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Figure 1: Word Cloud

The Annihilation Score by Charles Stross
Over Labor Day weekend I read the new Laundry Files novel from Charles Stross,
The Annihilation Score.

This one is different in that it is told entirely from the perspective of Mo,
Dominique O’Brien. An experienced combat epistemologist (I’ll bet your spell
checker doesn’t include that word), in this story she gets a serious promotion.
For those following along with the story arc, Bob now hosts the Eater of Souls
and has become a sort of scary successor to Angleton, but Mo is a Deeply Scary
Sorceror in her own right, with her own Laundry career. In fact that’s been true
as far back as the second Laundry Files novel, The Jennifer Morgue. She’s not
an accessory to Bob, and no one’s trophy wife, and does not really work in his
shadow. Stross should get some credit for not writing Mo as a weak secondary
character. In fact, he jokes a bit about it, having Mo mention the Bechdel Test,
when her conversation with another woman happens to turn to Bob.

This is reinforced by the situation at home, where Bob and Mo find, for very
good and terrifying reasons, that their work has turned them both into people
who are not really certain if it is either safe or comfortable to live with each
other. So they are undergoing a sort of hesitant, unwilling trial separation. This
has the effect of allowing the narrative to really stick with Mo. To reinforce the
idea that this is a story told from a female perspective, we have a “birds coming
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home to roost” setup, where Mo has to figure out how to work with both Mhari
and Ramona. Poor Bob — for him, it seems like that is a terrifying setup for an
urban horror novel!

I’m not going to say that Stross is great at writing a female character — Mo
is no Molly Bloom — but it’s clear Stross worked hard at it, and he’s done, I
think, a good job. I get the feeling that he isn’t quite in Mo’s head the way he’s
in Bob’s head, but even so, he writes rings around a lot of other genre authors.

If I had to pick one series from the “urban fantasy” genre to keep and the rest
to discard, I wouldn’t, because I wouldn’t give up Kat Richardson and Jim
Dresden or even Simon Green or Thomas Sniegoski. But the Laundry Files
books would definitely remain on my short list. When a new one comes out,
I actually hesitate to buy it, because I know I will be pretty much unable to
do anything else, neglecting work, family, personal hygiene and nutrition, and
everything else, until I’ve finished reading it. So I try to wait until I have a
suitable weekend.

This novel is a great addition to the Laundry Files. If this novel had a downside
for me, it would be that I miss Bob and his endearing nerdiness. Mo is just not
as much of a gadget freak as Bob, and doesn’t rattle on at length about the
details of the magic and technology that this world mixes together. She has her
own things she’s nerdy about, especially violin and classical music, but I feel
like Stross did not know her subjects well enough to write a lot about them. Or
maybe he just had to make cuts for length; this is quite a long Laundry novel.

I would be happy to read another Laundry Files novel told from Mo’s perspective.
At the end of this novel she’s in the same kind of rough shape that Bob was
in, at the end of The Jennifer Morgue. But I’ve known Bob for a lot longer. If
his success at saving the world, and his new assignment as host to the Eater of
Souls, means he has to lose his wife, well — I’ll be very sad for him. Let’s hope
it doesn’t come to that. Bob, are you OK?

Can We Get Consistent Covers, Please?

I have one last comment on the book. I understand that when a series changes
publishers, the graphic design continuity is often lost. But there has been
a nice graphic consistency in the Laundry Files novels, particularly the last
three, including some nice typographical consistency. This book discards that
continuity for some cover art that does feature a violin case, which is relevant to
the story, but is mostly just vague and ugly. I guess it makes sense given that it
has a different narrator, but it probably has more to do with Stross’s change
of editor at Ace. It’s a shame and a disappointment. Take a look at this cover,
and this cover, and this cover. The other current editions for the Laundry Files
novel are sightly less consistent in the way they lay out text blocks on the cover,
but they have similar artwork and use the same typeface. Now look at the new
one. Not only does it not look like it belongs to the same series, but it’s just
plain ugly. Ace, what the hell were you thinking?
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http://www.amazon.com/Rhesus-Chart-Laundry-Files-Novel/dp/0425256561/
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Codex-Laundry-Files-Novel/dp/042525643X/
http://www.amazon.com/Fuller-Memorandum-Laundry-Files-Novel/dp/044102050X/
http://www.amazon.com/Annihilation-Score-Laundry-Files-Novel/dp/0425281175/
http://www.amazon.com/Annihilation-Score-Laundry-Files-Novel/dp/0425281175/


Saginaw and/or Ann Arbor, Michigan
September 7, 2015
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