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Book Reviews

Star God by Allen L. Wold. St. Mar-
tin's Press, New York, March 1980,
207 pp. $8.95

Out-of-body experiences, "'spir-
it" awareness, and mass-culture
visions in Star God appear at first
to be stolen passages from Moody's
Life After Life, a well-known col-
lection of after-death reports.
However, Wold's novel in toto is not
a parody or rehash of the current
out-of-body phenomena. The author
develops unique and lively SF-orient-
ed concepts of his own.

The book starts promisingly
with intriguing discussions about
the nature of reality with an alien,
Buddha-like entity resembling a
snail. Interesting and, at times,
absorbing discrepancies exist be-
tween human and Yakatskem, in the
area of communication. Semantics and
rules of philosophy between the two
become engaging puzzles to decipher;
the clever speech patterns create
mystery and subtle humor throughout
the novel's beginning. Various
alien antics at odds with human
foibles impart character-rounding-
out niceties to the book.

The plot concerns out-of-body
attacks occurring in individuals on
the Seven Worlds system. A stellar
cloud of coherent neutrinos is dis-
covered that is gradually envelop-
ing the planets of the Three Peoples
races on these worlds. The United
Council of Churches, an organization
which consists of two alien, and one
human race, has a segment that be-
lieves the neutrinos are responsible
for the phenomenon: they feel that
the neutrinos are inducing the at-
tacks; perhaps the cloud is God.

At the same time, there exists a
little-known species--a non-member
of the Church--which seems unaffect-
ed by the cloud: the Yakatskem
race. Coincidentally, the latter
people do not believe in the concept
of God. The protagonists must di-
vine the reasons why they are unaf-
fected. To accomplish this, the
chairman of the Council sends a Free
Lance Agent and crew to visit the
Yakatskem world--and to eventually
go beyond. They receive confusion--
and enlightenment--along the way.

Plot surprises, idea-twists,
surgical changes, contact with super
beings, and cloud affects entangle
things. There are true elements of
deep intrigue here, and solid writ-
ing. The basic flaws reside in how
Wold handles his alien creatures.
Although the Yakatskem race is well-
delineated, the "super-aliens" de-
scribed later appear ''too human' and
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simplistic to merit belief. These
aliens, while purported to possess
super—-advanced intellects, come
across instead as mundane and com-
mon. For instance: the Lorhae ap-
pear to deny certain ideas, rather
than admit their own ignorance; for
a race evolved to staggering heights,
this seems old-maidish and stupid.
Nevertheless, there do exist moments
of disbelief-suspension. And the
cloud's self-description toward the
end is hair-raising and thought-
provoking.

Wold's previous book was The
Planet Masters (1979), a philosoph-
ical story of struggle and adventure
which received praise when it was
first released. His latest work
merits praise, too, but not without
qualifications. Buy it if you like
religious SF with prosaic settings.

-~ John DiPrete

Watchstar by Pamela Sargent. Pocket
Books, New York, February 1980,
238 pp. $2.25

A watchfire serves two princi-
pal functions: it illuminates a
place of darkness, providing vision
for watchers guarding an encampment;
yet its flames also serve as a warn-
ing to those outside that something
within is guarded. Incumbent in
each function is the watchfire's de-
lineation of territorial rights.

Pamela Sargent's third novel
uses the watchfire as a metaphor for
the changing perimeters of its pro-
tagonist's consciousness. It con-
cerns the maturation of a young
woman, Daiya, as her social and psy-
chological perspectives expand from
the limits of tribal watchfires in
an earthbound wilderness to a comet
blazing at the edge of our solar
system--the "watchstar" of the book's
title.

Daiya's people are the apparent
remnants of an ancient conflict that
destroyed the "civilized" world, re-
sulting in devolution to a pre-in-
dustrial, tribal society. These
survivors all bear telepathic and
telekinetic abilities, whose emer-
gence in humankind caused the past
holocaust. The idyllic possibili-
ties of such a gifted society are
belied, however, when Daiya, who has
already questioned her people's
mores~-such as the killing at birth
of non-telepathic infants--must
undertake her rite of passage. She
will be sent into a desert waste-
land, where her mind's ability to
live in conformance with her tribe
will be tested, with an adverse out-

,

come of death. In preparing for the
sojourn, she meets a seemingly alien

youth, Reiho, who belongs to a se-

cond remnant of humanity that inhab-
its the distant comet. His heritage
lacks supernormal mental abilities,

and relies instead upon advanced

technological development, spreading

humankind across the universe.

The confrontation between these
two radically divergent cultures
initially occurs on a conceptual
level within Daiya. She is torn be-
tween the apparent simplicity of her
past and the nearly incomprehensible
but alluring potential hinted by the
existence of Reiho's people--the ex-
pansion of human understanding.
Daiya is figuratively rendered into
the watchfire that divides humanity,
freed only at the novel's climax by
the inevitable physical confronta-
tion between the two cultures.

In a somewhat allegoric nature,
Daiya embodies the difficulties of

maturation in modern society, re-~

flecting the turmoil of a modern
adolescent's yearning for indepen-
dence, distrust of elders, aliena-
tion, and uncertainties about love.
Although Sargent's intent is ambi-
tious, the results are uneven.

The strength of Watchstar is
Sargent's recognition that the poli-
tics of power, sex, peace and matur-
ation are intrinsic. No easy an-
swers are offered, and indeed,
Daiya's fate often seems a plague of
unanswered--perhaps unanswerable--
questions. Some readers may thus
find the novel's resolutions dissat-
isfying, but Sargent's vision is
ultimately optimistic despite its
focus upon the struggle rather than
the goal.

Watchstar is a good novel, and
a roadmark of contemporary science
fiction's potential to combine lit-
erary competence and psychological
depth with unbounded imagination to
produce a unique, important and
relevant fictional form.

-- Douglas E. Winter

The Lost Legion by H. Warner Munn.
Doubleday & Co., Garden City, N.Y.,
February 1980, 621 pp. $14.95

There is much that is appealing
about The Lost Legion, and little
need be said at this late date about
the virtues of H. Warner Munn. Yet
this lengthy historical adventure,
billed as Munn's "first major novel,
is ultimately unsatisfying because
it refuses to allow the reader to
take it seriously.

Munn has sought to produce an
epic tale of a fictional heroic
journey that shaped the course of
history. 1In the early first cen-









part, constituted cruel and unusual
punishment for the reader; because
if they're good, you no sooner get
going and they're over; and if
they 're bad, you've had to wade
through all these little snippets
of bad."

Kurtz's high school education
was better than most. She graduated
from Coral Gables High School,
which, at the time, was one of the
top five or so high schools in the
country, espectally in the sciences.
She was a regional semi-finalist in
the Westinghouse Science Talent
Search her senior year, and that
recognition won her a four-year sci-
ence scholarship to the University
of Miami. As she views it now, "I
suppose you could say that the sci-
ence award was my first really big
break, because without that, I
couldn't have afforded to go to
college and God knows what I'd be
doing now."

The author's preoccupation with

science didn't last very long, once
she hit college. True, she gradu-
ated with a B.S. in Chemistry, and
even attended medical school at the
University of Miami for a year, but
her heart had been lost to the hu-
manities and, especially, history,
during her freshman year. As an
undergraduate, she honed her writing
and research skills on strict aca-
demic writing, so that by the time
she came to the conscious choice to
quit medical school and return to
academic study, she had all the for-
mal tools necessary for the transi-
tion. The short story which eventu-
ally became Deryni Rising was writ-
ten during her senior year at the
University of Miami. She wrote
several "Star Trek" scripts the year
following her withdrawal from medi-
cal school, mostly as learning
exercises; and by the time she
moved to California to continue her
graduate studies in history, she

was well enough along in the transi-

tional process to begin writing
serious fiction.

The rest of her writing career
is fairly well knowm, not to mention
remarkable: a three-book contract
with Ballantine Books with the first
try, the initial books now well into
seventh and eighth printings, with
subsequent ones headed in that di-
rection, and a faithful fan follow-
ing which seems to be ensuring that
the books will continue to be writ-
ten and bought with gratifying
regularity. Now, at last, ten years
after she signed her first contract,
Kurtz is finally making the transi-
tion to full-time writing, taking a
leave of absence from her present
position as a designer of instruc-
tional materials for the Los Angeles
Police Academy, to see whether she
can hack 1t as a full-time author,
money-wise. "It's a great joy,"
confesses Kurtz, "even if it is a
little scarey."

Elliot:
your way into writing?
first aspire to write?
interest take root?

Can you state how you found
When did you
How did this

Kurtz: 1've always enjoyed writing.
I started out as a reader. I was a
voracious reader. I think I started
reading when I was around four or
five, and I've never stopped. I can
remember in elementary school, which
was not sufficient challenge for me,
taking books to school and hiding
them in my desk, lifting up the 1lid
to read a page or two when the
teacher wasn't looking; or hiding a
novel under a textbook. And then,
there were those innumerable nights
when I'd read under the covers with
a flashlight, I think most writers
have gone through that stage. Any-
way, having been brought up reading,
I suppose it was natural that I
reached the point when I thought,

"I could write a story better than
that." And eventually, I did learn
to do that. But in the meantime, I
served my apprenticeship as an aca-
demic writer. Very early on in my
student career, I learned the rudi-
ments of good research practice,
strict academic writing--like, nev-
er, never use a contraction. Never,
never write an incomplete sentence.
0f course, a lot of these things are
elements that have to be overcome
when one switches from academic
writing, to writing fiction. But
the discipline of academic writing
was a good thing, I think. I de-
spair of young writers coming up
today, who haven't had the benefit
of that strong background of grammar
and spelling and punctuation. One
can argue that those things don't

matter, in the face of true artistic
genius; but I maintain that your
young genius is never going to get
his deathless prose read, if the
potential editor has to wade through
pages of sloppy, misspelled, non-
grammatical prose. The material may
be very good--but presentation is
important, too., An editor has too
much to read, to take the time to
wade through something that is going
to ruin his or her eyesight faster
than it's already getting ruined.
The aspiring professional should be
aware that first impressions are
important.

Elliot: Who most encouraged your
early interest in writing? How im-
portant was this encouragement in
the formative stages of your career?

Kurtz: As for my own development as
a fiction writer, that was, in some
respects, a long time in coming. My
formal academic training was as a
scientist, I was pre-med through
four years of undergraduate study,
and even started medical school.
This kind of curriculum leaves one
very little time for reading, much
less writing, fiction. Fortunately,
I had the good sense or the good
fortune to take a very large number
of courses in liberal arts disci-
plines, as well as sciences, even
though I was working toward a B.S.
degree. My professors in the human-
ities encouraged my creative endeav-
ors; and one in particular, Mr.
Carl Selle, even predicted that I
would one day be a writer, not the
physician I consciously thought I
was going to be. You see, we were
kindred spirits. He'd been where I

was then. He'd started out as a
medical student, too--though he only
lasted one day, while I stayed for

a year. When I quit medical school
and went back to graduate school

the following fall, I saw him during
registration and told him what I was
doing, that he'd been right. Unfor-
tunately, he died before I actually
began my writing career; but at
least he knew I was back on the
right track. I dedicated the first
book, Deryni Rising, to him.

Elliot: For the past several years,
you've worked closely with the Los
Angeles Police Department as an in-
structional technologist. Do you
still work full-time for the City?
Is there a good possibility that you
will soon be turning to writing on a
full-time basis?

Kurtz: 1 made the decision to write
seriously, I suppose, during that
year of medical school, when I
really began to realize that my
creative time was going to be cur-
tailed more and more, over the next
few years. And then, in that next
year, while I worked full-time and
went to graduate school part-time to
recoup my finances, I really began
working on my fiction in earnest. I
don't know when I made the decision
to make the writing come first. I
suppose that's been evolving for a
long time, since I've been working
full-time at another job for the
past ten years while I've been
building my reputation as a writer.
The most difficult decision is com-
ing up in the very near future, when
I make my break with the world of
salaries and shift to writing full-
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frameworks within which to structure
one's belief system. This may sound
like a bit of contradiction, consid-
ering the role the Church plays in
the Deryni world; but if you'll
think about it, you'll realize that
most of the characters who consider
themselves religious have a definite
and personal way of looking at the
Church. They choose to operate
within the general framework most of
the time, but they have different
ways of thinking, on an individual
basis. Camber's God, for example,
is silent a great deal of the time--
or maybe Camber just isn't listening
on the proper frequency--but He is
basically an understanding and for-
giving God; Cinhil's God, on the
other hand, is wrathful and punish-
ing. After all, didn't He make Cin-
hil's son Javan deformed, with that
club foot, as a sign of His displea-
sure at Cinhil leaving His priest-

hood? That's what Cinhil thinks,
anyway.
Elliot: To what extent did your

academic training, a Master of Arts
degree in medieval English history
from the University of California at
Los Angeles, prepare you to write
epic fantasy?

Kurtz: 1 had actually started writ-
ing epic fantasy long before 1
started my graduate work at UCLA, so
I don't think it was so much a mat-
ter of my M.A. work '"preparing" me
in that area. It was good leavening
along the way, though, since it con-
tinued to hone my research skills
and exposed me to actual medieval
records more in-depth than I would
have managed on my own. My graduate
seminar project, for example, had to
do with translating the Hundred
Rolls from Bedford County in Eng-
land. These related to an inquiry
conducted by Edward I in 1274, when
he came back from the crusades to
find out what his ministers and
Crown officers had been doing with
his country while he was absent.

The records I was working with were
in medieval Latin, and done in an
abbreviated form which meant that
you had to expand each contraction
to its full Latin form before you
could ever begin translating~-and

my Latin, at that point, was limited
to what I'd learned from Church
Latin. Fortunately, much of the
wording was somewhat formulized--
these were charges brought against
sheriffs and other Crown officials
by the Hundreds, or sections of the
county-~and so it was fairly easy
going, once I'd mastered the abbre-
viations and the formula phrases. 1
came up with a fascinating picture
of local corruption at various lev~
els of government, that I'd love to

follow up someday by finding the
rest of the records about this in-
quiry. These were only the charges;
I never got to see the other side.

I do know that there's a fascinating
historical novel in there someplace.
I'd call it The Sheriff, and it
would tell of this medieval sheriff,
who's been taking a little on the
side and turning his head while his
subordinates rip the people off, who
suddenly realizes that the King is
coming home and the sheriff is going
to have to answer for what he's
done. One of these days, in my
copious spare time...

Elliot: When asked which author
most influenced your approach to
writing fantasy, you cited Frank
Herbert and his classic novel, Dune.
What did Herbert teach you about the
genre? Did he influence your atti-
tude toward writing? What about the
actual process itself?

Kurtz: 1 think what impressed me
most about Dune, at the time, was
the deft handling of characteriza-
tion. I studied the way Herbert
made his characters interact, how he
wove together dialogue and action so
that it flowed. There were very few
slow spots in Dune, even when the
characters were only talking. He
had a very visual style in that
book, and that was the way T wanted
to write, I actually took apart a
few of his scenes and analyzed them
for this unique blend of talk and
action which was successful for him
in that particular book, so that I
could figure out how he did it. I
don't think I've ever done that with
any other book, at least in writing,
though there will be scenes here and
there that I'll stop to re-read, to
appreciate the artistry which makes
a particular scene outstandingly
successful. But Herbert was only a
jumping-off point, so far as learn-
ing that particular lesson. Far
more useful, in terms of sheer
craftsmanship, was writing Star Trek
scripts back in 1968--and I heartily
recommend this kind of exercise to
any writer who's still trying to
perfect his or her dialogue and pac-
ing sense. The idea is to take a
television series that you particu-
larly like--Star Trek was ideal,
since it had very strongly realized
characters and a good, solid uni-
verse to work with--and to write a
sample script for it. Format is not
particularly important for the exer-
cise~~though, if you pick a show
that's going to be on the air for a
while, there's always the chance
(granted, slim) that you might be
able to sell the script. What is
important is that: First, you have
to fit your story into a somewhat

artificial but disciplined structure
of a teaser and four approximately
equal length acts, each ending on a
cliffhanger or other note that will
make the reader want to come back
after the commercials (the same
principle applies to chapter end-
ings); and Second, you already know
how the characters talk, how they
phrase things, so you can worry
about writing believable dialogue
which will carry your plot, instead
of having to worry about whether the
character will hold together. (It
can be extremely difficult to keep
all the points in mind at once, when
you're just starting out; hence,
you concentrate on just a few things
at first.) From there, it's much
easier to ease into writing one's
own material, with original charac-
ters and universes.

Elliot: Unlike most fantasy writ-
ers, you achieved professional sta-
tus almost overnight, going from an
unpublished writer to a writer with
a contract for three books. Can
you relate the events which led to
the sale of the Deryni trilogy?

Kurtz: 1 guess I was too naive to
realize that people don't sell
three-book contracts their first
time out. I had written a short
story, '"Lords of Sorandor," while I
was still in college, and when I
came to California, I started toying
with the idea of expanding it into a
novel. When I went to Baycon, the
World Science Fiction Convention in
Oakland in 1968--my first science
fiction convention, ever--I met a
man named Stephen Whitfield, who had
written the very successful The Mak-
ing of Star Trek, for Ballantine
Books. We got to talking, and I
told him about my idea, and he said,
"Hey, Ballantine is just beginning
to look for original fantasy for
their new Adult Fantasy series.

Your idea sounds like it would be
perfect. But don't write one book;
write a trilogy." '"You've got to be
kidding," T said. "I haven't even
written one, and you want me to
write three?" 'No problem," he re-
plied. "What you do is, you write
the first few chapters of the first
book, with a page per chapter out-
line of the rest, and then you write
a paragraph or so about each of the
other two books. 1I'll tell Betty
Ballantine to expect it." Well,
after several gulps, and many ques-
tions, all delivered ina very small,
timid voice, I decided that maybe I
could do it, after all. I didn't
have enough experience to realize
that the odds were almost astronomi-
cal against such a thing succeeding.
So I wrote my outline and my sample
chapters and I sent them off--and
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ments and forge something I wasn't
expecting., Something magical hap-
pens when your characters start
showing up at your story conferences
with yourself. The first time Cam-
ber looked over my shoulder, I near-
1y fell out of my chair. Javan,
Conhil's middle son, did that just
the other night.

Elliot: One would imagine, upon
reading your work, that you read and
write Latin quite fluently. 1Is this
the case? The Deryni fantasies make
superb use of Latin terminology, but
not to an excess. How do you know
when to stop, when you're approach-
ing overkill? What functions does
the Latin serve in your fiction?

Kurtz: 1 fake Latin very well.

Most of the Latin used in the books
is taken directly from the Latin
Missal or other liturgical sources.
I do read Latin reasonably well for
the purposes of translating old
records, but the rest comes from
faking it, as I said. I also have
several priest friends who bail me
out, from time to time. They like
the books, by the way. The purpose
of using the Latin in the first
place is partially to give the flav-
or of the times--after all, the
medieval Church was a great, over-
shadowing influence on all walks of
life, in the real middle ages. I
guess I just have a good sense of
balance, as to how much is enough
but not too much. In the case of
any strange word, I try to use it in
a context so that the reader has at
least an idea what it means. Then,
if he looks it up, too, that's even
better. But at least I've planted
another word in his unconscious, and
hopefully he's going to be the rich-
er for it. All human endeavor can
enrich others of the race. Even
negative human acts can instruct and
give us a better appreciation for
the positive human values.

Elliot: The Deryni fantasies draw
heavily on your background in medi-
eval history, patterning the imagi-
nary kingdom of Gwynedd after ninth
century Wales. Why did you choose
this specifiec time period? What
about this period, from an histori-
cal viewpoint, makes it productive
for such a series?

Kuyrtz: Wales provides only a part
of the background for the Deryni
series, When I wrote the first
book, I had never been to Great
Britain, and T had this intellectual
fascination with Wales that was
based solely on what 1 had read and
intuited about that fantastic coun-
try. When, between the completion
of Deryni Rising and Deryni Check-

mate, 1 actually went to Wales, that
fascination was confirmed; but I
also went to Scotland for the first
time, and the Yorkshire area--and
those really turned me on. If
there's such a thing as reincarna-
tion, and I tend to think there is,
then I've been in Scotland before.
Crossing the border was almost a
physical sensation; it was like T1'd
gone home. Consequently, a lot more
of Scottish and English flavor came
into the later books, not just the
Welsh influence. Lately, since I've
been to Ireland and read more on the
folklore and traditions of all these
areas, my view of the Eleven King-
doms has become even more eclectic.
I think it makes for a much richer
tapestry. As for time settings, I'm
covering a two hundred year span
just now, from around 916 to the
early 1100s; and that's a period
that's far enough removed in our own
history that there's a great deal we
don't know about it. That leaves me

a lot of latitude in my speculations.

Elliot: What are some of the expli-
cit and implicit assumptions which
underlie the Deryni universe? Are
they readily apparent in your fic-
tion? How apparent do you try to
make them?

Kurtz: 1 would say that the most
explicit assumption is that magic
works, though this has several as-
pects. We can define ''magic" as any
occurrence which seems to operate by
means which we can't explain, espe-
cially if there seems to be no caus-
al connection supported by scienti-
fic evidence. It's also been de-
fined as science not yet understood,
as it might be viewed by supersti-
tious, non-scientific people. Much
of what the Deryni do, that's con-
sidered magical by their contempor-
aries, is what we are beginning to
call science today: telepathy,
telekinesis, teleportation, healing.
They use hypnosis, too, though they
have the added advantage of forcing
a receptive state, which we do not,
in this universe. Much of their so-
called magical activity seems to
take place within the trappings of
what we might call "ceremonial mag-
ic," but there are also things which
are mystical, bordering on the re-
ligious. And then, there are things
which even they can't explain; they
simply work "spells," and things
happen. Of course, modern psycholo-
gists would point out, and rightly,
that the purpose of ritual is to
achieve a certain mental set, to get
one into the right 'head-space" to
be able to turn the mind loose to
realize special potentials which are
not normally accessible at the con-
scious level. And this is true.

But understanding how a phenomenon
works doesn't make it any less val-
id. Whether the 'spells" which the
Deryni use are simply mnemonic de-
vices to trigger certain mental
sets, short-hand procedures for pre-
viously used rituals, is not impor-
tant. What is important is that
these are ways which work, for them,
for gaining access to these higher
human potentials. The fact that the
Deryni discovered that these poten-
tials can be awakened in some humans
simply illustrates my belief that we
all have some of these potentials,
to some extent, and that if one
works at it, one can always become
better than one was. In this, the
Deryni are embarked upon the classic
quest for the Philosopher's Stone,
the aim of the ancient alchemists.
It wasn't really to make gold out of
lead; it was to refine the human
spirit and make it more valuable
than it started out, to burn away
the dross and reveal the perfected
man. Now, the Deryni are far from
perfect, but they do understand the
need for this constant quest for
perfection, knowing that they can
never reach it, but knowing, also,
that if no one tries, no one will
ever rise any higher than he is.
They do the best they can, with what
they have been given. And a man's
reach must exceed his grasp, else
what's a heaven for?

Dr, Jeffrey M. Elliot's interview
with author Katherine Kurtz will be
coneluded in the June issue.

("Carousel" by Raul Garcia Capella
continued from page 5.)

A cry or a sob might have
stopped me, and Jesse wouldn't have
mattered then. But there was only
conversation, and I ran.

Out of the house, down the
alley, away from her; feeling her
dwindling behind me. Taking myself
and my guilt into the distance.
Because I had glimpsed through the
hair, in the mirror, the appeal of
the painted, lifelike eyes. I had
lost her to the carousel.

Because it was only there 1
might have found her, on some dusty,
sunny afternoon, if I'd tried hard
enough. And I knew she'd never be
allowed to have control, or to re-
turn to the carousel.

I didn't show up at the hot-dog
counter the next day. A week later
I landed a job at the New York Pub-
lic Library, and never saw Coney
again. But somehow, I never forgot
a single word of what the other had
said.

-- Raul Gareia Capella
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