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Keith Stevenson

Is Writing Dead?

The short answer is: not yet. The magazine you hold in your hand, filled with a wonderful collection of imaginative fiction, is proof of that. The longer answer is more complicated. 

The year 2025 was very bad for authors. Most obviously because the Australian Productivity Commission tried to set aside copyright—and any claim for fair recompense by Australian authors and other creatives—so that multi-billion-dollar tech companies could suck up their collective works to feed the large language models that fuel their artificial intelligence programs. Thankfully, that move was quashed by the Australian government, but not without a lot of effort from author organisations and individuals to get a fair settlement. But running underneath all that was another threat to authors posed by generative AI. And that is the growing number of novels fully or partially generated (I won’t say ‘written’) by AI that are flooding the market. 

A market that is already hard enough to sell books in.

I’m not anti-science. I’m a science fiction writer and my latest novel—The End Times of Markusz Zielinski—is in many respects a celebration of science. There are many legitimate and worthwhile uses for AI. It has revolutionised medical imaging, for one thing, with the gold standard for image assessment now being a human radiologist paired with a specifically trained AI. It’s useful for administrative tasks too, or anything that is repetitive in nature. But there’s something it will never be as good at as humans, and that is creativity. In writing, in painting, in music, in any artistic discipline.

Celebrated Australian illustrator and author Shaun Tan commented on AI-generated art in a recent Guardian interview. He said, ‘The AI doesn’t get it. It’s a superficial simulation—it’s like they know the symptoms, but they don’t know the disease.’

I recently attended a lecture on AI by Toby Walsh, Chief Scientist at the AI Institute of the University of NSW in Sydney, where he spoke about AI and creativity. He gave, as an example, the opening sentence of George Orwell’s dystopian classic 1984: ‘It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.’

Walsh said that until Orwell wrote that line, no AI program could have generated it, because all they can do is select and provide the next most likely word in any sentence, and no one—until Orwell—had written that a clock struck anything other than a number between one and twelve. 

According to Walsh, artificial intelligence is not and can never be like human intelligence. The clue’s in the name: ‘artificial’. No AI will ever generate something original that captures the human experience, because it will never understand what it means to be human (as far as it can ‘understand’ anything).  

So back to the initial question: is writing dead? Not if we push back and demand stories written by humans. Stories that are the result of a human mind struggling to understand and express concepts that entertain us, while making us reflect on the world, the past, the future, the connections between ourselves and others. 

Stories that matter.

As we move into 2026, the signs are good. Many people are pushing back against ‘AI slop’. The simple act of reading this magazine means the authors whose work it contains are encouraged to keep going. So, thank you. I hope you continue to enjoy the journey. 

All the best from the cloud!

Keith Stevenson
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Editor: Michael Pryor

Master storyteller Michael Pryor is one of Australia’s most popular and acclaimed authors of Fantasy and Science Fiction. He has published more than thirty-five novels, more than sixty short stories, and has over one million words in print. He is one of the co-publishers of Aurealis, Australia’s longest running Fantasy and SF magazine. He has been shortlisted for the Aurealis Award eleven times, and nine of his books have been CBCA Notable books. His latest book is Graveyard Shift in Ghost Town. His website is www.michaelpryor.com.au.

Associate Editor: Eugen Bacon

Eugen Bacon is an African Australian author. She is a Solstice, British Fantasy, Ignyte, Locus, Foreword Indies and BSFA Award winner. She’s also a twice World Fantasy and Shirley Jackson Award finalist, and a finalist in the Philip K. Dick Awards and the Nommo Awards for speculative fiction by Africans. Eugen is an Otherwise Fellow, and was announced on the honor list for ‘doing exciting work in gender and speculative fiction’. Danged Black Thing made the Otherwise Award Honor List as a ‘sharp collection of Afro-Surrealist work’. Visit her at eugenbacon.com.

Proofreader: Michaela Teschendorff Harden

Michaela Teschendorff Harden is a writer and editor from Melbourne/Naarm, Australia. She has been writing speculative fiction since she was twelve (she won't vouch for the quality of these earlier works). She is the lead editor of speculative fiction organisation Meridian Australis. Her writing has appeared in the Aurealis award-winning anthology AUSTRAL 2025. When not writing, she can be found reading or playing video games with her small, insane brown cat for company.
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Scott Steensma
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All things considered, the night of my death went pretty well. For one, I got lucky, and for two, there are worse places to check out than a party at Jake’s. 

We’d been downing brewskis for three hours when I bought it, chilling on the New York version of a front yard—the stained concrete square of Jake’s shared rooftop. Supplies had run low, and it was five elevator-less floors down to the nearest bodega.

Turned out, a saviour was at hand. An older, bearded guy on the neighbouring rooftop—three horizontal metres and twenty flights of stairs away—had a full cooler and a generous disposition. Once drunken eyes had measured the distance it hadn’t taken long for my parkour rep’ to enter the chat. A minute later, Batman-ing the gap was a live option, and when the cute Vietnamese chick I was talking to—Linh—asked when someone was going on a beer run, it was a done deal. Jake tried to hose it down with his usual scaredy-cat Seconder bullshit but, fuck that, we were thirsty.

While everyone clapped in unison I took ten steps back, bowed, and ran full-drunk speed towards my own demise. The thing with un-dying is that only the actual death bit gets reversed, not the lead up, so I got to experience flying out over the gap like an old-timey cartoon character. Ditto with slapping into the opposite concrete wall and cartwheeling five floors down until my head hit a rusted fire escape. Luckily the head bit was lights out, so I didn’t get to enjoy the crunching landing, the twisted limbs, all the stuff that Linh and the others drunkenly high-fived me about later on. 

The haze came first. Jake said everything in the alleyway looked like it was on the other side of a bright-red hotplate as my implant spooled up, the distortion tearing at reality. Three seconds later, there was a quiet whoomp and darkness—like a man-sized cloud—formed around the twisted mess of my body. When the cloud faded, it revealed me sitting in the alleyway, straight of limb and intact of head. I couldn’t remember anything after the fall and I felt pretty good, TBH, despite having been torn out of three-dimensional space and dragged backwards along my own personal timeline.

Everyone on the roof started cheering when I stood and dusted alleyway off me, hoping I hadn’t picked up any eau-de-piss. My mind drifted to the ramifications of what had just gone down, but I was drunk enough to focus on the bright side—I’d skipped a whole trip down the stairs. That little victory in mind, I ran up ten flights to the dude’s roof. 

I slugged one of the donated beers on the return trip, trying to drown the weird feeling in my stomach. Jake was waiting for me at the rooftop door, his blond mop all frizzed up in the humidity. He bear hugged me, whisky breath hot on my face, his voice an over-the-top, good ole Southern boy drawl.

‘Damn, Seb! You done popped your cherry!’

Jake could be a bit of a pussy, but his positivity was catching, as always. He made my death feel like something to celebrate and, wasted as I was, I didn’t need much more encouragement. From there I’d thrown down another half-dozen cans, Linh matching me drink-for-drink, telling me that no dead boy would out-beer her. 

Next morning, I left Linh in bed and blearily padded to her bathroom, standing shirtless before her full-length mirror, prodding at a spot under my right collarbone. The familiar lump was still there, but it was different. The tiny LED that had flickered through my skin every thirty seconds or so was as dead as my first life. In the darkness of her bed, Linh had noticed my implant was the inverse of hers, with its faint green pulse. She’d put her hands on my newly dark spot and gone at me as though she was a freshly made Seconder. Death was ever an aphrodisiac, it seemed. Or, at least, it was until I’d sobered up and started wondering whether I’d just been served a pity fuck. 

The long walk back to my apartment felt like the Green fricking Mile, a feeling that peaked when I got to the corner of 13th and 1st. I arrived at the curb as the walking man transitioned to the flashing red hand, an ample twenty seconds counting down. I went to step onto the road and froze, my feet glued to the sidewalk, suddenly aware that every car on the street was a speeding tonne of angular metal. A strange feeling rose in my gut. A hot, unfamiliar feeling. 

It took me a few seconds to recognise it as fear.

***
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A week later, I was scheduled to shoot a vid with my roomie Alex. Just some low level stuff, vaulting railings, running up one-storey walls and fire escapes. Kid shit, but the clicks it brought in paid tuition, and damned if I was going to let death change my life.

The walk down to the park heralded that things weren’t going to go well. At the first intersection I slapped the crosswalk button and stopped, feet stapled to the pavement, eyes on the passing cars. Alex didn’t bother waiting. He stepped off the curb and danced through the traffic, Ubers, delivery trucks, motorcycles dodging around him as he called out over his shoulder. 

‘You sure you’re over this second life thing, Sebbie?’ 

He stopped mid-street as a postal truck whipped past an inch away, the slipstream sending his shoulder-length hair up into a brown halo. He saw my wince and grinned, the wonky smile of a guy with a family health plan good enough for an implant, but too shitty for full dental. He skipped past a slowing Tesla and reached the curb, yelling across the buzz of passing vehicles.

‘Hey, how’s that chica? You guys still bouncing?’ 

Thankfully, Alex was too distant to notice my cheeks colouring. I’d seen Linh the day before, and she’d walked me home like a lost little boy. She’d waited at every light while I sweated and watched Firsters launch from the curb to play dodgem with the traffic. She seemed cool with it, but I knew she wouldn’t put up with my pussying out for long.

The lights changed and I dashed to catch up with Alex. A few minutes later—minutes mercifully free of love-life chat—we got to Tompkins Square park. The trees were greeny-yellow, their leaves only just starting to turn, and I got my phone out to film. Alex scrambled over bins, launched himself up fences and vaulted across park benches, all the classics. We got yelled out of the park when he climbed the Temperance fountain, and headed to a nearby walk-up fire escape. I kept up until Alex scrambled up a metal fire ladder, taking the rungs two at a time. I followed, getting eight rungs in before I looked down. When I finally dragged myself onto the landing, I vommed off the side, a coffee-cornflakes medley that hit the concrete in a milky-brown rain. 

Alex had to lower me back to solid ground. Lying on the asphalt of another piss-stinking alley, it occurred to me that my second life was going to be a
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