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with an interest in SF think differently to those whose taste does not run to the fantastic. 
Maybe those with a SF background have a different kind of imagination, but maybe we‘d 
just actually like to have our own personal time machine. 
 
Sticking to the subject of work, I‘m a Medical Technologist and the changes I have seen in 
my field over the past 25 years look rather like science fiction. When I first qualified in the 
field of Virology everything was done by hand in that that discipline of medical technology 
and very little was done by machines in other disciplines as well. A while ago I moved out of 
the laboratory and into the diagnostics industry. 
At the moment I am part of a team that is installing the largest automation project into what 
will be the reference lab in Africa. The final result will indeed look as if it belongs to the 
future. 
The samples we will be mainly dealing with will be blood samples drawn from hospital 
patient and sent to the lab to diagnose the ailment that the patient is suffering from. 
The sample will come into the receiving section of the lab and be ―accessioned‖ i.e. entered 
onto the system. A barcode will be printed and it will be placed onto the tube and the tube 
placed into a rack and from there on the laboratory system will take over. 
A robotic arm removes the cap from the tube and it passes a barcode reader. Another 
robotic arm places the tubes into a centrifuge and they are spun to separate the serum from 
the red cells. In the meantime the computer has queried the mainframe to ascertain what 
tests have to be done and a set of bar codes are printed. The correct number of tubes is 
then labeled and the next robotic arm picks up a disposable tip and puts the correct amount 
of serum needed for each test required into a new tube. 
These tubes are then placed onto the ―track‖ – an oval production line which passes by all 
of the instrumentation in the laboratory. The tubes move along and as they approach each 
instrument which is connected to the track they are read by another barcode reader. If the 
particular instrument must perform a test on a sample another robotic arm either takes the 
tube off the track and places onto the instrument or if the instrument can do so it may just 
sample directly from the tube on the track. If a variety of tests are required the sample will 
move on and off the track as it proceeds on its way. When all the tests for a particular 
sample are complete it will be shunted off the track and packed into the correct rack for 
storage. All of the results are sent up to the mainframe and the Pathologist responsible 
receives them on his or her PC and can sign and release them. A later addition will allow the 
requesting doctor to receive the results on their own PC, instead of waiting for a paper copy 
of the report. Automation from beginning to end. 
It may seem that the Med Tech is being sidelined but in fact they are being released from 
menial tasks which could have been performed by unqualified staff to now take care of the  
interesting queries that are part of every pathology laboratory. 
  
 
 
 

Last week at work I got an e.mail inviting me to attend a meet- 
ing on the 23rd of November 2005. I sent a reply saying that I‘d 
have to fire up my time machine in order to attend. The lady 
who had sent the invitation came down the passage to ask why 
I would need a machine to get to a meeting in the same 
building. I had to point out the date on her invitation and she 
still didn‘t really get my point. It made me think of how people  
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I‘ve read that children on the autistic spectrum 
struggle with the notion of time. Funny, that, so 
do I. But then, I think pretty much everyone 
struggles with time. To be on the safe side, 
though, I rapped on the clinic desk and signed in 
Jack‘s visual field - one minute left. 
He looked blankly at my hand gesture, avoiding 
my eye gaze. Then he looked down and shut the 
book of pictures in front of him. I turned to his 
mum, sitting quietly in the corner of the room. 
Janet Gray smiled at me tiredly. I smiled back at 
her, with what I hoped was a sharing of 
sisterhood that might strengthen her, although I 
had no children of my own. Her son was only 
eight, but I knew better than to shake his hand 
goodbye, even though our session was over. 
Him, I‘d never seen smile, certainly not while 
looking at someone. 
Jack stood in the room, staring down at his feet. 
What was he thinking? The sharp blue metal 
edge of Thomas the Tank Engine‘s carriage cut 
into his left palm as he patted it with his right 
hand. He‘d ignored the toy soldiers, even though 
The Terror Wars were all over the news. I found 
that vaguely reassuring. 
Clinging to Thomas, Jack turned and tried to 
open the clinic door. It had another handle, but 
this was steel, childproof one, way out of reach 
above his head. I reached up for it and asked: 
―What is the best way home for me by train, 
Jack? It‘s now five-forty p.m.‖ 
He stared at the green door in front of us both, 
suddenly spewing forth words without a sideways 
glance at me: ―Six-ten. -- Midline Train six 
twenty-three to Earlsmith, six-forty-four to 
Parkmouth and then a seven-three to 
Worchester.‖ 
He always remembered where I lived. That 
realisation touched me; his thoughts so anxiously 
knotted around endless train timetables. In 
someone with his condition, where it was almost 
impossible for him to think himself into someone 
else‘s head, it seemed a small but vital chink. 

I helped him open the door, carefully, as he could 
bump his head, so eagerly was he straining 
forward to leave. I knew he would run - his mum 
too, calling and catching him – and then we‘d 
deal with his tears, after she returned the train to 
me from his fiercely clenched fist. That was what 
happened at the end of all of our sessions. He 
would be very distressed if it didn‘t happen just 
like it always had. 
But Janet put a hand on my shoulder, face 
shockingly sad, tears blinking at the corners of 
her brown eyes: ―I‘m really struggling with him, 
Sally,‖ she said. ―I know this appointment is for 
him, but please help me.‖ 
It was the end of a long day and I was tired too, 
but I realised I had the much better deal - when it 
came to managing Jack‘s cries and tears, I didn‘t 
have to take them home with me. 
I gestured her to the couch in the waiting room. 
Everyone else had gone home. Well, all except 
the shadowy men with gasmasks and guns in the 
security office upstairs, monitoring the empty 
corridors via CCTV. 
Janet sat down and started to talk about how 
difficult Jack‘s behaviour was at home. I listened, 
knowing I could always ask Jack later again for 
the train times. 
He had his head tilted back, watching the neon 
light flicker through the fingers of his right hand 
and off the blue carriage of Thomas the Tank 
Engine, ignoring our words. 
It seemed he had no interest in them, or in the 
passing of time. 

#   # 
The trip into work in the mornings felt bleak in the 
late midwinter. It was still dark in the new day, 
and I could smell a damp saline fog that blurred 
the orange street lights lining my walk to the train 
station. I gave a tentative sniff in case there were 
any strange scents hanging in the air, glancing at 
the gas detector strapped to my right wrist. But 
the air smelt merely like a musty sea, a breeze 



Probe 139 December  2008                                                        www.sfsa.org.za                                                                                                                                                                                         
 

5 

perhaps sweeping in the air over the hills from 
miles away.  
The detector remained dark and inert on my 
wrist, so I shook it to make sure. 
I generally leave for work soon after getting up -- 
I have found it increasingly hard to watch the 
news in my flat, with constant tales of Terror 
Wars and hatred and death. The ‗Hemisphere of 
Evil‘ against us seems to be an entire swollen 
world, rather than just a neat segment of the 
planet.  It seems to me, the more we invade, the 
less we conquer. 
I pushed with the small crowd, stepping up into 
the train. 
Finding a seat was one of the small pleasures of 
getting up so early. There was time to think and 
prepare for the day and watch people if my 
thoughts grew tired and slow in my head. I 
scanned taught and anxious faces, some 
fingering their masks, but no one was wearing 
them. 
Reassured, I glance at the man in the stiff 
charcoal suit next to me, sipping a strong coffee, 
and the smell seemed to tickle my thoughts. Yes, 
I hated news of hate and divisions and conflict, 
but surely there was a way that we could all learn 
to see through each other‘s eyes and realise our 
shared needs? I remembered playing out long 
psycho-dramas with my dolls when I was 
younger, working through conflicts, repairing 
understandings and trust amongst all the dolls in 
the end, even the males.  
Pete, my brother, would join in sometimes, to 
―humour‖ me, as he put it. I‘d aim for an ending 
where all bruises and bitchiness would be over 
and forgiven. 
―Just like old funny Brady Bunch re-runs,‖ Pete 
would say.  
Then he‘d strike with his doll at the end, breaking 
the perfect resolution I had created. 
I was just happy he played with me, despite his 
jibes. 
That was until the years he started bringing his 
friends around. It seemed so soon after that that 
he decided to serve his stint with the military, 
placing conscription before University. 
A big testosterone-driven row with my dad had 
cemented his decision. 
And I couldn‘t remember when I last saw him. I 
wished so often I could bring him back somehow, 

with the mad thought recurring that perhaps if I 
played with my dolls again, that would work?  
But he remained ‗missing in action,‘ although 
they refused to tell me what ‗action‘ they were 
talking about, or where it was… 
I reached inside my bag instinctively, but there 
was just a folded manual and clinic sheet in 
there.  
I couldn‘t remember where my dolls had gone 
either. 
It seemed like I‘d abandoned them long ago for 
therapeutic software, cards and words. 
The worst part of the journey to work was the last 
stretch to the clinic, where the shadows seemed 
to crowd in on me, as if threatening to attack.  
At least the blackness was greying as I hurried 
into the research building, loosening my coat 
from around my ears. I swiped my security card, 
removing it from the pocket on the chain around 
my neck – and put it back as I climbed the stairs, 
struggling a bit as it got tangled with the light gas 
mask dangling from my coat. 
I switched on the light and walked across to my 
desk, hauling out the files of children coming for 
the day from my top drawer. 
As I lifted my head the door squeaked open. Dr 
Brown stood there, severe in her brown suit, 
blinking in the room‘s harsh neon glare. 
I stood, surprised – she was so busy, it was hard 
just getting an appointment for supervision. I‘d 
not seen her outside her office. 
―Um, hi, Sally.‖ She looked uncomfortable, 
gesturing me to sit: ―So, busy programme 
ahead?‖ 
Looking down the list I said: ―Six kids as usual.‖ 
―Hmmm…‖ She perched herself on the edge of 
the table, suit straining with her posture. She 
edged forward to try to ease the wrinkles in her 
suit at the front, smoothing them from her jacket 
with a firm tug at the buttoned base. 
―Um, Sally, I have spoken to some people and 
they are saying that increasingly United States 
F.D.A. research is suggesting that ‗Empath‘ may 
be harmful. They reckon it will be withdrawn from 
testing soon and they want us to consider 
researching another drug linked with your 
psychotherapy. We may need to forget about 
‗Empath‘.‖ 
I looked at her, appalled, unable to grasp her 
words. This was two years of my life she was 
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talking about. She seemed to skate her words 
out so easily. 
She looked down and carried on talking: ―I have 
a new and very generous sponsor in mind with a 
drug called ‗Focus‘ – it helps people focus on a 
detail of a task, obviating the danger of their 
getting lost in the bigger picture. It‘s also very 
therapeutic; it erases traumatic memories, so it‘s 
helpful for our troops caught in the aftermath of 
war or terrorist combat with PTSD.‖ 
I looked at her aghast: ―It‘s a military drug!‖ 
―No.‖ She looked at me. ―A therapeutic drug, with 
some benefits for our troops. There‘s a big 
difference. It‘s already passed stringent safety 
tests and they‘ve introduced a syringe dose.‖ 
―But it‘s completely different to what I‘m doing!‖ 
With sharp eyes and frowning, she said: ―No, not 
really. You are trying to help kids generate 
integrated thoughts and feelings for other people. 
This would just mean going the other way. Trying 
to identify how they can maintain such 
obsessional focus on detail. This would involve a 
positive reappraisal of autism. Surely you have a 
positive respect for the strengths of the children 
you are working with?‖ 
I struggled with the words, rising anger emerging, 
despite my fears and the biting guilt from her last 
question: ―Well, sort of, Doctor Brown, but, but 
they‘re struggling too – and so are their parents. 
Do you really think a loss of central coherence is 
adaptive?‖ She shrugged. ―I think it can be. Just 
think about it a bit more, Sally. No more 
agonising over the meaning of the whole picture. 
Wondering what everything means. After all,‖ she 
gave a little smile, ―We all know it boils down to 
forty-two.‖ I was stunned. She was referring to 
The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy? I had no 
idea she read that sort of thing. Was she trying to 
make a joke out of people‘s search for meaning? 

Dr Brown arched an eyebrow, getting up from the 
desk. ―Think about it more carefully, Sally. You 
could move closer to the centre of the city and 
into a much bigger, warmer place. The research 
grants for ‗Focus‘ are extremely generous, much 
more than they were for 'Empath'.‖ 
I hesitated; the flat could get so damned cold at 
times, the train journeys so tedious…  
But what about Jack – and Janet? 
She saw my hesitation and looked cold. ―I need a 
final answer by the end of this afternoon.‖ 

She left, with a sharp slam of the door that 
underlined her words. 
Although shaken I needed to focus on the 
children coming in. Jack was back again, in the 
session before lunch. I‘m not supposed to have 
favourites; they‘re all equally-weighted Doctoral 
research subjects. 
Secretly, Jack was my favourite equally-weighted 
Doctoral research subject. 
I did my best with Mark and Joanna, going 
through the emotion recognition software and 
Social Pictures, trying to focus their attention on 
the salient facial and social cues, drawing out 
their gaze with commands and gestures. All to try 
and create empathy with a person in a picture – 
building emotional bridges for children who 
remain isolated, withdrawn, and alone.  
There were flickers of response, and I cheered 
and gave moments of rewarding rest, Mark with a 
book on dinosaurs; Joanna with a shiny 
decoration from an old Christmas tree. 
But Jack remained my favourite because there 
were moments I seemed to catch him watching 
me out of the corner of his eyes, as if he was the 
one who would end up publishing research on 
me.  
And he never seemed to forget where I lived. 
But the eighth time he looked away, I sighed with 
resignation, rapping the table between us with 
the calloused knuckles on my right hand. 
―Look, Jack.‖ Point and cue Social Picture 12 on 
the table. It was face up for him, upside down for 
me. He turned at my rapping noise, looking down 
at the table, grimacing with a facial tic, a twist of 
right eye and cheek. 
I didn’t think he had a co-morbid diagnosis of 
Tourette’s, I thought, pushing the card forward 
into his field of vision. I need to check his file. 
―Jack, tell me what‘s happening in the picture.‖ 
He looked at the picture. At least I‘d restored 
some attention. 
I withdrew my hand and sighed again, resting my 
head in the palm of my right hand, elbow 
propped on the table. I was tired and worried, but 
there were still eight more cards to go before 
lunch – and what would I say to Dr. Brown? 
I opened my palms to Jack, breaking 
standardised administrative protocol in a surge of 
despair. ―Help me with the picture, please, Jack!‖ 

He glanced at me and down at the picture, 
his right eyelid almost closing with the force of a 
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tic. ―I th-th-think that man‘s chasing the other 
man.‖ 
―Eh—?‖ He was using his fingers to trace 
characters in the picture and I felt a hot cramp of 
excitement in my body. 
Jack looked at me for the first time in his life with 
a simultaneous smile. ―I think the man chasing 
blames the other man for the broken window of 
his shop, I think he sells flowers. But, but he 
didn‘t see the little boy hiding behind the bush 
with his catapult. I think he’s really the naughty 
one.‖ He chuckled, and I could see the laughter 
crease his eyes. 
I half stood up, reaching across the table towards 
him. ―Why, that‘s, that‘s brilliant, Jack! Can you 
see anything more happening?‖ The last 
sentence dropped from me with a heavy rote 
readiness, before I could catch it. 
He looked down at the picture again and I could 
no longer see his sharp, piercing smile. I sat 
down and pulled my chair in, peering to track his 
eyes scanning the picture. 
But they weren‘t. The smile had frozen on his lips 
and he was staring at one corner of the picture. 
The top left. It was his favourite corner. ―There...‖ 
he said, trailing his fingers around the stripy 
pattern on the florist shop‘s canopy. ―There…‖ 
―Jack?‖ 
He seemed to have gone, as if he‘d retreated 
into himself. And I was left alone with my 
thoughts. Was this sudden acute social thinking 
by Jack evidence of a new connection with 
reality, an empathic leap across the page into 
cartoon shapes, cartoon people? I wanted to 
sustain that magical moment of hearing him 
mind-read personal attributions, beliefs and 
intentions, all from lines on a page. 
But I had no idea how – and he only continued to 
trace random patterns through limited parts of 
the remaining pictures, saying nothing.  
At least he left his scalp electrodes alone, little 
electronic beetles perched in his hair, jumping 
slightly and sporadically with his facial tic, which 
had eased and dwindled as the session moved 
to a close. 
Janet seemed a little brighter at least when she 
came in to collect him, but I needed my lunch 
and someone to talk to. 

*** 
I had one person who listened to me properly. 
There was one person who kept the shadows 

consistently empty of threat for me when she was 
around. 
We had a favourite corner in the Doctoral 
Research Students Room, a small chair and seat 
off to the side of the bookshelf, with a little round 
table, away from the bustle of the dispensing 
machine and the large central table and couches. 
It was good to meet there for lunch. 
―Jees,‖ Melinda said, tipping back her coffee. 
―Sounds like the precious Dr Brown is getting 
worse. Me, I‘m glad I‘ve got Dr Pillay as my 
supervisor. He lets you get on with things and 
tries to help at least.‖  
I opened my hands that had been wrapped 
around my mug of tea. ―What do you reckon I 
should do, Mel?‖ 
She gave me a sideways look through her short, 
black curls. ―You‘re going to blame me if my 
advice goes wrong again?‖ 
I had to laugh. I‘d never truly blamed her for her 
advice on confronting Ray. Maybe for those first 
few numbing weeks after he‘d left. 
I‘d kept thinking perhaps he was right: perhaps 
there was a deficit of empathy in me, that part of 
me that couldn‘t understand how he needed 
more than one woman. 
But Melinda's phrase had pulled me through, with 
all its sophisticated insights: ―That‘s pure 
bullshit!‖  
And our words had started to flow again. 
―No,‖ I said. ―I won‘t blame you.‖ 
She shrugged and sized up her sandwich, lifting 
it off her plate. ―I know it‘s easy for me to say, but 
perhaps a change of supervisor may help. You 
know, find someone who‘s willing to let you do 
what you want to do. I‘ve heard Dr Brown is 
being eaten up by thoughts of her ex-partner‘s 
appointment to an H.O.D. position at Oxbridge.‖ 
She took a bite from her cheese and tomato 
sandwich, and I watched bits of tomato drop out 
onto her plate. 
I could think of no one else in the department 
who might be able to supervise me. They were 
interested in things like suicide in teens and 
eating disorders.  
Actually, there was perhaps only one person who 
might be an outside possibility for supervising my 
autism research. 
―So, how is your research going, Mel?‖ 
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―Eh?‖ She looked at me with puzzlement, and I 
realised I had been looking down, obscuring my 
mouth as I spoke. 
―How is your research going?‖ I asked, speaking 
so she could see my lips clearly. 
She smiled. ―Good. Too damned good, actually, 
Sally. I don‘t trust that I‘ve got positive results.‖ 
―Which are?‖ I said, pleased, but envious. 
―Deaf kids of deaf parents have a slightly 
advanced theory of mind in many cases. They‘re 
actually pretty damned good at understanding 
other people‘s beliefs, desires and intentions.‖ 
―Brilliant,‖ I said. ―Why do you suppose that‘s the 
case?‖ 
She signed in B.S.L. simultaneously, and then 
held her body with a crossed arms gesture: 
―They‘re covered with the shape of language 
from birth.‖ 
I liked the sound and movement of that.  
The covering gesture was also the sign for ―love‖. 
I mirrored the sign and gestured towards her. 
She laughed, spraying soggy crumbs into the air. 
Her breath smelt sweet, with a sharp cheesy 
edge. 
I stood, signing awkwardly: ―Hungry, food find...‖  
The sandwich dispensing machine had nothing I 
liked, and I thought about Mel, glancing across at 
her. She was busy taking a sip from her coffee 
mug, dark curls trailing over the back of her tilted 
neck.  
I wondered how I might get on with Dr Pillay, and 
if he would take me on. Finding another 
supervisor would not be as easy as choosing a 
sandwich - and I couldn‘t seem to do that. 
Stepping into the street to clear my head, I 
waved at Mel, pausing as red and blue police 
and ambulance sirens shot past. Smoke hung 
low over the buildings in the distance, as if 
heralding the aftermath of a bomb blast.  
We hadn‘t heard anything – well, I hadn‘t, Mel 
had good reason not to.  
It felt like the shadows were closing in on me 
again, even though a pallid sun was out and the 
street was brighter and busier than usual. 
Some were rushing to find out what had 
happened, while others carried on shopping. 
Me, I hurried back inside. 

#   # 
I went to see Dr Brown after I‘d said goodbye to 
Charlie and his dad. 

She looked up from the file on her desk and 
smiled when I walked nervously though the door. 
―Hi, Sally, so you‘ve made up your mind, have 
you?‖ 
―Yes,‖ I said, feeling my stomach whirl. ―I think I 
have.‖ 
―Good.‖ She said, ―Now this is an interesting 
research question, isn‘t it: What prompts local 
rather than global cognitive processing? What 
makes someone focus on a detail rather than the 
overall gestalt of a shape or picture?‖ 
―Yes,‖ I said. ―But it‘s not my question, Dr Brown. 
I don‘t want to change my questions.‖ 
She frowned and tilted her head, as if not sure 
whether she had heard me correctly. ―Pardon?‖ 
I knew she would be angry, but I also knew I had 
to persist. I had been so scared of her, especially 
when I‘d started seeing her; but I wanted to 
sustain my questions, my words, whatever they 
were worth. I did not want to stay small in a world 
of perceived giants around me. 
And I had a legacy I wanted to build and to leave, 
dream though it may be – of a shared world, 
where people reached out with warm thoughts 
instead of guns. 
And it was still my dream. 
―I mean, even if ‗Empath‘ is pulled, I can look at 
the impact of therapy and teaching mind-reading 
skills, surely?‖ 
She leaned back in her chair and snorted. 
―Where‘s the original contribution in that? The 
real interest is in the potential synergy between 
therapy and medication. If you only want a 
Masters degree and not a Doctorate then keep 
on going. I‘m giving you a chance to be in at the 
ground level of innovative research to help our 
troops.‖ 
Sitting forward I found I could hold her stare, 
without breaking gaze. She looked at me levelly, 
with a severity in her frown.  
I couldn‘t believe that she was trying to appeal to 
my patriotism. Surely, if she‘d read The 
Hitchhiker’s Guide, she‘d also have read the 
poets of 'The Great War', as I'd heard my great-
granddad call them when I was a little girl. 
―I‘m afraid I can‘t continue to supervise you 
unless you change your research questions,‖ she 
said, hands pressed firmly on an orange desk 
file. I could read my name upside down – Sally 
Davies. 
The file was closed. 
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I took a deep breath – a change of supervisor 
would mean at least an extra year of expense 
and adjustment. She seemed to sense what I 
was thinking, from my expression I think, and 
gestured behind me to the door. 
I turned to see a man standing there, pale and 
blond, brisk and square in his khaki brown 
uniform. 
Shock stiffened my spine.  
But he must only be an AA – Army Academic – 
there was no gun strapped to his hip. 
The man tilted his head at me. ―Pleased to meet 
you, Ms Davies.‖ His voice was throaty, but sure. 
―I‘m Dr Butcher, the new Head of Research for 
the University. All research projects with potential 
military implications will have to be modified to 
include some military benefits as well, I‘m afraid.‖ 
He must have been listening in somehow. He six-
foot frame towered over me and I shrunk. 
 ―But my research has no ma-military 
implication,‖ I stammered, afraid. 
He clucked his tongue at me and then smiled, 
but his green eyes remained cool. ―Come, come, 
Ms Davies, increasing people‘s capacity to 
understand others, such as terrorists, only 
increases people‘s sensitivity to compromising 
themselves, and State security. I think we need a 
serious shift in research direction here.‖ 
I stood - just - trembling and with shaky knees. 
Although I‘m not much over five feet, I needed all 
of it. ―Tell me what happened to my brother, first.‖ 
―Eh?‖ He said, and then his lids closed as if he 
had realised who I was referring to. 
―You‘ve seen my file,‖ I said. ―Tell me what 
happened to Private Peter Davies.‖ I could not 
believe my voice had stayed clear and strong, 
despite my legs threatening to crumple. 
Dr Butcher‘s eyes narrowed in a frown, but it was 
hard to see his brows move, as they were either 
too pale, or else he had shaven them off. 
―Classified military information is not available to 
a civilian,‖ he said, ―and not relevant to the 
matter at hand.‖ 
―Of course it‘s relevant,‖ I said. ―Everything is 
relevant.‖ 
I realised then that my mind was clear, my 
decision made. 
And I did not even feel small as I pushed past Dr 
Butcher. 
―You can‘t come back!‖ He shouted down the 
corridor after me. ―And all Empath pills have 

been urgently recalled. Your research career is 
over!‖  
Strange, really, I hadn‘t even felt it had properly 
begun.  
I wondered where I would go, as I made my way 
down the research building stairs, pulling my coat 
in tighter against damp night. 
Funny, but the shadows no longer seemed to 
bother me quite so much. 
To the clinic, then – appointments to cancel, 
children never to be seen again… 
Now that was a real ache in my stomach. 

#   # 
But the waiting room was not empty. 
There were two people sitting there with their 
backs to me – a small boy and a larger woman. I 
was confused and dismayed - had I forgotten a 
later appointment? 
Then the boy rushed over and hugged me. 
It was Jack. Janet Gray had come over and was 
holding my hand, smiling through tears. 
Jack, face twitching, looked up at me. ―Aren‘t you 
glad to see me?‖ 
―Yes,‖ I said, ―Of course, but, uh, did we have an 
appointment?‖ I was still nonplussed by the 
strength - and even more by the reality of his 
warm hug. 
Jack turned to look at his mum, confused I think 
by my question. She shrugged and clenched my 
hand tighter. ―We just came to say thank you. 
Jack seems to be getting better.‖ 
He looked up at me again, a naughty smile 
creasing his cheeks. ―I can tell when I upset her 
sometimes, now, and try to think of how to help 
her. Then I think so hard it makes my face 
shake.‖ 
Could it be, I thought, a physical tic that mirrored 
the effort of his mind-read, and yet we are so 
quick to slap on diagnostic labels? And then a 
new thought struck me. 
―Why you so sad, Sally?‖ Jack cocked his head 
with the question. 
Amazing – a spontaneous emotional inference 
stimulated by actually watching my face. I blinked 
at Jack and turned to his mum. ―How much 
medication do you have left, Janet?‖ 
She rummaged in her bag, ―Six days worth, I 
guess, why?‖ 
Six days! 
Did that mean they had only six days left of 
social smiles between them? 
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―Hey, Sally,‖ called Jack eagerly. ―Don‘t be so 
sad, you can still catch the seven-fifty-five to 
Worchester to get home.‖ 
I had to laugh then – and I gave him Mel‘s BSL 
‗love‘ sign too. 

After all, who really knows how much time we 
have left for anything? 
Or anyone. 

 
 

A Few of the Members who camped at Mountain Sanctuary Park and Survived the storm 
  

                   
 
  MEN  WITHOUT  FACES 

  
That night I was very tired, I drove my car like a maniac. 

Unfortunately, I lost control on my car, and I killed a walker. 
In that moment 3 men in black are running  to capture me.I didn't see their 
faces. 
But, they capture me. I get into the car. In that moment I see that they 
don't  have faces.-Help me, Help me.... I scream , but no one hears me.They 
drive me to the place of the accident, but on that place was built a church. 
I  enter into the church. 
I see that the priest and others don't have faces.-Help me , Help me- 
I scream, and in that moment I wake up, and  see that I lost control of my 
car. Unfortunately, I killed a walker. 
When I came near the walker I see that he was me ! 
I enter into the car, and I look in the mirror. 
I see a man without face. 

 
Županović Milenko 
 (e-mail :milenkozup@cg.yu) 
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For a nation with such an increasingly uncertain future and a reasonably well-developed 
literary culture, South Africans have been surprisingly slow to develop a speculative fiction 
tradition for themselves. Apart from a few blips, speculative fiction set in, and about South 
Africa has been thin on the ground.  
Lauren Beukes's Moxyland explores a kind of Africa we haven't seen or read about before. 
It is a technological, futuristic, hyper-urban, dark continent that rises beyond the 
condescending visions of romantic primitivism that seems to pervade so much fiction set in 
Africa. The Cape Town 2018 setting is kind of a statement in itself, reminding us that the 
future is going to happen to us too. 
 
One can argue with Lauren's conclusions. That we're headed for a fascist dystopia of 
mass distraction, a future of corporate apartheid and omnipresent surveillance and 
oppression enabled by the very same shiny consumer gadgets the masses are clamouring 
for right now. SF's record is not very good at predicting specifics. But then again, what IS 
going to happen if the gulf between rich and poor continues to widen at the current rate? 
What will happen if we give up our freedoms of movement expression in exchange for an 
orderly police state? Why is Lauren Beukes the only one asking these questions? 
I asked Lauren Beukes to tell us about Moxyland and herself over coffee and a few emails. 
 
BA: What are your influences? 
 
LB: I've always loved speculative fiction. I love authors like Neal Stephenson (Snow 
Crash) and Bruce Sterling (Globalhead), David Mitchell (Cloud Atlas), Jonathan Lethem 
(Wall of the Sky, Wall of the Eye), Margaret Atwood (Oryx & Crake) and especially Alan 
Moore (Watchmen). As a kid, I read a lot of 2000AD. I still have all the old comics.  
 
BA: Where do you get your ideas from, the cellphone thing in particular? 
 
LB: The story is inspired by all the interesting places technology and culture intersect and 
the socio-political stuff happening in South Africa, but I didn't want to write just another 
apartheid novel.  
 
The novel is about surveillance society and scary epidemics and slippery online identities, 
among a whole bunch of other things. I took inspiration from real-life events, like the 
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fascinating way people are interacting online, from the Belgian woman who reported the 
virtual rape of her online avatar in Second Life as a real crime to real-world police or the 
Chinese guy who killed his former partner over a virtual sword. There seems to be this 
weird schism developing in how people experience online life.  
As for the cellphone taser, it was inspired by yobs in the movies that won't stop talking and 
how great it would be to just zap them. It would be great for personal safety too, if you 
could zap muggers with your phone.  
 
BA: Where does the developing world feature in all this? 
 
LB: Well, the developing world is part of the high-tech economy too, except there the 
focus is a little different. 
 
BA: You mean like child coltrane miners risking their lives to mine materials for the latest 
cellphones in the DRC? 
 
LB: Exactly, but it doesn't have to be real mines, you get virtual mines and sweatshops 
too. In online games like World of Warcraft you can make real money by performing the 
tedious tasks like mining gold or earning artefacts or building up characters for rich and 
lazy players who just want to have fun. It's happening a lot in China at the moment. And 
actually, China is a very interesting place to watch generally. Take the Great Firewall of 
China for example – the way the government censors websites and has these adorable 
cartoon cops who pop up to warn you if you're venturing into restricted space. It's really 
crazy, evil Big Brother-style censorship mixed up with this cute factor.  
 
BA: So, what do you think is going to happen when the technology needed to play in 
online virtual worlds filter down to the very poor as cellphones have today?  
 
LB: All these online worlds and games, like World of Warcraft (and projects like Amazon's 
micro-task outsourcing agency Mechanical Turk) presume you have leisure time and 
access to a computer with decent bandwidth. The poor in SA have a lot of free time, but 
limited access to the technology. But wouldn't it be fantastic if we could get some virtual 
sweatshops going here, provide employment playing games? 
 
BA:  The media is mostly a source of disinformation and a tool of control in Moxyland. If 
you consider the unequal access to mediums such as the internet and satellite television 
today, do you think that the 'info-rich' are less susceptible to being manipulated by 
propaganda and misinformation through the media than the 'info poor'? Or, does having 
vast amounts of information about every conceivable topic at your fingertips merely make 
you susceptible to more sophisticated forms of disinformation? 
 
LB: We're in a very interesting time where you can tailor your media to suit your opinions 
and reinforce them. You don't ever have to be exposed to a TV channel or a website that 
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disagrees with you or challenges you (unless you're going there to troll). 
 
I can relatively easily filter Fox News or rabid right wing sites right out. 
 
But on the flip side, Google is a great equaliser. Do a search on reproductive health and 
you'll get as many anti-choice websites coming up (some disguised, appallingly and 
packed with disinformation) as pro-choice ones. So, it's important to be savvy too, to play 
the rational sceptic and really do your research. 
 
We see it a lot with people STILL falling for (and forwarding) email scams, petitions, 
Microsoft giveaways, 419s, urban legends and how-to-avoid rape warnings, all of which 
could be debunked with one click through to Snopes.com or a simple Google search. 
 
I do think those who don't have easy access to information and the Internet (or heck, a 
solid education) are at a serious disadvantage where they're at the mercy of popular 
media, politicians and community leaders. Look at the recent xenophobia attacks or the 
popular support base for Jacob Zuma that would ignore the constitution and our justice 
system and throw out even the possibility of a corruption trial. 
 
There's a reason countries like China and Zimbabwe clamp down on the Internet and 
restrict information. 
 
What the world, and South Africa especially, needs most is education, and not the paint-
by-numbers syllabus stuff either. We need to teach kids to think, to interrogate the world, 
to understand context, to fully explore the spectrum of greys that falls in between the black 
and white of core issues and make their own, thoroughly informed choices. 
 
BA: The virtual violence seems to escalate through the book. From kiddie‘s fantasy land to 
immersive Quake style first person shooter until it eventually breaks into the real world 
through Scorpions Elite. Are you saying virtual violence leads to the real thing? 
 
LB: Absolutely not. It's the other way round. The violence in the games, even in a kids' 
gameworld as saccharine and innocent as KiwiPop (what Toby calls Moxyland) is a 
reflection of the real world. That's really what the book is about, this glossy cute pop 
veneer over the dark undercurrents of our society that rush fast and deep and will suck 
you under. 
 
As Toby says (p116 I think), "What, like the kids' games? That Moxyland shit? Murder and 
mayhem. Training them to be savage, don't you think? It's not about making friends with 
kids all over the world; it's about getting ahead, getting one over.' 
 
The hackneyed old video-games-leads-to-violence argument is a grossly specious one. 
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Violent games might attract more violent or unhinged personalities (ditto with horror 
movies, metal bands and hey, kitchen appliances) but there are millions of people who use 
games like Resident Evil or GTA or rock out to crappy American hard rock bands to defrag 
from their day and vent their aggression. 
 
And there was a recent study that showed, contrary to what you'd expect, that most 
players actually find it a relief to get killed in a game because it relieves the tension. 
 
For most of us, it's cathartic. For the very, very, very few who veer that way already, it 
*might* wind up their antisocial tendencies or reinforce violent thinking and behaviour. 
 
Video games, music, movies, guns, samurai swords, bad parenting and Satan don't kill 
people. People kill people. (although it's certainly easier if they have guns. I'm a big fan of 
gun control) 
 
 
BA: The concept 'corporate apartheid' has been used by several reviewers to describe the 
setting for your book. Do you think such a state is any more resilient to change than the 
racial apartheid that we have (at least in law) just abolished? 
 
LB: While Original Apartheid  was an evil, racist national state policy, the conceit of the 
novel, corporate apartheid, or its real-life equivalent economic apartheid, where the rifts 
between rich and poor are growing exponentially, may well be more insidious and, in the 
long term, more damaging. (This is something British economist George Monbiot holds 
close to his heart, if you're interested in further reading) 
 
It's easy to identify an oppressive regime and fight against it (a little harder to actually 
overthrow it, if the 46 years we spent trying is any indication). 
 
But how do you fight against an emergent socio-economic trend? This isn't government-
imposed policy. Who is the enemy? How do you take down the big bad wolf if the big bad 
wolf is something as huge and nebulous and seemingly insurmountable as growing 
poverty? 
 
Again, it comes down to education and giving people choice and agency in their own lives. 
Educating the poor, empowering them to get jobs or training them in practical skills (like 
good farming practices, rotating fallow land, not cutting down trees so as to avoid 
deforestation and desertification), educating women about reproductive rights and 
contraception and giving them an education full stop. 
 
And, of course, curtailing rampant corporate interests and reinforcing corporate 
responsibility. 
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I think genetically modified crops could be exactly what Africa needs, for example 
(inconclusive studies about health factors notwithstanding, we've always tampered with 
genes with selective breeding of animals and crops, we just do it in a lab now). Crops that 
are bred to withstand harsh and arid conditions that can supply a bigger yield to feed more 
people - that's a good thing. Monsanto creating crops that don't seed, so people have to 
keep buying them year after year after year - not so good. 
 
Ditto big pharmaceutical companies that refuse to release generics of life-saving medicine 
or try to patent gene sequences. 
 
Or Arms Corporations who knowingly sell weapons and defence systems to countries that 
don't need them and can't afford them. (refer Mark Thomas' As Used On The Famous 
Nelson Mandela about BAE Systems selling impoverished Tanzania a military air control 
unit that wouldn't suit their needs and that they couldn't afford or knowingly supplying a 
corrupt Iraqi regime with weapons that they knew Saddam couldn't pay for to the tune of 
100 million pounds, knowing also that they'd be fully covered for the loss by the British 
taxpayers AND that they could then add that loss to Iraq's war debt, crippling the country 
and doubling their profits!) 
 
Or companies (and countries) that just don't give a fuck. 
 
BA: Moxyland has been warmly received and reviewed. What does all this success and 
positive critical attention feel like when you add in the incoming kid and the ludicrously hip 
job of cartoon scriptwriter? 
 
LB: Ridiculously privileged all round. I've been wonderfully surprised by how well the book 
has gone down and the amazing buy-in from people like HoneyB at African Dope to make 
it more than just words on a page. 
 
My job is fantastic, best I've ever had, creative, collaborative, challenging and energising 
every day with the best bunch of people you ever met. 
 
Where I am now, it feels like the start of things. 
 
I know the incoming alien queen (just call me Ripley) is going to be very absorbing and my 
biggest handicap at the moment is finding time to do everything I want to do anyway, but 
it'll work out as long as the words keep coming. It's about discipline as much as inspiration. 
 
BA: You sound like you lead a pretty intense life. What, if anything, do you do to make 
sure you smell the flowers and relax? 
 
LB: If you'd asked me five years ago, I would have been able to say skydiving, but I gave 
that up - any sport that involves jet fuel becomes an expensive habit. Um. Reading, 
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hanging out with my fantastic and hilarious friends whose own whimsies and creative 
endeavours from animation to design are really inspiring, watching movies and smart TV 
like The Wire or Invader Zim or The Mighty Boosh, more reading, spending time with my 
best friend and tuning fork (more useful than a sounding board) and creative partner, my 
husband, Matthew and our soon-to-be baby daughter aka The Alien Queen. 
 
 
 
Lauren Beukes spends her time writing cartoon TV shows (Pax-Africa for Clockwork Zoo), 
books, short stories, columns and the occasional magazine article. Her previous book, the 
rollicking non-fiction Maverick: Extraordinary Women From South Africa's Past (Oshun 
2005) was nominated for The Sunday Times  Alan Paton award. She lives in Cape Town. 
 
Benny Alberts is an occasional freelance journalist and full time security infrastructure 
consultant based in Saldanha.  
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Flant - the City of Waves, The Reynwash Principality; Sundark 

Allusion: 

A sand-borne son, 

of the Speaker redeemed; 

rekindled, awakens the wings. 

Ca-brinth Codex - annexure: Of dreams. 

 

Leaning against the damp stone wall, veiled in 

dank night, he watched and waited. His abysmal 

eyes wide, hunting, like always. Clammy lichen 

fingers, the only life the tired wall could boast, 

sought to suck at his taut, muscular back, in 

some malign parody of his own purpose, but he 

ignored them. Silent, shrouded and still, he would 

not be distracted. Or deterred. This was the 

destiny, the ede, that had been determined for 

him, and he embraced it, if not eagerly, then 

certainly without protest.  

Besides, he was hungry. 

From that darkened nook he stilled himself. 

Inhaling his awareness inwards, he focussed it, 

refined, until it was one with his purpose, 

contained.  Then he exhaled - searching. 

Questing forth. Seeking pain, or fear; betrayal, 

horror or terror; passion perhaps or even,  

marrow of however unlikely, bliss. This was the 

life, and he longed to consume it. 

There was enough, seeping through thisdark, 

more than enough.  

Such was the night side feeling of any  

large city, a churning cesspool of waste and 

regret; spite, pettiness and bile. And  

this city was no exception, save for its soul-

shattering intensity. But then, that was why he 

was here. Shattered souls surrendered more. 

He stalked. 

He hungered. 

The squalid docks were awash this dark, 

crowded and seething like a Dreshz‘t swamp, 

and with a more than similar reek. Not to say that 

the docks at Flant were ever fragrant, but 

thisdark was particularly odorous.  It was the 

Fleet of course, so many soldiers added to the 

usual mix of sailors, merchants, slavers, 

fisherfolk and pirates. All searching for a drink, a 

brawl and a whore. And in that order.  

The Fleet. He smiled inwardly. Full of untried 

eager youths, disillusioned wary men and cynical 
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implacable veterans, all anticipating the 

impending war. The war against the ‗deceiving‘ 

Say‘rteth. The war with the very sea herself. An 

impossible war. As if it really mattered.  

Though, to them, it was the only thing that did. 

The all encompassing cord-net of their destiny. 

Their only, so tenuous, certainty.  

It made them such easy pickings. 

Full of cheap ale and gleaming bold words like 

‗victory‘ and ‗glory‘ and ‗honour‘, they, 

unknowingly, passed the watcher by; more 

visceral words like ‗maimed‘ and ‗drowned‘ and 

‗dead‘ lurking in their wake. Heartfrighted brave 

boys, singing triumphal battle marches and 

clinging to each other - in brotherhood.  

He yearned. Urgent and desperate, they surged 

through the tightly stacked alleyways searching 

out the ale- and flesh-dens that squatted sá-

toadlike amongst the warehouses, customs 

sheds and shipbuilders‘ yards. Searching for 

soulsease, or some last desperate grasp at 

love‘s lost passion, or just simply to forget, they 

too, hunted. It was the night side of Flant that 

called to them in their droves. The darker 

underskirt of the largest, busiest, richest port in 

the Midlands. You could get what ever you 

desired in the Flant dockside, no question. 

Except of course, the cost.  

The Reynwash Collective did not countenance 

the tarnishing of good trade with worthless 

scruples, and, as the city had originally begun as 

the bloodied hideaway of their pirate forebears, 

morality was also not that prized in Reynwashi 

society. Not when there were purses or peoples 

to fleece; not when there were trades and 

transactions to fashion. Anything was for sale in 

Flant, anything - for the right price. 

It was this that had made Flant what it was, and, 

in turn what Flant had made of the sprawling 

Reynwash Principality. Every low-life and leech; 

flesh-peddler and akhab merchant; exiled 

criminal -turned-sailor; rapist; murderer; kin-

spurned and child-lover, if they could make their 

way to Flant, they did.  

And here they stayed - Dockside. 

So many potential customers, obese with swollen 

sullen passions. It was certainly more than surfeit 

for one such as him, especially thisdark, but he 

was restrained. On an eve like thisun, he felt that 

there ought to be, no, that there was to be, 

something more. Of course, he often felt that; 

hoped for it, longed for it. One indefinable time 

when it would be more than just need and lust 

and hunger. When it would be .... something 

else. 

It never was, but still he yearned.  

And hunted for second best. 

He had learnt patience. Sour-ale sorrow and 

soul-bent perversion had taught him at least that. 

Stale sweat, bloody lust, and semen had taught 

him the rest. 

Ironically, his desire was as least as great as 

those he hunted, as was his vulnerability. But, 

unlike them, he also needed their pain, required 

it - in the most essential way.  

The knobs on his back itched but he ignored 

them. Long ago he‘d learnt to ignore the cruel 
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disfigurements that the gods had sought to blight 

his already counterfeit existence.  

But not his resentment. 

 In his ‗field‘, with his proclivities, a perfect body 

was a prerequisite. A beautiful, exotic body, if 

you wished to do more than just exist, and a 

youthful agelessness. He was ideal. Tall, so 

seemingly young, defined, chiselled and honed, 

the picture of an erotic fantasy. Muscular, strong 

and critically alive. He was not too masculine, but 

all male, and just feminine enough. Long, shining 

copper hair framed a smooth skin of burnished 

bronze and eyes that enveloped, dark as desert 

pools.  

And he was good.  

Very, very good. 

The woman who had claimed his parentage had 

taken particular care of that. She had trained 

him, honed him, formed him. A hungry, eager 

plaything. At elevenpasses he knew more than 

most did at fifty, and was more than 

accomplished.  

She had taken care of that; practising with him 

every night, showing him, using him, unless the 

juice took her. A sunpass later he was her sole 

support, she his only comfort.  

He could have risen to the top, too. Been long 

and lovingly kept by a king, wizard or empress, 

wanting for nothing. He almost had, and until the 

knotted lumps began to form - blemishing the 

unblemished. Now he lurked in the shadows of 

the land‘s vilest cesspool, etching his survival 

and quenching his endless hunger in its squalid 

unwashed armpit. 

His so-called parent was long gone, now that he 

could no longer provide the dark rum and akhab 

nuts that were her possessor. Sometimes he 

found he even longed for the beatings - but only 

sometimes. He did miss the love, or what had 

passed for it in the dim shades of dawning. Love 

of any sort was better than none at all.  

He had been very young, and alone, and she 

had been there. For one like him, if there were 

indeed others, it had been enough. 

The knobs itched again, pressing against his 

back with a need almost the same as his own. 

He crushed them against the wall, letting the 

lichen pierce the skin, knowing it wouldn‘t help. 

Questing out into the dark, he waited and 

watched, hunting.  

rLiat naFeyn Gren was convinced that he hated 

Flant more than anything he had ever hated 

before, or was ever likely to again. Not an 

uncommon opinion. The city, spawned on the 

back of the docks like a boil, retained the 

character of its origins. A pirate‘s city, a thief‘s 

city, a monument to greed and vice and the 

ocean - and it stank of fish. 

rLiat was not particularly fond of fish, particularly 

salt fish. In fact, he would have been ecstatic if 

he never had to see another fish again, let alone 

smell one.  

An unlikely possibility. As if summoned by the 

very thought, another shlate seller hailed him 

from across the market, brandishing his 

glistening, mottled merchandise as though it 

were a delicacy fit for a king - which, hard to 

believe, it was - at least in some circles.  



Probe 139 December  2008                                                        www.sfsa.org.za                                                                                                                                                                                         
 

20 

rLiat fought the desire to deposit his dinner, also 

fish, on top of the man, and, forcing a smile, 

shook his head. It didn‘t pay to offend the 

fishmongers of Flant, you never knew which ones 

baited the hook of the Captain. Though Phezh-

naSur, the current Captain of the Collective, was 

known to bait his own hook, and to go out with 

the boats when the mood took him. For some 

peoples, essence and origins were of paramount 

value, and of those, the Reynwashi were 

devotees. Perhaps it was a pirate thing. 

rLiat had no problem with that, in fact he rather 

admired one of the few leaders who was not so 

enamoured with his own power and prestige that 

he‘d forgotten his roots - or sails in this case. It 

was just that he didn‘t happen to like fish very 

much. An unfortunate predilection that had 

turned the last three ninesuns in Reynwash, the 

sea kingdom, into an affliction. The fact that he 

had achieved nothing during that time, save to be 

endlessly courted, banqueted and shown off as 

some sort of ‗upcountry‘ oddity while the 

Reynwashi pursued their own agenda, did not 

make it any easier to bear. Unfortunately, with 

the jet-black hair, piercing green eyes and pale, 

luminescent skin characteristic of his people, it 

was also impossible for him to be inconspicuous 

amongst the swarthier, hairy, salt- and sun-

ravaged Reynwashi. The sea may have been an 

inventive and prosperous mistress for these 

people, but she was also a hard taskmaster who 

took a high toll. He shuddered, they were not 

pretty, these Reynwashi, not by a far cry. Nor, 

like their mistress, were they forgiving. 

So now there was going to be a war. A stupid 

pointless war that was more about pride than 

anything else. Well, pride and monopoly of the 

sea trade. History was littered with the tragic 

aftermaths of times when pride and greed were 

bedfellows, and rLiat did not plan to become 

trapped in one of them. So much for Leyr‘s 

contention that he was the ‗Speaker‘ mentioned 

in that ridiculous augury. The only thing he 

seemed to have ‗rekindled‘ was the age old 

hatred between the Reynwashi and the Say‘rteth. 

Just what he needed, another cataclysmic 

conflict attributed to him. History, he felt sure, 

was unlikely to remember him fondly. 

Lost in such thoughts, rLiat shook his head, and 

walked on - oblivious to the odorous city. He was 

alone, lonely, and uninspired. He also missed 

Karth something fierce, up to and including his 

infuriating detachment. He wondered how the 

others were doing in the halls of the Seaking, 

and whether their luck had fared any better than 

his. His only conciliation was that, at least they 

too would be eating fish - lots of it. He smiled 

briefly, there was little else beneath the Sea of 

Storms.  

It was past time to do something for himself for a 

change, he decided, like leave. And as soon as 

possible. To Payle‘s knot with prescience and 

prophesy, it was time to move on. And one war 

per city was his absolute limit. The unlikely ‗sand-

born son‘ would just have to be redeemed by 

somebody else, preferably the real Speaker, and 

not some Feynoren outcast. 
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Which is, so often, the very perplexity of 

prophesy. 

Lost in thought and self-pity, guilt-ridden rLiat 

naFeyn Gren, the outcast heir, walked, 

unheeding, into the dockside district of the great 

City of the Waves. A place he should not have 

been. A place he had not been before. A place 

he had been warned away from. A place of 

danger. The great Docks, where life was cheaper 

than fish or rum, and the unwary were sailfin bait. 

If they were lucky. 

He noticed him first, from his hidden lair. Felt him 

coming, an anvil-blow in the soul. Almost he cried 

out. Almost. But he was better trained than that. 

He did bend double, gasping, such was the force 

of the unshielded aberrance. Such good-fortune 

gave cause to wonder if perhaps destiny‘d had a 

change of heart. He straightened from the blow 

and slipped away into the shadows, seeking the 

source of such raw feeling. This was the one for 

thisdark, he knew it, there was even enough 

there for many more.  

He smiled, although there was no one to see it. 

The urchins and flesh-peddlers noticed him too. 

In short order rLiat was surrounded by a sea of 

tugging, pleading little hands, and high-pitched 

plaintive voices, oblivious to those others 

marking from the shadows. 

―Did the master want a girl? Urgon knew a girl?‖ 

―Lecky had a sister, a good, clean sister, better 

than Urgon‘s - very cheap?‖ 

―Food? Rum? Akhab? This way, this way.‖ 

―Did the master want a boy? I‘m a nice boy - a 

pretty, boy, no?‖ 

―Eel-eyes? Come, come, the best eel-smoke!‖ 

―Lilath grass for the young sir? Lilath grass like 

his skin? Lilath for dreams, and power, and 

wealth? Durs knew the place.‖ Each hand tugged 

in another direction, each offer more brazen, 

more pitiful than the last. Each other hand 

skilfully frisked him, divesting him of his belt 

dagger, jewelled buckle clasp, a finger-ring, a 

few sorrel and pocket lint. The brónelnacre-

bracelet they couldn‘t liberate, and not finding a 

purse only inspired them to greater efforts. 

―A rich, handsome man like him wanted the best, 

yes? Come, we know, this way...‖ ―This way....‖ 

―Down this way!‖ 

For rLiat, unaware and swamped with the 

wasteland of their being, destiny went critical. 

He realised he was out of his depth, and in 

unfamiliar turf, but how bad could it be? He 

would just retrace his steps, back up a street or 

two. Besides, the squalid tragedy of this, hitherto, 

unseen side of Flant tugged and tore at his 

already exposed emotions. Each little hand that 

touched him left its mournful mark on his soul. 

How could a people, any people, let this happen 

to their children! His very being railed against it. 

This deeper wave of rLiat‘s emotion washed over 

him as he sped through the shadows, searching, 

calling out to him, a darkhouse beacon in a 

storm. Faster he moved, and faster, spurred by 

an urgency he could not name, a haunting dread 

he could barely acknowledge; slinking, slipping, 

sliding  - a creature of the very shadows himself.  

He had to get there first. 

And then: 
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Surprise! 

Shock! 

Terror.  

Pain.... 

He stumbled and fell to the stones, the exquisite 

intensity intoxicating him. 

The soul-old children vanished like eel-smoke an 

instant before the rough, cruel hands grabbed 

rLiat from behind and dragged him into the 

narrow maw of the dark side ally, pounding and 

pummelling his head and face, a blade slicing up 

into his side. The young ones had not survived 

this long Dockside without heightened senses 

and an advanced intuition for impending threat. 

Neither had he. He sprang up, broke cover and 

ran, lithe and urgent, fearing, knowing, he was 

too late. 

The early darkfall seaside rain began to fall. 

―Well, well, well, and what have we here?‖ 

The voice was cracked, splintered and broken 

like the storm ravaged mast of a slaver-ship. The 

face that belonged to it as wave-tossed and 

scarred as a barnacled hull. rLiat could only stare 

through bloodstreamed eyes in pain and terror as 

the darkside face split into a gash-grin, and the 

huge paw-like hands ripped his clothing apart, 

mauling his person, searching for something, 

anything of value. His head, loose on his 

shoulders now, and strangely heavy, bounced 

unheeded against the slimed stone walls, and 

fire sang in his eyes. He slumped to the 

streaming cobbles.  

‗That,‘ he thought as he felt the soft gift-silk torn 

from his body, ‗was a present from the Marquis 

de Leshy. How will I ever explain?‘ It had been a 

long time since he‘d been treated as the prince 

he was, until his inadvertent discovery here in 

Flant, and he‘d more than made up for the past 

passes lack of finery in just a few short suns. 

This was now an odd time to realise how he‘d 

revelled in it, and an ever odder one to bemoan 

its loss. He imagined some post-demise 

inquisition with Payle, as he begged entry to his 

halls: 

What were your last thoughts? 

‗How sad it was that my beautiful new silk tunic 

was irreparably destroyed‘ 

Anything else? 

‗That at least my underclothes were clean.‘ 

Your mother would be pleased 

That tone sounded strangely familiar. 

‗Father?‘ 

Silence 

‗Father, is that you?‘ 

Silence 

‗I could use a hand here? Some help?‘ 

Silence 

 He was unceremoniously kicked to the off-flow 

gully with a bone-capped boot, naked, battered 

and bleeding profusely. The stream from his side 

diluting with the rain as it sluiced away into the 

harbour. He was going to die here, he knew. He 

felt it with every fibre of his being. ‗Stupid‘ he 

thought, ‗killed by the smell of fish.‘ It would 

almost have been funny if it wasn‘t so pathetic. 

He realised he didn‘t really want to die. At least 

not just yet, and certainly not here, like this.  
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Then a prescient wind stirred his soul, and he felt 

the searching sea-calloused hands change their 

intent upon the discovery that he possessed 

nothing that the urchins hadn‘t already liberated. 

Naked, dazed, slick with steaming rain-water and 

blood, rLiat Gren realised with a shock that dying 

here, naked and alone, wasn‘t the worst that 

could happen. The need to possess something, 

anything, had changed his attacker‘s focus from 

simple coin and ornaments, to what ever else he 

could. 

Kaldag, called the Cruel, felt that he deserved at 

least something for this night‘s labour, and if it 

couldn‘t be coin, rum or ale, then why not relief? 

Sarduk‘s hells; the boy was pretty enough, 

almost like one of those fey foreign girls from the 

mountains, with the white skin and all - and it had 

been a very long time for Kaldag. A very long 

time. Ever since he‘d lost his First Mate‘s place to 

that thieving, lying finscut. It wasn‘t like he‘d had 

that much rum, that night. Ask anyone. But had 

the Captain believed him, not a chance.  

Yes, this trumped-up peacock boy would be fine, 

he almost reminded him of the Captain‘s 

daughter, and he deserved it. It was his right! 

The dazed, betrayed look and the blood made it 

even better. Besides, it wasn‘t like he was going 

to be alive long enough to tell anyone. He smiled 

as lust gripped his lesioned loins. and for the first 

time he cried out.The pitted hands started to 

slide roughly over his nipples, his chest, his 

stomach. rLiat shuddered in the grip of edefear. 

This was not something he had ever conceived 

of happening to him, not something he‘d ever 

been prepared mentally for.  His mind refused to 

encompass it, the threat of violation so immense, 

so shocking, that he felt his understanding, his 

very reality, begin to slip away, like his life-blood, 

into the gully. 

―Hmmm, tasty.‖ Gurgled the voice.  

The huge meaty fingers of one hand slid to his 

groin and grabbed, while the other spread his 

legs, heels grazing on the rough stones. A fat, 

ring-bound digit stabbed upwards. It was 

unspeakable  

―Sh, shhh, my pretty. Shh. Soon Kaldag‘ll make it 

all alright.‖ The voice laughed, thick with perverse 

passion, and the huge meaty hands spun him 

over, his face falling into the gutter-stream, the 

water coursing over his mouth and nose. His legs 

were yanked apart, and he moaned - bubbles in 

the rain water. 

His whole world went suddenly silent, focussed 

only on this moment - amplifying and enhancing 

it - as the sound of a belt-buckle unclipping 

boomed off the alley walls. 

 ―No, please no!‖ Had he spoken? Nonononono.  

Oh Gods. 

The two calloused hands, wet and urgent, 

gripped around his hips and  

...nothing!  

Suddenly the hands went slack, and then were 

impossibly gone. rLiat collapsed again into the 

gutter, and sobbed. 

He tossed the lifeless body of the wasted sailor 

away. It was of no consequence, now. He nearly 

hadn‘t made it in time; his prize had nearly been 

stolen from him. But, for once, destiny‘d smiled, 
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and he was here now, and so was the other. His 

anger vanished and he looked at the naked, 

bleeding form crumpled in the water-stream at 

the side of the ally. He felt his need, his appetite, 

peak. It was almost unbearable, and he revelled 

in the exquisite lust of it. This had been worth 

waiting, and breaking cover for. His eyes 

absorbed all they could, caressing the distraught 

naked form like foreplay.  

He paused. There was something different about 

it - him. Something....Caution tingled along his 

fingers, while the knobs on his back throbbed in 

time to the hoarse sobbing.  

He stepped closer. Some deep part of him, 

repressed for so long, so deep he barely retained 

it, struggled to recognise the broken figure. He 

felt he should know, something. That there was 

something he should do. His blood sang with 

need, but it remained ineffable. 

His feeding eyes took in the refined features, 

fine, almost green skin, and the sable hair. This 

was something exotic, something different. Again 

lost memory nagged, but remained illusive. He 

was even pretty too, this boy-man, under all that 

blood. That was always an added reward. He 

smiled and shrugged off the memory flutterings 

batting against his mind. This was his time. 

The knobs pulsated, but he ignored them too. 

Realising he was alive and unviolated, rLiat 

began to recall himself. The pain was 

excruciating, and his senses told him that parts 

of him were badly broken. He realised that while 

he was still alive, he might not be for long. He 

needed to get help. Slowly, painfully he raised 

his face out of the still-streaming watergully. He 

realised that the darkfall storm was abating, and 

the rain slacking up. He struggled to open his 

eyes, trying to determine what had happened to 

the monstrosity that had so nearly taken him, and 

had then so precipitously vanished. The alley 

was dark, and blood-water vision revealed 

nothing. Nothing but rain, his sodden tattered 

clothes, blood and moonslight. The scene was 

almost enchanting. He shuddered, and the 

edewind coursed though him again. 

Entangled in the grip of that same edewind, he 

stepped out of the shadows, revealing himself in 

the moons‘ rainslashed light.  

For the briefest of moments time stopped, 

trembling on the edgefire of Ede. Pensive 

prophesy awaited to be borne. 

rLiat naFeyn Gren gasped out loud. Revealed in 

the evershifting pale light was the most exquisite 

naked youth. ‗Am I dead?‘ He thought, or thought 

he thought. ‗Is this an ILey‘nlat, a messenger of 

Payle, come to speed me on? Or is it the God of 

Death, himself, come to take me? I never would 

have thought him to be so beautiful.‘ Then, 

because he was that sort of person, he laughed. 

‗Funny, I didn‘t expect to feel so wet and hurt so 

much after I‘d died. It doesn‘t seem fair, 

somehow‘. 

The youth slid closer, exuding wave after wave of 

desire, intense desire, for him. It was so strong, 

so unexpected, that rLiat found himself, 

impossibly, responding - despite the rain and 

pain and blood. Seeing his ‗response‘ the youth 
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smiled. An unthinkable smile. A smile that stole 

and trapped his soul. 

In an instant he was on top of rLiat - impaled on 

his erection, and riding him. The fission of their 

first touch jolting both of them, ensnaring them in 

the webs of each-other.  Inconceivable lust 

spurred and drove rLiat on, and desire and 

passion and need. All of it inexorably melded to 

his pain and ebbing lifesense. He had to have 

this boy, had to. The imperative was 

overwhelming. He arched and thrust, and his 

whole being, his life‘s loves and losses, flowed 

from him, enveloping the boy. 

And he, he consumed everything - soul sucker! 

He had never felt it like this before, never been 

so energised at another‘s touch, never had such 

instant access to a soul. He revelled in the 

thousandfold emotions of this one called rLiat 

naFeyn Gren, leaching them from him, feeding 

on them: the death of a father and king; the love 

of a stable-boy; the cruelty of an Uncle - and a 

Mother‘s betrayal; the sound of a musician; a 

knife in the plains; the joy of the Brónel wild; the 

death of the colts; the all and so very strange, so 

achingly familiar, Illea-ness of him; 

Illea - the chosen. 

Illea - the guardians. 

Illea - born of phyre. 

Suddenly he was subsumed too, taken and 

soulheld. The knobs on his back pulsed: from 

throbbing to pain, from pain to fire, from fire to 

blood, and from and from blood to memory. 

Together, intertwined, they climaxed - lifeforces 

spent, subsumed and usurped, the bond 

becoming both of them – Illeaede. 

Still impaled, and soulbound, he cried out to the 

heavens with the incredible race release of it. 

The pain in his back blossomed. Leathered, 

scared, hated skin cracked. Blood and puss and 

pain gushed and flowed. And slowly, hesitantly, 

achingly, two glistening, wet, cramped, and frail 

wings broke free from their overlong 

confinement. Two huge wings, spreading out 

behind him, blocking the moons and rain and 

stars. The wings of his metamorphosis. The 

wings of his kind. The wings that had not been 

for a thousand passes of the suns. The wings of 

prophesy. 

rLiat stared in wonder and lifelassitude, as atop 

him, conceived of his last passion, born in 

perverted Illeaede, an Elenden came to be. It 

could not be, but it was. 

In a far desert the Taythwind whipped the sand 

to raging storm. 

Somewhere, in her unconscionable prison, the 

Whore of Se‘quur awoke screaming as pain and 

blood erupted from her withered back. As 

awareness of the immensity of it enveloped her, 

she thrashed and screamed and cursed her 

impervious confinement. It was impossible, it 

could not be. She was a Power, she was beloved 

of the God. It could not be, not like this, not 

without recourse.  

Then she quieted as greater realisation shook 

her. At least she was no longer asleep. 

Impossibly, she laughed. 
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Elsewhere, the sleeper shuddered, and an 

unborn child smiled. 

The youth who had been stolen, abandoned and 

betrayed.  The youth who had been cast from 

ede-path to flotsam. The youth who had lived by 

stealing the souls of others. The youth who had 

been irredeemable, discarded that which had 

been himself and  looked down into the eyes of 

his dying saviour, and smiled. A real smile. A 

smile from his mended soul. rLiat smiled back, 

arrested by the transformation, entranced by the 

miracle, expanded. 

―You must name me.‖ The youth said. 

Prophesy shuddered.  This was unforeseen. 

Leaning close over his lips, the youth begged 

again. And rLiat naFeyn Gren, prince of the 

blood, saw the right of it. 

―Ry‘kynn,‖ he gasped, ―Ry‘kynnzhuur.‖  

The edewind sandstorm broke like flames on the 

Correstyne. 

―Ry‘kynn,‖ said the youth, testing it out. ―I am     

Ry‘kynn Zhuur.‖ 

Dragonfly! 

He bent closer then, and their lips met. A kiss, his 

first, and with it he gave rLiat back his self. Not all 

of it, because it was part of his being now, but 

enough for him to crawl from the ally and find a 

constable of the Watch who‘d take him to a 

healer, if he wanted.  

Then he spread his new wings, felt the blood 
surge through them, and flew 
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Channel Surfing with the Folksinger of the Gods 
The Spider Robinson Interview 

 
Michael Lohr 

 
Spider Robinson is one of the most underrated and unheralded science fiction writers of our day. He is 
the winner of the John W. Campbell Award for Best New Writer in 1974. He won two Hugo awards for 
best novella (1977) and for his short story Melancholy Elephants in 1983. In 1977, he won a Nebula 
award for best novella, Stardance. His writing is fluid, taut and downright enjoyable. 
 

From his stand alone novels such as Telempath, Night of Power and the recently published 
Variable Star, to his Deathkiller trilogy, Stardance trilogy, and his signature Callahan series, few can 
match his talent and creativity. Simply stated, his novels are some of the best reads around. I remember 
when I first talked to Spider Robinson, it was either 1997 or 1998. I was working on an assignment for a 
mainstream, pop culture magazine about a new fad called e-publishing that was taking fire on the still 
blossoming Internet. My task was to interview several prominent writers from various facets of the 
industry and ascertain their opinion on e-publishing, web-based magazines, ebooks and such. At the 
time, Spider was rather against e-publishing, ezines or even having any sort of presence on the Internet. I 
guess times change. No a web presence is almost a necessity. It seems rather archaic these days when 
someone doesn‘t have a webpage, My Space site or at least a Wikipedia page. 

 
A Canadian citizen, he was born in the Bronx, New York and educated at the State University of 

New York where he earned a Bachelors of Arts degree in English. He has lived the past thirty years in 
Nova Scotia and the beautiful, but rainy British Columbia. He sold his first short story in 1972 to Galaxy 
Science Fiction. Not only was this an important step in his writing career, but this particular story was set 
in a certain cosmic tavern called Callahan‘s Place. It was from this seed that germinated Spider‘s 
bestselling series.  
 
 I was glad to have the chance to interview Spider again. I wanted to find out what made him tick, 
what his views were on various aspects of life such as faith and science, life and culture, racism and 
social progression, the origins of life, as well as Soto Zen Buddhism. Invariably the topic of music came 
up; Paul McCartney, Spider‘s love of folk music and his collaboration with David Crosby, were all focus 
points.  
 
 
ML: You‘ve been a huge supporter and defender of Robert A. Heinlein for many years now. Was the 
chance to work on the Variable Star novel project using Heinlein‘s extensive notes a dream of a lifetime?  
 
SR: I think it was the dream of my last ten lifetimes, at least.  I keep a copy by the bedside because there 
are still mornings I wake up and think, like Bennie Noakes in Brunner‘s Stand On Zanzibar, ―Christ, what 
an amazing dream I just had!‖  Then I open my eyes…and Variable Star is really there.  I still prefer not to 
die—I feel strongly about it, in fact—but I‘m ready, now. 
 
Well, okay: once I‘ve jammed with Paul McCartney and shaken hands with the Dalai Lama, I will be. 
That‘s a short list to have left, at age 58.  I‘m a lucky cat. 
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ML: So tell us about your other new projects? What can we expect to see from you in the near future? 
 
SR: Bless your heart, spleen, and islets of Langerhans for asking. Just now I‘m racing deadline (and 
coughing blood) on Very Hard Choices, the second novel in a new series that began with Very Bad 
Deaths—which just happens to be my latest novel to be published in paperback, by Baen Books. All the 
books in the series will have titles that begin with very because hey, everybody needs a marketing 
gimmick. They‘ll be set in and around Vancouver, and will all involve my Odd Trio: Zudie the reluctant 
telepath, Russell the old hippie who‘s the only one Zudie can stand to be near, and Nika the cop who 
needs them both. 
 
My specific intention with the title of this first book was to try and cue my regular readers that it is 
something of a departure for me—so they won‘t be too shocked.  It is not a sunny upbeat Callahan‘s 
Place romp.  There‘s some seriously dark, twisted stuff in it, although hardly any of it takes place onstage.  
Someone had said of my work that I liked my own characters too much to ever write a real villain: that the 
few villains I have created usually turn out to have been good guys in disguise or something.  There was 
just enough truth in that to sting, and Very Bad Deaths is my response: it features a villain so creepy it 
took me months to scrub him out of my head afterward.  Now I know why Stephen King and Lawrence 
Block get those big bucks. 
 
Now, if only all the Stephen King and Lawrence Block fans go buy Very Bad Deaths, so I can find out 
what one does with those big bucks… 
 
On a different front, Blackstone Audiobooks has just released Robert Heinlein‘s Rocket Ship Galileo, read 
aloud by me—on CDs, cassettes, or a single mp3 disc.  It was, literally, the first book I ever read in my life 
(as discussed in the aftmatter of Variable Star), so you can perhaps imagine my deep joy. 
 
I‘ve read my own Callahan‘s Legacy and Very Bad Deaths for Blackstone. You can get the details at: 
http://www.blackstoneaudio.com/author.cfm?ID=Spider%20Robinson. As a matter of fact, thanks to the 
latter, I am currently a finalist for that industry‘s equivalent of our Hugo Award, the annual Audie Award, for 
my reading of Callahan‘s Legacy. Barrett Whitener, who has read all the other Callahan titles released so 
far by Blackstone, is a past Audie winner too. 
 
I‘m nearly finished recording all of The Stardance Trilogy for Blackstone—just starting the third volume—
and after that, I‘ll proceed with recording Variable Star.   
 
I do all my recording within a ten-minute walk of my home, here on Bowen Island, at Rob Bailey‘s 
remarkable Treehouse Studio. It‘s a full state of the art 5.1 surround professional recording studio in the 
woods, with the view God wanted, looking out over Howe Sound toward the mountains of mainland 
British Columbia…and a microphone that makes me sound like Walter Cronkite. http://www.the-
treehouse-studio.com/  
 
 
ML: Of the multitude of excellent novels you‘ve written, which did you enjoy writing the most? Which one 
do you look back on and say, ―Yes, that was exactly what I wanted to say‖? Which novel were you the 
most dissatisfied with? 
 
SR: Which of your children is the ugly one? The best I can tell you is which took the least time and effort, 
and which the most. Lifehouse almost fell out of me, so fast I could barely keep up on the keyboard. Time 
Pressure took nearly three years: I was stalled for two years over the burning question, what the hell 

http://www.blackstoneaudio.com/author.cfm?ID=Spider%20Robinson
http://www.the-treehouse-studio.com/
http://www.the-treehouse-studio.com/
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happens next?  One day I had the happy inspiration, why not kill off the narrator? An idea I stole from a 
short story my mother Evelyn Meade wrote in high school, before she met my father.  God, do I wish I still 
had a copy! 
 
 
ML: You stated that you were influenced by John D. MacDonald‘s mystery novels. Was your sci-fi 
mystery novel, Very Bad Deaths a result of this influence? Have you ever been tempted to write a pure 
mystery novel? 
 
SR: Very Bad Deaths basically was my pure mystery novel…..fortunately, I managed to get away with it. 
The sf content is minimal: by the standards of today, with TV shows like Medium considered mainstream, 
telepathy barely qualifies a story as science fiction anymore. There‘s enough creepiness in it to qualify it 
as a horror novel, except that little of it takes place onstage.  The point of the book is solving the mystery. 
 
And yes, I was influenced by most of my favorite mystery writers, but particularly by John D, Robert B. 
Parker, Robert Crais, and Lee Child.  I really love all those guys—but let‘s face it: their heroes are utter, 
total, unalloyed superman fantasies. Travis, Spenser, Elvis, Reacher—is there anything they can‘t do, any 
man they can‘t beat, any woman they can‘t have, any challenge they can‘t meet without raising a sweat?  
I wanted to create a mystery adventure hero more like me, one who can‘t run a block or change a tire 
without serious danger of landing in a hospital, and therefore is forced to solve his problems by thinking 
his way out of them instead of just finding the right guy to hit. 
 
I also kind of liked the idea of an adventure hero who‘s basically a grumpy middle-aged fart; convinced 
that the pot was better back in the Sixties (He‘s wrong). 
 
 
ML: What connection does musical legend David Crosby (of Crosby, Stills Nash & Young fame), have to 
Very Bad Deaths?  
 
SR: Voluntary.  He finished a copy, sat down at his Powerbook, googled up my website and used the e-
address there to send me a fan letter that would have been very nice if it had come in from anybody; 
coming from him, it literally paralyzed me. It took me several minutes to get up from my desk and go tell 
Jeanne what had just happened.  I‘ve been a Crosby fan since the first Byrds album, and the month 
doesn‘t go by that I don‘t take a crack at David‘s songs ―Everybody‘s Been Burned‖ and ―Triad‖ on my 
guitar. 
 
I wrote back, told David I was writing a Robert Heinlein novel, and he flipped. He‘s as big a Robert fan as 
me. He asked if there was any way he could help. ―Funny you should ask,‖ I said.  ―I wrote some song 
lyrics into Chapter One that don‘t have a tune…‖  ―Got your back,‖ he said.  And meant it: shortly a new 
G4 Powerbook arrived with an iSight camera so we could write together by videochat.  I mean, really… 
 
You can hear both of us being interviewed about Robert Heinlein together at either 
http://www.variablestarbook.com, or at http://www.expandedbooks.com. If anyone wants to write to my 
website address, spiderweb@shaw.ca and ask, I‘ll email them an mp3 of me singing my proposed final 
draft of our song to David at the end of that interview. The ―Yeah,‖ you can hear at the end is him. 
 
I credit him with the first-ever science fiction rock song that was not a novelty comedy song like ―Purple 
People Eater‖—that being his classic ―Wooden Ships.‖  It was first recorded by the Jefferson 
Airplane…and Robert Heinlein owned all the Airplane‘s albums.  His friend Ted Sturgeon lived literally 
next door to David for awhile.  Yet Robert and David never met. 
 

http://www.variablestarbook.com/
http://www.expandedbooks.com/
mailto:spiderweb@shaw.ca
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ML: It seems odd to me that as we walk upon the cusp of potentially the greatest age in human 
existence, science fiction has taken a rather inexplicable backseat to fantasy in popular culture, novel 
wise. I remember Tom Clancy once said that he loves reading science fiction but would personally never 
write it himself because science fiction writers do not make any money. I am not sure why this downturn 
has occurred, but I personally feel that science fiction will eventually make a comeback, and ascend to 
become one of the premiere sources of fiction again. What is your opinion on this situation? 
 
SR: I did a short speech on this subject when I was Toastmaster of the World Science Fiction Convention 
for the second time, in 2003 in Toronto.  It‘s too depressing to revisit.  You‘re right: for some reason 
today‘s young readers would rather read about wizards and warriors than interplanetary and interstellar 
adventure: they prefer not to think any thoughts or imagine any scenarios their grandparents didn‘t. 
Phooey on that gross technology junk, which has made it possible for them to complain for fully three 
times as many years as their grandparents got, all of them spent in circumstances J.P. Morgan would 
have considered lavish. 
 
That‘s part of why I decided I had to take the Variable Star job, even though I knew I‘d get pasted for it by 
at least a few critics: because it was a starflight story.  Because it returned to one of Robert‘s most 
passionate themes, now overlooked: the urgent necessity to get at least some of our race‘s eggs stashed 
off this fragile basket of a planet while there‘s still time.  Listen to the audio clips of him at the end of my 
interview with Croz. 
 
The more I wrote about travel to a star 85 light years away, the more I regained my own faith, my own 
lifelong conviction and hope and dream and prayer that one day my grandchildren will do just that, 
because it is in the nature of monkeys to keep climbing out of sheer curiosity until they‘ve reached the 
topmost branch. 
 
Meanwhile, while I was writing it…Paul Allen, Richard Branson, and Burt Rutan were winning the $10 
million Ansari X-Prize for successful orbital flight and return in October 2004, and announcing plans to 
create an entire fleet of ships for space tourism for Branson‘s Virgin Galactic. And none of the X-prize 
losers have quit; they‘re still out there working. 
 
And just a year or so ago, the first Heinlein Prize, half a million dollars, was finally awarded by his estate, 
to Dr. Peter Diamandis—who was himself one of the founders of the famous Ansari X-Prize.   
 
All round the world, a multitrillion-dollar industry is in the process of birthing itself, and establishing itself, 
and shaping its future, which is our future.  It has been all along, while science fiction readership has 
been falling….because the smart money doesn‘t read a whole lot of fiction.  It tends to read bottom 
lines—and space‘s bottom line looks very good. 
 
I just hope they can find enough engineers—that is, kids who grew up liking Lazarus Long and Kip 
Russell more than Gandalf and Harry Potter. 
 
I‘m contributing what I can. Half of whatever profits are realized from Variable Star go to the Heinlein 
Estate. Specifically to help keep the Heinlein Prize fund topped off—so that the executor, famous space-
law attorney Arthur Dula of Texas, will be able to keep handing out half-a-megabuck to pioneers of 
commercial manned spaceflight, in the hope that Robert‘s dream will be realized. 
 
It had better be. This is our last wakeup call.  Now or never. No more chances after this next one.  This 
earth is not enough. It can never be enough. We bust out now…or we die here, root and branch, once 
we‘ve finished gnawing the place bare. 
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Sir Stephen Hawking said it too, last year: we must get off this ball of mud, and reach for the stars, or die. 
No third choice. Barry Mann and Cynthia Weill summed it up over thirty years ago: ―We gotta get out of 
this place—or it‘s the last thing we‘ll never do.‖ 
 
 
ML: Could you explain to the readers what exactly is Theodore Sturgeon‘s definition of a good science 
fiction story? Positively speaking, I‘ve heard critics before describe your works as the archetype of this 
principle.  
 
SR: Exactly? No. The closest I can paraphrase from memory is, ―a science fiction story is one which 
could not have happened without its speculative science element.‖ And I‘m sure that‘s not accurate. 
 
I always liked Damon Knight‘s ―science fiction is what I am pointing to when I say the words, ‗That is 
science fiction.‘‖  But it‘s hard to top Ben Bova‘s marvellously confusion-dispelling: ―Science fiction is what 
a science fiction editor will pay cash for.‖  That‘s all I’ve ever needed to know. 
 
 
ML: I must ask you, was it a dream come true to record and release a CD of your own original music with 
guitarist Amos Garrett? 
 
SR: As with Robert: I don‘t have that much ambition in my dreams. I certainly would have dreamed of it if 
it had ever occurred to me.  I am, today, just as stunned as I was at the moment when, after I told him I 
had been asked to record four songs for a computer game, Amos said, ―Got a lead guitar player?‖  He 
had once let me sit in with him and his famous Eh? Team for a few songs—but that had been in Smithers, 
BC on Halloween, nobody sober and no tape running.  I still feel the solo he blew for me on my song 
―Oblivion‖ is one of the very best he‘s recorded in his remarkable career…which includes what Stevie 
Wonder called ―the finest instrumental break in the history of rock and roll,‖ on Maria Muldaur‘s ―Midnight 
At The Oasis.‖  I mean, the man blew with Paul Butterfield! 
 
Since those sessions, he sat in for half my set at the Vancouver Island Musicfest in Comox a few years 
ago (with ace bassman Gregg Carroll), and once let Jeanne and me sing a couple with his latest wonder-
group, the Amos Acoustic Trio, when they played Bowen Island.  (Him and Gregg plus Doug Cox on 
dobro.) 
 
The CD you speak of has just four tracks, but Amos is on all of them, along with some of Vancouver‘s 
best session cats.  The rest of the disc is me reading a section from Callahan‘s Key.   
 
You can hear samples and order it at http://www.spiderrobinson.com/music.html. 
 
 
ML: I recently read The Crazy Years: Reflections of a Science Fiction Original, which is an insightful, 
entertaining and erudite collection of articles you wrote for the Toronto Globe and Mail, a wonderful 
newspaper I must say. How did this book project come about? I always find a writer‘s nonfiction to be a 
very insightful window into their mind. My favourite is ―You Just Can‘t Kill for 
Jesus/Allah/Jahweh/Rama/Elvis‖ -that was classic. 
 
SR: Thanks, Michael.  The book came about because words are like the Brooklyn Bridge: you can sell 
them as many times as you can find a sucker.  In this case Glenn Yeffeth of BenBella Press, who has 
published some excellent sf by David Gerrold and others, wrote and asked if I had any out of print novels 
or story collections.  I‘m happy to say I don‘t; all the fiction I‘ve written is available for sale in some form or 

http://www.spiderrobinson.com/music.html
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other.  The best I could offer him was the Op-Ed columns I‘d been writing for several years for Canada‘s 
national newspaper, The Globe And Mail, under the titles ―The Crazy Years‖ and then ―Future Tense.‖ 
Glenn bought them, published them as The Crazy Years, and they‘ve been selling remarkably well ever 
since. 
 
I got the column because I was sounding off about current events to a friend one day, Vancouver writer 
and critic Shannon Rupp, and she—bless her pancreas—said, ―Don‘t tell me.  Type it up and send it to 
the Globe.‖  For nearly a decade I got paid for being the guy in the bar who won‘t shut up about the news.  
I appreciate your kind words; I‘m fond of that particular column myself.  I wish I had time for them these 
days, or the Globe had the budget to afford me. 
 
ML: Your wife, Jeanne, who co-wrote the Stardance novels with you, practices Soto Zen Buddhism. Do 
you practice a life philosophy?  
 
SR: ―Three things only in life are real: God, human stupidity, and laughter. But the first two pass our 
comprehension: we must do what we can with the third.‖ That‘s a quote from Valmiki, the wisest man on 
earth, in Aubrey Menon‘s brilliant unbastardization of the oldest known poem, The Ramayana.  (All other 
existing translations are by Brahmins….and Valmiki‘s poem is a blistering satire of the Brahmin class.) 
 
Jeanne and I were both born Catholic.  Now she‘s a Soto Zen Buddhist in the lineage of Shunryu Suzuki 
Roshi, a student of Tenshin Reb Anderson Roshi; I use Irish whiskey. We get along fine  
 
 
ML: Who developed the computer-generated film adaptation of The Stardance Project that can be seen 
on your website? Oh and how is Jeanne‘s short film based upon the Stardance novels coming along and 
will it be completed in time to be presented at the Robert Heinlein Centennial celebration? 
 
SR: Shucks, that ain‘t computer-generated film, not by a long shot. That‘s just a Flash animation of three 
still images that were created to promote Jeanne‘s film by the Hugo-winning Ron Miller. 
 
But once again, I‘m very glad you asked. The schedule has stretched: the most Jeanne can now hope to 
have ready for premiere by the Centennial is the one-minute ―concept reel‖ she‘s currently trying to get 
made, for the purpose of attracting the kind of funding it will take to get the whole film done right.  Even a 
short film with that much CGI in it can start the meter at a quarter of a million and then tick away fast, and 
we just aren‘t in that league.  She needs a deep-pockets sponsor, and they don‘t read screenplays. They 
might glance at an interesting minute of novel imagery, even in rough form. Cross your fingers, zero-gee 
dance fans! 
 
Folks wanting to know more can start at the page you mention, 
http://www.spiderrobinson.com/stardance.htm .  Thanks to the generous support of the fans, friends and 
philanthropists listed on that page, Jeanne‘s received enough funding to begin work on the concept 
demo.  But more help is needed, and all contributions are welcome, small or large or even larger.  You 
can become one of the very earliest recorded patrons of a brand new art form—one that‘s certain to be 
huge one day. 
 
One of the reasons we originally dreamed of having the whole film ready for Robert‘s Centennial was that 
about five minutes before it was first conceived, at the first Heinlein Awards dinner, his granddaughter Dr. 
Amy Baxter (a paediatric pain specialist) stunned us by telling us that The Stardance Trilogy was Robert 
and Ginny‘s favourite series.  The film, and the books, spring from the same impulse that produced 
Variable Star.  Men and women will not go to the stars unless they can take their arts along—for in a gulf 
that vast, an emptiness that terrible, only art can console us and keep us sane. 

http://www.spiderrobinson.com/stardance.htm
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Because of our books, and a performance of her dance solo ―Higher Ground,‖ at the 1980 World Science 
Fiction Convention, Jeanne was once a finalist for NASA‘s Civilian In Space Program, and she was 
serious about it: even the day after the Challenger Tragedy ended that program for our generation on its 
first try, she was still ready and eager to climb aboard the next thing smokin‘ and try zero-gee dance 
herself, for real.   
 
She still is. I wish I could buy her a ticket to orbit.  I have a healthy ego, but I also know my wife is a much 
better artist than I am. With luck—and some help—she can still help to inspire whoever will become the 
first dancer in space, through her film.   
 
 
ML: In your excellent Callahan series, I get the sense that Jake Stonebender is very reflective of your 
personality, quirks, cravings and all. Is this an accurate analogy? 
 
SR: The basic difference between Jake and me is that he was a better folksinger, able to keep hanging 
on when the rest of the country turned in its musical wisdom to disco instead. We are both equally 
blessed in our wife and our daughter.  He has more friends than I do, but none better. And we test out in 
the same percentile for both job and life satisfaction: the upper hundredth. 
 
I am more heavily hung, however; even today there are limits on what you can say in a book intended for 
a family audience. A few, anyway. 
 
 
ML: Speaking of which, what novels do you have or had at one time, optioned for film, graphic novel or 
video game? I think the Callahan series would be an excellent television series. I heard that negotiations 
for just such a deal with the Sci Fi Channel fell through recently.  
 
SR: I wish there‘d been a recent Sci Fi Channel deal for Callahan‘s to fall through. Pretty much all my 
novels have been optioned at one time or another over the last 35 years, some dozens of times….but so 
far, nobody‘s ever inched over that magic line past which I start to see more than small change: the 
fabled First Day of Principal Photography when, in legal terms, the option is ―exercised.‖  I‘ve long since 
stopped holding my breath. I always assumed Robert Heinlein was turning away aggressive Hollywood 
offers all his life, for craft reasons: turns out the phone only started to ring after his death. 
 
I have two very good hip smart film/TV agents in LA now, Kevin Cleary and Josh Morris of Content 
House…but a few years back I had a different agent who circulated a Callahan‘s Place treatment of his 
own to several places including the Sci Fi Channel.  Every time I asked to see it, the subject changed 
somehow.  Finally I had a producer friend get one from him by fraud—and fired him on the spot. All I 
recognized from my own work was the name Callahan, and the general notion of unusual things occurring 
in a place where alcohol could be purchased.  There was still a musician named Jake, a very minor 
character…but the hero and viewpoint character was now someone named (if memory serves, and I‘ll kill 
it if it does) Prince Zorgg.  Each week a different Funny Alien would walk in and tell a story about the star 
he lived on.  There‘s no point in circulating a real Callahan‘s treatment until everyone who saw that one 
has retired.  (Another week, tops.)  At the moment they‘re shopping Variable Star and a splendid 
treatment Josh did for The Free Lunch (and showed me before Kevin sent it out). Wish me luck! 
 
There was once, decades ago, a very good, hilarious computer game based on Callahan‘s Place, written 
by a lunatic genius named Josh Mandel—for which my recordings with Amos Garrett were made.  Sadly, 
the week it was going to release the game, Legend Entertainment was bought out by a much bigger outfit 
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which decided not to. Sales probably peaked at about two figures.  There never was a Mac version. You 
can still find the PC version by googling; good luck making it work with your present operating system. 
 
 
ML: Have you ever found a publishing house for your controversial novel, Night of Power?  
 
SR: Yes, I‘m happy to say. The one founded by the same man who was the only publisher in sf 
courageous enough to print it the first time around, in hardcover—even though he took issue with its 
politics just as much this time as he had then: my dear friend the late Jim Baen of Baen Books. He was 
one of those guys just like Robert: so opinionated, and so eloquently opinionated, that many just 
assumed he would not like people who disagreed with his opinions. Jim (and Robert) loved people who 
disagreed with his opinions, especially if they had the hairs to argue their point.   
 
Jim put Night of Power back in print in paperback a year or two ago, after decades in limbo.  Even though 
the story it tells—of a black/white race war in the US in the (then) far-future year of 1999—did not come to 
pass the way I wrote it (big surprise: I failed to predict the internet or cellphones back before there were 
any PCs in the world), it still has things to say, and Jim was hip and alert enough to realize there is a new 
audience for it.  I wrote it to try and address how screwed black/white relations are in America, and to 
show what might happen—will happen—if we don‘t fix it soon….or at least start trying honestly, on both 
sides.  Nothing has changed about that, any more than the San Andreas Fault has gone away because it 
hasn‘t let go just yet. See David Simon‘s brilliant HBO series The Wire. 
 
There‘s a certain ambiguity to my last name, the same as Jackie Robinson, Sugar Ray Robinson, and the 
―other Ray Robinson,‖ Ray Charles (My ex-brother-in-law conducted Brother Ray‘s orchestra for years).  I 
have black relatives as well as friends. I cannot tell you how much pleasure it gave me when, on three 
different occasions, black readers with the oddest expression on their faces handed me a copy of Night of 
Power to autograph, and muttered, ―I could have sworn you were a brother.‖  And the same when a 
reader in Mississippi muttered, ―I‘d of swore you was a—― and then took another look at my expression 
and finished, ―—frican-American, Mister.‖ 
 
I‘m not a brother, never can be. I know that. But God damn it, we‘re all cousins. 
 
 
ML: If you could name the one science fiction novel, other than a Robert A. Heinlein novel, that inspired 
and propelled you to begin writing speculative fiction, what was it? What about it moved you so? 
 
SR: More Than Human by the (I pray) immortal Theodore Sturgeon, the only SF writer I esteem as highly 
as Robert.  What moved me was, first of course, the sheer power and control and beauty of Ted‘s 
language; and second, his chief theme and personal obsession.  It is a cliché in sf to say that ―one way or 
another, everything Sturgeon wrote was about love.‖  But I think that is more true of Robert than it was of 
Ted.  Phil Dick wanted to know what identity is, was reality is; Robert wanted to define just what, exactly, 
love and duty are….and Ted could not stop examining all the different kinds and types and intensities of 
need there are.  Just as inspirational for me as More Than Human was a novella of Ted‘s, actually titled, 
―Need.‖  Hunt it down: it‘s a masterpiece, about a nasty, self-centered, snarling, ugly little runt named 
Gorwing, and the handful of eccentric people who follow him around and treat him like a god.  Because 
poor Gorwing has a terrible affliction: he feels other people’s need from far away—like a pounding in his 
own head, like a toothache—and so cannot rest until he‘s helped them out of whatever fix they‘re in, 
hating them every moment. His followers are people he straightened, who then chose to quietly pass it 
forward, as a way of cherishing Gorwing. 
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Ted was the best wordsmith, the best poet, my genre has had yet.  He wrote a story once in which each 
chapter was written in a different meter—not as a stunt (he never mentions it, you might well never notice 
it), but for sound dramatic reasons.  But he would have been great if he wrote with both fists, like Mickey 
Spillane—because of what he wrote about and what he had to say about it.  Maybe no other writer, 
period, knew as much about need.  And yes, love.  Ted wasn‘t a saint, but he wrote like one.  I‘m proud to 
have been his friend, and sorry his work has not been cherished as much as Robert‘s has.  An 11-volume 
hardcover collection of all his short fiction can be obtained from North Atlantic Press, edited by Paul 
Williams, and I paid cash for every volume the day it became available.  Another time perhaps I‘ll tell you 
about the time Ted and I engaged in a pun duel that emptied a restaurant in Halifax; I was lucky to live 
through it.  (This was the man who once wrote in his New York Times Book Review column that H.G. 
Wells had ―…sold his birthright for a pot of message.‖)  
 
 
ML: In the evolution versus intelligent design wars, one theoretical proposition that is hardly ever 
discussed is Nobel Prize winning scientist Francis Crick‘s Directed Panspermia hypothesis (in a nutshell, 
he believed that aliens seeded life on earth, and maybe around the universe). What is your opinion of 
Crick‘s stance? Do you think we are alone in the universe? 
 
SR: I‘m with Dr. Crick, without a paddle. I won‘t even argue with so-called ―intelligent design,‖ if they just 
don‘t try and tell me the designer is ultimately intelligent and ultimately kind and ultimately powerful. As 
Lazarus Long said, ―If you have a mind capable of believing all three of those attributes simultaneously, I 
have a wonderful bargain for you.  Cash only, please—small bills.‖ 
 
I mean, a superficial glance at the design of the human body disproves God‘s perfection—some would 
say competence.  No volume-knob for the pain system?  Come on!  The supreme intelligence decided 
sex and excretion were best combined?  That testicles should hang outside the body, and breasts droop 
with age?  Why should dying, already enough of an insult, hurt?  For that matter, from an evolutionary 
perspective, why should anything after the childbearing years hurt?  What was Adam supposed to do with 
the urgent news that he had a cavity—bash himself in the face with a rock?  Or was that the kindest way 
the Great Designer could find to nudge us into inventing dentistry, after a million years of torment? 
 
I picture the Intelligent Designer as having bad skin, bad hair, no social life whatsoever, a really hot 
laptop, and way too much caffeine in her system. 
 
Of course, Crick‘s panspermia notion, which had been around for decades in sf before he rediscovered 
it—Stapledon, Hoyle, others—does not really address the God Question.  It merely seeks to put it one 
remove away.  Okay, man arose from interstellar lifespores….so Who or What made the interstellar 
lifespores, and the emptiness through which they drifted for so long?  And what made Him or Them 
choose this dump for an ant-farm? 
 
Whoever did it, however dumb their reasons, however competent their execution, I must say I‘m glad they 
went to the trouble.  All of this—history, planet, stars, universe, plenum, existence itself—was not only 
worth the trouble, it has all paid off big-time.  I got to meet Jeanne, and spend a lifetime with her. I hope it 
was good for everyone out there too. 
 
 

I want to thank Spider Robinson for taking the time to sit down and talk with me. Spider proved to 
be an excellent interviewee and host. For further information, go to Spider‘s official website: 
http://www.spiderrobinson.com/. For a complete bibliography, log on 
http://scifan.com/writers/rr/RobinsonSpider.asp/. And for all you computer-generated animation and 

http://www.spiderrobinson.com/
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independent film buffs check out the Stardance Project website, based upon Spider‘s novel, Stardance: 
http://www.spiderrobinson.com/stardance.htm   
 

Oh, and for all you trivial pursuit fans out there, his daughter once worked for Martha Stewart, but 
we won‘t hold that against him.  
 
 
------------------------------------ 
 
Michael Lohr is a professional journalist, outdoorsman, treasure hunter and adventurer. His writing has 
appeared in such diverse magazines as, Outside Magazine, Southern Living, Cowboys & Indians, Sailing 
World, Caribbean Travel & Life, Canoe & Kayaking, Outdoor Life, and Adventure Sports, to name a few. 
He contributes regularly to Bluegrass Unlimited magazine and Persimmon Hill, the Journal of the National 
Cowboy & Western Heritage Museum, and also had a few dabblings published in Rolling Stone and 
Esquire. 
 
His webpage can be found at: http://www.internet.is/artist/writer/michael_lohr.htm 
 

################################################################################## 
At our annual MiniCon we wrote our usual 99-word ―Wormholes‖. This year we chose the first line from 
Robert A. Heinlein‘s ―Starship Troopers‖ which is ―I always get the shakes before a drop.‖ Now this was 
read out to the prospective authors and they were told it had to be part of the 99-words and not a title. 
As was to be expected a certain amount of literary license was taken.  You‘ll find the title-less results 
around this issue. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I always get the shakes before a drop. 
Because a drop is never enough. Soon I‘ll see pink elephants. 
I‘ve never understood why my bar has pink elephants, but I only notice them when I‘m drunk. 
―Take me to your leader‖ says the green woman. I ignore the hallucination, and get another 
drink. She pokes me, but I ignore the pain. She cries and leaves. 
Soon the purple octopuses will arrive. Not so nice. 
And then the bad things will start. Soon I will start to remember. And start shaking again. 
I always get the shakes before I drink. 
 
AL Du Pisani, Liz  Simmonds, Norman Pringle 
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Arthur C. Clarke (1917-2008) 
  
I was saddened to hear of the death of Arthur C. Clarke. He was one of the first SF authors I 
encountered, and I read many of his books, including his later Rama books co-authored with Gentry Lee. 
The most recent of his works that I have read is Trigger, co-authored with Michael Kube-McDowell. This 
one also presented an interesting idea and its consequences: a field that rendered explosives useless. 
Perhaps his health problems -- he contracted polio from a vaccination in 1959 and this was slowly 
catching up with him -- reduced his capacity to write on his own. 
  
He had many great ideas, some of which have turned to reality, like geosynchronous communication 
satellites. His collaboration with Stanley Kubrick on 2001 was one of the high points of SF movie 
production; over the next 40 years, far too much of the genre has been more about special effects than 
exploring implications of science. We've been subjected to sound transmitted through space, space ships 
with doors to vacuum, banal characters and great special effects. And I'm only talking about the Star 
Wars franchise. 
  
Another of his great ideas, the space elevator (more correctly, something he publicized in his 1979 novel, 
The Fountains of Paradise -- the idea predated this), is still far from reality, yet represents a great creation 
of imagination. The idea of moving thousands of kilometres against gravity using electricity, much of 
which can be recovered on the return journey, has great appeal compared with 
conventional rocketry, which requires very expensive fuel to be burnt on a huge scale. In practice, 
however, the problems of connecting the "elevator car" to a power source may result in a less efficient 
scheme. 
  
Will we ever see this? Certainly, Clarke did not expect to see as much as he did in his own lengthy 
lifetime. The biggest obstacle is materials science: you need something that can be made strong enough 
and light enough to be fabricated on the scale needed, yet able to support its own weight. 
  
There's a lot more I could say, but I would like to refer readers to his last interview, "Final Thoughts from 
Sir Arthur C. Clarke"  By Saswato R. Das, First Published March 2008, in IEEE Spectrum available online 
at  http://spectrum.ieee.org/mar08/6075 -- fascinating reading. I also strongly recommend the WikiPedia 
article on space elevators at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Space_elevator which shows how much progress 
has been made on the idea, even if it is still far from reality. 
-- 
Philip Machanick (Visiting Fellow, School of ITEE, University of Queensland) 
39 Cunningham Street, Taringa, Qld 4068, Australia 
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“Man is something that should be overcome.” 

– Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus spoke Zarathustra, 1883. 

 
I 

 

Lillian seems so at peace as she moves around our 

small apartment. There is an ease and grace in her 

every action, and a look in her glazed brown eyes 

that tells stories of ghosts and dreams and memories. 

Once, not too long ago, we were happy in our 

companionship, but Lillian’s heart doesn’t belong to 

me anymore. It doesn’t even belong to her. 

 

We take turns to cook dinner each night. Lillian’s 

cooking always tastes better than mine, even now 

that she’s gone. Every night after we’ve finished 

eating we will sit together on the sofa, my arm draped 

over her shoulders; and we will watch the news or a 

movie. Or, sometimes, we’ll just sit there in silence. 

And I’ll think about how we used to be. 

 

Lillian doesn’t speak to me anymore. In fact, she 

hasn’t spoken to anyone since the First Death. We 

used to talk about everything when we first got  

 

 

 

 

 

married, but these days I’m the only one who does 

any talking. Lillian is there with me as much as she is  

able, I suppose. She does what she can to cope with 

the life she has now.  

The life she has now is the life I must learn to expect 

for myself. 

 

II 

 

  “What are your symptoms?” Doctor Bradshaw 

asked me. If there was any concern in his voice it was 

undetectable. He was holding a chipped gold-plated 

fountain pen in his right hand and a notepad in his 

left. When I spoke, he stared blankly at me through 

his finger-marked glasses. Only occasionally did he 

jot down the odd word.  

 “Headaches,” I began. “Insomnia. I get this 

hollow feeling in my chest sometimes, as if my heart 

isn’t really there. I know it is, but … I also get these 

strange sensations throughout my body, as if the 

electricity in my brain is overflowing. And then, quite 

suddenly I won’t feel anything at all. My pulse is 

erratic. Often, while I’m going about my work, I will 

almost black out. I’ll come out of it an hour or so later 

having completed the task I was supposed to have 

done. I don’t fall asleep or pass out on the floor; I 

simply have no memory of what I have been doing. I 

also get this dry, ticklish feeling in my throat 
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occasionally, but it goes away almost as soon as it 

arrives.”  

 “Are you eating regularly?” 

 “Yes.” 

 “Has your diet changed in any significant or 

insignificant way in recent times?” 

 “No.” 

 “Do you exercise at all?” 

 “Yes. I run forty kilometres in a week on 

average. On a treadmill.” 

 “And you’ve never experienced symptoms like 

these before?” 

 “No, not until three weeks ago.” 

 “Are you experiencing any signs of 

depression?” 

 “No.” 

 “Fatigue, a loss of hope, a perplexing 

sadness?” 

 “No. I’d say that I’m pretty happy with most 

things. I cope well with my job. I never feel as if I’m 

falling behind. I have plenty of time to rest. I always 

wake up refreshed.” 

 “Do you feel ill at all?” The question seemed 

odd at first, because the answer would seem obvious. 

I was, after all, sitting in front of a trained medic, 

describing symptoms of an illness I seemed to have 

contracted. 

 “No,” I said, a little surprised at my answer. “I 

feel fine mostly, just strange, as if the world is out of 

balance.” 

 

The doctor looked down at his notepad for a moment, 

and then scrawled down two words I couldn’t quite 

read. His expression was impossible to interpret. This 

was clearly a man who had seen everything this 

world had to offer. Nothing surprised him anymore. 

Nothing surprises anyone these days. We’ve seen it 

all, done it all, heard it all. Our own stories are old and 

worn out long before they’ve even begun. 

 

The doctor took a blood sample from me and 

informed me that he would be sending it to a 

pathologist for a few simple tests. As I left his office I 

asked him if I should be worried for any particular 

reason. The doctor gave me a look that said nothing 

in particular, and then carried on writing as if he 

hadn’t heard me speak at all.  

 

Like so much in the world these days, the doctor’s 

clinic had an invisible sign above it that read 

“Unwelcome”. I live in a world that lives by this 

mantra. It’s not the world you live in, but one day this 

is what your world will become. Things might feel all 

cosy and homey to you now, but in time your world 

will turn into your enemy. The reason for this is 

simple: it was never your friend to begin with. 

 

III 

 

When the Institute of Further Human Development 

began its great work, the aim was to promote human 

life in the world; to improve the structure of the human 

genome for an uncertain future. But I get the sense 

that somewhere along the line things went horribly 

wrong.  

 

The Institute opened because of what was called 

Gap-sickness. By the year 2050, humankind had 

found cures for every existing disease: for colds and 

influenza, for urinary infections, for heart and lung 

diseases, even the population destroying Acquired 

Immune Deficiency Syndrome. But Gap-sickness was 

not so easily defeated. It quickly became a plague, 

finding spaces between all possible antidotes. Strict 

quarantines were imposed, but the Gap-sickness 

virus would always find a way to break through even 

the strictest of barriers. Something had to be done 

about it if anyone was to survive. 
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The Institute found its home in a massive white 

modernist building. At the opening ceremony, it was 

broadcast to the world as the hope of all nations. You 

see, the Institute was opened for a good cause, for 

the right reasons you might say. All over the world 

people celebrated the arrival of this new hope. 

Professor Claudius Winter, the head of the Institute, 

promised a cure for Gap-sickness in three years. It 

was a promise that was delivered upon in only two. 

Just under seventy years after that, long after the 

death of Claudius Winter, the entire human race 

would cease to exist entirely.  

 

This may sound like melodrama, but it is the plain 

truth. The truth is stranger than fiction, I guess, 

because we tend to create fiction to suit ourselves. 

Truth remains, no matter what colours you choose to 

paint your life. The truth was this: evolution wasn’t 

keeping up with Gap-sickness. Professor Winter and 

his crew knew this long before their research had 

even begun. In fact, one might even suggest that 

Gap-sickness had become the dominant life-form on 

Earth.  

 

To counter this frightening development, the Institute 

began research into creating a new species of 

people, a species of Overpeople capable of 

withstanding anything that this brutal world had to 

throw at them. The Overpeople had a vaccination for 

Gap-sickness – and all other diseases –hardwired 

into their DNA. 

 

People had always known that the human body was 

its own Achilles heel. In an environment that was 

becoming increasingly hostile, such a frail body would 

certainly not survive. And so humankind began a 

work that would bring its life to an end, and would 

cause the lives of the Overpeople to begin.  

 

IV 

 

I’d been working at the Institute for Further Human 

Development for about four years before I started to 

realise why things had gone so terribly wrong. I spent 

most of my time running the division of Genetic Plant 

Modification, but was assigned to begin work with a 

human colony – the last of two human colonies in the 

world – that lived in the East Wing of the Institute. 

There were three families of people in that colony 

when I began working there. When I stopped working 

for the Institute there were no people left at all.  

 

I was assigned to the East Wing to work on 

developing vegetable and mineral combinations that 

would be specific to the immune system of each 

individual human there. In essence, I was transferred 

from doing laboratory work to acting as a glorified 

dietician. The change wasn’t anything worth 

complaining about. I’ve never been what you might 

call a “people-person” but human company has never 

been unbearable for me. Also, I suppose, it was 

something of a privilege to be working there, since it 

was in the East Wing that I met the last man.  

 

He wasn’t the last man back then, but time was given 

a chance to change that fact. His name was Adam 

and he was a spirited twenty-three year old with an 

intense love of music. You should know that music 

isn’t all that valuable to the Overpeople. I’ve tried to 

listen to the work of Mussorgsky, Tchaikovsky and 

many other composers and musicians, and as far as I 

have been able to tell it’s all just well organised noise. 

But for Adam, music was so much more than that. 

 

 “Hey, doc,” he called out to me on the day I 

first me him. “You should listen to this!” 

  

I could distinguish the tones of at least two guitars, a 

sound synthesiser of some sort, a double bass and a 

drum kit coming out of his sound system. The 
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arrangement was pleasant and uncomplicated. I 

nodded my head to Adam, more out of politeness to 

him than out of appreciation for the music. It made no 

difference to me.  

 

 “Man,” Adam said to me, smiling unabashedly, 

“I love this stuff. It comes from the turn of the 

millennium, and it’s just as good now as it was then. 

Although, it seems to me that you couldn’t be 

bothered.” 

 “It’s just sound to me,” I admitted. “Nothing I 

can’t live without.” 

 “Music is proof enough of God’s existence for 

me,” Adam said. “I’d rather die than have no music.” 

“Death comes to us all,” I said – a line from a 

poem or a book I must have read ages ago. It came 

out of nowhere and for no apparent reason. But it was 

as true when I said it as it has always been.  

 

I busied myself with examining Adam’s chart. On it 

was detailed information regarding his genetic code 

and blood type. From that chart I was able to 

ascertain what types of food Adam would need to 

keep his immune system functioning optimally. The 

thing is, Gap-sickness was something every last one 

of the humans had. We were immune to it, but they 

were not; and we were bound by a code put in place 

by Claudius Winter to do everything in our power to 

keep working to develop a cure. 

 

I scanned the charts of all the remaining people, each 

one so different and unique. And I did my job as best 

as I could, working out which vitamin supplements 

and food types would work best for each individual.  

 

During my time in the East Wing, I noticed that the 

humans, in those weak, frail bodies of theirs, were 

more affectionate, and more concerned about each 

other. In a word they were connected – to each other, 

to their physical space. I’d noticed this connectedness 

before, when there were many more humans living in 

the world around me. But somehow, in this smaller 

space, when they were under observation, it was 

magnified.  

 

After one day of working with Adam and the other 

humans, I became unsettled because I was sure that 

there was something they knew that I would never be 

able to grasp. I coped this uneasiness in my thoughts 

by noting that while the humans couldn’t live without 

connection, the Overpeople could. Each to his own 

species, I suppose. 

 

V 

 

Doctor Bradshaw was as stone-faced as ever when 

he delivered the news to me. I suppose I wasn’t 

expecting particularly good news, but to be honest I 

wasn’t quite expecting such bad news either. I knew 

that this had always been a possibility, but I was 

hoping for it to come later when I was eighty or ninety 

years old, not when I was twenty-seven. 

 

“There was nothing unusual in my blood at 

all?” I asked him. 

“Nothing.” 

 “What does this mean?”  

“You already know,” he answered in his dull 

monotone voice, his grey eyes as impersonal as ever.  

 

He was right, of course. All Overpeople have to face 

the First Death at some point in their lives. In my 

relatively short lifetime I’ve seen more Overpeople 

with the First Death than live human beings. Both of 

my parents had faced the First Death, and Lillian had 

gone through it too. Something in me wanted Doctor 

Bradshaw to help me to prepare for this fate – this 

bizarre life sentence. This was something he simply 

wasn’t capable of doing. 
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After the birth of the first generation of Overpeople, 

doctors began serving a different purpose from 

before. They stopped offering cures to people for their 

ailments. Instead, they started being there only to 

diagnose any particular disease. Their aim was then 

to monitor how the individual Overperson was 

managing to overcome that disease. When I told you 

that Overpeople were a species capable of 

withstanding anything that this brutal world had to 

throw at them, I was not lying or exaggerating. 

Overpeople may contract a disease, but they do not 

have anything to fear even from the worst viruses and 

bacteria that exist on earth. 

 

Overpeople, like me, are practically impervious in all 

ways except one: this is what has come to be known 

as the First Death. Overpeople do not face a Second 

Death as far as we know. Our life-expectancy is four 

hundred years, at least, but we cannot know this for 

certain because we have only been on earth for 

seventy years.  

 

No Overperson has yet died the Second Death, at 

least not naturally. The First Death is our only enemy, 

and as far as we can tell the problem is not 

physiological or psychological. It’s far more serious 

than either of these two things. 

 

VI 

 

 “You look a little glum today,” Adam remarked 

the next day when I came in to check his chart. I 

chose not to answer, but this did not cause him to 

stop his inquiry. “I don’t blame you. Could it be that 

you’re having trouble with your wife? It’s probably not 

that. You Overpeople aren’t that interested in love it 

seems. Or, perhaps, you aren’t finding your job 

fulfilling? Probably not that either. What isn’t fulfilling 

about checking charts and cutting up plants?” 

 “You wouldn’t understand,” I said. I didn’t like 

the idea that a complete stranger – a human stranger 

at that – was trying to tell me how to feel about my 

life. 

 “You’d be surprised. I can be very empathetic. 

When you’re trapped in a white cell like a hamster in 

a cage, you learn to be empathetic.” 

 “You’re not trapped.” 

 “If we leave, we die; if we stay, we die. I think 

that’s about as close to being trapped as a man will 

ever come.” 

 “So then why are you so happy?” My question 

was not unmerited. I’d have to be completely blind to 

miss the optimism that radiated from Adam’s face 

every day. 

 “Because I know what it means to be alive.” 

 “You’re saying I don’t?” 

 “I’m saying your definition of life is accurate, 

but your relationship to it is…” 

 “What?” 

 “Nothing.” 

 “The First Death is coming soon for me.” 

 “Pardon?” I could see in his eyes that he’d 

heard what I’d said. 

 “Does it make you happy now to know that 

one of your captors is going to face hardship?” 

 “No.” Adam’s face grew solemn. I could tell he 

meant it even if I couldn’t feel it. “Sorry, doc. I didn’t 

mean to pry.” 

VII 

 

This is what I had to look forward to: a normal life 

without being able to communicate at all with the 

people around me. My name wouldn’t matter 

anymore. I’d be functioning in zombie-mode all day 

long, acting and reacting as I would normally, but 

without the ability to genuinely take cognizance of 

what I was doing. I would be able shower, get 

dressed and undressed, eat, work – my life would be 
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comfortable. I’d be as alive as the next person – who 

in my case is my wife, Lillian. 

 

Although they denied it, people must have known that 

it would come to this. Perhaps a hundred years ago 

when all this confounded research began someone 

must have foreseen how it was going to end. Human 

beings always had a talent for prophecy, but an even 

greater talent at ignoring their own warnings. Global 

warming was prophesied, just as was the third World 

War. People saw them coming, but accepted those 

things as part of a fate that could not be changed. 

 

Did the makers of those first cars realise the extent of 

the destruction these mechanical creatures could 

wreak on the lives of so many thousands of people? 

Did the Wright brothers, when they first learned how 

to wield the forces of the wind and aerodynamics, 

recognise the possibility of the birth of kamikaze 

pilots? These things – cars, airplanes, trains, and 

boats – were not made for killing, but they have killed. 

Those inventors and innovators knew that what they 

were doing had the potential for harm, but they kept 

going anyway, because progress was always 

deemed important by the human race. 

 

Perhaps they called it the human race for that very 

reason: it was a race, always moving forward toward 

some unseen goal. People would always rather adapt 

themselves than change the world. First, they created 

a way to effectively destroy their own species, and 

second, they unwittingly found a way to ruin the 

existence of their successors. 

 

VIII 

 

 “Why do you work here?” Adam asked me 

shortly before he died, only a week after the last 

human being from the other human colony had 

passed away. He was in everybody’s books, officially, 

the last man. This was only a few months after my 

fate had been diagnosed. 

 “I’m hoping to be a part of a project that aims 

to develop a cure for the First Death.” 

 “Why?” 

 “My wife has it. And now great tragedy is that 

I’ll suffer from it too in a short while.” 

 “Did the doctor tell you how long you have?” 

 “He didn’t need to. When the symptoms first 

show up it automatically indicates a period of 

between three and six months. It could hit me 

tomorrow.” 

 “That’s harsh. Well, actually, that’s not really 

much different from me. I’ve only got about three 

months to go before Gap-sickness overrides the 

medication I’m on. And then it’ll be a few days from 

there.” 

 “So we’re in the same boat,” I suggested. 

 “Not really,” Adam said. 

 

Just as Adam said this, quite unexpectedly my heart 

started beating faster. And then all I can recall is how 

the light in the room faded to black. When I came out 

of my dreamless sleep, I found myself back in the 

west wing of the Institute, working with some 

photographs of microscopic plants. I’d written a full 

report on my observations, all of them accurate and 

true. Having realised the state that I was in, I had to 

go back to Adam. I had to ask him what he’d seen. 

 

 “Are you alright?” Adam asked me. 

 “I think so. What did that look like? I just 

blanked out.” 

 “You just shut down, man. One minute I was 

talking to you and the next you were just on autopilot. 

It’s as if your body was here, but your mind was 

somewhere else. I thought it was the First Death.” 

 “I suspect that’s exactly what it’s like. It’s 

probably no different to being really dead.” 

 “Did you go to some kind of afterlife?” 
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 “No. But I don’t believe in an afterlife.” 

 “Oh yes, right.” As Adam said this, I caught 

something in his eye that I couldn’t quite make out. It 

was as if he knew something I did not. 

 “Are you hiding something?” I asked. 

 “To be honest, yes. I don’t think it’s going to 

make sense to you though.” 

 “I’ll try to be empathetic. You learn empathy 

when you’re trapped in a white cell like a hamster in a 

cage.” 

 “Ha!” yelled Adam. “The man has a sense of 

humour! Well, at least you’re full of surprises. That’s 

good news.” 

 

Adam pointed to the chart in front of his bed.  

  

 “You should read that,” he said. 

 “I have.” 

 “No, the name printed at the top of the chart.” 

 “Adam Winter.” 

 “And that reminds you of?” 

 “The man who started this whole Institute.” 

 “Bingo,” he said, as if I’d just stumbled onto 

the biggest mystery of them all. “I’m the great-great-

grandson of Claudius Winter. This means two things: 

one, that I’m very great. And two, that I am the sole 

owner of some very top secret documents. Family 

connections got me a place in this Institute.” 

 “Okay,” I said, a little disbelievingly. 

 “Seriously. I have my great-great-

grandfather’s journal in my possession. It’s not quite 

here with me, but I’m the only one who has legal 

access to it. Thank goodness the Overpeople still 

grant us human rights.” 

 “And this should interest me because…” 

 “The man knew that this would happen to you. 

Well, not to you specifically, but definitely to your 

kind. He knew that there was a problem that was 

going to arise that would affect the new species of 

people. And that this problem would be inexplicable.” 

 “And this helps me how?” 

 “He also had a suggestion for a cure.” As he 

said this, a smile came onto his face that looked 

almost wicked. I’ve never been the best judge of 

character, but something in Adam’s demeanour made 

me wonder whether he was worth trusting. 

 “What’s the disease? If there’s a cure, then 

did he recognise what the disease was?” 

 “The First Death.” 

 “No, that’s just a name they give to a 

description of symptoms. In terms of physiology 

nothing goes wrong. That’s why it’s such a weird 

phenomenon.” 

“I’ll tell you what: I will grant you Claudius 

Winter’s journal in my final will and testament if you 

will do one thing for me. This kind of information 

doesn’t come for free.” 

“Very well. What would you like me to do?” 

“I’d like you to kill me.” As Adam said this, he 

lowered his voice. And then he choked up. I’m not a 

people-person, as you know, and so my 

understanding of human emotions is a little on the 

limited side. But the change in Adam was drastic 

enough for me to notice that all the optimism he 

possessed had left him. 

“Excuse me?” 

“I can’t live like this, doc. I’m alone. I’m the last 

of my kind. All I have to look forward to is a few 

months of excruciating agony as Gap-sickness takes 

over my body. I can’t connect with any of you 

Overpeople. That’s not a personal attack; it’s just the 

truth. And any human could have told you this: people 

need people. People can’t live without people. I don’t 

want to live if I’m alone.”  

“You can kill yourself,” I said, perhaps a little 

too coldly. “You don’t need me to do your dirty work.” 

“Yes,” Adam conceded. “But how would that 

look in the history books? The last man topped 

himself, which shows us that people werenôt very 

clever to begin with. I’m not really that keen on 
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leaving a legacy like that. Also, to be honest, I don’t 

think I’d be able to do it on my own. I’d be prone to 

messing it up. You, on the other hand, have a 

knowledge of plants like no one else on the planet, 

and with no trouble at all you could give me some 

plant that’ll put me into a deep and peaceful sleep. No 

one will ever know. Everyone around here is 

expecting me to die anyway.” 

 

Adam paused. Even if he didn’t sound too rational, he 

seemed to have thought this through fairly carefully. 

 

 “Doc,” he continued, “the other, perhaps more 

important reason, is that the sooner I die, the sooner 

you will get your hands on Winter’s journal. And that 

means, you’ll have a cure, for you and for your wife. I 

think that sounds like a good deal.” 

 “You’re still asking me to kill.” 

 “Don’t think of it as murder. It’s just evolution. 

The stronger species is just helping the weaker one 

edge its way into non-existence. You’re being 

merciful and kind, not a brute at all. You’d be helping 

everyone.” 

 

IX 

 

Adam did not get a funeral. Funerals died out along 

with all the other people that lived, loved, and walked 

this broken, scarred planet. Once upon a time Earth 

was called Mother and was revered as sacred, but 

those days are only vaguely recalled as vapours of 

memory in the minds of the Overpeople. It’s difficult to 

imagine that such a time could have ever existed. 

 

As Adam had promised, he bequeathed the journal of 

Claudius Winter to me. The journal was written in a 

scrawl I could barely read. The lined paper of the 

journal was bound between a soft leather cover, and 

while some of the pages were loose from the binding, 

on the whole the book had held out well for the last 

half-century or so. It almost looked new. 

 

I told myself as I paged through the words of the man 

who was responsible for the existence of the 

Overpeople that I had killed Adam to save Lillian; but 

the lie was simply not convincing enough to disguise 

an altogether different reality: I was trying to save 

myself alone. The truth was, and is, I’ve never cared 

for anyone but myself. 

 

I’ve already come to terms with the truth that I found 

buried in the pages of the founder of the Institute. 

Perhaps if the Overpeople had known it sooner, they 

would have done more to save the humans. Perhaps 

Winter knew, as did his great-great-grandson, that 

none of us – people and Overpeople – could ever 

have deserved the life that we desired, especially 

after we had done so much to harm the world that 

had been given to us.  

 

The words of old man Winter were many. I quote only 

a few here: 

 

When the first child with the genetic 

code of an Overperson was born, I 

couldn’t help but feel that 

something was missing. We called 

her Eve, because she was to be 

the first of a new species. We 

called her Eve, because – although 

we did not intend this – she 

represented for us the fall of 

mankind. She had a form like no 

human child. There can be no 

doubt that there was perfection in 

her physicality, but there was 

something missing. 

 

I could not pinpoint the problem at 

first; but over the years I have 
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come to see that we scientists were 

so adept at focusing on the 

physical attributes of these 

Overpeople, that we forgot about 

the human spirit. Over the ages, 

mankind has tried to disprove the 

existence of the soul. And here, I 

think, I have accidentally proved 

the very opposite. In humankind it 

does exist, and all of our being is 

an echo of this soul. 

 

The life-force of the Overpeople is 

purely mechanical. But life is not 

sustained by mere mechanics. It 

needs something else. I will say it 

simply: humanity is the only hope of 

the Overpeople. The creator is the 

only one that can save the created. 

It is only through humanity that the 

soullessness of the Overpeople will 

be overcome. Otherwise, it will be 

the Overpeople who are overcome 

instead. 

 

I think I cried for the first time in my life when I read 

Winter’s words. Lillian did nothing as I sat on our bed 

and wept. I do not know why I suddenly was weighed 

down with such emotion, or why it had taken me so 

long to feel the magnitude of what I had done and 

what I had endured in this life in which I was 

surrounded only by dead people. 

X 

 

One day, when I am overcome by the First Death, 

Lillian and I will live together in silence. Our bodies 

will pose before the television screen, and our limbs 

will go through the ordinary motions of married life. 

We will drive to work as we have always done. We 

will connect ourselves to online stores. We will 

purchase clothes and food.  

Sometimes we may make love. Only, what would 

once have been love-making will be reduced to mere 

copulation. There will be no joy or pleasure in any of 

our actions. Every rhythm and movement will signify 

nothing more than the passage of time, as our lives 

are reduced to the mechanics of mere clockwork. 

 

The very speed and ecstasy of this life will have the 

stillness of death. 

 
 
 
                                  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It was at the release point that I knew 
my plan had come together and their 
thrusters had been hobbled. 
My ship of the spaceways that had 
replaced the bad tempered, single-
humped variety in the kind of racing that 
wealthy Middle Eastern Oil Moguls had 
progressed to, was ready to fall into the 
gravity well. 
The course from dry, dusty Mars to the 
ferocious heat of Mercury through the 
cold of space reminded the rivals of the 
cycles of day and night in the desert. 
I grinned quietly to myself…..I always 
get the sheiks before a drop. 
 
Franz Tomasek, Carla Martins, Ron 
Cowley, Gail Jamieson 
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“Human specimen; subject: seven-two-nine-
seven.” 
“Location acquired?” 
“Zone 63.” 
“Commence with extraction.” 
With a sudden start and a flurry of panic, Ethan 
Jekyll realized he couldn't move. 
The panic enveloped him. He struggled but his 
own body remained unresponsive. 
Everything was dark. Nothing could be seen in 
the black emptiness. 
Ethan felt cold. There were voices nearby. Non-
human. 
He continued to struggle. 
A flash. It was followed by a stream of warmth. 
Another and another. The flashes exploded 
through him like gunfire. 
Suddenly, Ethan felt comfort from his mother's 
caring touch. It vanished. Excitement rushed 
through him as he felt the warmth of the first 
woman he had kissed. It tore away from him. He 
tried to reach out for it, willed the feeling to stay 
but it was already gone, like a leaf in a gale wind, 
and the memories were continuing their 
bombardment against his senses. 
He succumbed to the sensations: joy, 
excitement, pain, grief and all the others – 
unaware that as each memory flashed by, it was 
lost forever... 
―Why can't you be more like your brother?‖ 
She had said it. By the expression on her face, 
she appeared to regret it, but it was too late. 
She had said it. 
Why did he die and not you? It was what she had 
meant. No matter. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
After his brother's death three years ago, Ethan 
had learned to bury his emotions. Even his 
own mother's words could not remove them from 
their black casket. They were truly lost. 
He was no longer wanted here. He should leave. 
He turned and began to climb the stairs. 
―I'm.... I'm so sorry,‖ she said. 
Ethan faced her. Tears were streaming down her 
cheeks. He tried to find something to say - 
just because he felt nothing himself did not mean 
he enjoyed seeing others in pain - but an 
emotionless being could not comfort others. He 
turned and walked away. 
It was part of the problem, his parents had said. 
After Simon's death, he had become 
impassive and detached. But how could they 
understand? They wished it had been him 
instead of Simon, and yet they were blind 
enough not to see that Ethan wished the same. 
He had been seventeen and Simon fifteen. At the 
peak of the civil war, when the Revolution 
Army had attempted their take over, Ethan and 
Simon had been in the city - one of the key 
locations that had been attacked. 
At first, Ethan had thought it was thunder: a 
sharp, bright light had suddenly exploded 
around him casting long, dark shadows. But its 
impeding proximity had told him different. He had 
felt it, blasting the air from his lungs. The usual 
city commotion had suddenly grown still. 
Screams had filled the air as everyone turned 
and looked at the thick cloud of smoke that rose 
ominously in the distance. Approaching gunfire 
came next. The crowds had broken from their 
groups and dispersed, fleeing the city. 
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Ethan had grabbed his brother's arm and ran. 
With gunfire close on their heals and closing 
fast, they had reached the train station. It was 
chaos. Trains were leaving in rapid succession 
and each were packed to the brim. 
A surge had run through the station as rapid, 
nearby shots echoed against the walls. Bodies 
had begun to fall. Ethan had tightened his grip 
around Simon's arm and barged through the 
crowd for an open train door. He had felt his arm 
jerk as he entered the train. He had turned and 
caught his bleeding brother. 
There was no space in the train to lay him down, 
so he had held him, telling him that everything 
was going to be ―OK‖. As the train sped further 
and further from the city, Simon had become 
weaker and heavier. Ethan had held his little 
brother in his arms till his last breath had 
escaped him. Reaching his room and shutting 
the door, Ethan pulled out a drawer filled with 
loose, shuffled sheets of paper. He ruffled 
through them, pushing the sheets aside, till he 
found the pamphlet with the blue bars running 
across its top and bottom. Between the bars 
stood five, fully armed marines. 
There were always wars to fight, thought Ethan. 
As the world continued its downward spiral 
to unavoidable self destruction, with civil unrest 
in almost every country and allegiances to other 
nations broken, there were always wars to fight. 
He shoved the pamphlet into his pocket and 
began to pack. 
“Emotions...” 
“All these specimens seem possessed by them.” 
“Yes. It makes them weak.” 
“Irrational.” 
“How could beings such as these achieve 
victory?” 
“The answer must lie in one of them.” 
“Yes.” 
“Let us continue.” 
With each passing moment, each passing 
memory, Ethan lost a greater sense of who he 
was. 
Was his name Ethan? He couldn't remember... 
War Ghosts… 
These were the only things he could call to mind. 
A small, red-brick house with an oak door that 
moaned as you entered. 
Yes! Ethan Jekyll. 
... But who was he? 

It was hard to remember, hard to keep track of 
his own thoughts with memories blasting 
through him with the force of tidal waves. They 
were beyond his control. 
The first man he had killed appeared before him, 
lying on the ground, bleeding. Ethan held 
an assault rifle in his hands. There was an 
absence of emotion. Was he a cold, brutal killer? 
Ethan closed his eyes. He could feel himself 
slipping... 
Was his name Ethan? He couldn't remember... 
―So that‘s it then?‖ 
―That‘s it.‖ 
―You have your first kill in battle and you feel 
nothing?‖ 
Dammit, Roderick was distracting him. ―That‘s 
correct.‖ Ethan replied. 
―But-― 
―Finished.‖ Ethan slammed the re-assembled 
assault rifle upon the table, grabbed the 
stopwatch, pressed it and whipped the blindfold 
from his eyes. He looked at his time, ―This it what 
happens when you distract me,‖ he said, hurling 
the stopwatch to Roderick. 
Roderick caught it and looked at Ethan‘s time, 
―Christ, that‘s half my own.‖ 
―That‘s two seconds off my best time. That‘s two 
seconds you lost me.‖ 
Roderick placed the stopwatch beside the 
blindfold, ―I think you‘ll live,‖ he said. He picked 
up the rifle and inspected it, ―So,‖ he said, 
cautiously, ―what do you make of the lights?‖ 
―You‘re not serious? You don‘t honestly believe 
do you?‖ He folded his arms. Roderick 
was as gullible as Simon had been, one of many 
traits he possessed that reminded Ethan of his 
little brother. He forced himself to believe that he 
was in no way responsible for befriending 
Roderick - every member of the platoon became 
brothers. To believe otherwise would imply his 
emotions were not truly buried. 
―They've been suspended there for several days 
and our own government refuses to comment on 
their 'pending investigations' - our own employer 
has left us in the dark.‖ Roderick said, ―If you 
don't believe what most of us do, then please, 
enlighten me: who or what the hell are 
they?‖ 
―The enemy.‖ 
―So you think they're hostile?‖ 
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―You're hopeless. Of course they're hostile. 
They're either the Revolution Army-‖ 
―They don't have the technology.‖ 
―- or an opposing nation.‖ 
Roderick returned the rifle to the table, ―Has 
anyone ever told you that you're a stubborn 
son-of-a-b-‖ 
Scott burst suddenly into the barracks. He was 
panting deeply and was drenched in sweat. 
His eyes were wide and darted from side to side - 
he struggled to find his voice. At first Ethan 
thought someone had died, until Scott finally 
said, ―Guys, you have to see this.‖ The marines 
in the barracks looked at one another then rose 
from their seats and beds, following Scott. 
Scott led them in a half trot and run to the 
canteen. In the far left corner, a group of marines 
were clustered around the television. Ethan and 
Roderick pushed through them till the screen 
became visible. 
A reporter, projected half a meter from the 
television with skyscrapers leading into the 
distance, was frantically commenting on the 
events happening around her. Her voice 
quivered, her body shuddered – her fear was 
apparent. 
―Jake, I must repeat that what you are seeing 
here is completely unedited. This is no illusion, 
no 'special-effects',‖ she said. 
―Yes, for those of you who have just joined us, 
this is live,‖ spoke a male's voice. 
The reporter swallowed and nodded. 
―Lilith,‖ the male continued, ―can you describe the 
atmosphere of those around you?‖ 
―The city has come to a complete stand-still, 
Jake. Those of which refused to leave when 
asked to evacuate are standing around me now. 
No one is moving and only murmurs can be 
heard. 
They are simply captivated by the sight above 
them.‖ 
Ethan watched the camera pan upwards towards 
the sky. He felt his pulse quicken at the 
sight of them. When he had last seen them, they 
had been nothing more than lights suspended in 
the sky but now, as they descended, their size 
and shape became unavoidably alien. 
Roderick was right... 
They were awful: black atrocities with sleek 
designs and sweeping contours. Blood red 

lights flickered along their rims that splashed 
across the camera, throwing it into distortion. The 
manta-ray-shaped ships continued to fuzz and 
grow hazy the longer the camera maintained 
them in its focus. They flickered then suddenly 
lost their three dimensionality, morphing back 
into the screen. 
The camera returned to the reporter and she 
jumped back out towards them. ―They appeared 
about a week ago,‖ she said, ―and until then, the 
military had been mum about their presence, 
refusing to comment, but now,‖ the camera 
focused on a large group of marines, ―they can 
be seen posted everywhere around the city.‖ 
―Why aren't we there?‖ Ethan asked. 
―We're only trainees,‖ Roderick answered, ―we 
would only get in the way.‖ 
―We should still be there.‖ 
―Wait, something appears to be happening.‖ Lilith 
said. She arched her head towards the sky 
as the thunder of jet fighter planes roared above 
her. The camera found them and tracked. 
Before they were even close to their firing-range, 
they exploded in a sudden cloud of 
shrapnel and smoke. To Ethan, they had 
appeared to be ripped apart from the inside out. 
Cries ran through the crowd. Even Lilith lost what 
was left of her composure and uttered a 
scream. 
The camera shifted back to the ships. They were 
now descending towards the city at a 
greater pace, throwing sinister shadows across 
the buildings and inhabitants. The first cluster of 
ships touched down. The crowds had already 
begun to flee. 
A blue spark suddenly appeared along the 
smooth hulls of the ships. Rectangular shapes 
were traced as if by electricity and the sections of 
the outlined hulls simply vanished. 
From the breach, they appeared. 
Transparent beings outlined in silver and blue 
hovered above the Earth's surface. Tentacles 
thrashed ferociously, distorting the ships behind 
them as if they were seen through a broken lens. 
Each limb was separated from the next, 
suspended in mid-air. Even their narrow, angular 
heads which rotated from side to side as if taking 
in their surroundings, hung apart from their 
legless bodies. 
Ethan pushed through the group of marines, 
moving closer to the screen. 
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Their partially transparent bodies appeared 
plated as if they wore armor and they 'stood' at 
least three meters tall. Their tentacles suddenly 
flared, they raised their arms and from their 
palms shot forth blinding, blue light. Human 
civilian and military alike were ripped asunder. 
Their bodies were sliced cleanly apart as if by 
invisible scythes. 
Ethan shielded his eyes and watched the 
carnage. A dim memory of his brother and 
himself fleeing a similar city returned to him as he 
watched hundreds of inhabitants scatter and run 
for their lives. As the cameraman himself turned 
and fled, camera in hand, footage was caught of 
a few marines opening fire against the aliens. 
The footage bobbed considerably as the 
cameraman continued to flee from the battle. The 
male's voice screamed, ―Lilith! Lilith!‖ but she 
was no where in sight. 
A piercing screech shot unexpectedly through 
the speakers. The bobbing suddenly stopped... 
and fell. The camera crashed against the tar, 
cracking the lens. The rolling footage showed the 
cameraman himself: his head lying a meter from 
his body. 
Beyond him, the aliens could be seen continuing 
their slaughter. Ethan gazed at them with 
an absence of fear. When every marine 
inadvertently backed from the screen in fright, 
letting their emotions take control of them, Ethan 
maintained his ground. His buried emotions 
would not allow him to fear them. He was not 
afraid, he repeated to himself, he was not 
afraid... 
“Our arrival.” 
“A successful initial engagement.” 
“Their emotions ruled them. Made them weak.” 
“But this one, he obviously denies them.‖ 
“It makes him a formidable enemy. Stronger than 
the rest.” 
“Perhaps this was how we was able to defeat 
twenty three of our own.” 
“Perhaps... Has he evolved further than others in 
his own race? Did our invasion force 
their species to an unexpected jump in 
evolution?” 
“No, other specimens show no similar signs.” 
“Then that cannot be the answer.” 
“Evolution is unrelated to this species unique yet 
debilitating trait.” 

“Can he provide us our answers if he strives to 
be different?” 
“He believes he is different but he is still driven 
by his emotions, unbeknown to even 
himself. No being can go against its own nature.” 
“And if he alone can defeat twenty three of our 
own.” 
“Then he might still hold the answer.” 
Edward. 
Evan. 
Eric. 
Etan. 
NO! 
It was on the tip of his tongue, he could feel it! 
What exactly it was, he was unsure, but he knew 
it was important... 
Ethan, sitting inside the drop ship, inspected his 
assault rifle for the seventh time. 
―You're twitching,‖ the General said, coming to 
halt in front of Ethan. 
―With all due respect sir, I do not twitch.‖ 
―It's alright to be nervous, son. It's your home.‖ 
Ethan slid the clip into the receiver, ―I'm not 
nervous. We're finally winning this war after 
ten fucking years - I'm not nervous.‖ 
―Well then quit it. You're annoying the crap out of 
everyone. Including me.‖ 
Ethan looked at the others in the drop ship. It 
was still a remarkable sight to see so many 
diverse races in close proximity without being on 
the battlefield. Each of them had an assault rifle 
but none were aimed at each other. They were 
brothers, a greater enemy had united them. 
When the Ghosts had first arrived, each nation 
had fought them with their own tactics. Some 
had even attempted to nuke the re-enforcement 
of Ghosts ships that had plummeted to Earth like 
a colossal asteroid shower but it was to no avail. 
The hostile nations had soon joined forces. 
Whether this was the reason they were now 
winning this war, Ethan was skeptical, but he 
cared little. Ethan was tired, after ten years, 
Ethan was tired of fighting... And now, as they 
fought their 'finals battles', or so the propaganda 
called them, the Ghost's victims could no longer 
be found. Why the Ghosts were now taking their 
victims, Ethan had no clue but he knew it was 
trouble. 
―Landing in t-minus thirty seconds,‖ came the 
pilot's voice through the bay's roof. 
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―You heard the lady,‖ the General said, ―lock-n-
load.‖ 
Ethan slipped on his helmet and linked the tiny 
camera mounted upon his assault rifle to his 
visor. His gun became his eyes. 
He felt the drop ship dive and as it made contact 
with the surface, Ethan filed out with his 
squadron down the ramp and onto gravel 
surface. His boots crunched beneath him as he 
checked that the LZ was secure. 
Zero contacts. 
The General's voice came blasting through his 
helmet's speakers but Ethan's attention was 
suddenly averted. He found himself walking 
towards the edge of the inclination in a trance. 
His home stretched out before him: across the 
hills that ascended in steps, white-brick 
houses were clustered together as if they sought 
strength in numbers from the mighty geography 
that towered above them. 
It would have been a picture from a postcard 
apart from the houses being alight and the 
Ghost's assault aircrafts circling above them. 
Ethan felt something rise inside of him. It boiled 
beneath the surface of his skin. It overrode 
every logical thought and tore through his 
insides. The sensation was completely alien to 
him. He had not felt it for many, many years. 
Intel had said that the Ghosts wanted this land 
for its tactical advantages and now, Ethan 
stood and watched as his home was destroyed 
without a drop of remorse. The Ghosts, some 
said, felt nothing. 
Ethan wished that a lost friend was standing 
beside him, but Roderick had already met his 
end three years back. He was another fallen 
comrade, another 'casualty of war', another hero. 
Ethan's grip tightened around his assault rifle. He 
was vaguely aware of the General yelling 
at him but his voice was distant. He cut the 
connection. 
Ethan embraced this renewed sensation. He fed 
off his anger like ravenous beast devouring 
its prey. His one foot passed the other and the 
next thing he knew, his legs were carrying him in 
an all-out-sprint towards his home. 
He covered the distance in a matter of minutes. It 
would have been less if not for the aerial 
and ground patrols he was forced to take evasive 
cover from. 

Reaching his home, he darted for its exterior 
wall. He threw his back against it, crouched 
and counted to ten. After the numbers had ticked 
by, he rose his rifle over the wall and panned it 
from left to right. Through the camera mounted 
on his rifle, he saw no hostiles. 
He leapt over the wall and dashed for the oak 
entrance door. In mid-stride, he shot the lock 
and reaching the door, kicked it open. The door 
swung wide and moaned as it always had. 
―Mom! Dad!‖ He knew it was unlikely but he had 
to try. 
He marched through the hallway. To his right 
was a narrow table and on top was an 
overturned picture of him and his brother. Ethan 
picked it up. His arm was wrapped around 
Simon's shoulders and their faces were beaming. 
He felt a sudden sharp pang of remorse. The 
picture began to shake. He was about to return 
it when the silver frame suddenly caught a 
reflection. 
He ducked. 
A blazing light shot above his head. He turned, 
dropped the picture and leveled his rifle. 
He was too slow. The Ghost rushed towards him 
and slammed one of its tentacles into his 
mid-section. Ethan was catapulted through the 
air and crashed into the living room's table. 
He rolled off the splintered table and fell to his 
knees. He shook his head violently from side 
to side, trying to shake off the sudden inertia. 
Meanwhile, the Ghost approached him, arms 
leveled, tentacles flaring. 
With his gun flung across the floor, Ethan quickly 
grabbed the fireplace poker, rose, took 
two long strides and drove it through the Ghost's 
chest. Fully visible, blue blood sprayed through 
the wound. The Ghost cried a sick, gurgled moan 
and fell to the floor, poker still impaled through 
its chest. 
Ethan quickly retrieved his rifle. He needed to act 
fast. It was said that the Ghost's had one 
mind - or they were at least all linked. Since he 
was spotted by one, they would all know he was 
here. 
―Mom! Dad!‖ He tried again. 
He checked the rooms but there were no sign of 
them. 
He threw open the back door and stepped into 
the yard. Despair hit him like a car crash. He 
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ran towards the dismembered bodies lain across 
the lawn. 
―Mom.... Dad.....‖ He mumbled. He began 
approaching them slower and slower until he 
found himself rooted to the spot five meters from 
their bodies. If he left their identity uncertain, 
maybe they could still be alive... 
He wished he could cry but he seemed 
incapable. ―I'm so sorry.‖ he said. His body 
trembled. 
Every nerve was alight in a mixture of remorse 
and anger. It filled him, consumed him. 
Movement. 
He heard it to his left, right and above him where 
the hills ascended. 
Let them come, Ethan thought, let them come. 
They descended upon him in an avalanche of 
thriving tentacles and blinding, blue light. 
Everything became cover: trees, bench, chairs 
and the beams of the patio. Only when he was 
forced to reload, did his finger ease off the 
trigger. 
His emotions drove him. 
How many Ethan was able slaughter, he lost 
count. The green landscape and garden soon 
became blemished with blue, oozing blood. As 
the twilight began to surrender to the night, and 
what little visibility the Ghosts' shed drew to a 
null, he switched his visor to infra-red. 
When his left arm was severed from his body, he 
maintained his bloodshed with only his right hand 
until his rifle clicked dry. He dropped it, unable to 
feed it another clip with only one arm and drew 
his pistol. 
He popped out from his cover, ready to squeeze 
off another round when he felt a sudden, 
sharp pain penetrates the back of his skull. 
One, two, three shots rang from his pistol. His 
finger grew suddenly numb. The paralysis 
quickly branched through his hand, his arm, his 
legs. 
He collapsed. 
Ethan was confused. What was happening to 
him? 
His body was now completely unresponsive, 
entirely numb. He started upwards. 
From the corner of his vision, he watched as the 
Ghost's surrounded him. He expected a 
wash of bright light but they held their fire. 
They wanted him for something else entirely. 
“Can it be?” 

“It must.” 
“If not for our paralysis drone, how many more 
would he have killed?” 
“Unknown.” 
“His emotions. It's what drove him to such an 
extreme.” 
“It's what makes them human.” 
“It's what led to our defeat...” 
He knew he was close to death. He knew nothing 
else save for this one certainty. He didn't 
know his name, he didn't know where he was 
and he didn't know what these images were that 
had been bursting through him. 
He held onto the feelings that accompanied this 
certainty with all what was left of his 
strength. 
Fear. 
Sadness. 
Emptiness. 
Peace. 
Relief... 
It was all that he had left and each and everyone 
of them were beautiful. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I always get the shakes before a drop. It‘s a 
tradition in our family before we plunge into the 
wormhole gates. This time around, the mission 
was delayed because someone had forgotten 
to restock supplies. So I shuttled off the Space 
Plug to raid the local station hypershop, the 
Betelgeusain Chillout. How was I supposed to 
know that Purple Butterfly Wings syrup caused 
adverse reactions in Terrans? I‘m hoping that 
mom and dad will not make a connection 
between the rather psychedelic wormhole trip 
we had and the milkshakes otherwise I‘ll be 
grounded until Mercury freezes over. 
 
Iain Sinclair, Ilse von Willich, Simone 
Putterman 
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The Last Colony  by John Scalzi 
Pan Macmillan R99.00 
 
A good few years ago I used to own a second hand bookshop in the area known as Hillbrow in 
Johannesburg in South Africa. Those of you not in the know must realise it is today one of the worst 
areas in Africa as far as crime squalor, drugs and scum as concerned. Then it was just a ―grey‖ area. 
I sold almost all kinds of books, and among them I had about 50,000 Mills and Boon, which had a ready 
market for those who wanted love stories. I used to look down at those readers, until I realised that I had 
actually never read one. So I did so. It took me 21 minutes, and I will not read another. But what surprised 
me was that it was very readable, although it was not enjoyable for me. 
John Scalzi‘s style of writing reminds me of that of the Mills and Boons. ―The Last Colony‖ is about a man, 
John Perry, and his wife Jane, who are coerced into leading settlers to a new colony planet, and who find 
themselves in the middle of a conflict between humanities Colonial Union and a huge alien alliance called 
the Conclave. But nothing is as it seems, and Perry must fight not only for his own survival, but also of his 
colonists, and ultimately to prevent a war that mankind cannot win. 
There is nothing particularly new in the book, especially the happy ending, and I don‘t believe it is nearly 
as exciting as the blurb makes it out to be. Nevertheless for sheer escapism and a good read this one is 
for you. 
 

The Temporal Void  by  Peter F. Hamilton  
Part Two of “The Void Trilogy” 
Pan Macmillan 
 
A long time ago, several members of SFSA decided to write a story. Each member took it in turn to write 
a chapter, and all went well until someone ended their chapter with the hero stuck in an escape-proof 
prison. A dilemma? But not for the next writer who stated… ―after escaping from the escape proof prison, 
the hero….‖ It was such a let down. 
Hamilton does exactly the same thing with his story of Edward the Wayerwalker. Edward had lived a long 
time ago inside the Void, and his story was rolling along merrily until everything suddenly fell apart for 
him. His friends and family were killed, and the bad guys were well and truly in charge. 
Hamilton would probably say that his method of resolving the conflicts was simply a further increase in 
Edward‘s psychic powers, but I that it was a far too easy and simplistic method. 
Now that I have got that off my chest, so to speak, Hamilton has written another entertaining and 
engrossing tale; well two tales eventually. 
First, the story of Edward, which is simple and straightforward and easy to follow.  And the story of the 
Intersolar Commonwealth, which looks as if it is about to destroy itself by launching a huge fleet into the 
Void. War has all but broken out among the various human factions. Paula Myo is in a race against time 
to counter the different agencies, and, oh yes, did mention that an alien race called the Ocisen, has 
launched a massive war fleet bent on genocide. 
I really enjoy Hamilton‘s books, but I wish his chapters were shorter, and that he had made it into 6 books 
instead of a trilogy. At  746 pages, this book is long. 
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Ethel the Aardvaark # 130 – 132, 134 – 136 
 
Melbourne Science Fiction Club. Rotating editors. www.vicnet.net./au/~unsfc/ 
―Ethel‘s‖ production values are being upgraded. Most of the covers are now in colour. 
This lively clubzine carries fan news, con reports, book reviews, loc‘s and ―Fandom is My Life‖ by Danny 
Oz. 
Number 132 has a spread of photos of the fantasy figures currently in use in stop-action animation film 
projects in Melbourne. 
 

No Award # 17 
 
Edited by Marty Cantor. 
A personal zine with a con report, loc‘s and fannish reminiscences. 
 

Lady Churchill’s Rosebud Wristlet # 20 
 
Small Beer Press, $5.00 per issue info @lcrw.net. Edited by Gavin J. Grant and Kelly Link. 
A nicely produced semiprozine with a high standard of fiction. 
 

Fosfax #210 -214 
 
The Falls of the Ohio Science Fiction and Fantasy Association. jtmajor@iglou.com. Edited by Timothy 
Lane and Elizabeth Garrott. 
60-plus pages of small type with lots of loc‘s (mostly bickering over politics), lots of right-wing opinion, con 
reports, book reviews and a humorous section at the back. 
I go straight to the book reviews, which cover a lot of historical, political and military non-fiction; this ties in 
with the fiction reviews which are mostly of alternate history novels. 
Rodford Edmiston‘s columns on ―The Joy of High Tech‖ are always readable. And Johnny Carruthers 
writes candy bar reviews, on Snickers Dark and Chocolate Double Decker Moonpie. 
Regrettably Fosfax has ceased publication for a while. 
 

Vanamonde 688 – 712, 718 – 722, 728 – 737, 748 – 752 
 
Edited by John Hertz 236 S. Coronado St. No 409 Los Angeles, CA 90057. USA 
Comments on mailings by an Amateur Press Association mailing. 
 

Warp # 68, 69 
 
Montreal Science Fiction and Fantasy Association. www.monsffa.com 
Edited by Cathy Palmer Lister 
A clubzine, well illustrated, with short stories(including Chapter 7 of the Last Mage) and a report on the 
Nippon Worldcon. 
 

http://www.vicnet.net./au/~unsfc/
mailto:jtmajor@iglou.com
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Opuntia 63.1E. 63.3, 63.5A, 63.5B, 64A, 64B, 64.1A 64.1B 
 
Published by Dale Spiers. P.O. Box 6830, Calgary, Alberta, Canada,T2P2ET 
The usual eclectic mixture. There are articles on the origin of life, a review of Stephen Leacock‘s 
humorous novels, plus interesting extracts from current scientific journals. In addition, Dale Spiers brings 
us up to date on Calgary in ―Life in a Boomtown‖ and relates episodes of his job in park maintenance. 
Plus book reviews, zine listings and a survey of alternate history novels. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
PENGUIN 
 
The Gypsy Morph by Terry Brooks Book Three of ―The Genesis of Shanara‖ 
Noman by  William Nicholson. Book Three of ―The Noble Warriors‖ Trilogy 
Scarlett by Stephen R. Lawhead  Book Two of ―King Raven‖ 
Twilight by Stephenie Meyer Book One of ―The Twilight Saga‖ 
New Moon by Stephenie Meyer Book Two of ―The Twilight Saga‖ 
Eclipse by Stephenie Meyer Book Three of ―The Twilight Saga‖ 
Breaking Dawn by Stephenie Meyer Book Four of ―The Twilight Saga‖ 
 

                                                                                              
 

PAN MACMILLAN 
 
Prador Moon  by Neal Asher 
The Gabble and Other Stories by Neal Asher          
Cybele's Secret by Juliet Marillier 
Thunder Moon by Lori Handeland 
2000 Yearbook of Astromony by Patrick Moore 
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The Gypsy Morph  by Terry Brooks 
Book Three of the ―Genesis of Shanara‖ 
Penguin Group SA  R200.00 
 
The Gypsy Morph takes the tale began in ―Armageddon‘s Children‖ and ―The Elves if Cintra‖ to its 
conclusion. Kirisin, the young elf must make good his promise to the Ellcrys to save the elven community. 
He does this by enclosing it in the Lodestone. He must then continue to flee from Gando Fisk, who is still 
determined to destroy all non-demon life on earth. 
Slowly, the family mothered by Owl are split and separated leaving a much smaller group, who are trying 
to reach a safe place to shelter from the end of the world. 
The two Knights of the Word, Angel Perez and Logan Tom, must each fulfil their promises to aid the last 
surviving group to also reach safety. 
Helen Rice, who has been leading the growing group of survivors, must decide if she can indeed believe 
that Hawk, the gypsy morph, can lead them to safety. 
And even Hawk has his doubts about his own ability to do so.  He only knows that he has been promised 
by the mystical King of the Silver River that he will save the world. 
We also meet Wills, locked in an underground missile silo. He is the last one alive and he has the key to 
unleashing the missiles. He is locked in an internal discussion with himself on whether or not to turn the 
key. 
Hawk finally has to make his own decision and a heart wrenching sacrifice in order to protect the 
survivors as the world as he know it comes to an end so that the genesis of Shanara can begin. 
The blurb on the front calls Brooks ―The master of modern fantasy‖, and I do believe that this is no 
hyperbole. His words flow and his characters are so real. Even the battles and fight sequences ring true. 
This novel brings the trilogy to a satisfying end and Shanara to a beginning. 

 
The Twilight Saga by Stephenie Meyer 
Penguin Group SA 
Book One Twilight 
Book Two New Moon 
Book Three Eclipse 
Book Four Breaking Dawn 
 
I could be flippant and describe this story as follows: 
Girl meets Vampire. Girl falls in love with Vampire. Vampire falls in love with Girl. Vampire breaks up with 
Girl. Girl battles with other Vampires. Girl and Vampire get back together. Girl and Vampires battle more 
Vampires. Girl becomes Vampire. They all live Happily Ever After! 
 
However….. The story takes 2410 pages to tell and I read them all. 
 
Isabella Swan is a heroine whose attitude reminds me a lot of that of Thomas Covenant. She believes 
that everything that goes wrong is a direct result of something she has done and she is more than 
inclined to try and martyr herself. 
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For instance, she gives up living in the sunny part of America that she loves and moves to the very 
gloomy town of Forks to live with her father because she believes that her mother will be happier being 
able to accompany her new husband to the exotic places that his work takes him to, rather than staying 
home with her daughter.  
Bella is accident prone and constantly hurts herself. She ―knows‖ this and so it becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophesy. 
Once in her new home she must start at a new school and there she meets Edward Cullen. He is an 
Adonis and she falls instantly in love with him. The problem with this is that he is a Vampire who lives with 
his Vampire family in the cloudy town which allows them to move around safely, except on rare sunny 
days. 
The are ―reformed― Vampires and do not drink human blood. The ―father‖ is a well liked medical doctor.  
To make matters more complicated she finds out that her childhood friend, Jacob, is what she assumes is 
a werewolf and that he lives with his werewolf family on the other side of town. 
It goes with saying that the Vampires and werewolves are mortal enemies and Jacob would rather have 
Bella at his side. Edward goes away to try to get Bella to realise that they cannot be together but this just 
results in her becoming severely depressed. 
One of the things that intrigued me about these four novels is that not a great deal actually happens from 
beginning to end but the story does not feel repetitive. The novels are very readable. 
Edward‘s family take Bella under their wing, so to speak, as they need to protect her from the European 
Vampire ―Mafia‖. They are a very ancient family and lay down the rules. 
Bella thinks that the solution to all her problems – for instance, she dreads becoming older than Edward, 
who never ages beyond the 17 he has been for the past one hundred years or so – is to become a 
Vampire herself. She is annoyingly insistent upon this. 
Edward refuses to countenance this as he feels that she will lose out on human experience. 
A further complication is that a rogue group of Vampires, who having ―smelled‖ her will not rest until they 
have killed her and drunk her blood. 
In order to thwart the rogue group the Vampires and werewolves have to come to uneasy truce to protect 
Bella.  
Moving on…. Bella eventually overcomes Edward and her father‘s objections and in a flashy ceremony 
marries Edward. 
They go on Honeymoon and Edward finds that he can control himself and sleep with Bella without hurting 
her (he is so much stronger and has to fight the urge to drink her blood) and the inevitable happens. She 
falls pregnant. Of course, Vampire foetuses are very strong as well and finally in order to save her life 
Edward has no choice but to try to change Bella into a Vampire. This is normally very traumatic but being 
Bella she has a very easy transition and the story continues with the hybrid Vampire/human baby girl. 
To be honest this is not my sort of story but it has a certain charm and I read all four thick novels. 
If you enjoy reading about a character who suffers severe angst but for whom all still comes out 
unexpectedly well and you enjoy reading good quality writing these novels may be for you. 
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The Best of South African Science Fiction Volume Three is now available. 
The stories in this collection have been selected by the Editor, Liz 
Simmonds, from winners and finalists of the Nova short story competition 
that were published in PROBE from 1986 to 1991. It includes seventeen  
stories, from South African Web fundi, Arthur Goldstuck to one from the 
Editor herself. The foreword is by Dave Freer, probably the most 
successful South African SF author, whose collaborations with Mercedes 
Lackey and Eric Flint have been published by Baen Books. 
 
The  local price of this collection is R80.00 plus R6.00 package and 
postage. 
Local club members only, special price R60 plus R6.00 package and 
postage. 
Overseas Prices: 

7 £ (including postage).  

10$(including postage). 
(Overseas club members please mail me on gailjamieson@gmail.com for 
your price.) 
 
If you have the facility to do direct deposits please also mail me on the 
above address and I will give you the banking details you need. 

mailto:gailjamieson@gmail.com

