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Part 1: Earth, 2003

Regina made her way along the pavement with the graceful air of one who has many responsibilities but who has made a spur-of-the-moment unilateral decision to take the decade off and have a well-deserved nap instead, and who will not suffer gladly fools who have the nerve to suggest she should do otherwise.


She paused for a few long minutes to allow non-existent traffic to pass, then crossed the road at a leisurely pace and headed purposefully up the path towards Sean’s house as if she owned the place – which, in all the senses that mattered to her, she did.


It was more than a year now since she had charmed her way into the life of the young bachelor scientist, and felt more than justified in employing her undeniably winning ways to gain entry to his warm house, out of the wind and rain. Indeed, he had no cause for complaint regarding their informal arrangement, and was always more than happy to put aside whatever he had been planning on doing when he came home from work of an evening in order to make her welcome and simply sit with her head in his lap, stroking her soft, silky hair.


The only thing that spoilt it for Regina was when her brother Billy Bob got to Sean’s house before she did, and she entered through the open patio door to find him receiving the same treatment. She glared at Sean accusingly. Sean murmured some soothing words, which had a placating effect on Regina. Realising she was locked out of her own home until Kate got back with the only key, she resignedly took an empty armchair and began to wash herself with her tongue, while Billy Bob purred contentedly as Sean stroked his head.

Later that evening, one hundred miles due up:


“The Presidential Thing refused comment as reporters caught it exiting Senate Headquarters on Querulous Alpha. A spokesthing issued a brief statement outlining the scale of the rescue mission, which far exceeds anything previously…”


“The Orion Senate deny that the elusive Feroh have delivered to them specific instructions that animal and plant life on Earth must be preserved no matter the cost, but sources close to the Kloan ambassador suggest that senior Firmament Agency officials have been mythically contacted by the technically non-existent ancient race which allegedly constructed the Galaxy’s lost wormhole network, and this would go some way towards explaining why…”


“‘That planet came out of nowhere,’ insisted Bongar the Prevalent…”


Flat Spatula sighed and motioned for the holographic news reports to go mute, which they accordingly did. It was going to be one of those days. Some hot-shot hyperspatial test pilot had dropped an unstable spatial discontinuity into another guy’s ocean, and it was his job to clean up the mess. He turned to his bushy-tailed operations co-ordinator, Snoozy Headfitz. “What have we got?”


“It’s bad,” she replied, though he could tell from her furtive manner that this was exactly the sort of challenge she had been yearning for ever since first being assigned to Asylum and Immigration two standard years previously. “The spatial rift will seal itself in time, but it looks set to turn the Earth inside out before it does. Already the planet’s oceans have decreased in volume by two parts in 729, and volcanic eruptions are imminent.”


“Then we’d best get to it. What do we have to work with?”


“Byyyrp has offered a number of sterile planets and moons ideal for Terraforming. Their orbits are being altered and atmospheres reconstituted as we speak. The gravity’s not perfect on all of them, but within acceptable limits. All they need us to do is bring them the Earthlings.”

Regina’s ears pricked up as she heard a third cat mewing out in Sean’s back garden. This was unacceptable. This was her territory – well, all right, hers and Billy Bob’s, for the time being at any rate – and a third feline presence was not welcome.


Billy Bob had already dropped down onto the carpet and padded over to the patio door to look out. Regina also uncurled herself, stood up on her cushion, stretched and then descended.


Billy Bob had paused at the threshold, puzzled by what he was seeing and hearing outside. There were in fact upwards of half a dozen cats on the small back lawn, all looking troubled and confused. One was facing Regina and Billy Bob and calling them by name (in cattish).


Regina glanced back at Sean, who had taken the opportunity to rise and switch on his television set. He returned to his seat with the remote-control and began to flick through the channels. He settled on the one history channel available on Freeview and began to watch a repeat on Nelson and Trafalgar. Since leaving university two years previously and becoming a professional scientist his free time had been somewhat taken up with expanding his knowledge of other subjects, notably history and literature. That is, when he wasn’t playing host to cats.


He didn’t get as far as any of the news channels tonight, and would switch off before hearing the newsflash inserted after the main programme on the history channel. Noticing that both Regina and Billy Bob had left, he rose again briefly to close the door so as not to let the heat out.

What appeared to be a large blue sphere sitting on a tiny silver stool and an angry-looking cube had arrived on the White House lawn, and the President came out to make first contact.


“On behalf of the United States of American I extenuate the hand of friendship,” he began. “In the words of my precedentor Clint Billion, which I sinceritorially believe to be particulationarily revelate to these unique circumspectres, may I emphasorise that we are a benevolentary people with a long and illustory history of goodwillingness and genericity toward all other cilivisations. Not even my extinguished electrocution teacher could put it more eloquentially than my dear old mother and your lovely wife… Oh, no, dang! I’ve got the pages mixed up again.”


“Balderdash,” spoke the sphere in a passable stereotypical upper-class English accent. “Damned if you aren’t the worst kind of rotter and swine. We’ve been monitoring your television and radio output for decades, and you cads can’t fool us with all that fancy talking and use of high-brow intellectual vocabulary. Strewth and Begorah.”


“Yore damn straight, buddy,” added the cube, following this up with the sound of spit hitting a spittoon. “Parlez-vous français?”


“Aw, hell,” panicked the President. “I don’t speak Russian.”

While such cunning decoys kept senior politicians around the world occupied, the main alien fleet went about its business. Under the direction of Flat Spatula, giant evacuation cruisers carved up the world’s natural ecosystems and used tractor beams to bring them into the massive ships’ holds, which had been designed expressly for this purpose. It was truly a sight to behold, large triangular tracts of land rising into the air – trees, animals, the lot. And they weren’t just taking the topsoil. Even the deepest-burrowing worms were being evacuated.


Each ship was heated to such a temperature as suited its respective cargo. Lions, elephants and zebras on what had once been the African plains were kept in hot, dry holds, while penguins, seals and polar bears were transplanted along with their icy environments in vessels that had a lower temperature differential with outside space. Hundreds of ships were involved in the operation, and whenever one was full it shot off without delay to its designated star system, deposited its refugees onto their new homeworld and returned at high speed to pick up the next batch.


Sadly, not everything in the oceans could be saved. Moving a whole planet’s worth of water from one system to another proved impossible, even in this day and age, but Snoozy Headfitz and her team of experts made sure to take as representative a sample of sea creatures as possible. With proper nurturing in the new oceans of the colony worlds, they would grow in number and replenish the lost populations.


Fortunately, the whales and dolphins had realised what was happening and helpfully made their own arrangements – they had already evacuated themselves by the time the Orion Senate’s rescue ships arrived on the scene. Others, however, particularly house pets, had to be liberated with the greatest of tact.

“But it’s not fair! We have rights!”


Some of the humans were proving difficult. At first there had been mass hysteria at the inexplicable events in the Atlantic Ocean which top scientists predicted would end all life on Earth in a matter of weeks. Then there had been yet more mass hysteria at what appeared to be an all-out alien invasion. Following that there was relief when it became apparent that the aliens were friendly, anger when the humans learnt that one of them was responsible for the disaster that had doomed their world, and puzzlement at the sudden forced evacuation of plant and animal life. It came to a head when one of the phoney ambassadors, a Jhid whose name roughly translated into English as C’monthenifyouthinkyou’rehardenough (Junior), accidentally let it slip that the humans themselves were not to be saved. A senior Orion mediator, Sprained Earlobe, had been despatched to London, the point of conflagration, to attempt damage limitation.


He also had to pick up another of those cat creatures, and a large contingent of pigeons, and keep the one from eating too many of the other, at least until they were in their new home and the pigeons had their usual sporting chance to get away.


“Rights? What are they?” The silicon-based, head-shaped extra-terrestrial bobbed up and down on his mechanical floating disc. His human accuser found this behaviour highly disconcerting – which was, of course, why he did it – though truth to tell, Earlobe was glad his friends couldn’t see him. Conforming to the humans’ expectations of alien life-forms (at least, based on the bad sci-fi movies his ship had intercepted en route to Earth) made him feel a right idiot. If this got out back home he’d never live it down.


“You call yourselves an intelligent civilisation?” (Earlobe had, in fact, done nothing of the sort, but let the lie pass.) “A right is something someone is entitled to. On Earth we believe that every human has a right to life, free speech, food, education, medical care, employment…”


“I don’t understand,” the alien interrupted. “If every human is entitled to these things, who is it that is obliged to provide them?”


“Well, the government.” Awkward pause. Blink. The conversation was already going in an unwelcome direction as far as the politician was concerned. This wasn’t like being interviewed on the Today programme – all this hovering and bobbing up and down. Was it really necessary?


“I see. So some humans are compelled to ensure that all the rest have life, free speech, food, education, medical care and employment. Why, then, are so many without these things?”


“Well, not all governments believe in rights.”


“But some do?”


“Yes.” The human thought his alien counterpart must be incredibly dense.


“So in the countries whose governments do subscribe to this religion, no-one dies, starves or goes without a full education and medical care?” The other-worldly mediator rotated 360 degrees, taking in the plush surroundings of his opposite number’s office, an office that would cease to exist in approximately sixteen days and eleven minutes. His single multi-faceted eye settled on the politician’s cat, asleep on a luxurious brown leather armchair, oblivious to current events. Was the cat aware of the alien’s presence? Was the politician aware of the cat’s presence? How often did he put aside his work to let it curl up in his lap and stroke its head?


“Well, some do. No government is perfect.”


Time to get brutal, Earlobe decided.


“And these governments which believe in rights, they only believe in rights for their own citizens, not for those living in other countries?”


“No, they believe all humans should have rights.”


“Should have rights. Before you said that humans had rights, now you’re saying they ought to have them. So, your government believes all humans are worthy of equal consideration?”


“Yes.”


“So a human born in another country is just as deserving as one born in your own?”


“Of course.”


“So why doesn’t this noble government of yours give as much food and medicine to humans in other countries as it does its own citizens?”


“Well, there’s not enough to go round.”


“But according to your argument, it ought to share its resources equally among all humans in need rather than give preference to its own people.”


“That’s not its job. A government’s priority must be to look after those in the country it is elected to govern.”


“So you don’t treat all humans equally after all. Poverty and disease in other countries do not matter as much as poverty and disease in your own.”


“No, that’s not right. Look, our laws treat all humans as equal within our borders. We can’t force our beliefs on other nations.”


“But you could share your wealth with countries that have less. It would be fairer, but it would lower your own standard of living, which I see is a sacrifice that the people of the wealthier nations are not prepared to make. Now, you told me that your ‘human’ rights applied to all those within your country’s designated borders. So if somebody unfortunate enough to have been born in a less wealthy country turns up in yours, you treat them just as you do those already living here?”


“If they are fleeing for their lives, certainly,” he said, not thinking too hard about whether or not that was really true.


“But suppose they just want to live in your country because life is better here than back home.”


“Well, no, if that’s the case we obviously send them back to where they originally came from.”


“Why?”


“Because if we let in everyone who wanted asylum, the population would increase and the standard of living go down.”


“But for those being granted asylum, it would go up.”


“I suppose so.”


“I’m beginning to understand. Humans have rights if they happen to be born in the right country… and even then, they don’t always get them. You mentioned population. You refuse entry to foreigners because allowing it would increase your country’s population. I presume, then, that your citizens are limited in the number of offspring they can produce, for the same reason.”


“No, people can have as many kids as they want. It would be an infringement on their freedom to instruct them otherwise.” The man puffed out his chest proudly. “Our fertility programmes for those unable to have children are among the best in the world.”


“This is incredible! You sanction the unrestricted immigration via human reproduction of babies who don’t even exist prior to their being conceived, and yet turn away living human children who happen to have been born somewhere less pleasant?”


The human deflated, doubting it would do much good to raise with this alien his constituents’ concerns about the low white birth rate and fears over changing the racial profile of the United Kingdom. The finer points of multiculturalism versus integration would surely be lost on an obviously inferior extra-terrestrial life-form, as would the virtues of ‘poaching’ skilled workers like doctors from developing nations. While he hesitated, Earlobe pressed his advantage.


“If there’s a shortage of resources on Earth, it’s not just due to people moving out of one country and into another. It’s also due to the ever-increasing total population of the planet.”


“Possibly,” the man conceded. He felt a mild headache coming on, one which was no doubt texting its less mild friends to hurry up and keep it company at their earliest convenience.


“Let’s go back to these rights you initially insisted you had but which now seem far less absolute. The right to life, for example. Humans have a right not to die, you say.”


“Well eventually they must die of old age.”


“What age is acceptable for death?”


“Um… eighty?” came the uncertain response. The politician realised after he said the words that the Today programme would never have got such a straight – and arbitrary – answer out of him on such a serious subject. Perhaps if he got this alien a well-paid job with the BBC, he might-


“But seventy-nine is unacceptable?”


“There’s no clear cut-off point,” he backtracked.


“But you talk about rights. At what age does one’s right to life cease to be applicable?”


“Well…”


“Does somebody aged twenty have a right to life?”


“Oh, certainly.”


“So, someone aged twenty has a right to be protected from freak lightning strikes, meteorites, volcanoes and tripping up and cracking his or her skull open on the pavement? What government agency is called to account if these things occur?”


“Don’t be silly.” The human was exasperated now.


“I’m not. Are you conceding that if a twenty-year-old human is struck dead by lightning, this is not an infringement on his or her rights?”


“Oh… I suppose so.”


“Interesting. And what if they are hit by a private car? Is that also outside your definition of a right to life or is the government responsible for the thousands of deaths that occur each year on the roads, and therefore failing to deliver basic human rights for its citizens? What happens when the rights to life and freedom of movement are mutually exclusive?”


“Er…”

“Name and species?”


“Woof, woof, growl! Bark!”


“Nice try. No humans on this transport. You’ll upset the rhinoceros.”

“Now tell me again why you feel entitled to have your species resettled on a planet currently belonging to the Orion Senate.”


The MP gave a sigh of relief. At last they were getting back on track, and without any nudging on his part. If he could pull this off without having to bring in his superiors, it would be the making of his political career.


“Because our lives are at stake. We grant asylum to foreigners fleeing from a genuine threat. Surely the destruction of the Earth falls into that category?”


“But we are not humans. We are a different species. Would you grant aliens asylum if we came to Earth fleeing death?”


“I’m sure we would, if you came in peace.”


“No matter how many of us there were?”


“Well, within reason.”


“And you would extend to us the same rights that you do your own people? We would be respected as equals, entitled to life, freedom, food, education and employment? We wouldn’t be imprisoned, interrogated by your military, dissected by your scientists? None of us?”


He hesitated. “No.”


“You’re lying. Do you really expect me to believe that we would be instantly accepted as your fellow citizens?”


“Well, forget that! You don’t have to treat us as equals. Just save our lives! We would certainly do that much for you. The rest is of secondary importance. This was your fault, after all! We didn’t ask Bongo or whatever his name is to crash into our planet!”


“It was an honest accident.”


“What difference does that make?”


“It makes a whole world of difference to our comparison of cultures and assessment of your worthiness. Occasionally a race affiliated to the Orion Senate accidentally destroys a natural ecosystem, but it has been nine millennia since we destroyed one on purpose, and that was only because two other ecosystems would have been destroyed had we failed to act.”


“So what’s your point?”


“By our assessment, your species has destroyed more life on Earth through deliberate action than will be lost as a result of this incident.”


“What? You’ve made the planet virtually uninhabitable!”


“According to our projections, you would have seen to that yourselves soon enough. And it’s just a piece of rock. It’s what’s on it that’s important, and that can be relocated – if it is deemed to be worth relocating, of course – if it is expected to do the Galaxy more good than harm by its continued existence.”


“It’s our home.”


“Yes, we’ve noticed this strange, sometimes religious attachment you have to arbitrary pieces of land. You do realise, don’t you, that your continents have existed for only a tiny proportion of the Earth’s lifetime? The oceans and coastlines are constantly being recycled by the planet. None of it is permanent. And yet you fight over it as if it really meant something. You attach historical significance to places based on events that occurred only a few centuries ago, but care nothing for geological time and the major part of Earth’s 4.5 billion-year life story. Nor do you appear overly concerned with the damage you do to the land you prize so highly while it is in your possession.”


“We may have been exploiting the planet to our advantage, but it’s our planet, not yours. You have no right to come along and destroy it!”


“It’s not exclusively yours. With the power you have comes responsibility to those with whom you share this world. Might does not make right. As for us, we never claimed rights to anything, and I suspect that if this unfortunate accident had not occurred, and it was your species which eventually brought disaster upon itself, or if it had happened to be a naturally occurring asteroid impact that signalled the end, you would still have demanded we save you had we made ourselves known.”


“But the whole human race is going to be wiped out! Doesn’t that matter to you?” When it was a question of UK immigration policy, it had been many races. Now it was one race. The MP made the switch without noticing any inconsistency in his world view.


“You shed few tears for the thousands of plant and animal species rendered extinct on a regular basis by human action. You destroy animal habitation in order to make room for farmland and cities so that your species can grow in number. How would you like it if animals rose up and flattened your cities so that they could expand their territory, or experimented on humans to develop animal medicines? What makes you think you’re so special? How can you claim this to be your planet rather than theirs?”


“They’re not as intelligent as humans. They are inferior life-forms.”


“Ah, now we come to the crux of the matter!”


The politician shuddered as an icy tingle travelled down his spine, instantly regretting his choice of words (he was well aware that he had been answering the alien’s questions too readily from the word go, though he really couldn’t help that what with impending Armageddon and all), and convinced that he was about to unequivocally lose the argument as a result – but he could not take the words back. Had he doomed the human race? Or was the alien right in saying they had doomed themselves long ago?

Sprained Earlobe left victorious, though far from jubilant. The human had been stunned to learn that intelligence was not actually considered a universal measure of worth in the Interstellar Community. Birds considered themselves superior to humans because they could fly. Humans considered themselves superior to birds because they could think. As far as general outside opinion went, both viewpoints were equally valid, and flying was a far more popular form of recreation than thinking.


In desperation, the human had appealed to Earlobe as a fellow intelligent being to concede that he agreed with the human side of the debate, but the alien had declined to do so. He had been chosen as emissary because he could communicate with humans on their own level, not because he was the cleverest negotiator. There were super-advanced brain-beings in the Orion Senate who were as far above him in the thinking department as humans were above fish… but there were also fish in the Orion Senate. All were given equal respect, for while the fish were no good at solving systems of tenth order partial differential equations, if you dropped a brain-being into water it would most assuredly drown.


When Sprained Earlobe revealed that Earth’s animal species would be connected to machines built by brain-beings to monitor their emotional responses and reactions to outside stimuli in order to gauge their opinions of the human race, and that each would be allowed to vote on whether or not it wanted humans on its new homeworld, the MP realised his cause was lost.


“I must ask you to relinquish custody of your feline companion,” the alien told him apologetically, shortly before departing. When the politician opened his mouth to object, he added, “Surely you don’t wish her to share your fate?” The human shook his head, and the strange being hovered out of the room without another word, taking the cat with him.

That was the easy part. Next came the pigeons.

“What did we do wrong, eh?” farmer Fred Sandwich demanded when the aliens came for his sheep. “Eh? Why are we so unpopular? All we’ve ever tried to do is make an honest living…”


One of the knee-high egg-creatures paused in the midst of seizing his assets and gave him a quizzical look.


“Oh, no, you’ve done far more than that, sir.”


“Eh?”


“Allow me to explain.” And to the troubled old man’s further perplexity it sat down on a log and began to tell him a story, a tale of the perils of reciprocal storytelling known as:

___________________________________________________

Spudnikk and Blisteroon

___________________________________________________

Woebegone the cobbler entered his shop, sniffed the air and concluded that something evil was afeet.


“Blisteroon!” bellowed he. From a back room there came the sound of hurriedly reshuffled papers, a stubbed toe and a stifled yelp, and his bleary-eyed assistant stuck his head out into the light. Something about his expectant face moved Woebegone. He hit it with a cash-register. “Blisteroon, you’ve been at your scribblings again, haven’t you?”


“No, thir, I assure you,” the wrinkled clerk protested his innocence, whilst gingerly removing the large metal missile from his curry-hole. That cash-register contains fifty croubles at the very least, thought Blisteroon in awe. I must be starting to grow on him, if he’s taken to hitting me with such expensive objects. He normally just hits me with old boots and bricks.

“Don’t lie to me, chum. I’m- hold on, what’s that noise?”


“It’s not me!” Blisteroon assured his well-stuffed master.


“Well, of course it’s not you! It’s coming from outside! Surely it can’t be the Carnival of Ten Spoons already?”


Woebegone was dead right on his very first guess. It wasn’t the Carnival of Ten Spoons, but a flight of enormous brown fire-breathing dragons that swept low over Wibble West, sending the town’s most splendid edifices up in sheets of crimson flame.


“Oh, dear, sir,” Blisteroon wrung his hands fitfully, then unwrung them. “And I’ll wager they don’t even have a dragon permit.”


“What are you talking about, fool? There’s no such thing as a dragon permit!”


“That’s why I’ll wager they don’t have one,” came the wretched reply. Before he could be hit again, he added, “It looks like rain, sir. I’d better get the washing in.”

Blisteroon retreated back into his sanctuary, a small office at the rear of the shop whose door was too narrow for Woebegone to pass. He sank into his bean-bag with a weary sigh and picked up his notes.


“Now, where was I? Oh, yes…”


He began to write.

Chapter 23: All was tranquil in the Valley of Neither Here Nor There. Shopkeepers treated their assistants with due respect, paid them a good wage and let them take time off work to write stories whenever they felt like it. It had been twelve thousand and eighty-six years since the last dragon had passed this way, and then only because she was lost and needed to stop and ask directions.


An unscheduled stranger had arrived in town. His name was Spudnikk, and he was a wandering storyteller of no fixed abode, perhaps the noblest profession of them all. Spudnikk was short, squat and lurgi-ridden, and led a brown horse with goldfish aquarium attached. The villagers welcomed him with scones and buttered crumpets. When the ritual greeting was over and all the edible missiles had been gathered up off the ground, Spudnikk wiped the butter from his garments, praised the crowd for its enthusiasm, gratefully accepted a cup of tea (to drink) and began his tale.


Life in the-

“Blisteroon! Customer waiting!” roared Woebegone from the shop floor. The unhappy assistant put down his quill and rolled his eyes.


“Coming, sir!” he replied in a tone laced with the most humble and respectful contempt.

The parchment on which Blisteroon had been writing was uneven and covered with lines and creases. If we zoom in on one particular region of it, we find a number of distinctive contours, and by looking even closer we are able to detect that the paper is damp, and that microscopic trickles of water run through the grooves – only it’s not paper, but actually a rocky mountain range, and the grooves are valleys through which mighty rivers flow.


Just adjacent to Blisteroon’s last full stop (a treacherous tar swamp), lo and behold we observe the idyllic Valley of Neither Here Nor There, where Spudnikk the Ambivalent is just preparing to address his audience.

Life in the valley was dull and uneventful, and its inhabitants relied on Spudnikk and his kind to satisfy their thirst for adventure, so he decided to let his imagination run free on this occasion and give them a fairy-tale of epic proportions the likes of which they had never heard before nor likely would again.


“Once, a long time ago in a far-off land,” he began, “the good people of Wibble West were plagued by a swarm of giant brown flying lizards which breathed fire and liked nothing better than to eat good architecture – cooked, of course.” A small girl raised her hand. “You have a question, child?”


“Why was the town called Wibble West?”


“It was originally called Wibble East, but no-one could remember which direction east was, so they kept getting lost. Now, the best person to deal with such beasties was a mighty dragonslayer named Bert, known locally as Fred the Dragonslayer. In courage, strength, skill and sheer bloody-mindedness he was without equal. Trouble was, he had the flu, and so was unavailable for the duration of this story.”


Night was falling, and the inhabitants of the valley lit a fire. But wait! Look closer! That smouldering ember which has just dropped to the ground is no ordinary piece of wood. It’s a tiny city in flames. And those moths hovering over it aren’t moths – they’re dragons!

“What do you mean, Bert the mighty Fred has the flu? Dragonslayers can’t get flu! I was at the meeting of the council when a motion was passed to that very effect!”


Blisteroon dodged a flying hatstand and waited for his master to calm down before continuing with his news report. “I’m afraid it’s true, sir. I learnt it from a grape on the grapevine. He’s ordered a dozen fruit baskets and left clear instructions that he’s not to be woken until spring.”


“So what do we do, tell the dragons to go away and come back then? This is bad for business. No-one feels like buying a pair of shoes when mythical monsters are burning down the town.”


Blisteroon just shrugged.


“All right,” said Woebegone, coming to a decision of sorts. “Better close up the shop until it’s all over. Go and fetch the order books.”


His assistant bowed meekly and vanished once more into the back room. He snatched up the vital documents in question and then looked around for his manuscript. Ah, there it was – a little singed by sparks drifting in through the window, but still intact and for the most part legible. He blew on it to remove a few spots of glowing ash.

A great wind roared, and the fire blew out.


“A storm draws nigh!” cried the village elder. “Everyone inside!”


“Wouldn’tcha know it?” grumbled Spudnikk. “I was just getting to the good part. All right, fellas, follow me – we’ll finish this indoors.”

“Blisteroon!” hollered Woebegone. “The fires are dying down, lad! Something’s spooked the dragons, methinks – they’re all flying away!”


The clerk mumbled his acknowledgement of the fact, while continuing to stare at the roll of parchment. He didn’t recall writing a hurricane into his story – that’s the last thing he wanted to inflict on the pleasant inhabitants of the Valley of Neither Here Nor There. But the ink on the page was undeniable. He decided he must be going senile, and sat down with his pen to correct the oversight.

Chapter 24: By morning the storm had passed, and Spudnikk, greatly reinvigorated by a hearty breakfast of leeks and custard, struck out for the next village, a stout staff in his hand. A Spanish guitar played off in the distance, and his horse hummed along to the music as they walked.

“Blisteroon!”


I know, I know… time to reopen the shop.

The tired assistant put down his writing and headed for the door, where a line of customers with burnt and blackened boots waited to be served.

Just as he was leaving the main road to cut across a line of rock’n’rolling hills, Spudnikk noticed a chunk of debris from the previous night’s storm – a charred piece of wood from the villagers’ fire. There appeared to be ants crawling over it, and he bent down to take a closer look. But if it was an ant colony it was the strangest one he had ever seen. Ants rebuilding houses, ants riding on horseback, ants playing football, ants queuing to buy shoes… And what was this? Half a dozen moths perched on a grassy verge two feet away, observing the tiny settlement with greedy glowing eyes.


Wait a minute! Spudnikk reached out to one of the ‘moths’, and gave a yelp as a flame burnt his hand. He jumped up and rushed to find a bucket of water in which to soothe the injury. Surely it couldn’t be! He rubbed his eyes and returned to the grass verge, but the moths had vanished, and, when he checked, the town was a normal ants’ nest after all. Shaking his head, the confused storyteller returned to his horse, bewailed the condition of his fish and resumed his journey along the road of many potholes.

Blisteroon was perplexed, vexed and Tyrannosaurus-rexed. Either he was losing his marbles – highly unlikely, since he kept them safely sewn into a mattress in a maximum security bank vault – or else something truly bizarre was transpiring. His story seemed to be taking on a life of its own and continuing apace whenever he turned his back on it. He had tried hiding the ink bottle, but that was no good – the writing then appeared in crayon. The only way he could think of to keep the story under his control was to stick with it and continue writing until it was finished.

Spudnikk arrived at the next village without incident, concluded his story about the fiendish dragons – which, incidentally, had decided that eating houses was no longer all the rage and gone home, leaving Wibble West in peace – and retired to bed. The End-

“Blisteroon, lad!” cried Woebegone, reaching into the back room with an antique fishing rod and dragging the scatterbrained clerk out by his navel. “The fiendish dragons have decided that eating houses is no longer all the rage and gone home, leaving Wibble West in peace!”

-of the story was a long way off yet.


“Ah, grilled grasshopper!” cursed Spudnikk, who wasn’t as stupid as he smelt. “Isn’t that just typical? Me sprouts are underdone, the goldfish has mumps, and now I find I’m really only a figment in the imagination of one of me own fictional characters! I knew I shouldn’t have had curried eggs before going to bed!”


This meant war. He grabbed a slate blackboard and a piece of chalk from his knapsack, and hurriedly began to write.

Blisteroon found himself in a haunted wood. He looked around warily. Something about his surroundings wasn’t quite as it should be, but he had considerable difficulty putting his finger on the precise source of his unease. Was it the way the dark trees towered over him, blotting out the sunlight, linking fingers above his head to form a cathedral far grander and more ominous than the greatest structure yet built by man? Could it be the shadows that seemed to move in the corner of his mind’s eye, taking on the shape of black ghosts which either refused or were unable to meet his gaze directly, and fled back to the ethereal spirit-realm from whence they came as soon as he turned his head to confront them? Might it not have something to do with the silence of the forest, the lack of even birds and insects in this godforsaken land?


No, Blisteroon concluded, none of these was the main reason for his disquiet. The principal cause of his anxiety was the four-foot tall cartoon rabbit that stood before him wearing striped pyjamas and fish slippers, politely offering him an exploding cigar from a tin box in the shape of an elephant.


“Damn you, Spudnikk!” he cried, and hurriedly rummaged in the dirt for a flat surface on which to write.

Spudnikk was interrupted by a knock on the door. Uh-oh! he panicked. All was well, however. It was just his mother bearing a box of fresh cream splins.


“Mother! But we cremated you last February!”


“I know. I’m feeling much better now.”


Hmmm. Spudnikk stroked his chin thoughtfully.

Blisteroon turned over to a fresh page and found a message written in ketchup. It said:


“Let’s talk. Spudnikk.”

A neon sign lit up in the sky over Spudnikk’s head. It said:


“OK.”

To cut a long story along the dotted line, the dragons never bothered Wibble West again, Woebegone suddenly took a liking to Blisteroon, gave him a raise and made him vice-chairman, Spudnikk’s goldfish made a speedy recovery and his sprouts turned out just right. All things considered, the universe got off lightly. But then, Spudnikk and Blisteroon had no imagination.

___________________________________________________

The End

___________________________________________________

“Does that answer your question?” prompted the egg-thing patiently, like a teacher addressing a slow-learning child. “I’ll admit, the story loses some of its charm when adapted for human consumption.”


“Eh? I can’t remember what the question was.”


The egg sighed and returned to the marginally more important task of planetary evacuation, leaving the baffled farmer scratching his noggin and little realising that the story of Spudnikk and Blisteroon illustrated exactly where the human race had gone wrong. As Venson Dun, late of Part 3, would have put it, the freedom to choose versus the duty not to… or, better still, as was the case with the two reciprocal storytellers, it never even occurring to one to use one’s powers for world domination.


But we cannot blame the farmer for that. He had genuinely more important things on his mind. He, his wife and his children would all die in the next few days, and not in a painless, mildly humorous, satirical way that the reader can pass over without a moment’s pause, to continue enjoying the story as if nothing had happened. Knowing one will die soon is bad. Knowing one’s family and friends are all about to die as well is… well, the writer is fortunate enough not to know what it’s like, and will not be so insensitive as to pretend he does and try to describe it. Six billion people lose their lives off-screen in Asylum Seekers, some alone, some with those they love.


We will not be describing how they die, because that’s not what this story’s about. But please pause, think about it for just a moment, and then put it, not out of, but to the back corner of your mind and enjoy the rest of it as best you can, just as you must put the distant horrors of the real world out of your mind in order to enjoy your real life.


At least this is just a story.

“I’ve got nothing against humans during the wabbit season.” – wild duck

“It’s the ones driving combine harvesters I could do without.” – field mouse

“No legs good, two legs bad.” – slug on a wet pavement

“As long as we stay hidden in this big tree, they think we’re extinct.” – dodo

“Bow-wow! Woof!” – dog

“It’s not normal practice to knowingly leave a species to die on a doomed planet, you know” grumbled an uncomfortable reptilian tractor beam operator, whose name roughly translated as Tyrannosaurus-Rex-Harrison-Ford-Focusonwhatyou’redoing-Smith. “I’m descended from a species that evolved on Earth, and I feel badly about seeing its current dominant civilisation go down with it.”


Flat Spatula shook his head. “I know what you mean, but it really is better this way. The humans aren’t like other races. Their genetic make-up is a freak of nature. They developed the capacity for reason without embracing it whole-heartedly. Very rarely does a species get to the point where it masters nuclear fission and the silicon chip before it outgrows the urge to kill other members of its own and other species. Their actions do not mirror their potential for rational behaviour. Would you believe they have put a man on the moon, and yet their society is still divided into separate nation states, with different languages, currencies and religions? They fight wars amongst themselves over land while at the same time knowing the size and origin of the universe and their place in the evolution of life.”


The crew was astounded at this.


“How can such a society exist?” wondered Snoozy Headfitz. “Maybe we should put it in a museum.”


“Oh, well,” Rex shrugged. “We could not in good conscience have put them on a refugee colony world with other Terran animals, given their past record of abuse and domination, so it’s pointless arguing about it.”


“You know, it’s funny,” said Snoozy. “Not all the witnesses we took testimony from hated the humans. Domesticated cats in particular spoke out in their favour. It seems they were the only species that humans treated as their equals, in some respects at any rate. They provided them with food and warmth, and yet did not imprison them in cages or pens, or exploit or cull them like they did other Terran life-forms. It seems that the two species actually enjoyed each other’s company.”


“Yes, I read that too. Apparently the cats were on a mission to make the humans slow down and live more simple, relaxed lives, leading by example with their demonstrations of a balanced, well-paced lifestyle. But most of the humans were too busy rushing around making money to notice that the cats knew something they didn’t.”


“I think they’ll make a fine addition to the Senate.”


There was a pause. Then, after a few seconds, as if they had been waiting for this lull in the conversation, every kind of warning light imaginable started flashing, and a self-satisfied aura began to form in the middle of the deck.


“No, no… it was all going so well!” cried Flat Spatula, who had seen this type of phenomenon before. More junior crewmembers were nonplussed.


“Greetings!” gushed the aura. “I am League El Loupole. My clients, if they knew they were my clients, would instruct me to point out that from their perspective things have not been going at all well. I am here to ensure that they receive due consideration.”


In a Galaxy without money, lawyers still made a nuisance of themselves, only they tended to do it primarily for the intellectual challenge, and, as with many on Earth, the notoriety.


“There’s nothing to discuss, Loupole,” replied Spatula, brusquely. “Earth is dying, and, not surprisingly, none of the other planets in this sector wants to take humans. The law can’t force them to back down on this.”


“Very true, but there are other options. On behalf of my clients I present a top secret court order instructing you to conclude your current evacuation as quickly as possible…”


“We’ve finished.”


“…and reconfigure your ships for temporal relocation. We are going to save the humans – some of them, anyway – while still keeping them confined to their ultimately doomed homeworld.”


There followed a full minute of stunned silence.


“You can’t be serious,” gasped Rex. “Time-travel will disrupt this planet’s history.”


“It can’t get much more disrupted than it is already,” pointed out Snoozy Headfitz, with growing enthusiasm for the plan now forming in all their minds.


Flat Spatula knew better than to argue.


“Just what do you propose to do?”


The lawyer looked a little disappointed that it wasn’t going to have more of a fight on its pincers, but after a momentary self-adjustment it switched smoothly to strategy mode.


“My clients… er, it has been observed… are satisfied neither with the preservation of their nearest non-human relations, nor the continued existence of a genetically modified human offshoot race which left the planet ten thousand years ago… er, which of course they don’t know about. They want representatives of the generation of humans currently occupying the homeworld to survive the coming apocalypse. Picky, I know, but they seem quite set on the idea.


“None of the Senate worlds will accept them as they are now. However, some are willing to give them a second chance. If the humans abandon their foolish ways and behave in a civilised manner for a millennium or two, these generous governments are willing to accommodate their descendants. Of course, the planet doesn’t have another millennium or two, so we’re going to have to fold time.


“There will be two operations. Some humans will be allowed to infiltrate societies of the past. If they and their offspring can keep a low profile and restrain their natural impulses to interfere with the rightful flow of history, they will be allowed to remain there until they have learnt sufficient humility and wisdom from their ancestors’ mistakes to pass the psychological screening necessary for Senate integration. As you say, human history is a mess already, so the potential for harm to the firmament predicted by temporal divergence modelling is low. It’s really just a test of willpower and discipline.


“At the same… er, time… we will establish an isolated community on an island undiscovered by the outside world until the turn of the last century. Children born into this society will not be taught where they came from. Their parents will instead be charged with bringing them up in a manner that will lead to a better future than the one they knew. If, after a few hundred generations, this group of humans is still living sustainably and responsibly, they will be considered cured and taken off-planet to a new home among the stars.”


“And if they aren’t living sustainably and responsibly?”


“There was no sign of human habitation on the island when it was discovered by modern-day explorers.”


“I see. And the refugees hidden in plain view among their own ancestors – I take it they too will be policed, and, if necessary, erased from history?”


“Of course. Do I detect a hint of sympathy for these creatures now? It’s surely better than the certain extinction currently facing them.”


“How will you decide which humans are to go where?”

Sprained Earlobe reclined on his repose disc and played back the Orion Media Commission’s official public broadcast regarding the recent end of life on Earth.


“The planet Earth, a seed world over four billion years old, yielded numerous plant and animal species exported to other worlds by a variety of alien visitors throughout its history. Earth will be remembered primarily by the Galaxy for its dinosaurs, who were without a doubt the most charismatic and universally popular of its inhabitants. The dinosaur family was highly successful and dominated the planet for more than a hundred million years, more than twice as long as the mammals that followed the group’s alleged demise. The asteroid impact that wiped out the dinosaurs still residing on Earth at that time is a source of far greater sorrow among space-faring races than the interstellar sporting accident that this year put the humans out of their misery.


“The human civilisation which arose on Earth is to be remembered primarily because it is such a good example of how not to run a planet, though to be fair the mess they made of it wasn’t really all their fault. The problem was simply that natural instincts and intelligence are a disastrous combination. Animals don’t ruin planets because they don’t have the ‘intelligence’ to build cities and bombs and tanks and power stations, chop down forests and hunt exotic species to extinction just for the hell of it. Rational, technological life-forms don’t ruin planets either. They know that they can live much more comfortably with a small population than with a large one, and that the world is a much nicer place to inhabit if they leave the trees standing, use public transport and refrain from shooting each other in the head. Things only start to go wrong when you combine the two – gain technology and ‘intelligence’, while at the same time retaining the irrational instincts of your evolutionary past.


“Humans had an intellect which told them killing each other was silly, but animal impulses that led them to do it anyway. If the intellect objected, it was assigned the task of designing new weapons to keep it occupied. Animal instincts deceived humans into perceiving the present generation to be more important than the one a hundred years down the line. They created a culture of tribalism, competitiveness and confrontation that made sense in the past but which would be much better replaced by thoughtfulness and co-operation in an advanced science-based society. On most planets, the transition from animal to intelligent space-farer is relatively smooth, but the genetic mechanism of evolution on Earth left humans stuck thrashing around between the two. All the intellect became used for was creating tools for the irrational instinct to use as it saw fit, hence overpopulation, mass extinction, modern warfare and obsession with trivialities such as making money. Some cynical commentators wonder if perhaps Bongar the Prevalent deliberately crashed his Super-Speedomatic into the Earth because he couldn’t bear the excruciating wait for humanity to sort itself out prior to authorisation of first contact by the Orion Senate.”


Earlobe considered this assessment as the documentary ended. Had they done the humans an injustice, and judged them too harshly? Perhaps. He found it hard to believe they were all miserable, materialistic, self-obsessed, short-sighted homo sapiens supremacists, and the claims made by the broadcast regarding lack of irrational hostility and competitiveness among space-faring species were, in his opinion, self-delusion of the worst kind. Nevertheless, he had made a study of the humans’ television broadcasts, which consisted largely of commercial advertising interrupted for brief intervals by soap operas and game shows, and seen the endemic hypocrisy of their leaders and the suffering caused by war and destruction of nature for the sake of money and pride on their understated news bulletins.


He sat up and hovered over to the window of the cloaked evacuation cruiser, now resting on a rocky outcrop overlooking a Terraformed refugee colony modelled on the Congo region of Africa. A clearing in the forest revealed a small herd of elephants passing through a gentle gorilla community. Sprained Earlobe turned back to his monitor and switched to a live feed showing the plains transplanted from Kenya, where a sleek cheetah raced after a baby zebra in the age-old struggle between predator and prey. Elsewhere, squirrels foraged for food in English oak trees, polar bears sought out the hiding places of young fur seals beneath Arctic ice, flocks of ducks flew south for the winter without fear of the hunter’s rifle, rabbits on a hillside darted for cover at the approach of a fox, ants industriously reformed disrupted colonies, and chimps used large flat stones in conjunction with more heavily weighted ones as a hammer and anvil to crack open nuts.


He sighed, and began to feel the weight lifting from his conscience. What was done, was done. Life went on.

“Hold on just one second,” interrupted Snoozy Headfitz. “If the present-day humans are going to be sent back in time to this island of yours and then, after a certain number of centuries, judged either fit or unfit for polite Galactic society, you should already know what became of them. The island’s empty now. Were they pardoned and taken off-planet, or, as my colleague so delicately put it, simply erased?”


League El Loupole shimmered uncertainly for a few moments, did a quick lap of the ship, stopped for a slow doughnut, read the health and safety notices, chose his words carefully, cleared his non-existent throat and gave his answer in unambiguous Sagittarian.

Part 2: France, 1815

Our story begins – or rather resumes – roughly two centuries earlier. It was dark. There was a storm. It was night-time. The gentle reader is invited to perform the requisite mathematics at their earliest convenience.


The innkeeper drew his raincoat about his shoulders, raised his flickering lantern and squinted into the stinging rain, trying to count the number of horses splashing through liquid mud. Three. No, two, pulling a small carriage.


It drew up with a clatter, spattering his legs with a browny-yellow mixture the less said about which the better. The driver was wrapped up all in black, his face hidden behind many folds and layers. Once his passenger had dismounted and covered sufficient distance between coach and inn to be out of range of flying muck, he urged the horses on with a crack of the whip and rolled squelchingly back into the forest.


The innkeeper watched him vanish from sight and then hurried after his guest. A bird of indeterminate nature (truth be told, most of nature is indeterminate) gave a distant call, warning the world that it had best be on its guard tonight. The bird had no special power of foresight, it was just sound advice.


Once inside, the newcomer pulled back her hood and looked around, dark eyes flashing left and right, quickly and efficiently taking in every inch of the sparsely furnished bar which was, she noted with satisfaction, quite empty. She handed the innkeeper her cloak without so much as a glance in his direction.


“A room, mademoiselle?”


She met his wrinkled eyes for the first time, and looked him up and down. Beneath his damp and muddy raincoat was what was now a damp and muddy night-shirt. At length she replied, her voice like her appearance betraying her Spanish heritage.


“Yes, thank you. A room.”

Feeling obliged to maintain protocol despite the lateness of the hour, the innkeeper offered supper but, when it was graciously declined, gratefully retired to his bed chamber.


The woman closed the door to her own room and bolted it. She stood still with her back to its wooden frame, taking in the small corner chamber as she had the room downstairs. Recently lit candle lamps flickered on the left and right walls. There was a small shuttered window on her left, and a larger one directly before her. In a dark alcove to the right, screened from the nearest torch’s glare, was a cupboard. There were two mats on the wooden floor which creaked as she took her first step forward. The single bed looked warm and inviting, but first she had to make certain that appearances weren’t deceiving.


The innkeeper had left her modest bag just inside the entrance, where she now opened it up and removed a few drab garments. With these in hand she stepped neatly to the wardrobe and pulled open its doors. It was empty but smelt nonetheless of dried herbs. She tapped the back and sides. Solid. So far, so good. She hung up her clothes, then crouched down and ran a slender finger over the cupboard’s base. She raised that same finger to her nose and sniffed at the dust now coating it. She frowned, unsure of her interpretation of her senses. Then she closed the cupboard doors and turned thoughtfully back to the rest of the room.


There was a painting hanging to the left of the door. It was nothing special – a mountainous island landscape, in all likelihood painted within the last century by a local artist. The woman lifted it off its hook. It left a light patch on the wall, signifying that it had been in that position for many a year. There was a scrap of paper stuck to its back. Written on it were the dimensions of the room. She hurriedly put everything carefully back into its proper place.


To the right of the door hung an oval-shaped mirror. The woman checked behind it in a similar manner, then stood before it to unfasten the blood red ribbons that tied back her long dark hair in the fashion of the day. She dropped them into her bag, then placed the bag on the bed.


She stood in the middle of the floor for a moment, thinking. Then she took down one of the candles and knelt to look beneath the bed. A mouse darted into its hole. Strange. That was a thin exterior wall, was it not? She got up, restored the candle to its rightful position and walked over to the large window beside the bed. This she opened with a little difficulty and pushed back one shutter. The rain lashed against her face, horses neighed and stamped in the stables, lightning flashed and she drew back, having seen all she needed to see. The wall was thicker than it seemed, with the warming chimney at the bed’s back leading down to the fireplace in the kitchen below.


She sat herself on the bed and thought some more. Idly she fluffed up the pillows. Then she reopened her bag and withdrew a white envelope bound with the king’s seal. Glancing around furtively, as if afraid to find somebody else in the room with her, she produced a small knife and slit it open. Quickly she read the contents. Her face fell and she whispered something unladylike under her breath. She rose with haste and used a candle to set the documents alight. This was the right place. The king’s spies had never been wrong before. Unless… No, she couldn’t start thinking that way. Even stealing a horse, it would take days to get a message back to Paris, and by then war would be once more upon Europe. What was she missing? Black ashes fluttered to the floor. She lay down on the bed.


There was a sound. Mouse in the walls. Then she realised she was staring straight at the answer. Quick as a flash she was at the door. A swift yank and the shiny doorknob came loose in her hand. She poked a finger into the back of it. Dust. And something else. She pulled on what felt like string, and out came a small tangle of grey and silver, with a few coloured markings and a tiny flashing light. Oh, no.

She dropped it to the floor and ground it beneath her heel. With a single fluid motion she snatched up her bag, walked to the cupboard and re-packed her clothes. Outside she could hear many horses’ hooves on the cobbled courtyard and coarse English voices raised in anger. Lights flickered behind the battered shutters.


She again tapped the sides and back of the wardrobe. The back now sounded hollow. Excellent. She closed her eyes, mumbled a few words, then dug her fingernails in between the back and sides, prising it open. A gaping darkness beyond beckoned her. She stepped through, closing behind her first the cupboard doors and then the back itself.


Moments later, four armed men burst through the door. One prodded the disturbed bed covers with his sword. Another noted the fallen doorknob but concluded that it must have come off when they made their less than subtle entrance. Of the grey and silver tangle with flashing lights, no trace remained. They set about the room, looking behind the painting and the mirror and under the bed, tapping all surfaces of the cupboard’s interior.


They were solid.

While the mysterious female was inspecting her quarters, the innkeeper closed his bedroom door, looked down at his muddied night-shirt and swore. He picked up a poker and prodded the dying embers in the fireplace. Outside, the wind was howling and the shutters rattled in fearful response.


As he changed into fresh night-clothes the shivering landlord muttered a few words aloud.


“Establish connection with enforcer relay number 8. Bypass temporal filters and engage security scrambler.”


“Establishing connection,” the fireplace replied.


Then came another voice:


“Relay number 8.”


“Fugitive identified. Request containment squad.”


“Acknowledged. Hold position and await further instructions.”

The innkeeper could hear many horses’ hooves on the cobbled courtyard and coarse English voices raised in anger. Lights flickered behind the battered shutters. Irritated that they should make so much noise, he hurried to let them in before they broke down the door.


“She’s upstairs,” he told them as they barged past.


Moments later, four armed men burst through the guest bedroom door. One prodded the disturbed bed covers with his sword. Another noted the fallen doorknob but concluded that it must have come off when they made their less than subtle entrance. Of the grey and silver tangle with flashing lights, no trace remained. They set about the room, looking behind the painting and the mirror and under the bed, tapping all surfaces of the cupboard’s interior.


They were solid.


The leader of the group, smaller and wiser-looking than the other three, crouched down and sniffed the dust on the wardrobe’s base. He then stood up again and pointed.


“She went this way. Spinner – bring her back.”


One of the larger men pulled out a bottle of brandy, unscrewed it, took a swig for courage and sprinkled a few drops on the dust that his master had indicated. He stepped into the cupboard, knocked on the back wall, and as expected now found it to be hollow.


“Where does it lead?” ventured the innkeeper, who had crept into the room behind them.


The leader replied without turning. “Don’t know. I’ve requested details from the Centre but they have yet to return my call.”


“We can’t afford to wait,” grunted the man in the cupboard, tugging on the back. It came off easily, and summoning all his nerve he slipped away into the blackness beyond.


“Don’t you think we should have gone with him?” wondered one of his two previously silent colleagues, making no movement to follow.


Before their leader could reply, the floor started shaking, and space seemed to spin inside the secret passageway. The wardrobe began to bounce up and down most irregularly, that is to say in a manner not normally associated with traditional furniture found in French inns in the first half of the Nineteenth Century.


“Bloody hell, she’s got a wormhole inverter,” gasped the smaller man. “Everybody outside – now!”


The innkeeper didn’t need to be told twice, but the large man who had spoken before hesitated on the threshold. “What about Spinner?”


The leader stopped and replied sadly, “There’s nothing more we can do for him. Now come on.” And they hurried to safety.

It was reported in local history books that on that dark and stormy night a forest inn was caught in a hurricane and blown to smithereens. Small quantities of wooden debris were found scattered for miles around, but most of it was never accounted for. Some believed that the entire top floor had been blown out to sea, others that it had been deposited somewhere on a high Alpine peak where it waited patiently to be discovered until the end of days. Nobody but those present on the night in question ever suspected what had really taken place.


A few days later, Napoleon Bonaparte escaped from captivity and France descended once more into war, as the woman had known with absolute certainty that it would.


She had tried to change history, redraw the map of Europe to her own advantage, but she had failed. Those thrice-cursed extra-terrestrial enforcers had traced her movements despite her best efforts, realised what she was doing and locked onto the electromagnetic emissions of her forbidden alien technology. They had agents and spies like that apparently harmless innkeeper everywhere, it seemed – unwitting ones, perhaps, who believed they were merely doing their patriotic duty to thwart foreign saboteurs, but agents nonetheless.


Some might say she was ungrateful at being the offspring of those few humans given a second chance when the planet Earth faced destruction, but like most of the rest she was simply angry at the rules. Now she had to flee again, and never return.

A different inn, the following day.


Three guys walked into a bar – an Englishman, an Irishman and a Welshman. There would have been a Scotsman, but he had been caught in an exploding cupboard the day before and had his wormhole inverted – not a pretty sight. Anyway, the three remaining rascals picked themselves up off the floor, walked around the bar, which was made of iron and had quite taken the wind out of them, and entered the inn.


The little man, who was English, sat down between two large Frenchmen, oblivious to the fact that they had been talking to one another, and waved carelessly at the man on the right while addressing the innkeeper.


“I’ll have whatever he’s having.”


The innkeeper shrugged and put a glass before him. The little man peered suspiciously at its contents. Having second thoughts, he abruptly turned to the man on his left, who was readying a meaty fist with which to clobber the intruder, and thrust the glass six inches in front of his face.


“Drink!”


The Frenchman’s disposition changed immediately, and all became smiles and forgiveness.


“Don’t mind if I do!” he bellowed in Nineteenth Century French.


“Pas du tout,” the little man replied in Twentieth Century English.


The beverage appeared to produce no ill effects in his beefy neighbour, so the little man ordered another for himself and swigged it down in one shot. His nostrils flared, his eyeballs rotated independently of one another, steam came out of his underpants, and with tears streaming down his cheeks, he gasped hoarsely, “Good lemonade.”


Meanwhile, the Irishman had picked a small round object up off an otherwise bare table and popped it in his mouth.


“Mmm, fine peanuts,” he complimented the innkeeper.


“We do not serve peanuts here, monsieur,” the owner replied with a sigh, idly wondering what a peanut would order to drink if they did.


“Then what the bleedin’ hell have I just-” the man began in horror, and quickly spat whatever the bleedin’ hell it was out onto the wooden floor. The tiny round object, now covered in Irish saliva, yelled a stream of expletives in an alien tongue. These have been censored by the publisher. The Welshman, remaining silent and without so much as blinking, picked the creature up off the floor and, holding it carefully between thumb and forefinger, headed for the exit (a.k.a. entrance a.k.a. door).


The spluttering Irishman looked sheepishly at his leader, who had by now recovered from his own harrowing encounter.


“It must have been asleep,” he muttered defensively.


The Englishman tossed the innkeeper a couple of coins that, while being valid currency, looked rather too perfect and unblemished to have come from France’s existing mints, and followed his men out into the waning sunlight.

The three men and a peanut regrouped behind the inn’s stables.


“Is it over, then?” demanded the Welshman in passable Twenty-first Century Welsh.


“Yup,” replied the peanut in fluent Twenty-second Century Sagittarian.


“So that was the last of the humans who we permitted to infiltrate societies of the past and charged with keeping a low profile and restraining their natural impulses to interfere with the rightful flow of history.”


“Yup.”


“Well they made a twice-digested pig’s breakfast out of that, didn’t they?”


“Yup.”


“When is the pick-up scheduled for?”


“Yup.”


“Right, that gives us a good half-hour to get out of these bodies and back into something with an even number of heads.”


For readers somewhat puzzled by this last exchange, ‘Yup’ has several million different meanings in Sagittarian. One distinguishes between them by noting on which syllable the stress is placed.

Part 3: The Asylum

Heave up. Over the top. Down and round it comes.


Heave up. Over the top. Down and round it comes.


The sun beat down on Rumtum’s broad back and a cool summer breeze just as quickly brushed its warmth aside, giving him as always the perfect balance of temperature. He heard children laughing as they ran up the mountain. Someone had made them a kite from twigs and animal skins.


Heave up. Over the top – wave cheerily – down and round it comes.


Turning the wheel completed Rumtum’s life. It gave him purpose. It made him valued by all who lived on the mountain. Everyone was his friend, and he had a job without risk, pressure or stress. He could spend his day thinking about whatever took his fancy, humming or singing to himself as he so wished. The weather was always just right, his job security was one hundred percent, and decades into the future, when his strength failed him, he would be well provided for. He might even then become a full-time storyteller. He simply hadn’t the time now to tell people all the wonderful tales – well, he thought they were wonderful, anyway – that he had thought up while turning the wheel.


The mountain community felt supremely lucky to have Rumtum. Heck, what were the odds of having someone do their compulsory stint at the wheel when they came of age and then actually like it so much that they volunteered to take it on as a full-time career? They had drawn up a generous contract for him on the spot, with provision for regular holidays and flexi-leave (of which he had accumulated a staggering amount in credit after only a few years on the job), but he loved his daily routine and was uninterested in the complications of a multi-structured lifestyle. He was happy. They were happy. Somebody had to turn the wheel, after all: It was the wheel of life.


Heave up. Over the top. Down and round it comes.

Rumtum slept soundly. No rain or lightning disturbed him in his hole in the mountainside. Yet every night, exactly half way between dusk and dawn (though how he could be so certain of the time without owning a clock was one of life’s many little mysteries), he arose to relieve himself on the green grassy slopes outside.


Nobody saw him. The people of his world slept soundly and safe without exception. What was the need for night watchmen when the entire mountain was surrounded by water, as far as the eye could see even on a clear day? And the mountain was everything – a single island on an ocean world, alone and content. No boat had ever ventured far enough out to contradict that world view, and Rumtum believed, as they all did, that none ever would – there was nothing more out there to find, and therefore no reason to look.


Ah, that felt good. Rumtum crouched to wash his hands in the brook. That was when he saw it – a distant light, a fire far, far away.


Rumtum was puzzled. He had never known of anyone besides himself to be up at this hour. Curiosity banishing weariness, he stumbled down the gentle slopes to find out who it was and exchange a friendly word or two.


Ten minutes later, he was still stumbling, and the light didn’t seem to be getting any closer.


Twenty minutes after that, he reached the shoreline at the base of the mountain and felt the undrinkable salt water lapping at his toes. The clouds had parted, unveiling a truly magnificent sky – millions of stars shining on a canvas of absolute black, for there was no moon above the horizon tonight.


But the flickering firelight was still out there somewhere across the wide water, neither brighter nor dimmer than when he had first seen it from outside his home. So somebody was out on a boat in the middle of the night. He could make neither head nor tail of it. He couldn’t understand why anyone would go out to sea on a clear day, let alone after dark.


Rumtum sat down and decided to spend the rest of the night here, waiting either for morning light to dispel all mystery or for the unknown soul to come in to shore and explain him or herself. He began to hum.

Rumtum awoke with a start. It was still night, but something had changed. The distant fire was no longer steady, but flashing on and off in an irregular pattern. And once he had wiped away the sleep and adjusted his eyesight, Rumtum saw that there were now two sources, and… yes, a flicker like lightning passing between them, first in one direction and then the other, accompanied each time by explosive bursts that he convinced himself he could actually hear.


It was Significant. He might even go so far as to call it Portentous. For all he knew, there might even be Ramifications.


Now, Rumtum was no fool. He may have spent his days turning the wheel, but he had come up with plenty of wild stories as he did so, and too many of them had the hero witness a life-changing event and then either turn his back on it to seek help or wait until later to tell somebody about it. Invariably on his return no evidence remained, and nobody believed him when he described what he had seen. The hero would then have to set out alone on his adventure, pass through untold dangers and hardship and eventually emerge triumphant and a greater person than he had been at the story’s beginning.


But Rumtum had no wish to be any more than he was right now – if he had, he would not be turning the wheel day in and day out. Nor had he any wish to be the hero or have an adventure, and despite what others thought of his job he certainly had no taste for hardship.


Rumtum backed away up the mountainside, keeping his squinting eyes forever fixed on the flashing lights beyond the horizon, across that infinite ocean. He knew every square inch of the area by touch alone, and soon found himself stepping backwards through the open door of the habitation hole closest to the shoreline. Without a word, and still gazing out at the mysterious lights, he pulled the reluctant occupant from his warm bed, dragged him outside before he could properly wake up and ask what was going on, faced him in the right direction and pointed.

After about ten minutes a large crowd, mostly of people, had gathered by the waterside, all staring out at the mystery phenomena.


“It’s a storm,” said one.


“Rubbish, that’s no storm. Somebody’s out there playing a practical joke with fireworks.”


“Don’t be silly – a boat’s on fire.”


“All the boats from the nearest port are accounted for – I checked.”


“Who saw this first?”


“I don’t know – I heard shouting.”


“Somebody pulled me out of bed.”


“Does it matter?”


As the debate progressed, Rumtum smiled and stomped back up the hill to his hole and warm sheets. Laying head on straw-filled pillow, he fell instantly into a deep and untroubled sleep. Which was just as well, since he had to get up and go to work come morning.

While Rumtum slept, boats were launched. While Rumtum slept, the flashing ceased. While Rumtum slept, the people rowed out to the point where the lights had been seen. While Rumtum slept, they found the woman, frightened and exhausted and floating in an upturned wardrobe surrounded by the scattered debris of a larger construction that she had destroyed, albeit purely in self-defence.

The mountainside inhabitants had some questions for the survivor of the cupboard catastrophe, but not as many as you or I would have had. They were a level-headed folk who had little truck with superstition, and there was only one rational explanation for her arrival, namely that she hailed from one of the more reclusive settlements on the far side of the island, more than thirty kilometres distant as the crow would have flown, had crows existed.


The woman seemed more upset by what had occurred than were her hosts. They offered her a boat. She declined. The journey around the mountain took weeks on foot, so they concluded that she must therefore have no wish to go back – and who could blame her if the fire of the previous night and the indecipherable patterns of wreckage around the place where they found her were an indication of her former community’s idea of friendly behaviour? So, giving her the benefit of the doubt as they were wont to do, they offered her next a dwelling hole. She declined that also. Perplexed by this, they could think of nothing more to do but shrug their shoulders and go back to their daily routine, leaving the new arrival to her own devices.


She wandered off over the nearby gently sloping fields with an air of frustration. When she saw from a distance a man turning a great wooden wheel that appeared to be driving something deep inside the mountain, her dissatisfaction turned to outright horror, and she fled until the nightmarish apparition was hidden by the rocky terrain.


“What can I do? What can I do?” she sobbed to herself. Then looking up she caught a glimpse of an old stone structure high up on an inaccessible peak – the first actual aboveground building she had come across since being forced to use and lose her wormhole inverter and ending up stranded on this godforsaken island. She blinked at the vision. Then with renewed hope she struck off into the trees, desperate to find a navigable pathway up the steeper slopes to the ancient temple.

Most of us never hear silence. There is always some noise in the background, even if we don’t notice it – distant traffic, the movement of air, the sound of birds, the ticking of a clock, the flowing of water in the drains. When the woman took her final step onto the plateau at the top of the mountain, all that came to an abrupt end. There was an eerie, absolute silence, against which her own breathing, heartbeat and hesitant footfalls sounded loud and intrusive. Row upon row of stone pillars scraped the cloud base that concealed the building’s actual roof. They spoke of an ancient and grand but primitive society of builders, while the total silence despite her close proximity to the sea and a mountainside carpeted with living forest indicated that a higher power now held sway.


She advanced along one of the many pillared aisles, looking continuously from side to side down countless identical rows. If someone was here and wished to hide, it would be easy for them to do so.


And there was somebody here, neither attempting to hide nor to draw attention to herself: An old oracle sat cross-legged in a seemingly arbitrary location between two pillars in the vast, draughty complex. She stared intently at the variety of cards arrayed before her as the dark-haired woman approached. The visitor knew better than to speak first, and instead sat down opposite the oracle to observe the configuration of the cards.


At present six were laid out, two rows of three, one radiating from the position of the oracle’s left hand, the other her right. They all displayed a deep blue sky with a white border, each with a different configuration of stars. The middle card in the left-hand row also had on it the image of a lion. The top card in the right-hand row sported beneath its stars a dolphin.


“In the twinkling of an eye,” the old oracle murmured. “Thrice three is once only… down the road from whence it came… the king of cats shall have ado, and none shall sing anon.”


She drew from the pack a seventh card and placed it face up in the middle of the formation. It bore a pattern of stars similar to and yet different from the rest. She puzzled over it for a minute, then offered the pack to her guest, face down. “Thrice three is once only,” she repeated.


The woman took one card at random, then when the pack remained held up she obediently selected a second. The oracle took them both from her without letting her see what was on them. She placed the first face down across the lion, the other over the dolphin.


“Now,” she relaxed and smiled at her visitor for the first time. “What would you like to know?”

The inhabitants of the mountainside continued with their daily chores, irrigating their fields, feeding their animals, maintaining their living holes and, of course, in Rumtum’s case, turning the wheel. All that you would expect from a well-adjusted rural community – well, apart from the wheel thing, obviously.


But with the coming of twilight they stopped working, and many of the adults washed, dressed themselves in their best formal evening wear, and converged on the nearest headland, location of the decadent Chestnut Chambers, the largest semi-underground facility in this part of the island – a tasteful candlelit venue where the good people sat at their leisure, chatting, sipping the excellent local wine and listening to their favourite music being performed by those whose talents, interests and chosen career paths lay in that particular area. Within half an hour a transition had occurred from a simple agricultural lifestyle to what some would call the more sophisticated society of the town, but for the mountain island community it seemed the most natural thing in the world. It was how they had always lived and would ever continue to do so.

The woman from afar entered the room. She was clearly still unhappy with her situation, but appeared now resigned to her fate. She took a drink and sat down at an empty table to listen to the soothing strains of Murky Gloom and his Luminous Quartet.


“I recommend the quiche.”


She glanced up to find a handsome yet weather-worn gentleman indicating the local cuisine being served at a nearby table. It did look and smell rather good.


“Venson Dun. May I sit?” She sighed and nodded, expecting there to follow a friendly but comprehensive interrogation. After leaving the oracle she had made what she felt were sufficient enquiries to fashion a reasonable false identity. Now was as good a time as any to test its durability under stress.


“Maria Ellinore,” she replied with a polite yet forced smile.


“They also do an excellent approximation of a Spanish omelette,” the man remarked conversationally, eyes fixed on the band.


Her head snapped up and she stared at him in shock.


“There are more of us than you know,” he went on, his expression a mixture of amusement and sadness. “Don’t be so surprised. I have to say, though, that most of our kind managed to arrive a little less… obviously than your good self. You’ve been up to the temple, I take it?” She nodded dumbly. “Then you know by now that there’s no help to be found in that quarter. Yes, it’s an artificial acoustic vacuum, and was obviously their base of operations while they were setting things in motion here – wheel-shaped and otherwise. But the oracle’s an ignorant. She just lives up there because of the sound vacuum. She has no tech in her cards, and nobody on the island believes in her powers of prediction.”


Maria had surmised as much. “Are you an-”


“-interventionist? No.” He sipped his wine, then added, almost as an afterthought, “And from this day forth, neither are you.”


Maria had been leaning forward intently, but now sat up straight with angry indignation born of long practice at defending her chosen philosophy of life. “What gives you the right to-”


“-tell you how to live? Simple. This is our last chance, our only fallback position. Yes, while you were out there you had the luxury of choice. Defy the enforcers, take advantage of your knowledge of future history and science, and if they catch you nobody suffers but yourself. I was the same. But here things are different. If this place is corrupted, that’s it. Everybody dies. It’s easy to rebel when the only life on the line is your own. But would you gamble with the lives of all the people on this island and all their future descendants, just to make your own lifestyle more comfortable?”


“No, of course not. But the right of freedom to choose…”


“…is null and void. It’s been over-ruled by the duty not to. Had we realised this sooner, we might not be in the mess we are today.” He rose to leave, his face expressionless. “Enjoy your meal. I advise you to accept the offer of hospitality extended by these people. I’ll see you here the same time tomorrow, and we’ll introduce ourselves all over again, only this time as lifelong native inhabitants. Start believing your cover story and make no attempt to find the others. The next time we speak, mention nothing of the outside. There is no outside.” He smiled as the Luminous Quartet struck up a jazz riff. “And do try the quiche – it’s excellent. Goodnight.” With a nod of farewell, he handed his empty glass to a passing waiter and made a dignified exit.


Instinctively, Maria Ellinore looked about the room as hundreds of new thoughts filled her head. One face struck her as familiar – a simple-looking soul sitting alone at a distant table, eyes closed and humming happily to himself in time with the music on stage. After a few seconds she remembered where she had seen him before. Oh, well. She realised there was probably no better place to begin. Taking a deep breath, she rose and crossed the floor to where he sat. The man opened his eyes and blinked.


“Hello. My name is Maria. I’m new to this side of the mountain. I’m expecting to be staying here for some time, but I don’t know anybody…”


He rose and took her proffered hand.


“Rumtum, at your service. I turn the wheel,” he added proudly.

Maria Ellinore awoke in an empty habitation hole, and was devastated to find it had not all been a dream. But the sun shone in through the windows, the birds were singing, and distant waves lapped against a rocky coastline. If she was going to have to construct a new life from scratch, she could hardly imagine a more picturesque location in which to do it.


Best foot forward. Rumtum had bashfully lent her a storybook he had written to help her go to sleep. She hated reading, but hadn’t had the heart to tell him that. Now she was determined to turn over a new leaf, and if that meant adopting new pastimes, so be it. She didn’t know whether or not she trusted Venson Dun. He might be an enforcer spy. So might the oracle. But that didn’t matter now. He was right – she no longer had a choice.


Maria dressed in the local style, stepped outside and looked for a good tree. There were plenty. She picked one, sat down against its base, opened the book and began to read.


A fly settled on her arm. She swatted it away. Her nose began to tickle. She sneezed. Her eyes were itching. Her nose was running. The pollen! Quickly – a tissue! She had none!


She ran in panic to the nearest field.


“Gib be a haggerchieb!” she begged.


“What’s a haggerchieb?” wondered the confused farm worker. Maria froze, remembering with horror something she had once read. Criterion 26: None of the island settlers are to come from hayfever-suffering families.

She ran screaming up the hillside.


The man pulled a napkin from his pocket and used it to mop the sweat from his brow.

Rumtum proffered an oblong box lined with gold paper to the depressed figure sulking in the folds of his armchair. From it wafted the irresistible aroma generated by intoxicating liquid gold wrapped in tantalising dark brown chunks of edible heaven.


“Um… we have a certain amount of chocolate, which we keep for special occasions and emergencies. It’s not easy to produce out here, but-”


“Chocolate will do little to solve my current problems,” Maria sighed theatrically.


Rumtum shrugged, replaced the lid and hefted the box back onto the top shelf of his food cabinet. Very strange – it always seemed to work for him.


“Wait.”


She stood up and wiped the tears from her eyes.


“Yes?” He paused, key in mid-turn.


“I said it’d do little for me… I didn’t say it would do nothing.”


Rumtum smiled and opened up the cupboard again. The woman was human after all. “You’re really not from around here, are you? No, don’t answer that. But tomorrow I want to show you something. I have a small amount of leave due – I’m sure someone will cover for me.”

As for Spinner, he eventually got his wormhole un-inverted, but his body was a complete write-off. He felt embarrassed more than anything else when he finally arrived on the island. Being more than thirty kilometres in diameter and with small settlements dotted all over – the island, that is – he made contact with a different set of natives from Maria Ellinore. When pressed on the small matter of his appearance, he swore blind that his name was Klumsy Joe MacStrange and he’d simply had a Saxident (the rarely fatal but extremely painful punishment for performing sub-standard jazz in the presence of koalas on steroids), only being Scottish his Saxident involved bagpipes, and so, well, need he go on? The natives said please don’t, and so ended his interrogation.


Once sufficiently recovered, he made his way up to the temple to pay his respects to the oracle. He found her sleeping. She was even asleep in her dreams. Spinner sat down beside her and noted the configuration of stars on the card marked with the image of a dolphin. He waited until the night sky matched that configuration, then wandered down the road to the beach, roared like a lion nine times and waited. At length up swam a real dolphin, who told him in no uncertain terms that he was an idiot but that he’d better climb on, and she would return him safely to the mothership.


Spinner was pleased to be leaving the asylum and returning to a world that made sense.

Maria stood with Rumtum on a balcony-like ridge half-way down the far side of the oracle’s mountain peak. From this perspective she could see the inner portion of the island. Despite appearances from without it was not a single mountainous formation rising up at the centre. It was in actual fact an extinct volcano, the gently sloping crater of which took up about half the island’s surface area. While the people farmed and built their homes on the outer slopes, the inner hollow was carpeted with lush green forests, partially obscured now by the morning mists, from which a veritable orchestra of bird, insect and animal noises rose to greet them, the very antithesis of the artificial silence on the oracle’s plateau.


“Can we go down there?”


“There’s nothing to stop us, but no-one ever does. It would be rude.”


“Rude?”


“Yes. You see, it’s their home, not ours. We call it the asylum.”


“Asylum?” Asylum seeker. Mental asylum. It sounded such an ugly word for so beautiful a landscape. In her mind it brought with it associations with intolerance, exploitation and confinement.


Rumtum noticed the distaste in Maria’s voice but interpreted it as ignorance. “Yes, it’s a word in our language. It means safety and protection.”


“I knew what it meant,” replied Maria. “I’d just forgotten.” How could she think of polluting such natural vitality with her knowledge of grander human societies? If the word ‘asylum’ here remained unsullied by the dark side of so-called civilisation, perhaps there was hope. She felt her lifelong cynicism lift from her like an oppressively heavy harness that had been dragging her mind down just one road. “Thank you for reminding me.” She kissed him lightly on the cheek.


He looked flustered. “I really must be getting back to work. I turn the wheel. I may have mentioned it before. You see, over there a small part of the forest on higher ground is shielded from the prevailing winds by the adjacent mountain wall, and gets next to no rain. The wheel carries water to those trees. Without it they would die. It is in essence a wheel of life.”


At last, Maria understood.
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