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            Forward Momentum: the expanding field of Bujold Studies

          

        

      

    

    
      Una McCormack and Regina Yung Lee

      

      In August 2014, scholars gathered in Cambridge from around the world for the first one-day conference on the multiple award-winning science fiction and fantasy (sff) writer Lois McMaster Bujold. From that gathering emerged the second scholarly anthology on Bujold’s work: Biology and Manners: Essays on the Worlds and Works of Lois McMaster Bujold (2020), co-edited by the present authors.

      We noted in our introduction to that volume that between the Cambridge conference (August 2014) and our volume going to press (May 2020), Bujold entered a particularly productive period, publishing not only substantial new work in her science fiction (sf) Vorkosigan series, but also greatly expanding her fantasy ‘World of the Five Gods’ with a set of linked novellas under the banner title ‘Penric and Desdemona’. We were very glad to be able to include essays covering both the new entries into the Vorkosigan Saga and the ‘Penric’ novellas, but regretted that we were unable to include any work covering ‘Knife Children’ (2019), an addition to her third major series, The Sharing Knife. We also highlighted other gaps in scholarship which we hoped would be the basis for future work. In the meantime, Bujold’s productivity has continued: shortly before publication of Biology and Manners, and at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States, she released another ‘Penric and Desdemona’ novella, ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’ (2020), on the subject of response to infectious diseases.

      These circumstances together inspired the current volume. The idea was to assemble, symposium-style, a collection of short and accessible essays extending scholarship on Bujold’s work in a fruitful and timely fashion. In our introduction to Biology and Manners, we explained how we sought to expand not only readings of Bujold’s work, but to take account of ancillary fan production inspired by her work, and to establish Bujold as a major figure in postwar American sff literatures, worthy of sustained critical analysis.1 In line with these aims, this collection contains not only readings of the ‘Penric and Desdemona’ novellas and ‘Knife Children’, but also looks at fan fiction, and at Bujold’s own participation in online debate.

      Janet Brennan Croft builds upon her previous work on the significance of names and naming in Bujold’s work.2 Here, she examines the significance of naming in the ‘Penric and Desdemona’ novels, specifically, the sorcerer Penric’s naming of his demon, Desdemona, and how this illuminates the power dynamics in their growing relationship. Robin Reid, as part of an ongoing project to explore the debates over racism in the sf community that took place in 2009 under the banner name Racefail ’09, considers Bujold’s intervention into these debates, and how they illuminate key fractures in the ongoing discussion of race and racism within the sf community. Kelli Fitzpatrick in her essay provides long-overdue analysis of the novella ‘Knife Children’, drawing attention to the connections made between the partial moral maturation of the protagonist, Barr, and the gradual improvement of the world in which the story is set, a world affected by environmental (and possibly magical) ‘blight’.  Kristina Busse expands her ground-breaking study of Vorkosigan Saga fan fiction3 by surveying ‘alternate universe’ (AU) fan fiction (in which different decisions change the course of events of the source novels) and exploring the extent to which they exploit Bujold’s trademark ‘Great Man of History’ philosophy that extraordinary people make significant impact on events. Finally, Una McCormack’s piece on ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’ notes not only the rapidity with which Bujold responded to the COVID-19 pandemic, but also examines how religious doctrine, folk wisdom, and scientific method come together to combat an outbreak of plague.

      Once again, we acknowledge the gaps that remain. Indigenous sf studies of The Sharing Knife tetralogy are lacking, as well as further work engaging with the scholarship on race in sf. We would also like to see analysis of artwork, both cover art and fan art, and analysis of the reception of Bujold in non-Anglophone countries. These, perhaps, and more, might appear in a future collection – for now, we hope that you find these contributions to the growing field of Bujold Studies lively, informative, and thought-provoking.

      

      
        
        Una McCormack, Cambridge

        Regina Yung Lee, Seattle

        September 2020
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            How to Name Your Demon: ‘Name-stories’ in the ‘Penric and Desdemona’ Series

          

        

      

    

    
      Janet Brennan Croft

      

      Lois McMaster Bujold, as I noted in my 2013 paper on the intertwined name-stories of Miles and Mark in the Vorkosiverse books, is an author who cannily uses names and incidents of naming to drive plot and denote changes in relationships. The clone-brothers’ name-stories underscore their parallel anxieties about acceptance and recognition, leadership, family, and body dysphoria. For both, ‘the structure of their name-stories [includes] name changes imposed by powerful older men [and] a loss and fragmenting of personality represented by juggling an over-abundance of names and roles at once’.1

      Here I want to focus on three incidents relating to naming and demons in the (currently) eight novellas that make up the Penric sequence. In Penric’s World of the Five Gods, a demon starts out as a fragment of chaos expelled from the White God’s hell, taking residence in whatever warm body happens to be nearest, animal or human. On the death of its host, the demon moves to another body, and another, unless sundered from the world. A demon carries with it the imprints of all its previous lives, and if tamed and cultivated through a series of carefully-chosen ‘riders’, can turn a properly prepared host into a powerful sorcerer capable of usefully channeling its chaotic power.

      Penric kin Jurald, a somewhat aimless younger son of a minor country noble, is on the road when he chances upon an elderly sorceress dying of a heart attack. Her demon, a powerful one who had eleven hosts before her, leaps into the young man, who is quite unprepared for the transition. One of Penric’s first acts, once the demon begins to communicate with him, is to ask, ‘What’s your name?’:

      

      
        
        A surprised pause. ‘My riders call me Demon.’

        ‘That’s like calling your horse Horse, or me Boy. […] Even a horse gets a name.’

        ‘How would we get a name – Boy?’

        ‘I… suppose most names are given. By people’s parents. By creatures’ owners.’ […]

        [An argument ensues among the twelve layers of imprints left by previous riders, even down to the lioness and the mare who were its first hosts, each championing her own name.]

        ‘I think you had better have one name,’ said Pen. […] ‘The name for all of you could be like your kin [family] name. […] How about if I pick something? Make it a present.’

        […] ‘In twelve long lives […] no one has ever offered us a present.’2

        

      

      

      Likening it to a ‘courting gift’, Penric offers the name Desdemona, the name of a princess in a tale he once read, and the demon accepts it as a ‘gift of the spirit’.3 Desdemona here functions as a shorthand for ‘a set of names […] that signal the different stages of [her] life story’; in other words, ‘a composite name’.4 Pen characterizes Desdemona as a council of ‘twelve invisible older sisters’,5 capable of speaking as individuals or as a group.

      This calls to mind Miles giving a name to Taura, whom he encounters in the basement of House Ryoval in ‘Labyrinth’: ‘by naming her Taura, he grants her uniqueness, gender, power over her future – an act of generosity rather than limitation. He redefines her as human, when she had previously been classified as a genderless monster […] gifting her with a recognition of her place in the human race’.6 Likewise, after granting Desdemona a name, Penric can’t help but think of her as ‘a person’.7 She quickly becomes someone he politely introduces to others,8 and whom others can address directly when they want to speak to her.9

      The climactic ambush at the end of the fourth story, ‘Penric’s Mission’, ends with the enemy’s sorcerer half-buried under a landslide after nearly destroying his own demon in an attempt to kill Penric. Penric insists to his captive audience that the way he has been treating his demon is ‘both theologically incorrect – and rude and cruel’.10 As the demon’s first human rider, he should not regard it as ‘a beast to be dominated, imprisoned, and enslaved,’ but should instead be its ‘model, mentor, and the only parent such an elemental being can have’.11 He now owes both the misused demon and his god ‘repentance, prayer, and meditation’ if he is to be forgiven. ‘But,’ Penric adds, ‘I would suggest, by way of a first apology, and also a good idea for your future association, that you start by gifting it with a nice name’.12

      The most recent novella, ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’, includes one further reflection on the importance of naming one’s demon. Dubro, the older but less experienced sorcerer who arrives at the fort to help Penric deal with the plague outbreak, is also the first human rider of his demon. But in his case, the last animal rider was his own dog, Maska, and as Dubro says, ‘Keeping his old name seemed easiest,’ to which Penric responds, ‘Naming your demon is a very useful thing. A lot of sorcerers don’t figure that out, so good for you’.13 (I look forward to the Learned Penric’s inevitable scholarly work on the proper care of one’s demon, since they may be, according to Desdemona’s calculations, ‘the most knowledgeable sorcerer-demon pair alive in the world today’.14)

      A framework I have found useful in looking at naming plots in Bujold’s work is that developed by Michael Ragussis in his Acts of Naming: The Family Plot in Fiction. Giving a name to a child is, as Ragussis puts it, both ‘a magical wish which expresses the will of the family’ and ‘an act of possession’.15 The literary examples Ragussis explores are concerned with power dynamics: dividing the world into ‘those who rule by naming and those who are ruled by being named’16 or demonstrating that ‘to bestow a name is the means by which one becomes the author of the text of another’.17 These models worked well for exploring the name-stories imposed on Miles and Mark in the Vorkosiverse, where incidents of naming might be used to reject a child with a birth defect, to seduce an assassin away from his mission, to tame a monster, or to (futilely) attempt to shrink a remarkable woman to fit in a much smaller box.

      But what is the wish that Penric expresses in naming Desdemona? Far from claiming Des as a possession or trying to dominate her so she doesn’t ‘ascend’ and overpower him, his gift bypasses such dynamics and instead simply acknowledges her as a separate and equal person, a partner resident in his body with her own rights to it. Pen may be the owner and operator of the body they share – like the gods of his world, demons too have ‘no hands but ours’ to effect change on physical matter – but by acknowledging Desdemona as a person he shows true generosity of spirit. Even love, though that word, so far as we know, has not been spoken between them. Perhaps it doesn’t have to be.
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            The White Elephant in the Room: Lois McMaster Bujold’s Participation in Racefail ’09

          

        

      

    

    
      Robin Reid

      

      
        
        Yes, racism looks like hate, but hate is just one manifestation. Privilege is another. Access is another. Ignorance is another. Apathy is another […] it [racism] remains a powerful system that we’re immediately born into. It’s like being born into air: you take it in as soon as you breathe.1

        

      

      

      Beginning in January 2009, an online debate about racism took place between science fiction and fantasy (sff) readers, writers, and editors. Two white writers (Jay Lake and Elizabeth Bear) posted advice in their LiveJournals on how white writers could better create diverse characters. Avalon’s Willow, an Afro-Trinidadian fan, posted an open letter to Bear about cultural appropriation, racist stereotypes in science fiction and fantasy, and how a character in one of Bear’s novels fit the ‘magical negro’ stereotype.2 The resulting imbroglio, which became known as ‘Racefail ’09’, lasted over six months, with posts and comments made on hundreds of sites including individual blogs and LiveJournals as well as community forums.

      Readers of color who criticized racist elements in sff publishing, media, and communities drew from the sociological theory of systemic racism which argues that racist discourses and practices differ across socio-historical contexts and often operate unconsciously. In contrast, many white participants, responding to these critiques, reacted with defensiveness and hostility at what they perceived as attacks on individuals, accusing them of overt, intentional racism.3 The contradictory assumptions about what ‘racism’ means created opposing positions on whether it was a problem or not, especially in the United States given the recent election of Barack Obama. Those who defined it as individual hatred or bigotry as opposed to systemic patterns often cited dictionary definitions (a distinction which will be more difficult in future since systemic racism has been added to some dictionary definitions)4. By the end of Racefail ’09, instances of white people using racist slurs, doxing (revealing personal names and information), and other types of harassment were documented.5 Racefail ’09 became the topic of Guest of Honor speeches at conferences by Nalo Hopkinson and N. K. Jemisin.6

      In this essay, I analyze an online dialogue between Bujold and readers that occurred at Tor.com in May, 2009.7 Racefail ’09 was slowing by then, but readers criticizing the racism of Patricia Wrede’s premises for her young adult (YA) novel, Thirteenth Child, at Jo Walton's review of the novel, created another round of posts, including a communal affirmation by sff fans of color of their existence in ‘The Wild Unicorn Herd Check-In’.8 This part of Racefail ’09 was called ‘Mammothfail’.9 Bujold posted on May 6 to defend Wrede’s novel. They had met at the 1982 WorldCon and become friends, reading and giving feedback on each other’s work.10

      The responses to Walton’s review consist of 250 comments posted between May 4 and June 2, 2009. Bujold made seven posts, and fans engaged with her in thirty-six comments posted between May 6 and 11.11 The majority of the responses focus on Walton’s points, with interaction between different commenters, and are worth reading and further analysis. Bujold entered after twenty-four comments were posted in order to respond to two of them rather than to the review. She started by explaining the importance of reading the ‘real book’ before discussing it, rather than ‘the distorted shadow of it that apparently sprang up in your head from the description’ (#25). A list of the primary topics that became areas of disagreement between Bujold and others includes:

      
        	Genre conventions (alternate history, pioneer fantasy, YA literature)

        	The morality and ethics of literary production

        	The ethics of criticizing a literary text

        	Wrede’s worldbuilding premise and execution

        	Theories about megafauna extinction

        	Postcolonialism

        	Settler colonial history

        	Racefail ’09

        	‘Internet activism’ vs. monetary donations

      

      The fans responding to Bujold’s defense of Wrede’s novel included several participants from earlier Racefail discussions, a number of whom are Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC). Their comments to Bujold and interactions with each other identified similarities between Bujold's arguments and earlier Racefail discussions (Avalon’s Willow #36, Glass_Icarus #54, Skyward_Prodigal #131). Commenters objected to how the premise of Wrede's novel erases the indigenous peoples of the Americas to present her version of America, ‘Columbia’, being settled by Avropan (European) and Aphrikan (African) colonizers. The colonial settlers found mammoths and other megafauna which had not been hunted into extinction (Mris, #18). Commenters who had read the novel supported those who cited the premise as a reason not to read it. As Quivoly noted, the novel was ‘Little House on the Prairie all over again, with magical animals, ‘humorously described’ Magical Negroes and disappearing the NDNs [Native Americans] and pretty much anyone not black or white’ (#125).

      Another similarity between the dialogue between Bujold and commenters and other Racefail discussions is the extent to which fans linked to expanded versions of their comments elsewhere, often on personal sites (Fiction_Theory #131, Sami #151). This strategy allowed for ongoing discussion when the moderators closed the Tor thread briefly after deleting several comments. Bujold was invited to participate in the discussion in Fiction_Theory's journal and did. There she made the claim that ‘Readers of Color’ did not exist, or were rare, before the internet, citing as evidence her experience with a ‘midwestern convention in 1968’ where only one Black fan was in attendance. BIPOC readers in Fiction_Theory's journal challenged that claim. One fan, Delux_Vivens, posted a call in a LiveJournal community she moderated, Deadbrowalking: The People of Color Deathwatch, in a post titled, ‘Wild Unicorn Herd Check-In.’ Delux asked ‘POC/nonwhite people’ and ‘native/aboriginal/first nations/ndn’ people, especially outside the United States, to share their stories of being sff fans.12 In an essay in Isiah Lavender's Black and Brown Planets, I analyzed the complex self-definitions shown in the identifiers given by the thousand plus commenters in the Check-In as an example of what David Parker and Miri Song describe as ‘reflexive racialisation.’ Parker and Song analyze how people of color use internet spaces to redefine their ‘collective identities’ in situations where they experience erasure. The collective response to Bujold’s erasure of BIPOC readers and fans affirmed the existence of ‘multiple generations of people of color who were actively reading and viewing and participating in all media and genres of 'science fiction' and who were creating many fandom activities, often in their own communities’.13

      BIPOC readers, writers, and publishers’ contributions to sff as a genre and as a community through creative and critical contributions have gone unrecognized and unacknowledged for decades. In this respect, Mammothfail, and the multiple debates of Racefail ’09, were a pivotal moment for some in the sff community to move toward an understanding of our systemic racism. Unfortunately, as recent performances by George R. R. Martin and Robert Silverberg at the 2020 Hugo Awards ceremony show, others in the sff community continue to resist these contributions and this understanding.14
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            Parallel Consequences: Themes of Responsibility in Bujold’s ‘Knife Children’

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelli Fitzpatrick

      

      Fantasy novellas that accompany novel series serve many literary purposes. Some expand storylines, as with Brandon Sanderson’s Mistborn: Secret History, while others, like Patrick Rothfuss’s The Slow Regard of Silent Things, function as side quests with supporting characters. Lois McMaster Bujold’s ‘Knife Children’ (2019), a novella set in her Sharing Knife world, acts not only as an expansion of that world, but is also a variation on one of her favorite themes, that of characters taking on responsibility for their prior choices. In true Bujoldian fashion, this recognition of responsibility carries with it not only personal growth but contributes to the steady improvement of the wider world.

      The story follows Lakewalker Barr Foxbrush, a side character from the main series, who, in his youth, abused his magic (‘beguilement’) to take advantage of a farmer woman, Bell. Years later, Barr learns that the incident produced a daughter, Lily, now coming into her Lakewalker powers. While the internal conflict makes for compelling narrative, Bujold heightens the tension by paralleling the implications of Barr’s indiscretion with the lasting environmental consequences of the mage-caused malice blight affecting the setting of the Wide Green World. Both issues are ethically fraught, but despite the limited space of a novella, Bujold leverages the daunting horror of the malice blight to symbolize the high stakes of Barr’s personal choices in the story.

      The central narrative arc of ‘Knife Children’ concerns Barr’s attempts to come to terms with his duties as a father. The most disturbing aspect of the story is not the insectoid monsters grossly gestating in the forest, but that Barr’s fatherhood arose from him immorally using beguilement in order to seduce Bell. Since consent cannot be given under beguilement magic, the situation is unquestionably rape, and Bell justifiably does not want Barr in their daughter Lily’s life. While the story makes it clear Bell suffered both from the incident and from keeping the secret, the narrative explores neither Bell’s perspective, nor fourteen-year-old Lily’s, nor for that matter the deep trauma sexual assault inevitably leaves in its wake. Instead, the story, for better or worse, follows the point of view of the character who perpetrated the wrong. This, as reviewer Michaeline Duskova points out, is a common move in Bujold’s tales: it enables Bujold to force Barr to face his mistake and wrestle with what it means to take responsibility.1 Readers follow him every agonizing step of the way, at some points disgusted by his ‘boys will be boys’ excuses, at other times rooting for his reform. His pride is not spared – he eventually must reveal his secret to his patrol leader, to his kin, and, most humblingly, to Bell’s husband. But laying out the truth spurs Barr to realize he has more growing to do. ‘I needed to have done this better,’ he thinks during the confession. ‘I have to do better’.2 His change of heart does not absolve him, but by forcing her protagonist to sit (quite literally) with the uncomfortable human cost of his past failure, Bujold outlines a potential path forward for those who awaken to the fact that they have deeply wronged others.

      If the main focus of the story is Barr’s attempt to forge a mutually trusting relationship with Lily, the backdrop of the festering malice threat underscores the cancerous consequences of forsaken responsibilities. The story opens with an introduction to the magic system of ‘ground-sense’: we get to see Lakewalker powers at work, as well as a malice up close as it desolates the land and mutates animals into nightmarish mud-men. The story explains that the blight was born a millennium ago when mages recklessly experimented with creating life. Barr doubts that the ‘legacy of their lost mage ancestors would be eradicated in his lifetime’: it is a chronic problem that will outlast them.3 Moreover, the blight can be interpreted as analogous to real-life human-caused environmental degradation. The damage done by the ancient sorcerer-lords when they ‘brought the whole world crashing down’, as Dag says in Beguilement, is damage measured not just in environmental spoilage, but in human sacrifice.4

      And therein lies the neat synergy of this novella’s structure: by mirroring the theme of fallout in the setting and subplot, Bujold emphasizes the high human cost of negligence, including Barr’s. For the Lakewalker community, the only way to preserve human society from the malice threat is to enlist all future generations – Lakewalker and farmer – in the dangerous, difficult duty of patrolling. The descendants of the errant mages pay the price of their ancestors’ folly with their own deaths, stored in sharing knives carved from the bones of yet other dead humans. The magic is sacred and effective, but grisly. The Lakewalkers are the cause of their own curse: look what happens when men act rashly, the blighted landscape warns, look what happens when men put self-serving desires above collective wellbeing. Generations later, Lakewalkers are still ‘feeding our children into this long war’ just to survive, as Barr says.5 By showing readers the dire consequences of power lust played out over the eternally wrecked environs of Oleana, Bujold ups the stakes on Barr squaring with his own exploitative past. How much pain and mistrust has Lily’s family already endured from his secret? How much more will Lily suffer if he cannot figure out fatherhood? What responsibility does he have to his Tent? To the truth? Barr started this ‘webbed tangle’6 of a mess by making a horrible, hurtful choice – and, in a Bujold story, those who start messes must not only face them and untangle them, but also grow – sometimes painfully – as people in the process. ‘Knife Children’ follows this pattern, dragging Barr through a muddy redemption arc. That arc is imperfect – Barr never outright apologizes to everyone he wronged, and never tells Lily that he used beguilement on her mother.

      There are no easy solutions (or easy anything) in these characters’ lives, but the story asserts that the only way forward lies in confronting the wrongs of the past. This theme is not isolated in Bujold’s work: Edward James argues that one of the aims of Bujold’s writing is to ‘cast light upon the societies of her readers’ so their ethics can be analyzed.7 Barr, for the most part, admits his mistake and changes his behavior, though it could be argued that we can ‘do better’ than Barr’s brand of honesty. He completes some of the hard work of growing, and because of that choice, the next generation, represented by Lily, has a chance at a better life. Any way you cut it, ‘Knife Children’ challenges us as readers to examine our darkest deeds, individually and societally, and to take ownership not just of the wrong we have done, but of the right we might do.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Works Cited

      Bujold, Lois McMaster. Beguilement. New York: Harper Collins, 2009. Kindle.

      —. ‘Knife Children.’ New York: Spectrum Literary Agency, Jan. 2019. Kindle.

      Duskova, Michaeline. Review of the new Bujold ‘Knife Children’. Feb. 2, 2019. Accessed Aug. 26, 2020. https://eightladieswriting.com/2019/02/02/michaeline-review-of-the-new-bujold-knife-children/

      James, Edward. Lois McMaster Bujold: Modern Masters of Science Fiction. Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2015. Kindle.

      Rothfuss, Patrick. The Slow Regard of Silent Things. London: Gollancz, 2014. Kindle.

      Sanderson, Brandon. Mistborn: Secret History. London: Gollancz, 2016. Kindle.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            The Road Not Taken: Alternate Universe Fan Fiction in the Vorkosiverse

          

        

      

    

    
      Kristina Busse

      

      In Lois McMaster Bujold’s A Civil Campaign, Ekaterin Vorsoisson imagines alternate directions her life could have taken: ‘And what if she and Miles had met at twenty, instead of she and Tien? […] If their paths had crossed, might she have won a less bitter life?’1 As Ekaterin envisions how different events or choices might have altered her course of life, so does the reader. And whereas Ekaterin’s imagination mostly stays within the deeply personal, many of the characters of the Vorkosigan saga are so deeply intertwined with Barrayar’s (and often intergalactic) political events that small changes in their lives might indeed create quite substantial alternative universes (AUs). These moments of change have supplied fan fiction writers working in the Vorkosiverse with the starting points for substantial pieces of work that illuminate one of the central themes of Bujold’s writing, the interactions between individual acts and social change. As AUs imagine the ramifications of different choices, they explore one of the key underpinnings of Bujold’s fiction: how ‘Great Men and Women’ can alter the world around them.

      Given how many political events and interplanetary confrontations the Vorkosigans have caused or influenced, any small shift has the capacity to change the history of the Nexus entirely. Almost any moment in the series can function as a reality-dividing event: What if Piotr hadn’t succeeded in fighting off the Cetagandan occupation? What if Aral had been killed in Mad Yuri’s purge but one of his sisters had survived? What if Prince Serg didn’t die in the Escobaran invasion? What if Miles fled to the Dendarii mercenaries after getting medically discharged from ImpSec? What if Miles hadn’t made it to Cetaganda in time with the haut babies during his honeymoon?

      Fan fiction writers envision diverging timelines to answer many of these questions, using textual evidence to create versions of the Vorkosigan universe that differ from the one we know and love. The stories use alternate scenarios to explore the political and social worlds of Barrayar and offer a creative analysis of characters’ behaviors and motivation. In so doing, they fulfill an important interpretive analytical task: imagining a slight change requires a new look at the characters and the worlds in which they live, thereby forcing readers to confront the central themes and motivations that drive individuals and societies and how they interact.

      A number of stories build on the premise that Cordelia did not flee Beta Colony during Shards of Honors. In Philomytha’s ‘Free the Prisoners’ (2011), a newly unemployed, depressed, and drunk Aral decides to leave Barrayar for Beta Colony and conspires with Illyan to secure political asylum there. The conversation between the two is conceivable given Aral’s desperation and his desire to escape a planet that has ill-used him over the years. Other, canon-compliant fic imagines the two drinking, Illyan part spy, part friend, but what moves this into AU territory is Aral’s decision to follow through with his mad plan to ‘go and proclaim democracy and the overthrow of the Emperor in the Council of Counts’.

      The second part of the story imagines the repercussions of Aral’s decision for Barrayar. Set sixty-four years later, Barrayar is now a democracy and Dr. Aral Naismith returns with Cordelia and their extended family to accept the Presidential Medal of Honor, awarded by President Elena Bothari. Ironically, in this timeline Aral attains ‘his place amongst Barrayar's most glorious heroes’ not for being a military leader and statesman but for accidentally overturning a political system for unmistakably personal reasons. When Aral wonders ‘what would have happened if he’d stayed’, he can’t imagine what history would have looked like if he’d remained on Barryar. Readers familiar with Bujold’s novels, however, can easily compare Dr. Aral Naismith and Count Aral Vorkosigan: the civilian who accidentally started a democratic revolution on his home planet and then peacefully raised a family on Beta Colony as opposed to the Regent who ruled over a three-planet empire until Gregor Vorbarra achieved majority.

      Lanna Michael’s ‘The Astrocartographer's Apprentice’ (2018) imagines a later point of divergence in the canon timeline. After Miles’s acquittal on two counts of treason at the end of The Warrior’s Apprentice, he does not attend the military academy but instead ‘enters Hassadar District University to become an astro-cartographer like his mother before him’. Miles’s profession – and with it all the events and adventures that constitute canon thereafter – may be changed, but he remains driven, ambitious, charismatic, and patriotic. Following in his mother’s footsteps, Miles becomes a civilian rather than a military ship captain. Again, the story actively asks the reader to think about the differences between the two Miles and the worlds they inhabit: ‘He’s in his element, he can’t imagine having done anything else with his life’. But like Aral in ‘Free the Prisoners’, Miles remains a crucial figure in this alternate universe, putting his stamp on Barrayan history by finding a second worm hole.

      Main characters in the Vorkosiverse tend to have outsized influence, but even minor characters can bring about major changes to the canon story line. Avanti_90’s ‘From the Old to the New’ (2014) ponders the importance of Duv Galeni by imagining the fate of Barrayar and Komarr in a world where Duv did not joining the Imperial Service. The story, which blames Barrayaran prejudices for Duv’s initial decision, tracks the Komarran fight for, and eventual success at, obtaining independence. A collection of found documents – interviews, official reports, and eyewitness testimonies – explores Duv/David’s radicalization in response to an unjust Barrayar.

      In this alternative timeline, Galeni chooses neither Aral’s attempt to collaboratively merge the two planets nor his father’s goal of bloody uprising and revenge. Instead, he succeeds as a professional historian, a skilled negotiator, and a pragmatist: he uses economic alliances to establish a coalition for peaceful sovereignty, education throughout the nexus to spread and sustain the independence movement, and political appeals to the more democratic planets to create social pressure and sanctions against Barrayar to force Komarran independence. The myriad documents function as historical artifacts and hint toward long-term consequences. One of the segments, for example, is ‘a doctoral thesis submitted to the Helen Vorthys School of Barrayaran History, University of Vorbarr Sultana, by Anna Kosigan, 890 YAI’. The author’s name, deprived of the patronymic Vor, suggests that the aristocratic Vor class has been abolished by the time David Galen has become a worthwhile dissertation topic. Komarr’s economic interplanetary success after independence is thus contrasted with Barrayar’s social upheaval, both planets changed through and by David Galen.

      Like Bujold’s novels, the story advances a ‘great man’ theory of history, illustrating large-scale political disagreements through individuals and their personal relationships. Whereas in the books, Miles often makes or breaks wars, treaties, and empires, in this story David Galen takes center stage and becomes the heroic representative of revolutionary democracy. Every event creates new timelines and offers new narrative directions. Not unlike history itself, a story can only ever offer up one course of events. In fact, the actions of notable protagonists are predicated on an outcome that has already happened (in the case of history) or been planned and outlined (in the case of fiction). In the stories discussed here, the central protagonist may have changed to a minor character in the source text or they may be an original protagonist who has made different choices, but they remain central to the fictional universe and influential to its course of history.

      Alternate universes challenge the ontological stability of the Vorkosiverse’s fictional world in its entirety by returning to a particular moment in time and working through different responses, alternate decisions, and varying results. Yet the central logic of the stories relies on the outsized role of their protagonists: here, history is always written by the victors, and major characters tend to have major story lines and major influence. In so doing, these stories reflect the Vorkosiverse itself, where history revolves around important individuals who outweigh the unnamed masses both in narrative value and historic significance. As AUs offer different paths where our heroes nevertheless retain their historical relevance, they force us to confront the narrative logic that favors heroes and their large-scale impacts rather than the accidents of history. None of that is a surprise, however, in Vorkosigan-verse – a fictional universe named after a family whose members randomly, casually, and habitually change the course of history.
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            The Cure at Vilnoc: scientific method, revelation, and folk wisdom in ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’

          

        

      

    

    
      Una McCormack

      

      An article in The Guardian at the start of August 2020 heralded the publication of ‘the first coronavirus novel from a major British writer’: Summer by Ali Smith, concluding her seasonal quartet. ‘That it has appeared now is a tribute to the agility of both author and publisher,’ the author goes on, ‘whose goal was to produce literature in as close to real time as possible. Does it herald a coming wave of pandemic fiction?’1

      Lois McMaster Bujold’s pandemic response novella, ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’, set in her ‘Penric and Desdemona’ series, had been published three months earlier, in May, during the first peak of the pandemic in the United States. An established setting and cast of characters (this is the eighth novella in the series so far) allowed the author to rapidly mobilize and produce a novella on the subject of an outbreak of a hitherto unknown disease, and the institutional and individual responses which bring the outbreak under control, allowing an intimate look at the difficult work required to achieve this outcome.

      The novella opens with Penric living in domestic contentment with his wife Nikys, new baby daughter, Florina, mother-in-law, Idrene, and, of course, his demon, Desdemona. Now primarily a scholar, Penric lives with his family in Vilnoc, a port city in the duchy of Orbas, where the army fort is commanded by Penric’s brother-in-law, General Adelis Arisaydia. When a mysterious plague, known as ‘the bruising fever’, breaks out in the fort, Adelis calls on Penric to help the overwhelmed young army physician, Rede Licata. The ensuing story deftly covers subjects such as contact tracing,2 evidence-based epidemiology,3 and whether infection confers immunity.4 The physicians and sorcerers responding to the crisis are given institutional support by the authorities to push through unpopular measures to protect public health; for example, when it proves necessary to slaughter cavalry horses to prevent further spread of the disease.5 In addition, the novel touches on racist responses to disease (a local encampment of prisoners of war, an ethnic group named the Rusylli, are at risk of being blamed for carrying the fever),6 and the potential for the collapse of social cohesion within a community under threat from plague.7

      The narrative is propelled by Penric and Rede’s attempts to isolate and understand the cause of the outbreak in order to halt the spread of the infection throughout Orbas. In a setting where gods exist and act upon the world through miracles, the success of their endeavours results not simply from divine intervention (the Bastard, Penric’s god, notoriously moves in mysterious ways), but from a combination of experimentation and the scientific method, and information from a nearby ‘wise woman’. Scientific method, faith, and folk wisdom do not compete and obfuscate, but are brought together to supply crucial components of the cure.8

      The opening third of the novella concerns Rede’s and Penric’s attempts, as physician and sorcerer-physician respectively, to care for the sick, control the outbreak, and attempt to understand its cause. Penric, in conjunction with his demon, Desdemona, is able to use ‘Sight’ to perform small amounts of ‘uphill magic’ which, firstly, allow him to ‘See’ the internal physical effects of the disease, and therefore to perform acts of repair, a kind of magical-medical intervention.9 What is notable about this process is its emphasis on how the use of magic allows Penric access to material knowledge of the world and also the extent of the physical toll that it takes upon him: Bujold emphasises the daily grind of going from patient to patient, bedside to bedside, between fort, encampment, and, eventually, Vilnoc itself. This is no simple wave of a magic wand, but an acknowledgement of the intense, difficult physicality of medical work. At the same time, both Rede and Penric, working through the notes of the recently deceased physician Orides, a tragic casualty of the outbreak, find a grid laying out all cases and relevant information, and continue this work, looking for patterns to help explain the spread of the infection.10 Rede’s investigations, and conversations with Penric, lead him to conclude that the disease is carried in the blood, and that people are infected by the bites of fleas. Against Penric’s advice, Rede allows fleas to bite him.11

      While Rede’s experiment is unsuccessful, in that he does not contract the disease, his belief that the contagion is carried in the blood is correct. He has not, however, precisely identified the source. Here, scientific method has to be supported by information gained by divine revelation and folk knowledge. Penric, visiting the encampment of Rusylli, determines that the disease is known to them, under the name of ‘the curse of the blue witch’.12 This lurid name he initially attributes to superstition and fearfulness. However, during a visit to the temple to pray, Penric realizes that Desdemona has shrunk away – a sign, he has come to recognize, that their chaotic and mischievous God, the Bastard, is near. Deprived of supernatural Sight by her retreat, he extends his ordinary senses, feels a tickle on his hand, and sees a horsefly feasting on his blood:

      
        
        As horseflies went, it wasn’t as big and ugly as some; its body and wings were a pretty iridescent blue.

        

      

      
        
        The connections fells in all at once, like a tower crashing down in an earthquake. Blood. Rede’s flea theory. The blue witch… […] ‘Des! Was that accursed thing an answer to my prayer?13

        

      

      Returning to the Rusylli encampment, Penric has further light cast on the blue horseflies by a ‘proper crone, rheumy-eyed and hobbling on a stick’, who tells him that the name for such flies when she was a little girl was the blue witches.14 The fevers is not carried from fleas to rats to humans, but from flies to horses to humans. As Penric explains later to Adelis, this was no supernatural curse or nursery tale, but an important observation that had become garbled through transmission:

      
        
        [Y]ou know how that goes. One person recounts an observation, the listeners misunderstand, mishear, or just embellish it according to their fancy, and three relays down the line it is changed out of all recognition. Sometimes just one relay.15

        

      

      Set into the context of the careful observations and experiments conducted by Penric and Rede, Penric’s revelation (or is it simply an intuitive leap?) and the folk wisdom of the Rusylli crone provide the final critical steps to understanding the outbreak.

      Throughout all her novels set in the Worlds of the Five Gods, Bujold insists that the Gods cannot act except through the consent, application, and dedication of ordinary people. In these earlier novellas, Penric’s practice as a physician tended to focus on the aid given to individual people. ‘The Physicians of Vilnoc’, however, focuses on public health – and the necessity of timely evidence-based intervention, institutional support, and leadership working with experts – in a way that is unusual for sff, and directly critiques contemporary lamentable responses to COVID-19.16 The outbreak of bruising fever is brought under control not simply through magical means, but by observation, experimentation, openness of mind, hard work – and all in a context where the authorities trust and support their experts that, when compared to many current real world examples, seems almost the most fantastical element of the book. As the motto on the crest of the Bastard’s Order in Vilnoc, which provides the cover for the book, has it, the cure at Vilnoc is achieved through: ‘No hands but ours’.
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      9 Penric’s summary of his own knowledge base takes in not only Desdemona’s Sight, but also the knowledge inherited from her previous hosts, and his own anatomical study and training; see Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 535.

      

      10 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 407.

      

      11 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 969.

      

      12 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 740.

      

      13 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 1626. This kind of ambiguous response is typical of Penric’s experience of the Bastard; compare with Ista dy Chalion’s long conversations with Him in Paladin of Souls. My thanks to Regina Yung Lee for raising this point.

      

      14 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 1700–10.

      

      15 Bujold, ‘Vilnoc’, loc. 1720.

      

      16 Penric, at the start of the novella, is working on a translation of a volume on medical sorcery; in the epilogue we learn that he has ‘broken off’ this work to write a chapbook on the bruising fever to be printed and sent around the Duchy as a matter or urgency (‘Vilnoc’, loc. 1970). My thanks to Robin Anne Reid for raising this point.
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