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From the Cloud: Guest Editorial
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Eugen Bacon

I used to feel a certain way about couples who chose not to have any children—their babies were cats, dogs, lizards, even snakes. My perspective was a cultural positioning, coming from an Afrocentric background where family, community and the importance of a name, and keeping it alive, were soul. I heard no-kids folk speak of the cost of raising a child, and I thought: that’s a bit selfish, someone raised you. But, now, I get it—forced to get it—because my Gen Z son would rather plummet himself from a clifftop than sire a child. His reasons? ‘What world are we bringing them into, Mum?’ And he’s right. A Gen Z, same mettle as Greta Thunberg, the generation that took to the streets in School Strike 4 Climate (SS4C) and governments and teachers could do bugger-all about it.

The dystopian nature of our world today—with all its storms, droughts, rising sea levels, floods, wildfires, bleached coral, air pollution, disease, poverty, hate, forced displacements, wars and genocides—is not just about climate. It doesn’t start or end with the US and its nincompoop and the sycophants adulating deprived leadership. The book bans, the detention centres and all the garbage about vaccines and DEI hires...I think of George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945), Philip K Dick’s The Man in the High Castle (1962), Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 (1953), Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985)... and I wonder whether these authors and their books were visionary, or are we today in 2026 enacting into reality the dystopian science fiction they wrote? 

My 2022 Afrofuturistic dystopian novel, Mage of Fools, was a cautionary tale tackling climate change that killed men. It was also a story about a social world that took and took, oppressing and murdering its citizens in public executions. I invented a made-up African country, Mafinga—the name of a real town in Tanzania where I was born—and I placed in it strong female protagonists, like Jasmin, who hid a banned story machine, and Mama Apiyo, who was a mentor to the forced factory workers, and Mama Gambo, whose husband the system murdered, and Solo, who was Jasmin’s lover and led the resistance.

The story was purely fictional because, at the time, Tanzania was one of the most peaceful countries in the world. If someone told you they were a refugee from Tanzania, you’d laugh them out of the room. Then, in October 2025, elections happened in the real Tanzania. We saw turmoil and killings (government sanctioned), as the Zoomers—these Gen Zs—took to the streets chanting against dictatorship. People ‘disappeared’, or were imprisoned and tortured, including a TikTok influencer who danced to a song called ‘Nywinywi’ (look it up) and she was charged with treason, a crime punishable in Tanzania by hanging. 

I wasn’t being prophetic when I wrote Mage of Fools, that dystopian story—one that wanted to come out—and it’s laughable to think the Tanzanian government might have read it and chosen to enact it three years later. As writers of science fiction, fantasy and horror, we can only write because we must do so, exhilarating, detestable, painful though this might be.

In speculative fiction, we can explore our place in the universe, ask fundamental philosophical questions, interrogate the past and learn from it, contemplate a different future. Through a different kind of writing, we can engage with difference and, hopefully, in our worlds and fictions, cultivate an awareness to more inclusive worlds.
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All the best from the cloud!

Eugen Bacon
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Editor: Stephen Higgins

Stephen’s collection of SFF short stories and nonfiction It is What it Isn’t is now available and features both brand new stories and favourites from the past. His book on teaching teenagers, Teach, was published last year, and his instrumental music is available wherever you get your music. He co-hosts theApocryphal Australia podcast with Michael Pryor.stephen-higgins.com

Associate Editor: Eugen Bacon

Eugen Bacon is an African Australian author. She is a Solstice, British Fantasy, Ignyte, Locus and Foreword Indies 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 an avid sci-fi and fantasy reader/watcher, and an aspiring author/editor. She has an undergraduate degree in Creative Writing, Ancient World Studies and Japanese, and has a Masters in Creative Writing, Editing and Publishing. Her current favourite book is The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula K Le Guin, who is also one of her favourite authors (of all time, not just currently). Michaela’s writing and reading hobbies are aided by her insane brown Burmese cat, Venus Fang Fang.
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A New Game
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Matt Freeman
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Alison Shepherd stopped packing up the classroom for a moment to watch the children play outside.

They were forming a circle under the old oak at the back of the school. Alison watched Ruby’s auburn pigtails bounce as she pulled smaller children into line. Eric stood slightly back, chubby arms crossed, then jostled into place. The playground was empty except for them—Alison’s Grade One Dingoes. Sandy had been supervising, but she’d moved to the front of the school. The concrete underneath their feet was washed with faded chalk from forgotten turns of hopscotch and rounders.

Toby, a curly haired boy with a nervous smile, stood in the middle, fidgeting. That’s sweet, Alison thought. They’ve made him the centre of attention.

When the circle was made, they began to turn around him. They started slowly, but soon turned faster, with the natural momentum of children in a circle, until they were almost skipping, hands outstretched, their eyes never leaving the boy in the middle. The classroom windows were too thick for her to hear them, but from the rhythm and the intense concentration in their faces, Alison thought they might be humming. Two girls almost fell, clutched at each other, and stumbled on. Toby vanished and reappeared as the bodies of the children flashed by, watching the others with wide brown eyes as they spun around him. Suzy’s hair lifted from her shoulders.

They stopped, pointed at Toby and barked a single word, white teeth flashing. Toby’s mouth opened, and then closed again. He bit his lip. Help him, Alison silently willed through the glass. He doesn’t know what to do.

The children in the circle stood and waited. Toby looked from one face to the next as Alison waited for one of the kids to step out of the circle and show him what to do. 

Toby dropped his head and began to cry, and the children stood watching him, as if this were a school excursion and he was a mildly interesting exhibit.

‘Come on,’ Alison said. 

She wanted to run out and intervene—shoo the kids away and help the upset boy—but she made herself wait. Katherine, the principal, was always telling her to calm down and take a breath. Sometimes you need the confidence to stand back and let the kids help themselves.

The circle remained still. Tears streamed down Toby’s face.

She dropped her tub of textas—they clattered on the table like a slammed knife-drawer. As quickly as she could without looking worried, she walked out of the class and down the corridor that led to the playground.

She’d thought they were better than this. She’d told them a hundred times to look after someone who was hurt or upset: the right things to say and do, the safe ways to touch. And why Toby? He was so sweet. His Dad was from Tunisia and his last name was Arabic, but it couldn’t be that, not from her kids. It was only a couple of weeks since Harmony Day.

When she reached the playground, the game was over and the group had dispersed: the girls were sprawled in the shade. A few kids huddled by the taps.

Toby sat with his knees curled under him. Ruby crouched nearby, drawing intricate chalk symbols on the concrete. Eric watched over her shoulder.

Alison knelt down. ‘Toby. What’s wrong, buddy?’

Toby’s shoulders jerked as he tried to stop himself from crying. He shook his head and blubbered something about the rules and didn’t know. Ruby translated. ‘We played a game and Toby got it wrong. He didn’t know.’

‘Well, I told you guys, when someone doesn’t know the rules, you have to help them understand, not get angry with them.’

The sun flamed in Ruby’s hair as she shook her head. ‘But that’s the game. You have to know the rules.’ Behind her, Eric nodded fiercely. Toby balled his fists and scuffed at his tears; the cuffs of his hoodie dampened and silvered with snot. Alison stayed with him. Stuff the rules, she thought, and gently patted his back, saying comforting, empty things until the other children drifted away, bored, and the bell finally rang.

He was quiet for the rest of the afternoon, and the other children acted like nothing had happened.

Alison had put it out of her mind by the time she got back home. Kids just did weird things. There wasn’t always some deeper motive behind their behaviour, even when it seemed like they were being cruel. What had they said during her degree? Children didn’t develop empathy until about the age of five, but they were born with jealousy and anger. Sometimes they could be so inscrutable, they didn’t even seem like people. It didn’t make them bad.

She watched them closely the next morning, but everything was fine. The sun was out, and it turned them bubbly and compliant. Toby was laughing with the others like the day before was a different lifetime. It was one of those mornings Alison wished she was being observed.

At lunchtime, she went back to the window to watch them play.

Everything was fine at first. Eric and the rowdy boys poured over the play equipment. Ruby directed choreography for a group of cowed girls. Toby sat on the grass under the oak, pretending to be God knows what. The girls convulsed and then crawled on all fours.

The only thing was that they kept to themselves. Usually, the kids showed that special lack of self-consciousness that everyone loses when they’re older: best friends for one lunchtime and then playing with someone else the next day. But, today, her class kept to one side of the playground. Only Dingoes.

As Alison watched, the groups began to meld. One by one, Eric’s boys dropped from the play equipment and strolled over to the dancing girls. The movements of the dance slowed—their arms fell slower and slower like tree branches in the dying phases of a storm—until they stopped and stood waiting for the last of the Dingoes to join them. Toby became still and watched them.

The Dingoes formed a line. They didn’t speak—they silently manoeuvred until the sixteen of them covered the ground between the oak tree and the edge of the classroom. The child closest to her, Jocelyn, whose parents thought she might be neurodivergent, was so close it felt strange not to acknowledge her.

Alison prepared a smile and tapped her nails on the glass—Hey guys. It’s me, Alison—but Jocelyn didn’t turn. Perhaps she hadn’t heard, Alison thought.

The line of Dingoes took one step forward. The other children—Swans, Numbats and Bilbies—stopped what they were doing and turned their heads, curious about this new game. The Dingoes took another step, then clapped their hands in unison.

A couple of the boys from Kelly’s class approached, laughing and elbowing each other. Alison could see what was funny: the Dingoes did look strange and earnest, arranged in a perfect line, none of them smiling. 

They took another step, clapped in unison and each stamped their right foot. Alison was fascinated by the perfect timing of it. If she’d tried to arrange this, it would have taken weeks, but somehow, they’d done it all
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