreau (Iron Man,
Iron Man 2) gives the aliens a delightfully flamboyant entrance:
just when the action of the conventional western peaks, the aliens
invade the scene in their insect-like aircraft.

Despite this being a big-budget action film
targeted at the inattentive modern day viewer, Favreau lovingly
portrays some of the finer details: the gulping of whiskey, a thumb
testing the sharpness of a blade, the crunching on an apple, the
wood of an imperfect fence. These details, coupled with some
beautiful vistas of New Mexico, help establish authenticity and
plunge the viewer deeper into the fictional dream.

Daniel Craig sheds his Bondian sophistication (and
his British accent) to portray Lonergan, the gritty outsider
reminiscent of Stephen King’s gunslinger Roland Deschain or the
typical Clint Eastwood western protagonist. Craig’s chiselled good
looks, ectomorphic frame, and stripped down dialogue complement his
stoic character, and his saunter would give John Wayne a run for
his money.

As Colonel Woodrow Dolarhyde—don’t you just love
the names?—Harrison Ford plays a money-hungry rancher whose power
the people of Absolution fear, yet whose true character isn’t
nearly as rough as his exterior. Dolarhyde’s attempts to mask his
compassion in sarcasm and overt masculinity add humour. Be sure to
look for one of Ford’s trademark half-grins.

Those who appreciate strong acting get a healthy
dose of it in the beginning of the film. Paul Dano (There Will Be
Blood) offers a nuanced and humorous sideshow as Percy, the
ne’er-do-well son of Dolarhyde. However, Favreau chose just the
right amount of screen time for Percy, who would have grown
annoying. Percy’s absence for the majority of the film proves an
eccentric character does not a sci-fi/western make. No insult to
Dano intended.

Some reviews chastised this film as uninspired or stale. Perhaps
they missed the film’s title, and the overall concept. Hey, this is
Cowboys… and Aliens! The challenge was not to come up with an
original western, nor was it to come up with unique aliens. The
challenge was to effectively bridge two very familiar genres, and
in this Cowboys & Aliens succeeds masterfully.—Douglas J.
Ogurek












Altitude


Kaare Andrews
(dir.)

Anchor Bay, 90 mins

In this Twilight Zonish thriller from
first-time director Kaare Andrews a quintet of attractive young
Canadians take a small plane up for a short hop to a campsite.
Mechanical malfunctions and what’s-your-malfunctions accumulate
until they find themselves stuck on an upward trajectory, at each
other’s throats and pursued through a black storm by a tentacled
monstrosity.

Much like Pontypool, this movie does a lot with very little.
Dialogue-driven, but not afraid to give us a really good look at
the monster before it’s all over, it’s a very satisfying movie.
Andrews is a comic artist, and has an artist’s eye for the faces of
his actors, holding firm in his study of them—even when there is
snot dribbling out of their noses, unfortunately! Despite that, a
really nice little movie.—Stephen Theaker










Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows,
Part 2


David Yates (dir.)

Warner Bros, 130 mins

Ten years ago, an orphan with circle
framed glasses and a lightning-shaped scar on his forehead found
his way into the hearts of film-goers the world over. The young man
discovered a school for wizards, where he made two new friends: an
awkward red-headed boy, and a rather determined little girl.

This summer, Harry, Ron, and Hermione finish the
saga that has ushered millions of children into adulthood, and
bonded generations. This film, the eighth in the series, broke
international box office records, raking in $476 million worldwide
during its opening weekend.

In HP7 Part 1, the friends had to overcome some
conflicts amongst themselves. This time, the reconciled trio and
their Hogwarts schoolmates set out to vanquish Harry’s nemesis
Voldemort, who, armed with the all-powerful Elder wand, has his
sights set on the destruction of Potter. For those who prefer
non-physical conflict and the subtleties of individual
relationships, Part 2 falls short of its immediate predecessor. For
those who prefer a good old-fashioned good guys versus bad guys
rivalry, Part 2 is the film to watch.

The once-vibrant halls of Hogwarts, now controlled
by Voldemort and his clan, have deteriorated into dreariness and
despondency. Severus Snape, the Voldemort ally responsible for the
death of the beloved [spoiler removed!], has taken over as
headmaster.

Harry and friends must penetrate the
dementor-guarded walls of Hogwarts, then find and destroy the
remaining Horcruxes, which house parts of Voldemort’s soul and
safeguard his immortality. The challenge is clear-cut: if Harry and
friends succeed, Voldemort dies and evil is vanquished. If they
fail, Voldemort attains ultimate power and the world rots.

Most of the film takes place at Hogwarts, where
the oppressed student body and faculty reclaim the campus and
strive to resist an impending onslaught by Voldemort’s Death
Eaters. Potter must also find a Horcrux. There are two things known
about this Horcrux: it is small, and it is somewhere within the
mammoth school. Not very promising.

Though the action and special effects were in line
with what one would expect of a big budget film, one of the most
enjoyable aspects of HP7 Part 2 was Ralph Fiennes’ portrayal of
Voldemort. Fiennes gets more screen time to show his skills than in
other Potter films. With his gyrating movements, exaggerated facial
expressions, and emotional instability—he whispers, he screams, he
laughs—Voldemort earns a spot among cinema’s most memorable
super-villains.

The film is far from perfect: It begins with two
lengthy expository conversations with minor characters. The most
disappointing shortcoming involves the key battle scene. One would
expect the inhabitants of a wizardly world to fight in a wizardly
way. Such was the case with previous Potter films. However, the
climactic battle of HP7 Part 2 resorts to Lord of the Rings-style
hand-to-hand combat, replete with ogres hacking away at knight-like
figures. But because of their high emotional investment in the
series, viewers will likely forgive these flaws.

As a stand-alone film, HP7 Part 2 does not merit
the record-breaking figures it has achieved. However, when viewed
through the lens of the Potter franchise, the records begin to make
sense. Video games. LEGO figurines. Even a theme park in Orlando,
Florida. Harry Potter is nothing less than a worldwide culture
juggernaut. What a thrill it must have been for those who grew into
adulthood with Potter over the last decade. Undoubtedly, many of
them will step onto Platform 9¾ and board the Hogwarts Express with
their own children to relive the journey.

Despite its magical foundation, the Potter series
reveals many real-life lessons. It shows that there will be
cowards, and there will be heroes. There will be those who give up,
and there will be those who, despite many naysayers and seemingly
insurmountable odds, will continue to pursue their goals. It
teaches us about the power of friendship.

The Harry Potter story and the phenomenon our world has made it
suggest a hopeful thought: that there is a human longing to
connect, and to do good. All aboard!—Douglas J. Ogurek










Shock Labyrinth 3D


Takashi Shimizu
(dir.)

Chelsea Films, 85 mins

Five small children enter a deserted
haunted house, but only four emerge. Years later, a grown up Yuki,
the one they left behind, turns up at the door of blind Rin, and
the friends gather to take her to hospital. The hospital is
deserted, time stands still, and they are back in the shock
labyrinth—a huge ghost house—to be haunted by their guilty
secrets.

Scary for them, less so for the viewer; the film
achieves its most alarming moments by putting young children in
danger as the timelines (apparently) cross. Kids in trouble aside,
it’s mainly four young adults wandering round a haunted house
without much going on. The film tries to conceal this with
flashbacks and flashforwards, but the core of the film is not
terribly interesting.

The 3D aspect does it no favours—the 3D version is a red-green
mess, while the 2D version is full of embarrassing would-be 3D
set-ups that puncture the film’s seriousness. Not a film I can
recommend. Lordi’s Dark Floors, previously reviewed in these pages,
is remarkably similar but much more fun. Coming from the director
of The Grudge, this was a huge disappointment.—Stephen
Theaker










Rise of the Planet of the Apes


Rupert Wyatt (dir.)

20th Century Fox, 105
mins

Shakespeare’s Caesar shakes
spear—tossed by Hollywood, eloquent as a lovelorn salad.

A film that is produced by its writers is a bit
like a self-published novel. It dispenses with those pesky editors
and allows the authors an unusual, at times unhealthy amount of
creative control. Theoretically, this could be wonderful (god
complex knows how many movies have been scuppered by interfering
bigwigs) but equally it can facilitate a merry, unrestrained
hurling of plot confetti—a self-congratulatory, naive celebration
in which the storyline is well and truly shredded.

Rise of the Planet of the Apes sees Will Rodman
(James Franco) testing an experimental Alzheimer’s drug on
chimpanzees. His commitment to the research stems from the
deteriorating condition of his father (John Lithgow) and leads
Rodman to carry on even after the project loses backing. He
secretly adopts Caesar (Gollum’s Andy Serkis), an orphaned chimp
genius whose mother was part of the programme, and discovers that
the Alzheimer’s drug, which Rodman is driven to test on his father,
not only repairs but also enhances brain function. Rodmans Senior
and Junior, along with Caesar, live happily… but not ever
after.

At time of writing (one day after the film’s
release), Rise of the Planet of the Apes has notched 1,000+ votes
averaging 7.6 on IMDB. Splitting the amalgamative, we might assign
seven to the first half of the film, and
point-six to the second, but in both cases that might be
over-charitable. As Caesar grows and love interest Freida Pinto
(Rodman’s, not Caesar’s—this isn’t King Kong) is thrown into the
mix, Rodman Senior develops antibodies to the virus that
facilitates delivery of the Alzheimer’s drug, thus allowing the
disease itself to return. Rodman senior regresses, and while the
audience takes a moment to ponder the medical feasibility of a
genetically inheritable virus, Caesar is bundled off to a
sanctuary-cum-concentration camp for errant primates, and so the
CGI high jinks begin.

Franco and Lithgow portray a very genuine, very
tender father/son relationship, and there are some heartbreaking
familial scenes also between chimps (plus orang-utan and gorilla)
at the primate facility. This element, however, falls very much by
the wayside as writer-producers Silver and Jaffa belatedly remember
the title of the film, and scramble to pull it into line as some
sort of “origin” movie to the 60s and 70s Planet of the Apes
franchise. This ad hoc change of direction, which is evident in
several write-as-you-go script revisions (this is where I
work; here is a zoo where other chimps live) and at
least one ham-fisted contrivance (look, an Alzheimer’s drug
canister that nobody’s noticed lying around; oh, and there’s a
spaceship lost out near Mars somewhere) is not only galling in
its own right; it is part of a deliberately ambiguous “setting up
of sequels” wherein whetting the audience’s appetite is clearly
seen as more important than presenting a satisfying or in any way
self-contained film. Rise of the Planet of the Apes ends on a
ludicrous note; or, as director Rupert Wyatt would put it, “with
certain questions”,[3] not least
of which are, How are Caesar and Co. going to avoid retaliation
(or indeed eat; just survive) long enough for the slow-acting
events of the (rather smug) closing credits to play out? and,
perhaps more pressingly, If the sole purpose of this film was
to set up its sequel, will my cinema ticket be valid for that one
as well?

Not that you’d go, even if it were. “Evolution”,
as the promotional poster so deftly puts it, “becomes revolution”.
(And many are the people who wish they’d seen that before
delving into their wallets for the price of admission.)

Rise of the Planet of the Apes suffers from, and
so inflicts upon the viewer, two hallmarks of modern day Hollywood.
Firstly, an irredeemable caricaturing that would have even the
ancient Greek playwrights cringing at its lack of subtlety. There’s
the dollar-obsessed businessman; the too-angry next door neighbour;
even Tom Felton as a transplanted Draco Malfoy reprise. This
reliance on stock, one dimensional characters, undermines anything
that the movie might hope to achieve dramatically. Secondly—and
this is more of an explosive, building-dropping demolition than a
mere undermining—there is the now rampant “We’ve got CGI, look what
we can do with it” mentality that spurns the bona fide
approach of, say, Project X (dir. Jonathan Kaplan, 1987) and
instead sees Caesar and his fellow chimpanzees emerge from the
phone booth not only as super intelligent but also as super fast,
super strong and, frankly, super ludicrous. Why the predilection
for crashing (unscathed) through glass panels? What ape worth half
its newfound IQ in bananas would make a three-storey jump (again,
unscathed) rather than taking the stairs? And while we’re about it,
why do chimps liberated from the zoo become just like their
smartened fellows? Could it be that the brain sharpening drug is
transmitted also through osmosis?

Perhaps the biggest question—spoiler, if such a
movie can be spoiled by external factors—is why the Alzheimer’s
drug, in more highly concentrated form, suddenly becomes a human
killer. Notwithstanding the writers’ implicit need to spell things
out for those who are hard of understanding, wouldn’t it be more in
keeping with the original Planet of the Apes premise for the drug
merely to lessen human intelligence? (Yes, a bit of a stretch, but
the bar hasn’t exactly been raised all that high. One could
artificially stimulate production of neurotransmitters, perhaps,
but make the resulting synaptic connections recursive, lessening
the memory loss of Alzheimer’s but stultifying the development of
new thoughts. No? Well, that’s just two minutes’ worth of opposable
thumb-twiddling.) The sad truth is that such a drug already exists,
widely distributed and taking approximately 1¾ hours to
deliver.

As the box office will attest, people are queuing up for
it.—Jacob Edwards
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	Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #16 (2007)
This issue’s brilliant cover by John Shanks has doubtless
alerted you to the main content of this issue: Howard Phillips
relates to us The Doom That Came to Sea Base Delta! Then Lawrence
Dagstine tells of “Our Plight on Amaros”, in a high concept tale of
human despair on an alien world. This issue also brings the next
part of After All, by Michael Wyndham Thomas. Wash that down with
another sip of Newton Braddell, and then you'll be ready for
another Lost Classic of the Silver Age, a tale of one Cleabella
Danger, with thanks to the plucky fellow who rescued her book from
a space pirate! And dropped into the mix at the very last minute,
an extract from the novel-in-progress, Chameleon Man Gets Lost, by
Caroline Marwitz: “The Good Fortune Driving School for Men”.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #26 (2008)
TQF#26 has one of our best ever covers, courtesy of the
marvellous John Shanks. It shows the three kings doing battle with
a demon on their way to Bethlehem. Eric R. Lowther tells the story
in "We Three Kings". In the last of our series of stories by
Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt, Tiana pays a visit to the
"Inn of the White Cat". In John Greenwood's series that never ends,
Newton Braddell experiences "The Cruellest Month". And then John
Hall tells the chilling story of "The Burrower Beneath". In the
last quarter of the issue we have reviews of the latest from PS
Publishing, among others. It's a rather shorter issue than usual
(we had to hold some material over to next time), but it's a very
nice one. The editorial is a bit rubbish – I'm still working
through my feelings about losing at NaNoWriMo, so you'll have to
bear with me – but if you skip that bit you'll have a great time
with TQF#26.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #24 (2008)
TQF#24 contains 75,000 words of fiction and reviews. There's a
full novel by the pseudonymous Howard Phillips, The Day the Moon
Wept Blood, which is best avoided, but there is some better stuff:
the ubiquitous Aaron Polson writes a scary little story of a little
metal man; John Greenwood continues the saga of Newton Braddell;
and Andrew Offutt and Richard Lyon fill in the gaps around their
scarlet-haired adventurer, Tiana.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #25 (2008)
TQF#25 contains horror from Bob Lock ("Jack"), Ralph Robert
Moore ("Strangers Wear Masks of Your Face"), J.R. Parks
("Mississippi Sunshine") and John Hall ("In the Vale of Pnath");
fantasy from Rafe McGregor ("Murder in the Minster", a Ruritanian
tale), Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt ("Naked Before Mine
Enemies"); science fiction from John Greenwood ("In the Mountain of
Sanity", plus two more); and a lot of reviews and second-hand news
items from the editor.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #22 (2008)
TQF#22 offers, from Mike Schultheiss, "Darwin's Corridor", a
rousing tale of action, colonialism, love, anthropology and
philosophy on a far-off planet. Then we have “The Spirits of ’26”,
by Robert Laughlin, a Silverberg-esque story of ambition,
dedication and calamity. Sam Leng returns to our pages with “A
Matter of Taste”, another short, sharp tap on the shoulder, and
Richard K. Lyon and Andrew J. Offutt supply another in their series
of Tiana adventures. In my editorial I take a trip down memory
lane, it having been ten years since I started to use the name
Silver Age Books, while at the other end of the issue John
Greenwood describes the next events in the unfortunate life of
Newton Braddell, researcher unextraordinary. In total, 44,409 words
of free fantasy goodness...



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #23 (2008)
TQF#23 has science fiction from Wayne Summers and John
Greenwood, fantasy from Richard K. Lyon & Andrew J. Offutt,
horror from Anna M. Lowther and John Hall, and reviews galore.
Altogether, there are 52,534 words of free reading material in this
magazine (but no one will blame you for skipping the 4,394-word
editorial).



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #27 (2009)
TQF27 presents a marvellous novel in full: Operation 1848 by
Mike Schultheiss! Plus two short stories: "Orchid Strangelove and
the Kiss of the Taipan" by Sam Leng and "Lost Futures" by Cyril
Simsa. The issue is rounded out with the usual half-baked reviews,
news and editorial musings.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #28 (2009)
TQF28 starts in the best possible way with "Quadrant Five" – a
bunch of people on a spaceship going who knows where. That's
followed by the next riveting instalment of Newton Braddell and a
short-short from Josie Gowler, "Soldier", before things get rather
literary with the double-barrelled strangeness of "Breaking Out of
Sleep" and "Anatomy of a Wounded House", from Barry Pomeroy and
Douglas Thompson respectively. Then John Hall wonders whether you
dare descend "The Stairs in the Crypt", and Jason Hinchcliffe tells
the saga of the "Bloodbegotten".



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #29 (2009)
Here is TQF29, seven stories high. Douglas Thompson takes the
lead, with the eerie and poetic "Madame Mortadore & the
Clouds". "Foundling" by Nick Sansone follows a painter through a
troubled life foretold. "Imaginary Prisons" by David Tallerman also
has a good deal to say on the subject of prophecies. John Hall
delivers the last of his forgotten stories to our horror section,
"The Feaster from the Stars". (Its final image is unforgettable.)
John Greenwood then lets us have it three times in the third eye,
as Newton Braddell wends his hopeless way across the world. The
review section contains the usual batch from me, as well as ones by
John Greenwood, Rafe McGregor and Steve Redwood, who consider
Morpheus Tales #3, a Hound of the Baskervilles graphic novel, and
Midnight Street #12 respectively.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #30 (2009)
The issue opens with "Citadel Ninety-Nine" by Michael Canfield,
in which a bloodthirsty army tears its way across a strange,
strange world.

Also in this issue… John Greenwood plots the next point in
Newton Braddell's weary journey. Jon Vagg shows what really goes on
at conventions in "DeadSoulsCon". K.J. Hays tells the story of "The
Zombie Who Went to Town in Style". K.J. Hannah Greenberg writes
about creatures in mailboxes in "Just One Case of Flash: Another
Chimera Story". And Ben Thomas & Skadi meic Beorh win this
issue's best title award with "The Periodic Honking of the
Fruit-Seller's Truck".

The issue ends with our usual bountiful selection of reviews,
including comment on all of this year's British Fantasy
Award-nominated novels, two books from Rhys Hughes, and a
collection by Steve Redwood.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #31 (2009)
If you've had a good Christmas, it's about to get better! If
you've had a bad one, here is its saving grace! Theaker's 31 is
here for your pleasure! We've got eight terrific stories and
nineteen reviews. We have fantasy from Zachary Jernigan and Heather
Anastasiu, horror from Alex Smith and David M. Kinne, science
fiction from Alison J. Littlewood, David Tallerman, Glynn Barrass
and John Greenwood, though as ever these labels are applied
somewhat loosely! The marvellous cover is by Howard Watts, while
Douglas Ogurek and Rafe McGregor supply reviews.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #32 (2010)
This special issue of Theaker's Quarterly features the
long-awaited conclusion of our very long-running serial, Newton
Braddell's Inconclusive Researches into the Unknown. And on the
flipside, a special treat, issue 10 of Pantechnicon! This issue of
Pantechnicon includes Alex Davis (founder of Alt.Fiction) on
organising literary events and an interview with goremaster
Herschell Gordon Lewis.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #33 (2010)
I don't think it's at all a stretch to say that this is one of
the strangest issues of Theaker's Quarterly Fiction we've ever
published!

Our lead story is "NON", by Douglas Ogurek, a dizzying blur of
new words, new fashions and new ideas; Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory as written by Anthony Burgess.

Then we have Steve Redwood's "Nose Trek", the story of a nose
that implodes upon itself, and the brave souls who go inside to
investigate. What happens once the mass of mucus in a nostril has
passed the Chandrasekhar limit?

"Houseguest" by D. Harlan Wilson is as odd – and exciting – as
anyone who's read his other work would expect, while "El Aullido
del Diablo" by Dean M. Drinkel is so entertainingly barmy that I
have to confess I'm not entirely sure what it's about, but I know I
enjoyed it!

By these standards, "Bird Talk" by Mark Lord is almost
incongruously normal, despite its mix of witches, clerics and boozy
tramps.

The issue is rounded out by a relatively normal selection of
reviews (as long as you think there's nothing unusual about lengthy
discussions of whether Superman can move his lips quickly and
skilfully enough to mimic the softness of a human kiss, that
is).

The cover is by the wonderful Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #34 (2010)
TQF34 features a series of terrific stories, an indulgent
editorial, our first ever convention report, and a huge review
section: twenty-two books, seven movies, three audio reviews, one
comic and one game. The cover is once again by the wonderful Howard
Watts. Horror: “The Chapel on the Headland”, Rafe McGregor and “The
Needs of the Dead”, Jon Vagg. Fantasy: “The Frog God’s Chosen”,
Steve Cotterill and “The Free Dynamos and the Lone Island in the
Sky”, Mike Phillips. Science fiction: “Of Kith and Kin”, Howard
Watts; “Barney Wilson”, Kevin Bridges; “Glass Houses”, David
Tallerman; and “Name the Planet”, Ross Gresham.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #35 (2011)
Wash your pain away with the misery of others! “Involuntary
Muscle” by Black Static contributor Maura McHugh tells of Lilly,
her unhappy life made more miserable yet by surprising news. “House
of Nowhere”, a novella by Matthew Amundsen, concerns brave Hully
Bo, trapped in a submerged house and tortured by the mean and
mysterious Conjurer. We then have reviews of books by Justin Isis,
Johnny Mains, Brendan Connell, Lucius Shepard, Scott Edelman, Kevin
Anderson and Sam Stall, André Gide and Kristine Ong Muslim, and of
the latest instalments of Doctor Who and Harry Potter. In the
comics section we take a look at Clint #4, Showcase Presents DC
Comics Presents Superman Team-Ups, Vol. 1, and Strangers: Homicron.
The seasonal cover is by lovely Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #36 (2011)
144 pages of fiction and reviews, all available for free
download!

Our fiction this time: The Photographer’s Tale by Daniel Mills,
A Fable of Worcester by Victor D. Infante, Angeline of the Woods by
Dylan Fox, Told in a Brothel on Darien by Elaine Graham-Leigh, The
Burden of Proof by David X. Wiggin, Totem by Howard Watts, Huracan
by Matt Baxter and “A” Story: an Animated Adventure by Nicholas
Rasche.

The Quarterly Review takes in four Doctor Who audio adventures,
books from James Lovegrove, Michael Moorcock, Brendan Connell,
Stephen King, Michael Croteau and Gary McMahon, and comics from the
brothers Nicolle, Black Coat Press and Dargaud. In our film review
section, Jacob Edwards and Douglas Ogurek review The Adjustment
Bureau, I Am Number Four, Paul, Season of the Witch and Tron:
Legacy.

The space-age cover is by superstar artist Howard Watts.

If it weren't for the slightly lazy editorial, I'd call this our
best ever issue!



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #37 (2011)
Eight stories and one article feature in this issue of Theaker’s
Quarterly Fiction: Apoidroids by Douglas Thompson, Make It Sacred
by Mike Sweeney, The Last Testament by Rafe McGregor, Curios by Ben
Kendall-Carpenter, The Model of a Boy by Alex Smith, Harrowing of
the Barrow by Skadi meic Beorh, Devilry at the Hanging Tree Inn by
David Tallerman, The Watchman by Chris Roper, and In the Shadow of
Slartibartfast: Donald Cotton and Doctor Who’s Other Comedic
Trilogy by Jacob Edwards. The editorial, How Could a Person Up and
Call a Person Wack?!, addresses the suggestion that giving books
bad reviews is something one should avoid. The review section
stretches to thirty pages, covering books by McSweeney’s, Jason
Heller, Matthew Hughes, Ian Whates, Richard Parks, Adam Baker,
Daniel Mills, Gary Fry, Andy Remic and D.F. Lewis, as well as CDs,
comics and films.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #39 (2011)
Theaker’s Quarterly Fiction #39 has six more stories of Thornton
Excelsior from the magnificent Rhys Hughes, mutant ultraviolence
from Mike Sauve, science fiction from Douglas Thompson, and an
interview with Matthew Hughes. There are lots of reviews, from
Jacob Edwards, Douglas Ogurek and Stephen Theaker. The Christmassy
cover art is from Howard Watts.



	


Theaker's
Quarterly Fiction #40 (2012)
Featuring cover art by Howard Watts (and in the print edition,
interior art by Ben Ludlam), plus “The Delusions and Tangents of
Thornton Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes, “The Journey of Toil Ling; a
Folkish Tale” by Lewis Gesner, “Homecoming” by Mitchell Edgeworth,
and thirty-odd pages of reviews by Stephen Theaker, Howard Watts,
Jacob Edwards, John Greenwood and Douglas J. Ogurek.








[1] At
least I thought I had—apparently Star Trek II wasn’t adapted to
comics until recently. Maybe there’s a recap at the beginning of
the Search for Spock comic, or maybe I’m thinking of the
novel?

[2] After
reading this review on our blog, I had second thoughts and caught
up with the TV series; it’s actually rather good.

[3] Giroux, Jack, “Interview: Director Rupert Wyatt on
‘Rise of the Planet of the Apes’ and The End of Cinema”, Film
School Rejects, 15 April 2011
[http://www.filmschoolrejects.com/features/interview-director-rupert-wyatt-rise-of-the-planet-of-the-apes.php/2]
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