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			They were the most mortifying sight I ever beheld.

			Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels, Part 3, Chapter 10

			GIANT CREEPY-CRAWLIES, groping tentacles, blobs, parasites, slimy-scaled vampires: many of us, when we think of alien invaders, will call up a host of computer-enhanced images from Hollywood cinema. The movie industry owes a big debt to the bug-eyed monsters of 1930s science-fiction magazine covers, and, before them, to the octopoid Martians of H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds. Wells’s Martian invaders, however stomach-churning, come to Earth in very small numbers; it is their technological firepower that turns them into a marauding army. One of Wells’s presumed sources was a highly realistic narrative of future war, George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking. Here the invaders are the German soldiers who had swept across France in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. Chesney’s novel, intended as a wake-up call to the British, is unlike most of the stories in this book in that it contains nothing truly fantastic or grotesque. It does, however, remind us of the variety of meanings we attach to the term ‘alien’ and, for that matter, to the idea of invasion.

			In legal language an alien is simply an outsider, usually the citizen of another country. Yet the notion that, to be properly called alien, a thing must also be non-human is at least as old as the Roman playwright Terence, who famously declared that Homo sum, humani nihil a me alienum puto: I am a man, and I consider nothing human alien to me. But what is it, exactly, to be human? The ‘most mortifying sight’ that Swift’s hero Lemuel Gulliver beholds on his extensive travels is that of subtly altered human beings.

			If the alien is (in some sense, at least) the non-human, then a truly alien entity is not merely different from us, but something we can barely describe, let alone understand. In the stories of H.P. Lovecraft and others, the alien is an insoluble mystery, something whose nature can only be guessed at. Often such a mystery is associated with particular, remote places on Earth, with regions that only an intrepid (and, usually, white male) explorer would be foolish enough to enter. Can these alien presences be called invaders, or is it, rather, their domains – their privacy, we might say – that we, as readers, are intruding upon? Invasion is not always a military phenomenon, however hostile the aliens may be. Austin Hall’s Martians, in ‘The Man Who Saved the Earth’, manage to devastate our planet without landing on it or, indeed, launching spaceships at all. And if super-intelligent beings do arrive here in gigantic spaceships they might have come on a diplomatic mission, or be stopping off on a much longer journey. Or could they just come here to laugh at us? In Voltaire’s satire ‘Micromegas’, the two visiting giants, confronted by human self-importance, are reduced to the ‘inextinguishable laughter’ that Homer once said belonged to the gods. We like to think of imaginary aliens as monsters and devils, but they can also be disturbingly like gods.

			Patrick Parrinder

			President, H.G. Wells Society

			Publisher’s Note 

			Visitors from other planets have long fascinated us. H.G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds spawned a huge wave of speculative fiction, but the roots of such fears run deep in our literature, with themes of invasion stretching back to writers such as Voltaire and Jonathan Swift. Of course not all invaders are ‘extra-terrestrial’ even if they might still be described as alien. In searching back through the origins of the alien invasion genre, we have chosen to include George Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking (in which Britain is invaded by a German-speaking country), an alarmist novella which had clear influences on later SF stories; as well as a couple of tales from the Irish Book of Invasions – just one example we could have included from various cultures’ mythological traditions, which show just how much fear of the ‘other’ has always pervaded. Of course there’s some good old traditional interplanetary invasions in here too – from some lesser known early pulp stories to the ever-masterful Wells and Lovecraft. 

			We had a fantastic number of contemporary submissions, and have thoroughly enjoyed delving into authors’ imaginations of just how the discovery of another species might go. From acts of aggression to silent infiltration or peaceful interactions, each story reminds us we’re a tiny speck in this gargantuan universe. We’re also thrilled to be extending our own horizons, including our first story from a modern Chinese author, courtesy of the popular Chinese monthly SFWorld. Making the final selection is always a tough decision, but ultimately we chose a collection of stories we hope sit alongside each other and with the classic fiction, to provide a fantastic Alien Invasion book for all to enjoy. 
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			Introduction

			Tales of the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Early Milesians

			The stories included here are based on tales selected from the Book of Invasions, otherwise known as Lebor Gabála Érenn (The Book of the Taking of Ireland). The tale below begins after the conquest of the Fir Bolg by the Tuatha Dé Danann, the god-like race, whose name translates as ‘the people of the god whose mother is Dana’. Two of the most outstanding stories have been chosen here, each of which has an especially powerful narrative impact.

			The Tuatha Dé Danann are recorded as having originally travelled to Erin from the northern islands of Greece around 2000 BC. They possessed great gifts of magic and druidism and they ruled the country until their defeat by the Milesians, when they were forced to establish an underground kingdom known as the Otherworld or the Sidhe, meaning Hollow Hills.

			Lugh (pronounced ‘Lu’, ‘gh’ is silent, as in English) of the Long Arm, who also appears later in the Ulster Cycle as Cúchulainn’s divine father, emerges as one of the principal heroes of the Tuatha Dé Danann who rescues his people from the tyranny of the Fomorians. The Quest of the Children of Tuirenn, together with the sorrowful account of Lir’s children, are undoubtedly two of the great epic tales of this cycle.

			The Quest of the Children of Tuirenn

			Nuada of the silver hand rose to become King of the Tuatha Dé Danann during the most savage days of the early invasions. The Fomorians, a repulsive band of sea-pirates, were the fiercest of opponents who swept through the country destroying cattle and property and imposing tribute on the people of the land. Every man of the Tuatha Dé Danann, no matter how rich or poor, was required to pay one ounce of gold to the Fomorians and those who neglected to pay this tax at the annual assembly on the Hill of Uisneach were maimed or murdered without compassion. Balor of the Evil Eye was leader of these brutal invaders, and it was well known that when he turned his one glaring eyeball on his foes they immediately fell dead as if struck by a thunderbolt. Everyone lived in mortal fear of Balor, for no weapon had yet been discovered that could slay or even injure him. Times were bleak for the Tuatha Dé Danann and the people had little faith in King Nuada who appeared powerless to resist Balor’s tyranny and oppression. As the days passed by, they yearned for a courageous leader who would rescue them from their life of wretched servitude.

			The appalling misery of the Tuatha Dé Danann became known far and wide and, after a time, it reached the ears of Lugh of the Long Arm of the fairymounds, whose father was Cian, son of Cainte. As soon as he had grown to manhood, Lugh had proven his reputation as one of the most fearless warriors and was so revered by the elders of Fairyland that they had placed in his charge the wondrous magical gifts of Manannan the sea-god which had protected their people for countless generations. Lugh rode the magnificent white steed of Manannan, known as Aenbarr, a horse as fleet of foot as the wailing gusts of winter whose charm was such that no rider was ever wounded while seated astride her. He had the boat of Manannan, which could read a man’s thoughts and travel in whatever direction its keeper demanded. He also wore Manannan’s breast-plate and body armour which no weapon could ever pierce, and he carried the mighty sword known as ‘The Retaliator’ that could cut through any battle shield.

			The day approached once more for the People of Dana to pay their annual taxes to the Fomorians and they gathered together, as was customary, on the Hill of Uisneach to await the arrival of Balor’s men. As they stood fearful and terrified in the chill morning air, several among them noticed a strange cavalry coming over the plain from the east towards them. At the head of this impressive group, seated high in command above the rest, was Lugh of the Long Arm, whose proud and noble countenance mirrored the splendour of the rising sun. The King was summoned to witness the spectacle and he rode forth to salute the leader of the strange army. The two had just begun to converse amiably when they were interrupted by the approach of a grimy-looking band of men, instantly known to all as Fomorian tax-collectors. King Nuada bowed respectfully towards them and instructed his subjects to deliver their tributes without delay. Such a sad sight angered and humiliated Lugh of the Long Arm and he drew the King aside and began to reproach him:

			“Why do your subjects bow before such an evil-eyed brood,” he demanded, “when they do not show you any mark of respect in return?”

			“We are obliged to do this,” replied Nuada. “If we refuse we would be killed instantly and our land has witnessed more than enough bloodshed at the hands of the Fomorians.”

			“Then it is time for the Tuatha Dé Danann to avenge this great injustice,” replied Lugh, and with that, he began slaughtering Balor’s emissaries single-handedly until all but one lay dead at his feet. Dragging the surviving creature before him, Lugh ordered him to deliver a stern warning to Balor:

			“Return to your leader,” he thundered, “and inform him that he no longer has any power over the People of Dana. Lugh of the Long Arm, the greatest of warriors, is more than eager to enter into combat with him if he possesses enough courage to meet the challenge.”

			Knowing that these words would not fail to enrage Balor, Lugh lost little time preparing himself for battle. He enlisted the King’s help in assembling the strongest men in the kingdom to add to his own powerful army. Shining new weapons of steel were provided and three thousand of the swiftest white horses were made ready for his men. A magnificent fleet of ships, designed to withstand the most venomous ocean waves, remained moored at port, awaiting the moment when Balor and his malicious crew would appear on the horizon.

			The time finally arrived when the King received word that Balor’s fierce army had landed at Eas Dara on the northwest coast of Connacht. Within hours, the Fomorians had pillaged the lands of Bodb the Red and plundered the homes of noblemen throughout the province. Hearing of this wanton destruction, Lugh of the Long Arm was more determined than ever to secure victory for the Tuatha Dé Danann. He rode across the plains of Erin back to his home to enlist the help of Cian, his father, who controlled all the armies of the fairymounds. His two uncles, Cu and Cethen, also offered their support and the three brothers set off in different directions to round up the remaining warriors of Fairyland.

			Cian journeyed northwards and he did not rest until he reached Mag Muirthemne on the outskirts of Dundalk. As he crossed the plain, he observed three men, armed and mailed, riding towards him. At first he did not recognize them, but as they drew closer, he knew them to be the sons of Tuirenn whose names were Brian, Iucharba and Iuchar. A long-standing feud had existed for years between the sons of Cainte and the sons of Tuirenn and the hatred and enmity they felt towards each other was certain to provoke a deadly contest. Wishing to avoid an unequal clash of arms, Cian glanced around him for a place to hide and noticed a large herd of swine grazing nearby. He struck himself with a druidic wand and changed himself into a pig. Then he trotted off to join the herd and began to root up the ground like the rest of them.

			The sons of Tuirenn were not slow to notice that the warrior who had been riding towards them had suddenly vanished into thin air. At first, they all appeared puzzled by his disappearance, but then Brian, the eldest of the three, began to question his younger brothers knowingly:

			“Surely brothers you also saw the warrior on horseback,” he said to them. “Have you no idea what became of him?”

			“We do not know,” they replied.

			“Then you are not fit to call yourselves warriors,” chided Brian, “for that horseman can be no friend of ours if he is cowardly enough to change himself into one of these swine. The instruction you received in the City of Learning has been wasted on you if you cannot even tell an enchanted beast from a natural one.”

			And as he was saying this, he struck Iucharba and Iuchar with his own druidic wand, transforming them into two sprightly hounds that howled and yelped impatiently to follow the trail of the enchanted pig.

			Before long, the pig had been hunted down and driven into a small wood where Brian cast his spear at it, driving it clean through the animal’s chest. Screaming in pain, the injured pig began to speak in a human voice and begged his captors for mercy:

			“Allow me a dignified death,” the animal pleaded. “I am originally a human being, so grant me permission to pass into my own shape before I die.”

			“I will allow this,” answered Brian, “since I am often less reluctant to kill a man than a pig.”

			Then Cian, son of Cainte, stood before them with blood trickling down his cloak from the gaping wound in his chest.

			“I have outwitted you,” he cried, “for if you had killed me as a pig you would only be sentenced for killing an animal, but now you must kill me in my own human shape. And I must warn you that the penalty you will pay for this crime is far greater than any ever paid before on the death of a nobleman, for the weapons you shall use will cry out in anguish, proclaiming your wicked deed to my son, Lugh of the Long Arm.”

			“We will not slay you with any weapons in that case,” replied Brian triumphantly, “but with the stones that lie on the ground around us.” And the three brothers began to pelt Cian with jagged rocks and stones until his body was a mass of wounds and he fell to the earth battered and lifeless. The sons of Tuirenn then buried him where he had fallen in an unmarked grave and hurried off to join the war against the Fomorians.

			With the great armies of Fairyland and the noble cavalcade of King Nuada at his side, Lugh of the Long Arm won battle after battle against Balor and his men. Spears shot savagely through the air and scabbards clashed furiously until at last, the Fomorians could hold out no longer. Retreating to the coast, the terrified survivors and their leader boarded their vessels and sailed as fast as the winds could carry them back through the northern mists towards their own depraved land. Lugh of the Long Arm became the hero of his people and they presented him with the finest trophies of valour the kingdom had to offer, including a golden war chariot, studded with precious jewels which was driven by four of the brawniest milk-white steeds.

			When the festivities had died down somewhat, and the Tuatha Dé Danann had begun to lead normal lives once more, Lugh began to grow anxious for news of his father. He called several of his companions to him and appealed to them for information, but none among them had received tidings of Cian since the morning he had set off towards the north to muster the armies of the fairymounds.

			“I know that he is no longer alive,” said Lugh, “and I give you my word that I will not rest again, or allow food or drink to pass my lips, until I have knowledge of what happened to him.”

			And so Lugh, together with a number of his kinsmen, rode forth to the place where he and his father had parted company. From here, the horse of Manannan guided him to the Plain of Muirthemne where Cian had met his tragic death. As soon as he entered the shaded wood, the stones of the ground began to cry out in despair and they told Lugh of how the sons of Tuirenn had murdered his father and buried him in the earth. Lugh wept bitterly when he heard this tale and implored his men to help him dig up the grave so that he might discover in what cruel manner Cian had been slain. The body was raised from the ground and the litter of wounds on his father’s cold flesh was revealed to him. Lugh rose gravely to his feet and swore angry vengeance on the sons of Tuirenn:

			“This death has so exhausted my spirit that I cannot hear through my ears, and I cannot see anything with my eyes, and there is not one pulse beating in my heart for grief of my father. Sorrow and destruction will fall on those that committed this crime and they shall suffer long when they are brought to justice.”

			The body was returned to the ground and Lugh carved a headstone and placed it on the grave. Then, after a long period of mournful silence, he mounted his horse and headed back towards Tara where the last of the victory celebrations were taking place at the palace.

			Lugh of the Long Arm sat calmly and nobly next to King Nuada at the banqueting table and looked around him until he caught sight of the three sons of Tuirenn. As soon as he had fixed his eye on them, he stood up and ordered the Chain of Attention of the Court to be shaken so that everyone present would fall silent and listen to what he had to say.

			“I put to you all a question,” said Lugh. “I ask each of you what punishment you would inflict upon the man that had murdered your father?”

			The King and his warriors were astonished at these words, but finally Nuada spoke up and enquired whether it was Lugh’s own father that had been killed.

			“It is indeed my own father who lies slain,” replied Lugh “and I see before me in this very room the men who carried out the foul deed.”

			“Then it would be far too lenient a punishment to strike them down directly,” said the King. “I myself would ensure that they died a lingering death and I would cut off a single limb each day until they fell down before me writhing in agony.”

			Those who were assembled agreed with the King’s verdict and even the sons of Tuirenn nodded their heads in approval. But Lugh declared that he did not wish to kill any of the Tuatha Dé Danann, since they were his own people. Instead, he would insist that the perpetrators pay a heavy fine, and as he spoke he stared accusingly towards Brian, Iuchar and Iucharba, so that the identity of the murderers was clearly exposed to all. Overcome with guilt and shame, the sons of Tuirenn could not bring themselves to deny their crime, but bowed their heads and stood prepared for the sentence Lugh was about to deliver.

			“This is what I demand of you,” he announced.

			“Three ripened apples

			The skin of a pig

			A pointed spear

			Two steeds and a chariot

			Seven pigs

			A whelping pup

			A cooking spit

			Three shouts on a hill.

			“And,” Lugh added, “if you think this fine too harsh, I will now reduce part of it. But if you think it acceptable, you must pay it in full, without variation, and pledge your loyalty to me before the royal guests gathered here.”

			“We do not think it too great a fine,” said Brian, “nor would it be too large a compensation if you multiplied it a hundredfold. Therefore, we will go out in search of all these things you have described and remain faithful to you until we have brought back every last one of these objects.”

			“Well, now,” said Lugh, “since you have bound yourselves before the court to the quest assigned you, perhaps you would like to learn more detail of what lies in store,” And he began to elaborate on the tasks that lay before the sons of Tuirenn.

			“The apples I have requested of you,” Lugh continued, “are the three apples of the Hesperides growing in the gardens of the Eastern World. They are the colour of burnished gold and have the power to cure the bloodiest wound or the most horrifying illness. To retrieve these apples, you will need great courage, for the people of the east have been forewarned that three young warriors will one day attempt to deprive them of their most cherished possessions.

			“And the pig’s skin I have asked you to bring me will not be easy to obtain either, for it belongs to the King of Greece who values it above everything else. It too has the power to heal all wounds and diseases.

			“The spear I have demanded of you is the poisoned spear kept by Pisar, King of Persia. This spear is so keen to do battle that its blade must always be kept in a cauldron of freezing water to prevent its fiery heat melting the city in which it is kept.

			“And do you know who keeps the chariot and the two steeds I wish to receive from you?” Lugh continued.

			“We do not know,” answered the sons of Tuirenn.

			“They belong to Dobar, King of Sicily,” said Lugh, “and such is their unique charm that they are equally happy to ride over sea or land, and the chariot they pull is unrivalled in beauty and strength.

			“And the seven pigs you must gather together are the pigs of Asal, King of the Golden Pillars. Every night they are slaughtered, but every morning they are found alive again, and any person who eats part of them is protected from ill-health for the rest of his life.

			“Three further things I have demanded of you,” Lugh went on. “The whelping hound you must bring me guards the palace of the King of Iruad. Failinis is her name and all the wild beasts of the world fall down in terror before her, for she is stronger and more splendid than any other creature known to man.

			“The cooking-spit I have called for is housed in the kitchen of the fairywomen on Inis Findcuire, an island surrounded by the most perilous waters that no man has ever safely reached.

			“Finally, you must give the three shouts requested of you on the Hill of Midcain where it is prohibited for any man other than the sons of Midcain to cry aloud. It was here that my father received his warrior training and here that his death will be hardest felt. Even if I should one day forgive you of my father’s murder, it is certain that the sons of Midcain will not.”

			As Lugh finished speaking, the children of Tuirenn were struck dumb by the terrifying prospect of all that had to be achieved by them and they went at once to where their father lived and told him of the dreadful sentence that had been pronounced on them.

			“It is indeed a harsh fine,” said Tuirenn, “but one that must be paid if you are guilty, though it may end tragically for all three of you.” Then he advised his sons to return to Lugh to beg the loan of the boat of Manannan that would carry them swiftly over the seas on their difficult quest. Lugh kindly agreed to give them the boat and they made their way towards the port accompanied by their father. With heavy hearts, they exchanged a sad farewell and wearily set sail on the first of many arduous journeys.

			“We shall go in search of the apples to begin with,” said Brian, and his command was answered immediately by the boat of Manannan which steered a course towards the Eastern World and sailed without stopping until it came to rest in a sheltered harbour in the lands of the Hesperides. The brothers then considered how best they might remove the apples from the garden in which they were growing, and it was eventually decided among them that they should transform themselves into three screeching hawks.

			“The tree is well guarded,” Brian declared, “but we shall circle it, carefully avoiding the arrows that will be hurled at us until they have all been spent. Then we will swoop on the apples and carry them off in our beaks.”

			The three performed this task without suffering the slightest injury and headed back towards the boat with the stolen fruit. The news of the theft had soon spread throughout the kingdom, however, and the king’s three daughters quickly changed themselves into three-taloned ospreys and pursued the hawks over the sea. Shafts of lightning lit up the skies around them and struck the wings of the hawks, scorching their feathers and causing them to plummet towards the waters below. But Brian managed to take hold of his druidic wand and he transformed himself and his brothers into swans that darted below the waves until the ospreys had given up the chase and it was safe for them to return to the boat.

			After they had rested awhile, it was decided that they should travel on to Greece in search of the skin of the pig.

			“Let us visit this land in the shape of three bards of Erin,” said Brian, “for if we appear as such, we will be honoured and respected as men of wit and wisdom.”

			They dressed themselves appropriately and set sail for Greece composing some flattering verses in honour of King Tuis as they journeyed along. As soon as they had landed, they made their way to the palace and were enthusiastically welcomed as dedicated men of poetry who had travelled far in search of a worthy patron. An evening of drinking and merry-making followed; verses were read aloud by the King’s poets and many ballads were sung by the court musicians. At length, Brian rose to his feet and began to recite the poem he had written for King Tuis. The King smiled rapturously to hear himself described as ‘the oak among kings” and encouraged Brian to accept some reward for his pleasing composition.

			“I will happily accept from you the pig’s skin you possess,” said Brian, “for I have heard that it can cure all wounds.”

			“I would not give this most precious object to the finest poet in the world,” replied the King, “but I shall fill the skin three times over with red gold, one skin for each of you, which you may take away with you as the price of your poem.”

			The brothers agreed to this and the King’s attendants escorted them to the treasure-house where the gold was to be measured out. They were about to weigh the very last share when Brian suddenly snatched the pig’s skin and raced from the room, striking down several of the guards as he ran. He had just found his way to the outer courtyard when King Tuis appeared before him, his sword drawn in readiness to win back his most prized possession. Many bitter blows were exchanged and many deep wounds were inflicted by each man on the other until, at last, Brian dealt the King a fatal stroke and he fell to the ground never to rise again.

			Armed with the pig’s skin that could cure their battle wounds, and the apples that could restore them to health, the sons of Tuirenn grew more confident that they would succeed in their quest. They were determined to move on as quickly as possible to the next task Lugh had set them and instructed the boat of Manannan to take them to the land of Persia, to the court of King Pisar, where they appeared once more in the guise of poets. Here they were also made welcome and were treated with honour and distinction. After a time, Brian was called upon to deliver his poem and, as before, he recited some verses in praise of the King which won the approval of all who were gathered. Again, he was persuaded to accept some small reward for his poem and, on this occasion, he requested the magic spear of Persia. But the King grew very angry at this request and the benevolent attitude he had previously displayed soon turned to open hostility:

			“It was most unwise of you to demand my beloved spear as a gift,” bellowed the King, “the only reward you may expect now is to escape death for having made so insolent a request.”

			When Brian heard these words he too was incensed and grabbing one of the three golden apples, he flung it at the King’s head, dashing out his brains. Then the three brothers rushed from the court, slaughtering all they encountered along the way, and hurried towards the stables where the spear of Pisar lay resting in a cauldron of water. They quickly seized the spear and headed for the boat of Manannan, shouting out their next destination as they ran, so that the boat made itself ready and turned around in the direction of Sicily and the kingdom of Dobar.

			“Let us strike up a friendship with the King,” said Brian, “by offering him our services as soldiers of Erin.”

			And when they arrived at Dobar’s court they were well received and admitted at once to the King’s great army where they won the admiration of all as the most valiant defenders of the realm. The brothers remained in the King’s service for a month and two weeks, but during all this time they never once caught a glimpse of the two steeds and the chariot Lugh of the Long Arm had spoken of.

			“We have waited long enough,” Brian announced impatiently. “Let us go to the King and inform him that we will quit his service unless he shows us his famous steeds and his chariot.”

			So they went before King Dobar who was not pleased to receive news of their departure, for he had grown to rely on the three brave warriors. He immediately sent for his steeds and ordered the chariot to be yoked to them and they were paraded before the sons of Tuirenn. Brian watched carefully as the charioteer drove the steeds around in a circle and as they came towards him a second time he sprung onto the nearest saddle and seized the reins. His two brothers fought a fierce battle against those who tried to prevent them escaping, but it was not long before they were at Brian’s side, riding furiously through the palace gates, eager to pursue their fifth quest.

			They sailed onwards without incident until they reached the land of King Asal of the Pillars of Gold. But their high spirits were quickly vanquished by the sight of a large army guarding the harbour in anticipation of their arrival. For the fame of the sons of Tuirenn was widespread by this time, and their success in carrying away with them the most coveted treasures of the world was well known to all. King Asal himself now came forward to greet them and demanded to know why they had pillaged the lands of other kings and murdered so many in their travels. Then Brian told King Asal of the sentence Lugh of the Long Arm had pronounced upon them and of the many hardships they had already suffered as a result.

			“And what have you come here for?” the King enquired.

			“We have come for the seven pigs which Lugh has also demanded as part of that compensation,” answered Brian, “and it would be far better for all of us if you deliver them to us in good will.”

			When the King heard these words, he took counsel with his people, and it was wisely decided that the seven pigs should be handed over peacefully, without bloodshed. The sons of Tuirenn expressed their gratitude to King Asal and pledged their services to him in all future battles. Then Asal questioned them on their next adventure, and when he discovered that they were journeying onwards to the land of Iruad in search of a puppy hound, he made the following request of them:

			“Take me along with you,” he said “for my daughter is married to the King of Iruad and I am desperate, for love of her, to persuade him to surrender what you desire of him without a show of arms.”

			Brian and his brothers readily agreed to this and the boats were made ready for them to sail together for the land of Iruad.

			When they reached the shores of the kingdom, Asal went ahead in search of his son-in-law and told him the tale of the sons of Tuirenn from beginning to end and of how he had rescued his people from a potentially bloody war. But Iruad was not disposed to listen to the King’s advice and adamantly refused to give up his hound without a fight. Seizing his weapon, he gave the order for his men to begin their attack and went himself in search of Brian in order to challenge him to single combat. A furious contest ensued between the two and they struck each other viciously and angrily. Eventually, however, Brian succeeded in overpowering King Iruad and he hauled him before Asal, bound and gagged like a criminal.

			“I have spared his life,” said Brian, “perhaps he will now hand over the hound in recognition of my clemency.”

			The King was untied and the hound was duly presented to the sons of Tuirenn who were more than pleased that the battle had come to a swift end. And there was no longer any bitterness between Iruad and the three brothers, for Iruad had been honestly defeated and had come to admire his opponents. They bid each other a friendly farewell and the sons of Tuirenn took their leave of the land of the Golden Pillars and set out to sea once again.

			Far across the ocean in the land of Erin, Lugh of the Long Arm had made certain that news of every success achieved by the sons of Tuirenn had been brought to his attention. He was fully aware that the quest he had set them was almost drawing to a close and became increasingly anxious at the thought. But he desired above everything else to take possession of the valuable objects that had already been recovered, for Balor of the Evil Eye had again reared his ugly head and the threat of another Fomorian invasion was imminent. Seeking to lure the sons of Tuirenn back to Erin, Lugh sent a druidical spell after the brothers, causing them to forget that their sentence had not yet been fully completed. Under its influence, the sons of Tuirenn entertained visions of the heroic reception that awaited them on the shores of the Boyne and their hearts were filled with joy to think that they would soon be reunited with their father.

			Within days, their feet had touched on Erin’s soil again and they hastened to Tara to the Annual Assembly, presided over by the High King of Erin. Here, they were heartily welcomed by the royal family and the Tuatha Dé Danann who rejoiced alongside them and praised them for their great courage and valour. And it was agreed that they should submit the tokens of their quest to the High King himself who undertook to examine them and to inform Lugh of the triumphant return of the sons of Tuirenn. A messenger was despatched to Lugh’s household and within an hour he had arrived at the palace of Tara, anxious to confront the men he still regarded as his enemies.

			“We have paid the fine on your father’s life,” said Brian, as he pointed towards the array of objects awaiting Lugh’s inspection.

			“This is indeed an impressive sight,” replied Lugh of the Long Arm, “and would suffice as payment for any other murder. But you bound yourselves before the court to deliver everything asked for and I see that you have not done so. Where is the cooking-spit I was promised? And what is to be done about the three shouts on the hill which you have not yet given?”

			When the sons of Tuirenn heard this, they realized that they had been deceived and they collapsed exhausted to the floor. Gloom and despair fell upon them as they faced once more the reality of long years of searching and wandering. Leaving behind the treasures that had hitherto protected them, they made their way wearily towards their ship which carried them swiftly away over the storm-tossed seas.

			They had spent three months at sea and still they could not discover the smallest trace of the island known as Inis Findcurie. But when their hopes had almost faded, Brian suggested that they make one final search beneath the ocean waves and he put on his magical water-dress and dived over the side of the boat. After two long weeks of swimming in the salt water, he at last happened upon the island, tucked away in a dark hollow of the ocean bed. He immediately went in search of the court and found it occupied by a large group of women, their heads bent in concentration, as they each embroidered a cloth of gold. The women appeared not to notice Brian and he seized this opportunity to move forward to where the cooking-spit rested in a corner of the room. He had just lifted it from the hearth when the women broke into peals of laughter and they laughed long and heartily until finally the eldest of them condescended to address him:

			“Take the spit with you, as a reward for your heroism,” she said mockingly, “but even if your two brothers had attended you here, the weakest of us would have had little trouble preventing you from removing what you came for.”

			And Brian took his leave of them knowing they had succeeded in humiliating him, yet he was grateful, nonetheless, that only one task remained to be completed.

			They lost no time in directing the boat of Manannan towards their final destination and had reached the Hill of Midcain shortly afterwards, on whose summit they had pledged themselves to give three shouts. But as soon as they had begun to ascend to the top, the guardian of the hill, none other than Midcain himself, came forward to challenge the sons of Tuirenn:

			“What is your business in my territory,” demanded Midcain.

			“We have come to give three shouts on this hill,” said Brian, “in fulfilment of the quest we have been forced to pursue in the name of Lugh of the Long Arm.”

			“I knew his father well,” replied Midcain, “and I am under oath not to permit anyone to cry aloud on my hill.”

			“Then we have no option but to fight for that permission,” declared Brian, and he rushed at his opponent with his sword before Midcain had the opportunity to draw his own, killing him with a single thrust of his blade through the heart.

			Then the three sons of Midcain came out to fight the sons of Tuirenn and the conflict that followed was one of the bitterest and bloodiest ever before fought by any group of warriors. They battled with the strength of wild bears and the ruthlessness of starving lions until they had carved each other to pieces and the grass beneath their feet ran crimson with blood. In the end, however, it was the sons of Tuirenn who were victorious, but their wounds were so deep that they fell to the ground one after the other and waited forlornly for death to come, wishing in vain that they still had the pig skin to cure them.

			They had rested a long time before Brian had the strength to speak, and he reminded his brothers that they had not yet given the three shouts on the Hill of Midcain that Lugh had demanded of them. Then slowly they raised themselves up off the ground and did as they had been requested, satisfied at last that they had entirely fulfilled their quest. And after this, Brian lifted his wounded brothers into the boat, promising them a final glimpse of Erin if they would only struggle against death a brief while longer.

			And on this occasion the boat of Manannan did not come to a halt on the shores of the Boyne, but moved speedily overland until it reached Dun Tuirenn where the dying brothers were delivered into their father’s care. Then Brian, who knew that the end of his life was fast approaching, pleaded fretfully with Tuirenn:

			“Go, beloved father,” he urged, “and deliver this cooking-spit to Lugh, informing him that we have completed all the tasks assigned us. And beg him to allow us to cure our wounds with the pig skin he possesses, for we have suffered long and hard in the struggle to pay the fine on Cian’s murder.”

			Then Tuirenn rode towards Tara in all haste, fearful that his sons might pass away before his return. And he demanded an audience with Lugh of the Long Arm who came out to meet him at once and graciously received the cooking-spit presented to him.

			“My sons are gravely ill and close to death,” Tuirenn exclaimed piteously. “I beg you to part with the healing pig skin they brought you for one single night, so that I may place it upon their battle wounds and witness it restore them to full health.”

			But Lugh of the Long Arm fell silent at this request and stared coldly into the distance towards the Plain of Muirthemne where his father had fallen. When at length he was ready to give Tuirenn his answer, the expression he wore was cruel and menacing and the tone of his voice was severe and merciless:

			“I would rather give you the expanse of the earth in gold,” said Lugh, “than hand over any object that would save the lives of your sons. Let them die in the knowledge that they have achieved something good because of me, and let them thank me for bringing them renown and glory through such a valorous death.”

			On hearing these words, Tuirenn hung his head in defeat and accepted that it was useless to bargain with Lugh of the Long Arm. He made his way back despondently to where his sons lay dying and gave them his sad news. The brothers were overcome with grief and despair and were so utterly devastated by Lugh’s decision that not one of them lived to see the sun set in the evening sky. Tuirenn’s heart was broken in two and after he had placed the last of his sons in the earth, all life departed from him and he fell dead over the bodies of Brian, Iucharba and Iuchar. The Tuatha Dé Danann witnessed the souls of all four rise towards the heavens and the tragic tale of the sons of Tuirenn was recounted from that day onwards throughout the land, becoming known as one of the Three Sorrows of Story-Telling.

			The Tragedy of the Children of Lir

			During the great battle of Tailtiu that raged on the plain of Moytura, the Tuatha Dé Danann were slain in vast numbers and finally defeated by a race of Gaelic invaders known as the Milesians. Following this time of wretched warring, Erin came to be divided into two separate kingdoms. The children of Miled claimed for themselves all the land above ground, while the Tuatha Dé Danann were banished to the dark regions below the earth’s surface. The Danann gods did not suffer their defeat easily, and immediately set about re-building an impressive underground kingdom worthy of the divine stature they once possessed. Magnificent palaces, sparkling with jewels and precious stones, were soon erected and a world of wondrous beauty and light was created where once darkness had prevailed. Time had no meaning in this new domain and all who lived there remained eternally beautiful, never growing old as mortals did above ground.

			The day approached for the Tuatha Dé Danann to choose for themselves a King who would safeguard their future peace and happiness. The principle deities and elders of the people gathered together at the Great Assembly and began deliberating on their choice of leader. Lir, father of the sea-god, Manannan mac Lir, had announced his desire to take the throne, but so too had Bodb the Red, son of the divinity Dagda, lord of perfect knowledge. It came to pass that the People of Dana chose Bodb the Red as their King and built for him a splendid castle on the banks of Loch Dearg. The new ruler made a solemn pledge to his people, promising to prove himself worthy of the great honour bestowed on him. Before long, the People of Dana began to applaud themselves on their choice. Their lives were happy and fulfilled and their kingdom flourished as never before.

			Only one person in the entire land remained opposed to the new sovereign. Lir was highly offended that he had not been elected by the People of Dana. Retreating to his home at Sídh Fionnachaidh, he refused to acknowledge Bodb the Red, or show him any mark of respect. Several of the elders urged the King to gather his army together and march to Armagh where Lir could be punished for this insult, but Bodb the Red would not be persuaded. He desired more than anything to be reconciled to every last one of his subjects and his warm and generous spirit sought a more compassionate way of drawing Lir back into his circle.

			One morning, the King received news that Lir’s wife had recently passed away, leaving him grief-stricken and despondent. Many had tried, but none had yet managed to improve Lir’s troubled heart and mind and it was said that he would never recover from his loss. Bodb the Red immediately sent a message to Lir, inviting him to attend the palace. Deeply moved by the King’s forgiveness and concern, Lir graciously accepted the invitation to visit Loch Dearg. A large banquet was prepared in his honour and four shining knights on horseback were sent forth to escort the chariot through the palace gates. The King greeted Lir warmly and sat him at the royal table at his right hand. The two men began to converse as if they had always been the closest of friends, and as the evening wore on it was noticed by all that the cloud of sorrow had lifted from Lir’s brow. Presently, the King began to speak more earnestly to his friend of the need to return to happier times.

			“I am sorely grieved to hear of your loss,” he told Lir, “but you must allow me to help you. Within this court reside three of the fairest maidens in the kingdom. They are none other than my foster-daughters and each is very dear to me. I give you leave to take the one you most admire as your bride, for I know that she will restore to your life the happiness you now lack.”

			At the King’s request, his three daughters entered the hall and stood before them. Their beauty was remarkable indeed, and each was as fair as the next. Lir’s eyes travelled from one to the other in bewilderment. Finally, he settled on the daughter known as Aeb, for she was the eldest and deemed the wisest of the three. Bodb the Red gave the couple his blessing and it was agreed that they should be married without delay.

			After seven days of glorious feasting and celebrating, Aeb and Lir set off from the royal palace to begin their new life together as husband and wife. Lir was no longer weighted down by sorrow and Aeb had grown to love and cherish the man who had chosen her as his bride. Many years of great joy followed for them both. Lir delighted in his new wife and in the twin children she bore him, a boy and a girl, whom they named Aed and Fionnguala. Within another year or two, Aeb again delivered of twins, two sons named Fiachra and Conn, but the second birth proved far more difficult and Aeb became gravely ill. Lir watched over her night and day. Yet despite his tender love and devotion, she could not be saved and his heart was again broken in two. The four beautiful children Aeb had borne him were his only solace in this great time of distress. During the worst moments, when he thought he would die of grief, he was rescued by their image and his love for them was immeasurable.

			Hearing of Lir’s dreadful misfortune, King Bodb offered him a second foster-daughter in marriage. Aeb’s sister was named Aoife and she readily agreed to take charge of Lir’s household and her sister’s children. At first, Aoife loved her step-children as if they were her very own, but as she watched Lir’s intense love for them increase daily, a feeling of jealousy began to take control of her. Often Lir would sleep in the same bed chamber with them and as soon as the children awoke, he devoted himself to their amusement, taking them on long hunting trips through the forest. At every opportunity, he kissed and embraced them and was more than delighted with the love he received in return. Believing that her husband no longer felt any affection for her, Aoife welcomed the poisonous and wicked thoughts that invaded her mind. Feigning a dreadful illness, she lay in bed for an entire year. She summoned a druid to her bedside and together they plotted a course to destroy Lir’s children.

			One day Aoife rose from her sickbed and ordered her chariot. Seeking out her husband in the palace gardens, she told him that she would like to take the children to visit her father, King Bodb. Lir was happy to see that his wife had recovered her health and was quick to encourage the outing. He gathered his children around him to kiss them goodbye, but Fionnguala refused her father’s kiss and drew away from him, her eyes brimming with tears.

			“Do not be troubled, child,” he spoke softly to her, “your visit will bring the King great pleasure and he will prepare the most fleet-footed horses for your speedy return”.

			Although her heart was in turmoil, Fionnguala mounted the chariot with her three brothers. She could not understand her sadness, and could not explain why it deepened with every turning of the chariot wheels as they moved forward, away from her father and her beloved home at Sídh Fionnachaidh.

			When they had travelled some distance from Lir’s palace, Aoife called the horses to a halt. Waking the children from their happy slumber, she ordered them out of the chariot and shouted harshly to her manservants:

			“Kill these monstrous creatures before you, for they have stolen the love Lir once had for me. Do so quickly, and I shall reward you as you desire.”

			But the servants recoiled in horror from her shameful request and replied resolutely:

			“We cannot perform so terrible an evil. A curse will surely fall on you for even thinking such a vile thing.”

			They journeyed on further until they approached the shores of Loch Dairbhreach. The evening was now almost upon them and a bank of deep crimson cloud hung lazily on the horizon above the shimmering lake. Weary starlings were settling in their nests and owls were preparing for their nocturnal watch. Aoife now sought to kill the children herself and drew from her cloak a long, pointed sabre. But as she raised her arm to slay the first of them, she was overcome by a feeling of maternal sympathy and it prevented her completing the task. Angry that she had been thwarted once more, she demanded that the children remove their garments and bathe in the lake. As each one them entered the water, she struck them with her druid’s wand and they were instantly transformed into four milk-white swans. A death-like chill filled the air as she chanted over them the words the druid had taught her:

			“Here on Dairbhreach’s lonely wave

			For years to come your watery home

			Not Lir nor druid can now ye save

			From endless wandering on the lonely foam.”

			Stunned and saddened by their step-mother’s cruel act of vengeance, the children of Lir bowed their heads and wept piteously for their fate. Fionnguala eventually found the courage to speak, and she uttered a plea for lenience, mindful of her three brothers and of the terrible tragedy Lir would again have to suffer:

			“We have always loved you Aoife,” she urged, “why have you treated us in this way when we have only ever shown you loyalty and kindness?”

			So sad and helpless were Fionnguala’s words, so soft and innocent was her childlike voice, that Aoife began to regret what she had done and she was suddenly filled with panic and despair. It was too late for her to undo her druid’s spell, and it was all she could do to fix a term to the curse she had delivered upon the children:

			“You will remain in the form of four white swans,” she told them, “until a woman from the south shall be joined in marriage to a man from the north, and until the light of Christianity shines on Erin. For three hundred years you will be doomed to live on Loch Dairbhreach, followed by three hundred years on the raging Sea of Moyle, and a further three hundred years on Iorras Domhnann. I grant you the power of speech and the gift of singing, and no music in the world shall sound more beautiful and pleasing to the ear than that which you shall make.”

			Then Aoife called for her horse to be harnessed once more and continued on her journey to the palace of Bodb the Red, abandoning the four white swans to their life of hardship on the grey and miserable moorland lake.

			The King, who had been eagerly awaiting the arrival of his grandchildren, was deeply disappointed to discover that they had not accompanied his daughter.

			“Lir will no longer entrust them to you,” Aoife told him, “and I have not the will to disobey his wishes.”

			Greatly disturbed by this news, the King sent a messenger to Lir’s palace, demanding an explanation for his extraordinary behaviour. A strange sense of foreboding had already entered Lir’s soul and, on receiving the King’s message, he became tormented with worry for his children’s safety. He immediately called for his horse to be saddled and galloped away into the night in the direction of Loch Dearg. Upon his arrival at Bodb’s palace, he was met by one of Aoife’s servants who could not keep from him the terrible tale of his wife’s treachery. The King was now also informed and Aoife was ordered to appear before them both. The evil expression in his daughter’s eye greatly enraged the King and his wand struck violently, changing Aoife into a demon, destined to wander the cold and windy air until the very end of time.

			Before the sun had risen the next morning, an anguished party had set off from the palace in search of Lir’s children. Through the fog and mist they rode at great speed until the murky waters of Loch Dairbhreach appeared before them in the distance. It was Lir who first caught a glimpse of the four majestic white swans, their slender necks arched forwards towards the pebbled shore, desperately seeking the warm and familiar face of their father. As the swans swam towards him, they began to speak with gentle voices and he instantly recognized his own children in the sad, snow-white creatures. How Lir’s heart ached at this woeful sight, and how his eyes wished to disbelieve the sorrowful scene he was forced to witness. He began to sob loudly and it seemed that his grief would never again be silenced.

			“Do not mourn us, father,” whispered Fiachra comfortingly, “your love will give us strength in our plight and we shall all be together one day.”

			A beautiful, soothing music now infused the air, miraculously lifting the spirits of all who heard it. After a time, Lir and his companions fell into a gentle, peaceful sleep and when they awoke they were no longer burdened by troubles. Every day, Lir came to visit his children and so too did the Men of Erin, journeying from every part to catch even a single note of the beautiful melody of the swans.

			Three hundred years passed pleasantly in this way, until the time arrived for the Children of Lir to bid farewell to the People of Dana and to move on to the cold and stormy Sea of Moyle. As the stars faded and the first rays of sunlight peered through the heavens, Lir came forward to the shores of the lake and spoke to his children for the very last time. Fionnguala began to sing forlornly of the grim and bitter times which lay ahead and as she sang she spread her wings and rose from the water. Aed, Fiachra and Conn joined in her song and then took to the air as their sister had done, flying wearily over the velvet surface of Loch Dairbhreach towards the north-east and the raging ocean:

			“Arise, my brothers, from Dairbhreach’s wave,

			On the wings of the southern wind;

			We leave our father and friends today

			In measureless grief behind.

			Ah! Sad the parting, and sad our flight.

			To Moyle’s tempestuous main;

			For the day of woe

			Shall come and go

			Before we meet again!”

			Great was the suffering and hardship endured by the swans on the lonely Sea of Moyle, for they could find no rest or shelter from the hissing waves and the piercing cold of the wintry gales. During that first desolate winter, thick black clouds perpetually gathered in the sky, causing the sea to rise up in fury as they ruptured and spilled forth needles of icy rain and sleet. The swans were tossed and scattered by storms and often driven miles apart. There were countless nights when Fionnguala waited alone and terrified on the Rock of Seals, tortured with anxiety for the welfare of her brothers. The gods had so far answered her prayers and they had been returned to her on each occasion, drenched and battered. Tears of joy and relief flowed freely from her eyes at these times, and she would take her brothers under her wing and pull them to her breast for warmth.

			Three hundred years of agony and misery on the Sea of Moyle were interrupted by only one happy event. It happened that one morning, the swans were approached by a group of horsemen while resting in the mouth of the river Bann. Two of the figures introduced themselves as Fergus and Aed, sons of Bodb the Red, and they were accompanied by a fairy host. They had been searching a good many years for the swans, desiring to bring them happy tidings of Lir and the King. The Tuatha Dé Danann were all now assembled at the annual Feast of Age, peaceful and happy, except for the deep sorrow they felt at the absence of the four children of Lir. Fionnguala and her brothers received great comfort from this visit and talked long into the evening with the visitors. When the time finally came for the men to depart, the swans felt that their courage had been restored and looked forward to being reunited with the People of Dana sometime in the future.

			When at last their exile had come to an end on the Sea of Moyle, the children of Lir made ready for their voyage westwards to Iorras Domhnann. In their hearts they knew they were travelling from one bleak and wretched place to another, but they were soothed by the thought that their suffering would one day be over. The sea showed them no kindness during their stay at Iorras Domhnann, and remained frozen from Achill to Erris during the first hundred years. The bodies of the swans became wasted from thirst and hunger, but they weathered the angry blasts of the tempests and sought shelter from the driving snow under the black, unfriendly rocks, refusing to give up hope. Each new trial fired the desire within them to be at home once again, safe in the arms of their loving father.

			It was a time of great rejoicing among Lir’s children when the three hundred years on Iorras Domhnann finally came to an end. With hearts full of joy and elation, the four swans rose ecstatically into the air and flew southwards towards Sídh Fionnachaidh, their father’s palace. But their misery and torment was not yet at an end. As they circled above the plains of Armagh, they could not discover any trace of their former home. Swooping closer to the ground, they recognized the familiar grassy slopes of their childhood, but these were now dotted with stones and rubble from the crumbling castle walls. A chorus of wailing and sorrow echoed through the ruins of Lir’s palace as the swans flung themselves on the earth, utterly broken and defeated. For three days and three nights they remained here until they could bear it no longer. Fionnguala led her brothers back to the west and they alighted on a small, tranquil lake known as Inis Gluare. All that remained was for them to live out the rest of their lives in solitude, declaring their grief through the saddest of songs.

			On the day after the children of Lir arrived at Inis Gluare, a Christian missionary known as Chaemóc was walking by the lakeside where he had built for himself a small church. Hearing the haunting strains floating towards him from the lake, he paused by the water’s edge and prayed that he might know who it was that made such stirring music. The swans then revealed themselves to him and began to tell him their sorry tale. Chaemóc bade them come ashore and he joined the swans together with silver chains and took them into his home where he tended them and provided for them until they had forgotten all their suffering. The swans were his delight and they joined him in his prayers and religious devotions, learning of the One True God who had come to save all men.

			It was not long afterwards that Deoch, daughter of the King of Munster, came to marry Lairgnéan, King of Connacht, and hearing of Chaemóc’s four wonderful swans, she announced her desire to have them as her wedding-present. Lairgnéan set off for Inis Gluare intent on seizing the swans from Chaemóc. Arriving at the church where they were resting, their heads bowed in silent prayer, he began to drag them from the altar. But he had not gone more than four paces when the plumage dropped from the birds and they were changed back into their human form. Three withered old men and a white-faced old woman now stood before Lairgnéan and he turned and fled in horror at the sight of them.

			For the children of Lir had now been released from Aoife’s curse, having lived through almost a thousand years, to the time when her prophecy came to be fulfilled. Knowing that they had little time left to them, they called for Chaemóc to baptize them and as he did so they died peacefully and happily. The saint carried their bodies to a large tomb and Fionnguala was buried at the centre, surrounded by her three beloved brothers. Chaemóc placed a large headstone on the mound and he inscribed it in oghram. It read: ‘Lir’s children, who rest here in peace at long last’.
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			A House of Her Own

			Bo Balder
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			Aoife was only eleven when she caught the little house in the forest. She surprised it as it drank from a puddle, half-hidden under a writhing tree root as large as her own body. Fast as an eel, she snaked her hand around it and held on tight. It was no bigger than a strawberry, all soft and furry and yellow. Even in the gloom of the giant, bad-tempered trees, it shone like a candle flame.

			“House,” she whispered, “you’re mine now.”

			It couldn’t answer back yet, but she knew it understood.

			She showed her catch to Mama. Mama hugged her and told the big house they lived in what Aoife had found.

			House spoke from the walls. “Good girl. Show it to me, little one. Let me see if it’s the right kind.”

			Aoife clenched her fist tighter around the little house until it squirmed against the pressure. Sometimes the big hice didn’t approve of the little ones, for reasons no human could guess at. She didn’t plan on letting anything happen to her house.

			“It’s mine, Big House. None of your business.”

			The floor shook with deep laughter, a sound so resonant it made Aoife a little sick to her stomach. Mama’s house was a good provider and kept them all warm and well fed, but it had a mean streak. It liked to make the little girls stumble, or scare them by dousing the glow of its walls unexpectedly.

			“House –” Mama said in a tight voice.

			“Hush, dear,” it said. “If little Aoife already loves it that much, I’m sure it’s the right kind of little house.”

			Aoife didn’t think she’d ever met the wrong kind of house. And she was certain she’d know it if she did. Her downy pet felt just right.

			You weren’t supposed to give hice names. If Mama stood out on the square and said, “House,” every house in the village knew exactly who she was talking to. But Aoife gave hers a secret name anyway. She called it Mine.

			* * *

			Mama was having another baby. It was a good time to be out of the house. Its walls strummed with tension as Mama screamed. It was busy cooling and warming the birthing room as Mama’s needs fluctuated. Aoife and her sisters sat around the fire pit in the middle of the village, watching the house colors ebb and flow, and all the other hice standing cool and grey-brown and unconcerned. Aoife felt safe, surrounded by the village of hice. Nothing bad would happen here.

			“What if it’s a boy again?” Ho asked. “What’s Mama gonna do?”

			“Nothing she can do,” Biri, the eldest, said. “House is gonna do what it’s gonna do.”

			Aoife didn’t like her tone of voice.

			While Biri spoke, she fondled the feeler her little house had put on her leg. That house wasn’t so little anymore – it was as tall as Biri and about four times as wide and deep. Biri longed to strike out on her own, but as Mama said, not until you can stand up and lay down in your house. “Hurry up and grow, you,” Biri whispered to it and it glowed pink with pleasure. It was a light tan, no longer the bright yellow of childhood.

			Aoife cradled her house in her lap. It had grown to about the size of her head, but it was still small enough to carry around. If it wanted, it could make legs and waddle after her, but not quickly. Funny how girls grew faster than hice when they were little, and then when the girls were grown, the hice overtook them.

			“She’s at it longer than last time,” Biri said.

			What she didn’t say, but they all heard, even little Koori: what if something goes wrong? They would have nowhere to stay. If a mama died, her house upped and went to plant itself in the forest, taking the body with it. None of them had hice that were big enough to live in, although maybe Biri could cram into hers.

			Biri’s house cooed. Biri stood up. “It wants to forage,” she said. “See you later.”

			The three girls watched her go, between the hice, toward the veldt. They all thought the same thing. Eat, Biri’s house, eat! Grow big enough to take care of us!

			A young man slipped out of the men’s lodge and headed after Biri. It was the new boy, just come in from the Exchange. Ho elbowed Aoife in the side and sniggered. Aoife wondered why.

			A rumbling sounded overhead. Aoife craned her neck, scanning the green sky for thunderclouds. No thunderheads, but one long, thin, white cloud streaking across the sky, hurtling toward them.

			“What’s that?” Aoife said.

			Ho stood up, hindered by the house clenching its feelers around her in fear. “I don’t know!”

			The three girls huddled together. As much as they wanted to run home, they couldn’t go inside House while Mama was birthing. It wouldn’t let them in. They watched as the cloud trail sped closer and closer. It ended with a bang that shook the ground. Behind the farthest hice, black clouds boiled up.

			* * *

			By the time the strange women in white suits entered the village, the adult women had gathered in the square, and the men and girls sent away. Aoife and her sisters pretended to leave but hid behind a stand of trees. At first, the strangers didn’t look like people at all, but then Aoife noticed the frozen water glistening before their faces, and behind it eyes and noses like people.

			“Something something!” the front woman shouted. She had a deep voice like a man. Maybe she intended to speak true words, but nothing other than garble came out.

			Mama’s sister Noriko, pregnant belly thrust out proudly, lifted a hand. “Greetings. What manner of women are you? From what village?”

			The white-clad women conferred amongst themselves. Did they even understand true speech? Hadn’t their mothers taught them?

			The first woman lifted her head-covering. She had a beard and bushy eyebrows. When she spoke again in that deep, rumbling voice, she changed into a man before Aoife’s eyes. A man who spoke like a leader? Had these people lost their great women?

			Noriko scratched her head. “You are hard to understand, mistress. Speak slower, if you will.”

			Aoife guffawed. Noriko hadn’t yet seen he wasn’t a woman! “It’s a man!” she called out. “Look at his beard!”

			Ho pinched Aoife into silence.

			Noriko hummed and hawed. “Are you a man? We already had our man exchange a couple of weeks ago. Are you lost?”

			Aoife got bored with the grown-up talk and wandered off to catch bugs for Mine. Later that evening, she snuck back to the village square where now only the elders and the strange visitors – mostly men, she thought, from their beards and wide shoulders and deep voices – sat around the fire and talked. Hoping for a scrap of food – Mama’s house was still sealed and Mama would spank her if she raided the gardens – she crept up behind the man who’d spoken to Noriko earlier. She settled in cross-legged, petting Mine in her lap.

			Beard sounded like a man who was fast using up his patience. “Like I said, we’re from Earth, your home planet, looking for lost colonies. The wars are over, the star lanes are safe again, and we’re here to do a census, a genetic assay.”

			Noriko poked around in the fire, which didn’t need any poking. “I don’t really get where you’re from. But new blood in the exchange would be good. Maybe we can escort you to the exchange house at Mountainfoot?”

			The man sighed. “Do you have any memories of not being from this place? Tales your grandmothers told?”

			Several women nodded. “The First Woman and her house, you mean?”

			“Maybe,” the man said. “Can you tell it to me?”

			The women burst into laughter. “That’s not a tale for men’s ears! If you’ve forgotten it from when your mama told you, we’re not going to repeat it.”

			“Men’s ears? So where are all the men?”

			Aoife wished Mama wasn’t still birthing, or that Biri had returned from her foraging. What if Biri had been burnt in that streak of fire?

			One of the strange men leaned back and stretched. He caught sight of Aoife huddling in the dark, stroking Mine’s dome.

			“Hey there,” he said. “What a cute toy you have. He looks a bit like a baby duck, only bigger.”

			Aoife didn’t know what a duck was, but he sounded friendly. He talked funny, yet she understood most of it. “It’s not a toy. It’s my house.”

			The man smiled. “He doesn’t look like a house to me.” He gestured to the dim shapes of the hice standing around the square, almost invisible in the dusk. “Not that those are very big, mind.”

			Aoife gaped. “They’re all grown. A mama and lots of kids can live in there. Are your hice bigger?”

			“Lots bigger. We build them from stone or wood or brick. What are yours made of? Mud? Moss?”

			“I don’t know what they’re made of,” Aoife said. “They just grow that way.”

			A sudden ruckus drew them back to the circle.

			Biri leaned exhaustedly on her house, soot-smudged even in the flickering firelight. She must have been close to the black smoke. Behind her, an equally blackened young man tried to back away from the women’s eyes.

			“What in God’s name is that!” the man said.

			Nobody paid him any attention.

			He turned to Aoife. “What is that ugly critter with the girl? Something native?”

			“It’s just her house. Look at her! She’s all dirty and burnt from the thing that fell from the sky.”

			“You mean our ship?” the man asked.

			“Ship?”

			“Like a house in the sky or on water.”

			“If it’s your house, you should have been more careful where you went and not burnt people,” Aoife said and ran away. Now Biri was here, they could go and see if Mama was done birthing yet. Aoife was cold and hungry.

			* * *

			Mama, looking very tired, had two babies in her lap. That was odd. One was a boy. Aoife sucked on her teeth and cuddled Mine harder. What would House do?

			Mama’s face turned distant, a sign House was talking to her. Aoife wished Mine was old enough to do that.

			Mama’s eyes rolled back down and a flush blossomed on her drawn cheeks. “House says he’s talked to the others and I can keep the boy. You’re going to have a brother!”

			Aoife lifted up the baby’s blanket. He had a little thing between his legs, just like her sisters had told her he would. Not really interesting – if Mine wanted it could make a bigger feeler to put in her even now. She’d often watched Biri and her house playing and couldn’t imagine what a real boy could do better. Maybe she’d find out when she was bigger and visited the men’s lodge. There had to be a reason why Biri and that boy had met up in the veldt.

			She set Mine in the crook of her elbow. It was growing so fast that it was getting hard to carry him. But she wanted to get out to the veldt without anybody making her weed or feed the eels, so she sneaked from house to house until she was in the open. The women’s fields looked green, and sometimes reddish. The mamas always said they could eat house food if they had to, but that it never tasted the way it should. So they stubbornly grew their own, against the hice grumbling about it.

			The veldt was cool yellow, with flashes of blue like Mama’s eyes.

			She put Mine down so it could sink feelers into the ground for bugs. Later, when it was big, it would root permanently and snack on the skin cells and waste of the people who lived inside it. She hunkered low, taking a few steps whenever Mine moved. Its baby-yellow was starting to shade into the yellow grasses of the veldt.

			She crawled over to it and lay down on her back, shading her eyes. Grey clouds drifted across the green sky.

			A thumping sounded. She tensed. The men were supposed to take care of the veldt beasts, but maybe they’d missed one. She slung a hand toward Mine. She bet it could sting a veldt beast to death, some day.

			But no – voices rang out. Male voices. Aoife grabbed Mine and crawled nearer. What were they up to?

			“Careful, we don’t know what they can do. They must have some kind of defense!”

			“We got it, we got it! Tighten the rope!”

			That sounded like men hunting, even if it was the strange men. Aoife almost went back to her daydream spot, but the tone of their voices caught her attention. They sounded afraid but fascinated. And disgusted, maybe? What had they caught?

			“God, doesn’t that turn your stomach? They’re so ugly and the smell is just awful,” a woman’s voice said. Aoife hadn’t realized some of the strange men were women. Why hadn’t they taken charge?

			She inched forward. Mine wormed himself from under her armpit and padded ahead.

			Someone grunted, torn slashes of sound, a girl. What were they doing? Aoife became scared. She should sneak away and get help from the village. She pawed at Mine but it didn’t react. If it wanted to stay, then so must she.

			Under the cover of the tussling and shouting, she crawled further forward. If Mine dared, so would she. Between stalks of bluish grass, she caught glimpses of the strange men fighting a young woman called Salome and her house. They were tearing them apart from each other, ripping the house’s feeler out of Salome’s body. The girl kicked and screamed, the crazed house whipped needle-stingers around. Too bad it wasn’t old enough to sting to death.

			Very unwise of these men to interfere between woman and house. Aoife wasn’t sure if she felt scorn for their stupidity or sadness for the pain Salome and her house must be suffering. She stuffed her hand in her mouth to keep herself from crying out.

			“What the hell was that thing doing?’

			“Kill it! It’s raping the girl!”

			A great foot swung down from the sky and near trampled Mine. Aoife tugged it backwards. She didn’t want Mine to be handled by these men, who didn’t appear to know how men ought to act.

			She waited for a long time as the scuffling and shouting died down.

			Her heart beat in her ears, the only sound in the whole wide world. She crawled forward to a rough circle of trampled grass. Salome and her house, as well as the strangers, had gone. Mine was sampling the ground. A drop of blood hung on a blade of scythe grass. A feeler drew it inside Mine’s body.

			Blood? Had they hurt Salome?

			“We have to get home!” she hissed to Mine. “We have to tell House and Mama! These are bad men.”

			“Are we really?” a male voice said and a heavy hand landed on her shoulders.

			Mine wriggled out of her grip and rolled away into the grass.

			The bearded man turned her body toward his. His hands were large and hot, his face flushed. “Don’t fight, we’re here to help you.”

			Aoife let her mouth hang open. Her brain whispered directions. Look stupid. Look childish. It helped that she really wasn’t sure what was going on. “Help us how?”

			He looked left and right. Who did he think might be watching? The women, the hice, his own people?

			“We’re just here to count the population and do a tax inventory. We’ll set up a government, build roads, hospitals, schools. We’ll help against the critters. I can’t just stand idly by and watch women being used by aliens.”

			“You mean the hice?” she asked.

			“Yes, I mean the houses.” He stood frowning down at her. “Where’s your pet? Is he really a young one of those big houses you live in?”

			She stayed silent. Maybe she could even squeeze a tear or two out of her eyes.

			“I wanna go to my mama,” she said and quivered her lip.

			His face softened. He reached out a hand as if to stroke her head, but stopped short of touching her. “Do you want to save your mama and her friends?”

			Aoife nodded.

			“Go tell her to stay away from the house creatures, okay? We’ll get you out of here and eventually you’ll live in a real house with no aliens around. Your mama could be free and happy, you’d get an education.”

			She nodded again. She swooped up Mine and ran off, choosing the highest patches of bluegrass to cut through for cover.

			She found Mama tying up vines in the bean yard, moving slowly, newborns on her back.

			“Mama!” she tried to yell, but only panting and squeaking emerged.

			Mama looked up and must have seen something on Aoife’s face because she moved out from the beans double-quick.

			“What is it, Aoife? Where’s your house? Did you lose it?”

			That would have been even worse than her actual news. But Mine had just hidden in a patch of yellow weed.

			Aoife puffed until she could speak. “The strange men want to steal us and take us to their village. And kill the young hice. They already hurt Salome and her house.”

			“What!” Mama grew dark in the face and then ashen. Her hands fisted. “Men,” she breathed between clenched teeth. “Maybe the hice were right. Maybe we should kill all the men.”

			“We wouldn’t get any babies,” Aoife said.

			“Never mind that now. Oh, what a day. Old Imoh died, so her house is pulling up roots and going to live in the forest. We really could have used their advice. And my breasts hurt.”

			Mama’s shirt was wet with milk.

			“Why are you out here – I thought you were tired?”

			“House was fussing,” Mama said distractedly. “Never mind that, either. Oh, I can’t think straight when I breastfeed. We have to talk to the other women.”

			Aoife could have told her that, but kept her mouth shut.

			Mama dragged her back to the village. Aoife could barely keep a grip on Mine. Mama put her hand on the first house at the edge of the fields. The hice could send each other messages faster than women could run. The house would scent the urgency in Mama’s sweat and tell the others.

			Both babies were wailing by the time they reached Mama’s house. Mama unslung them and gave one to Aoife to rock while she fed the other. “House, we’re in danger. What can we do?”

			House rumbled, as always when it wanted to speak with its voice. To warm up the tubes, get air flowing around the vocal cords in the walls.

			“They are your species, Minny. What do you want us to do with them?”

			Mama frowned while she rocked the suckling baby. The faraway look in her eyes sharpened as the milk was drawn from her breast. “Imprison them. Maybe Imoh’s house can be persuaded to stay a bit before it uproots?”

			House gargled. “A man in a house? Imoh’s house won’t like that. It’ll eat them.”

			“Can’t you ask it to wait?”

			The floors shuddered. “Imoh’s dead. Her house is already changing. I could keep from eating them, I’ve already got a boy in me so my inner walls are immune to man scent.”

			Mama’s face scrunched up. “Oh, do we have to? I’m already so tired.”

			“The other hice agree. The young ones won’t have the self-control. Imoh’s house isn’t responding anymore. I think it has started migrating.”

			“It should have kept Imoh alive a little longer,” Mother grumbled and switched babies with Aoife.

			The baby burped against Aoife’s shoulder, its dark curly head sweaty from the hard work of nursing. It smelled deliciously of milk and baby skin, and less deliciously of poop. People always smelled better than hice, no matter how hard the hice tried.

			She whispered to Mine, “When you are grown, I want you to smell like this baby, or like my own hair. Not like Big House.” Mine kissed her cheek with its feeler.

			She had to change the baby. Hice ate the used nappy leaves and poo. She stripped nappy leaves off House’s wall, keeping an ear cocked to listen to the conversation. Mine nibbled on her heels, talking to House with one small feeler in the floor.

			Mama and House took their time about their discussion. Aoife couldn’t understand why they didn’t get up to do something about the strange men now.

			“We can lengthen your lives, but not indefinitely,” House said.

			“I know, I know.” Mama sighed. “Are the young women out there yet?”

			House boomed. A patch of wall turned dark blue, a color Aoife had never seen House wear before.

			“They’re attacking,” it shouted, forgetting all about modulating its voice for human ears. “They damaged my walls!”

			Mama plucked the protesting baby off her breast and put it in its cot. She ignored the wailing, milk still seeping from her breast. “Aoife, put the babies in the closet and warn your sisters.”

			Aoife pulled her eating knife from her girdle and did as Mama said. Biri and her house stumbled out, Biri flushed and heavy-eyed from play.

			“The strangers are attacking House,” Aoife said. “Go out and kill them.”

			“Can my house sting them?” asked Biri.

			“Yes,” Mama snapped. In one hand she held her scythe, in the other a heavy wooden grain pestle. “Stun them if possible.”

			“Where’s Koori and Ho?”

			Aoife found Koori cowering in her room. “Stay here,” she said. “We’re fighting. Where’s Ho?”

			“She went out to play with Mariah,” Koori said, shaking as if it was her fault.

			Aoife’s heart thundered. It might have been Ho out there in the fields, taken by the men. What if they’d killed her house? Now she was getting mad.

			The house boomed again and another patch of dark blue bloomed on the opposite wall. Mine shivered in her arms, as if it was feeling House’s pain.

			“We go out now,” Mama said. “Keep your weapons down, they might not attack us. They want to steal us, right, Aoife? That means they want us unharmed.”

			House opened its sphincter door.

			“Stand down!” a male voice yelled. “They’re coming out.”

			“Mama,” Aoife whispered, “pretend you want to be stolen.”

			Mama nodded.

			They stepped outside, Mama, Biri, Aoife, their hands down at their sides, their little hice behind them. Aoife worried someone would step on Mine.

			“Don’t shoot, it’s the women! Ma’am, are you all right?”

			“Why did you hurt our House?” Mama asked and kept walking toward the three men with black things in their gloved hands. “You could have killed us. The babies.”

			The lead man threw a look to the smaller man on the right. “Our apologies, ma’am. My colleagues will escort you to the ship while we take care of the aliens.”

			“He means the hice,” Aoife said.

			Beard smiled down at her. “We’ve talked before, eh?”

			Aoife kept walking, trying to look as scared and childish as she could.

			When she was close enough, she stabbed upward with her eating knife and got him in the groin. Beard screamed loudly. The other men turned toward him. A loud bang rang out.

			Biri went down without a sound. A fountain of blood spurted from her neck.

			“Jesus fuck you killed a child!”

			“They attacked first! That little one stabbed Klaus.”

			Biri’s house threw itself onto her. Holes appeared in the big house, accompanied by loud bangs. The bangs were coming from the sticks.

			“Kill that ugly critter – it’s raping her right now!”

			While the strangers were yelling at each other, mother bashed a skull in. Other women helped, even a few men with hunting bows. The women had brought weapons and hit the strangers until they stopped banging. The strangers didn’t look used to fighting, they only wanted to hurt the hice.

			Aoife remembered to breathe. She loosened her clutch on Mine, who was busy absorbing Beard’s blood from her arms. Biri was dead. Biri! Now she would never live in her own house with her own children. The feeling sank like a stone to just below her heart. It hurt.

			Some of the strange men were dead, as they deserved. A few had only been wounded and lay moaning and bleeding. Noriko was dead, others were being tended by their hice.

			One of their own men had keeled over. Maybe he’d been too old for fighting.

			Mama took charge, wild-eyed and leaking breast-milk. The women dragged the strangers inside Mama’s house, even though it was indigo-blotched and shuddering. It declared itself still able to not eat the men. Mama fed dead Beard to it, to speed up its healing.

			A strange quiet descended on the village. It was midday, a time for working outdoors and chatting with other women, courting men, playing. Instead, everyone crept inside their hice, shaken, waiting for the return of normal life.

			Aoife, her sisters and Mama sat vigil around Biri’s body and her stunned house. It would consume her and then drag itself into the forest to find its mother tree and gift itself back into her soil. They wept as much for the house as for Biri. Just like her, it would never reach maturity, never plant, nurture children, or become a mother tree at the end of its cycle.

			Mama nursed one baby, patting its tiny back in a slow, slow rhythm. It was supposed to soothe the baby, but it soothed everyone. Except Aoife. Her house grazed the soles of her feet and it made her twitchy.

			“What are we going to do with the strangers?” Aoife asked finally, when she couldn’t stand the silence one moment longer. Ho was older, but she and her house were wrapped tightly around each other, dumb and frozen with grief.

			“I don’t know,” Mama said. “I wanted to ask them where they came from, what that thing is that fell from the sky, why they wanted to steal us away from our hice.”

			“But not anymore?”

			“No,” Mama answered. “At first I thought they might become our neighbors or friends. Now I see these people will never be that. But I won’t do anything hasty. Tomorrow when everyone is rested from the fight, I’ll talk to the women and the grown hice. See what they think.”

			“I think we should let the house squash them to a pulp,” Aoife said. “And then eat it.”

			Mama ruffled her hair. “It’s a good thing you are not a grown woman yet. A person’s life is not to be taken lightly.”

			“But they tried to take our lives. They deserve to have theirs taken.”

			“Shush,” Mama said. “You are a child and your opinion doesn’t yet matter. Watch and learn from our decisions.”

			Late that night, when everyone had retreated to their chambers – even Biri’s body had been dragged into her room by her sorrowing, quivering house – Aoife snuck out to the dining room. She rapped on the wall where she knew the men to be imprisoned.

			“House,” she said, “make me a hole. I want to talk to them.”

			House rumbled. It had regained its normal tone of voice. That meant it must be mostly healed. “Why? Your mama forbade it.”

			“I want to understand,” she said. “Why they did what they did.”

			House thought. “Curiosity about strange creatures is a good thing,” it said. “If we didn’t possess it, the humans would never have become our partners. You are so much more interesting than the iwah we lived with before. Curiosity should be rewarded.”

			It made a small hole in the wall.

			“Make it bigger? I can hardly see,” Aoife said.

			The house didn’t answer. Mine spit on the sides of the little hole and made it part.

			Aoife pulled herself up and wriggled inside. House rumbled but didn’t do anything to stop her and Mine.

			The floor was packed with strange men lying supine. The house had grown bands to restrain them.

			Aoife poked the nearest man. “Wake up.”

			He opened his eyes, groggily, and tried to sit, but the house flesh over his chest prevented him. It was the man she’d talked to by the fire.

			“What? Who? Huh?”

			Aoife smiled at his fuzziness. That gave her the advantage.

			His pupils shrank as the house walls grew brighter.

			“Why did you try to steal us? Didn’t you think that would make us angry?”

			He blinked. “What’s your name? Mine is Jonah.”

			Aoife poked him again. “My name is none of your business. Tell me why.”

			“You remind me of my niece,” he said. His face twisted. “We just wanted to help you. Haven’t you wondered why there are so few men in the village? Maybe these aliens kill them to keep you for themselves.”

			“Just like you were planning to,” Aoife said. And of course the hice culled the men. You just didn’t need that many.

			She inched closer. “You should have asked us. Why didn’t you?”

			He hesitated. “You’ve been…isolated for so long. Become primitive. We didn’t think you’d understand the scope of the decision.”

			It was as she’d thought. Aoife bent forward and slit his throat with her small eating knife. He burbled and fell still.

			The house hummed in surprise but didn’t intervene.

			Aoife crept among the sleeping men and cut all their throats, even the one that was a woman.

			For Biri. For her sad, lonely house.

			For all these cautious grown-up women. Someone needed to make the hard decisions.
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			“It’s me,” CJ told the scanner, so tired she couldn’t focus on the machine’s inability to distinguish all the ‘me’s in the building or the fact that, if the building did know who she was, it probably wouldn’t let her in.

			She hadn’t observed any of the protocols. What was the point? Constantly washing, standing under sprayers, being scrubbed down in her suit, out of her suit, in her skivvies – she no longer had any residual embarrassment, just thick exhaustion that made her eyes burn and made the suit heavier than ever.

			Bio-level 4. In a city. It wasn’t possible to contain everything. The human population hadn’t been sent away because there was no away to go to. So she worked around them, pretending a barrier existed between her potential as a vector and their potential as victims.

			The west coast virus carried a 50 percent kill rate. It hadn’t been identified as aerosolized yet; that made stupid people overconfident and overconfident people even more stupid.

			It made Dr. Cynthia Jones tired.

			She finally remembered just to thump the scanner with her fist, the way her stepson showed her. The stupid thing responded to violence and so did the scanner. No, no, she wasn’t going to think like that anymore. Kev was Kyle’s son and she loved Kyle. She slugged the scanner, which blinked. The door to the downtown Reno once-luxury condominiums slid open grudgingly about six inches. CJ stuck her hand in and shoved it all the way open.

			The elevator was down. She didn’t know why she even tried it anymore. If it ever sent a car and opened to her, she’d run in terror. Anyway, power had been iffy ever since everything went to hell and everyone started to die. Ever since the lights appeared in the summer evening skies, moving too fast for the fastest military jet to intercept.

			Everything was weird and iffy and wrong, and everyone still alive was busy learning new skills.

			Kyle had designed the reconversion of the downtown casino to condos they now inhabited as the virus crisis went on and on. They’d taken the penthouse. Twenty stories up. CJ took a breath, realized she still wore her hood and face mask, and was too tired to take them off. She clumped up the stairs in her spacesuit and stood staring at the front door until she had the energy to enter. Nothing would ever make her admit it, but it had been pleasant when Kev had run away at the start of the crisis. A lot of teenagers had, run away and come home days later. The news reported it all with a kind of world-weary cynicism, a kind of ‘and in addition to everything else, this is just what we needed’ attitude. The trend had passed.

			CJ let herself into the condo.

			“Ahh, the crusader, home from the holy war.”

			“Give it a rest, Kev,” Kyle said without looking up from his laptop and then, catching sight of her when he did, “You’re still suited.”

			CJ touched the mike at her throat. “Thought I’d save time. Sleep in it. For the few hours I have.”

			“Too tired to get out?”

			“Couldn’t get the back zipper and there were no cute guys to assist me.”

			“The cute guys are all dead,” Kyle said. “The zipper is on the front. And it’s Velcro. You wanted me to do it. Come here.”

			Kev made a loud retching sound and slammed out of the apartment.

			“He forgot his respirator,” CJ said, staring at the door.

			“He’ll be all right. It’s calming down and no one knows for sure it’s airborne.”

			“Is that enough for you?”

			He didn’t answer right away. No one knew how the contagion spread, only the results. But it started in the East, along with the lights in the night sky. So people fled West, until the new strain started. Suits were now more to protect anyone who might be able to find a cure than anything else.

			Anything could be lurking on her suit.

			“Has to be enough, doesn’t it?” he said.

			* * *

			The man on the table might be forty. Virile, dark, once-handsome. The man on the table was in his forties, virile, dark, covered in blood. Blood jetted from his nose and mouth. Blood leaked from his ears, ran down his face in streams from burst capillaries. Blood-red eyes rolled as he thrashed, blind, terrified and screaming. Hands reached to pull him down. Restraints clicked around his wrists. Someone wound towels around his hands so he wouldn’t scratch anyone. Seizures bent him. Medics shouted for vaccines, IV liquids, anything. Blood streamed as the patient twisted and dropped back to the table.

			CJ shot up from sleep. “No one is bleeding out.”

			Beside her Kyle stirred in the pre-dawn grayness. “You’re exhausted. Try to sleep.”

			He was too. Even architects were hard-pressed, redesigning quick fixes to turn every empty house into multifamily homes for refugees. Or into triage units. Into quarantine facilities and level 4 bio safety labs. Into morgues.

			Just like veterinarians could be pressed into service in a hot zone.

			“I was dreaming,” she said and stared at her hands in the dim light of the bedroom. In the dream her hands had been covered in blood.

			“You were dreaming about the Midwest.”

			She made a face. “I was dreaming about a guy –”

			“I know.”

			“It’s not Ebola, Lassa, a known hemorrhagic fever. I’m not that kind of a doctor and people keep dying, but they’re not bleeding and it’s not Hanta and it’s not –”

			“It’s not morning. You get to sleep a while longer. I love you.”

			“How do I sleep?”

			He rolled her over onto her side and put his arms around her. “You close your eyes and you just do. Because you can’t help anyone this way. The crisis is over.”

			She started to respond, but he was exhausted too. He’d been asleep. She’d said it all before.

			She squeezed his arms where they crossed around her and listened to him slide back to sleep, and thought what she would have said.

			The crisis is just getting started. Eighty percent along the eastern seaboard. Fifty to seventy percent throughout the Midwest. And whatever this is throughout the west where everyone came because there was no HF. They came here to breathe and I think breathing is killing them.

			Your son, she might have continued, is out there protesting in favor of the viruses. One more of the New Lifers, the Viruses Have Rights contingency. Only this time the fruitcakes can kill us. All they need to do is make friends with the enemy and it will travel through the world at the speed of light.

			But she didn’t think it. She slept.

			* * *

			In the morning there were more bodies in the Northern Nevada valleys. CJ didn’t want to see them. The director of the crisis team was excited.

			“A family.” He seemed unaware he was talking about their deaths. He’d peered too long into the mystery. “You need to go to Wadsworth.”

			You know I’m a veterinarian, right? She had never meant to work with humans.

			That kind of responsibility, being the hope of dying people, it made her unable to remember a damned thing.

			But too many people had died this summer.

			The summer the lights came.

			…Why did she always think of both things? Virus and lights. She was as bad as the New Lifers.

			On the drive along I-80 she saw a herd of wild horses. The temperature was already rising and the world smelled of sage.

			And smoke, from funerary fires. Illegal and insane while the virus was unknown, but how could you stop people from honoring their dead? Wadsworth appeared, a wide spot in the road. She hadn’t been given directions. She couldn’t miss it. True. Ambulance, helicopter, EMTs and sheriff’s deputies surrounded an angry family that didn’t want to let their loved ones go. The small, paint-peeling house was the scene of the only action in Wadsworth aside from a ruffled crow the size of a cat tearing at something in an oil-sheened puddle at the edge of the road. As CJ drove past she saw the crow clutched a wriggling, white-bellied mouse in one talon and she shuddered.

			Ubiquitous protestors. Of course. Just beyond range of anyone wanting to throw something at them, or arrest them under the new laws for interfering with medics. They carried poorly or creatively spelled signs about the right of all life. They themselves might be breeding new life; none of them looked particularly clean. The signs claimed viruses had a right to life.

			Viruses can do good.

			…No.

			What about medically designed smart viruses?

			Not the same thing.

			Viruses know how to PARTY.

			CJ didn’t know what to make of that one. She scanned the group to make certain Kev wasn’t there and got out of the car.

			“You a relative?” one of the deputies asked.

			“I’m a – doctor,” she said, and held up her kit with mask, gloves and coat, and tried not to hope this was the time the officer would say, No, you aren’t, you’re an imposter, and refuse her entry.

			He didn’t.

			The interior was shadowy and stuffy, even with the windows open. If whatever had killed them was airborne, it was already released into the world.

			No one went in with her. As if they were safer outside in the scrub grass front yard. The ambulance waited to transport bodies. The helicopter pilot smoked a cigarette. The sheriff’s deputies repeated, “We’re sorry for your loss. Please move back behind the yellow tape. You’ll be notified when you can claim the bodies.”

			CJ forced herself over the threshold.

			The family lay inside the cramped living room, the only things out of place in an otherwise spotless dark space.

			They’d died without fanfare, probably within minutes of each other. CJ thought the teenaged girls died last; both had fallen while reaching out to their parents, who lay slumped together on the couch. Even in the shadowy living room she could see their faces were cyanotic. They’d suffocated in a room full of air.

			Outside, the protestors shouted.

			Yes, CJ thought. Viruses are alive. There are smart viruses. Created to penetrate and consume unhealthy cells. Before theoretically they themselves die. And we know everything always goes according to plan.

			But this doesn’t seem like anything of ours.

			They called it Sin Nombre. Without name. Not without suffering. Victims died of pulmonary failure, lungs filled with fluid, drowning in the hot, dry desert air. It was a hantavirus, rodent-borne and aerosolized, and it thrived in conditions like this – dry, hot, full of mice.

			In 1993, the Four Corners outbreak showed more cases in clean homes than in those that weren’t. People in clean homes swept, disturbing dust and dirt impregnated with rodent droppings and urine. The carrier was the white-bellied deer mouse, cute, friendly, fond of people and their food.

			Which told her nothing. Time after time the virus was stained and observed. Each time it resisted becoming anything anyone could understand. If it was hanta, it was a new strain. If it was Sin Nombre, the unnamed virus from the 90s, it was a strain. CDC, USAMRIID, state and county public health, veterinarians pulled into service – everyone left alive was working together.

			And a lot of them weren’t. Alive. Early on they just used masks and goggles. Later they moved to bio safety level 4 labs. Negative pressure labs. Full spacesuits. Nothing worked – researchers died.

			Viruses always searched for hosts. Just not like this. This seemed intentional.

			In the dim stillness of the living room, edge of vision, CJ saw something move. “You’re getting jumpy.”

			Past the family on the couch, across the dining room, a lace-covered window showed patches of desert-empty backyard. Maybe she saw a bird out there, or an EMT. Or a bereaved family member trying to break in.

			Or more of the lights in the sky, the ones that showed up just before the heat wave. Whatever. She was here for samples. CJ knelt, gathering her swabs and hypos, the log she needed to fill out. It seemed likely the virus couldn’t be identified because it was mutating so quickly, jumping from form to form and host to host. Samples meant… – Something in the living room moved. On the couch. Like…the father.

			CJ’s heart hammered. She stayed still, scalpel in hand, watching the bodies.

			That was when one of the girls on the floor moved, hand scrabbling on the carpet as if to pull herself closer to her parents.

			CJ screamed. She ran for the door before she understood. They’d made a mistake. Not everyone in the family was dead. They’d checked the others, not the girl. Made an assumption. Been too afraid, desperate to get out. The fear of contagion did that.

			She bolted anyway. Paramedics were equipped for the living. CJ had tools for the dead. She managed a professional front, walking the instant she was outside, over to the knot of officials watching the house, avoiding the cameras and eyes of those outside it and the furious words of the bereaved family.

			“They’re not dead,” she told the first paramedic she reached.

			“What?”

			“Alive. At least one is. She – moved. You need to go in there.”

			He looked at her, wide-eyed and disbelieving. Unwilling. She couldn’t blame him.

			“Please. Just go in there.”

			She turned her back to the house. She’d left her gear inside and held only a roll of gauze. An EMT came over and bagged it, traded her for a paper cup of coffee in her gloved hands. It felt wonderful despite the gathering warmth of the morning. She faced west, watching the mountains, until slowly her attention moved from the Sierra to the treetops to the knot of protestors in the street. Young, punky, death-positive, carrying signs. One of them read ‘REV-olution.’ That made no sense. The next read ‘R-EVOLUTION.’ She frowned, and read in no particular order.

			‘Evolve and die.’

			‘Bottoms up, food chain.’

			‘The ones left behind are always afraid.’

			‘Only human arrogance states only humans have right to life.’

			Right to life. Kev believed that, if he didn’t just use it to get under her skin. Right to life for everything.

			She thought of the family inside, parents drowning, girls reaching, left alone because everyone was too afraid.

			She thought of thousands in the East and across the heartlands, bleeding out from arenavirus, identifiable and still unstoppable.

			Right to life. This wasn’t a game for children, racing across the world to protest at every tragedy, holding signs that spouted nonsense.

			Rage gathered. CJ balled her fists and started forward. Instantly the EMT barred her path. “Not worth it,” he said. He redirected her, hands on her shoulders. “Sit. Have you eaten today? We’ve got some protein bars.”

			She focused. “No. Thanks. Sorry.”

			“Nah. They’re a pain. Like it’s a game. Like they’re immortal. Like their signs are counterculture and shocking.”

			She met his eyes. He was older than she was. Older than most EMTs, a fine net of crows’ feet beside greenish eyes. “What do you think?”

			“I think they might be right.”

			Right about what, she wanted to ask, but before she could, the other medic came out of the house, shaking his head. One hand went to his throat, checked its own movement, and shoved his hair back instead. He came over to where CJ sat on the back of the ambulance, cradling the coffee.

			“They’re dead,” and before she could say anything, “but it’s creepy in there. I don’t wonder you thought you saw someone move. Did you get what you needed or do you need to do more? I’d like to bag-and-tag.”

			She swallowed hard at that. He accepted her as a fellow professional. That’s what was done with bodies beyond the reach of antibiotics or immune serum.

			“I’ll get my samples,” she said, and handed him the cup.

			* * *

			The family lay in the same positions. She’d expected them to have been moved. It wasn’t a crime scene; someone could have moved them into less traumatic positions.

			Like who? There had only been CJ, and the first responder, already out again, and the EMT, who clearly had wanted out.

			And there were changes. She saw one girl’s hand was moved. Maybe he checked her pulse, then laid her arm back down awkwardly beside her body. CJ didn’t feel braver, but she herself had done more.

			Maybe it was too overwhelming for everyone. Maybe when it was all over she’d have a nice, long breakdown. Meanwhile, she needed blood, saliva and hair. Probably. No telling what she’d want to look at, since nothing ever revealed a damn thing anyway.

			She still wanted to apologize when she drew blood, but that was silly. She could poke around as long as she wanted for the mother’s veins and no one would ever –

			“I think she’s dead,” a voice behind her said.

			CJ jerked, hands flying. The needle jabbed through the dead woman’s arm, through thin tissue and out the other side, missing her left index finger by the width of the needle itself. She felt it slide by. She did not feel a short, sharp pain. She was saved the 30-second decision of whether to cut off her own finger or risk invasion by the virus.

			The voice was a girl’s.

			The girl was sitting up behind her, looking on curiously.

			“I’m – are you –” CJ gave up and just stared.

			The girl was maybe 14, Kev’s age. Black hair, roundish face, still a little baby fat. Pretty. And dead. “Are you –” she tried again.

			“Dead?” the girl asked.

			Nod. She was already backing away from the mother, her eyes locked on the girl. As she moved she looked for the other girl, found her still face down, some distance from her sister, but starting to move.

			“More or less,” the animate girl answered, her head cocked at CJ. “Do I frighten you?”

			CJ stopped moving. Thought about it. No one had done anything. It was just unexpected. But dead was supposed to be dead. The EMTs said they were dead. Now one of them was talking to her.

			“More or less.”

			That elicited a smile from the girl, mocking and cocky, but no more so than Kev’s average smirk. What are you? She stopped herself from asking. “What’s your name?”

			Another smile, this one actively unpleasant. Her eyes met CJ’s as she rose easily to her feet.

			“I am without name.” She looked past CJ, out to the street. “It’s not what you think it is. Or at least, it doesn’t end there. Everyone thinks this is the end. For you, it is. For us, it’s the beginning. Those left behind when the new order comes in always panic. It’s natural. But we’re as old as you are. We’ve been around as long. It’s only recently you’ve set us free.”

			CJ opened her mouth again. She was dizzy. The house was too hot. Panicky heartbeats struck her ribs. This time she would ask, What are you?

			Behind her, the door opened. “What’s taking so – oh, my god.”

			She heard something fall just before the EMT stood beside her.

			“She was dead.”

			“Still is,” CJ said, and wasn’t contradicted.

			“But what –?”

			“You need to tell them,” the girl with no name said. “Tell them the future has come calling.”

			The door banged behind them as the EMT dragged CJ to the porch.

			They stopped on the steps, facing a sea of waiting faces. Cameras. Signs. The world stared back at them.

			“They’re alive,” CJ said.

			The EMT looked at her. She couldn’t see any reason to keep that a secret. But she capped the hypo and tucked it into her back pocket without fanfare, hoping no one noticed. That she kept secret.

			The yellow tape around the scene came down. Sheriff’s deputies, unprepared for this, tried to push back against the surging crowd. Neighbors, relatives, press and protestors, a tide of hot bodies, tablets, phones, microphones pushed forward, everyone asking questions at once. CJ took a step back and bumped into the front door. The EMT cursed, once, then managed to look stoic.

			Over the crowd, CJ could see the helicopter blades start to turn, lazily at first, then faster, and the high pitched whine of the engine kicked up. Over the confusion of voices she heard commands being given, saw deputies spreading out, surrounding the house, and thought, Shouldn’t they wait to see if maybe it wasn’t all just a ghastly mistake and the family never was dead?

			The sheriff pushed his way through the crowd to them. “Military is demanding to see you. They’re alive?” He gestured at the front door as if she might not know who he meant.

			The EMT said something about movement, muscle contractions. His eyes were dazed. CJ touched his wrist, as if they’d known each other forever. “One of the girls is up and talking. One is coming to. Maybe not dead? That make the most sense, doesn’t it?”

			The sheriff stared at her. “Ma’am, nothing has made sense in this country in months. The house is going to be sealed until we figure out who’s in charge and –”

			“They haven’t done anything wrong,” CJ said softly.

			“No, ma’am,” the sheriff said with a tangible lack of sincerity. “Public safety. They could still be contagious.”

			And having them in that flimsy house will certainly be enough to prevent contagion.

			“Meanwhile, the military infectious disease folk want to see you. The chopper’s winding up.” He motioned her to precede him and took a step.

			CJ didn’t move. “My kit is still inside. I need it. And I’m not going anywhere in a helicopter. Where is it they want to meet?”

			He looked at her as if she were simple. “There’s a temporary command post set up in Reno.”

			“Reno is 20 minutes from here. I’ll drive.” When he didn’t stop staring at her but looked mutinous and stubborn, she said, “Am I being arrested for something?”

			“No, ma’am.”

			She wished he’d stop calling her ma’am.

			“I’ll drive. Where to?”

			“County public health.”

			She was crisis-team-based there anyway. They had an electron microscope there. “Want to come with?” she asked the EMT.

			“I like helicopters,” he said and she didn’t know if he really did or if he was simply cooperating the way she wasn’t. He looked kind of avid about the chopper. CJ wanted time to think. She didn’t think she’d get it at a USAMRIID base.

			* * *

			The minute she drove onto I-80 she called Kyle’s cell, but instead of Kyle, Kev answered. She didn’t want to waste her drive talking to Kev. Why wasn’t he out protesting something, anyway?

			“Nah. He forgot his cell. Like always. He’s out turning some building into some other building.” He sounded bored and belligerent.

			Damn it. She took a chance. “Look, Kev, I need you to tell him something.”

			Silence. Then, “That’s not my name.”

			She took a breath. “Kevin, then.”

			“Whatever.” He’d never offer anything up front. She sighed. “I’m very likely going to be arrested for disobeying a direct military command.” No idea if she could really be commanded by military – she was a normal civilian. No idea if they could arrest her for not coming when they called. The point was to impress Kevin.

			“Cool.”

			“Can you please have Kyle call me? If he can’t reach me in a reasonable amount of time, I’m probably at public health.” Because if they did arrest her, they’d probably only take her where they wanted her in the first place.

			“Got it,” Kev said, and he sounded like he really did. And then, without warning, he voluntarily spoke to her. “Have you figured it out yet?”

			Please, no more Kevin riddles.

			“Have I figured what out yet?” The road in front of her was clear. Where I-80 out of Reno used to be jammed in every direction, the traffic was now in fits and starts, military carriers, huge refrigerated trucks carrying things she didn’t like to speculate on, scared families crossing each other’s paths as they looked for somewhere safer in a world that no longer offered safer places.

			“What’s going on.”

			“Have you?” She didn’t want to hear more placard slogans. She didn’t even know if Kev believed or simply wanted to annoy.

			“Change,” he said promptly. “If everyone would just calm down, it’s not that bad.”

			“People are dying,” CJ said. Her cell fluttered, going through a canyon near the power plant. For once she didn’t want to lose the connection.

			“Not permanently.”

			She blinked. The road in front of her was empty. She sped up. She thought of the girl in the house in Wadsworth. Alive. Again?

			“Not everything that’s living is human,” said Kev. “Those left behind are always afraid.” Her phone went dead. He’d probably hung up on her. It was the most Kevin had said to her since she’d married his father.

			Those left behind are always afraid. The girl in the house said the same thing. So did one of Kev’s signs. So maybe it was nothing more than teenagers making a craze out of the insanity, turning a virus into a cause celebre.

			Not everything that’s alive is human.

			In the wake of the viruses. Viruses were alive.

			“That doesn’t make sense,” she said aloud. Because she needed to hear it out loud. Because she needed to deny it. Because viruses on Earth didn’t reanimate.

			She’d been heading to public health, hoping something would make sense before she got there. So far her thoughts had just gone round and round.

			She bypassed the Wells Avenue exit to public health. Just in case someone saw her. She took the next exit by the University, turned around, took I-80 East again, connected with the interchange, headed south to her own practice. Every lab in the city had been seized by the remaining researchers, but no one had thought of her little one-person veterinary practice. It wasn’t state of the art.

			But it had a lab.

			* * *

			Her techs had been in every day, caring for the animals. Otherwise, the place was empty, just the dogs making a racket and the cats sounding like parrots in their rage. But all the animals had food and water.

			“You’re all fine, you big babies,” she said, and let the boarded basset twins out to hang out under her feet while the clinic cat perched at her computer. She didn’t have an electron microscope. She sent virus samples out.

			So what did she know?

			She started making a list.

			The eastern seaboard and much of the Midwest had been devastated by an arenavirus causing hemorrhagic fever with an eighty percent mortality rate.

			People had headed west before anyone could think to set up barriers or stop them. Before quarantines were imposed. Before common sense took effect, which still hadn’t.

			Then the summer hit and the West exploded into a virus with no name, one that looked like a member of the hantavirus family but refused to admit it in any experiment. So people in the West started dying.

			Or disappearing and reappearing, she thought suddenly and wrote that down. Like Kev. Like a good many adolescents and young adults listed as missing.

			Everything that’s living isn’t necessarily human.

			Everything has a right to life.

			Those left behind are always afraid.

			A virus without name. Close to Sin Nombre in effects. People found drowned in open air, their lungs filled with fluids. A virus without name and a girl, who had been dead, standing and saying, “I am without name.”

			Tell them the future has come calling.

			The lights in the sky at the beginning of summer.

			“You’re over-tired. You’re insane.”

			She turned off the laptop and sat, thinking. She turned it back on and waited impatient for virus checkers to do their stuff.

			Virus checkers, she thought, amused, and brought up Google.

			She typed in ‘smart viruses.’

			* * *

			The military never came. Maybe they had too much else to do. Maybe they were too old. The people surviving, by and large, were under 30. Or 20. She’d find out. It was strange to realize she was no longer part of the equation, that all those eons of evolution had suddenly bypassed her and left her behind. She wondered what relationships would be like, what thought processes would be. The kids seemed cocky as ever but there was never any way of knowing what went on inside a teenage mind and less chance of it now.

			On her way back to the condo she went by the Public Health Administration complex and dropped off the syringe of blood she’d taken from the dead woman in Wadsworth. There didn’t seem to be any point in using the electron microscope to look at the viruses in the sample. The virus had resisted being identified this long and whatever she saw now she wouldn’t understand.

			She thought about the family in the white house in Wadsworth and wondered that the parents had still been dead while the daughters had been moving, talking. Laughing. The next generation always bypassed the ones in front of it, but she’d be annoyed if she had to die and stay dead just because she was over 30.

			“Just barely over 30,” CJ said aloud, and laughed. The woman who collected the syringe and logged it extensively on a clipboard gave her a funny look. “Inside joke,” CJ said, which didn’t get her a better reception. After all, she was alone.

			Probably.

			* * *

			“It’s me,” she told the scanner at the door to the condos and then she slugged it for good measure. She’d go upstairs, see if Kyle was home, talk to Kev. No, that wasn’t his name anymore. She didn’t think it was because he wanted to be Kevin. She thought he didn’t expect to be called anything. The future didn’t have a name or shape, it was all just possibilities.

			She hit the button for the elevator and it opened. “Just kidding,” CJ said when the power flickered. She turned for the stairs and as she pulled the door open, the puncture wound on her left index finger began to throb.
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			You ask me to tell you, my grandchildren, something about my own share in the great events that happened fifty years ago. ’Tis sad work turning back to that bitter page in our history, but you may perhaps take profit in your new homes from the lesson it teaches. For us in England it came too late. And yet we had plenty of warnings, if we had only made use of them. The danger did not come on us unawares. It burst on us suddenly, ’tis true; but its coming was foreshadowed plainly enough to open our eyes, if we had not been wilfully blind. We English have only ourselves to blame for the humiliation which has been brought on the land. Venerable old age! Dishonourable old age, I say, when it follows a manhood dishonoured as ours has been. I declare, even now, though fifty years have passed, I can hardly look a young man in the face when I think I am one of those in whose youth happened this degradation of Old England – one of those who betrayed the trust handed down to us unstained by our forefathers.

			What a proud and happy country was this fifty years ago! Free-trade had been working for more than a quarter of a century, and there seemed to be no end to the riches it was bringing us. London was growing bigger and bigger; you could not build houses fast enough for the rich people who wanted to live in them, the merchants who made the money and came from all parts of the world to settle there, and the lawyers and doctors and engineers and other, and trades-people who got their share out of the profits. The streets reached down to Croydon and Wimbledon, which my father could remember quite country places; and people used to say that Kingston and Reigate would soon be joined to London. We thought we could go on building and multiplying for ever. 

			’Tis true that even then there was no lack of poverty; the people who had no money went on increasing as fast as the rich, and pauperism was already beginning to be a difficulty; but if the rates were high, there was plenty of money to pay them with; and as for what were called the middle classes, there really seemed no limit to their increase and prosperity. People in those days thought it quite a matter of course to bring a dozen of children into the world – or, as it used to be said, Providence sent them that number of babies; and if they couldn’t always marry off all the daughters, they used to manage to provide for the sons, for there were new openings to be found in all the professions, or in the Government offices, which went on steadily getting larger. Besides, in those days young men could be sent out to India, or into the army or navy; and even then emigration was not uncommon, although not the regular custom it is now. Schoolmasters, like all other professional classes, drove a capital trade. They did not teach very much, to be sure, but new schools with their four or five hundred boys were springing up all over the country.

			Fools that we were! We thought that all this wealth and prosperity were sent us by Providence, and could not stop coming. In our blindness we did not see that we were merely a big workshop, making up the things which came from all parts of the world; and that if other nations stopped sending us raw goods to work up, we could not produce them ourselves. True, we had in those days an advantage in our cheap coal and iron; and had we taken care not to waste the fuel, it might have lasted us longer. But even then there were signs that coal and iron would soon become cheaper in foreign parts; while as to food and other things, England was not better off than it is now. We were so rich simply because other nations from all parts of the world were in the habit of sending their goods to us to be sold or manufactured; and we thought that this would last for ever. And so, perhaps, it might have lasted, if we had only taken proper means to keep it; but, in our folly, we were too careless even to insure our prosperity, and after the course of trade was turned away it would not come back again.

			And yet, if ever a nation had a plain warning, we had. If we were the greatest trading country, our neighbours were the leading military power in Europe. They were driving a good trade, too, for this was before their foolish communism (about which you will hear when you are older) had ruined the rich without benefiting the poor, and they were in many respects the first nation in Europe; but it was on their army that they prided themselves most. And with reason. They had beaten the Russians and the Austrians, and the Prussians too, in bygone years, and they thought they were invincible.

			Well do I remember the great review held at Paris by the Emperor Napoleon during the great Exhibition, and how proud he looked showing off his splendid Guards to the assembled kings and princes. Yet, three years afterwards, the force so long deemed the first in Europe was ignominiously beaten, and the whole army taken prisoners. Such a defeat had never happened before in the world’s history; and with this proof before us of the folly of disbelieving in the possibility of disaster merely because it had never fallen upon us, it might have been supposed that we should have the sense to take the lesson to heart.

			And the country was certainly roused for a time, and a cry was raised that the army ought to be reorganised, and our defences strengthened against the enormous power for sudden attacks which it was seen other nations were able to put forth. And a scheme of army reform was brought forward by the Government. It was a half-and-half affair at best; and, unfortunately, instead of being taken up in Parliament as a national scheme, it was made a party matter of, and so fell through. There was a Radical section of the House, too, whose votes had to be secured by conciliation, and which blindly demanded a reduction of armaments as the price of allegiance. This party always decried military establishments as part of a fixed policy for reducing the influence of the Crown and the aristocracy. They could not understand that the times had altogether changed, that the Crown had really no power, and that the Government merely existed at the pleasure of the House of Commons, and that even Parliament-rule was beginning to give way to mob-law.

			At any rate, the Ministry, baffled on all sides, gave up by degrees all the strong points of a scheme which they were not heartily in earnest about. It was not that there was any lack of money, if only it had been spent in the right way. The army cost enough, and more than enough, to give us a proper defence, and there were armed men of sorts in plenty and to spare, if only they had been decently organised. It was in organisation and forethought that we fell short, because our rulers did not heartily believe in the need for preparation. The fleet and the Channel, they said, were sufficient protection. So army reform was put off to some more convenient season, and the militia and volunteers were left untrained as before, because to call them out for drill would ‘interfere with the industry of the country.’ We could have given up some of the industry of those days, forsooth, and yet be busier than we are now. But why tell you a tale you have so often heard already?

			The nation, although uneasy, was misled by the false security its leaders professed to feel; the warning given by the disasters that overtook France was allowed to pass by unheeded. We would not even be at the trouble of putting our arsenals in a safe place, or of guarding the capital against a surprise, although the cost of doing so would not have been so much as missed from the national wealth. The French trusted in their army and its great reputation, we in our fleet; and in each case the result of this blind confidence was disaster, such as our forefathers in their hardest struggles could not have even imagined.

			I need hardly tell you how the crash came about. First, the rising in India drew away a part of our small army; then came the difficulty with America, which had been threatening for years, and we sent off ten thousand men to defend Canada – a handful which did not go far to strengthen the real defences of that country, but formed an irresistible temptation to the Americans to try and take them prisoners, especially as the contingent included three battalions of the Guards. Thus the regular army at home was even smaller than usual, and nearly half of it was in Ireland to check the talked-of Fenian invasion fitting out in the West. Worse still – though I do not know it would really have mattered as things turned out – the fleet was scattered abroad: some ships to guard the West Indies, others to check privateering in the China seas, and a large part to try and protect our colonies on the Northern Pacific shore of America, where, with incredible folly, we continued to retain possessions which we could not possibly defend. America was not the great power forty years ago that it is now; but for us to try and hold territory on her shores which could only be reached by sailing round the Horn, was as absurd as if she had attempted to take the Isle of Man before the independence of Ireland. We see this plainly enough now, but we were all blind then.

			It was while we were in this state, with our ships all over the world, and our little bit of an army cut up into detachments, that the Secret Treaty was published, and Holland and Denmark were annexed. People say now that we might have escaped the troubles which came on us if we had at any rate kept quiet till our other difficulties were settled; but the English were always an impulsive lot: the whole country was boiling over with indignation, and the Government, egged on by the press, and going with the stream, declared war. We had always got out of scrapes before, and we believed our old luck and pluck would somehow pull us through.

			Then, of course, there was bustle and hurry all over the land. Not that the calling up of the army reserves caused much stir, for I think there were only about 5000 altogether, and a good many of these were not to be found when the time came; but recruiting was going on all over the country, with a tremendous high bounty, 50,000 more men having been voted for the army. Then there was a Ballot Bill passed for adding 55,500 men to the militia; why a round number was not fixed on I don’t know, but the Prime Minister said that this was the exact quota wanted to put the defences of the country on a sound footing. Then the shipbuilding that began! Ironclads, despatch-boats, gunboats, monitors – every building-yard in the country got its job, and they were offering ten shillings a-day wages for anybody who could drive a rivet. This didn’t improve the recruiting, you may suppose. I remember, too, there was a squabble in the House of Commons about whether artisans should be drawn for the ballot, as they were so much wanted, and I think they got an exemption. This sent numbers to the yards; and if we had had a couple of years to prepare instead of a couple of weeks, I daresay we should have done very well.

			It was on a Monday that the declaration of war was announced, and in a few hours we got our first inkling of the sort of preparation the enemy had made for the event which they had really brought about, although the actual declaration was made by us. A pious appeal to the God of battles, whom it was said we had aroused, was telegraphed back; and from that moment all communication with the north of Europe was cut off. Our embassies and legations were packed off at an hour’s notice, and it was as if we had suddenly come back to the middle ages. The dumb astonishment visible all over London the next morning, when the papers came out void of news, merely hinting at what had happened, was one of the most startling things in this war of surprises. But everything had been arranged beforehand; nor ought we to have been surprised, for we had seen the same Power, only a few months before, move down half a million of men on a few days’ notice, to conquer the greatest military nation in Europe, with no more fuss than our War Office used to make over the transport of a brigade from Aldershot to Brighton – and this, too, without the allies it had now. What happened now was not a bit more wonderful in reality; but people of this country could not bring themselves to believe that what had never occurred before to England could ever possibly happen. Like our neighbours, we became wise when it was too late.

			Of course the papers were not long in getting news – even the mighty organisation set at work could not shut out a special correspondent; and in a very few days, although the telegraphs and railways were intercepted right across Europe, the main facts oozed out. An embargo had been laid on all the shipping in every port from the Baltic to Ostend; the fleets of the two great Powers had moved out, and it was supposed were assembled in the great northern harbour, and troops were hurrying on board all the steamers detained in these places, most of which were British vessels. It was clear that invasion was intended. Even then we might have been saved, if the fleet had been ready. The forts which guarded the flotilla were perhaps too strong for shipping to attempt; but an ironclad or two, handled as British sailors knew how to use them, might have destroyed or damaged a part of the transports, and delayed the expedition, giving us what we wanted, time. But then the best part of the fleet had been decoyed down to the Dardanelles, and what remained of the Channel squadron was looking after Fenian filibusters off the west of Ireland; so it was ten days before the fleet was got together, and by that time it was plain the enemy’s preparations were too far advanced to be stopped by a coup-de-main. 

			Information, which came chiefly through Italy, came slowly, and was more or less vague and uncertain; but this much was known, that at least a couple of hundred thousand men were embarked or ready to be put on board ships, and that the flotilla was guarded by more ironclads than we could then muster. I suppose it was the uncertainty as to the point the enemy would aim at for landing, and the fear lest he should give us the go-by, that kept the fleet for several days in the Downs; but it was not until the Tuesday fortnight after the declaration of war that it weighed anchor and steamed away for the North Sea. Of course you have read about the Queen’s visit to the fleet the day before, and how she sailed round the ships in her yacht, and went on board the flag-ship to take leave of the admiral; how, overcome with emotion, she told him that the safety of the country was committed to his keeping. You remember, too, the gallant old officer’s reply, and how all the ships’ yards were manned, and how lustily the tars cheered as her Majesty was rowed off. The account was of course telegraphed to London, and the high spirits of the fleet infected the whole town. I was outside the Charing Cross station when the Queen’s special train from Dover arrived, and from the cheering and shouting which greeted her Majesty as she drove away, you might have supposed we had already won a great victory. The leading journal, which had gone in strongly for the army reduction carried out during the session, and had been nervous and desponding in tone during the past fortnight, suggesting all sorts of compromises as a way of getting out of the war, came out in a very jubilant form next morning.

			Panic-stricken inquirers, it said, ask now, where are the means of meeting the invasion? We reply that the invasion will never take place. A British fleet, manned by British sailors whose courage and enthusiasm are reflected in the people of this country, is already on the way to meet the presumptuous foe. The issue of a contest between British ships and those of any other country, under anything like equal odds, can never be doubtful. England awaits with calm confidence the issue of the impending action.

			Such were the words of the leading article, and so we all felt. It was on Tuesday, the 10th of August, that the fleet sailed from the Downs. It took with it a submarine cable to lay down as it advanced, so that continuous communication was kept up, and the papers were publishing special editions every few minutes with the latest news. This was the first time such a thing had been done, and the feat was accepted as a good omen. Whether it is true that the Admiralty made use of the cable to keep on sending contradictory orders, which took the command out of the admiral’s hands, I can’t say; but all that the admiral sent in return was a few messages of the briefest kind, which neither the Admiralty nor any one else could have made any use of. Such a ship had gone off reconnoitring; such another had rejoined – fleet was in latitude so and so. This went on till the Thursday morning. I had just come up to town by train as usual, and was walking to my office, when the newsboys began to cry, “New edition – enemy’s fleet in sight!”

			You may imagine the scene in London! Business still went on at the banks, for bills matured although the independence of the country was being fought out under our own eyes, so to say, and the speculators were active enough. But even with the people who were making and losing their fortunes, the interest in the fleet overcame everything else; men who went to pay in or draw out their money stopped to show the last bulletin to the cashier. As for the street, you could hardly get along for the crowd stopping to buy and read the papers; while at every house or office the members sat restlessly in the common room, as if to keep together for company, sending out some one of their number every few minutes to get the latest edition. At least this is what happened at our office; but to sit still was as impossible as to do anything, and most of us went out and wandered about among the crowd, under a sort of feeling that the news was got quicker at in this way.

			Bad as were the times coming, I think the sickening suspense of that day, and the shock which followed, was almost the worst that we underwent. It was about ten o’clock that the first telegram came; an hour later the wire announced that the admiral had signalled to form line of battle, and shortly afterwards that the order was given to bear down on the enemy and engage. At twelve came the announcement, “Fleet opened fire about three miles to leeward of us” – that is, the ship with the cable. So far all had been expectancy, then came the first token of calamity. “An ironclad has been blown up” – “the enemy’s torpedoes are doing great damage” – “the flag-ship is laid aboard the enemy” – “the flag-ship appears to be sinking” – “the vice-admiral has signalled to” – there the cable became silent, and, as you know, we heard no more till, two days afterwards, the solitary ironclad which escaped the disaster steamed into Portsmouth.

			Then the whole story came out – how our sailors, gallant as ever, had tried to close with the enemy; how the latter evaded the conflict at close quarters, and, sheering off, left behind them the fatal engines which sent our ships, one after the other, to the bottom; how all this happened almost in a few minutes. The Government, it appears, had received warnings of this invention; but to the nation this stunning blow was utterly unexpected. That Thursday I had to go home early for regimental drill, but it was impossible to remain doing nothing, so when that was over I went up to town again, and after waiting in expectation of news which never came, and missing the midnight train, I walked home.

			It was a hot sultry night, and I did not arrive till near sunrise. The whole town was quite still – the lull before the storm; and as I let myself in with my latch-key, and went softly up-stairs to my room to avoid waking the sleeping household, I could not but contrast the peacefulness of the morning – no sound breaking the silence but the singing of the birds in the garden – with the passionate remorse and indignation that would break out with the day. Perhaps the inmates of the rooms were as wakeful as myself; but the house in its stillness was just as it used to be when I came home alone from balls or parties in the happy days gone by.

			Tired though I was, I could not sleep, so I went down to the river and had a swim; and on returning found the household was assembling for early breakfast. A sorrowful household it was, although the burden pressing on each was partly an unseen one. My father, doubting whether his firm could last through the day; my mother, her distress about my brother, now with his regiment on the coast, already exceeding that which she felt for the public misfortune, had come down, although hardly fit to leave her room. My sister Clara was worst of all, for she could not but try to disguise her special interest in the fleet; and though we had all guessed that her heart was given to the young lieutenant in the flag-ship – the first vessel to go down – a love unclaimed could not be told, nor could we express the sympathy we felt for the poor girl. That breakfast, the last meal we ever had together, was soon ended, and my father and I went up to town by an early train, and got there just as the fatal announcement of the loss of the fleet was telegraphed from Portsmouth.

			The panic and excitement of that day – how the funds went down to 35; the run upon the bank and its stoppage; the fall of half the houses in the city; how the Government issued a notification suspending specie payment and the tendering of bills – this last precaution too late for most firms, Graham & Co. among the number, which stopped payment as soon as my father got to the office; the call to arms, and the unanimous response of the country – all this is history which I need not repeat. You wish to hear about my own share in the business of the time. Well, volunteering had increased immensely from the day war was proclaimed, and our regiment went up in a day or two from its usual strength of 600 to nearly 1000. But the stock of rifles was deficient. We were promised a further supply in a few days, which however, we never received; and while waiting for them the regiment had to be divided into two parts, the recruits drilling with the rifles in the morning, and we old hands in the evening.

			The failures and stoppage of work on this black Friday threw an immense number of young men out of employment, and we recruited up to 1400 strong by the next day; but what was the use of all these men without arms? On the Saturday it was announced that a lot of smooth-bore muskets in store at the Tower would be served out to regiments applying for them, and a regular scramble took place among the volunteers for them, and our people got hold of a couple of hundred. But you might almost as well have tried to learn rifle-drill with a broom-stick as with old brown bess; besides, there was no smooth-bore ammunition in the country. A national subscription was opened for the manufacture of rifles at Birmingham, which ran up to a couple of millions in two days, but, like everything else, this came too late.

			To return to the volunteers: camps had been formed a fortnight before at Dover, Brighton, Harwich, and other places, of regulars and militia, and the headquarters of most of the volunteer regiments were attached to one or other of them, and the volunteers themselves used to go down for drill from day to day, as they could spare time, and on Friday an order went out that they should be permanently embodied; but the metropolitan volunteers were still kept about London as a sort of reserve, till it could be seen at what point the invasion would take place. We were all told off to brigades and divisions. Our brigade consisted of the 4th Royal Surrey Militia, the 1st Surrey Administrative Battalion, as it was called, at Clapham, the 7th Surrey Volunteers at Southwark, and ourselves; but only our battalion and the militia were quartered in the same place, and the whole brigade had merely two or three afternoons together at brigade exercise in Bushey Park before the march took place. Our brigadier belonged to a line regiment in Ireland, and did not join till the very morning the order came. Meanwhile, during the preliminary fortnight, the militia colonel commanded. 

			But though we volunteers were busy with our drill and preparations, those of us who, like myself, belonged to Government offices, had more than enough of office work to do, as you may suppose. The volunteer clerks were allowed to leave office at four o’clock, but the rest were kept hard at the desk far into the night. Orders to the lord-lieutenants, to the magistrates, notifications, all the arrangements for cleaning out the workhouses for hospitals – these and a hundred other things had to be managed in our office, and there was as much bustle indoors as out. Fortunate we were to be so busy – the people to be pitied were those who had nothing to do.

			And on Sunday (that was the 15th August) work went on just as usual. We had an early parade and drill, and I went up to town by the nine o’clock train in my uniform, taking my rifle with me in case of accidents, and luckily too, as it turned out, a mackintosh overcoat. When I got to Waterloo there were all sorts of rumours afloat. A fleet had been seen off the Downs, and some of the despatch-boats which were hovering about the coasts brought news that there was a large flotilla off Harwich, but nothing could be seen from the shore, as the weather was hazy. The enemy’s light ships had taken and sunk all the fishing-boats they could catch, to prevent the news of their whereabouts reaching us; but a few escaped during the night and reported that the Inconstant frigate coming home from North America, without any knowledge of what had taken place, had sailed right into the enemy’s fleet and been captured. In town the troops were all getting ready for a move; the Guards in the Wellington Barracks were under arms, and their baggage-waggons packed and drawn up in the Bird-cage Walk. The usual guard at the Horse Guards had been withdrawn, and orderlies and staff-officers were going to and fro.

			All this I saw on the way to my office, where I worked away till twelve o’clock, and then feeling hungry after my early breakfast, I went across Parliament Street to my club to get some luncheon. There were about half-a-dozen men in the coffee-room, none of whom I knew; but in a minute or two Danvers of the Treasury entered in a tremendous hurry. From him I got the first bit of authentic news I had had that day. The enemy had landed in force near Harwich, and the metropolitan regiments were ordered down there to reinforce the troops already collected in that neighbourhood; his regiment was to parade at one o’clock, and he had come to get something to eat before starting. We bolted a hurried lunch, and were just leaving the club when a messenger from the Treasury came running into the hall.

			“Oh, Mr. Danvers,” said he, “I’ve come to look for you, sir; the secretary says that all the gentlemen are wanted at the office, and that you must please not one of you go with the regiments.”

			“The devil!” cried Danvers.

			“Do you know if that order extends to all the public offices?” I asked.

			“I don’t know,” said the man, “but I believe it do. I know there’s messengers gone round to all the clubs and luncheon-bars to look for the gentlemen; the secretary says it’s quite impossible any one can be spared just now, there’s so much work to do; there’s orders just come to send off our records to Birmingham to-night.”

			I did not wait to condole with Danvers, but, just glancing up Whitehall to see if any of our messengers were in pursuit, I ran off as hard as I could for Westminister Bridge, and so to the Waterloo station.

			The place had quite changed its aspect since the morning. The regular service of trains had ceased, and the station and approaches were full of troops, among them the Guards and artillery. Everything was very orderly: the men had piled arms, and were standing about in groups. There was no sign of high spirits or enthusiasm. Matters had become too serious. Every man’s face reflected the general feeling that we had neglected the warnings given us, and that now the danger so long derided as impossible and absurd had really come and found us unprepared. But the soldiers, if grave, looked determined, like men who meant to do their duty whatever might happen.

			A train full of guardsmen was just starting for Guildford. I was told it would stop at Surbiton, and, with several other volunteers, hurrying like myself to join our regiment, got a place in it. We did not arrive a moment too soon, for the regiment was marching from Kingston down to the station. The destination of our brigade was the east coast. Empty carriages were drawn up in the siding, and our regiment was to go first. A large crowd was assembled to see it off, including the recruits who had joined during the last fortnight, and who formed by far the largest part of our strength. They were to stay behind, and were certainly very much in the way already; for as all the officers and sergeants belonged to the active part, there was no one to keep discipline among them, and they came crowding around us, breaking the ranks and making it difficult to get into the train.

			Here I saw our new brigadier for the first time. He was a soldier-like man, and no doubt knew his duty, but he appeared new to volunteers, and did not seem to know how to deal with gentlemen privates. I wanted very much to run home and get my greatcoat and knapsack, which I had bought a few days ago, but feared to be left behind; a good-natured recruit volunteered to fetch them for me, but he had not returned before we started, and I began the campaign with a kit consisting of a mackintosh and a small pouch of tobacco.

			It was a tremendous squeeze in the train; for, besides the ten men sitting down, there were three or four standing up in every compartment, and the afternoon was close and sultry, and there were so many stoppages on the way that we took nearly an hour and a half crawling up to Waterloo. It was between five and six in the afternoon when we arrived there, and it was nearly seven before we marched up to the Shoreditch station. The whole place was filled up with stores and ammunition, to be sent off to the east, so we piled arms in the street and scattered about to get food and drink, of which most of us stood in need, especially the latter, for some were already feeling the worse for the heat and crush.

			I was just stepping into a public-house with Travers, when who should drive up but his pretty wife? Most of our friends had paid their adieus at the Surbiton station, but she had driven up by the road in his brougham, bringing their little boy to have a last look at papa. She had also brought his knapsack and greatcoat, and, what was still more acceptable, a basket containing fowls, tongue, bread-and-butter, and biscuits, and a couple of bottles of claret – which priceless luxuries they insisted on my sharing.

			Meanwhile the hours went on. The 4th Surrey Militia, which had marched all the way from Kingston, had come up, as well as the other volunteer corps; the station had been partly cleared of the stores that encumbered it; some artillery, two militia regiments, and a battalion of the line, had been despatched, and our turn to start had come, and long lines of carriages were drawn up ready for us; but still we remained in the street.

			You may fancy the scene. There seemed to be as many people as ever in London, and we could hardly move for the crowds of spectators – fellows hawking fruits and volunteers’ comforts, newsboys and so forth, to say nothing of the cabs and omnibuses; while orderlies and staff-officers were constantly riding up with messages. A good many of the militiamen, and some of our people too, had taken more than enough to drink; perhaps a hot sun had told on empty stomachs; anyhow, they became very noisy. The din, dirt, and heat were indescribable.

			So the evening wore on, and all the information our officers could get from the brigadier, who appeared to be acting under another general, was, that orders had come to stand fast for the present. Gradually the street became quieter and cooler. The brigadier, who, by way of setting an example, had remained for some hours without leaving his saddle, had got a chair out of a shop, and sat nodding in it; most of the men were lying down or sitting on the pavement – some sleeping, some smoking. In vain had Travers begged his wife to go home. She declared that, having come so far, she would stay and see the last of us. The brougham had been sent away to a by-street, as it blocked up the road; so he sat on a doorstep, she by him on the knapsack. Little Arthur, who had been delighted at the bustle and the uniforms, and in high spirits, became at last very cross, and eventually cried himself to sleep in his father’s arms, his golden hair and one little dimpled arm hanging over his shoulder.

			Thus went on the weary hours, till suddenly the assembly sounded, and we all started up. We were to return to Waterloo. The landing on the east was only a feint – so ran the rumour – the real attack was on the south. Anything seemed better than indecision and delay, and, tired though we were, the march back was gladly hailed. Mrs. Travers, who made us take the remains of the luncheon with us, we left to look for her carriage; little Arthur, who was awake again, but very good and quiet, in her arms.

			We did not reach Waterloo till nearly midnight, and there was some delay in starting again. Several volunteer and militia regiments had arrived from the north; the station and all its approaches were jammed up with men, and trains were being despatched away as fast as they could be made up. All this time no news had reached us since the first announcement; but the excitement then aroused had now passed away under the influence of fatigue and want of sleep, and most of us dozed off as soon as we got under way. I did, at any rate, and was awoke by the train stopping at Leatherhead. There was an up-train returning to town, and some persons in it were bringing up news from the coast. We could not, from our part of the train, hear what they said, but the rumour was passed up from one carriage to another. The enemy had landed in force at Worthing. Their position had been attacked by the troops from the camp near Brighton, and the action would be renewed in the morning. The volunteers had behaved very well. This was all the information we could get. So, then, the invasion had come at last. It was clear, at any rate, from what was said, that the enemy had not been driven back yet, and we should be in time most likely to take a share in the defence.

			It was sunrise when the train crawled into Dorking, for there had been numerous stoppages on the way; and here it was pulled up for a long time, and we were told to get out and stretch ourselves – an order gladly responded to, for we had been very closely packed all night. Most of us, too, took the opportunity to make an early breakfast off the food we had brought from Shoreditch. I had the remains of Mrs. Travers’s fowl and some bread wrapped up in my waterproof, which I shared with one or two less provident comrades. We could see from our halting-place that the line was blocked with trains beyond and behind. It must have been about eight o’clock when we got orders to take our seats again, and the train began to move slowly on towards Horsham. Horsham Junction was the point to be occupied – so the rumour went; but about ten o’clock, when halting at a small station a few miles short of it, the order came to leave the train, and our brigade formed in column on the highroad. Beyond us was some field-artillery; and further on, so we were told by a staff-officer, another brigade, which was to make up a division with ours. After more delays the line began to move, but not forwards; our route was towards the north-west, and a sort of suspicion of the state of affairs flashed across my mind. Horsham was already occupied by the enemy’s advanced-guard, and we were to fall back on Leith Common, and take up a position threatening his flank, should he advance either to Guildford or Dorking. This was soon confirmed by what the colonel was told by the brigadier and passed down the ranks; and just now, for the first time, the boom of artillery came up on the light south breeze. In about an hour the firing ceased. What did it mean? We could not tell.

			Meanwhile our march continued. The day was very close and sultry, and the clouds of dust stirred up by our feet almost suffocated us. I had saved a soda-water-bottleful of yesterday’s claret; but this went only a short way, for there were many mouths to share it with, and the thirst soon became as bad as ever. Several of the regiment fell out from faintness, and we made frequent halts to rest and let the stragglers come up. At last we reached the top of Leith Hill. It is a striking spot, being the highest point in the south of England. The view from it is splendid, and most lovely did the country look this summer day, although the grass was brown from the long drought. It was a great relief to get from the dusty road on to the common, and at the top of the hill there was a refreshing breeze. We could see now, for the first time, the whole of our division. Our own regiment did not muster more than 500, for it contained a large number of Government office men who had been detained, like Danvers, for duty in town, and others were not much larger; but the militia regiment was very strong, and the whole division, I was told, mustered nearly 5000 rank and file. We could see other troops also in extension of our division, and could count a couple of field-batteries of Royal Artillery, besides some heavy guns, belonging to the volunteers apparently, drawn by carthorses.

			The cooler air, the sense of numbers, and the evident strength of the position we held, raised our spirits, which, I am not ashamed to say, had all the morning been depressed. It was not that we were not eager to close with the enemy, but that the counter-marching and halting ominously betokened a vacillation of purpose in those who had the guidance of affairs. Here in two days the invaders had got more than twenty miles inland, and nothing effectual had been done to stop them. And the ignorance in which we volunteers, from the colonel downwards, were kept of their movements, filled us with uneasiness. We could not but depict to ourselves the enemy as carrying out all the while firmly his well-considered scheme of attack, and contrasting it with our own uncertainty of purpose. The very silence with which his advance appeared to be conducted filled us with mysterious awe.

			Meanwhile the day wore on, and we became faint with hunger, for we had eaten nothing since daybreak. No provisions came up, and there were no signs of any commissariat officers. It seems that when we were at the Waterloo station a whole trainful of provisions was drawn up there, and our colonel proposed that one of the trucks should be taken off and attached to our train, so that we might have some food at hand; but the officer in charge, an assistant-controller I think they called him – this control department was a newfangled affair which did us almost as much harm as the enemy in the long-run – said his orders were to keep all the stores together, and that he couldn’t issue any without authority from the head of his department. So we had to go without. Those who had tobacco smoked – indeed there is no solace like a pipe under such circumstances. The militia regiment, I heard afterwards, had two days’ provisions in their haversacks; it was we volunteers who had no haversacks, and nothing to put in them.

			All this time, I should tell you, while we were lying on the grass with our arms piled, the General, with the brigadiers and staff, was riding about slowly from point to point of the edge of the common, looking out with his glass towards the south valley. Orderlies and staff-officers were constantly coming, and about three o’clock there arrived up a road that led towards Horsham a small body of lancers and a regiment of yeomanry, who had, it appears, been out in advance, and now drew up a short way in front of us in column facing to the south. Whether they could see anything in their front I could not tell, for we were behind the crest of the hill ourselves, and so could not look into the valley below; but shortly afterwards the assembly sounded. Commanding officers were called out by the General, and received some brief instructions; and the column began to march again towards London, the militia this time coming last in our brigade.

			A rumour regarding the object of this counter-march soon spread through the ranks. The enemy was not going to attack us here, but was trying to turn the position on both sides, one column pointing to Reigate, the other to Aldershot; and so we must fall back and take up a position at Dorking. The line of the great chalk-range was to be defended. A large force was concentrating at Guildford, another at Reigate, and we should find supports at Dorking. The enemy would be awaited in these positions. Such, so far as we privates could get at the facts, was to be the plan of operations. Down the hill, therefore, we marched.

			From one or two points we could catch a brief sight of the railway in the valley below running from Dorking to Horsham. Men in red were working upon it here and there. They were the Royal Engineers, some one said, breaking up the line. On we marched. The dust seemed worse than ever. In one village through which we passed – I forget the name now – there was a pump on the green. Here we stopped and had a good drink; and passing by a large farm, the farmer’s wife and two or three of her maids stood at the gate and handed us hunches of bread and cheese out of some baskets. I got the share of a bit, but the bottom of the good woman’s baskets must soon have been reached. Not a thing else was to be had till we got to Dorking about six o’clock; indeed most of the farm-houses appeared deserted already.

			On arriving there we were drawn up in the street, and just opposite was a baker’s shop. Our fellows asked leave at first by twos and threes to go in and buy some loaves, but soon others began to break off and crowd into the shop, and at last a regular scramble took place. If there had been any order preserved, and a regular distribution arranged, they would no doubt have been steady enough, but hunger makes men selfish; each man felt that his stopping behind would do no good – he would simply lose his share; so it ended by almost the whole regiment joining in the scrimmage, and the shop was cleared out in a couple of minutes; while as for paying, you could not get your hand into your pocket for the crush. The colonel tried in vain to stop the row; some of the officers were as bad as the men.

			Just then a staff-officer rode by; he could scarcely make way for the crowd, and was pushed against rather rudely, and in a passion he called out to us to behave properly, like soldiers, and not like a parcel of roughs. “Oh, blow it, governor,” said Dick Wake, “you aren’t a-going to come between a poor cove and his grub.” Wake was an articled attorney, and, as we used to say in those days, a cheeky young chap, although a good-natured fellow enough. At this speech, which was followed by some more remarks of the sort from those about him, the staff-officer became angrier still. “Orderly,” cried he to the lancer riding behind him, “take that man to the provostmarshal. As for you, sir,” he said, turning to our colonel, who sat on his horse silent with astonishment, “if you don’t want some of your men shot before their time, you and your precious officers had better keep this rabble in a little better order;” and poor Dick, who looked crestfallen enough, would certainly have been led off at the tail of the sergeant’s horse, if the brigadier had not come up and arranged matters, and marched us off to the hill beyond the town.

			This incident made us both angry and crestfallen. We were annoyed at being so roughly spoken to: at the same time we felt we had deserved it, and were ashamed of the misconduct. Then, too, we had lost confidence in our colonel, after the poor figure he cut in the affair. He was a good fellow, the colonel, and showed himself a brave one next day; but he aimed too much at being popular, and didn’t understand a bit how to command.

			To resume: We had scarcely reached the hill above the town, which we were told was to be our bivouac for the night, when the welcome news came that a food-train had arrived at the station; but there were no carts to bring the things up, so a fatigue-party went down and carried back a supply to us in their arms – loaves, a barrel of rum, packets of tea, and joints of meat – abundance for all; but there was not a kettle or a cooking-pot in the regiment, and we could not eat the meat raw. The colonel and officers were no better off. They had arranged to have a regular mess, with crockery, steward, and all complete, but the establishment never turned up, and what had become of it no one knew.

			Some of us were sent back into the town to see what we could procure in the way of cooking utensils. We found the street full of artillery, baggage-waggons, and mounted officers, and volunteers shopping like ourselves; and all the houses appeared to be occupied by troops. We succeeded in getting a few kettles and saucepans, and I obtained for myself a leather bag, with a strap to go over the shoulder, which proved very handy afterwards; and thus laden, we trudged back to our camp on the hill, filling the kettles with dirty water from a little stream which runs between the hill and the town, for there was none to be had above. It was nearly a couple of miles each way; and, exhausted as we were with marching and want of rest, we were almost too tired to eat. The cooking was of the roughest, as you may suppose; all we could do was to cut off slices of the meat and boil them in the saucepans, using our fingers for forks. The tea, however, was very refreshing; and, thirsty as we were, we drank it by the gallon.

			Just before it grew dark, the brigade-major came round, and, with the adjutant, showed our colonel how to set a picket in advance of our line a little way down the face of the hill. It was not necessary to place one, I suppose, because the town in our front was still occupied with troops; but no doubt the practice would be useful. We had also a quarter-guard, and a line of sentries in front and rear of our line, communicating with those of the regiments on our flanks. Firewood was plentiful, for the hill was covered with beautiful wood; but it took some time to collect it, for we had nothing but our pocket-knives to cut down the branches with.

			So we lay down to sleep. My company had no duty, and we had the night undisturbed to ourselves; but, tired though I was, the excitement and the novelty of the situation made sleep difficult. And although the night was still and warm, and we were sheltered by the woods, I soon found it chilly with no better covering than my thin dust-coat, the more so as my clothes, saturated with perspiration during the day, had never dried; and before daylight I woke from a short nap, shivering with cold, and was glad to get warm with others by a fire. I then noticed that the opposite hills on the south were dotted with fires; and we thought at first they must belong to the enemy, but we were told that the ground up there was still held by a strong rear-guard of regulars, and that there need be no fear of a surprise.

			At the first sign of dawn the bugles of the regiments sounded the reveillé, and we were ordered to fall in, and the roll was called. About twenty men were absent, who had fallen out sick the day before; they had been sent up to London by train during the night, I believe. After standing in column for about half an hour, the brigademajor came down with orders to pile arms and stand easy; and perhaps half an hour afterwards we were told to get breakfast as quickly as possible, and to cook a day’s food at the same time. This operation was managed pretty much in the same way as the evening before, except that we had our cooking pots and kettles ready.

			Meantime there was leisure to look around, and from where we stood there was a commanding view of one of the most beautiful scenes in England. Our regiment was drawn up on the extremity of the ridge which runs from Guildford to Dorking. This is indeed merely a part of the great chalk-range which extends from beyond Aldershot east to the Medway; but there is a gap in the ridge just here where the little stream that runs past Dorking turns suddenly to the north, to find its way to the Thames. We stood on the slope of the hill, as it trends down eastward towards this gap, and had passed our bivouac in what appeared to be a gentleman’s park. A little way above us, and to our right, was a very fine country-seat to which the part was attached, now occupied by the headquarters of our division. From this house the hill sloped steeply down southward to the valley below, which runs nearly east and west parallel to the ridge, and carries the railway and the road from Guildford to Reigate; and in which valley, immediately in front of the chateau, and perhaps a mile and a half distant from it, was the little town of Dorking, nestled in the trees, and rising up the foot of the slopes on the other side of the valley which stretched away to Leith Common, the scene of yesterday’s march.

			Thus the main part of the town of Dorking was on our right front, but the suburbs stretched away eastward nearly to our proper front, culminating in a small railway station, from which the grassy slopes of the park rose up dotted with shrubs and trees to where we were standing. Round this railway station was a cluster of villas and one or two mills, of whose gardens we thus had a bird’s-eye view, their little ornamental ponds glistening like looking-glasses in the morning sun. Immediately on our left the park sloped steeply down to the gap before mentioned, through which ran the little stream, as well as the railway from Epsom to Brighton, nearly due north and south, meeting the Guildford and Reigate line at right angles. Close to the point of intersection and the little station already mentioned, was the station of the former line where we had stopped the day before. Beyond the gap on the east (our left), and in continuation of our ridge, rose the chalk-hill again. The shoulder of this ridge overlooking the gap is called Box Hill, from the shrubbery of boxwood with which it was covered. Its sides were very steep, and the top of the ridge was covered with troops.

			The natural strength of our position was manifested at a glance; a high grassy ridge steep to the south, with a stream in front, and but little cover up the sides. It seemed made for a battle-field. The weak point was the gap; the ground at the junction of the railways and the roads immediately at the entrance of the gap formed a little valley, dotted, as I have said, with buildings and gardens. This, in one sense, was the key of the position; for although it would not be tenable while we held the ridge commanding it, the enemy by carrying this point and advancing through the gap would cut our line in two. But you must not suppose I scanned the ground thus critically at the time.

			Anybody, indeed, might have been struck with the natural advantages of our position; but what, as I remember, most impressed me, was the peaceful beauty of the scene – the little town with the outline of the houses obscured by a blue mist, the massive crispness of the foliage, the outlines of the great trees, lighted up by the sun, and relieved by deep-blue shade. So thick was the timber here, rising up the southern slopes of the valley, that it looked almost as if it might have been a primeval forest. The quiet of the scene was the more impressive because contrasted in the mind with the scenes we expected to follow; and I can remember, as if it were yesterday, the sensation of bitter regret that it should now be too late to avert this coming desecration of our country, which might so easily have been prevented. A little firmness, a little prevision on the part of our rulers, even a little common-sense, and this great calamity would have been rendered utterly impossible. Too late, alas! We were like the foolish virgins in the parable.

			But you must not suppose the scene immediately around was gloomy: the camp was brisk and bustling enough. We had got over the stress of weariness; our stomachs were full; we felt a natural enthusiasm at the prospect of having so soon to take a part as the real defenders of the country, and we were inspirited at the sight of the large force that was now assembled. Along the slopes which trended off to the rear of our ridge, troops came marching up – volunteers, militia, cavalry, and guns; these, I heard, had come down from the north as far as Leatherhead the night before, and had marched over at daybreak. Long trains, too, began to arrive by the rail through the gap, one after the other, containing militia and volunteers, who moved up to the ridge to the right and left, and took up their position, massed for the most part on the slopes which ran up from, and in rear of, where we stood. We now formed part of an army corps, we were told, consisting of three divisions, but what regiments composed the other two divisions I never heard.

			All this movement we could distinctly see from our position, for we had hurried over our breakfast, expecting every minute that the battle would begin, and now stood or sat about on the ground near our piled arms. Early in the morning, too, we saw a very long train come along the valley from the direction of Guildford, full of redcoats. It halted at the little station at our feet, and the troops alighted. We could soon make out their bear-skins. They were the Guards, coming to reinforce this part of the line. Leaving a detachment of skirmishers to hold the line of the railway embankment, the main body marched up with a springy step and with the band playing, and drew up across the gap on our left, in prolongation of our line. There appeared to be three battalions of them, for they formed up in that number of columns at short intervals.

			Shortly after this I was sent over to Box Hill with a message from our colonel to the colonel of a volunteer regiment stationed there, to know whether an ambulance-cart was obtainable, as it was reported this regiment was well supplied with carriage, whereas we were without any: my mission, however, was futile. Crossing the valley, I found a scene of great confusion at the railway station. Trains were still coming in with stores, ammunition, guns, and appliances of all sorts, which were being unloaded as fast as possible; but there were scarcely any means of getting the things off. There were plenty of waggons of all sorts, but hardly any horses to draw them, and the whole place was blocked up; while, to add to the confusion, a regular exodus had taken place of the people from the town, who had been warned that it was likely to be the scene of fighting. Ladies and women of all sorts and ages, and children, some with bundles, some empty-handed, were seeking places in the train, but there appeared no one on the spot authorised to grant them, and these poor creatures were pushing their way up and down, vainly asking for information and permission to get away.

			In the crowd I observed our surgeon, who likewise was in search of an ambulance of some sort: his whole professional apparatus, he said, consisted of a case of instruments. Also in the crowd I stumbled upon Wood, Travers’s old coachman. He had been sent down by his mistress to Guildford, because it was supposed our regiment had gone there, riding the horse, and laden with a supply of things – food, blankets, and, of course, a letter. He had also brought my knapsack; but at Guildford the horse was pressed for artillery work, and a receipt for it given him in exchange, so he had been obliged to leave all the heavy packages there, including my knapsack; but the faithful old man had brought on as many things as he could carry, and hearing that we should be found in this part, had walked over thus laden from Guildford. He said that place was crowded with troops, and that the heights were lined with them the whole way between the two towns; also, that some trains with wounded had passed up from the coast in the night, through Guildford. I led him off to where our regiment was, relieving the old man from part of the load he was staggering under.

			The food sent was not now so much needed, but the plates, knives, and drinking-vessels, promised to be handy – and Travers, you may be sure, was delighted to get his letter; while a couple of newspapers the old man had brought were eagerly competed for by all, even at this critical moment, for we had heard no authentic news since we left London on Sunday. And even at this distance of time, although I only glanced down the paper, I can remember almost the very words I read there. They were both copies of the same paper: the first, published on Sunday evening, when the news had arrived of the successful landing at three points, was written in a tone of despair. The country must confess that it had been taken by surprise. The conqueror would be satisfied with the humiliation inflicted by a peace dictated on our own shores; it was the clear duty of the Government to accept the best terms obtainable, and to avoid further bloodshed and disaster, and avert the fall of our tottering mercantile credit. 

			The next morning’s issue was in quite a different tone. Apparently the enemy had received a check, for we were here exhorted to resistance. An impregnable position was to be taken up along the Downs, a force was concentrating there far outnumbering the rash invaders, who, with an invincible line before them, and the sea behind, had no choice between destruction or surrender. Let there be no pusillanimous talk of negotation, the fight must be fought out; and there could be but one issue. England, expectant but calm, awaited with confidence the result of the attack on its unconquerable volunteers. The writing appeared to me eloquent, but rather inconsistent. The same paper said the Government had sent off 500 workmen from Woolwich, to open a branch arsenal at Birmingham.

			All this time we had nothing to do, except to change our position, which we did every few minutes, now moving up the hill farther to our right, now taking ground lower down to our left, as one order after another was brought down the line; but the staff-officers were galloping about perpetually with orders, while the rumble of the artillery as they moved about from one part of the field to another went on almost incessantly. At last the whole line stood to arms, the bands struck up, and the general commanding our army corps came riding down with his staff. We had seen him several times before, as we had been moving frequently about the position during the morning; but he now made a sort of formal inspection. He was a tall thin man, with long light hair, very well mounted, and as he sat his horse with an erect seat, and came prancing down the line, at a little distance he looked as if he might be five-and-twenty; but I believe he had served more than fifty years, and had been made a peer for services performed when quite an old man. I remember that he had more decorations than there was room for on the breast of his coat, and wore them suspended like a necklace round his neck. Like all the other generals, he was dressed in blue, with a cocked-hat and feathers – a bad plan, I thought, for it made them very conspicuous.

			The general halted before our battalion, and after looking at us a while, made a short address: We had a post of honour next her Majesty’s Guards, and would show ourselves worthy of it, and of the name of Englishmen. It did not need, he said, to be a general to see the strength of our position; it was impregnable, if properly held. Let us wait till the enemy was well pounded, and then the word would be given to go at him. Above everything, we must be steady. He then shook hands with our colonel, we gave him a cheer, and he rode on to where the Guards were drawn up.

			Now then, we thought, the battle will begin. But still there were no signs of the enemy; and the air, though hot and sultry, began to be very hazy, so that you could scarcely see the town below, and the hills opposite were merely a confused blur, in which no features could be distinctly made out. After a while, the tension of feeling which followed the general’s address relaxed, and we began to feel less as if everything depended on keeping our rifles firmly grasped: we were told to pile arms again, and got leave to go down by tens and twenties to the stream below to drink. This stream, and all the hedges and banks on our side of it, were held by our skirmishers, but the town had been abandoned. The position appeared an excellent one, except that the enemy, when they came, would have almost better cover than our men.

			While I was down at the brook, a column emerged from the town, making for our position. We thought for a moment it was the enemy, and you could not make out the colour of the uniforms for the dust; but it turned out to be our rearguard, falling back from the opposite hills which they had occupied the previous night. One battalion, of rifles, halted for a few minutes at the stream to let the men drink, and I had a minute’s talk with a couple of the officers. They had formed part of the force which had attacked the enemy on their first landing. They had it all their own way, they said, at first, and could have beaten the enemy back easily if they had been properly supported; but the whole thing was mismanaged. The volunteers came on very pluckily, they said, but they got into confusion, and so did the militia, and the attack failed with serious loss. It was the wounded of this force which had passed through Guildford in the night. The officers asked us eagerly about the arrangements for the battle, and when we said that the Guards were the only regular troops in this part of the field, shook their heads ominously.

			While we were talking, a third officer came up; he was a dark man with a smooth face and a curious excited manner. “You are volunteers, I suppose,” he said, quickly, his eye flashing the while. “Well, now, look here; mind I don’t want to hurt your feelings, or to say anything unpleasant, but I’ll tell you what; if all you gentlemen were just to go back, and leave us to fight it out alone, it would be a devilish good thing. We could do it a precious deal better without you, I assure you. We don’t want your help, I can tell you. We would much rather be left alone, I assure you. Mind I don’t want to say anything rude, but that’s a fact.” Having blurted out this passionately, he strode away before any one could reply, or the other officers could stop him. They apologised for his rudeness, saying that his brother, also in the regiment, had been killed on Sunday, and that this, and the sun, and marching, had affected his head.

			The officers told us that the enemy’s advanced-guard was close behind, but that he had apparently been waiting for reinforcements, and would probably not attack in force until noon. It was, however, nearly three o’clock before the battle began. We had almost worn out the feeling of expectancy. For twelve hours had we been waiting for the coming struggle, till at last it seemed almost as if the invasion were but a bad dream, and the enemy, as yet unseen by us, had no real existence. So far things had not been very different, but for the numbers and for what we had been told, from a Volunteer review on Brighton Downs. I remember that these thoughts were passing through my mind as we lay down in groups on the grass, some smoking, some nibbling at their bread, some even asleep, when the listless state we had fallen into was suddenly disturbed by a gunshot fired from the top of the hill on our right, close by the big house. It was the first time I had ever heard a shotted gun fired, and although it is fifty years ago, the angry whistle of the shot as it left the gun is in my ears now. The sound was soon to become common enough.

			We all jumped up at the report, and fell in almost without the word being given, grasping our rifles tightly, and the leading files peering forward to look for the approaching enemy. This gun was apparently the signal to begin, for now our batteries opened fire all along the line. What they were firing at I could not see, and I am sure the gunners could not see much themselves. I have told you what a haze had come over the air since the morning, and now the smoke from the guns settled like a pall over the hill, and soon we could see little but the men in our ranks, and the outline of some gunners in the battery drawn up next us on the slope on our right. This firing went on, I should think, for nearly a couple of hours, and still there was no reply. We could see the gunners – it was a troop of horse-artillery – working away like fury, ramming, loading, and running up with cartridges, the officer in command riding slowly up and down just behind his guns, and peering out with his field-glass into the mist. Once or twice they ceased firing to let their smoke clear away, but this did not do much good.

			For nearly two hours did this go on, and not a shot came in reply. If a battle is like this, said Dick Wake, who was my next-hand file, it’s mild work, to say the least. The words were hardly uttered when a rattle of musketry was heard in front; our skirmishers were at it, and very soon the bullets began to sing over our heads, and some struck the ground at our feet. Up to this time we had been in column; we were now deployed into line on the ground assigned to us. From the valley or gap on our left there ran a lane right up the hill almost due west, or along our front. This lane had a thick bank about four feet high, and the greater part of the regiment was drawn up behind it; but a little way up the hill the lane trended back out of the line, so the right of the regiment here left it and occupied the open grass-land of the park. The bank had been cut away at this point to admit of our going in and out.

			We had been told in the morning to cut down the bushes on the top of the bank, so as to make the space clear for firing over, but we had no tools to work with; however, a party of sappers had come down and finished the job. My company was on the right, and was thus beyond the shelter of the friendly bank. On our right again was the battery of artillery already mentioned; then came a battalion of the line, then more guns, then a great mass of militia and volunteers and a few line up to the big house. At least this was the order before the firing began; after that I do not know what changes took place.

			And now the enemy’s artillery began to open; where their guns were posted we could not see, but we began to hear the rush of the shells over our heads, and the bang as they burst just beyond. And now what took place I can really hardly tell you. Sometimes when I try and recall the scene, it seems as if it lasted for only a few minutes; yet I know, as we lay on the ground, I thought the hours would never pass away, as we watched the gunners still plying their task, firing at the invisible enemy, never stopping for a moment except when now and again a dull blow would be heard and a man fall down, then three or four of his comrades would carry him to the rear. The captain no longer rode up and down; what had become of him I do not know. Two of the guns ceased firing for a time; they had got injured in some way, and up rode an artillery general. I think I see him now, a very handsome man, with straight features and a dark mustache, his breast covered with medals. He appeared in a great rage at the guns stopping fire.
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