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  THAT SENSE OF WONDER




  What was it that first attracted you to science fiction? Or, if this is the first time you’ve thought of checking out a science-fiction anthology,

  what are you hoping for?




  I’ll tell you what first hooked me on science fiction: its ability to evoke a sense of wonder. Science fiction is a good medium for a number of things – satire, prediction,

  adventure, invention . . . but these can also be delivered by other forms of fiction. If there’s one thing that science fiction has that towers above all other types of fiction, it is that

  sense of wonder.




  But what is the “sense of wonder”. If you’ve experienced it, you’ll know exactly what it is, but it isn’t so easy to put into words. To me, it’s that moment

  when the story flicks a switch in your mind and opens new doors and perceptions, allowing you to appreciate things in a different and remarkable way. It’s especially pertinent in

  demonstrating the potential of science or technology, the wonders that may be discovered in the depths of space or in the far future or deep within the human spirit.




  That sense of wonder once defined science fiction: the wonders that science might bring. Unfortunately, as we all learned with the coming of the nuclear age, science could bring as much horror

  as it could wonder, and, for some, science fiction lost that glow. These days it tends to be associated with the earliest forms of science fiction, particularly in the American pulp magazines, when

  the spirit of science fiction was still young. But, while the spark of wonder may have dimmed in certain regions of science fiction, it has not expired. It’s still there, if you know where to

  look.




  And that’s what I wanted to do in this anthology: to show that the spirit of wonder can still be discovered in the science fiction of the recent years.




  This anthology brings together twenty-one mindblowing stories – two of them full-length novellas – that will allow you, once more, to experience that sense of wonder. Much like

  beauty is in the eye of the beholder, I can’t guarantee that every story will ignite that spark for you, as they do for me, but I’d be surprised if most don’t. Here are some of

  the concepts you will encounter:




  

    	

      a discovery on the Moon that allows us to revisit our past


    




    	

      distances across the world suddenly expand and people vanish in between


    




    	

      explorers trapped under the surface of an alien world where the only way out is down


    




    	

      a future where death has been eradicated but returns to fulfil its destiny


    




    	

      the very last moments on planet Earth and the fate of the last inhabitants


    


  




  

    And a lot more besides. For the most part I’ve selected stories from the last ten or twenty years, but I chose two older stories, both from the 1950s, to show how that sense of wonder

    compares with more recent material. Those stories are by Arthur C. Clarke and James Blish, two authors whose work was always vibrant with wonder. There are also five new stories, written

    specially for this anthology, which bring new twists and turns to the wonders of science and humanity.


  




  One side-effect, indeed a major benefit, of that sense of wonder, is that these stories are, for the most part, uplifting and positive. They may at first seem to deal with difficult subjects and

  problems, but opening the mind allows new ideas and solutions to be generated. Science fiction at its best makes you think about the world and ourselves, and when it does it in a positive way, it

  encourages us to look beyond. So in selecting these stories I wanted ones that not only blew the mind, but left us with a glow of satisfaction and delight and, of course, wonder.




  Here’s science fiction doing what it does best.




  Mike Ashley








  

     

  




  OUT OF THE SUN




  Arthur C. Clarke
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      If there is one writer whose work epitomizes that sense of wonder, it is without doubt, Arthur C. Clarke. It’s almost impossible to read any of his stories or

      novels without experiencing that trigger-moment when the mind expands to take in an awe-inspiring concept. Along with Stanley Kubrick, he achieved it magnificently in the film 2001: A Space

      Odyssey. It’s there in his novels Childhood’s End, The City and the Stars, Rendezvous with Rama and his short stories “The Star”, “Jupiter V” and

      “The Nine Billion Names of God” – possibly the definitive “sense-of-wonder” story. For this anthology I wanted to choose a lesser known story, but one that still

      packs a considerable punch – even though it’s the shortest story in the book. (Well, the last story is the same length.) Clarke had that ability to develop a remarkable, near

      transcendental idea, in just a few words – and deliver an idea that will remain with you ever after.




      I was much saddened upon learning of Clarke’s death in March 2008, while I was assembling this volume. His death brought to an end a significant chapter in the history of science

      fiction – but it was only a chapter. Clarke would be the first to emphasize that the story continues – and that’s why he opens this anthology.


    


  




  IF YOU HAVE ONLY LIVED on Earth, you have never seen the sun. Of course, we could not look at it directly, but only through

  dense filters that cut its rays down to endurable brilliance. It hung there forever above the low, jagged hills to the west of the Observatory neither rising nor setting, yet moving around a small

  circle in the sky during the eighty-eight-day year of our little world. For it is not quite true to say that Mercury keeps that same face always turned toward the sun; it wobbles slightly on its

  axis, and there is a narrow twilight belt which knows such terrestrial commonplaces as dawn and sunset.




  We were on the edge of the twilight zone, so that we could take advantage of the cool shadows yet could keep the sun under continuous surveillance as it hovered there above the hills. It was a

  full-time job for fifty astronomers and other assorted scientists; when we’ve kept it up for a hundred years or so, we may know something about the small star that brought life to Earth.




  There wasn’t a single band of solar radiation that someone at the Observatory had not made a life’s study and was watching like a hawk. From the far X rays to the longest of radio

  waves, we had set our traps and snares; as soon as the sun thought of something new, we were ready for it. So we imagined . . .




  The sun’s flaming heart beats in a slow, eleven-year rhythm, and we were near the peak of the cycle. Two of the greatest spots ever recorded – each of them large enough to swallow a

  hundred Earths – had drifted across the disk like great black funnels piercing deeply into the turbulent outer layers of the sun. They were black, of course, only by contrast with the

  brilliance all around them; even their dark, cool cores were hotter and brighter than an electric arc. We had just watched the second of them disappear around the edge of the disk, wondering if it

  would survive to reappear two weeks later, when something blew up on the equator.




  It was not too spectacular at first, partly because it was almost exactly beneath us – the precise center of the sun’s disk – and so was merged into all the activity around it.

  If it had been near the edge of the sun, and thus projected against the background of space, it would have been truly awe-inspiring.




  Imagine the simultaneous explosion of a million H-bombs. You can’t? Nor can anyone else but that was the sort of thing we were watching climb up toward us at hundreds of miles a second,

  straight out of the sun’s spinning equator. At first it formed a narrow jet, but it was quickly frayed around the edges by the magnetic and gravitational forces that were fighting against it.

  The central core kept right on, and it was soon obvious that it had escaped from the sun completely and was headed out into space – with us as its first target.




  Though this had happened half a dozen times before, it was always exciting. It meant that we could capture some of the very substance of the sun as it went hurtling past in a great cloud of

  electrified gas. There was no danger; by the time it reached us it would be far too tenuous to do any damage, and, indeed, it would take sensitive instruments to detect it at all.




  One of those instruments was the Observatory’s radar, which was in continual use to map the invisible ionized layers that surround the sun for millions of miles. This was my department; as

  soon as there was any hope of picking up the oncoming cloud against the solar background, I aimed my giant radio mirror toward it.




  It came in sharp and clear on the long-range screen – a vast, luminous island still moving outward from the sun at hundreds of miles a second. At this distance it was impossible to see its

  finer details, for my radar waves were taking minutes to make the round trip and to bring me back the information they were presenting on the screen. Even at its speed of not far short of a million

  miles an hour, it would be almost two days before the escaping prominence reached the orbit of Mercury and swept past us toward the outer planets. But neither Venus nor Earth would record its

  passing, for they were nowhere near its line of flight.




  The hours drifted by; the sun had settled down after the immense convulsion that had shot so many millions of tons of its substance into space, never to return. The aftermath of that eruption

  was now a slowly twisting and turning cloud a hundred times the size of Earth, and soon it would be close enough for the short-range radar to reveal its finer structure.




  Despite all the years I have been in the business, it still gives me a thrill to watch that line of light paint its picture on the screen as it spins in synchronism with the narrow beam of radio

  waves from the transmitter. I sometimes think of myself as a blind man exploring the space around him with a stick that may be a hundred million miles in length. For man is truly blind to the

  things I study; these great clouds of ionized gas moving far out from the sun are completely invisible to the eye and even to the most sensitive of photographic plates. They are ghosts that briefly

  haunt the solar system during the few hours of their existence; if they did not reflect our radar waves or disturb our magnetometers, we should never know that they were there.




  The picture on the screen looked not unlike a photograph of a spiral nebula, for as the cloud slowly rotated it trailed ragged arms of gas for ten thousand miles around it. Or it might have been

  a terrestrial hurricane that I was watching from above as it spun through the atmosphere of Earth. The internal structure was extremely complicated, and was changing minute by minute beneath the

  action of forces which we have never fully understood. Rivers of fire were flowing in curious paths under what could only be the influence of electric fields; but why were they appearing from

  nowhere and disappearing again as if matter was being created and destroyed? And what were those gleaming nodules, larger than the moon, that were being swept along like boulders before a

  flood?




  Now it was less than a million miles away; it would be upon us in little more than an hour. The automatic cameras were recording every complete sweep of the radar scan, storing up evidence which

  was to keep us arguing for years. The magnetic disturbance riding ahead of the cloud had already reached us; indeed, there was hardly an instrument in the Observatory that was not reacting in some

  way to the onrushing apparition.




  I switched to the short-range scanner, and the image of the cloud expanded so enormously that only its central portion was on the screen. At the same time I began to change frequency, tuning

  across the spectrum to differentiate among the various levels. The shorter the wave length, the farther you can penetrate into a layer of ionized gas; by this technique I hoped to get a kind of

  X-ray picture of the cloud’s interior.




  It seemed to change before my eyes as I sliced down through the tenuous outer envelope with its trailing arms, and approached the denser core. “Denser”, of course, was a purely

  relative word; by terrestrial standards even its most closely packed regions were still a fairly good vacuum. I had almost reached the limit of my frequency band, and could shorten the wave length

  no farther, when I noticed the curious, tight little echo not far from the center of the screen.




  It was oval, and much more sharp-edged than the knots of gas we had watched adrift in the cloud’s fiery streams. Even in that first glimpse, I knew that here was something very strange and

  outside all previous records of solar phenomena. I watched it for a dozen scans of the radar beam, then called my assistant away from the radiospectrograph, with which he was analyzing the

  velocities of the swirling gas as it spun toward us.




  “Look, Don,” I asked him, “have you ever seen anything like that?”




  “No,” he answered after a careful examination. What holds it together? It hasn’t changed its shape for the last two minutes.”




  “That’s what puzzles me. Whatever it is, it should have started to break up by now, with all that disturbance going on around it. But it seems as stable as ever.”




  “How big would you say it is?”




  I switched on the calibration grid and took a quick reading.




  “It’s about five hundred miles long, and half that in width.”




  “Is this the largest picture you can get?”




  “I’m afraid so. We’ll have to wait until it’s closer before we can see what makes it tick.”




  Don gave a nervous little laugh.




  “This is crazy,” he said, “but do you know something? I feel as if I’m looking at an amoeba under a microscope.”




  I did not answer; for, with what I can only describe as a sensation of intellectual vertigo, exactly the same thought had entered my mind.




  We forgot about the rest of the cloud, but luckily the automatic cameras kept up their work and no important observations were lost. From now on we had eyes only for that sharp-edged lens of gas

  that was growing minute by minute as it raced toward us. When it was no farther away than is the moon from Earth, it began to show the first signs of its internal structure, revealing a curious

  mottled appearance that was never quite the same on two successive sweeps of the scanner.




  By now, half the Observatory staff had joined us in the radar room, yet there was complete silence as the oncoming enigma grew swiftly across the screen. It was coming straight toward us; in a

  few minutes it would hit Mercury somewhere in the center of the daylight side, and that would be the end of it – whatever it was. From the moment we obtained our first really detailed view

  until the screen became blank again could not have been more than five minutes; for every one of us, that five minutes will haunt us all our lives.




  We were looking at what seemed to be a translucent oval, its interior laced with a network of almost invisible lines. Where the lines crossed there appeared to be tiny, pulsing nodes of light;

  we could never be quite sure of their existence because the radar took almost a minute to paint the complete picture on the screen – and between each sweep the object moved several thousand

  miles. There was no doubt, however, that the network itself existed; the cameras settled any arguments about that.




  So strong was the impression that we were looking at a solid object that I took a few moments off from the radar screen and hastily focused one of the optical telescopes on the sky. Of course,

  there was nothing to be seen – no sign of anything silhouetted against the sun’s pock-marked disk. This was a case where vision failed completely and only the electrical senses of the

  radar were of any use. The thing that was coming toward us out of the sun was as transparent as air – and far more tenuous.




  As those last moments ebbed away, I am quite sure that every one of us had reached the same conclusion – and was waiting for someone to say it first. What we were seeing was impossible,

  yet the evidence was there before our eyes. We were looking at life, where no life could exist . . .




  The eruption had hurled the thing out of its normal environment, deep down in the flaming atmosphere of the sun. It was a miracle that it had survived its journey through space; already it must

  be dying, as the forces that controlled its huge, invisible body lost their hold over the electrified gas which was the only substance it possessed.




  Today, now that I have run through those films a hundred times, the idea no longer seems so strange to me. For what is life but organized energy? Does it matter what form that energy

  takes – whether it is chemical, as we know it on Earth, or purely electrical, as it seemed to be here? Only the pattern is important; the substance itself is of no significance. But at the

  time I did not think of this; I was conscious only of a vast and overwhelming wonder as I watched this creature of the sun live out the final moments of its existence.




  Was it intelligent? Could it understand the strange doom that had befallen it? There are a thousand such questions that may never be answered. It is hard to see how a creature born in the fires

  of the sun itself could know anything of the external universe, or could even sense the existence of something as unutterably cold as rigid nongaseous matter. The living island that was falling

  upon us from space could never have conceived, however intelligent it might be, of the world it was so swiftly approaching




  Now it filled our sky – and perhaps, in those last few seconds, it knew that something strange was ahead of it. It may have sensed the far-flung magnetic field of Mercury, or felt the tug

  of our little world’s gravitational pull. For it had begun to change; the luminous lines that must have been what passed for its nervous system were clumping together in new patterns, and I

  would have given much to know their meaning. It may be that I was looking into the brain of a mindless beast in its last convulsion of fear – or of a godlike being making its peace with

  universe.




  Then the radar screen was empty, wiped clean during a single scan of the beam. The creature had fallen below our horizon and was hidden from us now by the curve of the planet. Far out in the

  burning dayside of Mercury, in the inferno where only a dozen men have ever ventured and fewer still come back alive, it smashed silently and invisibly against the seas of molten metal, the hills

  of slowly moving lava. The mere impact could have meant nothing to such an entity; what it could not endure was its first contact with the inconceivable cold of solid matter.




  Yes, cold. It had descended upon the hottest spot in the solar system, where the temperature never falls below seven hundred degrees Fahrenheit and sometimes approaches a thousand. And

  that was far, far colder to it than the antarctic winter would be to a naked man.




  We did not see it die, out there in the freezing fire; it was beyond the reach of our instruments now, and none of them recorded its end. Yet every one of us knew when that moment came, and that

  is why we are not interested when those who have seen only the films and tapes tell us that we were watching some purely natural phenomenon.




  How can one explain what we felt, in that last moment when half our little world was enmeshed in the dissolving tendrils of that huge but immaterial brain? I can only say that it was a soundless

  cry of anguish, a death pang that seeped into our minds without passing through the gateways of the senses. Not one of us doubted then, or has ever doubted since, that he had witnessed the passing

  of a giant.




  We may have been both the first and the last of all men to see so mighty a fall. Whatever they may be, in their unimaginable world within the sun, our paths and theirs may never cross

  again. It is hard to see how we can ever make contact with them, even if their intelligence matches ours.




  And does it? It may be well for us if we never know the answer. Perhaps they have been living there inside the sun since the universe was born, and have climbed to peaks of wisdom that we shall

  never scale. The future may be theirs, not ours; already they may be talking across the light-years to their cousins in other stars.




  One day they may discover us, by whatever strange senses they possess, as we circle around their mighty, ancient home, proud of our knowledge and thinking ourselves lords of creation. They may

  not like what they find, for to them we should be no more than maggots, crawling upon the skins of worlds too cold to cleanse themselves from the corruption of organic life.




  And then, if they have the power, they will do what they consider necessary. The sun will put forth its strength and lick the faces of its children; and thereafter the planets will go their way

  once more as they were in the beginning – clean and bright . . . and sterile.
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      Stephen Baxter (b. 1957) collaborated with Arthur C. Clarke on four novels, starting with The Light of Other Days (2000). In some ways, he might be seen as the

      natural successor to Clarke, as both share similar visions of the potential of technology. Baxter’s own work began in 1987 with “The Xeelee Flower”, a story that introduced

      Baxter’s future history series, which includes the novels Raft (1991), Flux (1993) and Ring (1994). He attracted a wider readership with The Time Ships (1995),

      his sequel to H. G. Wells’ The Time Machine, and went on to establish himself as one of Britain’s most innovative and entertaining science fiction writers.


    


  




  “MR HATHAWAY, it’s Amanda Breslin. Ms Breslin from the high school?”




  A call from Penny’s teacher wasn’t particularly welcome in the middle of the working day. I kicked shut the office door. “Yes, Ms Breslin. Is something wrong?”




  “Not exactly . . .”




  That hesitation triggered memories of meeting her at the last parent-teacher night: a slim woman, intense, shy, eyes that drew you in. Penny, twelve years old, was on a school field trip to

  Harwell today, the nuclear lab. I had lurid imaginings of what might have gone wrong. “Go on.”




  “Penny found some rats.”




  “What?”




  “Two rats, to be precise. Babies. The problem is, the rats shouldn’t have been where they were. Couldn’t have been, in fact. The lab authorities suspect this is some kind of

  hoax played by the kids. And since it was Penny who found them – ”




  Ever since the cancer that had taken her mother three years before, I had fretted continually about Penny’s welfare. Now Ms Breslin’s prevaricating about what seemed a trivial matter

  irritated me. “What’s this all about? Where exactly did she find these damn rats?”




  I heard Ms Breslin take a breath. “In a particle accelerator.”




  “I’ll be there.” And I hung up, rudely. I made some excuses to old Harrison, the senior partner, and went to get my car.




  That was the start of it for me. Soon, of course, the whole county was going to be getting calls and emails about rats turning up where they shouldn’t be. I suppose it’s my peculiar

  distinction to have been the very first.




  Harwell is only a couple of miles west of Didcot, where we lived. It didn’t take me long to drive out.




  Penny was doing fine at school, as far as I could tell. That was the trouble – I was increasingly unsure that I could tell. The school itself was very alien to a 1990s relic like

  me, with more laptops than teachers, who all had job titles like “motivational counsellor”. Penny and I had muddled through the first couple of years after we lost her mother, when she

  was still essentially a child. Now, at twelve, I knew she was moving into a more complex phase of her life – still fascinated by horses, but increasingly distracted by bad-boy soccer players

  with dirty hair.




  I was an office manager for a firm of solicitors. I can handle people reasonably well, I think – crusty old lawyers and their clients anyhow. How well I could handle the moods and dilemmas

  of a teenage daughter I was much less sure. Maybe today was going to be a test.




  The facility that everybody calls Harwell Laboratory, in Oxfordshire, was founded after World War II as a nuclear fission laboratory, on an old RAF airfield close to Oxford University. Some good

  work was done there, in fission reactor designs and fusion experiments. But as the decades wore away the slowdown of government science and the reduced threat of nuclear war saw the place go

  through complicated sell-offs. RAL, the Rutherford Appleton Laboratory, still operates within what is now known as the Harwell Science and Innovation Campus. This year, 2018, RAL had briefly made

  the headlines when the public were first allowed to see the revolutionary new Pevatron, a new breed of particle accelerator, which was due to come online in a couple more years. And that was why

  Penny’s school party had gone there that day.




  As I approached the gate I had to drive through a sullen picket line of protestors. They were calm and sane-looking, and their placards, leaning against the outer fence, were wordy warnings

  about the dangers of doing high-energy physics in the middle of the English countryside: black holes might be created, or wormholes, or “vacuum collapses” might be triggered, none of

  which meant very much to me.




  Ms Breslin met me at the security gate, as I signed bits of paper and submitted to retinal and DNA scans. I even had to pass through a Geiger counter trap, as if I might try to smuggle

  radioactive materials into a nuclear laboratory. Then we walked across the laboratory campus, side by side, her pace rapid, edgy. “Harwell’s a major local employer, of

  course,” she said, talking too fast, “and for the kids to be able to see a world-class science facility in development right on their doorstep is a great opportunity – it helps

  that I know a couple of the scientists on staff here personally . . .”




  It was a bright spring day, late April, with a bit of wind that blew Ms Breslin’s hair around her face. She was a slim woman, tall, in her late thirties a bit younger than me, with hints

  of grey in her tied-back brown hair. She struck me as wistful, a woman at the end of her youth – and, I guessed, alone; she wore no rings.




  The lab buildings were blocky and old-fashioned, laid out in a rough grid pattern, like a military base. But every so often I glimpsed a fission-reactor dome, silent and sinister, rising beyond

  the tiled rooftops, or the glistening hulk of a cooling plant or oxygen store, and much of the site was sealed off by fences plastered with warning signs and radiation symbols. The facility we were

  approaching was a kilometre across, but unprepossessing, like a ring of garden sheds set out across the scarred runway of the old airfield.




  “The Pevatron,” I prompted her.




  “It is a fantastic development,” she said. “Called the Pevatron because it can reach energies of peta-electron volts – that’s ten to power fifteen, a million

  billion. Orders of magnitude more even than the big new International Linear Collider in Japan, and at a fraction of the cost and scale thanks to the new methods they’ve developed here.

  It’s all to do with room-temperature superconductors controlled at the femtosecond scale by a new quantum computer – I have a physics PhD myself and I barely understand it . . .”

  I wondered how she had ended up teaching high school kids.




  “And it’s infested by rats,” I said.




  “Apparently.” Ms Breslin’s nervousness was overwhelming her now. “I’m sorry to have caused you so much trouble.”




  I smiled at her. “Don’t be. Stuff happens. You should try running elderly solicitors. And thanks for bringing me out so quickly.”




  She seemed surprised to be thanked. Her eyes widened, those eyes I remembered, seawater green.




  Schoolkids, teachers, white-coated lab workers and a couple of management suits gathered by an entrance. I recognized Penny, slim and small in her school uniform. Penny was actually cradling the

  two baby rats that were the cause of all the trouble, pink slivers of flesh. She smiled at me in the wry, almost adult way she had. “Hello, Dad. Look what I found.”




  It was where she had found the animals that was the problem. An apologetic site manager showed me a ball of glass and steel a couple of metres across, sealed save for vents to either side.

  “When the Pevatron is operational the particle beams will run through this sphere.” The manager was about fifty, greying, a scientist turned administrator. He used his fists to mime

  particles colliding. “Electrons and positrons will slam into each other at a whisker below the speed of light. Because they’re elementary particles, you see, unlike the protons they use

  in the LHC in Switzerland, we can control the energies of collision very precisely . . . Well. The point is this chamber will be evacuated when the facility is in use.”




  “A vacuum.”




  “And so it’s entirely sealed off, save for the valves to either side.”




  “There must be air in it today, or these baby rats wouldn’t have survived.”




  “There’s nothing wrong with the rats, Dad,” Penny said brightly. “In fact they were nice and warm when I picked them up, warm little bellies.”




  “But,” said the manager, “there’s no way the rats could have got in there in the first place . . .”




  I inspected the cage for myself. A hermetically sealed sphere, two baby rats, no sign of a mother or nest. It was a locked-room mystery, with rats. When Penny found the rats the junior

  technician who had been hosting the school party immediately got suspicious.




  “Which is why we called you,” said the site manager apologetically. “Ben’s guess that Penny had planted the rats did make sense. Occam’s razor, you know. The

  simplest hypothesis is likely to be correct. We have to take such allegations seriously – terrorism and all that. But in this case Occam let us down. We looked over the sphere; there’s

  simply no way the brightest child, and I’m sure Penny is bright as a button, could have set this up. Well, we got into the sphere and saved the baby rats. Didn’t want a gaggle of

  traumatized school-children on our hands.” He sighed. “Of all the issues I’ve had to wrestle with over this project – academic rivalries, funding cuts, anti-science

  protestors – I never expected to have to deal with vermin! Well. I do apologise for your trouble. Of course we’ll take care of those two beasts for you.” He reached out for the

  baby rats.




  Penny clutched them to her chest. “What will you do, destroy them?”




  “Well – ”




  “Oh, Dad, can’t we keep them? They’ve already been locked up in a particle accelerator. And they’re only babies.”




  “Penny, be serious.”




  “Lots of people have rats for pets,” Penny said, more in hope than belief.




  Ms Breslin said, “Actually that’s true. We keep a few at the school. I could help you get set up if you like. They’re so young they might need mother’s milk for a while .

  . . Oh.” She glanced at me. “I’m not helping, am I?”




  What she had said had made no difference; I had already seen there was only one positive outcome from what might have been a very difficult day. I said to Penny, “OK, you can keep them.

  But you’re responsible for cleaning them out. Clear?”




  Ms Breslin asked, “What will you call them?”




  Penny, beaming, held up the rats. “Rutherford and Appleton – ow! Rutherford just bit me.”




  “Let me hold them for you – I’ve gloves.”




  So Ms Breslin held them carefully in her gloved hands as the party walked out of RAL, all the way back to the gate. And as we passed back out through security, that Geiger gate bleeped. Ms

  Breslin held up the little animals and inspected them curiously.




  We saw a lot of Ms Breslin in the weeks after that – although we became “Amanda” and “Joe” when she started to visit us at home. The house I had

  bought with Mary, Penny’s mother, was too big for the two of us, but neither of us had wanted to move away from the memories. I could see Amanda working some of this out as she glanced around

  the place.




  She found a big old parrot’s cage for our rats, and she and Penny worked on making runs and providing toys and litter. Amanda helped us “rat-proof” our home, as she put it. I

  had to lift my piles of books off the floor and up onto shelves, and we put covers over the soft furnishings as a guard against territory-marking urine spurts, and I slit lengths of old hosepipe to

  cover electric flex. We kept the rats in a corner of our dining room, close by a window. I didn’t mind the little beasts save for a lingering stink of urine. And I enjoyed Amanda’s

  visits.




  After a few weeks the rats were very active, with jet black hair and bright, glittering little eyes. Amanda said they were growing unusually fast. She was also curious about the way they’d

  triggered the RAL Geigers. She asked if she could bring some instruments home from the school’s physics lab to test them.




  She showed up on a rainy May day, about four weeks after we had acquired the rats, with instruments that turned out to be advanced forms of radiation detectors. My own physics GCSE was in the

  dim past. “In my day we didn’t have this kind of stuff – just crackling Geiger counters.”




  “Fantastic, isn’t it? Instrumentation has gotten so cheap. Now schoolkids can detect cosmic rays . . .” Penny and Amanda manipulated the rats, holding them up before the

  detectors, while Amanda inspected them. “They are growing fast,” she said. “I mean, they can’t have been more than a few days old when Penny found them, but their

  eyes were already open.” And though they should have been dependent on their mother’s milk until they were four weeks old, from the beginning they’d been able to take solid food

  – high-protein puppy food, recommended by Amanda.




  Appleton, it turned out, was a female – a doe, as Amanda put it. “And she’s pregnant,” Amanda said now, feeling the rat’s tiny belly.




  Penny stared. “By her brother? Eughh.”




  “She’s young to be fertile but it’s not impossible . . . You generally try to separate siblings, always assuming Rutherford is her sibling.” One of her sensor

  boxes bleeped.




  I asked, “And she’s giving off cosmic rays?”




  “Dad,” Penny said, “cosmic rays come from supernovas and stuff. Rats do not give off cosmic rays.”




  “OK, so why is Amanda’s box bleeping?”




  Amanda was downloading a record onto a laptop. “There is some kind of high-energy radiation. Just a trace.” She passed a plastic wand over Appleton’s stomach. “A source,

  around here.”




  “Inside her?” Penny asked.




  “Is it dangerous?” I asked immediately. “For us, I mean.”




  “Oh, no, it’s the merest trace – you have more energetic particles lacing through your body all the time, from all sorts of natural sources. This would make no difference. Odd,

  though.”




  Penny said, “Maybe the rats ate some plutonium in that atomic lab. They were just babies. They must have been hungry. They’d have eaten anything.”




  But there is no plutonium in a particle accelerator. “Another mystery,” I said.




  “Ow!” Penny pulled her hands back and dropped Rutherford, who scampered off behind a radiator. “That little bugger nipped me again!”




  “Language,” I said. This time the rat had made her hand bleed. “That one’s getting vicious.”




  “Some do,” Amanda said. “He’s probably just being macho. Like a teenage boy.” She put Appleton back in her cage. “Joe, I’ll fetch some TCP if you round

  up Rutherford.”




  “OK. You sit still, Penny, and try not to bleed on anything.”




  I picked up a hearth brush and fish net and went after Rutherford. After a month we were working out a routine. I was confident the beast couldn’t get out of the room; the trick was to

  shepherd him with the brush, and then swipe him gently with the net. I soon backed him into a corner of the room. He stood on his haunches looking back at me, and I thought I saw traces of

  Penny’s blood around his mouth. I dropped the brush to block his exit to my left, and when he made a run for it I dropped the net in his path to my right.




  And missed him. He ended up running between my legs as if I was a nutmegged goalkeeper, following a course a good thirty degrees away from the one I’d thought he’d chosen. I

  couldn’t believe I’d managed to miss him so badly.




  I tried again. I chased him down to a corner of the room’s blocked-off fireplace, and tried the same routine: brush in one hand, net in the other. But again he ran off on a course very

  different from the one I saw him choose.




  “Curiouser and curiouser,” Amanda said. She’d returned and was dabbing at Penny’s bitten hand. “Joe – do you mind if I webcam you?”




  “What for? To give your buddies in the staff room a laugh?”




  “I wouldn’t do that.” She swivelled her laptop so it faced me. “There’s something funny going on, I think. Try catching him again.”




  It took me three more goes to trap him. Each time he fooled me, as if sending me chasing a ghost. I got him in the end by using a rucked-up bit of carpet to create a channel he couldn’t

  escape from.




  With both rats safely back in the cage Amanda ran over her webcam footage. “Well, that’s very odd. Look. Your second attempt is the clearest . . .”




  Rutherford looked as if he had been heading towards my right. That was the way I dropped the net, and as Penny’s shoulder happened to be in the frame, I could see from her reaction she

  thought he was heading that way too. But he headed left, and darted off the screen.




  “I’m sure I reacted after he made his move.”




  “You did, every time I watched you.” Amanda said carefully, “Each time it’s as if he got another chance. As if, knowing what you would do, he went back and made a second

  choice.”




  “‘Went back’? What’s that supposed to mean?”




  Amanda might have been careful in her choice of words, but Penny wasn’t. “We did fish them out of an atomic lab, Dad. What did you expect? Time-travelling mutant radioactive rats!

  Brilliant,” she said gleefully.




  We continued to see a good deal of Ms Amanda Breslin as the rats grew into two big, heavy, hungry, snappy animals. Amanda devised tests to try to establish the truth of the

  mysterious “time-hopping”. She and Penny built elaborate mazes of cardboard and plastic, baited with cheese and timed locks, but their results were inconclusive. Penny, designing

  experiments and keeping notes, loved all this. Amanda must be a hell of a teacher, I thought.




  And every so often I was reminded of that doctorate in physics.




  “I mean, think what an evolutionary advantage it would be,” she said. “When you’re chasing your lunch, or trying to keep from being somebody else’s lunch – if

  you make a mistake you can go back, even just a few seconds, and choose the option that keeps you safe, or fed. Once such a facility rose in a population you’d expect it to propagate

  fast.”




  “If they’re changing the past,” Penny said, “why would we remember? Our memories should be changed too.”




  “Good question,” Amanda said respectfully. “Maybe any changes to the time stream are localized – the effects travelling no wider than the rats need them to be. After all

  time travel must be energy-consuming. In general it ought to be a last resort. Maybe the time-travel reflex cuts in only as an emergency option when the rat is cornered. We might be able to use

  that to test them . . .”




  But Penny absolutely vetoed doing any kind of experiment that would put her rats under stress.




  I couldn’t really have cared less about rats, even time-travelling rats. But it was a pleasure to come home after another dull day with dusty solicitors, to help Penny with the rats’

  feed or with cleaning them out, and to talk over their latest exploits. “Who would have thought,” as Penny said, “that a pair of glow-in-the-dark rodents would bring us

  together?”




  And then there was Amanda. At first it was odd to have a woman of my age around the house again. Even after weeks she was awkward, oddly shy, but with that sharp brain and a healthy dose of

  empathy she was always good company.




  I did try to find out more about her. “You said you did a PhD. Wouldn’t you rather be working in a place like RAL, than with rats and schoolkids?”




  “Not me.” She pushed back her hair. “Academia is a pretty brutal world, you know. Petty bullying when you’re junior, and lifelong rivalries when you’re

  older.”




  “Like a rat pack,” Penny said.




  “Oh, academics make rats look civilized.”




  “All that conflict wasn’t for you,” I suggested. “And I’m guessing you don’t enjoy stress.”




  “Well, that’s true. We evolved as hunter-gatherers, which is generally a low-stress lifestyle. Children and animals around all the time too. Maybe I’m a throwback.” She

  smiled.




  She seemed to enjoy our company, as long as we had the rats as neutral ground between us. She evidently had nobody at home, no partner or kids. Penny clearly hoped that some kind of relationship

  was going to bloom between us, that her mother would be replaced in her life’s hierarchy of security by a favourite teacher. It wasn’t impossible. I was drawn into those seawater eyes.

  But I could see nothing but complications, and held back, taking it slowly.




  Too slowly, in the event. In the brief time we had left, I learned little more about Amanda’s past and her private life, and nothing about her few sad, failed love affairs. For in the end,

  of course, the rats got in the way.




  On the day Appleton gave birth Amanda stayed with us late into the evening, as the rat suckled her babies, a dozen of them. Then it was about seven weeks since we’d brought the rats home

  from RAL. It was early June now, and the evening was long, the air through the open window fresh and full of the scent of cut grass. Didcot’s not an exciting place, but on a warm summer

  evening, with the birds singing and the lawns green, middle England is as pretty a place as you’ll find anywhere. The baby rats had made Penny happy. It was a good day, and by about eleven

  p.m., hours after the rat had given birth, I felt pretty mellow, and was vaguely wondering how I could arrange for some time alone with Amanda.




  Then Penny broke the mood with a sudden scream. Amanda and I rushed to see what was wrong. Of the dozen babies, only two remained in the cage with Appleton, who seemed to be sleeping

  soundly.




  Penny was distressed. She thought the babies must have been eaten by their mother, a gruesome thought, and I hugged her.




  But Amanda calmly pointed out there was no evidence of such cannibalism. “If Appleton had eaten all those babies,” she said reasonably, “we’d have heard, and we’d

  see the by-products. The mess.”




  “Then where are the little beggars?” I snapped. “We’ve been sitting by this damn cage all day. Baby rats don’t just disappear – ”




  “Baby rats just appeared,” Penny pointed out. “Inside the accelerator, remember? Maybe they time-travelled out.”




  Now, given what had gone before, that was a reasonable suggestion. But with my mood shattered I’d had enough of mutant rats. I snorted, and as Amanda and Penny exchanged glances, I turned

  up the lights and started a more conventional search around the room. I soon found a hole, gnawed through the skirting board. When I dug into the hole with a probing finger, I found bits of paper,

  stinking of urine. A rat nest.




  I sat back on my heels, looking at the hole, and Penny and Amanda joined me.




  “Baby rats can’t gnaw holes that size,” Penny said.




  “Adults can,” said Amanda. She ran a finger around the rim of the hole. “The nest looks weeks old to me. Three or four?”




  “The thing is,” I said reluctantly, “I checked this board this morning. I checked the whole room. I usually do. There was no hole here. I’m sure of it. And certainly not

  a three-week-old nest.”




  Penny grasped the situation immediately. “The babies travelled back in time, three or four weeks. They went back in time, and built a nest here and grew up.”




  Amanda nodded. “They changed the past. So a nest exists here now where it didn’t before.”




  “Oh, come on,” I said. “How about Occam’s razor? Isn’t it simpler to suppose that we’ve just got another bunch of rats, that just happened to show up now

  – or were drawn by the scent of Rutherford and Appleton?”




  Penny shook her head. “Won’t wash, Dad. That doesn’t explain the way the hole just magically appeared.”




  Amanda, kneeling down, was still inspecting the hole. “I wish I had a torch . . . I can’t see evidence of more than a couple of animals here. Three at the most? But we lost maybe ten

  of our dozen babies. So where are the rest?”




  Penny ran to her laptop and immediately began scanning news sites, blogs, police and health resources, for unusual sightings of rats. That night there were four sightings in the Didcot area

  – four encounters with rats where no rats had been seen before, big, aggressive animals that were hard to catch. One report claimed a rat had attacked an infant in her cot. Penny looked at

  us, her eyes shining in the screen’s silver light. “Oops,” she said.




  Amanda stood up. “I think it’s time we took this a bit more seriously. Penny, do you mind if I take one of these babies into RAL for some tests? I have contacts there . .

  .”




  That was week seven, as we started to count it later: the seventh week since Penny first spotted those baby rats in their sealed-up sphere at RAL.




  The sightings of the rats continued through spring and summer, spreading out through Oxfordshire and Berkshire, the range increasing by roughly a couple of kilometres every three weeks. Penny

  and I set up an Ordnance Survey map on the wall of the dining room, and tracked the sightings with sticky coloured dots. By the beginning of September – week twenty – our dots had got

  as far as Abingdon, about eight kilometres away. The attacks on food stores, pets, livestock and, unfortunately, people, were getting more serious, and there were reports of the creatures causing

  other problems by gnawing through power lines, telephone optic-fibre cables and plastic water pipes. The rats were ferociously difficult to kill or contain, baffling the vermin controllers. The

  health authorities and the police were considering quarantining off an infected zone to try to stop the spread of the tabloids’ “super-rats”.




  Amanda came to visit us on the first Saturday in September, the last weekend before school started again – although it wasn’t yet clear if the schools would open, because of the

  continuing rat problem – and brought back the baby she had borrowed for testing in a cat box; it was now fully grown. Rutherford, Appleton and their unnamed babies, now separated by sex,

  watched impassively.




  Amanda professed admiration for our map.




  “Look,” Penny said. “We used a different colour code for each week since I found the first two at RAL. See how it spreads out? And there’s more of them all the time. I

  counted it up with Dad. There were four nests sighted that first night when the babies were born. Three weeks later there were twenty-six. Three weeks after that 128 . . .”




  “Show her your graph,” I told her.




  Penny brought up a graph of the number of reports of independent nests versus time, plotted on logarithmic scales. There was a scatter of points around a neat straight-line trend. “Dad

  showed me how to do this. See that? It’s a power-law line. That’s what Dad says. Every three weeks the nests seem to multiply by about five. That kind of multiplication grows quickly.

  This is week twenty and we’re up to over 1,300, spread across a circle with a diameter about sixteen kilometres.”




  Amanda nodded. “You should show this to Mr Beauregard. He keeps saying you’re underachieving at maths.”




  She pulled a face. “This isn’t maths. This is real.”




  Amanda raised her eyebrows at me. “Which tells you all you need to know about Bob Beauregard’s teaching methods. That fivefold increase maybe makes sense. You get typically ten or a

  dozen babies per litter. Maybe five breeding pairs each generation? But the generations are coming too close together, though, even for these rats . . . I’ll have to think about that. Do some

  mathematical modelling.”




  I went to put the kettle on. “So how’s the youngster? Survived its tests at RAL?”




  “Oh, yes.” She leaned down to look at the rat in its cat box. “Although my friends in there couldn’t agree on an interpretation of their scan results.”




  Penny said, “Tell us what you think.”




  Amanda said slowly, “Well – I think this rat has got a wormhole in its stomach. A flaw in spacetime. And I think it was born that way, born with the wormhole.” She smiled at

  us. “Isn’t that a wonderful idea?”




  Penny clapped her hands.




  I poured out mugs of tea for me and Amanda, handed Penny a soda, and we sat at the table. “‘A flaw in spacetime.’ I’m not sure what that means.”




  “The classical description of a wormhole is the Einstein-Rosen bridge, which – ”




  “Einstein didn’t keep rats, as far as I know. This, this flaw in its stomach, is how the rat can travel back in time. Is that what you mean?”




  She nodded. “But not voluntarily, I don’t think. It must be connected to the rat’s nervous system somehow – like a muscular reflex. When it’s cornered, it flexes

  this spacetime spring, and flips back.”




  “Just a few seconds,” Penny said.




  “Yes. That would be enough to escape most entrapment situations. But I’m speculating that a deeper reflex can work when the rats are very young. What if some babies in a litter can

  hop back weeks? It would be a random jump into the unknown, but they would be safe from any predators who might be attracted to the nest.”




  “Or the vermin controllers.”




  “Well, yes. And we know this strain of rat is able to survive precociously young – especially if it finds some kind human like Penny to look after it.”




  Penny frowned. “They’d be separated from their mother. For ever.”




  “But rats don’t have the same kind of parental bond as we do, Penny. We, with our ape lineage, only have a few children whom we cherish. The rats have lots of babies, expecting to

  lose most of them to predators. Being able to throw at least some of your babies back to the safety of the past is a valid survival option.”




  I said, “And this is what the RAL people wouldn’t believe.”




  “Well, would you? Although you’d think by now others would have noticed something odd. The police and the rest keep saying they’re just an extreme strain of ordinary

  rat.”




  “So how did spacetime wormholes get into the bellies of rats?”




  “It started – or will start – in the place we found the first pair.”




  “The Pevatron?”




  “You’ll recall those anti-science protesters outside the facility. They may have a point. The Pevatron will work at unprecedented high energies, and even some of the RAL people are

  expecting it to create extremely exotic objects . . .”




  Objects such as wormholes and black holes. The energies released by the Pevatron’s colliding electrons and positrons could be enough to rip the fabric of spacetime and leave it stitched

  back together again wrong, with points that should be separated in space or in time unnaturally connected together.




  “Miniature time machines,” Penny said.




  “Yes. The RAL people are actually figuring out ways to detect such things. If a particle got trapped in such a wormhole it might bounce back and forth so you’d see multiple copies of

  it. Or, you might see a flash as all the light that fell in the wormhole in the future, as long as it existed, was sent back to the instant of its creation and emerged all at once.”




  I nodded, half-understanding, not quite believing. “And if such a wormhole did form, at high energy –”




  Amanda spread her hands on the table. “I’m speculating. You’d get not one but a whole population of the things. The wormholes would interact and self-select – I think we

  might see a kind of evolution, a physical evolution, as the wormholes spiralled into stable, low-energy modes that could persist even outside the Pevatron, in our low-energy environment.”




  “Until one got swallowed by a rat,” I said sceptically.




  “Well, something like that. After that we’re talking about biological evolution. It’s obvious what a competitive advantage an ability to time-travel would confer. And,

  remember, if these creatures are somehow looping back in time, a lot of generations could be compressed into a short interval. Evolution could work very quickly, the time-travel gene spreading

  fast.”




  “OK. But even if I buy all that, the Pevatron doesn’t work yet. It isn’t due to come online for two whole years! So how did those first time-travelling rats end up back in

  April?”




  “That’s obvious, Dad,” Penny said, admonishing. “They just got thrown further back in time than usual. Their origin is in the future. They are infesting the past.”

  She smiled at the idea. “Cool.”




  Amanda and I shared a glance.




  That didn’t seem so cool to me. Mankind has waged war against rats since we became farmers. Even before the Pevatron rats came along, there were thought to be more rats than all the other

  mammals put together; and rats and the diseases they brought were thought to have killed more humans in the second millennium than all our wars. If this new strain really did have the ability to

  time-travel – even to plant their young in the deep past – how could humanity stop them?




  We weren’t about to alarm Penny, who clearly hadn’t thought it through that far. I raised the pot. “More tea?”




  A population increasing fivefold expands fast. By the end of September there were over six thousand nests, being spied as far out as Wantage. That was when we were evacuated

  out of the expanding infestation zone. It broke Penny’s heart when Rutherford and Appleton were taken away.




  Amanda sent us a video clip. It had been caught by chance, by a webcam in a bird’s nesting box: it was the arrival of a baby rat, apparently sent from the future into its past, our

  present. At first you saw a sort of outline, flattened like roadkill, that gradually filled up to a living, breathing, three-dimensional rat. Amanda said it was as if the rats were using their

  wormhole muscles to fold up into a higher spacetime dimension, and then back down into ours. She had hacked this footage out of data being gathered by government science units at the heart

  of the infected zone. The scientists didn’t know what to make of it – or if they did, they weren’t admitting it.




  By week twenty-nine, mid-November, the rats were being seen in Wallingford, around thirteen kilometres from Harwell. In our government-issue caravan we kept up our map, and the centre of it was

  covered with dots; the rats weren’t just spreading outward but were filling in the spaces they had already colonized. The authorities estimated there were over 150,000 nests in the area.

  Penny extrapolated her graph and made lurid predictions of how quickly the rats would reach Birmingham, London, the Channel Tunnel. “It’s the end of the world, Dad, for humans

  anyhow,” she said, thrilling herself by half-believing it.




  By the end of November, the authorities were making provisional plans to evacuate Oxford. That was when Amanda called me and asked me for help. “We need to sort this out before it’s

  too late.”




  I met her at the edge of the control zone, near Wallingford. She had requisitioned an NHS ambulance, rat-hardened with cages over its tyres and netting over its doors. She was already wearing

  her spacesuit, as she called it, a coverall of tough Kevlar fabric with thick gloves and a hood like a nuclear engineer’s. She had one for me; I had to put it on as she drove us briskly into

  the zone. I was impressed by the resources she’d assembled, leaning on her contacts within Harwell itself. She was always far smarter, more resourceful than she appeared, and was rising to

  this challenge. She was having a good war. That’s one reason why I’ll miss her.




  Inside the infected zone the towns and villages were deserted of people. The rats were everywhere, swarming out of doorways and windows and over the streets in a black tide. Even out in the

  country I could hear their heavy bodies thumping against the body of the ambulance as we drove.




  “They’ve eaten everything there is to eat,” Amanda said. “The supermarkets, larders, granaries, fields, all stripped. The population must be near its peak. Soon

  they’ll turn on each other, if they haven’t already . . .”




  As we neared Harwell we passed the hub of the emergency control, a heavily fenced-off group of trailers, vehicles and comms masts – Gold Command, as it was called, under the control of the

  local chief constable, and patrolled by squaddies armed with rifles and flame-throwers. Rats scurried across the ground even inside the soldiers’ perimeter. That was the nature of them.




  At Harwell itself we left the ambulance at RAL’s security gate, were passed through the unmanned security barriers by Amanda’s retinal scans, and walked across a campus deserted save

  for the shadowy black forms of rats. Amanda wore a canvas pack on her back that looked suspicious even to me, but none of the campus’s security measures impeded us.




  We passed through the rough ring of the Pevatron accelerator, and came to a group of more finished buildings at its centre. The area was heavily fenced off and the ground dosed with poison; this

  billion-pound facility had not yet been abandoned to the rats.




  “In fact,” Amanda said, “you could say the Pevatron’s development is continuing, even now, as that works its way through its own, slow, superhuman

  calculations.”




  That was the quantum computer. Contained within one of the largest of the central buildings and held behind a glass wall, it was a translucent ball maybe three metres across that hovered

  in the air, suspended by magnetic fields and contained in a perfect vacuum. Walking back and forth in its hall I thought I saw hints of deeper structure, glimmering. Even aside from its engineering

  quality, that computer was one of the most beautiful pieces of sculpture I have ever seen.




  “Nobody knows how it works,” Amanda said. “Not in detail anyhow. It bootstrapped itself. It finished its own physical design, and now is working out its own programming for the

  task of running the Pevatron.”




  “That is one smart machine.”




  “But vulnerable.” And she took off her pack, and pulled out pretty much what I expected: a lump of pale plastic, an explosive. I didn’t ask her where she had got this from. She

  slapped the plastic against the glass window, where it stuck easily, and attached a detonator charge. This would be controlled by a radio switch. She showed me what to do, just in case: it was a

  gadget like a TV remote, with a big red button to push. “We need some distance,” she said, and led me out of the building to the open air.




  “The quantum computer is the heart of the Pevatron – and where most of the money has been spent. If we destroy it there’s a good chance the project will be derailed enough to

  be cancelled altogether, especially given it’s in the middle of a disaster zone. Of course others might build equivalent facilities somewhere else, but at least we’d buy time to prove

  the reality of the time loops, and to protect against the danger.”




  We stood near the edge of the ring, looking back at the unprepossessing control buildings. “Do we really have to do this? To smash such a beautiful machine – ”




  “I know,” she said, smiling at me. “I feel it too. But, yes, we have to do this. Look . . .” She pulled a handheld out of her pack, and showed me how she had modelled the

  spread of the super-vermin. “These rats are fertile at four weeks old, and have a gestation time of about three weeks. When a litter is born, a percentage of it is thrown back in time

  four weeks. So they are mature just at the point they were born – if you see what I mean. That’s why we see this jump in the spread with each three-week generation.




  “But I’m speculating that under conditions of extreme stress – such as the overcrowding we’re already seeing here – some individuals, or their offspring, can be

  thrown back further still. Just as Penny suggested.”




  “To escape the population crash.”




  “That’s it. Because if you dive deep enough into the past, you always find virgin territory: you are the first of your kind, and your offspring can fill their boots. Think about it.

  The first boom will start when the Pevatron comes on line. Forty weeks later, crash . . .” The authorities were predicting a crash for us around week forty, when the rats would have overrun

  Oxford, and there would be tens of millions of nests – hundreds of millions of rats, swarming over an area thirty or forty kilometres across. Amanda went on, “A few extreme individuals

  escape back, say, a hundred weeks into the past, into the virgin time before the Pevatron was even turned on. Forty weeks later, their ancestors are still ahead of the first origin. But

  there’s another crash –”




  “And another leap into the past, even deeper.”




  “Yes. And back they go, crash and leap, crash and leap, working their way ever deeper into history. Every time it will start as it did for us, with just a handful of cute-looking babies in

  a virgin world. Every time it will end with a crash. You know, maybe this is the only way a species as smart as us could be eradicated. We fought back against predators and plagues; we’d

  probably survive everything short of the planet being destroyed altogether. But not this.” Those seawater eyes were grave behind her scuffed faceplate. “There’s nothing

  ahead of us, Joe. Nothing but rats swarming and fighting and dying; whatever human future existed has been eaten.” She waved a hand. “And soon none of this will exist either. We

  won’t just be dead; we will never even have existed. Our history, our very existence, consumed by the rats.”




  I touched the hand that held the bomb control. “And you think this will put it right.”




  “This must be where it started. I can’t think of anything else to do.” I would never have believed that the timid teacher I had got to know only months before would ever have

  been capable of setting up an operation like this, which shows how much I know about people. But she was trembling inside her suit. “I’m scared, Joe.”




  I squeezed her gloved hand. “Don’t be. To have figured this out, to have got this far – I could kiss you.”




  She looked away, shy even in that extreme moment. There were rats running around our feet. “We shouldn’t risk it.”




  “I guess not,” I said. I will regret that choice forever.




  She held up her control, the button under her gloved thumb. “I hope this works. Three, two, one – ” A flash of light.




  It took me a long time to recover from the injuries I suffered in the next few seconds, and even longer to figure it all out.




  Amanda and I had talked about what the rise of the rats would mean for humanity – that is, our extinction. What we didn’t talk about was what it would mean for the rats

  themselves.




  Rats breed fast, and compete hard. In a world empty of mankind there would be a quick radiation of forms; I imagined slavering wolf-like rats preying on big grazing antelope-like beasts. And I

  imagined intelligence advancing. Why not? Rats are already smart and highly social, and the stuff we left behind would give a start to any tool-users. Whatever society they built would surely be

  quite unlike ours, however. Rats, with their different breeding strategy, show little loyalty to their many offspring; there will be no rodent Genghis Khan. And natural time travellers would wage

  wars of a qualitatively different kind from ours. All this in a rat future.




  But that future was always contingent. Suppose Amanda was right – suppose her one action in aborting the Pevatron was enough to stop the rise of the rats. Maybe a smart enough super-rat of

  the future would know that. And maybe he or she would come back in time to avert the extinction of its kind before it existed – or to confirm the defeat of mankind. But for the rat, it was a

  leap across time too far.




  This is all speculation. But it would explain what I saw.




  “Three, two, one – ”




  I saw Amanda’s thumb press down on that red button.




  And in the same instant I saw a vertical line appear in space before us, and fold out, like a cardboard cut-out rotating.




  I’ve tried to describe it, even to draw it, for the doctors and policemen who have questioned me since. It was a rat, but a big vat, maybe a metre tall, upright, with some kind of

  metal mesh vest over its upper body, and holding a silvery tube, unmistakeably a weapon, that it pointed at Amanda. Even as it appeared it opened its mouth wide – I saw typical rat incisors,

  just like Rutherford’s – and it screamed.




  And it started to glow.




  Amanda had told me how the scientists had hoped to detect the Pevatron’s miniature time machines by flashes of light: all the radiation that would ever fall on those wormholes, as long as

  they lasted, all pouring out at the moment of their formation. And right at the beginning of the affair Penny said the babies she found in the vacuum sphere were warm too, warm in their little

  bellies where the wormholes lay like tumours. Maybe there’s a limit to how much of that gathered radiation an organic time machine can stand – a limit to how far a much-evolved rat

  thing can throw itself back in time.




  I think the post-rat that tried to attack Amanda knew this. It was sacrificing itself in a hopeless attempt to save its timeline. If so, it was a hero of its kind.




  I saw it die. Light shone out of its mouth, its boiling, popping eyes, and then out through its flesh and singed fur, as if it exploded from within. I closed my eyes, thus probably saving my

  sight. When its body detonated I was knocked to the ground, burned. Amanda, closer, did not survive.




  But she had pressed that damn button, and I felt a second concussion as her plastic explosive went up, and the quantum computer died.




  When the Harwell security officers found us, shouting, cocking pistols, there was not a trace of that damn rat to be seen – and none of its swarming ancestors who had been under my feet

  moments before – nothing but the body of Amanda, and me with a head full of memories of the Pevatron rats that nobody else shares, not even Penny.




  

     

  




  THE EDGE OF THE MAP




  Ian Creasey




  [image: img]




  

    

      I’m a sucker for stories of lost worlds and lost races. There are still a few remote places on Earth that are unexplored, but the great stories of explorers

      encountering lost races in the Amazon jungle or in the centre of Australia or on a remote island are pretty much a thing of the past – though the TV series Lost is doing its bit in

      keeping the spirit alive. With a dearth of such stories you can imagine my delight when I first read this one. It’s not really a lost world story, not in the traditional sense. But

      that’s what’s so wonderful about it.




      Yorkshire born-and-bred, Ian Creasey (b. 1969) has been selling stories to magazines and anthologies since 2002 but has yet to have a book of his own published – though surely that

      is only a matter of time. He is one of the most original and exciting talents to emerge in science fiction in recent years. This story was inspired by Creasey’s interest in Fortean

      phenomena and what might still survive in the wilds of the world.


    


  




  SUSANNA LISTENED resentfully to the helicopters spraying nano-cams over the foothills. She kept her gaze locked on the

  plantation, rubbing her tense neck as she waited to get the shot. It was a long time since she’d filmed her own footage. She fiddled with the controls on her ancient glasses, practising

  framing the scene, zooming in, panning back for a wide angle.




  “How long will this take?” asked Ivo. “This isn’t what I’m here for. We need to head off soon.” In her peripheral vision, she saw him twitch restlessly as he

  kept glancing in all directions, like a nervous bird in a garden full of cats.




  “I want to film a few things before I’m finally obsolete,” Susanna said. “It shouldn’t be long now.” She saw no sign of movement downhill. The cannabis

  plants, which had grown four metres tall in the African sun, might still harbour a few defiant hippies. Should she move along the ridge for a better angle?




  A bar of green light split the sky in two. The crack of ionized air rolled across the mountain like a manmade thunderbolt. Susanna adjusted her glasses, zooming in to focus on the flames.

  The smell of burning cannabis rose up the hillside.




  She gave the glasses to Ivo, then walked a few steps down the hill. “Keep looking at me, but film as much fire behind me as you can.”




  Ivo donned the glasses with little enthusiasm. He brushed aside the fringe of his ash-blond hair, then gave her a perfunctory thumbs-up sign.




  Susanna stood up straight, took two deep breaths, and raised her voice over the crackle of flames. “As the Blind Spot shrinks, more secrets are revealed.” Another zap echoed around

  the hills. “When the nanocams found a drugs plantation, American satellites fried it.”




  A gust of wind fanned aromatic smoke toward her, and Susanna suppressed a tickle in her throat. She wiped her brow with a sponsored sweatband. “I can smell the burning from here. With the

  sun and the fire and the lasers from the sky, I’m roasting like an ant under a magnifying glass.” She included these sensory details to emphasize that she reported from the spot, unlike

  all the bloggers who’d comment on the nanocam footage from the comfort of their own homes.




  “In the last few days, soldiers have arrested dozens of terrorists as soon as the cams spotted them. But who else – and what else – is still out there?” She left a

  dramatic pause before signing off. “This is Susanna Munro reporting from Zaire.”




  Now she let herself cough volcanically. Her eyes watering, she stumbled up the bare slope, following Ivo to his battered Land Rover.




  The vehicle, parked in the shade of a huge rock, was a blessed harbour from the heat and smoke. Ivo started the engine and turned up the air-conditioning, then returned her glasses with a

  grimace of distaste.




  “Thanks,” said Susanna, smiling. “They won’t bite you.”




  “It’s not me I’m worried about,” Ivo said, and she felt that he only barely refrained from adding “old chap”. Despite the heat, he wore a formal shirt and

  waistcoat as if he were starring in a twentieth-century movie about a nineteenth-century explorer.




  Susanna played the recording. The obsolete glasses pixellated the image on zoom shots, and Ivo had jiggled his head while filming her. But the segment was usable. Watching her spiel, she winced

  at the sight of her grey hair. The last time she had used these glasses – or their backup system – her hair had been Pre-Raphaelite red. And in those days, simple moisturiser had kept

  wrinkles at bay. Throughout the past week she had felt the tropical sun beating through her high-factor sunblock, scouring crevasses in her skin, tanning it like old leather.




  But that hardly mattered now. There would be no more stories after this one, no more despatches from the field. The advancing nanocams made images accessible to everyone, and frontline

  journalism redundant.




  A black helicopter roared overhead, spraying its invisible cargo. Inside the Land Rover, both their comps beeped to signal Net access. Susanna plugged in her glasses, uploading all the footage

  recorded this morning and last night – when the doomed hippies had got high for the last time, vowing that the Man could have their joints when he pried them from their cold dead hands. She

  sent the update to various channels she freelanced for, then began scanning her mail.




  Ivo interrupted. “That’s where we’re going,” he said, pointing to a map on his laptop screen. An overlay showed nanocam coverage at ninety-eight per cent, and the Blind

  Spot shrank by a few more pixels as she stared. “Are you ready?” he asked. “Forward, forward, let us range.”




  Susanna hesitated, thinking of the desperate criminals who could still be out there, hiding from the advancing cameras. If she met them, she might be giving them their last chance to commit

  rape, torture, murder.




  And yet this was her last chance too, her last opportunity for an old-fashioned scoop, here in the continent where scoops began when New York Herald reporter Henry Stanley said, “Dr

  Livingstone, I presume?”




  She nodded. “Let’s go.”




  Ivo revved the engine, and the Land Rover shot forward into the glare of the sun. Susanna’s comp chirped indignation as they left the Net behind and re-entered the Blind Spot. She read the

  mail she’d downloaded. Her husband had sent a Happy Birthday message, in case she stayed out here another week. Her daughters were baking cookies – chocolate for Michelle, and almond

  for Vanessa. In the background the kitchen looked like chaos, as always, and she saw Toby scooping chocolate dough from an abandoned mixing bowl.




  Susanna took off her glasses, and put them in the pocket of her once-white blouse, now stained with sweat and smoke and dust. The children, she thought. The children were one reason she had

  stopped chasing stories across the globe. But it wasn’t just that. It had seemed a promotion to become the anchorwoman in the studio, to become an armchair pundit filing expert opinions from

  home. And yet as the nanocams spread, everyone became a pundit. Anyone could bookmark footage and post comments, edit montages and record a voiceover. Susanna had once been proud to call herself a

  journalist, but the label meant nothing now.




  Well, the bloggers weren’t out here, breathing the parched air, clutching a broken seat-belt as the Land Rover bumped over stones and fallen branches. There was hardly any trail, just a

  network of goat tracks and dry stream-beds. Ivo zigzagged up the mountain, leaving the contour-hugging helicopter behind. The nanocams could only advance slowly and methodically, needing to knit

  together in a network. From their inception as an anti-terrorist measure in the USA, they had spread remorselessly across the world. War and disease had kept this remote corner of Africa clear, a

  haven for the hunted, but now the last Blind Spot would disappear – Ivo’s laptop predicted – in less than two days.




  She watched Ivo drive. Every few minutes he turned his head for a sudden glance out of the side window, as though trying to catch something by surprise.




  “What are you looking for?” she asked.




  “We’ve been through this already,” he said. “I’m not telling you what could be out there. The power of suggestion might make you imagine anything I mentioned.

  I’m bringing you because I need an independent pair of eyes. You’re the journalist – shouldn’t you see for yourself?”




  Susanna thought of pressing him, but decided to wait. Sometimes silence created its own pressure. People gripped by an obsession – and Ivo’s had brought him to the remotest corner of

  the Earth – could rarely shut up for long.




  But he didn’t speak again until the Land Rover crunched to a halt. Susanna hopped out and helped Ivo heave a dead shrub from their path. She swallowed hard, trying to relieve the pain in

  her left ear. They had climbed many hundreds of metres, but even in the thin air, the midday sun still broiled the landscape. The rocky hillside, pockmarked with tufts of dry grass, felt hot

  through her shoes, as if the long-extinct volcano plotted a comeback.




  Ivo said, “Can you see anything?”




  She paused and looked around. Bar the Land Rover, she saw no sign of human presence. The only movement came from a single bee darting between small purple flowers.




  “Can you see anything in the corner of your eye?” Ivo asked. “Can you feel anything brushing past you – running from the nanocams ‘like ghosts from an enchanter

  fleeing’?” He spoke with the intensity of a true believer, though she still hadn’t figured out precisely what he believed in.




  “Maybe you inhaled too much of that burning dope,” said Susanna. She hoped this might sting him into saying more, but he only shrugged and joined her back in the Land Rover.




  They crawled on, stopping more frequently as the slope grew rugged. Eventually a huge jumble of boulders halted their progress.




  “From here, we walk,” said Ivo.




  Susanna rummaged in her holdall. “Coke?” she offered.




  Ivo stared in disbelief. “Where did you get this? There’s not a bar or a vending machine in 200 kilometres.” When he opened the can, froth spurted out and soaked him with

  cola.




  They both laughed. “Sorry,” said Susanna. “I guess we’re pretty high up. And you just wasted about a hundred dollars worth of Coke, by the way. Some guy airlifted it all

  in and charged me $1000 for a six-pack.” She tried to ease open her own can, and relieve the pressure gradually, but she only succeeded in spraying foam out of the window. Bubbles hissed as

  they fell on the Land Rover’s sun-heated metal.




  “Unless the forex markets just exploded, that’s a lot of money for Coke.” Ivo wagged a finger in mock disdain. “And it’s not even chilled!”




  “Yeah . . .” She sighed. “It was my little nostalgia trip. Back in the old days, when there were dozens of reporters chasing every story, we used to compete to see who could

  get the most outrageous item through expenses.” She remembered Pink-Slip Pete, the BBC veteran who’d mentored her through early assignments. He would have applauded the $1000-Coke, and

  topped it with some ludicrously expensive taxi or minibar tab. Pete had died before the newsroom started sourcing all their pictures from the nanocams.




  Ivo clinked his can with hers. “Cheers.” He started checking the contents of his rucksack. “Are you going to hump your bag up the rest of the hill?” he asked.




  Susanna frowned. “How far is it?”




  “The more you carry, the farther it’ll feel.”




  She hefted the holdall, which contained exactly what she used to pack in the old days. “I’ll give it my best shot.”




  “Fair enough.” Ivo pointed to her blouse pocket. “But you’re leaving those behind.”




  Susanna pulled out the thick-framed glasses. “These? Why?”




  “Because they’re a camera. Okay, they’re not the nanocams, but they’re a camera nonetheless. Why do you think I’m here in the Blind Spot?”




  “I don’t know. You won’t tell me what you’re looking for.”




  “No . . . but the reason I’m looking here is that there are no cameras. Not yet, anyway.” Ivo looked up, as if to check for helicopters, but silence shrouded the

  mountain. “And that’s why you can’t bring your glasses.”




  “But I’m a journalist,” Susanna said. “When I find the story, I need to film it.”




  “Ah, but what I’m looking for can’t be filmed.”




  She turned to stare at him. “Run that by me again.”




  Ivo drained his can of warm Coke. “In ancient times,” he began, “when people made maps, they wrote ‘Here Be Dragons’ at the edge, and drew sea-monsters in the

  ocean. Over the centuries the dragons got pushed back and back.




  “Even in the scientific era, people still saw strange sights. Giant apes, rains of frogs, lights in the sky, fairies at the bottom of the garden. All sorts of stuff, but with one thing in

  common – they didn’t show up too well on film. When the nanocams blanketed North America, you didn’t hear much about Bigfoot any more.




  “So there are two possibilities. Anyone who ever saw anything weird was mistaken or lying – or all those weird things retreated from the cameras, just as expanding civilization has

  always made wildlife retreat.”




  “Or die out,” Susanna said.




  “Cheery soul, aren’t you?” said Ivo. “Yes, many creatures have died out. But wildlife isn’t all extinct. And there were so many different weird things, they

  can’t all have died, just as those witnesses can’t all have been wrong.”




  “So we’re looking for Bigfoot?” she said, pleased to have finally winkled out Ivo’s obsession, and a little amused by it.




  He shook his head. “I knew I shouldn’t have mentioned anything specific. No, unless Bigfoot managed to swim all the way across the Atlantic, it seems unlikely he’s here –

  if he ever existed. The same applies to most of what used to be called the unexplained, before the nanocams showed exactly how rains of frogs occurred.




  “But if there’s anything left, if there’s just one single weird thing left in the world, it’s right here. The nanocams have driven it back and back, and now the Blind

  Spot is the edge of the Earth. And that’s why you can’t bring your camera-glasses. The weird is like a superimposed state in quantum mechanics – when you record it, you destroy

  it.” He said the last sentence as if it made sense.




  “So you invited a journalist along, and now you’re asking her to leave her camera behind?”




  “‘Full many a flower is born to blush unseen’ – but what if it can only blush unseen by mechanical eyes?”




  “Then I wonder what it has to hide.” Yet Susanna felt sympathetic to Ivo’s bizarre request. Journalism wasn’t just about taking pictures, otherwise she could have stayed

  home and let the nanocams get the footage. Journalism was about being on the spot, talking to the locals, getting the real story rather than just a picture of it. Yes, she could leave her glasses

  behind.




  After all, she still had her backup system.




  “Okay,” she said, putting her glasses into the Land Rover’s glove compartment. “Let’s go.”




  They clambered over the boulders that had blocked the vehicle’s ascent, and then began trudging the rest of the way up the mountain. Susanna kept transferring her holdall from one shoulder

  to the other, in ever-diminishing intervals as the weight grew harder to bear. She wanted to rush to the top, to get the climb over with, but found herself panting for breath in the thin air. She

  felt dizzy, and saw black spots floating in her vision.




  Were they what Ivo was looking for? When she asked, he smiled and shook his head. “You’re just trying too hard, using too much energy. It’s easier if you take small

  steps.” He demonstrated walking with tiny heel-to-toe steps that Susanna remembered from childhood games.




  “Let’s catch a yeti, hitch a ride,” she said.




  Ivo disdained to reply, and climbed onward. She followed him, grateful for the nanobots maintaining her osteoporosis-stricken bones. The sun descended the empty sky.




  Susanna only noticed that Ivo had stopped when she bumped into him. “Take a rest,” he said. “From here it’s easier.”




  They’d reached the rim of the ancient volcano. Before them a vast lake stretched as far as Susanna could see. She sat on her holdall, too tired to even speak. Ivo, ten years younger,

  looked just as glad to take a breather. She watched him staring out into the lake, and wondered what he had expected to find. Only windblown ripples broke the surface.




  They couldn’t afford to rest long; the sun hung low, with twilight brief in the tropics. Ivo led them round the shore of the lake, crunching grey sand underfoot. Ahead stood a small hut,

  built from mortarless stones and roofed with reeds.




  “I scouted out a few places,” Ivo explained. “When the nanocams began their final push, I didn’t know exactly where the last Blind Spot would be, but I thought the lake

  was a likely spot.” He paused. “Urn . . . you might want to wait here for a minute.”




  Ivo approached the doorway cautiously, and Susanna remembered that terrorists might be hiding beyond. But he gave her a reassuring wave, and she joined him inside.




  A few folding chairs surrounded a picnic table full of mouldy styrofoam cups and empty Rizla packets. “Some of the hippies used to come up here for the fishing,” Ivo said.

  “They had lots of stories about the things that got away.”




  Susanna thought he referred to drug-inspired tales, until she realized that he meant weird things. What monsters might be wandering outside the stone walls? Was it safe up here?




  The hell with it, she thought. Bigfoot could scare off the terrorists – or vice versa. She was too tired to worry. She looked for a bed, but saw only a pile of dry reeds. From her

  holdall she took some spare clothes for a pillow.




  “Good thinking,” said Ivo. “We need to start early tomorrow, to beat the helicopters.”




  If he said anything else, Susanna didn’t hear it before she fell asleep.




  In the morning they walked further round the lake to a stretch of tall reeds growing in the shallows. A thin layer of cloud veiled the sun, but did little to restrain its heat from baking the

  landscape.




  Ivo splashed through the reeds until he shouted in triumph. Susanna stepped into the water – finding it colder than she expected – and joined Ivo as he heaved aside a faded

  tarpaulin. Underneath bobbed a motor-boat, its off-white interior colonized by nesting spiders. Susanna threw in her holdall and clambered onto a bench, brushing arachnids aside. Oh, the joys of

  location reporting. She towelled off her wet feet while Ivo struggled to start the engine.




  The boat roared into the lake, flattening reeds on its way. Ivo throttled back to a gentler pace. He kept glancing from port to starboard, bow to stern. Susanna saw only birds wading near the

  shore, taking to the air when the boat came too close.




  She looked away from the shore, out into the lake. Beyond the boat’s wake, the still water reflected the sky. She barely saw any boundary between them. No farther shore darkened the

  horizon.




  Susanna blinked, and peered into the distance. She still couldn’t see anything.




  “How big is this lake?” she asked.




  Ivo shrugged. “I haven’t been round it.”




  “I thought we were in a volcano crater. Shouldn’t we be able to see the other side?”




  “I’ll check the map.” Ivo delved into his rucksack. But when he tried to boot up the laptop, nothing happened. He shook his head. “Batteries must have run out. They

  don’t last long out here.”




  “You don’t have any spares?”




  “Sure, back in the Land Rover.”




  Ivo looked more excited than concerned. “Let’s get across and have a look,” he said, revving the boat like a boy racer.




  Susanna glanced back and watched the hut dwindle into an imperceptible speck. The loss of her only landmark disturbed her on a visceral level.




  You wanted to chase a story, she reminded herself. In the old days she’d survived dozens of disturbing moments. Back then she had almost relished being scared, because the most

  uncomfortable stories sometimes turned out to be the best.




  In those days, of course, she didn’t have a family waiting back home.




  The engine cut out.




  “Shit!” said Ivo. He yanked the starter. The engine coughed and grunted, but wouldn’t fire. “We must be out of gas. Stupid hippies! They promised me there was loads

  left.”




  Susanna bent down to peer under her bench. She rejoiced at the sight of a red canister, but when she grabbed it, she could feel it was empty.




  Below the other bench, Ivo retrieved two long paddles. “I guess this is the emergency engine.”




  “It’s a long time since I did any canoeing,” said Susanna. Or anything much, she thought.




  The motor-boat was no canoe. Susanna found the benches uncomfortably placed for paddling, as did Ivo. Nevertheless, after several minutes of splashing and swearing, they found they could move

  the boat if they had to. This made Susanna feel a little better, though she reflected that the few minutes the engine had driven them out would take a whole lot longer to paddle back.




  And where was “back”, exactly? In struggling to co-ordinate their paddling, they’d spun the boat so many times that Susanna had no idea which way they’d come.




  All directions looked the same, an expanse of water stretching to the hazy sky. The heat made her scalp itch with sweat. She opened a Coke and swigged the whole can.




  “Laptop down; engine stopped,” she said. “Do you reckon gremlins did it? Are they part of the weird?” She wanted to bait him, to get him to talk about what he was looking

  for.




  “If gremlins existed, they’d sabotage the nanocams. They haven’t managed that yet,” said Ivo.




  He raised an ancient pair of binoculars to his eyes. For long minutes he slowly turned, scanning all angles. He peered into the depths of the lake, then shrugged and sat down.




  For a few minutes, no one spoke. The occasional call of a faraway bird sounded as distant as if it came from another world.




  Susanna decided to test her backup system. She fixed her gaze upon Ivo and asked, “What made you start chasing the weird? Did you once have an encounter with it?”




  “No,” said Ivo. “Quite the opposite.” He paused to put on more suncream, then continued, “When I was a child, I used to lie a lot. I would make up stories, tell

  people I’d seen strange things. My parents thought I just wanted attention, that I’d say anything to make people listen to me. Maybe it started out that way.




  “But I didn’t want to lie. I really wanted to have stories to tell, true stories of marvellous things, inexplicable sights, strange meetings. I hated living in a suburb where

  nothing ever happened except bikes disappearing and pets being run over. I made up stories about bicycle-napping aliens, and monsters who emerged from the woods to gnaw the corpses of

  roadkill.”




  Susanna nodded sympathetically. Ivo went on, “To get ideas, I read old books about strange phenomena. And I began to wonder why those things didn’t happen any more – not in the

  suburbs, anyway. That’s when I realized that maybe all the surveillance was pushing back the unexplained, driving it away.”




  When he halted for a moment, Susanna rewound the last few seconds in her eyes. She saw Ivo speaking; she didn’t hear him, because she didn’t have an ear implant. But her camera-eyes

  included a tiny microphone to capture sound. When she uploaded the footage, she’d have full sound and vision.




  She remembered the day she’d finally topped Pink-Slip Pete, when she told him how she’d persuaded the network to pay for cyber-eyes as a covert backup for her glasses. The expense

  claim was so huge, it had to be authorized by a vice-president. But her eyes had secretly captured some great stories.




  Then the nanocams came along, and left her with a head full of obsolete hardware. This would be the last time she’d ever use it.




  She filmed Ivo talking about all the years he’d spent in ever more remote parts of the world. The oppressive heat made his Arctic adventures sound almost cosy. They both splashed

  themselves with water from the lake to cool down.




  “What about you?” Ivo asked at last. “Is this the story you anticipated when you came to Zaire?”




  Susanna shrugged. “I was just looking for someone to take me into the Blind Spot. I didn’t know what the story would be, and I still don’t. Yours isn’t the only theory

  about what’s out here, you know. I’ve heard conspiracy types claim there’s a secret government base beyond the cameras. There’s plenty of other theories, too. Whatever

  people want to believe in, they find a place for. And this is the only hidden place left.”




  Ivo scanned the horizon yet again. “The occupants are staying hidden so far.” He took a monogrammed snuffbox from his waistcoat pocket, extracted a mint and ate it.




  “What are you expecting, the last UFO to turn up and beam you away?”




  “I already said, I’m not telling you what I’m expecting. You’re the independent witness – just keep watching.”




  Susanna wondered if Ivo refused to specify his goal because he didn’t know what it was, and only had a blind faith in something out there.




  Years of failing to find it, of being narrowed down to this one final spot, must have shaken that faith. Maybe he knew in his heart that he’d been chasing a mirage. Why invite a

  journalist, then forbid her to bring cameras? Was he planning a hoax?




  She didn’t see how he could manage it, unless he had an accomplice somewhere out on the lake. Susanna sighed. Professional paranoia was all very well – Pete’s journalistic

  motto had been “Why is this bastard lying to me?” – but Ivo’s sincerity had convinced her that he believed in what he searched for. She admired his commitment, his

  unwavering pursuit. He’d spent years in the field, chasing his goal, while she’d stayed home with the Teletubbies.




  Ivo gazed at the lake like a patient fisherman, absently twiddling with his cufflinks. “‘Once by men and angels to be seen,’” he muttered to himself. “‘In

  roaring he shall rise and on the surface die.’”




  Susanna recognized the cadence of poetry, but without a Net connection she couldn’t identify it. Who memorized verse nowadays?




  A breath of wind blew across the lake, a welcome breeze in the furnace of the volcano crater. Susanna stared at the water, waiting for Atlantis to appear or Nessie to start frolicking, or

  whatever might manifest in front of her recording eyes. To pass the time, she mentally rehearsed voiceovers. For the Nostalgia Channel, “Remember Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster? You

  don’t hear so much about them these days, but one man reckons he can track them down . . .” For the Conspiracy Channel, “The government captured Bigfoot and friends, and is

  holding them in a secret reserve in remotest Africa. What sinister experiments are they performing on harmless yetis?”




  The searing heat had given her a headache. She swallowed an aspirin along with her lunch of a low-fat cereal bar. “Should we make a move?” she asked at last. “We’re not

  seeing a damned thing sitting here.”




  “We’re certainly not,” said Ivo, frowning. “The weird flees from cameras. Yet here we are, in a camera-free zone – the only camera-free zone on Earth – and it

  still hasn’t showed up. I wonder why that is? You left the glasses behind, but you wouldn’t happen to have brought any other cameras, would you?”




  Susanna stared at him, her cyber-eyes filming twenty-four frames per second. A surge of fear made her tremble. If she admitted that her eyes were cameras, what would he do? Ivo’s

  single-minded quest might make him do anything to reach his goal, anything to someone who threatened it. She felt acutely vulnerable, alone on the lake with this burly stranger. Years of living

  under the nanocams had made her feel safe; crime had plummeted under their surveillance. And now she had abandoned their protection for someone with a weird obsession.




  She pondered whether to lie to him, to say she had no other cameras. And yet as a journalist, she hated being lied to. She was committed to finding the truth. So how could she lie?




  All these thoughts whirled through her mind while Ivo waited for her to answer. At last, she nodded. “Yes, I’ve been using a backup camera. I’ll turn it off if I have to, I

  promise.”




  Ivo stared at her. Susanna realized that he wanted to see her turn off the camera, so he knew she’d done it, so he knew where it was. She couldn’t bear to tell him that the cameras

  were her eyes. He might rip them out of her head.




  “Look! Out there!” she shouted.




  He turned round and squinted at the calm surface of the lake. “What?” he demanded. “What did you see?”




  “I’m not telling you,” she replied. “The power of suggestion, remember? We’re making independent observations.”




  “Indeed we are,” said Ivo, his voice full of scepticism.




  By not claiming to see anything in particular, Susanna hadn’t actually lied. She’d heard so much spin as a journalist, she could spin herself when she had to.




  And yet . . . “Look,” she said again. This time she pointed.




  A faint patch of mist hung over the water.




  “‘The game’s afoot,’” Ivo said. “We need to get over there. You ready to paddle?”




  “Er . . . yeah.” Susanna didn’t feel quite as much enthusiasm as the prospect ought to inspire. The fog seemed to thicken as she gazed at it. What was out there anyway –

  the Flying Dutchman?




  “Then let’s go,” Ivo said impatiently.




  Susanna sat port and aft, with Ivo diagonally opposite. Together they slowly paddled across the lake. The mist approached faster than their paddling speed, as if the fitful wind blew it toward

  them. Now a whole bank of fog stretched across the water, like a cloud fallen from the sky.




  Just before they reached the whiteness, Susanna shipped her paddle. Ivo swore as his strokes, now unbalanced, sent the boat spinning. They slipped sideways into the fog.




  The cool mist made Susanna grateful for a respite from the heat. Inside the fog, visibility fell to a few metres. They floated in a cotton-wool cocoon, silence pressing down upon them.




  Susanna peered around to see what might be looming in the mist. The minutes passed slowly. Ivo drummed his fingers on the side of the boat, then stopped. Susanna saw nothing, heard nothing. She

  sniffed the air, but smelled only their own sweat.




  She remembered her promise to turn off her backup camera. But she hadn’t filmed with her eyes for years, and had forgotten exactly how they worked. Now she recalled that they recorded

  continuously on a seven-day loop. Was her gaze repelling weirdness? Ivo certainly thought so.




  There was probably nothing out there, she thought. But if there was, right now it didn’t even have a chance to show up. She felt sorry for Ivo, about to have his dreams shattered when the

  nanocams finally covered the whole Earth. All his years of dedication would be wasted – all those years he’d spent out in the field, while she sat at home spouting punditry and

  interviewing spin doctors. Didn’t Ivo deserve a chance at his story? Didn’t he deserve it more than she, who had abandoned journalism for a decade and even now hadn’t fulfilled

  the promise she’d just made?




  Her cameras had been staring for hours and not seen a damned thing anyway.




  Susanna took two deep breaths. Then she closed her eyes.




  Immediately, the silence developed texture. She heard the faint swish of water around the boat, the quiet creak of her bench as tension made her muscles twitch. She smelled dampness in the air,

  tasted moisture on her tongue. Her skin crawled; or maybe it was just the spiders. After barely a minute, the urge to open her eyes grew so strong that she had to clap her hands over her face. She

  began counting seconds under her breath, trying to calm down. But she kept imagining the fog closing in, crushing the boat.




  When I get to a hundred, she promised herself, I’ll do something.




  At a hundred, she set herself the goal of reaching 200.




  At 157, she couldn’t stand it any more. “Can you see anything?” she asked, trying not to sound like a gibbering wreck. “Ivo?”




  He didn’t answer. Susanna counted more rapidly, gabbling through the rest of the numbers. At 200 she opened her eyes.




  Her companion had vanished.




  “Ivo?” she shouted. Her voice sounded thin and muffled. The mist had surged – no, it had only thickened, Susanna told herself desperately – so that she could barely see

  past the end of the boat. She peered over the side, wondering if Ivo had fallen into the lake, though she would surely have heard a splash. Frantically, she scoured the water with the paddle,

  half-hoping and half-fearing to prod his body. But all around as far as she could reach, she only disturbed the smooth dark depths of the lake.




  “Ivo!”




  She strained her ears for any reply. Ripples slapped the boat with a whispery susurration.




  

    

      “Lift not the painted veil which those who live Call Life – ”


    


  




  Was that Ivo’s voice, or just her remembrance of his dusty quotations?




  “Where are you?” she cried.




  The fog swallowed her voice, as it had swallowed him. He had found the weird at last. Maybe they had fled to another world, and he had managed to follow them. Or maybe they had resented his long

  chase, and dealt with him.




  As the mist swirled around the boat, Susanna felt that if it came any closer, it would envelop her and take her away. If it touched her, she would disappear like Ivo.




  No! Her eyes would protect her. Hadn’t Ivo said that the weird couldn’t appear on camera? All she had to do was keep looking, and she’d be safe.




  And yet – she didn’t have eyes in the back of her head. The fog could creep up behind her. Something could reach out and grab her.




  She whirled round. Nothing there, of course. Just more fog. Was it closer? She turned her head from side to side, trying to cover all angles. She heard the harsh sound of her own panting

  breath.




  Then she heard something else, a muffled roar high in the sky. A monster was –




  And then she recognized the sound of a distant helicopter. She had never been happier to hear any noise in her life. She waited for it to come closer, for the nanocams to save her.




  The drone faded. The fog was growing stronger, swallowing all sound, swallowing everything within it.




  Susanna started paddling frantically, chasing the faint whirr of the helicopter. The boat moved, but kept slewing to port. “Ivo!” she shouted again. Yet she knew he had gone.




  She struggled to recall her canoeing lessons, to remember how a single person could steer a straight line, even paddling on one side of a boat. How? How?




  J-shaped strokes. Susanna paused, took two deep breaths, and paddled furiously but with more effect. She followed the helicopter’s siren song. Tendrils of fog brushed across her face, then

  dissipated. She could see further ahead. Looking up to the sky, she thought she glimpsed the copter. Or maybe something else was out there – Susanna paddled faster, gasping with exertion. A

  noise inside the boat made her heart skip. Then she realized it was her comp, beeping to indicate Net access.




  The nanocams had arrived. She stopped paddling, knowing she had reached safety. Looking back, she saw only thin wisps of fog, shredding and fading in the wind. No sign of Ivo.




  How had he disappeared? Had there ever been anything weird out there? If so, she hoped he was happy to join his friends – his large, hungry, monster friends.




  But maybe Ivo had just searched for weirdness so hard that finally, in disappearing, he became the mystery that he had longed for.




  Susanna smiled. Certainly she had got one final old-fashioned scoop, an epitaph for the end of strangeness in the nanocams’ world. The mysterious disappearance of Ivo the

  weird-hunter.




  The Conspiracy Channel would love it.




  

     

  




  CASCADE POINT




  Timothy Zahn
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      Here’s the first of the two novellas in this anthology, clocking up close on 20,000 words. First published in 1983, this story went on to win the Hugo Award as that

      year’s best novella. It was subsequently collected in Cascade Point and Other Stories (1986), but the length of the story means it does not get reprinted that often and it is long

      overdue for another outing. It takes us far into deep space on ships that are able to travel vast distances by taking advantage of “cascade points”, which allow a leap through

      hyperspace, but which are also moments of severe danger when individuals can become aware of their alternate selves.
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