Merry Christmas everyone! Time for an end-of-year round-up, you think? It’s been a very nice year for me, on the whole. Okay, so a famous author publicly called me a liar over the BFS awards, which was a bit of a bummer, but I had been very rude about his proposals. More recently, the editor of a defunct magazine accused me of having tried to make it fail (not that I realised he was talking about me at first; I’d just said it was a bit pricey—a year ago); one writer got into a frightful tizzy after I noted that all her five-star Amazon reviews seemed to be from chums (who were harassing the one reviewer who wasn’t); another writer is still so upset about the bad review he got in these pages that he’s been collecting evidence about us on his blogs in a way that has become decidedly creepy.
Our approach to publishing in the small press is that it’s a fun hobby, but when we review or talk about other small press publications we treat them the same way that we treat books from the big publishing houses. That brings us into conflict with people who regard the small press as a mutual promotion society, or a stepping stone to getting where they really want to be. Anything even lightly critical said about their work by other members of the small press is seen an act of betrayal, as something for which they must discover a motive.
It’s been difficult this year to remember which particular agenda I’m supposed to be following at any given time. Just to put it on the record: I don’t need an agenda to say what I think. I’m from Keighley, a town where strangers stop you on the street to say how little they like your haircut. If I say your magazine is too expensive for me, it’s because it is. If I say your circle-jerk reviews on Amazon and Goodreads make me feel sick, it’s because they do. You don’t need an agenda to explain the things I say: it’s just obnoxious, boorish honesty! Be irritated with me by all means—often, irritating you was precisely my intention—but don’t waste your time and mine trying to prove I didn’t really mean them. Because I did.
With it being the end of the year, lots of people have been blogging their best-of-the-year lists. I haven’t read very much contemporary material this year, or seen many movies, or indeed done much more than read all the Archie comics that have flooded Comixology, so these are just my favourites of what I’ve seen and read. My favourite book of the year was Catherynne M. Valente’s Ventriloquism, which knocked me for six. Favourite fantasy film was Woody Allen’s Midnight in Paris, although I can’t mention it without thinking also of Paul Anderson’s The Three Musketeers (we watched the two as a double bill). Favourite fantasy television programme was Doctor Who, Steven Moffat’s second season managing to surpass his first. Game of Thrones was also excellent. Favourite comic would have to be Axe Cop; I laughed so much my eyes were sore for days, and the inspiration lasted even longer. My favourite game this year would have to be the special edition of Borderlands (I deliberately avoided Skyrim). Favourite album: Daft Punk’s Tron: Legacy soundtrack (which I’ve lost).
Onto this issue! We have six more stories of Thornton Excelsior from the magnificent Rhys Hughes, mutant ultraviolence from Mike Sauve, and a science fiction tale from our dear friend Douglas Thompson. Ben Ludlam illustrates a Thornton adventure, and there are lots of reviews, from Jacob Edwards, Douglas Ogurek and me. Also, a mention for two people without whom I would have struggled to keep the magazine going these last two years: Howard Watts, who with his wonderful cover art has saved me from the quarterly hell of trying to create covers myself (TQF21’s awful, awful artwork still makes me shudder), and my co-editor John Greenwood, who has read virtually all the submissions this year.
In this issue we also have our very first interview! I found the interviews I did for the BFS’s Dark Horizons (with Brian Stableford, Lev Grossman and Allen Ashley) to be a fascinating challenge, and had wanted to initiate something similar here. I was in the middle of reading three brilliant books by Matthew Hughes (see Majestrum, Hespira and The Spiral Labyrinth in this issue’s review section) and so he seemed like the perfect choice. I hope such interviews will become a regular part of the magazine, but I’ll try to restrict myself to people for whom I can formulate at least semi-intelligent questions.
I made one big mistake with this issue, letting unfinished reviews build up and then trying to finish them all at the last minute. It’s delayed this issue by about a week, so to avoid that in future I’ve introduced a new Theaker rule: no starting a new book till I’ve finished a first draft review of the last one. (The most important Theaker rule is that having offered a cup of tea, you must make it.) A pile of yellow Silvine exercise books will assist in this plan, and I can currently not start a new book until I review James Kochalka’s Monkey vs Robot.
One previous reading rule came a bit of a cropper this quarter—Even Stephens—my plan to review books by male and female writers alternately. It worked well at first, but then got confusing when I read some books by male writers, but not for review, and then reviewed them anyway, and then had to hold them back while I tried to get some books by female writers reviewed to catch up. What a mess! But I’ll try to do better next time, perhaps by tweaking the rule so that instead of reviewing books by men and women alternately, I read books by men and women alternately. That’ll stop me getting into a muddle.
In 2012 we hope to bring you more fantastic fiction, more reviews, more artwork, more features and interviews, and if we can persuade our ducks into a line, more books. We’ll continue to be quarterly—seems to be working well—with weekly (if not twice-weekly) reviews appearing on the blog, along with comment pieces and flagrant hit-bait. Let us know if there’s anything you think we should be doing, because, to be frank, your ideas are probably better than ours!
Once again, a merry Christmas to all of you, and a happy new year!
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This is the tale of a man who turned himself into a windmill. Thornton Excelsior was his name and he lived in the town of Porthcawl. To earn his bread, he’d been told to use his loaf, but the advice confused him, because it sounded like a circular argument.
Nonetheless he decided to give it a try. What risk could there be in this course of action? His first step was to carefully examine the historical and cultural significance of loaves. The local library seemed just the place for this endeavour, and remarkably it was!
He learned that a loaf is made from a certain type of grass and that the process involves grinding the grass seeds to powder, mixing the powder with water and applying heat. Thornton was delighted. If he made his own loaf he could use it to acquire another.
“Use your loaf to earn your bread!” people had said.
It was simple, logical, inevitable.
There was a field behind his house full of grass that seemed ideal for his project. But there was nothing to grind the seeds with. More research at the library revealed that seeds are ground by windmills. There was only one course of action to take.
Thornton went to visit the local carpenter, Garth.
“Will you turn me into a windmill, please? I don’t have the money to pay you yet, but when I’ve made my first loaf and used it to earn bread, I’ll exchange the bread for cash and give that to you. What do you think? A foolproof plan, wouldn’t you say?”
Garth grumbled into his beard and shook his saw.
“Always barging in here, people are, with their unreasonable requests, as if I don’t have my own business to attend to! Turn me into a wardrobe, turn me into a nice occasional table, turn me into a hatstand! No, I won’t do it for you or anyone else. Get out!”
Thornton decided to do the job himself. But how?
While he was pondering this problem, the radio on the shelf decided to change the music it was playing. It had been playing an old time jazz tune but now it moved into a song called “The Windmills of Your Mind”. What a curious name! Thornton listened closely.
The lyrics of the song made absolutely no sense to him, but that didn’t matter: the important point was that, for the first time in his life, he learned that the mind, the human mind, his mind included, had windmills in it, unexpectedly. What a revelation!
Why else would anyone write a song about them?
Songs aren’t lies. They can’t be.
Armed with the insight supplied by the song title, Thornton went home and on the way debated his next step. If only he could access one of the windmills of his mind, he could use it to grind the seeds to make bread. It might be too small, though. Unless—
Somehow he must find a way of making it bigger.
Tea would help him to think …
He went into his kitchen to boil a kettle. He would have waited for all time, because the metal of the kettle had a boiling point much higher than the temperature of the maximum flame of his stove. He realised this after a minute and boiled water instead.
Sipping his tea, it occurred to him that if he did expand his mind, all the things inside his mind would also get bigger, including the windmills. But how to expand his mind? He didn’t know himself, but he knew where to go for advice. He went out again.
Two of his acquaintances were always talking about “mind expansion”. Clearly they must be experts in the subject! So he went to visit the first of them, a bearded guru with sandals known as Kosmic Huw. The advice the guru generously gave was as follows:
“Smoke some of this, man, to expand your mind!”
And he pressed a packet of chopped herbs into Thornton’s hand, but the herbs didn’t have a culinary use, even though Kosmic Huw was regarded as a sage. They had quite a different purpose. Anyway, Thornton accepted them with exclamations of gratitude.
Then he went to visit his second acquaintance.
Mr Clogs was sitting at his desk reading two books at the same time as usual. He spoke to Thornton from the corner of his mouth. “And to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” But even before Thornton could reply, Mr Clogs added, “Philosophy is the key.”
“Is it really? I thought it was an academic pursuit!”
“Yes, that as well, of course.”
“How did you anticipate what I wanted to—”
“Ask?” Mr Clogs lifted up one of the books so that Thornton could read its title. In bold letters were the words: ANTICIPATING QUESTIONS. With a wonky smile, Mr Clogs continued, “There’s no better way of expanding minds than with the aid of philosophy.”
Thornton thanked him and went lightly on his way.
Before returning home, he entered the library again and borrowed one of the thickest philosophy textbooks he could find. He hefted it back to his small house and laid it down on his kitchen table next to the packet of herbs. Which to try first?
Surely it was more potent to combine them?
Yes, that was the best option!
So he ripped out many pages from the textbook and used them to roll a dozen long cigarettes stuffed with the herb. He smoked these one after the other and he was delighted when his mind truly did start to expand. Soon it had reached its maximum expansion.
Thornton was ready for it. He had a wooden mallet.
Mercilessly, systematically, he struck various points of his cranium with this tool, knocking out the functions of his brain directly beneath the bone. As parts of his brain went unconscious, the magnified things of his expanded mind vanished, one by one.
Before long, the largest windmill disappeared …
With his reduced awareness, Thornton groggily marked the exact point of his skull where that blow had landed, then he lurched to bed and gave himself a few days to recover. When he was at full health again, he tore out more pages, rolled more cigarettes.
He went out into the field and chose his spot.
Once again, as he inhaled, his mind expanded and all the things within it, some of them dark, some light, some oblong, some curved, some static, some highly mobile, others unbuttoned, many peculiar, a few gnarled and one or two ineffable, expanded with it.
Now he was able to proceed with confidence and precision. His mallet banged down on every point of his skull apart from the spot he had earlier marked, a point that represented the largest windmill. Of all the expanded objects of his mind, that alone remained.
He slumped to the ground and with his final remnant of conscious will and strength he crawled inside the windmill. When he regained his senses many hours later, the windmill encased him so snugly that it was his body and his identity was fused totally with it.
Unable to shrink back into his mind, because his mind was now inside it, instead of the other way around, the big windmill had contracted as far as it was able. It was his shell, his armour, an exoskeleton. He was a crab, a robot, a sentient solidified daydream …
He had succeeded in fixing an imaginary object, existing by definition only in his mind, for real in the outer world. A wondrous achievement by any standard! He rotated on his gimbals until his sails faced the wind, and then he prepared himself to grind seeds!
Now he understood that he had made a small mistake.
He should have reaped the grass first!
He should have obtained a scythe, mown the entire field, gathered the fallen ears, for that’s what they are called, flailed them with a hinged stick to get all the seeds off, and then ground the grain into flour. But it was too late. He was already a windmill. Stuck.
So he stood there in strange despair while the hours passed and clouds came and washed him with dismal rain. He could rotate on his own axis, but his freedom of movement was strictly limited to that. The wind made a noise in his sails like mocking speech.
A little later, who should chance to stroll through the field but Kosmic Huw? Although Thornton did his best to call out to his friend in human words, the only sound he managed to create was a creaking, but it was enough to attract Kosmic Huw closer.
Kosmic Huw studied the windmill carefully, took a puff on a cigarette that seemed fatter than normal, and said to himself, “If the answer, my friends, is blowing in the wind, does that mean windmills are masters of spin?” Then he laughed and nodded once.
Thornton was distraught when Kosmic Huw walked away.
“Come back and help!” he creaked.
No more visitors entered the field that day, or during the night, or the following day, or even at any time during the coming week, and it finally dawned on Thornton that he should expect no assistance from outside. His salvation was entirely in his own hands.
Did I say hands? I meant sails.
He had no grass seeds to grind, true, but why should that prevent him from grinding up something? There was no reason why he couldn’t make bread from an alternative. But what was the only thing available to him in his present immobilised condition?
His own body! Yes, he would grind that! He would make bread from his own physical substance. Perfect.
He smiled inwardly and his spirits rose, just as the loaf he planned to bake would rise, and in fact that’s exactly what he did. He ground himself into flour. The rain provided the water to turn the flour into dough. All he needed now was the heat of an oven …
Nothing like the smell of freshly baked fool!
He waited, palpitating greyly.
But it seemed the final step would never be taken, for he had no means of building an oven, and the bakers of Porthcawl were obviously lazy, for not a single one arrived to erect an oven next to him. So he grew mouldy with odd yeasts as he waited helplessly.
Months passed. Finally a stranger approached.
A woman mounted on a horse. She carried a lance that was hollow and thick and cumbersome. She stopped in front of Thornton and cried, “A giant, are you? I’m sure of it!” Her armour was homemade and her voice was heroic and deluded at the same time.
Thornton had learned how to manipulate his creaking sails so they made a fair imitation of his former voice.
“No, I’m not a giant. I’m almost a loaf of bread.”
“That’s a feeble fib,” she said.
“It’s not! Who are you to accuse me of deceit?”
The woman opened her visor.
“I am Nod Toxique, and that’s an anagram as well as a name. Why not work it out? Mind you, I don’t suppose you have time to do that. You are a giant and thus I must fight you.”
“Don’t do that, Miss Toxique, I implore!”
But it was too late for him …
She rested the lance on her shoulder and aimed it at the windmill. Now Thornton realised it was a bazooka. Even archetypes can be updated. That’s called progress. Some progress is painful, certainly, but it’s still progress. Even teeth that ache are still teeth.
She pressed the trigger and a shell spat from the maw. “Like a crust of stale bread!” he thought miserably.
The shell detonated inside him and he caught fire.
Just what he wanted after all!
His misery turned to glee.
Nod Toxique shut her visor with a soggy clang, spurred her steed with woollen spurs and haughtily galloped off in search of the next adventure, the next misunderstanding, the next intertextual reference. If you happen to meet her, try not to be a windmill!
Thornton baked quickly and became a loaf and revelled in the sensation. But then the heat toasted him rather too much. He smoked. He charred. In an hour he was nothing but ashes …
Exactly one year later, the local carpenter, Garth, entered the field and salvaged the least damaged planks, nailing them into a sooty chair. Then he sat with Kosmic Huw and Mr Clogs and they all watched the sunset. It was a bit of a squeeze, I can tell you!
To earn extra money, Thornton Excelsior took a job as a postman. After he finished his morning shift he usually had enough time to head out of town for a tankard of special ale before going back to work. There was an isolated tavern in a forest clearing that served the best food and drink he had ever experienced.
He didn’t bother returning his sack of mail to the depot. It would save valuable minutes if he simply took it with him. So he stood by the side of the road and waited for a carriage. The quaint, retrograde nature of life in the Duchy of Klipklop still amazed him.
A far cry from his former existence in Wales, in the town of Porthcawl, where he was daily abused for being daft! Immigrating to this arcane state in a forgotten corner of Europe was the best decision he had ever made. He still believed that he was clever.
A carriage arrived and Thornton climbed into it. There were no cars or other forms of motorised machinery in Klipklop, no internal combustion engines at all. Horses did the work. And women. And postmen. Everyone else sat around smoking pipes or grinning.
He was the only passenger today and he sank deeply into the padded seat. He knew this carriage would drop him near the doors of the isolated tavern and that another carriage coming the other way would convey him back to town approximately one hour later.
The carriage turned a bend and came to a sudden halt. A man blocked the road with a menacing smile, a sinister cape and mask, and a pistol that was aimed at the driver. This man approached closer, quickly opened the door and bowed mockingly at Thornton.
“Stand and deliver!” he cried.
“But it’s my lunchtime. Can’t you come back later?”
The pistol was cocked. “No. ”
Thornton sighed. “Very well. If I have to do one or the other, I’ll deliver. I doubt I’m permitted to do both, as the regulations of the Postal Workers’ Union are very strict. I’ll be certain to lodge a complaint with them about this outrage. It’s my free period!”
And he jumped down from the carriage and began walking back along the road towards the town, shifting his mail sack from one shoulder to the other as he went. The highwayman was too flabbergasted to discharge his gun at him and merely watched him go.
Thornton sighed and grumbled and cursed as he reached the town and then he proceeded to deliver all the remaining letters in his sack. He went up a granite stairway and down a twisting cobbled alley. Finally he had to stop in front of a tall blue house and ring the bell.
A man opened the door and blinked at Thornton who blinked back. “I have a parcel for you,” said Thornton. “It’s too big to slide under your door. In fact it’s the biggest parcel I’ve ever carried.”
“Thanks. The afternoon mail is early today!”
“I was ordered by a highwayman to deliver it now, that’s why. You’ll have to sign here if you want the parcel.”
The man signed a receipt and then he took the box that Thornton passed to him and staggered under its weight. “It’s very heavy! I wonder what it can be?” He set it down gently on the ground.
“None of that is my business,” pointed out Thornton.
“True,” said the man, “but I’m going to open it in front of you anyway. I have been known to open parcels in front of postmen before. My name is Jagger, incidentally. I don’t mean that ‘incidentally’ is my surname, so don’t labour under that misapprehension!”
“I only labour under the discretion of my rightful employers,” insisted Thornton, as Jagger tore open the box. No sooner had he ripped off the paper covering and untied the string holding the box shut than something inside jumped out. It was the highwayman from before!
The miscreant bowed ironically. “I guessed you might try a trick like this, so I wrapped myself as a parcel and persuaded an actor to work as a decoy on the road. I’m glad my scheme and foresight have proved to be correct. So I’ll say it again: stand and deliver!”
Thornton rolled his eyes. “Do I really have to?”
Jagger whimpered, “But he’s Swishing Shoehorn, the most infamous and depraved bandit in Klipklop! Do everything he says if you want to remain alive. He has been known to eat spoons!”
“I eat them with a knife and fork. I’m not a savage!” pointed out the rascal with a menacing scowl, “and I make those items of cutlery from frozen soup shaped in special moulds!”
“Very well,” conceded Thornton, “I’ll stand this time. The Postal Workers’ Union will be furious if I deliver twice.”
And before Swishing Shoehorn could explain his meaning properly, Thornton had already reached down and removed the bicycle clips from his own legs. It was only at this point that the highwayman realised that Thornton wasn’t a normal Klipklop citizen. Jagger was also amazed. Without any warning, Thornton quickly rose into the sky.
“His legs are immensely long!” gasped Jagger.
Swishing Shoehorn removed his tricorne hat and scratched his wig with his pistol barrel. “He kept them doubled up all this time and has been walking around on his knees … ”
“Doubled up? Tripled up, more like! Quadrupled up!”
But in fact Thornton’s legs were folded no less than seventeen times. With the absence of the clips holding the separate folds together, he was free to stand up properly for the first time in years. His multi-jointed legs were the prime reason he had decided to leave Porthcawl and emigrate to Klipklop. They attracted too much attention.
Like a concertina they expanded, those legs, taking him higher. Then he hit his head on the underside of a cloud. The sky above Klipklop was solid, but this fact didn’t alarm him, for he knew that the Duchy existed far below the nation of Liechtenstein. There simply wasn’t space on the surface. Europe was already too crowded …
There was a trapdoor in the cloud and the handle was on the outside, so he turned it and his head passed through the sky to the other side, emerging in the throne room of a castle or palace.
The Duke of Klipklop, a man who delighted in the name Fig the Date, was yawning loudly. The room was full of jesters, all of them dressed in motley, walking on their hands, shaking rattles or posing annoying riddles that were instantly solvable.
“I’ve been sentenced but I’m no criminal. What am I? A paragraph! I’m shaped like a spiral but there’s nothing beyond me. What am I? A twist ending! I can be drawn but there’s no … ”
“An outline. You’re an outline!” shrieked the Duke.
The jesters continued to caper and play.
The Duke sighed, “If only my court was like courts in the upper world, with a thousand serious fellows for every jester, but down here it’s the other way around and I’m only allowed one straight man. And he died of pleurisy last week. Now he’s gone I don’t have any reason to remain sane. I wish I could find his replacement!”
Suddenly he noticed Thornton’s head and its demoralised expression rising through the floor in the middle of the room.
The Duke pointed at it in gratitude.
“You’ll do,” he said.
When the man known as Thornton Excelsior died he was buried in an old churchyard and his friends cut some flowers from his own garden to lay respectfully on his grave. The rains came and the dead flowers began to slowly rot.
The other flowers in the garden were stricken with grief at the loss of their friends. The murders of those seven daffodils had been blatant and cruel. The surviving flowers had no chance of getting revenge, but they wanted to express their sadness by making an appropriate gesture.
They waited until the first bumblebee of the year appeared and landed on the petals of the nearest flower. The moment it crawled inside the trumpet to look for pollen, that daffodil made a special effort and snapped shut around it, just like a Venus Flytrap, and kept squeezing tight until the bee suffocated.
It wasn’t easy for the daffodil to uproot itself and walk all the way to the churchyard. Even the hardiest perennials find such activity exhausting and rarely indulge in it, so for a daffodil it was gruelling in the extreme. Eventually it arrived at the grave where the murdered flowers lay and it opened its trumpet and placed the dead bee on top.
Then it went back to the garden and replanted itself, satisfied that it had discharged its duty and employed the correct symbolism in doing so. Humans are mourned with flowers; flowers are mourned with bees. But the story doesn’t end there.
The friends of the bumblebee were distraught when he didn’t return to the hive and they went out to search for him. At long last his corpse was found in the churchyard. The other bees decided to hold his funeral the following day and adorn his grave with a freshly killed bear.
Shortly after the next sunrise they swarmed out and chased a bear over a cliff. Then they pushed its body to the churchyard and laid it on top of the bee. It was fatiguing work but worth it for the symbolic value of the huge hairy cadaver.
The friends of the bear wailed and wept for an entire week before fishing a salmon from the river and draping it over the dead bear’s head. As for the friends of that salmon: once they heard the news they ganged up on a squid and ended its many-armed life. But how they managed to get it to the grave is still a mystery.
The friends of the squid decided to honour its passing with a dead albatross, so one of them reached up through the surface of the ocean and snatched a bird in flight and dragged it down and drowned it. The corpse of that albatross was later positioned with great reverence on top of the squid on top of the salmon on top of the bear on top of the bee on top of the flowers on top of the man Thornton Excelsior.
A few days later, the friends of the albatross caused a small aeroplane to crash. The pilot bailed out in time but his craft plummeted into a hill. The birds dragged the wrecked plane to the churchyard and laid it gently on the grave. Then they flew away.
The friends of that aeroplane bombed a cathedral and piled the rubble on top of the smashed machine. Then the friends of the demolished cathedral all crossed a bridge at the same time and caused it to collapse with the weight. The broken bridge ended up on the grave on top of the bombed cathedral just as etiquette demands.
But the friends of the bridge responded to the loss of their friend by killing the east wind that was making their railings sing; and so the other winds killed a radio transmission that was passing through the atmosphere shortly afterwards; and the friends of that particular frequency sent an offensive message into space that would kill with shame the satellite that received it. And so on.
Months, years, centuries passed …
One day a robot found himself passing through the churchyard. He saw the tower of dead objects and his scientific curiosity was engaged. Extending his arms, he climbed to the summit and sat there with a dreamy look in his crystal eyes.
“This tower contains a single example of everything in the world and many things outside it,” he said to himself, “with the exception of—”
Suddenly he lost his balance and toppled over the edge. He was so high that the Earth was only the size of an alien fruit below him. As he accelerated he dimly wondered what the juice of that fruit might taste like. The answer was oil and electrons. But that, in fact, was his own juice after he landed.
While he cooled in pieces beside the grave of Thornton Excelsior, his friends brought a newly slaughtered human to lay on top of him …
I found an arm washed up on the beach, not a real arm but a carved one, a marble block chiselled into the shape of a slender female limb. It emerged from the midnight waves like the final gesture of a drowned swimmer, its pale fingers digging into the sand, a loop of seaweed around its wrist for a bracelet, its elbow jabbing a moonbeam.
I hurried through the surf to rescue the arm, but the moment I picked it up I couldn’t be sure who was the holder, who the held. That is always the way with castaway arms, so I used it as a crutch to help me back to shore, and when I reached my house in the hills I planted it in the bucket where I keep my umbrellas. Then I went to bed.
My dreams were the dreams of Thornton Excelsior; for he is me, and I am him, so the coincidence isn’t bizarre.
In the morning I puzzled over my unusual find, but could make neither head nor tail of it, which was appropriate enough, and I packed it in an empty quiver and cycled with it slung over my shoulder to the library. My simple request confused the librarian on duty and she frowned for several minutes. “A reference book about arms!”
“Yes please, do you have such a volume I may consult?”
“You mean weapons?” she asked.
“No. I mean proper arms, good old-fashioned upper limbs. I found one last night I want to identify, you see.”
“Do you happen to have it with you?” she muttered.
“In this quiver here. Allow me … ”
I laid the arm on the counter and she blinked through her spectacles at it with growing astonishment. Then she stroked it with a finger, shook her head, breathed heavily, and cried:
“The lost right arm of the Venus de Milo!”
“Are you sure?” I blurted.
She nodded. “Absolutely certain. This is an astonishing discovery! We must notify the Louvre at once!”
And she tried to snatch the arm and pull it completely over her side of the counter, but I was too fast and soon an unseemly tug of war began, an aggressive tussle in which I had the distinct impression the arm itself was trying to aid my efforts. Needless to say, I won and returned the object to my quiver with a magnificent scowl.
“I can’t allow it to be sent to Paris on its own. It must be reunited with its twin, the lost left arm. My mission is to find that other arm. Only then may the authorities be contacted.”
“The project is unfeasible!” she snarled.
But I refused to be dissuaded so easily and I ran out of the library and mounted my bicycle. I had no particular destination in mind but with only a little pondering I surmised that the best place to seek the other arm was on the far side of the world, on the beach antipodal to my own, for clearly the arms had been trying to embrace the entire planet, snapping off as the consequence of such an ambitious hug.
That hypothesis kept me going through cold rain and the humid steam of dense tropical jungles, over the peaks of snowy mountains and into the greedy ooze of swamp and marsh. I slept always with her firm arm below my pillow, in fact her arm was my pillow, but I often drew her out of the quiver to help me pick fruit from tall trees.
Sometimes she scratched my back, dug trenches …
It’s not really possible to fall in love with a woman who isn’t there, and I can’t honestly say I regarded the Venus de Milo as my girlfriend or even as a dominatrix I yearned to serve, but there was a connection between us stronger than academic interest. Maybe I regarded her as the embodiment of an ideal synthesis between purity and lust.
After many years of travelling I reached a tiny unnamed island along a causeway whose flints finally ruptured my tyres. With regret I abandoned my bicycle, stumbled onwards to the beach that was directly opposite my original home on the surface of the globe, and there in the sparkling surf I beheld the sleek white object of my desire.
Over the rocks I scrambled, stubbing my toes. But disappointment was waiting for me among the starfish.
“A bone! A marble bone! I am too late!”
This arm had been eroded until all its stony flesh had fallen off, all its mineral nerves and veins had unravelled, leaving only the relevant part of the sculpted skeleton, a work of exquisite art by itself, true, but a fetish of grief also, and I preferred not to hold it for too long before hurling it back to the very waves that had gnawed upon it.
Then I wondered if only beaches have antipodal equivalents, so I went to locate the inverse of my house, and also its owner, my own reciprocal, and I found both in place in the low hills. In the twilight I used her good arm to rap on the door and to my astonishment it was opened from inside by her other good arm. I sank to my knees.
“Don’t be hasty with your ecstasy,” cautioned a voice.
“It’s not a miracle?” I blinked.
He shook his head, a bearded man with dust in his wrinkles, and I saw that he was wearing her left arm as a prosthetic limb, having lost his own in an industrial accident or explosion. Then he explained that the bone had been removed to make this false arm lighter, more usable, and that he was perfectly satisfied with the result.
Something about this wasn’t logical. “But how could you perform such a delicate operation with only one arm?”
“The extraction of the bone and fitting of the limb were included in the price,” he said, “and required no effort from me. Take further questions to the curio shop where I purchased it.”
Then he closed the door in my face. I had wanted to ask the way to the curio shop, but obviously that was one of the so-called further questions I had to ask at the curio shop itself. Maybe I could locate the information at the local library? If everything truly had its antipodal equivalent here, that musty building should be no exception.
I proceeded down a curving road, turned the final bend and to my mild surprise discovered the curio shop in the place I had calculated the library would be. Not all equivalences are exact, not all reciprocals symmetrical. I pushed my way inside and lost myself among the leftovers of a hundred thousand cultures, valid and imaginary.
The curio shop seemed to contain for real all those things described by all the books in my library. A close enough mirror image, possibly even a superior reflection. I negotiated the unique maze and reached the counter after a long struggle. The shopkeeper rapped his fingernails on the dented surface while I rummaged in my quiver.
I withdrew the arm, laid it down. “It’s no longer special to me and so I must sell it. How much is it worth?
“Plenty, but we don’t buy things here, my friend.”
“Will you swap a curio for it?”
He pensively stroked the marble wrist. “Perhaps I can convert it into an artificial Zen applauder, or something along those lines, as the Venus de Milo herself has no resonance for me. But wouldn’t you regard that as a violation of your ultimate woman?”
I tugged my beard and dust trickled from the wrinkles in my face as I frowned at the arm. “It’s quite useless without the left limb, for my dream of being fully embraced is ruptured.”
“But how does she feel about it?” he wondered.
“She’s not my girlfriend yet,” I said.
With a sigh, he turned and mounted a ladder to a high shelf. “I think I have a solution that will satisfy both of us,” he remarked, as he selected a murky glass phial from the shadows.
I studied the swirl of the liquid inside and pocketed the phial carefully after he explained that it was a potion that encouraged broken statues to regrow their missing parts. But they would regrow those parts differently according to updated circumstances. “If the context has changed, the new growth will adapt to it,” he pointed out.
This news filled me with delight. It was imperative I reach Paris with my treasure rapidly and smear it over the stumps of my cold darling. Her limbs would sprout with the force of long repressed passion and entwine my torso like the branches of a fig tree, clasping me tightly to her perfect bosom, to her classic bounty, forever.
I trudged narrow paths, forded broad rivers …
In the Louvre I finally stood before her and secretly applied the lotion, but the desired effect wasn’t instantaneous. How could it be? I knew that lustful impatience had distorted my reason and so I resolved to return the following week. When the fateful day arrived I smartened myself as best I could and walked into her presence.
But the spectacle that greeted me was both awful and inevitable. Too many centuries adrift in the ocean at the mercy of currents, dragged along the seabed over reefs, battered by the breakers of wild shores, alone with crustaceans, had wrought their alchemy. Even statues will evolve to meet the demands of a fresh environment.
While ghoulish tourists flocked to take photographs and guards vainly attempted to push them back, I passed blandly through the mob and stood directly before her, gazing up sadly, unflinching. Then I laughed. In place of the smooth enticing arms of a beautiful goddess were now the upraised menacing claws of a gargantuan crab.
The censor felt that his days were growing shorter and more acceptable but he didn’t know who was trimming them. Does a special censor exist to censor the lives of censors? Thornton Excelsior smiled sourly and examined his own pair of silver scissors. In former times the favoured tool of his trade was a blue pencil, but now it was felt that two blades were a more proper and final solution to the question of inappropriate passages and suspicious individual words. When he began his career, an overseer with a lash, a whippersnipper, watched him from the doorway until he was trusted. Later this overseer was censored out, cut from the fabric of spacetime and rolled into a tiny ball. The corner of Thornton’s office was full of such balls, removed events, excised lives.
It was only an hour past noon in summertime but the sun suddenly went down. Someone had censored the entire afternoon. “How am I expected to work in these conditions?” Thornton asked himself. How indeed! He hung his scissors from a belt loop and stood up, fumbling for matches to light the wick of his lamp, but the lamp had gone. “Why would anyone want to delete that?” he fumed. It was an uncontroversial lamp, always had been, with an inoffensive glow and a passive odour. Thornton sighed in shadows, moved forward and knocked his knee against the leg of the desk, but there was no pain: had his left kneecap also been censored? He felt it gingerly, for that was the spice of the moment, and grunted with relief. It was still there. He groped for his coat, buttoned it tight to his chin.
One of the buttons was missing. By itself this meant nothing.
Out he went into the night and walked along the path through the forest towards the city. Some of the stars were absent: a constellation, only a minor one near the horizon, had gone. “That’s better,” he consoled himself, but he wasn’t entirely reassured even when he forced himself to thrust his hands into his pockets and whistle, for many of the notes of the supposedly familiar melody had been removed. The moon rose and someone had cut a hole in the centre of it. That was unnecessary, surely? Plodding on, Thornton reached the lip of the crater and began to descend the staircase. The city filled the crater entire, the towers packed into it like too many pencils stuffed into a mug. The steps took him to the avenue that led to the liver of the city, for it had no heart.
A policeman with only one leg and one arm blocked his path. “State your business.” Then he blinked his single eye.
“I intend to lodge a complaint at the Ministry of Removals. To perform his task efficiently, a censor should be exempt from cuts. To censor a censor is a retrograde step!” muttered Thornton.
The policeman lifted a whistle to his solitary lip.
Thornton moved fast, snipping around him and rolling the detached flap into a ball, which he kicked into the gutter. Then he passed through the gap where the policeman had stood and emerged on the other side. The Ministry of Removals loomed before him. He entered the gaping portal and found himself in a hall he didn’t recognise. Two teams of men were playing a game with a large crumpled globe, passing it with skilful kicks, running with it at their feet, attempting to deposit it at the rear of two nets strung up at opposite ends of the large room. Thornton stepped forward between the men, and someone blew a whistle but it wasn’t a police matter this time; a fellow in black shorts jogged up to his side and asked him to remove himself from the field of play. But Thornton insisted on carefully stating his own case.
The referee shook his head. “There is no longer such a thing as censorship. It has been abolished! The Ministry of Removals was cut out and crumpled into a ball earlier today; we are playing with it now.”
“But this building is the Ministry!” protested Thornton.
“No, it’s the Theatre of Disparagement, which stands behind the former Ministry and has an identical façade. All censors have been made redundant and replaced with critics. We are critics: of critical importance!”
Thornton blinked. “What’s the difference?”
The referee smiled. “Censors remove; critics insert. If you wish to become a critic you must learn to apply the principles of insertion. To join our ranks you must demonstrate an extreme insertion capacity! First, remove your clothes; second, bend forward; third, ease apart your buttocks; fourth, insert your head into the hallowed opening. So!”
“How far up must I venture?”
“Until your head emerges from your own mouth.”
Thornton snorted. “Impossible!”
The referee frowned and made a fist. It was clear he intended to expel the newcomer from the Theatre of Disparagement. Thornton grabbed for his scissors and reached back over this paragraph to his most recent utterance. He snipped the first two letters from the word, flicked them away. “Possible!” he repeated. The referee nodded. Thornton stripped and bent over. His head went up smoothly enough and he kept pushing, through the maze of guts, into the stomach, up along the gullet and into the mouth. It was dark in there. Vainly he squinted beyond the cage of his own teeth. Then he made the final push and his head emerged out of his own head. A very strange sensation! But then he had an idea. Why not continue the process, thrusting himself between the buttocks of this inner body, and so on up, forever?
Once begun, the loop could never be completed. Endless insertion. The referee watched in admiration. Tighter and tighter pulled Thornton and he shrank as a consequence: a ball, a marble, a bead. At last, when he was smaller than a grain of sand, the referee was ready to give his verdict. “Not bad, but somewhat inconclusive. And I was anticipating a witty final sentence to this story but it just didn’t come.”
Halfway through the tale of his life, Thornton Excelsior took a wrong turn and found himself proceeding down a strange sentence in an unfamiliar paragraph. He blinked and shook his head, and quietly debated the merits of going back, but he had no pencil with him.
And without a pencil, as we all know, he couldn’t retrace his steps or even trace them the first time. In fact he couldn’t roughly sketch anything, so helpless was he. Thus he continued in the same direction and before long he began to fear the very worst.
Fortunately, the very worst was more scared of him than he was of it, and it scurried off as he approached.
But Thornton was still lost and didn’t like it.
He wondered if destiny and chance had conspired together to arrange this state of affairs. And he wasn’t at all sure if the person responsible for unfolding his life story, namely the author of this text, in other words me, even wanted him to go safely back.
When Thornton was anxious he grew hungry!
It had been that way ever since his childhood. Panic and terror were a stimulus to his appetite, but not any type of food would do. He craved just fruit, delicious fresh fruit. How he had acquired this ripe condition is unknown. Possibly it was genetic.
More likely it was the result of contrivance.
Yes, that’s it! I invented this citric quirk for him and there was nothing he could do to rid himself of it.
Well now. What was my motive for doing that?
Patience. Here’s the answer:
Spotting a grocer’s on the other side of the road, Thornton braved the cars, trucks, buses, motorbikes, scooters and castor yachts and stepped off the kerb. He finally managed to reach the opposite bank of this vehicular river with only a few minor bruises.
He entered the grocer’s and emerged with a bag of fruit.
The bag was made of paper.
Brown paper. It rustled like a man who steals cattle.
Thornton walked along the pavement a little way, nearly to the midpoint of this description, and then he paused. Quite naturally he desired to taste the bag’s contents. He opened the bag and peered inside. He blinked and a thrill ran through his body.
“Surely I must be mistaken?” he gasped.
He removed his head from the bag, shook it, blinked his confused eyes many times and took a deep breath.
He opened the mouth of the bag again. “My!”
It was no dream, no illusion. He found himself staring at a distant solar system, with a big yellow sun at the centre and various planets orbiting it, and moons orbiting the planets. Most of the planets were orange but some were green. The moons were purple.
“That’s not our solar system!” he remarked.
He racked his brains to recall what he knew of astronomy. A star with the name Vega existed, didn’t it? So planets belonging to that star must be Vegan in nature, mustn’t they? That’s logic, isn’t it? Why put questions at the end of every sentence, like this?
I don’t know. But does it really matter? Nope.
The planets inside his bag certainly looked Vegan. In fact they looked exactly like colossal oranges, apples and plums, but that was impossible. What fruit can possibly grow as large as a planet without imploding under its own weight? Not even a melon!
As for the star Vega itself, that looked like a grapefruit.
If it were a grapefruit it would sizzle.
Stars are bloody hot, remember!
And this thing wasn’t sizzling, so it couldn’t be a grapefruit and had to be a star. That’s watertight logic …
Did I say watertight? I meant juicetight.
Anyway … Thornton staggered.
He was overwhelmed with the implications.
What are the implications?
I’ll tell you if you stop badgering me.
The implications are these:
There’s only one entity that can observe a solar system like that, from an external viewpoint, and interact with it in a dramatic way, if it chooses, simply by reaching in and fiddling with the components and their orbits. One entity alone. Who exactly?
God. That’s right. Think about it …
The obvious conclusion was that Thornton was God!
Yes, it had to be like that.
Nobody else can pick up a world in one hand.
Not even a massive robot can do that. The very most a massive robot can do is headbutt an asteroid.
Thornton Excelsior was the God of the Universe.
He was the Creator of All.
The logic of this reasoning is flawless.
So don’t argue. Thanks.
Thornton staggered into the nearest public park and found a bench to sit on. Being a God, especially the solitary God in a monotheistic worldview, carries vast responsibility with it. Omnipotence is tricky. He wept with the spiritual tension of his role.
“I don’t want to be God! I’d rather be a windmill!”
But adopting that attitude was pointless. Whether he enjoyed his status and power or not was irrelevant. He was God. He had to do things, lots of them, but what things precisely? He considered the question carefully but without hitting on any solution.
He looked inside the bag for inspiration.
Ah yes! That was better.
Now he knew what he had to do next.
These worlds were plainly uninhabited and it was his task to put living beings on them, and to encourage those beings to multiply and spread and build temples in his honour and pray to him at least once a day. He had to establish his own Garden of Eden.
He selected one of the smaller green worlds for his experiment. But it wouldn’t be easy laying the foundations of a new Genesis myth without a base to work from. If he started his project here, his bag of planets might be stolen by a tramp. They do that.
It wasn’t worth the risk. He left the park and wandered the streets until he chanced on a cheap hotel. With the final coins in his pocket, he hired a shoddy room for one night, then he carried his solar system up the rickety stairs to the safety of his sanctuary.
He sat on the bed’s edge, the bag next to him.
Taking a look inside again, he noted that the north poles of the worlds stuck up vertically like stalks. Funny how planets resemble fruit! But he was unaware of an irony. If he had used a powerful microscope to study a certain pole he might have seen:
A pair of Arctic explorers climbing it!
Hogwash and Bum Note were their names. But they aren’t significant to the rest of this story, so maybe you should ignore them. Thornton didn’t know they existed. And in fact they didn’t and don’t. I made them up. Yes, I sometimes write untrue things …
Most authors do that, so don’t single me out.
Thornton slowly gazed around the room, looking for objects that would help him achieve his sacred aims.
A broken wardrobe in the corner had been badly repaired at some date in its existence with a sheet of cardboard. Thornton tore off a piece of this cardboard with his holy fingers and ripped it carefully into the shape of a man. This was his very own Adam.
He licked the back of the figure, trusting the adhesive properties of his spittle to glue the figure to his chosen world. He also needed a companion or companions for Adam. What goes with Adam? The answer was on the tip of his bloated but celestial tongue.
Adam and—? What was it? Adam and—
Suddenly he remembered.
Adam and the Ants! Yes, that was right!
And he also needed a snake.
He went out and gathered a handful of ants in the park he had recently vacated, found a viper wrapped around a tree and transferred it to his arm, returned to his room, put the ants and snake in the bag with Adam and the planets, and twisted the bag tight.
Job done! Garden of Eden finished.
A successful first day as God of the Universe!
Time to relax. There was an ancient television set on a wobbly table. It warmed very slowly to life, humming and crackling, and Thornton adjusted the knob until a coherent picture loomed out of bright static like a loomer in polychrome fog. He sat back down.
A documentary was in progress on the screen.
Pale and perspiring, a man was delivering a lecture on astronomy. He sat behind a desk and his name was written on a placard suspended from his neck. He was Palebrow Hoggins and he lifted up his left arm, saying in a voice that was almost inaudible:
“Just as the tails of comets grow longer as they approach the sun, my arm can also expand and contract.”
Thornton leaned forward to watch the demonstration.
Palebrow nodded his head at a smoking hole in the corner of the studio and explained, “That vent leads to a system of subterranean passages. If I allow my arm to penetrate it, despite the great level of heat, you’ll soon be forced to concede that I’m not a liar!”
His left arm snaked down the vent. Minutes passed in silence. Thornton blinked and yawned but nothing happened. Half an hour went by, but still the man on the screen said no word. He merely grimaced and sweated, as if performing a very difficult operation.
Thornton was on the verge of changing channels or even switching the television set off, when he was distracted by a faint rumbling outside his window. He stood and walked to the pane of dirty glass. Other people in the street were shouting and pointing.
Far beyond the furthest limit of the city, a sleeping volcano sloped into the sky, and out of the crater of that volcano emerged the five fingers of a gargantuan hand. The fingers were sooty and blistered, but they beckoned and waved and clicked a jazzy rhythm.
Then they were abruptly withdrawn. Thornton returned his attention to the lecture. Palebrow’s face had relaxed. Clearly he was now reeling in his arm. Thornton snorted in disgust. And they had the audacity to call this boring stuff entertainment!
He was very tired. He climbed under the sheets.
He dreamed that the planets were talking to each other. One of them said, “Why don’t we ask directly?”
To this question, another world replied, “Fine by me, but you do the asking. It was your idea, not mine.”
A third planet butted into the conversation. “On no account must you disturb the sun with such a trivial question. Not while he’s busy at work. It’s not easy fusing hydrogen atoms into helium. None of us can imagine what that must be like. And the fellow never gets a day off because to all intents and purposes he is the day!”
The remainder of the conversation was muffled.
When Thornton woke in the middle of the night, it wasn’t because of the dream voices. On the contrary, a horrid real noise had disturbed him, and it also came from the bag of planets.
What did this mean? He jumped out of bed.
Switching on the bedside lamp, he opened the bag. All the planets had gone! All that was left was one groggy ant and a curiously shaped snake that resembled a necklace. Weird! What had happened to Adam? It was a disaster and he was very disappointed.
The failure of his Garden of Eden made a mockery of his schemes. His plan had been to turn the hotel room into a Heavenly Palace, to surround himself with angles, acute, obtuse and reflex, including arch-angles: those angles found inside parabolic curves.
True, some of those angles might fall and become fallen angles, which were his proper enemies, ruled by Old Nick, the Lord of the Trouser Zips, as flies are rightly known, but there’s always a calculated risk in anything worth doing. Too late for that now!
He went back to sleep and in the morning he was roused by the hotel owner, who kicked him into the street. Thornton passed a bakery, saw that the window display featured cinnamon whirls, hurried on. If planets were trouble, what might galaxies be like?
No, he was tired of being God. It was overrated.
He wanted to be a pencil instead.
Unfortunately the tale in which Thornton’s exploits as a pencil are fully described hasn’t been written, and I don’t ever intend writing it. Maybe it can write me instead? It’s my turn.
My guardian angle is 69°. What’s yours?
“I really think you might be safer staying with me at the hotel. This whole region is … increasingly … ”
“I haven’t seen Ken in ten years. He used to be my best friend.”
A windy nasal exhalation signified that my father was dropping the issue.
I had my own doubts. But I dreamt of Ken Good nearly every night. Fickle and undependable as he’d always been, downright cruel at times, I’d never had a better friend. This was undoubtedly my last chance to see him. Besides, things were becoming increasingly boring in the big cities, and there was a lot of salacious innuendo about the freewheeling lifestyle of the outlying regions.
When making few or rare appearances among a social group, a small sample of behaviour becomes representative of your entire being—so I was conscious of how my entire being would be perceived and later discussed among Ken Good’s peers. Peer group perception always having been the crux of Ken Good’s dialectic of kindness and arrogant cruelty, when it came to me anyway. Well, Ken’s peers ended up being monsters in a considerable number of ways.
I was saddened to see him living with such cultural sophists, young kids who seemed to encourage the snottier angels of his nature. All in their early twenties, a terrible flippancy ran rampant among them, unchecked by even the briefest glance in the direction of sincerity. To quote C.S. Lewis, “Every serious subject discussed as if they’ve already found a ridiculous side to it.”
I do give them credit for being more erudite than the preceding generation of illiterates, but then each generation does feign rebellion by posing in the fashion opposite their predecessors. Ken Good and I were kind of in between these two generations. He was welcome amongst this younger crowd probably because of his good looks at first, and then because of who even knows, some kind of societal sickness he was adept at mocking in just the right pitch I guess.
His new pals made many high-toned literary allusions that left me in the dark even though most of my ego was tied up in being a reader/writer. I’ll spare the many references I sat there stone faced for, trying to pretend like I of course knew who someone named Gary Shteyngart was. But I will relate the incident in which one of them cited the wrong author of the recently canonized Blood Meridian: or The Evening Redness in the West; when I insisted it was McCarthy (who they knew from the much-earlier canonized The Road) there was much low-volume snickering. I reinforced my certainty by offering the speaker a wager of $300, which he tried to laugh off but I continued to insist upon. This may have been the beginning of my ostracism.
When I saw the violent flagellation and scarifications that the prostitute of the group was engaged in I should have just left, walked to the gas station, called my dad and told him he was right. Then I could have ordered room service at the Holiday Inn where he was staying on its last night of operation. But for Ken Good I remained, even as she waved a bright-hot implement in my face and very nearly got me with it while the rest of them laughed.
One nice moment was sitting with Ken and one of the pretty, as-yet-unscarred girls while he was relatively calm and just watching some good old fashioned TV and making good old fashioned ironic remarks about how lame TV still remains. That gave me some hope. The next morning when I woke up I even joked around with the guy who’d gotten the Cormac McCarthy thing wrong.
But then there was the walk. They’d provided ominous advance warning of its dangers by way of yet more snickering. Some deviant gangs seemed to be associated with Ken’s group, which group I was slowly recognizing as a deviant gang of speed freaks in its own right.
These other deviant gangs had been taking Human Growth Hormone in combination with the nano-oriented supplements that had effectively replaced the whey powder and protein shakes once popular among muscle-bound youth. Many of these guys were like 8 or 9 feet tall. Members of the tallest gang had long dirty dreadlocks and certain types of trendy scarifications.
Apparently, I inadvertently insulted one of the grand poobahs from this gang, so they came after me in the way that dogs chase squirrels for fun. They would rush at me and try to knock me off the road into a 12-foot-deep culvert lined with cement.
When a really ugly guy came running at me from behind I made the wrong decision: I dropped flat on my back and placed each forearm on one side of his knee so that it buckled and this beast was sent into the drainage ditch, sullying irreparably his very pornographic tunic (pornographic in sense of, like, many dildos and esoteric fuck tools as adornments).
Well, if they hadn’t liked me from the start, now I was like public enemy 1. From high school, I knew better than to even approach Ken Good during periods in which I was perceived as social leper. So I instead hurried to catch up with the Cormac McCarthy ignoramus, but he wasn’t going to be seen being polite now. All he said was, “You better watch out.”
No one would talk to me back at the house. The scarified ’tute didn’t seem so much scared that I’d done it, but outraged, like a 17th century devout Catholic would have felt if a visiting houseguest had spat in the face of the bishop outside the cathedral, for her the cathedral being their mischievous and adolescent haunts along the highway and into the town’s lone gas station/restaurant’s parking lot where they would threaten truck drivers and other norms that got too far from the other norms.
When the mutant gang arrived at Ken’s place their anger had had time to grow exponentially, and now they wanted me to undergo certain rites and rituals of scarring that once done would not allow me back into norm society.
My dad was expected to pick me and potentially Ken Good up the next night for a special dinner in the neighbouring town grown derelict. My dad’s responsibility was to shut down the public works and advise remaining residents on where they could go that was deemed safe by the extant government apparatus. I could not be a scarred, potentially 8-foot mutant for this ceremonial dinner on the last evening of this derelict town’s official existence, nor did I want to be.
I threatened with legal invective, lying that my dad was a prosecutor, and were I turned mutant untold hell’d be paid in terms of increased law enforcement in their as-yet-mutant-friendly (not so much friendly as “forced to tolerate” due to insufficient law enforcement) region. I hoped Ken Good wasn’t so deeply invested in this lifestyle that he’d tell them I was lying. Once, in a poker game with a gang of his cherished popular hockey-playing regional gods, where he probably considered me lucky to be invited, he’d seen me dealing from the bottom of the deck, yet had not said anything, though he himself hated to be cheated more than anything.
Many knives and sharp swords lay around, some belonging to the still-ethereal-despite-many-scars young prostitute, others just as part of the culture these kids embraced. As one of the mutants reached out to grab me I cut off his head. I didn’t think I’d swung with the necessary force but as men of science reading this know, excessive HGH combined with the wrong nano directives tends to soften one up in the fashion of spaghetti. Soft machines these were indeed. The custom nano impulses caused the first brain/head combo to howl at me the war cry particular to its specific gang long after dismemberment.
I knew I was in it then so I cut off another head. (Everyone in the gang took the same softening supplements, because, like whey powder—cheaper to buy in bulk.) I felt the prostitute try to grab my arms and I got the blade into her non-existent gut. She was totally human (as the prostitutes were kept) so later I might have felt bad about this. But, as I made it for the window …
***
Life in the gang hasn’t been so bad. My valour in fighting back elevated me to a decent enough ranking where I don’t undergo the violent buggering usually reserved for new members. And since our gang has a close relationship with Ken Good’s group I can have sex with that other girl, the one who wasn’t the prostitute I killed, as she is now that group’s required youthful prostitute. Ken remains aloof as always, but once in a while we have a laugh like the old times. I’ve actually started reading some of the books I thought they were snobby for reading, and I can do a lot of speed because once you have mutated in certain ways you don’t feel the negative effects of coming down and the speed sort of has a cumulative effect over time … still, my image in the mirror—forget about it, and my poor dad … well … this town, and it really is a hell of a town once you walk it at night enough times, this old town just got the better of him when he started sticking his nose where even I had to admit it did not belong.
“I falter where I firmly trod,
And falling with my weight of cares
Upon the great world’s altar-stairs
That slope thro’ darkness up to God … ”
—Alfred, Lord Tennyson
There seemed little doubt that the planet of Sigma Draconis D contained life. Even to enter its atmosphere, the probe-spores had had to push their way through a bobbing aerial sea of white fleshy balloons that encircled the upper stratosphere. On the rocky surface however, the probes encountered an impenetrable fog that ebbed and flowed, thickened and intensified with the days and seasons, but visibility never really lifted to beyond sixty feet.
With safe robotic mobility limited to a few square miles within the corrosive ammonia-rich atmosphere, the mission thus awaited the arrival of its dupliported human components to shed light on the potential inhabitants of Sigma Draconis D.
Brenda Jeffries and Raj Ghalli emerged from the dupliportation chamber into the midday sun, when the fog was its brightest, glowing throughout its depths from a dim halo overhead, or rainbow corona where it tried in vain to penetrate the grey murk.
After travelling west for two days, through apparently unchanging surroundings, they reached the edge of a silver nitrate sea, lapping against shores of lush viridian vegetation. Humid, drinking in the fog, the leafy plant life turned towards them as if sentient, and fired barbed tendrils out to explore their suits, which were fortunately densely woven.
Firing infra-red camera probes overhead, the astronauts identified an alien city on the far shore, twenty miles distant. On a second pass, the probes established that the ocean was never more than four feet deep in this latitude, and being without tides or winds (Sigma Draconis D having neither moons nor active volcanology), they resolved to amend their kit and suits accordingly and proceed to cross the ocean on foot.
The silver nitrate sea lapped around them, clung to their limbs, as they waded slowly forward. They felt as if they were turning into metal, or were people of metal already, futuristic golems, shining, emerging from the primordial swamp of their re-birth.
Halfway across, Raj panicked, as some sort of octopus-like creature wrapped itself around his legs. But the NASA probes accompanying them dipped below the surface and gave it some sharp electric shocks for its trouble, while getting some intriguing footage of a creature that the astronauts could not delineate.
Reaching the city at last on the second day, they crouched on the grey shingle shore in astonishment.
The Sigmans communicated through their foggy atmosphere by pulsing lights, a kind of Morse code emanating from their antennae on their chests. Their city seemed to be an almost infinite series of doors, carved one against the other, in countless terraces, beautiful and chaotic, leading up over the cliffs into endless space overhead, fading out into fog. Cave-dwellers, the Sigmans were dull grey with brown stripes, their skin snakelike but translucent. Internal organs were visible: glowing beneath their skins.
Jeffries and Ghalli watched in awe as one of their fishing ships came in to shore: carved from the red shell of some sea monster, and bolstered with a rigging of bamboo-like wood from the nearby forests. The lines of the boat were both delicate and wave-like, jagged and graceful, dressed with thin gossamer sails of some sort of silk, woven from pale blue plant fibre.
The Sigmans coming ashore, and others greeting them, now noticed the astronauts and began to approach them. As well as the language of light, they also emitted strange moans and croaks for emotional emphasis, which, while the NASA computers struggled to decipher the light pulses, Jeffries and Ghalli found surprisingly helpful, and their best clues as to the tone of this interaction.
Trying in vain to use human speech and bowing with hands open in a passive greeting, the astronauts found the Sigmans more interested in the flashing lights on the sensors of their equipment. Picking some of these devices up in their large three-fingered hands, someone dropped one and the probes went into emergency-mode, approximating to god-only-knows-what incoherent profanity in the obscure language of light.
I’m getting scared, Nevada!—Jeffries called out. This situation is feeling out of control …
Alarmed by the lights, the Sigmans were emerging from their myriad doorways, armed with spears of the same bamboo-like wood as they’d seen on the ship rigging, but enhanced with what looked like violet-coloured shards of glass, dripping with crimson poison.
Their emotional grunts and wheezes were now agitated and terrifying, their antennae all flashing rapidly in panicked gossip. Three of the strongest-looking lunged forward and one thrust a spear tip into Ghalli’s side. The NASA aerial probes, each the size of a soccer ball, administered electric-shocks to the assailants, but to little apparent effect. In fury and despair, Jeffries cried out and took a spear out of the hands of one of the Sigmans, who seemed too stunned by this boldness to react. She slashed the tip of the spear across what resembled a throat, then swung the other end with maximum force across the faces of another two, who howled in agony and wheeled away.
Jeffries knelt, tearful, over the supine body of Ghalli: Raj, talk to me, how badly are you hurt?
Flesh wound … it’s the oxygen loss and temperature drop … my suit’s compromised . . . he gasped, then louder: Nevada, is the auto-patch working? I have a suit puncture here, possible contamination. My circulation feels weird …
Jeffries noticed Ghalli staring over her shoulder and spun around expecting to see a return of the aggressive Sigmans, but instead saw that something strange was happening to the Sigman who she had felled.
Apparently dying now, its head was paling more and more to white, its features disappearing, its three eyes and twin nose-ear organs wilting away. Like an expanding balloon, its head finally popped free of its body, and with a tiny yellow light inside it like a Chinese lantern, the head floated off and upwards, rising into the sky, disappearing into the fog.
What the hell? Jeffries stood up and took a few steps forward into the fog. A few more Sigmans were lying on the ground, injured in their stampede away from the scene of the misunderstanding. These bodies too, one after the other, now followed the same sequence, their heads growing pale and featureless then gently detaching, glowing, and rising up into the sky.
Nevada, we need help. They may be massing for a counter-attack. How can we get out of here? What do you advise?
In the Telepedrome on Earth, NASA director Hillary Fording glanced around at her advisors. Lana Anders, on linguistics, was beginning to decode the light language, while Pignatelli on biology was concluding that the chemical composition of the poison on Ghalli’s leg appeared harmless to humans. Salgado on logistics and robotics was calculating escape strategies, relative to the original lander sites on Sigma (where the dupliportation chambers resided) and coming up with timescales of days rather than hours. It was Fording’s call.
Stay calm, Brenda. She hadn’t intended to use her first name, a breach of protocol, but found her emotions taking over, her scientific side in abeyance. Stay absolutely calm. Panic is the biggest danger you face, and the potential for more misunderstandings. We think we’ll have the basics of their language cracked in a few minutes. Ghalli’s injury appears superficial. Can you apply the skin patch over his wound from compartment 3a on your backpack please? That will close over automatically and meta-weave to his suit fabric. Then we’ll want to reconfigure your technology for light projection. I’ll have full instructions to you in under ten minutes. In the meantime, we’re going to play you back some of the emotional noises the aliens made during your encounter. The initial ones sounded curious and the later ones aggressive. Do you think you can mimic the passive noises?
Fifteen minutes later, the astronauts began beaming a rapid succession of light pulses into the fog, raking across the doorways in front of them. They swung their equipment back and forth, up and down over the cliff faces above them, the light patterns bouncing down the walls of the many corridors into which the Sigmans had each retreated.
Additionally, using a microphone, Jeffries began making whale-like sounds, three different kinds, borrowed from the replays in her left ear. Just when she had concluded that all this was pointless and was about to prompt NASA for an escape plan instead, she heard Ghalli whisper at her feet: Oh shit … it’s working …
The pulsing lights were turning the fog an uncanny pink colour, and the cliff of carved doors above them bristled with thousands of grey-brown legs and arms and heads, emerging slowly in fascination, peering with luminous red eyes down at the extraordinary aliens who had washed up on their shores.
Their legs were jointed quite differently from humans, Jeffries saw, as they began to descend the cliff face, moving more like spiders or beetles than terrestrial bipeds. Something in their feet enabled them to grip vertical surfaces with incredible purchase.
What the devil are we saying to them?—Ghalli asked incredulously, stumbling to his feet, leaning on Jeffries.
Nevada, did you read that? Are you seeing this? What message are the lights conveying to them, can you begin translating into English for us?
Nothing all that fancy, Jeffries. Just that we are visitors, coming in peace, in friendship, that we are from very far away, from the sky. Stay calm please, like I said, and don’t lift any weapons unless we say so.
Gradually the Sigmans returned and gathered around Jeffries and Ghalli, and tentatively began to engage in some sort of conversation, while the unseen boffins on Earth battled to expand their vocabulary of the language of light with every passing minute.
***
The astronauts were led, in time, up into one of the largest and most ceremonial of the cliff doorways, and from there into the mountainside then downwards, further and further, by way of even more complicated networks of steep staircases. Indeed, beyond its façade of doors, this was a city of stairs it seemed. We should call it Escalapolis or Escaladore . . . Raj Ghalli joked, their word for the planet seems to mean nothing coherent anyway, just sounds or rather not sounds but flashes and colours of light. How can we ever have a translation unless it is made of recognisable terms from other sentences?
Escaladore it is then, duly christened … —Jeffries whispered, as she proceeded behind him through the hallowed dark, the dimly lit passages, mindful of her footholds. The Sigmans were furrowing their brows at this chatter, and so Jeffries then translated it for them, the equipment on her chest now firing out beams and pulses of light, while her own voice in her ears said: I was just saying to my friend that we shall call this place The City Of Stairs.
After a brief pause for translation, the answer came: What is your city called?
Jeffries laughed and paused, trying to translate backwards through the ancient tongues of her ancestors to find a literal meaning. The Dear Green Place, she said smiling.
Sigmans couldn’t laugh or smile of course, but she noticed curious puckering of a vertical fin on their foreheads at this point, accompanied by a passive grunting sound, and felt instinctively that this was good. Perhaps you should travel less far and often, and you won’t get so homesick, they replied.
The countless passages and staircases, endlessly descending, were not lit by flames or electrical current but by the glowing bodies of the Sigmans themselves. And gradually as the passages widened, all the staircases began to meet and coalesce until at last they opened out into one vast polygonal staircase in the round, which is to say of course: an arena.
As they climbed downwards in awe of the cavernous hall through which they moved, their Sigman guides asked: You said you came from the sky. Did you see our dead there?
Your dead? Jeffries paused, nervous of this reference, in case it referred back to the unhappily fatal nature of their initial confrontation and misunderstanding.
The Sigman leader, whose name they translated as Kemsarv, pointed to a white glowing balloon floating by, and Jeffries suddenly understood with a start. Yes, when our technology descended through the sky, we went through a huge sea of white spheres like these. Were those all parts of the bodies of your dead? Do they decay eventually?
Kemsarv looked puzzled and the translation began to break down. Words came through scrambled, light pulses were projected that left the Sigmans confused. But they continued to lead the astronauts down towards the base and centre of arena, with renewed haste if anything, as if the answer to these mysteries could only be revealed from this point.
At the bottom of the arena was a pool of silver nitrate, on which hundreds of white spheres floated. These were being offloaded by Sigmans in red shell galleons, who carried them out as cargo from some obscure source. Kemsarv pointed into the far distance, indicating how the pool opened out into a narrow canal, and at one point which stretched off into a darkened cave mouth. There boats could dimly be seen coming and going.
Around the pool, falling over their feet, and scattering everywhere like tadpoles, the astronauts now saw to their astonishment, were trillions of tiny Sigmans, hatching from the white glowing eggs. The spheres emitted the wriggling young through their south and north poles (as it were) then wilted away to nothing afterwards, leaking a yellow milk and yoke, sustenance perhaps, that had fed the young through the months of their gestation.
Ghalli, a Hindu by upbringing, suddenly became alarmed and distressed at the thought of standing on the tiny young, then noticed to his confusion and horror that the Sigmans themselves seemed unafraid to trample them, treating them just as humans would react to frogspawn.
Aren’t you afraid to kill your own young?—Ghalli asked and the physically obscure alien faces grimaced and emitted a snort and a puff of gas, glowing red then blue. There are more of them than there are pebbles on the shore or stars in the sky . . . he said. It would be madness to care too much.
Looking around about now, the astronauts could see how the tiny glowing Sigman spawn were climbing up the stairs and crawling into little beehive-shaped cells and fissures under every step, which every few minutes an adult Sigman would walk past and paint with a kind of yellow ooze, food perhaps, from an ornate shell-pot, carried under its arm.
This is indeed a strange world, Jeffries marvelled, smiling. How long do your young take to reach adulthood?
The Sigman leader pointed to the roof of the cave overhead and rotated his arm. Twice the fingers on my hand, six circuits of the sun.
But wait a minute . . . Ghalli struggled to think, as the Sigmans began to lead them to a boat, intent on leading them to see some other new wonder. How do you know about the sun, when your world is so bound in fog?
Yeah, hang on . . . Jeffries interrupted. You mentioned the stars a minute ago. How can you know about the stars in the night sky? We didn’t think the fog ever cleared here on your world …
The answer to this and to all your other questions is at the end of your next journey. We will show you. Please step into this boat. It is quite safe I promise you … —Kemsarv answered.
The shell boat sailed through the canal for a further hour, through dark caves and passageways, leaving the relative brightness of the arena behind, for a world illumined only by their companions’ bodies, their pulsing internal organs, which now seemed to grow curiously dimmer.
What’s happening? Jeffries asked them in their language of light.
This is a very sacred journey for us, please do not talk again, in our language, for a while . . . they said politely.
It had been nearly night time on Sigma Draconis D when they were last outside. But when they finally emerged from the cave mouth, they saw that it was day again and that they had passed through an entire mountain and were now on a low flat plain across which the silver river meandered at its leisure. Visibility in the fog now expanded to about a hundred feet, but still the astronauts observed no clues as to how their guides could have an understanding of astronomy.
The vegetation on the plain grew more virile and bluish-green around them and at last they came to a large circular sea, perhaps a mile across. The rising convection currents from the surface of the lake were cutting a hole through the fog, an astounding pillar of light that seemed to lead up into heaven.
This is our most sacred religious site, Kemsarv said, our place of birth and regeneration.
Looking closer as they approached, Jeffries and Ghalli now saw that white spheres were floating down from the sky through this funnel of light, gradually dropping in great clusters, like bunches of grapes from the gods themselves, onto the silver surface of the radiant lake. The Sigman shell-boats with their picturesque sails circled and looped, picking up the spheres, harvesting them like fish, the sailors all the while chanting in a manner which seemed reverent and religious, even to human senses.
What brings them down? Atmospheric pressure, exhaustion of some gas inside them?—Ghalli asked, half to himself, half to the Sigmans.
It is their time, their time to fall, and so fall they must. And from this are we born . . . Kemsarv answered, … and now it is time to rise, to see the stars and the sun. Will you come with me?
Jeffries and Ghalli looked at each other puzzled at this, wondering to what the Sigman leader referred. Drawing a pink glass cutlass from his ceremonial robes, he gathered six of his most loyal subjects about him in the boat, bid them to kneel, and then with swift and terrifying strokes: severed each of their heads, one after the other without sound or protest.
Holding the heads together in one hand like party balloons, as they whitened and expanded, he looked at the astronauts one last time and waved, coincidentally the first human gesture he had learned, then glided upwards into the sky many miles overhead.
He had tossed the cutlass at the astronauts’ feet as he left, and now several of his remaining companions came and knelt before them, bowing their heads in supplication. Perhaps Kemsarv had also expected Jeffries to cut Ghalli’s head off, not realising the horror and sin that murder represented to people from Earth.
We’ve seen the sky already . . . Jeffries smiled incredulously to Ghalli. Do you think he’ll be insulted if we just stay put?
Ghalli laughed nervously, shaken, looking at the decapitated bodies left at the stern of the boat, staining it with their turquoise blood. What are we missing here? When death is birth, is murder still a sin? Is death even sad at all here?
Brenda Jeffries looked up into the sky and wiped a tear from here eye, remembering the death on Earth of her beloved father, while Raj Ghalli found some oars and rowed the boat to shore.
The Sigmans they had spared, seeing their ethereal phase had been postponed, merely boarded another ship and resumed their work of fishing and of harvest, undisturbed and ungrateful, blissfully uncomprehending of the obscure taboos of an alien race.
Hi Matt, thanks for agreeing to be our first interviewee.
I’m honoured to be here.
I’ve just finished reading the three Henghis Hapthorn novels, one after the other, and it was one of the most sheerly pleasurable reading experiences of my life. I’ve previously read The Damned Busters and Quartet & Triptych. Where would you recommend I head next? And is there one book of yours that you would recommend to first-time readers of your work?
Since you liked Quartet & Triptych, which is about my master thief and art forger, Luff Imbry, I would suggest The Other, from Underland Press in the US. It’s the first Imbry novel. It came out last month and it’s available in Kindle. You might also want to check with Angry Robot’s e-store in a little while. I’m just in the process of sending them the seven or eight Imbry stories that have appeared in various venues over the past few years.
But for someone coming to my work for the first time, the book I recommend is Template. It’s a stand-alone space opera, an Oliver-Twistish story about an odd fellow (all my protagonists are a little off the vertical) trying to find out who he is and why people are trying to kill him. It will give a first-timer a general introduction to The Ten Thousand Worlds and Old Earth, along with a rattling good read.
Does magic feature in your other novels of the Archonate, or is that unique to the Hapthorn books?
Yes and no. Back when I was writing what became Fools Errant, the first—though I didn’t know it at the time—Archonate story, I put in a mention of how the universe periodically alternated between rationalism and magic as its fundamental operating principle. At the time, I was interested in how Isaac Newton had started out as a full-weight medieval alchemist but then switched mid-career to rationalism and became essentially the founder of the Enlightenment. It was as if the rules of the game had abuptly switched one day, and he had stepped off one wave and onto the other without missing a beat.
Years later, when I found myself developing the idea of the Archonate universe, I thought it would be interesting to explore the culture at the time when the change was about to happen again, although virtually nobody knew it. So, in every subsequent tale, including the Imbry stories, the impending cataclysm is the background to the foreground events. It’s a bit like the first half of 1914, when there is a great, highly articulated civilization that does not know—although a few suspect—that it’s about to come to an abrupt and tragic end. “The lamps are going out all over … we will not see them lit again in our lifetime.” That kind of thing.
Henghis Hapthorn’s problem is that he is forced to accept that it’s going to happen in his time, horrifying though the prospect is to him, and he is trying to decide how he will ultimately respond to it. Luff Imbry, if there is ever a sequel to The Other, may make the conceptual leap and begin to become a thaumaturge.
One of the strengths of the Hapthorn novels is their even-handedness; the reader appreciates how Henghis feels, as a Sherlock who can no longer eliminate the impossible, but also shares the excitement of his intuitive alter ego regarding the age of magic to come. Would you secretly side with one of them? In which of the two ages would you prefer to live?
His alter ego is also, although this is not stressed, a complete egotist. Henghis is detached, Osk is engaged, which makes sense because the thing that counts in the coming age is not intellect but will (or axial volition, to use the technical term).
I think it should be clear to the discerning reader that I would side with Henghis—not that I consider him an epitome, but he is, at least, a civilized being. What comes after him is definitely a rough beast. In The Spiral Labyrinth, we see the world after the first few centuries of the world’s ultimate age that will culminate in Jack Vance’s Dying Earth: a decadent, amoral Old Earth of rogues, monsters, and self-involved sorcerers.
I am sure there are worlds among the Ten Thousand during the penultimate age where I would be happy to live out a life. What would those rich and mellow places become once will begins its reign as the be-all and end-all? I don’t know, but for most of them I doubt if it would be an improvement.
I read Majestrum after reading The Spiral Labyrinth and Hespira, and I was a bit surprised to find it wasn’t the beginning of the Henghis Hapthorn story (although it works perfectly well as a standalone novel). Similarly, you mentioned earlier the Luff Imbry novel, which follows on from short stories and novellas. That’s quite an unusual approach, reminding me in a way of how indie bands like Stereolab and New Order would leave singles off their albums; it encourages a certain kind of fan. Was that approach the result of a deliberate decision, or is it just how it’s worked out?
It’s just how it worked out, but it’s a long story.
In 2001, I had two books out from Warner Aspect (Fools Errant and Fool Me Twice) that did not do well enough for them to ask for a third. But an editor at Tor, David Hartwell, said he’d like to see an Archonate novel. So I wrote Black Brillion. While I was waiting for it to come out, I thought it might be a good idea to get into the digest mags to raise my profile (I had no idea how their circulation had declined). So I looked through my file of story ideas and found a premise: suppose you came to realize that you were living in a world that resulted from someone’s three wishes going, as they always do, wrong?
I thought I’d be cagey and set it in the Archonate universe. A detective seemed to be the right kind of character to solve the puzzle, so I created Henghis Hapthorn and set him loose. The story was called “Mastermindless”. I sent it to Gordon Van Gelder at The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, not knowing that it was really hard to sell to him, and he bought it within a week. He told me later it was the first thing he’d received in two years that made him laugh out loud.
I formed the impression that he’d buy another one, so I wrote more Hapthorn. All told, over the next year or so he bought six stories, the last one of novelette-length. Rather than just write stand-alones, I decided to give them a continuing story arc, and I used the impending magic/rationalism switch as the frame.
Henghis turned out to be popular with the F&SF readership, and the agent that I had then suggested I should outline some novels. So I thought up Majestrum as the next element in the story arc and wrote it up as an outline, with sketchy ideas for Spiral Labyrinth and Hespira. Night Shade Books, which had already brought out my story collection The Gist Hunter and Other Stories (containing all the Hapthorn F&SF stories), bought into the concept and the novels duly appeared.
Which comes down to this: I needed a story to promote myself, and it turned into eight or nine plus three novels.
Meanwhile, Black Brillion came and went. Tor wouldn’t let me write the whole story I wanted to tell (I was limited to 80,000 words), so I wrote a companion novel, The Commons, in episodes that I sold one at a time to Gordon, then put the whole thing together and sold it to Robert J. Sawyer’s Canadian sf imprint.
Luff Imbry was another invention who grew in the telling. He began as a supporting character in Black Brillion. After it came out, I got a nice review of my early books from Nick Gevers, Jack Vance aficionado and co-editor of Postscripts, and when I got in touch he said he’d like to see a story from me. We talked about it a little and decided that Imbry had legs. I originally set out to be a crime writer, and only fell into writing science fantasy by accident (people kept telling me they’d buy novels or stories if I wrote them), and Imbry was an opportunity to create a real noir baddie. I think of him by the way, as much like Sydney Greenstreet’s character Kaspar Gutman in The Maltese Falcon, with a little Peter Ustinov stirred in.
I eventually sold a half-dozen Imbry tales to Postscripts, which led its publisher, Pete Crowther, to ask me for three novellas about him. They would come out once a year. The second, The Yellow Cabochon, should appear soon. I’ve just proofed the typescript.
So, to summarize, were there some deliberate decisions? Yes. Or did it all just work out that way? Yes to that, too. Years ago, I described my writing career as a succession of desperate hops from one ice floe to another, like Pearl Pureheart fleeing across the black and white river. Hapthorn and Imbry tales are just more ice floes.
You seem to love conversation, especially the verbal duels between your protagonists and their snarky subordinates, such as Henghis Hapthorn and his integrators, and Chesney and his demon in The Damned Busters. Is that something you enjoy about your own books?
It must be. I do a lot of it. It comes naturally, I suppose, because when I was growing up verbal repartee was what went on around the kitchen table, some of it close to vicious (maybe it’s a Liverpool thing). We honed our knives on each others’ hides.
But beyond that, I believe the fictioneer’s indispensible tool is conflict, and that means that every dialogue scene is a duel.
Do you draw on your experience in political speechwriting, which (going on The West Wing, at least) I imagine might have involved crafting perfect replies to difficult questions, as well as the speeches themselves?
Speechwriting, as I practised it, was the art of creating impressions in the minds of the listeners. You soon come to realize that no one actually remembers speeches, but everyone remembers the impression a speech made upon them. The other key thing is that you need to create a carrier wave of shared emotion between the speaker and the listeners, which is why speeches contain very few new facts but are full of old ones—especially the beliefs and assumptions that the speaker and listeners have in common.
It’s actually the very opposite of dialogue in fiction, because conflict is what the speechwriter (and speaker) are trying to avoid.
The first time I read your work, I think, was in the Jack Vance tribute, Songs of the Dying Earth: the brilliant “Grolion of Almery”. How was it to get the email inviting you to take part?
Gardner Dozois sent me an email describing the project and asking me if I wanted to put in a story. My response was: “Try and stop me!” I was overjoyed, not least because I actually revere Jack Vance. He is the only author I knowingly reread (I’m at an age when I can be a chapter into a novel before I’m fully certain I’ve read it before).
And did you feel any pressure to live up to the expectations of Jack Vance’s fans?
No. I don’t think of the readers when I’m writing. I’m an intuitive writer who starts with a character and a situation and a vague idea of where it all goes. Then I see what happens. It’s a very insular business, just me and the guy in the back of my head who does the heavy lifting.
Thanks for such fascinating answers. I’m very happy to know there’s so much more on the way from you (and so much out there already that I’ve yet to read). Coming very soon is Costume Not Included, your second novel from Angry Robot. What should readers expect?
Please note the comment above about seeing where it goes. In Costume Not Included, I bring in the historical Jesus and proceed with Chesney’s development as a crimefighter and, for the first time in his life, somebody’s boyfriend. Things get more complicated, which is problematical for someone who is a high-functioning autistic. Soon I have to start the third in the series, and at the moment I have only the vaguest idea where it will go.
Speaking of things on the way, I’ve just received the final typescript for The Yellow Cabochon and thought you might like to see it. You’ll note how Imbry brushes up against the return of magic.
Thank you very much for doing this. It’s been a pleasure.
See the following review section for reviews of Majestrum, Hespira and The Spiral Labyrinth. Reviews of Quartet & Triptych and The Damned Busters appeared in TQF34 and TQF37. A review of The Yellow Cabuchon—thanks, Matthew!— should appear in our next issue.
In a series of fifteen-minute episodes, Dick Barton and his chums work their way into the gang of black marketeer Spider Kennedy, who has a nasty habit of blowing up trains. Rather than the originals transmitted between 1946 and 1951, these are re-recordings produced for overseas transmission in 1949. Occasional line fluffs are not a problem, but do suggest these were recorded very quickly. Though there’s buzzing in places, the sound is good for such an old recording—particularly when it comes to the blood-curdling death screams.
Listening to the story over a couple of days, the accent Dick adopts in his guise as an American gangster begins to grate. Spider Kennedy quickly drops his own silly accent, but their initial meeting is unintentionally comical; think Vic and Bob as FBI agents. The story can be repetitive, the crooks becoming suspicious more or less every fifteen minutes, but the way Dick talks his way out of trouble is often quite ingenious. Its villains are colourful and menacing, if stereotypical (for example a lisping man Dick dubs “honeybunch”).
Though the story begins unpromisingly with a “half-wit” driving into a mine, it’s the now-historical setting of the story that modern listeners may find most interesting. It takes place against the background of post-war shortages, and when Barton goes to France, he notes that the operation is using the same beaches that were used for the D-Day invasion, and expresses surprise that there are any buildings left standing. That he uses the word invasion is interesting in itself.
The greater appeal, though, will be for fans of the character or the genre, and those who remember the story’s radio broadcast, all of whom will I imagine be delighted that these recordings exist at all. Those with only a passing interest in the material should probably listen out for an episode on Radio 4 Extra before buying.—Stephen Theaker
In the fifth Doctor’s first full adventure, he’s accompanied by Tegan and Nyssa; Adric is in the clutches of the rejuvenated Master. The Doctor’s fourth regeneration has not gone at all well, and he needs to rest. The recuperative properties of the zero room lost to a brush with the big bang, the Tardis heads for peculiar Castrovalva—which ultimately proves to be another of the Master’s traps.
Like Bidmead’s previous story, Logopolis, Castrovalva plays with lots of clever ideas: the zero room, recursion, Escher’s artwork and entropy. The original broadcast of the television version was, for a child, quite mind-blowing (and, years later, helped me get my head around first year philosophy). Freed from budgetary constrictions, the audio version achieves moments of real grandeur. Freed from acting constrictions, Adric, Tegan and Nyssa become almost three-dimensional.
There are also some very nice phrases—believing the Doctor dead in the Big Bang, the Master feels “deep intestinal satisfactions”—and lots of nice continuity touches. It’s perhaps a little humourless, some of the light touches that Davison brought to his on-screen performance not coming through on CD—he sometimes sounds as if he has a cold—but these things don’t spoil it. Castrovalva has its share of pompous and silly moments, but remains a surprisingly stimulating adventure.—Stephen Theaker
Every so often an item refuses to be reviewed, fights me at every turn, or like Lucius Shepherd’s Viator Plus is simply beyond the limits of my barely nascent critical faculties. This sixth Doctor adventure has been like that for me. At first I used MP3 Merger to turn it into one long audio file and put it on the Kindle to listen to, but the way it begins with a preview of the next story, the long stretch of incidental music at the end of episode two (during which I invariably fell asleep), and a big chunk of episode three going missing during the merge process all conspired with a story of timeslips and shifting locations to leave me as confused as Jamie and the Doctor are in this story. Trying to listen to it on the iPod and iPad didn’t go any better—I kept losing my place. The PC then? No, Windows Media Player got muddled up by the metadata.
Newer, less intransigent stories came in for review, and I retreated from this one, defeated by a combination of circumstance, technology and sleepiness. Now, having built up my strength reviewing several of the Companion Chronicles, I decided it was time to make another assault upon the Titan. I’ve got into the habit of burning the digital Who releases to CDs, which might seem a surprisingly retrograde step for someone so keen on ebooks and other forms of digital delivery, but if a CD is one of the five in my stereo I’ll usually listen to it once a day at least while working. This one I must have listened to nine or ten times, and I still can’t be sure I’ve quite got it, so I beg your indulgence for any silly mistakes.
The sixth Doctor and the older Jamie we met in City of Spires land on a grand ship, which they expect to be the Queen Mary for whose maiden voyage the Doctor has tickets. But things aren’t right, and Jamie is the first to spot it: they are on the Titanic. Doors leading below decks don’t open, the band seems out of sorts, and the first officer is not the man the Doctor remembers. And then it gets really strange, with the story introducing people who are either pretending to be or really think they are Captain Nemo (Alexander Siddig) and Professor Aronnax (Christopher Fairbank). The story forms the second part of a trilogy, continuing themes from City of Spires, and ending on a remarkable cliffhanger that is surely resolved in the next story, Legend of the Cybermen (although I couldn’t guess how a cybermen story might do that—there must be further surprises to come).
Though I found the story hard to get to grips with, that’s a function of how I listen to these adventures (usually while working or on my way to sleep). The script is keen, Colin Baker and Frazer Hines as the Doctor and Jamie clearly enjoying the quality of their dialogue. Howard Carter’s incidental music is very good, creating quite the grand sweep in the listener’s mind. The Doctor is completely wrong once or twice in this story, which he would presumably find a novel experience. It’s good for him, and good for the story: for once he isn’t in complete control of the situation and that encourages the listener to take it more seriously. It’s a good story for Jamie, too. He may not remember the Doctor, but his good sense is unimpaired, and he shows himself ready to think his way around a problem—or a conversation—until he finds a way in.
I enjoyed City of Spires, but this one just about tops it. The only disappointment is a sneaking suspicion that the next story will bring this excellent reunion to an end. I hope not, but shall find out soon!—Stephen Theaker
Like the previous Hapthorn novel I had read, Hespira declares its intention to be interesting from the very first page, in this case by introducing the concept of retrospectants. Collecting significant items such as buttons and twigs over the course of their lives, devotees of this spiritual path choose a day to die, and gather their friends together in order to “explain the hidden meaning and structure” of their existences, “as revealed by the seemingly random milestones” collected in their soul boxes. After the final revelation “the adherent would then be quickly killed and cremated”, leaving their boxes to become, with the passage of centuries, highly collectible. One could pick almost any page of this book and find an equally interesting idea.
Hespira is the name chosen by a young woman who has lost her memory, encountered accidentally (or so it seems) by Henghis Hapthorn in the course of what should have been a simple transaction on behalf of wealthy maniac (when emotions run high, the “muscles in his jaw moved as if small animals were burrowing under his skin”) Irslan Chonder: the recovery of his favourite soul boxes from a thief. Finding Hespira strangely attractive, though she possesses “the complete combination of feminine attributes” that he finds least appealing, Hapthorn takes her off-world to investigate her past—and also to steer clear of the violent consequences of his recent work.
This third and so far final Henghis Hapthorn novel presents a level of invention and effort that is almost too generous to the reader, though of course some apparently incidental pleasures prove crucial to the denouement, which includes a revenge worthy of Kirth Gersen. One feels for Hapthorn, a detective in a universe that makes less sense by the minute, but enjoys his gentle frustration with the universe and admires his determination to keep trying. This is a highly amusing book full of mysteries and discoveries; there is always more to think about, always a reason to keep reading. People often say that they didn’t want a book to ever end; in this case upon discovering an epilogue my reaction was literally to shout “Yes!” (Embarrassing as it is to admit that.) Very much recommended.—Stephen Theaker
The format of the Dumarest books is perhaps ideal for a long-running series. Earl Dumarest is searching for Earth, travelling from one planet to another, sometimes in time-dilated luxury, the next in frozen popsicle coach. On each world he has two goals: to find clues to Earth’s location, and to raise enough money to buy a ticket for the next hop. Each planet has its own cast of characters, its own particular challenges. That means you can pick up any in the series without struggling to follow continuity: any of the four books I’ve read in the series could have stood as the first.
Having said that, Kalin is something of a format breaker, in that it sees Dumarest—and Kalin, his companion on this adventure—travelling between planets mid-book. It begins on Logis, with the Bloodtime imminent. Seeing an attractive girl chased by a “yammering, screaming mob” giving legal vent to a year’s frustrations, Dumarest dives into the fight, snaps some bones, buys her a ticket and gets her back to the apparent safety of the spaceship, where they begin to fall in love. A pair of saboteurs provide Dumarest with more opportunity for action, but ultimately cause our heroes to be stranded on a dead-end world.
Chron is Dumarest’s nightmare: a planet where there’s no chance of making enough money to leave. Will Dumarest’s courage, toughness and sense of honour be enough to save them? Well, there’s another couple of dozen books in the series, so what do you think? What’s more, he discovers the secret behind Kalin’s unearthly powers and does lots more good fighting (which is what these books are mainly about). He reveals a bit of a sexist streak (“Woman-like, she was indifferent to the comfort of others when a problem filled her mind”), but one imagines Kalin hardly cares about that when he’s working so hard to keep her alive.
Though at times this book surprised me, for example with its thoughts on living in poverty, and the choice between difficult freedom and comfortable slavery, it wasn’t exactly brain food; it was exciting, unchallenging and straightforward, and that’s okay. It’s not the only kind of book I like to read, but there’s room for it in my life. The chances are good that I’ll go on to read the rest of the series, if they continue to offer the same kind of pleasures.
However, there was a huge problem with this edition: it was one of the shoddiest professionally released books I’ve ever read. It looks like it’s been scanned in but not proofed. I won’t give many examples, though two dozen are highlighted in my Kindle notes, because it feels wrong to offer free proofreading when the publisher has apparently not bothered to pay anyone to do it. There were two occasions on which characters smacked their hps after eating the last erf their food. If this is representative of the SF Gateway titles, I’ll come to regret all the money I’ve already spent on them.—Stephen Theaker
This is the first of the Henghis Hapthorn novels. Having just read the second and third in the series I was surprised at how late in the story this one begins: already, Hapthorn is aware of magic, his intuition has developed a distinct personality, and his integrator has been turned into a grinnet. That is because the novel follows on from a series of short stories about the same character (collected in The Gist Hunter and Other Stories, now safely ensconced on my Kindle), but like novels two and three it stands perfectly well alone.
The opening of the book sees him deciding to ignore all that he has learnt about the imminent overthrow of rationality and get on with his work, which takes him to The Braid, the country house of Lord Afre, an aristocrat so refined he cannot focus on members of the lower classes unless they strike appropriate poses or wear the insignia of rank. His daughter, the Honorable Chalivire, has formed a relationship with “a person of indeterminate circumstances”, which leads Hapthorn to investigate the first annual convening of the Derogation, organised by the Grass Tharks Lodge on Great Gallowan. A second thread sees Hapthorn engaged by the Archon to investigate secret plots and mysterious disappearances from the Great Connaissarium.
Despite the freelance detective’s best intentions, these discriminations will once again bring him into contact with magic and its users.
The Kindle version of this Hapthorn novel is not set up quite so well as the other two, with a contents page that doesn’t work and text throughout that should presumably be in italics left underlined, but that barely affected my enjoyment. I’ll try not to duplicate here what I’ve said about books two and three, but it was a sheer pleasure to read, full of sharp, clever dialogue, novel ideas and characterful personages (such as Old Confustible, an integrator so old he remembers the last age of magic), and to that it added the most terrifying antagonist of the series, Majestrum, whose very name is enough to knock Hapthorn’s intuition unconscious.
It’s been quite a while since I read so much fiction by a single author in a row. At school I read all ten volumes of David Eddings’ Belgariad and Mallorean during the mock exams fortnight, but I barely remember a word of those. I doubt I’ll ever say that about The Spiral Labyrinth, Hespira and Majestrum. Reading all three together like this was one of the most pleasurable reading experiences of my life.—Stephen Theaker
This is the second novel in the Henghis Hapthorn series, but the first I read; the Amazon listings weren’t clear what the order should be, I downloaded the preview of this one to find out, and having read a page I refused to stop until I’d read the whole book. And what a fantastic and intriguing first page it was: by its end it had promised mysteries, thaumaturges, fancy words, an “intuitive inner self” called Osk Rievor, offworld travel, and that magic would “regain its ascendancy over rationalism”. I paid my eight pounds well before finishing the Kindle preview.
In the course of earlier adventures, Hapthorn has learnt that there are magical dimples on Old Earth, where the coming age of magic is starting to seep through. Upon visiting the deserted Arlem estate, at the intersection of two ley lines, he discovers to his discomfort that in such places his “intuition” Osk Rievor is able to take control of his body. Rievor is ensorcelled and takes them to the ruins of a hunting lodge in Hember Forest; they are thrown into the future, but separated. Thus much of this novel takes place in the period after sympathetic association has replaced rationality as the guiding principle of the universe.
Despite gaining the sympathy of one Pars Lavelan, wizard’s assistant, Hapthorn seems unlikely to survive; he is a pigeon thrown among cats. As his new friend warns, “the more expert the practitioner, the less he or she partakes of morality as you or I might frame it”, and the five great wizards of Bambles have already taken an interest in this new piece upon the board of their game. Hapthorn’s only advantages are his grinnet (a former electronic assistant—an integrator—transformed by a previous brush with magic), his wits, and the fact (though he doesn’t know it) that he is not the only new piece.
I appreciate that readers may be tired of the mention of his name in my reviews, but it’s impossible to review this book without reference to Jack Vance, in that it melds two sides of his work—the fantasies of the Dying Earth (as represented here by Bambles and the wizards) and the science fiction adventures of the cluster (paralleled here by the Ten Thousand Worlds of The Spray)—into a satisfying and coherent whole. Both futures are fascinating, as are the interconnections between them, and all mysteries have satisfying and surprising conclusions.
Though this isn’t a novel of gritty realism, there is psychological verisimilitude in its portrayal of a person trying to keep his life free of the chaos that surrounds it: who doesn’t feel like that sometimes? But it is escapism too, in that Henghis is generally able to sort things out, and if Hapthorn can’t, his intuition or his grinnet can. Despite the threats to his life, the route to success for Henghis often lies through the tangled knots of a difficult conversation with his allies: the battling dialogue is a constant pleasure, Olympic-level fencing with words.
I wish there were more novels like this; reading not one but three of them has been the sweetest literary treat of my year.—Stephen Theaker
Created by Nikola Tesla, Atomic Robo is a stout robot with big, expressive eyes who seems to have spent the twentieth century fighting evil and having adventures. There are similarities with Hellboy—his dry sass, the art style, his strength and toughness—and in some ways the comic does for science and adventure stories what the Hellboy comic does for supernatural tales and the weird. Unlike Hellboy, Atomic Robo wears trousers and shirts, which may seem a silly thing to note, but there’s no doubt that it’s part of the character’s appeal: it is visually intriguing to see a robot wearing clothes.
In volume one Atomic Robo fought mad Nazi scientists, giant ants and a pyramid advancing on Luxor, and accompanied the Viking probe to Mars (at Carl Sagan’s request). Volume two, again written by Brian Klevinger (as are all volumes to date; the book feels very much like the work of contented creators), continues in a similar vein, with much light-hearted Nazi-smashing, though this time the action all takes place in World War II.
With the assistance of Atomic Robo’s arch-enemy, Lord Heinrich von Helsingard, Nazi scientists have built Laufpanzers, walking tanks, and it’s the hero robot’s job to destroy them before they stymie the allied invasion of Sicily. If he can manage that, it’s on to Guernsey where the Germans have built a second superweapon, a weather cannon that will “destroy England with a hurricane the size of England”. All it lacks is a power source …
The predominant mode is three or four stacked panels per page, the widescreen ratio thus gently created lending itself very well to Scott Wegener’s cinematic action. The reader drops through the panels at pace, but dawdlers are repaid in detail and character. The book looks fantastic on an iPad, Ronda Pattison’s colours being particularly attractive when backlit, although the close-up approach taken by Guided View, presumably to make the book readable on smaller devices, soon annoys; iPad readers will surely revert to the full-page view.
The first five volumes of the comic are all currently available on Comixology for three pounds or so, but the two I’ve read so far would still be recommended at double the price. I like Captain America comics, but if you’ve ever thought they’d be better if Cap was pals with the Challengers of the Unknown and rather more of an atomic robot, this is the series for you. A quick but charming read with wide appeal.—Stephen Theaker
This unmemorable comic acts as a prequel to the film starring Jason Momoa, who was so brilliantly menacing in Game of Thrones. The comic contains forty-eight story pages detailing the quest of Khalar Zym and his daughter to restore the all-powerful Mask of Acheron, eight text pages about the empire of Acheron, six adverts and a two-page map of Hyboria; by far the most interesting of those pages being, unfortunately, the adverts for Munchkin Conan and a new Angel & Faith comic.
I might give it another read after watching the film, to see where everyone came from (Conan is forced to drop boiling metal on his poor Dad’s head), but there’s no other reason to read this over the frequently superb Conan comics Dark Horse have previously published, especially at a premium price. (The creators are uncredited in my pre-release pdf; I’ve taken their details from Dark Horse’s website.)—Stephen Theaker
The names have been changed to protect the innocent intellectual properties, but it’s basically Batman and Catwoman snogging away when a sexy exchange student suicide bomber blows up the club on which they’re snogging. They get to their feet, swing around the block, and then take the fight to the oldest mosque in Empire City, beneath which they find a secret underground Al-Qaeda base.
I’ve loved or at least enjoyed everything I’ve read that Frank Miller’s been involved in: Daredevil, Ronin, The Dark Knight Returns, Martha Washington, Sin City, 300; I even enjoyed his film The Spirit—so not liking this should have been an uphill struggle. It really wasn’t. The story is thin, the artwork feels like a cut and paste of Miller’s earlier work, and, to be blunt, it’s completely bonkers.
If, as Miller has said, this is propaganda, what is it propaganda against? It’s not as if many people in the West need persuading that terrorists are thoroughly bad people. Batman punching Bin Laden would have been as reasonable as Rory Williams telling Hitler to shut up and locking him in the cupboard. But this isn’t propaganda against Al-Qaeda: it’s propaganda against Muslims.
What this comic seems to posit is that every Muslim out there shares an implacable hatred of the West, that anyone not fighting them is letting them win. Of course there are insane, murderous Muslims, but there are insane, murderous Christians, Hindus and Jews as well. There are nutters of every denomination. And sane people too.
This book seems so paranoid that it’s hard not to read it as satire. If the last page had shown George W. Bush face-down in a mountain of cocaine, it would have made perfect sense. Unfortunately, time overtook this review and Miller’s comments about Occupy Wall Street make such a sympathetic reading impossible. He really seems to mean it.
What to make, for example, of a panel that shows Barack Obama and Jimmy Carter (I think it is) under the banner “Our Moment Now”, as the Statue of Liberty is blown up? They’re in a line-up that includes Gaddafi, Ahmedinajad, Kim Jong Il and a shocked Hilary Clinton, obviously realising the error of her peacenik ways.
If you’re going to fight a war with comics, best make them good ones. If Miller has a point to make—and in The Dark Knight Returns, I think he did have at least an arguable point about the Batman’s responsibility for the Joker’s murders—it’s lost among the sheer hysterical silliness. It’s like reading a comic written by a Daily Mail columnist.—Stephen Theaker
Marine biologist Steve Ocean, known to fans of his TV show Ocean Encounters as Marineman, has a secret life as a water-breathing, super-fast, super-strong Navy operative. He’s a cross between Steve Irwin and James Bond, although if you’re a child he’s more likely to save your mum than dangle you in front of crocodiles, and he has a healthy respect for women rather than treating them as disposable playthings. Respect is a major theme here: for women, but also for friends, colleagues, sea life and the environment.
Though initially this six-issue series seems like Aquaman or Namor without the angst, Marineman really has more in common with Tom Strong than either of those grumps, especially once his powers become a matter of public knowledge and he discovers his secret origin. He’s an optimistic hero, concerned about the oceans and wildlife, but hopeful that the tide can be turned on the damage we are doing. He’s defined by his actions, not his origin.
The artwork is easy on the eye; it could be characterised perhaps as a constrained manga style; big features, expressive faces, exaggerated body types, but with a clean line. Panels often look like animation cels, and many are very memorable: Marineman punching a shark, the first sight of octopus-headed villain Octo, and a succession of buff gentlemen and voluptuous ladies. Good old Marineman nearly always looks ladies in the eye, but the scene where he’s thanked for that may raise eyebrows after so many panels that reward readers looking elsewhere!
You might wonder how a collection of six issues runs to three hundred pages; there’s a fair bit of padding (the first story page comes nineteen pages in), and a lot of bonus features: pages from the comics Ian Churchill drew as a kid, articles on marine biologists, posters, and displays of art assets. All interesting—and much of it is genuinely educational. Just don’t expect a story as substantial as the page count might make you think. This book is little more than a taster for Marineman’s story, but I hope there’s more to come.—Stephen Theaker
The incredible Change-Bots are divided into two camps: the Awesomebots, led by Big Rig, and the Fantasticons, led by Shootertron. Having devastated their home planet of Electronocybercircuitron, they come to a temporary truce and pile into a spaceship, but fighting breaks out over whether word processors and incredible Change-Bots evolved from a common ancestor and they crash land on Earth. With a handful of unfortunate humans caught in the middle, their never-ending but rarely fatal battle continues to continue.
As you have probably guessed, this is an affectionate take on the original Transformers animated series. It’s drawn in a deliberately childish way, coloured with thick lines of felt tip pen. It’s the graphic novel you might have created as a child if a rainy afternoon had gone on forever.
Of course, there’s an adult intelligence behind all this; while the art style is childish, the composition and writing are not. The humour is gentle, poking fun at the daftness of the concept and the quirks of the cartoon (“Fantasticons, I have discovered why we always fail in battle. Improving our aim will lead us to victory!”) and finding its funniest moments through repetition (“Incredible change! Chee chee choo chee!”).
Some robotic rumpy-pumpy and a throat slice make it less than ideal for children, and they probably wouldn’t understand the appeal of the art style, but it’s a very sweet book that I’d recommend over the recent Transformers films to anyone looking to recapture the magic of the old cartoons.—Stephen Theaker
Two sets of humans are at war: the monotheist Unis, waging a “crusade against the vermin that infest this land”, and the pantheist Manis, who have allied themselves with the fantastical races. The orcs of the title are a band of brothers (and one sister) fighting for the Manis: the Wolverines. Whichever set of humans win, the magical races know their time is limited. The Wolverines are orcs (and one dwarf) on a mission, Dirty Dozen-style. Having successfully blown up a bridge (or rather, dissolved one of its legs with a magical potion to make it collapse), they are sent by merciless witch queen Jennesta (who for some reason we get to see topless) on an escort mission, taking goblin sorcerer Eegett-Qinx on the road to test a powerful new weapon.
Although the art style is cartoonish, there is lots of nicely vicious action. The orcs look very similar, but if you can’t always tell who they are by looking, you can from their dialogue. The language is often fruity: Haskeer describes goblins as “two-faced little pricks”, and describes their mission as “to babysit a bunch a fucking goblins in charge of a fucking weapon we don’t know about, under orders that ain’t fucking clear”. So, not suitable for children, but I enjoyed it. I hadn’t read the novels the comic is based on, erroneously (if they’re anything like this) thinking them Pratchett-style comedies, but am now quite keen to give them a try. One can’t help rooting for these orcs, even when they are smiling at the scent of roasted human flesh, or chomping on fairies.—Stephen Theaker
Joey, the new weird kid at school, gets powers when he eats particular foods; which power he gets depends on which food he eats: trail mix gives him super-speed, white food leaves him unaffected. Jerome, the previous weird kid, needs help with Bug, a bully who spends his quiet time burning ants with a magnifying glass. Jerome encourages his friend to try out for the soccer team, but that means he must walk home alone.
Power Lunch is a good little book, as long as it lasts, with bold, colourful illustrations, and like Sketch Monsters should do well in schools and libraries, but there’s not much here for adults. Older kids may find the lack of substance underwhelming; younger children might be upset by the bullying scenes. To get a kid’s-eye view, I asked my daughters to take a look, but it failed their first test: “Is there a girl in it?”—Stephen Theaker
Rascal Raccoon is locked in an eternal struggle with Jumpin’ Jackalope, and one day, despite the terminal unreliability of his mail-order death-traps, he manages to kill him. Sort of: a pair of trucks do most of the hard work. Rascal is now a hero to other meanies, a monster to the merries, and a source of mixed feelings for Jackalope’s curvaceous widow Janey, who did once agree to go on a date with him. At something of a loose end without a nemesis, he agrees to help her find their creator and get him to draw Jackalope back to life, a mission that brings them into the “real” world.
Seeing analogues of Bugs Bunny and Wile E. Coyote battling in the early pages was quite novel for me (although apparently the two did meet in a small number of cartoons), and the death of Jumpin’ Jackalope, though expected, was mildly shocking, but after that the book struggled to keep my attention. The idea of cartoons interacting with the real world is hardly new: a version of Wile E. Coyote made it there in issue five of Grant Morrison’s brilliant run on Animal Man. Though you kind of feel for the raccoon and his lost purpose, Megamind was funnier, cleverer and more moving when dealing with the same themes. The art is okay but not outstanding, the lettering is basic, and the garish colouring works against the idea that it’s all animation (although, looking at the preview on Oni’s website, that last might have been exacerbated by a glitch in the pdf I’m reviewing from).
To be honest I was surprised to see this published by Oni—not that it’s utterly awful, just that their standards are usually so high. Buy an Animaniacs DVD instead.—Stephen Theaker
A little girl draws out her problems—quite literally, in a sketchbook—and then has to deal with them when they come to life and start tearing up the neighbourhood. Aimed at very young kids, and they’ll probably enjoy it, but there’s not much in this short book to interest adults. Should do well in primary schools, so long as the binding is good and sturdy.—Stephen Theaker
It’s a story most of you will already know. John Carter, Confederate soldier and immortal, falls comatose in a cave and wakes on Mars, called Barsoom by its inhabitants. He falls in love with Dejah Thoris, princess of Helium, fights four-armed green men, two-armed red men, great white apes and anything else that gets in his way. Once that’s all sorted out, the two of them settle down to raise a nice egg.
This volume collects issues 1 to 9 of the ongoing series, adapting the first of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ books, A Princess of Mars. Though my memories of that book are distant and foggy—it must have been twenty-five years ago that I read it—my impression is that this is a faithful adaptation. Despite the pin-up covers, it’s a surprisingly solid read, and I couldn’t help getting caught up in the story all over again.
It’s easy to overwrite an adaptation. Boom’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?—which crammed in every single word of the novel—showed how unreadable the results can sometimes be. Arvid Nelson’s script here is unfussy and effective, and gets out of the way whenever it can; there are many wordless pages. Admirably, it doesn’t ride a thoat over the fact that Carter isn’t a modern hero.
For example, like Conan of Cimmeria and Anthony (“Buck”) Rogers, he doesn’t place much value on the lives of his enemies. He leaves a city full of people to be pillaged by forty thousand tharks that were under his command; he doesn’t relish that, but accepts it as the cost of doing business. His moral certainties are never seriously challenged, nor is his right to impose those standards on the “savages” of Barsoom.
That sometimes seems a little silly: tharks live for up to a thousand years, but none of them have ever discovered that being nice to their thoats makes them easier to handle? And one might observe that his Southern gentleman’s honour is actually somewhat wobbly; he despises a Thark female for her betrayals, but murders every last member of the Zodangan court despite accepting a position in their army.
I enjoyed artist Stephen Sadowski’s run on JSA, and his work here is of a similar standard. The action is nearly always very clear, and it’s rarely difficult to tell characters apart, even the tharks. Though you might wonder what an artist like P. Craig Russell or John Ridgway would have done with the material, this is a belt and braces adaptation, and Sadowski does the job that’s asked of him. Colourist Adriano Lucas resists the temptation to use seven shades of red for Mars, but Carter’s skin is a peculiar shade of purple in some night scenes.
Ironically the book’s only real problems are probably also its biggest attractions: the Heliumite Barsooms of princess Dejah Thoris. Indisputably attractive on the covers, they embarrass in the book, and take the reader out of the story to ruminate on how impractically huge they are, and how resistant they are to the admittedly lessened effects of Martian gravity. And could anyone be so comfortable in a metal minikini that they would wear one, all the time, by choice?
(We came perilously close to naming our first daughter Dejah. We decided against it because (i) we thought she’d get sick of people saying “Have we met before?” and (ii) it seems to be pronounced Dee-Jah, which doesn’t sound so good. Looking at some of the images in this book, I think perhaps she dodged an embarrassing radium shell.)
The book closes with forty pages of notes, sketches and alternate covers, many of which are very impressive. A thumbs down to J. Scott Campbell’s sex-kitten Dejahs (though they were probably good for sales), but thumbs up to Lucio Parillo and Patrick Berkenkotter’s fierce and tough-looking John Carters.
It’s a workmanlike comic, but an entertaining one, and a good way to bring the legend of John Carter to people who might imagine the original novel to be a bit dry. It’s not high art, but then neither was the novel. Sex and violence are front and centre, and they never go out of fashion: this is pulp with high production values. If the forthcoming film plays to its medium half as effectively I’m going to be a very happy sorak.—Stephen Theaker
Originally released in 2009 to good but not stellar reviews, Borderlands has been the very definition of a slow-burning hit, going on to sell over three million copies. This two-disc edition, containing the original game plus four add-on packs, seems set to keep sales simmering. It opens with the player in a run-down bus, being dropped off on the East Coast of Pandora, a rusting, abandoned junkyard world of lunatics, treasure hunters and savage alien wildlife. In theory you’re there to find the Vault, a fabled source of treasure, power and sex appeal, but you quickly get sidelined, in true RPG style, into a series of smaller quests, such as retrieving T.K. Baha’s stolen food from the dog-like skags, collecting incriminating recordings made by insane scientist Tannis and her unfaithful Echo device, and fighting your way through hordes of bandits to remove obscene graffiti about Mad Moxxi.
But though the structure of quest givers, waypoints, experience points and loot is that of an RPG, Borderlands plays as a first-person shooter. You don’t get to chat with NPCs, and if you see a human moving around it’s time to draw your guns. And what a lot of guns there are! Randomly generated in endless, fascinating variety, there’s always a new type to try: caustic weapons that melt your enemies, rocket launchers that bury them in fire, sniper rifles that can turn a distant bandit’s leg into skag food. And each of the four playable characters has their own special, upgradeable attacks—a vicious bird, pounding fists, a machine gun turret and phase walking—meaning that there’s always a novelty to the fighting, especially when teaming up with others in multiplayer, whether online or in the superbly fun split screen mode. A small selection of vehicles handles well but is sensibly excluded from many quest areas.
The main mission done—or even sooner for impatient players—the add-on packs call. Being returned to the start-point of each add-on when reloading is frustrating, and encourages longer—sometimes too long—play sessions. But Mad Moxxi’s Underdome Riot is the only disappointment, a horde mode in which players gain no experience for kills and enemies drop few weapons. Gaining the least of its achievements involves surviving 60 tedious waves of enemies (and an awful lot of hiding while health recharges). A good shotgun is recommended for The Zombie Island of Doctor Ned, in which a tannoy warns survivors not to engage in “oral contact” with the undead. After hearing his increasingly forlorn missives to high command one can’t help sympathising with the title character of The Secret Armory of General Knoxx, despite his determination to kill you. And as well as your little robot friends, Claptrap’s Robot Revolution sets you against Brainiac versions of all enemies to date, who whimper sadly when shot.
Borderlands isn’t a game with a fantastic plot, and it can be a bit repetitive—enemies and environments are endlessly recycled—but it’s funny and well-balanced. Enemies level up and respawn, meaning there’s always a reason to have another go. This game of the year edition is a substantial package at an excellent price, and is highly recommended.—Stephen Theaker
This twin stick shooter acts as an aperitif for the full price Warhammer 40,000: Space Marine, but works in isolation. There are only five levels, all part of an assault upon an ork Kroozer, but each takes forty minutes or so to complete, and the different talents of the grunts provide a good deal of replayability. As a Sternguard Veteran the player mows the orks down the minute they pop out of their cauldrons; the melee weapons of the Librarian give them time to unholster their weapons, requiring more tactical play.
It’s quite a tricky game in places, and not always intentionally. Set brightness to full for the best chance of spotting holes in the deck, and play the first level over a few times to unlock essential perks before proceeding. The camera is often a bit too distant from the action, this player frequently taking hits from nasty little guys he just hadn’t noticed.
The game’s great weakness is its frustrating penultimate level, set inside the ork Cargo Teleporta facility, which among other things involves a lengthy set piece battle with a carnifex followed, without checkpoints, by an ambush that is very difficult to survive, making it necessary for less capable players (yes, me) to beat the carnifex four or five times too often.
Another part of that level advises you to get to a safe distance before detonating explosives, but prevents you from doing anything of the sort, forcing you to run helter-skelter across a poorly-defined network of walkways while they collapse, with sudden death on either side, the experience not enhanced by debris and pillars that obscure the player’s line of sight.
The offline multiplayer mode is noisy fun, and features an interesting mechanic: sharing power-ups (including health potions) between players when they stand nearby. This means the better player doesn’t need to hold off collecting power-ups, but is discouraged from running off on their own, creating a nice balance. A survival mode is good for a few minutes, but players are unlikely to return to it much once the associated achievement is gained.
Kill Team is a decent, cheap game, the sort of thing the XBLA is made for, but I can’t help wishing someone would produce a turn-based Warhammer game featuring the proper tabletop rules. When the very similar characters of Gears of War are doing so well, it’s obvious why there’s an interest in creating W40K action games, but imagine how disappointed people would be if the only chess games you could buy featured the pieces running around and shooting each other in real time … —Stephen Theaker
Bats in the belfry, beans in the bell jar.
As the rogue planet Melancholia performs a crazy, slingshotting trapeze across the galaxy, privileged sisters Justine (Kirsten Dunst) and Claire (Charlotte Gainsbourg) live out their final days in dismal, otherworldly isolation and country estate gloom, a state of existence that is induced only in part by the prospect of planetary dancing partners Melancholia and Earth spinning and twirling their way to doomsday.
Melancholia commences with eight minutes of self-spoiler, the prelude to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde flowing forth and bringing with it a collage of slow-motion images: stately lines of dual-shadowed hedges; a bride, page boy and bridesmaid stepping forward beneath the light of twin moons; a woman fleeing with child in arms across the nineteenth green of a deserted golf course; bats dropping from the sky; falling leaves, falling horses; the bride floating serenely in water, standing unaffected, striding through sticky undergrowth like Mr Knox through Mr Fox’s new blue goo; and, most notably, ectoplasmic wisps of electricity dissipating off into space, upon which galactic stage there unfolds an impending, then actual, planetary collision. By “outing” his movie’s cataclysmic ending in this way, writer/director Lars von Trier ensures that it remains just a backdrop to the story. Planets will clash, the world will end, yet—freed from any worrying uncertainty as to how events may pan out—fretful viewers are left to focus unencumbered on what the film really has to say.
Cue the Emperor’s special new 2D glasses.
Plot-wise, Melancholia is split into two parts—the bizarre, hoity-toity wedding reception of Justine and Michael (Alexander Skarsgård), and the post-wedding, pre-apocalyptic calm wherein Justine comes to stay with her sister Claire and brother-in-law John (Kiefer Sutherland). The imagery is striking throughout, the music portentous, and with the protagonists’ fates already determined, the planets are in perfect alignment for insightful character studies and explorations as to what makes the main players tick.
Which is where von Trier’s cinematic cleverness turns problematic.
Melancholia presents a plethora of odd characters, from sisters Justine and Claire themselves (supernaturally disengaged and obsessive-compulsive, respectively) to their bipolar-disorderly and estranged parents (Charlotte Rampling and John Hurt) to Justine’s supercilious boss (Stellan Skarsgård) and fleeting, interloperly co-worker (Brady Corbet) to new brothers-in-law Michael and John, both of whom display a quirkiness that, though palpable in its own right, barely registers against the film’s high background levels of outlandish and unnatural behaviour. The acting in all cases may be unimpeachable, but in no instance is an explanation given for any of these extremes of personality. Dunst and Co. seem to be portraying strange for the sake of strange, and as Melancholia falls with art-housed inevitability across its own backdrop, many cinema-goers will find such deliberate sketchiness—a conscious surrealism, almost—to be painfully insufficient.
Having already disavowed the scientific rigour of his fiction1—but leaving incredulous viewers with plenty of downtime in which to wrap towels around their heads and wrap their heads around the so-called planetary dance of death—von Trier pleads the Fifth Amendment vis-à-vis character exposition, wilfully negating all the character in what purports to be a character study. Consequently, what remains to the viewer is little more than what Justine constructs for her young nephew; that is, a “magic cave” tee-peed together from whittled sticks; the fashionable illusion—or delusion—of a privately beholden intellectual mansion or exclusive golf course par excellence. In short, it is The Emperor’s New Clothes—another Danish creation—all over again, only with Hans Christian Andersen dying in pre-production and his place having been taken by Lars von Trier, lost progeny of the Brothers Grimm.
For those viewers whose bent it is to suffer through wistfully hollow cinematography, let it not be said that Melancholia offers nothing of value. Alluded to in plain sight within the movie’s title is a striking (if harrowing) mood piece: a study in depression and of the debilitating—or, in times of great stress, liberating—effect this can have on people. Depression, of course, is a serious subject, and is perhaps felt especially close at heart by light-starved denizens of the Nordic countries; yet, as much as Melancholia might capture the stark emptiness or colourless stupor of Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD), the realisation of this condition on-screen, even at its most haunting and compelling, cannot disguise or excuse the film’s wanton faithlessness in respect of creating representative, believable characters. If mood disorder is the opera of the day—lugubrious melancholia, Wagner riding shotgun—then von Trier, in scripting so artificial a clique of players, seems to imply that it affects only those who are in some way peculiar or mentally unstable to begin with. He excludes out of hand all the everyday people who are afflicted, and by focusing instead on strangely flawed, “interesting” protagonists—an admission, surely, that mood alone cannot sustain a movie—he cheapens the film’s underlying premise. If Melancholia is intended to present itself as a lingering, evocative landscape of mental disorder, then it does so only covered in pointless and fanciful anomalies—as if Easter Island were dotted not only with hundreds of Moai but also with five or six randomly assembled, thirty-foot-high Mr Potato Heads.
The sad truth of Melancholia is that it fails to engage. Whole scenes could be shunted around—many a forlorn and popcorn-bereft viewer will have contemplated this, surely?—all dialogue could be omitted save Kiefer Sutherland’s, and it would hardly make any difference. The most damning reaction that can follow a movie is the one where nobody leaves the cinema when the end titles roll, not because they are so enamoured that they wish to hang on to every last tendril of the experience, but rather because stultification has set in and every pair of eyes is locked to the credits, wild and staring like those of a gambler on a losing streak, searching feverishly for an unnoticed cameo or funny crew name or anything that might justify having frittered away the preceding two hours.
Melancholia, for those who might have missed it, gives thanks to Penélope Cruz (who made no appearance) and employed Dr Dirk Poppendieck as legal advisor.—Jacob Edwards
1. Per Juul Carlsen, “The Only Redeeming Factor is the World Ending”, FILM 72 (May 2011), pp. 5-8. [http://www.dfi.dk/Service/English/News-and-publications/FILM-Magazine/FILM-72.aspx]
With each instalment in a series spawned by a groundbreaking horror film, the risk for failure increases. Many things can go wrong: the once effective scare tactics grow tired; acting talent diminishes; humour scenes fizzle. In a worst case scenario, the film flounders as a hastily assembled disaster that pales in comparison to its namesake. Paranormal Activity 3, like its predecessor, manages to avoid this fate.
This prequel reveals the haunted childhood of sisters Katie (PA1 protagonist) and Kristi (PA2 protagonist). In 1988, Dennis, the girls’ somewhat bumbling yet loving stepfather, discovers on a home video something odd enough to impel him to pursue it further (and therefore resume the raw footage technique that fuels the PA dynasty).
Though Dennis, a wedding videographer by profession, uses a roving camera to capture some of his home footage, his stationary cameras create the biggest impact. The camera in the couple’s bedroom shows a side view of the bed, a slightly opened door with views to the hallway, and, in a nod to the eighties, a view of itself in a mirrored closet. Another camera films the girls’ room, which, at night, glows with an eerie purple-white luminescence cast by their aquarium. What that camera doesn’t reveal is the waist-high storage space just behind it. This creates a particularly creepy effect when younger sister Kristi converses with an off-camera presence she calls “Toby”.
But the camera that gets the viewer’s heart pumping the fastest is the one that Dennis, seeking a wider vista of his lower floor, mounts on a rotating fan. This view moves between the foyer, a brick-enclosed fireplace, and the kitchen. The effect is one of severe tension: as the camera pans back and forth, the anticipation builds. What will it reveal?
Paranormal Activity 3 delivers a fun theatregoing experience. At several points, when the tension escalates, the directors treat the viewer to a laugh. For instance, Dennis’s videographer sidekick Randy shines as a gawky counterpoint to the gravity of the situation and the rigidly defined sets. The shaggy haired, rail-thin young man’s reactions to Dennis’s footage are legendary. At one point, Randy gives in to Katie’s whim to play “Bloody Mary” using the bathroom mirror. His response to what transpires admirably combines horror and humour. After another conflict-heavy scene, the camera shows a close-up of Teddy Ruxpin, the iconic eighties teddy bear.
Though it by no means equals the first film’s ability to implant in the viewer a tension that lingers well beyond the experience of the film—perhaps no horror film does—PA3 does pass the litmus test for a true horror film: it creates a physical reaction.
The Paranormal Activity trilogy has achieved its success not through eccentric characters, complicated plots, or vibrant settings. Each of these facets is developed only to the point it supports the cameras, and frightens the moviegoer. The strength of the series is keeping the viewer focused on what’s around the corner; what is not shown is just as important, if not more important, than what is. Thus, these films have the unique and surprisingly effective strategy of entrancing viewers by showing them an empty room in which nothing is happening.
In hindsight, one may unveil several flaws within this third film: the motivation of the supernatural entities, the use of a mysterious symbol, straying a bit too far from the PA “less is more” mantra, and connection issues with the previous films. But these shortcomings should not impact one’s experience of the film. It’s a movie. So let it be a movie. And let it scare you.—Douglas J. Ogurek
Bella is pregnant with Edward’s baby. The rapidly growing little blood sucker may kill its mother, but she wants to keep it. Others think she shouldn’t. This is the conflict that propels the first instalment of Breaking Dawn, the two-part finale of the internationally celebrated Twilight series.
However, prior to the pregnancy that kicks off the action in this film, the viewer must endure two episodes that sink to the same melodramatic depravity that one encounters in a typical Lifetime Movie Network feature.
Breaking Dawn starts with Bella and Edward’s wedding. Here, the film seems more concerned about selling fashion and music to teenage girls than with characterization, dialogue, and plotting. Perhaps the only interesting aspects of this episode are Bella’s (Kristen Stewart) I-just-ate-a-two-pound-beef-burrito facial expression as she walks the aisle, and the covert appearance of werewolf bad boy Jacob Black (Taylor Lautner) during the reception.
Next drags out the awkward Cullen honeymoon, during which the duo copulates and plays chess. Besides a humorous portrayal of Edward’s strength, this scene really adds nothing to the film.
A possible reason for the failure of these first two acts is that Twilight author Stephanie Meyers’s highly sensual writing style does not translate well to film. Also, I concede that the Twilight franchise appeals more to women than to men, and my Y chromosome may taint my perception of the film’s beginning.
However, some shortcomings cannot be argued away on the basis of gender differences. One annoyance that pervades the film is the blatant attempt to sell the soundtrack by playing portions of the sentimental stuff while characters think, drive, or engage in other filler activities.
Moreover, whereas some of the supporting characters were more developed in previous films, Breaking Dawn Part 1 reduces them to plot monkeys. The members of Jacob’s wolf pack, with their spitting and deliberately deep voices, are presented as overly masculine numbskulls that could easily be transposed into an eighties action film. Think Road House. And though the members of the Cullen family try to aid Bella, their words and actions are as colourless as their faces.
Finally, Bella discovers she’s late. I couldn’t agree more. At this point, the film takes a turn for the better. The character who orchestrates the turn is Jacob Black, the fiery werewolf whose passion for Bella can’t be contained by her cadaverous visage or her repeated rejections.
Jacob’s impulsiveness and adolescent mentality are entertaining and, at times, humorous. For instance, younger pack member Seth tells Jacob he wants to help protect Bella because “it’s the right thing to do.” In response, Jacob grimaces and says, “Whatever.” Jacob is a jerk, and jerks are fun to watch.
Despite its disappointing start, Breaking Dawn Part 1 redeems itself, building to a final sequence rife with tension. Moreover, watching these films enables adults to better connect with the next generation that finds them so compelling.—Douglas J. Ogurek
To quote Andrew Collins, where did it all go right? Heroic fantasy on television should look shoddy and embarrassing, not as sumptuous as Liz Taylor’s Cleopatra. The dialogue should be stilted and silly, not as sharp, wise or venomous as the very best on television. The cast should be self-consciously slumming, not delivering—as Sean Bean does—what might be the best performances of their careers. If fantasy on television can be this brilliant, why were we so happy to have Hercules: the Legendary Journeys? And it’s from HBO, a channel whose dramas I traditionally enjoy for one or two episodes before drifting away. Cinematic television is a lovely idea in theory, and I watched the first episode of Boardwalk Empire as if it were a movie, but was never quite in the mood for the sequel. Game of Thrones, however, is the most watchable, thrilling HBO drama since Band of Brothers, a million miles away from the elegant tedium of a Carnivale. Perhaps most astonishing yet is that for all the talk of how expensive it was, the budget of these ten incredible hours of television was reportedly less than half that of a film like Knight and Day.
To a viewer who has not read George R.R. Martin’s original novels, it’s striking that the story told here bears little resemblance structurally to fantasies like The Lord of the Rings and its imitators. It’s not a simple quest from A to B, nor a straightforward narrative of good versus evil—although there are the first signs of an overwhelming evil to come from the frozen north. This story of great houses battling for supremacy, of intrigues, betrayals and assassinations, reminded me of Dune more than any heroic fantasies I had read. (Early on I wondered if this was in fact science fiction rather than fantasy, the long but irregular winters suggesting an alien planet, but later developments establish that this is a magical setting.) And that structure makes it ideal for television, because it throws the characters repeatedly together, constantly in conflict, rather than dispersing them on interminable hiking trips. The balance of power jerks violently about, every episode a game-changer.
If it weren’t for the slightly over-enthusiastic use of female nudity, and its budget-led coyness about showing the actual battles, I would love Game of Thrones unreservedly. There are lots of fantastic programmes on television, and there are lots of fantasy programmes on television, but this is one of the rare, joyful occasions on which the two categories overlap. It’s a shame that Sky’s decision to show it on Sky Atlantic has blunted its impact a bit here in the UK, but if you’re not a satellite customer, don’t worry: this is one you’d want to own on DVD anyway.—Stephen Theaker
Post-apocalyptic programmes don’t tend to do very well. Jericho, Jeremiah, The Survivors (both versions), The Tripods, Three Moons Over Milford, etc—not many have made it past or even reached a third series. After all, just how miserable do you want to make yourself just before bedtime? But The Walking Dead is good enough that it might just buck the trend. The six-episode first season certainly looks great. Occasional shots of massed CG zombies are used sparingly, physical make-up being more frequent. The story follows young police officer Rick Grimes as he emerges from hospital and makes contact with other survivors. This Life’s Andrew Lincoln makes an excellent lead and the rest of the cast is just as good. In Frank Darabont, director of The Shawshank Redemption and The Mist, the programme has a showrunner to die (and then return from the grave) for. (Or at least it did when this review originally appeared in the BFS Journal; he’s since left the show.)
Unusually, the writer of the comic, Robert Kirkman, is also on the writing team of the adaptation, and thus he gets the chance to do what you can’t in a serial comic: have second thoughts, and go back and rewrite things. So interesting characters and relationships previously lost early on are given more time, and the last couple of episodes introduce a situation that wasn’t in the comics I read; a good sign that readers won’t simply be sitting around waiting for expected events to play out. One less welcome change, in my opinion, is that the series shows a character having premonitions. For once it would be nice to have a fantasy show that didn’t rely on prophecies for foreshadowing. One other unfortunate change from the comic is that these zombies sometimes run as well as walk, which makes behaviour that was reckless in the comic perfectly insane in the TV programme.
On TV the influence of (or just structural similarity to) Lost is even more notable than in the comics (of which I’ve read the first fifty): the adventurers head out on sorties while everyone else makes camp and waits for them to return. What it perhaps lacks in comparison is a bit of mystery and humour, but perhaps when the reasons for the zombie outbreak are investigated that will lead in some interesting directions. I hope the series stays broadly realistic: the later issues I’ve read veered sharply into OTT Garth Ennis territory; right for Garth Ennis, but it would be wrong for a show that has thrived on a realistic approach. But they haven’t set a foot wrong so far, so perhaps I should have faith that whichever storylines are followed they’ll make good TV out of them. Post-apocalypse shows don’t last, but this one feels different. I can’t wait to see more.—Stephen Theaker
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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 #38 (2011)
Stories in this issue: “The Lives and Spacetimes of Thornton Excelsior” by Rhys Hughes (actually eight stories in one!); “The Daylight Witch” by Jim Steel; “Off and On Again” by Alison Littlewood; “Better than Llandudno, eh?” by Michael W. Thomas; and “Old Preach’s Gods” by Z.J. Woods. Books from Paul Magrs, Reggie Oliver, Anne and Todd McCaffrey, Nathalie Henneberg, Glen Duncan, Vendela Vida, Wil Wheaton, Johnny Mains, Guy Haley, Ian Cameron Esslemont and Catherynne M. Valente are reviewed, plus seven comics, six audio adventures, five films and one game. Contributing reviewers this time include Jacob Edwards, Regina Edwards, Michael W. Thomas and Douglas J. Ogurek. Cover art by 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.

Editorial
Fiction The Dooms and Dimensions of Thornton Excelsior – Rhys Hughes
Interview “Every Dialogue Scene Is a Duel” – Matthew Hughes, interviewed by Stephen Theaker
The Quarterly Review Audio Doctor Who: Castrovalva, by Christopher H. Bidmead, read by Peter Davison (BBC Audio, 4xCD, 4 hours) Doctor Who: The Wreck of the Titan, by Barnaby Edwards, starring Colin Baker (Big Finish, 2xCD) Books Hespira, by Matthew Hughes (Jabberwocky Literary Agency, Kindle, 4990ll) Kalin: The Dumarest Saga Book 4, by E.C. Tubb (SF Gateway, Kindle, 2747ll) Majestrum, by Matthew Hughes (Jabberwocky Literary Agency, Kindle, 4487ll) The Spiral Labyrinth, by Matthew Hughes (Jabberwocky Literary Agency, Kindle, 4565ll) Comics Holy Terror, by Frank Miller (Legendary Comics, hb, 120pp) Ian Churchill’s Marineman, Vol. 1: A Matter of Life and Depth, by Ian Churchill (Image, tpb, 304pp) Incredible Change-Bots, by Jeffrey Brown (Top Shelf, digital graphic novel, 144pp) Orcs: Forged for War, by Stan Nicholls and Joe Flood (First Second, tpb, 208pp) Power Lunch, Vol. 1: First Course, by J. Torres and Dean Trippe (Oni Press, hb, 44pp) Rascal Raccoon’s Raging Revenge, by Brendan Hay and Justin Wagner (One Press, hb, 144pp) Games Borderlands: Game of the Year Edition (Gearbox Software, Xbox 360) Warhammer 40,000: Kill Team (THQ Digital Studios UK, Xbox 360) Movies Melancholia, Lars von Trier (dir.) (Zentropa, 136 mins) Paranormal Activity 3, Henry Joost and Ariel Schulman (dirs.) (Paramount, 84 mins) The Twilight Saga: Breaking Dawn—Part 1, Bill Condon (dir.) (Summit Entertainment, 117 mins)