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Introduction: The Next Step


Mike Ashley


Science fiction has been called the literature of ideas, and it is certainly that. But it’s also something else. It’s about change – the changes arising from those ideas.


What fascinates me about science fiction (or “sf” as I tend to abbreviate it), and what draws me back to it time and again, is to see the wonder of human imagination about ourselves and the universe and to discover how each individual writer has used their skill, knowledge and, above all, imagination to develop an idea and see what it does. It’s the old question that provoked the study of science in the first place: “What if?” And the answer to that always results in change. It may be for good – one step onward; it may be for bad. A lot of sf serves as a warning to humanity about the perils of change.


You’ll find both kinds of stories here: those that take us one step forward – sometimes a whole load of steps forward – and those where we step backward. And there’s even a few where we step sideways.


There are stories set on other worlds, stories where beings from other worlds come to us; stories of robots and time travel and genetic engineering, and utopias, dystopias, impossible problems, catastrophes and ultimate apocalypses. All the stuff of science fiction. But above all they’re about people and how they have reacted to these discoveries, ideas and changes.


When I started to compile this anthology I wanted to select a wide range of the most intriguing and challenging science fiction published over the last forty or fifty years. Because science fiction deals with change and technology it is easy for some sf to date rapidly. Even the best written story, which was highly regarded fifty years ago, may not hold up well today because of the considerable changes that have affected science and society in the last twenty years. Science fiction may try and make predictions, but it’s seldom very good at it. Very few stories hit the mark as regards the Internet, for instance, or the rapid growth in mobile phones, in computers, in the fall of the communist Eastern bloc in Europe, the rise in the drug problem. So even when I revisited many of my favourite stories from years ago, they did not all stand up well today.


But I still achieved my aim. This anthology contains twenty-two stories. Two of them – by Stephen Baxter and Eric Brown – are brand new, written specially for this book. Another two – by Frank Lillie Pollock and George C. Wallis – are real “golden oldies” from a hundred years ago. The other eighteen stories are pretty much evenly selected from the 1950s and the 1990s with a smattering in between. The result is the best of the old and the best of the new, each one posing challenging and different ideas.


Suppose, for instance, we find a drug that allows you to access your other selves in other realities. How would you police that? That’s what Greg Egan tackles in “The Infinite Assassin”. What is reality and what is dream? Both Robert Reed and Kim Stanley Robinson approach that in very different ways. Are aliens already here and we just don’t realize it? See how H. Chandler Elliott and Mark Clifton deal with that. Can you really have an impenetrable object? That’s what Colin Kapp poses in “The Pen and the Dark”. Brian W. Aldiss and John Morressy, on the other hand, look at the effects and outcomes of genetic engineering, while Connie Willis considers just what else might have been helping us during the Second World War. And what would really happen if you entered a black hole? Geoffrey Landis takes us to the ultimate in “Approaching Perimelasma”.


There’s plenty more. If you want aliens, try the stories by Eric Brown, Peter Hamilton, Michael Swanwick and Clifford Simak. If you want a sardonic view of other societies, try Robert Sheckley and Philip K. Dick. And if you want the end of the world, try the two apocalyptic classics.


There should be something for everyone. Everything you could ever imagine is all just a step away. Have fun.


Mike Ashley





Ulla, Ulla


Eric Brown




When Eric sent me this story I was delighted, because it was the ideal way to start this anthology – combining the old with the new. Eric Brown (b. 1960) emerged on the sf scene in 1987 with a series of inventive stories in Interzone that led to his first published collection The Time-Lapsed Man (1990). Other stories will be found in Blue Shifting (1995) whilst his novels include Meridian Days (1992), Engineman (1994), and the excellent Penumbra (1999). New York Nights (2000) marked the start of his Virex trilogy, SF thrillers set in 2040 featuring private eyes and virtual reality. The other titles are New York Blues and New York Dreams. You can find out more on his website < www.ericbrown.co.uk >.





After the debriefing, which lasted three days, Enright left the Kennedy Space Center and headed for home.


He drove south to the Keys in his ’08 Chevrolet convertible, taking his time now that he was alone for the first time in three years. For that long he had been cooped up in the Fortitude on its voyage to Mars and back. Even on the surface of the planet, beneath the immensity of the pink sky, he had never felt truly alone. Always there were the voices of McCarthy, Jeffries and Spirek on his com, and the prospect of the cramped living quarters on his return to the lander.


Ten kilometers south of Kennedy, on the coast road, he pulled into a parking lot overlooking the sea, climbed out and stared into the evening sky.


There was Mars, riding high overhead.


He considered the mission, but he had no original take on what they had discovered beneath the surface of the red planet. He was as baffled as everyone else. One thing he knew for certain, though: everything was different now. At some point, inevitably, the news would break, and things would change for ever.


He had been allowed a couple of hours with Delia after quarantine, before being whisked off to the intensive debriefing. Of course, he had not been cleared to discuss their findings with her, the one person in his life with whom he had shared everything. She had sensed something, though, detected in his manner that all was not right. She had been at mission control when the first broadcast came through from Mars, but Director Roberts had cut the transmission before anything major had leaked.


He shivered. The wind was turning cold.


He climbed back into his Chevrolet, reversed from the lot, and drove home.


He left the car in the drive and walked around the house.


The child’s swing, in situ when they had bought the place four years ago, had still not been removed. Delia had promised him that she would see to it while he was away.


She was sitting in the lighted conservatory, reading. She looked up as he pushed through the door, but made no move to rise and greet him.


“You weren’t due back until tomorrow,” she said, making it sound like an accusation.


“Let us off a day early. Thought I’d surprise you.” He was aware of the distance between them, after so long apart.


Over dinner, they chatted. Small talk, the inconsequential tone of which indicated that they both knew they were avoiding deeper issues. She was back teaching, three days a week at the local elementary school. Ted, her nephew, had been accepted at Florida State.


He wanted to tell her. He wanted to tell her everything that had happened on Mars. He had always shared everything with her in the past. So why not now?


Mission confidentiality? The papers he had signed seven years back on being accepted by NASA?


Or was it because what they had discovered might have been some kind of collective hallucination? And Delia might think that he was losing it, if he came out and told her?


A combination of all the above, he realised.


That night they made love, hesitantly, and later lay in a parallelogram of moonlight that cut across the bed.


“What happened, Ed?” she asked.


“Mmm?” He tried to feign semi-wakefulness.


“We were there, in mission control. You were out with Spirek. Something happened. There was a loud . . . I don’t know, it sounded like a landslide. You said, ‘Oh my God . . .’. Roberts cut the link and ushered us out. It was an hour before they got back to us. An hour. Can you imagine that? I was worried sick.”


He reached out and stroked away her tears.


“Roberts gave us some story about subsidence,” she said. “Then I heard you again, reassuring us that everything was okay.”


They had staged that, concocted a few lines between them, directed by Roberts, to reassure their families back home.


He shrugged. “That’s it. That’s what happened. I was caught in a landslide, lost my footing.” Even to his own ears, he sounded unconvincing.


Delia went on, “And then three days ago, I could tell something wasn’t right. And now . . . You’re hiding something.”


He let the silence stretch. “I’m hiding nothing. It’s hard to readjust. Imagine being stuck in a tin can for three years with cretins like Jeffries and McCarthy.”


“You’re too sensitive, Ed. You’re a geologist, not an astronaut. You should have stayed at the university.”


He embraced her. “Shh,” he said, and fell silent.


He dreamed that night. He was back on Mars. He could feel the regolith slide away beneath his boots. The sensation of inevitable descent and imminent impact turned his stomach as it had done all those months ago. He fell, tumbling, and landed in a sitting position. In the dream he opened his eyes – and awoke suddenly.


He gasped aloud and reached out, grabbed the headboard. Then it came to him that he was no longer weightless, floating in his sleeping bag. He was on Earth. He was home. He reached out for Delia and held her.


In the morning, while Delia was at school, Enright took a walk. The open space, after so long cramped in the Fortitude, held an irresistible allure. He found himself on the golf course, strolling along the margin of the second fairway in the shade of maple trees.


He came to a bunker and stopped, staring at the clean, scooped perfection of the feature. He closed his eyes, and jumped. The sensation was pretty accurate. He had stepped out onto Mars again. He felt the granular regolith give beneath his boots.


When he opened his eyes he saw a young girl, perhaps twelve years old and painfully pretty. She was standing on the lip of the bunker, staring down at him.


She was clutching a pen and a scrap of paper.


Beyond her, on the green, two men looked on.


“Mr Enright, sir?” the kid asked. “Can I have your autograph?”


He reached up, took the pen and paper, and scrawled his name.


The girl stared at the autograph, as if the addition of his signature upon the paper had invested it with magical properties. One of the watching men smiled and waved a hand.


Delia was still at school when he got back. The first thing he did on returning was to phone a scrap merchant to take away the swing in the back yard. Then he retired to his study and stared at the pile of unanswered correspondence on his desk.


He leafed through the mail.


One was from Joshua Connaught, in England. Enright had corresponded with the eccentric for a number of years before the mission. The man had said he was writing a book on the history of spaceflight, and wanted Enright’s opinion on certain matters.


They had exchanged letters every couple of months, moving away from the original subject and discussing everything under the sun. Connaught had been married, once, and he too was childless.


Enright set the envelope aside, unopened.


He sat back in his armchair and closed his eyes.


He was back on Mars again, falling . . .


It had been a perfect touchdown.


The first manned craft to land on another planet had done so at precisely 3.33 a.m., Houston time, 2 September, 2020.


Enright recalled little of the actual landing, other than his fear. He had never been a good flyer – plane journeys had given him the shakes: he feared the take-off and landings, while the bit in between he could tolerate. The same was true of spaceflight. The take-off at Kennedy had been delayed by a day, and then put on hold for another five hours, and by the time the Fortitude did blast off from pad 39A, Enright had been reduced to a nervous wreck. Fortunately, his presence at this stage of the journey had been token. It was the others who did the work – just as when they came in to land, over eighteen months later, on the broad, rouge expanse of the Amazonis Planitia.


Enright recalled gripping the arms of his seat to halt the shakes that had taken him, and staring through the view-screen at the rocky surface of Mars which was rushing up to meet them faster than seemed safe.


Jeffries had seen him and laughed, nudging McCarthy to take a look. Fortunately, the air force man had been otherwise occupied. Only Spirek sympathized with a smile; Enright received the impression that she too was not enjoying the descent.


The retros cut in, slamming the seat into Enright’s back and knocked the wind from him. The descent of the lander slowed appreciably. The boulder strewn terrain seemed to be floating up to meet them, now.


Touchdown, when it came, was almost delicate.


McCarthy and Jeffries were NASA men through and through, veterans of a dozen space station missions and the famous return to the moon in ’15. They were good astronauts, lousy travelling companions. They were career astronauts who were less interested in the pursuit of knowledge, of exploration for its own sake, than in the political end-results of what they were doing – both for themselves personally, and for the country. Enright envisaged McCarthy running for president in the not too distant future, Jeffries ending up as some big-wig in the Pentagon.


They tended to look upon Enright, with his PhD in geology and a career at Miami university, as something of a make-weight on the trip.


Spirek . . . Enright could not quite make her out. Like the others, she was a career astronaut, but she had none of the brash bravado and right-wing rhetoric of her male counterparts. She had been a pilot in the air force, and was along as team medic and multi-disciplinary scientist: her brief, to assess the planet for possible future colonization.


McCarthy was slated to step out first, followed by Enright. Fancy that, he’d thought on being informed at the briefing, Iowa farm-boy made good, only the second human being ever to set foot on Mars . . .


After the landing, Jeffries had made some quip about Enright still being shit scared and not up to taking a stroll. He’d even made to suit up ahead of Enright.


“I’m fine,” Enright said.


Spirek had backed him up. “Ed’s AOK for go, Jeffries. You don’t want Roberts finding out you pulled a stunt, huh?”


Jeffries had muttered something under his breath. It had sounded like “Bitch,” to Enright.


So he’d followed McCarthy out onto the sun-bright plain of the Amazonis Planitia, his pulse loud in his ears, his legs trembling as he climbed the ladder and stepped onto the surface of the alien world.


There was a lot to do for the two hours he was out of the lander, and he had only the occasional opportunity to consider the enormity of the situation.


He took rock samples, drilled through the regolith to the bedrock. He filmed what he was doing for the benefit of the geologists back at NASA who would take up the work when he returned.


He recalled straightening up on one occasion and staring, amazed, at the western horizon. He wondered how he had failed to notice it before. The mountain stood behind the lander, an immense pyramidal shape that rose abruptly from the surrounding volcanic plain to a height, he judged, of a kilometre. He had to tilt his head back to take in its summit.


Later, Spirek and Jeffries took their turn outside, while Enright began a preliminary analysis of the rock samples and McCarthy reported back to mission control.


Day one went like a dream, everything AOK.


The following day, as the sun rose through the cerise sky, Enright and Spirek took the Mars-mobile out for its test drive. They ranged a kilometre from the lander, keeping it in sight at all times.


Spirek, driving, halted the vehicle at one point and stared into the sky. She touched Enright’s padded elbow, and he heard her voice in his ear-piece. “Look, Ed.” And she pointed.


He followed her finger, and saw a tiny, shimmering star high in the heavens.


“Earth,” she whispered, and, despite himself, Enright felt some strange emotion constrict his throat at the sight of the planet, so reduced.


But for Spirek’s sighting of Earth at that moment, and her decision to halt, Enright might never have made the discovery that was to prove so fateful.


Spirek was about to start up, when he glanced to his left and saw the depression in the regolith, ten metres from the Mars-mobile.


“Hey! Stop, Sally!”


“What is it?”


He pointed. “Don’t know. Looks like subsidence. I want to take a look.”


Sal glanced at her chronometer. “You got ten minutes, okay?”


He climbed from the mobile and strode towards the rectangular impression in the red dust. He paused at its edge, knelt and ran his hand through the fine regolith. The first human being, he told himself, ever to do so here at this precise location . . .


He stood and took a step forward.


And the ground gave way beneath his feet, and he was falling. “Oh, my God!”


He landed in a sitting position in semi-darkness, battered and dazed but uninjured. He checked his life-support apparatus. His suit was okay, his air supply functioning.


Only then did he look around him. He was in a vast chamber, a cavern that extended for as far as the eye could see.


As the dust settled, he made out the objects ranged along the length of the chamber.


“Oh, Christ,” he cried. “Spirek . . . Spirek!”


He stood in the doorway of the conservatory and watched the workmen dismantle the swing and load it onto the back of the pick-up.


He’d been home four days now, and he was falling back into the routine of things. Breakfast with Delia, then a round of golf, solo, on the mornings she worked. They met for lunch in town, and then spent the afternoons at home, Delia in the garden, Enright reading magazines and journals in the conservatory.


He was due to start back at the university in a week, begin work on the samples he’d brought back from Mars. He was not relishing the prospect, and not just because it would mean spending time away from Delia: the business of geology, and what might be learned from the study of the Martian rocks, palled beside what he’d discovered on the red planet.


Roberts had phoned him a couple of days ago. Already NASA was putting together plans for a follow-up mission. He recalled what McCarthy and Jeffries had said about their discovery, that it constituted a security risk. Enright had forced himself not to laugh out loud, at the time. And yet, amazingly, when he returned to Earth and heard the talk of the back-room boys up at Kennedy, that had been the tenor of their concern. Now Roberts confirmed it by telling him, off the record, that the government was bankrolling the next Mars mission. There would be a big military presence aboard. He wondered if McCarthy and Jeffries were happy now.


The workmen finished loading the frame of the swing and drove off. Delia was kneeling in the border, weeding. He watched her for a while, then went into the house.


He fetched the papers from the sitting room where he’d discovered them yesterday, slipped under the cushion of the settee.


“Delia?”


She turned, smiling.


She saw the papers and her smile faltered. Her eyes became hard. “I was just looking them over. I wasn’t thinking of . . .”


“We talked about this, Delia.”


“What, five years ago, more? Things are different now. You’re back at university. I can quit work. Ed,” she said, something like a plea in her tone, “we’d be perfect. They’re looking for people like us.”


He sat down on the grass, laid the brochure down between himself and his wife. The wind caught the cover, riffled pages. He saw a gallery of beseeching faces staring out at him, soft focus shots manufactured to pluck at the heart-strings of childless couples like themselves.


He reached out and stopped the pages. He stared at the picture of a small blonde-haired girl. She reminded him of the kid who’d asked for his signature at the golf course the other day.


And, despite himself, he felt a longing somewhere deep within him like an ache.


“Why are you so against the idea, Ed?”


They had planned to start a family in the early years. Then Delia discovered that she was unable to bear children. He had grown used to the idea that their marriage would be childless, though it was harder for Delia to accept. Over the years he had devoted himself to his wife, and when five years ago she had first mentioned the possibility of adoption, he had told her he loved her so much that he would be unable to share that love with a child. He was bullshitting, of course. The fact was that he did not want Delia’s love for him diluted by another.


And now? Now, he felt the occasional craving to lavish love and affection on a child, and he could not explain his uneasiness at the prospect of acceding to his wife’s desires.


He shook his head, wordlessly, and a long minute later he stood and returned to the house.


The following day Delia sought him out in his study. He’d retreated there shortly after breakfast, and for the past hour had been staring at his replica sixteenth-century globe of the world. He considered crude, formless shapes that over the years had been redefined as countries and continents.


Terra incognita . . .


A sound interrupted his reverie. Delia paused by the door, one hand touching the jamb. She was carrying a newspaper.


She entered the room and sat down on the very edge of the armchair beside the bookcase. He managed a smile.


“You haven’t been yourself since you got back.”


“I’m sorry. It must be the strain. I’m tired.”


She nodded, let the silence develop. “Did you know, there were stories at the time? The Net was buzzing with rumours, speculation.”


He smiled at that. “I should hope so. Humankind’s first landing on Mars . . .”


“Besides that, Ed. When you fell, and the broadcast was suddenly cut.”


“What we’re they saying? That we’d been captured by little green men?”


“Not in so many words. But they were speculating . . . said you might have stumbled across some sign of life up there.” She stopped, then said, “Well?”


“Well, what?”


“What happened?”


He sighed. “So you’d rather believe some crazy press report –?”


She stopped him by holding out the morning paper. The headline of the Miami Tribune ran: LIFE ON MARS?


He took the paper and read the report.




Speculation was growing today surrounding man’s first landing on the red planet. Leaks from NASA suggest that astronauts McCarthy, Jeffries, Enright and Spirek discovered ancient ruins on their second exploratory tour of the red planet. Unconfirmed reports suggest that . . .





Enright stopped reading and passed the paper back to his wife.


“Unconfirmed reports, rumours. Typical press speculation.”


“So nothing happened?”


“What do you want me to say? I fell down a hole – but I didn’t find Wonderland down there.”


Later, when she left without another word, he chastised himself for such a cheap parting shot.


He hadn’t found Wonderland down there, but something far stranger instead.


So the leaks had begun. Maybe he should tell Delia, before she found out from the paper.


For the rest of the morning, he went through the pile of letters that had accumulated during his absence. He replied to a few and discarded others. Just as he was about to break for lunch, he came upon the letter from Connaught in England, with its distinctive King’s head stamp.


He wondered what strange theory his eccentric pen-pal might have come up with this time.


He opened the letter and unfolded a single sheet of high quality note paper. Usually there were dozens of pages in his tiny, meticulous handwriting.


Enright read the letter, no more than three short paragraphs. Then he read it again, his mouth suddenly dry. He lay the sheet on his knee, as his hands were trembling.




Dear Ed, he read,


I have been following your exploits on the red planet with interest and concern. By now you will have returned, and I hope you will read this letter at the earliest opportunity. I was watching the broadcast from the Amazonis Planitia, which was suddenly terminated in strange circumstances . . . I wondered if humankind had at last found that life once existed on Mars. Ed, my friend, if you did indeed discover something beneath the sands of Mars, I think I can furnish an explanation.


If you would care to visit me at the Manor at the earliest opportunity, I have a rather interesting story to tell.


If you need further convincing that your trip might prove worthwhile, I can but write the words: Ulla, ulla . . .


Your very good friend, Joshua Connaught.





Enright read the letter perhaps a dozen times, before folding it away and staring at the far wall for long minutes.


If the original discovery had struck him as an irresolvable enigma, then this only compounded the sense of mystery.


He reached for the phone and made immediate plans to fly to England.


Later, over lunch, he told Delia that NASA had recalled him. He’d be up at the Space Center for just under a week.


“Is it about . . . about what happened on Mars?”


How much to tell her? “Delia, when I get back . . . I think I’ll be able to tell you something, okay?”


And the words Connaught had scrawled at the end of his letter came back to him.


Ulla, ulla.


He had fetched up on his butt at the bottom of the landslide and stared about him in wonder. The dust had settled, and bright sunlight penetrated the chamber for the first time in who knew how long?


Through the dust and the glare he made out an array of towering shapes ranged along the walls of the chamber. He had fallen perhaps fifty feet, and the shapes – the machines – were almost that tall.


“Oh, Christ,” he cried. “Spirek . . . Spirek!”


In his ear he heard, “You okay, Ed? You hear me? Are you okay?”


“Sal! You gotta see this.”


“Ed, where are you?”


He looked up. Sal was a tiny, silver-suited figure bobbing about on the lip of the drop, trying to see him.


He waved. “Get yourself down here, Sal. You’ve gotta see this!”


In his head-set he heard McCarthy shouting, “What’s going on out there, Enright? Spirek?”


“You getting the pics, McCarthy?” Enright asked.


“Is the camera working? The picture went haywire when you fell.”


He checked the camera. It had ceased filming at some point during his descent. He activated it again and swept the head-mounted lens around the chamber. He could see now that a section of the ceiling had sunk over the years, and the pressure of his weight upon it had brought the slab crashing down, and tons of sand with it.


McCarthy: “It’s all hazy, Enright. Can’t see much.”


Enright stood, tested his limbs. He was fine. No breaks. He stepped forward, out of the direct sunlight, and stared at the ranked machinery that disappeared into the perspective.


“Hell fire in heaven!” Jeffries murmured.


Spirek was still peering down at him, unsure whether to negotiate the landslide.


“Ed, are you gonna tell me?”


He peered up at her. “Get yourself down here, Sal.”


She hesitated, then stepped forward and rode the sliding sand down to him like a kid on a dune.


She lost her footing and sprawled on her back. Enright helped her up. He was still holding her hand, staring past her face plate to watch her expression, as she turned and looked down the length of the chamber.


She said nothing, but silver tears welled in her eyes.


Then, without a word, spontaneously, they embraced.


Hand in hand, like frightened kids, they walked down the chamber.


They approached the machinery, the craft, rather. There were dozens of them, each one tall and columnar and bulky. They were dark shapes, seemingly oiled, silent and static and yet, every one upright and aimed, seemingly poised with intent.


Then they came to a smaller piece of machinery, perhaps half the height of the columns. Enright stopped, and stared.


He could not help himself: he began weeping.


“Ed?” Sal said, gripping his hand in sudden fear.


He indicated the looming, legged, vehicle.


She shook her head. “So what? I don’t see . . . ?”


In his head-set, Enright heard McCarthy, “Hey, you two oughtta be heading back now. Sal, how much air you got there?”


Sal swore. “Dammit, Ed. We gotta be getting back.”


He was staring at the vehicle, mesmerised. “Ed!” Sal called again.


Reluctantly, Enright turned and followed Sal back up the landslide to the Marsmobile.


England, in contrast to sun-soaked Florida, was caught in the grip of its fiercest winter for years. From the window seat of the plane as it came in to land, Enright stared down at a landscape sealed in an otherworldly radiance of snow. This was the first time he had seen snow for almost twenty years, and he thought the effect cleansing: it gave mundane terrain a transformed appearance, bright and pristine: it looked like a land where miracles might easily occur.


He caught a Southern Line train from Heathrow to the village of Barton Humble in Dorset, and from there a taxi to Brimscombe Manor.


For the duration of the ten mile drive, Enright stared out at a landscape every bit as alien and fascinating as the terrain of Mars. He seemed to be travelling deep into the heart of ancient countryside: everything about England, he noted, possessed a quality of age, of history and permanence, entirely lacking in the American environment to which he was accustomed. The lanes were deep and rutted, with high hedges, more suited to bullock-carts than automobiles. They passed an ancient forest of oak, the dark, winter-stark trees bearing ghostly doppelgangers of themselves in the burden of snow that limned every branch.


Brimscombe Manor, when it finally appeared, standing between the forest and a shallow rise of hills, was vast and sprawling, possessed of a tumbledown gentility that put Enright in mind of fading country houses in the quaint black and white British films he’d watched as a child.


The driver took one look at the foot-thick mantle of snow that covered the drive of the Manor, and shook his head. “Okay if I drop you here?”


Enright paid him off with unfamiliar European currency, retrieved his bag from the back seat, and stood staring at the imposing façade of the Manor as the taxi drove away.


He felt suddenly alone in the alien environment. He knew the sensation well. The last time he had experienced this gut-wrenching sense of dislocation, he had been on Mars.


What the hell, he wondered, am I doing here? He had the sudden vision of himself, a US astronaut, standing forlornly in the depths of the English countryside on a freezing December afternoon, and smiled to himself.


“Ulla, ulla,” he said, and his breath plumed in the icy air before him, the effect at once novel and disconcerting. “I’m going mad.”


He set off through the snow. His boots compacted ice crystals in a series of tight, musical squeaks.


A light burned, orange and inviting, behind a mullioned window in the west wing of the Manor. He climbed a sweep of steps and found a bell-push beside the vast timber door.


Thirty seconds later the door swung open, and heat and light flooded out to greet him.


“Mr Enright, Ed, you can’t imagine how delighted I am . . .”


Within seconds of setting eyes upon his long-term correspondent, Enright felt at ease. Connaught had the kind of open, amicable face that Enright associated with English character actors of the old school: he guessed Connaught was in his early sixties, medium height, a full head of grey hair, wide smiling mouth and blue eyes.


He wore tweeds, and a waistcoat with a fob watch on a silver chain.


“You must be exhausted after the journey. It’s appalling out there.” He escorted Enright across the hall. “Ten below all week. Record, so I’m told. Coldest cold snap for sixty years. You’ll want a drink, and then dinner. I’ll show you to your room. As soon as you’ve refreshed yourself, join me in the library.”


He indicated a room to the right, through an open door. Enright glimpsed a roaring open fire and rank upon rank of books. “This is the library, and right next door is your room. I hope you don’t mind sleeping on the ground floor. I live here alone now, and since Liz passed away I don’t bother with the upstairs rooms. Cheaper just to live down here. Here we are.”


He showed Enright into a room with a double bed and an en suite bathroom, then excused himself and left.


Enright sat on the bed, staring through the window at the snow-covered lawn and the drive. The only blemish in the snow was his footprints, which a fresh fall was already filling in.


He showered, changed, and ventured next door to the library.


Connaught stood beside a trolley of drinks. “Scotch, Brandy?”


He accepted a brandy and sat on a leather settee before the open fire. Connaught sat to the right of the fire in a big, high-backed leather armchair.


He surprised himself by falling into a polite exchange of Smalltalk. His curiosity was such that all he wanted from Connaught was an explanation of the letter which he carried, folded, in his hip pocket.


Ulla, ulla . . .


He fitted sound-bites and observations around Connaught’s questions and comments.


“The flight was fine – a tailwind pushed us all the way, cutting an hour and a half off the expected time . . .


“England surprises me . . . Everything seems so old, and small . . .


“I’m impressed by the Manor . . . We don’t have anything quite like this back home.”


And then they were discussing the history of manned space exploration. Connaught was extremely knowledgeable, indeed more so than Enright, in his grasp of the political cut and thrust of the space race.


An hour had elapsed in pleasant conversation, and still he had not broached the reason for his visit.


Connaught glanced at the carriage clock on the mantelshelf. “Eight already! Let’s continue the conversation over dinner, shall we?”


He ushered Enright along the hall and into a comfortable lounge with a table, laid for two, in a recessed area by the window.


A steaming casserole dish, a bowl of vegetables, and a bottle of opened wine, stood on the table.


Connaught gestured to a seat. “I hire a woman from the village,” he explained. “Heavenly cook. Comes in for a couple of hours a day and does for me.”


They ate. Steak and kidney casserole, roast potatoes, carrots and asparagus. They finished off the first bottle and started into a second.


The night progressed. Enright relaxed, drank more wine.


The amicable tenor of their correspondence was maintained, he was delighted to find, in their conversation. He contrasted the humane Connaught with the bullish egomania of McCarthy.


Ulla, ulla . . .


Suddenly, the conversation switched – and it was Connaught who instigated the change.


“Of course, I watched every second of the Mars coverage. I was glued to the Net. I hoped and prayed that your team might discover something there, though of course I was prepared for disappointment . . . I’ll tell you something, Ed. I harboured the desire to be an astronaut myself, when I was young. Just a dream, of course. Never did anything about it. I fantasised about discovering new worlds, alien civilizations.”


Enright smiled. “I never had that kind of ambition. I slipped into the space program almost by accident. They wanted a geologist on the mission, and I volunteered.” He hesitated. “So when I stepped out onto Mars, of course the last thing on my mind was the discovery of an alien civilization.”


“I was watching the cast when you fell. The moment you said those words, I knew. Your tone of disbelieving wonder told me. I just knew you’d found something.”


Connaught refilled the glasses. “What happened, Ed? Tell me in your own words how you came to . . .”


So he recounted the landing, his first walk on the surface of Mars, and then his second. He worked up to his fall, and the discovery, like an expert storyteller. He found he was enjoying his role of raconteur . . .


They arrived back at the lander, after the discovery, with just four minutes’ air supply remaining.


McCarthy and Jeffries were standing in the living quarters when they cycled through the hatch and discarded their suits. They were white-faced and silent.


Enright looked around the group, shaking his head. Words, at this moment, seemed beyond him.


McCarthy said, “Mission control went ballistic. You should hear Roberts. Wait till this breaks!”


Sal Spirek slumped into a seat. “We’re famous, gentlemen. I think that this just might be the most momentous occasion in the history of humankind, or am I exaggerating?”


They stared around at each other, trying to work out if indeed she was exaggerating.


Enright was shaking his head.


“What is it?” Sal asked.


He could not find the words to articulate what even he found hard to believe. “You don’t understand,” he began.


Sal said, “What’s wrong?”


“Those things back there,” Enright said, “the cylindrical rockets and three-legged machines.” He stared around at their uncomprehending faces. “Have none of you ever read The War of the Worlds?”


Six hours later, with the go ahead of Roberts at mission control, all four astronauts suited up and rode the Mars-mobile to the subterranean chamber.


As he negotiated the sloping drift of red sand, Enright half-expected to find the cavern empty, the cylinders and striding machines revealed to be nothing other than a figment of his imagination.


He paused at the foot of the drift, Sal by his side, McCarthy and Jeffries bringing up the rear and gasping as they stared at the alien machinery diminishing in perspective.


He and Sal walked side by side down the length of the chamber, passing from bright sunlight into shadow. He switched on his shoulder-mounted flashlight and stared at the vast, cylindrical rockets arrayed along the chamber. They were mounted on a complex series of frames, and canted at an angle of a few degrees from the perpendicular.


They paused before a smaller machine, consisting of a cowled dome atop three long, multi-jointed legs.


McCarthy and Jeffries joined them.


“Fighting Machines,” Enright said.


McCarthy looked at him. “Say again?”


“Wells called them Fighting Machines,” he said. “In his book –”


He stopped, then, as the implications of what he was saying slowly dawned on him.


He walked on, down the aisle between the examples of an alien culture’s redundant hardware. The atmosphere within the chamber was that of a museum, or a mausoleum.


McCarthy was by his side. “You really expect us to believe . . . ?” he began.


Spirek said, “I’ve read The War of the Worlds, McCarthy. Christ, but Wells got it right. The cylinders, the Fighting Machines . . .”


“That’s impossible!”


Enright said, “It’s all here, McCarthy. Just as Wells described it.”


McCarthy looked at him, his expression lost in the shadow behind his faceplate. “How do you explain it, Enright?”


He shrugged. “I don’t. I can’t. God knows.”


“Here!” Spirek had moved off, and was kneeling beside something in the shadow of a tripod.


“The hardware wasn’t all Wells got right.” She gestured. “Look . . .”


Mummified in the airless vault for who knew how long, the Martian was much as the Victorian writer had described them in his novel of alien invasion, one hundred and twenty years before.


It was all head, with two vast, dull eyes the size of saucers, and a beak, with tentacles below that – tentacles that Wells had speculated the aliens had walked upon. It was, Enright thought, more hideous than anything he had ever seen before.


Enright walked on, and found more and more of the dead aliens scattered about the chamber.


Jeffries said, “I’ll get all this back to Roberts. We need to work out strategy.”


Enright looked at him. “Strategy?”


Jeffries gestured around him. “This is a security risk, Enright. I’m talking an Al security risk, here. How do we know these monsters aren’t planning an invasion right now? Isn’t that what the book was about?”


Enright and Spirek exchanged a glance.


“The Martians are dead, Jeffries. Their planet was dying. They lived underground, but air and food was running out. They died out before they could get away.”


“You don’t know that, Enright. You’re speculating.”


Enright strode off. He needed isolation in which to consider his discovery.


He found other chambers through giant archways, and a series of ramps that gave access to even lower levels. He imagined an entire city down there, a vast underground civilization, long dead.


Sal Spirek joined him. “How did Wells know?” she asked. “How could he possibly have known?”


Enright recalled the last time he had read the novel, in his teens. He had been haunted by the description of a ravaged, desolate London in the aftermath of the alien invasion. He recalled the cry of the Martians as they succumbed to a deadly Terran virus, the mournful lament that had echoed eerily across an otherwise deathly silent London. “Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla . . .”


“What was it like when I looked upon those ranked machines?” Enright shook his head. “I felt more than I thought, Joshua. I was overwhelmed with disbelief, and then elation, and then later, back at the ship, when I thought about it, a little fear. But at the time, when I first saw the machines . . . it came as one hell of a shock when I realized why they were so familiar.”


Connaught was nodding. “Wells,” he said.


Enright let the silence stretch. “How did you know?” He leaned forward. “How did Wells know?”


Connaught stood. “How about a whiskey? I have some fine Irish here.”


He moved across the room to a mahogany cabinet and poured two generous measures of Bushmills.


He returned to the table. Enright sipped his drink, feeling the mellow burn slide down his throat like hot velvet.


“My great-grandfather, James,” Connaught said, “inherited the Manor from his father, who built the Manor in 1870 from profits made in the wine trade. James was a writer – unsuccessful and unpublished. He wrote what was known then as scientific romances. He self-published a couple of short books, to no great notice. To be honest, his imagination was his strong point – his literary ability was almost negligible. To cut a long story short, he was friendly with a young and aspiring writer at the time – this was around the 1890s. Chappie by the name of Wells. They spent many a weekend down here and swapped stories, ideas, plots, etc . . . One story James told him was about the invasion of Earth by creatures from Mars. They came in vast cylinders, and stalked the earth aboard great marching war machines. Apparently, my great-grandfather had tried to write it up himself, but didn’t get very far. Wells took the idea, and the rest is history. The War of the Worlds. A classic.”


Connaught paused, staring into his glass.


Enright nodded, his mind full of H.G. Wells and James Connaught discussing story ideas in this very building, all those years ago.


“How,” he asked at last, “how did your great-grandfather know about the Martians?”


He realized that he was drunk, his speech slurred. The sense of anticipation he felt swelling within him was almost unbearable.


“One night way back in 1880,” Connaught said, “James was out walking the grounds. This was late, around midnight. He often took a turn around the garden at this time, looking for inspiration. Anyway, he saw something in the sky, something huge and fiery, coming in from the direction of the coast. It landed with a loud explosion in the spinney to the rear of the Manor.”


Enright leaned forward, reached for the whiskey bottle, and helped himself.


“James ran into the spinney,” Connaught continued, “after the fallen object, and found there . . . He found a huge pit gouged into the ground, and in that pit a great cylindrical object, glowing red and steaming in the cold night.”


Enright sat back in his chair and shook his head.


Joshua Connaught smiled. “You don’t believe me?”


“No, it’s just . . . I do believe you. It’s just that it’s so fantastic . . .”


Connaught said, “My great-grandfather excavated the pit and built an enclosure around it, and it exists to this day. I’ve shown no one since Elizabeth.”


Enright experienced a sudden dizziness. He made a feeble gesture.


Connaught smiled. “It’s still there, Ed.”


Enright shook his head. “It, you mean . . . ?”


“The Martian cylinder, and other things.”


Enright downed the last of his whiskey, felt it burning his throat.


Connaught stood. “Shall we go?”


Enright stood also, unsteadily. “Please, after you.” Swaying, he followed Connaught from the room.


He expected to be taken outside, but instead Connaught led him through a narrow door and down a flight of even narrower steps. A succession of bare, low-watt bulbs illuminated a series of vaulted cellars, the first chambers stocked with wine, the later ones empty and musty.


They walked along a narrow red brick corridor.


“We’re now passing from the Manor and walking beneath the kitchen garden towards the spinney,” Connaught reported over his shoulder.


Enright nodded, aware that he was sobering rapidly with the effects of the cold and the notion of what might imminently be revealed.


The corridor extended for five hundred yards, and terminated abruptly at a small wooden door.


Connaught drew a key from the pocket of his waistcoat and opened the door. He stood aside, gesturing for Enright to enter.


Cautiously, he stepped over the threshold.


He faced an abyss of darkness, until Connaught reached past him and threw a switch.


A dozen bare bulbs illuminated a vast rectangular redbrick room. The walls were concave, bowed like the hull of a galleon. A series of rough wooden steps led down to the floor, again of red brick.


The cylinder lay in the centre of the room, a long, gun-metal grey column identical to those he had seen in the chamber on Mars. At the facing end of the cylinder was a circular opening. Beside the cylinder, laid out lengthways, was one of the Fighting Machines.


Enright climbed down the steps, aware that his mouth was hanging open. He walked around the cylinder, its dimensions dwarfing him and Connaught. He reached out and touched the icy cold surface of the cylinder, something he had been unable to do on Mars. He inspected the tripod, marvelling at the intricacy of the metalwork – crafted far away on Mars by a race of beings long dead and gone.


“According to the story,” Connaught said, “that night James crouched on the edge of the pit and watched fearfully as the great threaded stopper slowly unscrewed and fell out. He waited, but hours elapsed and nothing emerged other than a strange, other-worldly cry, ‘Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla.’ It was daybreak before he plucked up the courage to scramble down into the pit and approach the cylinder. There were three beings in the craft, he could see by the light of dawn, but they were dead. Fortunately, the spinney was on his land, and anyway the trees concealed the pit from view. Over the course of the following year, working alone, he built this construction around the craft, and then devoted the rest of his life to the study of its contents. He and his son, my grandfather, reconstructed the tripod you see there. They even attempted to preserve the dead aliens, but they rotted almost to nothing with the passage of years.”


Enright looked up. “Almost nothing?”


Connaught walked over to a raised wooden platform. Upon this was a big desk, and piles of papers and manuals, illuminated by a reading lamp. He gestured to a bulbous preserving jar, floating in which was a grey-brown scrap of what looked like hide.


“This is all that remains of the first alien beings to arrive on planet Earth,” Connaught said.


“Did James show Wells all this?” Enright asked.


Connaught shook his head. “It was a strict secret, at the time known only to James and his son. As I said, he gave Wells the idea as a fiction, but supplied him with detailed drawings of the cylinder and the other machinery, and even of the aliens themselves, and their death cry.”


“And you’ve never shown anyone outside the family, until now?”


Connaught smiled. “By the time my father found out, the truth of what had happened was lost in time. My grandfather was old when he showed my father the cylinder – his memory was not what it was. My father took the story with a pinch of salt. He rationalized that James had manufactured the cylinder himself, and the tripod. My father sealed the chamber, and only showed it to me when I was down here exploring, and asked about the mysterious bricked-up door.”


“And yet you believed James’s story?” Enright said.


Connaught hesitated. “I was at Oxford in the seventies,” he said, “studying ancient literature. Later I found myself working for the government, decrypting codes . . . When I inherited the Manor, I inspected this chamber and everything it contained.”


He moved to the desk and unlocked a drawer. From it he produced a thick, silver object that looked something like a book.


He laid it upon the desk and opened the cover. The pages were also silver, manufactured of some thin metal-like material, and upon each leaf of the book Enright made out, in vertical columns, what might have been lines of script. But it was a script unlike any he had ever seen before.


“James discovered this in the cylinder. For years and years he worked at decoding the book from the stars, as he called it. He failed. When I came across it, I began where my great-grandfather had left off.”


Enright stared at him. “And you succeeded?”


Connaught bent and unlocked another drawer. From this he lifted a more conventional manuscript, a ream of A4 paper in a clip folder.


“I succeeded. Last year I finished translating the book. Much of it is an encyclopaedia of their world, a history of their race. Mars was dying, Ed. Millennia ago, the beings that had dwelled on the surface of the planet were forced to move underground, out of the inhospitable cold. Their numbers dwindled, until only tens of thousands survived. They realised that they had to leave their planet.”


“And invade Earth,” Enright finished.


But Connaught was smiling and shaking his head. “They were a peaceful people. Only in Wells’ fiction were they belligerent.”


He reached out and opened the cover of his translation. “Please,” he said.


Enright stepped forward, his pulse pounding, and read the first paragraph.




We of the fourth planet of the solar system, the planet we call Vularia, come to the third planet on a mission of peace. Although our kind has known enmity, and fought debilitating wars, we have outgrown this stage of our evolution. We come with the hope that our two races might join as one and explore the universe together . . .





Enright stopped reading, aware of the constriction in his throat. He leafed through over five hundred pages of closely printed text.


He thought of McCarthy, and Jeffries, and the military operation underway right at this minute. He smiled to himself.


“Over half a million words,” Connaught said. “You can hardly begin to conceive what a treasure it is.”


Enright turned and walked away from the desk. He stared at the cylinder, and the so-called Fighting Machine.


Behind him, Connaught was saying, “My great-grandfather guessed that they were dying before they arrived on Earth – that it was not an earthly virus that ended their existence, but one of their own. How wonderful it might have been, had they survived.”


Enright turned. “Why, Joshua? Why have you shown me all this? Your translation?”


“Why else? This has been a secret long enough. Now, my life’s work is finished, the translation done – I would like to receive acknowledgement, in due course. I summoned you here so that you might take this copy of the translation back to America, to answer the mystery of what you discovered beneath the sands of Mars.”


He gestured towards the door. “Come, it’s cold in here. Shall we retire to the library for a nightcap?”


With one last glance at the Martian machines, he turned and followed Connaught from the chamber.


On the flight back to America, Enright dreamed. He was in London, but a London laid waste by some apocalyptic war. He strode through the ruins, listening. He was not alone. Beside him was a child, a small girl, and when he looked upon her he was filled with a strange sense of hope for the future, a hope like elation. The girl slipped a hand in to his, and at that moment Enright heard it. Faint at first, and then stronger. It was the saddest, most haunting sound he had ever heard in his life.


“Ulla, ulla, ulla, ulla . . .”


He awoke with a start. The sensation of the small, warm hand in his was so real that he glanced at the seat beside him, but it was empty.


The plane was banking. They were coming in to land at Orlando.


Enright checked beneath his seat to ensure that he still had the briefcase containing the Martian translation.


We of the fourth planet of the solar system, the planet we call Vularia, come to the third planet on a mission of peace . . .


He smiled to himself, closed his eyes, and thought of Delia, and home, and the future.





Deathday


Peter F. Hamilton




Peter Hamilton started writing at about the same time as Eric Brown, though his emphasis was less on short fiction than on increasingly breeze-block size novels which pumped life back into the grand space opera of old. His Night’s Dawn trilogy – The Reality Dysfunction (1996), The Neutronium Alchemist (1997) and The Naked God (1999) took the struggle of life and death to the ultimate. The following story, one of his earliest, is another struggle for life or death, but on a rather smaller scale.





Today Miran would kill the xenoc. His confidence had soared to a dizzying height, driven by some subconscious premonition. He knew it was today.


Even though he was awake he could hear the ethereal wind-howl of the ghosts, spewing out their lament, their hatred of him. It seemed the whole world shared in the knowledge of impending death.


He had been hunting the xenoc for two months now. An intricate, deadly game of pursuit, flight, and camouflage, played out all over the valley. He had come to learn the xenoc’s movements, how it reacted to situations, the paths it would take, its various hiding places in rocky crevices, its aversion to the steep shingle falls. He was its soul-twin now. It belonged to him.


What Miran would have liked to do was get close enough so he might embrace its neck with his own hands; to feel the life slipping from his tormentor’s grotesque body. But above all he was a practical man, he told himself he wasn’t going to be asinine-sentimental about it, if he could pick it off with the laser rifle he would do so. No hesitation, no remorse.


He checked the laser rifle’s power charge and stepped out of the homestead. Home – the word mocked him. It wasn’t a home, not any more. A simple three-room prefab shipped in by the Jubarra Development Corporation, designed for two-person assembly. Candice and himself. Her laugh, her smile, the rooms had echoed with them; filling even the glummest day with life and joy. Now it was a convenient shelter, a dry place from which to plot his campaign and strategies.


Physically, the day was no different to any other on Jubarra. Gloomy leaden-grey clouds hung low in the sky, marching east to west. Cold mist swirled about his ankles, coating grass and rocks alike in glistening dewdrops. There would be rain later, there always was.


He stood before her grave, a shallow pit piled high with big crumbling lumps of local sandstone. Her name was carved in crude letters on the largest. There was no cross. No true God would have let her die, not like that.


“This time,” he whispered. “I promise. Then it will be over.”


He saw her again. Her pale sweat-soaked face propped up on the pillow. The sad pain in her eyes from the knowledge there was little time left. “Leave this world,” she’d said, and her burning fingers closed around his hand for emphasis. “Please, for me. We have made this world a lifeless place; it belongs to the dead now. There is nothing here for the living any more, no hope, no purpose. Don’t waste yourself, don’t mourn for the past. Promise me that.”


So he had held back the tears and sworn he would leave to find another life on another world; because it was what she wanted to hear, and he had never denied her anything. But they were empty words; there was nowhere for him to go, not without her.


After that he had sat helplessly as the fever consumed her, watching her breathing slow and the harsh stress lines on her face smooth out. Death made her beauty fragile. Smothering her in wet earth was an unholy sacrilege.


After he finished her grave he lay on the bed, thinking only of joining her. It was deepest night when he heard the noise. A muffled knock of rock against rock. With a great effort he got to his feet. The cabin walls spun alarmingly. He had no idea how long he had lain there – maybe hours, maybe days. Looking out of the door he could see nothing at first. Then his eyes acclimatized to the pale streaks of phosphorescence shivering across the flaccid underbelly of the clouds. A dark concentration of shadows hovered over the grave, scrabbling softly at the stones.


“Candice?” he shouted, drunk with horror. Dark suppressed imaginings swelled out of his subconscious – demons, zombies, ghouls, and trolls, chilling his bones to brittle sticks of ice.


The shadow twisted at his cry, edges blurring, becoming eerily insubstantial.


Miran screamed wordlessly, charging out of the homestead, his muscles powered by outrage and vengeance-lust. When he reached the grave the xenoc had gone, leaving no trace. For a moment Miran thought he might have hallucinated the whole event, but then he saw how the limestone had been moved, the rucked mud where non-human feet had stood. He fell to his knees, panting, stroking the limestone. Nauseating fantasy images of what the xenoc would have done with Candice had it uncovered her threatened to extinguish the little flicker of sanity he had remaining. His future ceased to be a nebulous uncertainty. He had a purpose now: he would remain in this valley until he had ensured Candice was granted the dignity of eternal rest. And there was also the question of vengeance against the monster desecrator.


Miran left the grave and walked past the neglected vegetable garden, down towards the valley floor. The hills of the valley were high prison walls, steep slopes and cliffs smeared with loose stone and tough reedy grass. They reared up to create a claustrophobic universe, for ever preventing him from seeing out. Not that he had any desire to, the memory of all things good dwelt between the hills.


The river ran a crooked course ahead of him, wandering back and forth across the valley floor in great loops, fed by countless silver trickles which seeped out of secret fissures high in the forbidding massifs. Long stretches of the low meadowland below the homestead were flooded again. Skeletal branches and dead rodent-analogue creatures bobbed lazily on the slow flow of muddy water. Further down the valley, where the river’s banks were more pronounced, straggly trees had established a hold, trailing weeping boughs into the turbulent water.


This was his land, the vista he and Candice had been greeted with when they struggled through the saddle in the hills at the head of the valley. They had stood together lost in delight, knowing this was right, that their gamble had paid off. They would make their life here, and grow crops for the ecological assessment team’s outpost in return for a land grant of twenty thousand acres. Then when the colonists started to arrive their vast holding would make them rich, their children would be Jubarra’s first merchant princes.


Miran surveyed the valley and all its wrecked phantoms of ambition, planning carefully. He had abandoned yesterday’s chase at the foot of a sheer gorge on the other side of the river. Experience and instinct merged in his mind. The xenoc had been skulking along the base of the valley’s northern wall for the last two days. There were caves riddling the rock of the foothills in that area, and a scattering of aboriginal fruit bushes. Shelter and food; it was a good location. Even the xenoc occasionally sought refuge from Jubarra’s miserable weather.


He stared ahead. Seeing nothing. Feeling around the recesses of his mind for their perverse bond.


How it had come about he never knew. Perhaps they had shared so much suffering they had developed a mental kinship, something related to Edenist affinity. Or perhaps the xenoc possessed some strange telepathy of its own, which would account for why the ecological investigators had never caught one. Whatever the reason, Miran could sense it. Ever since that night at the grave he had known of the other’s presence; moving around the valley, sneaking close, stopping to rest. Weird thoughts and confused images oozed constantly into his mind.


Sure enough, the xenoc was out there to the north, on the hummocks above the flood water, picking its way slowly down the valley.


Miran struck out across the old fields. The first crops he’d planted were potatoes and maize, both geneered to withstand Jubarra’s shabby temperate climate. The night they had finished planting he carried Candice out to the fields and laid her lean body down on the new furrows of rich dark humus. She laughed delightedly at the foolishness that had come over him. But the ancient pagan fertility rite was theirs to celebrate that night, as the spring winds blew and the warm drizzle sprinkled their skin. He entered her with a fierce triumph, a primeval man appeasing the gods for the bounty of life they had granted, and she cried out in wonder.


The crops had indeed flourished. But now they were choked with aboriginal weeds. He had dug up a few of the potatoes since, eating them with fish or one of the chickens that had run wild. A monotonous diet; but food wasn’t an interest, just an energy source.


The first of the morning drizzles arrived before he was halfway to his goal. Cold and insistent, it penetrated his jacket collar and crept down his spine. The stones and mud underfoot became treacherously slippery.


Cursing under his breath, he slowed his pace. Presumably the xenoc was equally aware of him. It would soon be moving on, building valuable distance between them. Miran could move faster, but unless he got within a kilometre he could never hope to catch it in a day. Yet he didn’t dare take any risks, a fall and a broken bone would be the end of it.


The xenoc was moving again. Throughout the intermittent lulls in the drizzle Miran tried to match what he was sensing in his mind with what he could see.


One of the buttress-like foothills radiating out from the base of the mountain ahead of him had created a large promontory, extending for over half a kilometre out into the flood water. It was a grassy slope studded with cracked boulders, the detritus of past avalanches. The oldest stones were coated with the emerald fur of a spongy aboriginal lichen.


The xenoc was making for the promontory’s tip. Trapped! If Miran could reach the top of the promontory it could never hope to get clear. He could advance towards it down a narrowing strip of solid ground, forcing it to retreat right to the water’s edge. Miran had never known it to swim.


Gritting his teeth against the marrow-numbing cold, he waded through a fast icy stream which had cut itself a steep gully through the folds of peat skirting the mountain. It was after that, hurrying towards the promontory through slackening drizzle, that he came across the Bulldemon skeleton.


He paused to run his hands reverently over some of the huge ivory ribs curving above him. The Bulldemons were lumbering quadruped brutes, carnivores with a small brain and a filthy temper. Their meat was mildly poisonous to humans, and they would have played havoc amongst pioneer farming villages. A laser hunting rifle couldn’t bring one down, and there was no way the Development Company would issue colonists with heavy-calibre weapons. Instead the Company had cleared them out with a geneered virus. As the Bulldemons shared a common biochemistry with the rest of the planet’s aboriginal mammalian species it was tacitly assumed in the boardroom to be a multiple xenocide. Billions of fuseodollars had already been invested in exploring and investigating Jubarra, the board couldn’t afford to have potential colonists scared off by xenoc dinosaur-analogues. Too many other colony worlds were in the market for Earth’s surplus population.


The virus had been ninety-nine per cent successful.


Many of Miran’s dreams were of the fifty million xenoc ghosts. If he had known of the crime beforehand, he would never have taken up the Development Company’s generous advance colonizer offer. Throughout history there had never been a planet so sinned against as Jubarra. The ghosts outnumbered the ecological assessment team twenty thousand to one, engulfing them in tidal waves of hatred.


Maybe it was the ghosts who had disturbed Jubarra’s star. The astronomers claimed they’d never seen an instability cycle like it before. Three months after he and Candice arrived in the valley the solar observatory confirmed the abnormality; flare and spot activity was decreasing rapidly. Jubarra was heading straight for an ice age. Geologists confirmed the meagre five thousand year intervals between glacial epochs – they too had seen nothing like it. Botanists, with the wonder of hindsight, said it explained why there were so few aboriginal plant species.


The planet was abruptly declared unsuitable for colonization. The Jubarra Development Company went bankrupt immediately. All assets were frozen. The Confederation Assembly’s Xenological Custodian Committee filed charges of xenocide against the board members.


Now the army of civil engineering teams designated to build a shiny new spaceport city would never arrive. No one would come to buy their crops. The ecological assessment team was winding up their research. Even the excited astronomers were preparing to fly back to their universities, leaving automatic monitoring satellites to collect data on the rogue star.


The shutdown had killed Candice. It broke her spirit. With her enhanced immunology system she should never have succumbed to the fever. But if it hadn’t been the germs it would have been something else. All they had laboured over, all they had built, all their shared dreams had crumbled to dust. She died of a broken heart.


The xenoc was coming back down the promontory; moving as fast as it had ever done. It had realized its mistake. But not swiftly enough. Events were tilting in his favour. Soon now, so very soon.


Miran had reached the foot of the promontory. Now he scrambled over the deep drift of flinty stones that’d cascaded down its side from an eroded cliff higher up the mountain, hurrying for the high ground of the summit. From there he could cover both sides with the laser rifle. Small stones crunched loudly underfoot, betraying the urgency of his pounding feet.


The drizzle had stopped and the weak grey clouds were lifting, letting the sunlight through. Candice had loved the valley at moments like this. Her sweet nature prevented her from seeing it as anything other than an enclave of rugged beauty. Every time the sunbeams burst past the turbid curtains of cloud she would stop whatever task she was doing and drink in the sight. With its eternal coat of droplets the land gleamed as new.


Waiting for us to bring it to life, she said. To fill it with people and joy. A paradise valley.


He listened to her innocent sincerity, and believed as he had never believed in his life before. Never in all the months they spent alone together had they quarrelled; not even a harsh word had passed between them. There couldn’t be a greater omen of a glorious future.


They worked side by side in the fields by day, using every hour of light to plant the crops. Then at night they made love for hours with a ferocity so intense it almost frightened him. Lying together in the warm darkness afterwards they shared their innermost thoughts, murmuring wondrously of the life their loving would bring to her womb.


Miran wondered about those easy days now. Had the xenoc watched them? Did it spy on their frantic rutting? Listen to their quiet simple secrets? Walk unseen through the new terrestrial plants they had infiltrated across land won in blood from its kind? Look up to see the strange lights in the sky bringing more usurpers? What were its thoughts all that time while its world was ravaged and conquered? And how would it feel if it knew all its race had suffered had turned out to be for nothing?


Miran sensed the xenoc’s alarm as he reached the promontory’s spine. It had stopped moving as he jogged up the last few metres of coarse, tufty grass. Now he was astride the spine, looking down the tapering spit of land.


The tip sank below the sluggish ripples of brown water six hundred metres ahead of him. There were several clumps of large boulders, and a few deep folds in the ground. But nothing which could offer secure cover.


The xenoc was retreating, slinking back to the tip. Miran couldn’t see any scrap of motion; but he’d known all along it wasn’t going to be easy. He didn’t want it to be easy. Infrared sensor goggles, or even dogs, would have enabled him to finish it within days. He wanted the xenoc to know it had been hunted. Wanted it to feel the nightmare heat of the chase, to know it was being played with, to endure the prolonged anguish and gut-wearying exhaustion of every creature that was ever cornered. Suffering as Candice had suffered. Tormented as the ghosts tormented him.


Miran began to walk forward with slow deliberate steps, cradling the laser rifle. He kept an eager watch for any sort of furtive movement – shadows flittering among the boulders, a swell of ripples gliding along the boggy shore. Perhaps a faint puff of misty breath; that was something the xenoc could never disguise. Whatever illusion it wore was of no consequence now. He had it. He would draw it into his embrace and slay it with loving tenderness. The final act of this supreme tragedy. A benevolent release for the xenoc, for the ghosts, for Candice, and for himself. The xenoc was the last thread binding them in misery. Its death would be a transcendent kindness.


With four hundred metres left to the promontory’s stubby tip he began to detect the first flutterings of panic in the xenoc’s thoughts. It must be aware of him, of the deadly, remorseless intent he harboured. Cool humour swept into his mind. You will burn, he thought at it, your body devoured in flames and pain. This is what I bring.


Drowning in wretchedness and loathing, that was how he wanted it to spend its last moments of life. No dignity. No hope. The same awful dread Candice had passed away with, her small golden world shattered.


He looked down into one of the narrow crinkled folds in the ground. Stagnant water was standing in the bottom. Tall reeds with magenta candyfloss seed clusters poked up through a frothy blue-green scum of algae, their lower stems swollen and splitting. Glutinous honey-yellow sap dribbled down from the wounds.


Miran tried to spot some anomaly – a bulge in the grass like a giant molehill, a blot of algae harder than the rest.


The wind set the reeds waving to and fro. A rank acidic smell of rotting vegetation rolled around him. The xenoc wasn’t down there.


He walked confidently down the promontory.


Every step brought a finer clarity to the xenoc’s thoughts. It was being laid bare to him. Fear had arisen in its mind, to the exclusion of almost every other thought. A chimerical sensation of wrinkling stroked his skin; the xenoc was contracting, drawing in on itself. A protective reflex, seeking to shrink into nothingness so the terrible foe would pass by unknowing. It was rooting itself into the welcoming land, becoming one with its environment.


And it was close, very close now. Bitter experience gave Miran the ability to judge.


As the day belonged to him, so the night belonged to the xenoc. It had returned to the homestead time and again. Creeping up through the dark like a malevolent wraith. Its obscene presence had corrupted the sanctuary of Miran’s dreams.


Often after sleep claimed him he would find himself running down the length of the valley with Candice; the two of them laughing, shrieking and dancing through the sunlit trees. It was the valley as he had never known it – brilliant, warm, a rainbow multitude of flowers in full blossom, the trees heavy with succulent fruit. A dream of Candice’s dream.


They would dive cleanly into the blue sparkling water, squealing at the cold, splashing and sporting like young naiads. Each time he would draw her to him. Her eyes closed and her neck tilted back, mouth parting in an expectant gasp. Then, as always, her skin grew coarse, darkening, bloating in his grip. He was holding the xenoc.


The first time he had woken shaking in savage frenzy, arms thrashing against the mattress in uncontrollable spasms. That was when their minds had merged, thoughts twining sinuously. His fire-rage became the ice of deadly purpose. He snatched up the laser rifle and ran naked into the night.


The xenoc was there; outside the paddock fence, a nebulous blot of darkness which defied resolution. Its presence triggered a deluge of consternation to buffet his already frail mind, although he never was quite sure whether the tumult’s origin lay in himself or the monster. Miran heard the sound of undergrowth being beaten down by a heavy body as the xenoc fled. He fired after it, the needle-slim beam of infra-red energy ripping the night apart with red strobe flares, illuminating the surrounding countryside in silent eldritch splendour. Puffballs of dense orange flame bloomed in front of him. Some of the drier scrub began to smoulder.


Miran had sat in the open doorway for the rest of the night, guarding the grave. A thick blanket tucked round his shoulders, taking an occasional nip from a bottle of brandy, the laser rifle lying across his lap. When dawn broke, he had set off down to the river on the trail of the xenoc.


Those first few weeks it couldn’t seem to keep away. Miran almost became afraid to dream. Dreams were when the xenoc ghosts came to haunt him, slipping tortuously through his drowsy thoughts with insidious reminders of the vast atrocity humans had wrought on Jubarra. And when Candice rose to comfort him the xenoc would steal her from him, leaving him to wake up weeping from the loss.


Miran reached the downward slope at the end of the promontory. The nail of the finger, a curving expanse of gently undulating peat, wizened dwarf bushes, and a scattering of boulders. Thick brown water lapped the shore a hundred metres ahead.


The xenoc’s presence in his mind was a constant babble. Strong enough now for him to see the world through its weird senses. A murky shimmer of fog with a cyclonic knot approaching gradually. Himself.


“Come out,” he said.


The xenoc hardened itself, becoming one with the land.


“No?” Miran taunted, heady with the prospect of victory. “Well, we’ll see about that.”


There were five boulders directly in front of him. Big ochre stones which had fallen from the mountain’s flanks far above. Splodges of green lichen mottled their rumpled surfaces. A sprinkling of slate-like flakes lay on the grass all around, chiselled off by a thousand winter frosts.


He lined the laser rifle up on the nearest boulder, and fired. The ruby-red beam lashed out, vividly bright even by day. A small wisp of blue smoke spurted from the stone where it struck, blackened splinters fell to the grass, singeing the blades. The thermal stress of the energy impact produced a shrill slapping sound.


Miran shifted his aim to the second boulder, and fired again.


The third boulder unfolded.


In the camp which housed the ecological assessment team they called them slitherskins, a grudging tribute to the xenocs’ ability to blend flawlessly into the background. Rumours of their existence had circulated ever since the primary landing, but it wasn’t until the virus was released that a specimen body had been obtained. Some of the xenobiology staff maintained their ability to avoid capture confirmed their sentience; it was an argument the Custodian Committee would rule on when the hearings began.


The few autopsies performed on decomposing corpses found that they had gristle instead of bone, facilitating a certain degree of shapeshifting. Subdermal pigment glands could secrete any colour, camouflaging them with an accuracy terrestrial chameleons could never achieve.


Miran had learnt that those in the camp, too, feared the night. During the day the xenocs could be spotted; their skin texture was too rough even if they adopted human colouring, and their legs were too spindly to pass inspection. They were nature’s creatures, suited to wild woods and sweeping grasslands where they mimicked inert objects as soon as they sensed danger approaching in the form of the Bulldemons, their natural predators. But at night, walking down lightless muddy tracks between the camp’s prefabs, one uncertain human silhouette was indistinguishable from another.


The camp’s dwindling population kept their doors securely locked after nightfall.


When it stood up, the xenoc was half a metre taller than Miran. As its knobbly skin shed the boulder’s ochre, it reverted to a neutral damp-looking, bluish-grey. The body abandoned its boulder guise, sagging into a pear shape standing on two thin legs with saucer feet; its arms were long with finger-pincer hands. Two violet eyes gazed down at Miran.


Resignation had come to the xenoc’s mind, along with a core-flame of anger. The emotions sprayed around the inside of Miran’s skull, chilling his brain.


“I hate you,” Miran told it. Two months of grief and venom bled into his voice, contorting it to little more than a feral snarl.


In one respect the xenoc was no different to any other cornered animal. It charged.


Miran let off three fast shots. Two aimed at the top of the body, one dead centre. The beam blasted fist-size holes into the reptilian skin, boring through the subcutaneous musculature to rupture the vitals.


A vertical lipless gash parted between the xenoc’s eyes to let out a soprano warbling. It twirled with slim arms extended, thin yellow blood surging from the gaping wounds. With a last keening gasp, the xenoc crumpled to the ground.


Miran sent another two laser pulses into what passed for its head. The brain wouldn’t be far from the eyes, he reasoned. Its pincer hands clutched once and went flaccid. It didn’t move again.


Distant thunder rumbled down the valley, a sonorous grumble reverberating from one side to the other, announcing the impending arrival of more rain. It reached Miran’s ears just as he arrived back at the homestead. There was no elation, no sense of achievement to grip him on the long walk back. He hadn’t expected there would be. Fulfilment was the reward gained by overcoming the difficulties which lay in the path of accomplishment.


But Jubarra offered him no goals to strive for. Killing the xenoc wasn’t some golden endeavour, a monument to human success. It was a personal absolution, nothing more. Ridding himself of the past so he could find some kind of future.


He stopped by the grave with its high temple of stones to prevent the xenoc from burrowing to its heart. Unbuckling his belt, he laid the laser rifle and its spare power magazines on the stones, an offering to Candice. Proof that he was done here in the valley, that he was free to leave as she’d wished.


With his head bowed he told her, “It’s finished. Forgive me for staying so long. I had to do it.” Then he wondered if it really was over for her. Would her ghost be lonely? A single human forced to wander amongst those her race had slaughtered indiscriminately.


“It wasn’t her fault,” he cried out to the xenoc ghosts. “We didn’t know. We didn’t ask for any of this. Forgive her.” But deep down he burned from bright flames of shared guilt. It had all been done in his name.


Miran went into the homestead. The door had been left open, there was a rainwater puddle on the composite squares of the floor, and a chill dankness in the air. He splashed through the water and slipped past the curtain into the hygiene alcove.


The face which looked back from the mirror above the washbasin had changed over the last two months. It was thin, pinched with long lines running down the cheeks. Several days’ worth of stubble made the jutting chin scratchy. The skin around the eyes had darkened, making them look sunken. A sorry sight. He sighed at himself, at what he had allowed himself to become. Candice would hate to see him so. He would wash, he decided, shave, find some clean clothes. Then tomorrow he would hike back to the ecological team’s camp. In another six weeks there would be a starship to take them off the planet. Jubarra’s brief, sorry chapter of human intervention would cease then. And not before time.


Miran dabbed warm water on his face, making inroads on the accumulated grime. He was so involved with the task his mind dismissed the scratching sounds outside, a part of the homestead’s normal background noises: the wind rustling the bushes and vegetables, the door swinging on its hinges, distant gurgling river water.


The clatter which came from the main room was so sudden it made his muscles lock rigid in fright. In the mirror his face was white with shock.


It must be another xenoc. But he had felt nothing approach, none of the jumble of foreign thoughts leaching into his brain.


His hands gripped the basin in an effort to still their trembling. A xenoc couldn’t do him any real harm, he told himself, those pincer fingers could leave some nasty gouges, but nothing fatal. And he could run faster. He could reach the laser rifle on the grave before the xenoc got out of the door.


He shoved the curtain aside with a sudden thrust. The main room was empty. Instead of bolting, he stepped gingerly out of the alcove. Had it gone into the bedroom? The door was slightly ajar. He thought he could hear something rustling in there. Then he saw what had made the clattering noise.


One of the composite floor tiles had been forced up, flipping over like a lid. There was a dark cavity below it. Which was terribly terribly wrong. The homestead had been assembled on a level bed of earth.


Miran bent down beside it. The tile was a metre square, and someone had scooped out all the hard-packed earth it had rested on, creating a snug cavity. The bottom was covered in pieces of what looked like broken crockery.


The xenoc. Miran knew instinctively it had dug this. He picked up one of the off-white fragments. One side was dry, smooth; the other was slimed with a clear tacky mucus. It was curved. An egg.


Rage boiled through him. The xenoc had laid an egg in his homestead. Outsmarting him, choosing the one place Miran would never look, never suspect treachery. Its bastard had hatched in the place intended for his own children.


He pushed the bedroom door fully open. Candice was waiting for him on the bed, naked and smiling. Miran’s world reeled violently. He grabbed at the doorframe for support before his faltering legs collapsed.


She was very far away from him.


“Candice,” his voice cracked. Somehow the room wasn’t making sense. It had distorted, magnifying to giant proportions. Candice, beloved Candice, was too small. His vision swam drunkenly, then resolved. Candice was less than a metre tall.


“Love me,” she said. Her voice was high pitched, a mousy squeak.


Yet it was her. He gazed lovingly at each part of the perfectly detailed figure which he remembered so well – her long legs, firm flat belly, high conical breasts, the broad shoulders, over-developed from months spent toiling in the fields.


“Love me.”


Her face. Candice was never beautiful, but he worshipped her anyway. Prominent cheekbones, rounded chin, narrow eyes. All there, as delicate as china. Her soft smile, directed straight at him, unforgettable.


“Love me.”


Xenoc. The foetus gestating under his floor. Violating his dreams, feeding on them. Discovering his all-enveloping love.


“Love me.”


The first post-human-encounter xenoc; instinctively moulding itself into the form which would bring it the highest chance of survival in the new world order.


Its slender arms reached out for him. A flawless human ribcage was outlined by supple creamy-white skin as it stretched.


Miran wailed in torment.


“Love me.”


He could. That was the truth, and it was a tearing agony. He could love it. Even a pale monstrous echo was better than a lifetime without Candice. It would grow. And in the dark crushingly lonely hours it would be there for him to turn to.


“Love me.”


He wasn’t strong enough to resist. If it grew he would take it in his arms and become its lover. Her lover, again. If it grew.


He put his hands under the bed and tugged upwards with manic strength. Bed, mattress, and sheets cartwheeled. The xenoc squealed as it tumbled onto the floor.


“Love me!” The cry was frantic. It was squirming across the floor towards him. Feet tangled in the blankets, face entreating.


Miran shoved at the big dresser, tilting it off its rear legs. He had spent many evening hours making it from aboriginal timber. It was crude and solid, heavy.


“Love me!” The cry had become a desperate pining whimper.


The dresser teetered on its front legs. With a savage sob, Miran gave it one last push. It crashed to the floor with a hideous liquid squelch as it landed on the xenoc’s upper torso.


Miran vomited, running wildly from the bedroom, blind, doubled up in convulsions. His mad flight took him outside where he tripped and sprawled on the soggy ground, weeping and pawing at the soil, more animal than human.


A strained creaking sound made him look up. Despite eyes smeared with gritty tears, he saw the rock at the top of the grave cracking open. A tiny arm punched out into the air. Thin flakes went spinning. The hand and arm worked at enlarging the fissure. Eventually a naked homunculus emerged in jerky movements, scattering fragments of shell in all directions. Even the xenoc eggs had the ability to conform to their surroundings.


Miran watched numbly as the homunculus crawled down the pile of sandstone lumps to join the other two humanoid figures waiting at the base.


In the homestead the safest identity to adopt was a love object, cherished and protected. But outside in the valley survival meant becoming the most ruthless predator of all.


Between them, the three miniature humans lifted up the laser rifle. “Hate you,” one spat venomously. Then its fist smacked into the trigger.


Miran couldn’t believe his own face was capable of expressing so much anger.
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One thing never changes: when some mutant junkie on S starts shuffling reality, it’s always me they send into the whirlpool to put things right.


Why? They tell me I’m stable. Reliable. Dependable. After each debriefing, The Company’s psychologists (complete strangers, every time) shake their heads in astonishment at their printouts, and tell me that I’m exactly the same person as when “I” went in.


The number of parallel worlds is uncountably infinite–infinite like the real numbers, not merely like the integers – making it difficult to quantify these things without elaborate mathematical definitions, but roughly speaking, it seems that I’m unusually invariant: more alike from world to world than most people are. How alike? In how many worlds? Enough to be useful. Enough to do the job.


How The Company knew this, how they found me, I’ve never been told. I was recruited at the age of nineteen. Bribed. Trained. Brainwashed, I suppose. Sometimes I wonder if my stability has anything to do with me; maybe the real constant is the way I’ve been prepared. Maybe an infinite number of different people, put through the same process, would all emerge the same. Have all emerged the same. I don’t know.
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