tNe STOry. BUL [Ne STOTY aoes IMply TNat very powerrul Als nave been
created so at some point their role in this universe, what limits them,
and so on, will have to be clarified.

The last third or so of the book is its least successful section.
It’s too glib and too pat and too fast. One way this comes out is in
the dialogue. For pages and pages, every time a character opens his
or her mouth, the “f” word is in the sentence. [ don’t mind it when
fuck is used when it should be, when a character really would say it.
But really, over and over, by different people, in different contexts? It
just doesn’t come across as real. It’s as if Williams was in a foul mood

P'd.l Liculdrty 1l15|1 LUICLALILT 1O CUILIDAL DOCIICH, DU 1 WOLLIGIL L 11ave
minded less combat and more political intrigue, less dialogue and
more description of the settings. But that’s my taste. I know some
people like combat scenes better than I do. I'd say some of the combat
scenes in this book are well done, and others are pretty hard to believe.
But this guy’s good, and I’'m hoping he’ll get better, maybe go into
some of the backstory more, edit his dialogue a bit, perhaps. But I don’t
want to obscure the fact that Mirrored Heavensis a fun read. s

Alex Donald lives in East Boston.

Harbinger by Jack Skillingstead
Bonney Lake, Washington: Fairwood Press, 2009; $16.95 tpb; 256 pages

reviewed by Alvaro Zinos-Amaro
y

Give Jack Skillingstead a chance and, without apology, he will
take you beyond Infinity. He does it in his first novel, Harbinger,
comprising three parts: “Regeneration,” “Infinity,” and “Evolution.”
Notice that “Infinity” is the middle section.

The story, viciously tricky, goes something like this. Ellis Herrick,
teenager, receives a visitation from a soap bubble the size of a car, an
“Qz bubble.” Later, as a result of a brutal accident, he discovers an
extraordinary ability: he can regenerate organs and heal with unusual
speed. He is, in fact, immortal.

As might be expected, he becomes a guinea pig. Billionaire
Langley Ulin, obsessed with the extension of his own life, attempts
to extract the secrets of immortality from Ellis by harvesting some
of his non-vital organs. Ellis is alternately disbelieved, mocked, and
repeatedly subjected to batteries of inhumane tests, which he can
tolerate because he’s not human. Journalist Joe Keegan writes a book
about him titled Regeneration Man. Mystics, or perhaps sensitive
individuals, believe Ellis is more than a freak: he could be a Harbinger
that signals the next stage of human “consciousness evolution.” This
leads to the “Harbinger controversy.” After about a century, Ellis
decides to break free from the madness by leaving Earth in a vast
starship, the Infinity, built by Ulin’s great grandson, who shares his
predecessor’s obsessive interest in retarding his own aging process and
is equally cold towards Ellis’s consequent pain. Various unpleasant
events happen on the ship, which may or may not be running a
simulation based on Ellis’s memories and experiences. Later, he is told
thatafter centuries of travel, he is the only survivor from the ship. Ellis
tries to adapt to existence on a new world called Planet X. Matters
are further complicated by psychological breakdowns, a drug called
Zing, consequences of the Iufiniry’s SuperQuantum Core technology,
aliens named Trau’dorians who live in caves, more women—some of
them positively ferocious, like Helma or the “Weird Sisters of Planet
X”—and the nagging possibility that nothing is what it scems, even
when what it seems is wildly different from what it seems to be.

Readers familiar with Skillingstead’s short fiction will bring high
expectations regarding the quality of the prose. Good; let them schlep
these expectations into suitcases as massive as they want, and let them
hoist carry-ons too—there is room and skill in Harbinger’s prose to
accommodate them all. It is lean and adroit, sardonic and heartfelt;
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a refined product. Descriptive economy is one of the narrative’s
strengths, making the revelations of its very blemished characters all
the more poignant. Chapter three opens like this:

We lived two months in one of those pay-by-the-weck motels.
This was in Bremerton, a Navy town on the western side of
Puget Sound. The red neon VACANCY sign was always on.
It developed a short, and for a couple of weeks in October
it was an “ANCY” sign, which pretty much described my
state of mind. (35)

There are also other less obvious stylistic trademarks,
idiosyncrasies that carry over from the short fiction. For instance, the
negation of an affirmation immediately after it has been pronounced.
As in: “I smiled to show her it was a joke, though it wasn’t” (54).
Compare this with: “He laughed, but not like he meant it, though he
did, alittle” (“Alone with an Inconvenient Companion,” Fast Forward
2). I like to think of this technique as a “deconstruction of pose™: it
savagely illustrates the distance between how we want to be perceived
and how we perceive ourselves. But even as it does so, it questions the
very distance it suggests—could our hypocrisy be part of the pose,
too, a further evasion? These and other astutely observed processes
of self-obfuscation are deployed throughout Harbinger to create a
memorable and memorably tortured protagonist.

Ironies abound. We are told that Langley “had a vision”
(47), and when the organ removal begins, Ellis recounts: “And
so they took my eyes. My corneas to be exact” (49). Ulin, despite
his ruthless opportunism, is not the novel’s antagonist. He is not
even the secondary character (nor are, for that matter, any of Ellis’s
romantic interests, or incarnations of his one single romantic interest,
depending on your point of view). Ellis’s primary opponent is himself.
Most of his suffering stems from his inability to accept his suffering,.
His second-greatest antagonist is Time, so central to Ellis’s story that
itis practically a character. From the novel’s first section, in which Ellis
asks Jillian “What would happen if I kept walking along this beach
for a long time?” to the cathartic emotion unleashed by a kiss, which
provokes the thought “I may have been immortal, but only Nichole
could obliterate Time” to repeated observations on the nature of Time
itselt (“Time is a process, a wheel, an illusion, an invention, a vapor






